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Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The first time I heard her voice, it stopped me where I stood.

      If it had been a scene in a movie, it would be that moment where the background peels away, the camera focusing on my face. My gaze would have gone from looking at the ground to staring straight ahead, my pupils dilating, all sound falling back.

      None of that actually happened, though I would be lying if I said I didn’t have an immediate clutch in my chest. Not a palpitation in my stomach, not the small blip of a roiling in my system, an honest-to-God tensing behind my left pec.

      My jaw fell open. All breathing ceased.

      It was impossible. There was no way I could be hearing the voice that was coming through the line. Not after so many years, after everything that had happened.

      “Hawk? Are you there?”

      The second time she spoke, some of the initial shock passed. With it went the overload that had surged into my system, freeing me from my momentary paralysis. A flicker of recognition set in, shifting my response.

      It had been just as many years since I had heard this voice either, the scathing hatred that had been there during our last conversation still plainly obvious, sitting just beneath the surface.

      “Dammit, Hawk, if you’re there, say something.”

      I was there, just as I had been every day for more than half a decade, and not one word had been shared between us. And with good reason. She had made it quite clear during our last conversation that she had no desire to ever speak to me.

      That as far as she was concerned, I too had died in that fire along the Mexico border.

      Standing along the edge of the Gibbons River, I raised a boot onto the slab of limestone before me. I kept the phone pressed to my face, leaning my weight forward, feeling a slight stretch run along my Achilles and up through my calf.

      Still, I said nothing. Not because I didn’t want to, but because after all this time I had no idea what to say.

      Even less why she had made such a point to track me down.

      Lifting my gaze to the horizon, I stared out at the valley floor before me. Mid-September, autumn foliage was in full swing, the world awash in shades of gold and tangerine, the river cutting through it in lazy loops, a ribbon of blue matching perfectly with the sky above.

      “Hawk, please. I need your help.”
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      The hour of the meeting was chosen deliberately. Ten o’clock at night meant there was no need to provide a meal, no false pretenses about the gathering being about anything other than business.

      Which was the general maxim that Sirr Asai applied to all his dealings. He was not a friendly man, had no interest in networking or building acquaintances or whatever else the PC term for such interaction was these days.

      There was only one universal truth that every person on the planet required these days. It wasn’t human contact. It wasn’t friendship. Damned sure wasn’t love.

      It was money, every move Asai made done with an eye toward how to make it, how to maximize it, how to leverage it.

      All else was secondary, needless effort spent on the non-essential.

      The guest list for the night was limited to just two men. Both already present and accounted for, they had been ushered inside Asai’s home and shown into his library, a room filled with books he’d never read and overstuffed leather furniture he’d barely sat in.

      Window dressing for moments such as this, times when he was forced to act the part.

      Sometimes to make money, one had to play to expectations, no matter how uncomfortable it could be.

      Standing in the small anteroom connected to the library, Asai swirled the glass of single malt clutched between his fingers, the dark amber liquid standing a half-inch deep. Splashing against the sides, it caught the dim overhead light, the aroma permeating the tiny space.

      Not that Asai much noticed, his focus instead on the video monitor displaying the two men inside the room. Known to work as a team, each was present for their respective skillset. They had come highly recommended, though whether or not they would be deemed worthy of inclusion still remained to be seen.

      “Initial thoughts?” Asai asked. Shifting at the waist, he looked to Paco, the man a cross between a bodyguard and a consigliere, the closest thing to a confidante Asai had.

      The same early-thirties age as Asai, Paco had thick dark hair crowding in on his forehead, combed straight back. Dressed in a dark suit and burgundy dress shirt open at the throat, a heavy shadow had formed along his jaw, the result of sixteen hours since his last shave.

      An inch taller than Asai, he stepped forward, his arms folded, one hand raised to his chin.

      “They came highly recommended,” Paco said, echoing the thought Asai had just a moment before. “And their checks came back clean.”

      Neither response was what Asai had meant, though he assumed Paco knew that, the two having worked together long enough at this point to be beyond such bland commentary.

      “But it’s a risk,” Paco said. “They’re both more visible than we’re used to. Both seem to think they serve nobody but themselves.”

      Each thought was one Asai had pondered as well, though he was glad to hear Paco mention both.

      “At the same time,” Paco said, “we don’t have much choice at the moment.”

      To that, Asai grunted in agreement. Neither one had yet voiced the obvious, though it had been hanging over things for the better part of a day now.

      In an ideal situation, this meeting would not be necessary. The work they had put in already would be sufficient. The timeframe they had meticulously mapped out would still be valid.

      What had happened the night before had completely obliterated any chance at an ideal situation, though. It had taken their plans and turned them on a side, leaving them with something that was less than whole.

      Only a single imperfection, but an important one, large enough on its own to undo everything that they had worked so hard for.

      “There’s always a choice,” Asai replied, lifting his drink and taking down half of the liquid, a slight burn settling through his throat as it slid by, warming him from within. “But I agree.”

      There was no need to say anything more. The men before them weren’t their first choice, or even their second. The request that they might be putting on the table in a matter of minutes wasn’t one either wanted to make, but they didn’t really have a choice.

      Not if they wanted things to proceed as promised.

      Raising his glass once more, Asai finished his drink, setting the tumbler down beside the monitor. Extending his left arm, he gave a flick of his wrist, rotating his watch face upward and bending his elbow back to check the time.

      “Shall we?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The rules were simple. Nobody – regardless of age or experience – was ever allowed straight into the S-2. Everybody had to go through an initiation process first, a two-year training program that was designed to weed out those that were worthy of consideration from those that only had a faint idea of what the life was really like.

      Scads of people thought they had what it took, figured themselves of the mettle to join the ranks. Very few actually did, the acceptance rate less than twenty-five percent overall. Fewer than one in four people could do everything that was asked of them, had the grit to crawl through whatever obstacles were placed before them.

      Ronell Brinks had no doubt that he would be among those fortunate few. That he would get through the initiation process and would ascend in record time, showing everybody in the organization that he was ready for this, that his entire life had been grooming him for it.

      Seated in the passenger seat of a dented Honda Accord, that single thought rested in the front of his mind. It dominated the faint sound of rap lyrics floating through the speakers just a few inches away, the rustle of fast food wrappers ground into the floorboard beneath his feet.

      Even the smell of sativa smoke floating in from the backseat.

      All of it was nothing more than background, tiny details that were processed and dismissed, his focus singular.

      With an elbow propped on the sill of the window, he stared directly at his target. Hidden behind a tint far too deep to be street legal, he didn’t bother trying to avert his gaze, making it clear where his intentions lay.

      “You sure that’s the one?” Jamal Pierce asked from the driver’s seat. Reclined in his chair, he gazed through drooping eyes in the same direction as Ronell, his left wrist draped over the steering wheel.

      Long and lean, he was a few years older than Ronell, meaning he was the sole one in the car legally old enough to purchase alcohol. A former high school basketball star, his career had fizzled after a month or two at a junior college, though the signs of his former life remained.

      Striated muscles lining the caps of his shoulders, veins extended down from them. Large hands with long fingers. A body fat percentage that hovered on the high end of single digits.

      “No doubt,” Ronell replied, not once looking away from the target.

      As cars went, it wasn’t anything special, which was kind of the point. People noticed Ferraris and Lamborghinis and Jaguars. Little more than the automotive equivalent of sex symbols, they were designed to draw attention. Everywhere they passed, people were sure to glance over, some even going as far as to snap a photo or call on a friend for validation of what they were looking at.

      None of those things would do. Not tonight. Not with the goals the trio inside the Honda had.

      This trip was about accomplishing an objective. It was about doing as instructed and returning without leaving a trace of their passing.

      That’s why they were now sitting in the Honda. It’s the reason they had scouted the surrounding area and eventually settled on the parking tower they were now in, it being one of the few in Nashville that hadn’t started using cameras and active surveillance.

      “That thing?” Joey Bernstein asked from the backseat, his words pushing a plume of smoke between the front bucket chairs, the sharp scent of marijuana filling the small space. “Man, my mom drives a nicer car than that.”

      “Then maybe we should be staking out her new place right now instead,” Ronell replied. Despite the clear edge in his tone, the comment was still enough to draw a stifled chuckle from Jamal, his free hand moving swiftly to cover the bottom half of his face.

      “Come on, man,” Joey said, “why’d you have to take it there?”

      A smirk was Ronell’s only reply. He hadn’t actually taken it there, though it wasn’t hard to discern the meaning in his words. As the only member of the three with the privilege of checking the box marked Caucasian on any housing form or loan application, lobbing such barbs at Joey was so common it almost wasn’t fun anymore.

      Almost.

      A polar opposite of Jamal in almost every way, Joey stood no taller than five-eight. A week past twenty, he still carried a fair bit of baby fat, his cheeks round, his jawline covered with a patchy layer of stubble.

      Between his fingers was a joint fatter than his little finger, the herb inside courtesy of another in an unending string of midnight raids on his mother’s purse.

      How Ronell had ended up in the car with these two was something he had long since quit trying to figure out. Both had been fixtures in his life longer than any other living soul, having seen him through each step of the process. From happy childhood home to the death of his father to the son of a single mom to the abused teenager of an unwanted stepfather and eventual runaway, they had been by his side.

      The only things by his side. Trying out for S-2 without them would have been easier, but it was something he wouldn’t even have considered.

      Just as they hadn’t balked the first time he made mention of it to them.

      Keeping his loose grip on the steering wheel, Jamal leaned forward, peering beneath the rearview mirror toward the corner of the lot. His shoulder blades poked through the back of the ribbed tank top he wore as he stared out, close enough Ronell could hear him breathing, before pulling back into his seat.

      “How you figure on doing it?” Jamal asked.

      Just as he had for the better part of the last hour, Ronell said nothing. Leaning forward, he brushed his fingers through the tangle of garbage littering the floor, finally finding what he was looking for. Grasping the top end of an empty water bottle, he flipped the bottom of it over toward Jamal.

      “With this.”
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      “I mean, I can appreciate how jacked she got for the role, but aside from that, what else positive can you say about the movie?”

      Elyse Denman had no way of responding. Everything she felt about the movie had been hashed and rehashed already. It had been discussed throughout the film, as they were exiting the theater, even as they stopped by the restroom on their way out.

      It was the reason she had even prompted that they stop off for some ice cream on their walk back to the car, hoping that the dual tasks of deciding on a flavor and then shoveling away said dessert would be enough to bring about her brother’s silence.

      Nothing doing.

      “Did you notice the CGI work in the cave sequence?” Eric Denman asked. “And the writing? Are you kidding me?”

      Figuring the questions were rhetorical, that the fact that she hadn’t said a word beyond placing her ice cream order in the twenty minutes since they left their seats would be enough, Elyse remained silent. She instead looked down to the dwindling mound of chocolate brownie ice cream in the bottom of her cup, already lamenting what would happen when it was gone and she would be without a readily available place to focus.

      Scraping off a tiny sliver, she looked to the parking structure looming ahead, just needing her built-in distraction to make it back to the car.

      “And to think the budget on that thing was more than a hundred million dollars,” Eric continued. “What was that money for? Paying off the director’s sexual harassment claims?”

      The last question managed to draw over the attention of a young couple walking in the opposite direction. Standing arm-in-arm, they appeared to be in their early twenties, the guy’s eyebrows rising in unison with his lady friend’s lips curling back into a smirk.

      Feeling heat rise to her cheeks, Elyse picked up her pace slightly, hoping to hurry them along.

      There was a time in the not-so-distant past where watching a movie with Eric wasn’t an unbearable experience. It did occasionally incur a few more horror pictures than she would have preferred, but it wasn’t an exercise in self-restraint.

      That unenviable distinction had started a month prior, when Eric was named the new film critic for their high school newspaper. A job that most before him had accomplished by repurposing professional reviews online, he had pushed it to another level, turning himself into this generation’s Roger Ebert.

      Or so he liked to think.

      The new sense of pomposity only seemed to add to the rift that had formed between them. Two years older than her brother, he had gone from the slightly annoying junior high student that she occasionally had to introduce to her friends to the omnipresent embarrassment that was having to share high school with a younger sibling.

      Especially one that had opinions much further reaching than whatever was playing at the local cinema, that just being his latest endeavor in self-importance.

      Already she was dreading the coming of winter and the start of the new Predators season.

      That very look was etched across her face as she led them toward the parking lot. Her jaw set, she pulled her chin toward her chest, looking out beneath her brows, focusing on the elevators growing mercifully closer.

      To either side of them, the crowd continued to thin out, their movie being one of the last showings of the night. Already storefronts throughout the mall were standing dark, teams of janitors moving in, anxious to get their work done and be gone as fast as possible. Pushing carts loaded with trash cans and cleaning supplies, they moved in the opposite direction like a zombie hoard, already glassy-eyed, nobody giving the pair of blondes a second glance.

      If they had, they would have noticed the look on Elyse’s face, a clear sign of the situation at hand. Of an arrangement that her parents had put in place requiring her to take the budding New York Times film critic to all the newest releases in exchange for occasionally getting to use the car for things she wanted to be doing.

      With people she wanted to be doing them with.

      “Seriously,” Eric said, “what did you think of it?”

      A pang of dread crept through Elyse as she scraped the last bit of her ice cream from the bottom of the cup. Inverting her spoon, she smeared it across her tongue, savoring her last taste of sugar, before depositing her trash in a bin.

      The truth was, she hadn’t thought much of the film either way. Some movies were made for the purpose of surface entertainment, to be enjoyed and discarded much like the ice cream she’d just put down.

      Not that she could say anything of the sort. Doing so would only extend the conversation, something she had learned to avoid if ever possible.

      “I agree with you entirely.”
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      “Gentlemen, thank you both for being here.”

      Although Sirr Asai felt no gratitude for the men’s presence – in fact, hated that he’d been forced to call on them – he knew enough about the accepted local customs to go through the motions. Putting on the requisite smile, he crossed over the parquet floor, hand extended before him.

      First up in order was John Kuntzman, a local fence, the man known to acquire and distribute goods as ranging and disparate as ancient antiquities or autographed guitars from country music legends. His past dealings revealed him to never have dabbled in what Asai had in mind, though his record on all other items was spotless.

      Enough so to take a look, at least.

      Which was more than Asai could say for the man’s appearance in general.

      Tight jeans and snakeskin boots with pointed toes served as the base. A country-western shirt tucked in tight with pearl snaps for buttons underscored a brushed suede sports coat. A belt buckle that resembled the hubcaps on the car Asai drove as a teenager served as the centerpiece of the ensemble.

      In short, a look lifted straight from the pages of a ranch owner starter kit.

      Rising from the padded chair he’d been seated in, Kuntzman shifted his tan Justin cowboy hat to his left hat, reaching out to take Asai’s hand with his right.

      “Mr. Asai,” Kuntzman said, his voice betraying a slight lilt. Able to blend almost seamlessly here in Nashville, Asai knew it to actually be based in Texas, where Kuntzman hailed from. “Nice to meet. Hell of a place you’ve got here.”

      “Thank you for coming, Mr. Kuntzman” Asai said, pumping the man’s hand twice, making note of the extra emphasis placed on the grip. “I trust you were made comfortable while you waited?”

      “Very much, thanks,” Kuntzman replied.

      Stepping to the side, Asai kept his hand out before him. Taking two quick steps, he closed the gap to Benjamin Russo, the man having opted against taking a seat, instead spending the last few minutes perusing the shelves around him.

      A move that fit perfectly with everything Asai had been able to put together on the man.

      “Detective,” Asai said.

      Offering a weak grip, the skin of his palm like paper, Russo said, “Lieutenant Detective.”

      “My apologies,” Asai replied. “Thank you for waiting.”

      “Not at all,” Russo said, releasing his grip and using the hand to motion to the shelves. “Quite a collection you’ve got here.”

      Having no interest in literature, or diverting into a discussion about the dusty tomes lining the room around them, Asai offered only, “Thank you.”

      Giving a quarter turn back to the door he’d entered through, he motioned to Paco positioned just inside it, his hands clasped before him. “My associate Paco, who shall be joining us, if you don’t mind.”

      The top of Paco’s head dipped just slightly as Sirr turned back. Not waiting for a response from either – having no interest in whatever they might have to say – he motioned to the array of chairs arranged in the center of the room.

      “Lieutenant Detective, if you would.”

      For a moment, it appeared Russo would decline, choosing to remain standing. Casting a glance to Kuntzman, he flicked his gaze back to Asai before moving slowly toward the center of the room. Choosing a seat opposite the cowboy, he lowered himself into it, the padded seat wheezing slightly under his weight.

      Only once he was in position did Asai too move to sit, positioning himself with the men on either side, the pointed tip of an isosceles triangle.

      “I understand you gentlemen are quite busy, so allow me to get right to it.” Pausing, he took in both men, reading the expressions on their face, before adding, “I have what could be construed as a rather unusual request...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The empty bottle was wedged beneath the front passenger tire. Ronell had read about the trick on the internet some time ago, filing it away for whenever his chance with the S-2 would come around. More than once he had wanted to give it a shot, resisting the temptation, knowing it was the sort of thing a person could only pull off once.

      And if he only had a single chance, it had to be used for this.

      According to the article, the place that most people messed up was by putting the bottle under the wrong tire. Use the rear wheels, and the owner was likely to notice it when they got in the car. Most everybody – especially in a parking tower – tended to pull straight in. That meant they often got a clear view of the tires on their return.

      Not guaranteed, but enough of a risk to be worth avoiding.

      The same basic rule applied to the driver’s tire. It was the one an owner was most likely to notice, having to pass within a few inches of it upon climbing inside.

      Rarely did anybody ever stop to check the front passenger side.

      With the top screwed on tight, Ronell had wedge it just out of sight, the bottom of it starting halfway across the treads of the tire, the remainder extended out beneath the engine.

      Start to finish, it had taken less than a minute for him to walk to the car and deposit the bottle. Despite that, and the rapidly cooling night air, he could feel sweat beaded on his forehead as he climbed back into the Honda, stray rivulets of it streaming down either temple. His exposed forearms and the backs of his wrists gleamed beneath the faint ambient glow of the orange sodium lights in the parking tower.

      “So now what?” Joey asked from the backseat. For the first time since they’d arrived, he was without a blunt in his hands, the smoke in the interior of the car having cleared.

      Leaning forward, he kept both hands on the back of the two front bucket seats, peering out.

      Behind the wheel, Jamal did the same, his demeanor decidedly more chill, as if he was the one that had been puffing on marijuana for the last hour.

      Not that there hadn’t been enough lingering in the air to give them all a slight buzz.

      “Now, we wait,” Ronell said.

      In his periphery, he could sense Joey turn to openly stare, the weight of his glance hot on Ronell’s skin. “For what?”

      Ronell didn’t bother to reply. Instead, he again focused on his target, running things through his mind.

      The car was a BMW, not brand new, but made within the last decade for sure. Glossy black paint, the body had been elongated slightly into what most car manufacturers called the Sport Model. The windows bore a slight tint. A pair of doors graced either side.

      It was exactly what the S-2 was looking for. Completely ambiguous, but high-end enough to still be worth their time.

      “For what?” Joey pressed.

      Keeping his chin aimed toward the window, Ronell’s eyes slid shut. With it came the slight burning of the sweat that had been on his eyelashes, the combination of that and Joey’s incessant questions both raising his annoyance.

      Already he was beginning to question the choice to bring him along.

      Ronell blew a long, loud sigh out through his nose. Letting that serve as answer enough, he opened his eyes, watching as the elevator on the far end of the tower opened. From it passed a boy and a girl, both younger than anybody in the Honda. Each with blonde hair, there was a faint semblance between them, the likelihood high of them being siblings.

      A supposition made easier by the glare the girl kept casting toward her brother, the younger of the two oblivious as he prattled on, his hands waving animatedly before him.

      Both dressed in the latest Abercrombie fashion, they had the look that hinted at most everything Ronell despised. Clean. Well-fed. Untouched by the world around them.

      Since the moment they’d been born, they’d been told they were special. That they could go to whatever college they wanted, and after that do anything they desired.

      And what made it worse was, they probably could.

      “Damn, who’s the chick?” Joey whispered, pushing himself forward an extra inch between the seats.

      Again, Ronell didn’t respond.

      This time, it had nothing to with wanting his friend to shut up. Instead, it was because his focus was on the set of keys the girl had just pulled from her bag. On the way she extended it before her, hitting the unlock button on her key fob.

      And the way the parking lights on the BMW he was there for flashed on command.
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      One time after another, Elyse Denman reminded herself that Taylor Swift was coming to town next month. She had sold out LP Field down along the riverfront, home of the Tennessee Titans.

      “And, I mean, was a remake really necessary?” Eric asked, his voice rising as she circled around the back of the car. “It’s not like the Angelina Jolie ones are that old, and they’ve actually aged better than people remember.”

      More than sixty thousand tickets, gone within an hour. It had been only through blind luck that Elyse had been able to nab a pair. She and her friend Natalie were all set to go. She was going to drive. It was going to be their first big outing since either one of them got their license.

      She just had to make it until then. She had to keep taking her brother to the theater, being careful not to blow her top at his non-stop chatter.

      A task that was becoming more difficult by the moment.

      “I know this new girl has won an Oscar, but compared to Angelina?” Eric continued, using the actress’s first name, as if they were buddies that liked to hang out on the weekend.

      Saying nothing, Elyse walked around the rear of the car and climbed into the driver’s seat. Hitting the automatic ignition button, she started the car, reaching out and snapping on the radio.

      Instantly, the sound of the Imagine Dragons filtered in over the speakers. The song was one that had been serially overplayed of late, the station one of just a couple in the city that wasn’t pushing country music at all times.

      Still, it was infinitely preferable to the extended commentary going on beside her, his analysis now threatening to run longer than the film itself.

      Reaching out, Elyse turned the volume up slightly. She checked the mirrors, seeing nothing, before slowly easing back out of her spot.

      They made it less than a foot before a loud popping sounded out beneath them, a small explosion right beneath where they sat. Her eyes wide, Elyse looked to the rearview mirror, her stomach dropping and her chest seizing in tandem. She smashed her right foot down on the brake, jerking the car to a stop as she stared over at Eric, the sound having finally brought about his silence.

      Like her, his mouth hung agape, a faint smile pulling at one corner of it.

      “What the hell was that?” Elyse asked, her voice no more than a gasp.

      The smile on Eric’s face grew. “That was you getting in a lot of trouble.”

      Moving on pure reflex, Elyse shot out a hand, slapping him across the chest. Jerking back, she swatted him a second time, only making it to his arm as he recoiled against the far door.

      “Ow, hey, what the hell?”

      “Get out!” Elyse said. Fear and frustration both pushed her voice to just shy of a shriek, basic physiology starting to surge through her. Neurotransmitters went into overdrive, dumping enormous amounts of chemicals into her bloodstream.

      This was only the fourth time she’d taken the car, the first after dark. If she had to call her parents now and tell them what had happened, she may never get the keys again.

      Hell, she might never leave her bedroom again.

      “Go see what’s wrong!” Elyse said.

      The smile on her brother’s face curled up a bit higher as he said, “You mean, go see what you hit?”

      Elyse swung out a third time, flinging her hand as hard as she could, just missing Eric as he slid from his seat.

      “Just go!”
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      Ronell was out of the car the instant that the bottle burst. As loud as a gunshot in the confines of the parking tower, the sound echoed off the polished concrete around them, reverberating through the space. Feeling his pulse rise in kind, he slammed the door of the Honda shut and tore across the garage, halfway there by the time the brake lights on the BMW flared.

      A ski mask pulled down over his face, he could feel his breath catch in his chest. More sweat rose to his skin, causing the material to itch against his cheeks as he sprinted forward, his arms pumping on either side.

      The rules of the initiation were simple. They had to bring in a car such as the BMW completely free from harm. They couldn’t have busted in a window to gain access, could not have ripped the plate beneath the steering column away to hotwire it.

      The vehicle had to be ready to be shipped out as soon as it arrived, nothing more than a switch of license plates and the grinding away of the VIN number before it was showroom ready again.

      And to make sure they could do it on command, people looking to be initiated were given one window to work with. Either they were able to go out and get a car when the call came, or the S-2 had no use for them.

      Anybody could stake out an automobile and eventually gain access if given enough time.

      But that didn’t pay the bills. Certainly didn’t keep their buyers satisfied.

      Two long months Ronell had been waiting for their shot. At no point in that time had he gone anywhere without his cell phone, jumping each time the ringer sounded out.

      But tonight was the night. At long last, it had arrived.

      And this was where it all started.

      The bottle had worked perfectly. The girl behind the wheel didn’t look old enough to even be driving, the car either her parents or a recent birthday gift. The boy with her was a zero factor, non-threatening in every way.

      The information buoyed Ronell as he tore across the lot, closing the gap between them. Extending his strides, he chewed through the distance, watching as the passenger door swung open and the boy appeared. Bad rock music poured out with him.

      A smile on his face, he circled around the passenger door, his focus on the front tire.

      Not once did he ever so much as look back toward Ronell, the music covering the sound of his footfalls.

      With each step, Ronell’s original assessment of the boy grew stronger. He could see the way the kid had his hair gelled into uneven spikes. The t-shirt and jeans he wore that were made to look distressed, but must have cost more than fifty dollars each.

      The way he moved with an arrogance that kept him from even checking his surroundings, so used to being safe and in control at all times.

      Squeezing his right hand into a fist, Ronell didn’t break stride as he charged for the passenger side of the car. He took one elongated step past the rear tire before cocking his hand back, firing an overhand right with the full force of his sprint across the garage behind it.

      Unfurling like a piston from his shoulder, the shot connecting square across the bridge of the kid’s nose, shattering it on contact. Blood spurted from his nostrils and over his chin as the thin bones were ground to bits.

      The young man flew back into the passenger door, the hinges on it whining slightly in protest. Reaching their limit, they recoiled in the opposite direction, depositing the boy face first on the ground, his body limp as he fell.

      Using the frame of the car to brace himself, Ronell pulled to a stop. Adrenaline pulsated through his system, heightened by the moment, the shot he had just blasted at the kid. A tendril of blood snaked down from his middle knuckle, though he felt nothing, dopamine pouring into his system.

      Using his left hand, he grasped the top of the door frame, lowering himself a few inches to peer inside the car. His right reached to the small of his back, extracting the .38 revolver he had stowed there. Light flashed over the stub barrel as he dropped himself into the passenger seat.

      Less than a foot away, the girl sat paralyzed, her features screwed up, a host of emotions splayed across them. Looking as if she might scream, or start bawling, or turn and flee, she sat with her mouth gaping. Eyes wide, she stared at the gun, her shoulders bunched beneath her ears.

      “Do not say a word,” Ronell hissed. “You do, you both die. Get it?”

      The girl never took her focus from the gun. A nod was the best she could manage.

      “Good,” Ronell said. “Now, you’re going to put this car in gear, and we are going to drive out of here. Got it?”

      The girl sat rigidly. The corners of her eyes crinkled, her blinking increasing.

      Shifting the gun to his left hand, Ronell tapped it against his thigh. He leaned her direction until his face was just a few inches from her shoulder and repeated, “I asked, you got it?”

      The girl blinked harder, her eyes going glassy as moisture rose to the surface.

      Ronell didn’t have time for this. The clock in his head moved steadily forward, already going longer than he would have liked.

      “And don’t you even think about that crying shit right now.”

      Once more, the girl nodded, her blonde hair brushing her shoulders.

      “Good. Now, let’s go.”

      Once, twice, the girl’s jaw opened. For the first time, she shifted her attention from the gun, looking to the young man lying on the ground outside.

      “What about my brother?” she asked.

      “Oh, him?” Ronell asked, his voice betraying the agitation he was feeling. Jerking the gun across his body, he pointed the barrel toward the young man and fired a single round.

      Compared to the bottle exploding, the sound was at least three times louder, causing the girl to visibly recoil.

      “Drive.”
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      The business model was simple, one that had been employed many times in many places across the country.

      Find where there was a massive influx of new wealth. Get acquainted with those at the top of the new and fledgling food chain. Find out what those in charge desired.

      Make a point of offering it, on a scale much grander and more elaborate than anybody around could.

      Armed with the backing of a modest fortune after the passing of his mother nine years earlier, Sirr Asai had made what was originally a pipedream into a career. Beginning in San Diego, he had worked his way east, targeting cities that were labeled as the new places for growth and investment.

      Portland. Austin. Now, Nashville.

      Each new stop had provided a host of learning opportunities. Ways to expand his brand. To build a system that could sustain itself even after he pushed on, searching for new markets to capitalize in.

      With the advent of social media, travel websites, and the continued aging of the millennial generation, there was no shortage of future locations, no worry that he wouldn’t be able to build a hidden empire across the continent.

      The only concern was that others might soon start flooding into his market, gnawing away at the service industry he’d initiated.

      Which, again, precipitated the need to always be out in front, attuned to what his customers wanted.

      Even when it was somewhat unusual.

      And even if it meant occasionally having to find himself in situations such as this, having the discussion he was about to with men such as Kuntzman and Russo.

      Settling back in his seat, Asai raised his right ankle to his opposite knee. He rested his elbows on either arm of the chair, his fingers steepled before him, fingertips pressed lightly together.

      “It is my understanding that you gentlemen work together,” Asai began.

      Just as he’d expected, the opening statement brought out an immediate response. To his left, Kuntzman’s jaw sagged open, the color draining from his face. On the opposite side, Russo remained a bit more reserved, a slight parting of the lips his only response.

      Which was much in line with what Asai had anticipated, the exact reason he had chosen to start there. In just a few words, he told them both that he was aware of who they were and what they did without appearing threatening.

      A simple statement, delivered as if reporting the weather and nothing more.

      “Quite impressive,” Asai continued, not waiting for either to speak. “The top fence in the city working in concert with one of the best detectives in the area. I imagine it must be a give-and-take that rewards you both immensely.”

      Of the two, Russo was the first to recover. Closing his mouth, he drew it into a thin line, his nostrils flaring slightly, appearing as if he were forcing himself not to respond.

      A few feet away, Kuntzman was no longer visibly sputtering, though it would be a stretch to call him anything close to composed.

      A tidbit Asai would be sure to hold onto moving forward.

      “What do you want?” Russo asked.

      While more direct than Asai was accustomed to – especially in his own home – he could appreciate the fact that the man didn’t bother going through the usual paces. He didn’t try to deny anything, didn’t ask who he thought he was or try to tell him he was mistaken.

      Whether such posturing simply wasn’t in his makeup or he had done a bit of research on Asai and knew it would do no good didn’t much matter.

      Spreading his hands wide, Asai said, “As I mentioned a few minutes ago, I have a very unusual request. In a few night’s time, my colleague and I will be hosting a gathering here. A soiree, if you will, but not the sort that is known to make the society pages of the local papers.”

      Russo remained completely impassive, his body rigid as he stared back at Asai, any initial shock now well behind him.

      Rocking forward in his seat, Kuntzman rose and shoved his backside deep into the cushion. Setting his hat down atop his knee, he straightened the lapels of his jacket, fighting a losing battle to appear to be back in control.

      “What kind of soiree?” he asked.

      Flicking his left hand, Asai gave a dismissive wave, casting the question aside. “That part isn’t important. What is are the people on the guest list.”

      Pausing, he looked at each of them in turn. “And the unique ideas they have for what constitutes entertainment.”
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      The sound of her husband snoring carried out through the half-open door of the bedroom. A pattern that had started with a mere case of sleep apnea years before, it had escalated with age. Now on the verge of forty, it was approaching what Amber Denman liked to call a choking hyena, endless guttural clenches for air interspersed with moments that she really felt the need to check and ensure his windpipe hadn’t fully closed.

      It was those pauses in between that kept her from being able to close the door completely. Although there had never been a problem of any sort, she still couldn’t bring herself to cut him out of listening range, just in case.

      The doctors had said it was unlikely, but there was a chance.

      Already she had lost someone near to her under the most extreme of unlikely occurrences. No way could she go through it again.

      With a fuzzy blue robe wrapped around her, Amber paced the length of the hallway in their home. Her feet, encased in slippers of the same color and material, fell silent against the wooden floor as she went. In her hand was her cellphone, the darkened screen taunting her.

      The kids were just going to a movie, supposed to have been back more than an hour before.

      Already, five calls had gone unanswered.

      Thumbing the front screen to life, Amber winced at the bright light in the darkened house. Jerking away, she allowed her eyes to dilate before looking back, seeing it was already well past eleven.

      “Come on, Elyse,” she muttered. Swiping the lock screen to the side, she pulled up her call log, once more trying the most recent entry.

      And just like each of the times before, the phone went straight to voicemail, not even bothering with a single ring before kicking over.

      “Dammit,” Amber whispered, dropping the phone by her side. Her opposite hand she lifted to her forehead, rubbing at the loose skin, her thumb and fingers offset above her brows.

      This sort of thing was why she had insisted they not get Elyse her own car for the first year she had a license. She was a good kid, but a bit flighty. Things like time management and personal accountability were still ethereal concepts in her world. Whereas some kids were playing sports or securing their first job, her biggest concerns were boys and concert tickets.

      A reality that her look certainly helped to flesh out, the framed photographs passing Amber as she walked only confirming that notion.

      Not that Eric was a great deal better, though he was still just fourteen, a month into his freshman year.

      Trying to impart notions of responsibility on anyone that age was nothing more than an exercise in masochism.

      “Come on,” Amber said, lifting the phone back up. Staring down at the screen, she considered calling Elyse again, making it just past the initial security screen before the device flashed to life before her.

      Bright light poured out, illuminating her face, as a pulse surged through her core, her gaze seizing on the number flashing before her.

      She’d expected it to be Elyse’s. Instead, it was a string of digits she didn’t recognize, knowing only the local 615 area code and nothing more.

      Palpitations rippled through her chest as she padded to the far end of the hall, the sound of her husband sleeping falling away. Hooking a corner at the end of it, she passed into the living room, the space shrouded in shadow.

      As she moved, every possible entity that could be on the opposite end of the line passed through her head, each successively worse than the one before.

      A lump settled in her throat, making the sound of her breathing something akin to Josh’s as she pressed the phone to her face. “Hello?”

      “Um, hello, hi,” a voice said. Young and female, it sounded uncertain, as if the girl had been crying.

      Definitely not Elyse, nor any of her friends.

      “Is this mom?”

      Amber felt her brows come together, confusion playing across her face. The top of her head jerked back as she pulled the phone away, staring at the screen. “What?”

      “I’m sorry,” the girl said, a small crack appearing in her voice. “Do you have a son? Blonde hair? Maybe fifteen, sixteen years old?”

      Without realizing it, Amber raised her free hand to her throat. Her eyes went wide, her entire body hit with a massive paralytic. Not even her mouth moved as she replied, “Yes, Eric. Why? Who is this?”

      “My name is Lori Anderson,” the girl replied. “My boyfriend and I just came out of a late movie at the mall and we found your son.”

      Bursts of heat pushed to Amber’s skin. Her heart raced, her breathing picking up. “Found? What do you mean, found?”

      “I mean...” Lori began, her voice trailing away. This time, whatever she was feeling becoming too much. Stifled sobs began to filter over the line, one after another.

      Each only adding to the clench of emotion enveloping Amber’s body. “What do you mean, found?!”

      Her voice was nothing less than a wail, echoing through the home. At the far end of the hall, she could hear toenails on the wooden floor, the dog coming to check on things.

      In the background, she could no longer hear her husband snoring.

      Not that she cared, every bit of focus she had levied on the phone in her hand, on the conversation taking place.

      “He was...” Lori began anew, her voice trailing away. “We called 911, they’re on their way. I’m sorry, I found this number in his wallet.”

      It was all Amber could do to hang onto the phone. Her knees began to flag, the room shifting around her. By her feet, their dog appeared, a charcoal grey schnauzer staring up at her, eyes filled with confusion.

      From down the hall, the sound of footsteps grew closer.

      Extending a hand, Amber managed to lean her body to the right. She took two staggered steps before letting gravity take over, going weightless before landing on the sofa. Soft cushions billowed around her as she sprawled across it, barely keeping the sound of the girl’s voice next to her ear.

      She didn’t even yet know what had transpired, but nothing that had just been mentioned was good. People didn’t call 911 or wait for ambulances if someone fell and sprained an ankle. They damned sure didn’t call their parents in the middle of the night.

      “Just, tell me what happened. Is he okay?”

      There was a brief rush of air, as if Lori was whirling around, turning to get a better look at things. In the background, the faint sound of a siren could be heard. Punctuating it was the harsh squeal of tires turning through the concrete structure.

      At the end of the couch, Amber’s husband Josh appeared. Donning only a pair of plaid pajama pants, he stood bare-chested, his hair askew. His eyes thick with sleep, he looked down at her, mouthing the question, “What happened?”

      Amber ignored it, focusing only on Lori’s response.

      “I...I don’t know,” Lori said. “My boyfriend says he’s breathing, but there’s just so much blood.”
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      Nervous energy thrummed through Ronell Brink’s body. It filled every fiber of his being, seeming to supercharge him from the core outward. Along his forearms and the backs of his hands, veins stood out beneath his skin. Moisture soaked the ski mask covering his face.

      Getting the car was a major score. Now sitting inside it, the vehicle looked to be even nicer than it had appeared from across the garage. Leather seats. Power everything. The faint smell of Armor All in the air.

      This was definitely a parent’s car, taken care of and loaned out for the night.

      A quick glance at the odometer showed it only had twenty-five thousand miles on it. That would help. There was little doubt the car would fetch a nice price, needing only a day to be flipped.

      The S-2 would be pleased. They would have no choice but to pull them in.

      The bigger score of the night was sitting behind the steering wheel. A steady torrent of tears streamed down her face, her cheeks red and blotchy. Every breath was audible, like a sniffle, punctuated by a sharp inhalation, attempting to keep snot in her head.

      Up close, the girl confirmed his first impression, which was that she couldn’t be any older than sixteen. If he had met her on the street, he wouldn’t have even thought her that old, the privilege of her middle-class upbringing allowing her to somehow age even slower than her years.

      No matter how much makeup she might have used to try and prove the opposite, most of it now streaked down her face.

      Staring at her, Ronell couldn’t help but feel the same pangs he’d felt when he first saw them step out of the elevator. Whereas people where he came from were forced to grow up well before their time, girls like this were coddled to the point they could hide behind youth and privilege for decades.

      The thought was enough to make his stomach roil.

      The S-2 would definitely be pleased.

      Snatching the girl hadn’t been on the original agenda, but it was an opportunity that was too good to pass up. Bringing her in with the BMW would be a huge boon. It would surely accelerate his ascent.

      Outside, the streets of Nashville were aglow. It must have rained while they were tucked away in the garage, everything wet and shiny. A menagerie of color from streetlights and storefronts glowed off the pavement, putting the world into vibrant technicolor.

      A perfect match for the way Ronell felt.

      “Where am I going?” the girl whispered, her first words since leaving the car. Laced with fear and anxiety, she didn’t bother to glance his way. Her shoulders slumped forward, she had the wheel just inches from her chest, staring out over it.

      With his attention already on the girl, Ronell merely sat and stared. Hidden behind the ski mask, he was aware of how he must look, the fear that had to be penetrating the young girl.

      Good. It was about time she felt what it was like to be in his position for a while.

      “Freeway,” he eventually muttered. “West.”

      He said nothing more, falling back to silence, letting it settle around them. Increasing the sound of his breathing, he tapped the tip of the .38 barrel against his thigh, making sure she saw it, obeying his every syllable without objection.

      Firing the round wasn’t something he’d planned, though he’d be lying if he claimed it wasn’t part of the exhilaration passing through him. The first time he had ever shot at another person, he almost wished he could have stayed longer to enjoy the view.

      The shot was nothing more than a shoulder wound, a simple round placed into the meat of the kid’s right side. Aimed for the crease between the joint and his collarbone, it would tear up some soft tissue, but it wouldn’t break any bones.

      In short, it had caused a lot of blood, would no doubt draw the attention of anybody that might be in their wake.

      And it had damned sure got the attention of the girl behind the wheel.

      The smell of gunpowder lingered on his hand, growing more faint with each passing moment. Resisting the urge to draw his hand up, to pull in the euphoric scent, Ronell shifted his gaze to the side mirror. Framed perfectly behind them were the low-slung beams of the Honda, just as they had discussed.

      It was all coming together. It was only a matter of time before they were back across town. By this time tomorrow, plans would be made to welcome the three of them into the S-2. The car would be stripped clean and loaded in a container, headed somewhere else.

      As for the girl, that didn’t concern him in the slightest.
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      “Keys.”

      The word was the first that had been uttered in over twenty minutes. Aside from the sound of the highway passing beneath the tires, there had been no other sound inside the car. Nothing but silence, enough for Elyse Denman to run through everything that had happened already, all that the coming hours held in store.

      Her brother had been shot. The man beside her claimed he would live, but she couldn’t trust that he was right. That the bullet hadn’t ricocheted. That his aim hadn’t been off. That he hadn’t just been lying to make her do what he wanted.

      Right now, Eric could be lying in that same spot, bleeding out. He could be calling for help – for her – his voice growing weaker by the moment.

      Not that her situation was much better, the man that had so casually fired now sitting beside her, the gun in plain sight, the barrel of it tapping against his thigh in a steady rhythm, constantly reminding her of its presence. She was also stuck behind the wheel, serving as the driver for what could be her own demise.

      She’d never spent more than a couple of hours on this side of town. Definitely didn’t know her way around, where they might be headed.

      Or who might be waiting for her.

      Sitting behind the wheel, Elyse gripped it with both hands. Her shoulders were bunched beneath her ears, every muscle pulled so tight she could feel them cramping.

      The tears had finally stopped leaking, though they weren’t far beneath the surface. On her cheeks rested the dried salt from the last round, tugging each time she blinked.

      Sliding the keys from the ignition, Elyse dropped them into the man’s outstretched hand.

      “Out.”

      Elyse did as instructed. She opened the door and stepped out, chilly air swirling about her, flipping her hair around her face. With it came a plume of dust and a chemical smell, a liquid fuel of some sort. Gasoline, or butane.

      Taking just a single step, Elyse remained beside the car, her hands by her side. No more than ten feet away, the car that had followed them across town was parked facing them, high beams framing her in their light.

      Under their glare, she could see nothing else, the world around her blocked from view. Her eyes screwed shut against it, she turned her body away, waiting as her captor stepped out from the opposite side of the car.

      “Jesus Christ, Jamal, turn those damn lights off.”

      On command, the lights flipped off, everything seeming much darker than usual in their absence. Blinking rapidly, Elyse tried to get her bearings, her knees and hips locked, her body rigid.

      A pair of doors opened from the other car, the sound unmistakable.

      “Dammit, Ronell, don’t you use my name like that,” a second voice said. “Not in front of the girl.”

      “You mean like you just used mine?” Ronell replied. “Dumbass.”

      One at a time, the pair of doors shut. Footsteps grated over gravel, growing closer, as Elyse’s pupils dilated, adjusting to the absence of light. Around her, things came into focus bit by bit, one piece at a time.

      The place looked like an abandoned structure of some sort, a warehouse or airplane hangar that hadn’t been used in some time. Rising to either side were buildings made of plain gray concrete, windows painted over or busted out. Along the outside of the lot ran a chain link fence that was bent in various spots, missing entire sections in others.

      In short, it was the type of place Elyse had seen in movies, but never in person. A spot where she was certain nothing good ever happened, especially to the lone underaged girl staring up at three men older than her.

      “Man, why the hell did you shoot the kid?” the third one said, pulling to a stop by the BMW’s front bumper. Casting a glance his way, Elyse could see he was the shortest of the three. Dumpy, he looked out of place beside the other two, for his build as much as his skin tone.

      “Shut the hell up, Joey,” Ronell snapped. The tallest of the trio, he was clearly in charge, his body lean, muscles ridged beneath his skin.

      “Yeah, shut the hell up,” Jamal echoed. Turning to Ronell, he added, “What’s the plan?”

      If he was surprised at seeing her standing there, he didn’t show it at all.

      Keeping her gaze averted, Elyse remained rooted in place. Every possible scenario played out in her head, ranging from trying to make a run for it to diving back inside the car and locking the doors.

      Nothing seemed plausible. They would catch her in a matter of steps or they would break in the window and pull her out. She might buy herself a couple of seconds, but she would piss them off immensely in the process.

      “Got to run the car in,” Ronell said. “We don’t have much time left.”

      “Right,” Jamal agreed.

      “And the girl?” Joey asked.

      Elyse heard the sound of something hitting the pavement. Most likely her phone that had been snatched inside the parking garage, she cast a glance over, watching as Ronell stomped his heel repeatedly into it, the thin plastic no match for his concentrated angst.

      When he was done, he peeled the bottom of the ski mask up over his face, leaving it bunched along his brow. “Damn, this thing is hot.”

      Jamal cracked a smile. “I don’t know how you wore it clear across town.”

      Ronell matched the grin, flicking a gaze over to Elyse. “Or why. It’s not like it’s going to matter here before long.”

      Snapping her focus back to the ground before her, Elyse curled her hands into fists. She drew them before her stomach, her shoulders rolling inward. A natural defense posture, she made herself as small as possible, feeling her bottom lip quiver, willing herself not to begin crying again.

      Not here, not right now. That’s what they wanted. To see her break. To know she was under their control.

      “You guys hang onto her for now,” Ronell said. “I’ll take the car in, make sure we get checked off, then I’ll pull Big Man aside for a little discussion.”

      The grin on Jamal’s face grew larger. He leered over at Elyse, eyes growing wide. “Oh yeah, BM’s gonna love her.”

      “Ha,” Ronell added, “everybody’s gonna love her.”

      A shudder slid from Elyse’s throat. It wracked her entire upper body, a small sound just barely audible.

      But it was enough.

      All three burst into laughter, tossing their heads back, braying out into the night. It rolled up between the narrow confines of the buildings, echoing down over them, reverberating in Elyse’s ears.

      Lasting for what seemed minutes, by the time they had finished, all three were out of breath, the whites of their teeth flashing.

      And Elyse had managed to already break the promise she had just made herself, her cheeks once more wet with tears.
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      The glance Sirr Asai gave to the corner of the room appeared harmless. Nothing more than a quick look, it was done with eyebrows raised, as if responding to a sound he might have heard.

      In reality, it was a check to make sure that Paco was ready. A signal that they had reached the point of the conversation where things moved from theoretical to factual. The spot where they would soon learn if they had incurred a pair of new business partners, or there would soon be two more people that needed to be disposed of.

      Without acknowledgment of the glance in any way, Paco unclasped his hands before him. At some point he had unbuttoned the front of his suit coat, allowing him to press the flaps behind his wrists, thrusting his hands down into his pockets.

      To a bystander, it would appear innocent, a mere shift in position by a man that had been standing for quite some time.

      To Asai, it displayed that his cohort was ready. That there was nothing inhibiting him from grabbing the Sig Sauer tucked into his waistband. That if Kuntzman or Russo either one offered the slightest bit of resistance, both would be mowed down without a second thought.

      Replacing the furniture would be a nuisance, as would ensuring that no blood spatter remained on the leather volumes lining the walls, but it would be a small price to ensure complete assurance from anybody they brought on board.

      And it wasn’t like it would be the first time a possible business partner had met such an end.

      Shifting his focus back to face forward, Asai kept the smile on his face. He made sure the veneer that he had spent years honing was completely in place, his true thoughts on the men before him and the situation he was now in hidden from view.

      In truth, it was bullshit that this meeting was even taking place. The original requests had been made more than a month ago. Painstaking effort had been made by him and his team to ensure every last one was met.

      But that was before a call that morning had shifted things. Had sent them scrambling for additional resources, calling on the two men sitting before them.

      “The party will be a gentlemen’s gathering,” Asai said. “The sort of thing that men of a certain ilk like to occasionally dabble in, free from the overseeing eyes of their wives and children.”

      The description was a gross understatement for what would most likely soon be taking place. Having witnessed such debacles on more than one occasion, the amount of drunken debauchery – both legal and not – that would soon descend on the mansion was almost incalculable by those that had never been present.

      There was a reason that a full cleaning service was scheduled to arrive first thing the next morning, told to scrub everything in the home twice, not to leave for at least six hours after arriving.

      And even then, it wasn’t like he would be sleeping in any of the beds ever again.

      “The sort of thing I’m sure men like yourselves have been privy to on occasion.”

      Leaning forward, he gave them a half-smile. If either was close enough, he might have even reached out and rapped them across the knee, an unspoken camaraderie among men.

      Even if there was no chance either of one of these two had ever been close to something like what he was planning. A top fence for a city like Nashville was enough to be invited to some of the annual galas and hit by the local charities, but it wasn’t moving the needle enough to get invited to what he had on tap.

      To say nothing of a lowly law enforcement officer, no matter how dirty or how in love with his title he might be.

      Taking the bait, Kuntzman smiled, bobbing his head slightly.

      Russo was a bit of a tougher sell.

      “That’s not quite what we do,” he said, his tone clipped, the words delivered carefully.

      The smile slowly faded from Asai’s face as he leaned back. Since asking the two to visit, he’d known Russo would be the harder target.

      Kuntzman was just a rube, someone needing so badly to be included he would have sold off a family member or even a vital organ had they asked.

      “And what is it you think I’m asking for?” Asai asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Russo replied. Casting a glance to his associate, he paused, choosing his words, before saying, “Mr. Kuntzman and I deal mainly with goods. Items that come up missing in a burglary, things that might fall off the proverbial truck from time to time.

      “Drugs really isn’t our area of expertise.”

      It took everything Asai could do not to laugh. Drugs he had access to. As much as he wanted, whenever he wanted, and of a quality much higher than anything these two could get their hands on.

      Bringing his hands back together, he again cast a glance to Paco, seeing that the man was still stationed by the door, ready and waiting for whatever was asked of him.

      “Drugs aren’t why we asked you here tonight,” Asai said slowly, carefully articulating his words, matching Russo’s cadence. “That we can do ourselves. But we’re new to the area, and there are some things we’re not quite as well-versed in.

      “Things of a more animate nature.”
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      A pair of officers were standing by the front desk as Amber Denman made her way through the front doors of Summit Medical Center. Not having the patience to wait on the enormous revolving entrance that served as the centerpiece of the front façade, she had pushed through the single door on the side, sprinting across the open foyer.

      At such an hour, the lobby was nearly empty. Open and airy, the place was designed to serve as a gathering point, an entry into the extended hospital spread. Along one side was a Starbucks, a gift shop tucked in tight beside it. A pharmacy for patients being discharged was along the opposite wall. Tables, chairs, and benches lined the front windows.

      All sat lifeless, most of the lights turned off. Doors were shut tight, the place battened down until morning.

      Amber’s footfalls landed heavy on the polished floor as she sprinted forward. Her destination was the single desk on the far side, a woman in nurse’s scrubs with thick glasses and grey hair sitting behind it. Flanking her to either side were the two cops, both in full uniform, black slacks and shirts.

      Each in their mid-thirties, they both swiveled their bodies to stare directly at her. The one on the right went as far as to pull his hand back toward his hip, openly assessing her as she drew closer.

      Amber ignored it completely. She ran straight through the lobby, her breath catching in her chest. Going right for the desk, she fell forward against it, her palms slapping the laminate wood. Barely able to speak through her body’s fight for air, she could feel a film of sweat on her skin as she looked up at the woman behind the desk.

      “My name...Amber Denman...” she managed, drawing in deep pulls of air. “Son brought in...gunshot wound...”

      Using her foot, the woman rolled her chair back a couple of inches. She flicked a look to the cops on either side of her, both taking a step closer toward Amber.

      “You say your son was the gunshot victim that was just wheeled in?” the man on the right asked.

      Pulling her attention his way, Amber looked up to see he was a bit younger than her, his dark hairline still thick and straight across his forehead. Lantern-jawed, he spoke with a slight lisp.

      The metallic tag on his chest gave his name as Tysinger.

      “Yes,” Amber said. Despite her heart pounding, she managed to slow her breathing. She shoved herself to full height, taking a step back so she could see all three people at once. “The girl that found him called me and said they were bringing him here. We rushed right over.”

      “We?” the officer on the left asked. Shorter than his partner, his name was given as Velazquez. He had tan skin and a thin line of hair along his jaw and around his mouth, all of it the same length as his scalp.

      “My husband,” Amber replied, each word seeming to push her impatience higher. She was not here for an interview. Not now, anyway. If in an hour, or two hours, or the next morning, these men wanted to ask her about everything she knew, she would be glad to answer their questions.

      Right now, she just wanted to see to her son.

      “He’s parking the car. He’ll be right in.”

      “Mrs. Denman,” Tysinger began, “can you-“

      “No!” Amber snapped, cutting him off before the question went any further. “No, I cannot. I cannot do a damn thing until somebody tells me where my son is and if he’s okay.”

      The past twenty minutes had been an exercise in abject terror. For every vile eventuality that she had imagined while pacing, waiting for her children to answer their phones, the things that had crossed her mind in the time since were worse by a factor of five. Maybe even ten.

      The entire drive over, she had sat perched on the front edge of her seat, silently imploring her husband to drive faster, to get them to the hospital.

      Turning to stare at the woman behind the desk, Amber’s eyes blazed. Her nostrils flared. “Now, either somebody can tell me where my son is or I can just start pounding on doors until I find him, but we’re not doing this right now.”

      For a moment, all the air seemed to pull out of the room. The nurse looked as if she wanted to push herself even further back from the desk, again casting a look to either side.

      Eventually, she nodded.

      “Of course, Mrs. Denman. Your son is in surgery now. I’ll take you straight back.”

      “Thank you,” Amber replied, shoving the word out in a manner that indicated anything but gratitude. As she did so, she flicked a gaze up to Tysinger, adding, “If you guys want something to do, go find my daughter.”
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      The brakes on the BMW were a bit touchier than Ronell Brinks would have liked. They jerked him to a stop as a pulled up in front of the first roll top door outside the shop, one in a string of more than a dozen. Each marked with a series of bland numbers and letters, the place was the definition of non-descript, the sort of spot every city has but none really notices.

      Lowering the driver’s side window, Ronell leaned a few inches to the side. He made sure the camera above the door could see him clearly, giving a two-fingered wave, before retreating back inside and rolling up the window.

      As he did, the door before him raised upward, light spilling out into the night, revealing a working body shop. Racks of tires lined the walls. Hydraulic lifts framed each of the doorways. Rolling toolboxes were positioned alongside each of them. Air guns and electrical boxes hung from the ceiling.

      Waiting until the door was no more than six inches above the top of the car, Ronell eased inside the garage. He barely lifted his foot from the brake, not wanting to repeat the jerking motion from a moment ago, before coming to a full stop.

      Remaining behind the wheel, he waited as the door lowered back into position.

      The instant it hit the ground with a shudder, he killed the ignition and stepped out, a host of men seeming to materialize around him. Coming from every possible spot in the garage, they converged on the car, more than a dozen strong. All in their twenties or thirties, their attire ranged from ribbed tank tops to hooded sweatshirts. Most every race was represented.

      The sole thing they had in common was the S-2 tattoo etched down their left forearms, the letter and numeral visible on many as they extended a hand toward the car, admiring the latest arrival.

      Sounds of approval dotted the air as they circled around, all careful to keep a wide berth, leaving Ronell and the vehicle as the eye of their storm of humanity.

      Standing in the center of it, Ronell waited. He drew in a breath, pushing Jamal and Joey and the girl from his mind. Instead, he focused on the part that he knew came next, the aspect of the evening that would dictate how things went moving forward.

      Since the moment he had lowered himself into the passenger seat in the parking garage across town, this was what his focus had been on. This was what would determine if he got what he wanted, or if he was forced to look for it elsewhere.

      Less than a minute after Ronell pulled in, a shrill whistle sounded from the back of the room. On cue, the crowd went quiet. The men in front of the car fell away to either side, clearing a path.

      At the end of it stood a man Ronell knew only as Big Man. A more apt nickname there had never been, the guy standing six-foot-eight and weighing north of three hundred and eighty pounds. A former left tackle on the Tennessee football team, his stomach had gone to seed in the decade since, his prodigious midsection festooned with an array of tattoos.

      The rest of him still very much hinted at the powerful run blocker that had gotten invited to training camp with the Atlanta Falcons. His shoulders were broad and his arms thick, deep creases separating his various muscle groups.

      Around his neck hung a trio of necklaces, the overhead lights glinting off them.

      To his side stood Peanut, a guy that was small in his own right, his adjacency to Big Man making it that much more pronounced. In his hands were a clipboard and a stopwatch. Around his forehead was a sweatband, matching bands on either wrist.

      Moving in unison, they walked forward. A scowl locked onto his features, Big Man walked forward, each step raising the rate of Ronell’s heartbeat.

      Stopping just short of the hood, Big Man turned to his cohort. “Time?”

      “Two-twenty-five,” Peanut replied.

      Glancing up to Ronell, Big Man nodded slightly before jutting his chin down at the car. “Pop it.”

      Snaking an arm in through the open door, Ronell pressed the hood release. The top sprung upward an inch, allowing Big Man to slip a meaty hand beneath it, pushing it the rest of the way up.

      Remaining rooted in place, Ronell waited as Big Man gave a visual inspection of the engine, men on either side leaning in, nobody saying a word. His pulse raced, sweat again rising to his features.

      After what felt an eternity, the hood was slammed back into place. Behind it, Big Man stared back at him, the scowl still visible. “Mileage?”

      “Thirty-eight,” Ronell said.

      “Where?”

      “Hermitage.”

      Big Man’s brows went up slightly. He shifted an inch, looking over a shoulder to his sidekick.

      The smaller man consulted his clipboard before saying, “Nothing reported stolen from there all night.”

      Nodding once, Big Man turned away from Ronell. He moved slowly, his steps almost a saunter as he made a slow lap around the car. Using the space afforded him by the others on hand, he kept his focus down on the vehicle, looking over every aspect of the car.

      Never did he move closer than necessary. Not once did he touch a thing, careful not to leave extra fingerprints.

      “Where?” he repeated.

      “Shopping center parking garage,” Ronell said, having seen this play out a time or two before, knowing exactly what the man was referring to. “No cameras.”

      Coming up on the driver’s side of the car, Big Man drew even with Ronell. He arched a single eyebrow, peering down at him. Each breath sounded loud and angry as he held the position, his body more than twice the size of Ronell’s.

      For his part, Ronell remained in place, his posture pulled as tall as possible, his face hiding the competing emotions swirling within.

      Side by side, they remained that way for what felt like hours.

      Right up to the part where Big Man raised an enormous hand, slapping Ronell on the back, the force of it almost enough to topple him over.

      “Nice job, Rook. You passed.”
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      The morning sun was nothing more than a pale yellow disc. The color of straw, it sat just above the horizon in the east, peeking over the Absaroka Mountains. With the calendar already halfway through September, most of the warmth it promised was still at least four hours away, the air brisk and chilly.

      Not enough that I could see my breath, but enough that I was already wearing a wool Filson vest over my long-sleeved t-shirt.

      Standing along the bank of the Gibbons River, I drew my head back, pulling in a deep breath of air. I let it fill my lungs, relishing the feeling of my chest expanding, before slowly expelling it.

      With my thumbs hooked into the front loops of my jeans, I stared out over the valley floor before me, a faint smile crossing my lips.

      Born and raised in the greater Washington, D.C. area, I spent the first twenty-some years of my life within spitting distance of a major metropolis. Urban blight was never something I considered. It’s just the way things were.

      My father was in the military, stationed near the nation’s capital, determined not to let us become another example of the service family that bounced around the globe.

      Which, as fate would have it, I ended up becoming anyway, enlisting in the navy after my education.

      After spending the first chunk of my life residing near the beltway, the next portion was along either coast and on various ships around the world. From there, I matriculated over to the DEA, where most of my time was spent in Central America and the American Southwest, growing ever more adapted to the various shades of green and tan that jungle and desert terrains provided.

      Not until I was in my early-thirties did I ever set foot into Yellowstone Park. On the heels of the tragic event that saw the death of my wife and daughter and precipitated my exit from the DEA, I found myself a man without a tether. I had a decade of training, very little money, and a strong desire to be alone as much as possible.

      Yellowstone provided the closest thing I could come up with for an answer to all three. By summer, I worked as an independent guide, drawing on those skills the government had given me by keeping rich yuppies alive in the woods. The rest of the year, I retreated to a private cabin deep in Montana, content to be left alone.

      Now, I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else in the world.

      Standing along the banks of the river, I stared out over the landscape stretched before me, an endless sea of gold and bronze and tangerine hues. Threaded through the middle of it was the river bed, a nice contrast to the bright fall foliage on either side.

      Rising high behind it all were the mountains, their peaks already covered with snow.

      In short, it was heaven, or at least my own version of it. The place was tough and rugged, demanding to be respected at all times.

      But what it gave back to those that did was irreplaceable. It had taken a man like me, as lost and broken as a soul could be, and it had given him a purpose. It had provided an anchor, a spot in the world where he could be content.

      A place he could call home.

      Staring out, I didn’t feel like a man surveying his dominion. I wasn’t foolish enough to ever think that, knowing the place would never abide it. The moment I thought I was in control, that I somehow was greater than any single thing before me, it would turn things just to prove it could.

      That much I knew from experience.

      What I felt was as part of a whole. Someone that the elements had tested and deemed worthy of inclusion. A man that was allowed to enjoy moments such as this one, staring out at the start of a new day.

      Even if that meant also sharing it with the client standing less than fifty yards away, his arm outstretched before him, his cell phone in hand. Alternating it between extended and pressed up to his face, he yelled time and again, trying to raise someone on the other side, oblivious to where he was standing or the display nature was putting on before us.

      Not that he was the first city boy that ever pulled such antics on my watch.

      Nor would he be the last.

      “I asked him not to bring that damn thing,” a voice said from behind me. Full of scorn, there was no effort to hide how the speaker felt.

      Turning at the waist, I shifted to see the man’s son coming my way. No more than twelve, he was dressed in jeans and a nylon jacket, his hands thrust down into the pockets. Shaggy brown hair hung down over his ears and across his forehead as he glanced the length of the riverbank to his father.

      “Must be something pretty important,” I replied.

      The angry glance lingered on the young man’s face. “Naw. He just thinks the world will stop turning if he’s not there to tell it to keep going.”

      My right nostril pulled back, an involuntary snort about to arise, though I was able to tamp down any sound. Leaving it with a slight rock of my head, I didn’t bother glancing at the man again.

      Not that I needed to. After just a single night, already I had seen more than enough of what the boy was referring to, his father’s self-importance so thick it practically rolled off him in waves. Most of the day had been spent on the phone berating some poor assistant, demanding things that no reasonable person could ever ask of another.

      Which may or may not have been a deciding factor in my decision to camp in the valley, the place notorious for having spotty cell service. At best.

      “What’s that smell?” the boy asked, pulling his focus away from his father and up to me.

      “Sulfur,” I replied. “It’s because of the geothermics in the park. It comes up with the water from deep in the earth’s core.”

      His brows creased slightly as he nodded. “Cool.”

      “Very,” I agreed, “it’s what gives us the geysers and the boiling mud and all the other unusual things here.”

      Taking a step forward, he kicked at the loose river stone piled along the banks. Deposited during the spring runoff season, it now made for a bank that was several feet wide on either side, the rocks polished smooth by years of exposure to the swiftly moving water.

      His hands still thrust into his pockets, he moved until his toes were just inches from the water’s edge before drawing in a deep breath, just as I had a few moments before.

      “Smells kind of like rotten eggs.”

      “It does, but you get used to it pretty fast.”

      A thin slash of a smile graced the boy’s face as he glanced my way. “I don’t mind it, but he was bitching about it all night.”

      Somehow, I wasn’t surprised. “Tonight, we can try and move up to higher ground. It’ll be colder, but the smell won’t be as strong.”

      Leaning back at the waist, the boy looked toward his father, the phone still outstretched before him. Time and again, he tried raising someone on the other end, his increasingly loud voice puncturing what was otherwise a perfect morning.

      “No need. I thought it was hilarious.”
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      I ran the tag end of the leader through the eye of the hook, the thin filament string passing through easily, despite the small metal implement being designed specifically for trout. Pulling an extra four inches through, I doubled it back, wrapping it around the standing end a half-dozen times before looping it back through the hole created at the base.

      Clinching it tight, I raised the line to my teeth, using my front incisors to snip away the excess.

      The knot was known as a basic fisherman’s knot, a simple overhand clinch affair used by anglers the world over. Having done it no less than a thousand times, it was completely second nature to me.

      Perhaps even more so than watching clients get their lines tangled or lose flies as they attempted fly fishing for the first time.

      The only difference between this time and most others was that usually the clients said thanks. Or at least pretended they were interested. Or that they wouldn’t rather be anywhere else in the world.

      The client was a thin, balding man named Greg Gentry, a moniker I knew because he had spent most of the time since our arrival in the park screaming it into his phone, demanding that somebody on other end recognize who he was and start doing as he demanded. His son was named Preston, the sort of pretentious handle that a man like him wouldn’t think twice about saddling his child with.

      The trip, as best I could tell, was meant to be a bonding vacation, though thus far I had seen little beyond open hostility or muted brooding between the two.

      If I were forced to guess, I would say a divorce was either imminent or in the not-too-distant past, though I knew better than to pry.

      Dressed in the latest L.L. Bean attire, Gentry cocked an eyebrow as he glanced down to the fly laying in the rocks by his feet before looking up to me. Smirking slightly, his mouth opened, the comment on his tongue cut short by the sound of a phone chirping to life.

      On cue, whatever he was thinking seemed to pass from mind, his features going slack as he looked to either side, his hands rising to waist-height.

      “My phone. Where’s my phone?”

      “Relax,” I replied, recognizing the ringtone instantly, “it’s not yours.”

      Leaving him along the riverbank, I ambled over the stone toward my tent, my gear already packed, ready to move on soon.

      “You have reception up here?” Gentry asked, his tone incredulous.

      “Sat phone,” I said, not bothering to turn back as I moved ahead. “Nobody has reception here.” Lowering my voice to nothing more than a grumble, I added, “That’s why we come here.”

      Underfoot, the ground shifted from river stone to rocky soil, packed tight from years of being buried beneath the annual snowfall. Tufts of sage grass poked up at odd intervals, bending under my weight as I stepped to my pack and unzipped the side pocket, grabbing the sat phone and sliding it free.

      Not bothering to glance at the screen, I moved further down the bank, letting it continue to ring, hoping that the park would excuse the noise intrusion for the sake of further agitating my client.

      Only once I was out of range for him to eavesdrop did I accept the call, knowing the only person in the world that would be using it. Pressing it to my face, I said, “Hey, Kaylan.”

      Kaylan Quick served as the office manager, greeter, scheduler, jack-of-all-trades, and indispensable partner for my guide business, Hawk’s Eye Tours. The point of contact for almost everything involved short of actually going out into the park, she was the veritable face of the establishment.

      Which, given my disdain for haircuts or shaving, was a good thing.

      “Oh Lord, sounds like your morning is already going as well as mine.”

      Lifting my left wrist, I saw that it was just past eight o’clock. For me to be having a rough go dealing with a prick wasn’t uncommon. For her to even be awake wasn’t nearly as usual.

      “Yeah? What’s going on?”

      “Some woman has been blowing us up,” Kaylan replied. “She’s left three messages at the office and sent two emails to the general info account, all within the last hour.”

      Turning to glance over my shoulder, I could see Gentry glancing my way, the fly I had just tied for him still lying on the ground by his feet. A little way down, Preston sat on a rock staring out over the water, his hands still thrust in his pockets.

      Family bonding, at the bargain price of eight hundred dollars a day.

      “Pissed off client?” I asked.

      “Ran her through the database,” Kaylan replied, “never been here before.”

      Raising my chin slightly, I said, “Someone trying to get in a late-season run?”

      “Are you going to let me talk here or what?”

      A bemused expression crossed my face as I glanced to the ground. Using the toe of my boot, I nudged a rock free from the soil and swung my foot at it, sending it skittering through the weeds.

      “My apologies. Please continue.”

      “Thank you,” Kaylan said, a bit of huff in her voice. “Anyway, I called the lady back this morning and she sounded all kinds of hysterical. Said it was absolutely vital she talk to you immediately.”

      Of the people in the world that would find it that necessary to get me on the phone, I could only think of a small number that were women. Of those, each one had my direct number already or knew that if they couldn’t get through I was likely out here.

      “She say what it was about?”

      “No,” Kaylan replied. “All she said was to tell you it was Amber, you’d know who it was.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The inside of the room stunk. Like a combination of body odor and bong water, it had first settled into Elyse Denman’s nostrils the moment she was pushed inside.

      Every moment since it had grown more pronounced, just one more piece of the worst eight hour stretch in her life.

      It was clear the place was never meant to be used as a holding chamber. Small and square, it was roughly eight feet in either direction. The carpet on the floor was tan, heavy stains of various origin splashed across it. The walls were made of dark paneling, random shards of posters and papers hanging at odd angles.

      A sheet of plywood had been inserted over the single window, faint light seeping in around the edges, providing the only illumination in the room.

      Just a day before, she could imagine it had been a bedroom, the place gone through in a hurry, every personal item that had once adorned the place cleared out. In their wake, the room had a faux sterile look to it, as if the owner was looking to hide something.

      What that might be, Elyse didn’t want to even speculate on.

      After pulling into the warehouse the night before, she was ordered to change cars. No part of her wanted to give up the BMW, the last vestige of her own life, the sole shred of connection she had to her family, but there was no way she could dare protest. Not with Ronell standing over her, gun in hand.

      Not with his two friends peering over his shoulder, almost hoping she would do something foolish.

      Acting as instructed, she had climbed into the front seat of the other car, a dingy Honda that looked and smelled even worse than the room she was now in. Once seated behind the front seat, the men had tied a cloth around her eyes, neither saying a word throughout the duration of the drive.

      Twenty minutes later, the car had stopped and she was ordered out. Her hands were tied behind her back and she was marched inside, every warning sign and defense mechanism she possessed pinging at once.

      Much like Ronell, the other two were definitely older than her. They were also from a much different class than she, each leering at her like hungry animals over a steak.

      Time after time throughout the drive she had imagined what they had in mind. She had tried to concoct ways she might be able to fight them off, attempted to force her frightened mind to recall the slightest object in the car that might be used as a weapon.

      But there was decidedly nothing. Only her fear, the emotion so strong it bordered on paralyzing. Every breath was forced, every step an exercise in fighting her body’s natural defenses.

      Defenses that only grew more heightened as she was led into the bedroom and the blindfold was removed.

      Standing on the threshold of the small space, seeing the unmade bed along the wall, the bare desktop sitting perpendicular to it, every terrible image she had conjured rushed back to the fore. Tears spilled over her cheeks as her breathing ceased, standing rigidly on the carpet, waiting for the inevitable.

      Only to her surprise, it never came.

      The only thing that was said was, “Don’t bother looking for a way out because there isn’t one. You’ll only piss us off.”

      Adding nothing more, the door swung closed behind her, not to be opened since. Throughout the house, she had been able to pick up muffled voices. She had heard sounds of movement. But nobody came for her.

      Left alone, she had settled onto the bed. Leaning against the wall, her hands still bound at the small of her back, she sat with her feet flat, her knees tented upward. Her skull rested against the wall, her gaze on the ceiling, watching the faint shadows from the cracks around the window dance upon the textured surface.

      Existing in a state bordering on catatonic, she sat and stared without seeing. Attempting to detach from the moment, she tried not to think about her brother. Or where she might be. Or even what lay ahead for her.

      Hovering in a different place, her mind blank, she barely registered the knock at the door. Barely managing to flick her gaze to the side, it wasn’t until it cracked open, a vertical sliver of light pouring in, that she blinked herself back into the present.

      Jerking her body into movement, she dug her feet into the loose bedding, pushing herself tight against the wall. Her eyes went wide, heart rate climbing upward, as a head popped through the opening.

      One of the two men she had gotten into the Honda with the night before, his face was thick and fleshy, a mop of curls encasing it. The one she’d heard referred to as Joey.

      “Brought you breakfast,” he said, pushing the door the rest of the way open to reveal a small tray in his hands. On it sat a paper plate with two pieces of toast and a banana, a plastic cup of milk beside it.

      No utensils of any kind.

      A look that bordered on shyness crossed his face as he glanced her way before crossing the room and setting the tray down on the desk. Looking over at her again, he attempted a smile before adding, “Sorry, I know it’s not much. Not usually up this time of day.”

      Her eyes wide with terror, Elyse remained silent. She stared at the guy, taking him in for the first time, able to truly regard him in the light spilling in from the opposite room.

      While he was older than her, it wasn’t by nearly as much as the night before had indicated. Hovering somewhere around twenty, he seemed to still be carrying a bit of extra baby fat. Wearing a t-shirt and shorts, both were baggy and ill-fitting. A smell similar to the one she’d been enduring all night clung to him, hanging like a thin cloud around his every movement.

      “Hope you’re hungry.”

      She wasn’t – not even a little bit – but she wasn’t about to miss the opportunity. Swallowing hard, hoping it would clear the lump in her throat enough to speak, she managed, “I need my hands.”

      Color flushed Joey’s cheeks as he motioned with his head. “Right. Turn over onto your side and I’ll untie you.”

      For a moment, Elyse remained exactly where she sat. She simply stared at him, trying to gauge his instruction, the potential wisdom in following it.

      Ronell or Jamal, there was no way. She would have thought they were just trying to get her off balance, that they wanted to humiliate her or worse.

      With this one, she didn’t sense the same sort of underlying animosity.

      Fighting to keep her features neutral, Elyse rolled over a few inches, exposing her wrists. Clenching tight, she prepared to lash out with her heel if necessary, feeling his skin brush against hers as he tugged on the rope pinning her hands together.

      An instant later, it was gone, Joey taking a step back, the binding in hand. “Sorry about all that, couldn’t be too careful.”

      Not sure what the trio of men might have been concerned with from her, Elyse said nothing. She drew her hands in front of her, thankful to be free of the strain on her shoulders. Glancing down to her wrists, she could see red skin irritation encircling them both, though she refused to let him see her rub them.

      Taking another step back, retreating toward the door, Joey gestured toward the tray. “Anyway, you should eat. You’ll need it. We’re going to see Big Man soon.”
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      Amber is not a terribly uncommon name. It’s not Jennifer or Sarah or Tiffany, but it’s not unheard of. For someone to call and say nothing more than that might be a stretch to some people.

      I knew instantly who was on the other end of the line. I believed that they had called three times and emailed twice that morning. I had no doubt they were a strong enough reason to be why Kaylan now sounded like her morning was off to a rocky start.

      What I didn’t know was why in the hell Amber was calling me.

      My head was raised toward the jagged horizon of the Absarokas, though I didn’t see a thing. My eyes were glazed over, deep in thought, already steeling myself for the conversation ahead.

      “Did she leave a number?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Kaylan replied, rattling it off in short order. “Who’s Amber?”

      I ignored the question, instead repeating the number twice to myself, committing it to memory.

      “Hawk, who the hell is Amber?” Kaylan asked again, annoyance plain in her voice.

      Which, if past interaction was any indicator, was about to be the least of my concerns.

      “My sister-in-law,” I replied, cutting the line off without another word. I knew that doing so would only further piss Kaylan off, but there was no way I was going to sit and answer all her questions.

      Not when I had so many of my own.

      Shifting once more, I checked to make sure Gentry was still well on down the bank before turning back to the phone. Taking a few steps, I put a little extra distance between us, entering the number into the phone and staring down at the string of digits spread across it.

      Twice, I took a deep breath, considering my next move.

      Finally, I hit send.

      The call was snatched up after a single ring. Nobody replied for a moment, nothing but muffled sounds coming over the receiver, before a voice I hadn’t heard in six years came on the line.

      “Hawk?”

      A single pulse pushed through my chest. Just hearing the sound of it, my core seized tight, a bit of air sliding through my lips.

      “Hawk, are you there?”

      More than half a decade had passed since I heard that voice. The tone was much different than our last conversation, but I would know the sound anywhere.

      “I’m here,” I managed, the words low and stilted, relaying exactly the amount of uncertainty I felt. Dropping my face toward the ground, I dislodged another rock, sending it flying out into the water. Ripples traveled across a small eddy, making it more than three feet before being swept up by the current.

      Again, I heard muffled movement, as if she was covering the mouthpiece. Where she was or who she was trying to keep from listening in, I hadn’t a clue.

      “Listen,” she said, the words coming out in a rapid cadence, “where are you?”

      I could feel a crease form between my brows as I considered the question. A quick glance around me confirmed I was standing along the Gibbons River, that I was in the middle of a valley there was no chance she had ever heard of.

      But somehow, I doubted that’s what she meant.

      “Yellowstone,” I replied.

      “Yellow-“ she began, letting her voice trail off. “How fast can you get to Tennessee?”

      The crease between my brows disappeared as they spread wide, shooting up my forehead. My eyes grew round as well, surprise setting me back an inch.

      The last time we had spoken was in the wake of my wife and daughter’s passing. Killed because of my work with the DEA by members of a faction I was tracking, Amber had made it very clear she held me personally responsible for the death of her sister and niece.

      She also held no bones in her assessment of me, as a husband and a father.

      “What?” I asked, the single word all I could manage.

      “Look,” she said, a tiny bit of the hostility of a moment before bleeding out. In its place remained the previous tension, tinged with something vaguely sounding like desperation. “Don’t make me beg. I need your help.”

      My initial reaction was to bristle. There were only a handful of legitimate reasons that she would be calling like this, almost all of them handled by someone far more capable than I.

      More likely, she was trying to lure me in. She had figured out some form of trap – whether it be judicial or financial or something else – and she just needed me nearby.

      She wanted me in the state to serve me notice of an impending civil suit. There were family assets that had been passed to her sister that she wanted returned.

      “Look, Amber,” I began.

      “No, you look,” she inserted, cutting me off. “This isn’t about me and you. If it was, I wouldn’t have called. I remember the arrangement. We stay here, you stay away, never the two cross.”

      It was an extremely sanitized version of the way she had framed it the last time we talked. In this telling, only the punchline remained the same.

      “The kids...” she started, her voice breaking. Again, I heard the sound of the mouthpiece being covered.

      For the first time since placing the call, the trepidation I felt peeled back. My focus shifted, winnowing in on the words being shared.

      Amber Denman was not above hitting me with a lawsuit or wishing me dead.

      But she would never, ever bring her kids into it.

      “I’m at the hospital now. Eric’s been shot. Elyse is missing. Please, I need your help.”
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      The room was small and cramped. Designed to originally have been office space for an attending physician, the flooring was light gray, the walls plain white. Along one side was a plain beige loveseat, white end tables on either end. A window along the back allowed plenty of mid-day sun to stream in, giving the place an almost ethereal glow.

      It was by design meant to be bright and airy, conveying a feeling of optimism. A place where physicians could unwind between shifts or sit with concerned family members and discuss ailments or options.

      Even in the time since, when it had clearly been repurposed, the look had been kept in place, meant for placation.

      It had no such effect on Amber Denman.

      Standing opposite of the loveseat, she beat a steady path back and forth across the tile. Able to go no more than five steps in the narrow confines, time and again she covered the ground, her shoes squeaking against the polished floor. Hands folded behind her back, her fingers never stopped twitching, furling and unfurling themselves in a variety of patterns.

      “What did he say?” Josh asked.

      Positioned on the front edge of the left side of the loveseat, his hands ran down the front of his thighs. Like her, he had been awake through the night, heavy bags hanging under his eyes. His thinning hair had been finger-combed into position on his head, a perfect depiction of the mood inside the room.

      Put together, but only just barely.

      “Said he’s on his way,” Amber said. The words were stated without relief, or emotion of any kind. There was no long exhalation, no feeling that they now had a leg up on things.

      Calling Hawk and asking him to come was the last thing in the world she wanted to do. He was the reason her sister was gone, why she would never get to see her niece grow up.

      No amount of time would ever change that.

      “And you’re sure...?” Josh asked, letting his voice trail away.

      She wasn’t sure, not by a long shot, but it’s not like she was considering his arrival a certainty of anything.

      “The man spent his career finding people that didn’t want to be found,” Amber replied. “If anybody can help track down Elyse, it would be him.”

      Which was the reason she made the call. Why she had bit back the venom she felt, had managed to keep the acid off her tongue as they spoke, and had asked for his help.

      This wasn’t about her. Wasn’t about her sister or her niece. Damned sure wasn’t about Hawk.

      It was about her daughter. Right now, she was willing to throw every possibility she could think of at the wall, hoping just one of them stuck.

      “When?” Josh asked.

      Standing along the far wall, close enough to the window to feel the warmth of the sun streaming through, Elyse paused as a knock rang out. Glancing at Josh, she said, “Said he’ll be here by nightfall,” before raising her voice toward the door and saying, “Yeah?”

      An instant later, the heavy knob turned, the sound similar to the same din she heard every time she was at an appointment and the doctor swung in. Pushing through, Officer Tysinger was the first one inside. In the same attire as the night before, he looked like he’d been awake as long as the Denman’s, fresh growth seeming to have sprung from his face in the time since they last spoke.

      Behind him was a man at least a decade older than Amber and her husband. Dressed in black slacks and a tan sports coat, he had a pencil mustache and short receding hair pushed to the side. Already rife with gray, wire-rimmed glasses were pressed flush against his cheeks and brow.

      “Mr., Mrs. Denman,” Tysinger opened, “thanks for meeting with us. This is Detective Ben Russo from Missing Persons.”

      Stepping past Tysinger, Russo moved into the center of the room. He regarded Josh and Amber in turn, making no effort to extend his hand in greeting to either. “Lieutenant Detective Benjamin Russo, Missing Persons Division, Nashville PD. Pleased to meet you.”

      Nothing about his tone or demeanor indicated he was pleased in the slightest, a sentiment Amber very much matched.

      Turning at the waist, Russo looked back at Tysinger and said, “Thank you for the handoff, Officer. I’ll take it from here.”

      Unsure how to respond, Tysinger’s jaw sagged slightly. A small sound escaped his throat, his gaze locked on the detective.

      “I said, thank you, Officer. That will be all.”

      Glancing at Amber, Tysinger remained fixed in place for another moment. Bit by bit, realization flooded in, followed in order by incredulity and finally, hostility. His cheeks flushed as he clamped his jaw shut, muscles clenching along his neck.

      “Sure thing,” he mumbled, exiting and slamming the door behind him.

      In his wake, the sound permeated the air, echoing off the walls.

      “Well then, that was unnecessary,” Russo said, turning back to face them again. “I asked for this meeting today so that the officer could introduce us and I could get a few baseline facts from you before moving forward.”

      Shifting his attention to Amber, he asked, “I assume you have a recent photograph of your daughter?”

      Looking over to the couch, she watched as Josh slid a hand down into the top of her purse. A moment later, he pulled out a glossy 5x7, extending it between his index and middle finger.

      Even without seeing the front, Amber knew what the image was, having grabbed it just an hour before.

      “That’s from a family cookout two weeks ago,” she said.

      In the shot, Elyse was sitting in a lawn chair, a plate of food on her lap. Wearing shorts and a tank top, her skin was tan, her hair hanging down over her shoulders.

      Most importantly, she was smiling, safe and protected, displaying the kind of carefree spirit that only youth can truly allow.

      Accepting it, Russo glanced at the image. “Hmm.”

      Snapping it down to his side, he asked, “Have you heard from anybody else this morning?”

      Not sure what his response was meant to relay, Amber felt her brows come together slightly. With it, she could sense her ire rising, already taking an intense dislike of the man before her.

      “No,” she replied.

      Grunting softly, he asked, “If I may, what are your respective vocations?”

      Confusion spread over Amber’s face as she tried to focus on the question, not sure where it had come from or how it applied.

      “What I mean to say is,” Russo added, as if sensing her reaction, “are either of you in the public eye? Affiliated with high finance or law enforcement? Someone that might be a target of some sort?”

      “I own a pair of coffee shops,” Josh replied, answering before Amber could, drawing her attention his way. “My wife works as an interior decorator.”

      “So, no,” Russo replied.

      Falling silent for a moment, he considered the information before turning and heading toward the door. “I’ll be in touch.”

      He was gone before Amber could think to voice another word.
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      Kaylan was on her feet the instant I hit the front steps outside the Hawk’s Eye Tours office. By the time I had ascended the three stairs and made my way to the front door, she was around the desk that extended almost the width of the building, hands waving by her side.

      “Where the hell have you been?” she asked. “I have been calling non-stop for the last hour.”

      I was aware. At least, I was aware that she had been calling one time after another for the first fifteen minutes after I got off the phone with Amber.

      After that, I had turned the sat phone off. She was the only person with the number. Anything she would be calling me with could wait the extra half hour until I made it back.

      It’s not like there was anything else I could do between then and now anyway, even if there was an emergency.

      Closing the door behind me, I didn’t say a word. I kept my face neutral, turning to the right and heading straight for the corner of the room. There we had a small sitting area for the occasional client that came early, a pair of chairs grouped around a small table. Off to the side was a small stand, a coffee pot atop it, cups and cream and sugar on the shelf below.

      Going straight for it, I snapped up a Styrofoam cup and filled it with the dark black brew. Keeping the pot in hand, I downed the first cup in one long pull, ignoring the scalding heat as it slid down my throat, before refilling it and thrusting the pot back into place.

      The day before me promised to be a long one. I was going to need the caffeine.

      Only once it was in place did I turn back to Kaylan, ready to explain.

      “Burned your tongue on that first one, didn’t you?” she asked. A smug look crossed her face as she folded her arms.

      “Little bit.”

      “Yeah, I just made it,” she said. “You’d know that if you cared to share a damn word with your partner anymore.”

      Five years younger than me in actual age, it still amazed me how large the gap between the two of us could at times be. I had been around the world with the navy and DEA, had faced death down more times than I could count, had experienced loss on a scale that I hoped nobody else ever had to.

      In sum, I had learned there were things to sweat over, stuff that a person was right to get angry about, and there were things that just were the way they were.

      Kaylan had not yet learned that distinction. Now in her thirties, she too had unfortunately begun to experience some hardship. The gap between us was slowly closing.

      But it wasn’t there yet.

      “Okay,” Kaylan said. Releasing her folded arms, she held them to either side. “Let’s back up. You have a brother?”

      Folds of skin formed around my eyes as I stared at her. How, or why, she’d decided to back up to that particular question, I hadn’t a clue.

      “What?”

      “You said Amber was your sister-in-law,” Kaylan said. “I didn’t even know you had a brother.”

      The same tightening in my stomach returned, the same one that flared up when I heard Amber’s name earlier and when I heard her voice shortly thereafter.

      The same one that arose each time the memory of my wife came to the fore.

      “I don’t,” I replied. I considered explaining further, falling short instead, waiting to let her piece things together.

      It took less than a minute.

      I could visually see the instant things snapped into place, Kaylan’s eyes expanding, her mouth dropping open. A hand rose to cover the bottom half of her face.

      “Oh, my God, you mean...”

      “Yeah,” I said, nodding slightly, not particularly wanting to push any further on the topic. “We haven’t spoken in years, since everything happened.”

      Turning my head to the side, I lowered my gaze toward the floor, taking in the scarred wood beneath my feet. I replayed everything that she had shared with me, the loose plan I had worked out in my head on the way back.

      “There’s trouble at home,” I said, slowly returning my gaze to look at her. “I have to go back. I’m on the three o’clock out of Bozeman.”

      Lowering her hand back to her side, Kaylan managed to close her mouth. She swallowed slowly, remaining silent as she stared at me.

      “I called Paul,” I continued, “he was at Old Faithful, agreed to go down and look after the Gentry’s for the night and bring them back tomorrow. I told him he could have the whole fee for covering for us.”

      I left out the parts about Gentry being irate as he saw me pack up to go. About how my explaining that there was a family emergency in Tennessee I needed to get back for did nothing to stem his verbal onslaught.

      How I needed to get chest-to-chest with him before he finally understood that I was not one of his corporate underlings that was impressed by a little man with a loud voice.

      “I would appreciate it if you could help coordinate with his office while I’m gone,” I continued. “I know it’s short notice, and I apologize.”

      There was no need to add any more. She was the one that had taken the first call from Amber. She knew that I had no way of knowing beforehand, that it truly was an emergency.

      Even if she had no idea what exactly that was.

      Lifting the cup to my lips, I swallowed half of the second cup, going slow enough that it didn’t strip away any remaining flesh as it slid down. Pausing, I added, “I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone. Hopefully, just a few days.”

      Once more, I pulled up short of stating the obvious, knowing she would understand that if something was bad enough to send me heading to the airport, I likely wouldn’t be returning until it was over.

      No matter how long it took.

      Taking a moment to process, I watched as all the vitriol she had carried upon my arrival evaporated. In its place were equal measures of surprise and concern. What had started with a tongue lashing ended with her simply asking, “Do you need a ride to the airport?”
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      Much like the night before, Ronell Brinks could feel anticipation thrumming through his veins. Feeding off the adrenaline coursing through his system, it had his nerves on end, his senses heightened as he sat in the front seat of the same Honda he’d been in the night before.

      With an elbow resting on the window sill, he had a thumb jammed into his mouth, his front incisors working at the nail. His opposite leg moved up and down in a steady rhythm.

      This was arguably a much larger hurdle than the one he’d faced the night before. That was part of an actual tryout. He had been given a task, was told to go out and find an automobile and bring it back.

      This part, snatching the girl and presenting her to the S-2, was his own doing. He had gone off-script, hoping that the show of initiative and the offering of the girl would catapult him up in the rankings.

      His own involvement with the organization was no more than a couple of months old, but already he had seen enough to know how things worked. Like any business entity in the world, the ones that ascended, that excelled, were the ones that asserted themselves. Those that didn’t were left in neutral, thirty-somethings still working in the garage, nothing more to show for their time than a script tattoo on their forearm.

      That was not going to be Ronell. He had already spent more than enough time idling along, stuck in the hellish prison that was living with his stepfather.

      This was his time. The girl was his opportunity.

      Staring out the window, he watched as the familiar trappings of the warehouse owned and operated by the S-2 came into view. The energy he felt seemed to ratchet up a degree as they drew closer, the structure fast approaching on the corner.

      Turning away from the window, Ronell pressed his chin into his shoulder. He glanced back to see the girl sitting behind Jamal, a black rag tied around her eyes, her shoulders rigid.

      “We get in here, don’t you say a word,” Ronell warned. “Don’t even make a sound.”

      The girl said nothing. Her body was so tense, it looked like she might burst at any moment.

      “Got that?”

      The girl drew in a sharp breath, a small moan sliding out. Her lower lip quivered as she managed a weak nod.

      “And for the love of God, do not even think of crying.”

      His face twisted into a scowl, Ronell turned back to face forward. He watched as Jamal pulled up to the roll top door on the opposite end of the same line Ronell had used the night before and stopped. Leaning out, he raised his chin toward the camera.

      A moment later, the door slowly moved upward, the world within coming into view.

      Unlike the bays on the opposite end, this one held no equipment. No workers were on hand. Just an empty slab of concrete, framed on all sides by cinder block painted white. In the center of the wall was a plain metal door, a second camera mounted above it.

      Nothing more.

      “What the...?” Jamal murmured, easing the car forward before pulling to a stop.

      “For things that they don’t want anybody to see,” Ronell said. Reaching for the door, he added, “Keep your asses inside until I signal for you.”

      A pair of grunts was the only response as Ronell stepped out. The sound of the door slamming shut echoed through the small confines of the room as he stepped to the front of the car. Raising his fist, he pounded twice on the door before taking a step back and staring up at the camera.

      Tamping down the roiling energy he felt inside, he held his position, looking straight into the lens, waiting for what felt an eternity. Heat rose to his skin as he fought the urge to fidget.

      Beginning at one, he slowly began to count off the seconds, doing anything to occupy his mind.

      He made it as far as sixty-three before the door finally opened, the heavy release of a push bar echoing through the room.

      Taking another step back, Ronell felt the nose of the Honda press into the back of his legs. Buckling his knees forward an inch, he used a hand to brace himself, his attention aimed forward as Big Man stepped into the room.

      By his side was Peanut, the white sweatbands he’d been wearing the night before swapped out for black. In his hand was again a clipboard, the bottom edge resting in his palm, the rest of it tucked up along the inside of his forearm.

      Neither said a word until they were through and the door shut tight behind them, standing side by side, sizing Ronell up.

      “She inside?” Big Man eventually asked, nudging his chin toward the car.

      “Yeah,” Ronell said. “Backseat.”

      Flicking his gaze from Ronell to the car, Big Man said, “You know, this isn’t how things are usually done.”

      A sensation passed over Ronell’s skin, his body almost tingling, feeling as if there were bugs crawling the length of him. Moisture glazed his forehead as he nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Shifting his focus back, Big Man leveled a glare on him. “Especially for someone that hasn’t been inducted yet.”

      This time, Ronell opted to say nothing. He’d expected some sort of dressing down, knew that at this point it was better to remain silent and ride things out.

      Groups like the S-2 survived and thrived because they acted under the strictest of rules. That was what kept such a large group of guys on the same page, allowed the organization to operate without running afoul of the law. And for most of the men inside, that was a good thing. It kept them from doing anything foolish, from bringing unwanted attention.

      But that would never do for someone like Ronell. If he was going to get where he wanted, if the S-2 would ever achieve all he envisioned, it had to start by pressing forward whenever the opportunity arose.

      And this was an opportunity.

      He knew it. Big Man would soon know it. Whatever higher-ups there were would soon know it.

      He just had to get through the next few minutes first.

      “Call her out,” Big Man muttered. “Let’s see what you found.”

      Without turning around, Ronell bent at the waist. Using his left hand, he knocked twice on the hood of the car before raising the same hand and giving a waving motion.

      An instant later, the sound of a car door opening carried forward, drawing Big Man and his cohort’s attention to the side. Leaving Ronell where he stood, they circled around the side of the car, neither saying a word.

      Waiting until they were by, Ronell slowly turned, seeing the girl standing alone beside her seat in the back of the Honda, Jamal and Joey both remaining inside. Her hands clasped, she trembled slightly, her eyes still covered, blonde hair extended out below the bottom of the tie around her face.

      Saying nothing, Big Man left his partner by the driver’s door. Taking slow, exaggerated steps, he made a complete revolution of the girl, the narrow confines of the space barely able to accommodate his enormous size.

      Looming over her, the girl looked ridiculously tiny, like she could be picked up and tossed across the room for fun.

      “What’s your name?” Big Man asked, a bit of extra bass in his voice.

      “Uh,” the girl began, her lips parting slightly, as if surprised at being addressed directly, “Elyse.”

      “Elyse what?”

      “Denman.”

      As she spoke, Peanut scribbled down the name, adding it to his clipboard.

      “How old are you?” Big Man asked.

      “Nineteen.”

      A smirk pulled back a corner of Big Man’s mouth as he leaned in close, his face just inches from her ear. “How old are you really?”

      Recoiling slightly, she replied, “Sixteen.”

      Flicking his gaze up to his colleague, Big Man made a face that Ronell couldn’t quite decipher. Equal parts uncertain and intrigued, he drew himself away from her, resuming his full height. For a moment, it looked like he might continue the inspection, fire off more questions, but nothing more crossed his lips.

      Instead, he left her rooted in place, circling around behind her and coming back up along the side wall. As he passed the driver’s side door, his cohort turned and followed him, returning the clipboard to his side.

      “Keep your phone on,” Big Man said, reaching for the door. “We’ll be in touch.”

      A moment later, they were both gone, leaving Ronell and the girl both standing alongside the car in their wake.
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      The video feed from the camera in the garage had been recorded and sent to the computer in John Kuntzman’s office. Reclined in his rolling office chair, he had sat with the heels of his boots propped up on the corner of the mahogany desk. Crossed at the ankles, his legs had made the perfect surface for his lunch tray, a plate of hot chicken and biscuits spread across it.

      On the desk by his side sat a bottle of Amber Bock Ale, beer the only proper beverage for diminishing the effects of the inferno-level hot sauce covering his chicken.

      Alternating his attention between his meal and the interaction on screen, he had paused only briefly at the first sighting of the girl, taking in her look for a moment before returning his attention to his food.

      A man had priorities, regardless how much money the new guy in town was willing to pay.

      For most of the previous fourteen hours, the meeting Kuntzman attended the night before sat at the forefront of his thoughts. Alternating between excitement at the amount of money promised and annoyance at the general demeanor of Asai, his thoughts now rested somewhere in the middle, on the request itself.

      Doing what he did for a living was not a career path to be followed. There was no mention of it in the Occupational Outlook Handbook when he was in high school, no formal training that he was aware of at any college in the country.

      Mostly, it had come to be through a confluence of luck and timing, one thing leading to another until eventually he had ascended to where he now was.

      Still, even in all that time, through all the random trials and travails that came with it, not once had he fielded a request like the one the night before.

      Even as he put together the details and pushed it out to the various suppliers in the city, following the same protocol he always did when a new request came in, he wasn’t sure what to make of it. Had no clue if he actually wanted a response to come back.

      Damned sure hadn’t expected one in just a few hours.

      In the wake of the short silent movie, Kuntzman had finished his meal before setting the tray and empty bottle to the side. Lowering his feet to the floor, he rolled himself up flush to the front edge of the desk, pushing aside the blank video window and scrolling through the written report that had accompanied it.

      Coming from most, such information wouldn’t have been possible.

      Considering the source on this one, it wasn’t a surprise.

      The first page of the report was about the girl herself. Sixteen years old, she was one of the youngest in the junior class at Wilson High School, not far from Mt. Juliet in the eastern suburbs. A decent enough student, she carried a 3.3 GPA and was involved in a couple of low-end extracurriculars.

      Concert band. Key Club. Things of that nature.

      Definitely not an athlete, or a cheerleader, or anything that would make her too readily noticeable in the community.

      At sixteen, she was a touch on the young end for Kuntzman’s own tastes, but he knew there was no shortage of people that wouldn’t see that as a deterrent in the slightest. Especially not give her blonde hair and smooth complexion, the girl looking like she sprang from a package of Swiss Miss Cocoa, a Hummel figurine come to life.

      People would eat it up, no doubt.

      Guys like those Asai had mentioned the night before, his open-ended statements hinting as much without being overt.

      Next up was information on the family. The girl’s father was named Josh, owner and operator of a pair of coffee shops in Mt. Juliet. Each was doing well, bringing in a net profit of $120,000 per year, most of which he claimed on his taxes. A tidy income, but far from a heavy hitter.

      Her mother was named Amber Denman, a freelance interior decorator that made just over thirty grand each year, putting the family squarely in the upper-middle class demographic. The three-bedroom home they were halfway through a twenty-year mortgage on proved that. As did the SUV and BMW they drove.

      Neither had ever run for office. No extended search turned up anybody in their family that was well-known, well-financed, or well-connected.

      A younger brother, Eric, turned up even less remarkable than the girl herself.

      Pushing aside the report spread across his screen, Kuntzman reached out, picking up the phone. Dialing from memory, he did something he truly despised and pressed it to his face, knowing better than to put it over the speaker.

      Not that he was worried about neighbors overhearing a word, the office nestled into an empty floor of a downtown high-rise, but one could never be too careful.

      Especially not in his line of work.

      “Yeah,” Big Man answered.

      The arrangement between Kuntzman and the S-2 was loose. In the last couple of years, the two had only worked together a handful of times, each successful enough to keep terms between them solid.

      Enough so, anyway, that when Kuntzman first sent out the request, Big Man had been on the shortlist. The one that included proven commodities, not just those chasing dollar signs.

      “What’d you think?” he asked.

      Despite their occasional business dealings, the two were not friends. There was no reason to even pretend as much.

      Letting out a long sigh, Big Man began to speak, his voice detached, as if bored. “Scared to death. Trembled like a leaf the entire time, especially when I got close to her.”

      Cocking an eyebrow, Kuntzman opted against commenting that that would be the common response for most people standing under someone with his enormous size.

      “Otherwise, got that classic All-American thing down to a T. Blonde hair, tanned skin, couldn’t see her eyes but I’d bet they were blue.”

      “Virginity?” Kuntzman pressed.

      “Didn’t ask,” Big Man said, a hint of distaste creeping into his tone, “but I wouldn’t be surprised. She was dressed in the latest style, but didn’t have the self-confidence of a hooch.”

      The hinges on Kuntzman’s chair squeaked slightly as he leaned back. Propping an elbow on the front edge of his desk, he kept the phone tight to his cheek, processing what had been shared.

      Asai hadn’t used the phrase All-American, but it was the first thing that had popped into his head the night before. If he could also package that with the promise of her being chaste, they might have struck gold already.

      “Fighter?” Kuntzman asked.

      A derisive snort was the immediate response. “Uh, no. Not with the pussies that nabbed her. If she was, she’d already be free.”

      The comment pushed them straight on to the next question Kuntzman had cued up to ask. “I take it that means there won’t be a problem with the supplier?”

      “He’s not a supplier,” Big Man replied. “Hell, kid was still out on his initiation run.”

      Feeling his head rock back an inch, Kuntzman asked, “Initiative or sloppy?”

      “Not sure,” Big Man replied. “And it’s unlikely I’ll ever get a straight answer on it.”

      “Right,” Kuntzman agreed, hiding whatever concern he might have.

      Initiative would be fine. Crime of opportunity or not, if it hadn’t raised suspicion at all, they could move forward as expected.

      If it was sloppy, people could have seen something. In today’s digital world, it was far easier than most people realized to end up on tape, almost everybody having video and recording capability.

      That was an eventuality he couldn’t begin to condone. That much Asai had been painfully clear about.

      All of that, Kuntzman let go without comment, not wanting to push further, not needing to insult the man in any way. The two, despite their myriad differences, worked reasonably well together.

      The key reason for that was both recognized their own strengths and – more importantly – limitations.

      Trying to tell Big Man how to do things was definitely a limitation Kuntzman was not willing to overstep.

      “So what do you think?” Big man asked. “She what you’re looking for?”

      “Don’t know yet,” Kuntzman replied. “New buyer, very discerning. I’m going to send him over this tape, let him take a look. Should have an answer for you by tonight.”

      Big Man grunted in reply. “You trust the guy?”

      “Like I said, he’s new,” Kuntzman replied. “But, yeah. He had us out to his house last night, asked us for something pretty unusual. I’d say he’s on the level, wouldn’t you?”

      Again, Big Man grunted. “Just asking. My face is on that tape, is all.”

      Understanding the worry, Kuntzman nodded, even though he knew he couldn’t be seen. “You’re good there. We’ve all got each other by the short hair there. Anybody tries something, we all go down.”

      Kuntzman knew it probably wasn’t exactly what Big Man wanted to hear, but in their line of work, it was often the closest they would ever get.

      “Where is she now?” he asked.

      “They’re still holding her. I told them we’d be in touch, figured I should talk to you before I took custody.”

      Which made sense. If he didn’t want her, she would likely be killed or cut loose. In neither event would Big Man want his fingerprints anywhere near her, maintaining complete plausible deniability.

      “Can you hold her until tomorrow?” Kuntzman asked. “Once I hear back, I’ll arrange transport from there.”

      “You got it.”

      “Same finder’s fee upon pickup? Plus an additional slice from the asking price for such short notice?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Leaving things at that, Kuntzman cut the line. He returned the phone to its cradle and returned his focus to the screen, staring at the image of Elyse Denman standing in the holding stall at S-2 headquarters.

      “A blonde virgin. You are going to make someone very happy,” he whispered, a thin smile coming to his face. “And me a shitload of money.”
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      The sum total of everything I know about Nashville can be summed up by the words country music. Growing up around the nation’s capital, I was familiar with it the same way I was familiar with most major cities. New Orleans had Mardi Gras. Detroit was Motown. St. Louis was the Arch. I’d never been to any of those places, but certain things are just emblematic in America.

      In the time since, I’ve been everywhere, but seen nothing. Navy transport has carried me all over the world, but we weren’t exactly sightseeing. Same for my time in the DEA.

      I’ve put boots down in every single country in Central and South America, but it’s not like I’ve ever been to Machu Picchu or Chechen Itza.

      Which means for as much as things have changed in the last decades, most of my initial impressions remain.

      Meaning, I know Nashville has country music. I now also know there is no direct flight from Bozeman to Nashville, having had to route through Denver and then on across. Flying on some airline named Frontier, I was treated to extra narrow seats and no free beverage service, staring out the window, trying to formulate how the next days or more was going to play out.

      A planning session that came up with a lot of questions, but unfortunately very few answers.

      I have no problem with country music. Living in Montana, it seems to be the desired background noise for most establishments, and by and large, I get by just fine with it.

      But that doesn’t help me much right now. Of even greater concern are the facts that outside of Amber and her family, I know nobody in the city. Because I booked last minute, I didn’t have time to go through the endless paperwork of checking a gun, meaning I don’t have a weapon.

      And I have zero familiarity with any of the groups working in or around the city, who they might be or what they might want with my niece.

      With that cluster of grim realizations swirling through my mind, I turned east out of the Nashville International Airport in a rented SUV. Using the GPS mounted to the dash, I let it direct me away from the city, taking me no more than a handful of miles before directing me off the freeway.

      Given the time of connecting flights and the loss of an hour due to the time change, the clock on the dash said it was pushing nine as I wound my way toward my destination. Outside, the neon allure of fast food and diners called from every corner, though I ignored the hunger I felt, focused solely on getting to Amber as quick as I could.

      Already, I was nearly a full day behind. What that could mean for Elyse, I didn’t want to speculate on just yet.

      “Your destination is a quarter-mile ahead on the right,” the automated voice of the GPS spouted. Whoever had used it last must have thought it funny to turn the volume up to full blast, the sound just shy of a jet engine. My eyes folded up into a wince as I shot out a hand, cutting it off just as she was about to tell me I would arrive in one minute.

      Not that I needed her to let me know that.

      The place they were keeping Eric was known as the Summit Medical Center, a monolith that reminded me of a Las Vegas casino as I pulled up before it. More than a dozen stories tall, the place was fully lit for the night, neon signage announcing its presence to people driving by on the freeway.

      Out front, a parking lot large enough for an NFL game was almost filled, the place what I would guess to be the latest in the recent for-profit hospital craze.

      Pulling in, I sat and stared up at it for a full minute, contemplating how to best approach, before deciding against even trying.

      Instead, I pulled my phone over onto my lap and punched in: Parked out front. Come down when ready.
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      Until early this morning, it had been six years since I’d said a word to my sister-in-law. More than half a decade since I stood in the center of the shitty motel room I had holed myself up in with the phone pressed to my ear. Since I had heard her berate me, call me every name imaginable and wish me harms that were worse than anything ever conjured by some of the cartel leaders I had encountered in the course of my work.

      And because I had just buried my wife and daughter, was fighting a minute-to-minute battle about whether or not I was going to join them, I made myself stand there and take it.

      Deep down, I even believed I deserved it – and so much more – practically hoping that she would continue.

      Prior to that, it had been two years more since I’d actually seen her in person. With our living in the Southwest, just miles from the border, and my crazy work schedule, I wasn’t often around whenever the family got together. Sure as hell didn’t make it a point to fly back on the few free days I did get to see them.

      All told, more than eight years had passed since I last set eyes on Amber Denman, but I recognized her the instant she walked out the front door.

      Largely because she was the spitting image of what my wife would look like if she was still with us today.

      Feeling a weight press tight on my chest, I stared for a moment, watching as she pushed through the side entrance and stepped out, casting her gaze in either direction. Compact of build, she moved with an efficiency that didn’t allow a single wasted movement. Her steps were short and to-the-point. Her hands never swung further than a few inches to the front or back of her hips.

      A slight puff of breeze pushed the honey blonde hair from her neck.

      Pulling in a large draw of air, I held it for several seconds, letting the initial shock of seeing her again pass. Exhaling slowly, I reminded myself of the things she had said on the phone that day, of the fact that she was reaching out because she needed help, not because she had any interest in seeing me.

      Just as I would keep reminding myself of such things, using them as benchmarks, keeping my focus on the task at hand.

      Find Elyse. Bring her home.

      Do for my niece what I couldn’t do for my wife and daughter.

      Extending a hand, I grabbed hold of the front headlights and flashed them twice. Even parked on the second row, the quick movement was enough to catch Amber’s eye, pulling her down off the curb. Moving in the same stilted manner, she marched straight toward me, continuing her pace even as I opened the door and stepped out alongside the SUV.

      “Don’t,” she said, extending a finger before her and pointing at the car. “Be easier to talk in there.”

      Doing as instructed, I slid back behind the wheel. Unlocking the passenger door, I waited as she climbed inside, the vehicle shifting only slightly beneath her weight.

      Once she was inside and the doors closed, we both sat and stared straight ahead. No faux attempts at making nice, no side hugs in the front seat.

      Not that there had been a lot of that besides what was required by our mutual love of Elizabeth, even all those years ago.

      “Thank you for coming,” she began, sounding as if the words physically pained her.

      This was going to be even worse than anticipated.

      “Sorry it took me so long,” I replied, bypassing her thanks. “Yellowstone to Nashville takes a while.”

      I couldn’t remember if I mentioned where I was when we spoke on the phone, but if she was surprised by it now, she gave no indicator.

      That, or she truly didn’t care.

      “I don’t know if there’s anything you can do,” Amber replied, “but we appreciate you taking a look.”

      Not sure if it was sincere or a backhanded way of getting in a dig, I decided to push things forward a bit, for both our sakes.

      “How is Eric?”

      “Stable,” Amber replied, some small bit of the previous strain fleeing from her voice at the change in topic. “They’re going to keep him an extra day or two to make sure he’s stable, but I’m guessing they’ll send us home by end of the week.”

      “Does he remember much?”

      “Not a lot,” Amber replied, “and what he does is patchy.”

      Starting at the beginning, she relayed the full sequence of events, a mixture of police interpretations and her own maternal insertions. Elyse not wanting to drive her brother to the cinema, but doing it anyway so she could go to a concert next month. The two getting ice cream on their way back to the car.

      The popping sound that precipitated them stopping and him getting out of the car.

      “Does he remember anything after he stepped out?” I asked. Most of the information she had shared was background narrative, providing me with little more than a place to start looking.

      “No,” Amber replied. “The bridge of his nose is in three pieces and he has a mild concussion. Police say whoever did it was probably lying in wait, had propped something under the tire to get them to stop and then jumped out.”

      Grunting softly, I nodded. The explanation made sense, and it was a much better scenario than the alternative. It made the car the point of focus, Elyse’s inclusion a collateral occurrence. Whoever did it wanted the car running, wanted to be able to get away cleanly without damaging it in any way.

      Otherwise, they would have just grabbed her the instant she appeared, not going to the bother of getting the car to stop.

      “And then he was shot?” I asked.

      Beside me, I could hear a pained breath, could see her head drop in the faint reflection on the front windshield. “Yes. He doesn’t remember it at all.”

      “How bad?”

      “Lot of soft tissue damage,” she said. She lifted her left hand and touched the spot just beneath her collarbone on the opposite side. “Bullet went in from the back, sheared through some of the scapula before tearing the hell out of his upper pectoral muscle on the way out.”

      My left eye winced slightly. Considering the placement, things could have been a lot worse for sure. At short range, injuries from a shattered clavicle to a destroyed shoulder socket could have occurred. I didn’t want to think about what could have happened if the bullet had been on the opposite side.

      Still, soft tissue injuries were a bitch. It would require surgery and months of rehab, things that no fourteen-year-old should ever endure.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      “No,” she replied.

      “Police?” I asked.

      “Got handed off to Missing Persons this afternoon,” Amber replied. “Some prick named Russo. Could not have been more condescending or disinterested.”

      I wasn’t surprised that the case had already been turned that direction. Despite it being a grand theft auto and arguably an attempted murder, right now their chief concern would be on Elyse.

      As it should be.

      Amber’s initial assessment of the lead detective didn’t fill me with a great deal of optimism, but it would be a rock to kick over should things become desperate.

      For the time being, though, I’d prefer to go through my own paces, working through things in my own sequence.

      “No sign of the car?” I asked.

      “Not that they’ve mentioned.”

      Sitting there in the semi-darkness, there were scads more questions I wanted to ask, minor details to be fleshed out, but I let them pass. Right now, the data the answers would provide wasn’t worth the time it would take to gather it.

      I had a starting location, and I had some ideas about where to go from there.

      “What’s the license plate number on the car?” I asked.

      Pulling back the front flap of the blazer she wore, Amber took out a small piece of paper and set it in the cup holder between us.

      “And a recent picture of Amber?”

      A second item was removed from the same pocket and added to the first.

      “There will probably be more things I need as I start delving into this.”

      “You have my number,” Amber replied. “Ringer is on high, never leaves my side. Day or night, you need anything, just ask.”
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      Most children of mixed Asian-American lineage followed a very specific pattern. A white man had met a woman from the Pacific, either through travel or military service or spending some time along the west coast. Drawn to the look – a far cry from the homogeneity of wherever they were originally from – they had partnered up, the length and success of the relationship as disparate as those the world over.

      Some lasted. Most didn’t.

      Many ended in children of multiple heritages, young ones that didn’t really belong on either side, unsure how to best navigate a society that had no idea how to treat them.

      Sirr Asai was the rare exception that had gone in the opposite direction. His father hadn’t been in the military, wasn’t even American. Born and raised in Okinawa, Asai’s mother had met him there in the Peace Corps immediately after college.

      At a time when the country was still trying to put itself back together in the decades following the end of imperialism, the two had met and fallen in love, even making a go of things for a number of years.

      Over time, the hardships of being a white western woman with ideas of her own had grown too onerous to ignore. In a society still very much predicated on feudal custom, it became clear that an artificial ceiling was imposed on their time together, the ends of their relationship inevitable.

      So, without forethought or even warning, his mother rose in the middle of the night and stole away, never to return.

      Not until she made it back home to California did she even know she was pregnant.

      The name Sirr was chosen in direct defiance of the oppression that she’d had to face in Japan. Picked so that every person he ever encountered would have to address him with respect, the name was both a blessing and a curse. It had made childhood a nightmare at times, the teasing endless, the fights and suspensions a headache his mother would have rather done without.

      But it also made him tough. It hardened his senses, ingrained in him a sort of self-reliance that most took decades longer to attain.

      It readied him for the life path he was now on, taking the inheritance from her unfortunate demise and running with it.

      Seated in the high-backed leather chair behind the desk in his office, he stared down at the framed photo of her sitting on the desk. Taken shortly before her passing, it was of the two of him at his graduation from Berkeley, he in cap and gown, she in a floral print dress.

      On her face, she looked to be practically beaming with pride.

      The single knock on the door pulled his attention away from the photo. Shifting his attention toward the sound, he lifted his chin a few inches. “Come in.”

      A moment later, Paco appeared. Still dressed in a full suit, he held a folder between his hands. Taking no more than a step inside, he said, “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, please,” Asai replied, extending a hand to the twin leather chairs sitting opposite him.

      Turning back, Paco pushed the door shut before doing as asked. Unbuttoning the front of his suit, he lowered himself into the seat, the folder balanced in his lap.

      As he did so, Asai turned his attention to the bank of windows beside them. Overlooking the Cumberland River below, the evening sky was already darkening, stars beginning to dot the inky canvas.

      A far cry from the urban sprawl he’d grown up in, it was the type of place his mother would have enjoyed for sure.

      “Did you see the video Kuntzman sent over?” Asai asked, shifting his attention away from the view outside.

      “I did,” Paco replied. “Obviously, there was no sound, but visually, she looked to be exactly what we asked for.”

      Asai’s chin dipped just slightly in agreement. The night before, he had been less than impressed with the two men before him. Already, contingencies had been put in place if they were unable to come up with what he’d asked for.

      The fact that they had gotten back to him so quickly was good, both for his immediate needs and for any future dealings that may arise.

      “Where is the girl now?” Paco asked.

      “They have not yet taken delivery,” Asai replied. “They wanted to wait for our go-ahead before accepting.”

      Pursing his lips, Paco nodded slightly. “Prudent.”

      “It was,” Asai agreed.

      “Have you replied yet?”

      Glancing over to the screen, Asai looked to the top of the phony email account he used for all business dealings. “Before I did so, I wanted to make sure you would be available to retrieve her personally tomorrow. I know we have a lot going on.”

      “Not a problem. I’d be glad to.”
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      The all-consuming, paralysis-inducing fear that had gripped Elyse earlier in the day had finally subsided. She had no idea where she had gone or who she was presented in front of, but it had been without a doubt the most terrifying experience of her life.

      Every sound seemed like a risk, physical abuse and sexual assault threatening to rain down upon her. Each new voice she heard was a potential attacker. Every stop they made could be her last.

      For more than two hours she had sat in the back of the car, body charged by inhuman levels of adrenaline, listening to the small bits of conversation going on around her.

      Now back in the same bedroom that had served as her holding cell the previous night, she lay with her feet on the floor, her back flat on the bed, staring at the ceiling. After the events of the day, she could feel her system flagging, a natural physiological response to the tremendous amount of energy that had filled her system.

      Two days had passed since she’d last slept. She’d had only the meager food that was brought to her that morning.

      She was exhausted. She was famished. And she needed to go to the bathroom.

      Pushing those thoughts from mind, she focused on her parents, trying to envision what they must be going through. Her mother standing in the living room, dressing down some poor officers for not doing everything or doing it fast enough. Her father hidden in the back bedroom, punching pillows or the wall or whatever else he could, blaming himself for the plight his children were in.

      And Eric...

      A thin film of moisture spread over Elyse’s eyes, threatening to leak from either corner, when the sound of a ringer chirped from the living room outside. Snapping her attention toward it, she listened as the television was turned off, the background noise it provided fading away.

      Raising her head from the bed, Elyse stared at the closed door beside her. Listening, she heard as another ring sounded out before Ronell picked up, his voice elevated slightly, more than enough to be heard through the thin wood paneling.

      “Hello? Hey, Big Man, how are you?”

      Lifting her entire upper body from the bed, Elyse rose to sit upright. Rolling her weight forward onto the balls of her feet, she moved to a standing position, careful not to make a sound.

      “Uh-huh. Yeah,” Ronell said.

      Crossing one foot over the other, Elyse moved for the door, the carpet underfoot swallowing any sound.

      “Sounds good, we’ll see you then.”

      By the time Elyse made it to the door and pressed her ear flat against it, the phone call was over. She listened as the phone was slid across a table, for the first time the voices of the other two becoming audible.

      “Was that Big Man?” Joey asked.

      “You just heard him say, Hey, Big Man,” Jamal chided, before presumably turning to Ronell. “What did he say?”

      “Said we did good,” Ronell replied. “Said they like her, want us to hang onto her until tomorrow, then bring her by.”

      “No shit?” Jamal asked.

      “No shit,” Ronell replied. “And he told us to get ready. You know what that means.”

      Behind the door, Elyse had no idea what the men were supposed to get ready for, but she knew what the rest of it meant.

      There was no way in hell she could let them get her back to that warehouse.
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      My first instinct was to go straight to the parking garage and start poking around. Take a look and see if there were security cameras on site and where they fed into. Determine if there were security personnel that I might be able to talk to.

      At the very least, walk the grounds and get an idea for who I might be up against, see how they think.

      I couldn’t do any of that right now, though. Not looking the way I do, with five months of growth hanging from my face and hair spilling over the tops of my ears and along the nape of my neck. Not with every person that works or lives or goes near that complex feeling antsy, keeping a wary eye out for anybody that might wander past.

      Showing up at this time of night would accomplish nothing besides putting me on the radar. It would give people a unique look to remember, someone that they could latch onto should any cops circle back to ask follow-up questions.

      As much as I might be itching to move forward, as much time as I am aware is sliding past, I have to be smart about things. I am of no help to Elyse if I am locked up. Even less if I am tying up the other people that are supposed to be out looking for her.

      Besides, it’s not like I don’t have another equally important task to get to first.

      The decision to fly was made with an eye toward expediency, but it left me at a distinct tactical disadvantage. The amount of time and paperwork involved with bringing a weapon across state lines – even when checked – was something I could not afford. But now I am left empty handed, against at least one armed opponent, and likely many more.

      I want to be fast, but I also need to be smart.

      I am of zero help to Elyse if I’m dead.

      Turning east out of the Summit Medical Center, I climbed onto the freeway and set the cruise control. Moving at a steady seventy miles an hour, I moved out of Hermitage and past Mt. Juliet, counting exits as I went. At each one, the collection of neon lights dwindled, the world starting to drift toward sleep.

      Aware of the time, and my own need for a few hours of rest, and some food, I forced my focus on the task at hand, the one thing I needed to get done tonight so I could begin fresh at dawn.

      Eighteen minutes after leaving the hospital, signs began to appear, welcoming me to the town of Lebanon. Nudging the SUV to the outside lane, I sailed past the first exit before getting off the interstate. Relying again on the grating sound of the GPS, I headed due south for three miles before turning left onto a country road.

      The last drying remains of cornfields lined both sides, the world flat. Behind me lay town, with all the trappings of food and lodging and entertainment. Before me was nothing but a faint glow in the distance, everything else still and quiet.

      “Your destination is two-point-three miles ahead on the right,” the voice announced, for the second time earning herself cut off short of arrival. Focusing on the spot ahead, I leaned hard on the gas, gripping the steering wheel tight in either hand, willing myself forward.

      The man that had responded to my online posting was named One-Eyed Jack. Whether that was a reference to his being a card shark, an unfortunate accident involving the loss of an eye, or merely a random take on his name, I had no clue.

      It’s not like the man had included a personal photo or a link to a Facebook page.

      All he had included was an address and the simple statement that he would be around until the place closed at eleven. Where it was I was going, if I was being lured into a trap, I had no way of knowing for certain.

      But it was a risk worth taking.

      With the road stretched out straight ahead of me, I dropped my left wrist over the steering wheel. Reaching out with my opposite hand, I grabbed up the photo Amber had left behind, lifting it to just a few inches short of my face. Keeping it off to the side, I alternated glances between it and the road.

      The shot looked like it had been taken at a barbecue or a picnic. In the center of it sat a girl that was fast becoming a young woman. Even at that age, she already bore a strong resemblance to her mother, and by extension my wife.

      Again, the feeling of a clench developed in my core.

      The last time I had seen Elyse, she was eight years old. Not much older than my own daughter, she had somehow skipped ahead, already in high school, college on the horizon.

      In the image, she was smiling, young and spirited, destined to tackle whatever the world had planned for her.

      Which I was willing to bet had nothing to do with being kidnapped in a parking garage.

      Pushing the photo back into position, I allowed the image to harden my gaze. I kept my focus on the smudge of light as it grew ever closer.

      Years before, I had promised my daughter Alice that I would always do what I could to help people in need. I wouldn’t be foolish, I wouldn’t put myself in harm’s way unnecessarily, but I would always try my best to help.

      I had the ability to do so, which meant I also had the responsibility to do so.

      This was different, though. This wasn’t just about the fact that it was Elyse, who was one of the few remaining family members I had.

      It was because it could just as easily have been about Alice.

      My rear teeth ground together as my final destination came into view. Expecting to find a country bar tucked away in the woods, my eyebrows rose as I pulled into what had once been a golf driving range.

      A small parking lot sat just off the side of the road. At the front of it was a square building with peeling tan paint. Stretched out behind it was a grass field, the tattered remains of a net hanging from lines pulled taut between telephone poles spaced every eighty feet.

      Where there once had been hole flags and distance markers, there were now sandbags and paper targets, the place a makeshift firing range.

      Easing up in front of the structure, I idled between a rusted Chevy pickup and a dust-covered Jeep with the windows zipped out, a menagerie of hiking stickers plastered across the rear bumper. Coming to a stop, I climbed out, ignoring the feeling that my every move was being observed.

      In the background, I could hear the telltale sound of gunfire, small popping noises indicating a handgun being used nearby. Small caliber. Based on the rate, I would say a semi-automatic, most likely a 9mm of some sort.

      Keeping my hands out and in plain sight, I stepped away from the car and looped around the side of the structure. With each step, more of the range out back came into view, culminating with a man in a shooter’s stance with his back to me. Dressed in faded jeans and a denim vest, large earmuffs were clamped over his head. Long, stringy hair stuck out the button, obscuring his neck from view.

      Making it as far as the corner of the building, I paused. I waited for him to finish the magazine he was working on before sliding the protection from his ears and turning to look my way.

      “Hawk?”

      I nodded. “Jack?”

      Shaking his head, he jerked his head over his shoulder, motioning to the building beside me. “Jack’s inside. Go on in, he’ll get you set up.”
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      The interior of the structure was designed in a way that I would have expected a former driving range shop to look. Perfectly square in shape, the room was a dozen feet in either direction. Instead of a rack of drivers and putters along the walls and shelves of golf balls filling the space in between, there were cases filled with rifles and stacks of ammunition.

      On the walls behind them were posters advertising offerings from Remington and Winchester, the color on them fading, the corners torn.

      Along the back wall was a glass case, three shelves inside it. Spread across each were a variety of handguns, ranging in size from small derringers to oversized .45s capable of putting down a man – or a small bear – with ease.

      Atop the case was an aging cash register, best guess being it was the sole surviving remnant of the driving range. Behind it stood a man with silver hair buzzed tight on the sides, the top less than an inch combed forward. On his face was a thick layer of growth, all of it the same silver as his hair.

      Leaning forward, he had his hands pressed into the rear edge of the display case. Thick throughout, the position caused his triceps to bulge, unhindered by the sleeveless t-shirt he wore. A heavy gut pressed tight against the glass before him.

      Tattoos with thick lines that had blurred over time dotted both of his forearms.

      Despite the better part of my working life having been spent in the navy and the DEA, I wasn’t a gun nut. I hadn’t been shooting cans with a BB gun since I could walk. Unlike many of my Montana neighbors, I didn’t own a personal arsenal tucked away in a bunker somewhere.

      But I had been to a couple of firing ranges before. Enough times to know that, at a glance, the place looked exactly like it was supposed to.

      If I didn’t consider the fact that while the room I was standing in was square, the outside of the building was rectangular. That three of the sides around us were made of drywall while the fourth – behind the cash register – was plain wood paneling, appearing to have been installed much later.

      Or that there was only a single entrance into the place. And it was now being guarded by a man outside with at least one gun, the sound of which had grown silent after my passing.

      “Jack?” I asked. Stepping across the center of the room, I ignored the spread around me, focusing on him alone.

      Dipping the top of his head, he said, “Hawk?”

      “That’s right,” I replied. “Thanks for responding so quickly.”

      “Sure thing,” he replied. “We always monitor the boards in case we can help out one of our out-of-town friends.”

      Small red flags began to erupt in the back of my mind. Tiny markers that had been instilled years before, responses to the most basic of all human instincts.

      Self-preservation.”

      “Appreciate it,” I replied. “Had to come across the country on short notice, couldn’t afford the time for trying to check in my own gear.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Oh yeah? Where from?”

      Flicking my gaze away from him, I checked each of the corners of the false wall behind him. On the left, everything was square and flush.

      On the right, a small notch had been cut, no doubt a camera looking down over everything.

      “Idaho,” I lied. “Little more liberal about things out that way, if you know what I mean.”

      Every internal function I had told me to go. To turn on a heel and head for the door. That nothing good could come from my lingering any longer.

      Posting on the message board had been a longshot, and I had known it. I hadn’t had any other choice, no legal way of getting firepower in time to face whatever lay ahead, no chance of surviving without some form of weaponry.

      Once before I had used the boards with decent success. It had been in a tight situation a year before, an older man in Southern California providing what I needed.

      This was clearly trending in the opposite direction. A perfect example of the risk inherent with this sort of thing.

      “I heard that,” Jack replied, one corner of his mouth turning up. “Whole damn world is getting so uptight, man can’t even own a gun anymore without the government thinking they should have a live camera feed on it at all times.”

      Matching his half smile, I refrained from responding, not wanting to get into a discussion about gun rights with this man. Knowing nothing good would come from it, I instead circled slowly to my right, checking over the stacks of ammunition filling the thin metal shelving units, before ultimately presenting myself across the counter from Jack.

      “Army?” I asked, flicking my gaze over the tattoos.

      “Marines,” he replied. “Delta?”

      Twisting my head slightly, I said, “Navy.”

      “Ahh,” he replied, his head rocking back slightly. As he did, I could see his eyes move toward the door. A short, quick movement, most people would have missed it entirely.

      For me, it was enough to make things snap into place.

      Right now, his friend was listening to every word we said. Those earmuffs he was wearing were likely wired straight to the speakers inside. What Jack was feigning as friendly conversation, just two veterans getting acquainted, was actually him scouting me.

      They wanted to know exactly what they were up against.

      Taking another half-step forward, I closed the gap between us to just a couple of feet. Shifting my body slightly, I opened my stance so the front door was visible in my periphery, though I was still facing Jack.

      “So, what have you got?” I asked.

      The corner of his mouth twitched again. “Well, that depends. Did you bring cash like I told you?”

      This was the part that I knew he’d been waiting on. Right outside, his friend with the stringy hair was probably tucked up tight against the door, ready to burst forward, gun in hand.

      No way could I let it get that far.

      Pushing off my right foot, I shot my hand out, curling it around the base of Jack’s neck. Jerking my elbow back past my ribs, I snapped his head straight down, driving his cheek into the glass beneath him.

      The sound of it cracking found my ears as I kept my hand pressed down tight on his neck, using it as a pivot point. Springing forward, I vaulted over the counter, pressing my weight down on him and swinging my legs out to the side.

      For an instant, I hung suspended in the air, weightless, before my feet smacked down on the opposite side. In unison, the front door burst open, a flurry of dust and air and papers fluttering.

      Through it walked the man I had spoken to outside a moment before, the muffs down around his neck. In either hand was a Browning Hi Power, both extended straight out from his shoulders.

      A pained grunt slid from Jack as I pressed my body up tight behind him. My right hand I slid down around his chin. The left I placed atop his head, jerking him back against me, using his body as a shield. Pulling until we were tight against the wall behind us, I said, “Put them down. Now.”

      The man made no effort to do as instructed. Instead, he took a step forward, his mouth drawn into a tight line.

      “Jack, you good?”

      Feeling Jack’s jaw flex as if he were about to respond, I tugged his head counterclockwise an inch, hearing a vertebra in his neck pop.

      “Take another step, and I snap his neck,” I replied. I kept my voice even. There was no need for bluster, no desire to escalate the situation any more than necessary.

      Weapons still extended before him, the man pulled up. Bending at the waist, he peered to the side, running his gaze the length of us.

      There was no need. My body was completely hidden behind the girth of the man before me.

      “You really think you can do that faster than I can fire?” the man asked. A heavy southern lilt permeated his tone as he spoke, matching his overall look perfectly.

      To answer his question - I couldn’t, but that didn’t matter. There was nowhere for him to fire without hitting Jack, no way of getting to me without killing us both.

      He was bluffing, and we both knew it.

      Ignoring his question, I said, “Turn the guns and hold them by the barrel.”

      For a moment, he did nothing, simply staring at us, trying to compute things in his head.

      From the look on his face, it wasn’t his strong suit.

      “Now,” I said. Applying a bit more pressure to Jack, I could feel his spinal column draw taut. A sharp wheeze slid out as he pressed back against me, fighting for a new position, trying to relieve the torque on his neck.

      “Do it, dammit,” Jack wheezed, the words just barely audible. “Navy SEAL. He’ll snap it clean.”

      I never said I was a SEAL, but I made no effort to correct him. I let the information strengthen my position, waiting as slowly the man lowered the weapons to his side. Rotating them both in his hands, he gripped them by the barrels, holding them for me to see.

      “Now walk forward slowly and put them on the counter,” I instructed.

      Pressing his lips tight, the man swallowed hard, a lump traveling the length of his throat. Again, he glanced around, trying to weight his decision, before taking a step forward. And then another.

      Stopping a few feet short of the glass, he bent forward at the waist and slid the guns onto the counter.

      “Back away toward the side wall,” I said, jerking my head to the left.

      Keeping his body square to us, the man took an exaggerated step to the side. Hands balled into fists, he kept moving, going until he was flush against a sign detailing the concealed carry permit regulations for Tennessee.

      Pressing my shoulder blades into the wall, I levered us forward a few inches. With Jack off-balance before me, I held him upright for an instant before swinging out to the side, tossing his body down behind me.

      His body landed hard against the thin carpet on the floor as in one fluid movement, I snatched the guns up from the top of the counter. The grips were warm in my hands as one went straight down to Jack, the other to the man along the wall.

      The goal in coming had been to get a couple of clean weapons, something I could use should things turn sideways, or if I just needed to instill the fear of bodily harm into some people. This wasn’t at all how I had planned – or even wanted – things to go, but I couldn’t say the trip was a failure.

      Like I had realized on the drive in, this was about Elyse. And if stealing the personal guns of these thieving bastards helped me get to her, so be it.

      Moving to the far end of the case, I stepped out from behind it. Keeping a gun on either one of them, I made my way toward the door, seeing the open loathing on their faces as I went.

      Not that I gave a damn.

      “You know what the worst part of this is?” I asked. “If you assholes had just been straight up, I would have paid you twice what the damn things were worth.”
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      John Kuntzman stepped through the front door of his apartment, his boot heels clicking off the polished hardwood. Swinging the door shut behind him, he pulled the Justin felt cowboy hat from his head and hung it over a peg on the wall. Shrugging out of the suede sports coat he’d been wearing, he hung it up alongside the hat, raising a hand and rubbing along the strip of depressed skin where the hat band had rested around his head.

      At forty-five years old, he was still deep in the throes of what most would consider middle age, though most days he didn’t feel it. His hair was still dark and thick. He still weighed exactly what he had the moment he graduated from college.

      There would be no need for glasses any time soon.

      Stepping through the open living room of his apartment, he went straight to the wet bar along the wall. Grabbing for the decanter, he poured two fingers of Jack Daniels into a tumbler. Downing it in one long pull, he dropped in two more before turning and heading for the bank of windows that comprised the outer ring of his home.

      Fifteen stories below, the lights of Nashville winked up at him. Long jokingly referred to as Nash Vegas, only in recent years had the place begun to take on the look of being just that. Large swaths of neon beckoned travelers in, the businesses stretched from Broadway all the way down to Vanderbilt and Music Row. A sea of light and sound, it didn’t matter that it was after midnight in the middle of the week, there was money to be made.

      And making money was one thing Kuntzman could appreciate.

      Underscoring the scene was the Cumberland River, the water thoroughfare knifing across the center of town. Serving as a mirrored reflection of everything going on above, it seemed to double the scene in size and scope, giving their sleepy southern town a truly cosmopolitan feel.

      Raising his glass in a silent toast, Kuntzman moved to take a drink. Making it no further than his lips, he was stopped by his phone buzzing to life on his hip, the sound obtrusive in the silence of his apartment.

      A sour look crossed his face as he lowered the drink, sliding his phone from his rear pocket and checking the screen.

      “Aw, hell,” Kuntzman mumbled. He took a step to the side and set down his drink, knowing this was likely not the sort of conversation that he would want to be mixing with alcohol.

      Or have something in his hand that might easily become a flying projectile.

      “Kuntzman,” he said, pushing the phone to his face.

      “I know. That’s why I called.”

      Ben – or as he preferred to be called, Benjamin – Russo was the very definition of an asshole, one of the few people Kuntzman had encountered in his time in Tennessee that he genuinely despised. Even in his line of work, given some of the people that he interacted with regularly, rare was there anybody that rankled him as much as the detective.

      The fact that he wasn’t local, was a New Yorker born and bred, was not lost on Kuntzman.

      Double for the fact that of the two million people in the greater Nashville area, that was the one he had ended up in a loose working relationship with.

      “Okay,” Kuntzman replied, “so what do you want?”

      The two were not pals. There was no pretense of this being a social conversation, or even a civil one.

      At best, it could be deemed an arranged marriage, a relationship put together out of necessity. One needing coverage from local law enforcement, the other wanting a slice of Kuntzman’s action, most of the professional kinks had been worked out.

      To say nothing of the personal ones that still existed.

      “What did they say about Denman?” Russo asked.

      Down below, a barge worked slowly up the Cumberland. The wake of it pushed out in a wide fan behind, gentle waves rippling against either bank, distorting the lights of town.

      Raising his free hand to his face, Kuntzman rubbed along his chin with the back of it.

      “Just got a call a few minutes ago,” he said. “They asked us to sit on her until tomorrow night. Paco will come get her personally.”

      “Where is she now?” Russo asked.

      “Big Man.”

      Kuntzman didn’t bother filling him in that the girl was actually with the guys that had first nabbed her. Seemed like more effort than it was worth.

      And definitely would have required extending the conversation longer than he would have preferred.

      “He okay with that?”

      Kuntzman didn’t appreciate the questioning, or the way they were being pinged at him. One after another, it felt like an interrogation, the detective unable to leave his job at the office.

      After almost a year of interacting, Kuntzman had thought he might grow used to it. In reality, it had only managed to raise his ire for the man. It carried a certain air of condescension that wasn’t appreciated, likely wouldn’t be tolerated for much longer.

      It wasn’t like they both didn’t know enough about the other to put them each away for a long time.

      “For what he’s getting out of it?” Kuntzman said. “No questions asked.”

      The almighty dollar had a way of doing that for people.

      “How’d you manage to get ahold of it so fast?” Kuntzman asked.

      A small scoff was Russo’s first response. “I’m Missing Persons, remember? This one was easy. It’s some of the other ones that I have to work a little bit for.”

      Pulling his hand away from his jaw, Kuntzman clenched it tight, feeling the tendons in his hand flex. It was a good thing he had set the drink down, or he would likely have a shattered window to deal with after the call.

      And getting repairs done on the fifteenth floor was a bitch.

      “Anything there?”

      “Nothing to worry about,” Russo said. “You saw the jacket on her family. You know what they are, and what they aren’t.”

      Clenching his teeth tight, Kuntzman lifted his gaze. He shifted his focus from the window below to his own reflection, seeing the tension gripping his body.

      It wasn’t like Wranglers and a pearl-snap shirt could hide the vein bulging in the side of his forehead.

      “I meant, how much heat is there on you to solve it?” Kuntzman muttered.

      “Pssh,” Russo said. “You know how many missing person reports are filed in this city every day since the recent influx of national media exposure? Nobody even lifts an eyebrow anymore.”

      Slowly unfurling his fist, Kuntzman exhaled. Russo was a dick, but he served an important purpose.

      Now that it was done, it was time to get off the phone.
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      Josh Denman was dozing in the corner of the loveseat in the same room he and Amber had met with the detective in earlier in the day. Beside him on the nightstand sat a small pile of cafeteria trash - a paper plate, cup, and a wad of napkins.

      Rubbing at his knees, he rose just far enough to push his backside deeper into the seat, sitting up straighter as he looked at his wife.

      “Hey,” he said. “You guys been talking all this time?”

      Closing the door softly behind her, Amber walked across the room and peered out through the window. From where they were positioned, she could see the parking spot she and Hawk had used earlier, knowing full well that Josh had likely sat and watched their entire interaction.

      But she appreciated the attempt at subterfuge just the same.

      “No,” she said. Turning back, she slid down into the middle of the loveseat. Letting her body go limp, she fell to the side, her head resting against his shoulder. “We only talked for about ten minutes.”

      Pausing long enough to see if she would continue, Josh eventually managed, “Oh.”

      A faint smile crossed Amber’s lips as she stared at the cheesy framed painting on the wall opposite her. No matter how crazy the situation was – her son being shot, her daughter missing – at least one thing could be relied on.

      Even if it was her husband’s unfailing passive aggression.

      “Afterwards, I took a walk,” she said. “Stopped in on Eric on my way back up.”

      “Hm,” Josh replied. “How is he?”

      Whether the he that was being referred to was Hawk or their son, Amber wasn’t sure. Knew the answer was likely both.

      “He’s sleeping. Nurse said everything was looking strong. Well, as much as could be expected anyway.”

      Again, Josh grunted softly. This time, he didn’t bother asking about Hawk, though Amber knew it was resting just beneath the surface.

      “As for Hawk...”

      She wasn’t sure what she had expected when she called him. Hell, if she were being honest, she wasn’t sure why she had. Or why his name had even occurred to her.

      One of those random tricks of the human subconscious, she had been up most of the previous night, staring at the walls, trying to wrap her mind around her daughter being kidnapped. From there, things had connected in a logical progression, her mind eventually landing on the one person she knew that had made a career out of tracking people down.

      Not quite in the same sorts of situations, but she had to believe it was a skillset that was at least somewhat transferable.

      “Looks different,” she said. “Definitely gone full-on Mountain Man.”

      “You mean, full beard-“

      “Beard, shaggy hair, the whole deal,” Amber said.

      At a glance, the enormous amount of growth was the first thing she noticed. It would be the first thing anybody noticed.

      Almost enough to keep them from looking past it to see that the last five years had clearly been as hard or harder on him than her. Faint lines had formed around his eyes. Instead of gaining weight, as most men did in their thirties, he had lost some. Gone was any non-essential mass, replaced by a leanness that could best be classified as rugged.

      To say nothing of the fact that the entire time they spoke, his eyes never stopped moving. He had seen every single thing that occurred around them. Could probably recite the license plates of the cars that rolled past.

      “What did he have to say?” Josh asked.

      “Mostly asked questions,” Amber said. “All business, the entire time.”

      Which was a blessing. Even after so many years, she wasn’t ready to have a heart-to-heart sit down with the man. For as much as she hated him, she logically knew that what happened to her sister wasn’t his fault. There was no way to see something that horrific coming. Probably no way he could have stopped it if he’d been there.

      That wasn’t the point.

      The point was, as long as that lingering animosity existed, so did her last connection – however tenuous – to Elizabeth.

      “What’s his plan?” Josh asked.

      “I don’t know,” Amber replied. “I didn’t ask, and he didn’t offer. Just said he’d be in touch.”

      In the wake of their conversation, Amber had waited until he pulled away. Once his taillights blinked out of sight, she hadn’t been ready to go back inside. Instead, she had turned toward the corner of the lot.

      Her hands thrust into her pockets, she had taken off and just kept walking.

      “Well, that’s something,” Josh offered.

      Nodding slightly, Amber had to agree. It was something.

      The problem was, she just didn’t yet know what.
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      The room had been sterilized. It had been done haphazardly, grabbing things at random and ripping them down, but it had been thorough. The only pieces of furniture left were the desk, a single rolling chair, and the bed Elyse Denman now sat on. The sole things on the walls were scraps of posters and papers that had been stripped away in a hurry.

      Leaving her with precious few options for anything resembling a weapon.

      No shelves of any kind, with metal support brackets she could confiscate and repurpose. No detachable legs on the bed or desk. The chair was too heavy for her to wield with any force.

      Awake long after the rest of the house had gone quiet, Elyse had bypassed precious rest to scour the room. She’d searched through the closet, hoping for a wire hanger or a loose clothing rod. She’d crawled on her stomach to peer under the bed, praying for a stray butter knife or nail file.

      Absolutely nothing had presented itself.

      Sliding up onto the bed, she had sat with her back against the wall, reprising the position she’d been in when Joey first arrived with her food the day before. Hair matted by sweat to her forehead, she could feel tears threatening to well, her heart rate rising.

      She had heard the conversation as plainly as if she were on a second line. The men outside had snatched her with the intention of sending her on down the road. Where that was or who would be waiting, she didn’t know.

      Not that she needed to, already certain the answers to both questions were unspeakably bad.

      Enough so, she’d would probably end up wishing they had just shot her, too.

      For more than an hour, she had sat in a semi-trance. Her eyes glazed as her mind ran wild, considering every possible outcome.

      And there, in that trance, watching the various ways her body was defiled, a renewed sense of purpose was born. For the first time, the tears that came to her eyes weren’t from fear or self-pity. They were hot. Angry.

      Why this had happened to her was no longer the issue. All that mattered was dealing with it as best she could. Lashing out at her captors. Making life as difficult as she could for them.

      Pushing herself away from the bed, Elyse had taken her feet again. Once more, she examined her surroundings, taking in everything the room had to offer, before settling her gaze on the one thing she had thus far failed to consider.

      A pang of animosity rose through her as she stared at it, lambasting herself in silence for having not noticed it sooner. In her initial haste, in her fearful state, she had concentrated largely on what the room had in it. The pieces of furniture that filled the space.

      But she had failed to consider the dinner tray sitting right out in the open.

      Much like the previous morning, the plate was paper, the cup was plastic. The dinner offering had been chips and a turkey sandwich, meaning there was no silverware.

      All of that was fine, none of the items being what had caught her attention, to begin with.

      Shoving them to the side, Elyse lifted the plastic tray from the desk. A close copy to the ones she used at school every day, it was rectangular in shape, the color a mottled mess of green and gray. Holding it before her, she gripped opposing corners, giving them a small twist, feeling the tensile strength.

      It wasn’t metal, but it was a start.

      Using it as a club itself would never work. The material was too thin, the weight behind it much too slight.

      But it could be fashioned, formed into something much more useful.

      Gripping it in one hand, Elyse ran a finger along the edges and corners. Rounded and buffed, they were too smooth to cause any real damage.

      Casting her gaze around the room, she settled her focus on the foot of the bed. She saw the thin metal bottom resting atop the carpet, could see the weight of the frame it supported.

      Giving the tray one more twist, she flipped it over, placing the upturned edge on the floor. Pressing her fist into the center of it, she could feel the item bow beneath her knuckles.

      The second jolt of adrenaline passed through her as she slid the tray over, butting the side of it flush against the foot of the bed. Staring down at it, she felt her breathing increase, her heart thumping in her chest.

      She would only get a single chance at this, the tray her only viable option as a weapon. If ever she was going to make a move, to try and gain the upper hand, this had to be it.

      And it had to be quiet.

      Reaching for the head of the bed, Elyse grabbed the thin pillow bunched against the wall. She dropped it flat on the tray, making sure it was positioned correctly, before bending at the waist and sliding her fingers under the bottom of the bed frame.

      Her lower back tightened and her biceps strained as her fingertips dug into the rusting metal. Clamping her real molars tight, she lifted her face toward the ceiling, pulling with everything she had.

      Little by little, the foot of the bed wrenched itself from the carpet divot it had been resting in. Sweat streamed down either side of her face as her knees extended, her arms stretched to full length.

      Grunting, fighting to remain silent, she used her toe to nudge the tray under the foot of the bed. Once it was in place, she slowly lowered it, setting the bed down in the center of the impromptu stack.

      As she did, the faint sound of the plastic cracking found its way through the pillow.

      Never had she heard a more beautiful noise.

      Taking a step back, her body fighting for air, Elyse sank to her knees. She peeled up the front corner of the pillow, seeing the starfish fissures extended out from the bedpost in the center of the tray.

      For the first time since walking with her brother almost thirty hours before, she felt herself smile.

      This would work.

      It had to.
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      I could see the sun peeking around the curtains of the second story Motel 6 room I scored for the night. Showing up at one o’clock in the morning, I had gotten a questioning look from the young kid behind the counter, but to his credit he didn’t say a word.

      I was willing to guess the general look of animosity I was still wearing after my encounter at the gun range had something to do with it, but I didn’t want to speculate.

      Armed with a small duffel bag and a sack of Jack in the Box, I had eaten quickly, tasting nothing, doing it only for the density of calories it provided. Once that task was checked off, I took a hot shower, one more thing that I wouldn’t need to do come morning, before crawling into bed.

      Even with everything that had happened in the previous twenty-four hours, the best I could manage was a couple of hours of semi-sleep before I was up again. Unable to turn my mind off, I checked the clock every fifteen minutes, plotting and replotting my moves for the day.

      Or, more aptly, the first part of it. From there, the hope was that something would have come unglued, giving me a clear path to head down.

      If not, I would figure it out on the fly. I’m willing to guess that’s a big part of the reason Amber had called me in the first place.

      Making it only as far as four-thirty, I rose and dressed. Using the internet search function on my phone, I found a twenty-four-hour sporting goods store a few exits down from where I was staying and made a quick run.

      Now more than an hour later, the sun was just starting to rise. I could see it in my periphery, burning bright and orange around the thin curtain, promising another gorgeous fall day, one much warmer than what I’d been experiencing in Montana.

      Barely paying it any mind, my focus was instead aimed down on the sack of items I’d just purchased. Spread out on the bedspread before me, they were fanned around the front corner where I was posted up, the guns I had nabbed the night before resting on my thighs.

      The weapons were Browning Hi Powers, one of the oldest and most common 9mm weapons on the planet. With a single action trigger, they featured a thirteen round magazine using a semi-automatic feed.

      Both well cared for, the slides were smooth, the metal polished.

      Not that it mattered. No way was I going out into the field with firearms I hadn’t personally stripped and cleaned myself.

      Using the small kit I had just purchased, I worked the wire bristle brush through every possible orifice, making sure everything gleamed with a fresh veneer of oil. As I worked, the smell penetrated my fingertips, working its way into my nostrils.

      Every few moments, I cast a sideways glance to the clock on the bedside table, watching the glowing red digits inch steadily forward. Wishing nothing more than that they would go faster, I gnawed on a pair of protein bars, washing them down with a bottle of Gatorade.

      I wasn’t hungry in the slightest, but I knew better than to turn down a chance at fuel.

      By the time I finished the task at hand, sweat dripped from the bridge of my nose. It caused my bare torso to gleam. The taste of it rested on my lips, burning my eyes.

      Rising to my feet, I jacked the magazines into position on either of the Brownings, racking a round into the chamber and flipping on the safeties. Turning to the side, I checked the clock once more, seeing it was just minutes before seven.

      Not as late as I had hoped, but it would have to do.
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      Just two days had passed since my nephew was shot and my niece abducted, though one would never know it from sitting in the Antioch Galleria. Even at just half past seven in the morning, the place was already started the morning build. In less than an hour, it would be up and active, serving as a veritable hub for the eastern suburb.

      Sitting on a bench in the center of it, I sipped at the cup of Tennessee Morning Shine coffee I’d purchased from a kiosk on the opposite end of the vestibule. Presumably a playful spin on the term moonshine, the swill in the cup tasted like neither homemade alcohol nor anything resembling coffee.

      Instead, it was little more than a paper cup of brown water, barely even warm after just a few minutes of sitting outside.

      Drinking it for nothing more than the visual aspect, I reclined on the white metal bench. My right ankle on my left knee, I extended an arm along the back of it, just another guy enjoying a start to his day, taking in the sights.

      Like the bevy of shops lining both the top and bottom floors of the mall, their storefronts glass, colorful advertisements lining them.

      And the handful of individual kiosks like the one I’d gotten my drink from, independent contractors tasked with what was essentially harassing customers, trying to get them to stop on their way to somewhere else.

      And the food court sitting directly across from it, the cinema pressed tight beside it, a host of posters advertising the newest fare stretched one after another for as far as I could see.

      The story Amber had given me was that the kids had gone to see the new Tomb Raider movie. Why Angelina Jolie had decided to go back and make a third one more than a decade after the last, I had no clue, nor the desire to ask.

      According to her, it had started at eight o’clock, later than she would have liked for a school night, though she had relented in the end. That put them getting out at somewhere around ten.

      Reclining back in my seat, I nodded to a pair of elderly women in neon pink tracksuits powerwalking past me. Both with bright lipstick and hair that was a shade God never intended, they each smiled, never once breaking stride.

      In their aftermath, I could smell the lingering scent of perfume. Something cheap and strong.

      Turning my gaze in either direction, I peered the length of the midway, clocking the distance from the cinema to the parking garage that marked the end of the eastern spread. Best guess would put it at a hundred yards, meaning that even if they were moving slow or had stopped for ice cream, they would have been walking past where I was sitting no later than a quarter after the hour.

      Forcing myself not to look straight up, I envisioned the manual clock that rose directly behind me. I thought of the green stanchion pole it stood on and the manual hands and numbers it used to display the time.

      More than that, I considered the camera that was hidden in the center of it, staring out in the same direction I now was.

      Rising from my seat, I tossed the almost-full cup into the trash beside me. I turned to the left and headed toward the garage. My gait I kept slow and even. My hands swung free by my side, unassuming, but able to reach for the Browning tucked into the small of my back in an instant if need be.

      Overhead, the morning sun was already stronger than anything I had felt in weeks. Pushing seventy with the threat of more, I could feel sweat forming in my armpits and under my beard.

      The walk from the bench to the garage took just over a minute. Bypassing the elevators, I opted for the stairwell running alongside them, an open concrete rise with switchbacks every dozen steps.

      There was no way that what happened took place on the ground floor. Even ignoring the fact that most of the spots closest to the stairwell were reserved for handicap patrons, nobody would be foolish enough to attempt an armed robbery so close to the main of the mall.

      Not even at ten o’clock at night.

      Taking the first couple of flights two stairs at a time, I slowed my pace on the third. Alternating my gaze between the open garage beside me and the steps underfoot, the place looked just as I’d envisioned, nothing more than concrete floors with parking spaces lined out in yellow paint on the floor. On the corners were round support posts.

      Pretty standard, a million just like it the world over.

      Flicking my gaze over everything, I continued moving. The soles of my hiking shoes scuffed the smooth concrete as I went. A faint bit of lactic acid appeared in my quads.

      Slowing my pace, I moved up onto the third floor, and then the fourth. Nothing unusual jumped out at me. I kept going.

      The top level of the parking garage was on the fifth floor. Without a roof level above, the staircase I was in ended abruptly with a flat concrete ceiling, the stairs disappearing into the wall before me. Shifting my attention to the side, I rested a hand on the rail, watching as exactly what I’d been looking for came into view.

      Even if the place was not cordoned off by yellow police tape, I would have known it was the spot in an instant. Unlike the other floors, which were open and wide, able to be seen through, this one was much like the staircase I had just been in.

      On all sides, concrete walls pushed in tight, boxing in the top of the structure. Descending on the far side was a single road, nothing more than a final row of slots lined out for those desperate enough to have searched clear to the top.

      Stepping out of the stairwell, I took three steps forward before stopping. Glancing in either direction, I could almost see things playing out, the setup perfect for a snatch-and-grab.

      The abductors had been positioned on my left. From there, they would have a perfect view of the ramp beside them, monitoring any traffic coming or going. They would also be able to watch the stairwell and the elevators, knowing the instant somebody appeared.

      From what I could tell, there wasn’t a camera in the entire structure, the stairwell clear, same for the corners on each floor.

      It was almost too easy.

      Showing up in the middle of the evening on a Sunday, parking had probably been tight. With the lower levels full, Elyse had been forced to come up to the fifth floor, had apparently found a spot just off the elevators.

      They’d gone inside, enjoyed their show, grabbed some ice cream, and had returned sometime after ten.

      Shifting my attention away from the spot on the opposite side, I took a few steps forward, going as far as the police tape would allow.

      On the ground, there was a dark smear the size of a volleyball, the coloring on it much different than the usual assortment of oil and engine coolant.

      Beside it, a flattened plastic bottle, likely what had been used to get them to stop and Eric to climb out, allowing the attack to occur.

      Nor did I see any broken glass.

      “They didn’t want to harm the car,” I whispered. “Didn’t care about shooting a kid, but couldn’t mess with the car.”
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      Riding the elevator back down from the fifth floor was merely a matter of expediency. It had nothing to do with hoping to find a camera mounted in the corner, a simple half-orb buried into the ceiling. Even if it had been there, it likely wouldn’t yield much. Unless the attacker had been foolish enough to actually ride up to the fifth floor with them, it would provide nothing beyond giving me an exact timestamp for when they arrived.

      The reason I no longer considered it a priority was because of what the crime scene itself told me. The kids themselves weren’t the target. The abductor wasn’t concerned with getting them in particular. If they were, there were much easier ways to go about it.

      Definitely ways that didn’t involve shooting a fourteen-year-old.

      The key was the car.

      One floor at a time, I descended, working through how things had gone in my head. The dinging bell announcing the arrival of each new floor barely registered with me as I went, the elevator depositing me back on the ground floor a moment later.

      In the mere half-hour I had been inside, the sun had risen another inch in the sky, bringing a five degree increase in temperature. Feeling the warmth flush on my cheeks and forearms, I walked as fast as I could through the main drag of the mall, my gaze down, my thoughts elsewhere.

      Based on the vantage point the kidnappers would have had, they likely waited until they saw Elyse and Eric step out of the elevator. From there, they had moved quickly on the pair, putting Eric down and ordering Elyse into the car.

      That much seemed pretty straightforward. It was the logistics of it that I still couldn’t wrap my mind around.

      Flicking my gaze upward, I went straight past the Dairy Queen where I first entered the mall and turned right. Cutting across a sidewalk and over a curb, I climbed into my rented SUV, sliding behind the wheel but making no attempt to turn it on.

      Instead, I pulled my cell phone over onto my thigh and thumbed down through the address book, settling on a number I hadn’t dialed in months.

      No matter. I knew it never changed.

      Just like I knew the man on the other end would answer, doing so after only a single ring.

      “Hawk.”

      Once upon a time, Mike Palinsky was the top support specialist in the Drug Enforcement Administration. Always the voice on the other end of the line, his aid had been instrumental in bringing about some of the largest busts in history.

      It had also saved all of our lives times too numerous to count.

      When our team had disbanded in the wake of what happened to my family, he too had left government employee. Moving into the private sector, he had parlayed his skill and reputation into quite the lucrative enterprise, though one would be hard-pressed to ever know it.

      With his long ponytail and proclivity for sweaters with oversized cuffs, he looked like a walking poster child for an early computer geek from the eighties.

      Which, to be fair, wasn’t too far off from the truth.

      “Pally,” I replied, a faint smile crossing my face. “How are you, my friend?”

      “I am well,” he replied, a slight echo audible in the background. “And you? Enjoying Tennessee?”

      My mouth already open to respond, I paused, considering his question. The statement was quintessential Pally, an unassuming reference that at the same time let me know that he was still keeping tabs.

      As the self-appointed guardian of our crew, I knew he always would be.

      “That’s why I’m calling,” I replied. “This wasn’t exactly a social visit.”

      “I’m shocked,” Pally replied, mock indignation in his tone.

      For five years after the passing of my family, I went completely underground. I built a cabin deep in the Montana wilderness, and when I wasn’t doing the bare minimum acting as a guide in Yellowstone, I retreated there.

      No phone. No internet. No contact with the outside world. Just me, and my memories, and my self-loathing.

      Even now, in the wake of finally putting their memory to rest, being drawn out bit-by-bit into the world, I still wasn’t what one might call a social butterfly.

      Flicking my gaze to the rearview mirror, I caught my own reflection, the look practically cultivated to keep people at bay. With nothing more than the two inches of my cheeks and eyes visible between thick curtains of hair, I wasn’t someone to be seen and considered.

      I was a caricature, dismissed as soon as I’d arrived.

      “Elizabeth’s sister called me,” I replied. “My nephew was shot, my niece was taken.”

      Any background noise faded away. Taking me off speakerphone, Pally drew up the receiver, his voice growing clearer over the line.

      He drew in a sharp breath of air, then asked, “How can I help?”

      No additional questions. No further inquiries into how I’d been. Straight to business, just as I knew he would be.

      “The place she was snatched is called the Antioch Galleria,” I said, following it up by spelling out the town name. “It’s an open-air mall with a parking garage on the east end.”

      “And you need video footage,” he said, jumping ahead.

      “There is none,” I replied. “I just walked the building, must be the last damn parking garage in the country that doesn’t use cameras.”

      “Or one of them,” Pally agreed. “Okay, we can work around that. You’re on site now?”

      “I am,” I said. “I have a pretty narrow window of time, I have a car make and license plate, and I have the sole exit they could have used.”

      “Jesus,” Pally said. “From the tone of your voice earlier, I thought this might be difficult. If you have all that, I can tap into local traffic lights, ATMs, gas stations, anything with a camera.”

      I nodded. I knew before calling that he’d have no trouble spotting the car. The hard part would be in finding something actionable thereafter.

      “These guys looked like they knew what they were doing,” I said, “and the scene lays out like the car was the main objective.”

      “Meaning license plates have probably been altered,” he said. “And they would have known to get it off the street ASAP.”

      “Right,” I agreed. “You’ll probably be able to spot it as it leaves the garage, but after that...”

      I let my voice fall away. There was no need to insult the man by filling in the punchline, his own understanding of this process far exceeding my own.

      “So there is at least some degree of difficulty in this,” Pally replied. Flipping me back to speakerphone, I could hear the sound of fingers hitting a keyboard. Already pushing ahead to the task at hand, he added, “The second I have something usable, you’ll have it.”

      The line cut out without another word.
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      The first sound of movement was a false start. Occurring well before Elyse could imagine that morning had arrived, she had sat on the edge of the bed, gripping the not-quite-finished weapon in her hand, terror roiling through her.

      If forced, she could make an attempt at using it, but it would be sloppy and unwieldy. How effective it would be was anybody’s guess.

      Perched on the front edge of the bed, she had stared in abject horror at the door. She sat and waited, preparing for a strike, hoping that she might have at least a bit more time.

      Disappearing as fast as it had arrived, the movement lasted no more than a couple of minutes. Just long enough for a sleepy stumble to the bathroom and back.

      Nothing more.

      Once the sound was gone and the house returned to stoic silence, Elyse had breathed out a sigh of relief. Turning her attention back to the shattered remnants of the tray, she continued working it against the front edge of the metal bed frame, fashioning it into shape.

      The work was tedious. It took most of the night. When finally she was finished, sweat droplets dappled the front of her jeans. Her shoulders and arms burned with lactic acid.

      But she was ready.

      By the time movement sounded out again, Elyse was standing at the foot of the bed. Her back against the wall, she used it to prop up her weight. In her right hand was the largest chunk of the shattered tray, the bottom almost three inches in width. Winnowed down into a triangle, the point extended almost six from the base.

      It wasn’t razor sharp, wouldn’t be enough to draw blood from a mere graze, but it would certainly work for a puncture.  Just small enough to get her hand around, she squeezed it tight, tapping the length of it against her thigh.

      Bunched up in her opposite hand was the sheet from the bed, the grimy cotton giving off a foul smell as it draped over her knee and down to the floor.

      One at a time, Elyse stood and drew in deep breaths. She tried to envision what was about to come, imparting the will to do what she must.

      These men were going to kill her. Or they were going to rape her. Or they were going to turn her over to people that would do both.

      Or worse.

      Never before had Elyse stabbed anything. She’d never thrown a meaningful punch. Had never even been in a fight beyond the occasional sibling tussle with Eric.

      Still, if ever she was going to get away, make it out to see her former life again, she had to act now.

      With each beat of her heart, Elyse could feel her pulse rise. She slid her heels back a couple of inches, listening as the same cadence of footsteps she’d heard in the night became audible.

      Grabbing the tail of the sheet in her left hand, she held it pinched between her fingers on either side of the knife handle. Bunching several inches into her right hand, she practiced lifting it from the ground, preparing herself for what was to come.

      Her head cocked to the side, Elyse listened as movement continued in the home. Slow and cumbersome, it resembled a small bear waking from hibernation. Contained to the far side of the place, it went back and forth a couple of times before finally turning her direction.

      Her pulse climbed ever higher. This was the moment she’d been waiting for.

      Every muscle and nerve ending in her body clenched tight, Elyse waited as the lock on the outside of the door was disengaged, holding her breath as it finally cracked open.

      “Hey, you need to take a-“ Joey said, his body moving just into view. Hair askew, he was dressed in boxers and a plain white t-shirt, pausing as he looked to the mattress, seeing it empty.

      The instant his head began to swing her direction, his eyes growing wide, Elyse tossed the sheet up over his head. Acting on pure human instinct, he raised both hands to catch it, the material wrapping around his outstretched fingers and falling over his head.

      A low grunt slid out with it, a muffled sound mired in confusion.

      Shoving straight ahead, Elyse swung her homemade shiv in an underhand arc. Pushing it straight out, she aimed for his center mass, catching nothing but the sheet.

      His body flailing beneath it, she drew back, pushing in once more and jabbing it forward with everything she had.

      This time, the point of it found the mark.

      A pained gasp slid from Joey as the knife ceased moving forward. Stopped by connecting with his ribs, plastic ground against bone, warmth spreading over her hand.

      Unable to stop her forward momentum, Elyse’s shoulder slammed into Joey’s chest. More air rushed from his lips as they toppled to the floor, both of them hitting hard, the knife ripped from her grasp.

      “You...you bitch,” Joey seethed, his pain keeping the volume from matching the venom in his words. His hands still wrapped up in the sheet, he pressed them both to his side, bright red blood striping the thin cotton.

      Ignoring his words, fear pulsated through Elyse as she fought for purchase. Pressing her hands against his doughy form, she crab-walked back away from him, fingers and toes clawing at the carpet.

      She had to get away. This was her best chance, likely her only shot.

      The looped fibers of the carpet bit into her exposed skin as she turned her body, scrambling for the door. She tried digging her feet in, hoping to get to a standing position, before finally finding her center balance.

      She managed to stumble forward, catching herself on the edge of the door. Without looking back, she peered out into the open house beyond, at the promise of sweet freedom waiting there.

      Steadying herself, she took a single step out of the bedroom.

      She never saw the blow coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The spread was purchased just six weeks before. Procured more for its optimal location and the airstrip on the south end of the property, the expansive home that sat upon it was just an added bonus.

      An extremely expensive one, so much so that Sirr Asai very nearly balked, but in the end, the pros outweighed the cons.

      And if his time in this particular line of work had proven anything, it was the wisdom in the old cliché one had to spend money to make money.

      At its most basic level, Asai and his crew were essentially high-level concierges. At least, that was how they held themselves out. They entered new markets, leaned on the high-end individuals in the area, the ones with the most sway across a number of different platforms.

      Business. Entertainment. Politics.

      In most cities, no particular industry was ever a vacuum. If someone attained a certain level of success or a modicum of power, the odds were good they were known by others sitting at the same level across the spectrum.

      Which made Asai’s job easier. Once a few became interested, started sniffing around what he could do, others soon followed.

      The model was set up in three distinct parts. First was the scouting phase. Most of that was done before the decision to enter a market was even made.

      In most of the cities they targeted, that wasn’t a problem. Gobs of new money was flooding into the area, replete with the expected level of ego and ambition one might expect.

      All Asai had to do was arrange a few meetings, drop a few names, and things quickly started to come together.

      Phase two was where things really started to progress. Beginning with a party much like the one that would be held that very night, it was the point where all the promises that had been made came true.

      Cigars. Alcohol. Women. Drugs.

      Whatever had been requested. Price was no concern. Import laws were a minor thing to be worked around.

      Always, the nights went off without a hitch, a huge success for all involved.

      From there began phase three. The part that Asai enjoyed the most. The aspect that brought the most wealth and prospect for advancement with it.

      His primary focus was on being the person the powerful elite in any given city could call on for whatever they so desired. A high-end concierge was a service that was always in demand, those needing it willing to pay dollar.

      That was how his enterprise paid the bills. Those that got along, that played nice, never saw past that first aspect.

      That was why his empire was still running unabated in San Diego, Portland, a host of other cities.

      The real promise, however, was with those clients that didn’t quite want to play by the rules. The ones that thought they might be able to extort something after the fact. That might have even felt a tinge of regret and tried to perform a bit of revisionist history.

      For those, Asai had the pleasure of allowing them to discover that every last thing they did and said throughout the various encounters was recorded. Faced with families at home and businesses to operate, most immediately backed down, fearing the backlash that could occur.

      Most, but not all.

      Some might call what he did extortion. They may say it was illegal or dishonest or immoral.

      He preferred to argue otherwise. All he was doing was creating an environment that allowed people to cater to their most basic desires. It wasn’t like he ever forced anybody to take part. Never had made someone inhale a line of cocaine at gunpoint or made them take an underaged girl to bed.

      And for his trouble, he was paid a handsome fee, no different than thousands of resorts and attractions the world over.

      How the course of that interaction went depended entirely on the client.

      Taking the rear stairwell from his office down to the meeting room in the basement of the spread, a smile came to Asai’s face. His hands extended before him, he fastened his French cuffs, thinking off all that would soon transpire. The glamour of the festivities, as lavish as any Academy Award party, a throwback to the Roaring Twenties, right there on his own small chunk of Tennessee paradise.

      It was almost too easy, the way things came together. Eight years ago, it had been much tougher, entering new markets and making a go.

      Now, with the information and technology and greed that existed, it was almost as if some of the fun had been stripped away.

      Almost.

      The sound of Paco’s voice was audible as Asai descended the final few stairs. Coming out on a small tile landing deep in the annals of the enormous mansion, he took the first right, slipping into the back of a conference room.

      Rows of white tables were set up in the space, narrow pieces split down the middle, a narrow aisleway separating the two sides. Behind each was a trio of chairs made from black plastic and polished steel, the room built to accommodate twenty-five or more.

      Less than half that many men sat with their backs to Asai. All dressed in suits, they sat upright in their seats, eyes forward.

      A projector hung down from the ceiling at the midpoint of the spread, a sleek black model, no more than six inches square.

      At the head of the room, standing in front of a projection screen pulled low, was Paco. His suit coat stripped away, he was in black slacks and matching dress shirt, his voice never faltering as he flicked his gaze to Asai before immediately moving back to the men before him.

      “Now, I don’t need to tell any of you how vital tonight is,” he said. “You’ve all been with us a for a long time now, so you know the general plan, but tonight we have some unique challenges ahead of us.”

      The first time Asai had met Paco was on a beach in Tijuana. Himself on spring break during his junior year of college, Paco was on leave from his post within the Mexican army. Already a sergeant, he had come to Asai’s aid in a barfight, taking out a pair of knife-wielding attackers without so much as a weapon, ending the scrum in under a minute.

      When it was over, neither of the men were likely to ever walk unassisted again.

      And Asai had found himself a future partner for the fledgling business idea he was already beginning to put together.

      Stepping to the side, Paco pressed a button on the remote in his hand. On cue, the projector sprang to life, a schematic of the grounds popping up on screen.

      “Now, as you can all see here, we have the river framing the property we now stand on from three sides...”

      As fast as he had arrived, Asai retreated from the room. Security was Paco’s area of expertise. He didn’t believe in micromanaging, especially when his partner was so much better versed than he ever could be.

      There was plenty of other things still left to get ready before tonight anyway.
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      “Tell me you’ve finally upgraded from that old flip phone thing you carried around for years.”

      The entire time I worked with the DEA, the other guys on my team gave me shit about my extreme deference to technology. I didn’t have a Facebook account. My work-issued email was the only address I had. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t have owned a cell phone, acquiescing only because my wife insisted on it.

      Even at that, the thing was a Nokia flip phone that was probably last produced in the late nineties. Lacking even a basic screen, I couldn’t have sent text messages if I wanted to.

      The device was called a phone because it was intended to make phone calls. That was good enough for me.

      Such a position – especially in the evolving times at the turn of the decade – became an unending source of humor with the guys. As they ran out every year to buy the newest and shiniest model, mine became ever more outdated.

      Good for a few laughs, though something told me that’s not at all what Pally was now trying to ask me.

      “What have you got?” I asked.

      Easing to the side of the road, I turned into the closest establishment I saw. A place called Church’s Chicken, the building was all white with blue and yellow trim outlining the signage and the front windows.

      The strong smell of chicken and biscuits hung in the air.

      Ignoring both, I pushed through the parking lot and slid into one of the diagonal spots in the rear corner. A few feet away, a pair of men in matching polos with company insignias pulled in. Barely glancing my way, they shuffled on toward the door, seemingly fearful that I might get there first and delay their lunch by a minute or two.

      “Good call on the time frame,” Pally said. “Picked them up eighteen minutes after the hour, plain as day.”

      As he spoke, I glanced around the interior of the car, looking for anything that I might be able to use to take notes if need be.

      In true rental car fashion, there was the rental agreement and the post-it note Amber had given me, but nothing else. Not even a pencil to write with.

      Cursing myself silently, I asked, “Any idea where they went?”

      “No,” Pally said. “I can tell you they went west, or at least they started that way, but after that, there were too many gaps in coverage. Just aren’t enough cameras on the freeway to maintain a visual.”

      I nodded. Tracking someone in the city would be easy. Every street light and business establishment these days had their premises under perpetual surveillance.

      The same level of need just didn’t exist on the roadways. And given where the Galleria was located and the various arteries it connected to, trying to comb through the rest of the city in hopes they might pop up later in the night would be a fool’s errand.

      Especially with time already at a premium.

      “Were you able to see her?” I asked. “Was she okay?”

      “I did, and she was,” Pally replied. “Got a clear shot of her about a block after she left the garage. Crying, but appearing unharmed.”

      A tiny tick of adrenaline seeped into my system. With it, my hands balled into fists, anger the first response, before I managed to push it to the side.

      There would be plenty of time for that later.

      Bringing reason back to the forefront, I fit what he had said against what I knew. “If you got a clear view, that mean’s she was in the front seat.”

      “The driver’s seat, in fact,” Pally replied. “Riding shotgun beside her was the kidnapper. That’s why I asked if you have a newer phone yet. I have a screenshot I can send over.”

      “Do it.” My stomach drew tight as I lowered the phone from my cheek. Using my thumb, I navigated to the messaging center, waiting as a download slowly came into view.

      It took what felt like an hour, the image coming in one horizontal line at a time. Bit by bit, it peeled lower, confirming what Pally had said.

      Elyse, looking scared and crying, behind the wheel. Beside her, a man in a black ski mask staring out. His right arm was propped up against the window sill. His left rested along his thigh, likely meaning he was holding a weapon of some sort.

      “In the mask, I couldn’t pull anything for facial recognition,” Pally said, “but I did find this.”

      The phone buzzed once, alerting me that a second message was coming in. Pulling it up, I stared anxiously as it loaded, this one revealing a small tan sedan. In it sat a pair of young men, the driver black and wiry, the passenger white and fleshy.

      “These two pulled out immediately after your niece. I went back in the camera history and the same car entered two hours earlier. They were pointing the wrong way at that time to get a read on any of the faces, but there were clearly three people inside when they arrived.”

      Nodding, I stared at the two men in the image. If I was forced to guess, I would peg them as around twenty, both looking older than Elyse, but nowhere near as old as me.

      In actual age, or life experience.

      Pally’s reasoning made sense. The timing of them waiting so long before exiting right after Elyse was too much to ignore, as was the fact that they were now light a passenger.

      “Any idea who they are?”

      “License plate puts the car registered to a Sandra Bernstein,” Pally said. “Thirty-nine years old, address in Belle Meade.”

      I had no idea where Belle Meade was, though the rest I fit into the information I already had.

      “The mother?”

      “Unknown,” Pally replied, “definitely not the driver’s.”

      Ridges appeared between my brows as I looked down, considering that. Of the two, it was clear which one would have the name of Bernstein.

      And Pally was right, that person definitely wasn’t the one driving.

      “Facial recognition has the driver as Jamal Pierce, twenty-two. In the system for two assault charges, did a stint in juvie six years ago after getting caught at school with half a pound of pot.”

      My eyebrows rose slightly. Eight ounces was clearly over the limit for being classified as intent to distribute. He would have done a fairly lengthy stint.

      Not a good sign.

      “The other one?” I asked.

      “Not in the system,” Pally replied. “At least, not the criminal databases. I’m running driver’s licenses now, but you know how that can go.”

      I did. Like all things associated with the DMV, even their databases were notoriously slow.

      Staring at the picture of the young men a moment longer, I scrolled back to the shot of Elyse and her kidnapper. I focused on his arm cocked unnaturally, clearly positioned to convey a message.

      “Thanks, Pally.” I didn’t bother telling him I owed him because keeping score wasn’t how we did things.

      “I’ll keep you posted as soon as I get anything else,” he replied.

      The line went dead without another word from either of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The girl weighed next to nothing as Ronell Brinks hefted her from the floor. Grasping her by the back of her jeans, he hooked both hands under the top waistband and walked her back into the bedroom. Moving in short, choppy steps, he dropped her down on the bed.

      Not once did she make a sound. Her limp body flopped against the mattress in a heap, arms and legs in a tangle.

      Across her left cheek was a splash of pink, the skin already red and puffy. A tendril of blood was streaked across her cheek, dropping down from where his fist had made contact. Soon it would be an angry bruise.

      Big Man wouldn’t be pleased, nor would the buyers, but that was something they would have to deal with later.

      He had enough on his plate already.

      Turning away from the bed, Ronell cast his gaze on Joey. Lying on the floor, he was twisted up into the fetal position. Bunched against his side was a sheet, chunks of it and his hands both stained with blood.

      His eyes clamped shut, his teeth were squeezed tight, every breath being drawn in through them.

      “She cut me...I can’t...she cut me...”

      “Shut up,” Ronell said, his voice relaying the disdain he felt.

      For years, Joey had been the weak link in their trio, the token guy that every crew needed from time to time. The white guy. The Jewish guy. The guy with some money, a house, and a mom that was never around.

      He wasn’t cut from the same mold as Ronell and Jamal, but he didn’t need to be. That was never his role. And for years it had been fine, the occasional mishap more than worth the other things he provided.

      But this was different. This was their shot – Ronell’s shot – at getting ahead. And he’d be damned if Joey was going to ruin that for him.

      “I...that bitch cut me!” Joey spat, his voice increasing as he opened his eyes wide to stare at Ronell. “Can you believe-“

      “I’m going to do a lot worse than that if you don’t be quiet,” Ronell replied, the edge in his voice clear.

      Before him, Joey fell silent. He stared up as Ronell took a step closer and bent down. Tapping Joey on the wrists, he eased back the sheet.

      There was blood, there was no mistaking that. It had saturated through the t-shirt Joey wore and a wide swath of the sheet he was using as a makeshift plug.

      “This isn’t so bad,” Ronell said. Pinching the bottom hem of Joey’s shirt, he peeled it back, peering at the injury beneath.

      From what he could see, it was mainly a puncture wound. A little more than an inch in width, there was a small scratch leading up to it, the weapon scraping over the skin before penetrating the outer layer.

      The problem was more to do with the depth. On either side, flaps of skin were flayed back like lips, leaving the hole open and gaping.

      Staring at it for a moment, Ronell dropped Joey’s t-shirt back into place. He raised the same hand to his brow and furrowed the skin there.

      “How bad is it?” Joey asked.

      It was very bad. Not the injury, but the fact that the girl now had an open cut and future bruising on her face, just hours before she was to be delivered.

      As for Joey, he was insulated with enough fat that nothing vital had been touched.

      “How did this happen?” Ronell asked.

      Staring up at him, his features peeled back in pain, Joey looked like he might cry. His breathing was so pronounced, it sounded like panting. His hair was matted to his forehead with sweat.

      “I was just coming in to let her take a piss,” Joey said. “Got one foot in the door, and she tossed this damn sheet over my head, stabbed me with a butcher knife.”

      Arching an eyebrow, Ronell lifted his gaze to the carpet around them, his focus settling on the shard of plastic laying against the wall, a smear of blood on the tip of it. Leaving Joey on the floor, he walked over and picked it up, rotating it before him, examining the homemade weapon.

      The work was shoddy, would never be worth much on the street, but in a pinch, it had done what it needed to.

      As much as he hated to give the girl credit, it was impressive. A lot of guys a lot older than her wouldn’t have had the stones to attempt something like that.

      Joey damned sure wouldn’t.

      If he hadn’t decided to stick around, it would have worked.

      “Butcher knife, huh?” Ronell said, holding the shiv up for Joey to see before tossing it onto the desk, the thin plastic landing with a clatter. Moving back to the foot of the bed, he looked down at the broken chunks of a tray lying on the floor.

      “I thought I told you to give her only paper cups and plates?”

      Behind him, Joey continued panting. “Huh? Wha? I did.”

      “Yeah,” Ronell said, turning to glare at him over a shoulder, “but did you think that maybe that meant not setting them on a damn tray?”

      His mouth hanging open, Joey looked from Ronell to the floor. For a moment, his features cleared, replaced by a flicker of recognition, before he retreated back to looking like he was in tremendous pain.

      “Ronnie, you’ve got to get me to the hospital. Look at this blood. I’m already starting to feel faint.”

      Again, Ronell thought of the things he’d like to do to Joey right now, about how much this scene could have messed up their plans. This accelerated things more than he was ready for. It meant he needed to go ahead and take the girl over. Was going to have to explain what had happened and why her face had been messed up.

      If he had his way, feeling faint would be the least of Joey’s concerns.

      “No hospital,” Ronell said. “You go in there with a stab wound, they’re going to start asking questions.”
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      Interacting with people like the S-2 was the price of being in the particular line of work that John Kuntzman was in. While many of the buyers that he operated on behalf of came from the upper crust of societies the world over – men just like Sirr Asai - none would ever stoop to being on the supply end of things.

      Buying a young child and whisking them away, destroying families, putting a human being through all sorts of hell, were all perfectly acceptable. It just had to be done in a controlled environment, where the veneer of refinement was in the air.

      To borrow a phrase that was often used back home in Texas - they wanted the steak, but they didn’t want to meet the cow.

      That part of the operation was left to places like the warehouse Kuntzman was now sitting in front of. The low-end of the business model, where the real work was done, where people like Elyse Denman were snatched and turned over.

      Lowering the tinted window on his truck, Kuntzman leaned out a few inches, making sure the camera on the side of the building got a clear view of him. Careful to hide his impatience at the gesture, he waited until his face was recognized and the door before him started to rise before retreating back into his seat and rolling the window up.

      The practice was an unnecessary one, just another example of the excessive posturing that seemed to accompany groups such as this. While the routine of using cameras and checking whoever rolled up might look impressive to prospects, in reality, it was nothing more than a sham.

      From the outside, there was absolutely nothing remarkable about the warehouse. No chance that any stranger rolling past would just happen to think there might be a chop shop or illicit drugs inside and decide to stop and take a peek.

      If someone showed up at this location, it was either a rival of the S-2 looking to start trouble or it was the police acting on a tip.

      In neither case would a camera or a thin sheet of corrugated metal do much to stop them from getting inside.

      Shaking his head slightly, Kuntzman waited for the door to rise. Once it was safely above the hood of his truck, he idled forward, coming to a stop inside what was essentially a concrete box. Enclosed on all sides, there was a plain metal door before him.

      All three walls were made of block. The floor and ceiling were brushed concrete, halogen lights illuminating everything much brighter than necessary.

      A faint buzzing could be heard in the air as Kuntzman slid out from the truck. Stepping around the front grille, he pounded twice on the door with the side of his fist.

      A moment later, it swung inward, a twenty-something with light brown skin and hair buzzed short holding it open. Gesturing to the side, he motioned for Kuntzman to enter before closing the door behind him.

      Not once did he speak.

      He never did.

      Nodding in thanks, Kuntzman followed the young man down an open corridor, his boot heels clicking against the floor. To either side, the concrete block that had been left plain inside the parking cell had been spray painted liberally, graffiti in shades of green and white covering every available inch.

      An eyesore in every way, Kuntzman kept his gaze locked straight ahead. Following the sound of rap music, he descended the hallway more than fifty yards before making an abrupt turn.

      The space Big Man occupied was an office in only the very loosest of terms. It had a desk, and it was where he conducted business.

      The similarities to the corner spread Kuntzman operated out of downtown ended there.

      Most of the place had been retrofitted into Big Man’s own personal chambers, an enormous bed occupying the far corner. As he stepped inside, Kuntzman could see a tangle of bare legs splayed across it, a mash of red satin sheets keeping the rest of the bodies from view.

      Beside the bed was a leather sectional sofa, the enormous piece comprising the rest of the rear wall.

      Along one side was a kitchenette with a pair of full-sized refrigerators and a counter overflowing with dishes and fast food trash.

      In total, the room was roughly the size of an average apartment. Without any internal walls, it looked enormous, extended more than thirty feet in either direction.

      The sole part of the spread that even hinted at being an actual office was the front left quadrant. There resided a solid wood desk painted black, a rolling chair behind it, a computer screen atop it.

      Opposite the desk sat a black loveseat against the wall, a pair of black chairs with stainless steel legs across from it.

      As Kuntzman entered, Big Man looked up from his spot on the loveseat, the item barely containing his bulk. Laboring to his feet, he extended a hand.

      “Kuntzman.”

      “Big Man,” Kuntzman said. Shifting his attention to the desk, he nodded to Big Man’s wiry sidekick, the one that would have been responsible for the written report that accompanied the video the day before. “Peanut.”

      The much smaller man nodded as well, making no effort to rise from his seat.

      Gesturing to the chair beside him, Big Man dropped back down onto the loveseat, the item moaning beneath his weight. “Wasn’t expecting you so early.”

      Settling himself down into the chair, Kuntzman straightened his sports coat, tugging on his lapels before lying them evenly across his chest. Removing his hat from his head, he balanced it across his knee.

      As he did so, he tried to ignore the smell of grease in the air, like French fries that had been left sitting out for days. He forced himself not to look at the prodigious stomach on Big Man thrust his way, tattoos that had been applied fifty pounds ago now distorted to the point of being illegible scrawled across it.

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” Kuntzman replied, “but I got a call last night that suggested it would be better if she was moved sooner rather than later.”

      He didn’t bother going into any further detail about who the call was from or the exact words that were shared. He and Big Man had been doing business together long enough that most things were just understood between them.

      Namely, that neither one asked or shared a single thing that wasn’t absolutely vital.

      “How much heat?” Big Man asked.

      “Not terrible,” Kuntzman said, “but enough.” Again, he left it there. “Where is the girl now?”

      “On her way,” Big Man replied.

      His eyes narrowing slightly, Kuntzman flicked a glance between the two men. “She’s not here?”

      Seeing the reaction, Big Man’s features shifted slightly as well, an unspoken message that he was not to be tested. Not in his own home. Definitely not in front of his men.

      “Told them to wait a bit,” he replied. “The car was still here, and I never keep two pieces of merchandise from the same place together at once.”

      The explanation was thin, at best, but Kuntzman knew better than to press. The relationship was productive, but it wasn’t friendly. Neither of the men before him, or the untold number right outside, would have any qualms about cutting him down where he sat.

      “Okay,” he said. “No problem. Like we said, I’m here early.”
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      I have never been someone that prefers to be reactive. One of the first lessons my father ever instilled in me was that it is almost always better to err on the side of being the aggressor. A lifelong army man, far too often he had seen the mistakes that could be made while sitting back and letting someone else take the initiative.

      Unintended consequences. Working from somebody else’s designs. Having to play catch-up.

      Unfortunately, since getting the call from Amber, I’d had no other choice. I was in a city I didn’t know at all. I was searching for someone I cared about, but hadn’t seen in years, probably wouldn’t recognize if she walked right by me.

      And I was looking for an abductor that I didn’t have the slightest clue about.

      In total, it was a situation I loathed, every minute a heightened cocktail of adrenaline and aggravation.

      The instant Pally gave me the address in Belle Meade, that shifted. No longer was I left to concentrate on Elyse, pushing back guilt and images of my own daughter in my head. Instead, I had names and faces to focus on. I had a place to direct my anger, no longer needing to keep it tamped beneath the surface.

      Maybe, in the end, I might have to make an apology or two, but that was an infinitely better place to be than walking around having to ask permission.

      My first reaction after getting off the phone with him was to punch the address into the GPS mounted on the dash and head straight across town. Every part of me wanted to reverse directly out of the Church’s Chicken parking lot. Lean hard on the gas and go straight there, raise all kinds of hell when I arrived.

      And I would do that, but first I needed to take care of a few things first.

      Starting by leaving the cellphone sitting on my thigh, I punched in Amber’s number. Three rings later, it was snatched up, her voice lowered.

      “Hello?” she asked.

      She knew it was me. If my name wasn’t already in her phone, she would have recognized the digits as they popped up. There were only so many numbers with a Montana area code that would be calling her right now.

      The fact that she addressed me in the infinitive, without using my name, told me she was likely inside the hospital, unable to speak freely.

      Which was fine. I only needed a couple of quick answers.

      “Does the name Jamal Pierce mean anything to you?”

      There was a pause as she considered the question. “No.”

      I hadn’t thought it would, but I’d needed to be thorough. I had to make sure there was no chance that these were friends of hers, or that someone might be targeting the family.

      “How about a Sandra Bernstein?”

      Again, there was a pause. I could hear shoes squeaking against a tile floor as if she was relocating.

      When finally she spoke, her voice was a bit louder, an unmistakable edge present.

      “No. Why? What have you found?”

      To my right, the same pair of men that had entered earlier exited. Both held multiple sacks in one hand, the tops bunched together, sides bulging. In the other were sodas that looked to be a half-gallon minimum.

      Both had a look on their face that reminded me of a junkie getting their fix, the strain they displayed just minutes before gone.

      Neither even knew I existed, let alone that I had been sitting there since they arrived.

      “I don’t know yet,” I replied. It wasn’t entirely true, but I wasn’t about to give her false hope. Not when there was still far too much I didn’t know. “I’m on my way now to check.”

      “On your way where?” she asked.

      “Belle Meade,” I replied.

      “Is that where-“

      “Yes,” I replied, cutting her off so she didn’t have to say any more out loud than was necessary. “I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t about to break down her boyfriend’s door before I headed over.”

      “She doesn’t have a boyfriend,” Amber replied, “and even if she did...”

      I knew exactly what she meant. There was already no doubt about what I was going to do next. The call was more of a courtesy to give her a head’s up in case she knew the person I was about to go pay a visit.

      Either way, they had Elyse and they had shot Eric. What happened next wasn’t going to be pretty.

      “I’ll be in touch,” I said, my mind already working ahead to the next thing in order as I clicked off the line.
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      The drive to Belle Meade took just over twenty minutes. Had I been following all posted speed limits and driving in what most would call a completely safe manner, it would have taken over half an hour. Time I didn’t feel like I had.

      Time I knew Elyse didn’t have.

      Amber was right when she said that finding people was what I did best. Perhaps not anymore, but not that long ago, my FAST – Foreign-Deployed Advisory and Support – team and I were the best the DEA had at going into hostile environments and pulling out people that presented a direct threat to the country.

      It was painstaking, brutal, tedious, and often violent work. In the end, it had cost us all dearly, every one of us having left the Administration years earlier, but it had imparted in each of us certain abilities that would never leave.

      Never in any of those situations had I been looking for a kidnapping victim, but the details weren’t that much different. I had been successful then, and I would be successful now.

      That’s just the way it was.

      “In one quarter mile, take Exit 38 at Barstow Street.”

      Unlike the digital voice from the GPS on the dashboard, the one on my phone had a bit more of a bedside manner. Much more neutral in tone, the voice wasn’t designed to sound like a dominatrix from a 900 number, issuing commands as if holding a leather crop.

      Not that that was why I had opted for the phone instead of the GPS.

      The car I was in was a rental. At some point, it would need to be returned, and despite whatever lengths I may go to in trying to wipe the history from the device, there would always be some digital footprint of the places I’d typed in.

      For me, it would be impossible to gain access to. For someone like Pally, it would take just a couple of minutes.

      If anything were to happen in the next hour, or even the day ahead, I needed to be sure to keep my backtrail as clean as possible. That meant not leaving obvious markers behind.

      It was a lot easier to get rid of a cell phone than it was a rented GPS.

      The suburb of Belle Meade looked much like Hermitage and Antioch before it, only about twenty years older. Where the other two had seen a recent influx of new development dollars, this side of town still had a lived-in vibe to it.

      Fast food joints and gas stations were clustered tight to the freeway, but within a few blocks, they fell away. In their stead were elementary schools and local banks. Single-family homes filled in the spaces in between.

      “At the second traffic light, turn right onto Weston Street.”

      Sitting up higher behind the steering wheel, I rolled through the first traffic light. Hooking a hand between the front seats, I reached to the bench seat behind me, reaching into the plastic bag from the sporting goods store I had visited that morning. Rooting around, I felt my fingertips pass over what I was looking for, squeezing tight and pulling it toward me.

      The bat was designed for a child, making it ideal for what I needed. Shorter in stature, it was cut from solid aluminum, optimal for close quarters, easily hidden along a leg or the inside of my arm while on the move.

      Left bare, there was no flashy paint to attract attention, nothing at all that would catch the eye.

      Assuming, of course, that I wasn’t wielding it when someone happened to look over.

      Balancing it on the passenger seat, I placed the handle closest to me, easily grasped in an instant.

      Two blocks later, I was told to make a left. A black after that, one final right.

      With each turn, I moved a little further into suburbia. On either side were small lots with yards of dirt and weeds. Sitting in the driveways were rusted out cars from the eighties and nineties. Chain link fences separated some properties from their neighbors, small signs warning anybody walking past to beware of dogs.

      “Your destination is on the right.”

      A ripple passed through my chest, a single inhalation the sole sign that I had even registered what was said. Rotating my head a quarter turn to the side, I kept my speed constant, refusing the urge to turn and stare as I rolled past.

      The home looked like many of the others along the street, a single story tall, made entirely of brick. A door of dark wood stood in the center of it, offset by a pair of windows on either side, all four with blinds pulled shut. A concrete walk stretched up through the middle of a yard that was mostly dust, a thin row of junipers tucked up tight to the base of the house.

      All of that I noticed, processed, and dismissed in a matter of seconds. It fit with the look of the two guys in the picture Pally had sent. Certainly coincided with the appearance of the neighborhood around me.

      Instead, I focused my attention on the driveway. On the dented tan Honda that sat in the center of it, backed in so the nose was angled out toward the street.

      Seeing it, I felt my right hand clench, a physiological response that permeated every fiber of my being. On command, my senses sharpened, adrenaline seeping into my system. Recalling emotions I hadn’t felt but a couple of times in the preceding years, my fingers began to thrum against the steering wheel, my left knee rising and falling in a steady rhythm.

      This was why Amber had called me. Because certain things, once done enough, become a part of a man. Things like what I had done in the DEA.

      Things like what I was about to do now.
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      The echo of my knock rang out through the house as I pounded on the front door with my left hand. Banging three times, I paused, hearing just the slightest sound of movement from within, before beating against the wood twice more and taking a half-step back.

      The head of the aluminum bat was planted in my right palm. Tucked up tight to my side, the length of it was pinned between my arm and my body, the tip of the handle tucked under the hem of my shirt sleeve.

      One of the Brownings was wedged into the small of my back, the safety off, ready to be drawn in an instant.

      Adrenaline continued to work through my system. Just as it had since rolling past and spotting the Honda. Just as it had throughout the walk over after parking two blocks away.

      It kept my left hand from hanging still by my side, my thumb tapping against my thigh. Persistent and steady, it became a bit faster as the sound of footsteps grew ever louder, working steadily toward the door before stopping.

      As they did so, I had to fight every impulse not to drive myself forward, burying my heel or my shoulder or the bat or whatever else I could find into the wood. Shearing the deadbolt through the thin casing, I wanted to mow down whoever was on the other side and work my way through the house until I found my niece.

      But I couldn’t. I couldn’t run the risk of making a scene, of alerting whoever else might be inside or of giving the neighbors any chance to take a second glance my direction.

      Not with the way I looked.

      Especially not knowing if Elyse was even here.

      “Who is it?” a voice called out. Male, it sounded a decibel lower than necessary.

      If forced to guess, I would say it was from Pierce, the one driving the car in the image.

      “Gas company,” I said. “I’m here to check about a leak inside.”

      The man paused. Presumably, he was checking with someone else, meaning there was at least one other inside.

      “We don’t have a leak.”

      I didn’t even know if they used gas, but it didn’t matter. All I needed was for the man to crack the door open.

      “Are you sure? I got a call for this address from a Sandra Bernstein this morning that said she was smelling gas in the house. It’s imperative I check, or you could be in grave danger.”

      Namedropping Sandra like that was a risky play, especially if the guy I was speaking to was were son and knew she hadn’t been by, but it was all I had. Either he bought it and let me in, or I went with the alternative and risked being spotted by the neighbors.

      Squeezing the tip of the bat tight, I waited, preparing myself in case I needed to make entry, counting seconds, before hearing a metal chain being slid across a track. A moment later, I could hear a deadbolt turning.

      Releasing my grip on the bat, I let it slide a few inches down before grasping it by the barrel. Shifting my body slightly, I waited as the knob turned and the door cracked open.

      The face that appeared in the opening matched the one from the image on my phone. Jamal Pierce stared out at me, his eyes narrowed into a scowl.

      “Who called-“

      He never got out the rest of his question. In one quick shot, I rammed the head of the bat into his nose, feeling the aluminum connect square. On contact, the thin bone gave way, driving the man back.

      A loud grunt escaped over his lips as his hands rose straight to his face, bright red blood spurting through his fingers.

      Pushing off my back foot, I slid forward, passing by the door and swinging it shut behind me. I let a bit more of the bat slide through my hand, clasping it around the middle and driving straight ahead, burying it in his stomach.

      The blow did exactly as intended, folding him in half, all air escaping from his body. Bent forward at the waist, his arms went to his stomach, thick droplets of blood and snot dotting the floor beneath him.

      Doubled over in that position, I drew the bat up to my shoulder, swinging it down hard in a chopping motion. Connecting flush against the back of his skull, he melted straight to the floor, the only sound his weight collapsing against the carpet.

      Once he was done, I pushed straight back, pressing myself against the door. Shifting the bat to my left hand, I drew the Browning, holding it at arm’s length in my right and sweeping it over the home before me.

      A small foyer encased the front door, walls extending out a couple of feet on either side, narrowing my field of vision to the living room before me. What I could see of the place looked much like the exterior would indicate, exactly as I would have imagined for a place occupied by young twenty-somethings. The carpet was stained and shabby. The furniture looked like dorm room remainders. Every horizontal surface was covered with beer cans and food wrappers.

      The smell of both hung heavy in the air.

      Just the mere thought of Elyse being in such a place was enough to push my acrimony even higher.

      Flicking my gaze down to the floor, I saw Pierce was unmoving, and likely would be for quite a while. Blood flowed freely from his nose, the stain on the carpet growing ever larger.

      Good. It was the least the bastard deserved for what he’d done.

      If I needed to come back and question him later, I knew where he would be.

      Sliding forward, I inched away from the front door, easing forward into the living room. Again, I swung the Browning over the place in a quick arc, no signs of movement drawing my attention.

      Moving out as far as I dared, I peered over the back of the couch, making sure nobody was lying in wait. On it was a pillow with an indentation in the middle and a wad of blankets on the end, like it had been an impromptu pallet for someone the night before.

      If that was Pierce or not, I couldn’t be sure.

      Looking up from the couch, I shifted my attention to the pair of doors on the opposite end of the room. Switching the front tip of the barrel between them, I debated the two for a moment, opting to go left.

      If Elyse was here, she was behind the door on the right. The simple reasoning behind that was it was tucked into the rear corner of the house, putting her further away from the street. It would be easier to conceal her, to muffle any sounds she made, from back there.

      Not to mention, I had plainly seen blinds across all windows lining the front as I approached. No chance would they have put her someplace that she could be seen so easily.

      My going left was to clear anybody that might be lying in wait before moving on where I thought she might actually be.

      Returning to the wall, I used it as a guide, going as quick as possible, reducing the amount of time I was left open and exposed.

      Sweat trickled down from my forehead, the taste salty on my lips. My breathing became low and fast as I made the threshold and dropped to a knee. Holding the gun straight out before me, I snapped my shoulders in quick forty-five degree turns.

      The room looked much like the rest of the place, a case study in arrested development. Along the back wall was a queen bed, the sheets and blankets on it a rumpled mess. Dirty laundry dotted the floor. Posters from movies and bands popular a decade ago hung on the walls.

      But no signs of life. No indication that Elyse had been here.

      Shifting my focus from the bedroom to the living room, I once more passed the tip of the gun over the space. Seeing nothing, I rose, keeping my shoulder pinned to the wall as I eased forward toward the rear door.

      Halfway there, I was stopped cold by a thin voice calling out.

      “Jamal? Who was at the door?”
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      Ronell Brinks sat behind the wheel of his car, waiting as the door behind them slid back down into place. Using the rearview mirror, he watched as it worked steadily downward, a line of darkness passing over the back window. Rumbling with the persistent rattle of loose metal and an aging drive system, it took almost thirty seconds for it to close, shutting them off from the outside world, plunging them back into the pronounced silence of the concrete holding room.

      “Get out.”

      The girl didn’t respond at all to the sound of his voice. Whatever fear she had felt the day before, from the tears to her rigid posture, was now gone. In their place was a sort of stony defiance, a stance that had been in place since she woke up a half-hour earlier.

      Glancing over, Ronell could see her lips pressed tight together, her nostrils flaring slightly as she stared straight ahead.

      On her cheek, a lump was already protruding. Streaks of faint blue and purple belied her skin. The trickle of blood had been washed away, though the crease it had flowed from was still visible.

      Ronell hadn’t wanted to hit her. Not because he gave a shit about her, but because he hadn’t wanted to damage the merchandise in any way. He simply hadn’t had a choice. After what she’d done to Joey, if she’d made it even a few feet further, she would have had a clear path to the front door. She might have even started screaming.

      Neither one of those could happen.

      Just like she couldn’t be led to believe that stabbing one of them was okay, either.

      “Now.”

      This time, she took the order. Reaching over, she popped open her door, both of them stepping out in unison. A moment later, the door directly before them opened.

      Drawing himself upright, Ronell watched as Big Man stepped through. Behind him was his consigliere Peanut, flanked by a pair of S-2 in jeans and tank tops. Moving in a single file, they fanned out across the width of the car, glancing between Ronell and the girl.

      Locked in those positions, the two sides stood in silence for a moment before Big Man shifted his face just slightly. “Take her to Kuntzman.”

      Nodding, the two S-2 peeled off to the side. They circled around the passenger headlamp and took up a post on either side of the girl. Each grabbed her by an elbow, steering her forward, the trio disappearing through the door, swinging it closed behind them.

      In the wake of their departure, Ronell felt his heart rate climb. He shifted his weight to either side, wanting so much to say something, but knowing better than to speak before spoken to.

      Nothing good could come of it.

      “What happened to her face?”

      His eyes masked behind a pair of mirrored shades, it was almost impossible to read Big Man’s features.

      A handful of different responses sprang across Ronell’s mind before he settled on, “She stabbed Joey this morning, so I had to put her down.”

      Spoken out loud, it sounded much worse than he’d realized. Drawing in a sharp breath, he felt his core tighten, trying to read Big Man for any sign.

      There was none.

      “She stabbed him?” Big Man asked, his emphasis on the middle word making the intent of his question clear.

      “She, uh, snapped off part of her dinner tray,” Ronell said. “Used it as a shiv.”

      Just as he had a moment before, Big Man turned his head a few inches to the side. This time, he said not a word, he and his diminutive partner sharing a glance before both turned back to face Ronell.

      “Where is he now?”

      “He’s at home,” Ronell said. “I called Jamal to stay with him.”

      For almost a full minute, Big Man said nothing. He stood and stared, seeming to calculate things in his head, before finally nodding slightly.

      “You did good. All of you.”

      A tiny breath of air slid out through Ronell’s lips, though he managed to keep his features neutral.

      “Come back tonight. Bring them both with you. Be prepared.”

      Saying nothing more, he turned back toward the door, moving his body in a series of short steps. Allowing his partner to go first, he exited without looking back.

      The instant he was gone, the roll top on the opposite end began to climb, springing to life with a clatter, letting Ronell know that it was time to be on his way again.
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      The boy I assumed was Bernstein looked even worse in person than he did in the still image Pally had lifted from the traffic camera. A total opposite to the man I’d left in a bloody pile by the door, my immediate thought was that he was the token white guy that was kept around because he had a crash pad and a car. He’d likely grown up with one or both of the others and never left, even now after his usefulness had run its course.

      Laying on his side, his face was awash in sweat, his dark curls plastered to his head. With his knees curled up in the fetal position, a sheet was balled up in his hands, pressed tight to his side.

      Thick blotches of blood covered it, dried to the color of rust.

      The bed he was on was a twin. Beside it was a desk and chair. Nothing else anywhere, even the walls bare, like it had been stripped. The window had been boarded shut.

      All the earmarks of a holding cell.

      “Where is she?”

      My body turned sideways, I reached out and grabbed the tail of the sheet, jerking it away. His mouth gaping, Bernstein extended a feeble hand out after it, trying to cling to the thin fabric.

      Beneath it, I could see the skin along his abdomen was stained red, a deep puncture ripped into the surface.

      Dropping the sheet to the floor by my feet, I stomped on it twice, making sure there wasn’t a weapon squirreled away inside, before kicking it across the room.

      As I did so, I noticed the shattered remains of a plastic tray on the floor, random shards of it clustered around the foot of the bed.

      “Who are you?” he asked, ignoring my question. “What do you want?”

      Staring at him a moment, I let him see me smirk. I made sure he watched as I tucked the gun back into my waistband, switching the bat into my right hand.

      Shooting him would be too easy. And it would be loud. He must have sensed those things – or at least the fact that I didn’t want to open fire inside the house – those realizations emboldening him a tiny bit.

      “No,” I said, taking a half-step forward, “that’s not how this works.”

      Shooting the bat out before me, I drove the rounded metal tip of it into his torso, pressing it flush against his open wound. It sank more than an inch into his fleshy midsection, his eyes bulging as his body writhed, a series of undecipherable sounds crossing his lips.

      Tears appeared in his eyes, his hands trying to push away the unwanted intrusion.

      Leaning hard into it, the bat remained fixed in position, fresh blood leaking from the bottom of the wound.

      “This is how this works,” I said. “I ask questions, you give me answers. If I don’t like them, my friend here and I go to work on you.

      “If you scream, nobody will hear you, and it will only make it worse.”

      I pushed harder, giving it another jab. “Understood?”

      Trying to roll into the pressure, to do anything to alleviate it, Bernstein folded his body into a tight ball. His breathing became labored, shuddering through the tears.

      “Stop, stop...please...just stop.”

      Jerking the bat back, I slashed it at the exposed sole of his foot. It connected square with his heel, a dull thumping sound ringing out, his body again twisting away from me.

      “Jesus! Stop! Please!” he screamed. Rolling to his side, he turned his back to me, creases and wrinkles striping his pasty flesh.

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      Bernstein said nothing. His body continued to shudder as he cried, the sound of his sniffling echoing out.

      Lifting the tip of the bat, I traced it the length of his spine, his body flinching, pulling away, at the touch of it.

      “She’s not here!” he yelled. “She’s not here! She was, but Ronnie took her away.”

      Ronnie.

      Stopping the bat just above his coccyx, I pressed harder into him. He was cracking, just as I knew he would the first time I saw his image in the picture.

      Guys like Pierce got off on being tough. They lived for trying to stick it to others, especially a white guy that looked like me. Bernstein would have no such compunction. He’d never known true strife. His life was lived in whatever manner minimized his own personal inconvenience.

      “Who the hell is Ronnie?” I barked, raising my volume to match his.

      “Ronell!” he said, working his body clear into the corner of the bed, trying to pull away from me. “Ronell.”

      “Ronell what?”

      I pulled the back bat and smashed it harder in the same place, feeling the impact with his vertebra, vibrations traveling the length of it.

      “Shit! Brinks! His name is Ronell Brinks! Stop hitting me, damn it!”

      There was no way that was going to happen. Not with him already spewing information. Sure as hell not with him sitting on the same bed they’d kept my niece on for days.

      Jumping forward, I drove my knee into his thigh, smashing it flush into the meat. Bringing the bat up, I pressed it across the side of his neck, leaning my hands onto either end.

      “Did you hurt her?” I seethed. A string of saliva slid from my gritted teeth, splashing down his cheek. “Did you hurt her?!”

      “No,” he gasped, trying to shake his head beneath the weight of the bat. “No. Hell, she did this to me!”

      “What about Ronell?” I said, keeping the pressure on him. “Did he hurt her?”

      Fresh tears leaked down the side of Joey’s face. They dotted the sheet beneath him, his body becoming flaccid beneath me.

      He was losing steam. Whatever worth he presented was fast running out.

      “Where did he take her?”
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      The man beside Elyse Denman was dressed like a cowboy. Or, at least, what she had seen modern-day cowboys dressed like on television. He didn’t have a horse or a gun or a kerchief around his neck, but he had boots on his feet and a cowboy hat on his head. The shirt he wore had pearl snaps instead of buttons. His belt was cinched into place with a buckle the size of her cellphone.

      Seated in the passenger seat of his truck, she had stolen a couple of quick glimpses his way. With her body pressed against the side door, she’d put as much distance as possible between them, masking the occasional glance in his direction.

      The first couple he didn’t seem to notice. Not until the third did he turn and stare at her, an amused expression on his face.

      “Get a good look, Elyse?”

      Fear was the first response that pulsated through her body. Simply hearing his voice, knowing it was directed at her, that he had caught her spying, she jumped back slightly, pushing harder against the door.

      The second, coming only an instant later, was surprise. She’d only mentioned her name once, definitely not in the presence of this man.

      At the sound of it, her mouth sagged slightly, her stomach matching it.

      “Elyse Ann Denman,” he said. “That’s your name, right?”

      As little as two hours earlier, Elyse had been feeling good. She’d managed to use what little she had to fashion a weapon, had even managed to wield it, calling on strength reserves she didn’t know existed.

      To think she had summoned the courage to stab someone, that she had broken the skin and drawn blood on someone twice her weight, was still something she couldn’t wrap her mind around.

      For the briefest of moments, she had had a chance. The door was open, a clear path to the exit stretched out before her. Like a scene from a movie, she’d felt like she was moving in slow motion, running across the floor, turning and looking back at her captor lying in his own blood.

      Unfortunately, that’s where the movie cut off. The next thing she knew, darkness spilled over her. By the time she awoke again, her head ached and her cheek throbbed. The man that had first nabbed her and shot her brother was back standing over her, barking orders.

      An hour after that, she was being returned to the warehouse she’d been to the day before, for the first time seeing the men she’d stood blindfolded in front of.

      Now, here she was, inside the cab of the nicest truck she’d ever seen, being toyed with by a man that clearly thought himself something he wasn’t.

      “Daughter of Amber and Josh? Sister of Eric?” the man continued.

      A host of emotions too thick to parse out passed through Elyse. Fear formed the predominant base, but heaped atop it were frustration and confusion. Anger and hopelessness.

      She knew she was being messed with. That she should remain silent. Let him get out whatever he wanted. Take advantage of not being blindfolded and take in everything she could.

      But she just couldn’t do it.

      “And you are?” she asked. Her voice cracked once as she spoke, thick from going unused for the last two days.

      If the man was shocked by her speaking back to him, he didn’t show it. Instead, his eyebrows and upper lip all rose in unison, his smile widening.

      “Hey, she speaks.”

      Keeping her gaze turned his way, Elyse said nothing, waiting for him to respond.

      Outside, she could see that it was now well into the afternoon, that time had become something completely inconsequential. The sun was out and bright, reflecting off the surface of the river and the mirrored sides of skyscrapers passing by.

      Where they had been exactly, she wasn’t sure, knowing only that they were headed back into the heart of the city.

      The look of amusement lingered as the man said, “You may call me John.”

      So badly, Elyse wanted to ask what his last name was, to determine if that was his real name or a generic fill-in he was tossing out there to blow her off.

      Still, she refrained.

      “Is my brother okay?”

      The smile waned as John looked from her to the road. Flipping on his blinker, he changed lanes, drifting to the left before accelerating again, the enormous engine of the truck responding with a slight kick.

      “Your brother? How the hell would I know?”

      “Because you had your man shoot him.”

      The words were out before Elyse even realized it. As if she could visually see them leaving her mouth, she watched as they traversed the space between them, landing hard, the man’s features clouding.

      “My-“ he began, his voice falling away slightly. A flush of colors came to his cheeks as the smile disintegrated, his lips pressed into a tight line.

      This was news to him, something he had not sanctioned and had certainly not been informed of.

      “First of all, that punk kid that nabbed you was not one of my guys. They know better.”

      Than to what, he didn’t elaborate.

      “Second, if your brother got shot, I apologize. I had nothing to do with that.”

      Looking back to the road, he pulled his chin back toward his chest, adjusting himself in his seat. Twice he glanced at the clock on the dash, seeming to weigh things in his mind.

      With each passing moment, she could see the weight of the information sitting heavier. Nervous energy seemed to roll from him, filling the space between them.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” he added. “Just like I won’t hurt you either.”

      Shifting back to face forward, Elyse fell silent. So many things she still wanted to ask him, but now wasn’t the time.
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      Sirr Asai didn’t bother to knock. Paco was the only person in his network that garnered such respect, and that was because he had earned it many times over.

      The rest were there because he allowed them to be. Because he paid them well to be. Because they performed a service that was an important part of the operation, and for no other reason.

      Asai was not friends with the people that worked for him. He was not the kind to cut a day short and order in pizza or offer to take a few guys out for a beer.

      His entire system was predicated on clearly delineated roles. On maintaining a tenuous balance between efficiency and fear that kept everybody performing at a maximum level at all times.

      And that meant having to occasionally play the role of the Big Bad. At times being the imposing overseer, the one that would walk in and inspect things without the slightest forewarning.

      There would be plenty of time later in life for friendships. Right now was about making money, capitalizing on a market while it still existed, before the next advents in technology and development came to pass, moving things in yet another direction.

      Less than fifty feet from the conference room he had popped into earlier in the day, the space was different in almost every way. Small and square, it resembled the dressing area backstage for a theater production, a bank of mirrors on one wall lined with round light bulbs along the top.

      In front of the mirrors was a waist-high counter covered in every hair and makeup product imaginable.

      Along the opposite wall was a dressing rack, hundreds of pieces of clothing hung in exact precision. Ranging from gowns to swimwear, every possible color was represented, as were animal print, sequins, feathered boas, and some pieces Asai was quite sure he had never seen before.

      Or ever wanted to.

      Bisecting the two displays was a pair of upright chairs, the items looking like a cross between the kind found in dentist’s offices and barber shops. The one closest to the door sat empty, turned his direction, as if someone had just recently swiveled for the exit and hopped down.

      In the far one sat a woman in her mid-twenties. Of mixed race, she had pale black skin and thick dark hair, half of it standing out in a wide poof around her head, the other half pleated into dozens of tiny braids.

      With a listless look on her face, her glazed eyes barely turned his direction, unable to register the visitor or even the burst of light the open door brought with him.

      Behind her stood a woman at least a decade older than the girl in the chair. Tall and striking, curly blonde hair was in a pile atop her head. Sharp collarbones jutted out from under the straps of the tank top she wore. Angled cheekbones and jawline were offset by a pair of thick-framed glasses perched on the end of her nose.

      In either hand she held bands of the girl’s hair, deftly weaving them into place. Flicking her gaze up at Asai, she continued working, her focus going back to the hair as fast as it had been lifted.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Asai.” Her voice was detached, made to sound almost mechanical by the comb clamped between her teeth.

      “Tracee,” Asai said, making it no more than a couple of feet into the room before the overpowering smells of perfume and hair product held him at bay. Allowing his features to twist up slightly, he turned his head to the side and asked, “How are they coming along?”

      “Good,” Tracee replied, pulling the comb from her mouth. “This one will take the longest, with this rat’s nest of hair she has. After that, pretty simple. Everybody will be ready by the time the guests arrive.”

      Asai nodded. He’d had no doubt that the women would be ready. Once before Tracee had made a grave mistake, and it had cost her dearly. An unfortunate situation, but one that had ensured she was never out of turn again.

      The price of ensuring loyalty, even if it was dressed up as compliance.

      “I wanted to remind you that Paco will be picking up one last addition this evening,” Asai said.

      “Ah, yes,” Tracee said, nodding slightly. “The Virgin.”

      Ignoring the comment – and any lingering undertones that might come with it – Asai said, “They will be here by half-past at the latest. Should provide plenty of time for you to get her ready for her grand entrance.”

      Whatever Tracee thought of the situation, she said nothing, at this point beyond trying to fight over such matters. Giving only a nod in the affirmative, she tugged the comb through the thick frizz of the hair before her, the girl barely noticing as her head rocked back and forth.

      “And make sure she’s a little more alert than this one,” Asai added. “For some reason, the men seem to prefer the illusion of presence.”
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      The tip of the bat was stained red with Bernstein’s blood. Mashed down over the end of it was a Ziploc bag I’d nabbed from his kitchen as I left, not wanting to leave a spot of anything incriminating inside the rental car. Angled upward in the passenger footwell, the pink tip was clearly visible as I drove, a constant reminder sitting right there in my periphery, spurring me onward.

      Those bastards were the ones responsible for my niece and nephew. They, along with Ronell Brinks, were why Eric was in the hospital and Elyse was still unaccounted for.

      For more than a decade, I worked in the service of the United States government. I did so because my father had instilled in me the belief that people like us had a responsibility to look out for those at home that couldn’t. That we had been fortunate enough to be born into a country with a great many freedoms, and along with that came the need to ensure others enjoyed the same thing.

      Moments like this, it was hard to think that all my effort hadn’t been for anything more than to set up a system where men like this could exist. That while we were out protecting the world from foreign enemies or terrorists, our own neighbors were staring at our cars or our kids or whatever else, equally vile thoughts in mind.

      The mere notion of it all was enough to make my pulse race. My teeth clamped down and my hand curled into a tight fist, my entire body squeezing tight. Veins rose to the surface and sweat coated my features as I eased the SUV to the side of the road.

      Only then did I slowly let loose of the venom inside me, allowing it to drain away bit by bit.

      If I’d been left to my preferences, I would have spent all afternoon in that house. I would have used the bat and the Browning and whatever else I could find and inflicted every bit as much pain as they had instilled upon the Denman family.

      Probably even a bit extra, just to make myself feel better.

      Six years had passed since I’d last seen Elyse, but that changed nothing. Just as the words her mother hurled at me the last time we spoke changed nothing.

      She was a child, one of the few people on the planet I could call family. She was named after my wife, the spitting image of her.

      She wasn’t much older than my daughter would be, the two likely friends.

      And right now, she was being transported to a warehouse, her next destination from there unknown.

      Leaving the two guys back there unconscious and tied up wasn’t my first choice, but it was the most prudent one. Killing for the sake of it didn’t appeal to me in the slightest, especially considering there was a chance I would need one or both of them alive in the near future.

      For more information. As trading chips to try and get my niece back. As outlets to go back and let out untold amounts of frustration.

      Aware of how much time had passed, I’d done what I needed to and gotten out as quick as possible. I’d covered the ground back to the SUV and pulled away, not wanting to be seen sitting along the curb making any additional phone calls.

      Forcing myself to appear as calm as possible, I’d climbed in and eased away, backtracking the way I’d come just a little while earlier. Overhead, the sun continued to shine brightly. On the sidewalks around me, handfuls of schoolchildren were headed for home, their backpacks hitched into place on their shoulders.

      A visual that only drove home how late it was getting.

      Shoving the gearshift into park, I grabbed up my cell phone from the middle console and brought it to my thigh. Scrolling down two slots in my recent call log, I hit send.

      An instant later, Pally appeared.

      “Hawk.”

      “I need everything you have on Ronell Brinks,” I said. I didn’t bother spelling the name out, anything I offered a best guess anyway.

      In response, there was nothing but a clatter of keys. No further questioning, no request for a couple of minutes. Getting straight to it, I listened as he did what he does best, almost a full minute passing before he returned.

      “Ronell Brinks, aged twenty,” Pally said. His voice was detached as he read from whatever file he’d pulled up. “Son of the former Meredith Brinks, now Sands.”

      “Single mother?” I asked.

      “No,” Pally replied. “Boy’s father passed, she remarried.”

      Grunting, I could feel the corners of my mouth turning downward. “Anything in the system?”

      “No criminal record,” he said, “though I have a rash of hospital admissions all starting shortly before Meredith became a Sands, continuing until his eighteenth birthday.”

      Raising a hand to my face, I swiped it across my brow, the palm coming back wet with perspiration. This was bad. This wasn’t someone like Bernstein that was involved in something over his head.

      This guy had all the early warning signs of trauma, likely having formed an outlook on the world that diverged greatly from the rest of society.

      While someone like Bernstein would have compassion, a man like Brinks would have had it beaten out of him long before. He wouldn’t look at Elyse and see a young girl. He would see someone of wealth and privilege, somebody that had been gifted a much better post in life than he had.

      And he would likely be pissed about it.

      “That was also the last known address he had,” Pally added.

      “Shit,” I muttered, there being no point in heading that direction. He wouldn’t be there, and they likely hadn’t seen him in quite a while.

      “I take it this is the third man from the cameras?” he asked. “The one wearing the ski mask?”

      “It is,” I replied. In quick order, I told him where things stood, including everything Bernstein had shared and where I was currently headed.

      When I was done, the sole follow-up he asked was, “Is there anything else I can do?”

      “Find me everything you can about a group known as the S-2.”
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      It’s hard to say exactly what I was expecting. Having seen the base of operations for drug syndicates and cartel leaders the world over, I’d come to discover there was no standard headquarters format.

      In Nicaragua, my team and I had stormed an estate that looked like it was cut directly from Scarface. Everything was done in white marble, the guards all wore suits and carried machine guns, and fountains blowing wide fans of water into the air welcomed us to the front gate.

      Just a year before, I’d gone to Russia to see the man responsible for the death of my family. Despite controlling much of the trade of the newest drug on the market, he still lived in a standard two-bedroom home in a suburban neighborhood. His means of protection was a handgun for himself and a single massive bodyguard.

      Based on what Bernstein had told me, I didn’t know exactly what to expect. The information Pally was able to supply me didn’t provide a lot more.

      The name of the group was the S-2, a group that had originated in Atlanta under the name South Side. Somewhere along the line, somebody had started calling them the S-Squared, but once it was determined that that didn’t fit the image they were looking for, that got switched up again to their current moniker.

      Originally founded by no more than a dozen guys in the eighties, it had slowly gained a toehold and then a foothold in the metropolitan area. Over time, they had pushed to where it was now estimated that in the state of Georgia, there were as many as five hundred members.

      Rumored to be involved in drugs, cars, prostitution, and most anything that might turn a buck, they had slowly worked their way outward. Targeting the Carolinas and Alabama, they had eventually found their way into Tennessee, with the goal being most major cities and college towns throughout the south.

      Thus far it had been received with mixed results, various enrollments differing greatly. Here in Nashville, where there was competition from a handful of other smalltime clicks, it was said to be as many as a few dozen.

      Where Pally had been able to nab all that, especially in the amount of time it took me to drive from Belle Meade to West Nashville, I didn’t bother to ask. Likely it had come from peering into places he wasn’t supposed to be, making it better for both of us to abide by not asking or telling.

      Driving over, I had expected a large residence, almost like a frat house, with guys out on the front lawn or congregated on the porch. I could have even imagined an abandoned building of some sort, with spray-painted walls and cars parked at angles across the front lawn.

      In no way did I expect what I found.

      The place, from the outside, looked to be a standard shipping facility. One single story upfront for offices, the roof rose again by half as much for the majority of the building. Shaped like any common warehouse, it was constructed of concrete block painted white. Along the front was a single entrance with double doors, a few windows with frosted glass spread wide to either side.

      More windows were extended down either side. A series of roll top doors were spread across the rear.

      Along each of the curbs were small beds with white gravel, trimmed shrubs planted in even intervals.

      Nowhere was there a car to be seen. Not a single drop of paint beyond the plain white was on the building. The sidewalks were all swept bare.

      If forced to guess, I’d say this was a handling facility for UPS or FedEx, the sole items missing being logos plastered to everything.

      The only thing that even hinted that something more might be afoot was the cameras mounted on every corner, plain black models, easily seen from the street.

      Sitting behind the wheel of the SUV, I allowed myself a single revolution around the place before making a left away from it. As I went, I glanced repeatedly into the rearview, wanting so badly to go back and do more scouting, but knowing nothing good could come of it.

      Making it no more than a couple of blocks, I eased to the side of the road. I glanced again at the mirror, making sure I was beyond the sightline of the warehouse, before sliding the phone back onto my knee.

      I needed more information. I needed to ensure that the place was what Bernstein said it was, not just some random spot he’d thrown out there to get me out of the house and try to buy himself some time.

      Considering the state he was in when he divulged the information, I couldn’t imagine such a thing, but it wouldn’t be completely out of the question.

      Pulling my call log up on the screen, I scrolled to the listing for Pally, intent to call him back and have him start digging on ownership records, when a flash of movement outside caught my eye. Lifting my gaze from the phone, I extended a hand toward the bat, feeling my heartbeat rise, before recognition set in.

      Across the street, a man in black slacks and a matching shirt walked forward. In his hand was a briefcase. Around his neck was a cleric collar.

      Paying me no mind, he crossed the street, moving intently for the small building on the corner. Like a smaller version of the place I’d just been past, it was a single story and made of concrete.

      Unlike it, the outside was tagged with green and white paint, standard practice for an organization marking their territory.

      How I had I missed it upon pulling up I wasn’t certain, silently cursing myself for the oversight.

      Slowly, my breathing evened out as I watched him walk up to the front door and extract a wad of keys. His briefcase still in hand, he flipped to the one he needed and entered. A moment later, lights became visible behind the blinds pulled down over the windows.

      Processing what I was seeing, I looked down to the phone on my thigh. I stared at Pally’s name and number, considering it a moment, before thumbing the phone off and depositing it back into the middle console.

      Reaching across, I slid the bat down onto the far side of the passenger seat, hiding it from view, before stepping out of the car.

      Having Pally go digging through the records would be a good start. He could no doubt tell me the complete history of title on the place, beginning with when it was built and extending up through every transaction it had ever been a part of.

      Piece by piece, he would be able to tell me any connections to the S-2.

      But a man that lived and worked two blocks down from them would be able to tell me a lot more.

      With the Browning still wedged into the back of my jeans, I checked the traffic in either direction before jogging across the street. A warm breeze passed over my skin as I went. Around me, leaves were just starting to turn, a few having been pushed into the gutters lining the street.

      In a week or two, the entire state would be in the throes of fall foliage. People would come from all over the country to enjoy nature’s splendor, relishing the combination of warmth and color.

      I had no intention of being anywhere near either at that time.

      Coming up on the opposite side of the street, I passed along the side of the building, glancing sideways at the various announcements for the S-2 etched across the block. Bold and vibrant, the graffiti made no bones about declaring who the territory belonged to, a visual dare for anybody else nearby to try and step foot on their turf.

      Whether this man could help me or not remained to be seen, but there was no doubt I was in the right place.

      Increasing my pace just slightly, I made my way to the front door, the words West Nashville Youth Outreach Ministries stenciled across it in plain white letters. Beneath it was listed the hours of operation, the information barely registering as I swung the door open and stepped inside.

      As I did, a small bell at the top of the door announced my arrival, the smell of cider immediately finding my nostrils. Extended straight out before me was a hallway, the ceiling and walls pushing in tight from either side. On the floor was a thick woven rug, various maps and posters lining the sides.

      A moment later, the man I had seen enter stepped out from a side room, working his hands through a wad of paper towels. A smile on his face, it slowly faded as he looked at me, clearly not who he expected to find standing before him.

      Somewhere in his late-fifties, his black skin was made to look darker by the frame of thinning gray hair on his head.

      “Help you?” he asked.

      Opening my mouth to respond, I paused for a moment, considering my answer.

      I certainly hoped he could help me. Right now, the best outcome would be if he could provide some answers, keeping me and Pally from having to scramble, all the while using precious time Elyse likely didn’t have.

      At the same time, the artwork on the outside of the building made it clear who controlled this block. Whether that included the ministry I now stood in, I still needed to find out.

      “Yeah,” I said. Stepping forward, I extended my hand. “My name is Hawk Tate.”

      Giving me a wary look, the man released his grip on the paper towels. Reciprocating the offer, his hand was still damp as he clamped on it, his grip surprisingly strong as he pumped it twice.

      “Reverend Simpkins. Call me Pete.”

      The man, nor the neighborhood, seemed to fit the name Pete Simpkins, though I held as much to myself. I needed the man’s help. Insulting him would hardly aid my case.

      “Now, what can I do for you, Mr. Tate?”

      “Hawk,” I corrected. Pausing again, I considered how to best ask my first question before deciding to go straight ahead with it. Worst case, I could be out the door and back to the rental in less than ten seconds.

      Hooking a thumb over my shoulder, I said, “I couldn’t help but notice the, uh-“

      “Colorful display,” Pete finished, a sour look crossing his face. “Yeah, the first time I paid to have it repainted. The second, I did it myself, even though it didn’t look as nice.”

      Waving a hand, he added, “Now, I don’t even bother. They’re just going to come back. I appreciate you coming by to offer, but I just don’t have it in the coffers to keep trying to cover that crap up.”

      Creases appeared between my brows as I tried to decipher his meaning. Rotating at the waist, I glanced back before realizing what he was saying.

      He thought I was a painter, there to ask about covering up the S-2 markings.

      “Oh, no,” I said, “I’m sorry, I’m not actually here about the graffiti. I was hoping you might be able to tell me about the people that put it there.”

      Finishing with the paper towels, he turned to the doorway he’d just exited from, tossing them underhanded. Shifting back to me, he folded his arms across his chest. “What’s this about?”

      No part of me wanted to divulge what it was really about. Coming inside had been on nothing but a hunch, playing to some preconceived notions I already held about the man and his attire.

      Based on how wrong I’d been about the warehouse, I probably should have known better.

      Still, it wasn’t like I had much choice.

      “My niece,” I said. I didn’t put any undue strain in my voice, didn’t make my face crinkle as if I was about to cry. “And my nephew.”

      Pete’s lips parted slightly, a move looking to be equal parts surprise and sympathy. “Are they involved?”

      “No,” I replied. “They were carjacked.”

      His mouth closed, lips pressing into a tight line.

      “And in the process of that, my nephew was shot and my niece was taken.”

      Stopping there, I waited, watching as he worked his way through many of the same emotions I had a day before. Sympathy became sadness, which soon gave way to frustration.

      Which ended with barely contained rage.

      “Yes,” I said, nodding. “Two days ago at this time, I was fishing in Yellowstone. I know you don’t want to be answering these questions, but I assure you I don’t want to be here asking them.”

      Once more his lips parted, debate etched across his face.

      “Please. Anything helps.”

      For several moments, Pete chewed on what I’d just presented him. He nodded a couple of times, working his way through what was shared, before eventually extending a finger past me to the door.

      “Did you happen to notice the writing on the door when you entered?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, “Youth Ministries, right?”

      “That’s right,” Pete replied. “My staff or I am here every single afternoon and all day on the weekends. Basically, we exist to give the kids around here somewhere to go that isn’t there.”

      His eyes took on a faraway look, his head shifting to the side enough to see out through the glass door. “That damn group showing up was the worst thing that ever happened around here.”

      I knew better than to press just yet. Already, it was clear he was on my side.

      I just had to give him a little space to get around to what I needed.
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      The exchange hadn’t gone quite as well as Ronell Brinks would have liked. Big Man had been standoffish at best. He wasn’t even invited inside the building.

      But that was okay because the end result was what he wanted. It had been ugly, an uphill climb in getting there, but he had made it.

      That was what mattered.

      When Big Man told him to be prepared, he knew what was being referred to, even without being told us much. Gaining entrance into the S-2 followed a very specific protocol, outlined steps that every member to ever wear the brand had to go through.

      The first step was stealing a car. Or breaking into someone’s home. Or swiping something from a store. The particulars often changed, but the meaning behind them was the same.

      Anybody that wanted in had to prove they had skills, marketable abilities that could be presented to the group, both for financial and sustainability reasons.

      They also had to prove that they knew how to handle themselves. Getting pinched wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Rolling over on the others, ever saying a word that might get a sideways glance cast toward the group, was.

      Rumor had it that the S-2 had contacts with the local police, guys that would report directly back if their name was ever floated in the precinct.

      Ronell had no idea if that was true, but he knew better than to chance it.

      Not now. Not with everything he’d been wanting so close.

      Ronell and his friends had passed the first test. They’d been invited back for round two, a perfunctory exercise that he had no doubt he would pass. It was just a matter of hours now, a short time before he was fully inducted.

      Pulling up in front of Joey’s house, he could feel his adrenaline soaring. Despite the short night on the couch, he didn’t feel the least bit groggy, his eyes wide, his nerves on edge.

      Parking nose-to-nose with the Honda in the driveway, he hopped out and headed for the door. Ready to share the news with his friends, he pushed inside, a smile on his face.

      The first sign of trouble was the dark spot of blood on the floor. As large as a baseball, it was crusted almost black, a pair of flies buzzing around it, impossible to miss on the tan carpeting.

      Dropping to a crouch, Ronell poked at the fibers surrounding it, seeing that it had congealed into a solid mass, moving as one under the slight pressure.

      “Jamal!” he called, shifting his head toward the living room. “Joey!”

      The stain had not been there two hours before. There might have been a small spot outside the bedroom from where he hit the girl, but that was on the opposite side of the house.

      This was new. Somebody had been here.

      Reaching to the small of his back, Ronell felt for the .38 that usually resided inside the band of his jeans. Feeling nothing, he remembered he’d been forced to leave it behind, the S-2 not allowing any non-member to show up strapped.

      He’d been able to get away with it two nights before because he’d been on an official assignment and was delivering the BMW to the shop. Doing so today, though, would have been grounds for immediate dismissal.

      “Shit,” Ronell hissed, pushing the word out between his teeth. Rising to full height, he stepped out into the living room, his hands curled into fists, raised by his sides.

      Cocking his head, he listened for any sound, swinging his gaze to either direction.

      The interior of the home was dark. All lights were turned off, most of the glow from outside blocked by the shades pulled down over the windows. In its stead, the place looked to be in a state of semi-darkness, like dusk had come much earlier than expected.

      Nothing looked different than when he’d last been there. No new food wrappers on the table. No clothes or towels tossed casually about.

      “Jamal,” he said, this time his voice raised to a heightened whisper. “Joey!”

      Inching forward, he peeked over the back edge of the sofa. Seeing nothing besides the pillow and blankets he’d used the night before, he rotated out to the left. Starting with the first bedroom, he peeked inside, taking only a moment to clear it before moving toward the back corner.

      Using the wall as a reference point, he kept his attention turned outward. Crossing one foot over the other, he made it as far as the door frame, giving one last look to the living room, before shifting his head around the corner and glancing inside.

      What he saw made his stomach constrict into a tight ball, compression seizing his chest. Dropping all pretense, he flung himself through, coming to a stop just a couple of steps after entering.

      His breathing grew heavy as he stared down at what he saw.

      Laying in the center of the room, Jamal and Joey were positioned on their sides, pressed back to back. Both had their ankles bound with pillowcases, their hands completely encased in duct tape. Thick bands of the same covered their mouths.

      Each lay with their eyes closed, unconscious.

      Both looked like they had been through hell, Jamal’s nose broken and shifted to the side, blood staining his cheeks. Beside him, Joey’s shorts and bare torso were painted red, the gaping wound on his side much angrier than when Ronell had last seen him.

      Dropping to his knees, Ronell started with the tape covering each of their mouths. Yanking it away, he gave no mind to their skin or any facial hair that might have come with it, instead slapping them on the cheek. One time after another, he swatted them, flicking his gaze between them.

      “Jamal! Joey! What happened?” The slapping continued, his voice growing louder with each word. “Wake up, dammit!”
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      The holding room that the administration at Summit Medical Center had set aside for the Denmans seemed to be growing smaller by the moment. Even with the blinds open and late-afternoon sun streaming through, it felt like Amber Denman was suffocating.

      Almost two days had passed since her daughter had been taken. She hadn’t heard from Hawk in a number of hours, his lone call a cryptic conversation that included a handful of names she didn’t recognize. An hour of searching Google on her phone afterward hadn’t provided much more.

      And even less from the detective standing before her. With his hands folded together behind his back and his body pitched forward at the waist, he somehow managed to convey the impressions of both condescension and bowing at the same time.

      A stance that heightened the aggravation she felt for him, the situation, and life in general.

      “Have you heard anything from the kidnappers?” Detective Russo asked. “A word about ransom or demands or anything?”

      Amber shot a glance at her husband seated on the loveseat. She watched as he pressed a button on the side of his phone, the screen lighting up.

      “Nothing to me,” Josh said. “And I had the home number transferred to this line. The ringer has been on loud, the phone hasn’t left my hand for two days.”

      Grunting softly, Russo nodded, shifting his focus back to Amber. “And you?”

      “Not a word,” she said. Her voice was quiet, even to her own ears, the sentence just passing her lips before she pressed them tight together again.

      In the last forty hours, she had felt every possible emotion a mother could. Anger. Denial. Hysteria. Sorrow. Fear. And a hundred more, all heightened exponentially by the reality of the situation.

      There was a cliché about how no parent should ever have to face the death of a child. For sixteen years she had believed that, finally understanding the full sentiment behind it.

      Only in the last couple of days had she started to think that maybe it was wrong. That while losing a child would be horrific, at least those people had closure. At least they went to bed every night knowing what had happened.

      She might never know such an ending. Two days hadn’t turned up much of anything, and it had easily been the worst stretch of her life. She couldn’t imagine what two weeks or months or years would do.

      “Have you been able to find the car?” Amber asked.

      “No,” Russo said, shaking his head. “Traffic camera footage showed it leaving the garage the other night, but soon thereafter it was lost.”

      Casting a look between them, he added, “The city is just too vast to cover every inch. Directly after leaving, they got on the freeway, and effectively became invisible.”

      Amber felt her head bob up and down an inch, her body feeling numb from the waist down. She was still standing, had been for hours, though she had no idea how.

      All of it just felt like a hazy slog, shuffling forward, her mind disconnected from the rest of her form.

      “Sounds like they knew what they were doing,” she whispered. “Like maybe the car was the goal, and our daughter got swept up by accident?”

      Dipping his head just slightly, Russo said, “I can see how that is something you would like to believe, but I must caution, it is highly unlikely. If that were the case, they would have let her go by now.”

      Her focus shifted to the side, Amber felt hot tears rise to the underside of her eyes. There they settled, pooling, threatening to streak south down her cheeks.

      With them came a pang of hostility, her every instinct to lash out, to ask this man why he had bothered coming by if he had no new information to share, why he wasn’t out looking for their daughter.

      An inch at a time, the animosity she felt rose upward, threatening to come spilling out of her.

      The only thing that cut it off was the buzz of her phone. A simple pulse, it vibrated against her palm, the electronic spasm enough to cut through the anger she felt and the torrent she was about to unleash.

      Raising the face of the phone, she thumbed into her message center, seeing a single new entry waiting for her.

      In the parking lot. Come down. We need to talk.

      “Is that them?” Josh asked, his voice pulling her attention up to see him resting on the front edge of the loveseat.

      A few feet away, Russo also stared at her expectantly, leaning a little further at the waist.

      “Uh, no,” she managed. “Just a friend of mine, checking to see if we’d heard anything.”
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      My sister-in-law shot out the front door of the place like a woman possessed. She didn’t bother to so much as glance in either direction as she went, burrowing her way through the thin foot traffic surrounding the front entrance.

      In her wake, a handful of people turned and glared, looks of disgust on their faces.

      She never said a word. Didn’t even bother to look back in their direction.

      Just like the first time I saw her a day before, my first instinct was a tiny spasm in my chest. Even after so long, even knowing what happened to her, it was impossible for me to look at Amber and not see my wife. There were some differences for sure, but the semblance was striking enough to give me pause.

      Same shade of blonde hair. Same facial structure. Even the determined walk she used, marching my way, her hands pumping by her side, was the same.

      Amber was already a few years older, and more than six years had passed since, but it still reminded me of what looking at my wife a decade into the future would have been.

      And, to be honest, I’m sure it looked better than the way I had fared in the time since.

      Crossing over the driveway running alongside the hospital, Amber stepped up onto the curb separating it from the parking lot. Pausing, she extended up onto her toes, peering in both directions.

      Not wanting to draw any undue attention my way, I bypassed using the horn. Cracking the door open, I stepped out and extended a hand into the air, retreating back inside the instant she saw me.

      As she came my way, I shoved in the last of the protein bar I’d been working on, a bottle of water in hand to wash it down. Much like the food last night and this morning, I had no taste for it, the bar being nothing more than a means to an end.

      Food meant calories, which in turn meant energy. And that was something I was going to need all I could get in the hours ahead.

      I was still chewing the last morsel, working to get it down, as Amber swung into the passenger seat. Slamming the door shut, she glanced my way, her features neutral.

      “What have you got?”

      Straight to it, just as I’d figured.

      “You first,” I said, shaking my head slightly. There was no point in me launching into everything that had taken place if the official lines of investigation had already beaten me to it.

      “Me?” Amber asked, surprise in her voice. Extending a hand, she waved it at the hospital, and said, “I’ve been here. Stuck in this damn building, standing vigil on my son.”

      “Is he awake yet?” I asked.

      “In and out,” Amber replied. “He’s aware enough to know that he was shot, that his nose hurts like hell, and his sister is missing, but he doesn’t remember much at all. Says most of the night is just a black hole.”

      I nodded slightly. I had figured as much. The trauma alone of a gunshot wound would be enough to create a gap in his recall, self-preservation kicking in, essentially scrubbing it from memory.

      Coupling it with a shot hard enough to break his nose and give him a concussion, there was little chance he’d remember much. That was why I hadn’t bothered to press to see him. Even with the name of Ronell Brinks and his friends, even with pictures of all three from Pally, there would be no point.

      All it would do was put images to the nightmares Eric would soon be having.

      “Any word from them?” I said, careful not to use words like kidnappers or abductors, things that might unintentionally trigger her anger. Or even worse, cause her to clam up tight.

      “Nothing,” she replied. “We’ve both had our cell phones on, and Josh forwarded the home line. There’s been no attempt by anyone to reach out.”

      A day ago, that would have been terrible news. It would have told me that whoever had Elyse wasn’t concerned with money, didn’t nab her for any form of extortion.

      Now, it was still very bad, but it didn’t surprise me.

      The S-2 didn’t sound like a group that had much interest in that sort of thing. It left too much of a footprint, required too much face time between various parties.

      “Police?”

      A derisive snort tilted her head back an inch. “Asshole acts like it’s our fault. Says he put out an alert for the car and tried to track it through traffic cameras, but outside of that, there’s nothing he can do until someone calls.”

      I accepted the information without reaction. It sounded like a vast oversimplification of the investigation process, like someone that would rather wait for a conclusion to drop into their lap instead of actually putting in any work, but I made sure not to let the slightest inkling of that show.

      No matter how vile she might have been to me in the past, she was a mother in a state I could only guess at.

      And she was family.

      “What have you found?” Amber asked, this time making it clear that it was my turn to do the talking.

      Parked in the rear of the lot, my gaze moved over the scene before us. Careful to look everywhere but to my immediate right, I saw as handfuls of people came and went from the facility, many of them trading parking spots in the front few rows.

      Above, the sun was already starting to trudge toward the horizon. The longest days of the year now well behind, shadows were lengthening, promising to bring chilly air with the coming evening.

      “I started this morning at the Antioch Galleria, just like you mentioned,” I began. In short order, I ran through everything I’d done in the time since. I profiled the crime scene as I found it, from the vantage point that had been used to the flattened bottle that was likely what caused them to stop and Eric to climb out.

      I didn’t bother to mention that the police hadn’t even thought to bag and take it along as evidence, likely discarding it as nothing more than common parking garage detritus.

      Without slowing down, I shoved straight through reaching out to Pally, referring to him simply as an electronic and surveillance expert I had worked with at the DEA. I outlined how we had found the images of Elyse leaving in the BMW, followed by Pierce and Bernstein thereafter.

      About how that had led me to Bernstein’s house.

      In my periphery, I could see her hands tighten when I mentioned pushing my way inside and finding the room where Elyse had been held. Her knuckles glowed white beneath her skin as she clutched the meat of her thighs, her body rigid.

      Glossing over some of the details of my interaction with the two young men, I told her about the S-2 and the warehouse in West Nashville. I outlined the meeting with Pete Simpkins and everything he had to say.

      When I was done, I looked to the clock on the dash to see I’d been talking for the better part of ten minutes. All of it uninterrupted, I could feel my heart rate had increased. My chest rose and fell as if I was out of breath.

      Once I was done, I unscrewed the top from my water bottle and upended it, letting half the contents slide down my throat. Giving Amber all the time she needed to process, I drank some more, before returning it to my thigh.

      In total, it took her just a couple of minutes to get back to me.

      “So she’s alive,” she whispered.

      The question of whether or not Elyse was still breathing had never entered my mind, though I could imagine that someone in Amber’s position must have run through every possible scenario in her mind. Having heard nothing from the kidnappers, it wouldn’t be surprising if most of those had started to trend toward the negative.

      Or even the horrific.

      I thought of correcting her, of mentioning that she was of this morning, though I opted against it.

      “Where are the boys now?” Amber asked. “Did you...?”

      “No,” I replied, finishing the clear insinuation for her. “I didn’t kill them. I wanted to, but I thought we might need them later.”

      A flash of blonde hair informed me she was looking my way. Bracing myself, I waited for a sharp retort, though none came.

      Instead, she simply turned to face forward as well.

      “Did you make them pay?”

      I did. I did things to both of them I hadn’t done to another human being in years. Things I thought I had left behind.

      Things that returned with an ease that would probably be frightening if I stopped to actually think about it.

      I considered telling Amber about them in excruciating detail. I thought of grabbing the ball bat from the back seat and showing her the blood staining the aluminum.

      But I didn’t. I could tell she wanted revenge, but I’d come to learn over the years that was a construct many people didn’t truly understand. They wanted someone to pay for what had happened, for their own fear or unhappiness, but they weren’t actually prepared to see what had gone into it.

      “Those two won’t be hurting anybody else for a long, long time,” I said.

      “Good,” she whispered. Lowering her face toward her lap, she slowly unfurled her hands from her legs. Laying them flat on her thighs, she leaned forward, drawing in deep breaths.

      I kept keep my eyes facing out. I stared at the elderly man that opened the car door for his wife two rows over, watched as he closed it behind her and shuffled around to the driver’s side.

      But I couldn’t ignore the sound of her deep breathing. Or the stifled sniffles that came with it.

      “What are you going to do?” she whispered.

      I still didn’t bother looking her way. “Whatever you want me to.”

      “Meaning?” she asked.

      “Meaning, if you want me to hand this over to the police and step aside, I will,” I said.

      There was no way of knowing even if Elyse was at the warehouse. If she’d ever been there, or hadn’t just stopped in before being shuffled off again.

      What I did know for sure was that walking into a place like that, alone, would be dangerous. And more than a little foolish.

      Contemplating it for a moment, Amber grunted softly. She shook her head, the sound and the movement both steeped in frustration.

      “I called you because I needed you to find my daughter,” she said. “That’s what I want.”

      Every possible response I could give her, every reason why it would be crazy, sprang to mind, though I didn’t bother voicing a single one.

      She was right. She had called and asked me for a favor. Completing it wouldn’t make things right between us, but that was hardly the point.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay,” she said. Reaching for the handle, she tugged back, cracking the door open slightly.

      “When I got there,” I said, making her pause without turning to look my way, “one of the guys had this enormous chunk sliced out of his side. Long cut, deep gouge, lot of blood.”

      Shifting just slightly, she looked at me, saying nothing.

      Matching her gaze, I said, “She’s a fighter. She’ll do what she was to to stay alive, and I’ll do what I have to to find her.”
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      John Kuntzman thought of the place like a medical clinic, though in reality, it was nothing more than the back room in the home of someone that happened to be a physician. Thrown together on the cheap, the place had an examination table and a row of cabinets on the wall, each filled with enough remainder supplies to render basic care.

      Beneath it was a standard counter and sink. A bin for disposing of sharps hung on the wall. A smaller bin beneath it was set up on the floor, the top of a red plastic bag hanging over the edge, the universal symbol for biohazard stamped on the lid.

      Fluorescent bulbs were inset into the ceiling, tossing an unnatural shade of light over everything.

      Seated in the sole chair along the side of the room, Kuntzman angled himself sideways. Attempting to find a spot where the plastic corners of the seat weren’t digging into his ribs, he shifted once more before balancing his hat on one knee.

      A few feet away, the girl was perched on the front edge of the examination table. With her feet hanging down over the side, her palms were pressed down into the pad she sat on, fingers squeezing it tight.

      Beside her, the man Kuntzman had brought her to see stood with an elongated cotton swab in hand, the tip of it stained pink. Dabbing at the open cut on her face, he cleaned away what bit of dried blood was present, oblivious to her wincing.

      “How bad, Doc?” Kuntzman asked.

      The man’s name was Dr. Martin Childress, though Kuntzman had never used the title. Another of the many people he’d been put in contact with since taking up this post, he was told to make a point of never using the name in the presence of others.

      Thinking it better to avoid the subject altogether, he referred to the man simply as Doc, never needing to be careful about how or when he addressed him.

      “Pretty standard,” Doc replied. With a set of glasses perched on the end of his nose, he continued cleaning the wound, the smell of antiseptic in the air.

      The scent was just enough to keep Kuntzman from smirking at the scene, the spectacles completely out of place on a man that looked like Doc. Several inches shorter than Kuntzman, the man was built like a barrel, everything from his knees to his shoulders seeming to bow outward in one smooth arc.

      Around either side of his midsection hung the lapels of his white coat, revealing a pair of jeans and Vanderbilt Med t-shirt beneath.

      Brown curly hair was splashed across his head, chin, and forearms, the sheer amount of it being what Kuntzman would consider a hygienic hazard.

      Not that anything in the place was too concerned with such matters. The shop was little more than a plug-and-play, a spot where Kuntzman could get minor care done without going to the trouble of bothering with a hospital or clinic.

      Places where they might want paperwork or start asking questions about how something happened.

      Doc knew better. Just like he knew that cash was the best currency.

      “Nothing structural?” Kuntzman asked.

      “Naw,” Doc replied. “Couple of stitches and a few days to heal, won’t even know it ever happened.”

      “Nice,” Kuntzman replied. And it was.

      In person, the girl was even better than Big Man had previously stated. It had been a mess getting her, but the payoff afterward would be worth it. Asai would be pleased. A girl that looked like her would be quite the commodity.

      Netting him and everybody involved a lot of money.

      Feeling his phone begin to vibrate against his ribs, Kuntzman moved to the side. The point of the chair again jabbed into him as he extracted the phone, checking the screen before looking back at the pair before him.

      “Hey, I need to-“

      “Take it outside,” Doc replied without looking over at him. “I gave her a light sedative. We’ll be fine in here.”

      Nodding, Kuntzman rose from the chair. He clamped the hat back on his head and exited out into the hallway, retracing the steps they had made upon arrival.

      A moment later, he stepped outside, the light of day fast fading from the sky. With it, the temperature had already dropped a half-dozen degrees, threatening to go even further in the hours ahead.

      “Yeah?” Kuntzman said. He made it as far as the side of his truck before stopping, leaning forward and resting his elbows against the side of the engine.

      Within the confines of Doc’s backyard, there was no need to worry about being overheard. The man lived alone, his property lined with mature oak and pine trees. A small gate was the only entrance, having been closed the moment Kuntzman pulled inside.

      His own personal garden, free of eavesdroppers or onlookers.

      “Where is she?” Detective Ben Russo asked.

      “We’re at Doc’s now,” Kuntzman replied. “Meeting up with Paco in a bit.”

      “Doc’s?”

      “Just a scratch,” Kuntzman replied, not appreciating the insinuation. “Kid that grabbed her got a little overzealous. Why? What’s up?”

      In the background, he could hear absolutely nothing.

      “I’m sitting outside the hospital now,” Russo replied. “I just met with the girl’s family, and I got the impression they’re hiding something.”

      Raising the toe of his boot, Kuntzman kicked at the front tire, his foot bouncing back off the rubber.

      “What? There’s no way they could know anything. Her being grabbed last night and our request happened almost simultaneously.”

      Russo paused, lingering just long enough to let it be known he didn’t appreciate the statement or the sentiment behind it. “I know that, but I still think the mom might have someone looking into things on the side.”

      Lines formed around Kuntzman’s eyes as he considered the statement. “What, like a PI?”

      “Unknown,” Russo said. “If it’s a PI, it’s nobody I’ve ever seen before, and believe me, I would remember this guy.”

      Kuntzman wasn’t entirely sure what that was supposed to mean, though he didn’t bother pressing it. Speaking with Russo was always an exercise in self-restraint, limiting it to as few shared syllables as possible so they could both be on their way again.

      “Is he getting anywhere?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Russo said, “but the point is, I now need to start getting somewhere. As of this moment, I can no longer continue to delay things.”

      Giving the tire one last kick, Kuntzman allowed the momentum to push him back. Turning, he rested himself against the side of the track, folding an arm over his stomach.

      He’d known this was coming. Since the instant he’d found out about the girl, the clock had been running. People like Elyse Denman didn’t just disappear without someone going to look for them.

      That’s what was making her such a commodity to begin with.

      “Tonight,” Kuntzman said. “Couple more hours, and she’s in the wind.”
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      The positioning inside the car was exactly like it had been two nights prior. Jamal Pierce was reclined in the driver’s seat, his right hand draped over the wheel. With that shoulder leaning forward, the rest of his body was twisted away, hiding the improvised splint that extended the length of his nose.

      In the backseat, Joey was doubled over into a ball. Wearing two sweatshirts for added padding, he sat with his hands wrapped around his midsection, the extra clothing he wore causing him to sweat profusely, beads of it streaming down his forehead.

      Overall, it was a bad look for Ronell and his crew. A far cry from what he would have envisioned, this was not at all how he had imagined things turning out.

      But he’d been ordered to show up and to bring the others, and no amount of earlier incompetence on their part was going to take this from him.

      The act was the second part of the initiation, the backend to what started with the theft of the car. Already, they had proven themselves proficient at acquiring something of value, using their skills in a way that could profit the S-2.

      They’d even managed to take it a bit further by bringing the girl into the fold as well, the young blonde a veritable boon for the organization.

      It might not have all gone entirely to plan, but they had pulled it off. Big Man had told them to come back. To be ready.

      That could only mean that the second part of their initial rites was about to occur. Unofficially known as being beat in, it was exactly what the title intimated. At a date and place specified by the group, any potential inductee was to show up and essentially get the hell beat out of them by the rest of the organization.

      If the first act was to see how they reacted in a live situation, how they responded in the face of the police if things went sideways, the second part was to determine their mettle.

      The expression was blood in, blood out. Tonight, they would get hit. A lot. And they would bleed. But after that, they would be part of something, something bigger than themselves, and the only way out was death.

      Ronell could take a punch. Years of living with his stepfather had ensured that. He wasn’t particularly enthused about catching a beating, but it was merely a means to an end, what he really treasured coming in the aftermath.

      Respect. Standing. People that would be by his side, have his back, forever.

      Up to this point, he had Jamal and Joey, but they weren’t enough. They had been there all those times his stepfather had come home drunk and looking to wail. A few nights, they’d even taken blows themselves.

      That’s the only reason he had them along now. They might not be the best to have riding shotgun, but they were loyal, and for that, they had his respect.

      Glancing over, Ronell tried to imagine what each was thinking, how prepared they were for the night ahead.

      Barely had Jamal said a word since Ronell untied them and woke them up. The few he had shared were all about the bearded bastard that had shown up and whacked him with a baseball bat.

      In the backseat, Joey was silent save the few pained groans he let out.

      Combined, they were in no condition for what was about to come, but that was alright. The S-2 was already aware of what happened, had already assured Ronell that the bulk of it would be aimed his way.

      They just needed to show.

      “Same spot we used the other night,” Ronell said, extending a hand and pointing to the first roll top in the row.

      “Not the parking garage? Like this morning?” Jamal asked.

      “Naw,” Ronell said. “Everybody’s coming in for this, so they said it’s already taken. Said to be sure and use the first stall.”

      Nodding his understanding, Jamal idled up to the first door. Lowering his window, he looked up at the camera on the wall, nodding slightly.

      A moment later, the door slid upward.

      As it did, the scene on the other side came into view, a complete transformation from the previous night. What was once a working garage, with hydraulic lifts and toolboxes illuminated by bright white light, was nothing more than an open space.

      Everything shoved to the side, the room looked much larger than Ronell remembered. The floor was only bare concrete, a few stray spots of oil and fluid dotting it. Around the outside stood well over a dozen guys, all with their shirts stripped away, their bare bodies illuminated by the flickering glow of candles.

      “What the...?” Jamal muttered, muscle striation appearing on his arms as he tensed.

      “Oh, Jesus,” Joey whined from the backseat.

      In the front, Ronell remained silent. He could feel adrenaline seeping into his system, the inclination to fight rising in him. His fingertips began to dance atop his thighs, a tingling rising the length of his neck.

      This was what he wanted, what he’d waited so long for.

      At last, it was here.

      “Pull forward,” he whispered.

      Casting him a glance, Jamal did as instructed. He let the car idle forward, easing in just past the threshold before coming to a stop. Cutting the engine, they all sat inside and waited, staring at the assemblage before them.

      There they remained, listening as the roll top door slammed shut behind them, locking them in.

      “What do we do?” Joey whispered, the crack in his voice hinting he was about to cry at any moment.

      Ronell felt his molars come together. So badly he wanted to turn and tell Joey to be a man, to take what was coming like he had a pair, though he said nothing. They were too far in now to be seen bickering among themselves, the eyes of every member firmly on them.

      Instead, he sat and watched as the crowd before them spread. Beginning at the top of the arc, a gap appeared, splitting the group into two equal parts.

      For a moment, there was nothing there, no more than an open space, before Big Man appeared, his second-in-command beside him. Both dressed the same as the others, they filled the empty spot in the circle.

      Raising one hand before him, Big Man flicked his fingers back, beckoning them out of the car.

      This was it. The moment Ronell had been waiting years for, the final step toward righting the years of wrongs that had been done to him.

      “Let’s go,” he whispered, pushing the door open and stepping out. The interior of the garage was much warmer than he’d anticipated, the combination of candles and excess bodies causing sweat to spring to the surface.

      On the opposite side of the car, Jamal exited as well.

      Third came Joey, stepping out behind Ronell, barely balanced on uneven legs.

      “Shirts,” Big Man barked.

      Lifting his high overhead, Ronell peeled away the tank top he’d been wearing, etched abs gleaming in the candlelight. Beside him, he heard Joey whimper softly as he stripped out of the sweatshirts, revealing the bandage taped around his doughy midsection.

      Sensation continued to traverse the length of Ronell’s body as he stood and waited. His hands curled into fists as he stared at the men around him, their faces displaying carnal urge, like hyenas on the hunt.

      Again, Big Man was the only one to speak, uttering a single word.

      “Go.”
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      “I need another favor.”

      The list of things I’d already requested from Pally was lengthy. Fortunately, I knew he lived for this sort of thing, the fact that he rarely left his electronically-fortified chamber being irrelevant. On every mission I’d ever been on in the DEA, he was equally as vital as those of us on the ground, often seeing and doing things that we couldn’t.

      It was how he thrived, a personal measuring stick for his worth to the world.

      “Name it.”

      “If you don’t hear from me in half an hour, call the police and send them to the warehouse,” I said. Pausing, I considered it a moment, before adding, “Actually, call them then anyway.”

      The odds were, regardless of whatever was about to take place, I wouldn’t be pausing to put in a phone call. All that would do would be give them a number to trace or a location to try and follow should they get curious about who made the call.

      With Pally, there was no way they would know a thing. The man never showed anybody one iota that he didn’t want to be seen.

      “Okay,” Pally replied, “but why do I get the impression you’re about to do something insanely stupid?”

      What I was about to do was both insane and stupid. I knew it, but I didn’t have many other options.

      Going to the police would work only if Elyse was there. They could storm the place, take down the S-2, and walk out with her.

      If she had already been passed on, though, or was being held somewhere else, the cops showing up would no doubt send up an alarm. It would either seal her fate or have her sent further into seclusion, neither of which were preferable options.

      Aside from Amber and her husband, I also didn’t know a soul in Nashville. I was sure there were plenty of people around town that the S-2 had pissed off at one point or another, but I didn’t have the time or inclination to try and spearhead a gang war.

      The idea was to get to Elyse as quickly and safely as possible. Not drag her into the second coming of Beirut.

      “Just, make the call,” I said, not needing to acknowledge his question with a response. “And thanks, for everything.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Pally said, cutting the call off there.

      A wry smile tugged at a corner of my mouth as I dropped the phone back into the middle console.

      Pally didn’t do thanks, just as he didn’t do goodbyes. He would move heaven and earth to help any of us whenever we called, but the instant things got a little too real, he bailed.

      Just how the man was.

      How all of us were with each other to some extent, truth be told.

      Leaving the phone there, I traced my gaze over the small assortment of items stowed on the passenger seat beside me. A combination of what I’d nabbed from the shooting range the night before, the sporting goods store this morning, and a hardware store just moments ago, in total it was six things, enough to be stowed into a small drawstring bag.

      Six things to potentially go up against a budding gang with as many as two dozen members.

      Pally was right. What I was about to do was insanely stupid.

      Shifting my gaze away from the odd collection, I focused on the photo Amber had given me of her daughter still tucked into the middle cupholder. Without sliding it free, I peered at the face spread across it, on the smiling features and the splash of blonde hair.

      I had never been particularly close to Elyse, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that she was a young girl in need of help, an innocent pulled into a situation where some punk kids needed to prove themselves. They had an eye on her car and grabbed her too, just because they could.

      For whatever reason they felt like the world was unfair, that life owed them something, and Elyse was somehow a payment for all that.

      The point was also the fact that when I looked at that picture, I didn’t just see my niece. In fact, I barely saw her.

      What I did see was my wife fifteen years before her passing. My daughter ten years after hers.

      More than half a decade had passed since their deaths, and still not a single day went by that I didn’t think of them. Frozen in time, every morning I woke up and saw myself getting older, but they remained the same, both pristine and perfect, preserved forever.

      Just the way Elyse was in this photograph. I might not have been able to get there in time to help them, but I did still have a chance to help her. And I had to take it.

      No matter how foolish it might be.
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      Dressed in black running shorts, a short-sleeve neoprene shirt, and a pair of black Nikes, I looked like any other suburban weekend warrior out for a late-night run. Perhaps a bit different due to the beard and hair covering my head, and the fact that my skin was white in a neighborhood that decidedly wasn’t, but not different enough to be given a second thought by anybody I passed by.

      Which, blessedly, was precious few.

      Parked more than a half-mile away from the warehouse, I took the long way from the SUV to my destination. Careful not use the same street twice, I worked my way forward, following the grid I had dedicated to memory.

      Against my back bounced the drawstring bag, the impromptu cache a trick I had picked up in Venezuela months before. Small enough to be inconspicuous, it was more than enough to carry what I might need for the coming moments.

      Rolled up onto the balls of my feet, I kept my steps light, my ears attuned to the world around me. Despite the cool night air, sweat streamed down my face, plastering my hair to my forehead and my shirt to my back.

      As I went, I paid close attention to the clock in my head, knowing that the instant I hung up with Pally began the official countdown. There was no way he would be even a nanosecond late, meaning I had exactly thirty minutes, plus whatever response time it would take for NPD to arrive.

      In a place like West Nashville, I had to think that meant thirty-five minutes.

      Tops.

      Taking the ruse of being out for a late run as far as I could, I let the timer tick off eight minutes before making a final turn. Picking up my pace slightly, I aimed for the front corner of the warehouse.

      The roll top doors across the back would be where most of the people and machinery were grouped up, especially at this time of night. There was a reason that cameras were affixed over each one of them, a constant monitoring going on of everything coming and going.

      The front would be where appearances were kept up. Faux offices. The veneer of a working space.

      The least cause for active surveillance.

      Slowing my pace to a walk, I made a show of sliding the bag from my shoulders. Reaching inside, I felt through each of the items in order before extracting a bottle of water. Unscrewing the top, I took a long pull, leaving the top of the bag gaping open and taking a quick glance down inside.

      Once I was sure of where things were, I returned the water, swapping it out for one of the Brownings. Tucking it into the front waistband of my shorts, I went back in a second time, sliding out a small can of black spray paint no larger than the average aerosol deodorant.

      Hiding it in the palm of my hand, I tossed the bag back over my shoulders and bounced twice to settle it into position.

      Not once did I break stride.

      Coming up on the warehouse from the south, I passed by a pair of white gravel beds lining the street. Between them stood a stanchion pole, a halogen security light atop it throwing down a bright glow angled out in a wide cone.

      Dipping the top of my head slightly, I passed through the illumination zone, flicking my gaze to the side, seeing the front door come ever closer. With the paint can in hand, I rotated my wrist a few quick times, hearing the metal pebble inside rattle slightly, the sound barely audible.

      Up close, the building played out much the way my surveillance earlier had indicated. Made of concrete block, enough coats of white paint had been added to give it a smooth and glossy finish. Frosted windows were spaced just above eye-level.

      No logos or insignia of any kind were present.

      For more than half a block, I walked on, tucked up close to it. Behind me, the harsh glow of the light faded. A matching post was positioned up ahead, placed just inside the far corner, the two combined strong enough to cover almost the entire front.

      Which left the weakest point at the very center, the spot I was headed toward.

      The front doors were positioned in a small alcove. Set back a few feet from the outside of the building, they were made of glass with a metal frame. A matching set, they opened from the middle, horizontal pull bars extended across them. Glass panels stretched from floor to ceiling filled the remaining space on either side between the doors and the concrete walls.

      Dropping down out of the ceiling above was a rounded glass orb, a camera with a full circular view, seeing all that came and went.

      Taking this all in, I gave the spray paint one more twist. With a hop, I skipped up the two short steps onto the main landing and shot my arm upward, smashing down on the top dispenser. On cue, the thin hiss of paint being expelled rang out, a thick film instantly appearing over the glass.

      Working from side to side, I coated the outer half before working my way inward. Sweeping across it, I watched as any reflected light faded from view, covered by the matte black finish of the paint.

      Doing things this way wasn’t ideal, but it was better than just ignoring them. Given the time of night and the enterprises I knew the S-2 to work in, I was banking on there not being someone staring directly at the cameras. If that was the case, the paint might buy me a bit of time. It may even convince whoever took a look that the camera was out.

      Both were better than letting them just see a bearded man snooping around outside.

      With my pulse racing, I finished the final strip on the camera, not caring as black paint bled out onto the white wall housing it. The instant it was finished, I slid the bag down from my shoulders and dropped the can inside. Rummaging through, I found the next item I needed, slipping my hand around the textured rubber handle and drawing it out.

      A faint bit of ambient light caught the polished steel head of the hammer as I extracted it.

      The clock in my head continued to pound forward as I gave the framework of the door another glance. Again the words of Pally echoed in my mind, though the fact was, I had no other choice.

      I had to get inside. I had to know if Elyse was here, and if she wasn’t, where she’d been taken. The windows along the front were made from glass block. The doors along the back were where the automotive theft and other things Pete Simpkins had told me about took place.

      This door was my only shot at entry. I didn’t have a pick gun to get through the lock and I didn’t have the time or tools to try and use a torch on the bolt.

      In lieu of all that, I was going to have to go old school. And every moment from this one forward was going to have to be spent with my head on a swivel, a Browning in hand.

      Reaching to my front waistband, I slid the gun free. Taking one last look over my shoulder, I checked to ensure the street was still clear before raising the hammer in my left hand. Aiming for the glass panel alongside the doors, the space just wide enough to slide my body through, I reared back.

      The first blow shattered the tensile strength of the glass. Just shy of the top, it sent a ripple of cracks the length of it, small pieces falling to the floor inside.

      The second shot, placed waist-high, cleared the rest, shards of glass raining down.
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      The stitches pulled slightly on Elyse Denman’s face. It felt like her skin was too tight, like each movement of the underlying muscles might cause it to burst open and blood to come oozing out.

      A couple of days before, the thought would have been enough to make her squeamish. Even the idea of such a thing on her face would have caused her to recoil, a wince on her features, a roiling in her stomach.

      Now, it barely even cracked the top five. Maybe the top ten, if she really wanted to think about it.

      Seeing her brother get shot. Having her car stolen. Being held hostage. Stabbing a guy.

      None of it felt real, all part of someone else’s life, scenes she was watching from afar. Even the situation she was now in, sitting in the front seat of the truck of the man that told her to call him John, his fake cowboy persona fast wearing thin on her.

      Pressed tight against the passenger door, she had no idea where they were off to next. Why he had kept her inside the truck for most of the day, letting her out only long enough to visit that gorilla dressed as a doctor.

      The one who might have stitched up her face, but insisted on rubbing his furry body against her as much as possible in the process.

      Just another item on the list of things she wished nothing more than to be able to banish from her memory.

      Glancing over, Elyse could see the side of the man’s face illuminated by the phone in his hand. Speaking in code, he offered nothing more than a series of short sentences and grunts, very little of it adding up to anything useful.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      Pause.

      “Same time?”

      Another pause.

      “Roger.”

      A sideways glance her direction. A slight narrowing of the eyes.

      “Not at all.”

      Returning his gaze back to face forward, his mouth drawn tight. “Got it.”

      Twice more he grunted, the sounds barely discernible, before signing off the call. Dropping the phone to his side, it took a moment for the illuminated face plate to go dark, the interior of the truck doing the same without it.

      The place they were parked was a church. The front sign was dimmed for the night. No light passed through the windows. The only distinguishing feature Elyse could see that demarcated their location was a white steeple rising high overhead, a beacon of irony if there ever was one.

      The last street sign she had seen was for Goodlettsville, another of the outer suburbs surrounding the city that she knew by name, but couldn’t remember ever actually going to.

      If he were to hand her the keys or let her out right now, she wasn’t sure she could find her way back without a phone or the help of a stranger.

      All she knew for certain was that it was much darker here than in the city, or even where she lived. Forest seemed to be pushing in from all directions, branches blotting much of the sky from view.

      “You should eat that,” John said, nodding with his chin toward the sack of fast food on the seat between them. Picked up twenty minutes earlier, the trip through the drive-thru had been made with a gun held beneath the flap of the man’s jacket, the barrel pointed directly at her.

      Before entering, he had been explicit about how and where she would be shot if she made a sound or did anything to try and call attention to them. If she even thought of reaching for the door handle.

      Elyse had believed him.

      Taking her to the clinic wasn’t an act of chivalry. Damned sure wasn’t altruism. It wasn’t hard to figure out that the trail from Ronell and his friends to the enormous man at the warehouse to now this guy existed to serve a purpose.

      That purpose was her. The only question at this point was if he was the last stop, or if many more existed before she got where she was going.

      “It’s going to be quite a while before you get anything else,” the man said.

      More questions came to mind, more things that Elyse wished she could ask. Things like how much further they had to go. Why he still had her. Why he hadn’t eaten anything.

      Why they were now sitting in a church parking lot, fielding cryptic phone calls, seemingly waiting for something to happen.

      “Eat,” the man hissed, his voice rising, bits of anger seeping into it.

      A tremor passed through Elyse. Her bottom lip quivered. Moisture threatened to spring forth.

      Just as fast, it slipped away.

      The last thing she felt like doing was eating, the mere smell of grease enough to make her stomach turn. But she also couldn’t be foolish.

      Not now. Not with so much still left unknown.
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      Both already dressed for the evening – black suits and ties offset by white shirts – Sirr Asai and Paco stood on either end of the bank of windows outlining their office. From the third floor of the expansive home, it afforded a perfect view out over the grounds, the manicured lawn lit up by the beckoning light within the home.

      Along one side, a pale driveway knifed through the property, ending in a turnabout just feet from the entrance. In the center of it stood a concrete fountain, a wide fan of water rising from it. Framing either side of the stairs leading up to the door were ice sculptures more than five feet in height, twin dragons with mouths open and tails curled behind them.

      Yet another in the litany of small flourishes, things that wouldn’t be missed if they weren’t there, but were definitely noticed since they were.

      A couple of hundred yards away, they could see the airstrip sitting perpendicular to the home, the red landing lights lining it already on and flashing. In the far corner of the spread was the small hangar that served it, the interior shining bright as well.

      “You taking the plane?” Asai asked without casting a glance over to Paco.

      “Yeah,” Paco replied. “I just spoke to Kuntzman. He’s taking the girl to a small private strip in Goodlettsville. I’m going to meet him there.”

      Asai didn’t have the slightest idea where Goodlettsville was. He imagined it was every bit as tiny and derelict as it sounded, though he didn’t press it.

      He was just glad Paco had managed to arrange the swap without Kuntzman or his mustachioed cohort arriving in person.

      Nothing killed a good party faster than a damn delivery truck showing up at the wrong time and overstaying their welcome.

      “ETA?” Asai asked.

      “I’m meeting him at nine,” Paco said. “Be back here by quarter after. The girl will be ready in time.”

      Of that, Asai had no doubt. And really not a great amount of concern either way. Like the ice sculptures downstairs, he had a feeling that she wouldn’t be missed too much. The list of ladies and other distractions they had on hand was already quite extensive.

      One more wouldn’t be a great loss.

      But her presence could be enough to put things over the top, the man that had requested her both quite influential and quite specific in what he wanted. The fact that he was the head of a major auto manufacturer that had recently relocated to the area didn’t seem to bother him much.

      Even less the wife and three young children he was leaving at home for the evening.

      Sometimes, what Asai did for a living was almost too easy.

      “I talked to Tracee,” Asai said. “She’s been given instructions on how to handle the girl. She’ll be ready and waiting for your arrival.”

      Grunting softly, Paco bobbed his head. His focus on the grounds below, Asai watched as he worked his way over the perimeter, checking his posted guards, even if he couldn’t see them from their current vantage.

      Sending him after the girl wasn’t ideal, but it had to be done.

      Raising his left wrist, Paco checked the time. Dropping it into place, he looked to Asai and said, “I’ll be back in less than an hour, here before the guests start to arrive.”
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      There was no alarm, at least not one that was audible. Most likely a decision made for the same reason the exterior of the building was painted plain white, the gravel beds and roll top doors all kept pristine.

      Anything otherwise would draw attention.

      No matter what the buildings such as the youth outreach down the street had scrawled across them, if the warehouse the S-2 called home was without a marker, the police had no reason to give it any special attention. Just like if there was no audible bell clanging as I slid through the front door, no neighbors or people passing by would have reason to look in.

      But that didn’t mean there wasn’t some form of announcement going off deep within the bowels of the place, alerting everybody present that they had been breached.

      Aware that I now had two simultaneous clocks to be cognizant of – one for Pally, the other for whoever was waiting inside – I turned my body sideways and slid through the impromptu gate. Careful to lift my exposed calves past any jagged edges, I stepped inside, my feet crunching against the loose collection of glass dotting the floor.

      Browning held at the ready, I drew in deep breaths. Sweat streamed down my face, a combination of my run and the adrenaline pulsating through me.

      Just as I had at the Bernstein home, I started by doing a quick survey of the place. Beginning on the far left, I made a long pass to the opposite end, moving fast, looking for any obvious signs of life.

      When that turned up nothing, I went back in the opposite direction, my pace much slower, focusing on any spots where someone might be hiding.

      Seeing nothing, I moved forward, crossing one foot over the other. Beneath me, the small tile foyer gave way to thin gray carpet, the covering eliminating the sound of the glass beneath my feet, swallowing any noise I might make as I proceeded.

      Before me, rows of desks were arranged to either side, a wide walkway pushed straight out from the door. Three to a side, five desks were arranged in each one, a total of thirty covering the space. All plain white with gray chairs, the pale color scheme made the room much lighter than I had anticipated.

      Along the back wall, I could see a copier and printer to the left, a small counter area with coffee pot and microwave opposite it.

      My head on a swivel, I walked forward to the closest desk. Easing up alongside it, I kept the Browning pointed toward the back of the room, alternating my glance between the open doorway and the workstation beside me.

      Bending my knees slightly, I slid open the top drawer, finding exactly what I had suspected.

      Absolutely nothing.

      The room was just as I figured upon first seeing the place. Staged to give the appearance of a working office, the space was laid out more like an old-time typing pool than a functional workspace. Despite the abundance of furniture filling the room, there was precious little that would actually lend any believability, the bare minimum put into keeping up the façade.

      On the desks were no more than a handful of monitors, none of them connected to anything. Not a single piece of paper was visible anywhere. Ditto for trash cans.

      In the air was the scent of dust and paint.

      Using the tail of my shirt, I wiped my print from the metal handle on the drawer before rising to full height. Increasing my pace, I jogged forward, pushing hard toward the back of the room. Aiming for the left side of the open doorway, I pressed my shoulder tight against it. Using it to brace my weight, I slid to a knee.

      Waiting, I counted off ten seconds, my ears straining, listening hard for the slightest sound.

      As best I could tell, there was nothing.

      Leading with the Browning, I cupped the base of it with my free hand. Leaning out into the hall, I peered the length of it.

      The first thing my mind registered was the extreme shift in design. While the front was carpeted and painted, meant to be presentable should anybody peer through the front door, no such care had been given to the inner hall.

      Polished concrete comprised the floor, overhead light flashing off it. The walls were plain block. Bare fluorescent bulbs ran parallel to it, positioned every twenty feet or so, long shadows filling the gaps in between.

      The second thing to hit me was that the path I was on ended abruptly at the far end of the hall, the wall forming a T. Covering the black back there was scads of gang graffiti, the color and design matching what I saw while meeting with Simpkins earlier.

      Clearly, I was in the right place.

      The third was the fact that not a soul was present. Nor were there any doorways or anyplace for somebody to be hiding.

      The smallest breath of air passed through my lips, pushing a droplet of sweat away from me. Based on what I saw from the road, the building was the length and depth of a square block. Given the distance I’d already traveled through the front office, this hallway looked to extend another twenty yards or more.

      That would put me halfway through.

      If Elyse was inside, the number of places she could be stowed was fast dwindling. As were the spots that the S-2 could be lying in wait.

      Pushing up off my toes, I rose to full height. Gun held at the ready, I slipped from the office into the hallway, using the wall as a guide. Raising my pace to a trot, I moved as fast as prudence would allow, careful that my running shoes didn’t make a sound against the floor.

      From one end to the other took no more than ten seconds, my heart rate rising with each step. By the time I got there, the back of my shirt was matted to my skin, my breathing shallow, coming in short spasms.

      When I had made raids like this in the past, it was always as part of a team. At least two others were riding shotgun with me, all of us trained, equally committed to protecting one another.

      Between use, there would be four or more guns. Various explosives. Kevlar vests. Pally on the earpiece providing whatever data was needed.

      Now, there was only me, each step taking me deeper into the inner sanctum of an organization known to dabble in grand theft auto, peddling drugs, and a host of other things.

      Chief among them, snatching young girls like my niece.

      This might be choppy. It might be foolish. It might be the last thing I ever do.

      But there’s no way in hell I’m stopping now.

      The rough texture of the concrete block dug into my exposed bicep and forearm as I pressed tight against it. Once more I cocked an ear, listening. Hearing just the faintest sound coming from the left, I leaned out into the hallway, peering toward the right, making sure I wasn’t being lured out before looking in the opposite direction.

      At the end of the hall stood a set of double doors, both closed tight, bare metal stretched across the width of the hallway. Halfway there, a trapezoid of light extended across the floor, splashed over the concrete and illuminating the opposite wall.

      Again, I could see nobody, nothing save the dense collection of colorful imagery covering every square inch of wall space.

      Glancing back to the right, the hall dead-ended fifteen yards away, a solid block wall keeping anybody from going further. Along either side were a handful of doors, all made of metal, all shut tight.

      Any one of which would have made a sufficient holding cell. Checking each of them would take time I didn’t have, would require tools that weren’t available.

      All I did have was the belief that if she was being held, there would be a guard standing watch.

      Thus far, the only indication that anybody was around was the faint sound of voices to my left. Sounding like a small crowd, they ebbed and flowed from one moment to the next, as if watching a sporting event.

      Or something much worse.

      Sensing the clock rush ever forward, I slipped out into the hallway, my pulse continuing to rise. One step at a time, I pushed forward, flicking my gaze between the doors and the splash of light on the opposite wall.

      Every inch I progressed caused the voices to rise. If forced to guess, I would peg the total at well over a dozen, the cacophony sounding as if most of the S-2 role was present on the other side.

      The gun I held contained thirteen rounds. I hadn’t bothered bringing the other one, it stowed away in the SUV, for the simple reason that I wouldn’t be able to carry them both simultaneously, unable to be jogging through the streets with two loaded weapons bouncing against my back.

      If the doors were to burst open, I would mow down the first few before they even knew I was here. After that, it would be a contest to see if I could get back to the front door before they overtook me, their numbers overwhelming any suppression fire I might put down.

      Less than ideal, but like so much else throughout the last two days, it was the best I had.

      Turning my shoulders parallel to the hall, I slowed my pace. Sidling up along the door standing open, I again checked the light on the opposite wall, looking for any shadows. Blotting out the sounds coming from the opposite side of the door, I listened for anything going on within.

      Hearing nothing, I lowered myself to a crouch. Extending the gun before me, I spun into the room, keeping my upper body square as I turned into the doorway.

      Nowhere did I see Elyse before me.

      What I did find was a decent enough alternative.
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      The first punch, Ronell was able to dodge. Telegraphed as a big looping right, he dropped into a crouch, slipping past it. As the hand sailed over his head, he shot an elbow into the man’s ribs, pushing him against the side of the Honda.

      The muffled grunt of his hitting square against it echoed out, followed a moment later by the hollow thud of Joey taking a punch and going down hard.

      Making no effort to even look back, Ronell pushed forward. Raising his left arm, he parried a punch coming in, raising his fist to fire back. His arm drawn tight to his shoulder, he snapped it forward, a piston aimed at the exposed bridge of a nose.

      It never got there.

      The group got to him in a rush, the sheer mass of bodies overtaking him. Engulfing him, they tossed him to the ground, his exposed shoulder blades smacking hard against the concrete.

      A tangle of arms pinned him down, each person pressing down on him with one hand, lashing out at him in wicked blows with the other.

      With his arms outstretched to either side like a crucifix, there was nothing he could do. Writhing to either side, he twisted as far as his captive position would allow, his eyes pinched shut tight.

      A vicious right smashed into the side of his cheek, rocking a tooth loose. The taste of blood passed over his tongue, the salty brine sliding back down his throat.

      Following right behind it was a looping left hook, a hard swipe that landed just above the temple. On contact, a dull ringing sounded out in his head, settling in his ears, the force of it rocketing his face in the opposite direction.

      With his head turned to the side, he looked back the length of the car, raising his gaze just long enough to see another group clustered around Joey. On their feet, the group took turns shuffling forward, lashing out at him with the toe of their shoes or raising their foot and stomping straight down.

      On the ground between them was Joey’s pasty form. His arms tucked up over his head, he lay inert, making no effort to fight them off. Blood stained his pale torso and leaked through the bandage on his side, speckling the concrete beneath him.

      It was all Ronell could see before another blow shot straight into him, oversized knuckles smashing his lips against his top row of teeth. Turning the strip of flesh to pulp, blood filled his mouth, spurting down over his bottom lip.

      Pain erupted the length of his body, shots coming in at his ribs, his knees, even his groin.

      Tears welled in his eyes, his body’s natural response to the pain receptors going off in a dozen different places.

      This was not right. This was not how these things were supposed to be. The idea was to throw a few punches, to draw some blood, to see how hard a potential recruit was.

      This was well beyond that. This bordered on savagery, people with a point to prove and angst to burn.

      Fear hurtled through Ronell as again he tried to turn his head to the side. Parting his blood-soaked lips, he called, “Jamal!”

      The word barely made it out before a pair of shots came crashing down on him. One to the neck and another to his solar plexus, lights erupting before his eyes, the air expelled from his body.

      This was so much worse than anything he’d ever gotten from his stepfather. So much more than he would have ever thought imaginable.

      “Jamal!” he called again.

      “Shut up,” a man grunted above him, punctuating the command by raising his foot and mashing it down on Ronell’s extended hand. Under the weight of the heavy rubber tread, the thin metacarpals disintegrated, more than a half-dozen breaks that immediately sent more pain running the length of his arm.

      A howl rolled up from his diaphragm as he managed to jerk his hand free. Drawing it to his chest, he rolled over onto his side, curling his body as tight as he could.

      Blood leaked from the corner of his mouth and down from his nose, forming small pools on the ground beneath him as he lay there, fighting for air.

      He didn’t try again to look to Joey or call Jamal. There was no point. His friends were already in a bad state before they arrived. No way they weren’t much worse than him right now.

      He just hoped they were alive. That whatever point the S-2 was trying to make was done.

      The message had been received.

      One after another, the blows continued to pour over him. They pounded at each exposed inch of skin, lashing at every appendage.

      Until, without warning, they stopped.
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      From deep inside what was essentially a large concrete block, I didn’t know what kind of reception I might have, but it didn’t matter. Sliding the phone from the drawstring bag lying on the table beside me, I pulled up the most recent call in my log and hit send.

      Holding it before me, I stared at the half-bar of reception I had, hoping it would connect, waiting what felt like an eternity as the device searched for the required signal.

      As I did so, the bank of monitors stretched out on the wall before me continued to display what was going on behind the double doors, the source of the noise I could hear from the hallway.

      Like an old-time silent movie, the scene played out in black and white, a visual like few things I’d ever seen in my life.

      “Hawk,” Pally said, his voice sounding faint and far away.

      “I don’t know how strong this connection is,” I said, “so I need to be fast. Call the cops and get them here now.”

      “You found her?” There was not a moment’s pause in the delivery of the question, nor was there a single change in his voice inflection.

      “No.”

      A quick trip through the vast space I was now standing in had revealed a lot of things. An apartment that looked like it was designed for a giant, the bed and furniture all oversized, the clothes strewn around the floor sized XXXXL. A kitchenette in the corner that had last been cleaned when Obama was still president.

      A small office area replete with visitor seating and a computer, a pair of cell phones sitting atop the desk.

      Otherwise, there was nothing of use written anywhere, the place void of paper, much like the fake office set up out front. The screen on the desk was dark, the time and effort it would take me to call it to life and dig around more than I could afford.

      The bank of monitors I was now standing in front of showing the video feeds coming in from every spot on the grounds.

      More than a dozen in total, they were arranged in two even rows, their combined screens stretched more than six feet in either direction. All flat screens, they lay flush against the wall, showing various visuals from around the compound.

      The top left corner was completely black, no doubt the incoming feed from the front entrance camera I had spray painted earlier. A handful of others showed depictions from the outside, the world dark and quiet, no signs of movement about.

      The remaining screens were all from the interior of the space, a litany of rooms and angles displayed.

      Not that I needed them, every last member of the S-2 crammed into the middle two screens on the bottom.

      “She’s not here,” I said. “I’m looking at the camera feed for the whole place. There’s not a single female here, doesn’t look like there ever was.”

      Pally paused a moment, considering what I’d said. “But you still want the cops?”

      My focus tightened, zeroing in on the screens at the bottom of the spread.

      The space looked to be a garage of some sort. Wide and open, it was where I guessed the part of the operation that Simpkins had mentioned specialized in stripping stolen cars took place.

      Not that one could tell to look at it now. Every bit of mechanical equipment had been pulled away, leaving behind not so much as a hammer or air wrench.

      In their stead was nothing but the open floor, benches lining it, each of them covered in flickering candles of various sizes.

      Moving about under the uneven glow, there looked to be around fifteen members of the S-2. All with shirts off, they were sweaty, their bare skin flashing under the pale light. Clustered into three tight groups, their attention was aimed at the ground. Taking turns, the men flung punches or lashed out with their feet, their targets completely hidden from view.

      At the head of the room stood the man whose home I now stood in. Looking every bit as large as his clothing and furnishings would indicate, he stood with arms crossed, his folded limbs resting atop a prodigious midsection, tattoos sprinkled liberally across his skin.

      Beside him stood a munchkin-sized counterpart in matching arm and headbands, the pair the only two men that weren’t taking an active part in the beating going on before them.

      “Looks like an initiation ritual or something,” I said. “They’ve got what I’m guessing are the three kids that snatched Elyse pinned down, are beating the holy hell out of them.”

      If that’s in fact what it was, there wouldn’t be enough to put the S-2 behind the bars. They would likely claim it was a common part of their culture, the decision to participate completely voluntary. The three boys under all that mass of humanity would refuse to press charges.

      All parties would be right back here by the end of the week.

      I didn’t give a damn. I felt for Pete Simpkins, and I damned sure wanted these bastards to pay for the role they had played in what had happened to my niece, but right now she was the most important thing.

      She wasn’t here, which meant I needed to be moving on to wherever she might be.

      And doing so without having to look over my shoulder for these guys the rest of the way could only make things that much easier.

      “How long do you need?” Pally asked.

      For another moment, I stood and watched the display on the screen. Of the three groups, two were already slowing, their attack reduced to a few errant blows, their target lying prone and motionless.

      The center cluster seemed to be the only one still going strong, a half-dozen men flailing with everything they had, smears of blood on their knuckles visible even within the shades of gray I could see.

      “Call them right now,” I said. “I’m leaving and heading straight back to my ride. By the time they get here, I’ll be in the wind.”
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      Ronell Brinks was beyond pain. He was past the point where each blow resonated with him, where he could taste blood in his mouth or feel the broken bones in his fingers.

      Instead, there was only numbness. A systemic feeling that permeated every part of him, putting him into a state of detachment. A place where he could hear a faint buzz in his ears, could feel his corporeal connection lifting.

      Why the blows had stopped, he wasn’t sure. Where his friends were or what state they were in, he had no idea.

      What he did know was that this wasn’t right. They were well past the point of a simple initiation, beyond anything he’d ever seen or even heard of before.

      He had messed up. That much was now clear. What he had thought was a show of initiative had crossed a line. He had offended those in control, and now he and his friends were being made an example of.

      Rolling his head to the side, Ronell tried to peer to the right. He attempted to look to Joey, to see if he was still alive, if his chest rose and fell even a tiny bit.

      But he could see nothing. The gashes that had opened over his eyebrows allowed blood to rush down into his eyes, blinding him in a curtain of red.

      There was only haze, the darkened sanguineous hue of failure.

      If he had it to do again, he wouldn’t have touched the girl. He’d have snatched the keys the instant she pressed the key fob, the parking lights flashing. He would have waved the gun, would have scared them both, might have even given them a few good licks to make sure they didn’t call the police until he was well on his way.

      But he wouldn’t have taken her. He wouldn’t have tried to press the orders. Wouldn’t have forced his friends to be involved, holding her at the house, bringing them here tonight.

      He would have played by the rules.

      Not that such a revelation now did him any good, the clarity of hindsight providing nothing more than guilt and self-loathing.

      His cracked and broken lips parted slightly, his mouth gaping like a fish. Barely able to draw in air, he attempted to call for his friends, the faintest of sounds passing from him.

      Twice he tried pressing his fingertips into the floor, willing himself to move, but it was no use. The group had been thorough. His body was destroyed beyond functionality.

      “You’ve got grit, I’ll give you that.”

      With the buzzing in his ears, the singular focus of his mind, Ronell hadn’t heard Big Man approach. He hadn’t realized that anybody was even close to him. At the sound of his voice, Ronell stopped his attempt at moving forward. The sound he was making fell away.

      Still, he kept his head turned to the right, there being no point in looking over. It wasn’t like he could see. Not as if looking at Big Man would change what was about to happen in the slightest.

      “Not a damn lick of sense, but you’ve got grit.”

      Again, Ronell felt his lips move slightly. Blood spatter dripped from them, rolling off his chin, hitting his throat and rolling over his bare collarbones.

      No sound escaped.

      “You don’t have to worry about them anymore,” Big Man said, as if sensing the question that was about to be asked. “They’re gone, just like you’ll soon be.”

      Ronell felt his eyes close. The blood that had collected in them streaked down to either side, red tears staining his cheeks.

      His breathing slowed. The ringing in his ears grew fainter.

      All he had wanted was a place to belong. A group of men to stand beside him, to have his back, to ensure shit like what his stepfather had done never occurred again.

      A way to feel powerful. A standing in the community. A reason for people to look at him a certain way when he walked down the street.

      “And let this be a lesson to all of you,” Big Man said, his tone changing, adding bass, as he addressed the crowd. “The rules exist for a reason. Break them and we break you.”

      The words were a bit much, but they weren’t wrong. He had gone off script, had thought he saw a shortcut, and had brought heat down on the organization as a result.

      What was happening was to be expected. He just couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen it before, had so willingly walked into it.

      One last time, Ronell felt his head roll to the side. He felt the cool of the floor against his cheek, felt the warmth of bone marrow as it leaked from his broken bones, numbing his system.

      He never felt Big Man’s heel as it crashed into his neck, breaking it clean on contact.
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      Pally had done exactly as promised. I could hear sirens wailing in the background as I pulled away from the curb, pushing the nose of the SUV back toward the freeway. On the passenger seat beside me was the drawstring bag, heavy a pair of cell phones.

      Wanting to put as much distance as possible between myself and the S-2 warehouse before stopping to go to work on them, I retraced my route from earlier in the day. Climbing onto the freeway, I worked south, looping away from west Nashville.

      On the support poles arching over the road, I could see names of roads and suburbs I’d never heard of passing by. Routes toward places such as Smyrna or Brentwood bled past. Nothing more than names to me as they disappeared overhead, I kept the speedometer pinned at sixty-five.

      Leaning forward over the wheel, I gripped it in both hands, feeling my heart rate slow. In a few minutes, the adrenaline in my system would start to seep out as well, taking both energy and motor function with it.

      Unless I did something to stem it before things got that far.

      Drifting a lane to the right, I watched as a square sign along the road announced the various hotel offerings appearing at the next exit. Seeing a good handful of recognizable names, I pushed over another lane, trusting that if there were that many housing options, the thing I really needed would be next in order.

      True to form, the announcements for a small cluster of fast food restaurants appeared a moment later.

      Nudging the nose of the SUV off the freeway, I exited onto a four-lane street, orange sodium lights every fifteen feet bathing the world in a tangerine hue. Glancing in either direction, I opted against the Chik-Fil-A to my left, instead turning toward the McDonald’s on my right.

      A decision that was made entirely based on the number of cars sitting in their respective parking lots.

      Right now, I needed a few minutes to make a couple of phone calls, something that would draw a lot less attention in a place with three times as many patrons.

      Going straight for the drive-thru, I ordered a large coffee and a large ice water, needing one to keep my physiology spiked, the other to make sure my body functioned despite the extreme amount of stress I was placing it under.

      A moment later, I gave a kid with shaggy hair and droopy eyes a buck to cover the drinks before looping around and settling into a spot in the back.

      Somehow in the course of my trip to the warehouse, more than an hour and a half had slipped past. Fast approaching nine o’clock, the sky above had a kind of washed-out tint, the faint glow of the city blocking all else from view.

      No stars, not even the moon that just two nights before had seemed so big and bright as I walked along the bank of the Gibbons River.

      Not a chance in hell could anybody get me to live in a city again.

      Shoving the gearshift into park, I popped the top on the coffee, downing a quarter of it in a single pull, feeling the warm liquid as it slid down my throat. Pausing, I drew in a deep breath, hoping the aroma alone would be enough to keep my body thrumming until the caffeine kicked in, before taking a second drink.

      Setting it aside, I reached across, grabbing up the bag from the passenger seat. Pulling the top open, I fished past the assortment of items in the bottom, grabbing up a trio of phones and dropping them into my lap.

      The first was my own, a very basic model that fit easily into the palm of my hand, a couple of inches wide and twice that in length.

      The other two were much larger, by comparison, each with screens almost twice as large. Both with heavy protective coverings on the back of them, one was black, an orange block T for the University of Tennessee in the center of it. The other was neon green, a single solid color free of design or insignia.

      It wasn’t hard to figure out who the pair likely belonged to.

      Starting with my phone, I thumbed it to life, the screen bright in the darkened interior of the SUV. Hitting two quick buttons, I pulled my call log up on screen before punching in my most recent contact.

      Pally’s voice appeared a moment later.

      “I take it you made it out okay.”

      Not a question. Definitely a statement.

      “I did, and thank you,” I said.

      “I also take it you didn’t leave without nabbing at least something to point you on your way.”

      Again, a statement.

      “Two phones,” I said, “taken right off the desk of the main guy while he and his brood were out committing attempted murder.”

      “Anything in them?” he asked.

      “I don’t know yet,” I said. Without another word, I dropped the phone on my left thigh, the call timer still up on screen and counting. Shifting my attention to the opposite leg, I grabbed up the phone with the Tennessee sticker, pressing a button along the side.

      On cue, the faceplate lit up, a picture of the S-2 graffiti scribbled across the wall in the building I’d just exited serving as the backdrop.

      “It’s asking for a password.”

      “Try 1111.”

      Doing as instructed, the keypad on screen remained in place, again asking me for the entry code. “Nothing.”

      “1234.”

      Once more, I typed in the numbers, watching as this time the display dissolved, a bevy of icons replacing it.

      “I’ll be damned,” I whispered.

      “Two most common passwords on the planet,” Pally said, a tinge of disgust lining his words. “Kind of defeats the purpose, wouldn’t you say?”

      Nodding in agreement, I didn’t bother responding aloud. My focus went straight to the screen as I scrolled through, seeing most of the basic things on the home page, a handful of others I had never heard of.

      iTunes. Pandora. Youtube.

      Some things called Waze. Uber Eats. Tinder.

      Swiping past them, my gaze skimmed over everything, landing on his messaging center. Scrolling through it, I saw dozens of entries all file past, each with a name assigned to it, most of the messages completely benign.

      Comments about a ball game. Or a car. Or telling someone to bring him dinner.

      Nothing about Elyse. Or a meeting. Or anything even remotely close to what I might need.

      Outside, a trio of young girls spilled out of the McDonald’s. Not much older than Elyse, they fell against each other as they walked, all holding paper cups, their hair spilling down over their faces.

      Oblivious to my sitting there – or even the world around them – they piled into the car, the front headlights popping on a moment later.

      As clear an indicator as could exist that time was slipping by. That already my niece had been moved twice. That there would be no more than three.

      Feeling my core pull tight, I exited the messaging bank and went into the recent call log. Much like the messaging center, there was a lengthy list of names filed in chronological order, none of them meaning a damn thing to me.

      Which meant it was time to start fishing.

      “Okay,” I said, raising my voice slightly to be heard over the speakerphone, “how long would it take you to track down his most recent calls?”

      “Assuming they’re legit numbers and not burners?” Pally replied. “About five seconds each.”

      If he was offended by the question, he did nothing to show it.

      Nodding to his response, I thought for a moment, considering what he’d said, what it might mean.

      Odds were, someone involved with something like snatching and transporting young girls probably would insist on using burners. They would want nothing connecting them, no matter how tenuous.

      A fact that wasn’t good, considering every entry in the phone was assigned.

      “Alright, I’m going to start rattling off every number he’s talked to in the last forty-eight hours. We’re just going to have to hope that whoever he might have contacted does enough business with them to be stored.”

      “Go when ready.”
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      Amber Denman’s feet hurt. The shoes she’d grabbed on the way out the night before weren’t the best for arch support, and the pair that Josh had grabbed her on his quick run to the house for clothes and supplies wasn’t much better.

      Thinking she would be better off in a pair of running shoes, he had mistakenly grabbed the ones from the garage, the broken down sneakers she saved solely for gardening or bathing the dog in the backyard.

      Not that she could bring herself to say as much. As taxing as the last couple of days had been, she knew he was trying. That his run home had been for her benefit more than his own.

      That seeing his son laid up, having to sit and think about his daughter still out there somewhere, was absolutely killing him.

      A fact that was apparent by the look on his face, his brow furrowed, a web of crow’s feet perched at the corners of his eyes. Leaning forward in the small chair he sat in, only the bottom few inches of his backside even touched the molded plastic. The rest of his weight was balanced forward, elbows resting on his knees.

      Between his hands was clutched a copy of Eric’s favorite book, Josh reading it to him before their son drifted off without warning a few moments prior.

      Quite possibly the first time anybody had ever fallen asleep in the middle of a Game of Thrones novel.

      Standing in the corner, Amber let the walls on either side of her support her weight. Rocking her head back, she lay her skull against the drywall, her focus glazing as she stared straight ahead.

      Little by little, Eric was improving. The splint on his nose was still an eyesore, and most of his shoulder and chest were both buried beneath gauze bandages. Months of rehab and physical therapy awaited.

      But he was improving.

      Resting in such a position, her thoughts well into the future, Amber didn’t hear her phone. She barely even registered as Josh looked up from the bed and turned her direction.

      Not until he spoke did she actually hear it, his voice bringing her back to the surface.

      “Hon! Your phone.”

      Snapping herself awake, Amber used her shoulders to lever herself up from the wall. Patting down her torso, she passed her splayed fingertips against her blazer and thighs before reaching behind her and extracting the phone from her back pocket.

      Holding it up before her, she saw a string of digits staring back at her, recognizing the number in an instant.

      “Hawk,” she said, turning toward the door. In her wake, she heard Josh mumble something, his words falling away as she stepped out into the hallway.

      Glancing to her right, she looked down the length of the intensive care ward, most activity having slowed for the night. Along either side, many of the lights had been extinguished, a single orderly pushing a cart and an elderly couple leaning against each other, deep in sleep, the only people around.

      Turning to the left, Amber strode for the window spread the length of the hall, walking directly up to it, her own reflection staring back at her as she pressed the phone to her ear.

      “Hawk.”

      “Have the police contacted you yet?”

      No preamble of any kind. No greeting or introduction in the slightest.

      Cutting straight to it, Amber felt her breath catch, a hand rising to her throat. “Oh, Jesus.”

      “No,” Hawk replied, jumping in before her fears could go any further. “No no no. She hasn’t been found, it’s nothing like that.”

      Letting the air slide from her lungs, Amber felt her body rock forward at the waist. Her shoulders slouched, her free hand falling from her neck to her knee, bracing her upper body.

      “Jesus Christ, Hawk. You scared the shit out of me.”

      On the other end, there was no response. No offer of apology. No attempt to redirect.

      Instead, he merely waited, the sounds of the road providing the backdrop, easily heard over the speakerphone.

      “No,” she said, making no effort to hide the agitation she felt. “They haven’t called me. Why? Should they?”

      “They might,” Hawk said. “Depends on how desperate they are for some good news.”

      Amber’s lips moved imperceptibly as she repeated what had been said. On the second listen, the meaning behind it clicked into place, her eyebrows rising.

      “So there was nothing there.”

      “No sign of Elyse,” Hawk replied. “Whether she’d been there or not, I can’t speculate.”

      Folding an arm over her torso, Amber turned her back to the window. She rested her weight against it, feeling the cool press through her clothes, her mouth drawing into a tight line.

      Too many times she’d heard about the dangers of letting the forty-eight-hour window pass, a figure they were now square up against. All afternoon she’d been reading accounts online of how child abduction cases worked, about the process that law enforcement followed in bringing them home.

      In almost every one that ended successfully, there was a request for ransom. Or at least a viable reason the person had been grabbed.

      Money. Revenge. Political sway. Something that would provide context, giving responders a place to start looking.

      None of that was the case here. The detective had stood in the room two halls over and basically said that they were unlikely targets. That the nabbing of their daughter made little sense.

      They offered precious little that anybody might actually want.

      Raising her foot, she snapped it back, mashing her heel into the hall. Flakes of drywall chipped away under the contact, speckling the floor around her.

      Extending it a second time, she brought it back again, feeling a divot begin to form.

      “Son of a bitch,” she whispered. Shaking her head, she cast aside the thoughts she’d been having, asking, “Did you...?”

      “No,” Hawk replied, “but I didn’t have to.”

      Her eyes narrowing, Amber asked, “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, they were taking care of it for us when I arrived. That’s how I was able to slip in and out unnoticed.”

      Not quite sure what that meant, Amber decided against pressing it. Her chief concern right now was on finding Elyse.

      If that hadn’t yet happened, there was no need to linger on extraneous details.

      “Where are you now?” she asked.

      “South of the city, not far from Vanderbilt,” he said. “On the way out, I snatched the S-2 leader’s cell phone. My guy is now running down all the numbers to see who he talked to.”

      It wasn’t a lot, but it was something. “And then?”

      “And once I have a location, I’m going to go pay them a visit,” Hawk replied, his voice so quiet it was barely audible.

      In his voice was a hint of a steel, the sound matching the feeling Amber had been carrying around for most of the afternoon.

      “I hope when you get there you do a hell of a lot more than that.”

      Almost a full minute passed, the only sound the tires of his SUV rolling along the highway.

      “I’ll keep you posted.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Of everything John Kuntzman did, this was the part he hated the most.

      The career path he had chosen was unconventional, to say the least. Priding himself as a self-aware man, he knew that. Was certain that many probably considered what he did and the manner in which he did it immoral, if not a thousand other adjectives, all worse than the one before it.

      None of that really bothered him. Growing up in a doublewide on a dusty swath of ground no larger than a postage stamp in west Texas, Kuntzman had watched his parents struggle for everything they had. He’d seen his father rise before dawn each morning and drive out to the biggest ranch in the area, working the fields like a common Mexican hand, returning after dark with barely a few dollars to show for it.

      Decades before, he had vowed that he would rise above that. He would be like the man that handed his father that pittance, riding around in a fancy truck, dressing like he was about to enter a board meeting.

      And now, so much time later, he was. He owned a sweeping corner penthouse suite overlooking Nashville. He had a small fleet of automobiles. Enough money that he could retire today and be just fine.

      People in town knew his name. They called and asked him to donate to charitable causes, invited him to attend public functions.

      Of course, none of them really knew what he did, but that was hardly the point. He had made it. He had arrived, and he was enjoying all the trappings that came with it.

      But he still despised moments like this. Instances where he had to get a little closer than he would like. Had to share the same space, breathe the same air with those that made it possible.

      According to the file Big Man had sent over, the girl sitting beside him was sixteen, but up close, she looked even younger. Her skin was smooth, almost porcelain, not a single wrinkle or line on it. Her eyes were wide, unable to hide the fear she felt.

      Every so often she would emit a sound – a sniffle, an involuntary tremor, a quick intake of air – that relayed how terrified she was.

      Not that she didn’t have reason to be.

      But that still didn’t mean he wanted to sit and hear it.

      The small airstrip he was parked beside resembled the fairway on a golf course, a single stretch of grass clipped close, extended out in a straight line, more than a hundred yards in length. Along either side was a handful of small orange lights, the glowing dots the only thing to demarcate the place for what it was.

      Otherwise, the spot looked just like a million others in the area, a grassy meadow sitting a few miles beyond the reach of the city sprawl.

      Parked with the front grille just off the edge of the strip, Kuntzman waited, flicking his gaze from the clock on the dash to the sky above, watching for the telltale flicker of a craft coming in on approach.

      In his hand was a Wilson Tactical Carry, the barrel resting on his thigh, aimed directly at the young girl pressed to the opposite window. Beside him sat the remains of a fast food dinner that neither of them had touched, the meal doing little beyond permeate the air with the smells of salt and grease.

      The sound of his phone buzzing punctured the uneasy silence of the cab. Responding only by sliding his gaze from the sky to the device balanced atop the dash, Kuntzman looked at the faceplate, seeing the name that flashed on the screen.

      A feeling of dread rippled through his stomach, a small sigh crossing his lips as he extended his free hand and snatched up the phone.

      “Yeah?”

      Answering in front of the girl wasn’t ideal, but right now it was the best he could do. No chance would he step out and leave her inside.

      And it wasn’t like anything she might now hear would change her position in the slightest.

      “Where are you?” Detective Ben Russo asked, his voice lower than usual, almost a hiss.

      “At the airstrip,” Kuntzman replied, annoyance spiking in him at the question, and the insinuation underlying it. “Why? Where are you?”

      For a moment, there was no response, the pause no doubt meant to relay a message.

      “West Nashville,” Russo replied. He let it sit there for an instant, adding nothing else, leaving it long enough for Kuntzman to compute what he was saying.

      “How bad?” Kuntzman asked.

      “Very,” Russo replied. “Squad cars arrived half an hour ago to find your boys had been having some sort of initiation ritual. They went too far. Three men were killed.”

      Feeling his eyes slide shut for a moment, Kuntzman squeezed the phone in his hand.

      No matter what Russo claimed, the S-2 wasn’t his boys, though he had worked with them enough to respect what they did. And to trust them when they called with something like the girl now sitting beside him.

      Finding an able replacement would take time.

      And that was after considering the more obvious question.

      “Are they on to us?”

      “No,” Russo said. “The place is pretty well scrubbed, but like I told you before, the girl needs to disappear.”

      “Like I said, we’re at the airstrip now,” Kuntzman said. “Any moment now.”

      “Good.”

      Considering things for a moment, Kuntzman asked, “How they handling it?”

      “How do you think?” Russo scoffed. “Officers rushed in and found eighteen shirtless men standing over three dead boys. Every single one has been placed into custody. Prosecutors are being in called in as we speak.”

      Shoving a loud breath out through his nose, Kuntzman muttered, “Shit.”

      Prosecutors meant charges. They meant threats being lobbed and deals being struck.

      Big Man would never roll on him. Same with Peanut. That much he knew. The others, he couldn’t be so sure of.

      Always he had insisted on dealing in cash, on never putting anything in writing, but that didn’t mean that people hadn’t seen him around the place. Every one of those guys had eyes and ears, could be capable of almost anything if they thought it might save their own ass.

      “You?” he asked.

      “What the hell do you think?” Russo snapped, the condescension in his voice climbing higher still, a rare curse finding its way in. “I was about to feed them the OHB.”

      The OHB stood for the Old Hickory Boys, a low-end click that was always up to something, a safe dumping ground they’d used in the past. Meaning that if Russo was looking their direction, someone else must have set them on the S-2.

      “When police arrived, they found a glass panel to the front door had been shattered and the front camera painted over. Looks like the silent alarm was going off, but there wasn’t anybody inside to see it.”

      Raising his face to the sky, Kuntzman took in a sharp breath. In the distance, he could see twin red landing lights come into view, one on either end of a small aircraft, the pair balanced evenly as it came in for the descent.

      “Any idea who it was?”

      “No,” Russo replied, “but like I keep telling you, she needs to disappear.”

      Kuntzman didn’t bother to reply. Snapping the phone shut, he watched as the plane floated closer, preparing to land.
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      The second phone I snagged with the bright green casing was set with a password much more advanced than a basic four number sequence that any toddler could crack. After entering five different variations that Pally told me to, the screen locked down, stating that it would need a mandatory two-hour period to cool off before it could be accessed again.

      Two hours we damned sure didn’t have.

      If Pally was with me, or if I had some way to patch him through directly, there was little question he could have been past the meager preventive measures in moments.

      As it stood, all we had was the device from the larger of the two, the de facto leader of the S-2.

      The man’s name was Philip Gates, though he was known under the simple moniker of Big Man. Thirty-four years old, originally from Decatur, Georgia. In his youth, he had played football for the University of Tennessee, making it as far as a tryout with the NFL before returning home.

      In the years after his sports career ended, he fast took up with the S-2, acquiring a string of arrests for things as ranging as assault to possession. Four different offenses netted him a total of eight months in jail, his last stint occurring six years ago.

      Since then, he’d moved to Nashville, presumably sent up by the S-2 as a part of their expansion package, meant to get the fledgling organization up and running in the new city.

      Based on the meager spread I saw at the warehouse, it looked like things had been slow going, to say the least.

      All of that Pally was able to track down in a matter of minutes, pulling it up on one screen while running the information on the phone numbers I’d given him on others.

      While he’d worked, I’d finished off the coffee and the ice water, both having the desired effect. By the time he began getting information back on the numbers I’d given him, my system was again redlined, bracing for whatever lay ahead.

      Adding to the feeling pushing through me was the picture of Elyse still tucked into the front cupholder, the occasional glance all I needed to provide focus, to keep spurring me onward.

      Leaving Pally on the line, I pulled out of the McDonald’s parking lot and began to head north. Chosen for no other reason than the need to be doing something, to feel like I was going somewhere, I jumped onto I-65, the north-south freeway bisecting the city.

      Setting the cruise control, I fell in with the thin flow of late evening traffic, the city starting to quiet down for the night.

      Following the turns of the Cumberland River, I cruised past a baseball stadium that announced itself as hosting some team known as the Sounders and LP Field, home of the Tennessee Titans. Behind them stood a tight cluster of skyscrapers, office buildings as standard and non-descript as those found in a thousand other towns the world over.

      As I drove, I kept the wheel clenched tight, seeing veins rise along the back of my hands. Flicking my gaze to the passenger seat, I saw the pair of Brownings sitting out and ready, the handle of the baseball bat tucked against the opposite floorboard, the tip still stained red, capped with a plastic bag.

      “Hawk,” Pally said, his voice shattering the solitude of the car.

      Flicking my gaze to it for a moment, I replied, “Still here.”

      “The list you gave me was seven numbers,” Pally said. “Five of those he’d only called once. Three of those are cell phones registered to young ladies in the area, all under the age of twenty-five, presumably groupies for the S-2.”

      Grunting in agreement, I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me.

      “A fourth was a junkyard outside of the city. The fifth was a pizza joint.”

      Again, I grunted. The junkyard would fit with their side operation of stripping and selling cars. The stack of empty boxes and the sheer size of the man explained the pizza place.

      “Okay.”

      “Number six was a private number,” he said. “Guy named Rocco Benson, twenty-seven, from West Nashville. Known member of the S-2, arrested twice before for selling stolen property.”

      Which was a crime reserved for non-living things, items such as cars or their component parts. Most likely also a member of the business associated with that aspect of their enterprise.

      “And finally, lucky number seven,” Pally replied, “is a man named John Kuntzman.”

      The way it was announced, the extra gravitas put on the words, made me lean forward in my seat. Moving up so my chest was just off the wheel, I glanced to the rearview, seeing nothing close as I drifted to the side, positioning myself to make a quick exit if need be.

      “Kuntzman,” I repeated.

      “Yep,” Pally replied. “Forty-five years old, originally from Odessa, Texas. Came to Nashville fourteen years ago, currently lives in a high-rise condo in one of the most auspicious buildings in town.”

      Drawing in a sharp breath, I could feel my core draw tight. “What’s he do for a living?”

      “Not real sure,” Pally replied. “He has an office downtown, is listed as an antique dealer, but has no website, no real footprint at all in the ether detailing any transactions. At least, not any business ones.”

      Not sure exactly what he was getting at, I remained silent. Along my right, a pair of exits slid past, the usual list of food and gas options dwindling, the signage indicating I was pulling away from the thickest of the city.

      “Guy seems to have money, though,” Pally said. “He’s known around town, shows up at all the requisite events-“

      “But nobody knows where it comes from.”

      “And in the last two days he’s spoken to Gates a total of three times,” Pally finished.

      Bit by bit, I could feel vitriol rising within me. Combining with the caffeine I’d just ingested, it set my nerves on end, my senses sharpening.

      “Where is he now?”
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      The man was as different in appearance as possible from the giant that had been waiting for Elyse Denman at the warehouse earlier in the day. While the previous man had been huge, his bulbous stomach bare, skin etched with tattoos, this guy was much smaller. His thick dark was gelled perfectly, matching his dark complexion.

      Wearing a black suit and tie, there was zero wasted movement. No flashy rings or necklaces.

      He stood just a few inches taller than Elyse.

      But he was easily one of the most menacing people she had ever been around.

      Stepping off the fold-out stairwell along the side of the small Raytheon aircraft, he strode across the short expanse of grass, walking directly to the truck. As he did so, he made no effort to extend a hand in greeting. Not the faintest crack of a smile graced his features.

      “Kuntzman,” he said, flicking his eyes to the man Elyse had been riding with before shifting his attention to her.

      “Paco,” John replied, his voice steeped in either respect or not wanting to speak too loudly.

      Most likely a bit of both.

      “Any heat?” Paco asked.

      “Not on her,” John replied.

      Shifting his gaze toward him, Paco remained motionless a moment. He arched an eyebrow, waiting for further explanation, his features unreadable as he stood just beyond the front hood of the truck.

      “The kids who nabbed her got into some trouble, caused a bit of a spectacle,” John said, “but there’s nothing out there on the girl.”

      The strain in his voice was palpable, a development that did nothing to alleviate the fear coursing through Elyse’s system.

      All day, she had watched him act as if he were the man in charge. He had sauntered into the S-2 warehouse and interacted with Big Man as if it was completely natural. He had gone to the doctor and had her face stitched up with no questions asked. He had held her at gunpoint through most of the evening, making it abundantly clear that he would have no problem getting rid of her and leaving her body along the side of a road.

      Now, he could not wait for the conversation to be over, visibly aching to hustle things along.

      Whoever the man now standing across from her was, he was not someone to be tested. This was no longer an issue of being held in a back bedroom by a couple of kids.

      She had ascended the criminal ladder to a place where her fate was almost assured. No more could she hope to slip away. The thought of rescue was now obsolete.

      Hot tears rose to the underside of Elyse’s eyes as the man leveled a hard glare on John. Keeping it there long enough to make a point, he shook his head slightly, the anger he harbored palpable, before shifting his attention back to her.

      As he did so, the previous acrimony he displayed slipped away, replaced by an expression that was completely unreadable, void of emotion.

      If he saw the tears on her cheeks, he gave no indication. If there was even the slightest tinge of sympathy for her plight, it was buried well beneath the surface.

      To him, she was nothing more than an asset, a good to be bought or traded.

      “Come.”

      Elyse felt her chest constrict, her lungs fighting to pull in air as she remained rooted in place. Her knees turned to rubber beneath her, barely able to support her weight. Bits of color began to flash before her eyes.

      “Now.”

      Gingerly, she pushed her right foot out in front of her. Used her toe to make sure there was firm ground before inching forward. Placed her left out after it, inching past the man toward the plane parked a few feet away.

      She was alive. Save a small cut on her cheek, she was unharmed. Despite every warning mechanism her body contained telling her that nothing good waited onboard that plane, she couldn’t reconcile trying anything else.

      Right now, she could barely walk. She could hardly breathe. Her vision was clouded with tears.

      If she attempted anything, this man would track her down in no time. Would likely do things to her that would make her wish she was back in that warehouse with the S-2.

      One step at a time, she moved for the plane. She heard as the steady drone of the engine grew louder. As the wind produced by the twin propellers became stronger, touching against her skin, picking at the tears on her cheeks.

      Arriving at the base of the stairwell, she paused. Staring straight up at the eight steps, her mind again rifled through every possible action, unable to seize on anything beyond the panic gripping her.

      Taking a deep breath, she lifted her left foot and began to ascend.
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      “Turn left.”

      Pally’s voice was infinitely preferable to the sound of the automaton attached to the GPS system. Flat and even, free from inflection, he’d directed me toward the beacon that was Kuntzman’s cell phone since the moment he’d gotten a lock on its location.

      Doing as instructed, I pushed left off the main strip in a tiny berg outside of Nashville known as Goodlettsville. Every bit as small as the name would suggest, it had held the requisite handful of restaurants and hotel chains, most of their lights out for the night. In their stead, only the sporadic glow of gas stations lit the path, aided slightly by the small handful of street lights along the way.

      Making the turn onto a small state route, any residual light they might have provided fell away behind me. Without it, the world grew darker almost instantly. Farmland opened up to either side. A handful of stars popped up in the sky, offset by a waning gibbous moon.

      “One-point-eight miles,” Pally said. “Then you’re there.”

      Squeezing the steering wheel tight, I ground my hands into it, shards of rubber shaving off, dropping to my thighs and nesting in the hairs above my knees.

      As a matter of course, I hated wearing shorts. In my lines of work – both in the DEA and now in the park – having my legs protected wasn’t just a suggestion, it was a maxim that prevented a great deal of injury.

      Still wearing the running attire from earlier, I hadn’t had a chance to change. Likely wouldn’t for some time.

      Not that it made a bit of difference. I could be wearing a kilt right now, and it would make what was about to happen to John Kuntzman no different.

      “And what is there?” I asked.

      “From the aerial schematics I have,” Pally replied, “looks like a private airstrip. Grass runway, just big enough for small personal craft.”

      Hearing the information, my mind processed what it meant. That Elyse was alive. That she was on the move. That if she made it onboard a plane, it would be hell finding her again.

      Rocking my foot forward on my heel, I ground the gas pedal down. The odometer needle spiked as I hurtled down the road, fence posts whipping past, barely visible in the periphery of my headlamps.

      “One mile,” Pally said.

      I kept the accelerator down as far as it would go. Clenching my teeth, I felt my lips peel back, sucking air between them.

      The last thirty-six hours had been a sprint. Beginning with standing along that riverbank with the Gentries, I’d been in a headlong rush to find my niece. I’d been all over the city. Had been held at gunpoint by greedy rednecks and beaten the hell out of a couple of wannabe gangbangers.

      I’d laid eyes on my sister-in-law for the first time in years, the closest I’d been to my wife or daughter since their deaths.

      No way would I let it end here. Not now. Not like this.

      “Quarter mile.”

      Giving the gas one last push, I let up, bringing it to a coast before mashing on the brake. The back end fishtailed slightly, the faint scent of charred rubber reaching my nostrils, as I made the turn, instantly punching the gas again.

      “Now what?”

      “Two hundred yards,” Pally said. “On the left, just off the side of the road.”

      Flipping the front lights to high beams, I drifted to the left side of the road. Having not seen a single other car since leaving the strip in Goodlettsville, I wasn’t concerned about oncoming traffic, had no worries about a wayward police officer seeing me on the wrong side of the yellow line.

      Sweat dotted my forehead, settling into my brows, dripping down over my cheeks as I kept my pace steady, counting seconds in my head.

      I made it to seven before I saw it.

      Parked perpendicular to the road was a custom Chevy, the vehicle almost twice the size of the SUV I now sat in. Much larger than anybody living within city limits would ever need, it looked like it had been designed by someone looking to compensate.

      A guy needing the validation of being noticed as he drove down the street.

      Staying on the road for another thirty yards, I nudged the steering wheel to the left, the driver’s side tires veering off the side of the road. As it did, the front end bucked slightly, sending the phone flying from my lap. Tall grasses slapped at the undercarriage, tires chewing through the loose soil.

      Again, the odometer jolted upward as I punched the gas. Keeping my left hand on the steering wheel, I reached with my right onto the passenger seat, grabbing up the closest Browning.

      Keeping it in that hand, I hit the automatic button to lower the window, wind instantly flushing into the car, the cool sensation rippling over the perspiration on my face. The smells of grass and soil found a way in as well, the faint aroma of jet fuel just barely apparent.

      Shifting the gun to my left hand, I kept the SUV on course, pushing hard until I was almost even with the back end of the truck before once more mashing on the brakes. Pressing my shoulders into the seat behind me, I felt the vehicle twist slightly, the tread of the tires tearing through the grass, fighting for purchase.

      My jaw still clamped, I kept the brake down as far as it would go, pressing until the muscles of my calf and quad began to burn, finally bringing the machine to a halt, just a few short feet separating me from the tailgate of the truck.

      Extending the Browning out the window, I pointed directly at the driver’s side tire. Squeezing off a single round, I heard the air bladder in the tire explode, the telltale wheeze of air pressure escaping.

      Shifting forty-five degrees to the side, I aimed for the right and pulled the trigger a second time. This time there was a small spark, the bullet passing through the rubber and slamming into the wheel rim beneath it.

      “Sonuvabitch!” a voice yelled, snapping my attention back in the opposite direction.

      A moment later, a man emerged, his hands held high to either side. Dressed in a sports coat and boots, light reflected from the pearl snaps of his shirt. A gray Justin cowboy hat rested on his head.

      All in all, a carefully cultivated image that had no business being in Nashville. Or much of anywhere, for that matter.

      Exactly the kind of man I would expect to be driving a truck such as this.

      “What’s your problem, asshole?” the man yelled, the look on his face a mix of shock and agitation.

      Keeping the gun leveled where it was, I asked, “John Kuntzman?”

      “Yeah,” he said, looking at the flattened remains of his tires before looking up at me. “Who the hell are you?”

      I didn’t bother to say a word. Instead, I pulled back on the trigger a third time.

      While I’ve never been as good with my left hand as my right, the round went exactly where I wanted it to, a red blossom exploding from his knee, folding the man in half where he stood.
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      I was used to operating by moonlight. It wasn’t near as strong as it was at the ten-thousand-foot elevation in Yellowstone, and the stars weren’t nearly as plentiful, but whatever difference there might have been was more than made up for by the ambient glow of Nashville in the distance.

      Even though we were a few miles outside of Goodlettsville, I didn’t want to run the risk of leaving the headlights on. There was no way of knowing when someone might drive past, no shot at being certain there wasn’t a house somewhere nearby that may wonder what the persistent glare down the road was and drive down to take a look.

      Not with what I was currently doing.

      With what still needed to be done.

      The jacket John Kuntzman had been wearing when I pulled up was stripped away. The snap buttons on his shirt had been pulled open, exposing his bare chest.

      His nose was shattered, a matted mash of bone and cartilage smeared across his cheeks. Blood covered everything south of it, dried and caked to his chin, running in uneven splatters over his chest.

      All eight fingers on his hands were broken, the hammer that I still carried from the S-2 warehouse coming in quite handy.

      Pinned against the front driver’s side tire of his own truck, he was propped upright. His left leg was extended straight out to the side, blood soaking his jeans, staining them so dark they were almost black.

      His head lolled to the side as he looked up at me, his eyes nothing more than slits. Saliva slid from the corner of his mouth, mixing with the blood from his nose, a bead hanging precariously from his chin.

      Looking up at me, he tried to convey all the malevolence he felt, an effort that was impeded by his flagging energy reserves.

      Standing before him, I had the hammer in one hand, the aluminum ball bat in the other, the stain that had started with Bernstein now extended six inches down the barrel. On the ground nearby rested a Wilson Tactical Carry and Kuntzman’s cell phone, the only two items in the truck that had presented any real value.

      Bringing the bat up to shoulder height, I straightened it before me, peering down the length of the barrel. Making sure he saw my every move, I said, “There’s an expression back where I come from. It’s something people say whenever there’s about to be a tussle, or someone is about to experience something quite uncomfortable.

      “Things are about to get real western.”

      Lowering the bat to my side, I stared down at Kuntzman and said, “Now, I can see by your get up and your truck and all this that you like to think you’re a cowboy. But I’m willing to bet you ain’t got the slightest idea what it’s like to be western, do you?”

      The hair lining Kuntzman’s forehead was damp with sweat, hanging lank across his forehead. His head cocked to the side, he looked up at me sideways, managing only, “Go to hell.”

      “You and me both one day. But if you don’t start telling me what I need to know, you’re going to get there a lot sooner than I do.”

      The truth is, I have no taste for torture. Doing what I did, tracking the people I had to, I saw some of the most depraved acts that one person could do to another.

      And I saw the sadistic pleasure that so many seemed to take in doing them.

      I hold no false pretenses about the kind of man I am. I know with the things I’ve done and the places I’ve been, there are stains on my soul that can never be scrubbed clean.

      So be it.

      I sleep at night secure in the knowledge that never have I done anything that wasn’t in the service of something better. If I killed someone, it was so somebody else could live. If I inflicted pain, it was to stop it from popping up elsewhere.

      Just like I know that while I don’t enjoy a second of what I’m doing to John Kuntzman right now, I will take him apart one tiny bit at a time if it means finding Elyse and bringing her home.

      “Why should I tell you shit?” he mumbled. “You’re just going to kill me anyway.”

      And he was right. I was. But I didn’t bother to say as much. Clearly, he was just trying to bide time, was trying to keep up the tough guy façade right to the end.

      As if I hadn’t seen the tears that spilled down his cheeks after I first shot him, hadn’t heard him howl and beg as I used the hammer on his hands.

      I had no interest in arguing with this man. No reason to stand out here and go back and forth with him, hoping he’d divulge something freely.

      There was no time for it. Every moment that was spent was another moment where Elyse grew further away, becoming harder to ever track down again.

      Nodding slightly, I left him sitting against the tire. Turning on a heel, I walked back to my SUV, swinging the driver’s side door open and reaching just inside the frame for the hood release.

      Giving it a tug, I heard the latch spring open, the metal covering popping up a couple of inches. Slamming the door shut, I circled around to the front, unhooking the hasp and raising the hood.

      Holding a hand toward the engine, I felt what I was hoping for, the engine still hot from my drive across town, warmth radiating up from the block.

      “You’re going to tell me,” I said, “because if not, you’re going to find out that there are things out there worse than death.”

      Kuntzman barely managed to lift his gaze my way as I marched toward him, grabbing his shirt by the collar. Jerking him to his feet, he let out a loud moan, his weight uneven over his wrecked leg.

      Bracing him with my shoulder, I pulled him forward, smelling the stench of sweat and blood and urine on his skin. Bolstered by the cocktail of adrenaline and acrimony roiling through me, I managed to keep him upright, walking him the length of his truck before shoving his body against the front grille of the SUV.

      Hitting it hard, his weight sagged, folding forward at the waist. Without thinking, he extended his hands before him, his palms landing on the engine block.

      On contact, the sound of his skin burning could be heard, a faint whiff of charred flesh rising into the air. Jerked them away, he tried to recoil, making it no more than an inch.

      Standing right behind him, I used my knee to keep him pinned against the front bumper. With one hand I pulled his left arm away, holding it out straight to the side.

      With the other, I grabbed a handful of hair, jerking his head back toward me. His ear just an inch from my mouth, I gritted my teeth, letting him hear the sincerity in my voice.

      “One last time before things get really western around here. Where the hell are they taking my niece?”

      For a moment, there was no response. Nothing but more bloody spittle dribbling out over his lips. Sucking in a sharp breath, he managed to roll his eyes my direction, the whites visible as he stared at me.

      “Fuck you.”

      In one swift movement, I snapped his face down toward the engine, searing the flesh on contact, the sharp, acrid scent rising to my nostrils.
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      The weight of Paco’s hand rested square across the back of Elyse Denman’s neck. Not tight enough to harm her, he exerted just enough pressure to let her know he was there, that her complete compliance was expected.

      That bad things would occur if she did not give it.

      There since the moment she had stepped off the plane, he fell in beside her, directing her toward the enormous mansion stretched out before them.

      Fifty yards behind, the engines of the small aircraft still purred along, the sound drowning anything else from her ears. Overhead, the sky was completely dark, free of cloud cover, the moon and stars clear.

      Where she was, she hadn’t a clue. How long she had been on the flight, there was no way of knowing, her entire body gripped with fear.

      It had been a short trip, but beyond that, she would be purely speculating.

      Once she had read that basic human psychology dictated that when a person was placed in a situation of extreme peril, faced with overwhelming fear, they took on a state of tunnel vision. Their body only able to focus on a singular thing, they lost all peripheral abilities.

      Motor function dropped to nothing. Situational awareness was reduced to nil. All they could hold was the point immediately before them.

      And for her, that point on the flight had been Paco, the man facing her, his knees so close they almost touched hers.

      Not once throughout the trip had he said a word. Or offered her something to eat or drink. Or asked if she needed to use the restroom.

      Or even looked away.

      Like some form of an exaggerated staring contest, he had kept his focus locked on her, as if trying to see if he could break her under his gaze.

      Not that there was any need. Whatever resolve Elyse felt, what little bit of empowerment she had experienced while stabbing Joey just eighteen hours before, was now gone. With it had gone any bits of hope, any self-delusion, anything she could cling to as her own.

      Now there was only the numbness. The feeling of detachment that had grown more pronounced the longer they flew. That now permeated her body, causing her to trudge forward on unfeeling legs, the sole thing she was aware of being the heat of Paco’s palm on her neck.

      Unlike the airstrip in Goodlettsville, the one here was made of asphalt. On the far end of a lawn large enough to be a pasture, she stared up at the mansion before her.

      Or perhaps castle might be a better term, the place resembling the famous Walt Disney structure, with spires and archways and all the other trappings of things that existed in movies or theme parks, but never in real life.

      Sitting high atop a bluff, it seemed to hang suspended in the air, a focal point that kept grabbing her attention, no matter how much she tried to look away.

      Even more striking was the fact that nowhere could she see a single other person.

      The march from the plane to the house took the better part of five minutes. By the time they arrived, Elyse could see gooseflesh rising along her forearms, a natural response to the cool night air enveloping her, even if she couldn’t actually feel a bit of it, her mind unable to compute things like the temperature at the moment.

      Instead, her focus alternated between the main entrance at the center of the spread, the doors standing open atop a flight of stairs, twin ice dragons glistening on either side of it, and the path they were following. The one that ended in a small alcove carved into the underbelly, appearing to lead directly underground.

      Seemingly in no hurry, Paco led her toward the lower entrance. As they drew close, the door swung open, allowing them to enter without once breaking stride.

      It took a moment for her eyes to adjust as they did so, shifting from the semi-darkness of the grounds to the bright halogen glare of the basement. Once they did, she swung her gaze over the place, taking in her surroundings, unable to shake the feeling that she had just set foot in a detention center.

      The ground underfoot was plain tile, the lights above flashing off of it. The walls to either side were dark brick, their surface rough and unfinished.

      The air was cool, the faint smell of harsh disinfectant in the air, like a team of janitors had been through just minutes before her arrival.

      Every few feet on either side was a metal door. Painted slate gray, they were void of any numbers or letters, no way of demarcating one from the other.

      Maintaining his hold on her, Paco led her past half a dozen of them. Reaching an intersection, he veered her toward the right, passing another pair of doors before coming to a stop. Extracting a key ring from his pocket, he peeled one off and jammed it in, the heavy metallic click of a deadbolt ringing out, as loud as a gunshot along the silent hallway.

      Pulling it open, he nudged Elyse inside, finally releasing his hold on her.

      All breath left Elyse as she stepped over the threshold, the space confirming her initial assessment. Made in the style of a standard holding cell, it measured no more than eight feet in either direction. Dominating the space was a cot extended straight out from the side wall, on it a thin mattress and pillow.

      The mattress was made of a shiny vinyl material she had never seen before, no seems visible. There was no case on the pillow, no blanket on the bed.

      Along the back wall was a toilet and a sink, both made of stainless steel.

      Above it, tucked just below the ceiling, was a digital clock. On it was displayed the time in bright red numbers, it now somehow only minutes after nine.

      Nothing else at all, the space designed as a brief holding spot, stripped of anything she could use as a weapon – on herself or anybody else.

      “Wash up,” Paco said, his voice just as menacing as it had been while addressing John earlier in the night. Flinching at the sound of it, Elyse felt her shoulders move to the side, gaining an extra inch of space between them.

      Oblivious to it, he added, “Someone will be here soon to get you ready.”
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      The watch on Amber Denman’s wrist showed it was now after midnight, though the man standing before her looked exactly the same as he had the last time he stood in that spot.

      With his hands clasped, Detective Lieutenant Benjamin Russo peered across at her and her husband, his slacks unwrinkled, every hair shoved into exact position.

      And on his face was the same look of condescension, the clear tone of derision apparent in his voice.

      A half hour prior, he had called and said he was coming by. Unwilling to say a word over the phone on what the visit was about, he had cut the conversation off in less than a minute, more or less ordering Amber and Josh to be ready.

      Not that she was sleeping anyway, rest being someplace where her mind was free to roam, pulling up all the horrible images she was working so hard to keep tamped down.

      “Have you heard a word from anybody yet?” Russo asked, looking from Amber to Josh and back again.

      Flicking her gaze to Josh as well, Amber said, “No. And I’ve been awake all evening. Ever since Elyse went missing, really.”

      Nodding his head no more than a fraction of an inch, Russo said, “I’ve come to let you know that a great deal has transpired since the last time we spoke. I apologize for the gap in communication, but we’ve been out following up on every lead possible.”

      Based on the man’s posture and his delivery, Amber had a hard time believing the man felt sorry about anything in the slightest.

      “Have you found our daughter?” she asked, unable to hold back the question, feeling it exit before she had even a moment to stop herself.

      Pressing his lips tight, Russo twisted his chin just an inch to the side, a small puff of breath sliding out.

      As sure a sign as existed that he did not appreciate being interrupted. And a move that did nothing for the way Amber already felt about the man.

      “We were able to follow up on traffic camera footage to determine that the people responsible for the theft of the automobile she was driving was an organization known as the South Side,” Russo said, skipping right past her question. “Have either of you ever had any dealings with them?”

      Amber was familiar with them. Not before an hour ago, but that was enough, the words Hawk had recently shared with her ringing in her ears.

      Working to shove aside the pang of venom she felt for being ignored, making sure not to divulge anything that might hint at Hawk’s involvement, she looked to her husband. “No.”

      “I’ve never even heard of them,” Josh confessed.

      Looking between them, Russo added, “Sometimes they are referred to as the S-2.”

      Pausing, as if waiting for some additional acknowledgment or clarification, he again gave them each a glance.

      “Still no,” Amber said, as much to hurry him along as anything. “Do they have my daughter?”

      This time, Russo raised a hand, showing her his palm, signaling for her to wait.

      “Earlier this evening, we breached the known headquarters of the S-2, and while there was no sign of your daughter – or anybody else being held captive – we have brought them all in for questioning.”

      Feeling her fingers curl up into fists, Amber clenched. The tips of her nails dug into her palms, threatening to break the skin, as she held it tight, working to keep the aggravation she felt from her face.

      “So shouldn’t you be there now?” she asked.

      Giving her a withering glare, Russo let out another puff of air. “There were almost two dozen members in total. They are currently being processed, and I am heading there directly after leaving here.”

      Why he had felt the need to make the drive just to ask if they had ever had any dealings with the South Side, Amber wasn’t certain. It was clear from his demeanor how little he thought of them, his manner seeming as if he wanted nothing more than to head for the door as quickly as possible.

      “Also,” he continued, “in the course of processing the scene, we found evidence of contact being made between the leader of the South Side and a man named John Kuntzman.”

      Opening the front flap of his sports coat, he slid out a small photo, extending it to Josh.

      “Do you happen to recognize this man?”

      Taking a step to the side, Amber looked sideways at the image clutched in her husband’s hands. For a moment, Josh stared at it before shaking his head and holding it her way, allowing her to get a full view.

      The picture was a headshot of a white man around their age wearing a country western shirt, jacket, and cowboy hat. In it, he was smiling, a bit of a Christmas tree visible over his shoulder.

      Printed on standard typing paper, it looked like it had been taken from an article online somewhere and cropped down to size, everything but his face removed.

      When she last spoke to Hawk, he said he had snatched the phone of the lead man in the organization and that he was now running down the numbers in it. She hadn’t heard from him since, but had to believe that he was already on it. That whatever Russo was now finding was at least a step behind.

      “Kuntzman,” she whispered.

      “Nothing for me,” Josh managed, flicking his gaze up to Amber. “You?”

      Again, the words of Hawk came back to her.

      Six years had slid by since the loss of her sister. Six years during which she’d wished every harm possible on the man, had asked anybody that would listen why Elizabeth had died instead of him.

      As little as three days ago, she would have shared every bit of information she had. She would have gone out of her way to impede Hawk with something he was doing, would have gladly testified against him at trial.

      But that was before. Before he had flown across the country without hesitation, before he had spent two solid days looking for Elyse.

      Where he was now, how close he may be, she wasn’t certain, but if there was even the slightest chance of him bringing her daughter home, she had to make sure he had it.

      And it wasn’t like mentioning him or anything he’d told her impeded the police investigation in any way. Rather, it just doubled the chances of somebody getting to her daughter.

      “Never,” she replied, looking up to Russo. “Does this man have our daughter?”

      Reaching out, Russo snatched the photo away from Josh. Returning it to his jacket pocket, he gave her a look that relayed he did not appreciate how the conversation was going, taking a step backward.

      “We don’t know,” he said, “but we do know he has been identified as a high-end fence in the area with ties to different people throughout the country. Among them are those that have been known to dabble in trafficking before.”

      Beside her, Josh let out a gasp. His hand shot out, clamping around her thigh, squeezing it tight.

      For the first time in days, Amber dropped herself down to the loveseat. Unable to support her own weight, she hit the cushion square, bouncing once, feeling the air driven from her lungs.

      “We have also just picked him up,” Russo said. “I will be heading there directly from here to question him myself.”

      Hot tears boiled to the underside of Amber’s eyes. Her breathing grew taut, the world seeming as if it was tilting on an axis, listing to the side.

      For two days she’d forcibly tried to push aside such notions, but hearing the words aloud brought with them a gravity she never anticipated.

      So much so she barely even noticed as Russo turned and left, disappearing as quickly as he’d arrived, leaving them both in stunned silence in his wake.
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      The smell of burnt flesh, gasoline, and smoke all three hung thick in the air inside the SUV. Penetrated deep into my pores, the acrid combination of scents seemed to permeate the air, so thick there was no way the rental car company would ever be able to get it out.

      Even with the windows now down and air rushing in at eighty miles an hour, it was intense enough to make my nostrils burn and my eyes water.

      The first offending odor was straightforward enough. It was based in pressing both sides of John Kuntzman’s face against the hot engine block, keeping him pinned against it hard enough and long enough that by the time I was done, he looked like an extra from a bad horror movie.

      Freddy Krueger, or some such thing.

      The scent of gasoline came from inserting Kuntzman’s shirt into the tank of his truck after the interrogation was finished, letting the cotton material soak up as much as possible before draping it across the front seat.

      The smoke came after I used the cigarette lighter on his front dash to turn the entire cab into an impromptu hibachi, taking care of both his body and any DNA I might have left behind.

      Even if there was no way they could get anything to a lab fast enough to impede my investigation, I didn’t want to run the risk of having someone show up at the office one day asking what I had been up to in my travels.

      The first round of my efforts with Kuntzman hadn’t yielded a great deal. His fingers had snapped and blood had run freely from the hole in his knee, but to his credit, the man had stayed resolute.

      Not until I had gone to work using the hot engine had the man broken down.

      Somehow, the combination of smelling one’s own flesh cooking and seeing the results of it in the mirror has a way of penetrating even the most ardent defenses.

      Once he figured out that not only was his life over but so too would be those of his family back in Odessa, the gates had opened. Wanting only for the hellish scene to end, to be put out of his misery, he had freely shared whatever I asked for, telling me all he knew, begging the entire time for me not to touch his mama.

      The irony of it and the situation we were now in was not lost on me.

      The story he shared was one that sounded like it was ripped from the script of an episode of a bad TV procedural. Himself the not-quite-innocent bystander that got pulled in, he said he was summoned to the biggest house he’d ever seen a few nights prior. How they’d gotten his name or his contact information, he had no idea.

      Asked to come late at night, he sat in a study with a Latino man and an Asian man and listened as they made a request of him, one that even they admitted was a bit unusual. They were having a party and needed some very particular favors on hand for guests.

      Unlike most inquiries that crossed his desk, this one wasn’t looking for a rare antiquity or a specific model of car. It was in search of a young girl with a very particular set of attributes. Height. Hair color. A slight accent.

      In short, they wanted Elyse.

      Not her in particular, but someone like her, someone that would appeal to a very certain type of person.

      Who they were or what that meant exactly, I didn’t bother fleshing out. Already doing everything I could to the man short of killing him, it was best to keep him on track, not veering into side conversations.

      Especially those likely to really piss me off.

      When it was first broached, Kuntzman had thought it might be a joke. Some sort of litmus test from a potential partner, trying to get a handle on what type of man he was.

      Not until they’d starting talking money – and a lot of it – had he even realized they were serious. That it was anything more than a gag, some sick bastard’s idea of a joke.

      Even as he left, he hadn’t expected it to turn into anything. That night he’d gone home, pushed it out through the usual networks, and fallen asleep.

      Eight hours later, he received a hit from Big Man. One of their recruits had gotten a little overzealous and brought home something he thought might fit.

      From there, things had moved quickly.

      That’s where the information had ended. Kuntzman didn’t know anything else. He had an address and a pair of physical descriptions, a phone number he was certain belonged to a burner.

      Hearing it all for the first time, I figured him for lying. Continuing to work him over, I used the hammer and the scorching engine to mutilate him in ways the human body was never meant to withstand.

      Through it all, his story remained steadfast.

      I had no idea that Pally had remained on the line, forgetting that the phone had gone flying when I first slid off the road and headed for Kuntzman’s truck. By the time I returned, more than forty-five minutes had passed, though still the faceplate on my phone was glowing, shining like a beacon from the floorboards.

      Tucked away where it was, he hadn’t heard everything, but he’d heard enough.

      He stayed on just long enough to tell me he was going digging before signing off. Needing to put some distance between me and the remains of Kuntzman and his truck, I had moved back through Goodlettsville, eventually meeting back up with the freeway.

      If Kuntzman was to be believed, I had an address. A spot I could type into my phone and cruise straight toward, taking my small assortment of weapons and making as much noise as I could.

      What I didn’t have was information. A way to confirm if anything he’d just told me was true or just the last gasps of a dying man.

      I also had no plan and no way of arriving at an elegant party that was set to begin at any moment.

      As much as my every inclination was to head directly there, adrenaline pulsating through my system telling me to do just that, I had to be smart about this. I was only a single person, and more importantly, Elyse would only get a single shot.

      Circling around the north end of the city, my phone balanced in my lap, I noticed the flash of light from an incoming call the moment it arrived. Reflecting off the front windshield, I snapped a hand out, drawing it to my knee.

      Using the controls on the door panel, I raised the windows to either side, the silence it afforded much more pronounced after listening to the wind howl since leaving the airstrip.

      With it came a sharp rise in the competing odors, the scents still strong, even after so much time and distance.

      Thumbing the phone to life, I pressed the button on the side, shoving it to speakerphone. “Pally.”

      “No,” a voice I did not expect said, giving me pause for just a moment. Flicking my focus down to it, I saw the only other number that would be calling me at such an hour staring up, a Nashville area code affixed to a string of digits. “It’s Amber.”

      Based on the tenor of her voice, something had occurred. She wasn’t calling for an update, wasn’t awake and pacing, wondering what I’d found.

      A tiny ripple passed through my chest as I checked the rearview mirror, seeing only the same loose collection of semi-truck lights I’d been watching for the last ten minutes.

      “What happened?”

      “Where are you?” she asked, answering my question with one of her own.

      Anybody else, and I might have been annoyed. I may have even repeated my question, raising my voice to make a point.

      Not now, though. Not with what she was going through, what we had already endured.

      “Twenty miles northwest of you,” I said. Pausing, I considered not telling her where I was headed, before opting to go for it.

      There was no need to keep secrets, no upside in doing so right now.

      “Headed toward Ashland City.”

      On the other end, I could hear her draw in a breath, practically see the crease forming between her brows as she tried to reconcile what I’d said. “What’s in Ashland City?”

      This time, it was my turn to answer a question with one of my own. “What happened?”

      Amber’s first response was to draw in another breath. Much longer than the previous, it seemed as if she was steeling herself for something.

      “The police just left here,” she said. “I guess they went to the warehouse of the S-2 and rounded everybody up, took them all in for questioning.”

      Grunting softly, I nodded, knowing she couldn’t see me. The last time we’d spoken, I had told her exactly that, stating I had just left and the cops were on the way.

      At the very least, it was validating to know they had done their jobs.

      “You tell them...” I began, letting my voice trail off.

      “No,” she replied, her lilt letting me know the question wasn’t appreciated, “but it wasn’t like I got to say a lot in general. The whole thing felt more like a fishing expedition, like the detective was here just to see who or what we might now.”

      Off the right shoulder, a sign announced that I was twenty-four miles from Ashland City. The address Kuntzman had handed over wasn’t quite all the way to the city, sitting in the space between it and Nashville.

      Given the time of night and the speed I was driving, that meant I was only sixteen or so minutes out.

      Still having no idea what to do when I arrived.

      “Fishing for what?” I asked.

      “The guy threw out the name John Kuntzman,” Amber replied. “Said they had seen his name and contact information at the S-2 warehouse and brought him in for questioning as well.

      “He said he came by to ask if we knew him or had ever dealt with him before, but I couldn’t shake the feeling there was more to it than that.”

      Again, I cast my gaze to the rearview mirror. Having no interest in the traffic around me, I instead stared back at my own expression, seeing the tempest of thoughts swirling just beneath the surface.

      A weight pressed tight against my chest, my stomach seizing into a coil.

      “Hawk?”

      “What did you tell him?” I asked, barely more than a whisper.

      “The truth,” she replied. “Neither of us had ever heard of the guy before. Why?”

      The myriad of thoughts continued to mesh in the front of my brain, a menagerie of loose ends and ideas, all fighting to come together.

      “Hawk,” she repeated, her voice rising slightly. “Why? What do you know?”

      Once more, I answered a question of hers with another. “Who was it that came to see you?”

      Not expecting it, a hint of confusion found its way over the line. “What?”

      “The officer that came to speak to you, who was it?”

      Twice she huffed, letting me know that none of this conversation was anticipated or appreciated, before exhaling. “It wasn’t an officer, it was the detective on the case. Oh, I’m sorry the lieutenant detective, Benjamin Russo.”

      The tiny ball that was my stomach contracted further yet, my lips parting, lower jaw sagging slightly. Enormous pieces came together in my mind, contorting themselves just so, fitting as if they had been designed for that specific purpose.

      “Your turn, dammit-“ she began.

      I cut her off before she got out another word. “John Kuntzman is dead.”

      Falling completely silent, she waited without pressing further, no sound at all coming in over the line.

      When she’d first said his name, I couldn’t figure out how the police had known about him. The sole mention of him at the S-2 warehouse was on Gates’s phone, which I took.

      And there definitely wasn’t any way they had him for questioning.

      “I know this because I killed him,” I said. “A little over a half-hour ago.”

      Rocking back, I adjusted myself in the seat, no part of me wanting to say the next words, but having to anyway.

      “Which is why I’m now headed to Ashland City. Because that’s where the plane he stuck Elyse on just before I got there was bound for.”

      The sound that came to me next was a cross between a cry and a gasp, the sort of noise only a mother going through the most intense of pain could make.

      “Then...why?” she asked after a moment. “Why come over here and ask those questions and lie to us?”

      I could almost hear the tears in her voice as she asked the questions, the raw emotion she felt threatening to overtake her at any moment.

      The same sort of emotion I felt the day I laid my wife and daughter to rest, their remains burned so completely that combined they fit into a single urn.

      Was still feeling, so many years later.

      “Because he was testing you,” I said. “They must have found Kuntzman and Russo wanted to know if you were involved in it somehow.”

      Ahead of me, the lights of a shopping center grew closer. Even at this time of night, there was enough activity to make the place look like an oasis, a bastion of color in a sea of darkness.

      Just over a quarter hour to my destination, where I would find Elyse, no matter what it took.

      “I’ll be in touch.”
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      The second phone call of my drive came just three minutes later. Making my way down the last stretch toward my destination, every mile that passed beneath my tires brought closer the reality that I still had no idea what I was going to do.

      By the time it rang, a ripple of palpitations roiled through my chest, my arm reaching out and snapping it off the dash. Knowing who it was without even looking, I accepted the call before raising the windows.

      “Pally.”

      “Hawk,” he replied. “Where are you?”

      Considering everything the man could do with phones and computers and electronic tracking, I was certain he probably knew better than I did exactly where I was.

      But I still appreciated the effort he made to ask.

      “Just left the outer belt,” I said. “Should be there in fifteen.”

      Grunting softly, he said, “Turns out Kuntzman wasn’t talking out his ass after all.”

      At the sound of the words, my left hand curled tighter around the wheel. I reached to the phone with my right, pressing the volume button on the side of it, making sure it was turned all the way up.

      “What did you find?”

      “A shitload.”

      Ahead of me, a semi-truck drifted to the side, getting out of the way so I could pass. Without tapping the brakes to interrupt the cruise control, I slipped within just a few feet of his back end, not bothering to look over as I zipped past.

      “Start at the beginning.”

      “I already had an address,” Pally said. “But before I just assumed that was true, I wanted to backcheck the rest of Kuntzman’s story, so I started with the flight. Seemed like the most obvious, but unfortunately, the strip you went to was completely private, and I’m guessing the place they landed is as well.”

      Nodding, I pieced together what he was saying. “Private strips, private craft, no need to show up on an FAA registry.”

      “Or file a flight log, passenger manifest, etc.”

      “Right,” I agreed.

      “The second place was the numbers from Kuntzman’s phone. Like we guessed, all either local to Nashville or burners. Already turned off, or more likely destroyed.”

      “Completely untraceable,” I added.

      “Yeah,” Pally said. “So after realizing there was no low-hanging fruit on this one, I had to reverse course. Step back and figure out what we knew and how we could use it.”

      Overhead, a trio of signs announcing upcoming offshoots and highway options appeared. All state routes pointed toward towns I’d never heard of, I let them pass without further thought, keeping my focus on the call at hand.

      “The party. The reason they called Kuntzman in the first place.”

      “Exactly,” Pally said. “Now, this isn’t something they’re likely to throw up online, but there are things that they would need to put something like this together.”

      My eyebrows rose slightly in response, the statement not quite what I was expecting.

      But that didn’t mean it was wrong.

      “Right,” I said. “Caterers...”

      “Ground transportation, music, you name it,” Pally said. “Didn’t take long and a pattern started to emerge. I even found a damn ice sculptor heading out there.”

      For years, the running joke on our team was that before long people like Pally would be putting the rest of us out of business. That the day would come when grunts like us with boots on the ground would be a tiny ancillary part of the process, the real heavy lifting done by guys on computers in a basement somewhere.

      Apparently, those days were already here.

      “Okay.”

      “So, I took what the man said at face value and went to work on the address.”

      Whether there was any dark humor intended with his word choice, I didn’t bother speculating. “And?”

      “Place was bought months ago by a man named Sirr Asai,” Pally said. “Thirty-two years. Born in Okinawa, raised in California, educated at Berkeley.

      “You ever heard of something called the Dark Web?”

      My eyebrows rose slightly in response, the question not quite what I was expecting.

      “Vaguely,” I said. “It was just starting to come around at the end of my time with the DEA. Some of the pushers down south were using it to contact buyers, arrange exchanges, stuff like

      that.

      “Clearly nothing in the last six years.”

      “Okay,” Pally explained, “well, it’s come a long way since

      then. We don’t have time for a full-on history lesson here, but

      think of it like this: websites that still need the internet for

      distribution, but cannot be accessed unless someone has specific

      configurations and software.

      “Think password protection to the millionth degree.”

      Why Pally was taking us on this tangent, I hadn’t a clue, knowing only that it was relevant. And based on what he was saying, not good.

      “And that’s where you found Asai?”

      “And his sidekick Paco,” Pally replied. “One’s the brains, the other was Mexican special forces, does all the heavy lifting.”

      Grunting, I felt my pulse pick up another tick. Information like that was why I had forced myself not to go charging ahead blindly. It separated a couple of amateurs like the house in Belle Meade from the professionals I was about to face.

      A man like Paco would be prepared. He would have contingencies in place. He would make it difficult for me to just stroll up, posing as a guest.

      “Seems this isn’t the first time these guys have put something together like this,” Pally said. “Portland, Austin, San Diego, they’ve made a ton of money and more than a few enemies everywhere they’ve been.”

      “Which makes you wonder why someone hasn’t taken them down yet,” I muttered.

      “They can’t,” Pally replied. “The Dark Web is littered with the stuff that goes on at these parties. And we’re talking some pretty depraved shit.

      “If anything ever happens to Asai, this stuff all goes live, and a whole lot of people go down.”

      Again, Pally hadn’t gone into specifics, but that did little to calm my nerves.

      My gaze slid to the photo still tucked into the middle console where Amber had left it. Wedged beside the empty McDonald’s coffee cup, I could just see Elyse’s smiling face peeking out around it, her tan skin and blonde hair on full display.

      If that wasn’t the human embodiment of something that had no business being at a party like he was describing, I didn’t know what was.

      “Any visuals on the place?” I asked.

      “A basic schematic,” Pally said, “but it’s rough. And it looks like the place was gotten a pretty extensive facelift since Asai purchased it to get ready for tonight.

      “The best I could find was a simple aerial overview.”

      A few times I’d used Google Earth in my work around the park, instances when I was new to the gig and wanted to get an idea for where I was headed.

      He was right. They were patchy at best, giving a rudimentary overview and little more.

      It would have to do.

      “Send it over as well.”

      “Done,” he replied. Pausing, it seemed as if he were considering adding something more. Even without uttering a sound, I knew what he was getting at, the unspoken warning he was trying to impart, the offer of assistance for anything he might be able to give.

      I appreciated all of it, just as I appreciated everything he’d already done, had always done.

      But right now, I didn’t have time for it.

      “Any idea what time this shindig is set to get started?” I whispered.

      “Definitively? No,” he replied. “But based on the schedules for the transportation companies I tracked down?

      “Half an hour from now. At the latest.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a reason my sister-in-law decided to end her moratorium on speaking to me and made the call. It wasn’t because her son was shot and his nose broken, leaving him lying in a hospital bed. It wasn’t because her husband, for all the good qualities he has, simply isn’t equipped for this sort of thing.

      It wasn’t even because her only daughter was missing, being left to the devices of whatever the most sadistic among us might levy at her.

      It was because I was a man with institutional knowledge. Years of serving in the navy, of working with the DEA, had subjected me to first-hand experience of the worst the world had to offer. I had been places and seen things. Items that others might not even know existed, I knew without giving a second thought.

      Things such as the fact that while the running attire I had on might have worked for getting me close to the S-2, there was no chance it was getting me anywhere near where I was headed next. People like them - that held evening galas and had private planes for jumping across town - were obsessed with appearances.

      Too many times to count, we had shown up at a third world stronghold carved into the dense jungle to find every person present wearing suits or dresses. High-end attire that was made specifically for them, no matter that it didn’t fit the location or the climate.

      How someone presented themselves dictated how much respect they could command.

      And respect, to them, was everything.

      If I wanted to get within a mile of the place I was headed, I needed to at least attempt to blend in. While there was no chance I would ever pass close inspection, I had to be able to reach striking distance.

      Already, I was going to be outmanned and outgunned. I needed every small bit of help I could muster.

      Normally, that wouldn’t be such a problem. If I needed clothes, I could go to any of a number of establishments and have them give me a quick measure. While I was waiting, I could stroll down the street for a haircut and a shave.

      A couple of uncomfortable hours and a lot of money later, I would be all set.

      The issue now was, it was late in the evening and I had a clock ticking steadily backward hanging over everything.

      “Will this be all?” the middle-aged woman behind the cash register asked without even looking up at me. The sole checkout line that was open at such a time, her eyes were barely open.

      A blue Wal-Mart apron hung around her neck, not bothering to tie the waist strings, letting it swing free.

      “Yes, please,” I said, inserting my credit card into the reader and waiting as she slowly rang up my items. One at a time, I watched them slide past, counting every second off, wishing so badly for her to hurry up.

      First up was a can of Starbucks espresso, needing another jolt of concentrated caffeine to sharpen the senses. Behind that was a pair of Gatorade bottles, flavors not mattering, grabbed as I sprinted down the aisles.

      Next in order were two protein bars, followed by a pair of grooming scissors, a travel size tube of hair gel, and a comb.

      After that was the cheapest black suit I had ever seen, the material so thin it was already wrinkled, resembling something like a hospital gown.

      Last in order was a foldable hunting knife, the model a far cry from the hawksbill blade I preferred to carry back home, but the best I could manage in a pinch.

      Like so much of what I’d acquired on this trip.

      “That’ll be ninety-eight dollars and fifty-two cents,” the woman said. “Need a bag?”

      I didn’t bother replying. The instant the credit card reader stated that I had been approved, I snatched up everything and headed for the bathroom, moving as fast as wouldn’t draw attention.
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      There was a single loud knock on the door, the sound reverberating through the holding cell. The echo of the metal door bounced off the cinder walls, pushing in on Elyse Denman from every direction, a spike of fear hurtling through her.

      Pressing her heels into the top of the mattress she was sitting on, she attempted to push herself clean through the wall, her heart thundering in her chest as she sat and stared at the door.

      Every moment since Paco left had been spent in desperation, searching the room for any means of escape, for any sort of a weapon that might present itself.

      Unlike her first captors - the bungling trio of boys from the mall - these people were pros. Everything was welded directly into the walls, without so much as a sharp corner or jagged seam that could be utilized. No vents in the ceiling or the door.

      Even the toilet was waterless, using reverse suction, eliminating any chance of trying to cause a flood and getting them to open the door.

      Once she had realized that there would be no trying anything, she had settled herself back on the bed. Angled so she could stare up at the glowing red digits of the clock, she had watched as the minutes crawled by at an agonizing pace, a million different thoughts and fears fighting for supremacy in her mind.

      Not a single one had won out, each as bad or worse than the one before, sending trepidation pulsating through her system.

      This was not supposed to be how things went. It was just a trip to the mall to see a movie, a chore she had to perform so she could go to a concert in a couple of weeks.

      There wasn’t supposed to be someone waiting to steal her car. Shoot her brother. Sell her off to a fate that she still couldn’t wrap her mind around.

      These sorts of things didn’t happen in the real world. They were the stuff of cheap action movies and pulp novels.

      Yet, here she was, the various thoughts and images swirling through her mind as the knock echoed out, snapping her from her trance. In its place was only wanton fear, fresh moisture underscoring her eyes as she watched the door swing open.

      First one through was Paco. Taking a step into the room, he glanced around, ensuring everything was in order, before nodding slightly.

      “Come in.”

      A moment later, a woman appeared at the door. Her weight listing to one side, she was dressed in a long skirt that dragged the ground and a black turtleneck sweater. Appearing to be somewhere in her mid-thirties, her blonde hair was pulled into a pile atop her head. A series of necklaces and bracelets jangled as she shuffled inside.

      In her hand was a black leather satchel zipped closed. Slung over her back was a matching garment bag.

      Watching as she entered, Paco glanced to Elyse. Extending a finger toward the clock on the wall, he said, “Everything you do, we can see.”

      Leaving his warning at that, he stepped past the woman, swinging the door shut in his wake. The sound of it was twice as loud as the initial knock, Elyse again pulling back, staring wide-eyed between the door and the woman.

      Who, for her part, seemed to have not yet noticed Elyse. Focused on the items she’d brought with her, she unslung the garment bag from her back, carefully laying it flat on the floor in front of the door.

      Once it was in position, she reached into the satchel, taking out various makeup items and lining them along the sink.

      Watching her work, so many questions came to Elyse’s mind. So many concerns, from where they were to what happened next.

      All of them underscored by terror, fear seeming to grip her from within.

      “Who are you?” Elyse whispered.

      The woman continued moving, not bothering to look over at her. “My name is Tracee.”

      Once, twice, Elyse opened her mouth to speak, trying to make sense of what had just been shared. “No...I mean, yes, but, why are you here?”

      For the first time, the woman paused. She ran her gaze the length of Elyse before stating, “To get you ready.”

      “For what?”

      A small quiver passed over Tracee’s face. Her lips parted as if she might speak, moisture collecting under her eyes, before she snatched up a compact from the sink beside her and held it at arm’s length. Resting it on Elyse’s cheek, she said, “Yes, I think this color will do nicely, don’t you?”

      Seeing the look on the woman’s face, hearing her words, gravity won out, pushing the tears down Elyse’s cheeks. Snapping her hand up, she grabbed Tracee by the wrist, holding her in position, the compact still touching her skin.

      “Please,” she whispered. “What is going on here?”

      Tracee made no effort to pull her hand back. A single tear pushed south, pulling a smear of mascara with it. Her nostrils flared as she said, “It doesn’t matter.”

      “How can you-“

      “Because I was once just like you,” Tracee said. “I was once sitting exactly where you are, and I tried to figure things out. I tried to make an escape.”

      Pulling her hand free, she took a step back. Grasping the front of her skirt between her middle and index fingers, she slid the material upward, revealing her foot.

      Or, rather, what was left of it.

      The entire front half had been severed clean, ending abruptly in a stump just before her heel. Stuffed into the back end of a shoe, the front half was filled with a wad of tissue paper.

      “So I tried to run,” she said. “Paco did this. Of course, nobody would want me after that, but they kept me around to serve as an example to anybody else that got any ideas.”

      Pops of light began to dance before Elyse’s eyes. Her chest constricted, her lungs fighting to pull in air.

      So badly she wanted to ask who didn’t want her. Or for what. Or why they needed her to act as an example.

      The words wouldn’t come, though, her body too fraught with fear to even consider speaking.

      Rocking her head back, she rested it against the wall, her fingers digging at the vinyl mattress beneath her.

      “Exactly,” Tracee replied, dropping the skirt back in place. “There’s nothing either of us can do.”

      Turning back toward the sink, she added, “So let’s get you ready before he comes back, okay?”
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      Everything was in order. Standing before the bank of monitors lining the back of his office, Sirr Asai could see the entire interior of the mansion. More than sixteen screens in total, they were arranged in a square grid, each one shuffling through a variety of angles inside the respective rooms.

      Made to loop in eight-second bursts, they were staggered so that two of the sixteen switched each second, like watching a kaleidoscope in real time.

      Throughout each of the screens, a bevy of staff could be seen bustling about. Caterers put food on the buffet line. Bar backs placed bottles of beer and wine into ice while others arranged handles of high-end liquor beside them.

      In a couple of spots, guards could be seen giving things once last look, their dark suits standing out, meant to be gone before the first guests arrived.

      Standing with his arms folded, Asai stared at the screens. He remained in that position until his eyes blurred, letting his mind race, seizing on the enormity of the evening.

      Thirty-two years ago, he was dubbed Sirr by a woman that had been mistreated. Even after she’d broken free and returned home, she had carried that weight, letting the feeling of inferiority drive her, spurring her to modest wealth.

      Wealth he had transformed to now effectively own three major cities.

      And was just hours away from controlling some of the most powerful people in a fourth.

      Every camera angle that flashed on the screens before him was set to begin recording in fifteen minutes. Programmed to run all the way until morning, the footage they pulled would be sent to a holding tower in the basement, a veritable bastion of incriminating evidence that would live forever.

      An unending source of leverage, ensuring that he got what was owed to him, regardless of cost.

      The corners of Asai’s mouth pulled up slightly, his head bobbing just a fraction of an inch as the door to the office cracked open. Sliding inside, Paco closed it in his wake, stepping up beside Asai and assessing the cameras as well.

      “Everything set?” Asai asked.

      “She’s with Tracee now,” Paco replied. “They’ll be ready for their grand entrance, just as planned.”

      On the surface, the girl was not remarkable in any way. Though he had yet to see her in person, the photos he’d received from Kuntzman and the images he’d seen onscreen were of a completely typical midwestern girl.

      Average height, average looks, average intelligence.

      To anybody besides a drunken frat boy, she would barely harbor a second glance, but to some of the Japanese businessmen that would soon be arriving, her combination of blonde hair and blue eyes would be more than they could resist.

      Much like his mother had been too much for his father to turn away.

      Ditto for the other piece she offered them, Tracee’s early assessment of her as The Virgin being surprisingly spot-on.

      To think that of everything they had put into place for the evening, she ended up becoming the centerpiece was almost laughable. Long ago, though, he had learned not to question whatever desires the people that showed for their parties harbored.

      It was those very things, after all, that allowed them to do what they did.

      “Excellent,” he whispered.

      Nodding slightly, Paco remained silent. Side by side, they stood before the monitors, watching the screens, ensuring everything was in order.

      Right up until the moment the first lights of a car approaching pierced the darkness outside their windows, breaking their trance, putting them both into simultaneous motion.
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      The suit was technically my size, though that didn’t mean a whole lot. Considering the paper-thin material and the cheap construction of it, both pieces sagged in places they shouldn’t, hugged in areas I’d rather they didn’t.

      They smelled like at least a handful of people had tried them on previously, one or two of them in dire need of a shower.

      Not that any of those things were especially important. I wasn’t wanting to wear it to a wedding, didn’t need to close a business deal or appear before a camera.

      All I needed was something with at least a passing whiff of legitimacy, something that another guard or someone moving past in a hurry might see without noticing.

      Opting against picking up a dress shirt as well, I went with the plain neoprene shirt I’d already been wearing. Hoping the basic suit and t-shirt look would be sufficient, I shrugged the outfit on in the Wal-Mart bathroom, leaving my shorts stuffed into a trash can.

      It wasn’t like I would ever have a need for the damn things again, the items purchased at the sporting goods store sixteen hours earlier for a very specific purpose.

      Now that that had been served, they were gone, cast aside for whoever might wander into the bathroom after me.

      Once my attire was in order, I ripped the grooming scissors out of their packaging, giving my beard a quick trim. Doing little more than knocking off the excess length, I left it a uniform half-inch, not having the time to attempt an actual shave.

      Last before leaving, I smeared a glob of gel through my hair, using the comb to peel it away from my forehead. Pushing it straight back, I plastered it against my skull, watching as the reflection in the mirror took on a decidedly hipster vibe.

      Considering the hundred bucks and ten minutes I had invested in the look, it would have to do.

      Leaving everything but the bars and Gatorade – as much for Elyse and whatever state she might be in as for me - behind in the bathroom trash, I sprinted for the car, sliding in and firing it up.

      Five minutes later, I was pushing west from the northern corner of the city, keeping the Cumberland River outside the passenger window. As I went, I alternated glances between my phone and the road, checking over the overhead schematic Pally had sent over.

      The spread looked vaguely familiar, the sort of setup I had seen a few times before in a previous life. Not matching exactly with any one in particular, there was a passing semblance to many of them, the general items needed for such an enterprise never varying too much.

      A single road led into the place, with a driveway a half-mile in length. Dense forest lined what little road frontage there was, making it invisible to anybody passing by. Shaped like an upturned thumb, all structures were pushed toward the back, the curve of the river providing a boundary on three sides.

      If given the time and resources, the river would have been the best approach. It would be infinitely more difficult for them to surveil, would allow me to breach right next to the mansion on the back end.

      But that also required having access to a boat. And somewhere to moor it or a pilot to let me out and pick me up.

      As it were, I was forced to use the road, having to make my way on foot across the length of the property, which meant moving through more than a half-mile of dense forest followed by skirting a private airstrip.

      From there, things would get tricky, as I needed to somehow cover a couple hundred yards of open ground before reaching the main house.

      Staring at it, so many snippets from my past sprang to mind. Raids that had ended successfully. Snafus that had occurred along the way.

      One at a time, I analyzed them, imposing them against the information I had, parsing through the differences between now and then.

      The biggest one was obvious – I was alone. Whereas I had at one point had a team of trained operatives beside me, I was now fighting a solo battle.

      And I was doing so without the benefit of explosives. Or heavy weaponry. Or motorized vehicles. Or even a badge.

      What I did have was a personal connection, a reason for driving into the night that far outpaced anything I might have been doing back then.

      With each mile that passed under my tires, I could feel adrenaline seeping into my system. Physiological responses that spent so much of my life lying dormant just beneath the surface pushed forth, threatening to leak from my pores.

      My senses sharpened. My body temperature rose, sweat soaking through the armpits and lower back of the cheap suit.

      The smell of John Kuntzman’s burnt flesh seeped into my nostrils.

      Everything I had done the last two days, every mission I had been on in the last ten years, was in preparation for this.

      Once more I checked the map on my phone before tossing it aside. Without the faint glow of it, the darkness of the car became more pronounced. The details of the world outside drew into sharper focus.

      Time and again over the years, I offered to every deity known and imagined that I would trade places with my wife and daughter in an instant if given the chance. No questions asked, no hesitation whatsoever.

      That opportunity was never coming. No matter how badly I wanted it, no matter how much bartering I tried to do, it would simply never come to pass.

      But I did have a shot now at something else. Something that would never make it right, but would ensure that another person close to me didn’t die a senseless death.

      For the time being, that would have to be enough.
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      The situation before me presented both pros and cons. On the plus side was the obvious, beginning with the cover of darkness to blanket my approach and the fact that there was a major party taking place. The former would aid in my approach. The latter would keep people distracted, would ensure that the attention of whatever security was on site was focused inward instead of out.

      It would also, theoretically, make it a bit easier for me to move around. Should I get close enough, I could feign being a lost guest, a gambit a lot easier to play at than just trying to explain why one bearded stranger was roaming the grounds on this particular night.

      At the same time, it narrowed my timeframe tremendously. I had only a small window before things really started to break down. People would begin to succumb to alcohol, would start pairing off or heading for home.

      If I was going to get in and find Elyse, it had to happen before then. If not, the chances of her being relocated or worse rose exponentially.

      If either one of those came to pass, there was a good chance this time she was gone for good. No amount of wizardry from Pally, no number of foolhardy efforts on my part, could possibly change that.

      Driving with the windows up, I moved past the front entrance to the property. Despite the gates standing open and the twin bulbs burning bright on the brick stanchions to either side, I moved by without so much as a glance over.

      There was just no way I could pull into the driveway, no matter how inviting. Not with the length of it. Especially not considering that’s where any cameras and security efforts would be concentrated.

      Reaching out, I shut off my phone, not wanting to take a chance on an errant ring or even the faceplate illuminating at an inopportune moment. Tucking it into the inside pocket of my jacket, I lifted my foot from the gas, letting the SUV coast forward. Making it around a small bend in the road, I watched until the glow of the front entrance disappeared from sight. From there, I shifted my focus to the far side, staring intently at the fence line keeping the forest behind it at bay.

      It took almost three-quarters of a mile, further than I would have preferred, before I spotted what I was looking for, the gap just barely visible. Nothing more than twin ruts pressed into the thick grass, they were spaced four feet apart.

      Above them, a gap had been cut in the fence line, the boards from a single section pulled away, allowing entry.

      Flipping the headlights off, I gave the brakes one hard push, the car dropping more than half of its forward momentum. Not wanting to have the brake lights flare any more than necessary, I raised my foot, letting the engine idle as I swung out to the right before banking hard into the turnoff.

      The distance from the edge of the road down into the grass was deeper than it appeared, the front end bucking as I dropped down into a shallow ditch. Weeds slapped at the undercarriage as the nose pointed straight down before rising toward the treetops, the tires fighting for purchase on the loose grass.

      Resisting the urge to hit the gas, to make any extra noise, I gripped the steering wheel in both hands, holding tight, willing the vehicle forward.

      Inch by inch it fought on, leveling out and creeping past the fence posts on either side. Overhead, the trees pushed in tight, blotting much of the sky from view.

      Turning in my seat, I watched as the rear bumper cleared the tree line. Pulling forward a couple of extra feet, I waited until I was sure it wasn’t visible from a distance before reaching up and turning off the interior dome light.

      Only then did I crack open the door and slide out, pressing it closed just far enough that the latch caught.

      Standing alone in the forest, my senses strained. My nose picked up the loamy scents of moist dirt and sphagnum. I heard a cicada in the distance. The air felt cool on my skin.

      Nowhere did I detect anything that wasn’t supposed to be there. Nothing manmade. Certainly nothing that indicated I had been spotted, that someone was giving me chase.

      Circling around the front end of the SUV, I cracked open the passenger door. Assessing the small collection of arms I had amassed, I began with the Wilson Tactical Carry, sliding it into the small of my back. The folding knife went into the front pocket on my right side, able to be wielded by my dominant hand if need be.

      Into the front left went an extra magazine for the Brownings, the last of what I’d lifted from the rednecks at the driving range two nights before.

      How so much could have transpired since then still didn’t seem real, the days one unending blur, a menagerie of sights and sounds and actions that would drift just beneath my subconscious for months to come.

      The bat I left behind, the blunt object having done its part better than I could have hoped for, but not designed for what was likely to come next.

      Which left only the twin Brownings. Both prepped with a round in the chamber and a full magazine, the faintest hint of moonlight glinted off their barrels.

      Reaching out, I took one in either hand, feeling their grips settle into my palms. Bending at the elbow, I let them both rest against the front of my shoulders, barrels toward the sky, the faint smell of gun oil just barely noticeable.

      Holding them both felt good. It felt balanced. It provided plenty of firepower for whatever lay ahead.

      But it would be foolish. Already I was at a saturation point, needing to keep a hand free, to be able to react to whatever the situation presented me.

      Replacing one of the Brownings, I closed the door and took a moment, letting my eyes slide shut, drinking in the scent of the woods around me, one final attempt to steel myself for the coming hour.

      The place I was going into was a veritable compound. It was expansive, likely fortified with more than enough men to oversee the grounds, all armed for come what may.

      I was a single man with two handguns and a knife.

      An uncle with a niece in need of help.

      A husband and a father that missed his family.
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      The woman staring back in the mirror at Elyse Denman looked nothing like the girl that she saw every morning when she woke up. Or anybody else she’d ever seen in person, for that matter.

      Her hair had been flat-ironed, straightened so that it was at least three inches longer than usual, hanging in long parentheses on either side of her face, falling down over her shoulders.

      Her eyebrows had been plucked into two narrow stripes, faintly visible above her eyes. A combination of foundation and rouge gave her face contour, completely obscuring any hint of the bruising and stitches on her cheek.

      Enveloping her body was a silver A-frame dress, starting at her neck and stopping halfway between her hips and knees. Covered in crystals, it caught what little light there was in the room, her entire body seeming to shimmer, even as she stood still.

      On her feet were a pair of three-inch stilettos, the shoes a full two inches taller than anything she’d ever attempted before. Already she could feel the blood rushing into her toes, her feet cramping from the awkward position.

      “What do you think?” Tracee asked.

      Staring at the reflection, Elyse had no idea how to respond. Her lips parted, the air driven from her, as she tried to formulate a response.

      In most any other forum, she would be able to comprehend what she was looking at. She would see what the woman had managed to do in just half an hour, her eyebrows rising in surprise.

      She would understand where she was headed, why the look had been cultivated in the first place.

      Knowing none of that, Elyse merely stood and stared, fear gripping her. The appearance she had been given left nothing to chance, no room for the imagination to spread. It was done with a specific design, meant to appeal to a very certain type of person.

      None of which was good.

      “I...” she managed, tears again beginning to pool beneath her eyes. “Uh...”

      Shooting a hand into her purse, Tracee snatched up a wad of tissue. Extending it before her, she thrust it into Elyse’s hand.

      “Don’t do that,” she cautioned. “We don’t have time to fix your makeup again before he comes back.”

      Taking the offering, Elyse spread her fingers wide, latching onto Tracee’s hand. Tugging her a few inches forward, she bent at the waist, her body balanced precariously on the ridiculous platform shoes.

      “Please,” she whispered. “You have to help me.”

      Staring back in earnest, the same ripple that appeared before passed over Tracee’s features. Her eyes traced Elyse’s face, taking in every millimeter of it, before peering directly back at her.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I told you, I can’t.”

      Her bottom lip trembled as she held the pose, the two of them just inches apart, before blinking twice. Pulling back slightly, she drew in a deep breath through her nose, using it to lift her gaze toward the ceiling.

      “Now then,” she said, sliding her hand from Elyse’s grip, “just one more thing, and you’re ready.”

      Turning, she shoved a hand back down into her bag, rummaging from side to side. Buried well past the wrist, she moved things about, searching for what she needed, before drawing it out in one quick movement.

      Elyse barely saw the flash of the syringe as it headed for her exposed thigh. Barely even felt the prick as it entered her skin.

      Not until her vision began to blur, her reflexes dulling slightly, did she even realize what had happened.
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      There are geographic features inherent to different parts of the country. In Louisiana, the swamps are so thick and dense that a man would need a boat with an outboard motor and a seasoned guide just to find their way around. Fifteen hundred miles due west of there, anyone foolish enough to be barefooting through Arizona should have at least a gallon of water and be able to navigate by the stars.

      If you’re even thinking about being in Washington, you’d better have a way of keeping your gear and your feet dry, otherwise, everything is susceptible to rot and mold, the persistent dampness enough to work through most anything.

      Where I call home, the biggest adjustment that one has to make is to the elevation. Anywhere from five to ten thousand feet above sea level, the air is much thinner than people realize. It doesn’t fill the lungs the way people expect, doesn’t replenish the muscles in the same way.

      Hypoxia can set in quickly, leaving a person light headed. If bad enough, it can cause a blackout, even a stroke.

      After six years of living there nearly year-round, I have adapted to it. No longer do I worry about altitude sickness. Never do I concern myself with exertion levels, knowing my body is used to drawing on the lower levels of oxygen.

      Which also means on the rare occasion I do find myself back at sea level, it is as if my body has been supercharged. Feeding off the thicker air is something akin to blood doping, energy permeating my body, spurring me forward.

      Coupled with the can of espresso I ingested and the adrenaline already surging through my system, I moved just shy of a sprint. Going as fast as silence would allow, I worked my way through the woods, moving in a north-northwest pattern away from the SUV, using the overhead view of the map in my head as a guide.

      Given where the car was parked and the slight bend in the road forming the southern boundary, I knew I had just over a half-mile of forested terrain to cover before reaching the airstrip. For most people, that would take almost ten minutes to walk. In the woods, in the middle of the night, maybe twice that.

      Moving hard, the Browning in hand, barrel slipping past my ribcage as I moved, I made it in just over six.

      By the time I arrived at the southwest corner of the spread, sweat was streaming down my face. My pulse was pounding. But I wasn’t breathing hard, the thick air more than compensating for that.

      Coming to a stop, I pressed my back against the base of a poplar tree, the smell of the woods filling my nostrils.

      In an ideal situation, there would be some way for me to lure my opponents out to me. With the training that I’d had, the way I earned a living, there was nobody better at being in the forest. One at a time, I could work my way through whatever guards there were, nobody so much as knowing I was there until it was too late.

      But that wouldn’t be possible here. Not given the layout of the place. Not with Elyse likely somewhere in the house above.

      To find her meant I had to go in. I had to step away from my hiding place and into the light, making myself susceptible to the cameras and guards and whatever else may be scouring the grounds.

      Peering out from the cover of the trees, I could see that five feet from where I stood, the grounds opened up. The forest had been stripped clean and in its stead was a landing strip more than a hundred yards in length.

      A few feet of grass trimmed low surrounded it, abutting smooth asphalt. Lining either side were landing lights, red bulbs glowing and dimming in synchronization. Down the middle was painted a series of yellow dashes, caution lines to give incoming pilots something to aim for.

      To my left was a small hangar, the thing resembling a pole barn with one side gaping open. Within it sat a pair of small craft, lights out, their windshields darkened.

      Beyond it was nothing but open grass, the mansion spread a couple of hundred yards ahead. Out front was a large fountain, water spraying in the air. Circling around it was a handful of luxury automobiles, guests already arriving and beginning to ascend toward the front doors standing open.

      Even from a distance, I could make out just the faintest hint of music. Still early in the night, it appeared things were working under the auspice of formality, the gentle dins made from classical instruments.

      How long that façade would last was anybody’s guess.

      That part I would have to deal with later. For now, I needed to focus on the airstrip, starting my search there and working my way north.

      Peering out from where I stood, I couldn’t see any visible cameras, but I had no doubt they were there. The only questions were how much of the grounds they covered and how diligently they were being watched.

      Based on what the aerial schematic displayed, there was just a single road moving through the property. Meant to ensure that access was limited, it also meant that any preventive measures would be focused on it, the place not meant to be accessed on foot.

      Which was both good and bad.

      Standing there on the corner of the spread, detailing what I could see, laying it over the thin information I already had, I barely noticed the single flicker of flame. Forty yards to my right, it was nothing more than a quick flash, a spot of orange against a darkened canvas.

      Dropping to a knee, my right hand shot straight out. Extending parallel to the ground, I held it at the ready, peering the length of my arm, my breath clenched as I watched a smaller dot appear in its wake.

      Followed by a plume of smoke.

      And then another dot of red.

      A moment later, the smell of an unfiltered cigarette made its way to me. Acrid and bitter, it seemed completely out of place amidst the natural scents of the forest, its source unmistakable.

      Rotating on my knee, I turned my back to the runway. Rising to my feet, I extended one foot out before me, carefully selecting where to place it, before slipping the next one ahead of it.

      Using the bases of the trees around me, I made my way in a loose arc. Working due east, I came in on a curve, giving my target a wide berth, using the glow of their cigarette as a beacon.

      The walk from the corner to the guard took me the better part of a minute. Working slow and easy, I made not a sound as I circled in on him, finally spotting my prey perched in the same position I had been, leaning against the base of a tree.

      Silhouetted against the light of the mansion, the man looked to be several inches shorter than me. Compact of build, he was dressed in a dark suit, the cigarette held out to the side.

      One foot crossed over the other, a submachine gun hung from a strap over his shoulder, a misshapen plume of smoke extended from his head.

      Moving until I was square behind him, completely beyond any chance of being spotted in his peripheral vision, I peered into the trees on either side, looking for signs of a partner. Seeing nothing, I lowered myself to a crouch, placing the Browning on the ground by my feet.

      Remaining in position, I slid my right hand into my front pocket. Extracting the foldable knife, I flipped open the blade, a five-inch piece forged from stainless steel, the lead edge not the sharpest I’d worked with but more than enough to do the job.

      Keeping my body bent low, my knees just inches above the soil, I duckwalked forward. One step at a time, I passed in silence over the forest floor, closing the gap between us, cutting it down to ten feet, and then five.

      Two steps more made it three.

      The last distance I covered in one quick flash, my left hand rising and cupping over the lower half of the man’s face, pinning his jaw shut, keeping him from crying out.

      With my right, I held the blade parallel to the ground, driving it into the gap between his L3 and L4 vertebrae.

      For just an instant, the man’s body went tense, his muscles seizing tight as he pressed back against me.

      A moment later, his spinal cord gave way to the blade, his limbs going slack as warm blood seeped over the handle, sluicing over my thumb and index finger. The submachine gun began to slide from his shoulder, his weight dropping back against me.

      Using his chin and the handle of the blade as anchor points, I managed to keep him upright, sliding him backward, well out of sight, before lowering him to the forest floor.
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      The last thing Sirr Asai wanted to do was step away from the party. Not now, with his guests just beginning to arrive, the most important part being for him to show face up front, greeting them by name.

      Still, the girl downstairs had been a special request, made from the biggest prospect he had ever been able to lure in on the first night.

      Controlling the largest manufacturing facility in the city, the North American headquarters for a respected Japanese automotive company, he was a highly visible individual. Overseeing more than a hundred thousand employees made him equally as influential.

      And he provided a clear chance for Asai to stick one to the homeland that had banished he and his mother so many years before, deeming them not worthy.

      In no way was he about to pass such an opportunity by.

      Excusing himself for just a moment, he joined Paco by the front door. With smiles on their faces, they threaded their way back through the interior of the home, the early arrivals just starting to mingle.

      Already, a few were sampling the food. Nobody had yet ventured toward the bar or cigars, though it was only a matter of time.

      And once the first one went, all would follow in short order, lemmings lining up for their chance to go over the edge.

      Ducking into a side hallway, the two allowed their smiles to recede. Moving in silence, they picked up their pace, retreating to the far corner of the ballroom before taking a hidden stairwell down into the basement.

      Of everything that was incurred in running a business the likes of which Asai did, this was far and away the least palatable. His hands thrust into his pockets, he made no effort to hide the disgust he felt, the entire thing on exercise that he refused to acknowledge until the moment he absolutely had to.

      Though it was a necessary evil, it was still an evil.

      In his experience, the worst form of it he had ever seen.

      Compared to the carefully crafted scene upstairs, the basement was the epitome of sterile. The floors were bare, the brick walls left plain. Harsh white light gave the place an ethereal glow, their footsteps echoing out as they proceeded.

      Increasing his pace a half-step, Paco pulled slightly ahead, arriving at the holding cell door first. Using a key, he pulled it open just as Asai arrived, stepping to the side.

      Not a single hint of what lay inside was on his face as he did so, the two men entering, ready to make this one final check and be on their way again.

      Others were continuing to arrive. Perhaps not quite as large as the man they were waiting on, but still quite important.

      And it wasn’t like Asai wasn’t willing to play the long game, content to sit on whatever the night may produce for as long as might be necessary, should anybody ascend in due time.

      Along the right side of the small room was Tracee, her eyes cast downward, her makeup bag clutched before her, both hands wrapped around its leather straps. Squeezing so tight her knuckles flashed white, not once did her gaze lift to meet them, the top half of her body bowing slightly in greeting.

      Choosing not to respond, Asai instead shifted his focus to the only other person in the room.

      He had read the complete report on Elyse Denman twice the day before. Sixteen years old. Daughter of two completely non-descript people. Lifelong resident of Nashville.

      On paper, she certainly checked all the boxes, but that wasn’t the most important part.

      That aspect was left until right now, the eyeball test, the visual inspection that would determine if she passed muster.

      It was clear at a glance that the girl had already been administered the sedative. Lifting her face just slightly, her eyes had a distant, glassy appearance to them, as if attempting in vain to focus as he peered at her.

      That part, Asai barely registered, dismissing it as soon as it had arrived. What struck him instead was the fact that from where he stood, it was like peering at a computer-generated recreation of what had been requested.

      Even better than expected.

      Their guest would be pleased.

      Asai felt his lips part slightly as he snapped his focus toward the door, the corner of Paco’s mouth turned up just slightly. As if knowing exactly what Asai was thinking, he nodded.

      They had found her. It had been a whirlwind couple of days, a mad scramble to a flippant final response, but they had done it.

      Proof yet again that there was little the duo couldn’t accomplish, the elite of Nashville about to find out how dangerous a proposition that was.

      “Is she...?” he began.

      “Yes,” Tracee replied, her voice barely a whisper.

      Bit by bit, any annoyance Asai harbored for the situation passed, evaporating, taking any lingering animosity with it.

      It was time to head back upstairs. They had a party to get to.

      And one very happy guest to greet.
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      Leaving the guard’s body tucked away in the weeds, I didn’t make the effort to cover him. I had to assume that he was the sole person tasked with walking the length of the airstrip, most of the firepower concentrated around the house. That if anybody were to discover what happened it would be more likely from his not checking in than somebody just happening to walk back in the darkness and spy him lying in the woods.

      And again, it wasn’t like I had an abundance of time to stop and bury him.

      A quick pat of his body revealed a wallet I had no use for and a cell phone I went through only long enough to turn off the ringer. Starting with the folding knife, I wiped the blood on his suit coat, doing the same for my hand. Getting most of it off, only my fingernails still rimmed with red, I stowed the phone back inside his suit jacket, grabbing up his submachine gun and looping it over a shoulder.

      A Heckler & Koch MP5, it wasn’t the newest sub model available, but for my money, it was still the best, something I had cut my teeth on with the navy fourteen years before. Far more firepower than the Browning, I shifted the smaller gun to my left hand, keeping it out and at the ready. The right I used to grip the base of the MP5, both ready to fire at a moment’s notice.

      Pausing over the guard’s body, I peered in either direction, listening for any sound, any signal that I had been spotted.

      As best I could tell, there was nothing, the party continuing in the distance without a care.

      Drawing in a breath, I stepped forward, moving from the brushy undergrowth to the clipped grass. Keeping my gaze even, I swept my focus the length of the runway before turning back toward the hangar on the far end and starting to walk.

      This was the moment of truth. The point where I determined if my meager preparations were sufficient, or if things went south in a hurry.

      With the suit and the sub gun, the beard trim and hair gel, I looked at least semi-passable.

      The only question was how tight things were run, how much attention was being paid at any one time.

      Despite the adrenaline surging through me, no matter the clock continuing to run in my mind, I kept my pace even. Walking in a measured gait, I swept my gaze over everything, taking in the grounds, getting a closer look at what I was up against.

      Not once did my pace slow as I made my way to the edge of the hangar. Opting against looping wide around it, I tucked just inside the edge closest to me, slipping along the far wall and looping around toward the back.

      Constructed like a three-sided outbuilding, the place was made of corrugated metal, the roof rising twenty feet above. Enclosed on the back and sides, a trio of vertical support poles ran through the middle of it, sodium lights hanging from the ceiling, casting a pale glow downward.

      On either side of the support poles were two small planes - twin Raytheon models – both sitting dark and idle. Which one had landed just an hour before it was now impossible to tell, enough time having slipped by that it had already been refueled and returned to position, ready for whatever the night ahead entailed.

      A thought that was enough to make my grip on the Browning tighten.

      A grip that grew tighter still as I reached the back corner and made the turn, a small office coming into view.

      Tucked behind the pair of Raytheons, the enclave was completely hidden from the outside. Made from the same metal as the outside of the building, glass windows comprised the top half, allowing a full visual down the length of the airstrip should one of the planes be out for taxi.

      Inside, a single desk lamp burned bright. Beside it, a man stared at a computer screen, oblivious to his surroundings, unaware I was even present.

      Much like the moment I first stepped out of the woods, the urge to sprint forward roiled through my body. It alighted on my senses, telling me to take this man down before he caught a glimpse of me, almost winning out before my rational mind took over.

      Stay calm. Walk slow. Approach as if nothing is out of the ordinary.

      I grasped the sub gun in either hand, tucking the Browning into the front pocket of my jacket. Under the additional weight, the cheap material of the suit listed heavily to the side, the seams straining as I walked directly up to the door.

      Raising a knuckle, I rapped twice on it, the sound causing the man inside to visibly flinch, his bottom lifted out of the seat for an instant before he turned to stare my way. Raising a hand to his chest, blood flushed his cheeks as he used the opposite hand to wave me inside.

      The handle twisted easily under my grasp, the hinges making not a sound as the door swung inward.

      “Sorry about that,” I said, my voice level, as detached as I imagined a guard for this place to be.

      “No, no,” the man said, extending both hands and waving them before him. Somewhere in his fifties, he had gray hair and a matching beard. Slight of build, he was dressed in slacks and a sweater.

      If I had to guess, I would say he was the man that had piloted the plane earlier in the evening.

      Some men just have that sort of look.

      “My fault,” he said. “Just getting things wrapped up and was a little absorbed here.”

      Releasing my hold on the door, I took a step into the room, cutting the gap between us to just a couple of feet. “Good trip?”

      Leaning back in his seat, some of the color began to retreat from his cheeks. “Uneventful, barely even long enough to be called a trip. No big deal.”

      My fingertips pressed hard into the frame of the MP5, so much so I could see them flash white. In one quick movement, I slid forward, jerking the gun across my body before snapping the barrel of it across the man’s knee.

      The sound of metal-on-bone contact sounded through the office, followed a moment later by the man howling in agony. Rolling forward out of his chair, he crumpled to the floor, landing in a heap on the concrete.

      Dropping to a knee beside him, I shot one hand out, pressing it over his mouth. The other I used to jam the tip of the barrel under his chin, acrimony permeating my body.

      “Uneventful?” I seethed, my words an angry whisper between gritted teeth. “Is that what you call going and kidnapping a young girl?”

      Giving the gun a shove, I pressed the metal hard into the soft skin beneath his chin, the tip making a deep divot.

      So easy it would be to pull the trigger. To keep going with what had started out in the woods. To work my way through every person here, knowing they were all responsible somehow for what had happened.

      But right now, I needed more.

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      With his eyes pressed shut, bits of moisture leaking from the corners, the man continued to writhe beneath me. Muffled sounds worked their way past my hand.

      Pulling the gun away from his chin, I swatted it across his cheek. Not hard enough to knock him cold, but enough to break the skin, to bring his attention back to me.

      “Where is the girl?”

      Loosening my grip over his mouth, I raised my hand an inch. In its wake, he gasped twice, his head rolling to the side.

      “Please,” he muttered. “Please, I have a family.”

      Again, the barrel of the weapon connected with the side of his head, this time splitting the top of his earlobe.

      “So does she,” I said. “Parents worried sick, a brother that was shot, and one very pissed off uncle.”

      Cocking my arm out to the side, I pressed the muzzle of the weapon into his temple. I pushed hard enough that the skin of his face was pulled taut, my index finger tapping at the trigger.

      “So tell me, where the hell did they take her?”
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      I didn’t kill the man in the hangar. Not because I didn’t want to, but because doing so served no purpose, and I didn’t believe in killing just for the sake of it.

      I hold no false pretenses about who I am or what I’ve done. The blemishes on my soul are large, and they are permanent, but I don’t do such things simply for the sake of it.

      Putting down the guard in the woods was necessary. He was heavily armed, would have had no qualms riddling me with bullets, or at the very least alerting others to my presence.

      The pilot was different. He had already been neutralized. From there, it was merely a matter of giving him a third tap on the side of the head, this one hard enough to put him to sleep for the remainder of the time I might be onsite.

      And in the event he woke up early, the bindings I left him in would finish the job.

      Stealing away from the office, all I had was the thin information the man had supplied. The last he’d seen of Elyse, Paco had led her personally across the front yard to the house more than an hour before.

      What had happened since, he wasn’t sure, spending that time to service his plane and get things squared away for the day crew arriving in the morning.

      Under pressure, he said he knew there to be a side entrance, a small door dug out from the ground, leading directly into the basement.

      If Elyse wasn’t already inside the mansion, being served up for whatever purpose she was originally brought in for, that’s where she would be.

      Using the side of the hangar for cover, I jogged forward. Knowing that the interior of it was empty, I had no need to keep up appearances, waiting until I was again out in the open before resuming my previous stance. Keeping the Browning stowed, I shifted the folding knife, keeping it palmed in my left hand. Resting the barrel of the sub gun atop it, I gripped the base in my right hand, assuming the same stance I’d seen from countless guards all over South and Central America.

      Across the expanse of the front lawn, the party had picked up steam. A steady stream of cars made their way up and down the driveway, new arrivals staying just long enough to deposit their contents before circling the fountain and heading away.

      Arriving in ones and twos and threes, people lingered outside for just a moment, making required pleasantries with other guests, before heading up the central staircase where the process was repeated again.

      With one eye on the proceedings, I moved out wide from the hangar. Using the smell of water, the cool touch of the breeze, as guides, I navigated my way toward the edge of the property, working in a diagonal pattern, putting as much distance between myself and the glow from the house as possible.

      Weapon clutched before me, I found my way to the precipice of the bluff overlooking the river. Pausing, I made a point to swivel my head, leaning forward at the waist, surveying the scene before me.

      The body of water that was stretched out ten feet below was a far cry from what I was used to. Dark and muddy, it moved in a lazy flow, an unmistakable stench rising from it.

      Not the natural geothermic smell of sulfur that permeated Yellowstone, but something manmade, a combination of garbage and sewage and who knew what else.

      Maintaining my stance, I looked in either direction, the surface of the river dark, punctuated only by a few errant boulders and the whitecaps that formed as the water pushed by.

      No boats, no signs of water patrols.

      “Hey.”

      So engrossed in my charade, the sound of the voice surprised me, a small spasm rippling through my chest. Followed in order was a bit of self-flagellation, loathing at being caught flat-footed.

      Committing to the act was only to get me into position. It did me no good if I was left vulnerable in the process.

      Shifting myself upright, I turned to see a second guard approaching. Dressed exactly like the one in the woods, he walked forward with his hands resting atop the barrel of his sub gun, the strap it was attached to pulled taut around his neck.

      His gaze directed out over the water, he said, “Sounds like a hell of a party. Shame we’re missing it.”

      Turning my shoulders to face him squarely, I felt my right hand tighten around the base of the gun. Dropping my left an inch away from the barrel, I slid the knife forward, fingers tightening around the handle, thumb pressed into the base of the blade.

      “Isn’t that how it always goes?” I replied. “We do all the work and they get all the fun?”

      Spitting out a single laugh, a harsh barking sound, the guard took a few more steps, slowing his pace as he approached.

      Up close, he appeared older than the first guard had been. Thinning brown hair was buzzed short atop his head, facial hair of matching length encasing his jaw, flecks of gray already present.

      “Ain’t that the truth?” he muttered, shifting his attention from the river to me. A flicker of something passed over his face as he did so, a ridge appearing along his brow.

      Just as fast, his features cleared, a faint smile coming to his face.

      “You the new guy? Didn’t see you at Jose’s briefing this morning.”

      The tells were small, but they were enough.

      The look that flashed over his face as he realized he didn’t recognize me. The mention of a new guy that didn’t really exist, trying to get me to bite on a false narrative. The use of the name Jose instead of Paco.

      All positive tactical designs, meant to be low impact, not drawing any attention while we stood in a clear sightline to the front entrance.

      Much like using a knife.

      Under ideal conditions, I would have tried to talk to the man. I would have namedropped Asai and Paco, would have used whatever other knowledge I had to try and ease my way past the situation.

      This wasn’t ideal. I had no time, and I had no interest in seeing this man again on my way out.

      Planting off my left foot, I shot forward, driving the knife into his windpipe. As it entered, his eyes went wide, his fingers clenching just slightly, pawing in vain for the submachine gun, before the momentum of the strike was too much.

      Without a sound, he toppled backward, teetering on the edge of the cliff before losing out to gravity and slipping over.

      With the knife buried in his throat, he couldn’t scream out. A moment later, the sound of him hitting the water was swallowed by the breeze, barely loud enough for me to hear.

      With my heart beating fast, I drew in a breath, collecting myself, making it appear that nothing out of the ordinary had just taken place.

      Losing the knife was not optimal, but it was calculated, a minor inconvenience from what could have been a calamitous situation.

      Resuming my grip on the sub gun, I continued moving north toward the house. My head I kept level, gaze darting over the house, searching for any signs of alarm.

      Best I could tell, there were none, nobody having so much as looked up at the twin shadows standing along the edge of the bluff overlooking the river.
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      In the wake of the altercation with the guard, competing feelings roiled within me.

      I needed to not draw attention. I had to make it appear that nothing had happened. Give nobody that might have happened to glance our direction – either outside on the lawn or inside staring through a window – a reason to look twice.

      At the same time, I couldn’t overdo it. I needed to minimize my time out in the open. Ensure that I didn’t run into another guard working the perimeter.

      And above all else, continue closing the gap between myself and Elyse.

      If what the pilot said was to be believed, getting to her while she was still in the basement would be infinitely preferable. It would allow me to slip in and out without having to navigate a busy crowd.

      The sooner it happened would also diminish the likelihood of anybody inside being overly combative against us, not wanting to open fire in front of so many influential guests.

      Covering the remainder of the distance from where the guard went over the bluff to the back corner of the mansion took just over two minutes. Counting seconds in my head, it felt infinitely longer, my path drifting to the side as I drew closer.

      My posture never once changed as I passed the front corner of the spread, moving from the residual glow of the party into the dark shadows along the side of the house. As I did so, I released my dual grip on the submachine gun, again extracting the Browning. Shifting it to my dominant hand, I kept it pressed tight to my thigh, my left doing little more than holding the sub gun out of the way, keeping it from impeding my movement or whacking me in the face.

      Increasing my stride to a jog, I fell in alongside the house. Heavy shrubs shaped into uniform squares lined the side of it, blocking the base of the home from view. A thick bed of mulch framed the landscaping, their competing scents rising up, filling my nostrils.

      Alternating my gaze between the side of the structure and the narrow strip of land between it and the bluff, sweat lined my brow. My heart rate remained elevated, each step bringing with it the heightened concern that the pilot had been lying, that there was no side entrance.

      Again, I felt my stride grow faster, making it almost to the back corner, seeing the bend of the Cumberland River behind the home, before an alcove appeared.

      Cut into the thick band of mulch and shrubbery lining the place, it was framed by a small concrete retaining wall, a wrought iron handrail leading down a handful of stairs to a stone archway.

      And within it, a single wooden door.

      Turning to check over a shoulder, I saw nothing behind me but the path I’d just taken from the hangar, the building sitting silently in the distance.

      Everything else was blotted from view save the river beside me, faint bits of moonlight reflecting off its surface.

      Shifting back to the door, I twisted the sub gun under my armpit, feeling the strap dig into my neck. Pushing it around until it rested flush against my shoulder blade, I pulled the Browning up before me, cupping the base of it with my free hand.

      Moving into a standard shooter’s pose, I slowly descended the stairs, taking one step at a time. Reaching the bottom, I extended a hand, feeling the knob twist easily beneath my grip.

      Sliding inside, I closed the door, careful not to make a sound, before pressing my back into it and assessing my surroundings.

      At a glance, the place looked like a morgue. The décor, the color scheme, even the scent in the air, seemed to hint at a world that was intended to be antiseptic.

      A single hallway, it was brightly lit, extended straight out before me. On either side were a handful of doors, none of them bearing any kind of identifying features, some not even having knobs.

      Remaining in position, I forced my breathing to slow. I kept the Browning before me and slowly counted to ten, waiting for any sign of movement.

      When none presented itself, I began to move.

      I might have gotten lucky on cameras along the outer perimeter, but there was no way the place I was now standing wasn’t covered. Any additional time would only allow guards to move into position.

      Would certainly enable them to whisk Elyse away before I could arrive.

      Pushing forward, I considered checking the doors to either side, grabbing the handles or giving a quick knock, before deciding against it.

      If they were holding prisoners of any kind, there would be guards, or visible cameras, or some form of deterrent to keep wayward guests away.

      Stopping to do so would only slow me down, chewing up more time I didn’t have.

      Crossing one foot over the other, my body turned sideways, I made my way up the hallway. With each step, my trepidation rose, cresting as an intersection came into view. Demarcating a hallway running perpendicular to the one I was now on, I could see the bisecting path was every bit as wide.

      Drifting to the side of the hall, I walked heel-to-toe, making not a sound as I crept forward, making it to within five feet of the corner before pulling up abruptly, able to just make out a pair of voices. One male and the other female, they were speaking in hushed tones, the words too low to make out. In their stead, all I could discern was the tone, the two seemingly at odds.

      Pausing, I waited for another second, trying to decipher what they were saying. Squeezing the Browning tight, I kept the barrel of the weapon pinned against my thigh, almost hidden from view, before giving up on it and stepping forward into the intersection.

      Making a point of glancing to the right first, I saw nothing but an empty hallway, the expanse appearing exactly like the one I’d just left. Plain décor and doors spread evenly, no sign of life anywhere.

      Rotating back in the opposite direction, I turned to see a pair of people no more than twenty yards away.

      Pinned against the wall was a woman with blonde frizzy hair and a long skirt. Pressed flat, she seemed to be trying to pull back from the guard standing over her, the man dressed in a black suit, one hand flush against the brick above her shoulder.

      Trapping her in, he had a faint smile on his face, seeming to enjoy the situation.

      From his shoulder hung an MP5, these guys seeming to have bought a shipment in bulk.

      Saying nothing, I turned to face them squarely, making it four full strides before the woman noticed me, turning to stare with wide eyes. Whatever she was saying a moment before drifted away as she looked at me, her mouth hanging open.

      An instant later, the guard shifted my way as well. Pushing himself back from the wall, he rested a hand atop the MP5, his brow bunching slightly.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m Hawk,” I replied. “Paco sent me down.”

      The look of incomprehension grew a bit more pronounced on the man’s face. “Paco? Why?”

      I didn’t bother to respond. Snapping the gun up from my thigh, I fired the instant the barrel reached level.

      With my dominant hand, firing from such a short distance, there was no way I would miss. Blood and brain matter exploded from the back of his head, spackling the tile behind him.

      His body hit a moment later, the echo of the gunshot reverberating through the narrow space.
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      The two men flanked her on either side, neither one touching her, but their presence close enough to make a point.

      Do as she was told. Whatever it may be.

      Not that Elyse Denman was in much of a position to push back. She could feel whatever Tracee had injected her with permeating her system, the effect impossible to ignore, almost as difficult to shake loose.

      Like staring up from the bottom of a swimming pool, everything seemed distorted, from her sight to her hearing to even her thinking. All of it was shifted slightly left of center, reducing her motor function to a fraction of what it should be, her cognition only nominally better.

      Meaning that most of what she could muster was split between trying to balance on the oversized heels they had placed her in and forcing herself not to cry. At least not in the presence of these two. Not knowing how poorly that eventuality would be for her.

      Standing between the two of them, Elyse waited in the narrow confines of the elevator. Adorned in the tiny dress, never had she felt more vulnerable, seemingly naked in every way.

      A ripple of chilled air passed over her skin, goose pimples covering her flesh, causing her to visibly shiver as she stared straight ahead, feeling the movement of the car as they ascended.

      “Remember,” the man named Asai said beside her, “the man you are about to meet is named Mr. Matsui. No matter what he tells you his first name is, no matter what he tells you to call him, always Mr. Matsui.

      “Do you understand?”

      Elyse did not understand why the title was so important. Just as she was a long way from comprehending anything that had taken place in the last few days, all of it a bad dream she wished nothing more than to wake up from.

      But she did understand that if she didn’t do exactly as instructed, things would not end well for her. That she would be maimed like Tracee, or even worse, without a second thought.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Good,” Asai replied as above them a bell sounded, the elevator pulling to a stop. “And stop fidgeting. He likes them young, not shaking like a child.”

      All air slid from Elyse as the doors parted from the center. As they did so, a cacophony of light and sound poured in, a combination of imagery so powerful it almost overwhelmed her befuddled state.

      The space looked to be one of the largest, one of the most ornate, she had ever seen. Stretched two stories in height, it appeared they were standing on the edge of a grand ballroom, a champagne fountain as the centerpiece.

      Filling the space was a crowd of what seemed like hundreds, men in suits or tuxedos offset by women in outfits just as garish as the one she now sported.

      In almost every hand was a plate of food or a glass of alcohol. In the background a band played, the sound barely audible over the din of conversation.

      “Come,” Asai said, stepping out first and weaving his way through the crowd.

      Glancing to her right, Elyse paused to see if Paco would go next, the man simply standing and staring at her, making sure she knew he would be bringing up the rear, ushering her forward.

      Taking one uncertain step forward, Elyse felt her heel dig into the soft carpet. For just an instant, her ankle wobbled, her hands reaching out to the side for balance.

      An inch at a time, she began to list to the side, her body tilting at an angle, before Paco stepped forward, catching her hand in his. His grip like steel, he braced her slight form, propping her upright.

      His features remained steely as he looked at her, gesturing with his chin in the direction Asai had just walked.

      “Go.”

      No part of Elyse wanted to be in contact with Paco. She hated the way his hand was clamped, an unspoken threat being conveyed. Even more the calluses lining his palms, his skin rough against hers.

      But she also knew there was no way she could navigate the crowd on her own. Not with the heels she was being forced to wear. Certainly not under the control of whatever she’d been injected with.

      Saying nothing, Elyse extended her opposite foot before her. As if searching for a solid spot to step, she placed her toe out gingerly, slowly planting her weight on it and moving forward.

      “Little faster,” Paco murmured, pinching her fingers between his.

      Drawing in a quick breath, Elyse felt her core pull tight. Doing as told, she put a third step out and then a fourth, finding her center of gravity, weaving her way through the crowd.

      To either side, scads of people flowed past, none so much as glancing her way, all absorbed in their own libations and conversations. The oppressive sound around her fell back, her singular point of focus becoming Asai on the opposite side of the room and the man standing beside him.

      Much older than Asai, or Paco, or even her father, the man looked to be fast approaching fifty. A liberal amount of dye had been applied to his thinning hair, though it did nothing to obscure the jowls hanging on either side of his face or the paunch protruded before him.

      Openly leering at her, he seemed to barely be hearing whatever Asai was saying beside him, staring at her the way a predator might view a wounded animal.

      Again, the urge to cry rippled through Elyse. To let the fear and emotion she felt spill out, cascading down her cheeks.

      To at least throw her head back and scream, to call out for help, beseeching any of the people around her.

      As if reading her thoughts, ripping them straight from her mind, she felt Paco squeeze tight on her hand. Not once did he look over, or say a word, but that didn’t keep the message from being any less forceful.

      Continuing her pace, Elyse allowed herself to be led over, covering the last bit of open space before pulling to a stop.

      “Mr. Matsui,” Paco said, putting a smile on his face as he lifted Elyse’s hand. Extending it before them, he waited as Matsui reached out, accepting her hand and lifting it to his lips. “May I please present Elyse.”

      “Elyse, it is a pleasure,” Matsui replied, his eyes shining as he lowered her hand, keeping it clutched in his own.

      So badly she wanted to jerk it away, to get the feel of the man and his kiss off her skin. Handfuls of thoughts and ideas pushed to the surface in her mind, each kept tamped down by the sedative in her system and the overriding sense of self-preservation pushing through her.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Matsui,” she managed, her words sounding just slightly slurred.

      If Matsui noticed in the slightest, he gave no indication, the smile never leaving his face.

      Beside her, Paco reached into his jacket, extracting a cell phone and checking the screen. Looking at it no more than a moment, a single muscle twitched in his face before his attention rose back to the group, his mouth pulled into a tight line.

      “If you’ll please excuse me, I am needed downstairs for a moment.”

      His own face betraying nothing, Asai reached out a hand, clasping Matsui on the shoulder. “Actually, if you don’t mind, why don’t I step away as well, allow you two to get acquainted?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Much like the pilot in the hangar, I had no intention of harming the blonde woman in the hallway. She was of no threat to me. Quite the opposite, in fact.

      But I couldn’t let her know that just yet.

      Rotating a quarter-turn at the waist, I kept the Browning at shoulder height, the barrel extended straight out, level with the bridge of her nose. A tendril of smoke still rose from it, the smell of gunpowder and blood thick in the air.

      Keeping it there, I asked, “Where’s the girl?”

      Her mouth sagged. Her eyes grew wider. She strained to breathe, the shock of what just happened plain on her features.

      I moved an inch closer. “Where. Is. The girl?”

      “Um,” she managed, her jaw flapping as she blinked rapidly. Shifting her focus from the gun to me, she closed her mouth, swallowing hard, the turtleneck she wore visibly shifting as she did so. “She’s not here.”

      The true value wasn’t in what she said, but in what she didn’t.

      I had already deduced that she was gone. The guard wouldn’t have been so lax in the hallway if a priority prisoner was nearby. The only thing that would allow him to assume such a stance was if there was absolutely zero chance of Paco or Asai coming by anytime soon.

      More important was the fact that the woman hadn’t asked what girl I was referring to. She hadn’t given me a blank expression. Hadn’t needed a name.

      “Where is she?”

      “They came for her a few minutes ago,” she said, her voice no longer cracking, but still just as low.

      Which meant she was upstairs. Any hope I had of extracting her from the basement was gone.

      Things were going to get tricky, navigating a crowded house and a party of drunken revelers, some of them the most influential people in Nashville.

      I lowered the weapon to my side, though I made no effort to widen the narrow gap between us. The threat of a firearm could be too much. It may keep the woman from speaking freely or cloud any potential responses.

      Close proximity would be enough to impart a threat without overwhelming her.

      “Show me.”

      The woman’s eyes managed to grow wider again. A combination of fear and surprise, she stared at me, welded against the wall.

      Releasing my grip on the sub gun, I shot a hand out. Wrapping it around the base of the woman’s neck, I pulled her toward me, shifting to the left so that we fell in side by side with one another.

      “Now.”

      A small gasp slid from her as she stumbled forward, barely keeping herself upright, her stride off-balance as we walked on.

      “Please,” she whispered, her hands rising by her side, the muscles of her neck tense beneath my grip, “they just keep me here to do the hair and makeup.”

      Pulling up short, I jerked her to a stop, her thin body twisting back toward me. My teeth gritted, I kept a hand on her shoulder, my thumb digging into the soft flesh beneath her collarbone.

      “And that makes it better? You just sit down here and get them ready to fit into some sick monster’s fantasy? You only cook the meal, you don’t actually serve it?”

      The woman’s shoulders rose and fell as she stared at me, breathing hard. Tears pooled at the corners of her eyes.

      “Is that what you think?” she whispered.

      Extending one hand down, she grasped at the thin material of her skirt. Drawing it up, she pulled it above her ankle, lifting the stub remains of her foot shoved into a shoe for me to see.

      “I was the first one. Just like that girl – whoever she is to you – they took me from my family and brought me here. I tried to run. This is what I got for it.”

      As she spoke, tears continued to form, running south down either cheek, streaks of mascara left in their wake. With each one that fell, her voice grew stronger, animosity underscoring them, providing credence to what she said.

      This woman didn’t want to be here any more than I did.

      It was just that neither one of us had a choice.

      “Where did they take her?”

      Extending one finger before her, she pointed in the opposite direction. Her mouth open to reply, all sound bled away, replaced by her eyes going wide.

      In an instant, I knew, there being only one thing that could cause such a reaction.

      Again, institutional knowledge.

      Dropping straight to the floor, I rotated into the woman, spinning my body back in the opposite direction. Grasping the submachine gun in both hands, I snapped it up in front of me in time to see the first shots fired, a trio of orange blossoms erupting in the center of the hallway, so bright they shielded the shooter from view.

      The first two rounds struck the woman square in the chest, heavy shots that cleaved small craters through her center mass. Chunks of flesh and blood spatter were expelled from her body, dripping into my hair, slapping against my shoulder.

      The third struck her mid-thigh, her slight form no match for the round. Passing through her, the bullet punctured the left side of my torso, a hot iron poker jabbing into the space between my hip bone and lower ribcage.

      Pain erupted through my body, bright lights flashing across my vision, as the momentum of the shots tossed the woman backward against me. Her coccyx smashed into my shoulder as she went, sending her top half backward over me, her body landing hard with a wet smack against the tile.

      At the same time, I lifted the sub gun, squeezing the trigger, an unending surge of muzzle flash and smoke erupting from the end of it.

      A split second later, the sound blasted through the narrow space, reverberating from the concrete walls, pulsating through my brain, ringing in my ears.

      My body propped on a knee, my side spasming in pain, I kept the trigger pulled even long after the firing pin was drawing nothing but empty air.
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      Every sense in my body seemed to be firing at once. My eyes burned with the smoke and gunpowder hanging in the air. I could taste the coppery flavor of blood, whether it was mine or the woman behind me, I had no way of knowing.

      My ears rang, even in the wake of the sounds of the firefight dying away.

      But most of all I could feel the fiery spike in my side, my core squeezing tight. With each breath, a renewed jab rippled through my system, my teeth clenching tight.

      Dropping the sub gun before me, I managed to push myself upright. I reached into my jacket pocket and extracted the Browning, holding it with my right hand, my left pressed tight against the wound on my side.

      I’d been shot before. More than once. The fact that I’d been hit didn’t worry me as much as the location.

      Shots to the core were known to be the worst kind, the abdomen full of vital organs and soft tissue, the slightest perforation to any of it being enough to bring about a slow and painful death.

      Or worse, a fast bleed out.

      One, I could handle. If it meant getting upstairs and finding Elyse, I wouldn’t complain. I’ve lived longer than I should have. At times, it seemed I lived longer than I even wanted to.

      The other was unacceptable. No matter how much I missed my wife and daughter, how much I wanted to see them again, not before finishing what I’d come to do.

      “Paco?”

      The voice was male, coming in from the right, the same hallway I had just walked down after stepping in from outside.

      “Paco?!”

      The sound of the second call was louder, a tinge of concern in it. Footsteps underscored it, coming fast, the soles of dress shoes slapping against tile.

      Shifting my weight to the side, I pressed my shoulder into the wall. Using it to support my uneven body, I waited, listening as the man drew closer, sprinting forward to aid in a situation he had no way of knowing was already past.

      The biggest mistake the man made was calling out. Had he not, I likely would have eventually heard him, but not until much later. Not until I was out in the middle of the intersection, where the throbbing pain in my side might have delayed my reaction just enough for him to get to me.

      As it was, he gave me a heads up. He made it so I was in position the instant he appeared from the opposite hallway, swinging his gaze my direction just long enough to register I wasn’t who he expected to see before I pulled the trigger.

      A single shot, right through the bridge of his nose.

      Four men down, and if the name the man was just calling out was to be believed, that included the one I was most concerned with, completely by accident.

      Not enough to yet count victory as imminent, but a solid start.

      Remaining in position, I paused a moment, making sure I was alone, before taking a step forward. I considered taking the man’s MK5 from him before thinking better of it, instead using my toe to slide it away from his body, pushing it across the intersection.

      With the Browning raised, I moved past him, coming up on the man that I could only assume to be Paco.

      Lying flat on his back, he stared up through unseeing eyes, no less than a half-dozen red blotches dotting the front of his suit and staining his white dress shirt. A seventh had cleaved a hole through his cheek, my wild firing having struck home far more than I had any right to expect.

      With dark hair and tan skin, he certainly could pass for Hispanic, though in today's melting pot, that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Just like going through his pockets, hoping to find a valid ID, would be a fool’s errand.

      All that did matter was that he was gone, the expanding pool of blood beneath him proving as much.

      By his side rested a Walther PPQ, a noise suppressor screwed down onto the end of it, the reason I hadn’t heard the shots fired earlier.

      Much like the MP5, I considered taking it too before opting against it.

      Where I was headed next, I wanted the extra sound provided by the Browning. Odds were, very few of the people upstairs had ever heard a gunshot in person before. They would be inebriated, likely in a drug-induced stupor, the place a powder keg for hysteria.

      The last thing I did before heading out was turn to regard the blonde woman lying on the opposite end of the hall. Still folded in half from flipping backward over me, she lay unmoving, no person alive being able to withstand three Walther rounds at such short distance.

      Like so much about this entire undertaking, it was tragic, more collateral damage so some rich bastards could play out their fantasies.

      No more.
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      There were only a few things in the world that Paco would have set his phone to alert him about during one of their galas. Of those, less than half would he leave himself to go oversee personally.

      The moment it happened, Sirr Asai had played the part. He’d kept the smile in place, pretending to finish the handoff between Matsui and the girl, before excusing himself as well.

      Only unlike what he’d have had them believe, he wasn’t headed off to glad-hand other guests. He wasn’t going to check on the food situation or ensure that the bar had everything it needed.

      Instead, he went straight to the rear staircase, taking the steps three at a time, ascending to his office.

      From there, he had planted himself in front of the security monitors, arriving just in time to see the mess in the basement.

      Paco firing. Tracee serving as an unintentional shield. Tracee taking multiple rounds and flying backward as the man she stood in front of unloaded an entire clip.

      An unknown number of them striking Paco, his body gyrating under contact, continuing to fire through the first couple before the combined effect of them was too much, his body succumbing to the damage.

      A full five minutes had passed since the scene happened, and still Asai could barely believe it, his mind fighting to process what his eyes witnessed.

      Paco was far and away the toughest man he knew. Someone that had ascended through the Mexican Armed Forces, would no doubt be a general or higher by now if he had stayed on. Had once completed a marathon a week after fracturing his ankle in a hiking accident.

      He was a partner, the missing piece that had come into Asai’s life at the exact moment he was most needed, allowing their enterprise to grow in ways that had previously seemed impossible. Without his expertise, Asai would likely be nothing more than the person he pretended to be, able to throw a hell of a party, but little more.

      And most importantly, he was the closest thing to family Asai had left, the final connection to his old self.

      In short order, a litany of emotions rippled through him. Beginning as shock, he stared at the unmoving form of his friend, the man a veritable starfish, his limbs extended outward, his gaze leveled at the ceiling.

      Next up was sorrow, the reality of the situation setting in, the repercussions it would have needling beneath the surface, striking Asai with complete clarity.

      Which then led to rage. Pure, unadulterated, white-hot wrath, all of it aimed at the bearded man moving through the underbelly of the building he now stood in, responsible for the deaths of at least three of his employees, if not more.

      Drawing the camera view up to full size, allowing it to encompass all sixteen screens at once, Asai clenched his jaw, his hands drawing into tight fists.

      Never before had he seen the man in the cheap suit and the terrible haircut. Why he was there or who he worked for, Asai could only speculate on.

      What he knew for sure was that there was no way the man left alive. No matter what it took, regardless of the spectacle that was made.

      His gaze never leaving the screens, Asai took a step back. His hip touching against the edge of the desk, he extended a hand, drawing up his cell phone and pressing a single button, rendering the device into a walkie-talkie.

      “All guards to the main house immediately. We have an intruder. White male, black suit, beard, mid-thirties. Armed and extremely dangerous.

      “Fire at will.”
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      I didn’t bother with the elevator. It was too limiting, making it too easy for Asai and his goons to surround the door, mowing me down or bunching in around me the moment it opened.

      Instead, I took the stairs, a decision the wound in my side hated me for, but I knew to be the most prudent.

      Browning in hand, I ascended as fast as I could, gritting my teeth and moving in short choppy steps up the stairs, taking them one at a time.

      By this point, there was no way they didn’t know I was present. The fact that Paco and the other guard had both showed up when they did proved that. Moving slow, being patient, listening for every little sound, no longer worked. All that did was keep me in the basement, away from the crowd.

      Which right now, as odd as it might sound, was my best friend.

      By the time I reached the top of the two short flights, sweat bathed my face. My breath was short from the toll of clenching my core tight, my body fighting against the pain in my side.

      The front of my suit coat was slick with blood, the black material and the shirt under it matted to my skin.

      Pausing just long enough to catch my breath, I looked in either direction, able to see only a single flight of stairs before they reached a landing and headed back in the opposite direction. With my shoulder pressed against the wall alongside the door, I ran the sleeve of my jacket over my face, mopping away some of the sweat.

      Through the heavy wooden door beside me, I could hear the muted tones of a party in full swing.

      Now was the time. The moment to suck it up, to push past the pain, to prove that my sister-in-law’s faith in reaching out was justified.

      That I could do for my niece what I had failed to do for my family.

      The instant the door opened, a burst of light and sound slammed into me, far greater than anything I could have anticipated. Like standing beside the speakers at a rock concert, it resembled a scene from The Great Gatsby, drunken revelry playing out around me in a manner I would have never thought possible.

      A band playing in the corner, blasting out jazz favorites, musical precision cast aside in favor of volume. Servers with loaded platters of appetizers and drinks of every size and color.

      Guests filling nearly every possible square inch. Many already well into inebriation, they had reached the point in the evening where ties and jackets were stripped away, sleeves rolled up. Their faces flush with alcohol, they talked and laughed at decibels that couldn’t be healthy for their voices or their hearing.

      Not a single person seemed to notice as I slipped in through the side door. Browning pressed tight to my thigh, ready to shoot, I took a step to the left, letting the door swing shut behind.

      Keeping my back to the wall, I kept going in that direction, head on a swivel, a checklist in mind of what I needed to watch for.

      Asai. Guards. Elyse.

      Not necessarily in that order.

      The space before me was enormous, close to fifty yards square. In the center of the room was a crystal champagne fountain, three tiers rising almost ten feet into the air. Around the base of it, people were openly sticking their glasses into the flow, oblivious to the liquid sloshing over their wrists, drenching their shirt sleeves or dripping to the carpet below.

      Moving to my left, I made it to the corner unabated before making the turn. Right hand still wrapped around the Browning, my left served as a guide, keeping constant contact with the wall, a way of anchoring myself without having to look away from my surroundings.

      The first guard showed ninety seconds after I entered the room.

      Stepping through the same door I had, he was dressed just as the others had been, a dark suit underscored by a shirt open at the collar. Unlike the others, he seemed to have cast aside the submachine gun, the weapon a bit too conspicuous, regardless how much I might have managed to dull their inhibitions.

      A moment later, a second one appeared, this one stepping off the elevator. Dressed much the same, the two men exchanged a quick glance, each shaking their head slightly, before turning their attention out to the crowd.

      Through the sea of chaos separating us, I couldn’t see their hands, couldn’t make out what weapons they might be holding, but the looks on their faces were unmistakable.

      This wasn’t merely a case of an unruly guest. They weren’t here to escort me out or to politely suggest I head home.

      This was going to get ugly, right here in front of all these people.

      So be it.

      But not until I said so, and not a moment sooner.

      Bending slightly at the knee, using the cover of the party around me, I continued moving. Keeping the men in my periphery, I let my gaze move throughout the room, locking onto every woman I saw.

      Not knowing what alterations they might have done to Elyse’s appearance, I couldn’t be foolish enough to only look for the blondes, instead having to check each one in order.

      At the same time, I also looked over every man that still wore their suit jacket, the solid black attire standing out amidst the crowd.

      The third guard arrived ninety seconds after the first two. Directly across the room from me, I had to wonder where he came from, materializing in the space on the far side of the fountain.

      That was three. Already I had killed four. How many more there might be, I had no way of knowing, certain only that with each moment I lingered, the numbers would tilt more heavily in their favor.

      A renewed sense of urgency swept through me, the adrenaline helping to keep the pain in my side at a bearable level.

      Not tolerable. Definitely not manageable, but bearable.

      Allowing myself to openly stare, I peered out over the crowd, checking every young woman, my head rotating an inch at a time, registering and dismissing one after another.

      A half-minute later, the fourth guard appeared.

      Ten seconds after that, I finally found what I’d spent the last two days searching for.
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      This was no scene from a movie. No moment where the music dimmed, the crowd seeming to move in slow motion as Elyse happened to look my direction, our gazes meeting, an unspoken message passing between us.

      In fact, she didn’t look my way at all. Probably wouldn’t have recognized me even if she did.

      Not with this beard and crazy hairstyle. Not after more than six years of being away, likely told by her mother that I had passed too. Not with the detached look on her face, the lingering effects of whatever they had given her plainly visible.

      And definitely not with the lecherous Japanese man standing beside her, a martini in one hand, his other around her bicep.

      Seeing it, reading her body language, the forced smile overlaying wanton fear and disdain on her features, my first instinct was to raise the Browning and open fire. Not on the guards appearing around the periphery of the room, but the man standing by Elyse’s side.

      Once one peeled everything back, looked beyond the crazy machinations of all that had taken place, he was the reason she was the here. He was the reason I was here.

      His infantile fantasies, his pedophilic ways, were what had caused all this.

      At the same time, I needed to be prudent. This wasn’t a suicide mission, the most important thing being that I get Elyse out of here, not just get the people responsible for it.

      Reaching into the small of my back, I slid out the Wilson Tactical Carry, tapping the barrel of either gun against my thighs. Once more I did an inventory of the room, two more guards having appeared by the front entrance.

      That now made six, these likely the last two, brought in from the outer grounds. Adding the four that were already dead, ten sounded right. Any more than that would be too conspicuous for such a gathering.

      Ten, plus Asai still roaming somewhere nearby.

      The instant I stepped away from the wall, they would have me. Right now, I was still tucked away, hidden by the jumble of people.

      But I wasn’t doing Elyse a damn bit of good clinging to the wall.

      Hands twitching slightly, aching to be raised and begin firing, I pushed into the mass of humanity. Threading my way through the crowd, I cut a path straight toward the middle of the room, using the enormity of the champagne fountain to shield me from the view of the first two guards.

      Walking upright, I made no attempt to hide. Used no sudden movements that might draw attention, making it almost to my destination before the first guard spotted me.

      Positioned on the opposite side of the room, I saw his body language shift, a visible charge roiling through him. Digging into his jacket pocket, he extracted his phone, lifting it to his face.

      The alarm had officially been sounded.

      Acting as if I hadn’t noticed, I increased my stride. Each step caused my side to ache, sweat bathing my face as I slid up alongside Elyse, a smile on my face.

      “Hello there,” I said, the sound of my voice causing her and the man she was with to both look my way. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      In unison, confusion came to their features.

      “Do I know you?” the man asked.

      “No,” I replied, “but I was actually talking to her.”

      Elyse’s mouth parted slightly, no words sounding, not a bit of recognition registering on her features.

      “I’m sorry, but I think you’re mistaken,” the man said. I saw his fingernails flash white, his grip tightening on her arm. “This girl is with me.”

      It took everything I had not to reach out and smash the butt of both guns into the man’s skull. To not drive them into his forehead, splitting the skin, ensuring he never tried something like this with anyone else again.

      Somehow, I managed to keep the smile in place, my eyes darting to either side. Behind him, the guard that had first spotted me began to work his way through the crowd. At my ten o’clock, the fourth guard I’d noticed came closer.

      At the door, both remained stationary, seemingly to block any hope I had for escape.

      That was good. Their advantage was in numbers. If they were to surge at me all at once, there was no way I could match their volume. But in waves, I had a chance.

      “No, she’s not,” I said, my focus shifting back to the man before me. The smile fell from my face, my features hardening as I stared at him.

      His mouth opened to respond, indignation flushing his features.

      I cut off him off before a single word could be said.

      Lifting the guns to waist height before me, I let him see them. The blood on my coat. The non-negotiable look on my face.

      “Now, in about three seconds, I’m going to raise these guns and start firing. If you don’t want the first shots aimed right between your eyes, I suggest you take your damn hands off my niece and step back.”

      The man’s jaw sagged. The blood that had filled his features just a moment before faded, his face becoming pale and ashy.

      His hand opened wide, leaving a pale band around her arm. He looked between each of us, taking a step back.

      “Good call.”

      Lifting the weapon, I shifted the barrel just past him and pulled the trigger.

      The report of the Browning was dampened by the enormous noise inside the room. So much so it was barely noticed, the man before me dropping to his knees and covering his head the sole initial reaction, a couple of nearby guests turning to look, curiosity on their faces.

      Not until the Wilson barked a split second later did the reality of the situation strike, the explosive sound sending a ripple through the crowd.

      Opening up in a crowded room was not ideal, but at such short range, there was no chance I would miss, both rounds striking home, dropping the guards on contact.

      By the time their bodies hit the ground, the first screams echoed through the hall, the initial tinges of hysteria beginning to set in.

      I decided to help things along, rounds three and four going into the base of the fountain, an eruption of crystal and alcohol sweeping out through the room.
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      The last few days had been crazy for Elyse Denman. A head-on collision with Hell itself, every possible thing that could terrify a young girl had come to pass.

      Seeing her brother shot. Getting her parents car stolen. Being kidnapped, beaten, transported, drugged, presented to a pedophile.

      In total, it was too much to comprehend, with too many diverging parts to truly make sense of. Not now, in an altered state, and maybe not ever.

      But that didn’t mean that the man’s words weren’t just as startling.

      He had called her his niece.

      Her father was an only child. Her mother had a sister that was murdered six years before, taking with her the only cousin she’d ever had.

      In the wake of it, her mother had told them that their uncle had killed himself. Too ashamed, too depressed, by what had happened, he’d taken his own life, severing any extended family they had remaining.

      Yet here was a man that vaguely resembled him, there by her side, claiming to be her uncle.

      A man that was clearly pissed about the situation she was in.

      A man that gave her no more than a moment to make sense of things before raising the pair of guns in his hands and opening fire.

      Standing in such close proximity, the shots were louder than anything she had ever heard. Her eardrums throbbed from the sound, a dull ringing settling in. Mixing with the numb feeling she still had from the injection earlier, the delayed reaction time she was operating under, it was like she was in a sensory deprivation chamber.

      A moment later two more shots came, with them the cool feeling of liquid splashing against the backs of her calves, bubbles tickling at her bare skin.

      Around her, people screamed. They looked around in horror, beginning to push toward the exit. They dropped whatever they were holding, faces contorted into every possible expression.

      But still she stood, rooted in place, attached to those God-awful shoes, her body barely able to compute the commands her mind was trying to issue.

      A hand went to her back. Heavier than usual, it pressed her toward the ground, the man that had claimed to be her uncle using his body to lower her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his face just inches from hers.

      Six years had passed since she’d last seen her Uncle Hawk. Just ten years old at the time, she could barely remember him, her warped mind trying in vain to conjure some image, to make something in her current world make sense.

      But there was nothing.

      The man she remembered was sharp and squared away. He had military hair and a clean jaw, was always playing with his daughter, a smile in place.

      This man was rough. A beard encased his face. Long hair had been gelled back, some of it now falling across his forehead. Crow’s feet gathered at the corners of his eyes.

      A vague semblance maybe, but no more.

      “Are you okay?” he repeated. Crouched beside her, he stared into her face before lifting his gaze. Whereas most of the people were rushing for the door, moving in one large jumble, his focus was in the opposite direction.

      Elyse managed a nod. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      Peering into her face, the faintest hint of a smile crossed his face.

      “Good. Now cover your ears.”
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      The guards at the back of the room messed up. They saw the panic sweeping through the crowd, felt the surge of people pushing toward the door, and they immediately fell in line with it. Acting like human sheepdogs, they positioned themselves at the rear, pushing everyone forward, thinking they would funnel us directly into their counterparts waiting at the door.

      We did nothing of the sort.

      Relying on the swell of people, on the collective paranoia that a couple of gunshots would create, was always the plan. The moment the sound registered with people, managed to resonate through whatever drunken haze they were fighting, they began to push.

      The key wasn’t for us to push back, but to sit and wait. To be a rock in the stream, allowing people to flow past us.

      Crouched along the ground, one arm over Elyse’s back, the guards never noticed us. They never thought to lower their gaze below the top of the room, trying to pick my height and unique look from above the crowd.

      Neither one even realized I was there, crouched and waiting, until I shoved the barrels of my weapons into their stomach and fired.

      Pressed tight against them, I shot at an upward trajectory, the bullet entering through their stomach, cleaving a trench up through their chest cavities. If the damage from the rounds themselves weren’t enough, the close proximity forced all of the trapped gas, the excess gunpowder, in as well, a pressure bubble shoved into their core, turning their digestive systems into jelly.

      Like the first two, they were gone before they hit the ground, bodies flopping into the mess of shattered crystal and champagne that saturated the carpet, their blood running out, mixing with the liquid already pooling around them.

      The Browning and the Wilson both extended before me, I kept my hands up. Remaining on a knee, I swiveled in either direction, the crowd thinning where we were, everybody bunched up right next to the door, the sounds of their cries reverberating through the room.

      Seeing neither of the remaining guards, no sign of Asai, I rotated back to Elyse. Balancing the guns on my knee a moment - not wanting to put them down on the alcohol-soaked floor - I slid the suit coat from my shoulders.

      The cheap material clung to the wound on my side, tugging at my skin, a renewed pang driving through me as I stripped away the garment. Draping it over Elyse’s shoulders – as much to hide the bright sparkly dress she was wearing as to keep her warm – I snatched the weapons back up, again looking around the room.

      “Can you walk?”

      Crouched into a tight ball, Elyse was still balanced on the tallest pair of heels I’d ever seen. Squatted straight down, she hugged her legs tight to her chest, her body trembling, so much concentrated fear and adrenaline coursing through her system it had forced her into overload.

      Unsure how to respond, if her body even could if asked, she rotated her head toward me, her chin shaking. A veneer rested over her eyes, an inability to focus, no matter how hard she tried.

      The aftereffects of whatever they had shot into her.

      “Can you walk?” I asked.

      “I...” she managed, her voice trailing away. Frustration seemed to sit just beneath the surface, her mind fighting to reach the surface, pushing against an invisible wall.

      Tucking the Wilson back into the rear of my pants, I shifted the Browning into my left hand. The right I slid around her back, drawing her to full height, her thin frame pressed against mine.

      Glancing back toward the door, I could see the crowd still fighting to escape. At the head of it was the pair of guards, doing their best to slow the exit, checking every face that passed.

      Not that I had any interest in going out that way, my bigger concern being with keeping them occupied while we made an escape.

      “Alright, come with me,” I muttered. Supporting a good chunk of her weight, together we pressed back toward the far corner of the room.

      With each step, I could feel my energy starting to wane, the trauma of being shot beginning to overcome the adrenaline rushing through my system.

      Gritting my teeth, I kept the Browning raised, reminding myself that we weren’t in the clear yet. Rotating my field of vision, I watched the room behind us, checking over everything as we shuffled forward, an awkward three-legged race team running toward the finish line.

      A finish line marked by the control button for the elevator, neither one of us in any state for expending extra time or effort in the stairwell.
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      What started with the death of Paco in the basement had only gotten worse. Standing in the confines of his office, Sirr Asai had watched as the entire evening was brought down by a single man, the reality of it playing out in real time, so obvious to see coming, the inevitability of it overwhelming.

      The entry into the main hall. The location of the girl. The shooting of his guards and the fountain. The mass exodus it created. Two more deaths before planning an exit.

      With each successive act, Asai felt his rage grow. In muted silence, he watched, his wrath boiling within, threatening to burst from every orifice, before finally it became too much.

      Paco had always been the fighter in their pairing. He had come to Asai’s aid in that bar in Tijuana years before, had been handling things ever since.

      But this time, it was Asai’s turn to end things. To avenge his friend and his employees. To finish this bearded bastard that had in one evening managed to shred what had taken him so long to build.

      And then to take the girl and subject her to the worst humiliations the world had to offer, degrading her in ways that no human being should ever have to endure.

      Who this man was or what he was to her was irrelevant. He had meddled in affairs far above his station, and he would be dealt with accordingly.

      The moment the duo started to head for the exit, Asai whirled. He moved around his desk and snatched open the top drawer, grabbing for the gun Paco always insisted he keep there.

      A Walther PPK, just like his friend had carried, the upgraded version of the PPQ made famous by James Bond for so long.

      Wrapping his hands around it, Asai dashed for the door. Going for the stairs, he took them three at a time, his feet just barely touching the ground before lunging forward again, his body hurtling through the narrow space.

      Based on how the pair was moving, there was no way they weren’t taking the elevator.

      No chance he wouldn’t be standing there waiting when they exited.

      His arms pumping, Asai took the last few stairs, bursting into the basement corridor a moment later. Sprinting as hard as he could, he heard the familiar ding of the elevator chime, locking his feet and allowing the smooth soles of his dress shoes to slide him into position just as it began to part down the middle.

      The instant a gap appeared, he lifted the gun and started to squeeze the trigger, a guttural roar pouring from him with each round.
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      Tucked into the opposite corner of the elevator, my niece sat with her arms over her head, the suit jacket she still wore seeming to cover her whole. Pressed tight against the front panel, there was just enough room along the side to protect her entire body, her frail form curled into a tight ball.

      I wasn’t quite so fortunate.

      Sitting opposite her, the control panel just inches above my shoulder, the flap of metal inside the elevator was barely enough to protect my upper half. The rest of me trailed out behind, legs pinched into the bottom corner of the car.

      One final protective measure, I had thought someone might be waiting for us at the bottom. Somebody that had stumbled upon the carnage in the basement and decided to wait and see if we’d escape the same way.

      And that if we were standing there, we would be an easy target, cut down before we’d even have a chance to return fire.

      I was right.

      The first rounds blasted through the elevator the instant the doors began to part. Pinging against the metal frame, the sound echoed around us, each one eliciting a small cry from Elyse.

      The further the doors moved, the quicker the shots came, the shooter seemingly oblivious to the fact that we weren’t standing there.

      Without knowing what kind of weapon the shooter had, how many rounds they were working with, I knew I couldn’t wait them out. Not with my legs exposed, my niece sitting helplessly across from me.

      Snaking the Browning around the side of the elevator door, I opened fire. Tugging back on the trigger as fast as I could, I emptied the remainder of the clip, squeezing even after they had stopped shooting back.

      Once the firing pin clicked empty, I pressed my shoulder into the metal wall beside me, using it as a brace, pushing myself upright. Sliding the Wilson from my waistband, I peeked around the corner, gun raised to my shoulder, barrel toward the ceiling.

      Four feet away, a man of mixed Asian-American heritage was crouched into a ball. His right arm cradled before him, the entire sleeve of his white dress shirt was red, a gunshot puncture directly in the center mass.

      Given the position of it, and the angle of his arm, I’d guess the round to have shattered his humerus. By his side lay a Walther PPK like the one Paco had carried earlier, the man making no attempt to reach for it.

      For the second time, I had gotten lucky firing blind. The guys on my old team would give me endless shit if they ever heard about it, but for the time being, I didn’t care.

      There was no such thing as style points in contests of life or death.

      Sweat bathed the man’s face as he looked up at me, his features quivering with anger as he drew in short breaths.

      “Asai?”

      Spittle ran from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at me.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      I had no interest in having a lengthy back-and-forth with the man. Every moment we stood talking was another one where the guards from the front door could come find us. Or one of the guests would call the police, law enforcement soon arriving, looking for the man with a beard that had started all this.

      I’m sure he wanted answers. Wanted to know why I had targeted him, taking down his best friend, ruining his business operations.

      But I didn’t give a damn what he wanted.

      “You kidnapped the wrong girl, asshole.”
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      The sun streamed in through the side window of my hospital room as my eyes cracked open. Not the white glow of early morning, but the yellow glare of late afternoon. The type of sun this time of year is best known for, the kind that always reminded me of high school football games or sitting out behind the house with my daughter, preparing the fire pit for smores later in the evening.

      The last warm rays of the year, I could feel them flush on the bed I rested in, hitting the plain white blankets, my body beginning to perspire beneath their weight.

      A few inches away, the drone of the heart rate monitor let me know that I was, in fact, alive. Beeping in a steady rhythm, the volume on it was loud enough I had no idea how it hadn’t woken me hours ago.

      Alongside the bed stood a vertical silver pole, a banana bag hanging from the hook atop it, feeding intravenous fluids into my body.

      Blinking twice, I raised my opposite arm to my face, rubbing at my eyes, feeling the crust of sleep peel away.

      “He lives.”

      The voice I knew instantly, without bothering to lower my hand. Continuing what I was doing, I pressed into my eyes until bright orbs of color began to pop before dropping my hand back into place.

      “I can’t tell if you’re happy or sad about that.”

      Seated beside the bed was my sister-in-law. Dressed in the same outfit I’d last seen her in, she gave me a wan smirk, the most it appeared she could muster at the moment.

      If forced to guess, I would say she hadn’t gotten a bit of sleep since before she first called me. Whenever that was.

      Opening her mouth, as if beginning to say something, she paused. Shifting her attention to the window, she held the pose, something on the tip of her tongue, though she remained silent.

      “How is she?” I asked.

      Jerking her attention back to me, the previous look on her face faded slightly.

      After getting Elyse away from the house that night, I drove her straight back to Summit Medical Center. I’d texted ahead and told Amber to meet us downstairs, to have a receiving team with her when we pulled up.

      It was the last I had seen of either one.

      “She’s okay,” Amber replied. “Physically, anyway. She has a cut on her cheek and some bumps and bruises, but no signs of sexual assault.”

      “Her bloodwork?” I asked, remembering her listless demeanor as I helped her back to the car. The way I tried and tried to get her to interact with me on the drive back.

      “Only a sedative, thank God.”

      Grunting, I nodded slightly. “And the rest?”

      “Not sure yet,” Amber said. “They hit her with enough to stupefy a horse, so it wasn’t until around noon today that she actually started coming out of it. She hasn’t said a lot since.

      “Just keeps apologizing to us about Eric and the car.”

      As she spoke, her eyes became glassy. Her voice grew thick, catching a tiny bit.

      “As if any of us give a damn about the car.”

      In truth, I had completely forgotten about the thing. So much of my energy had been focused on Asai, on finding Elyse and getting to her in time, it was hard to believe the entire thing had started over some kid wanting a BMW.

      Maybe there was a reason I had been able to hit both Paco and Asai without lining up the shot.

      Karma owed us.

      “I’m sorry about driving off,” I said. “I wanted to come in, but I didn’t want to make things any harder for her than I knew they would be.”

      Her brow furrowing, she looked my way, trying to decipher what I meant.

      “I wanted the focus to be on her. I knew if I walked in with her, gunshot wound to the abdomen, they’d start asking a lot of questions. Probably call the police. Whole thing would turn into a circus.”

      Which was all true, but only half of it.

      The rest was the fact that it was almost certain that every inch of that mansion was lined with cameras. Probably microphones too, that being the reason Asai’s last words were to ask my name.

      Anybody combing through the stuff would see Elyse with me, there was no denying that, but seeing us arrive at the same hospital, being treating at the same time, would make the connection too much for anybody looking to ignore.

      Especially one person in particular.

      “In the moment, I didn’t think much of it,” Amber said. The gloss of tears that had covered her eyes grew heavier, a single drop collecting in the far corner and sliding over her cheekbone. “I was just so damn happy to see my daughter.

      “Wasn’t until a while later that I realized you were gone.”

      Shifting my head away from her, I rested it back against the pillow behind me. I again thought of that night, of the pain I was in, enough that fuzz was starting to push in from the sides of my vision, my head swimming.

      How I had made it past Summit and on out to St. Thomas, I hadn’t a clue, fortunate only to have arrived no worse than when we’d left Ashland Falls.

      “How’d you find me?” I asked.

      “Got on the phone and started calling around,” Amber replied. “Weren’t any Hawks out there, but it didn’t take long to track down Jeremiah Tate.”

      Without looking her way, the corner of my mouth turned upward.

      My father was a huge fan of the movie Jeremiah Johnson, so much so that the official name on my birth certificate was Jeremiah Hawkens Tate, the middle name a nod to the favored rifle of the title character.

      To anybody that’s ever known me for more than a minute, though, from my drill instructors to my elementary school teachers, it’s always just been Hawk.

      “Seemed easier,” I replied.

      “There’s a VA hospital right down the road from Summit, you know,” she said.

      Whether she approved of my decision, she didn’t say, though I took her silence on the topic to be positive.

      “How you feeling?” she asked.

      Raising my right hand, I turned my palm toward the ceiling, lifting it an inch or two before letting it fall back into place. “Like I’ve been shot. You?”

      Again, she smirked, the corner of her mouth folding backward. Her blinking increased, a sharp inhalation the only sound.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      Of everything in the world she could have said, of all the responses there were, it was easily the last one I expected. Lifting my head from the pillow, I began to respond, cut off by her upturned hand.

      “Those things I said to you...”

      She didn’t owe me an apology. For anything. Not one thing she said was wrong, the sentiments she shared that night paling in comparison to the way I felt.

      The way I still felt sometimes.

      “I was wrong. I don’t hate you,” she eventually said. “I just really miss her.”

      For the first time in years, I felt moisture lining my own eyes. Burning hot, it rested just above my cheeks, threatening to streak south.

      Even now, after a few days, it was still so hard to look at her without seeing my wife. To have seen Elyse without wondering if that’s what my daughter might have become.

      “I miss them both.”

      Once more, her mouth opened. She raised her hand before her, pausing to consider it for a moment, before extending it the rest of the way, resting it atop mine.

      Squeezing it softly, I could feel the warmth of her palm on my skin.

      “There is no way we can ever thank you for what you did. I don’t even know the whole story, may never hear all of it, but just what I can see here...”

      Whether she ever heard all that happened, I would leave up to Elyse. The things I had done, the decisions I made, were all because of the situation I was in.

      None of it was I proud to have exposed a sixteen-year-old girl to. Especially not one I cared about.

      Just as I couldn’t imagine there was much of it her mother actually wanted to hear.

      My only hope was that the sedative had been as strong as rumored, insulating them both from some of the realities that occurred.

      Realities that likely meant their time in Nashville was over. That Elyse might even want to start going by her middle name for a while. That the police would be by soon enough – if they hadn’t been already – to ask me how a Walther PPK round ended up in my side.

      Conversations that could be left for a later time.

      “When I showed up there last night,” I whispered, “she didn’t know who I was.”

      I was willing to bet Eric wouldn’t recognize me either.

      Just as my sister-in-law had done a moment before, I blinked in rapid succession, keeping the moisture collected on my eyelashes from falling.

      “Elizabeth would be ashamed. I’d like to do better.”

      At the mention of my wife’s name, Amber’s grasp grew tighter. Twin streaks moved down her cheeks, the light pouring in through the window reflecting off them.

      “I think we’d all like that,” she whispered. “Starting as soon as you’re up and out of this bed.”

      Wrapping my thumb around the top of her hand, I squeezed, an unspoken promise to do just that.

      I only had one thing I needed to finish first.
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      The hinges on the side door into the home moaned slightly as he pushed in from the garage, a paper bag gripped tight. It rustled slightly as he shifted it to his left hand, the smell of Pad Thai drifting up, the promise of noodles and peanuts and hot sauce just moments away.

      Using his right, he unloaded his keys and wallet, his badge and gun remaining in the car. On call for the night, they stayed stowed in the glove compartment, ready for whatever may arise, calling him out into the wee hours.

      One at a time, he arranged the discarded items into precise order on the counter inside the door. Wallet flush against the wall, squared with the edge. Keys on the hook above.

      Sliding out of his loafers, he placed them on the lower ledge of the table, toes against the wall, heels aligned with precision.

      Professional presentation did not end at the office. It was a mindset, a way of conducting oneself that permeated everything they did.

      Sloppiness was a vice of the weak and the wicked.

      Closing the door beside him, he made it two steps across the tile floor of his kitchen, headed for the island in the center of the space, before his pace slowed. His attention turned to the side, the spread of papers arrayed across the kitchen table.

      There was no way he would have left such a mess. Or even made one to begin with.

      The bag of food still in hand, he inched closer, staring down at the papers, recognizing the assortment of documents and photographs almost instantly.

      “You know what I couldn’t figure out at first?” a voice asked.

      Male, it was thick and deep, completely free of tone or inflection.

      “Not how you found Kuntzman’s body so quickly,” the man said, “but why you lied to the Denman’s about bringing him into custody.”

      His stomach dropped as he turned slowly, his mind working through things. His eyes flicked to the butcher block on the counter beside the refrigerator. He thought of the Glock stored in the closet in his bedroom.

      Drawing in a deep breath, he settled his focus on a man several inches taller than he was, his head largely hidden beneath a beard and a thick tangle of hair. Standing in the center of the living room, his weight favored one side a bit, a Browning Hi Power extended from his opposite hand.

      It took only a moment to place him, the visage unique enough to be recognized at a glance, confirming his prior suppositions.

      “It wasn’t until my sister-in-law mentioned your name that I put things together,” the man said as he took a step forward. “I mean, what are the odds that the third listing in Kuntzman’s call log and the man investigating this case would both be named Russo?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You For Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Aloha all!

      Once again, I must begin with heartfelt thanks. The reading – and entertainment in general – options available today are truly endless, and the decision to read my stories is always much appreciated. Choices like that are what allow me to continue pursuing my passion of telling them, and I couldn’t be more thankful.

      After a bit of a hiatus from Hawk Tate, this is his second adventure this year and the reason for that is 1) as one of the first series I created, I truly enjoy the character and the varied locales it allows me to explore, and 2) he has been so well-received/requested from all of you.

      I hope this one lives up to being a worthy entry into the collection.

      In the first book in the series, we got a strong look at Hawk’s back story and motivations. Since then, it has been alluded to, but I wanted to find something to really bring Hawk back around to that grounding. A re-centering, if you will.

      Hopefully, this allowed for a greater insight into his character and the slow evolution he is undertaking as he works his way back. Even knowing full well he’ll never quite be the person he was, he has to keep trying.

      We should all be so lucky.

      Finally, if possible, I would like to ask one small favor from you. If you would be so kind as to leave a review, I would greatly appreciate it, and do take all feedback very seriously.

      In thanks, please accept as a token of appreciation for your reading and reviews a free download of my novel 21 Hours, available HERE.

      Best,

      Dustin Stevens
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      As thank you for reading, please enjoy a FREE copy of my first bestseller – and still one of my personal favorites – 21 Hours!
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      Dustin Stevens is the author of more than 35 novels, the vast majority having become #1 Amazon bestsellers, including the Reed & Billie and Hawk Tate series. The Boat Man, the first release in the best-selling Reed & Billie series, was named the 2016 Indie Award winner for E-Book fiction. The freestanding work The Debt was named an Independent Author Network action/adventure novel of the year for 2017.

      

      He also writes thrillers and assorted other stories under the pseudonym T.R. Kohler, including the My Mira Saga, The Ring, Shoot to Wound, and Peeping Thoms.

      

      A member of the Mystery Writers of America and Thriller Writers International, he resides in Honolulu, Hawaii.
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        Website: www.dustinstevens.com

        Facebook: facebook.com/dstevens5408

        Twitter: twitter.com/dstevens5408
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