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Chapter One



Lucy Kincaid stood on the edge of a low cliff and looked out at the breathtakingly clear lake a hundred feet below. Waking up at dawn and the two-mile hike had paid off.

“Wow.” It was all she could say.

Her boyfriend, Sean Rogan, grinned. “I told you this would be worth the journey.”

“I really needed this time off.”

He kissed her lightly. “I’m glad you could take a break.”

Lucy hadn’t realized how much she’d been looking forward to this weekend, the last in September. The late-night studying and early-morning physical training had taken their toll. They’d had two major tests, one of which Lucy had barely passed, earning the minimum 85 percent required. That had been in Warrants. She didn’t want to cut her upcoming tests that close.

But for the next thirty-six hours, she would put aside her studies and focus on herself, something she rarely did. If it hadn’t been for Sean, she’d never have learned to have fun again.

Yellow poplars and a variety of shrubs grew along the edge of a seasonal creek, now dry, which meandered through the tree-studded valley. To the south, the land was rich with maple and birch. The emerging autumn had just begun to turn the leaves from green to gold and red. Though the day was warm, a slight bite in the crisp air promised a chilly night.

“How wide do you think that lake is?”

“Less than a mile,” Sean said. “It’s probably cold—but if you want to go for a swim…?” He sounded skeptical and Lucy laughed.

“No, I’m not that crazy. But it looks fresh. It’ll be nice to have water to clean up.”


“And I have a test kit to make sure it’s safe to drink.”

“Like a Boy Scout, always prepared.”

She saw movement on the other side of the lake. “I think there’s someone over there.” She raised her eyebrows and teased, “I thought you said this was a hidden lake.”

Sean frowned and took out his binoculars. “I see a woman. No tent. Probably just a hiker. Let’s hope she goes away and leaves us alone.”

“And here I thought you were the social half of our relationship.”

He kissed her with several warm pecks. “Princess, I haven’t seen you in a month. I’m not sharing you this weekend.”

“So that’s why you brought me out in the middle of nowhere—too many people in D.C.?”

“Too many people in my house,” Sean grumbled. He lived and worked in a Georgetown town house with Lucy’s brother Patrick. Though Sean lived on the second floor and Patrick the top floor, her brother’s presence made romantic weekends difficult. “I figured an overnight camping trip in the backcountry would be different and fun. No responsibilities, no stress, just you and me and Mother Nature.”

Lucy laughed as they walked along the edge of the sloping cliff toward the south shore of the small lake. Sean had the area mapped, and though they had no cell phone reception, he had downloaded the maps and other information onto his tablet, and had brought a portable battery charger. His attachment to technology was almost obsessive. “I sure never pegged you for a back-to-nature type,” she said.

“Camping isn’t my first choice for a vacation, but on short notice and given less than two days to spend with you? I’ll take it. We’ll be settled and have the tent pitched by noon, then you’re all mine.”

Sean had picked up Lucy at Quantico at six that morning. She had to be back at the FBI Academy by six tomorrow night. The hike had stimulated Lucy’s appetite—she was now used to eating a full breakfast after her morning workout. The muffin Sean had brought for her to eat in the car hadn’t filled her up.

“As long as part of your plan is feeding me, I’m all yours,” Lucy said.

She breathed in deeply and smiled. Growing up, her family had gone camping every summer, until Justin had been killed.

Justin was the son of her oldest sister, technically her nephew though he was a month older. He was Lucy’s first best friend, and though they’d been seven when Justin was killed, Lucy still missed him. She realized now that she hadn’t been camping—the “pitch a tent and cook meals over an open fire” type camping—in eighteen years. She didn’t think her parents knew just how drastically they’d changed their lives after Justin was gone, above and beyond their grief.

“You’re not listening to me,” Sean said. He stopped walking and turned to face her. “What’s wrong?”

“Memories.”

“Bad memories?”

“No. It’s just been a while since I’ve been camping. Since Justin.”

Sean touched her cheek. “You okay? We can have a picnic and head back this afternoon. As long as we leave by three thirty, we’ll be at the car before dark.”

She kissed Sean. He was always thoughtful and considerate of her feelings, which endeared her most of the time. But she didn’t want to be coddled. “I’m okay. I used to love camping. I learned to swim in Big Bear Lake.” Lucy had been a championship swimmer in high school and college. She had a chance to try out for the Olympic team but her heart hadn’t been in it. Her coach had told her if she couldn’t commit completely then she needed to leave. She left.

They continued to walk around the lake, the cliff eroding to a wide expanse of flat land dotted heavily with birch trees. The forest was dense and cooler here than the top of the cliff.

“This was a good idea,” Lucy assured Sean.

“Our previous attempts to get away haven’t been as successful.”

She punched him lightly in the arm. “Bite your tongue. You want to jinx this?”

He laughed and shook off his backpack. He was carrying the tent with his pack; she had the food in hers. They both had a sleeping bag.

Sean took out his map. “About a hundred yards from here is an old campsite with a fire pit. This used to be a maintained camping area, but there was a flash flood a few years back that killed a group of hikers, so they close it off in the winter and after heavy rains. I guess they didn’t think it was worth maintaining just for summer visitors.”

“That’s depressing,” Lucy said.

He winked. “I’ll protect you from the ghosts and goblins.”

“If you—” She stopped talking. There was a rustling to her right, and she turned and looked. Nothing was there.

“I didn’t scare you, did I?” Sean teased.

“No, I thought I heard something.”

He looked in the same direction. “Could be a deer. There are some black bears in the park, but most are farther north of here, or west in the George Washington Forest. Still, we should be cautious, especially after sunset.”


“Great,” she said, rolling her eyes. “We’ve both been shot by psychopaths, but watch, we’ll be mauled to death by a bear.”

“Ha, ha.” Sean adjusted his backpack and they continued their hike.

Lucy wasn’t overly concerned—she knew how to secure their food and how to react to wild animals. Her father, a retired Army Colonel, had always made sure the family was well prepared, though they had never encountered any serious dangers while camping.

Truth was, Sean couldn’t have picked a better location. She’d missed so much of her childhood after Justin had been killed, and then her life had been irrevocably changed on the day of her high school graduation when she’d been kidnapped and raped. She wanted to reclaim some of what she’d lost. She could never go back—she didn’t want to—but she could rekindle the joys of her youth with the appreciation of her new adult self.

“We should do this again,” she said.

“Anything you want, if it means I get more time with you.”

Sean was acting unusually possessive and Lucy wondered if it was because of the uncertainty of the future. They’d talked a little about what they were going to do after she graduated from Quantico, but so much depended on where she was assigned. Right now, they were in limbo, not knowing if she would be local or sent three thousand miles away. They couldn’t make any decisions until they had those answers, which wouldn’t come until December. She tried not to think about it.

“Are you and Duke still having a disagreement?” Sean and his brother Duke, who was a principal of Rogan-Caruso-Kincaid at their base of operations in Sacramento, had had some recent differences of opinion about the business, though he hadn’t talked much about it. Sean had always done what Duke asked in order to keep the peace, at least that’s what he’d always said. Lucy wondered if Sean’s conciliatory manner toward his brother was more because he still sought Duke’s approval. Duke had raised Sean after their parents were killed when Sean was fourteen and Duke was twenty-seven, and while Sean didn’t talk a lot about his past, Lucy knew he’d been a wild teenager. Sean was open about most everything but whenever they talked about those years, Sean would make a wisecrack and change the subject. At first, he did it so smoothly that Lucy didn’t notice. Lately, it was becoming more obvious. She was an open book, but Sean kept much of his past locked away.

“Duke’s just being Duke.” Sean sighed. “I really thought that when I moved out here to run RCK East that he finally accepted I was capable of making decisions. But sometimes, I think he’ll never trust my judgment—or trust me without asking a dozen questions.”

“He does,” Lucy assured him.

“You don’t know him like I do.”

“Patrick trusts you.”

“And Patrick is spending more time mediating between Duke and me than he should.”

They stepped into a clearing, which included a fire pit just like Sean had said. It was evident that other campers had been in this spot earlier in the summer—brush had been cleared and the pit only needed a little cleanup to use.

He turned to her. “No more talk about my job, Duke, Quantico, nothing. Okay?”

“Okay.” Lucy knew they’d need to discuss it eventually. It was eating Sean up inside, and she wanted to help. Sean had always been there when she needed him, even when she didn’t realize she needed his support. She had to find a way to get inside what was really bothering him about Duke and RCK.

Maybe it had nothing to do with RCK. Maybe it about what was going to happen to them when she graduated.

“I mean it,” Sean said. He dropped his pack and faced her. “I can tell you’re still thinking about the outside world. This is our time, Lucy. I don’t want anything to interfere with us enjoying each other’s company.” He touched her face. “I really missed you.”

She shook off her backpack and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “I missed you, too, Sean Rogan.” Smiling, she kissed him. “You’d better get that tent up quickly.”

“I thought you were starving.” He held her close and nuzzled her neck.

“Food can wait. I’ll help you.”

“This is supposed to be an easy tent to put up,” Sean said.

“You’ve never used it?”

He shook his head. “You pegged me right, Princess. If I go camping, I usually have a cabin to sleep in. With running water. A mattress. Heat.”

“Why don’t I set it up?”

He raised his eyebrows in mock embarrassment. “Don’t think I can do it?”

“All right.” She sat on the ground. “Go.”

“You’re going to watch?”

She grinned.

Lucy wasn’t surprised that the first thing Sean did was read the directions. Then he pocketed the instructions and put the frame together without a hitch. He spread out a footprint for the tent, clipped the tent onto the frame, and staked everything to the ground. Ten minutes later, he was done and grinning like a kid.

“You look very pleased with yourself,” Lucy said.

“I am. I’ve never done this before.”


Lucy stood and kissed him. “Good job.”

“What’s my reward?”

She knelt down and crawled into the tent. “Cozy,” she said.

Sean followed her and pinned her beneath him. “I love you.”

All worries about Sean and Duke, fears about their future when she graduated, disappeared as they kissed. All there was now was her and Sean, and she melted into him, completely at peace, this moment in time absolutely perfect.

A sharp male voice cut through the still afternoon, then nothing.

Lucy cringed, her body tensing. They’d seen a woman, now there was a man? Were they together? How many people were out here in the woods?

“They’ll go away,” Sean whispered in her ear, then kissed it.

“I know. I’m fine,” Lucy said as Sean rubbed her shoulders. He was trying to make her comfortable with his touch and whispers, but she couldn’t relax. She hated this part of herself. Wouldn’t a normal twenty-five-year-old woman be able to ignore other campers when she was in a tent with her boyfriend? It wasn’t like they were having sex out in the open for everyone to see.

But just thinking about it had Lucy’s mind not focused on making love to her boyfriend, but rather on what the other campers would think. What they would imagine. Of someone looking in the tent and seeing her. She couldn’t unwind. She still had a hard time relaxing in Sean’s bed when her brother Patrick was under the same roof. A lasting remnant of fear after being raped in front of an audience seven years ago.

“Dammit!” She sat up and hugged her knees.

Sean sat next to her, his head almost touching the top of the tent. “Luce, don’t—”

“I hate myself sometimes.” She squeezed back tears of frustration and despair. When was she going to get over this fear of being watched? These insane panic attacks that reminded her that she wasn’t normal and never would be?

Sean squeezed her hand to the point that it hurt. In a low voice he said, “I never want to hear you say anything like that again. Do you understand me?”

“I just want to be normal.”

“Stop. I know what you mean, but there is no normal. We’ve gotten this far, do you think I’m going to run away because the road isn’t always smooth?” He took her chin in his hand and pulled her face close to his. He lightly touched his lips to hers. “I love you for you. End of story.”

She breathed easier. “I’m so lucky to have you.”

One side of his mouth curved up. “I know you are.”

She wrinkled her nose and crawled out of the tent. “I am hungry,” she said.

He followed her. “I’m sure the hikers will go away but after we eat we should explore the area, make sure no one else is around.”

They spread a blanket on the ground and unpacked Sean’s picnic. “We could feed an army,” Lucy said.

“We’re going to be here until noon tomorrow; I need to make sure you’re well fed.”

“We could be here a week.”

“Not quite.” But he looked pleased as Lucy took a bite of potato salad.

“You didn’t make all this, did you?”

Sean laughed. “I’m a good cook but not this good. I went to that deli on M Street that you like so much, and then the brewery next door that has the lamb stew. We’ll get the fire going before dark and warm it for dinner.”

She grinned with appreciation. “You really planned this trip well.”


“I did.” He bit into his sandwich and looked around. “What did you do when you went camping with your family? I think I would have gone stir-crazy being in the middle of nowhere for a week with my family.”

“My dad’s best friend had a boat we’d borrow and take to the lake. We’d fish, have races with other campers, hike, play games—it wasn’t quiet like this. It was a large campground with dozens of families. Justin and I had a lot of freedom.” She drank some water. “We always found other kids to play with.”

Two voices echoed through the trees. Clearly they were arguing, but Lucy couldn’t make out what they were saying. Sean swore under his breath. Lucy felt bad for him because he had this weekend planned for the two of them, and now in his eyes it was less than perfect.

She said, “When we’re done eating, we’ll secure the food and take a walk. Maybe if they know we’re also camping here, they’ll tone it down.”

Sean glared at the woods as if silently cursing them.

After they cleaned up, they walked east, in the direction of the voices. They no longer heard anyone arguing or even talking, but it was better to take care of the situation now. Maybe Sean was right and the couple was simply hiking for the day. Maybe they were lost and Sean could direct them back to where they needed to go.

Wishful thinking.

They trekked through a section of birch trees that went for as far as Lucy could see. “Are you sure you’re going toward the lake?” she asked.

Sean glanced over his shoulder. “You doubt my sense of direction?”

“No, but—”

He held up his tablet. “Even if I didn’t have this, I know where we are, okay?”


“Sorry for doubting you.”

“Hrmph.”

Lucy laughed. Sean turned left and a few feet later Lucy saw the lake through the trees. She crossed her heart. “I’ll never doubt you again.”

He reached over and tickled her. “See that you don’t.”

They walked along the edge of the lake, which was rocky and strewn with old, rotting branches and logs. Several pairs of geese were out swimming. One stuck his long neck under the water and, as Lucy watched, came up with a fish. From the north, six geese flew overhead, circled, and landed smoothly in the middle of the lake.

Lucy whispered, as if speaking too loudly would break the magic of the moment, “We should come back here before sunset. It’s really lovely. Peaceful.”

Sean nodded and gestured to a grouping of rocks about twenty feet high. “We’ll climb up there. Good view.”

She took his hand and kissed it. The spontaneous display of affection surprised both her and Sean. Lucy was acutely aware that Sean was the more romantic of the two of them. She appreciated it more than she could ever explain to him. He gave her not only what she wanted, but also what she needed. Things she needed that she could never ask for from anyone, he gave freely.

They walked around the rock formation and saw the campsite. It was a small camp, similar to Sean and Lucy’s space with an old fire pit in the middle of a clearing. Instead of a tent, there was a small lean-to. A couple of backpacks and a rifle leaned against a tree next to the makeshift shelter.

The couple wasn’t there, but their voices were close by. They were arguing again with an urgency that bordered on panic.

“…find him…”

“…lost…”

“…can’t go back…”

Lucy glanced at Sean. He’d heard the same thing, but he’d gone from curious to protective. He didn’t like the tone any more than she did.

“Something’s wrong,” Lucy said.

The woman stepped into the clearing and saw them. She pulled a gun from her pocket and turned it toward Lucy and Sean. “Who the hell are you?”











Chapter Two



Sean took a small step in front of Lucy, his body tense. He made no move for the gun in his backpack, but hoped Lucy would go for it if the situation warranted.

He said, “Hey, what’s with the gun? We’re camping near here, just like you. Wanted to introduce ourselves. To avoid a situation like this.”

The woman immediately lowered the weapon.

“You startled me.” She stuffed the gun back in her pocket. It was a small .22, easily concealable.

Sean didn’t relax but he offered a smile. “Sorry, we didn’t mean to.”

The woman was petite, her blond hair pulled back. The man also had light hair, and was both taller and wider than Sean. They were in their early- to mid-thirties and wore jeans and flannel jackets; both looked surprised—and suspicious—to find Lucy and Sean in their campsite.

“I’m Sean Rogan; this is my girlfriend, Lucy Kincaid. We’re camping about two hundred yards southwest of here, on the south side of the lake.”

The strangers glanced at each other. “Thanks,” the woman mumbled. “We won’t bother you.”

“Is something wrong?” Lucy asked. “Is someone missing?”

The man narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

“I heard—”

The woman glanced over her shoulder at her male companion. There was some sort of silent communication going on, but Sean couldn’t clearly see the woman’s expression until she turned back to them.


“Our son,” she said. “He wandered off this morning, maybe around six. Before we woke up.”

It was just after noon. Might not be cause for concern. “How old is he?”

“Nine. We had an argument last night,” she said. “I’m sure he’s just trying to punish us.”

The boy had been missing for several hours. He should have returned on his own by now. If he could.

“Do you have a radio?” Sean asked.

“No,” the man grunted. “Don’t worry about our problems; he’ll come back when he gets hungry.”

The father was probably right, unless the son was truly lost and couldn’t find his way back. A boy that age might hide to scare his parents, but after this many hours? He’d be trying to find his way to camp. At least, Sean hoped that was the case. Unfortunately, when lost, the best thing to do was stay in one place so people looking could find you. But Sean had once been nine, and he’d always been curious. It had often led to trouble.

“We’ll help you look for him,” Lucy offered.

“We don’t need help,” the woman said. Then she added, “If he doesn’t come back before dark, maybe—”

Sean interrupted. “That’s too late. It’s going to drop into the forties tonight. We need to get help. My car is only a two-hour hike away.”

“By the time anyone gets here it’ll be dark,” the man said.

“I didn’t catch your name,” Lucy said.

Sean didn’t like this situation at all. Lucy was also tense, and her voice held a hint of authority that told him she was suspicious of the situation.


“Sorry,” the woman mumbled. “I’m Ann, this is Jeff. I’m just distracted by this whole thing.”

“It’s understandable,” Lucy said with sympathy. “And your son?”

“Micah.”

“Has Micah done this before?”

Ann nodded. “All the time. Once, he was gone for three days. He hid in someone else’s basement. Everyone was looking for him. I thought the worst. But we found him sleeping.”

Sean didn’t know why he didn’t believe Ann, but the woman’s story, while it sounded plausible, had an air of falsehood. He glanced at Lucy but her gaze was fixed solely on the couple.

“The forest rangers need to be informed that there’s a missing child,” Lucy said. “They have substations, people who know where and how to search. I really think we should contact them as soon as possible.”

“There’s cell reception off the road where we parked,” Sean said. “We can go back and call. Do you have a recent photograph?”

Ann shook her head. “I left my wallet in the car.”

Jeff had his hand on his pocket, then dropped it. “Do you know how embarrassing it’ll be if the rangers get out here and Micah walks into camp?”

“Do you know how upset you’ll be if he doesn’t?” Lucy snapped.

Suddenly Ann started crying and Lucy approached the woman, her compassion evident. Sean didn’t like that the couple were armed. He shifted his backpack so he could easily reach his gun.

“I’m sorry,” Lucy said. She put a hand on Ann’s shoulder. “We’ll help you find him.”


“I know Micah better than anyone. I should talk to the rangers about him. I’ll go with you.”

“That sounds good,” Lucy said.

Sean didn’t let on that he didn’t like that option. He needed to talk to Lucy alone. She seemed to pick up on that and said to Ann, “Why don’t you pack up an emergency bag and we’ll go back to our camp and do the same.”

Ann nodded. “We’ll meet you there.”

“Do you know where it is?”

“You said at the south side of the lake. We almost camped there yesterday instead of here, but Micah liked being closer to the rocks.”

Sean had a sudden tragic thought. “Does Micah know how to swim?”

Ann looked at Sean as if she didn’t know how to respond, then Jeff said, “Like a fish.”

That still didn’t mean he couldn’t have been lost in the lake. Drowning was a silent death. The bottom of the lake could be polluted with debris—trees and mud and vines—where someone could easily get tangled. However, Sean didn’t say anything. The rangers would dredge the lake if the boy didn’t turn up in a couple days.

But that was in the future. It had been several hours since Micah disappeared. The father could be right—Micah could be watching and waiting for the right time to return.

Something still seemed off about the couple, though Sean couldn’t pinpoint a specific reason why he thought so. Other than the fact that they had at least two guns, the .22 and the rifle against the tree. The father was gruff and didn’t seem concerned about his son, but he was definitely angry about him running off. The mother seemed more worried, but it was like flipping a switch. One minute she’d been as angry as her husband; the next she turned on the waterworks. There might be a psychological reason for the response, but Sean thought they weren’t telling them everything. Wouldn’t the parents be in a panic by now? Sean didn’t have kids, but he would be more worried—and far more proactive. What if Micah ran away for a reason? What if he had been abused?

Or maybe the parents were on the run. They hadn’t been camping for long—the lean-to could barely fit two of them—but the weather hadn’t turned yet, so it wasn’t unsafe.

Sean broke the awkward silence that crept up. “I’ll help Jeff search the immediate area again. Maybe we can pick up a trail.”

Jeff shook his head. “We’ve searched everywhere. The kid will come back when he gets cold or hungry.”

The kid?

Ann turned to her husband and put her hand on his arm. She spoke softly but emphatically. “Jeff, I know you’re as worried about Micah as I am, you just don’t know how to show it. Let these people help us, okay? Please?” Her voice cracked.

Lucy glanced at Sean. He shook his head slightly, hoping that Lucy understood that he didn’t want to talk anymore in front of these two. And though he didn’t like the idea of Lucy going back to the car with Ann, he didn’t have a better idea to bring search and rescue here before nightfall.

Sean said, “Jeff, Ann, meet us at our camp in twenty minutes. Lucy can lead the way to our car.”

“What’s to say they won’t get lost, too?” Jeff said.

“I have a map.” Sean forced a smile. “No one will get lost.”

The two seemed skeptical, but agreed.


As Lucy and Sean left the couple and was heading back to their campsite, she said, “I don’t trust them.”

“Neither do I. I think they’re hiding something.” He paused, then added, “What if there isn’t a missing kid at all?”

“Why would they say there was?”

Sean shook his head. “I don’t know. I just got a bad vibe.”

“For what it’s worth, I think Ann is worried, though she doesn’t seem as concerned as I would expect. But Jeff seems the more volatile. I got the sense he would beat the poor kid when he returns.”

“Maybe that’s why Micah ran in the first place.”

“Either way, we need to get help.”

Sean pulled his gun from his backpack and tucked it into a holster in the small of his back. He put on a jacket to conceal it. “Do you have your gun?”

“I left it in the trunk. I didn’t think I’d need it.”

“Take mine—”

“No. I’m going with Ann; you’re staying with Jeff and his rifle. Don’t let him out of your sight.”

“I don’t plan to. But Ann also has a gun, and I’m not letting you go off into the woods with her unarmed.” Sean handed Lucy his tablet and brought up the map of the area. “You can’t go back the way we came—it’s too steep in parts and will take longer. Go this way.” He had the route already marked in blue. “It’s about a quarter mile longer but it’s a more gradual incline. If you set a good pace, you’ll be back at the car in ninety minutes.” He pointed to a red dot just off the trail he’d marked. “This is a peak, so you might get cell reception there.”


“Good to know.” She leaned up and kissed him. “Find him, Sean. He’s probably scared.”

“Be careful, Lucy. Keep her in your sight.”

“I will.” Lucy paused, then asked, “Did you find it odd that they didn’t give us their last names?”

“Yes. If they’re bank robbers or something, this would be a great place to hide out, except that they don’t have the supplies for a long stay. In fact, they barely have enough for the weekend.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t separate.”

“I don’t know.” They walked in silence for a few minutes.

“If nothing else,” Lucy said, “we need backup, right?”

“Agreed.”

“And if they’re telling the truth about their missing son, there’s a lost kid out here who needs our help. The faster search and rescue starts looking, the better for all of us.”











Chapter Three



Sean hadn’t wanted Lucy to leave with Ann but it was the only real option they had. If there really was a missing boy—and Sean didn’t see why the couple would lie about it—he was in trouble. His mother said he had a jacket but the cold was only one danger. Animals generally stayed away from people, but there had been known bear attacks in this backcountry, where there weren’t many people around. Aside from the cold, lack of water was the number one danger. After three days, he would be severely dehydrated. However, if the boy walked straight in any direction, in less than three days he would find a road. Unfortunately, lost children tended to wander in circles.

After Ann and Lucy had left the campground, Jeff said to Sean, “We searched and called for him. He’s not within earshot, or he’s just hiding from us.”

“He may have heard you but the echo disorientated your location.” Sean assessed Jeff. “Why would he hide from you?”

“None of your business.” Jeff rubbed his face. “Look, we had a fight. He’s nine, he wants things he can’t have.”

Sean was generally a good judge of character, and he’d been on edge since meeting Jeff and Ann. But he didn’t know why they bothered him. Now that Ann was gone, Jeff seemed to have relaxed a little. He was still borderline belligerent, but not as nervous.

His attitude could be any number of things. He could be abusive, or guilty of something that had nothing to do with his missing son.

“Do you have a picture of Micah?” Ann had said she’d left her purse in their car, but when she’d said that, Sean thought Jeff had been reaching into his back pocket. Sean’s dad always kept pictures of the kids in his wallet—though often they were outdated. And while he might buy that a woman would leave her photos in her purse, no man left home without his wallet.

Jeff hesitated, then reached back and pulled a worn leather wallet out of his pocket. “It’s a couple years old. He was in first grade.”

Sean took the picture. It was a standard school photo with a blue background. Micah had a wide grin and was missing one of his front teeth in the picture. He was fair-skinned with dark hair and blue eyes and a light smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose.

“Cute kid,” Sean said. The backside of the photo had Micah’s name and the year the photo was taken, consistent with what they’d already said. Sean was marginally relieved—but his fear for the child grew. Six hours was a long time for a nine-year-old to be missing in the woods.

Jeff put the picture back in his wallet. “Yeah. Well.” He cleared his throat. “How long do you think it’ll take for Ann and your girlfriend to get back?”

“It’s at least ninety minutes each way. Likely the rangers will want them to wait at the car until the search and rescue team is mobilized, so they know where they’re going.” Sean glanced at his watch. It was almost one o’clock; the women had been gone for less than thirty minutes. “I wouldn’t expect anyone back until four at the earliest. Probably closer to five.”

“But they’ll be back before dark, right?” Jeff asked.

“I hope so.” This was getting them nowhere. “Did you hear anything this morning? When Micah left?”

Jeff shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Where was he sleeping?” Sean looked around the camp. There wasn’t much here. Two sleeping bags, the lean-to, two backpacks—

Two sleeping bags?

“Did Micah take his sleeping bag?”

Jeff frowned and turned, staring at the lean-to. He didn’t say anything for a minute. “I didn’t notice,” he finally said.

This was sounding more and more like the kid had intentionally run away. If he had his sleeping bag and supplies, he could camp out in the woods for several days, maybe a week or more. Certainly until the weather turned. But why? When Sean was nine he’d shown early signs of being the rebel he’d turned into after his parents were killed. He’d never run away but there were times when he’d snuck out of the house just because he could get away with it. He’d hide in the tree house his oldest brother, Kane, had built with their dad the year before Kane had joined the Marines. It was outside of the house, but still safe. Risky, but not dangerous. There had been an American flag and a Marine Corps flag hanging on two of the walls, and broken electronics that Sean would either get working again or refashion into something completely different. He always felt an odd sense of peace in the tree house, especially when Kane was deployed and he only saw him a couple times a year.

He always wondered if his parents knew he was in the tree house and that’s why they never panicked. Or if they just didn’t care.

What about Micah? Was he trying to figure out if his parents really cared about him? Or was he running from them? Did he want to scare them, or was he scared of them?

“This changes things,” Sean said. “Micah has the capacity to survive the night on his own. Do you know if he took food or other supplies?”

“I didn’t notice,” Jeff repeated.


Sean had the feeling again that he was missing an important fact. The honesty and connection he’d felt with Jeff a few minutes ago vanished.

“How far did you search?”

“I walked a good hour up the creek bed, then came back through the eastern ridgeline. I’d just returned when you and your girlfriend showed up.”

“About the fight—”

“That’s not important. He’s a kid, for chrissakes. I’m the adult; he needs to listen and do what he’s told.”

Sean didn’t comment on Jeff’s reaction. Instead he said, “I’m going to circle around your camp and try to figure out which way he went.”

“I told you—we searched all around here.”

“I know, but I’m sure you and your wife were emotional and maybe you missed something.”

“Whatever,” Jeff grumbled. “I’m going to walk around the lake again. I gotta do something.”

Sean walked along the edge of Jeff’s camp slowly. Even though it was still daylight, he shined his flashlight on the ground, looking for signs of small footprints. Unfortunately, there were many footprints and none were distinct.

He walked deeper into the woods, sweeping back and forth, looking for any sign of Micah. A lost jacket. Food wrappers. Based on the disturbed earth, Ann and Jeff had retraced the same ground several times. With the poor sunlight that barely filtered through the trees and the falling leaves, a clear trail was impossible to find. Sean supposed a more experienced tracker might be able to identify whose tracks were whose.


About half a mile from the campsite, as Sean was considering turning around since he’d been gone nearly an hour, he saw something that seemed odd.

Tire tracks.

But these tracks were too narrow to be from a car or truck, not to mention that they weren’t on a road. Sean had driven quads often enough to know that a small, four-wheel all-terrain vehicle had been here. The gouges in the earth were still fresh. On further inspection, it appeared that there had been two ATVs and the tracks couldn’t have been here longer than a week, and were probably made more recently. He saw no sign of the quads now. He hadn’t heard any earlier, either.

Adrenaline fueled his urge to follow the tracks. But they could go for miles, and he needed to be back at the campsite by the time Lucy returned. Both Jeff and Ann had guns, Sean didn’t, and they had possible access to ATVs that neither had mentioned, plus a missing kid. Was Micah even theirs? Would Jeff carry a photo of him if he wasn’t?

Too many unanswered questions made Sean nervous. He didn’t want to mention the tracks to Jeff, but at the same time he feared keeping quiet could jeopardize Micah’s safety.

He followed the grooves for a hundred yards and determined that the tracks had come from the southeast, stopped where he’d first seen them, and returned the same way.

Why would they stop in the middle of the woods—not the lake, not a clearing—only to turn around and go back?

He’d given Lucy his tablet with the map but he drew out on a piece of paper the location of the tracks and a general indication of the terrain. He’d be able to find this place again. If he remembered correctly from the maps of this area he’d downloaded, there wasn’t much to the east except hills, trees, and a spattering of secluded homes miles away. It was certainly possible that someone had driven into the mountains to ride ATVs, but coming from the east or southeast added far more time than if they’d used the main highway. The riders might live in the vicinity—the closest residence was about four miles away, definitely within quad range.

Sean wished he had his map because he hadn’t studied this part of the forest, focusing primarily on the route he and Lucy had hiked.

He pulled out his phone and hoped that Lucy was still in range to use the radio. He doubted it, but it was worth a try. Or, she may not have turned her cell phone on to save the battery.

There was no response.

“Luce, be careful,” he whispered, then started back toward camp.
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The first thirty minutes of their trek to the car was awkwardly quiet, so Lucy broke the silence and said to Ann, “I’ve been on search and rescue teams, and kids get scared. When they run away, at first they’re mad and hurt and too scared to return because they think you’ll be angry with them. It sometimes takes a while for them to realize that you’re not going to be mad, that you’ll be relieved when they return.”

He could truly be lost, or injured, but Lucy didn’t want to make Ann any more scared than she already was. Lucy thought if they kept up the pace she’d set, they’d beat the ninety minutes Sean predicted. The faster they got people out here searching, the better.

Ann frowned. “Are you sure that map is right?”

Lucy showed her Sean’s tablet. “Sean downloaded the entire region before he left. He loves his gadgets. See here? We might be able to get cell reception on the knoll.”

“So you have a phone?”


She nodded. “Like I said, Sean’s into technology. Even though he knew we didn’t have reception out here, he insisted we pack them. I have mine off right now, but I’ll turn it on when we get to the knoll and see if we catch a signal. I can also communicate using the radio on the cell phone if we need it, but range is the problem there.”

Though they were walking through trees that provided a natural canopy, the hike was making Lucy warm. She stopped to take off her sweatshirt and tie it around the strap of her backpack. She drank half a water bottle, then stuffed it back into her pack.

Ann said, “We should cut through here.” She gestured to a slope that appeared to be a more direct route to the road, but it was also much steeper.

“We should stick to Sean’s map.”

“Is he some sort of expert?”

Her voice was snide but Lucy let it pass. “About some things he is. We know this route will get us to our car in ninety minutes; if we detour, it may take longer. Or there could be other hazards.”

Ann opened her mouth to argue, then closed it, obviously frustrated. Lucy had to convince Ann to trust her.

“Ann, I know you’re worried, and I want to help. I work for the FBI; I’m not an agent yet, but I have plenty of experience in search and rescue from when I interned with the Arlington County Sheriff’s Department, and I know how to work with the authorities. We will find your son. We just need to bring in the right people for the job, okay?”

Ann was staring at her as if she’d just told her she was from Mars.

Lucy tried to ease the situation. “I just want you to feel comfortable with Sean and me helping in the search for Micah. We’ll find him. We’re not going to leave until we do.”


Ann nodded and turned away, walking in the direction Lucy had been going. Lucy followed. A few minutes later, Ann began to veer too far to the west. “Ann, this way,” Lucy said, motioning to what appeared to be an overgrown path. Lucy wasn’t surprised Sean had selected this route. It had obviously been used by hikers in the past.

The path led to a clearing ringed by maple trees. Not just a clearing but an old graveyard. Headstones had crumbled over time. This was an unusual place for a cemetery, but it could have been a family plot many years ago. She walked to one of the headstones that looked mostly intact.


WILLIAM OLDENBURG, III

Husband of ABIGAIL CUTTER OLDENBURG

1869–1914


The grave next to William’s appeared to be his father, though part of the name was cut off. The dates had nearly eroded away, but it looked like William the second lived from 1833 until 1889.

Lucy didn’t particularly like cemeteries but she appreciated history. She wondered about the land they were on, who the family was, how long they’d lived here. Maybe tomorrow, before they went home—provided that they found Micah—she and Sean could explore the area around the cemetery. Maybe there was an old homestead or the remnants of a house.

Ann hadn’t stepped from the edge of the clearing. “We shouldn’t be here.”

Graveyards often made people nervous and superstitious. Lucy said, “Go ahead and walk around the edge of the clearing. According to Sean’s map, the path we’re on continues over there.” She gestured toward the opposite side.

Lucy glanced around and found the remnants of nine headstones. As she crossed the clearing, she saw recently disturbed dirt.

She stared at the mound. It had been covered with fresh leaves and they were piled higher than the leaves surrounding it. The dirt was darker, and had definitely been turned.

As if someone had dug a grave, then filled it back in.

What if Jeff and Ann had killed their son and buried him, planning on telling people that he disappeared while they were camping?

Her heart thudded in her chest. The knoll where there might be cell reception was still a thirty-minute hike away. Her gun was in her pack and she would have to find a way to retrieve it without making Ann suspicious. She was going to have to fake it, pretend she hadn’t seen this grave.

Lucy looked up, plastering a false smile on her face. “Ann, we should—”

Ann wasn’t in the clearing. Lucy looked around but didn’t see her anywhere.

For a moment, Lucy didn’t know what to do. She was halfway to the car. Did she continue and get help, or go back for Sean? Was he in danger? Her urge was to go to Sean but if Ann and Jeff were truly dangerous, she needed backup. She’d walk as fast as possible to the car, run when she could, call for help, and go back for Sean. It was a difficult decision to make, but it would take her nearly an hour to return to the campsite, and still with no way of contacting the police.

Maybe she was wrong—maybe Ann had simply walked ahead. Or had to find a private tree to relieve herself. Or…

Who was she kidding? Both she and Sean had been suspicious from the beginning, and now they were separated.

Lucy took off her backpack and retrieved her gun. She put it in her waistband, hoping Ann wasn’t watching her, that she didn’t see that she was armed.

Keeping her eyes open, looking for any movement, Lucy continued briskly down the path.

The split second after she sensed someone watching her, she reached for her gun. As her hand clasped around the grip, a sharp pain exploded in her head and she fell to the ground, unconscious.











Chapter Four



It took Sean nearly thirty minutes to walk back to his campsite, mostly because he was looking for signs that people or ATVs had been in the area. He didn’t find any tracks that couldn’t be explained as Ann and Jeff looking for their son. Lucy had been gone for over an hour. He tried the radio again but there was no connection. He tried different frequencies to see if he could ping a ranger in the vicinity, but nothing was in range.

Next time he went camping—if there was a next time—he would buy the best radio system he could find. That he hadn’t thought they’d need a two-way radio didn’t matter. What happened to being prepared? He had the map, the equipment, the food—but no communication.

Sean trekked over to Jeff’s campsite to see if he’d returned from his excursion. He could lead Jeff into a question about the ATVs without letting him know he’d seen any tracks. He considered that they could have been rangers patrolling the area, but if that was the case why hadn’t they come all the way to the campground? They’d know that people were still using the place, even if it wasn’t maintained by the parks system.

As soon as he stepped through the trees he realized he’d been deceived.

All their equipment was gone.

The lean-to was there, but not the sleeping bags or backpacks. Sean stayed along the edge of the camp, looking for signs of where they’d gone. The only trail he could find led up near the stream. If he followed it, he’d be in the middle of open space, easy pickings if someone was looking for him.

Why had Jeff packed up and left? Sean hadn’t heard anything; could he have simply been waiting for Sean to leave, then returned and grabbed his stuff? What about his wife? She was with Lucy, why would he leave without her?

The unease that Sean had felt since meeting Jeff and Ann grew to borderline panic that he’d sent Lucy off with someone who was dangerous. It didn’t matter that Lucy could take care of herself or that she had a gun; she was in the middle of the woods with no backup.

He ran back to his camp and paced. He wanted to look for Lucy, but if he followed her trail and she returned another route with the rangers, he wouldn’t be here.

His only real option was to head back to the road the fastest way possible and call for help. Except that Lucy could very well be on her way back now, with help.

“Shit,” Sean muttered.

Thirty minutes. He’d give her thirty minutes, then he’d go after her.
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Lucy startled awake. She didn’t know how long she’d been unconscious, but she’d been out long enough to be restrained.

She opened her eyes slowly, glancing around to see if anyone was there. As she adjusted her position she realized that she wasn’t tied to the tree she was leaning against, but her hands were restrained behind her.

Her entire head hurt but especially the lump where Ann had hit her. She assumed Ann was her attacker.

Dammit, she’d sensed something was wrong and hadn’t reacted fast enough.

It was still day, and it appeared she hadn’t lost more than ten or fifteen minutes of time. She was leaning against a tree in the old cemetery, close to the newly dug grave.

Lucy saw something sticking out from the ground. A cross, fashioned out of two sticks perpendicular to each other and tied at the center by a cord. The cord appeared to come from a hoodie. It had to have been put there recently because it wouldn’t have survived any inclement weather.

Lucy cringed as she realized that Ann had her backpack—which included her phone and car keys. She didn’t feel the weight of the gun at her hip. And the tablet with the map that Lucy had been holding was nowhere she could see.

She had looked at the map long enough that she could probably get out of here and to the car, but it wouldn’t do her much good if that’s where Ann went. She could flag someone down on the road, but it was at least a four-mile walk to the nearest ranger’s station if no one drove by—or if no one stopped to help. And Sean was still back at the campsite with Jeff, not knowing that anything was wrong.

The back of her neck tingled. She was being watched. She tensed, fearing Ann had returned. Except she wouldn’t kill her now, would she? Why tie her up if she planned to kill her?

She couldn’t defend herself tied up. Her fingers were growing numb from lack of circulation. Then she almost smiled as she realized she was restrained with plastic zip-ties.

I owe you one, Jack.

Her brother Jack, former Army Special Forces, had trained her in self-defense after her kidnapping seven years ago. She’d added to her skills through her FBI training, but Jack’s survival training came in handy now.

She leaned against the tree and shifted so her feet were under her, then slowly pushed herself up using the tree for support. She stepped away from the tree, a bit unsteady on her feet. She took a couple deep breaths, then bent over, lifting her arms, zip-tied behind her back, as far up as she could. With all her strength she slammed her wrists on her butt. The movement made her dizzy, but she did it two more times and the plastic broke.


She rubbed her raw wrists and looked around. Movement to her left had her taking a step behind the tree. At first she didn’t see anything, then a flash of black and white in the trees. Small.

“Micah,” she said. “Is your name Micah?”

He hesitated then stepped out from the trees. He had a gun in his small hands. It looked like a .22, similar to what Ann had been carrying.

“Micah, you don’t need that gun.”

He didn’t answer and kept his distance from her. He looked like he would bolt at the slightest sign that she was going to move toward him, so she slowly leaned back against the tree. He was wearing jeans, a blue T-shirt, and a black hoodie. A hoodie without a string. His pale face had been scratched in several places, likely from branches. One was deep enough to have bled and should have been treated. It would definitely scar. With his dark hair and big blue eyes, he looked so much like her cousin Justin that her heart skipped a beat.

But he wasn’t Justin. He was Micah.

“I want to help you,” Lucy said. “Please—lower the gun. You’re making me nervous.”

“I’m not going to shoot you,” he said in a high voice that suggested he would shoot if he felt like he had to. He was both brave and scared. But he put the gun at his side, still holding it tightly.

“My name is Lucy Kincaid. Your mother and I—”

“She’s not my mother!”

“Shh,” Lucy said, glancing around. “Micah, listen, I work for the FBI. I’m camping with my boyfriend. We can help you, but you have to trust me.”

He looked skeptical but at least he didn’t run.


“Who is Ann?”

His bottom lip quivered. “She killed my mom.” His eyes shifted to the grave. Lucy’s stomach flipped. His mother was buried there. “I think,” he added.

“Micah, please trust me. Tell me exactly what happened.”

He bit his lip, tears in his eyes, but he kept his emotions in check. Poor kid, he shouldn’t have to hold back tears over his mother’s murder.

“We were living with my mom’s boyfriend. In a trailer. There were other trailers, too, and it was home, you know?”

It was home. Lucy doubted Micah had ever had a stable home.

“They make drugs. You know, meth.” He said it matter-of-factly. “Mom used to have a problem, but not anymore. She cleaned up because she met Jeff and he told her she had to stay straight. For us.”

Jeff. The man who said he was Micah’s father.

“Where’s your dad?” she asked quietly.

Micah shrugged. “I don’t know,” he mumbled. “I never met him.”

“And your mom’s boyfriend, Jeff, brought you to his home.”

“Kinda. We had an apartment in Richmond for a while, then down in Charlotte—that’s in North Carolina—and then he got a job in Baltimore. But—” He stopped talking.

“But he lost his job,” Lucy guessed.

Micah nodded.

“What happened to your mother?” When he didn’t say anything, Lucy pushed. “I can’t help you unless you tell me everything.”

It all came out in a rush. “We moved up here in July, just for the summer Jeff said, he got this great job. But it was making drugs, and Mom tried real hard, but she started using again, and Jeff was so mad—but he wanted to help her. Because it was against the rules to dip into the product, everyone knew it, and he covered for her until…until…well, it was just bad, and everyone knew Mom was using and they fought and Mom ran off. Jeff told me to stay, he’d find her, and he left, but so did the others. I followed them, and I heard…” His voice trailed off and he looked at the grave. “I heard gunshots. I ran away. Back to the camp. Jeff was already there and mad that I’d left. I wanted to tell him that Ann hurt Mom, but I couldn’t. I just cried and he said everything would be okay. But when Ann got back, she told Jeff my mom died of a drug overdose and they buried her in the woods.” His voice cracked and he couldn’t stop the tears. “And I knew she was lying, that she’d shot her.” He wiped his nose and eyes with the sleeve of his hoodie. “I ran away.”

“To go to the police?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Not the police.”

“Why not?”

“Because one of the rangers is friends with Ann, he comes by all the time.”

Lucy couldn’t go to the rangers now, not until she knew who was on the take. And without her phone, she couldn’t contact the FBI and alert them.

“I saw Ann hit you. I’m sorry.”

“Where’d you get the gun?”

“I found it.”

Lucy was skeptical. “You just found it. Lying around.”

“I found it here.” He looked over at the grave again, then quickly looked away.

The gun was evidence. Lucy needed to convince Micah to trust her—and give her the gun.

“We need to get you to safety, and I have friends—not rangers—who can help.”

He shook his head. “They’re going. They’re going to leave and we’ll never find them.”

“Micah, listen to me.”

“No! It’s not just me, there’s Tommy, and I’m not going to leave him.”

“Who’s Tommy?”

“My brother.” His voice cracked. “He’s six. I should never have left him, but I got scared. I went back and he was in Cynthia’s trailer, but Cynthia saw me and I ran. But I can’t leave him.” He straightened his spine. Lucy knew if she said he had to go, he’d run from her.

“And that’s why you haven’t left.” This brave nine-year-old was trying to protect his little brother.

“I don’t know.” He shrugged his skinny shoulders. “I don’t know what to do.”

Lucy did, but what she should do and what she knew she was going to do were completely different.

“Micah, I need you to give me the gun.”

He shook his head.

“Have you ever fired a gun before?”

“Yeah.” He didn’t say it with conviction.

“I scored 98 on my last firearms test with the FBI. The only two guys who beat me had been in the Marines. They scored 100. I hit what I aim at.”

He didn’t want to give up his weapon, what he probably thought was his only protection. But he walked toward her, trust in his eyes, and handed it to her.

She took it and sighed in relief. Definitely a .22. The serial number had been filed off. She checked the magazine—the clip was missing two bullets. But a .22 wasn’t much protection unless you were close or an exceptional shot. She put the gun in the small of her back and said, “Thank you.”

“What are you going to do?”

“We’re going to find my boyfriend, Sean. Ann and Jeff told us they were your parents, and you’d run off this morning.”

He frowned. “I’ve been hiding from them for three days.”

Lucy was surprised. “How?”

“I made a camp near here. They found it last night, but I hid.”

“You’ve been out here alone for three days?”

He nodded. “I don’t have anywhere to go. Yesterday morning, really early, I went back to the trailers to get Tommy and that’s when Cynthia saw me. I think that’s how they tracked me back to my camp.”

Lucy knelt in front of the boy and put her hands on his shoulders. “Micah, you’re not alone anymore. Stick with me, okay?”

“You’re not going to let them take Tommy, are you?”

“We need to get help.”

“I saw what Ann did to you. They’re going to disappear, and, and…” He was at a loss, not knowing how to express himself, just knowing that if Ann and the others left the woods, there would be no justice for his mother, and his little brother would be in constant danger.

“We’ll find Tommy and make sure that Ann and everyone else is punished for what they did.”

He smiled for the first time. A tentative smile.


“I don’t have a dad, and Tommy’s dad is in jail. He’s all I got, and I promised my mom I would always take care of him. I gotta keep the promise, Lucy.”











Chapter Five



There had been complete silence for thirty minutes and Sean thought he was going to go out of his mind. He could no longer wait for Lucy; he was borderline frantic, and this kind of fear would lead him into making mistakes.

Lucy is fine, she knows how to watch out for herself.

The mantra wasn’t working. He’d already searched the immediate area twice and found no sign of Jeff, other than fresh tracks leading away from the lake. He wanted to follow them but the first thing was to find Lucy.

“We should never have gone camping,” he mumbled. It was like their relationship was cursed—they couldn’t just go away and enjoy each other. Alone. Without something happening like this.

Next time, I’m sending Patrick on a vacation and keeping Lucy at home.

Sean had to make sure there was a next time.

He closed his backpack in the tent, taking his knife, cell phone, jacket, two energy bars, and two water bottles. He needed to hike unencumbered. If he reached his car before he found Lucy, and there was no sign she’d been there—well, he’d cross that bridge then. She had the keys, but he could hot-wire it. He almost laughed. It was a computerized engine, so the term hot-wire was so outdated. But he could get the car running without the key if necessary. He wasn’t going to leave Lucy in the woods. He had his phone, he’d call in the cavalry.

He started walking at a good pace, retracing the path Lucy and Ann had taken. It was nearly four in the afternoon, he had two hours of daylight left, though already the quality of light was changing. He scanned the area, following their tracks while also looking for any other tracks to suggest they’d been followed or paralleled.

A slight movement ahead and to his right caught Sean’s eye. He pulled his knife, keeping it at his side but ready to use.

Nothing.

Then a whisper. A slight rustle of leaves.

Sean hid behind an old oak that just barely blocked his frame. He peered around the side. A stick broke. Another rustle. A voice. Female.

Lucy came into view a moment later, and she wasn’t alone. She had found Micah.

Sean stepped out of hiding. “Lucy.”

Relief relaxed her face and she took Micah’s hand and walked over to Sean.

“Micah?” Sean asked, though he knew it was.

“Yes. He found me.” She hugged Sean tightly. She was shaking, just a little.

“What happened?”

Lucy stepped back and Sean saw her wrists were red and raw. He held up her arm. “What’s this?”

“Ann was trying to get me to go another way, and I should have known there must be some reason why. We came across an old cemetery. Except”—she hesitated, barely glancing at Micah—“there was a fresh grave. Micah said Ann is one of a group of people who killed his mom and buried her there. They are living in trailers, I don’t know how far but Micah said it’s an hour walk from the trailers to the lake.”

“Trailers? How did they get them out here? There are no roads.”

Micah was standing close to Lucy, his hand clenched tightly around hers. Sean softened his voice. “Do you know how, Micah?”


“We came from the other way. It’s a service road, like for fires. It’s locked, but the ranger let us in. He’s one of them, too.”

“Why?” Sean glanced around, worried about Ann’s whereabouts and concerned that they were stuck in the middle of nowhere with no backup.

“They’re cooking meth,” Lucy said. “Micah’s mother was living with Jeff. She tried to leave for some reason, they took her to the woods and killed her.”

“Because she started using the product when she wasn’t supposed to,” Micah said in a matter-of-fact tone that belied his age, but also suggested that he was repeating something that he’d heard.

“Ann took all my stuff. And your gun. I’m sorry.”

Sean hugged her again. “Don’t apologize. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

Micah said, “Ann hit her on the head. I didn’t think she’d wake up.”

Sean squatted and looked Micah in the eye. “But you stayed and looked out for her. Thank you for that.”

“She got out of the zip ties all by herself,” Micah said, obviously impressed. “Broke them, just like that.” He grinned. “She’s really strong.”

“In every way,” Sean said.

“It’s not strength,” Lucy said, “you simply—”

Sean kissed her and she stopped talking. “You can teach the kid your trick later. For now let’s get to my car and call the FBI.”

“But you promised—,” Micah began.

Lucy put her hand on Micah’s shoulder. “Sean, they’re packing up to leave. They have a ranger in their back pocket, involved with the drug network, and they know we’re out here and we have contacts. I slipped up—I told Ann I was in the FBI when I was trying to get her to trust me.” She laughed humorlessly. “As soon as Ann and Jeff get back to the trailers, they’re going to leave. Micah has a little brother, Tommy. He’s only six, we have to find him. Micah says that they use their cell phones at the trailers, so if we go that way we’ll be able to call in help, and find a way to stop or delay them.”

Sean wanted to help the kids but they had no gun, one phone, and Ann and Jeff knew exactly where they were camped.

“Lucy, think about this—”

“I have.” She tilted her chin up and Sean knew then that she would not back down. And could he blame her? There was an innocent kid at risk and a killer on the loose, and justice demanded action. It’s why he loved her, and why he feared for her.

She handed him a .22. “Micah thinks that this is the gun they used to kill his mother. He found it near her grave. The magazine is missing two bullets.”

Sean checked the weapon and handed it back to Lucy. “Keep it.”

She sighed, obviously wanting to argue with him, but she didn’t. “We need a plan.”

“We’ll go to the campsite and pack up,” Sean said.

“What about Jeff and Ann?”

“While I was searching, Jeff grabbed his things and left. I know which way he went; we can follow the trail.”

“I know a faster way,” Micah said.

“He’s been out here, alone, for three days,” Lucy said. She had her arm over his shoulders.

“We still need to pack up—I don’t know how long we’ll be out here, and if we have to hunker down at night we’ll need our sleeping bags. But in case Jeff comes back, I don’t want you anywhere near the site.”

“We’ll stay hidden,” Lucy said.

Sean handed both of them a water bottle and energy bar. They ate while walking back to the campsite. Sean found a good hiding place a hundred yards into the woods where Lucy could easily see anyone approaching, but with a natural tree barrier to protect them from being seen. Then he went to pack up. He hid the tent, not wanting to be encumbered by the weight, but the sleeping bags were essential. Lucy’s backpack was gone and in it all her clothes. All she had was the sweatshirt tied around her waist. And the boy needed something more than the thin hoodie he was wearing.

Sean wasn’t confident that they were making the right decision, but he understood why Lucy felt they didn’t have much of a choice. A six-year-old was in danger, and if Ann and Jeff really planned to disappear, they didn’t have much time to save him.

[image: image]

Micah said he knew a faster route to the trailers than either following Jeff’s footsteps or the ATV tracks, but Sean was skeptical. Lucy said to Micah, “Can you give us one minute?”

The boy looked from her to Sean. The sadness and determination in his eyes broke Lucy’s heart. No child should have to go through what he did. To be forced to grow up so fast.

He shrugged. “Okay.” He walked thirty feet away and sat at the base of a tree. Lucy kept one eye on him while she spoke quietly to Sean.

“He’s been hiding from the people who killed his mother for three days. He’s nine years old. But he’s a survivor. If we don’t find the trailers right now, his brother will be gone. Tommy is all he has left.”


“Lucy—why do I feel roles are reversed? You’re usually the one demanding we call in the authorities. What’s changed?” Sean glanced at Micah.

“Nothing’s changed. This is a completely different situation. And of course we need to call, but if Micah is right and one of the rangers is helping them, we can’t put out a blanket call for help until we get Tommy out of danger. We’ve got to find a way to delay them. But first, we get Tommy and Micah to safety.”

“How many people are we dealing with?”

“Three men, two women. Jeff, Ann, Cynthia, and two guys Micah called their muscle. There are two ATVs at the camp. I need to see the layout but I think I have a plan.”

“You want to rescue Tommy and steal the ATVs.”

“That’s about right.”

Sean was thinking, and Lucy pushed. “Daylight is fading fast. We don’t have time. Our car is in the opposite direction of the drug camp. Micah knows where he’s going, Sean.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to do it, but five against two with two kids in the middle?”

“They don’t know we have Micah, and they don’t know we’re going after Tommy.”

He took her hand and squeezed. “We’ll go his way. But Luce—tell me you’re on your game here.”

She frowned and tensed. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You’re attached to him.”

“I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Let’s just say you bonded quickly with Micah. Don’t be reckless, Luce.”

“I’m not.” Lucy didn’t know what Sean was getting at, but she definitely wasn’t planning on doing anything stupid. “We’re a team, you and me.”


Sean rubbed his eyes. “All right, let’s go.” He motioned for Micah. “You’re leading, kid. How long?”

He shrugged. “Less than an hour?”

“We have about an hour of light yet, and I don’t want to have to bring out the flashlights. That might give us away. This only works if we can sneak up on them.”

Micah nodded. “I can move fast.”

“You’re on.”

They followed Micah in silence. The kid kept a good pace, and though both Sean and Lucy were athletic, they were doing their best to keep up over the uneven terrain.

Lucy realized why Jeff and Ann had chosen another way to their camp. They were maneuvering through dense trees and foliage. It was darker and colder in the woods and difficult to get a sense of direction since they couldn’t see the sky except in brief glimpses through the treetops. A good place to escape, and to hide.

Sean was getting frustrated, however. Lucy could feel the tension in his body. He was worried about all of them, and not knowing what they would be facing, not having more information, and not having the ability to communicate was probably worse for him than for her.

He said, “How much farther?” It was nearly dark and Micah was barely visible ten feet in front of them.

Micah turned and put a finger to his lips.

Lucy listened. She heard a distant metal door slamming. A truck, maybe. A voice, but it was too far away to make out what he or she was saying.

He motioned for them to walk carefully. Fifty feet ahead the ground nearly gave way to a sheer drop of three stories. In front of them was a wide, sloped clearing, a valley almost completely surrounded by a ring of trees. Some of the trees appeared charred. The ground looked too green and fresh. It was brighter here, as the setting sun cast the entire valley in colors. But the light wouldn’t last long.

Three trailers were lined up twenty feet apart. She could only see two pickup trucks, each with an ATV in the bed. They would only be able to haul two trailers away, either because they planned to come back, or they didn’t care that they abandoned them.

A separate trailer with a metal attachment extending the entrance was distinctly separate from the group. The meth lab? Probably. That’s where three men were talking. One was Jeff. Two went inside and Jeff walked across the clearing to the living quarters.

Lucy said, “We have to be careful there—the chemicals are extremely dangerous.”

Sean turned on his phone. “No signal.”

Micah pointed south. “Walk along this ledge. Ann used to go to the rock grouping down there to call people. Phones work in the valley, but they drop off all the time. The rock is higher. But you might be seen.”

“Text messages can often get through as long as there is a minimal signal,” Sean said. He handed his phone to Lucy. “You know who to call.”

“I’m not going to leave you.”

“We agreed—we need backup. We’re going to sit here and keep an eye on the place. If they look like they’re moving out, we’ll change the plan. For now, we watch and wait.”

Lucy agreed. “I’ll be back as soon as I get through to someone.”

Micah looked worried. “What if they see you? Ann is real mean.”

Lucy rubbed the bump on the back of her head. “I know. But it’s nearly dark, I’ll be careful. You, too.”


Sean watched Lucy weave through the trees to avoid being seen by anyone below. He motioned for Micah to step back a bit and dropped his backpack behind a fallen tree. “We’ll stay here for now.”

“Is she going to be okay?”

I hope. “She’s good. She won’t be seen.”

“I don’t want Ann to hurt her again.”

Sean glanced at him. “You saw what happened?”

He nodded, his eyes wide. “I thought she was dead. Ann hit her then tied her up and took her stuff and left.”

Sean wanted to deck that bitch.

A vehicle was approaching; it sounded like a truck. Micah moved forward, but Sean held him back. “Stay.”

Staying low to the ground, he ventured toward the edge of the cliff. It was quickly getting dark, and all he saw was the headlights of a truck. Then it turned and Sean noted a seal on the door and emergency lights on the roof. U.S. Forest Service most likely. The corrupt ranger. There were loud voices, shouting, but Sean couldn’t make out what was being said.

He pulled out his binoculars and looked at the scene. Ann and the ranger were arguing about something. It appeared that Ann won because the ranger looked pissed and stormed off into the meth trailer. Two men came out when the ranger went in and walked over to Ann. Damn, Sean wished he could read lips.

He looked around the camp. He hadn’t seen any sign of Micah’s little brother. But he spotted two dirt bikes, one small, one larger, next to the trailer closest to the cliff.

He went back to Micah. “Is your trailer the one closest to us? With the bikes?”


“Yes,” Micah whispered. “Did you see Tommy?”

Sean shook his head. “You said Tommy’s father is in jail?”

“That’s what Mom said. They never got married. He was this guy my mom was seeing for a while. He left when she got pregnant. Just like my dad left.” He frowned. “She said they didn’t want kids, but she loved us enough for two parents. She always said that.”

“Then believe it.”

He shrugged. “We wouldn’t be here if she hadn’t brought us.”

“She was under a lot of pressure.” Sean didn’t know what else to say to Micah. Lucy would know exactly the right words to make the kid feel okay about his mom and himself. Sean agreed with the kid: what mother would bring her young kids into the middle of this? But it couldn’t have been easy for her, a recovering drug addict raising two boys.

Sean glanced at his watch. Lucy had only been gone ten minutes. It felt much longer.

“I hate drugs,” Micah said.

“So do I.” Sean glanced at him. Now that the sun had gone down, the temperature had dropped substantially. He pulled out his extra sweatshirt and handed it to Micah. Micah put it on. It went to his knees. Sean rolled up the sleeves for him. “My oldest sister, Molly, overdosed on drugs. I was little, younger than your brother, when it happened. I barely remember her but my parents were so sad and angry and they blamed themselves.” He paused. Like Justin’s murder had forever changed the Kincaid family, Molly’s overdose had a similar effect on the Rogans. “You’ve been strong for three days, Micah. I admire that. Your brother’s going to need you.”

Micah didn’t say anything for a minute. Then, “Do you hate your sister?”

“Of course not. She didn’t want to die. Drugs are addictive, they destroy people. She didn’t know how to stop. Even with all the help my parents gave her, she couldn’t seem to get out of the cycle. Sometimes—well, I was really small, but my parents were sad, and my brothers were sad and angry. I think they were mad at her but they also loved and missed her.”

Sean motioned for Micah to stay hidden. “I’m going to check out what’s happening. I don’t hear anything.”

He crawled over to the edge and looked down at the camp. The lights were on in all the trailers. He made out shadows and silhouettes but it was hard to discern how many people. Boxes were being taken out of the meth trailer and carried across the open space to the trailer on the far side. The ranger was still there, but Sean couldn’t see him. Or Ann.

He crawled back to Micah. “They’re definitely moving out,” he said.

“Did you see Tommy?”

“No.”

“We have to get him!” Micah’s voice cracked.

“Shh, I know. I’m working on a plan.”

“What?”

“I’m thinking.” He had no idea how to get the kid. He didn’t know if someone was in the trailer with him, or if he was even in the trailer Micah identified. Sean needed to get closer, but he wasn’t going to leave Micah alone. When Lucy returned, he would find a way down to the camp. He didn’t know how long it would take for them to pack up, but they didn’t seem in too much of a rush. He suspected a few hours, then they’d leave. They might even wait until dawn.

“Ten more minutes,” Sean said.

He heard the slide of a gun and a round being chambered. “You don’t have ten minutes, Sean Rogan,” Ann said behind him.

He kept his hands in sight and slowly turned around.


Micah leaned against Sean, shaking.

“Thank you for finding him. He’s been nothing but a fucking pain in my ass.”

“Don’t. Touch. Him.”

She laughed. “You should be more worried about yourself. I don’t kill kids.”

“Where’s Lucy?” Sean raised his voice, hoping Lucy could hear and would stay away.

“She’ll be fine. It’ll take her a while to get out of the woods at night, but she’ll make it. By the time she gets to the road, we’ll be long gone.” She stepped forward. “I’m not cruel. Micah, where did you hide my book?”

Sean frowned. “What book?”

“He didn’t tell you he stole it from me. It has everything I need for my business.”

Micah’s voice cracked. “You killed my mom.”

“The book, Micah.”

“No!”

“I said I don’t kill kids. But him?” She turned the gun on Sean. “My book, Micah. I’ll count to three. One.”

That’s why she was looking for Micah—not because he’d run away, but because he’d taken something from her.

“Don’t say anything,” Sean said. “That book is what’s keeping you alive, kid.”

“I’ll take you to it,” Micah said.

“Just tell me where.”

“I buried it. You won’t be able to find it at night, but I can.”

Ann motioned to the two guys behind her. “Take Rogan to the camp and secure him. I’ll go with the kid.”


“I swear if you hurt him—”

“You’re not in a position to make threats,” Ann told Sean. “I’m not going to hurt him. He knows these woods better than anyone, it appears. He’ll find his way out soon enough.”

“Where’s Tommy?” Micah demanded, his voice cracking but holding his chin up.

“Don’t worry about Tommy. If you take me to my book, I’ll take you to Tommy. Deal?”

Micah nodded.

The two guys grabbed Rogan and zip-tied his wrists together, then led him along the edge of the cliff until it started to descend into the camp.

Sean looked over his shoulder and saw Ann, gun in hand, following Micah into the woods.











Chapter Six



Special Agent Noah Armstrong, Lucy’s former training agent and a friend, wasn’t answering his cell phone or his home phone. She sent him a text message, telling him it was urgent she talk to him immediately, then she called her sister-in-law Kate Donovan. Kate taught cybercrime at Quantico and was married to Lucy’s brother Dillon.

“Kate, it’s Lucy.”

“Aren’t you camping?”

“I need to reach Noah.”

“I can barely hear you—are you whispering?”

“Yes. Long story, no time to explain. Sean and I found a meth lab.”

“In the woods,” Kate said flatly.

“There are two kids in jeopardy, a nine-year-old boy named Micah Sanders and his brother, Thomas.” Lucy had gotten as much information from Micah as she could while they were walking to meet Sean. “Their mother’s dead. There are three men and two women involved in the lab, and at least one forest ranger.”

“Where are you?”

“Sean told Patrick where we were going, and I have Sean’s phone. I unlocked Sean’s GPS signal and Patrick should be able to track it. We’re on the eastern side of the Shenandoah National Park. There was a fire in the area a couple years ago; the meth lab is in a valley created by the fire. There’s no obvious road going in and out that I can see, but there are three small trailers, two trucks, and a large trailer that appears to be where they’re producing the drugs. They’re packing up now.”


“I’ll call DEA. I have a friend who I trust. Just stay out of sight.”

“We can’t. One of the boys, Micah, is with Sean. His little brother is in danger. We need to get him out. He’s a potential hostage.”

“Lucy—”

“They killed his mother, Kate.” Lucy lowered her voice. “I don’t have time to argue. Tell your contact, and Noah when you reach him, that they are armed and dangerous. The meth lab is fully functional.”

“I got it. I’ll call Patrick for your coordinates, but even if there’s a team in the area, it’s going to take an hour or more to get to that location.”

“We’ll try to delay them.”

“Don’t do anything stupid!”

Lucy heard voices on the cliff—that couldn’t be good. “I have to go.”

“Lucy—”

She hung up and pocketed the phone. She hoped Patrick could pinpoint their GPS and Kate had the right contacts to get DEA or FBI out here as soon as possible. Because right now she feared that little Tommy was in the middle of the danger zone.

The best of all worlds would be to get Tommy from the camp and disappear into the woods until the cavalry arrived.

Voices again. Lucy scurried into the woods, stepping lightly, keeping within the shadows of the trees, grateful she was wearing all black.

“Where’s Tommy?” she heard Micah say loud and clear.

Lucy stopped. A female voice responded, but she couldn’t make out what she was saying.

Ann?


Flashlights reflected an area about twenty yards in front of her and to the right. She stayed behind a tree and watched. In the circle she saw Ann holding a gun walking with Micah, then quickly lost sight of them. Remaining in the circle was a restrained Sean—and two armed men. They started walking toward her, then turned down the slope to her right.

How could she make this choice? Follow Sean or Micah? The man she loved or an innocent little boy?

They hadn’t killed Sean, so it was likely that they wanted to keep him alive as a hostage or to interrogate him. Ann didn’t know she had escaped her binds; Sean wouldn’t have let it slip and Lucy hoped Micah hadn’t, either.

She didn’t have time to ponder. She waited until Sean and the men passed by her hiding spot, then she pursued Ann and Micah.

Please, Lord, look after Sean.

She wasn’t going to wait to act. She pulled the gun Micah had given her and followed Ann’s flashlight through the trees. She was gaining ground.

She tripped once and bit her tongue to keep from crying out when her knee hit a rock. It took her a moment to get up and shake off the pain. She thought she’d lost them and scanned the area, looking for a light, listening for voices. They had stopped. She quietly drew closer.

Micah was kneeling on the ground, practically hidden within Sean’s MIT sweatshirt, and Ann was closely watching him. What were they doing? At first Lucy thought that Ann was going to execute the kid, shoot him in the back of the head, then she saw that Micah was digging in the ground.

She got as close as she dared, shielded only by the cover of darkness.

“You’ve got balls, kid, but I don’t like games. That book is my life, and that means you screwed with my life.”

There was an underlying hostility and superiority in Ann’s tone. She’d already killed at least one person—Micah’s mother—and had internally justified murdering a child. Lucy would stake her reputation—and her life—on it.

She pulled her gun, but kept it just behind her thigh, her index finger on the trigger guard. Shooting from the hip was primarily for closed quarters, and Lucy would feel more comfortable with ten feet between them rather than the twenty feet there were now. If Ann saw the gun she’d immediately take Micah as a hostage. Or shoot Lucy without conversation. Lucy would try first to talk but she suspected Ann was in a panic. She probably had promised her product to someone who would kill if she didn’t deliver, and that threat would put anyone in a dangerous mindset.

Lucy circled as Micah dug in the dirt. He was quietly crying, but trying to stop. Lucy wanted him to see her, to know that she was there and would protect him. But how could she warn him without Ann spotting her first?

“Here,” Micah said.

He held up a plastic bag with a black ledger inside.

Ann smiled. “Was that so hard, Micah?”

“Why did you kill my mom?”

“She was a liability, kid. And so are you.” Ann pointed the gun at Micah’s head.

Lucy stepped out of her hiding place and said, “Ann!”

Ann whirled around and aimed the gun at Lucy. “You fucking bitch,” she said. “If you’d just stayed put, you probably would have lived.”

“Let Micah go.”

“Of course. I don’t kill kids.” Ann’s snide tone said she was lying.


“Then let Micah walk away.”

“No.”

“Micah, run.”

Ann turned the gun on Micah. “Don’t move.”

“You said you don’t kill kids,” Lucy said, delaying.

“There’s a first for everything. Do you know what a big fucking headache he’s given me for three days? And then you and your boyfriend waltz in and I have to shut down my operation two weeks early? You cost me a hundred thousand dollars. Then you tell me you’re a fucking Fed.”

“I’ve already called my partner. The FBI and DEA are on their way. It would be better to give up now, without anyone else getting hurt.” Lucy focused on Ann’s eyes and hands, trying to interpret Ann’s next move.

Ann’s arm went up and her eyes went to Lucy’s chest.

Lucy fired her gun three times from the hip in rapid succession.

Ann got off a shot. The bullet whizzed by Lucy’s left arm.

Ann fell to her knees. She fired again, but her hand was shaking and the bullet went into the ground.

Lucy ran over and easily disarmed her. She picked up the ledger that Ann had dropped when she fell and handed it to Micah. “Get behind me,” she told him.

He was shaking, but did what she’d told him.

Lucy knelt next to Ann and searched her for additional weapons. She didn’t have any. Ann couldn’t talk. Though she was wearing a thick jacket, Lucy saw that all three bullets had hit her in the chest. She tore open the jacket to see if she could apply pressure. There was a tremendous amount of blood. Micah had the flashlight aimed at them, his whole body shaking. Ann grabbed Lucy’s wrist, tightly at first, then lost strength and went limp.

She was dead in less than a minute.

Lucy turned her head away and closed her eyes. She hadn’t wanted to kill her…could she honestly tell herself that? Had she simply wounded her, Ann would have shot Lucy—or worse, Micah. Her training had taken over and she’d gone for center mass. Three bullets to the chest, two center and one above the sternum, all hitting where Lucy aimed.

“Is…is she d-dead?”

“Yes.” Lucy’s voice was sharper than she intended. This wasn’t the first time she’d killed someone to save herself or someone else, but the same surge of doubt and regret washed over her. Her mind instantly went to all the other possibilities. What she should have said or done. If she could have talked Ann down. If she should have waited longer before showing herself. But every way she sliced it, she couldn’t see it going any other way. The loss of a human life, any human life, hurt Lucy deep inside, in a place she couldn’t see or touch, but it itched. As if with each death, no matter how justified, a piece of her soul darkened.

“L-Lucy?” Micah touched her shoulder.

She let out a deep breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, then turned to the boy and hugged him. His thin arms squeezed her neck, calming her, reminding her why she had to shoot Ann.

“It’s okay. What about you? You okay? You’re not hurt, right?”

“I’m not hurt.” He didn’t let go of her, his little body shaking uncontrollably.

Momentarily, she said, “We have to find Sean.”

“They t-took him to the trailer.”


“I know.”

He stepped back and frowned at her, his brows furrowed. “Why didn’t you help him?”

“Because you were in danger. But,” she added quickly so the boy wouldn’t feel any unwarranted guilt, “we’re going to get him now. I have a plan. I don’t know if it’s going to work, but the FBI is on their way. I don’t know when they’ll get here, but we need to get Tommy to safety. That’s our goal. Can you be brave?” There were a lot of unknown variables, but she didn’t see another alternative.

His eyes flitted toward Ann. Lucy turned his face so he looked directly into Lucy’s eyes. “Micah, I need you to do exactly what I say. Okay?”

He nodded.

“First, rebury the book. We need to keep it safe for the authorities. And then we’ll rescue Sean and Tommy.”











Chapter Seven



Five distant gun shots echoed from the top of the cliffs. Sean’s heart raced and his gut tightened.

Lucy. Micah.

He’d caught Lucy in his peripheral vision when he was being taken down to the camp, and he knew she’d go after Micah. He was an innocent kid and Ann was a major player in the drug wars. This setup proved it—this was no small mom-and-pop home lab, this was state of the art, as much so as any cartel would set up in a secure location.

Sean had to focus on his own predicament as well as finding Tommy. Five shots. Lucy must have gotten off at least one. She was an excellent shot—better than Sean—she wouldn’t miss.

But his adrenaline was pumping, the blood rushing through his head, and he involuntarily jerked against his restraints.

“Take it easy, buddy.” One of his captors—Jim, his partner had called him—checked Sean’s restraints.

“Your boss said she wouldn’t hurt the kid,” Sean said.

Jim didn’t look happy but he said, “We don’t know what’s going on. Ann’s in charge. She knows what she’s doing. And that kid stole something that we need, or we’ll all be dead. She probably fired in warning.”

“Five times?”

Jim seemed to want to convince himself of that because he nodded emphatically and continued to pack up crystal meth into one-pound bags. There was well over a million dollars in product here. Probably more—Sean didn’t know much about the meth trade. His brothers knew far more, and would probably know exactly how this operation worked and how much money was at stake.

Jeff walked in and glared at Sean. “Bastard.” To Jim, he said, “Carl is getting antsy. We have to pack up now.”

“What d’ya think I’m doing?”

“How long?”

“One hour, tops. But we’ll have to leave the equipment behind.”

“Forget the fucking equipment, we’re blowing the trailer. Don’t want to leave behind any prints.” He stared at Sean. “Or witnesses.”

“You’re going to kill Micah and Tommy, too?” Sean said. “You had me fooled. I thought you actually cared about them.”

Jeff punched Sean in the jaw. Blood filled his mouth. He spit it out. Damn, that hurt. Jeff shook out his hand.

“If it weren’t for you, everything would have been fine. Micah would have come back. I would have explained what happened, he would have understood!”

“That you killed his mom?”

“I didn’t kill Vicky! She OD’d.”

Sean wasn’t sure what had happened to Micah’s mother, but Micah was certain that Ann had killed her. “So you just buried her in the middle of the woods and thought that her son would be okay with that?”

Jim said, “Jeff, take this box, it’s ready. If you send Paul and Cynthia to help, we might get out of here faster.”

“Cynthia is watching Tommy.”


“I told you Vicky was bad news. A drug addict with kids.”

“She was clean.”

Jim snorted. “Not for long. If you weren’t Ann’s brother, she’d never have let you bring her.”

“Shut the fuck up and do your job.” Jeff ran his hands through his hair. “I’ll send Paul in.” He glared at Sean, then left the trailer.

“He didn’t take the box,” Jim mumbled. “Jerk.”

Sean looked around and assessed the trailer. They’d shut down production, but they still had a lot of chemicals that were not only dangerous to inhale, they were highly combustible. The production line had been functional. The trailer had been gutted and divided in half, with one room—which Sean could only see through the open door—used for cooking the meth, and the other for filtering and packaging. They had a station to make individual doses but that was empty—it appeared that they were in the process of making doses when Ann decided to pack up. They’d have been out of here in a week or two no matter what.

Sean had thought most of the meth superlabs were in Mexico since the US had a tight control on pseudoephedrine. But it looked like Ann had gotten her hands on the raw materials. How? Through Mexico? A local pharmaceutical company? The DEA would have a field day with this lab, and shutting it down would definitely put a crimp in the supply chain.

They’d already distributed some of their product. Why keep it around if they had a great production system? Then they could shut down in winter and pop up back here or another backcountry hideout next spring.

Paul came into the trailer. Jim said, “Take those boxes to the truck. I want to be ready to go when Ann gets back with the book.”


“I gotta talk to you.” He glanced at Sean. “Outside.”

“He can’t do anything to us.”

“Just come.”

Jim swore and left with Paul. This wasn’t good. They’d taken his wallet. The ranger probably ran his ID. They’d know he was a licensed private investigator. They’d assume he was up here on the job, and if they did the bare minimum of homework, they could easily find out about Rogan-Caruso-Kincaid Protective Services. RCK handled personal and cyber security—Sean and his brother Duke focused on the cyber end. The furthest thing from hunting down meth labs as there was, but they wouldn’t know that.

How much time had passed since Lucy made the call to the FBI? Thirty, forty minutes? And Sean had no idea if she’d even gotten through, or how long it would take to mobilize a team. The lab was in the middle of nowhere, so even the closest FBI regional office was more than an hour drive. It would take time to mobilize a SWAT team. Would they be here in an hour? Two? Come in quiet or in helicopters? Sean hoped quiet.

They were on their own, at least for now. Sean had to get Tommy out of harm’s way, then track down Micah and Lucy.

First he had to get out of his restraints.

They’d used zip ties on his wrists, which would be easy to break if he had any maneuverability—unfortunately, they’d also tied each of his ankles to the chair.

He looked around. Lots of corners. The closest to him that might work to sever the restraints was only a foot to his right, but he would have to turn his chair around to put his back to it, then twist in order to saw off the zip tie.

He jumped in the chair and turned it a quarter-turn. Did it again and it was almost in position.

The door opened and the ranger came in. Carl. His name plate read “C. Nelson.”

“Sean Rogan, private investigator. Who hired you?”

“I was up here on a camping trip with my girlfriend. I already told Jeff that. And Ann. And I think I discussed it with Jim and Paul when they were tying me up.”

The ranger backhanded him, then repeated, “Who hired you?”

Sean didn’t answer. Carl Nelson was an ass, and it was clear to Sean that he wasn’t just a bribed official—he was either in charge, or working closely with Ann. The others were hired help or, in Jeff’s case, family. Carl was a leader.

Sean would fare better outside. If they moved him, they would have to untie his ankles. He’d have to time it right.

Or they might just shoot him here and burn the trailer.

Jim stepped in and whispered something to Carl. All Sean heard was “radio,” and Carl scowled.

“Pack everything up, you have fifteen minutes and we’re leaving the rest. I don’t know what the hell’s going on, but if Ann doesn’t find that book she’d better not fucking come back because I’ll shoot her myself. Where’s my brother? I need to talk to him.”

Brother?

The two men left, but Paul and Jim both returned with boxes for the crystal meth. They were loading the material up fast.

If Paul and Jim were here packing up, that meant Jeff was Carl’s brother. Jeff, Ann, and Carl Nelson. Family operation. Which was why Jeff was able to bring in Vicky and her kids.

Sean wanted to believe Jeff wouldn’t hurt the boys but he couldn’t be certain of that, and Jeff might not have a choice. Carl was angry about something. It gave Sean hope that Lucy had overpowered Ann.

Except they hadn’t said anything about Lucy. They hadn’t asked Sean about her. That meant they didn’t know she was here, and assumed she was still tied up in the woods where Ann left her.

Dammit, he didn’t know what was going on, and without being able to communicate with Lucy or know where she was or what the gunshots were, Sean was going in blind.

There was a lot of commotion outside. The trucks had been started, there was the clang of metal on metal. Hooking up the trailers? It would slow them down. Sean heard an ATV roar into life, then fade off into the distance.

Someone was looking for Ann.

One less person. Great, one against four instead of five.

Sean waited until both Jim and Paul had left with two more boxes, then he turned his chair one more time, twisted his body to the side, and used a metal corner on the trailer frame to saw off the zip ties. His wrists were raw from straining, but in less than fifteen seconds they broke.

The knots on the ropes around his ankles were simple, and he quickly got one off before he heard voices. He took off the second and slipped into the adjoining room just before the door opened.

“Shit, where is he?”

Sean looked around and all he saw was danger. A tank of ether, ammonia, bottles of hydrochloric acid, butane—he was sitting on a bomb. He grabbed a bottle of hydrochloric acid. Then he saw his knife on the table. He quickly pocketed it.


“Put that away!” Paul said. “You fire a gun in here and we’ll all blow up.” Then, “Rogan, we know you’re in the lab. You couldn’t have gotten out. Step out slowly. Come out now and we’ll let you get some fresh air.”

They’d shoot him as soon as he stepped outside. But he’d have a chance.

“I’m coming out,” he said. He stepped into the doorway between the lab and the packaging room. Jim still had his gun out but it was at his side. Paul stepped forward.

“What’s in your hand?” he demanded.

Sean opened his fist so he could see.

“Put that down!” Paul said through clenched teeth. “Do you want to kill all of us?”

Sean shrugged. “Catch!” He tossed the bottle at Paul, whose eyes grew wide as he tried to catch it.

Sean rushed Jim. He brought his arm up to shoot, but not fast enough. Sean decked him with one fist and disarmed him with his other hand. Paul caught the bottle, then turned to Sean, panicked. “Don’t—”

Sean jumped out of the trailer. Carl was standing next to his ranger truck, barking orders to a young woman. Cynthia, most likely. Carl saw Sean and drew his gun.

Sean didn’t want a gunfight. He ran behind the meth lab, hoping Carl wouldn’t be stupid enough to fire his gun into it. But he didn’t have much time.

He checked Jim’s gun. It was a nice little 9 mm—the guy had kept his gun well maintained, but it was completely empty. Why carry an unloaded gun?

There was nowhere to go.

The cliff was to the west, open space to the east, and south was the charred remains of woods coming back from a forest fire.


There was no place to run.

He was trapped.

He looked up. He didn’t have the luxury of time. Without hesitating he jumped, and his fingers caught the edge of the trailer. The rush of adrenaline from his escape helped give him the strength to pull himself up and onto the roof. He hoped the shouts and confusion below would mask the sounds as he scrambled up the side of the trailer. He lay flat on the roof and waited.

And prayed they didn’t figure out where he’d gone.











Chapter Eight



At the sound of the approaching ATV, Lucy pushed Micah flat on the ground, then covered his body with hers. As long as the driver didn’t turn around, his headlights should miss them. She couldn’t tell who the driver was, but the silhouette appeared male.

As soon as it passed them, she helped Micah up.

“He’s going to find Ann.”

“But he won’t find the ledger.” She’d camouflaged the hole with leaves and sticks, blending it into the surrounding area. She’d considered taking it with them, but figured it would be safer hidden. If they got captured with it, Lucy wouldn’t have any leverage to keep them alive.

She looked at her phone and was surprised there was a text message from Noah. The phone had no signal, but the message had come through thirty minutes ago—while she’d been tracking Ann and Micah through the woods.

FBI SWAT + DEA team en route ETA 2015 locked on Rogan’s GPS. Team leader DEA Agent Alex Johnson. Confirm to all when possible. Four male, two female suspects. Two minor hostages.

She replied to all. The message wouldn’t go through until there was a signal, but it would keep trying.

Sean has been taken captive, no confirmation on location. Minor child Tommy Sanders in one of the trailers. Minor child Micah Sanders with me. Operating meth lab on south side of encampment. Ranger at camp. They’re shutting down fast. One female suspect dead. Confirm four male and one female suspects, two hostages.


She looked at the time. Twenty-five minutes before SWAT arrived, and that was assuming they knew exactly where they were and could come in quietly. Sound carried in the valley, and if Ann’s crew knew they were trapped, Tommy and Sean became more vulnerable. SWAT wouldn’t want a gun battle because of the meth lab.

“What’s wrong?” Micah asked.

“It’s okay. SWAT is on their way.”

“Your forehead is all squishy. You’re worried.”

Smart kid. “They won’t be here for nearly thirty minutes. We need to get Tommy to safety so he isn’t a hostage. This is where I really need you to listen to me. We’re going to your trailer. If Tommy’s there, I want you to take him to the boulders where I made my phone call. Stay hidden in the rocks no matter what you see or hear. Got it? I need to know you and Tommy are safe so I can focus on finding Sean.”

Micah nodded. “Okay.”

“I will come back for you when it’s safe.”

“What if…what if something happens?”

“Stay at the rocks. The FBI will find you there.”

He hugged her spontaneously. “Be careful, Lucy.”

Lucy led Micah back down the path toward the camp. They stayed as low to the ground as possible, but the closer to the camp they got the less tree coverage they had.

She lay flat on the damp ground and surveyed the area. Micah lay next to her.

The ranger and the two men who had taken Sean were rushing around, shouting, and looking worried. As she watched, one of them was loading boxes into one of the trucks while the other two had guns out and were searching the immediate area.


He got away.

That was the most plausible explanation for why they were acting so worried. Unless there were more people involved and they knew the FBI and DEA were on their way through another source.

She didn’t have time to contemplate the situation, but Sean was always resourceful.

There was no sign of the woman, Cynthia, who Micah had said was probably watching Tommy in the trailer. She also didn’t see Jeff anywhere. He must have been driving the ATV.

She whispered, “We’re going to be exposed for several yards. Stick close to the cliff—there’s enough foliage there to partly cover us. But we’re heading for your trailer, okay?” Fortunately, the door was on the side away from where the men were loading the trucks.

Micah nodded.

“Stay right behind me. When I slip into the trailer, stay outside the door. If anything happens to me, hide. I’m going to send Tommy out. Take him to the boulders, just like I said.”

Again, he nodded.

She waited until two of the men were inside the lab, then she and Micah scrambled down the trail, where they were the most exposed. At the base she lay down behind some scraggly bushes. Micah followed suit. No one had seen them.

Staying as low as possible, she ran behind a new growth of sassafras that framed the edge of the clearing. The ground was rocky and she nearly twisted her ankle. But she didn’t want to slow down—it was now or never. She had to rescue Tommy before SWAT arrived, otherwise he would be a hostage.

Lucy pointed to a space near the trailer for Micah to hide. She then took a deep breath and opened the trailer door.


She didn’t know what to expect, or whether Cynthia had a weapon. Lucy’s gun was easily accessible in her waistband, but she didn’t want to draw it with a child in the room, not unless it was absolutely necessary.

Tommy was sitting at a table, coloring. A voice from the bedroom in the back of the trailer called out, “Paul, is that you?”

Lucy put her finger to her lips and Tommy frowned. She approached slowly and whispered, “Micah is outside the door.”

Tommy’s eyes widened. “Really?” he said loudly.

“Shh.” Lucy winced.

Cynthia said, “Paul, do we really have to leave tonight? I’m not ready.”

Lucy held out her hand for Tommy, who willingly took it. She led him to the door and opened it.

“Who the fuck are you?” a voice behind her said.

“Go,” Lucy said to Micah who jumped out of the bushes when he saw his brother.

“Tommy! Get back here!”

Cynthia took three long strides down the middle of the trailer toward Lucy. Lucy tried to follow Tommy out, but Cynthia grabbed her hair.

“Run,” Lucy ordered the boys.

“Tommy!” Cynthia shouted, pulling Lucy back into the trailer. She tried to climb over Lucy to chase after the boys, but Lucy tripped her and the woman fell forward. She grabbed at the counter to right herself, and Lucy slammed her palm on Cynthia’s hand.

Lucy didn’t want to get caught, but Cynthia screamed at the top of her lungs. The woman reached back and tried to scratch Lucy, but Lucy grabbed her arm and pushed it high up behind her back. “Shut up,” Lucy said through clenched teeth.

Cynthia screamed again and Lucy heard shouts from outside. Lucy jumped up and bolted from the trailer as fast as she could…

…right into the arms of the forest ranger.

“Hold it, little lady.”

“Let me go,” Lucy said.

He glared at her. “Who are you?”

“FBI Agent Lucy Kincaid.”

He laughed heartily. “Right. FBI. All by yourself. You’re the girlfriend of that P.I. You should have stayed in the woods; he’s long gone.”

What did he mean by that?

He searched her and found the gun in her waistband. He stared at the gun, obviously recognizing it. “Where did you get this?” he demanded.

She didn’t respond.

Cynthia scampered out of the trailer. Her nose was bleeding.

“You bitch!” She lunged for Lucy.

The ranger tried to fend her off, but Cynthia was wild-eyed and grabbing at Lucy.

The ranger’s grip on Lucy’s arms slipped, and Lucy took the opportunity to knee him in the groin and slam the side of her hand on his wrist. He dropped the gun, but Lucy didn’t have time to pick it up.

She whirled around and ducked to avoid being hit in the face by Cynthia. She punched her in the gut and kicked her legs out from under her.

Then she ran. The ranger had pulled out his own gun and fired at her, but she’d already turned around the corner of the trailer.

Unfortunately, there was no place to hide. She had to take advantage of the dark, but to get out of here she’d have to run through the light cast from the trucks and meth lab, or go back the way she’d come.

Neither was a viable option.

She turned between the other two trailers and rolled under the one on the end. Then she froze and hoped they didn’t figure out where she was hiding.
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Sean heard a woman screaming from the boys’ trailer and saw Micah and a smaller boy scrambling up the cliff. Lucy wasn’t with them. It took all his self-control not to jump from the roof of the trailer and run toward the screams. He heard voices, but couldn’t make out what they were saying, then he saw a woman run behind the trailers.

Lucy. There wasn’t a lot of light on the far side of the camp, but Sean could tell by her shape and the way she ran. She slid under the third trailer and didn’t come out.

Carl the ranger ran after her, but passed her hiding space.

“Where’d she go?” he screamed to Jim and Paul, who were coming out of the lab with more boxes.

“What?” Jim said.

“The girl Ann said she tied up in the woods. She obviously did a shitty job of it. Search these trailers. Shoot on sight.”

Both trucks were idling, and Sean knew he could easily steal one if he could get to it—only problem was, he had no weapon. He needed a distraction.

He considered going back into the meth lab and grabbing the butane to start a fire, but he’d have to do it far from the lab. And the risk of burning down the whole forest after their dry summer was far too risky. He could maybe make a smoke bomb, something that would just divert their attention for a minute. But getting into the trailer was going to be next to impossible.

“She’s not in the trailer,” Paul shouted to Carl.

“Did you search both? Idiot.”

The sound of the ATV returning from the woods distracted everyone. Sean had to take the risk. He slid down the back of the meth lab and ran to the closest truck.

Jim was loading a box into the back. Sean got the drop on him, covered his mouth with one hand, and pressed firmly into a nerve on his neck with the other. He was unconscious without much of a struggle. Sean surprised himself that the pressure point on the back of the neck worked—his brother Kane had taught him the maneuver years ago but Sean hadn’t even attempted to use it in practice because of the potential deadly side effects. As Kane had said, “It’s a non-lethal attack, but it can still kill your target.”

Sean let Jim’s body slide to the ground and determined that he was still breathing. Sean then slid into the driver’s seat and closed the doors. He drove the truck over to the third trailer, then rolled down the window and said, “Lucy! It’s me! Get in!”

Lucy rolled out from under the trailer and jumped into the back of the cab behind Sean. Boxes of drugs nearly filled the back of the cab and she climbed over the center console and into the passenger seat.

Carl and Paul had seen them and were now running after the truck. Carl started firing.

Sean drove fast, dirt and rocks thrown up behind him.

“We have to get the boys—they’re at the rocks where I made my call,” Lucy said.

“They’ll wait there, right?”


“I told them to. But what if they blow the lab? They’re too close—”

“We’ll get them. Look what I found in the lab.” He tossed his tablet in the backseat with Lucy. “Wish I’d found my gun there, too.”

“The ranger got mine.”

“We’ll be okay.” Sean glanced behind them. “They’re following.”

“Good,” Lucy said.

“Good?”

“FBI SWAT should be here any minute.”

“What’s any minute mean?”

“Noah sent me a message that they’d be here by eight fifteen.” She pulled out the cell phone. The face was smashed, but she could still use it. “Sorry about your phone—I think it broke when I was fighting with Cynthia. There’s a signal, I’m going to try and reach Noah.”

Sean glanced in the rearview mirror. “I could care less about my phone, Luce.” The other truck was gaining, which meant they either knew what they were doing, or were reckless, or both.

Sean stepped on the gas. The rough terrain made maneuvering at this speed difficult.

Lucy was talking loudly on the phone. “We’re cutting out—they’re chasing us. We’re in a black truck…. Black…. I don’t know….” She leaned forward and looked at the dashboard. “Chevy. They’re pursuing in either another black Chevy or a forest ranger truck, a Bronco.”

“How long?” Sean asked. He had his high beams on but he had no idea where he was going. He couldn’t see a road—he was following what he assumed was the worn path that they’d used to get in and out for supplies.

Lucy said, “They’re staging—Noah’s patching me through to the team leader.”


“We don’t have time.”

A bullet shattered the window behind Lucy.

“Sean! Something’s burning in the back of the truck.”

Sean had seen that.

“We have to dump this and take our chances. I don’t know what could explode. Get ready to jump, Lucy.”

Sean had one hand on his door and with the other, made a sharp right turn with the wheel while braking.

“Now!”

They both jumped out and rolled away from the truck. The truck pursuing them slammed on their brakes, but the crash of metal on metal made Sean clench his jaw.

Where was Lucy? He’d jumped first. She had to have made it out. He’d seen her door open.

The fire in the truck bed was growing. Sean had no idea what was back there, could be suitcases of clothes or could be something more dangerous. The drugs were in the cab, and when those burned there would be toxic smoke.

“Lucy!”

He couldn’t hear if there was anyone pursuing them.

“Over here!” Lucy was scrambling toward him. “We have to get out of here.”

“When will the Feds arrive?”

“They’ll be staging somewhere nearby.”

“Staging?” Sean understood the necessity of planning, but this was a damn emergency.

“Sean—I’m worried about the boys. Is there any way we can circle around and find them?”

“We have to get out of here before the truck explodes.”

“But—”

Sean grabbed her by the shoulders. “I looked at the map while I was on the roof. We can get to them from another angle. Trust me. We can’t go back the way we came.”

Lucy shook her head. Of course Sean was right—and Micah promised to stay hidden in the boulders. She hoped he listened to her. She hoped no one had followed them up the cliff trail. “I’ll follow you,” she said.

Sean grabbed her hand and they ran fast, away from the burning trucks. She didn’t see anyone pursuing them but they could have disappeared into the night. The fire was building, casting a bright, orange light around them. At first she didn’t see anyone, then she spotted a lone male running back toward the camp.

“Sean,” she said, “someone is heading back to the camp.”

“Good, they’re not following. We’re going to—”

“FBI! Put your hands behind your head, get down on your knees. Do it!”

Lucy complied immediately as three SWAT team shooters came out of the darkness and spread out in front of her. Sean hesitated.

“Sean!” she shouted.

He dropped to his knees.

She said, “I’m Lucy Kincaid, new agent at Quantico. I’m the one who called this in to my training officer, Noah Armstrong.”

While one cop had his gun on them, the other two came over and handcuffed both Sean and Lucy. Lucy knew it was standard protocol, but it still terrified her. She hated being restrained, a deep fear, borne out of being held captive seven years ago. In a drill at Quantico they had to get out of a variety of restraints and she was good at it, but she always had to battle the beginnings of a panic attack first. She was grateful she wasn’t in full panic mode now—she’d learned to control it only through hundreds of hours practicing.

Sean was angry but fortunately complied.

“Two young boys are in jeopardy,” Lucy said. “I need to get to them.”

She was thoroughly searched and her hint of panic turned to anger. She had no ID on her; it had been in her backpack. No proof of who she was. There was precious little time.

An explosion not far from them rocked the ground. The pick-up trucks.

Sean said, “The trucks were full of crystal meth.”

The leader spoke into his radio as the three of them put on breathing masks. They’d been prepared, so someone had informed them of the hazard.

“Up,” the other two said, and helped Lucy and Sean stand.

“I need you to take these cuffs off me,” Lucy said. “The boys are in danger. If they blow the lab, they boys won’t be able to get away from the smoke.”

“You can talk to the agent in charge.”

“DEA Agent Alex Johnson, correct?” Lucy said, remembering the name Noah had sent her. “My training agent is Noah Armstrong out of the D.C. office. He sent me a message that he was on his way and that Agent Alex Johnson was in charge of this op.”

The team didn’t say anything, and Lucy wasn’t surprised.

Out of the dark, six SWAT team members with masks passed them, heading toward the camp. Another group of three came and escorted Lucy and Sean to a tactical van and a Hummer with a tac team loading. They had a full contingency of SWAT—both FBI and DEA.


Alex Johnson, a six-foot-tall black man who looked like he was solid muscle, had the air of a man used to being in charge. “Team Delta is getting in place. Team Alpha, on Delta’s command move in.”

A HazMat truck was parked and a team in HazMat suits was getting ready.

“Sir,” the team leader who had captured Lucy and Sean said as he approached Johnson.

After Johnson finished giving orders, he came over. He looked at his phone and then at Lucy. “It’s her. Release them. Report?”

“Micah and Tommy Sanders are hiding up on the cliff in a grouping of rocks southwest of the camp. We need to get to them quickly,” Lucy said.

“Map,” Johnson ordered one of his men.

“I know how to get there,” Sean said.

Sean didn’t sound like himself. He glared at the SWAT team that had handcuffed them. “We’ll take over from here,” Johnson said.

“Time is not on our side,” Sean said. “If they blow their lab, the boys are in immediate danger.”

“Please,” Lucy said, “you need to trust us.”

“This isn’t about trust, this is a tactical operation.” Johnson was listening to something. He said to Lucy, “Do you have confirmation that the boys are at the rocks?”

“I told them to go there.”

“That’s not good enough.”

He said into his com, “Whereabouts of two children unknown.”

“I know where they are!” Lucy said.

Johnson turned his back on them and Lucy was livid. Micah trusted her to get them out, and he would do what she’d told him. The only reason they would not be there is if they’d been captured.

“Rogan, show me the layout,” Johnson said. He had a satellite map of the valley. The Nelsons had done a good job finding a location that had enough tree cover to make it difficult for air surveillance, but the map was recent and showed two trailers plus the meth lab. Sean pointed to the lab. “That’s where they cooked meth—they just shut down production; the equipment and raw materials are still inside.” He pointed. “This is about fifty yards, from the lab to the trailers. There are three, not two.” He pointed to an empty space. “That’s where the Sanders kids stayed. This trail”—he traced it—“is not as steep as it looks in the picture, it’s how we came down the cliff. There’s also more foliage—what is this, two months old?”

“Ten weeks.”

Sean nodded. “That’s in line with Micah’s statement that he came here in July. Here are the rocks—that’s where Lucy called Noah.”

“Can you confirm four males, two females?”

“One female,” Lucy said. “I shot one.”

“Is she immobile?”

“She’s dead.” Lucy looked at the map. She estimated the location and pointed. “Micah had buried a journal of hers here. I reburied it in case of capture. I wanted the leverage. It’s the only reason Micah’s still alive; he stole it after they killed his mother.”

Sean traced with his finger. “This looks impassable, but we can get to the rocks from here. It puts us close to the meth lab, but it’s the fastest and most direct route. As long as your people know we’re coming through and don’t shoot at us.”

“We don’t randomly shoot at people,” Johnson said.


“Just cuff them?”

Lucy put her hand on Sean’s arm, but said to Johnson, “Sir, we need to go.”

Johnson looked at the map and their location and said, “North, get vests for Kincaid and Rogan. Take them with your team to find the boys. You’d better know what you’re doing. Armstrong is on his way, said you both have good instincts.”

Sean raised his eyebrow. “I’ll have to thank him.”

“Don’t know about that. He also said you both attract trouble like a magnet.”

Lucy and Sean donned Kevlar vests. Sean and North led the way while Lucy stayed close behind with the other two SWAT team members, Montes and Kershaw.

The rocks were over half a mile away. They circled around and heard action at the camp, but Lucy was focused on locating the boys.

The slope was a steady incline, but soon they were at the same elevation as the boulders, and Sean motioned for them to turn north. The truck fire, though half a mile away, was still visible. The camp below was surrounded by SWAT—they’d come in at all angles.

A moment later North held up his hand. His men stopped. North scanned the area through night-vision binoculars.

But Lucy didn’t need binoculars to identify the ATV parked just outside the rock cluster.

North motioned that there was one hostile suspect at their target location. Lucy’s fears were realized. Jeff.

One of the boys cried out, and Jeff shouted, “Shut up!”

Sean whispered to North, “His name is Jeff Nelson. His girlfriend was the boys’ mom.”

North called out, “Mr. Nelson, this is the FBI. Stand down.”

Silence.


Then Jeff made his demand. “I want the woman who killed my sister. Then I will let the boys go.”











Chapter Nine



North ordered the team to take a secure position. No one had a clear shot of Jeff Nelson since he was holding Micah close to him, a gun to the boy’s head.

Lucy knew, intellectually, that trading herself for the boys was foolhardy. But emotionally, she wanted to. She’d promised them they’d be safe. Micah had trusted her every step of the way, never questioning her, doing exactly what she’d asked of him, all to help his little brother.

Now both of them were in danger.

North called in the report to Alex Johnson.

“Hostage situation at target location.” He gave the exact coordinates.

Lucy watched Jeff closely. He was distraught and his hand was shaking. He didn’t want to hurt the boys. Of that, Lucy was certain. Except that he was grieving and trapped, everything in his life falling apart. He’d had a situation that was working for him, and now his girlfriend was dead, his sister was dead, his brother was likely in custody, and he knew he wouldn’t get out of this situation a free man.

Tommy was huddled on the ground next to a rock, his eyes big and terrified.

“Tell him to let Tommy go,” she told North.

“You’re not in charge, Kincaid,” he said.

“In good faith, tell him to let Tommy go.”

North said, “Mr. Nelson, I’m Lee North, I just want to talk.”

“You heard what I want!”

“Let the younger boy go. I know you don’t want to hurt him.”


“I heard her voice—Kincaid. She killed my sister. It had to have been her.”

North glanced at Lucy and she nodded.

“Let me talk to him,” she said.

“No,” North said. “He’s unpredictable and fixated on you.”

“I know what’s going on with him. I can talk him down.”

“It’s an order, Kincaid. Or haven’t they covered those at Quantico yet?”

She bit back a response. Of course he was right, and he didn’t know her or what she’d done prior to joining the FBI. But she was a criminal psychologist and knew enough about Jeff Nelson and his situation to help fix this mess.

North said to Jeff, “Let Tommy go. Then we will talk.”

Jeff clutched Micah and hunkered down behind a rock, out of their sight. He was saying something to the kid, but Lucy couldn’t make out what it was.

“Jeff, I need to keep communication open between us. Talk to me, buddy.”

Jeff didn’t say anything, and Lucy shifted uncomfortably. Sean put his hand on the small of her back, sharing his strength and confidence, but it didn’t help like it usually did.

North said quietly, “The hostage negotiator is coming up from the tactical truck. ETA fifteen minutes. Team Alpha has the other suspects in custody and is securing the camp.” To Jeff he called out, “Jeff, your brother, Carl, and everyone else is in custody. You don’t want to be the only one who ends up on a slab.”

Lucy winced. That was the wrong thing to say. Ann was already dead, and Jeff knew it.

Jeff laughed. “Right. Then I have nothing to lose and nothing to gain!”

“You can gain our trust by letting Tommy go.”

Lucy wished she could see Jeff and Micah. She could see part of Tommy huddled in the rocks but not his face.

North motioned for his men to fan out ten feet in either direction and said they were cleared to take a shot if they could get it.

Lucy prayed it didn’t come to that. Tommy and Micah would never forget the sight of Jeff getting his head blown off.

North called, “Jeff, you there?”

“I’ll send Tommy out if you send Lucy Kincaid in.”

“You know I can’t do that,” North said. He glared at Lucy and motioned for her to stay put.

“I can do this,” she whispered. She glanced at Sean. His face was hard and unreadable, but his eyes understood. He didn’t want her to go, but he knew she had to.

North stepped away from them and talked into his com. Lucy couldn’t hear what was being said, but he turned around a half minute later and looked her in the eye. “Are you ready for this? Tell me now if you’re not up to it. That child’s life is at stake.”

“I know.” Her heart pounded, but her mind was clear. “I’m ready.”

North called out to Jeff. “Jeff? I’ll let you talk to Kincaid if you send Tommy out first.”

There was silence, then frantic whispering from inside the rock circle. Tommy started crying, and Micah said, “It’s okay, Tommy. Go. I’ll be there when I can, okay?”

His small voice was so brave and Lucy bit back a cry of rage over what was happening to him right now. He should never have to go through something like this. No child should.

Tommy climbed over the rocks, then stopped and glanced back toward his brother. North motioned for one of his men to grab the boy. It happened fast and Tommy was being carried down off the rocks and away from the scene.


North nodded at Lucy. “You’re on, Kincaid.”

“Micah?” Lucy called out. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” His voice was so quiet and tentative, she almost didn’t hear him. He spoke up. “I’m okay.”

“I’m glad.” She took a deep breath, forced her heart rate to slow down. “Jeff, Micah told me how good you were to him and Tommy. I know you don’t want to hurt him.”

“You killed Ann. All she wanted was that damn book.”

“Jeff, you’re not going to want to hear this but I’m telling you the truth. Ann was going to kill Micah. I had to protect him. Just like you’ve been doing ever since you came into his life.” She’d pieced together things that Micah had told her and the little she’d learned about the Nelsons from listening to the communications between Alex Johnson and Lee North.

It wasn’t much. Carl was the oldest, Jeff was the youngest. Their parents had been career criminals—the mother was now dead, the father’s whereabouts unknown. Carl had no record, but his sister, Ann, did, and Lucy suspected she’d always taken the blame, but that Carl was the ringleader. Jeff was the only one who’d graduated from a community college and held down a regular job, but the economy hit his industry—construction—hard.

They were still piecing together addresses, financial information, and the like, but according to Johnson, Ann Nelson had been on the DEA radar for years. They’d never caught up with her but had suspected she had a large distribution network in the east.

“You were just trying to provide for Vicky and her boys, weren’t you? Trying to do what their fathers never did. Micah said he never knew his dad, but you were the closest thing he had.”

Jeff wasn’t talking, and Lucy wasn’t sure that was a good sign.

“I would never have shot Ann if Micah’s life wasn’t in immediate danger. But I am sorry.”

“She wouldn’t have hurt him.”

“I didn’t know her like you did. All I saw was a gun pointed at that little boy and I acted.” That wasn’t the entire truth. Ann had threatened Micah but she’d aimed at Lucy. Judicious lying was warranted here.

As long as Micah didn’t contradict her.

“Jeff, you’ve been protecting Micah for the last two years. You’re the only one who can protect him now.”

“This was all supposed to be easy. Micah, why didn’t you just give Ann the book?” Jeff’s voice cracked.

“She killed my mom,” Micah’s little voice said. “You told Mom you loved her.”

“Ann said she overdosed.” A sob escaped Jeff’s throat. “I wanted to protect you, Micah. God, this is all fucked up.”

North moved as if to speak and Lucy put her hand up. Jeff was going to let Micah go, she was certain of it.

She prayed she was right.

“I’m so, so sorry, Micah. Don’t hate me.”

“I don’t hate you, Dad.”

Silence fell among the boulders. Lucy feared she’d been wrong, that Jeff was going to do something very bad, but then Micah scrambled over the rocks and ran right over to her. He hugged her tightly.

North and Kershaw rushed in and Jeff stood up without resisting.

“He wouldn’t have hurt me,” Micah said. “He was crying.”


Micah was crying, too. Lucy knelt down and hugged him tightly. “You were so brave.”

“Is it over? Can I go see Tommy now?”

“Yes. Tommy is waiting for you.”

North and Kershaw had Jeff cuffed and on the ground. North said, “We have another team coming here to take custody of him so we can secure the rest of the area. Where’s this book?”

Lucy didn’t want to leave Micah. Sean said, “I’ll walk back with him. You need to show them the book and the body.”

“I’ll take you.” She said to Micah, “Stay with Sean, okay? I won’t be long.”

Micah said, “Will they go get my mom, too? Does she get a real grave?”

“Yes. She most certainly does.”

Lucy watched Sean and Micah walk off, and she sat down to catch her breath. Not because she was tired, but from the stress.

North looked down at her and said, “You did good, Kincaid. What’d you do before the FBI?”

“A lot of things,” she said. “But this is where I’m supposed to be.”











Chapter Ten



Lucy woke up in Sean’s bed, light streaming through the two narrow windows. Light? What time was it?

She stretched and looked at the clock. One? In the afternoon?

Chip, her cat, whom Sean was caring for while she was at Quantico, meowed loudly when she got up. She scratched him behind the ears and he purred and stretched.

She rolled her neck around a couple times. Her entire body ached. Sean wasn’t there so she rose slowly from the bed and went into the bathroom. She had bruises everywhere, her wrists had been taped, but nothing was broken.

Sean was sitting on the bed petting Chip after she finished brushing her teeth. “You okay?” he asked. “I heard you moving around.”

“I can’t believe you let me sleep in so late.”

“We didn’t go to bed until after dawn.” He took her hand and pulled her down next to him. Chip jumped down with an annoyed meow, knowing he was no longer the center of attention.

Sean kissed her. “We have visitors downstairs.”

“Who?”

“The boys.”

“I thought they were in the hospital.”

“They were fully checked. A little dehydrated and malnourished, but otherwise healthy. Micah insisted on seeing you. I’m lucky he’s only nine, or he’d be some stiff competition for me.”


She laughed and kissed him. “You have no competition, Sean.” Then she frowned. “What’s going to happen to them?”

“I don’t know. Maybe the Fed who brought them over has information.”

“What Fed?”

“The DEA agent from last night, Alex Johnson.”

“I’m glad he’s here—I have some questions for him.”

“He has some for you. Noah’s also here—you have to go to Quantico to face a panel on the shooting.”

She leaned against his shoulder and sighed. “I thought we’d have more time together this weekend.”

He held her face in his hands. “I love you, Lucy. So much.”

He seemed unusually emotional. She leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the lips, then touched her forehead to his. “Following Ann and Micah was one of the toughest decisions I’ve ever had to make. You were only feet from my hiding place, I wanted to go to you—”

“We’re partners, Lucy, in every way. You have to save the innocent first. I can take care of myself, and if they didn’t shoot me on the cliff, they weren’t going to shoot me in their camp.”

“That’s what I was thinking, but that didn’t make the decision any easier.” She didn’t know if she could handle these life-threatening decisions. How could she choose? In the line of duty, would she have to make such a choice again? Between her partner and a victim? Between two innocent people? She didn’t want to think about it, but it would haunt her.

Sean took her hand and together they went downstairs.

Micah and Tommy were playing on Sean’s air-hockey table in the large family room that opened up into the kitchen and dining room. When Micah saw Lucy, he missed blocking his goal and little Tommy scored.

“Point!” Tommy said.

His eyes followed Micah’s and he burst out in a grin. “Lucy!” He ran over to her and gave her a tight squeeze. “Sean has an air-hockey table! He said we could play! Do you want to play with us?”

“Of course,” she said. She glanced at Agent Johnson and Noah who were sitting at the table. Both looked at her with serious expressions. “If we have time.” She walked over to Micah and gave him a hug. “How are you guys doing?”

He nodded. “Alex said we have grandparents. My mom never talked about them. I thought they were dead.”

He was putting on a brave front, but his voice cracked at the end and she saw how scared he was of what was happening. Though the situation he endured over the last three days was far more dangerous, it was this limbo that terrified him. Tommy, on the other hand, was bouncing around and didn’t seem to be affected by any of it. At least not yet.

“Families are complicated,” she said.

“They live in Florida.”

Lucy smiled. “Florida is very nice. Sunny and tropical.”

“Alex is taking us. I’ve never been on a plane before.” He frowned and glared over Lucy’s shoulder, then whispered, “I wanted you to take us, but he said no.”

“I have to go back to my training. But you’ll have my address and you can write me and send me pictures of your new house.”

“I have to come back in a couple weeks to talk to a judge about everything.”

She nodded. “That’s good. I’ll find out when and we can have lunch or something.”


“What if Alex says no again?”

“If you want it to happen, I’ll make it happen. You’re my friend, Micah, and I always make time for my friends.” She glanced over at Tommy who was now running around the small backyard, chasing squirrels up the trees. “You’re a good brother, you know that? Tommy is very lucky to have you.”

He hugged her, then went outside to join his brother. Lucy watched them through the windows.

Alex cleared his throat. She sighed and sat down at the table where she could also watch the boys play. She hadn’t thought much about the fact that she couldn’t have children of her own—she’d had emergency surgery when she was eighteen and her uterus had been removed. It was a loss she’d dealt with, but now, watching the two dark-haired boys, she imagined what it would be like to have her own boys, to watch them grow and run and laugh. To love and protect them.

“Social services thought it best to unite the boys with their maternal grandparents as soon as possible,” Alex said. “I’m flying with them to Miami tomorrow after Micah gives a preliminary statement to the judge. I’ll stay overnight to make sure everything is kosher. I have an agent there who’ll check on them periodically, as well as the court-appointed counselor until the guardianship is finalized. The grandparents are young—in their early fifties—and both working. Mr. Sanders is a high school science teacher and Mrs. Sanders teaches second grade. Victoria was their only daughter. She left home at eighteen and hadn’t contacted her parents in nine years. They think she was pregnant with Micah by then, and they think they know who his father is. The guy never knew he had a kid, according to them.”

“You learned a lot in just one morning,” Lucy said.


“When young kids are involved, I think it’s best to move quickly.”

“Thank you.”

“I wouldn’t be here except Micah insisted.” Alex glanced out the window and smiled. “He’s a hard kid to say ‘no’ to. I’ll make a visit happen.”

“I appreciate it.” She then asked, “Did you find his mother’s body?”

Noah answered that. “The FBI evidence response team has been out there all night, using Sean’s map, and yes, we found her body. They’re exhuming it now for autopsy, then proper burial. But you were right—two bullets to her head.”

“And what about the others?”

Alex spoke. “DEA is handling the investigation into the drugs and distribution. Ann Nelson has been leading this dog-and-pony show for several years. She moves each season to a new location—either in a warehouse or the open space—bribes someone or in this case involves a family member, and produces hundreds of pounds of meth. Based on the waste found in the forest, they probably manufactured thirty pounds of meth this summer in that one trailer. It was far more advanced a setup than your average garage meth-house.”

“Is that a lot?”

“A superlab, which is usually a permanent lab run by the cartels, produces about one hundred pounds annually, about twenty-five dollars a hit, a hundred thousand hits”—he did the math in his head—“so Ann’s operation, which is a third of the size of a superlab, was probably putting close to a million dollars of meth on the street. Not bad for a few months of work.” Alex leaned forward, almost giddy. “We think, after examining the burned out trucks and what remained in the lab, that they had it all with them so it hadn’t hit the streets yet, which is good. Jeff Nelson is going to talk. His lawyer is working out a deal with the U.S. Attorney and I think we’re going get their entire network. This is hugely important because meth is relatively new on the East Coast—we haven’t been dealing with the problem as long as the West Coast, but we have seen an increase in mom-and-pop labs over the last couple years. This is a major blow to their network.”

“Good,” Sean said.

Lucy was happy with the results but Noah looked unsettled. “Noah, what’s wrong?”

“I don’t know where to begin.”

Noah was very angry and Lucy became confused. She didn’t know what to say, why he was so deeply irritated. “I didn’t plan this,” she said. “It’s not like Sean and I knew they were there.”

Noah rubbed his face. “I don’t see where you could have done anything differently than you did, but you’d better be clear and straightforward when you give your official statement.”

Lucy’s confusion turned to worry, like she was missing something important. She said, “Last night you said the shooting was justified.”

“It was. But you’re still a trainee. You’re not supposed to be carrying a gun. I know it wasn’t yours, but it seems every time you slip under the radar, when things are working out for you, something like this happens and you’re in the spotlight again.”

Sean leaned forward. “What are you getting at, Noah? Spit it out, because you sound like a jerk.”

Lucy winced. Sean and Noah had never liked each other, even though for her sake they had been trying to get along.

“Dammit,” Noah muttered. “I’m not supposed to tell you this, but Paula called in the Office of Professional Responsibility to conduct the hearing tomorrow. It’s not going to be a breeze—not like the hearing after what happened in New York last month. You were following orders then. This was something that happened on your own clock.”

“I would do it again,” Lucy said. Her stomach turned queasy and had she eaten anything today she would have been ill. “Ann Nelson would have killed those boys. She killed their mother.”

“All I’m saying is, trouble finds you, Lucy. Stay on guard.”

Sean was going to say something, but Lucy took his hand and squeezed it. She didn’t need him to defend her. “Noah,” she said softly. She looked at the boys again. They were sitting on the swing out back, rocking, and Tommy was talking a mile a minute, pointing at everything. Micah was the strong, silent type, listening to and protecting his brother. Lucy suddenly wished she could keep them both, raise them—but that was a ridiculous thought. She and Sean weren’t married, she was embarking on a new career, and she was only twenty-five. She couldn’t give them what they needed. Not now.

“I can’t live my life constantly worried that what I do is going to jeopardize my career,” Lucy said. “I have to do what’s right and be confident in my decisions—otherwise I’ll never be a good agent. I’m not apologizing for the choices I made yesterday, no matter what the risk was, because they were the right choices at that time. If I hadn’t shot Ann, she would have killed Micah or me. And they teach us to shoot to kill, remember? I used my training appropriately. I don’t feel good about it but I don’t feel bad about it, either. Not when those boys now have a chance at a normal life.”

Normal. Maybe Tommy. He was still very young, and while he’d remember what happened, he had his older brother to look out for him.

But Micah would never forget the three days he was alone in the woods. He’d never forget finding his mother’s grave or watching Lucy shoot his mother’s killer.

But it didn’t matter in the end because all the things that happened to land them here were not their fault. Ann and her crew had made the choice to manufacture and sell drugs. Vicky Sanders had made the decision to bring her kids into that life. How they got out wasn’t as important as the fact that they were out, and had grandparents who loved and wanted to raise them.

Noah was torn because he wanted to protect her from facing the hard questions that OPR would give her. But life was hard. Lucy wasn’t going to run away or bury her head or beg for forgiveness. There was nothing to forgive.

“I understand,” Noah said. He stood up. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning. Chief O’Neal wants you in her office at seven to talk before the panel convenes at seven thirty. She’s given you a pass tonight. She likes you, a lot more than Paula Dean.”

“I planned to be back by six tonight, I don’t want any special treatment—”

Sean put his hand over her mouth. “I’ll have her back at Quantico tomorrow morning.”

Alex stood as well. “For what it’s worth, I’ve already given my statement and your actions were appropriate, Agent Kincaid. You and Mr. Rogan not only saved the boys, but kept nearly a million dollars of drugs off the streets. And my SWAT team captain Lee North had similar things to say in his report. I’ve known Lee for six years. Praise from him is rare. You earned it.” He walked out to the backyard to get the boys.

“Thanks for the heads-up, Noah,” Lucy said.

“Just watch yourself tomorrow. Going up in front of OPR is never fun, even if you have the truth on your side.”

After everyone left, Sean made Lucy lunch. She picked at it, and he told her, “You must be starving.”

“My stomach is in knots.”

“About the panel tomorrow?”

“That. And Micah. He’s a brave kid. I wish—” She stopped herself. This wasn’t a conversation she was ready to have.

Sean took both her hands and kissed them. “You wish you could take him home with you.”

She squeezed back tears and shook her head. “I’m not ready to adopt a child. I’m just worried about him. What he’s going to be living with, inside, for the rest of his life. He’s brave, but he’s still a nine-year-old boy.”

“Micah and Tommy are going to be okay. They’re going to have a real home. That’s what they need. And that DEA agent, Johnson, seemed to be on top of things. I’m sure the grandparents will get Micah help if he needs it.”

“You’re right.” She looked at their joined hands. Her future had once been so bleak she didn’t know if she would ever really have one. “I guess I was just thinking that when the time is right, I want to take in kids who need a home.”

“Kids like Micah and Tommy.”

She nodded.

“And when the time is right, I’ll be there with you. I’ve told you before, I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me.” He pushed her plate in front of her. “Now eat. Then we’re going to take a shower.”

She raised an eyebrow. “We?”

Sean grinned. “Yes, we. Together. We have a free night, and we’re not leaving this house. In fact, after we finish eating, we’re not leaving my bedroom.”

“Afraid that if we leave the house trouble will find us?”

“Afraid? No. Confident that trouble is outside that door? Hell, yes.”
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Chapter One



Saturday

Theft came in all shapes and sizes, from grand to small, from violent to peaceful. For Sean Rogan, the most satisfying robbery was stealing from someone who was a criminal, because the victim would never report the break-in. It was also the most dangerous.

The safest theft, and almost as satisfying, was stealing information so the victim never knew they’d been targeted. This was the type of crime where Sean excelled and why his former mentor and friend Colton Thayer had for years wanted him to rejoin the group. It was why Sean had quit the family business. Now there was no turning back.

The target was the CEO of a pharmaceutical company, Pham-Bonner Medical Solutions. PBM was primarily a cancer research company, but they also had their fingers in many other medical pies. They created low-cost vaccines for common diseases, for example. And they had a small division that experimented with vaccines and cures for biological weapons, like anthrax and ricin.

A week before he quit RCK, Sean hacked into PBM to pull vaccine documentation because Colton believed they’d accidentally contaminated a shipment of vaccines with a bio-toxin and were working double time to cover it up. He had some circumstantial evidence pulled from news feeds and press releases, but Colton wanted to destroy the company because he blamed them for the death of his brother, Travis.

The problem was Colton couldn’t break through their network, and he had been reaching out to Sean to take the job. It was blatantly illegal, something Duke would never have approved even if it wasn’t at the behest of Colton, but the assignment gave Sean an in with Colton. A way to regain his trust.

What Sean found was far more worrisome than a cover-up that hadn’t actually resulted in any deaths. It appeared that PBM was not only researching cures for bio-toxins but also creating a bio-weapon themselves. They had a government contract to provide vaccines to low-income communities, but Sean could find no contract that gave them permission to experiment in biological weapons.

Unfortunately, there were only hints and no solid evidence or documentation accessible through their network. That meant Sean needed to go on-site.

The safest way to get on-site was to clone a badge. That’s what this exercise tonight was for. The only problem was that Sean didn’t think Colton’s philanthropic concern about a private company creating biological weapons was the only reason Colton wanted to get inside the building. Ten years ago, it would have been enough. Today, Sean knew that Colton was working for someone else. Someone whose identity Colton wouldn’t confide to Sean.

Sean took a long, slow breath as he straightened his bow tie. After tonight, there was no going back.

Skye Jansen walked up next to him and looked at their reflection in the hotel mirror, her dark lipstick glistening against her perfect, straight teeth. “You’re still gorgeous in a tux, Sean.”

He caught her eyes in the reflection. “Stop.”

She gave him a fake quizzical look, her chin tilting defiantly. There was no doubt in his mind that Skye knew exactly what she was doing, but she’d never admit it.


“Aren’t you uptight, sugar.”

He stepped away from Skye, not overly concerned about his appearance. The tux was a fail-safe—in case he was caught, it would be better if he appeared to be a guest at the museum charity event and not a thief. But he wouldn’t be caught. This was something he was particularly good at.

Correction: He wouldn’t be caught if everyone on his team did their job right.

This was the third crime Sean had committed in as many weeks, all in preparation for the big job at Pham-Bonner Medical. Sean hoped he’d learn exactly what Colton had planned before Thursday night’s job; otherwise he’d be going in double-blind. He was already getting nervous. He’d known Skye, Colton, and Hunter Nash since college, but the other two were new to Colton’s group and Sean didn’t trust either one of them. He’d been quietly checking into their backgrounds, but so far nothing stood out.

What really bothered Sean was that Colton had far too much money to spend on this project. The overall plan sounded like Colton, but the execution required access to a gold card. Colton had never been one for having big bucks. U.S. Senator Jonathan Paxton was the gold card—yet Sean’s friend hadn’t said anything about his benefactor. This greatly worried Sean.

For now, he needed to focus on the job, because one mistake would cost him his life—or his freedom. Sean valued both.

Skye took a step toward him and stroked her long fingers down his back. “Sean, honey—” He turned around and was face-to-face with his ex-girlfriend. She was still beautiful, blond hair tight with wild curls that tumbled down her back. She’d maintained the lithe dancer’s body she’d cherished, and ten years had turned her even more confident and sexy. She didn’t flinch when he crowded her. Her green eyes darkened as she smiled seductively and put her hands on his chest, her red fingernails shining in the light. She leaned up to kiss him.

He sidestepped her, avoiding her lips, and walked across the hotel room.

Skye was his past. His long-ago past. Proximity didn’t change the fact that they had been over for ten years and he had no urge for round two.

“Oh, Sean,” Skye sighed dramatically. She smiled at her reflection and smoothed out her already-perfect makeup.

They were in the hotel next door to the museum where their target was attending a private charity event, and this was their best shot at getting to CEO Joyce Bonner. They’d considered her house, while she slept, but she had state-of-the-art security and dogs. They also didn’t know where she kept her badge at home—could be in her bedroom while she slept. Plus, her two children lived with her—one an adult, one a minor. The presence of other people made things sticky. Colton wasn’t violent; in none of their jobs in college, and none since from what Sean could deduce, had anyone been physically hurt.

Going after Bonner’s badge at the charity event had been Skye’s idea, and it was just like her—big and bold. And smart.

“Sean, I hope you have your head in the game.”

“It’s always in the game,” he said. “I’m just not going to take your crap anymore.”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, baby, you are so wrong about me.”

Hardly.


Skye’s phone vibrated on the dresser. She picked it up and responded to the text. “I’m on, babe. Don’t be late.”

He didn’t say anything but watched her swish out in her red beaded dress. He checked the time. He had twenty minutes before he had to be in place. The hotel had a museum access hall open during regular hours but closed during afterhours events. He’d determined that route was the easiest to breech.

He took out his cell phone and called Lucy.

“Hello,” he said when she answered.

“Sean, hold on.” He heard her excuse herself, the clink of dishes and utensils, the hum of voices in the background. Dinner at the FBI Academy’s cafeteria.

A moment later, Lucy said, “It’s good to hear your voice.”

“You stole my line. Sorry to interrupt dinner.”

“I’m done. Just chatting.”

“How’s everything?”

“Good. We’re past the mid-point. Nine more weeks. It feels surreal.”

“You’re going to graduate top of your class.”

She laughed, a deep and genuine tone that Sean loved to hear, especially when he was with her. He hadn’t seen her in three weeks, since the weekend before he moved to New York. He missed her more than he could say.

“I’m sorry I had to cancel our plans this weekend.” He’d hoped to get away to see her—he needed the connection to his real life, to the life he hoped to regain when this was over. But now that Colton had set the schedule for the week, Sean wouldn’t be able to leave.

“You’re busy, and it gives me more time to study. We have a PT test on Tuesday and the big legal test on Wednesday. That’s the one I’m worried about.”

“You’ll ace it.”

“I wish I had your confidence. What about you? Are you enjoying New York or just working?”

“Mostly working.”

“Have you seen Suzanne?”

He’d avoided FBI Special Agent Suzanne Madeaux for the three weeks he’d been in Manhattan. He and Lucy had met Suzanne last February when he was looking for his runaway niece and tracked her to New York. Since, he, Lucy, and Suzanne had become friends, and Lucy had told Suzanne that Sean had taken a job in New York. Twice Suzanne called him to meet for a beer. Sean had ignored the first call, then told her the second time he was swamped with work. She’d asked questions; he evaded and could tell she was irritated. As long as she was only irritated and not suspicious, Sean thought.

“We haven’t connected. My hours are erratic.”

“Are you okay? You sound down.”

Lucy was perceptive—Sean should have known better than to call her. He forced a smile into his voice. “I’m only depressed because I had to cancel on you, princess. I miss you.”

“Miss you, too. Since you’re busy, why don’t I fly up to New York next weekend and we’ll have dinner?”

“Sounds extravagant.”

“I planned on spending the night.”


He laughed, even though he realized he could never allow Lucy to visit him in the city while he was still working for Colton. It would jeopardize everything, and he couldn’t risk her finding out what he was doing.

“I’ll see if I can swing it,” he said. “But I should only be here for a couple more weeks.” He hoped it was shorter than that. It might be over after Thursday. Or that operation might be just another move in the game.

“Talk to you tomorrow?”

“Same bat time, same bat channel.”

She laughed. “I love you, Batman.”

“Love you, Batgirl.”

He hung up. His chest was tight and his eyes burned.

You didn’t lie to her.

Not lying didn’t mean he was telling the truth. He didn’t want to deceive Lucy, but he couldn’t avoid it. Not now, with so much at stake. He had to give Lucy a clean slate. He had to make amends for his past. All of it, the good and the bad.

He leaned over the dresser, his palms on the cool glass top, and breathed deeply. Ten years ago deception had come easily for him. Even now, when he shouldn’t be committing a crime, the thrill was electric. The danger drew him in; bigger and harder challenges enticed him. He’d grown bored with RCK long before he quit. Even opening his own office in D.C. with his best friend, Lucy’s brother Patrick, had become predictable. Sean feared there was something wrong with him that he only felt he was valued when he did the impossible—when he hacked unbreakable systems, when he manipulated situations to obtain information that was unobtainable.

He had always lived larger than life because that’s what gave him his edge. But now? It might be his downfall. He had thought he’d put this life behind him, that when he came back he’d be no good at any of it.

He was better than when he was twenty. Smarter. Sharper. More focused.

And there lay the biggest problem. He craved the adrenaline rush that came after a successful job. He didn’t hate living on the edge. And that terrified him. Because he loved Lucy more and didn’t want to jeopardize the amazing relationship they had.

But today he had no choice.

He pushed back from the dresser and avoided the mirrors in the room. He double-checked his equipment and secured the small cloning device in his pocket. Anyone would think it was a cell phone.

He left his doubts and fears in the hotel room and went to do the job. Calm and focused.

And no small bit excited.

He took the elevator down to the ballroom level and mingled with a wedding party through the foyer until he reached the tunnel-like hall. He glanced at his watch. Right on time. He dropped a jammer behind a potted plant, which would disrupt the nearby cameras so he could slip in and out without being detected.

Once in the tunnel, Sean used an employee badge Evan had swiped to access the private hall that led to the museum. Sean moved smoothly through the museum foyer toward the restrooms, where Evan palmed him the badge as they passed PBM and left without a word.


In a bathroom stall, it took Sean only four minutes to clone the badge and verify there was no hidden security code.

He pocketed the badge and walked back through the foyer. When two patrons smiled at him, he returned the smile and pretended to admire a horrendous metal sculpture. People paid good money for that?

When the couple moved on, so did Sean, heading toward the coatroom. The coatroom was between the main entrance and the tunnel access, but the employees could access it through the rear corridor. There were no cameras there, only security on individual doors.

When they’d had the final planning meeting for this operation, Evan had told Sean that the museum used a standard digital card key system for their employees that worked on all private doors. So when Sean lifted the badge to the panel—the badge that had already opened the door from the tunnel to the museum—he expected the lock to pop open.

It didn’t. He scrutinized the panel and realized it was different from the panel he’d accessed earlier. It appeared to have been upgraded. He glanced at the other doors on this wing, and they all had the same security panel, which was different from the panels in the public parts of the museum. Why didn’t Evan know about the two layers of security?

Sean examined the panel and realized that the equipment was built by a small, elite company called Hawk Electronics, who worked almost exclusively for RCK. No doubt the security on this door was an RCK system and there was nothing “standard” about it except its appearance.

One of the key components of RCK security systems was that every access was logged—there was never a hidden back door. Even admins would be logged. Sean had an admin clearance; even if Duke had locked him out, he had his own backdoor admin account. His brother would get an e-mail that indicated that an admin had bypassed security—when, where, and how.

There was only one way around it, and Sean hated to do it. But he had no choice—there was no other way into the secure coatroom without being caught on-camera. And they couldn’t risk Skye being caught putting the badge back in Joyce Bonner’s purse, since Skye had already pickpocketed her once.

Sean entered the nearby employee elevator, which had no cameras. He stopped the elevator as soon as the doors shut and took out his small palm computer. He logged in through the RCK back door that he’d created, maneuvered directly to the RCK server, and wrote a program that would manipulate the admin e-mail system. Instead of messages going to Duke and the RCK webmaster, all admin e-mails would go directly to Sean for the next ten minutes. The breach would only be found if someone sharp was specifically looking for it, and then they’d only see that the admin system had been compromised—they wouldn’t see Sean’s blind e-mail, because it would self-delete.

He unlocked the elevator, checked the halls, and went back to the coatroom door. He used his admin code to get into the room and slipped to the side as the coat girl came in with two more jackets. She hung them up and left, not noticing Sean standing in the corner.

He didn’t dare breathe heavily. Skye had sent him Bonner’s coat check number—81—and Sean found her long brown mink in the proper slot. Since Bonner was left-handed, he slipped the badge into the left pocket.


Sean was out in less than two minutes, but he’d exposed himself to the one person who might catch him—his brother.

Evan was going to pay for his screw-up.
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