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 Chapter
1

Megan twisted the lock pick against the tumbler. She
heard the click, pulled out the pick and twisted the handle.
Bingo. With one quick glance over her shoulder, she headed
in. Outside was dark, the street quiet and still—apart from the
flash of light from a TV across the street. Upstairs window.
Someone watching a show at two in the morning.

The door didn’t open all the way. She shoved it far
enough to get through, shifting back a pile of boots and shoes
kicked off behind the door. Like the occupant didn’t even use his
own front door, except as a spot to discard clothing when he got
home. Inside was musty. Like old laundry left wet in the washer for
too long.

Cardboard boxes had been stacked on the left side all
the way down the hall, with only a foot and a half gap to get into
the living room. One couch. A coffee table stacked with pizza boxes
and at least six remotes.

Megan stood in the hall to survey what she could see
from this spot and waited for a minute before she stepped further
in. No dog. That didn’t rule out a cat. If he did have a pet, she
didn’t imagine it was faring too well in this mess.

The home’s occupant, FBI Special Agent Daniel
Zimmerman, was a Special Agent in Charge in Baltimore. Which
basically meant he was a department head, or a manager. Zimmerman
had stolen a sonic weapon from a research facility that had been
involved in weapons testing a few days ago.

He was now on the run with a weapon that could topple
buildings, killing everyone inside.

Megan trailed through rooms, ignoring the urge to
hold her nose. The snap securing the holstered weapon on her hip
was undone. She was going to leave it that way until she was back
in her car and away from here.

Fear snaked up her spine, leaving a trail as it went.
She shivered but kept walking. Bedroom. Bathroom. Thankfully the
man hadn’t felt the need to rent a house bigger than this tiny
dump. He apparently preferred to sleep on a bare mattress and
squeezed the toothpaste from the middle. Which made her wonder—was
that because he’d recently gotten divorced, or was it the reason
for it? Maybe she should pay the woman a visit and ask.

She’d think Zimmerman had moved in recently, except
that the divorce had gone through six months ago, the lease had
been signed months before that, and all the boxes were covered in a
thick layer of dust.

Didn’t care. Had better things to do. Only slept
here, showered here, and occasionally ate in the kitchen.

Didn’t have kids. Was reportedly a workaholic.
Definitely the kind of boss that expected everyone who worked under
him to be available 24/7, because that was the way he worked. Not
many of his coworkers had good things to say about him.

But was he the blackmailer they’d been looking
for?

Some of her team back at Double Down were convinced
of it. Megan wasn’t going to jump on that train without irrefutable
proof. That just wasn’t the way she worked.

Not now at least.

Once, a long time ago now, she’d been enthusiastic
like that. Take-charge. Get the job done without fail no matter the
consequences. Life had taken care of that. And for the past two
years, since the darkest time in her life, she’d been a whole lot
more cautious.

She trusted her boss at Double Down. Steve Preston
ran the private security agency with a professionalism she’d never
seen before. She’d certainly put him to the test before she took
the job. He’d even joked at one point that it felt like she’d been
interviewing him.

Which was precisely what had been
happening.

Megan didn’t trust. Not now, and certainly not when
lives were on the line. She could take care of herself. She worked
with the Double Down team because it gave her legitimacy and
backup. But finding one FBI agent on the run? Megan didn’t need
help with that. She only needed a few days to look into his life so
she could figure out where he would strike first.

Then she would take him down.

A dark figure moved outside, beyond the dining room
at the rear of the house and out the window. Open blinds. Megan
lowered the flaps of the box she’d been peeking inside—towels and
other linens, musty from disuse.

She pulled her weapon free of its holster and
backtracked to the hallway where she peered around the frame of the
kitchen door. The figure didn’t stop at the back door. He twisted
the handle. Jiggled it. She waited.

A few seconds later the lock in the handle
rotated.

He stepped inside.

She knew it was a man from his build, those wide
shoulders. The confidence in his intention said he didn’t think he
was going to get caught. Then he paused, pulled a phone from the
front pocket of his jeans and looked at the screen. It illuminated
his features.

Not Zimmerman.

This man was younger, his face hardened by life and
the world. Not a man she’d want to meet on a dark street. And also
not one she needed to tangle with right now. She had what she’d
come here for—a sense of Zimmerman’s state of mind. Whatever this
guy was here to do, he wasn’t likely to strike gold among the
boxed-up remains of Zimmerman’s married life.

The man sent a text then slid his phone back in the
pocket.

Megan needed the right moment to slip back out the
front door, so she waited for him to move into another room so she
could get out.

But he came in her direction.

She pressed her back against the wall and held her
breath as he moved past her to the front door. Then she slipped
into the kitchen, sidestepped behind the door, and peered through
the gap. Not much light came in the front windows, but it was
enough to see him open the door.

“It was unlocked.”

“So.” Another man entered,
breathing heavy. He set something down. “Let’s just get on with
this.”

“You don’t think its weird the front door was
unlocked?”

“I think I’m not going to care in a minute when the
whole house is burning down, because I’ll be long gone.”

Megan took a step back. Purely self-preservation.
Thankfully she didn’t bump anything. That would have been
disastrous. She turned for the back door.

“I thought it was weird, that’s all,” the first man
said.

“Just get pouring.”

Gasoline. She knew before she even smelled it. They
were going to burn the house down.

The second man continued, “He doesn’t want anything
left behind. No loose ends.”

“Does that include us?”

“It will if you don’t shut up. I’ll kill you and
leave you here myself.” He paused. “Now get pouring.”

Megan stared at the front door. They would see her.
Fast enough to shoot? She’d have to get the door open which would
give them a second or two to realize what was happening and then
pull their guns.

One of the men was now headed into the kitchen. That
cut off her route to the back door. She wasn’t about to hang around
in a burning house.

Megan darted around the kitchen door and down the
hall to the front door, praying with every step that they were both
headed the other way through the house.

She flung the front door open…

And slammed into another man.

 


**

 


It took Adrian a second to realize the person who’d
rushed him was a woman. He grasped her arms, not sure yet whether
he was supposed to arrest her or help her, when she spoke in a
breathy voice, “Fire.”

That was when his nose caught up with the rest of
what was happening and at the same time, his brain registered the
fact he’d found the woman he’d been here looking for.

Gasoline wafted from inside the house.

He turned. “Let’s go.”

“Read my mind,” she said, moving past him. They
trotted together down the front path. “Stay low. There are two guys
in there.”

He snagged her arm. “Two?”

When she nodded, he pulled his gun. There was no time
for backup. He’d have to arrest them himself. With Megan’s help, of
course. “We can wait for them to come out and take them down.” He
slid his cell phone from the inside of his suit jacket, called
9-1-1 and asked for police and fire.

He couldn’t tell them who he was. Not when this was
an FBI agent’s house, and he was a fellow FBI agent from a
different office looking for the agent who lived here. The wrong
person would be tipped off or this would get leaked to the media,
and there would be widespread panic that an FBI agent had gone
rogue—armed with a sonic weapon that could take down buildings.

When the dispatcher kept up with the conversation,
Adrian said, “Gotta go,” and hung up.

Megan turned and started to walk away, down the
sidewalk. Adrian looked at the front door of the house. Still open.
No one had come out. Had the person or persons inside not cared
when a woman ran out?

“Megan.” He caught up to her. “Back up. Let’s go take
these guys down.”

She shook her head.

Adrian tugged on her arm.

She gave him a hard look and pulled her arm from his
grasp. He backed up and held his hands up. “We can’t leave them in
there. They could hurt the firefighters, or cops. Whoever gets here
first.”

“They didn’t hurt me.”

“They could know where Zimmerman is. Or what he’s up
to.”

She shook her head. “They’re just minions.”

“So you know for sure that they know nothing?” He
shot her a look. “I thought you were better than that.”

He stared down at her, black skinny jeans. Running
shoes. Dark T-shirt under a black jacket. She’d pulled back her
long blond hair into a ponytail.

The look on her face was…torn.

Adrian had the interesting urge to ask her how she
was doing. But he swallowed it down and said, “I don’t have backup.
That means I need your help to take them both down.”

They couldn’t pass up the opportunity to get intel
from whoever was about to burn down Zimmerman’s house.

“No.” She turned away.
“They’re minions. It’ll be a waste of
time.”

“Fine. I’ll go by myself.”

She frowned over her shoulder. “And get killed?”

He shrugged. “They didn’t kill you.”

Adrian didn’t wait for her answer. He couldn’t let
anyone get away with destroying possible evidence, especially not
someone who might have key information that he needed. This was
bigger than one fire. They needed everything they could get to find
Zimmerman and stop him.

He glanced over his shoulder as he went back to the
house. Megan stood still, watching him. It was dark, but in the
streetlights he could see her face. Not properly, otherwise he’d
never have thought she was scared. That wasn’t her—a self-assured,
professional woman. He must have read her wrong.

Adrian pulled his gun and made his way to the front
door. Sirens in the distance meant cops would be here in a minute
or so. He needed to stop these guys before the fire—

Flames whooshed through the house.

He stepped back at the rush of heat. When no one came
out the front, Adrian went around the side through an open gate to
the back door. At the rear corner of the house, two men ran at him.
Headed away from here now that the deed was done.

“FBI. Hands up.” It was as much of a reflex to say it
as it was to bring his weapon up and brace his weight.

They barreled into him, running at full speed.

Adrian squeezed off a shot and landed on his back.
The man grunted and then went limp, dead weight on top of him. His
ears rang. Adrian shifted the man off him and turned to see the
other one run away.

Then he was gone.

“Adrian!” Megan’s voice was audible even over the
ringing in his ears. She rushed over as he was climbing to his feet
and gasped as she saw the dead guy.

“The other one?”

She shook her head. “He ran away before I could reach
him.”

“Didn’t even stop for his friend.” He pulled out his
phone and snapped a picture of the dead man’s
face.

“Are you okay?” There it was again, that fear in her
eyes laced in her voice as it trembled.

The police sirens got closer. The fire was bigger
now.

“Let’s go.”

It grated him to do it but sticking around and
explaining would take entirely too much time. Adrian was on
assignment and his boss knew to cover him if anything was reported
in about what he’d been up to.

Like firing a weapon.

Hopefully by the time regulation caught up to him,
he’d have found Zimmerman.

He took Megan’s hand, and
they made it to the front of the house and the sidewalk before the
cop car turned the corner. They headed down the street.

“Where are you parked?”

Would she disappear, and he’d have to find her
again? He didn’t like it. They would work much better as a
team. But when he’d suggested it, she’d flat out turned him
down.

She led him around the corner to a side-street and
stopped near a vehicle.

“This your car?”

She nodded. “Later.”

“Whoa.” He held up his hands again, then got between
her and the route she was taking around the car to leave. “Hold up.
We should talk about this, go over our game plan.”

She said nothing.

“We’re both trying to find
Zimmerman and stop him. Working together makes sense.”

She lifted her chin. “I don’t do
partners.”

Adrian tried not to let the fact she was seriously
cute distract him. His ex-wife could attest that he wasn’t good at
relationships. “I know, on account of the fact you let me face both
those guys by myself, and one got away. The other is a lost lead.”
Because he was dead.

She couldn’t hide the wince. “I’ll find Zimmerman.
You don’t have to worry about making sure the FBI saves face.”

“You got this?”

She shrugged. “I usually do. Why would this be any
different?”

Adrian squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Fine. I need
your help. I’m flying solo on this. Maybe I’m the one who
needs someone to kick ideas around with.”

“So call Steve.” Before he could object, she said,
“Get my number.”

“That’s it?” he asked. “Get your number?”

She said nothing.

“What’s so bad about teaming up?” Whatever reason
there was, she adamantly refused to even let herself go there.
Doesn’t need anyone, doesn’t need anything. So why did she still
look scared? It hadn’t gone away. And it hadn’t been a mistake.

There was real fear in her eyes.

“Meg—”

“Get down!”

A gunshot echoed through the night.

He felt her body jerk as he grabbed for her and
dived, and then they both hit the ground.
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The words “get down” had barely left her mouth before
the sting of a bullet sliced across the outside of her hip, left
side. Adrian hit the ground on his back because she’d tackled him.
Her mother would be so proud of the life choices that led
her here.

Like the gentleman he was, Adrian wrapped his arms
around her and shifted her to the side between him and the car. So
his body shielded her from bullets. Or, more anyway.

Megan bit back some choice words and sat up. She bent
her legs and pulled out the keys to her car. Definitely time to go.
She clicked the locks and reached above her head for the handle of
the passenger door.

Adrian lifted up and fired twice over the hood of the
car. Then he ducked back down, a frown on his face.

She said, “Watch out,” and cracked the door open. Now
she just had to get around it so she could climb in. Then, of
course, she’d have to start it and drive away without getting shot
through the window. First things first.

“Meg—”

She didn’t even let him finish her name. She crab
crawled around the door and started to climb in. Ouch.

“You’re running away?”

She gritted her teeth. “Already been shot. Don’t want
to get hit again and end up a chalk outline on the street.”

“You’ve—” He blew out a breath. “Megan, keep your
head down.” Then she could swear she heard him pass her and open
the back door. But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t have. Because
that would mean he intended to stick with her, and that was the
last thing she needed right now.

Megan glanced between the seats.

Yep, he was snaking into the backseat.

The glass of the rear door on the driver’s side
shattered. She screamed without realizing it, or even being able to
control it. That happened sometimes. These days, at least. Adrian
lifted up and shot through the now open window.

His FBI badge, tucked on his belt, caught light from
somewhere and flashed.

“Get out of my car.”

“You wanna go, then drive!” he yelled back. “He’s
used up a whole lot of shots. If he isn’t out by now, he will be
soon, but the cops will have heard it.”

He shifted and that badge flashed again. Tears
blurred her vision. Megan bit back what she wanted to say and heard
police sirens. She had no intention of answering any questions from
local law enforcement about what she was doing here. Or who she
was.

Her life was way too complicated for that.

She twisted the key and heard the car engine turn
over. Got herself as much in the seat as she could and glanced up
for a second. She stuck the car in drive and hit the gas. Twisted
the wheel. Megan waited until they were at the first corner before
she sat up, stepped on the brake and turned the corner.

They were hardly home free. She’d have to keep watch
on her mirrors for a tail, but they were at least out of immediate
danger.

She glanced in her rearview but couldn’t see
Adrian’s face. “I don’t suppose you want
to get on the horn with someone in the FBI and call off those
cops?”

She heard him shift in his seat. “Are they behind
us?”

“No, but they’ll be wanting to know what that was.”
She waited for a second. When he said nothing, she said,
“Well?”

“No.”

Just one—infuriating—word.
Megan wanted to roll her eyes, but she was way beyond being
annoyed. “I never asked you to follow me there.”

Silence.

“I got away fine. There was nothing in the house,
anyway. And those guys were low level. Zimmerman must have sent
them back to tie-up loose ends.”

“Which, by definition,” he said, “means there
was something to find. Otherwise it wouldn’t have needed to
be destroyed.”

At this point Megan wasn’t even sure Zimmerman was
more than a man with a plan and the means to cause major
destruction. She wanted to pray for the wisdom to know if he was
also the blackmailer who had been causing so many people serious
hurt. But the words just wouldn’t come out.

If she got honest with God, asking for what she
needed, her failings would only be all the more obvious. She needed
forgiveness before she could bring to Him her list of things she
needed. There had been a wall between her and her Father in heaven
since…

She couldn’t think of that.

Not when it put a lump in her throat she had to
swallow and cough to clear.

“You okay?”

“No,” she fired back. “I got shot.”

“Pull over now,” he yelled at her.

“No.”

Adrian cried out in frustration. It was almost
satisfying. Almost.

She turned a corner, biting her lip at the pain in
her hip. It was a graze. That was all. No biggie. But it stung, and
she just wasn’t in the mood for verbal sparring she wouldn’t win.
She didn’t fight when she couldn’t bring her A-game. That wasn’t
how she did things.

“Megan.” He sounded supremely frustrated.

When he didn’t say anything else, she said, “It’s a
graze on my hip. It needs seeing to, but its fine.”

“I don’t believe you.” His voice almost sounded sad.
“And I don’t trust you. I’m trying figure this out, so we can work
together to find Zimmerman. Why are you so convinced that you need
to do this by yourself?”

He’d been through FBI training, so he could read
people. That was how he knew. But Megan didn’t like it. She wanted
to be able to hide her feelings, her fears. Apparently she was
doing a poor job of it.

“I don’t do partners.”

“So you’ve said.”

She gritted her teeth. “Maybe…” She had to swallow.
“Maybe we could…share information, or something. Check in. Tell
each other what we learn.”

After all, why else would she have offered him her
number?

He said nothing.

Megan kept talking just to fill the silence, even
though she knew that was exactly what she was doing. “I might not
want to be partners, and that’s my business. I have my reasons, and
I’m not about to explain them. But it doesn’t mean we can’t come to
some kind of agreement.”

She barely knew Adrian. She wasn’t about to explain
all her hang-ups to him. Especially not when he’d nearly arrested
Alexis a short time ago. One look at Megan’s new friend—her
teammate Bradley’s new wife—and anyone could see she’d never have
been involved in a kidnapping. Especially when the victim was
Bradley’s own sister, and her best friend.

Which brought her thoughts back to the
blackmailer.

The man behind all of this had torn lives apart. He’d
hurt people. Killed two of the Double Down agents. That had rippled
through the entire crew at Double Down. The latest people to be put
under the spotlight were Mint and Emma, still laying low so the
blackmailer couldn’t get to Emma and try to leverage her into doing
something else for him.

Daniel Zimmerman was going down. If it took her
cooperating with Adrian Walker, FBI special agent, then fine. She
could suck it up and do it. Otherwise lives were at stake, and she
was actually risking innocents just to keep her independence.

No way.

“So what do you say, Walker? Do we have an
agreement?”






**

 


He hadn’t meant to snoop. She was hurt, so he’d been
checking the duffel on the back seat for some kind of first aid kit
or bandage, or something.

Adrian turned the badge over in his hand. An FBI
badge.

Megan was an agent?

“Walker?”

“Yeah.” It came out sounding like he was miles away.
All he could do was stare at the badge in his hand. Leather folder,
ID photo. Megan Perkins, Special Agent.

She sighed.

His brain spun. There were a few scenarios he could
see being in play here. She was retired, but kept the badge.
Unlikely. She was a current agent on assignment here. Maybe
undercover with Double Down, investigating them for some reason.
Could be they were up to something and she’d been tasked with
figuring out how deep it went before the bureau swept in and
arrested them all. But then why put her on the search for
Zimmerman? That was a major conflict of interest. Not to mention
she couldn’t very well investigate Double Down if she was out
looking for a crooked FBI agent.

Which left the possibility that she was the crooked
agent. Maybe she was even working for the blackmailer…or she
was the blackmailer.

Adrian blew out a breath.

“You okay back there?”

“Yeah,” he said, aware he sounded like a dim whit.
“Fine.”

Was she dirty? There had to be a reason she’d been
the one out looking for Zimmerman by herself. The one who wanted to
walk away instead of facing those two men. The one who’d let a man
go, after Adrian had faced them down and killed one. Was there a
sinister reason why Megan had just wanted to leave and allow any
evidence in the house to be destroyed?

Adrian had two choices now. Get out of the car and
leave her, regroup, get backup and come back to sweep her
up—meaning he’d be looking for not one, but two rogue FBI
agents. And on the off chance she hadn’t been playing him this
whole time, he’d find out the truth of her situation from people he
could trust.

The second option was that he could stick with her.
Play this game she insisted on leading them through. See if she
made contact with either Zimmerman or the blackmailer—or
Zimmerman, the blackmailer.

Either way he had not only one FBI agent to find but
another one to deal with as well.

Adrian slipped his phone from the inside pocket of
his suit jacket and took a photo of the badge. Then he emailed it
to his boss, Special Agent in Charge Hank
Cromwell, who had assigned him to report back on what Double Down
knew about the blackmailer.

They’d been chasing the blackmailer for months. And
while they weren’t all that convinced the blackmailer was an FBI
agent from Baltimore based on evidence they had gathered so far, it
was possible. If Daniel Zimmerman wasn’t their suspect, then Adrian
would put money on him knowing who it was.

Either way, when they found him they would also find
the blackmailer.

“I’m gonna find a pharmacy and make a pit stop. I
need supplies.” He could hear the pain in her voice.

“Is it bad?”

“Well, I’m making a mess on the seat, that’s for
sure. It’ll be a pain to get the blood out of the upholstery.”

Adrian frowned. “I’ll look up a pharmacy on my
phone.”

“I thought that’s what you were doing a second
ago.”

The frown didn’t let up. “I’ll find the closest one
so you can get what you need.”

She didn’t say anything. And he wasn’t going to
explain anything. They both had their secrets. They weren’t
friends, or partners. She herself had said she didn’t “do partners”—whatever that meant. Maybe she’d been
burned before. FBI agents worked with other agents, but they didn’t
have assigned partners. So what had happened to her?

Megan was a mystery he didn’t have time to solve
right now. Not when his job was to find Zimmerman.

“Take the next left,” he said. “About a mile up
there’s a 24-hour store.”

“Okay.”

He directed her to the pharmacy and went inside
himself. When he came out he half expected her to be gone. He’d
probably have thought about ditching her in the same circumstances.
The job always came before other people’s feelings—especially when
those people were professionals. Perfectly capable of taking care
of themselves.

Megan was a strong woman. In the past couple of weeks
he’d seen her get hurt in a gunfight and still carry on. That same
day two of her Double Down teammates had been killed when their RV
exploded—another incident related to this that his boss was looking
into.

The blackmailer had retasked a UAV on American soil
and used it to attempt to cripple Double Down.

Adrian felt for them. He’d seen the pain in Megan’s
eyes at the funerals for the two men and in the days since. He’d
even been at the meeting where they’d ID’d Zimmerman. His emotions
had been entirely too tied up in this whole thing and that had to
stop. He needed to get his heart out of this, even though he just
felt for them like anyone would. It wasn’t about the situation. Or
Megan.

He needed to get back to being a professional.

“Scoot over, and I’ll
drive,” he said, tossing the bag on the back seat. There wasn’t
anything he could do about the stain on the driver’s seat, so he
ignored it as he drove them to the hotel where he’d booked himself
in for the night. The kind of room with two queen beds. Would she
mind sharing? It would be much easier to keep an eye on her when he
could literally keep an eye on her. Not in a creepy way. He
was capable of being a professional, thank you. Just because
Megan was a beautiful woman didn’t mean he couldn’t control his
basic instincts. Be a gentleman. If she agreed.

“A hotel?”

He nodded.

“I hadn’t gotten around to booking a room.” She
studied it like it wasn’t the same as every other chain hotel in
America. “I’d probably have slept in my car, to be honest.”

“This way you can clean up in an actual bathroom.
Added bonus, you can sleep in a real bed.”

She eyed him, but he got out of the car. She had a
gun. He figured if he did lose his mind and actually try something,
she’d just shoot him anyway.

When she got out, she said, “Can you grab my duffel
from the back?”

Adrian did so. They used the side entrance, and he
walked her up to his room. He set the duffel on the floor in the
bathroom and she went in, locking the door behind her. He took the
time to change into jeans and a T-shirt, figuring it would be at
least a minute before she was done so he was safe.

His phone screen illuminated. He looked at the
screen, which flashed to show the email from his boss. A reply to
the report Adrian had sent in.

Bring her in.

Adrian frowned, then flipped his phone face down on
the table. From behind the bathroom door, there was a loud thud.
“Megan?”

He strode over and knocked. “Megan, you okay?”
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Megan blinked and opened her eyes, feeling vaguely
human. She was lying on the bed. A quick shift told her the gunshot
wound she’d received had been bandaged, and she was now wearing the
jogging pants from her duffel. Same shirt she’d been wearing last
night. So at least that was something.

Megan shifted to her elbows and looked around the
room. Adrian’s hotel room. He sat at the desk, working on his
laptop. Back to her. The sheets on the other bed were rumpled.
Something about the sight of that affected her more than she’d have
liked. As though his being here made her feel…safe.

What was that about?

Megan took a minute to study him while he wasn’t
aware of it. Silver hair on his temples. Tall but slender, with
long arms and legs. He probably had to have his shirts custom made.
She wondered if he was muscled under that T-shirt and sweater he
wore.

The guy was like every other FBI agent she’d known.
Trained with. Worked with. They were all essentially cut from the
same cloth. Follow the rules. Ask more questions than people wanted
to answer. Discover the truth. Justice would be found.

Looking at him made her wonder how she’d managed to
stray so far from that without realizing. She knew she’d lost her
way. The fact she hadn’t gone to church in two years made that
plain to see. But when had she drifted from those basic tenets that
had governed her life for so long? Not in one step. It seemed more
like she’d moved, step-by-step from her core values.

Fidelity. Bravery. Integrity. The center of every FBI
agent.

Now that they were so clearly right in front of her,
embodied in all that was Adrian Walker, it made her realize just
how off course she was.

“Coffee?”

Megan started. “What?”

He turned. He’d known she was awake but hadn’t said
anything until now. “Coffee?” He motioned to the half-empty pot on
the counter with the pen he’d been using to write on a notepad.
“We’ve got two hours until we have to be
at the office in DC, so you have time to eat and get ready.”

“DC?”

He nodded, his attention back on his computer now.
“My boss said the sweep of Zimmerman’s computer came in. We need to
be briefed.”

We?

She struggled to process what he’d just said.

“Okay,” she paused. “Wait a
second.” This was going way too fast. “Did I pass out in the
bathroom?”

“Yep.”

“Did you break in and dress my wound, then change my
pants?”

He shifted the chair around. Grabbed his coffee cup,
took a sip. Shrugged. “You passed out. From seeing the blood, I
guess? Or maybe you got light-headed?”

She wasn’t going to tell him what the reason was. It
was bad enough he’d been here for the experience.

“And you’re not going to acknowledge the fact you saw
my underwear?” Thankfully she’d been wearing one of her newer,
nicer pairs. She didn’t want to think about him seeing a ratty old
pair that were supremely comfortable, but should probably be thrown
away.

He shrugged. “I was married. Been divorced three
years now. And for the record, that’s no more skin than I’d see if
you were at the beach in a bathing suit.” He shot her a look. “Plus
I was a little more concerned about the bloody wound than getting a
look at your tan lines.”

Megan pressed her lips together. Was she supposed to
say thank you? That wasn’t going to happen, even if he had helped
her.

She recalled rousing in the middle of it, being on
the bathroom floor. His frowning face, and the gloves on, tearing
medical tape with his teeth. Had she felt then like she was in
danger? No way. The crux of it was that whole FBI personality. She
knew guys like him. And yes, there were some jerks in the
bureau. They were regular guys, and some took things beyond the
lines drawn by honor. Not Adrian, though. She’d known that about
him.

“Feel better this morning?”

She had to concede that. “Yes, I do.”

He got up and poured her a cup of coffee. She
accepted it, still tucked under the covers. After she took a sip,
and a few more of those sleep cobwebs dissipated, she said, “You
were married?”

He nodded, settling back in the chair he’d pulled so
it faced her. “Six years married. Three since then.”

Was he going to tell her what happened? She’d never
even come close to being engaged. What was the point? Her life
hadn’t been conducive to a heavy relationship. And the man she’d
had feelings for…

Well, he was gone now, wasn’t he? Too late to realize
she’d loved him.

What was the point in doing that again when it had
ended in a way she would never—not for one second of the rest of
her life—forget holding him in her arms and watching him bleed out
all over that cold floor?

Her head spun.

The mug swayed in her arm and some spilled on the
comforter.

“Whoa.” He got up and started over toward her.

Megan set the mug on the bedside table between the
two queen beds. “I’m okay.” She cleared her throat. She needed to
think about something else. “What happened? If you don’t mind me
asking. Why did you get a divorce?”

He stood at the end of the bed. “I worked a lot. She
didn’t like the fact I was home late most nights, sometimes not
home at all. She wanted someone who left work at work and came home
clean of it. But that isn’t how this job works.”

Megan shook her head. “No. It isn’t.” Her experience
with the bureau wasn’t the same as his, but she knew that at
least.

“She had an affair with a guy she worked with.
Changed the locks.” His expression seemed to freeze, like he didn’t
want to feel anything. “I came home after a particularly bad case.
We’d taken down a ring of guys dealing in women—some of them teens
and preteens. My stuff was all boxed up in front of the garage
door, and the coworker had already moved in.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah.”

She could see pain and disappointment in his eyes.
Even though it was three years ago, it was clearly still a wound he
carried with him. Maybe he’d really loved her.

Megan got up and went to her duffel. She found some
clothes that would work for an FBI office meeting and headed for
the bathroom with the outfit bundled under her arm. She turned back
at the door, coffee cup in her other hand. No sense in it getting
cold when she could put it on the bathroom counter. “It okay if I
use the bathroom?”

Adrian nodded. “I’ll change
out here.” All business. Any traces of sadness or grief over the
failure of his marriage was gone now.

Megan said, “Thanks.”

She knew from the look he gave her that they were on
the same page. That she was thanking him for more than just letting
her take a turn with the bathroom.

“Oh,” she called out before she shut the door, “Who
is your boss?” Maybe she knew him. She took a sip of coffee and set
her clothes on the counter.

“Hank Cromwell.”

Megan swallowed a mouthful of coffee. “Okay.” The
word was strangled.

She shut the door to the bathroom and took a breath.
Hank? The agent who had been one of her father’s best friends?

This meeting was going to be so much fun.

Not.
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Adrian flashed his badge to the security guards in
the lobby of the DC FBI office. Then he turned to Megan, and
waited.

She pulled the badge from her back pocket and handed
it over.

The guard logged her name and other details and then
passed it back. Access badges were given. So much procedure. But it
kept them safe.

They made their way through security after a few
minutes. Adrian had his weapon on him, but Megan had stowed hers in
the car. It definitely made it simpler not to have to go through
the rigmarole of getting her things looked at.

When he caught up to her, he asked her about it.

She shrugged. “I don’t have a service weapon. Not
anymore. And I’m not going to bring a Double Down gun into the FBI
office.”

“I’m not complaining.” She didn’t have a service
weapon? She had a badge.

What kind of agent was she?

He led her to the elevator and punched the button for
the floor where his office was. She glanced over. “Didn’t you
arrest Alexis during that whole thing, when Rachel was
kidnapped?”

Adrian winced. “In my defense, it made sense to think
she was involved. And when it became clear she wasn’t, we backed
off. But we still kept her safe.” In fact, he’d been there when she
had nearly been killed by Lincoln Sadler, and they’d had to take
him down.

Though, Bradley—Alexis’s
husband now—still looked at Adrian like the agent was going to pull
out cuffs at any second. Which, of course, would result in Bradley
tackling him to protect the people he loved.

Adrian respected him, and all of the team at Double
Down, more than they would ever know. More than he would admit,
anyway.

The elevator doors opened. He said, “It’s this
way.”

“I know.” She strode out. “I remember.”

Adrian followed her, trying not to look like her
entourage. “Are you going to explain that to me at some point?”

The look she sent him over her shoulder made him
tense. Whatever the story was, it was huge. It had affected her
career. Her life. Made her into this independent—and not really in
a good way—woman who only wanted to work alone. Someone who skirted
the line of legality, and got the result her way.

He nodded to a few of his coworkers and got a couple
of pointed looks in return. Yes, he was back. No, he hadn’t found
Zimmerman. They probably needed a full meeting, so he could get
updated and let them know what he’d learned.

Megan stopped at his boss’s office. Adrian rapped his
knuckles on the door twice. Adrian reached for the handle,
expecting the usual, “Come in.” But it
never came.

Instead, the door opened. “That you, Meggie?”

Her face softened, and her mouth curled up into a
genuine smile. “Hank.”

Adrian stared while his hard-nosed boss hugged Megan.
Like she was his long-lost daughter. Or granddaughter, given both
their ages.

“It’s so good to see you.”

Hank leaned back. “Sure about that?”

She laughed. “Yes, I’m telling the truth.”

“You always were a good liar. Got you out of trouble
plenty of times.” He stepped back.

She shook her head, but Adrian caught the look on her
face when Hank turned away to his desk. “Got me in trouble
plenty of times, too.”

“Still does, by the sound of it.” Hank waved to the
chairs. “Sit. And shut the door would you, Agent Walker?”

“Yes sir.” Adrian sat in the chair by Megan.

Hank’s attention was all on
her. A soft, fatherly gaze Adrian had never seen before. He could
hardly believe he was seeing it now. And then his boss said, “It
really is good to see you, Meg.”

She pressed her lips together and smiled. “It’s good
to be seen.”

Adrian figured that was the truth, despite her
apparent ability to lie. Nothing about this woman made sense. She
was an FBI agent. She didn’t have a service weapon. In the weeks
he’d known her, it was clear she worked for Double Down. Not the
FBI. He wanted to ask what was going on, but was that too
demanding? They seemed to be having some kind of moment. Adrian
didn’t want to intrude, or ruin it.

For the first time since he’d met her, only weeks
ago, Megan actually looked relaxed. Not completely at ease. He
didn’t even know if that was possible. Still, she seemed
comfortable. He didn’t think it was the FBI office, so it had to be
this man. His boss. She knew him, that much was clear. Had they
worked together before?

His email hadn’t been the first time he’d mentioned
her in communications with his boss. It was, however, the first
time he’d discovered her connection to the FBI. That was the
catalyst for his boss asking them both to come in.

So was Hank going to explain?

Maybe he was going to tell Megan she should work with
Adrian. That would help speed this along. Having her on his team
and not out in front doing her own thing—with him feeling like he
had to watch her back every step of the way.

“So.” His boss started
everything that way. Speech. Explanation. Didn’t matter. Then he
said, “We’ve gone over every inch of
Zimmerman’s computer. Work and home. All
his online accounts, social media. Emails. Found some instant
messages you’re going to want to look through, Walker.”

Adrian accepted the file his boss handed him across
the desk.

“Speaks to his state of mind. And his sympathies
toward a group of domestic extremists.”

“Islamic?”

Hank shook his head. “Home grown, backwoods guys.
Guns, Bibles, and freedom.” He paused, his opinion of that clear.
“They hate the government, no matter which side it’s leaning toward
right now.”

Adrian didn’t view the federal government as any kind
of enemy of the American people. Some felt that way. And while he
knew there were many flaws in the system, along with selfish people
making important decisions for their own gain, he’d chosen to be
part of it. To work every day to try and make it better. To not let
men like Zimmerman take their anger out on innocent people.

Adrian said, “Any indication of where he might strike
with the sonic weapon?”

“There’s been chatter about the Republican convention
in Denver next week. And a symposium of defense contractors in a
couple of days, the location of which was supposed to be
secret.” Hank mashed his lips together, making his mustache twitch.
“I’ll keep you posted on both of those.”

Megan said, “We’ll know if
he tries to fly the weapon into a city, right?”

Hank nodded. “It’d fit in a duffel, or large
suitcase. But he’ll know every avenue we’re watching. He’s been
trained the same way we’ve been trained.” Hank paused, his
attention on Megan. “That’s why we need someone who thinks outside
of the FBI box.”

“Me?” It was less of a question and more of a
realization.

Hank nodded. “But there’s another reason I think
you’re going to want to be all-in on this with us.”

Adrian looked up from the papers he’d been studying
over.

Megan’s body had stilled. “What reason?”

Hank swallowed, looking unsure for the first time
ever. “We found a link. Between Daniel Zimmerman and El Cuervo.”

The Crow? Adrian’s knowledge of Spanish wasn’t much
to speak of, but he thought he had that right. El Cuervo was reportedly a hitman for a
Venezuelan drug cartel, an up-and-coming player, and he was high on
the FBI’s most wanted list. What did he have to do with—

Megan shoved her chair back and headed for the door,
breathing hard.

“Sit down, Meggie.”



























Chapter 4

She turned back from the door, breathing hard.
“Don’t give this to me if it’s
nothing.”

Hank’s gaze softened the
way her father’s would have done. And it made all of this harder
than it already should have been. Her dad had been gone for more
than fifteen years, killed on the job as an FBI agent. A bust gone
wrong, her dad had caught a bullet to the neck. Her mom had been
used to living a single-parent life already, with Megan’s dad being
away so much. Still, losing her husband had hit her.

Being here in this office with Hank brought it all
back. What she’d lost. What she would have had, as a legacy
agent—her father being a special agent as well. He’d have supported
her. And yet, without his death in the line of duty, would she have
even become an agent? Maybe. Or maybe she’d have never even thought
of it.

“Who is El
Cuervo?”

She didn’t want to look at Adrian. Not when she was
like this, with her emotions far too close to the surface. Megan
wanted to leave that part of her life behind, the way she’d left
the FBI behind.

And kept the badge.

She figured it was Hank refusing to let her go, and
twisting some arms to get it approved. Or maybe sliding paperwork
through, under the radar. They didn’t pay her. She didn’t have the
rights or authority an FBI agent possessed—at least, she hadn’t
attempted to exercise those rights. If she did, someone would
probably notice and Hank would get into trouble.

Megan shook her head to chase away the errant
thoughts. She had to focus, or Adrian would realize exactly how
unhinged she was.

Hank was already frowning at her. “You want to tell
him the story, or should I?”

“Why does he even need to know? So what if there’s a
link between Zimmerman and El
Cuervo? It’s probably only because one is an FBI
agent and the other is a wanted criminal.”

“They were communicating.”

She lifted her chin. “We already know Zimmerman is
dirty.”

She knew she was arguing only as a delay tactic,
because she’d rather run, but leaving would be too obvious. She
also wanted actual proof before she jumped on this bandwagon and
chased after Zimmerman for answers. “We’re already trying to find SAC Zimmerman, what
does it matter the reason? Our priority is bringing him in because
of the sonic weapon and what he plans to do with it.”

She glanced between them and let her gaze settle on
Adrian. Wasn’t he going to say something?

“Plus the fact he’s been blackmailing people around
Washington and terrorizing them for his own gain.” Adrian studied
her, then turned to Hank. “She’s right. Unless this will help us
locate Zimmerman, it’s only an incidental connection.”

She asked Hank, “Do you think Zimmerman has gone to
El Cuervo for cover while he
enacts whatever plan he has in place?” Then she realized
another—possibly more deadly—scenario.
“Or is he planning on selling the sonic weapon to the
Venezuelans?”

A flash of disappointment moved over Hank’s face. He
sat back in his chair, the look disappearing almost as fast as it
had come.

Because she hadn’t wanted to talk in front of Adrian
about what happened two years ago?

He said, “The chatter indicates the relationship was
alive and well as far back as two years. Specifically in the weeks
before…” He shot her a pointed look.

She didn’t move a muscle. Didn’t breathe. Didn’t
think, just said, “Before Special Agent
Tennyson was killed?”

He nodded.

Megan was surprised she’d even been able to get her
partner’s last name out. “Was Zimmerman responsible for what
happened?” Someone had burned her and Will, and it led to Will’s
death.

“Maybe you should find him, ask him that for
yourself.”

If Hank thought that would make her push harder to
find Zimmerman, he was mistaken. The man was a traitor at best, a
terrorist at the worst. She didn’t need more drive than that to go
out and find him.

“I will.” She swallowed.

Adrian was watching the whole thing, glancing back
and forth between them, but saying nothing. Just sitting there
doing whatever he was doing. Her life wasn’t that interesting. But
would she be able to convince him of that? Probably not. She was an
anomaly. That was all. Nothing but a mystery he needed to solve,
having been trained extensively to spot inconsistencies, uncover
hidden truths, and see things that were out of place.

Megan’s whole life was out of place.

What special agent could ignore that?

Her phone rang in her jacket pocket, vibrating
against her hip, but she ignored it.

Apparently Hank saw it. “Probably your mom.”

Megan rolled her eyes. “Get me intel that will help
me find Zimmerman. If you don’t have it, then you’re wasting my
time here.” She turned to the door, glancing back over her shoulder
for a second. “It was good to see you, Hank.”

Megan strode out through the bull pen to the
hallway.

Hopefully he would need to talk more with Adrian,
being the man’s boss and all. That would give her some time to get
out in front of Walker on the search for Zimmerman. She didn’t need
his help—or anyone else’s—to bring down the rogue agent. Especially
if he had something to do with Will’s death.

She’d been looking for El Cuervo in her spare time since she signed on as
one of Steve’s team members at Double Down. Lately, she hadn’t made
much progress. Most of her leads had gone dry, given basically
everyone who had been present—or who knew about that night—was
either dead or in jail.

The ones in jail, two members of El Cuervo’s group, hadn’t wanted to speak to
her when she paid them a visit. They’d both died in prison fights
less than a month later.

No one wanted her asking questions. Whoever was
behind Will’s death hadn’t wanted her to find out the truth. And
the FBI had told her to take some time. Get her head
together. Whatever that meant.

But until she got answers, her head wasn’t going to
be “together.” Was it? So she’d lived with the dissonance of it all
for two years. Questions. No answers. Death. The end of her FBI
career. Maybe Hank was only prolonging the inevitable, not doing
her a favor by allowing her to keep her badge.

Sure, every so often he
threw her the odd undercover assignment. Or a recon mission he
didn’t have an agent for. On occasion he needed someone off radar
because it was sensitive.

Maybe she should just quit it all. Leave her badge on
Hank’s desk.

Give up Double Down.

Go back to her basement and the murder board she’d
set up down there. Find a new lead.

Bring El Cuervo
down.

Her phone rang again. She pulled it out and looked
for a quiet place to answer. The caller ID said, Double Down
Inc.

She slid to answer the call and said, “Hi, Mom.”

“Megan.” Her mom’s voice was soft, which meant no one
else was in the reception area of the office. Any other time she
was all business. She treated Steve like he was her wayward son,
and the other men like they were a bunch of rabble-rousers. Like,
she’d literally used that phrase.

Megan said, “I thought we were packing up the office
because of you-know-who.” This wasn’t an elaborate children’s
fantasy novel, but they did have a powerful enemy. One who was
listening to everything.

“I have nothing to hide,” her mom said. “I’m a
professional, and Double Down is a professional company. We don’t
run from trouble.”

Megan shut her eyes for a second, letting her mom’s
strength wash over her. Why couldn’t she be more like that?
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Adrian stared at the doorway Megan had just walked
through, then he looked back at his boss. “I’m going to need more
information than I have, sir.”

Hank Cromwell, Special Agent in Charge and Adrian’s
boss, nodded. His thoughts seemed to be full of Megan still.
Whatever all that was about, Adrian needed to know. There was more
than a boss/employee relationship between Hank and Megan. The man
seemed to have asserted himself into some kind of father figure
role. And he’d called her Meggie. Which Adrian would have found hilarious—at
any other time.

Not right now.

“El
Cuervo?”

Adrian nodded. “Can you
have support send me all the files? I’d like to look into
Zimmerman’s relationship with him.”

Hank blew out a breath. “Can’t believe he’s had an
agent on his payroll all this time. And we’re only finding out
about it because Zimmerman stole a sonic weapon.” He shook his
head. “If he hadn’t exposed his real intentions, would we ever have
known? He’d have been the Venezuelan’s sleeper agent. And for how
long?”

Not to mention, the damage the man might’ve done in
the years since.

How much of that damage had affected Megan?

Adrian said, “What happened to her and this Agent
Tennyson person?”

Hank was back to staring at the door. “Megan was
undercover from early on in her career. Just had a way about her,
it was noticed right away. Her being a legacy and all.”

Megan had a parent who was an agent? Adrian had tried
to find out about her background a few times. He hadn’t managed to
get any information past her job with Double Down, her current
address, and the fact her mother worked for the company as
Steve’s assistant.

“Her father?”

“Perkins was killed in that Ceour d’Alene debacle.” Hank let out a breath and shook his
head. “Megan caught the bug. Decided she wanted to be an agent. I
didn’t want her undercover, but it was obvious that was what suited
her.”

Adrian nodded. He could see that from what he knew of
her, and how he’d seen her be the past few weeks. She’d gone
through the deaths of two of Double Down’s team members, and while
he knew for a fact she’d grieved, it was clear she had an
incredible ability to compartmentalize. After all, she’d passed out
in the bathroom at the hotel and rolled through the fact that he’d
bandaged and dressed her in clean pants, only mildly thrown by the
whole thing. He figured most of the reaction she’d had was due to
the embarrassment of having passed out from blood loss in the first
place.

She had strength. But he could also see that she’d
suffered something, and it had shaken her to the core.

“Tennyson was her partner. Will was bent like her,
but with a whole lot more wild.” Hank shook his head again. “If
anyone would’ve betrayed their oath, it was him. But psych evals
all came back clean. Solid to the core, just had that renegade
exterior. They figured it was a front. Like a part he played. So
they stuck him undercover with Megan.”

Hank blew out a breath and continued, “Thick as
thieves, they were. Unstoppable. Closed so many cases they gained a
reputation up and down the west coast. If they’d taken down
El Cuervo like they’d
planned, it would’ve gotten them both commendations, and they knew
it.” He paused. “Think that made them cocky. Will maybe more than
Megan, at least. He probably pushed it, trying to get a result
before it was time.”

Undercover was a delicate balance of keeping the
focus on the job, playing the part, and not being “made” as a fed.
Adrian had done some undercover work but was more suited to the
nuts and bolts after the crime had been committed, figuring out who
was responsible and ensuring justice was brought.

If Megan had the skills for undercover, and it seemed
that she did, then she would be a serious asset to finding and
bringing down Zimmerman. She knew how to think like a criminal. How
to talk like one. She likely had contacts in that world which would
take Adrian weeks to establish.

He needed her. Which meant he had to convince her to
team up with him.

First, though, he needed to know why she was so
resistant to having a partner. And he figured it was wrapped up in
this Tennyson person’s story.

“What happened to her partner?” Adrian asked. Ready
to get the answers he needed and get going after Megan. They were
running out of time to find Zimmerman.

“El Cuervo
found out who they were. Somehow. Had two of his guys pick up Will
and Megan. Three days, no one knew where they were. Never found
Will’s body. Megan walked into the US embassy in Mexico City with
torn up clothes, covered in blood. Didn’t say a word until she got
back here.”

“Mexico City?”

Hank shrugged. “She only started talking when I
showed up at the hospital in Bethesda and made her talk.” Hank
swallowed. “She said they killed Will in front of her. Bunch of
lower level guys. Who knows what they did to her. She’s never told
anyone about it.”

Adrian winced.

“Tossed her out of the van on the side of a highway.
Took her a day to walk into Mexico City,” Hank said. “She wouldn’t
tell me more than that.”

“You think it was El
Cuervo?”

Hank nodded. “She figured he was sending a message.
Proof he’s got someone on our payroll. She’s never figured out who
it is, and I know she’s still looking into it.”

“You think it’s Zimmerman?”
Adrian asked. “That he’s the one who sold out her and her partner
to the Venezuelans and got an agent killed?”

“And changed another agent’s life irrevocably.”

Adrian squeezed his eyes shut for a second. Megan had
seemed like he didn’t want to hear about the connection between
Zimmerman and El Cuervo.
Because she couldn’t handle the news and had to compartmentalize it
for later?

That was all the time Adrian gave himself to absorb
everything that had happened to Megan in her career as an FBI
agent. No wonder she didn’t want to work with anyone else. She’d
been there when her partner was killed. And even if there hadn’t
been anything romantic between them—which there very well could’ve
been—there were likely deep feelings.

Undercover agents had to trust each other with
everything. Not just to watch each other’s back the way they did on
operations. When you were undercover it was life and death. Every
breath was dangerous.

And for Megan, it had ended in the worst possible
way.

But she was still moving. Still fighting. He figured
she organized her life in a way that meant she could cope. Set
aside and process later. The woman had a job she needed to do,
probably more than “wanted” to. And her mom was a close part of her
life.

She was more than a mystery to him now.

Adrian got up. “Is that everything?”

Hank nodded. “I’ll get you those files. You take care
of my girl.”

“Sir?”

“Megan Perkins is a priority here.”

Adrian passed out of Hank’s office at a stride,
determined to catch up to Megan as fast as possible. They were
going to take down Zimmerman, and Adrian was going to be with her
every step of the way until that happened. Regardless of what SAC
Cromwell had been attempting to imply with that comment.

Because she’d gone through enough. More than
anyone—agent or no—should ever have to suffer. The FBI owed
her.

And Adrian was going to pay that bill.
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Megan gripped the phone as she leaned against the
counter in the break room, aware of several sets of eyes trained on
her. She was an exception in the office, despite her relationship
with Hank. It wasn’t like she came around often.

“It just came through on Steve’s email and the
company account,” her mom said.

“Huh?” She blinked and tuned into what her mom had
been saying.

“Zimmerman stopped at a children’s
hospital in St Louis.”

Megan’s eyebrows lifted.

“He reportedly left a message with one of the
patients, a boy with Leukemia.” Her mom paused. “Very sad. The
nurses sent the email through. Apparently the boy says Zimmerman
was adamant.”

“They mentioned him by name?” If this was legit, it
was a serious breakthrough. But not because they’d gained a lead
through hard work. No. Zimmerman had contacted them.

But why?

Her mom said, “I’ll forward you the actual
email.”

“Don’t do that.” Megan saw
Adrian in the doorway and frowned at the look on his face. He shook
his head. She said to her mom, “Don’t
send it on. It could have a virus, or a worm. You can give away my
location.”

Her mom said, “Can’t he just find your GPS because of
this call?”

“Not if you’re using the secure line.”

“I am.”

“Then we’re covered. But read me the email anyway.
Humor me. Yeah?” Megan waved Adrian over, and then put the phone on
speaker.

“…trust your judgment. Of course.” Her mom’s voice
came through so they could both hear it.

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Here goes.” Her mom paused. “It says, ‘To Megan
Perkins.’ So he knows who you are. How, I don’t know.”

Adrian shifted. Megan didn’t look at him. She didn’t
want to know what was on his face, considering she likely wouldn’t
be able to decipher it anyway. He probably had no clue why she’d
wanted him to listen in on this call. He needed to piece all this
together without her having to explain. Yes, her mom worked for
Double Down. Receptionist since the day Megan was hired.

Now she could add the fact Daniel Zimmerman—a man
she’d never met, and didn’t know—had used her name. The logical
explanation was that the blackmailer knew who she was.

Megan said, “What’s the rest?”

“Are you sure—”

“Mom. Tear the bandage off quick.”

“Well, it’s not exactly bad news. More like
informational.”

“Mom.”

“Okay, fine.” Her mom sighed. “This morning Daniel
Zimmerman visited the oncology ward at the St. Louis
children’s hospital.”

Adrian’s body shifted, but he said nothing.

Megan waited.

“He left a message with one of our patients and asked
that you retrieve it as soon as possible. Due to the patient’s
condition, we recommend that as well. Our department is not the
place for whatever kind of arrangement you have established with
this man, and the patient is in no condition to wait, though he
insists on speaking to you himself.” Her mom paused. “That’s all of
it.”

Megan glanced up at Adrian then, asking her mom, “Can
you get us—”

“The plane is at Potomac Airport. It’s waiting for
you, and the pilot already filed a flight plan for St. Louis.”

“Take a look at the airports in and around St.
Louis,” Megan said. “See if Zimmerman took a flight out after he
delivered this message.”

“Will do. And…‘us’? What’s that about?” Her mom’s
tone switched to being entirely too hopeful. “Is Agent Walker with
you? I’ve seen his picture.” She whispered, “He’s cute.”

Megan shut her eyes. Her face flamed.

Adrian chuckled under his breath.

“Goodbye, Mom.” She opened her eyes to end the call
and stowed the phone back in her jacket.

How was she supposed to face Adrian now? He’d seen
her with her pants off—thank you, Cross Fit. She kept in shape, so
that was something at least. But now her mom thought he was “cute.”
Was it possible to die from embarrassment?

“Megan.”

She grudgingly acknowledged his existence, still
aware her cheeks were way too flushed.

“St. Louis?”

“I guess we have a plane to catch,” she said. “If
you’d like to come as well…” She let that go unfinished. Did he
want an engraved invitation? He probably knew all about Will, which
was why he now looked at her with that added bit of softness in his
eyes. “I don’t need your help,” she reminded him. “But if we’re
both going to the same city next anyway, then it makes sense to
take the same plane. Less gas. It’s better for the environment.”
She lifted her chin.

“The environment?”

“Yes. Don’t you care about
the destruction of the planet?” It took all her undercover skills
to keep a straight face despite the ridiculousness. Not of being
eco-conscious, that wasn’t what was ridiculous. Just using that for
an excuse because she didn’t want a partner, and that fact hadn’t
changed. But she couldn’t ignore the fact that she’d gotten…used to
him.

He’d been there through some insanity the past few
days. Weeks.

They both wanted Zimmerman, the blackmailer, brought
down.

They wanted the American people safeguarded from a
rogue FBI agent with a deadly weapon.

She didn’t have to explain why she did some things
the FBI way. And she didn’t have to explain why she didn’t need his
help. Once this was done, she wasn’t going to have to see that
sadness in his gaze anymore.

“Let’s go.” She breezed past him. The need to go see
what Zimmerman had left with a sick child was like being overtaken
by some body-snatching alien. She’d never felt so possessed.
Zimmerman either was the blackmailer, or he knew who they were.

The past wasn’t supposed to affect her this badly,
but it was. Hearing that Zimmerman was connected to El Cuervo had done that. Was that why
he’d sent her a message? And what did all this have to do with the
blackmail scheme?

Hank stood at his office door. He stared across the
bullpen at them coming out of the break room. She lifted a hand and
waved. “Bye, Hank.”

Several agents in the room blinked their surprise.
They were trained not to give more than that away, and even that
much was a slip. Still, she didn’t blame them for reacting like
that when she’d called their boss by his first name.

She jabbed at the button for the elevator, aware that
Adrian had come to stand behind her. When she glanced at him, she
saw he stared at his phone. Swiped. Tapped. Emails, probably.
Updates. Reports. He hadn’t had the chance to check in with his
team, and now they were headed out into the field again.

Adrian’s team—under
Hank’s direction—were after the
blackmailer. That was why Adrian had been on her tail, determined
to make a team with her. His involvement seemed so natural after
he’d been there when two Double Down teammates had died.

Her heart tripped, but she pushed through the
ache.

New day. Same old wound.

Thinking about Adrian was better than dwelling on
El Cuervo. She hadn’t exactly
put the experience behind her, though she’d tried to make her mom
believe that was true. Hank knew the real story, and he’d been
helping her with information gathering.

Was Zimmerman really part of the Venezuelan’s
operation? And if he’d been part of it for years, that meant the
Venezuelans had affected FBI operations for just as long. The virus
would spread both ways, and there was no antidote. Good people had
suffered. Justice had been subverted. And for what? So Zimmerman
could get himself a payday?

The whole thing made her angrier than she’d been at
the men who blew off Will’s head right in front of her face.

“Megan.” His voice was soft.

She glanced at Adrian. The doors to the elevator slid
open on the ground floor. “Let’s go.” She
swept out of the elevator car into the lobby. Tears blurred her
vision, but she didn’t let them fall. She’d shed too many already.
To the point where she’d been determined to think her emotions had
dried up. Evidently not.

She didn’t want to yield. Not even to God, though
that fact made her even sadder than she already was. Yielding meant
she would soften, and that wasn’t going to help her. Vulnerability
was what had gotten her into this mess.

What she needed was to be strong. Secure. She had to
find the strength within herself, despite the ways God had helped
her. He’d been with her. He had sent help that meant she could get
to the embassy. She knew she hadn’t been alone. But she had
been vulnerable.

And there was no way she was going to allow herself
to slip back into that place again.
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Adrian kept an eye on her the whole way to St. Louis.
On Double Down’s private plane, of all things. Actually, according
to Megan, it was, “One of their planes.” Like that was perfectly
normal.

Maybe in the private sector, because it certainly
wasn’t true in the FBI.

Megan didn’t say much beyond that one comment. She
got on her phone for a while, checking email and such. Her comment
to her mother that she shouldn’t send over the email made him ask
her if they thought the blackmailer was still in their computer
system.

She’d said, “Can’t be too careful.”

The blackmailer had hacked the Double Down computer
system and gotten Emma Burroughs, a victim of his, to leave the
safety of their warehouse in order to gain control of her again. It
was how the sonic weapon had been stolen by Zimmerman. Emma had
broken into the facility while the blackmailer had coerced a
scientist into giving him the door code to the secure lab. After
that, Zimmerman had taken the sonic weapon and ordered Emma
killed.

Thankfully, Mint—real name Davis Malone, and not a
man Adrian wanted to meet in a dark alley—had saved her life. Now
Emma and Megan’s Double Down teammate were inseparable.

Good things that had come from bad. Kind of like
Bradley and Alexis’s marriage.

So why did that always seem to be true of everyone
else’s life? He only had to look at Megan’s life to see the truth.
Some people didn’t get their happy endings, even as much as he
might want that for her.

Adrian had sworn to himself that he would put his
career first and then later see what the future might hold for him.
After he’d established himself in his field. He knew he wasn’t
going to be an FBI agent forever. The hours, and the stress, were
too much to hold onto it long-term. That meant one day he had to
look past his tenure with the bureau. To relationships, and
family.

Had Megan thought she was going to be an FBI agent
for the twenty years it took before retirement was a possibility?
Adrian didn’t like to make assumptions about life—though wasn’t
that what he was doing by pushing the chance to have a relationship
off until later?

If he’d assumed his first marriage would work, then
he’d have been disappointed by the fact his wife cheated on him and
then kicked him out. She’d made her choice. In response,
he’d decided to focus on his career—the
very thing she’d accused him of. So he had good focus, and it was
even better since the divorce. He didn’t know why that was bad. It
wasn’t like she hadn’t known the job he did before they got
married.

The plane landed, and they unbuckled their belts.
When Megan reached for her duffel on the seat across the aisle, he
said, “I’ll get that. If you want.”

She looked like she was about to argue, so he added,
“Since you got shot yesterday, and all.” He deftly took it from her
before she could think to hold onto it. “I wouldn’t want it to bump
against your hip by accident. It’s probably still sore.”

He wasn’t going to think about the fact he’d seen
what he’d see if she was at the pool in a bathing suit. He might be
a gentleman, but he was still a man. God had made him to appreciate
the female form. It was a good thing, a blessing to be able to
enjoy—in the right circumstances. Not that he thought he’d ever be
able to have that with Megan.

If she didn’t want a partner, she wasn’t likely to
let him in.

She’d had Will Tennyson, and he’d been killed. If
she’d loved him as much as she trusted him as her partner, then
Adrian figured she’d built those walls to hide behind for good
reason. She’d been more than burned.

And wasn’t that what he’d done, determining to save
relationships for later? Who could say the next woman he fell for
wouldn’t object to his job the way Sandra had? He was saving
himself from being hurt again by not even getting into a
relationship until he was done with the FBI. Right? But maybe it
was just another way of taking the easy route.

Megan was the one protecting herself from genuine
trauma.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” She looked
surprised she’d said it. “Never mind.”

“No.” He touched her elbow.
“It’s okay. And I’m sorry.”

“For looking at me?”

“I’m not sure I’m going to apologize for admiring a
beautiful woman,” he said, purely to test the waters.

Her gaze softened, but he didn’t get the smile he
wanted. And she didn’t blush. Maybe she’d been changed too much she
didn’t do that anymore.

“Not so bad looking yourself, champ.”

He barked out a laugh. “I can’t say it’s ever been
put like that before.”

“Had a lot of admirers?” Now she looked like she was
ready to punch someone. Good.

He said, “I guess you’ll have to ask me some probing
questions. Put those FBI investigative skills to good use and see
what dark secrets I’m hiding in my past.”

She rolled her eyes. “Please. A golden boy like you
probably grew up wanting to be an FBI agent. A badge and a gun.
Your mom cried when you graduated the academy, didn’t she?”

“Didn’t yours?”

She shook her head. “She didn’t speak to me for a
month.”

Adrian didn’t know what to say to that.

Megan lifted a smaller bag and slid it over her head
so the strap went across her body. The bag rested against her good
hip as she wandered to the door. “Your mom probably tells her
friends all about you, so you get calls to fix people’s parking
tickets.”

“I’m not a cop.” That didn’t mean it didn’t happen
exactly like that, though. “She knows that.”

Megan chuckled. “Aced all your tests. Broke some
records, maybe?” She studied him, so he nodded. She said, “Thought
so. The G-man who closes all the cases.”

“I’m waiting for the downside.” When she glanced at
him, he shot her a smile, then said, “I’m also unsure what this
proves. Other than the fact you’ve figured out nothing about me
that isn’t plainly obvious.”

“Your favorite color is red.”

He frowned. “How did you know that?”

“And when you were married, you didn’t wear your
ring.”

“It was too big.” He’d always meant to go get it
resized, but hadn’t ever made time in his schedule. It just seemed
like such an incidental thing when he had so much that was more
important going on in his life.

She walked out of the plane and down the steps.
Adrian followed. They made their way to the SUV parked close to the
hangar.

The man leaning against the vehicle tossed Megan the
keys. “Perkins.”

“Hernandez.” She turned and tossed the keys at
Adrian. He caught them out of the air one-handed.

“You drive. I’ll
navigate.”

The man by the SUV smirked. “Happy hunting.”

Megan nodded her head, then tossed her bag on the
back seat and left the door open so he could do the same.

“Friend of yours?”

Megan shrugged. “We contract out some things, on
occasion.” She got in the front passenger side.

Adrian went around to the driver’s door and got in.
She already had her phone loaded with directions to the hospital.
He said, “You think he’ll still be there when we show up?”

Megan buckled up, her attention out the window. “I
doubt it. I figure he’s long gone.”

“On a flight out?”

She scrunched up her nose in a type of shrug. “I’d
buy a beater car if I was him. Or steal one. But mom will be
occupied with web searches and making phone calls, trying to find
him regardless.”

Things that wouldn’t necessarily draw the
blackmailer’s attention. Or give anything away.

“Keeping her busy?”

Megan shrugged. “She wants to help.”

And Megan had to balance allowing her to be part of
her daughter’s life with keeping her safe.

Adrian figured the blackmailer knew what they knew
about Zimmerman regardless of Megan taking that precaution with the
email. They had to assume as much. Which meant the blackmailer knew
they were in St. Louis, and that they were headed for the hospital
to retrieve whatever “message” had been
left for them.

Adrian pulled out and headed for the exit. “You
okay?”

She was looking out the window again. “Just can’t
shake the feeling someone is watching. And I don’t like
having a target on my back.”
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“You think this might be a trap?” Adrian parked the
car in an empty slot at the back of the hospital parking lot.

“I’ve learned the hard way to assume
everything is a trap.” Megan shoved the door open. The sun
was bright, the air cool and crisp. She grabbed her jacket off the
back seat, mostly so it would cover the gun on her hip. She wasn’t
here as an agent. Adrian needed to take the lead.

She was going to focus on their surroundings.
Otherwise her thoughts would drag her down in the idea that
Zimmerman had a relationship of some sort with El Cuervo.

Together they headed for the lobby and found the
right floor. The nurse had given a room number for the sick child,
but Megan wanted to talk to the woman who’d sent the email first.
They needed details, along with whatever message was left for her.
And the less they could bother a sick child, the better—as far as
she was concerned.

Megan rapped her knuckles on the counter at the
nurse’s station. The woman looked up. “Help you?” She leaned her
big body back in the chair.

Megan smiled. “We’re
looking for a nurse, Patricia Carlton.”

“That’s me.”

Adrian pulled out his badge. “I’m Special Agent
Walker, this is my associate, Megan Perkins. We need to ask you a
few questions about the man who visited your patient.”

The woman’s countenance immediately fell.
“José isn’t doing well. He slipped into a
coma about thirty minutes ago.”

“He did?” Adrian’s question came right when Megan
opened her mouth to ask the same thing. The kid was in a coma? They
needed to know if he’d conveyed the message to anyone—his mom, or
one of the nurses—before he went unconscious. This would change
their plan of action.

After the nurse nodded, Megan said, “Was anyone in
the room around the time he slipped into the coma?”

“His mother was.” The nurse glanced between Megan and
Adrian. “She’s been by his side for weeks.”

Megan nodded. If they wanted to be completely sure,
they’d need to look at surveillance. Make certain no one who
shouldn’t have been in the room had entered. She glanced at Adrian,
who gave her a short nod. They were in agreement then. And he knew
what she’d been asking.

It was possible the coma hadn’t come naturally as a
result of the illness. Someone could have forced the child’s body
into the coma. Hurt him, so he couldn’t tell them anything.

“Did you see the man?” Adrian asked her.

The nurse shrugged. “He seemed familiar. Like maybe
I’ve seen him somewhere before.”

Maybe on the news? Zimmerman’s face had been
broadcast on TV and social media over the past day. If she’d been
online at all, she’d likely seen his image.

“I can ask the mom if she’ll speak with you.”

Megan shrugged. “The last thing we want is to bother
her at a time like this, but I’m afraid it’s unavoidable.” She
didn’t want to use the word “terrorist,” but she would if she had
to. “And if we could look at your surveillance footage that would
be great.”

If a verbal message had been given, they would
probably never learn what it was.

“Let me check with José’s
mom,” the nurse said, lifting out of the chair. “She might be ready
for a break and willing to talk.”

Megan thought for a second about the boy. About his
life being in danger.

They needed to put it out there—maybe on the Double
Down server—that he’d slipped into the coma before he could tell
anyone anything. Then the blackmailer would see it. Megan wanted to
make sure he knew the child couldn’t say anything, in the hopes the
blackmailer would leave the boy alone. No sick child needed that,
and it galled her that Zimmerman had dragged him into this in the
first place. It was the last thing that should be on the rogue FBI
agent’s to-do list right now.

After the nurse moved out of earshot, Adrian said,
“You should take point with the mom. I’ll get with security about
looking at their surveillance.”

It wasn’t an order, as such, but he also wasn’t
asking for her opinion. Adrian was a capable agent, calling the
shots. She was a solo flyer. They were going to have conflicts, but
right now wasn’t the time to drag out their differences and start a
fight. This relationship wasn’t going to last forever, right? After
they found Zimmerman—and she got the answers she wanted—Adrian
could take him in. She wouldn’t have anything to do with a
conviction.

All she wanted was peace.

“Megan?”

She realized she’d been
zoning. “That’s fine. If the mom wants to talk, I’ll do it.”
One woman would be less intimidating to a distraught mother than a
pair of federal agents. “You check and see if anyone came in or out
of that room around the time the kid went into the coma. I want to
know if he was hurt. Because if he was, that person should be
brought before a judge and convicted.”

Adrian reached out like he was going to touch her. He
looked as though he wanted to say something. Before he could, the
nurse said, “She’s ready for you in the waiting area.” The woman
slipped back behind her desk. “And I’ll call security, if one of
you wants to talk to them.”

“Thanks,” Adrian said. He glanced once at her, and
then he walked away.

Megan found the mother. A tiny Hispanic woman far
younger than she’d imagined. The woman couldn’t be more than late
twenties at most. Puffy-eyed, she clutched a balled-up tissue while
she sat in the waiting area the nurse had directed Megan to. “Can I
get you some tea, Mrs…?”

“It’s Sofia.” She gave
Megan a small, sad smile. “Sofía Gonzalez.” Sofia sighed.
“The nurse said you’re with the FBI?”

Megan nodded. “How about that tea?”

Sofía shook her head. “I can’t eat anything.” She
touched her stomach and made a face that might have been amusing at
any other time. “But thank you.” She had a slight accent, her long
hair was disheveled, and she wore what were probably yesterday’s
clothes.

Megan figured she looked pretty put together given
what she was going through. She sat across from the woman. “A man
visited your son, is that right?”

She nodded. “I was downstairs getting some breakfast.
When I came back up, José said a man had
visited him. A white man, an FBI agent. That’s what he said.” She
almost looked apologetic.

Megan shrugged, pulling out her phone. She pulled up
a picture of Zimmerman and showed it to Sofía. “Have you seen this
man around the hospital at all?”

Sofía frowned. “No. Is that him?”

“We can’t be certain, but we think so.”

“Why would a bad man visit my son?”

“I don’t know,” Megan answered, honestly. The idea
Zimmerman had simply been there to deliver a message meant for
Megan was bizarre, to say the least. “Did José say anything about what the man said to him?”

“Not much.” Sofía shifted and pulled out something
from the purse beside her hip. “But he said the man gave him
this.”

She opened her hand. Sitting in her palm was a thumb
drive.

“May I have that?”

Sofía nodded.

Megan slipped the thumb drive in her pocket. Answers.
This was all about answers. Could this be it? She’d been
investigating El Cuervo for
so long, trying to figure out his identity, trying to work out who
had sold her and Will out. Was it Zimmerman?

The idea he would suddenly just hand her answers
didn’t make sense.

There had to be more going on here than she knew.
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Adrian sat in the swivel chair and watched
surveillance footage from the hallway outside the child’s room.
Hospital staff. Parents. They scanned through the recorded image,
three hours of footage, before he saw the man they were looking
for.

“Pause it, please.”

The security guard clicked the mouse.

“That’s him,” Adrian said. “That’s
Zimmerman.”

He opened his email and started a new message to SAC
Cromwell, noting the time Zimmerman had shown up. He didn’t send
the email to Hank but instead set it on the desktop and left the
message open, so he could insert the exact time the man left.

Zimmerman had entered the hospital room earlier that
morning, almost six hours ago now. Adrian kept watching until he
walked out of the room and then noted the time.

He’d stayed for seven minutes and then left. “What
did they talk about that whole time?”

“Huh?”

Adrian shook his head. “Nothing. Just thinking
aloud.”

“My wife does that.” The man huffed.

He ignored the man and studied the footage up until
the time the boy went into a coma. No one went in or out of the
room except authorized personnel. Which meant the likely scenario
was that the kid’s Leukemia had done that damage. He was
deteriorating, that was all.

Adrian sent up a prayer for the kid. What else could
he do? Nothing, except ask the One in control to give mercy in this
situation.

Adrian wasn’t all that good at mercy. Mostly he
figured his role in life was to expect the best out of other
people. After all, that was how he treated himself. If they didn’t
deliver, he simply readjusted his expectations so that the next
time he knew what they could bring to the table.

He had yet to figure out Megan. One second she seemed
eminently capable, and the next it was like she’d been paralyzed.
Trauma, most likely. PTSD, probably. Like at Zimmerman’s house when
she’d avoided confronting those two men.

Then other times she seemed like she was dealing
well, living her life. But maybe she’d never get over it. And maybe
she never should. Life went on. She had however many days
God gave her stretched out in front of her to enjoy. She didn’t
need to be mired in the past. But honoring the memory of a good man
who’d been killed by bad people couldn’t be a bad thing—so long as
it didn’t stop her from living.

His phone rang.

Adrian stood and said, “Thank you for your time.”

The security guard nodded. “Sure thing, man.”

He wandered out into the hall and answered his call.
The ID said Double Down so it wasn’t about Zimmerman being
here. He hadn’t even sent the email to Hank yet. He wanted to wait
and see what Megan got from the mother.

“Walker.”

“It’s Steve.”

“Hey.” Steve Preston was Megan’s boss, the owner/CEO
of Double Down. And the only other time he’d called Adrian was the
day the RV blew up in Colorado and two of their team members had
died. Megan had been injured. Mint had been in a gunfight. Adrian
had been the only one to answer his phone in the aftermath. “What’s
up?”

“Where’s Megan?”

“Interviewing the kid’s mom.”

Steve sighed. “We know why
he chose this child in particular. You need to find her, now.”

Adrian started walking. “What’s the connection?”

“The father. He’s connected to El Cuervo, and not in any way that’s good for
Megan. We looked into him as much as we could in the short time
frame, and we’ll have more soon, but it’s likely he was in
Venezuela during the time Megan and her partner were taken. If he
shows up, and she pegs him as being there two years ago—whether he
was present when Will was killed or not—she’s going to freak
out.”

Adrian crossed the threshold to the waiting area and
saw Megan in quiet conversation with a young Hispanic woman. In
Megan’s hand was a flash drive. “I’ll call you back. I think she
got something from the mom.”

Adrian hung up before Steve could reply. Then he
looked both ways down the hall and at everyone in the room. He
didn’t see any Hispanic men. Maybe the wife didn’t have contact
with him. But it was in no way a coincidence that Zimmerman, who
was himself connected with El
Cuervo, had come to the son of an associate of the same
man.

Trying to pull Megan into something that would throw
her so deep into the past that she’d be unable to function? Adrian
didn’t like this, no matter what it was.

And how on earth did this have anything to do with
their finding the blackmailer?

Megan glanced over. He tipped his head to the side,
and she held up a finger. She spoke softly to the young woman, and
then shook her head. Would she be this way with the woman if she
already knew the child’s father was part of the same Venezuelan
organization that had almost destroyed her life?

She came over to him.

“Let’s walk. I think we’re done here.”

She shot him a glance. “If you say so.”

He headed for the elevator with her beside him.
“Zimmerman was in the room for seven minutes.”

“He gave the boy this flash drive.”

Adrian wanted to reach for it, instinct probably. He
safeguarded evidence. It was his job. But he fisted his hand
instead, and she slipped it into the pocket of her jacket. He said,
“What do you think is on it?”

“I don’t know.” She blew out a breath and shook her
head. “A manifesto? A confession?”

He knew she wanted it to be more than that. She
wanted an explanation as to Zimmerman’s involvement in what had
been done to her. Maybe something about the blackmailer as well.
Adrian wanted to ask her what had happened, but it was too early
for that. He also wanted to hug her, and promise she would always
be safe. Likely she wouldn’t want that, either. Would she ever?

“Soon as we get to a computer we can find out,” she
said. “Then maybe we’ll know where he’s going next.”

“You think this is a cry for help, and he wants us to
catch him?”

“Maybe.” Adrian stepped out of the elevator first,
into the lobby.

“Okay, tell me why you’re in protective detail
mode.”

He glanced back, one arm out so he could put his hand
on the small of her back. She lifted an eyebrow and stopped in the
middle of the lobby. “Explain.”

“I will,” he said. “Once we’re back in the car.”

“Adrian.”

A couple of people brushed past them, forcing him to
take a step back to give them room. How rude. Adrian pressed his
lips together, and when the crowd had thinned he moved closer to
Megan. “We need to get that flash drive to a computer. And we need
to get you somewhere you’re not exposed.”

She started walking. “There’s more you’re not telling
me.”

He nodded, then moved to hold the door open for her.
“The boy’s father is one of El
Cuervo’s men. I don’t want him seeing you if he does come,
and I don’t want you here longer than is necessary.”

“Trying to protect me?” She glanced at him, then
scanned the area around them. “How noble.”

“It’s not nobility,” he said. “If you get hurt, or
killed, I’ll be spending a day doing paperwork instead of tracking
down Zimmerman.”

She snorted, but continued making her way to the car.
“Sofía said he doesn’t come around much. Can’t handle seeing
José like this.”

Adrian nodded, and they got in without incident. He
sent up a prayer of thanksgiving. It was that time of year, after
all, when everyone was reminded to be thankful. He didn’t want to
be one of those people who only prayed when they needed
something.

“Ready?” She looked at him expectantly.

“Just saying thanks that we got out of there,
safe.”

“I know what you mean. And I’ve been praying for that
boy.” He figured as much. Most of Double Down were Christians. It
was nice to be around them, supported by people who believed what
he did. His own work environment wasn’t hostile toward what he
believed, but it was expected that he leave his faith at home.

He didn’t know where Megan stood on the faith issue,
but he wanted to know. Would she share with him?

Megan ran her hands over the ends of her jacket.
“What…” She dug in the pocket, then the other one. Then the inside
pockets.

“You—”

She looked up, dread in her eyes. “The flash drive is
gone.”
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Megan threw the car door open and stalked back toward
the hospital foyer. The guy that had bumped into her in the lobby.
He had to have lifted the flash drive from her pocket.

She couldn’t believe she’d been so dumb. Thieves were
good, and the great ones could take things from you without you
even noticing. Still, part of her had always thought she would
notice it happening. Apparently not. She’d had all the answers, and
now they were gone before she even had the chance to find out what
Zimmerman wanted to tell her.

“Megan!” Adrian pulled to a stop beside her,
breathing hard. Her breaths were coming fast as well. Evidently
she’d pushed it to get across the street.

She kept going, scanning the ground in case she’d
dropped it. Unlikely, but it was possible. Her hands curled into
fists at her sides. “Whatever Zimmerman had to say is gone.”
But even as she said it, she realized she didn’t want to give up.
She wanted to find it somewhere.

Or find the thief.

An old man pulled open the front door of the
hospital. He started to head inside, then halted and backed up half
a step.

Two men walked out, Sofia between them. One held her
arm. The other stood close to her side. Her face was pinched, her
big brown eyes even darker in her paled face.

Megan put her hand out to Adrian. He stopped beside
her. They both drew their weapons, but Megan held hers out of
sight.

“Sofía!” Megan put on her happiest face, a wide
smile, and waved with her free hand. She strode toward the younger
woman. “How are you? It’s so good to see you.”

The men glanced aside at her, but continued to hustle
the young woman out of the hospital. Sofia whimpered as they turned
onto the sidewalk and headed for the street. Vehicle parked around
the corner? They couldn’t think that was less conspicuous than
parking close.

“Hey!” Megan yelled again, like she was getting mad
at being ignored. “Sofía!”

One of the men spun back, gun raised.

Both Megan and Adrian lifted their weapons.

He said, “FBI. Put it down. Let the woman go.”

The other man continued to pull Sofia along while his
friend faced off with them.

Beyond the gunman, Sofía started to struggle.
“Megan!” She kicked at the man’s shins, but he was bigger so her
flat shoes had little impact on him. “They killed my son!”

Megan took two steps to the left. Adrian could take
the first guy. She trained her gun on the man holding Sofía. “Let
her go. Now.” Then she said, “And give me back the flash
drive.”

Sofía whimpered against the man’s hold, her energy to
fight dissipating. She sagged. That was good. A limp victim was
harder to control and harder to get her to whatever vehicle they
had parked nearby.

“Put it down.” Adrian’s voice was strong and full of
authority.

The man who’d turned back first shifted a tiny
amount. Megan braced for the shots that would surely follow.

Then he turned and ran.

Cut and raced away, determined to get out of
there.

Adrian ran after him, and the two of them bypassed
the second man still holding Sofía. Megan used the momentary
distraction to run at the man holding her. She couldn’t see a
weapon, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t hiding one where she
couldn’t see it. Where he’d have point blank aim on Sofía.

Sofía screamed. Megan barreled into the two of them,
shoving so that she could put herself between Sofía and the
man.

Security ran out of the hospital doors.

Megan shouldered the man into the ground, then put
her weapon back into its holster. She grabbed the man’s arms and
pinned them behind his back. Then she turned to the security
guards, holding their stun guns. “FBI.”

She patted the man down, found his weapon in the back
of his pants, and then pulled him to his feet. His hands weren’t
bound. She held his elbow while she moved two steps to the guards.
“Secure this man.”

“We called the cops.”

She nodded. “Good.” They would have handcuffs at
least—better than the plastic ties the guards had. And they’d be
able to take this guy in. Get Sofía’s statement.

Megan needed to find Adrian and the other guy. She
turned to go, and Sofía slammed into her. “Thank you. Oh, thank you
so much.”

Megan patted her back, not sure what else to do.
“What happened?” The question was automatic, nothing but a
reflex.

“They were in José’s room.
He coded and the nurses ran in. They dragged me to the elevator.”
She sucked in a breath, panting from the adrenaline of nearly being
kidnapped.

Those two men tried to kill José?

Sofía whimpered and clutched Megan harder. “He’s
dead.”

She didn’t know what to say. Likely nothing would
ever be all right for this woman. Not for a long time. Megan wanted
to comfort her, even while she realized she didn’t have time to
stick around that long. And did she want to befriend the wife of a
man who’d been part of the worst days of her life?

Megan was ready to get out of here.

See if Adrian needed backup.

Sofía ran her hands down her face. “I don’t even know
what to do. Though I guess I have to call Ernesto. And send an
email to the man to tell him José has
passed.” Her lip quivered and her eyes filled with tears.

Megan shifted to face the younger woman, pushing
aside her feelings about “Ernesto” and what Adrian had told her
about José’s father and his connection to
all this. She said, “The man?”

Sofía sighed. “The one who
is paying all our medical bills. He’ll need to know.”

Megan waved the young woman to a low brick wall.
“Would you like to sit?” Sofía nodded and settled onto it. Megan
sat beside her. She didn’t want to burden the woman with questions.
She’d just lost her son and then had almost been kidnapped.

As soon as Megan was done, she could let Sofía get
back to the waves of emotion and thoughts that seemed to be
barraging her. She said, “There’s a man who pays your medical
bills?”

This was all linked to the blackmailer. Megan didn’t
believe in coincidences. People were getting terrorized and
pressured to do things or pay money…and Sofía’s family was
receiving it.

Perhaps her husband was more involved than Megan had
known.

And if he was, then they had a clear link between
El Cuervo and the
blackmailer.

Sofía’s face blanked. Megan was about to lose her to
the fog of grief. “Ernesto said it would be taken care of.”

A police car with flashing
lights and sirens pulled up to the curb. The security guards walked
the apprehended man over to them, and they stood in a huddle. One
of the cops glanced at Megan and Sofía. Megan pulled her FBI badge
out of her back pocket and waved it. The cop lifted his chin, then
turned back to the security guard.

“Is there someone you can call?” She didn’t want the
woman to be alone right now. It wasn’t good for her. And it wasn’t
safe.

Sofía nodded.

“The police will want your statement. Then you can go
back inside.” She would likely rather be with her son, saying
goodbye. “Have the security guards go with you, I don’t want you to
be alone right now. Okay?”

Sofía nodded, her eyes glassy. She seemed almost
dazed. Was everything catching up with her?

Movement down the sidewalk caught her attention.
Megan stood. Adrian was making his way back to her. He shook his
head.

The man had gotten away.

 


**

 


Adrian gripped the steering wheel, headed for the
airport. Hank’s voice came through the SUV’s speakers. His boss
said, “Security at the St. Louis airport caught Zimmerman checking
in for a flight to Chicago half an hour ago.”

“They’re sure?”

“It’s him,” Hank said. “Duffel bag that could contain
the sonic weapon.”

Adrian wasn’t convinced that meant Zimmerman had
boarded the plane. He knew the FBI would be notified if he was
caught on security camera. They were watching all airports, train
and bus stations. Zimmerman wasn’t dumb enough to make a mistake
like that.

Unless he was trying to get caught.

Adrian couldn’t shake the feeling that Zimmerman had
made these moves on purpose. Leaving the flash drive for Megan—a
flash drive that presumably had been on the person of the man he’d
chased. All the way to that waiting van.

Megan had a better result with her guy, and she’d
safeguarded Sofía. She was a good partner whether she wanted to
admit it or not. It was Adrian who had let the side down.

And yes, he thought he was the weak link even though
the van’s driver had shot at him, and he’d been forced to dive to
the ground. FBI didn’t shoot at vehicles fleeing the scene—it was
too easy to hit an innocent doing that. But he’d sure wanted
to.

Megan hadn’t asked him about the tear in his pants on
his left knee. And he was pretty sure he had road rash on his
elbow, but he was ignoring that.

“We’ll keep an eye,” the
SAC said. “They have security scouring the footage to see where he
went after he checked in. We’ll find him.”

Megan shifted in her seat. “Hank, can someone send me
a picture of Sofía’s husband?”

Silence.

Adrian listened while Hank blew out a breath into the
phone. The SAC said, “You sure?”

“Yes.” Megan’s voice was
hard, the word short. “She called him ‘Ernesto,’ but I want to know
who he is. And my guess is the blackmailer is the man Sofía told me
is paying their hospital bills. I want to know why there’s a
connection between the person behind all this and El Cuervo.”

Adrian glanced over, but she didn’t meet his gaze. He
looked back at the road. She’d fought this so far. Now she accepted
the link, and it was costing her. How far would she bend before she
broke?

Hank said, “Zimmerman is the blackmailer.”

“I’m not convinced of that.”

Adrian said, “Neither am I.” Megan shifted. He saw it
out the corner of his eye. Adrian continued, “I think Zimmerman
knows who it is. But I don’t think it’s him.” An idea had been
floating around in his head the past few hours. “I actually think
he used this connection to reveal the truth to Megan, but the
blackmailer found out. Likely when we did.” He was in Double
Down’s tech—their email and computer
system. Maybe he was in the FBI’s also—or he had a mole in their
department feeding them information.

Megan said, “But we didn’t get the flash drive.” No
accusation in her tone.

“So it didn’t work,” Adrian said. “Zimmerman gave it
a shot, but it failed. Though maybe he won’t know that unless we
put it out there somehow. But either way, now he’s back on plan.
Doing the blackmailer’s bidding is my guess.”

“And what is that?” Megan sounded eminently
frustrated.

Adrian glanced at her. He wanted to…squeeze her knee
or something. Would that even help?

Hank said, “What I have from our profilers indicates
Zimmerman is out to destroy the government he works for. That he’s
disillusioned and attempting to strike back because he’s frustrated
and angry.”

Megan said, “Or he’s frustrated and angry because the
blackmailer is pulling his strings, and the one that’s striking out
is this mystery man whose identity we still don’t know.” She
balled her hands into fists on her knees and rubbed them up and
down.”

“Every time our computer people think they’re close
to uncovering something more in Zimmerman’s computer, they realize
there’s another firewall…or a back door,” Hank muttered. “My guess
is he’s giving them the runaround.”

Adrian wondered about that. “Or he has someone else
on his payroll. A hacker. Someone with the skills to breach Double
Down’s firewall and plant whatever he wants in
Zimmerman’s computer.”

That meant he could get into their phones as well.
And maybe even the FBI’s system. He could even be listening right
now.

There had to be a way they could use that to their
advantage. Not the first time he’d had the thought about feeding
the blackmailer misinformation. That had been in order to let the
blackmailer know the sick child was no threat to him. But the
blackmailer had the child killed. Maybe that was a mercy. In some
states it was legal. But not without the mother’s consent.

This was murder, pure and simple.

And one part of a big mess they had yet to
unravel.

Megan said, “So if he’s disillusioned and striking
back at authority, whether he’s the blackmailer or Zimmerman is
simply following orders, where is he going to strike?”

Adrian had driven to the freeway, and he was heading
in the direction of Chicago. It would take a few hours but if that
was the flight Zimmerman had boarded, then Adrian wanted to be as
close as possible.

Eventually he and Megan were going to have to stop
and rest. The day was waning, and he wouldn’t be able to drive
through the night. He was already exhausted. And he figured Megan
wasn’t in a much better state than he was.

“That’s the question.” Hank wrapped up and ended the
call.

Megan shifted in her seat. “All that for
nothing?”

“The hospital?”

She nodded. “No flash drive. The cops have to
interview the kidnapper but if the blackmailer had him come here to
clean up, then I highly doubt he knows anything.” She sighed. “This
guy is too good to let something like that slip through the cracks.
He probably has safeguards on his safeguards.”

Adrian shifted his grip on the wheel. Cruise control
was on, but he didn’t want to lose focus. Especially not when he
was this tired. One thing she’d said stuck with him, though. “Clean
up.”

“Huh?”

“Well, that’s what those guys were doing burning
Zimmerman’s house down. They didn’t want us to find anything there.
Cleaning up all the blackmailer’s loose ends.”

“But we thought the blackmailer was Zimmerman,” Megan
said.

“Now that we think he isn’t, we can surmise that the
blackmailer is burning Zimmerman’s life. To make him some kind of
scapegoat. He has the sonic weapon, he’s the obvious fall-guy.
Recently divorced. Not doing well at work.”

“So what does the blackmailer have on Zimmerman that forces him to do what he says and
potentially destroy something, kill people?”

Adrian worked his jaw side to side in that way his
mom had never liked. He could hear her reproof in his head, he’d
heard it so many times. “Whatever it is, he tried to circumvent the
blackmailer and get you a message.”

Megan shook her head. “This makes no sense. It’s not
like we know each other. Why pick me?”

Before Adrian could suggest something, his phone rang
again. Zimmerman could’ve picked Megan for several reasons. She was
a kindred spirit to him. Or he felt like owed her. Or he wanted to
hurt her, by dragging her in.

The call was from an agent he worked with. He tapped
the SUV’s dash screen. “Walker.”

“Hey.” The man’s greeting was short. “Call just came
over the wires. A think tank contracted by the government just
exploded outside of Peoria, Illinois. We’ve got destruction and
death. Emergency services just arrived on scene and the word is the
place is a total mess. The whole building collapsed.”
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Megan got out of the car, eyes glued to the utter
destruction. She stared for a moment hardly able to process
everything she was seeing. Finally, she managed to blow out a
breath.

Adrian moved beside her and shut the door she’d left
open. He waited, not saying anything.

“How many people are dead?”

“Two.”

She turned. “Two?” One death was a tragedy, but she’d
expected the number to be a whole lot higher than that.

Adrian shrugged, a concerned look in his eyes. “You
want to wait in the car? I can check in with the agents here and
get what we need and then come back. If you want.”

Megan shook her head. “I’m good.”

This might not be her job anymore, but that didn’t
mean these people couldn’t use both of them. The agents, and the
two that had been killed. She owed it to all of them to lend her
skills to find out why Zimmerman had targeted this place.

Why the blackmailer had forced him to.

She was more convinced now than ever that the
blackmailer had compelled Zimmerman to take the weapon and use it
for his aims. “Did Hank say if they ever found Zimmerman’s wife and
kids?”

He’d said they weren’t able to locate them. But that
was, what, yesterday? She could hardly process the passing of hours
with everything they’d been through.

Adrian pulled out his phone. “I’ll ask.”

She took a few steps and tried to assess where the
FBI was at in their processing of all this. She didn’t envy anyone
the job of sifting through rubble while they prayed no more bodies
showed up.

Adrian moved to her side again. He walked with her
toward the FBI command center that had been set up. An RV—kind of
like the Double Down one that had been destroyed by the
blackmailer.

An agent stepped out. Older than them, probably late
forties. Dark hair and eyes, Hispanic coloring. He glanced from her
to Adrian and recognition flared in his eyes. “Walker, right?”

Adrian nodded. “This is my
associate, Megan Perkins.”

She shook the guy’s hand.

“Agent Ramirez.”

“Nice to meet you.” She smiled as much as she could
through the exhaustion.

Adrian said, “Can we assist?”

Ramirez said, “There isn’t much to do here, but I do
have a job if you’re willing to lend a hand.”

Adrian nodded. “I can put
you in touch with the SAC at my office, and you can verify. This is
connected to a case I’m working on, so we could use insight into
what happened and why.”

“I’m happy to brief you,” Ramirez said. “And the job
is interviewing Terrence Almonde, the man who’s the money behind
the think tank itself. That might help you get what you need.”

Megan figured it would also get them out from under
the feet of the team here, a group probably accustomed to working
with each other. They didn’t need agents they didn’t know, verified
or not, adding themselves to the mix and muddying things up.
Procedure had to be followed. And when unknown elements were
brought in, that gave the potential for things to be missed.

No one wanted that when there was a killer—a possible
terrorist—to find.

He showed them inside the RV, and they sat on the
couch across from a couple of padded chairs. No one asked for
coffee, even though Megan could have seriously used a cup. Those
two people who’d died would never get to enjoy simple things like
that again. So now wasn’t the time to worry about her stomach.

Ramirez pulled a tablet computer off a cluttered
table top and swiped the screen. “One man carrying a bulky thing
the witness said looked like some kind of sci-fi movie weapon fired
at the building. Seconds later it began to disintegrate.”

Megan felt her eyebrows raise. “It
disintegrated?”

Ramirez nodded.

Adrian said, “The sonic weapon is tuned to the
frequency specific to the material the building is made out of. In
this case, the concrete on the exterior walls. The steel likely
remained intact, but when the walls fell, the rest of it was
compromised.”

“Much of it is still intact, as you said, but the
roof was concrete. It fell in, crushing everything. One of the men
inside managed to call out. He was trapped.” Ramirez paused. “He
died before emergency services could dig their way to him. Ran out
of air. The second deceased man was in
the lobby.”

Megan shook her head. “So it’s specific to the
building material.”

Adrian nodded. “Which means
he has to know how to recalibrate, or he’ll have to carefully pick
targets.”

“Wouldn’t a bomb have been so much easier?”

Ramirez shrugged. “This is destruction to a very
specific target. The buildings around it were unaffected and still
standing. They weren’t damaged at all apart from debris and dust.
If you want to be precise, then it’s a good weapon to use.”

“But it was experimental,” she said. “So the
blackmailer had to know it existed back when it was in a secret
research lab.”

“My office is looking at who knew about that
facility,” Adrian said. “But its more people than you’d think,
given the government. Oversight committees. The Pentagon. Admin
staff. It wasn’t top secret. It was auditory research.”

“But the weapon was high level clearance stuff,
right?”

Adrian nodded. “The
security guards even knew what was in there. Cleaning staff. There
are a lot of people to interview, and we won’t know if they’re
connected until we find another place in which their name comes up.
There have to be multiple points of contact.”

She knew that. Why he needed to explain it, she
didn’t know. Megan had gone through FBI training. She’d
investigated crimes. She knew that someone could only be considered
a suspect if their name came up more than once, and they were
connected in more than one way to a crime. That was the kind of
person who warranted more than basic scrutiny.

Someone with something to lose.

Adrian wrapped it up with Ramirez, getting the
timeline of exactly how things had gone down.

Ramirez said, “I’ll send you everything we have on
the two victims.”

They gave him their email addresses, and Megan pulled
it up on her phone. She debated whether to send the information on
to Steve. Was the blackmailer that deep in their system? He could
have someone able to get past any kind of encryption they used
working for him, even the kind the FBI employed. This whole thing
was a delicate balance. Not letting the blackmailer know where they
were at with the case, but keeping everyone in the loop.

She scrolled through the information on the two dead
men—one on the janitorial staff, and the other was a former Army
general, retired now. He had been part of the think
tank’s project.

“Do you know what they were working on?” she asked
Ramirez.

The agent shook his head. “Maybe you guys can find
that out when you speak to Almonde. Apparently, he’s some kind of genius in biological research.”
Ramirez paused. “We have agents locating everyone else who was part
of the think tank, including the staff. Trying to find out what we
can from them. Why most of them weren’t here this morning, and what
they were working on.”

Megan nodded. It was always a long process, unpacking
a tragedy after the fact. Trying to understand who had perpetrated
such an act—and why. If they knew who the target was, then they
would be one step closer to figuring out the blackmailer’s end
game.

Because she didn’t think the target had been concrete
walls and a roof.

There was more going on here.

 


**

 


Adrian went first into the lobby of the building in
downtown Chicago. The company was only two years old, a start-up
that’d come almost out of nowhere to become the leading edge in
technology with a biology interface. Literally, plugging people
into computers. Though, much of it was still research.

He didn’t think there would ever be a day where that
was a good thing, no matter the applications for medical science.
It mattered who was in charge and what their priorities were. And
the man behind the think tank, the man who had started this
business, was supposed to be a young free-thinker. A visionary.

Was he also someone who would push the boundaries of
morality?

The receptionist looked up, still talking on her
headset. “Yes, I will.”

Adrian flashed his badge. Beside him, Megan did the
same. They’d stopped for food and a fresh change of clothes. Megan
had secured her hair in a ponytail, but still wore Converse
sneakers with her skinny black pants and blouse. She looked like an
office worker who’d left for the day and had to walk ten blocks
home, so she’d changed her shoes to do so.

Or she’d forgotten dress shoes today.

Everything about her lived outside the tiny box he
spent his life in. He was starting to enjoy the feeling of being
challenged on literally everything he thought and did. Maybe she
didn’t even realize she was doing it. Still, he kind of admired
that about her—the fact she was who she was, and she wasn’t going
to change or apologize for it.

Strength born out of a fire that had burned almost
her entire life. A trial she may have yet to move past. One that
made her who she was—a woman who wasn’t about to back down.

A woman who might be scared, but still wanted to find
a way to get those ghosts of the past out of her life. Once and for
all.

The receptionist hung up. “Yes?”

He said, “Mr. Almonde is expecting us.”

“If you’ll come with me.” The voice came out of right
field, from a young man in a suit that only highlighted exactly how
skinny he was. Tight haircut. Thin-framed glasses. He clutched an
iPad to his tie. “It’s this way.”

His gaze brushed over both of them, dismissing them
as irrelevant in one sweep. Then he turned and headed for the
elevator.

Megan glanced at Adrian as they followed. She made a
face, which threatened to make him laugh. He held it in.

They stepped into the elevator. The assistant jabbed
the button for the penthouse and then jerked. Adrian realized he’d
noticed Megan’s shoes.

She grinned. “I have sixteen pairs, all different
colors and designs. My nieces drew all over my white pair in
colored marker. Permanent. Those are on my mantel at home.” She
motioned to her shoes. “These are my dress pair.”

Adrian bit his lips together to keep from
laughing.

The assistant huffed, then turned away from them. The
doors beeped and slid open. He strode out into a luxurious hallway.
Marble. Impressive paintings lined the halls. Tiny tables with
vases and statues on them.

“I’m scared to swing my arms. What if I knock
something over,” Megan whispered. “Do you think they’ll make me buy
it?”

The assistant threw a set of double doors wide and
said, “Two FBI agents are here to see you.”

Seconds later he was gone, and they were standing
alone in the foyer of the penthouse apartment. The entire wall
opposite them was made up of floor to ceiling windows.

A young man wearing bicycle shorts and a tiny tank
top strode in, a white towel over his shoulder. Curly hair was
matted to his forehead with sweat that dampened his whole
torso.

Adrian should have held out his hand, but didn’t
really want to.

Thankfully the man was undoing the Velcro on his
bicycle gloves. He didn’t offer a handshake either, but he clearly
noticed Megan. His attention swept down to her shoes and then back
up with far more appreciation than the assistant. And not in a way
Adrian was all right with.

“I’m Special Agent Walker. This is Special Agent
Perkins. We’re here about what happened at the think tank
building.”

Terrence Almonde nodded, his face displaying
appropriate empathy. And a smidge of respect at discovering she was
in FBI agent.

Megan figured Adrian had introduced her that way
purely for this reason.

“Terrible thing.” Terrence moved to a row of cabinets
on one wall and opened the one at the end. The inside housed a
refrigerator. He pulled out a bottle of sparkling water and held it
out. “Drink?”

They both shook their heads.

“I’d ask you to sit, but my housekeeper will tan my
hide if I get sweat on the fabric.” He paused, then lifted his
eyebrows. “On second thought.” He moved to the couch with a slight
gallop in his step and sat down. Like a little kid who was going to
eat that forbidden cookie out of the jar because the punishment was
worth it.

Adrian just wanted to move this conversation along.
“What was the think tank working on?”

“Ah, yes.” He addressed Megan, who had perched on the
edge of an armchair. Adrian stood beside the back corner of the
seat. Almonde said, “Fantastically interesting. Genetic research.”
He shrugged. “It’s what we do.”

Okay, so that wasn’t even a complete answer. “And
what specifically was the think tank working on?” Adrian
assumed they were solving some kind of problem. Get a bunch of
people from different backgrounds together, all of them brilliant,
to figure out a solution.

“Well, the science is still very cutting edge. But
using DNA research, we’ve isolated genes specific to people groups
around the world. They’re working on the viability of using that
to…aid the government in their fight against terrorism.”

Megan chuckled, totally fake. “I’m afraid I got a C
in biology. You’re going to have to explain that a little
more.”

Adrian could see the guy was hedging. “I can assure
you, we have the necessary security clearance.”

Almonde waved his hand. “No, no. That’s not it. Well,
it’s just all very unsavory really. Talking about,” his voice
shifted to a whisper and he leaned forward. “Terrorism.” He
made a blech sound and then
said, “But one does what one can to fight that good fight, as it
were.”

“So they were using genetic research to target
terrorists.”

“Establishing the scientific basis, and moral
implications, of targeting people groups who are known
combatants.”

“Like genocide?” Adrian said, very carefully. “But of
our enemies.”

Almonde blanched. “The
effects would be contained and incredibly specific.”

“But you’re basically talking about killing people,
wiping them out.” Regardless of their intentions. They would end
life purely due to DNA markers.

He said, “Enemies of America.” Like Adrian was the
one who didn’t understand. “Anyway, it’s only an idea. That’s where
the think tank came in.”

The rest of the conversation didn’t go much better.
By the time they reached the elevator, Megan looked even more
exhausted. Adrian knew how that felt. “That guy is a piece of
work.”

She nodded. “Okay, because I get that we’re at war
with ISIS, and we should use every method available—but that was
nuts, right?”

He nodded as well. “So does the blackmailer want to
end the research, hurt Almonde’s business, or was he after one of
the people who were killed today?”

Megan shrugged. They headed through the lobby and out
to where he’d parked his car at the curb.

Seconds later, shots rang out.

The car windshield shattered. Megan screamed and fell
to the ground.
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Megan grunted as she landed on the sidewalk,
thankfully on her good side. Her hip was going to be bruised
tomorrow. Another to add to the list of the injuries she’d gained
over the past few weeks. She’d been doing pretty well so far.
Healing.

She lifted her arm. Red and wet. Her head swam. She
tried to sit up, but all she could do was lean awkwardly against
the dirty car wheel. Two gunshot wounds? And both on the same
side.

“Adrian.” Her voice was barely audible.

Shots continued. Adrian was to her right, hunkered
down. He lifted up. Fired three shots. Back down, behind cover. He
looked at her then, his eyes full of thunder. Not happy. She
understood that.

She should help.

Megan pulled her gun from the holster, thankful it
was her left arm that had been injured. She started to shift around
so she could fire. Pain ripped through her arm. She hissed out a
breath, swallowing back bile.

“Stay down!” His voice was absolute command.

But he needed help.

She tried to shift again but only ended up with her
back to Adrian and facing the street. People were hunkered down.
Good. Her head swam, her vision blurring. She couldn’t see a thing,
let alone focus enough to figure out where the threat was and aim
with any kind of precision. She blew out a breath and tried to
steady herself. She was the wrong way around. If she leaned against
the car now, she’d be leaning on her injured arm. That wouldn’t do
any good.

You’ve been shot again.

She pushed aside that unhelpful thought and got her
legs bent under her so she could at least try to stand.

“I said, stay down!”

She gritted her teeth. Sirens could be heard in the
distance. There was something to be said for being downtown, where
police response was fast. She prayed no innocents had been hurt.
They didn’t need more deaths because of this guy’s selfishness.

A car engine revved and then tires squealed as it
sped away. A few more shots slammed against the building behind
her. Megan ducked her head, even behind the cover of the car.

The sound dissipated, and she blew out a breath.

“Who’s hurt?” Adrian’s
voice boomed over the near-silence of the aftermath. Like everyone
was afraid to breathe.

A woman screamed a man’s name, over and over.

Megan shut her eyes against the flood of wet. Her arm
burned. She was alive and Adrian was okay.

Police showed up. EMTs. Megan waited while they
treated those who’d been injured more badly than her.

Adrian didn’t like it. “I’ll drive you to the
hospital.”

She sucked in a clean breath of air. Enough to say,
“I’ll get blood all over the car seat. Again.”

“I don’t care.”

She kind of didn’t know why she was arguing. She did
need to get to the hospital, and the ambulances were being loaded
up. “Give me a jacket or something, to wrap it with.”

When he pulled one from the trunk, she shifted her
elbow away from her body. Swayed. Everything went dark for a
second, and then Adrian’s arm was around her waist.

“Okay?”

Megan nodded, unable to do anything else. “Wind it
around my arm.”

He frowned the entire time. And went way too
slow.

“I’m fine.”
Liar.

He didn’t even react, just finished up and pulled the
door open. Helped her to the seat like she was an invalid. He even
lifted her legs in.

She watched him talk to one of the officers and hand
over his business card, and then he got in the driver’s seat. She
shut her eyes on the way to the hospital, not wanting to talk.
Adrenaline just made her mad, and her heart was still racing. Her
brain rushed to process the conversation with Almonde, everything
at the think tank, and what had just happened in the parking lot.
All past the pain in her arm.

The doctor jabbed her with a needle, and then it got
better. She felt the pull of stitches. The slide of thread through
her skin. Her brain snagged on that detail. As though it was
important in the grand scheme. Or simpler to ponder over than
everything else in her life. An interesting detail she wouldn’t
have otherwise paid attention to.

Adrian stood by the bed the whole time, hands on his
hips. Jacket splayed wide. Fury on his face. She honestly hadn’t
known a man to do that before, but evidently extreme circumstances
brought out reactions like that. Everyone knew putting hands on
your hips was serious.

His gaze shifted to her face. “You’re staring at
me.”

“You’re stareworthy.”

Adrian blinked. Beside her the doctor huffed out a
quick laugh. Like he wasn’t sure if he should think that was
funny.

She glanced at the doctor. “Not that you’re not. It’s just…” She didn’t even know what she
was saying.

He shook his head. “Don’t
worry about me.” Then aimed his bushy gray eyebrows at her wound
again and twisted his mouth as he concentrated on the stitches.

She moved her head again to look at Adrian. She never
would’ve thought she’d find herself attracted to another man. Not
after what happened to Will. It was nice to know that part of her
hadn’t gone completely dormant when he’d been killed. But it didn’t
mean she was going to do anything about it.

If Adrian wanted a relationship with her, he would
have to make the first move. Maybe she was old-school, but that was
the way things were supposed to go. Or, so she’d always thought. It
was how her dad had won over her mom. By making the effort to
convince her she should take a chance on him.

If Adrian did that, she would kindly let him down
gently. This was a one-woman show.

She didn’t mean that in a mean, or self-absorbed way.
It was just that life was a whole lot simpler if it stayed just
her. The apostle Paul even said it was better to stay single—so you
weren’t distracted with having to please a spouse and take care of
kids. Sure, they were nice distractions, and there wouldn’t be this nagging
loneliness all the time. But she only had to worry about
herself.

See? Easier.

And it meant she could focus better on finding
Zimmerman.

Adrian shifted and pulled his cell from the inside
pocket of his jacket. “Gotta take this.”

She nodded and watched him leave the room. He really
was nice-looking. And a nice guy. Who was even like that anymore?
So many men were sweet on the surface and toxic underneath. Women
too, if she were honest. She’d spent enough time with Adrian the
past few weeks to know his outward manner went all the way to the
core.

He was genuine.

“Okay.” The doctor secured the bandage down.
“All done. I’ll send the nurse in with
instructions.”

She nodded, her mind still mulling over Adrian being
in her life. And then she was alone. The way things were supposed
to be.

So why would she rather Adrian was back in here?

What was taking him so long anyway?

Okay, that was the meds. They’d given her something
good for the pain. Maybe it was making her loopy.

She didn’t need a man in her life. Not when she knew
the reality of how much it burned when the person you cared about
was taken from you. Even if he was a nice guy like Adrian.

 


**

 


Adrian paced the hall and clutched his phone, on the
line with Hank. “Yes, both of them were South American. The same
men who tried to abduct the boy’s mother at the hospital.”

It was too obvious of a connection to dismiss.
Zimmerman had a connection to El Cuervo, and these men might
have been the same nationality. Were they El Cuervo’s men?
Traffic cams would hopefully get their images. Or they’d trace
their identities from the vehicle details. The man the police had
taken into custody at the hospital could talk.

One way or another they would figure out who they
were.

“They really waited for you?”

Adrian said, “Yes,” and had to bite back the urge to
call him Hank. Megan was rubbing off on him. “Sir. They were in
their car across the street when we exited Almonde’s building.
Pulled out of their parking space and opened fire.”

He hadn’t seen it. Witnesses at the scene had told
the police what happened. Eventually those cops would show up here
for their statements as well. Adrian was just thankful he and Megan
were alive to give them.

Hank blew out a breath. “Glad you guys are okay.”

“You and me both, sir.”

“She’s really all right?”

“It’s a bad graze, but it’s a
graze.” Kind of like her hip.

Adrian figured she’d downplay it, pretend she was
still at full strength.

“Take care of her.”

“Will do.” He had every intention of making sure
Megan stayed “okay” for the remainder of this manhunt for
Zimmerman. And while they found the blackmailer. It was his part in
this operation. “The link between
Zimmerman, these South Americans, and El Cuervo is known.
But what about the think tank? I don’t believe it was a randomly
chosen target.”

“You think it’s about what the think tank was
working on?”

Adrian squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Genetic
weapons aren’t as far off as people think. Not with the strides
science is making in that field. We can do incredible things with
DNA splicing, and experimentation. Weaponizing it is never far off,
no matter what the method.”

Whatever breakthroughs science made, there were
always people who wanted to use that to destroy their enemy.

Hank said, “You think Almonde is in on that? He
funded the think tank. He had to know what they were doing.”

“If you’re asking whether I think he’s patriotic or a
threat, I have to say I don’t know. He seems like a businessman. A
visionary and an entrepreneur, just like the brochure says. But he
was more interested in impressing Megan than showcasing the think
tank’s work. Maybe he just threw money at it to see what came of
it. If they made a breakthrough, he could claim ownership and get
the credit.”

Hank made a “huh” sound. “So it was about one of the
victims?”

“Pretty big lengths to go to in order to kill
someone. Especially when it’s easier to come up to them on the
street and pull a trigger.”

“Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

Adrian figured it was more likely there would be a
note made in his file that he needed a psych eval. “I just mean
there are easier ways to kill someone than this elaborate
plan.”

“Unless it’s all a smoke screen. Overcomplicating it
so we’re running in circles, trying to figure out what is going
on.”

Adrian nodded. The doctor passed him in the hall and
lifted his chin. Adrian did the same. He was done with Megan
already? Adrian needed to get back in there. He didn’t want to
leave her alone. And not only because he wondered, in the back of
his mind, if maybe she’d bolt at some point. He just couldn’t get a
full grasp on her.

She was elusive.

He wasn’t getting where he wanted to be. Which meant
he wasn’t fulfilling his duty to her. Hard to take care of someone
who didn’t want to be taken care of, but he’d been making it work
so far.

He moved closer to the door to her room and saw a
nurse head inside with a yellow paper. She was getting discharged.
The woman needed a nap, but he figured he’d have to wait for her to
pass out like the last time.

Not wanting his thoughts to return to that hotel
bathroom—and the fear after he’d heard her collapse—he asked Hank,
“Any updates on the think tank destruction?”

“The second body they found in the rubble.” Hank was
quiet for a moment, then he said, “Retired Army General Eric
Thomas.”

“Do you figure he was the target?” They for sure
didn’t have all the pieces of the puzzle they needed to answer that
question. But Hank had resources.

There was no way to find Zimmerman unless they knew
what the blackmailer’s next target was, or where he was hiding.
Adrian didn’t figure the think tank was the end of it.

“Can’t see how any other answer makes sense,” Hank
said.

“Anything else?” Adrian asked.

“Like Zimmerman’s family? Can’t find them anywhere. I
sent crime scene techs to the house. They say there are indications
the family might have been taken. It isn’t obvious that they were
kidnapped, but it’s a possibility. In fact, it was so not
obvious it was actually missed at first. Like someone cleaned up
afterwards.”

Adrian pinched the bridge of his nose. “They were
abducted?” He’d heard “clean up” way too many times during this
whole thing to pass over that as well. “The blackmailer took them,
and then hid that fact. So is that the leverage he has over
Zimmerman? He’s holding the man’s ex-wife and children hostage to
force him to do his bidding?”

“It’s definitely a possibility. Which confirms
Megan’s idea that Zimmerman tried to make contact with her for a
reason. Maybe he was planning on telling her that he was under the
blackmailer’s thumb.” Hank paused. “I passed the kidnapping over to
a new group of agents. They’re working that case.”

“Okay, good. If we can find them then the blackmailer
no longer has Zimmerman under his thumb.”

Could Zimmerman really be nothing but a pawn in this
whole thing? And his family dragged down into it as well? More
innocent people suffering because of the whims of one man.

A blackmailer.

“I’ll keep you posted.” Hank ended the call.

Adrian stowed his phone away and went to give Megan
the news about Zimmerman’s family. Knowing the man had been coerced
into destroying a building and killing three people didn’t make it
better. That hadn’t been a noble act of sacrifice.

Adrian didn’t know what he’d have done in that
situation but figured the man had been right about trying to
contact Megan.

He knocked but didn’t wait long before he entered the
room. Megan looked up from wiggling her foot back into her
shoe.

“Good, you can help me with my laces.”

Adrian pulled up a chair and set her foot in his lap.
For some reason, Megan had been dragged in the middle of this.
Zimmerman could have left that flash drive for anyone at the FBI.
And yet, he’d specifically mentioned Megan. Like bringing her to
meet the family of a man who’d hurt her so badly was a good thing.
Or even that it was okay.

“There’s some big thinking going on in there.” She
tapped the top of his head.

Adrian set her foot down and lifted the other one,
along with her shoe. He slipped it on. “I’m just working through
everything in my head.” When her eyes weren’t glassy, and her words
weren’t slurred, he would explain. “Feel like eating
something?”

“Smoothie.”

“And then I think you need a nap.”

“Are you going to change my pants again?”

He chuckled again. “Thankfully, no. I don’t have to
do that.”

Her brow crinkled, a note of humor in her eyes.
“Okay.” Whatever that meant.

Adrian stood, holding his hand out for her.
“Ready?”

She hopped off the bed and nearly collapsed.

He caught her.
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If felt like she’d slept for three days, but the
clock said it had only been sixteen hours. Still, Megan was more
rested than she’d been for days. After all, she had enough brain
power to calculate how long she’d been asleep. That meant
something.

Adrian sat across the hotel room much like the last
time she’d woken up. The covers of the other bed were rumpled
again, like last time. So he’d gotten some rest, too.

The text came through while she showered.

She came out of the bathroom to brush the tangles
from her wet hair while she booted up her computer. The message had
come through to a burner phone she kept. A username. Then another
text, the password.

When she’d first been hired on with Double Down,
she’d been brought in on their security measures. It was serious if
Steve thought they needed to go to the website they’d set up just
for situations like this. For the purpose of a team meeting that
could be kept off the radar. They would be secure—thanks to a
friend she’d introduced to Steve who had a private security
business. A computer whizz known only as “Remy.”

Nothing was impenetrable, but this was about making
it as hard as possible for the blackmailer to even know they were
communicating with each other.

She waited while the video call connected, and three
screens filled with an image. Emma with Mint beside her. Steve, in
his office. Bradley—who’d chosen to keep Alexis out of this
meeting. She was at Rachel’s. Two of their team had been killed in
Colorado a couple of weeks ago. Those windows were blank, and she
had to bite her lip at the sight of them.

Adrian settled beside her. He rubbed a hand down her
back. “Okay?”

She brushed off the grief and nodded.

“Arm hurt?”

“Dull, but whatever they gave me worked because it’s
manageable.”

Steve’s voice came over the
call before his screen loaded. “That’s good to know, Perkins.”

She glanced at the screen. “Hi, guys.”

“Okay, since everyone is here, we’ll begin,” Steve
said. “Megan’s injury was first on the list, so next is
Sylvia.”

Megan said, “Why, what’s up with mom?”

Adrian shifted.

They both waited. Steve said, “Nothing’s wrong.” He
lifted his fingers so they were huge on the screen. “Sorry. What I
mean is, she’s headed to a conference in a couple of days. So do we
have her cancel and stick her in a safe house for the time being so
the blackmailer doesn’t target her?”

“Yes.” Megan nodded. “Do
that.”

“Or,” Steve said, dragging
out the word. That meant this suggestion was his recommendation.
“Do we let her go, send cover with her—with or without her
knowledge—and let her keep her schedule?”

“Why does she need to go?”

Steve’s gaze softened
slightly. “Part of the conference is honoring fallen federal
agents. They’re going to have all the surviving spouses and some of
their children come on stage.”

“She told me she was going. But she didn’t say
anything about that.”

Her mom knew Megan would never have gone for that.
She hated the spotlight. Not to mention standing in front of all
those people when she’d done nothing worth honoring was super
awkward. No wonder her mom hadn’t mentioned it.

Steve nodded. “So do we let her go?”

“Who would the cover be?”

He looked down at his paper. “Guy I used to know.
Former Delta Force. The wife was CIA. Now they have kids. He’s on
retainer with Double Down.”

“You trust him?”

“No doubt.”

Megan didn’t like it, but was it worth her mom
complaining to the entire team and making all their lives
miserable? “Let her go.”

“Agreed,” Bradley said. “I know those two as well,
and they’re solid.”

Mint said, “Me too. On both counts.”

“Okay.” That made her feel better. Whoever this guy
and his wife were, the Double Down team knew they were good.

And while she knew they weren’t placating her, she
couldn’t help but think being a woman made them all want to take
care of her. Good thing she was perfectly capable of taking care of
herself.

“Next up is the think tank,” Steve said. “We’re looking into the backgrounds of the two who
were killed, looking for something that might warrant someone
retaliating against them.”

“My office is doing the same,” Adrian said. “Though
my guess is the target was the Army general and not the
janitor.”

Steve nodded. “The general has a lot of top secret, redacted stuff in his file. Seems he was
over a whole lot of clandestine operations. Some of them go back
decades,” Steve said. “If we’re going to get a connection, we’ll
have to know what we’re looking for.”

“Whatever it is, has to be connected to South
America.”

Adrian’s statement made her stiffen. He didn’t glance
at her, or acknowledge her reaction. Something she was glad for.
The last thing she wanted was for the guys to think this was all
getting to her. They’d yank her from the operation faster than she
could dig her heels in.

Nothing they could do would remove her, or protect
her, from this. She was right smack in the middle of all of it.

She said, “What about the others who were in Mexico?”
Steve would know she was referring to the time she’d spent there
when Will was killed and not anything else. “If Zimmerman went to
the hospital because that kid’s father was connected, then maybe
he’ll try again with a different one of the men
who were in Mexico. Use one of them to send another
message.”

Steve said, “Good idea. I’ll find out where they
are.”

If anyone could do it, it was Steve. “Thanks.” She
hardly wanted to end up face to face with any of them. But if it
got them answers, she would do it.

Steve said, “Walker, do you have anything from the
FBI about Zimmerman’s family?”

“They’re investigating the family’s disappearance as
a kidnapping. But considering the lengths gone in order to cover it
up, I wonder if they’ll find anything at all. None of these people
have made a misstep. Only Zimmerman, trying to pass that flash
drive to Megan. And the blackmailer got men there to intercept and
steal it. They were pros. If it’s the same people who took
Zimmerman’s wife and children, then it’s going to be a hard
task.”

Steve took a second to absorb that. The man never
reacted straight away. He thought things through, and his slowness
infuriated Megan at times, but he was right.

Finally, Steve said, “He’s killed a child already
today.”

Megan nodded, trying not to think of Sofía and
José.

“I’ll follow up with the FBI on that, if you want,”
Bradley offered. “Make sure we do everything to see they’re
found—no more victims.”

Megan broke the seal on her prayer life and asked
that they be found alive. She didn’t want to see any more children
killed because of this blackmailer.

On the screen, Mint nodded. Emma leaned against his
shoulder, as though being right there was precisely where she
wanted to be. Megan could appreciate that. It was nice having
Adrian beside her.

Emma had talked to Megan about doing accounting for a
nonprofit that helped victims of violence. It was a great idea, but
they were all waiting until this was over before they made moves
like that. Took different career paths. It was why Mint and Emma
hadn’t gotten engaged yet. Or so Megan figured.

Not wanting to make major life changes when the
threat against them all was still very real.

Bradley’s history with Alexis, and having known each
other for years, meant he hadn’t wanted to waste time. They’d
gotten married weeks ago. Megan had always thought she wanted to
make a fuss for her own wedding. After all, the idea was to only do
it once. Right?

Someone chuckled. She focused on the screen and saw
them all smiling.

“Yep,” Bradley said, a smile on his face.
“Drifting.”

“I’m fine,” Megan argued.

“Good.” Steve nodded. “Because you’ll be needed soon
enough. I have a feeling that think tank was just the beginning of
what he has planned.”

 


**

 


Adrian stayed still while Megan bristled—mostly
because he was trying not to bump up against her wound. He
also seriously doubted she wanted him to coddle her when the men
were acting protective. They probably thought nothing of it, but
she was tense.

“I have an idea on that,” Megan said. “My friend who
set up this system. If anyone can figure out how all this is
connected, it’s her.”

Mint said, “Can she hack top secret files?”

Bradley nodded. “Because Zimmerman could hit the next
target before this ‘contact’ of yours
figures it out.”

“Maybe you should have a little faith in the people I
know, okay?” Megan shrugged her good shoulder. “Aren’t you always
telling everyone to trust God?”

Bradley’s eyes narrowed, but Adrian spotted a gleam
of humor there. “Yes.”

“Then don’t make a stink when I want to try
something,” she said. “We need the help.”

“It’s a good idea,” Steve said. “We know she’s good,
so why not call on her since we need all the resources we can
get.”

Megan shifted and smirked for a second before her
face blanked. On the computer screen, Emma smiled.

Adrian didn’t envy Steve his job. Seemed like it
might be more like babysitting at times, or settling squabbles
between siblings.

“Then I’ll get on it.” Megan shifted her finger to
hover over the End Call button on the screen. “Talk soon?”

Everyone nodded. Megan tapped the screen on her
laptop, then leaned back on the bed. An audible groan spilled from
her mouth. Tears filled her eyes.

“Whoa, are you okay?”

“That hurt. A lot.”

“Your arm.”

She nodded. “And my hip from the other day. I think
whatever you gave me last night wore off in the middle of the
conversation.” Her stomach rumbled.

He smiled and stood, looking for where he’d put his
cell phone. “And evidently you need food.”

Megan pursed her lips and blew out a breath. Then she
touched her arm below the injury, cradling it to her. Face pale.
Hair splayed out around her on the comforter.

“You really don’t look well. Do you have a fever?” He
wandered over and planted his hands on either side of her head. He
leaned down toward her forehead to check for a fever.

Her head tilted up.

Did she think…?

“I’m not going to kiss you.”

“Back up.” Her face hardened.

Adrian stood. “I’m trying to check for a fever.”

“With your face? What’s wrong with just putting your
hand on my forehead?”

“It’s not as accurate.” But he stepped back,
realizing why she might be weirded out. “My mom always used to
touch her lips to my forehead. It’s more accurate,” he repeated. “I
wasn’t making a move on you. Not when you’re hurt.”

She gave him a look he couldn’t decipher. Did she
want him to make a move on her if she wasn’t
hurt?

He moved away and grabbed the key card. “That isn’t
why we’re in a hotel room.”

“I know.” She sounded mad, but he didn’t know who she
was mad at. Him. Herself. Both.

“I’ll go get us some food.” Surely there was a
restaurant of some kind nearby.

“And coffee. Something with four hundred calories of
dairy and sugar and four shots. No, six.”

Adrian shot her a look.

“Unless you want me to continue being hangry.”

“Will you be okay while I’m gone?”

Megan sat up and winced, then returned his look. “Are
you sure you’re here to find Zimmerman, not just to look after me
while I try to find him?”

“That might be…part of it.” And why not? She needed
someone there with her.

Her eyes narrowed. “Get out.”

“Megan.”

“No.” She bit the word out
between clenched teeth. “Are you kidding me? I’m calling Hank.” She
rummaged around for her phone, though he could see it hurt her a
lot. “I don’t need babysitting.”

“That’s not what’s happening.”

“No? I don’t believe you.” She pushed out a breath.
“Hank is going to answer to me.”

Adrian took a step toward the door. “I’ll be back in
fifteen with food and that coffee.”

At the last second before the door clicked shut, he
could have sworn he heard the word, “Coward,” spoken in a low
voice.

From her, or from himself?

She’d said she was hangry, so what was the big deal
in cutting out and leaving her to it? She wanted to be independent,
she could protect herself. He wouldn’t be long.

Fifteen minutes, in fact.

He juggled the bag and drink carrier with huge
coffees for both of them, and got the door open. He half expected
her to be cleared out and gone. Instead, she was looking out the
window. Phone to her ear. Laughing.

Years. Stress. Pain. It all bled from her face in
that few seconds she smiled wide and shared a moment of humor with
the person she was on the phone with.

Adrian stared.

She shifted around, and he saw the gun in her other
hand. She let the curtain fall back into place, and he set the food
down on the desk. The knot that had collected around his heart
eased.

“Okay.” Megan moved to her computer. She hit a button
on the phone and said, “You’re on speaker. Adrian is back.”

“Pull up a new browser tab and type this in.” The
voice was young. Female, low-toned. Rich. The woman rattled off a
series of numbers and letters. Backslash, pound, asterisk. Enter.
This had to have been the contact she’d mentioned to her Double
Down teammates—the one who might be able to get them answers.

Megan said, “Done.”

“Enter all the information on that page.”

“Where?” Megan stared at the screen. “It just looks
like a bunch of pictures of someone’s vacation.”

“Click between margaritas and whale watching.”

“Okay, but…” Megan paused. “Oh. I see.”

Adrian wandered over and looked at the screen. A
window had popped up.

“Type everything in there. All the factors you have,
and all the variables. I’ll run the numbers and let you know what I
come up with.”

“And if the blackmailer gets ahold of this
website?”

“He can try,” the woman said.

“How about trying to predict where he might hit
next?” Megan asked. “After the think tank collapsed, we need to get
ahead of him.”

“Without a pattern, there’s no way to predict where
this guy might target next,” the woman said. “At least not without
me figuring out the common underlying link first.”

Adrian said, “Some of the information you’re going to
need is top secret covert black-ops
stuff.”

“Okay.” Like that was no big deal.

“O-kay.”

“Like I said,” the woman continued. “I’ll let you
know what I come up with.”

It seemed there was no doubt in her mind that she’d
come up with something. The only question was what that
something would be.

Megan said, “Thank you so much.”

“No worries. My boyfriend went AWOL a few weeks ago.
I’ve got the servers running overtime searching for him. Until I
get a hit, I’ve got time.”

Megan glanced up at Adrian, an “Eek” look on her face. He grinned, then handed over
her coffee. She mouthed, Thank you. And then,
Sorry.

He shook his head, then leaned down. Waited until she
realized what he was doing. Adrian touched his lips to her
forehead. She was warm, but not hot enough it could be a fever.

When he leaned back, he smiled. Shook his head
again.

“Me-gan… Did I lose you?” the woman asked.

“Tunnel,” Megan said, immediately.

She chuckled. “I know you’re sitting in a hotel room.
The restaurant next door has better waffles than you’ll get
downstairs.”

“Bye, Remy.” Megan hung up the phone, chuckling
again. She took a sip of coffee. “Wow, that’s good stuff.” She
looked up at him. “I’m sorry I snapped.”

“I forgive you.”

“I don’t need looking after.”

“Mm-hmm.” He tore into the bag of food and pulled out
a burrito. Bit into it.

“Not going to say anything else?”

He shook his head, then pointed to his full mouth as
he chewed. Swallowed. Quickly took another bite.

Megan rolled her eyes. “That smells good. Where’s
mine?”
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She slung her bag over her good shoulder just as
Adrian stepped out of the bathroom. His clothes were clean, his
hair wet. He’d shaved.

She might like a little beard growth, but she could
appreciate a clean-cut man.

“You’re leaving?”

“Yes.” It wasn’t like they
were going to stay here. Not after the phone call she’d just
gotten.

“So you waited until I was in the shower to pack
up?”

She made a face at that ridiculous idea. “If I did, I
took too long since I’m still here.” Hopefully he’d get the
sarcasm. She’d taken another pill, but it had yet to kick in.

“Am I invited to go with you?”

“Only if you put your shoes on.” Okay, that
might have been too much sarcasm. Especially considering the
way he glanced at her out the corner of his eye and moved to his
suitcase. “I can’t see that hanging around a crime scene with bare
feet would be a good idea.”

He straightened. “Crime
scene?”

“Yeah. Hank called,” she said. “The two shooters from
downtown were found dead in their vehicle a few hours ago. We
should go check it out.”

“That’s where you were going?”

“That’s where we’re going.” She’d agreed to
stay, hadn’t she? Even though he’d basically admitted he was there
to take care of her. As if she needed a nurse. Or a babysitter. She
didn’t want to find out later that Steve and Hank had made an
arrangement for Adrian to stick with her for exactly those reasons.
But if it happened, she wasn’t exactly going to be surprised.

Though, she’d probably act surprised. Pretend
she’d had no idea. Get mad at the injustice of it all. That would
be satisfying. Especially if people were safe, and Zimmerman was in
jail. If they had also exposed the blackmailer in this scenario,
that would make things even better. All wrapped up, back to
normal.

Not this weird limbo she was living in now, where
there wasn’t even time to find a laundry place and wash their
clothes.

“If you say so.” He sat on the bed to put his shoes
on.

Megan cocked her hip. “What is that supposed to
mean?”

He looked up. “Why are we fighting? Were you going to
leave without me?”

“No. Of course not.” Right now, at least. Who knew
what might happen later?

“Then forget about it.”

Just like that? When she was hangry she could be the
queen of grudges. Too bad she hadn’t had the emotional or head
space recently to do more than sit around wanting to kill
El Cuervo.

“I’m not sure what just happened on your face.”

Megan shrugged. She turned to the food bag, swiped up
all the wrappers and deposited them in the trash. She wasn’t hangry
anymore, so that meant she was only taking out her frustrations on
him because he was here. That was all.

She needed to stop doing it, or she’d have to
apologize again.

The drive to the crime scene didn’t take long. They’d
stayed at a hotel by the airport just in case they needed to make a
quick exit to go after Zimmerman. Adrian parked around the corner
from where Hank had told her the shooter’s car had been found in a
warehouse.

Two cop cars, one black and white and one that looked
like a regular car except with a red light on the dash were parked
in front of the warehouse, along with a Crime Scene van. Hopefully they hadn’t removed all of
the evidence yet. She wanted to get a good look at it.

They checked in with the officer at the edge of the
tape, showing their badges. The cop said, “Detective Haralson is
inside.”

Adrian nodded.
“Thanks.”

Megan was better off hanging back. She didn’t need to
abuse the badge by pretending she had the authority to be here. She
might technically still be an FBI agent, but she figured it was
mostly just Hank trying to do her a favor. She didn’t want to go
back to being an investigative agent. Or undercover. She kept the
badge because it was what her father would’ve wanted. He’d taught
her to never give up, and she’d chosen this profession.

Regardless of the fact she was employed and paid by
Double Down Inc, part of her would always be a fed. It didn’t
really sit right, though. She needed to hand her badge back to
Hank. She didn’t want to play both sides. If she kept going much
longer she would get burned—or she would burn her friends.

Megan didn’t want that to happen.

Adrian called out, “Detective Haralson?”

A gray haired man in jeans, a button down shirt and a
suit jacket, no tie, looked up from the footwell of the car and
spotted them. He removed his gloves and wandered over. “Help
you?”

“Special Agent Walker. This is Special Agent
Perkins.”

“Not locals. How’d you end up here?”

Megan pointed to her arm. “Technically, I guess,
we’re the victims in this case.”

Haralson’s eyebrows lifted,
crinkling his forehead. “Are you now? Gonna have to ask you to
leave, in that case.”

“We aren’t interested in being part of your
investigation.” Adrian lifted his hands, palms out. “And we for
sure aren’t going to interfere. But we would like to know what
you’ve learned. It’s likely pertinent in some way to our search for
Special Agent Zimmerman.”

“This is about that?” the detective asked.

Adrian nodded. Megan did the same. She said,
“We’re hoping for something that might
help us figure out where he’s going. Where he might hit next.”

“That’s fair.”

An interesting reaction, considering she’d just
offered him the chance to assist in a national security matter.
Maybe he was just jaded. Or he wanted to act like he wasn’t
bothered, for whatever reason. Megan didn’t worry about it. She
couldn’t afford to expend extra energy on a guy they didn’t know,
who likely didn’t factor into this.

But they did need his cooperation.

“I’ll call your office and make sure you’re approved
first.” He didn’t ask if that was all right.

Adrian started to give the detective the number.

“You can just give me your boss’s name. I’ll get the
number.”

Adrian nodded. “All right.
Special Agent in Charge Hank Cromwell.”

“One minute.” The detective
wandered away a few paces and got on his phone.

“Wow,” Adrian said. “Not a very trusting guy, is
he.”

“It’s like he believes one of us might not be a real
FBI agent?” She grinned.

Adrian shook his head.

“Fine, it wasn’t that funny.”

He stared over at the car. “Inside looks pretty
clean.”

“Maybe they just had it detailed.”

“Do you have an answer for everything?”

She shrugged. “Sometimes.”

“That’s fair, I guess.”

She studied him, trying to figure out why he’d
reacted the way he had to the idea of her leaving. Probably the
fact he insisted on being there to take care of her. Not that he
hadn’t been nice about it. More of a gentleman than a lot of guys
would’ve been in the same situation.

But was it because Hank had ordered him to do it? Or
was he taking care of her because he wanted to do it? She
tried not to care either way. It wasn’t going to help her focus.
But it didn’t work.

She did care.

 


**

 


There wasn’t time to ask her what she was thinking.
Not again. Though Adrian wanted to know. Her face was soft. He
didn’t often see that look. Still, there was an edge to it he could
only describe as…conflicted almost. Like she didn’t like what she
was feeling.

Adrian wanted to smooth that out for her. More than
he probably should have, especially considering they were chasing a
rogue FBI agent bent on destruction and the ending of life.
Innocent or not, didn’t matter.

The last thing he had time for right now was an
attraction, no matter how drawn to Megan he might be.

“Looks like you’re all set.” The detective stowed his
phone in his jeans pocket. “So I’ll walk you through what we have,
but then I have to get back to work.”

Adrian nodded. The man was busy, and he didn’t want
to use up more time than necessary entertaining two feds.

“Two victims, both were shot in the head where they
sat. From the bit of blood spatter that we found and the position
of the bodies, we’re thinking two shooters. Both of these guys were
likely shot through open windows simultaneously.”

Megan glanced at him, eyebrows raised. They followed
the detective over to the car. Both doors were open, the bodies
gone now. The detective said, “The car was cleaned.”

“We noticed it looked like it had been recently
detailed,” Adrian said.

“Not just detailed.” The detective waved them over to
the driver’s side and crouched. “The VIN number here and on the
dash have been filed off. No plates, no papers in the glove
box.”

Megan waited for more.

The detective shrugged. “There’s nothing on the two
bodies. No phones, no wallets. I mean, we’ll run their IDs and
probably figure out who they are eventually. But whoever killed
them wanted this process to be as slow as it possibly could
be.”

“Maybe they won’t show up in IAFIS.” Adrian mulled it
over more, even after he’d said it. The FBI’s database didn’t have
an ID for everyone they ran. If these guys were foreign nationals
who were here illegally, they might not be in any US-based
database. “Maybe this is a wild goose chase on purpose.”

“The killers may even have assumed it would take
longer before someone discovered their bodies and called it in.”
The detective shrugged. “We could be ahead of their anticipated
timetable. That’s why I’m going as fast as I can on this. If it was
a turf war between foreign nationals, we might only have a limited
time before someone hops a plane back home.”

Adrian said, “Why do you favor the idea they’re not
American?”

“Couple of the tattoos.” The detective pulled out his
phone again. “We have a Sergeant in the department who was Army. He
spent some time in South America. Says they were likely Venezuelan.
Connected.” He glanced at Megan. “Tattoos are often a resume of
accomplishments. No need for references when your ink speaks for
itself.”

Megan nodded like this was news to her. “Thank you
very much for your time. We really appreciate it.”

“Sure.” The detective
wandered off, but kept an eye on them while they made their way
out.

They headed for the car. Megan said, “So that
confirms they were Venezuelan. Probably men brought into this by
El Cuervo.” She paused by the driver’s
door, even though he was the one with the keys. “I can’t see
our homegrown blackmailer hiring outside help. I prefer the idea
they were outside his plan, and he cleaned them up. Maybe gone
rogue.”

“Like he cleaned up Zimmerman’s house?”

She nodded and leaned back against the door. “He has
people on his payroll. But I don’t think it’s the Venezuelans.”

“Could be a loose arrangement, and they went off
topic. Or they got the flash drive from us at the hospital. Now
they were no longer needed.”

Megan mashed her lips together. She was frustrated,
but it kind of made her look cute. She cocked her head to the side.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“If you don’t want me to check your temperature
again, don’t ask that question.” He lifted the keys and beeped the
lock.

“We hardly have time for that.”

“I didn’t say it was high on our priority list.”

She moved out of the way and rounded the car, sliding
into the passenger seat. Adrian got in. He turned into a Chinese
fast food drive-through, and they both got lunch. Then he pulled
into a space in the parking lot with good visibility of the
surrounding area. The last thing he needed was someone getting the
jump on them. Or anyone in the restaurant overhearing their
conversation.

There had been entirely too many surprises so far.
And instances where Megan had been injured.

She stabbed at her honey shrimp, frowning while she
ate. “Doesn’t really make any sense, does it?”

“If there was something in that car that could
potentially expose our blackmailer, and he made sure it was
retrieved or gotten rid of, that means his intention is to remain
in the shadows.”

“So he doesn’t want to get caught and possibly has
more plans he doesn’t want ruined.”

Adrian nodded. “Right.” He
forked orange chicken into his mouth and thought for a minute or
so. “If he’s in this for the long haul, then we really have
to find him. He can’t go unchecked anymore. He’s ruining
lives.”

And the last thing Adrian wanted was for Megan to
have caught the blackmailer’s eye, the way Rachel, Alexis and Emma
had. She’d been through so much. He would hate to see her get even
more hurt over this as well.

His phone rang. The sound came through the car
speakers since the engine was still running. He pressed the button
on the dash screen. “Walker.”

“It’s Agent Cromwell. Megan there with you?”

“I’m here, Hank,” she said.

“Good. I just got word through a few back channels.”
He paused. Megan glanced at Adrian, as though he’d be able to
explain it. Hank did that when he had something he didn’t want to
admit. Adrian shrugged. He didn’t know what it was related to. Hank
said, “We think El Cuervo
just landed in the US.”

“How?” Megan barked the word. “Who let him in the
country?”

The authorities had his picture, so immigration would
be alerted if he showed up. And the man would be immediately
arrested.

Hank said, “He used diplomatic papers, and the word I
got was that he was disguised. But my contact was sure it was
him.”

“Who?”

“El Cuervo,”
Hank said.

“No,” Megan said. “Who is your contact?”

“I can’t give you that information, Meg. You know
that.”

Adrian hadn’t heard anyone call her “Meg,” except for
Hank. And he’d used “Meggie” in the
office. One was a chastisement, the other likely designed to get
her to relax, maybe get her a little annoyed by the father figure
in her life.

Megan sighed. “I need to
know if it’s him. He can’t move around unchecked.”

“You can’t kill him.”

“Under the right circumstances,” she said, “I
absolutely could.”

Hank said, “This isn’t about revenge. It’s about
finding Zimmerman. I told you this because it can’t be a
coincidence.”

Adrian figured he was right about that.

This was no coincidence.
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Megan climbed in the back of the SUV and slid across
the seat, careful not to jostle her arm too much. Adrian entered
behind her and settled on the opposite side. How many places would
they fly to this week? She didn’t even like flying.

“How was your trip?”

Her eyebrows lifted. Their contact here in Austin,
Texas—was Hank?

He grinned. “You didn’t think I’d let you have all
the fun, did you?”

Megan shook her head. “No, sir. I did not.”

Adrian shifted and held out his hand. They shook.
“Sir.”

“Walker.”

“So what’s the situation?” she asked.

Hank sat in the front passenger seat, the driver an
agent she didn’t know. Hank said, “El Cuervo entered this
restaurant two hours ago. One of the local agents did a
walk-through and he’s reportedly still enjoying his carne
asada.”

“How do we know it’s him?”

Megan was glad Adrian was the one who asked that
question. She wanted to know the answer, but didn’t think she could
speak now without throwing up. The reality that El Cuervo was so close had settled on her.
Inside her. Like a toxic cloud, or some kind of insidious
poison.

Adrian reached over and touched her hand. Megan
shifted her fingers and grabbed onto his. Her lifeline in the
middle of this. She wanted to pray, the way she’d prayed all the
way here that Remy would find the connection between everyone
involved—a connection that would lead back to the blackmailer.
Otherwise, they had little method of discovering who he was.

Now that she’d started praying, it almost felt like
she couldn’t stop.

The man behind all this was a master of technology. A
master of disguising his own identity behind layer after layer of
anonymity. Hiring people to operate on his behalf, folks happy to
accept payment and never learn their employer’s identity.

Uncovering his—or her, she supposed—identity was the
key to all of it.

And one of the factors that remained an indisputable
part of that, was the part El Cuervo played in all this. There was a
connection. But how important was it?

Hank looked down at his lap. “We got a picture of
him. Do you want to see it?”

Megan really did not. Though she’d only seen him
once, and just from the side, he’d seemed an imposing man. Whether
that was due to his reputation, or the fact she and Will had been
his prisoners, she couldn’t have said.

She swallowed, then reached with her free hand for
the phone Hank held out. She looked at the screen. Dark gray suit.
Dark hair. Thick, heavy brow. It was the same angle she’d seen him
from before, and it wasn’t completely in focus. Taken on the sly,
moving fast, by someone who knew they would likely be killed if
spotted.

“Was this the man who ordered Will’s death?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

Hank lifted a black radio. “All units be advised,
suspect has been identified. Stand by.”

Adrian squeezed her hand.

She said, “Are you going in there to pick him up, or
will you wait until he leaves?”

“As much as I’d like to know what exactly he’s
waiting for,” Hank said, “I’m inclined to interrupt his meal, and
snatch him up. We may not get another chance.”

She nodded, hoping he didn’t ask her to join the
operation. They likely had enough agents here. Maybe even local law
enforcement backing them up. They didn’t need her, right?

And yeah, she was a total chicken. Or it was straight
fear. Though understandable given her trauma, she didn’t like it.
Megan had spent her life so far trying to live up to her dad’s
legacy. To honor his memory. Here she was, practically shaking,
because a man was in a restaurant eating dinner that was no doubt
better at home.

Where was her drive to kill him? Apparently when it
came down to it, she was all bark and no bite.

Why was he here?

What was Hank waiting for?

Why had El
Cuervo left her alive?

The question had been haunting her for years, and she
had no more answers now than she did the day she walked into the
American embassy in Mexico City, in ragged clothes and covered with
Will’s blood.

Megan felt the tears gather and squeezed her eyes
shut.

“We move now.” Hank’s voice
was solid. Sure. That father figure, determined to protect her. The
way she remembered her dad doing when she’d fallen ice skating and
broken her arm. He’d stayed up on the couch and watched movies all
night with her because she’d been too uncomfortable to sleep with
the cast.

“All units, green light. I repeat, green light.”

The car door opened. Then another. Adrian didn’t
move, and neither did she.

Megan opened her eyes and saw the driver and Hank had
both gotten out. Bullet proof vests. Weapons ready.

They made their way across the lot to the front door
of the restaurant. Megan saw other agents head toward the side, to
go around the back. They would get in position at all entrances and
exits and make sure every way out was covered.

Then, when the signal was given, they would
converge.

“You okay?”

She didn’t turn back to Adrian. “Yes.” Did he really want to stay here with her? “You
can get a vest and go with them if you want. You don’t have to sit
with me.” She didn’t call it babysitting. He knew how she felt
about him being here purely to “take care of her.” That wasn’t what
this was. She needed his hand holding hers right now. They both
knew it.

“I’m fine.”

She knew that.

Megan smiled to the window at her own joke. She
opened her mouth to offer him another chance to get in on the
action, but a crack like a firework cut her off.

“What…” She tugged on the door handle on a
reflex.

“I don’t think—”

Another shot sounded. It didn’t hit the car,
though.

All the agents she could see ducked and ran for
cover.

She tugged on the door handle. Nothing happened. She
tugged again. It was locked. “Hank!” She called his name, and the
sound echoed in the car.

Another shot came.

“They’re shooting at the agents.” That didn’t make
sense, but she couldn’t think. All she could do was watch, and keep
pulling on the handle. Hard enough it would break any moment.

The front.

Megan pulled herself up between the seats with her
good hand and then got her legs over the center console.

Adrian pulled on her belt. “We’re protected in here. Hank doesn’t want you in
the line of fire.”

“I’m not just going to watch him die.” The words left
her mouth in a rush, her stomach sour. Her mouth filled with water,
and a sick taste. “I won’t do that again.”

“Then draw your weapon,” Adrian said. “We get out the
passenger side, and we hunt the shooter.”

Shots were still coming. Out there, in the glow of
streetlights, they could see agents hunkered down all over. She
climbed out the passenger door and kept her head low. Leaned
against the SUV. When Adrian shut the door, she looked around
him.

Found the muzzle flash.

“There.” She pointed high on the building, then
counted floors. “Eight. South-west corner.”

“Stay low, and stay behind me.”

Neither of them had vests. Hank and his people were
sitting ducks until they flushed out the shooter.

El Cuervo knew
they were waiting outside. That was the best explanation her
harried mind could come up with right now.

And he’d sent someone to kill law enforcement, before
they could take him in.

 


**

 


Adrian went first. Using cars and shadows for cover,
they made their way to the building where she’d seen the muzzle
flash. He’d seen it too, but the absolute terror on her face—and in
her voice—was the thing he couldn’t escape or ignore. Megan.

Would she have a day in her life anytime soon where
she could live free of all this? Have peace. Not just the small
amount she was willing to accept from God right now, but the peace
that came from knowing the past was done. Knowing she wasn’t
responsible for the evil committed by sinful men.

Did she even want it?

Adrian ducked in the front door. An office. No
security guard. Probably no surveillance cameras either. Maybe a
cleaning crew.

He found the elevator and pressed the button for the
eighth floor. Longest elevator ride of his life. When the door
opened, they heard yet another crack of a shot being fired.

The shooter was determined. Everyone outside was
pinned down, taking cover. Still they would watch the exits. And
maybe El Cuervo didn’t yet
know what was happening outside. Perhaps there would still be the
opportunity to catch him.

He prayed there would be.

Adrian wasn’t going to assume the shooter hadn’t
heard the elevator ding on this floor. He hugged the wall, then
motioned for Megan to stay behind him. She shook her head, that
haunted look still in her eyes, then motioned for them both to go
together.

Adrian moved. They didn’t have time to argue,
whatever the outcome would be. He wasn’t going to win the battle to
get her to take cover behind him. Realizing that might save them
time, but it didn’t make him feel better. He pushed his feelings
aside as they cleared room after room on this floor. Where was the
shooter?

Finally he found a room with the window open—some
kind of kitchen, or break room. A round table had been dragged to
the window. Spent shell casings littered the floor.

But the shooter was gone.

“He stopped firing, at least.”

He nodded. She was right, and it was a good thing.
“Let’s check the stairs.”

They cleared the rest of the rooms, in case the
shooter was hiding there, and then found the stairs. In the dank
stairwell, he stopped. Listened. Below them was the sound of
someone taking the stairs at a rapid pace. That staccato patter of
feet going faster than the brain said was wise.

Adrian set off down after the person. He stowed his
weapon as he ran, figuring he had some time—but not much. He pulled
out his phone, dialing with the hand he wasn’t using to keep steady
on the downward descent around corners, between floors.

“Cromwell.”

“It’s Walker.” He huffed the words out, descending
the stairs rapidly with Megan right behind him, keeping pace like
they did this every day. She’d been hit by bullets twice.
How was she not even out of breath? “Our shooter is about to exit
the stairwell. Need agents there to cut him off.”

“Copy that.”

Adrian hung up, stowed his phone away and pulled his
weapon again. They were on the third floor now. Were they too late?
Had the shooter already gone outside?

He prayed they didn’t lose him. That he and Megan, or
other agents, would see the shooter and catch him.

At the exit door, he pushed the bar still running
full speed and launched out into the night. Gun up. He spun both
ways and ran right into agents sprinting around the corner.

“Did you see him?” One of them asked.

Adrian shook his head, thankful he didn’t have to
explain who he was. He glanced at Megan. “Let’s go see if we can
still catch him.”

They took the opposite direction from the agents. The
others would have seen the shooter, unless he’d gone this way.

Adrian rounded the corner, his breath coming in
heaves. His side starting to hurt. “Think I need an uptick in my
cardio.”

Megan huffed out a laugh. They stopped and glanced
both ways. Back street. No one around.

Didn’t hear anything. Couldn’t see anything.

“What..?”

He spun to Megan, and saw the look on her face, then
immediately glanced the direction she was looking. A beat up old
silver Ford pulled onto the street. Tires smoked as it screeched
away. No license plate.

“Did you see him?” Adrian asked it even as he moved
into the street to watch where it was going. “We can get an APB
out. Have local law be on the lookout for the car.”

He walked back over to her, ready to head back and
get a situation report. Then he realized she stared at the car
still. “Megan.”

She jolted, then glanced at him. “Yes?”

“Explain.”

Her face blanked. Trying to hide something.

“What is this? Did you see the shooter?” She had
known he was in the car before the car even pulled out.

She sucked in a breath and lifted her chin. “I didn’t
see who it was.” Then she turned away too fast. She set off, making
long strides so he had to trot to catch up.

He didn’t believe her.

What reason would she have for lying? He didn’t know.
But he did know she had looked straight at his face just then, and
she’d lied her pretty little butt off.

Adrian followed her like a whipped puppy dog. He
worked his jaw back and forth. He’d thought it was worth it to
stick around, make sure she was safe. If Megan was going to lie to
him, then maybe not.

His team was hard at work trying to locate Zimmerman
and figure out where he would hit next. What was he doing?
Babysitting Megan. He could see why she didn’t like it. And he’d
even thought he was doing them all a favor. Keeping her guarded,
keeping up with what Double Down knew about the blackmailer and
Zimmerman. Following up on leads.

Yes, his feelings had been involved. Part of him
hoped that eventually she’d let her guard down. Talk to him about
Will. Let him in. Maybe something would develop from that, maybe
not.

He could hope.

Adrian was still frowning when they got back to the
SUV. Hank glanced between them. “You guys okay?”

“Are you okay?” Adrian asked. “Was anyone
hurt?” There should be ambulances here if anyone had been.
Right?

Hank shook his head. “No, thank goodness. We dodged a
bullet there. Literally.”

A sniper who had missed? Maybe deliberately. “Could
be it was a distraction,” Adrian suggested.

“You think he pinned us down so El Cuervo could get away?”

Megan’s body snapped taut. “He got away?”

Hank nodded. “Slipped out a side exit while the
agents were occupied by the sniper. There was nothing they could
do, but they followed as soon as they could. Didn’t see a car,
though. How’d you do with the sniper?”

Adrian glanced at Megan, letting her answer that
question. Someone caught Hank’s
attention, and he glanced over.

“He got away as well,” she said, her face blank.

Hank nodded. If Adrian hadn’t been watching and
hadn’t caught her reaction, he might have bought it, too. But he’d
seen the expression on Megan’s face.

“So we have nothing?” Hank turned back to them,
lifted his hands and let them fall to his sides. He moved to the
other agents then.

Adrian didn’t think they had nothing. What
they had wasn’t much.

The question was, what Megan planned to do with
it.
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Adrian knew. Maybe not exactly what she’d seen—though
he figured she got a glimpse of the shooter. What he didn’t know,
was who it was. He’d seen her surprise. He was a smart man. He’d
either figure it out, or he would get her to tell him.

She trusted Adrian, but what she wanted right now was
the time to process and plan. To figure out how she was going to
manage this issue. If it came out the wrong way, this whole FBI
investigation would tank. Or it would tangent in the wrong
direction. They’d start looking at the wrong person.

And Double Down would be toast.

Hank strode away. She could feel Adrian’s attention
on her. Not staring. That was awkward. But the man had this ability
to just focus, and he’d decided to focus on her.

She bristled and glanced at him. “Aren’t you supposed
to be finding Zimmerman?”

His eyebrows lifted, but he didn’t say anything.
“Care to share any new information you have in your possession?
Information that possibly might help the cause?”

“I really hate people who do that.” She blew out a
breath and fought back the mad.

“Do what?”

“Flip everything back, so all of a sudden it’s
your fault. I had an ex who used to do that, and
it’s infuriating.” She pointed at him.
“You’re the one not finding Zimmerman.”

He was still staring—focused.

And now she was blathering. “Eventually you’ll go
back to your desk in DC, and you’ll get some other case. I’ll be a
memory.”

“A good one.”

She narrowed her eyes. This whole conversation had
veered into dangerous territory. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

He lifted both hands, palms out. “Nothing, Megan.” He
blew out a breath. “Will you chill?”

“Did you just tell me to chill?”

“Yes, and apparently it was the wrong thing to
say.”

“You don’t tell—”

He cut her off. “Is that your phone?”

She belatedly realized her phone was ringing. She dug
it out of her jacket pocket. “It’s the Double Down line.”

She’d have preferred it to be Remy with an answer,
but she would accept any distraction from this dangerous
conversation with Adrian. He probably thought she was unstable.
Maybe she was.

Adrian said, “So it’s Steve?”

She stilled to keep from reacting and said,
“Maybe.”

Unfortunately, the lack of reaction was a reaction of
its own. She didn’t look up though. Didn’t check to see what he’d
seen, or hadn’t. She swiped the screen. “Perkins.”

“It’s all over the police band that there was a
shooting at your location involving a bunch of federal agents on an
operation.”

“Mom, I told you to stop listening to the police band
whenever I’m on an op.”

Adrian made a choking sound. When she glanced up she
saw the humor in his eyes. Megan frowned at him, then focused back
on her phone.

“…who knows where, and I have no idea what’s going
on.”

“Did you GPS my phone?”

Adrian laughed out loud.

“Why else did we get on a family plan?”

Megan rolled her eyes. “Mom, I’m fine.
Everyone’s fine.” She explained what had
happened and how they’d chased the shooter, but he got away. It was
mostly true.

“You’re leaving something out,” her mom said. “What
is it?”

Megan didn’t know how to answer that without saying
too much in front of Adrian. “I’ll email you the report.”

There was a second of pause, then her mom said, “It
had better all be in there. I mean it.”

Megan nearly smiled, but didn’t. “Not a problem.” She
figured if the blackmailer was in their system, then it didn’t
matter. He already knew who the shooter was. Megan needed someone
she could totally count on to be in on this with her. She had few
allies, but her mom being part of Double Down was one.

“Those two days you were gone were the worst days of
my life.”

Megan squeezed her eyes shut.

She felt Adrian step closer, and then his arm was
around her waist and he hugged her into his warm body. Images from
those days flashed in her mind. She managed to choke out, “I
know.”

“I love you. I’m glad you’re all right,” her mom
said. “I’m leaving for my conference in the morning, so I’ll be out
of touch for a few hours.”

“Okay, text me when you leave and when your plane
lands. I want to know when you’re at the hotel.”

Her mom chuckled. “You sound like your father.”

“Good.” Megan swiped at the moisture under her eyes
and tried to step back. Adrian’s arm tightened a fraction, like he
didn’t want to let her go. She didn’t fight it. He was warm and the
night air was cold. That was all.

She said, “Love you, Mom,” and then hung up. “She
worries.”

“Understandable.” His gaze shifted as he took in her
face. Assessing, but in a nice way. “You okay?”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You’re lying.”

“No, I’m not.”

“And now you just lied again,” he said.

Megan pressed her lips together. “Maybe it’s none of
your business.” He saw entirely too much. “And you should just go
find Zimmerman.”

“Run along. Is that it?” he asked. “You’ve decided
you’re done with me, so I should go?”

She didn’t say anything. It wouldn’t be good if she
did, and she figured she needed the practice at keeping her mouth
shut sometimes. There was a whole lot of bizarre subtext happening
here. She tried to figure out how it’d gotten so out of
control.

“Dismissed.” He let go of her. “I guess I’m figuring
out how this is going to go, then.”

“This—” She motioned between them with a flick of her
finger back and forth. “—isn’t going anywhere.”

She couldn’t let it. Not after she’d watched Will
die. She’d failed him, and she had to live with that fact. There
was no way she would allow someone else into her orbit to suffer
the same fate. Especially not when there were multiple enemies in
play.

They were circling, like sharks around their prey.
And that prey was bleeding.

She had been for years.

Sticking with Adrian wasn’t going to fix that. She
couldn’t use him as a crutch forever, just so she could feel
stronger. That wasn’t right. She needed to beat the fear over and
over, every minute of every day. Choose bravery. Choose not to
fear.

Choose life.

Adrian took a step back, his face blank in a way she
hated. “Don’t go anywhere. I need to talk
to Special Agent Cromwell.” He turned in the direction where Hank
stood with a few of the local agents.

Megan watched him walk away, just to appreciate the
way he moved. Trying not to think of the ways he’d helped her. Been
there for her. Stuck around the last few days, so she wouldn’t be
alone.

She shook her head. That wasn’t what he’d been doing.
This had been about work. Protecting her in a way that meant he’d
kept track of her progress and where Double Down was at this whole
time.

Maybe it was for the best that she’d hurt his
feelings. Adrian shouldn’t get attached to her. This was a job.

Nothing more.

**






Adrian blew out a breath.

Hank said, “That bad?”

“She’s hiding the identity of the shooter,” he said.
“She knows who it is.”

Hank shook his head slowly. “Stay on that. If she
trusts you as you say she’s been starting to, then stick with it.
It’ll eat at her, and she’ll need someone to confide in.”

Adrian didn’t like it. “I figure we’ll get an answer
faster by getting into her email. She’s going to send her mom a
report. If I was inclined to gamble, I would put money on the fact
she’ll tell her mom who it was.”

“I agree.” Hank pulled out his own phone. “I’ll have
that noted so we flag it when it comes through.”

If there was any kind of tracking software in the
Double Down system, they’d likely attribute the breach to the
blackmailer. Megan didn’t need to know the FBI was in there as
well.

“There’s more, though.”

Adrian said, “What is it?”

“When El Cuervo
slipped out of the restaurant, he left this behind.” Hank lifted an
evidence bag. Inside was a cell phone. “No password
protection.”

“So he didn’t think it would fall into the wrong
hands,” Adrian said. “Or he doesn’t care if it does. He
wants us to see whatever is in there.”

Hank said nothing.

“So what is in there?”

Hank shifted the phone, and the screen illuminated.
“One thing.”

A picture of Megan flashed on the screen.

“She’s his target?” Adrian glanced back over his
shoulder. Megan was typing on her phone, but he could tell she was
aware of what was happening around her. She would never let herself
get so distracted she’d be blindsided.

“Or they’re working together.”

“Megan and El
Cuervo? That’s nuts, Hank. You can’t seriously believe
that.”

Hank’s eyebrows lifted, but
Adrian noticed there was a spark of something there.

“What I mean, sir,” Adrian emphasized the word, “is
that Megan was destroyed by what happened to her in Mexico.
You of all people know that. I can’t for one second believe she was
part of it.”

“Do we really know?” Hank asked. “I didn’t get to
this position by allowing my feelings to be blinded. Even by
someone I’ve known over the years as well as Megan.”

“So you’ve kept her close to find the truth about
whether or not she was involved with him?” A sick feeling settled
in Adrian’s stomach. Had Hank just been using him all along? “Do
you think she was in league with Zimmerman as well? He’s a victim
of the blackmailer.”

“It’s too coincidental. The blackmailer targets
Zimmerman, who is connected to El
Cuervo. And standing in the middle is Megan Perkins.”

“If he turned her, she’s given him nothing. She
doesn’t have access to privileged FBI information, so she can’t be
a mole. It was you who made it so she kept her badge,
sir.”

Hank said, “So you think she’s an innocent victim in
all this? Targeted by El
Cuervo, she manages to escape when her partner is
conveniently killed. Now Zimmerman is using her as the recipient of
his ‘message.’ One we also conveniently
never received.”

Adrian folded his arms. “This isn’t about Megan. It’s
about finding Zimmerman.”

“And you still don’t believe she’s the key to all of
this?” Hank shook the phone in front of his face. “El Cuervo wants us to know he’s
interested in her.”

“Probably to unnerve her. He’ll know we’re working
with her.” It could all be a ploy to make them think she was
working for the other side. But he knew Megan. She would never
betray her friends, or her family, or the memory of her partner
that way. Not even if she was being blackmailed. “If he’s here to
get her because she slipped out of his hands before, then it’s more
important now than ever that we make sure she stays safe.”

Hank saw it. Adrian hadn’t tried to hide it. He cared
about Megan, and that wasn’t going to be a secret. Not now. Not
ever. He needed as much truth between them as possible.

And if Hank thought he could implicate her, he was
going to have a fight on his hands.

“Either way,” Adrian said, “I will be sticking with
her.”

“We’re closing in on
Zimmerman. The sighting of him headed for Chicago was legit.”

“And now?” The think tank had been destroyed, and two
people killed the last time he’d been seen.

“He was seen in Des Moines. We think he’s headed
west,” Hank said. “As far as we can tell, we’re about four hours
behind him at this point.”

“Good,” Adrian said. It bothered him not to be on the
front lines of the search. Local agents in each city were taking
care of the leg work. “Keep me posted.”

“Where will you take her?”

“We’ll head northwest. That
will at least get her out of the same city as El Cuervo.”

Yes, he was essentially stringing her along. His
intention was to be there to take Zimmerman down when the time
came. But his orders were to stick with Megan. It had become
personal, but the reality was that if he wanted to get ahead at the
FBI, then he needed to follow them.

Now that they knew for sure she had a connection to
the blackmailer, it was more important than ever that he stick with
her. Get this done. Figure out Megan’s connection to the
blackmailer and the reason why she’d been repeatedly pulled in.

They needed to close the case. Preferably before he
lost all focus because he’d spent far too much time with Megan.

After that, who knew?

Hank lifted his chin and then walked away. Adrian had
been dismissed. Again.

He couldn’t help feeling like the underling, which
was exactly what he was. Hank acted one way with his staff, and a
completely different way with Megan. And yet, under the surface, he
was suspicious of her.

Adrian didn’t know what to think. He knew what his
gut said and what his heart wanted to believe. But following that
could cost him the next step of his career—everything he’d been
working on for years.

Long before Megan came into his life.

“Adrian!”

He turned to see her stride toward him, and called
out, “What is it?”

“Phone.” She waved for him
to meet her, and they got into the SUV. Front seats this time. The
keys were in the ignition.

“Okay, Remy,” she said. “Tell Adrian what you just
told me.”

“I ran some calculations. Looked for links between
everyone involved so far and tried to figure out the likelihood
that all this was as a result of those connections. Then based on
what I found, I did some digging. The kind an FBI agent isn’t going
to look past.”

“I won’t arrest you,” he said. “Not if it gets us a
result.”

He wasn’t about to lose the chance to get through
this without it all going badly. They needed to find Zimmerman and
the blackmailer, and he needed Megan to stick with him long enough
for law enforcement to find El
Cuervo. For whatever reason, the Venezuelan was interested
in her.

“Oh, goodie.”

“Remy.” Megan said her name as a chastisement.

“Sorry. I’m just having trouble finding Shadrach and
it’s bothering me a lot. But this was a good distraction.”

Adrian frowned at the idea that she thought this was
some kind of intellectual exercise. They were talking about
people’s lives—and a potential terrorist
threat.

Megan shook her head.

Remy said, “So the highest probability for a
connection is that El Cuervo
is linked to Zimmerman, which you know from his computer. What you
don’t know is that I found a link between the Venezuelan and
Senator Sadler. And Bradley and Rachel’s
parents. And Megan’s father. And a scientist named
Brent Caulder, and Steve Preston. There are more people on the
list, but those are the ones you know.”

Megan stiffened at the mention of her boss. Hitting
too close to home?

“It goes back to the eighties and a military
operation in Venezuela.”

“Was the FBI involved?”

“Yep. And the state department,” Remy said. “I have a
whole list of people who were part of this. Top of the list is
General Eric Thomas, US Army retired.”

“Sounds familiar,” Adrian said.

Megan nodded. “The dead General from the think
tank.”

Remy continued, “So much of this stuff is redacted.
It’s going to take a whole lot more digging to get to the details
of what actually happened. But what I know so far is that everyone
who’s been targeted by the blackmailer is linked by one common
denominator. That operation in Venezuela.”
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Megan could hardly believe Remy had found it—the
answer they’d been looking for all along. She gripped the phone so
hard it seemed like it would shatter in her hand at any moment.

Even Adrian looked like he couldn’t quite believe
what was happening.

Remy continued, “What I can tell you right now was
that it was a black ops mission, and the signature on the
authorization page is the general who died at that think tank
bombing a couple of days ago.” She paused. “It’s connected,
right?”

“Yes,” Adrian told her. “It wasn’t a bombing, despite
the information that was released. It was a sonic weapon.”

“I figured as much from the damage,” Remy said. “It
doesn’t even look close to the kind of destruction an explosion
would do.”

He said, “Anyone else on there we should know
about?”

Megan’s stomach rolled over for the millionth time in
the past few days. Remy said, “If we’re looking at possible targets
for who might be next, I have a couple of names as suggestions that
I’ll send over to Megan’s phone. I’ll
list them in order of probability, as well as last known
location.”

“If you do that,” Adrian said, “then won’t the
blackmailer know precisely what we know?”

“Not the way I send emails, he won’t.”

“This guy has breached security over and over
throughout this whole thing.”

“Sure. But now I’m in on it,” Remy said.

Megan chuckled.

Remy said, “One of these days I’m going to run across
something I can’t crack, or someone who is better than me. When
that happens I’ll be sure to go back to bio-medical research.”

Megan winced. “I’m not sure I’m okay with that idea.”
If the woman could hack anything, including genetics, it could lead
to all kinds of breakthroughs, but that also meant she’d have a
deadly virus or some brand new potential nerve agent on her hands.
The federal agent in Megan wouldn’t settle for that as a future possibility.

Remy chuckled. “Then pray it never happens.”

Apparently done with their conversation, Adrian said,
“So you’ll send us those names over email?”

“Already done. Should be on your phone now,
Megan.”

She shifted the screen to check for notifications.
“Yep, it came through.”

“Alrighty. Stay safe.”

The line went dead.

Adrian said, “I’m not sure I want to know how you met
her.”

Megan swiped through to the email. “Suffice it to
say, she’s saved my life more than once.”

“Good.”

Before she started reading, she said, “I didn’t
escape from El Cuervo’s guys.
I was rescued. By the people Remy works with. Or for.”

She’d never understood that distinction. Remy was
part of a team the same way Megan was part of Double Down. Though,
their team was comprised of an entirely different crop of
people.

“Rescued?”

Megan nodded. “Somehow Steve knows them, and I knew
him from an operation back in the day. When he heard I was
missing, he made a call. It’s why I chose Double Down.” She paused.
“Remy’s team is so far under the radar, they don’t even want anyone
knowing they were there. Let alone what they were doing. So I made
up the story of my escape.”

“Wow.” He shook his head. “That certainly answers a
few questions.”

“Concerned about the inconsistencies in my story?”
She cocked her head to the side. “Sorry I’m not a better liar.”

“I don’t think it’s necessary to be a good liar.”

“It was when I was undercover.” She shrugged, though
it hurt to brush it off. “But considering how that turned out,
maybe I wasn’t as good at it as I thought.”

Adrian nodded, his eyes distant like he was trying to
solve a complex equation in his head. “Or this plan by the
blackmailer has been in play for years.” He shook his head.
“There’s a horrific thought.”

“So my whole life has been nothing but someone else
pulling strings? Making me do what he wants me to do, go where he
wants me to go. For what?” she asked. “So he can get revenge for
some clandestine operation my father was involved in? I was
kidnapped two years ago. This can’t have been going on that
long.”

“Revenge is a powerful motivator.”

She certainly knew that from personal experience. He
didn’t need to tell her. If Megan ever found herself in the same
room as El Cuervo again, she
could prove exactly how powerful revenge was.

But that didn’t mean Zimmerman and the Venezuelan had
anything more to do with the blackmailer than the fact that
Zimmerman’s family had been targeted.

“I don’t like that look on your face.”

She folded her arms, then realized that just made her
look defensive. Megan sighed and lowered them. What was the point
in responding? She’d already given herself away.

The question was, what would Adrian do about it?

While he decided, Megan opened the email. “Two men
are at the top of the list of Remy’s potential targets. A captain
and a rear admiral. Both navy. They were listed in the planning
stages of the operation. Remy said they’re both booked at the same
hotel for this coming weekend.”

“It’s Friday morning,” Adrian said. “You mean
tonight?”

It was Friday already? Megan shook her head. The last
few days had thrown her for a loop. “Yes.”

Adrian made a face. “No, but yes?”

“No. Yes.” She shook her
head again. “Yes, tonight.”

“I think you need a nap on the way there.”

Megan blew out a breath. He wasn’t wrong, but she
wasn’t about to admit to weakness. She wanted to trust Adrian. In a
way, she already did. No question. And yet, at the back of her mind
this thing just…niggled at her. Maybe that wasn’t even the right
word. Still, it was there. A tiny voice questioning whether
everything was as she perceived it to be.

The same voice that had been there right before she
and Will were captured. One she should have listened to.

If she had, would he still be alive?

If Will lived through that kidnapping the way she
had, he’d be with her. Working to bring down Zimmerman.

But that meant she wouldn’t be with Adrian.

Megan blew out a breath and ran her hands through her
hair. She probably looked like she’d been dragged through a bush by
her feet. Been there. Not something she wanted to repeat,
but life was life.

She said, “What about Will?”

Adrian’s look softened. “What about him?”

“Were we taken because we were on some list of the
blackmailer’s?” she asked, aloud. Not necessarily expecting him to
be able to answer. “Or because our FBI cover had been blown?”

Adrian got on his phone. “I’ll ask this Remy
person.”

Of course he had her number now. He’d probably
memorized it off Megan’s phone screen. Like it was that easy to
contact Remy.

She said, “Maybe it had nothing to do with our trying
to take down El Cuervo and
everything to do with putting us in the path of this blackmailer.
And then Will is killed—” She swallowed, but pulled herself
together quick enough to say, “And I get…rescued. Which ruins their
plans.” She thought for a second. “Now it seems like I have a part
in what’s happening, all these years later. I don’t get it.”

In another scenario, would the blackmailer have
forced her to get the sonic weapon from Emma and take it on a
rampage? She could have been swallowed up by this, even more than
she already was.

“Having a small part is a good thing, Meg.” His eyes
were soft still. She liked that look on him.

But a good thing? Maybe. She didn’t like being
the focus of some unknown entity playing God with all of their
lives. Zimmerman could kill those two men—and more—before this was
done.

She looked at the screen of her phone and kept
reading.

“Adrian.”

He glanced up from his phone, a frown still on his
face. “What?”

“This conference in Denver.”

He shifted to see what she was talking about.

“The place where these two men are booked, that
Zimmerman supposedly wants to hit.” She looked up. “It’s where my
mom is going.”
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Adrian braced, and asked the question, “Same place
those two Navy guys are going to be?” She nodded. He said, “Then
let’s go,” and waved toward the SUV.

They headed that direction, and he detoured for a
second to check in with Hank and fill him in. When he got to the
vehicle, he saw Megan in the front seat. He climbed in the
passenger side.

“My turn to drive,” she said, turning on the
engine.

“Fine by me.” His heart was still racing from hearing
those shots ring out. That split second where he didn’t know who
was alive—and who was dead. Adrian had never liked those
moments.

The FBI was all about regulation, procedure. Order.
Then there were those times when it was pure chaos for a few
minutes. The times that defined the rest of what they did and
impacted the agents the most.

He tried to push away the adrenaline, even as it
retreated. Get rid of the feelings of being flustered and out of
control from his system as quickly as possible.

Get back to work.

The vehicle’s GPS directed Megan to the airport. Did
Double Down have a plane waiting? They’d done that before. The FBI
could probably get them on a flight to Denver tonight.

Megan’s phone buzzed in the cup holder. “Can you see
who that is?”

“Sure.” She gave him her
passcode, and he unlocked her phone. “Text from Mint. He hasn’t
seen Steve.” The phone buzzed again. “Bradley hasn’t seen him
either.”

Megan pressed her lips together, then shifted them
back and forth.

Adrian wanted to ask why she was trying to get ahold
of her boss. He backed up to her messages and looked for the thread
with Steve. She hadn’t contacted him after she discovered
Zimmerman’s likely target. She’d done it before—after they’d chased
the shooter.

Was the shooter Steve?

The implications of that set his brain to spinning.
He reached for his own phone to inform Hank, then hesitated. What
if it wasn’t Steve who’d been the shooter? Megan might have just
been trying to contact her boss so she could talk to him about who
it had been.

Not Adrian.

No, she’d reached out to her boss.

The implications of that stung more than he liked.
Hurt feelings were the last thing he needed right now, and weren’t
going to help them bring down Zimmerman before it cost innocent
lives.

He needed to get over himself and focus on the work.
Especially now he knew his feelings for Megan ran deeper than they
should.

She tapped the wheel with her finger. “You think
Zimmerman’s going to use that sonic weapon on the whole building
where the conference is? Or will he kill the two Navy officers some
other way.”

She was worried about her mother. Adrian set a hand
on her shoulder for a second and gave her a short squeeze. “Hank is
going to call the Denver FBI office. They’ll get agents to the
convention center to secure the place and look for Zimmerman.
Between them and local police, they’ll make sure people are safe.”
He paused, wanting to tell her there was nothing to worry about.
That wasn’t true, was it? “Zimmerman’s
picture will be everywhere. They can evacuate and do everything
they can to keep everyone safe. They’ll lock down those two
guys.”

Megan nodded. She knew the FBI was good at what it
did. That was why so many terrorist attacks were thwarted. She had
to trust.

He said, “The fact we know who we’re looking for
and where he’s going puts us one step ahead of him.”

“Unless he already set it off.”

“Your mom is on her way there, right?”

She shot him a look. “Don’t
remind me.”

“What I’m saying is that she didn’t arrive yet,
right?”

“Right.”

Adrian nodded. “Then maybe
Zimmerman is waiting until the right time. If we can redirect
everyone before they get there and find those two guys, lock it
down before the conference even kicks off tonight, then Zimmerman
has no reason to set off that sonic weapon. Right?”

“Oh.”

“So we’re ahead of his game.”

“That is right.” She nodded. “Thanks.”

“I’m not trying to get you to feel better. False hope
isn’t hope. But I’m trusting you’ll see that we’re on this, and we
are ahead of Zimmerman. There’s little reason why we can’t stop
this from happening.”

“That’s true.” She reached over and squeezed his
hand. “And hopefully while we get Zimmerman, Remy can use a process
of elimination to figure out who the blackmailer is.”

“You think it’s El
Cuervo?”

She shook her head. “No. But I think he might know
who it is.”

“Because the blackmailer had that shooter protect
him.”

“That doesn’t necessarily indicate it’s two different
people. The reason why I don’t think it’s El Cuervo is because…” She swallowed.

“We don’t have to talk about this, if you don’t
want.”

“It’s okay.” She blew out a breath. “I met him,
though it was only a few minutes. He has people to do his dirty
work. But I know him. I know his type. And that man is not in
anything for revenge, only money.”

“Tell me about him.”

“He’s cold. Calculated. That’s probably a
cliché, but it’s also true. He didn’t get
where he is in that cartel by being nice. He wears his money.
Italian suit. Silk shirt. Gold watch, gold chain around his neck.
Like he’s trying to compensate for the scars on the side of his
face by dressing as flashy as possible.”

“Scars?”

“They look like burns. I don’t know how far down
below his collar they go, but the edge of one touches the bottom of
his left ear.”

Adrian said, “I don’t know if the FBI knows that.”
Was it significant? He could pray it was, but that wouldn’t make it
so. What he needed to pray was that this might be a significant
lead—and that Remy would find the connection. That she would
uncover the blackmailer.

“They are minimal,” Megan said. “Unless they’re all
under his shirt.”

“It isn’t on any of the photos of him that we have.
Maybe Remy can look into his past and figure out where he got
them.” If those scars, and the life he’d led, caused El Cuervo to evolve into a calculated
power and money hungry killer, it might be helpful to know the
details. It could lead to a weakness they’d be able to exploit in
order to find him.

Megan shifted in her seat. “Whoa.”

“What is—”

Metal screeched against metal, and the SUV jerked
forward. She hit the gas, and the engine revved as they pulled
away. Adrian glanced out the back window. “Blue truck.”

“I see it.” She swerved between lanes, but it kept
right on them. “Stay on the freeway, or get off?”

“Stay on.” There was nothing around them. And who
knew when the next exit was?

The truck came at them again.

Bumped them again.

A compact car in front of them braked. Megan gripped
the wheel two-handed. The truck clipped their back left corner. She
steered hard to the right to avoid the compact in front, and they
spun out.

Over the rumble strip. Onto the dry brush at the side
of the freeway.

Adrian’s head whipped around, and he struggled to
inhale against the inertia of spinning. Megan cried out, probably
banged her arm on the door. But there was nothing he could do.

The SUV went down a shallow embankment and hit the
berm on the other side. The airbags deployed.

Adrian shook off the impact and tried to get his
bearings. He glanced over at Megan, slumped in her seat.

Lights flashed behind them. Headlights.

He reached for his gun.

They were coming.
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Megan’s whole body hurt. She heard the moan that came
from her own throat before she even realized she’d made a
sound.

It hurt to breathe. Adrian. She looked over at
him. Gun out, looking around. “What..?”

He started, then said, “Good. You’re awake.”

He didn’t look hurt, just flushed. Adrenaline pumping
again. The air in the SUV was thick with the smell of singed
rubber. She coughed and almost passed out from the jolting pain it
caused her body. Her arm and her hip, where she’d been grazed
twice for goodness sake, stung like nobody’s business. But
they didn’t hurt as much as her chest. It felt like she’d been sat
on by an elephant.

“They’re coming.”

She shoved at the airbag and reached for the
handle.

“Hold on. We do this together. Smart.”

Megan reached around. “I need my gun.”

She had to get to Denver. To her mom, and Zimmerman.
Who was back there in that truck? If it was the shooter from the
restaurant, then they were going to have a bigger problem than they
already had. That had been a different car. But it could be
him.

He grabbed her gun from the backseat and handed it to
her. She checked to make sure it was ready to fire and flicked off
the safety. “How many?”

“Three.”

Outmanned and likely outgunned. This wasn’t going to
end well.

She found the button and rolled her window down,
ready to point her gun out and take out whoever tried to come at
her.

“Megan Perkins?” The voice that called out was
thickly accented in a way that made her skin crawl. She had nothing
against Venezuelans, but the sound of a voice like that lived in
her nightmares in a way she wasn’t ever going to escape.

What mattered was that it wasn’t the shooter from the
restaurant. She wouldn’t have been able to handle someone she
trusted betraying her like that—keeping her from being able to get
to her mom.

“Get out of the truck, Megan,” the voice called out
again. “Come with us.”

Her entire body chilled. She adjusted her grip on the
gun. Tried to inject some life into her icy fingers.

“I can take the two on my side,” Adrian said. “You
take the one on yours.”

Two? The second man would shoot him before he could
take the guy out.

“No.” She reached for the
handle.

“Megan.” He tugged on her arm, the one holding the
gun.

She wasn’t going to let him get hurt. “Stay here. I’m
going, you get Zimmerman.” It made her want to vomit just to say
it, let alone the reality that she was going to actually do it.
Don’t think about that. The alternative was worse.

Adrian would be hurt. Probably even killed.

He needed to live.

“Meg.”

She pushed the door open, then stuck her hand out so
they could see she held nothing in it. No threat. Don’t hurt
Adrian. Fear blinded her. She couldn’t even pray, the feeling
was so all-consuming.

Adrian flung his own door open. Bang. He
ducked against the onslaught of bullets from the gunmen. A split
second later, he opened fire in return.

Bullets shattered the back
window. She pulled her hand back in and tried to twist around in
spite of the pain. Use the frame as cover, fire off a few shots of
her own.

Time slowed in a way it always did when those moments
between breaths meant the difference between life and death. Every
pump of her heartbeat felt twice as fast, and yet slower than she
thought possible. A strange dichotomy she didn’t have time to mull
over.

Not right now, at least.

Megan fired off two shots. The shooter on her side
ducked behind a tree, then leaned out to squeeze his trigger. He
held his gun one-handed. The front lifted as it discharged.

The driver’s door window cracked, a bullet hole in
the center. She ducked on reflex, even
though it missed her by several inches.

If she died here, it was going to be all
Adrian’s fault. She’d been about to save
his life—and the lives of many others. He’d forced this situation.
And now it was going to get them both killed.

More shots rang out behind her. Adrian yelped. Megan
gritted her teeth, then called out, “You okay?”

She watched the tree. Waited.

Adrian didn’t reply.

Her shooter shifted a fraction, and she saw the
opening she needed. Held her breath. Pushed aside the aches and
pains she’d accumulated. Squeezed the trigger.

Her shot didn’t go high. Or wide.

The shooter dropped to the ground.

Megan got out and turned to see Adrian’s side. One
versus one. He held his own. She ran to the shooter she’d hit and
grabbed his gun. But he wasn’t going to reach for it—he was
dead.

She laid the gun by the back tire and made her way
around the SUV. Adrian had dropped one guy, who moaned and clutched
his shoulder. The other one had his back to her, his gun aimed at
Adrian.

When the injured gunman’s eyes met hers, she saw the
flash of recognition. She shook her head. Not here to play, she
didn’t want him alerting his friend to her presence.

But apparently, he wasn’t that smart.

The guy opened his mouth to yell to his friend. Megan
didn’t want to shoot him unless he posed a threat to her life, so
she stepped out from behind cover and said, “Put the gun down.”

Adrian lifted up, his own gun aimed at each of the
two men in turn.

“I said, put it down.” She took measured steps as she
spoke, falling back on all that FBI training ingrained in her. “You
don’t wanna die. I don’t want him to die. So drop it on the ground,
and put your hands up.” She’d circled all the way around the downed
man and kicked his gun farther from his reach, even though he’d
have had to scoot to grab it.

Adrian said, “You heard the lady. Put it down.”

The standing shooter held his gun aimed at Adrian,
and didn’t move. Or say anything. She could only see the back of
him, her own aim between his shoulder blades. She could shoot him,
but not before he got his shot off—and Adrian was dead.

She couldn’t see the intention in his eyes. Wouldn’t
be able to read the second when the situation changed, and he made
his decision.

They needed to call this in. Get Hank here with
agents to take these guys and question them—find out where
El Cuervo was.

She took another step around the guy, so she’d at
least be able to see Adrian’s—

The gunman swung his arm around and shot his friend,
the downed man. Before the guy had even fallen back to the ground,
Adrian opened fire on the shooter. He hit the guy in his leg.

He crumpled, crying out.

Adrian yelled, “Don’t!”

But his gun arm swung again. Adrian put another
bullet in him. The shooter’s bullet cut a hole through Adrian’s
pant leg a second before he slumped back to the ground. Dead.

He cried out and hopped back a step, uttering a
couple of PG-rated expressions that made her want to laugh.

“You okay?”

He brushed off his leg and straightened. “I like
these jeans.”

Megan said, “They look better now.” He needed a
little distressed fabric in his life. It gave him character instead
of him looking like a spit-polished G-Man. Which he was. But that
didn’t mean he couldn’t branch out a little sometimes.

Adrian blew out a breath. “Are you okay?”

“Health-wise, yeah. But with you just forcing a
gunfight?” She shook her head. “No way.”
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Adrian hung up the phone. Megan had her hand on her
hip. He said, “You gonna put that gun away?”

“Maybe.”

She kind of looked like she was thinking about
shooting him with it. Why, he had no idea, considering he’d just
saved her life—as well as kept her from being kidnapped.

“Hank is on his way.”

“Good. He can clean up and we can get out of here.”
She pulled out her phone to glance at the screen. “We have two
hours until my mom is going to land. I want to know where Zimmerman
is before then, so I can call her and tell her it’s all good for
her conference.”

Adrian stowed his own gun, then searched the dead man
closest to him. Found a phone. A wallet. He looked at the driver’s
license and read the name aloud. “Lives in
Austin.”

“So, not Venezuelan. Or at least not right now.”

“Or it’s a fake.” Though if
it was, then it was a really good fabricated ID. He did the same
with the other two while Megan watched, alternately switching which
hip she had a hand on and sighing. Mad, but still uncomfortable.
She probably needed another pain pill.

“Something you want to say?” He didn’t look up from
the last man. He could feel her stare on him like a laser aimed at
the top of his head.

“You did that on purpose.”

“Saved your life?”

“That isn’t what I’m talking about, and you know
it.”

He straightened. “I do?”

The sound of car engines drew his attention. Three
black SUVs pulled off the highway. She said, “You forced that
gunfight.” He turned back to Megan. She said, “Those guys would
have left you alone.”

“And kidnapped you,” he said. “You think I was going
to let that happen?”

“You should have.” She huffed again. “That was
dangerous, and stupid. Now we have zero shot at figuring out where
El Cuervo is. You could have
followed me.” She waved at the dead men lying on the ground. “You
could have left one of them alive for questioning.”

Before he could reply, Hank called out, “Both of you
okay?”

Adrian didn’t take his gaze from Megan. “We aren’t
hurt.” This time.

She pressed her lips together.

“Megan?” Hank said, closer now.

“I’m as fine as I was an hour ago.”

Adrian figured that meant she was still irritated
because of her injuries, in pain and lashing out at him because he
was there.

“At least,” she said, “until Adrian decided he wasn’t
going to let the situation ride, so he started a gunfight that lost
us our lead.”

Before Hank could say anything, Adrian said, “This
could be completely unrelated. We’re supposed to be catching up to
Zimmerman, and you think getting kidnapped will help get us more
information? We know where he’s going. This little side trip would
only have cost us time we don’t have.”

Megan’s face hardened, and she took a step toward
him. “You think I’m going to risk my mom’s life on a whim? We know
El Cuervo and the blackmailer
are connected. I could have found out who it is!”

He took a step toward her. “You want to put yourself
in that situation all over again? I guess last time wasn’t so bad,
if you’re in such a rush to repeat it.” She looked sick, but he
kept going. She wasn’t backing down, and neither would he. “It
turns out you still don’t care what happens to your partner
because you’re too busy doing your own thing. Again.”

He watched that cut through her like a blade. He was
not about to admit that it hurt him to see it. To know he’d done
that to her.

“Special Agent Walker, go make yourself useful.”
Hank’s voice was hard.

Megan didn’t even
blink.

Adrian wandered off mostly to clear his head. To do
something physical, but also simple. His brain spun far too much to
add more to what was swirling in there. She thought getting
kidnapped was a good idea? That was just insane.

He’d saved both of them. But did she thank him? No,
she didn’t. Megan acted like he’d put them at a disadvantage.

Maybe she liked having her life in danger. Living on
the edge like she was some kind of adrenaline junkie.

He didn’t need that in his life. It wouldn’t help
them end the threat of Zimmerman and the stolen weapon, or ID the
blackmailer. Why did she think it would? Had she really lost so
much of her FBI training that she couldn’t see the advantages in
procedure and professionalism? Adrian wasn’t going to let that drag
him down. Not when he’d succeeded this far by following the rule
book—the FBI plays they already knew would work.

Megan was just far too much of a maverick for this to
work. Any of it.

Getting mad and blaming him? No.

One of the local agents stuck his hand out and
introduced himself. “You look like you had a rough day.”

Adrian shook his head, even though it was true on all
counts. He shook the man’s hand. “I need to get moving, get to the
airport.”

“Denver?”

Adrian nodded.

“Cromwell already alerted the Denver FBI office.”
Left unspoken was the fact this agent knew his job here was
clean-up of this scene. Not racing somewhere else.

The agent said, “I’ll need your gun.”

Adrian cleared it and handed it over. He’d used it to
kill one of the men here, so the gun was bagged as evidence. Fine
by him, he’d be cleared. The only variable was whatever Megan said,
which he could not control. He had to trust that she’d tell these
agents the unbiased truth.

He didn’t know what reason she’d have for saying
otherwise, but he also wasn’t entirely sure he could trust her.

He’d been with her to protect her. To be the FBI’s
eyes and ears, find out what she knew. See where Megan Perkins and
her connection to all of this took them. It had been working,
getting them to Remy—whoever that woman was, the agent looking into
her hadn’t come back with anything—and the link between all the
people targeted by the blackmailer so far.

Maybe she would even be able to find the name of the
blackmailer, something the FBI had yet to manage. And not for lack
of trying.

He glanced back and saw Megan and Hank still in low
conversation. She glanced at him. He held her gaze for a second and
then looked at Hank. Shook her head.

Adrian turned away. He couldn’t help with the scene
here, considering he was the person who’d killed one of the men.
All he could do was give his statement.

He told them what he could, and then checked his
email. Learned Zimmerman hadn’t been spotted at any airport or bus
station.

Had El Cuervo
really escaped the restaurant only to send men to pick up Megan the
minute they were away from the other agents? It could mean that the
whole restaurant scene was only to draw Megan out into the
public.

Adrian tapped his phone against his leg while he
thought it over.

A car engine revved.

He spun around to see Megan drive away in the SUV,
alone in the vehicle. He started to run after her, realized it was
futile, and headed for Special Agent Cromwell.

Hank stared after the vehicle.

“She left?”

His boss said, “Wants to go after her mom and make
sure she’s all right.”

“So you just let her swing alone in the wind when
El Cuervo is targeting her?”
Adrian couldn’t believe this. He’d seriously just let her go off
alone, after telling Adrian to stick with her?

Hank’s eyebrows lifted.
“You have a job to do here, Agent Walker. I suggest you get back to
it.”

What on earth?

Something was off.
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Megan drove slower than she normally would have down
the highway. She wasn’t in a rush, and the idea was to be noticed.
Not to escape.

She shifted her hands on the wheel. Squeezed the
dense plastic—or whatever it was made of. Her hands were sweating.
She wanted to squirm in the seat. Why was this harder than being
tied to a chair and punched in the face over and over? They’d done
that for a few minutes at a time over a period of hours.

Then they’d dragged out Will.

He’d cried out when he saw her face. After that, he
said nothing. And she had to stare into his eyes while they
demanded she tell them what she and Will had done with their
money.

Now she figured that had been nothing but a ploy. An
excuse to kill Will and torture her. Set her off her game so that
she made a rash decision—a mistake.

She couldn’t do that now. If El Cuervo was really after her, and she and Hank had
agreed he would try again, then she was ready. Cool and calm.

Mostly.

He could come. Hank would be right behind him, along
with Adrian and the rest of the FBI. Backup. The kind she hadn’t
had behind her in Mexico. Yes, she’d been nervous enough—it had to
have transpired right then, or else she’d never have found the
courage to do it. Bite the bullet. Take the reins. All those
expressions that meant to climb in the car and head out. Alone. Not
unprotected, but definitely exposed.

She doubted Adrian would appreciate the plan when
Hank explained it. But how else would they finish this fast enough
to get to Denver on time? Yeah, agents there were doing their job.
But it was her mom. Her operation. Her hunt
for Zimmerman, who had singled her out by trying to send her
a message at that hospital.

And it would be her that would bring him
down.

She just needed a distraction right now, so she could
get her mind off the waiting. Megan pulled out her phone and used
voice commands to call Steve. Would he even answer? She’d always
felt like a bit of an outsider with Double Down. Though she’d have
said that about Mint as well. He’d always been a lone wolf. Bradley
was the new guy, so she didn’t know him all that well. He was
intense—exactly the way you’d think a Navy SEAL to be. Steve was
the boss.

Maybe they were a group of loners. But they’d made it
work.

Steve had been places and seen things she didn’t even
want to imagine. His former career had taken him all over the world
as a covert agent for the CIA. These days he was private, no longer
government, in both his business dealings as an operator in the
security field and in his personal life.

Right before the phone went to voicemail, he finally
picked up. “Yeah.”

“It’s Megan.”

She figured he knew that. He had answered her
call.

He sighed, loud enough the line crackled. “Megan.”
There was a wealth of emotion in that one word. Regret. A plea for
help.

“You fired on a parking lot full of federal
agents.”

“No one was hurt, right?”

“Couple of bruises and a scraped elbow,” she said.
“That’s not the point.”

How was she supposed to be part of Double Down if
this was what happened when her life became the mission? Steve had
made it so El Cuervo could
escape. That was probably the biggest betrayal of all.

He said, “Are you going to tell them?”

Megan gritted her teeth and stared at the road ahead.
What was she supposed to say to that? Part of her was still loyal
to the FBI, always would be. Her father had been an agent. It was
what she’d wanted to do for years. Despite the fact it had gone so
wrong, she had realized her definition of success. She’d been
living it.

She said, “They’ll find evidence.” It didn’t matter
if she told them or not. With the investigative power of the FBI,
there was no way they would not get some kind of lead that would
point them in Steve’s direction,
eventually.

“I cleaned up.”

“Adrian nearly caught you,” she said. “He’d have seen
you if I hadn’t covered for you.” Her instinct had been to protect
him.

“Maybe you should’ve just told them.”

Regret was a powerful thing. She wanted to believe
he’d made a choice he could live with, a decision he could stand
behind. She never wanted her friends, people she respected, to be
forced into corners where they would do things they’d never
normally do otherwise.

But maybe that was exactly what had happened to
Steve.

“What does he have on you?”

Silence filled the line.

He said, “I wasn’t going to hit anyone.”

Regardless of what he’d been ordered to do, Steve had
made sure the injuries were minimal. He’d fulfilled the task in a
way no one got hurt. If he’d killed an agent—even one—the FBI would
never have stopped hunting him.

Steve’s life would have
been over.

“Maybe you could put in a good word for me with the
bureau.”

Megan said, “They won’t accept it.” Not from her.
“But if we can prove he got to you, then there’s a chance we can
convince them you acted under duress.” That was the only reasoning
they would accept. And if it was the truth, all the better. Steve
had a shot to get in the clear.

“Tell them I had to make a choice.”

She said, “Tell them yourself.”

“I can’t. I have to go.” He sounded distracted
now.

“Steve—”

“Hold down the fort, Megan. Find Zimmerman.”

“He’s holding something over you,” she said. “I know
it.”

“Tell Rachel…” His voice
drifted away.

And then the line went dead.

Megan cried out in frustration. She tossed her phone
in the direction of the passenger seat, changed lanes and took the
next exit off the freeway. Steve was going to martyr himself for
the company? All so Double Down didn’t suffer when his career and
reputation were completely destroyed?

She wanted to believe he’d safeguarded his past. That
the things he’d done were redacted. Top Secret. They had to be
hidden behind high layers of security clearance. He had been
a spy, after all. So how had the blackmailer discovered some hidden
truth?

Or was it something else entirely? Nothing to do with
any operation, but an event in Steve’s past. She didn’t know enough
about him to conclusively answer that. She wanted to call Adrian
and talk it through with him. See what he thought. Adrian didn’t
know Steve all that well, but he could provide insight. Maybe use
his FBI access and contacts to dig into her boss’s life.

Because if it saved Steve, she was absolutely going
to do it.

Megan pulled into a gas station and parked. She hung
her head for a moment and prayed some more. What else was she
supposed to do? She didn’t know who the blackmailer had gotten to
and who was safe. Even her boss—the man she had respected more than
anyone except her father—was a victim of the blackmailer.

A vindictive enemy who had changed the course of her
whole life.

And for what? Revenge. Money. Power. Maybe he was
just sadistic, and this whole thing was nothing but a power
play.

They were just pawns in some game.

Megan couldn’t see her phone. It’d probably fallen
between the seat and the floor. She grabbed the keys out and headed
for the bathroom. Then she needed fuel—like an energy drink and a
huge bag of chips. She needed to jump-start her brain so she could
figure this out.

She hit the hallway to the bathroom and pushed the
door open.

Someone crowded in behind her.

Arms banded around her waist. Pain tore through her
arm.

She couldn’t breathe.
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Adrian followed Hank all the way to the gas station,
after he’d borrowed an SUV from one of the other agents. Where on
earth was the man going?

When he pulled off the highway and headed for a gas
station, Adrian knew something was up.

Hank pulled in across the lot, in an out-of-the-way
spot.

Right beside a fire exit door.

The SUV Adrian had been driving earlier was parked by
the front doors of the gas station. Megan was here.

He headed inside, walked all the aisles, and then
went to the restrooms area. A dank hallway with a wet floor sign at
the far end. The exit door clicked shut.

Adrian picked up his pace.

He pushed out the door to the bright light of the
day, weapon drawn. Something really wasn’t right here.

Hank pulled a limp Megan to his SUV. He held her with
one of her arms over his shoulder. Like she’d passed out, and he
was “helping” her.

“Cromwell!” Adrian lifted
his weapon as he strode over. Was he really going to do this? Would
he shoot Hank if the man pushed him to it? He didn’t know if he
could. Let alone whether he actually believed his boss would push
him to that point.

He turned, narrowed his eyes, and then the older man
dumped Megan on the back seat. Before Adrian could say something,
he saw the curl of Hank’s lips.

Pain ricocheted through Adrian’s head, emanating from
one spot on the back.

The sidewalk lifted up and slammed into his face.

Everything went black.

How much later it was when he finally woke up, Adrian
didn’t know. His head hurt like he couldn’t believe. His thoughts
swam like the time he’d gotten a concussion playing football in
high school.

He shifted enough to get his hands under him and
pushed against the gritty concrete.

“You okay, man? That was some blow.”

Adrian could only grunt.

“Might wanna take it easy, yeah?” The voice was
older, and gravelly. “Should I call the cops?”

“FBI.”

“You want me to call the FBI? Seems overkill, since
you just fell or something.” The older man paused. “You drunk?”

Adrian wanted to shake his head, but that was not a
good idea right now. “I’m FBI.” Those were all the words he could
push out. Bile rose in his throat, and he managed to sit up. “Where
did she go?”

“Lost your girl?” An older man crouched. Denim shirt.
Gray stubble. “She do this to you?” He nodded for a few seconds. Or
Adrian had blurry vision. Then he said, “I had a woman like that
once. Kept me on my toes for sure.”

Adrian tried to locate his weapon. Not on the ground.
Not in his holster. Even his backup, the small caliber revolver he
wore on his ankle, was gone. And his badge. His phone.

“Help me up.”

The old man held out his hand, and Adrian clasped the
man’s wrist. He used as much of his own strength, not wanting to
pull the man over onto the floor.

The world shifted when he was finally upright. Adrian
waited for it to still, then reached up to touch the back of his
head.

The older man grabbed his arm. “Your hands are
dirty.” He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket. “This is
cleaner than your fingers.”

Gravel was still pressed into the skin of his hands.
Adrian wiped them on his pants and took the cloth. He touched it to
the back of his head and nearly dropped to the floor again. He
shifted his legs, tried to get blood flowing around his body so he
didn’t pass out.

“Probably need an ambulance.”

Adrian turned for the door of the gas station. He
needed to make a call. Hank had taken Megan. Shoved her into his
SUV before he took her…where?

And someone else had hit Adrian over the back of the head.

He turned back to the older man. “Did you see what
happened?”

“Nah. Found you on the ground there.” He waved to the
asphalt.

Adrian needed security footage. And a first aid kit.
He needed to know who he could trust, otherwise he wasn’t going to
get Megan back. Was her vehicle still here?

Was his?

He patted his pockets. Keys were still there, but
they’d taken everything else.

Adrian stumbled to the entrance and went inside,
right to the register, all the while trying to figure out what on
earth had just happened. Hank had acted like a father figure in Megan’s life. He’d called her “Meggie,” and it seemed almost like he doted on
her.

Until he suspected her of being part of all this—and
not in a good way. Now he’d stuffed her in his SUV and driven off
with her.

This had to be the work of the blackmailer. Or
Hank was, for some reason, on El
Cuervo’s side just like Zimmerman. Maybe he’d even betrayed
Megan and her partner years ago while she was undercover. Or all of
it was connected somehow, in some other way, which put Hank in the
middle of everything.

Could he be the blackmailer?

The cashier was on the phone. “Looks like he might be
okay.” He hung up.

Adrian said, “A woman was just kidnapped out of the
parking lot. I need witnesses, I need local cops here now to take
statements, and I need a first aid kit. Not necessarily in that
order.”

The cashier’s eyes widened.

The TV, hung high in the corner, interrupted whatever
he’d been about to say.

“…breaking news story,” the commentator said. The
words ALERT flashed across the bottom of the screen. A local news
show. “The FBI have just released a statement confirming that their
missing agent, Daniel Zimmerman, is working in cohorts with another
former agent. A woman who retired from the bureau due to medical
issues, including mental instability.”

A picture flashed on the screen. Zimmerman. Beside
his picture was one of Megan. A bureau photographer had taken it
years ago from the look of it. Definitely before Mexico. Shirt and
blazer, neat hair pulled back. Minimal makeup.

She was working with Zimmerman?

Hank had taken her so the blackmailer could put it
out on the wires that she was working with Zimmerman? Adrian had
just suffered a head injury from someone working with Hank, who was
clearly in cahoots with the blackmailer, but he could figure this
much out at least. Yet more connections.

The blackmailer. Digging deep to make sure his plan
came to fruition.

And Megan was going to take the blame, along with
Zimmerman.

The idea that the blackmailer was Hank ran through
his mind again. Adrian didn’t want to believe it, but it was
possible he supposed. Megan knew she was a target.

But they hadn’t known just how deep the threat
went.

“The FBI is now on the lookout for Daniel Zimmerman
and Megan Perkins in connection with a missing weapon they may
attempt to use. The two are considered armed and extremely
dangerous. If you see them, call the number on the screen
immediately. Do not approach them.”

 

































Chapter 17

Megan’s cheek pressed against the carpeted floor of
the SUV. Her head throbbed where Hank had shoved her in, and she’d
clipped the door frame with her injured hip. Hank. She
should be angry—so angry. She should be hurt by his betrayal.
Inside, where that feeling was supposed to live there was nothing
but…cold.

The sun flashed into view through the window. Megan
winced and shut her eyes.

She could hear Hank breathing, each inhale coming
rapidly as he drove wherever. To whoever. She had plenty of
guesses. This whole thing had been a puzzle from start to finish.
If she was going to maintain her sanity and not get dragged down
into the crazy, then she had to hold back. Keep her defensive
position intact. Not fall into all this, so she didn’t end up
dissolving into a ball of uncontrollable emotions.

She didn’t need to do it. They didn’t need to see
it.

What she should do is figure out a way to get free of
these bindings that had her arms locked behind her. Shoulders
wrenched.

Hank swung around a corner. Megan’s body swayed and
her shoulder pressed against the seat. Against the bandage over her
wound. She gritted her teeth to keep from screaming. Sweat rolled
down her forehead. Megan stared at the back of Hank’s chair. There
was nothing she could do but lie here and wait for them to get
wherever he was taking her.

Nothing but pray.

She’d needed God before, and she’d prayed then. Will
had still died. But Megan had lived. And for what? This life
certainly wasn’t anything noble or great. She hadn’t devoted
herself to much of anything except survival and doing the best job
she could for Steve.

She hadn’t even gone after El Cuervo.

Because she knew, if she did, that he’d have
destroyed her. Truth was, she never wanted to see El Cuervo again in her entire life. She knew
that as well as she knew it was where Hank was taking her. Megan
might have been looking for him but frankly, she hadn’t found many
leads. And maybe that was because she hadn’t wanted to actually
find much of anything.

Fear had held her back. It had kept her in a box of
her own making.

If she’d gone after Will’s killer, then she’d have
destroyed the one thing God allowed to survive—her. She’d have
thrown his gift of life back in his face.

And that was why she hadn’t been able to do it.

Megan didn’t know why she was saved when Will wasn’t.
She’d rather have lived in a world with him in it. Or for her to
have died, and him to have lived. Will would’ve made the world a
better place. After all, he’d done that for her.

Now she had Adrian in her life. The two men were so
vastly different, she didn’t even know where to begin comparing
them, even if she’d wanted to.

Megan prayed.

Hank drove.

His phone rang. “Yeah.” Pause. “I’m ten minutes out.” Another pause. “Okay.”
He hung up, then said, “Not long now.”

“You’re taking me to El Cuervo?” The question filled her mouth with the
taste of an acid that ate at her resolve. She’d tried to sound
strong, but what was the point? Hank had done this, and he knew
he’d won.

Hank said, “Nothing personal.”

“He’s got your life in a vice, right?” He’d know she
was talking about the blackmailer. “So you’ll hand me over, and say
you had no choice.”

“Coercion is a valid defense.”

“I don’t buy that. You’re an agent.” She’d had
compassion for Steve, but there was none for Hank. “You know what
we can do when we’re faced with any kind of threat.” She paused.
“But you didn’t choose that. You chose to bend and let him do this
to you—get you to turn against me.”

Then again, had he ever felt any loyalty toward her?
Maybe it’d been nothing but a ruse to draw her in so he’d have
exactly this opportunity.

“Does this have something to do with my father?” Remy
seemed to think that was the connection.

All that talk of loyalty to her family because of the
work Hank had done years ago with her dad might have been nothing
but lies—keeping her close. For this.

She thought about it while he said nothing. Maybe
he’d decided that he wanted to be there out of loyalty in the
beginning. But anything after Mexico was suspect, and she didn’t
believe any of it was other than the blackmailer twisting his life
for whatever scheme the puppet master had in mind.

“What does he have on you?” She asked the question
out loud, even as she wondered again what the blackmailer had on
Steve. “Did he kidnap Zimmerman’s family? Is that what he does?
Threaten the people closest to you to force you to do what he
wants.” But Hank didn’t have a family.

She’d thought he considered her kind of like a
daughter. Now she knew that couldn’t be true. “What does he know
that you don’t want to get out?”

The question hung in the air. He was willing to
sacrifice her for whatever it was. Maybe she didn’t want to know.
She might end up disappointed she was worth so little. She huffed
out a breath—not anywhere near a laugh, but headed in that
direction. The ability to be a little sardonic, especially at a
time like this, helped shore up those defenses.

If she could focus on Hank, then she didn’t have to
think about—

The car slowed, and they pulled under the roof of a
building. A warehouse.

El Cuervo.

She tried to stay cold. Tried to keep her mind
divorced from what was happening. Adrian…she couldn’t think about
him. Did he hate her for leaving? She had no idea what Hank had
told him about her taking the car and going. Apparently not the
truth, at least as far as she’d known it.

This was supposed to have been about baiting a trap
for El Cuervo. Instead she
was the target, and it was Hank who had snapped it shut. On
her.

Lord…
There were no words. Her eyes burned. Her nose stung.

The door opened and a man stood there. Megan didn’t
look at whoever it was. She just lay still on the floor behind the
front seats.

He grabbed her foot and pulled her out. Her shoes
slapped the floor. The man ducked his head and pulled her upper
body over his shoulder. He stood, causing a grunt to rise in her
throat. Her head swam along with the throb, upside down with all
the blood pooling there.

He lumbered under the weight of her. Yes, she needed
to quit her pizza habit. She didn’t need the reminder, thank you
very much. He shifted her again and deposited her on the concrete
floor.

Megan blew out a breath and tried to relax every
tense muscle. Her jaw screamed from being locked so tightly. Her
shoulders were on fire. She took another moment to get some more
breaths in her.

And then she looked up.

El Cuervo stood
over her, dressed in the same suit. Did he have several in that
color because he liked it so much? She pictured them lined up in
his closet like uniforms. The scar peeked out his collar on the
left side of his face, wrinkled skin from there to his ear.
Burns—probably suffered years ago. Had that been instrumental in
him becoming the man he was now?

Why did her mind keep coming back to his obvious
injury?

“We meet again.”

She’d pretended not to know Spanish the first time he
spoke to her. Now she replied in English, just because she knew it
would irritate him. “The pleasure is all yours, I’m sure.”

 


**






Adrian buckled himself into the airplane seat. He’d
gone right for Megan’s SUV before anyone else got to it. First
thing he’d done was try and look inside. The doors were locked. A
check of the bathroom, the hallway, and the ground between the back
door and where the SUV had been parked, yielded her car keys.

Inside the vehicle, he’d
found her phone and purse. He’d taken the phone. It didn’t matter
that local cops would discover her ID and wallet, and likely her
FBI badge, inside the SUV abandoned at the gas station.

Agents in DC at his office hadn’t been able to locate
the GPS on Hank’s vehicle. They’d gotten nothing back but,
“Error.”

Adrian leaned his head back against the airplane seat
and shut his eyes. His entire skull throbbed, but that was nothing
compared with what Megan was likely going through. And she was
being implicated as a terrorist along with Zimmerman. Two
“rogue” FBI agents, supposedly acting on
some prearranged plan. A stolen sonic weapon. Both of them
knowledgeable about police and federal agency response times and
high value targets.

It was a smart move to blame it on them.

Adrian decided then that the blackmailer really had
taken Zimmerman’s family. That had to be why no one had been able
to find them. Now the blackmailer was leveraging their lives
against Zimmerman’s cooperation. Demanding he bring revenge on men
who had wronged the blackmailer through a military operation
undertaken years ago.

Years in which hatred and anger had festered and
turned cancerous. Infecting the blackmailer.

Now the blackmailer was like patient zero with the
virus being spread to unsuspecting people. His targets were
suffering symptoms and passing it on. Forced to fight for him, so
that more and more people were drawn in.

“You need to turn those off, sir.”

Adrian opened his eyes. He glanced from the airline
hostess to the phones he had in each hand on his lap. He turned off
his, and then Megan’s.

He’d tried her mom half a dozen times on the way to
the airport. Calling out using her phone, while his rang on the
passenger seat. Local FBI personnel trying to reach him, probably
wondering what happened. Where Hank was.

No one had tried to call Megan’s phone.

He tried to doze on the way to Denver. Mostly his
head went around and around, whirling between worry over Megan to
where she was, what Hank had done with her and where El Cuervo fit into all this. Not to
mention how it related to the blackmailer. Did Remy know the
answers?

All Adrian could do was head to the conference, find
those two Navy guys, and make sure they were safe.

Protect Megan’s mother, Sylvia, because that was what
she would want him to do.

He knew that the same way he knew trying to
find her was futile. Hank wouldn’t leave his phone on so it could
be hacked. He knew about GPS in their vehicles, so he’d disabled
it. If he was part of El
Cuervo being here in the US, or the blackmailer’s business,
he would need Megan alive. For now.

Adrian figured her time was limited. Dead or alive,
she’d still be a scapegoat for them. Someone to blame all the
destruction on. The target was those two Navy officers, so that was
what he could focus on—stopping the blackmailer. That had been his
job all along. He was supposed to have protected Megan, and he
would do everything he could to stand up for her. To prove she was
pulled into this against her will, just like the rest of them.

If he couldn’t save her life—and he would do what he
could on that—then he could at least keep her from being
convicted.

It was the only thing that kept him from being
overwhelmed right now—that, and the constant stream of prayer.

God had brought Megan into his life, because He knew
she would need Adrian.

Help me to know what to do.

He had to focus on what he could do, rather
than allow what he couldn’t control to
stall him. Double Down couldn’t help. Not when he didn’t know who
to trust. The FBI was a long shot, except for the agents in his DC
office. And that wouldn’t last much longer. Soon enough they would
find out that he wasn’t working with Hank anymore.

Adrian prayed the Denver office hadn’t been stained
with whatever Hank had done. That his home office hadn’t. That the
agents in Austin were clear.

The plane landed. He grabbed his backpack and strode
down the gangway, not even caring how much he’d paid for first
class, just so he could be one of the first ones off the plane. He
navigated to the arrivals area and saw two agents waiting for
him.

He’d called ahead to the Denver office before
boarding the plane, and asked to be met by agents. There was a
chance Hank would circumvent Adrian’s attempts to stop Zimmerman,
but he had to risk it. He couldn’t do this alone.

They clocked him about the same time he spotted them
and headed over. Agents for the FBI just had a
particular…professionalism about them.

For a split second, he wondered if they were going to
arrest him. But then the first one stuck his hand out.
“Walker?”

Adrian nodded. He shook both their hands and learned
they were Peters and Bryant. “Good to meet you. Have you located
the two Navy officers yet?”

Peters shook his head. “Who?”

“Retired Rear Admiral Frampton and Captain Charles
St. Germaine. They’re Zimmerman’s
targets.”

Bryant said, “Zimmerman, the guy y’all are looking
for over in DC?”

“He’s in Denver for the big conference at the
convention center this weekend.”

They glanced at each other.

“You didn’t know that.” Adrian pinched the bridge of
his nose. “You guys were supposed to have been informed. He said
you had agents there, looking for Zimmerman and rounding up those
two guys we know are targets.”

“Who said?”

“My boss, SAC
Cromwell.”

Bryant shrugged. Like he’d never even heard of Hank.
“Guess there’s no time to waste, then.” He waved Adrian to go with
them. “We can call it in from the car.”

Adrian left his own phone switched off. For now. He
turned on Megan’s phone and called her mother. Fear for Megan
surged inside him. But he was miles away, doing the job he was
supposed to have done with her.

Had he made the right choice?

“Hi honey,” Sylvia Perkins answered. “I was just
about to text. I’ve checked into my hotel.”

“Good,” he said. “Stay there.”

“Excuse me, who are—”

“My name is Adrian Walker. Hank Cromwell gave Megan
to El Cuervo.”

No, he didn’t know that for sure. But it was really
the only explanation.

Adrian said, “I’m in Denver to stop Zimmerman. He’s
there at the convention center. Whatever you do, do not
leave your hotel room.”

“You think I’m going to sit here and do nothing while
my daughter is in danger?”

“Ma’am—”

“I’m calling Remy.”

“You know her?”

Megan’s mother huffed. “Do we have time for that
conversation, considering everything that is happening?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Send me pictures of the two men you’re looking for.
I’ll see if I can get word to them.”

“Ma’am—”

“Call me that one more time, Agent Walker, and
you and I will have a serious problem,” she said. “You asked me not
to leave the hotel room, right?”

“Yes, m—I did.”

One of the agents with him grinned, then pointed to
the passenger seat for Adrian to get in.

Megan’s mother said, “So get me their pictures. I
know people, and I can make calls just as well as anyone.”

“Thank you. I could use anything you find out.”
Especially if she knew Remy.

“And as soon as you safeguard the two men, you can go
get Megan.”

“I will be doing exactly that.”

First, he had to do his job. And for the first time
in his life, it was the last thing Adrian wanted to do. Not to
mention he had no clue where to even begin the search for
Megan.

The only reassurance he had was the fact there were
honest agents looking for her. As a potential terrorist, yes. But
he would take it either way.

Hank had disgraced the FBI badge. Adrian would hand
his in if it meant the difference between duty and being able to go
after Megan. But if she knew he’d let people die, and let Zimmerman
or the blackmailer succeed, she would never forgive him. Even when
it put her life at risk.

Why else had she tried to leave him earlier, and go
with El Cuervo’s
men?

Adrian had to take care of this first. And until the
moment he knew Megan was all right, he was going to pray harder
than he’d ever prayed that she could hold on.

Until he got there.
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The metal folding chair was hard against her back.
Her breath puffed out in white clouds with every exhale. She might
have been staring into those nightmarish eyes, so dark brown they
looked black, but she had to think about anything and everything
else.

“Si, hermano.” He hung up the phone and those eyes
narrowed into black slits.

“Who is he?”

El Cuervo said
nothing.

“You just called him ‘brother.’ How do you know each
other?”

He stood there as if she hadn’t spoken. She needed
him to tell her about the blackmailer, otherwise she’d have
nothing.

Megan gritted her teeth, then said, “You’re just
going to kill me. Why not tell me who he is? What difference will
it make?”

His lip twitched on one side. Great, so he enjoyed
the thought of her being dead. Or was his pleasure in her own
realization of it?

“You were supposed to kill me two years ago, right?
Missed your chance.”

“You have proven useful to him since.”

She didn’t react to that. “And now my time’s up,
right?”

“In death, you will also serve a purpose.”

“Because my dad did something that wronged him? So
he’s taking it out on me, even though I was in elementary school at
the time.” And that was the reason Will was dead—because a parent
of his had been a part of it.

Megan couldn’t help wonder if Hank had put them
together because he’d known even back then that their parents had
been involved. Which meant he’d also had to have been under the
blackmailer’s thumb even then.

She looked back over her left shoulder. Could Hank be
the blackmailer?

No. There were indications he’d been taking orders,
and El Cuervo had been
talking to someone on the phone. It had sounded like they were
equals, though he’d received instructions. And called the man
“brother.”

Who was it?

Someone with computer skills. Someone with knowledge
of redacted Top Secret missions. Someone old enough to have been
affected by an event that took place decades ago—which narrowed it
down, but not by a whole lot. He was at least her age, though
likely older. And she also figured the blackmailer was connected.
Like maybe he had a government job, or was military. Someone with
the influence to be able to dig into Steve’s background and put the
screws to him.

“I want my money,” Hank said.

She watched El
Cuervo react. Cold. Calculating. His gaze flicked to land on
Hank. She wanted to shiver. Sitting bound in the middle of four
men—Hank, the Venezuelan, and two of his bodyguards—put her at a
serious disadvantage.

One she remembered every second of every day and in
all her nightmares as the worst, most fearful day of her life.

All she had to do was shut her eyes and she saw blood
bloom across Will’s chest. Watched his chair topple backward, him
in it. Tied there, just like she was now. Just like she had been
back on that day.

Powerless.

Emotion threatened to overwhelm her. But she
wasn’t going to break down, even if she wanted to just cry
and be a girl surrounded by a bunch of thugs. They wanted her to do
it. Wanted her to give up. To surrender to their strength.

And she wasn’t going to.

No way.

She recited all the Bible verses about strength that
she remembered. Said them all, one by one, in her head. It didn’t
matter what El Cuervo and
Hank were talking about. How he’d betrayed her. How short the rest
of her life was going to be. To die was gain, right?

She didn’t want to leave her mom, not like this. She
didn’t like leaving with the blackmailer still free. Or not being
able to see what might happen in her future with Adrian, void of a
stressful situation.

Still, it wasn’t like dying would be a bad thing—for
her. She’d quite like to see what eternal glory might look like. No
more pain. No more fear. Sign her up for that.

There was plenty to want to stay alive for, but she
also knew God’s plan might not be that she remained alive. He might
want her life to be done here. It was His prerogative, and for the
first time in her life, she was willing to surrender to Him.
Because she trusted that God knew what was best—not what was
easiest. And He would take care of the people she loved.

Megan prayed that the truth would be revealed,
regardless of what happened to her. She prayed for everyone
involved, all her friends. Her teammates. Her family. Adrian.

A single tear slipped from the corner of her eye and
rolled down her cheek.

Regret and peace sat inside her like two things on
opposite ends of a scale. The peace was overwhelming, a gift given
to her by God, outweighing the regret. But that didn’t mean regret
wasn’t still part of the balance.

The first gunshot caused a flinch in her body that
nearly lifted her from the chair. Her ears rang.

Another shot blasted.

Then a third. A fourth. She lost count as sounds
melded together and her ears rang, overwhelmed with the noise.

Bodies dropped to the ground.

El Cuervo.

Hank had shot him.

She turned back to the man who’d been her mentor. He
lay bleeding, the gun inches from his fingers. Gasping.

The Venezuelan and his two bodyguards were dead.

She rose from the chair and fell to her knees.
Stumbled over to him, hands bound behind her back, to lean over his
face. “Hank.” The word broke, and she sucked in a breath.

His body shuddered and he tried to speak.

“No. It’s okay.” She knew
he couldn’t talk. “You did the right thing.” He’d killed her
enemies. Ended the threat.

“So—rry.”

She squeezed her eyes shut for a second. “I
know.”

Hank’s breathing stopped,
and she watched the flicker of light in his eyes die out as his
heart gave in to the trauma. Then he was gone.

More tears rolled down her cheeks. She tried to move,
but her hands were bound tight. It took a minute, but she found
Hank’s knife in his back pocket and cut herself free. Ouch.
Blood welled on her wrist where she’d nicked the skin.

She moved to El
Cuervo then and found his phone, which she used to dial
Remy. She wanted to call Emergency services here, or Adrian.

“Mason Industries.”

“That’s a new one,” Megan said.

“Oh, it’s you. Thank goodness. I’m glad you called
because I need to talk to you, and I only have a second. But first,
are you okay?”

Megan looked at the carnage around her. “No. I’m not okay at all.”

“You want me to call the boys? They’re in India, but
I can get them back here if you need help.”

“There’s no time,” Megan said.

“Agreed. He breached my system, Meg. I have to go
dark, but I wanted to give you something before I do.”

“An airplane would be great.”

“Done,” Remy said. “You
know the drill. But you won’t be able to contact me. I got too
close, and I’m being burned.” She paused for a second, then said,
“You’ll be on your own.”

Megan thought about all the people in her life. “No,
I won’t.”

“I’m going to send everything I know to Special Agent
Walker, including proof you have nothing to do with this.”

“What?”

“Proof—so they can’t keep blaming you for being in
collusion with Zimmerman.”
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Adrian walked right behind them as agents Peters and
Bryant escorted Rear Admiral Frampton (retired) and Captain St.
Germaine to the waiting SUV. They’d even called in the local
tactical team from their office. Plenty of guns watching.

Looking for Zimmerman.

Other agents and local cops plus state police were
all over the place. The convention center had been evacuated, and
people were still filing out.

It was over. But they hadn’t found Zimmerman yet.

Adrian would be happy about it if he didn’t have that
niggling feeling this would only cause Zimmerman to go to the
ground. He had to remind himself that lives had been saved today—on
more than one front. Zimmerman could go somewhere else. Hit a new
target. But they’d prevented an attack on innocent lives
today. They had the two Navy officers. That meant a good
shot to figure out where those might be. Information was what they
needed right now; all the details they could get about what had
happened. Adrian would add a whole lot of prayer, so that hopefully
they could figure out the blackmailer’s identity.

The SUV door shut. Bryant turned back and held out
his hand. “We’ll get them secured and
talk with them. I’ve got your number and your email, so I’ll keep
you posted on what we learn.”

Adrian nodded. He’d done
all he could. He’d arguably saved the day, getting the convention
center and the two men secured.

But why did he feel that niggling…whatever it was …at
the back of his mind? That it might not have been enough.

They still didn’t know where Zimmerman was.

Megan was still being implicated.

“Thank you,” he said anyway. “I appreciate it.”

He couldn’t discount the fact these two men might
have been bought by the blackmailer, but he’d checked them out with
their boss. The speed with which they’d called in the full force of
the Denver FBI office had been impressive. These weren’t lone
wolves acting under duress.

They drove off, and he turned back. Considered
calling Megan’s mother again. Sylvia had been a lifeline during
this, making calls to powerful people. He figured some of the FBI’s
arrival here had been due to her. The agents had been clear they
were supposed to look for Zimmerman, and not Megan. Her mother
likely had FBI contacts from her days as an agent’s wife. But that
was just speculation.

He pulled out Megan’s phone, but there were no
notifications.

His own had been quiet, as well. The agents at his
office back in DC had confirmed that Hank’s duty issued phone was
turned off. Still no way to trace where he’d gone.

Where he’d taken Megan.

“Adrian!” A slender woman climbed out of a cab and
raced toward him. It was like looking at Megan in thirty years. And
the future was bright.

He met her halfway. “Mrs. Perkins?”

She nodded and made it all the way to stand in front
of him. “Megan just called me. She’s on her way here right now, in
a private plane.” The older woman held onto his biceps. “She’s all
right.”

Relief swept through him. They’d talked more than
once in the last few hours, and he figured it had slipped that he
was worried about Megan. Maybe even that he cared about her.

He said, “That’s great.” Two words, so
inadequate.

She grinned. “She sounded tired, but what’s important
is that she’s all right.”

Of course Megan had called her mother first. It made
the most sense. He was here and busy, and she probably didn’t want
to bother him. Even if he wanted to be bothered. Especially
by her.

Adrian blew out a breath. She was all right.

He’d made the right call. Thank You, Lord.
Could this be the beginning of the end of this journey they’d all
been on?

He said, “We’re still
looking for Zimmerman. This isn’t over.”

She nodded. “But our girl is safe.”

Adrian wasn’t sure he’d go that far just yet. He
needed to see if Megan wanted to have that title in his life. She
might not feel the same way about him that he did about her. But he
prayed he would get the chance to find out soon.

Adrian looked at the glass front doors of the
convention center, then at the surrounding area. Plenty of places
for Zimmerman to hide with his sonic weapon, even with the police
sweeping the area.

“We should head to the airport and meet her.”

Adrian nodded before he looked at Megan’s mother.
“I’ll let them know I’m leaving, but the SAC here doesn’t need me.
His team will take up the hunt for Zimmerman here.”

Adrian was one man. It was the FBI as a whole that
would bring him down. Right these wrongs.

Sylvia said, “You think he left?”

“When we gave the evacuation order, most likely. He
probably saw us escort his two targets out of here, and now he’ll
have to check in with the blackmailer on what to do next.”

She frowned. “Will he follow them and try to hurt
them at the FBI office or in a safe house?”

Adrian said, “It’s possible, and the agents will be
watching for that. But he needs the exact frequency of the material
a building is made out of if he wants to bring it down. It’s not as
easy as pointing and shooting.”

“Okay.” She nodded, but didn’t look much
relieved.

“If we can get Megan to the FBI office as well, then
we can get her to give a statement. And I can tell them about Hank.
We can get all this figured out and squared away.”

“That would be good.”

He was still convinced the truth, utilized by the
law, was the way this would be resolved. Remy could find anything,
apparently, but only when applied to the justice system would the
blackmailer’s plans be thwarted.

Adrian kept an eye on Megan’s mother while he checked
with the SAC on scene. He didn’t need anything to happen to her on
his watch. It was the guilt making him do it. Megan had gone off on
her own. But he could have made sure she stayed safe, right? He
could have caught up to her in time.

She was all right now—he hoped. But who knew what
she’d gone through, or how she’d gotten out?

Adrian drove her mother toward the Denver airport,
and into an alternative entrance. One for private parties and their
private planes. Usually businesses the FBI would be interested in
knowing about.

Megan’s mother gasped. “Look.”

A small plane was coming in to land. Much too
fast.

Smoke poured out of the tail of the aircraft.

“Is that her plane?”

Adrian didn’t know. He couldn’t even speak to tell
her mother that. His foot stuttered on the gas pedal, and the
borrowed federal vehicle slowed. He couldn’t watch the plane Megan
might be on, crash right in front of him.

This had to have something to do with Zimmerman.

Adrian twisted in his seat to look around.

He drove past the hangar. Down the runway a man stood
out in the open, a bulky object on his shoulder like a rocket
launcher. Zimmerman. He’d exposed himself, on orders from the
blackmailer, to bring down Megan’s plane. All of it rolled through
Adrian’s mind, one realization after the other.

Adrian hit the gas and drove straight toward the man,
standing out in the open.

Megan’s mother gasped and grabbed the handle on the
door.

“Hold on.” He honked his horn. If it didn’t get
Zimmerman’s attention, maybe he could alert emergency services. Or
at least someone in the airport watching out the window. Please
God, let us be seen.

He couldn’t watch Megan die.

And while it wasn’t the same as her witnessing Will’s
death, Adrian at least understood what losing his partner would be
like. He knew he wouldn’t survive it nearly as well as Megan
had.

She needed to live.

Zimmerman didn’t turn, despite the fact Adrian laid
heavy on the horn. He just kept pointing the weapon at the
airplane.

Adrian’s speed hit sixty miles an hour, as he
barreled right toward Zimmerman.

At the last second, the man turned. He saw Adrian
coming and dived out of the way. Adrian clipped him with the car.
The rogue agent flew through the air and landed on the runway with
a thud. Megan’s mother screamed. Adrian hit the brakes and turned
the car around.

Behind them, the airplane’s engines screamed as it
headed for the runway.

It was going to crash.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter
19

Megan swam in and out of consciousness. Kind
of…disconnected from her body. Everything was soft and warm. It
made her wonder if she was dead and maybe floating instead on some
cloud. Until she heard the vague sounds of a hospital intercom.
Beeping machines.

She blinked against florescent lights.

Too bright.

Soft pressure touched her forehead. “Get better soon.
We need you.”

The voice was familiar. She fought the pull of
unconsciousness and blinked. Tried to focus. Finally managed to
blink away the blur, just in time to see Steve dart out the
door.

Her strength slipped away, like water down a drain,
and she was out.

Megan came around the next time to the sound of low
voices. Two people, a man and a woman, trying to keep the volume of
their conversation down. She tried to speak and heard only a low
moan emerge from her throat.

“Megan!” Her mom touched her hand.

She did the blinking thing again. There wasn’t so
much warmth this time, and her left leg didn’t feel good at all.
Nor did the rest of her.

But her mom was here. That made her smile.

Her mom’s hand touched her cheek and she pressed a
kiss to the other. “Honey.”

“Hi.” Her voice sounded
awful.

“Oh, I’m so glad you’re awake. The doctors were
starting to get worried about when you were going to surface.” Mom
smiled. “It’s so good to see those pretty blue eyes.”

Megan didn’t want to use up her energy, otherwise she
would fall asleep again. Not like she had with… “Steve.”

“He isn’t here, but Adrian is.”

Megan tried to shake her head. That wasn’t what she
meant. Steve had been in her room.

“He’s actually in a lot of trouble.” The voice was
low. So warm and familiar. Adrian came into view at the side of the
bed, his face a war between relief and something else. “The feds
are looking for him in connection with the restaurant
shooting.”

She shut her eyes.

“But you knew that, didn’t you? He was the one you
saw fleeing the scene.”

She opened her eyes. Nodded as much as she could.

“Hank?”

She said, “He shot… El
Cuervo. For me.”

Adrian said, “I got a report from the scene. Looks
like he saved your life. But he was the one who put you in that
situation in the first place.” He paused, a frown across his
forehead. “Time will tell what role the blackmailer played in that.
The FBI has a lot to go through, between him and Zimmerman. Your
part in all this. And finding Steve.”

The blackmailer should’ve been found. This was going
on entirely too long. Like a disease, now out of control. And it
was spreading beyond the initially infected people. It was
destroying even more lives now.

Megan took a deep breath and let it out. It hitched a
few times as she tried to process everything, and her eyes filled
with tears.

“That’s enough for right now, I think,” her mom said.
“I’m going to go and find the doctor. Tell him you’re awake.”

Adrian shifted as well, and opened his mouth like he
was going to say something. He was going to go, too? She didn’t
want to be alone.

Megan moved her hand and grasped his with as much
strength as she could.

“What?”

She didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know where to
begin. This man had been with her through so much that she didn’t
want him to leave. But she also couldn’t be that crazy, clingy
woman who refused to let him go.

All she said was, “Adrian.”

His face softened, and he leaned against the bed.

“What…?”

He finished for her. “What happened?”

She nodded.

“The plane you were in crashed.” He looked down.
Played with her fingers, while he said, “I won’t ever forget
watching it hit the ground. You were lucky to survive. One of the
pilots didn’t, and the other is in ICU.”

She squeezed his fingers, and he looked at her. “Not
lucky.”

He nodded. “You know what I mean.”

She should be dead.

“You have a concussion the doctors were worried
about. Your left knee was shattered and they had to replace it. But
all in all, you came out pretty amazingly intact.” He paused. “Do
you remember it?”

“No.”

“They said that probably would happen. I guess it’s a
reaction to extreme trauma like that.” He blew out a breath. “I
wish I could forget it.”

She moved her fingers across the back of his
hand.

“Zimmerman is here, too.”

Her whole body twitched. A wave of pain moved through
her.

“No. Sorry. He’s in ICU.”
He ducked his head, then lifted it. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m no good
at this.”

She wrinkled her nose. “You’re doing fine.”

“You have to say that.”

Megan rolled her eyes as much as she could.

“You say plenty, for someone who doesn’t have much
strength to speak.”

She smiled.

“I guess I learned your expressions.”

They stared at each other for a while. Her body
wanted to sleep, but she refused to look away.

“The doctor will be here soon. And I have to check in
with the bureau.” His mouth twisted in a wry smile. “I hit
Zimmerman with my car, and they’re not too happy. I guess I should
have gotten out and arrested him, but I think your mom would have
done it if I hadn’t. Either way, it didn’t stop the plane from
crashing.”

But he had saved lives. And Zimmerman had been
caught. If he pulled through from his injuries, he’d be arrested.
Right?

“Another thing we need to go through.” Adrian ran a
hand over his hair. “There’s going to be a lot of unpacking on
this. And maybe we still won’t know who the blackmailer is, even
when we tear this whole operation apart.”

Remy hadn’t given him the information? Megan tried to
remember what account she’d have used to send that email. What had
she gotten messages from before…

“Eckhart…” She paused to
garner the strength to say, “Industries.”

Adrian’s head jerked back a fraction. “I got an email
from them a couple of days ago with an attachment. I assumed it was
a virus.”

A couple of days ago?

Megan pushed aside that question and got to the
important thing. “Remy.”

“It was her?”

She nodded, just as the door opened. Her mom came
back in, followed by an older man in a lab coat.

Adrian leaned down and touched her cheek with warm
fingers. “I’m going to go look at what she sent me.”

Megan nodded.

“Don’t go anywhere, yeah?”
He smiled, then touched his lips to her forehead. Kind of like
Steve had done the first time she woke
up. That soft pressure on her head. It better mean a whole lot more
than that coming from Adrian.

He frowned. “What is that look about?”

Megan grasped his tie and pulled his face closer
again. She tipped her face up, and he got the message.

Touched his lips to hers.

She heard her mom sigh.

Adrian said, “I’ll be back soon.”

 


**

 


The door clicked shut behind him and both Bradley and
Mint approached.

“Is she okay?”

“What did she say?”

Alexis and Emma were with them, looking as worried as
their men sounded.

Adrian lifted both hands and took a breath. Being
close to her, pretending there was nothing to worry about, had been
harder than he’d thought it would be. And he’d thought it would be
pretty hard.

Alexis put her hand on his arm. “Are you okay?”

He nodded to the woman he’d hauled into the FBI
office for interrogation. The woman he had accused of being
involved in her best friend’s kidnapping.

Now that he knew her, and fully understood the scope
of everything happening, there was no way he could believe she was
capable of that. It was embarrassing to think he’d ever believed
it.

Alexis’s eyes softened.
Bradley put his arm around her, and pulled his wife against his
side.

Emma slipped her hand into Mint’s, and Adrian noticed
the ring on her left hand. They’d gotten engaged, even in the midst
of everything swirling around them. No time to waste. Not when life
was so short.

Adrian said, “She thinks Steve visited her. She said
he was here, in her room.”

“Someone would have seen him, wouldn’t they?” Emma
glanced around.

Mint shook his head. “If he didn’t want to be seen,
no one would have noticed.”

“The feds are closing in on him,” Adrian said. “Or,
they think they are.”

Alexis frowned. “And we’re just going to stand here,
doing nothing, pretending like our friend isn’t being wrongly
accused of being a blackmailer and a terrorist? We can’t just lie
down and let Steve take the fall for all of this. It’s not
right.”

“Of course we’re going to fight,” Bradley said. “But
if the real blackmailer thinks we’re going to come at him, then
he’ll double his efforts to pin it all on Steve.”

Adrian sighed. “I need to
get to the Denver FBI office. Megan says Remy sent me something.”
Plus there were more debriefs to give. More
details to go over. Every part of Hank Cromwell’s life and
career were being taken apart. The same was being done with Daniel
Zimmerman. The FBI had been torn apart in the media, and the whole
bureau was reeling.

If they took down the blackmailer, they could prove
they still had the ability to bring justice.

Too bad they were looking at the wrong man.

Steve.

Alexis said, “We can stay with Megan until you get
back.”

He nodded. It would take some time but as soon as he
got all the paperwork straightened out, and then turned in his
badge and his gun, he’d be back.

When this was all over, maybe Steve would hire him on
at Double Down. Because wherever Megan was, that was where Adrian
wanted to be.

“That doesn’t look good,” Mint said, studying
Adrian’s face. “Then at the end, it got
better.”

Adrian wanted to laugh over the man psychoanalyzing
him just from the look on his face, but there was no humor right
now. Inside he felt the same cold since he’d seen the plane Megan
was in, falling out of the sky.

He was lucky the bureau hadn’t decided to bring
charges against him for what he’d done to Zimmerman. Adrian had
argued the timing. He’d had to act as quickly as possible, and he’d
used what he had on hand. Still, he figured it was Megan’s mother’s
pull that had smoothed out the repercussions.

The doctor came out of Megan’s room and walked by
them.

Emma said, “What can we do for Steve that will help
him?”

“Not much,” Bradley said. “I put a few kits of
supplies—gun, money, etcetera—together. Left them in places I think
he might go.”

Mint nodded. “I put out some feelers to a few people
I think he might contact.”

“So we just wait?” Emma glanced between them.

Adrian said, “Steve knows what to do. He’s not on the
run, he’s working. He’ll find a way to clear his own name, and out
the identity of the blackmailer.”

“None of us managed to do it.” Alexis looked near
tears. “Why will Steve be able to?”

Bradley squeezed her shoulder. “Because we’re going
to pray, and we’re going to trust God.”

“But it’s taking so long. Why can’t this just be
over?” She twisted to bury her face in her husband’s jacket.

He rubbed a hand up and down her back. “We don’t know
why, but we know there is a reason. God has more he wants to
do.”

Alexis lifted her head. “With Rachel?”

Bradley shook his head. “What is it with you and the
idea of Steve and Rachel?” The corners of his mouth curled up.
“It’s cute, how optimistic you are.”

Alexis slapped at his shoulder. “Now isn’t the time
for that. This is serious.”

He sobered. “I know.”

Megan’s mother touched Adrian’s shoulder. “She’s
drowsy, but she’s asking for you.”

He nodded, then turned back to the group. “I’m
available, whatever you need.” The blackmailer had torn Megan’s
life apart, and Adrian wanted him exposed. He fully intended to see
this through to the end. “Just give me a call.”

Bradley and Mint both nodded. They shook hands. The
women doled out cheek kisses, and then the four of them headed out
down the hallway.

Adrian let himself into Megan’s room. Her eyes were
closed, her breath moving rhythmically.

“My mom looks tired,” she said, not bothering to open
her eyes. “Can you get her to go back to the hotel and take a
nap?”

He leaned his hip against the bed. “I can try.”

Her mouth twitched. “Now you feel my pain.”

Adrian didn’t. There was no way he could when she was
lying beaten and bruised in a hospital bed, and he’d done…what? Hit
Zimmerman with his car.

Closed the case.

Caught the rogue agent.

Averted a national disaster.

If he was lucky, the FBI would decide not to give him
a commendation. That was the last thing he wanted, especially when
more than a cursory look into his life would reveal the fact he was
actively still searching for the blackmailer. Outside the FBI.

Too many people had been touched by the man behind
all this. Adrian wasn’t going to trust anyone outside Double Down
until it was over.

“What?” She touched his hand.

Adrian leaned forward. He put his head on her
shoulder, overwhelmed by all of this. “I’m sorry.”

She curled her hand around the back of his neck. “You
saved me, didn’t you?”

He blew out a breath. “Please tell me what
El Cuervo did.” She still had
the marks on her wrists from being bound. The doctor had told him
there hadn’t been any sexual assault, but he wanted her to tell
him.

Her fingers flexed against his skin. “Tried to talk
me to death.”

He lifted his head, but only so he could see her
eyes.

“I’m okay.”

“Not because I saved you. Hank took you, and he’s the
one who killed El Cuervo.
What did I do?”

“Your job.” She shot him a look. “Or, how about,
‘everything you could?’ Which included saving my mother, and a
whole lot of other people, and making sure Zimmerman didn’t do
something awful.”

“They found his family.”

She nodded slightly.

“The blackmailer had them killed.” Adrian blew out a
breath. “He had evidence planted there that makes it look like
Steve is the one who did it.”

Her mouth opened, but no sound came out.

“He’s on the run.”

She said, “We have to help him.”

“We will.” He leaned in and touched his forehead to
hers. “I promise you, we will.”

She kissed his cheek. Adrian turned his face, and
their lips met. When he needed to catch his breath, he said, “I’m
not sure I’ll ever get tired of doing that.”

She smiled. “We should keep doing it. Just to make
sure you don’t.”

He chuckled then, and said, “Promise?”

“Only if you promise this is going somewhere good,
and real. And maybe forever.”

Adrian knew exactly what he was going to say. He
straightened, then lifted his hand, palm out. “I, Adrian Jefferson
Walker, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend this
relationship from all enemies, foreign and domestic—”

Megan grinned, but he ignored it.

He didn’t ignore the wince of discomfort on her face.
But he did continue, “That I will bear true faith and allegiance to
this relationship; that I take this obligation freely, without any
mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and
faithfully discharge the duties of boyfriend, and later husband, on
which I am about to enter.” He paused. “So help me God.”

She smiled wide, but not so wide he didn’t see that
she was in pain.

“You need rest.”

“Only if you kiss me again. To seal the deal.”

He did as she asked. Both of them were smiling.

Their lives weren’t perfect, or safe. That didn’t
matter. God had brought them together, and He had charged Adrian
with loving this woman. A woman so very worthy of the best kind of
love he was capable of giving her.

Adrian fully intended to spend the rest of his life
fulfilling his duty to keep her safe, and making sure she knew
exactly how blessed he was to do it.

So help him God.

 


 


 


 


 


 


One
Hour Later

 


Adrian didn’t even take his coat
off before he downloaded the email that had come from Remy onto a
secure server. Megan’s mysterious friend had found what they’d all
been looking for these past weeks. Months, even.

She’d discovered who was behind
all this.

He scanned down the pages and felt
his eyes widen as he took all the information in. Not proof. This
was a series of indications and ties, circumstantial. Remy had
pulled it all together like a complicated algorithm that added up
to one thing.

The only possible identity for the
blackmailer.

A second later he tugged out a
flash drive he’d transferred it onto. Turned around and walked out
of the office. Once he was on the street, he pulled out his phone
and called Bradley.

“Yeah?”

Adrian tried to breathe, but there
was no air. He was going to have to hide this information until the
time was right. “I know who the blackmailer is.”

There was a second of silence, and
then, “And?”

“This is worse
than any of us imagined.”
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Chapter 1

Rachel slipped the cell phone into her purse. A phone
that didn’t belong to her. She walked through the first floor of
the West Wing, headed for the correct office. Smiled to a couple of
staffers. Ducked her head, and kept going.

Just another day, another senator visiting a
colleague in the government. Nothing abnormal about that. Though,
that depended on why he’d summoned her. And it had been a
summons—no way to get out of it. He wanted to talk to her.

She nodded to the intern, then tapped on the door and
waited.

“Come in.”

Rachel took a breath and twisted the handle. She
pasted a pleasant smile on her face and went inside…

Where the blackmailer sat at his desk, an equally
pleasant smile on his face. Both of them faking politeness in order
to get this done. Have this meeting—whatever it was going to be
about—and then get on with their individual plans.

Did he know that she knew who he really was?

Did he know she was going to destroy him?

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Did you enjoy this book?

Please consider leaving a review on your
favorite book retailer! You could also share about the book on
Facebook!

Your review will help other book buyers
decide what to read next.

 


 


Visit www.authorlisaphillips.com
for news about book 4, DEADLY HOLIDAYS, and the rest of this
brand new series

 







 












Deadly Holidays will be out mid-December.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 



About the author

A British ex-pat who grew up an hour outside of
London, Lisa attended Calvary Chapel Bible College where she met
her husband. He's from California, but nobody's perfect. It wasn't
until her Bible College graduation that she figured out she was a
writer (someone told her). Since then she's discovered a penchant
for high-stakes stories of mayhem and disaster where you can find
made-for-each-other love that always ends in happily ever
after.

Lisa can be found in Idaho wearing either flip-flops
or cowgirl boots, depending on the season. She leads worship with
her husband at their local church. Together they have two
children--a sparkly Little Princess and a Mini Daddy--and an
all-black Airedale known as The Dark Lord Elevator.

 


Lisa is the author of the bestselling Sanctuary
(WITSEC town series) and more than a dozen Love Inspired Suspense
novels. Find out more at www.authorlisaphillips.com

 


 



 




cover.jpg
LISA PHILLIPS

DOUBLE DOWN BOOK 3

DEADLY
AGENDA





