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      After twenty-four hours on the road, paying cash for food and gas and avoiding toll roads, Thomas was sure he and the muscle his boss had paired with him hadn’t left a discernable trail. Anton Boyko’s orders were specific. Thomas and Viktor, Anton’s most trusted lieutenant, were to drive from Brooklyn to some little town near Dallas no one outside of northern Texas had heard of before opening the envelope in Viktor’s pocket. On their way, they were supposed to meet with a guy known as the Raven to pick up the right tools for the job.

      The mapping application on his phone told Thomas to take the next turn on the highway ten miles from the Arkansas-Texas state line. The geo-coordinates directed him to a barbeque stand on a frontage road. He brought their sedan into the lot and glanced at the other cars’ license plates. Their plate was the only one not from Texas or Arkansas and would stick out to anyone noting them. He parked near the road for an unimpeded getaway if something went wrong.

      When Thomas opened the driver’s door, the mouthwatering scent of smoked hickory meats filled the air. In the fifteen months since hooking up with the Boyko organization, he’d had meetups in all sorts of shitholes in New York’s five boroughs, so this assignment was a breath of fresh air. Or, more precisely, freshly cooked pulled pork air.

      Viktor joined him at the rear bumper, wiping the moisture from his brow with a forearm in the Arkansas spring heat. The temperature was a perfect seventy-four degrees, but his partner would sweat buckets in a snowstorm.

      “I’m going to take a leak,” Thomas said, stepping toward the side of the building.

      Viktor grabbed Thomas by the arm and spun him around. Evil filled his eyes, which had kept Thomas awake for most of their road trip. “Anton may trust you, but I don’t. Our orders are to get food and sit at a bench.”

      “Unless you want me pissing in line, I’m hitting the head. I’ll take the pulled pork.” Thomas followed the sign tacked to the building, showing the bathrooms were around the back. His bladder was fine, but he wanted to get a feel for the meeting location without Viktor watching his every move. His training had taught him to identify the high ground, avenues of escape, and possible unfriendlies.

      The families and tourists in line and at the red picnic benches didn’t fit the profile of a criminal who might have special “tools” for whatever job Anton had sent him and Viktor to complete. He wished Anton had a description of the Raven, but he’d said he’d hired the man based on reputation. A reputation for what remained a mystery.

      After scouting the fenced-off lot in the back and circling the building, Thomas determined the only high ground was in the trees across the frontage road. It was also the point of rapid egress. If anything went down, they’d be sitting ducks against a sniper hidden in the pines, so before turning the final corner, he took the safety off the Beretta in the waist holster hidden under his bulky golf shirt.

      He caught up to Viktor at the pick-up window, grabbed his basket of food and drink, and sat at the only empty picnic table facing the street and parking lot to minimize his exposure to a sneak attack. Old habits, he thought. The most important lesson he carried forward from his previous life was never to sit with his back to an entrance. While eating, he kept one eye on the other patrons and the other on the parking lot.

      Soon, a small, timid man wearing casual clothes and dark-rimmed glasses with a backpack slung over his shoulder approached the empty end of the table. Tourist was written all over his face. Holding a basket of food, he asked, “Excuse me. Do you mind if I sit? I’ll only be a few minutes.”

      “Knock yourself out.” Viktor returned to stuffing his face with brisket and Coke.

      Thomas shifted his focus, dividing it between the crowd and their new tablemate sitting on the same bench as him. The man fumbled with his backpack between bites and placed a large white jeweler’s ring box on the tabletop. It appeared he was there to propose at a barbeque stand of all places. Thomas smirked, recalling one proposal he’d seen. Though the young man didn’t get the answer he’d hoped for, he did it right by proposing where he and his intended had first met. Maybe this guy had met his bride- or groom-to-be over pulled pork.

      Thomas returned to his vigil of watching.

      “Interesting bird,” the man said, pointing toward the power line near the street. “What kind of bird do you think it is?”

      Viktor looked over his shoulder to peer across the street, but Thomas snapped his head toward the man, suspecting a setup. He drifted his right hand to the butt of his pistol under his shirt, thinking he’d have to be accurate if he had to take a shot. From his angle, three families with children were directly behind the man.

      Viktor shrugged and said, “I have no idea.”

      Idiot, Thomas thought. He wouldn’t recognize first contact unless it kissed him on the lips. “It’s a raven,” he replied.

      “Yes, it is.” The man slid the box down the table, halfway toward Thomas. “The operating instructions are inside. They should be easy enough even for Einstein to follow.” He gestured his chin across the table toward Victor.

      Thomas chuckled. “I can figure it out.” Whatever it was.

      “I need your employer to transfer the final payment.”

      “Of course.” Viktor dialed his cell phone. “We have it. Make the transfer.”

      Moments later, the man’s phone dinged. He glanced at the screen and pushed the box closer to Thomas. “It’s been a pleasure, gentlemen.” He slurped the rest of his drink, picked up his backpack and trash, and left.

      Thomas cupped the box in his palm. “Let’s go.” He gathered his trash, tossed it into a nearby receptacle, and walked to the car. Finally, he would find out what job he was supposed to perform.

      Once in the car, Viktor opened Anton’s instructions. “Boyko says the Feds have flipped someone close to him and are close to issuing an arrest warrant. We must buy enough time to flush out the informant from witness protection. We have until Monday morning to get this done.”

      “Which only gives us two days. What’s the job?” Thomas asked.

      “We’re to take out the U.S. Attorney in charge of the case, using the device the Raven has created, and report when it’s done.”

      Thomas opened the box from the Raven, revealing a folded piece of paper in the lid and a liquid-filled packet resembling a detergent pod attached to a small electronic device next to a remote-control button on the bottom. He read the instructions. Handle with caution. This is a dissolvable, vibration-triggered chloroform deployment system. (1) Install the device inside the driver’s vent. It can remain in place for a month before deployment. (2) To turn on the device, press the remote control once within a hundred yards of the vehicle. When the yellow light turns green, the device is armed. (3) When the car is in motion, movement vibration will trigger the system. The chloroform will incapacitate the occupants within five minutes. (4) Traceable components will dissolve within 40 seconds of contact with water. How it worked was straightforward and frightening.

      Hours later, two convenient flat tires brought their target to an auto shop near her home. And five hundred dollars slipped to the repair technician was enough to have him install the device. The tricky part remained—deciding when to activate it within the next thirty-six hours—but the path became apparent after scouting the AUSA’s movements for one day.

      Before the sun rose on Monday morning, Thomas and Victor camped out in their sedan four houses down from the prosecutor’s home, waiting for her to begin her commute into Dallas at the start of the workday. Since parking, Viktor had voiced his suspicion about who might have turned informant on Boyko and what they deserved, narrowing the pool down to two people. Thomas couldn’t disagree with his reasoning, but reading between the lines, he took the diatribe as a warning against betraying the Boyko organization.

      Thomas sipped his coffee calmly, showing Viktor his veiled threats didn’t scare him.

      When the first orange slivers of daylight appeared in the eastern sky, the garage door opened at the target house, and the BMW they’d followed for the previous day and a half pulled out. Thomas pressed the remote once, showing his partner a solid green light. There was no stopping the plan now.

      “Do you think this will work?” Viktor asked.

      “It had better. Otherwise, Anton will have our heads.”

      When the BMW cleared the curb, Thomas started a timer on his phone, surmising the device should have started its slow release of chloroform fifteen seconds earlier. He knew from the movies it was a colorless gas but had to look it up last night to learn the driver would smell something like acetone but sweeter and likely think nothing of it.

      The prosecutor turned down the street toward the exit from the Rowlett subdivision. It should take her two minutes and thirty seconds to make it to the four-way stop sign at the main road bisecting the two primary communities on the western peninsula of Lake Ray Hubbard. She lined up at the intersection with the other waiting cars. Fifteen seconds later, she finally completed the turn.

      Three minutes and forty-five seconds had elapsed. The gas should have filled the cabin with a prominent sweet scent.

      After turning the corner behind the woman, Thomas gritted his teeth when she accelerated and settled at five over the limit. Their plan would only work if she hit the land bridge connecting the cities of Rowlett and Rose Hill at the four-minute fifteen-second mark or later. Luck was with him. He breathed easier when she reduced speed for a slower driver ahead of her.

      Thomas glanced at his phone when she crossed onto the bridge. Four minutes and twenty-three seconds. “Perfect,” he said. The gas should have her on the precipice of passing out.

      Viktor sat taller in his seat when the car in front of them swerved left and right. The woman was clearly fighting to stay awake. If she went left next, Thomas would help her to the other side by wedging his car between her and the median divider. He kept his traveling distance close, ready to intervene, but he was betting on the instinct for drivers to veer right toward the shoulder after encountering trouble with their car. He bet correctly.

      The car accelerated, swerved right, and launched over the earthen berm. After careening through the brush, it landed in the water and abruptly stopped with only scant sunlight outlining its frame. The front end angled down, hastening the speed at which the car took on water.

      Thomas pulled over to assess whether the job was successful and to show his concern to other passersby. Three other cars behind him pulled over too. He and Viktor emerged from the sedan and approached the slope leading to the water. The prosecutor’s car continued to sink and float away from the shoreline, ensuring the evidence from the chloroform device was destroyed.

      Two men from another car jumped into the water and swam toward the vehicle. By the time they reached it, only the roofline had remained above the waterline. One dove under and returned to the surface a second later. He yelled, “A woman is in there!” He dove a second time and came up, shaking his head. “I can’t get to her. She’s dead.”

      Another person shouted, “I called 911. Rescue is coming.”

      Thomas and Viktor returned to their sedan quietly. While Thomas pulled away from the scene, Viktor dialed his cell phone.
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        * * *

      

      Anton Boyko’s breakfast had long gone cold. He’d been at the back patio table for a half-hour, picking at his food, thinking about when he’d taken over the most powerful and feared crime syndicate in Brooklyn twenty-two years ago. He’d quashed power struggles from loyalists of his predecessor and expected the FBI to leverage the other stragglers against him. However, Anton had kept the police and federal agents at bay by living by one axiom—never place blind trust in anyone who wasn’t family.

      On Thursday, he learned his truism had failed him. And today, the most profound betrayal of his life had made his favorite omelet unappetizing. He and Sasha hadn’t seen eye to eye in eight years. Anton thought they had mutually agreed to despise one another from their respective corners of the country while limiting contact to Christmas and his mother’s birthday. He was wrong and now faced the weightiest dilemma of his life—kill his only child if he couldn’t talk sense into him.

      The truth was hard to swallow. The man Anton had groomed to take over the business was a federal informant in witness protection—a closely held secret he would share with only two men. The first was his cousin. Viktor had been with him since his days of strong-arming kids on the playground for nickels. He’d trusted him with his life countless times and counted on him to handle this matter with secrecy and sensitivity.

      Thomas Falco was the second man Anton had brought into this unpleasant business. Compared to his other lieutenants, he was new and undeserving of a task of such importance, but Anton had little choice. Falco had a connection to his son no one else in his organization had, which made him the only one capable of flushing Sasha out of witness protection. His unique position, however, didn’t equate to blind trust. Viktor would keep him in check. Now, the fate of the business he’d built for two decades, along with his own, rested in the efficiency of those two men.

      Since eating wasn’t possible, he flipped through the morning newspaper for the tenth time, willing his phone to ring with news about the assistant U.S. Attorney who had convinced his son to bear witness against him. Her single act might have fractured his family and business beyond repair, and she had to die.

      His phone finally rang. The number on the screen told him this was the call he’d waited for. He answered it. “Viktor.”

      “It is done, Anton.”

      “Good.” He released a long, steady breath. The prosecutor was dead, but he wasn’t out of danger yet. “Now I need you to find Sasha before the feds regroup and he testifies against me.”

      “He’s the rat?”

      “You know the troubles we’ve had. I want you to find my son and bring him back alive.”

      “Now I understand why you sent Falco with me,” Viktor said. “Sasha trusts him.”

      “Yes. He’ll know how to flush out my son. Don’t come back until you have him.”

      “How do you suggest we proceed?” Viktor asked.

      “Kostas.” Saying his name filled Anton’s mouth with a sour taste. He blamed that man for everything wrong between him and his son and would take care of him once and for all. “He will trust Falco, but when he’s no longer useful, I want you to punch his ticket.”

      “Kostas or Falco?”

      “You decide.”
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      You got this. Lexi read Nita’s “right message at the right time” text before returning the phone to her cargo pants pocket. She needed the pick-me-up after taking a week off, a week the ATF owed her since Lange had called her to duty during her honeymoon. A week at the Ponder home wasn’t her idea of a romantic vacation, but following the harrowing events in Napa, the time alone under the same roof with Nita and her father was precisely what they needed to connect as a family. Leaving them today was more emotionally challenging than she’d expected.

      Lexi took a deep breath, slung her backpack over her shoulder, and walked into the federal building, unsure of the reception she would receive. When she’d left for her ill-fated honeymoon last month, before everything went haywire with Benjamin Foreman and the United States President, she’d had the respect of every agent on the floor, built on consistent solid work. She’d even made inroads into the frosty relationship with her new boss, Willie Lange. However, the media coverage since leaving California had placed a giant question mark on her ability as an ATF agent, erasing months of progress.

      Pundits had pounced on the incident at the golf tournament where she’d mistaken a fly for a weaponized drone on live television. She’d launched the crowd into a wild panic and had the president ushered off the stage in a mad rush. The media had dubbed the incident “Flygate” and questioned whether her success in Spicewood and Las Vegas had gone to her head. She wasn’t a social media hater, but after the first nasty meme depicting her floating with fly wings on her back showed up in her feed, she deleted the apps from her phone. She also avoided the television at home unless a race or rerun was on.

      With twelve minutes left before she was officially on the clock again, Lexi headed to the one person who could read the room with her eyes closed and would give her the unvarnished truth. She knocked on the door labeled “Intelligence” before easing it open.

      Kaplan Shaw was seated at her desk with her nose buried in a computer screen. She waved her over while typing something on the keyboard. “Come in, Lexi. Ready for your first day back?”

      “I’m looking for some intel before diving in headfirst. What should I expect?” Lexi asked. “A handshake or a roasting?”

      “I’d call it eighty-twenty. Most are still with you, but some are convinced you went off your rocker,” Kaplan said. The latter group had to come from agents who had grumbled when the FBI deputy director handpicked Lexi to lead a national task force. She thought she’d won them over, but the wall sitters didn’t require much to choose a side.

      “No one would believe what really happened, including you.” Lexi still had nightmares about the micro-drones lending chase and zapping her unconscious.

      “Don’t sell yourself short. Considering two senators are dead, I’d believe nearly anything involving Benjamin Foreman and the Raven. I may have to get you drunk as a skunk and pry it out of you one night.”

      “I believe you would,” Lexi laughed. “I also came to get an update on the Raven and his engineer, Robert Segura. Anything more on the money trail?”

      “Nothing that points to either of them. Every trail circled back to Senator Gotkin and Benjamin Foreman, but they’re both dead. It’s like Segura fell off the earth. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s assumed a new identity.”

      “You’re probably right. How about lunch later today?”

      “I’d like that.”

      Lexi climbed the stairs to her floor, expecting a mild reception but bracing for the worst. The smell of freshly brewed coffee hit her after opening the stairwell door and mixed with the dull drone of Monday morning chatter from agents catching up after a weekend.

      Lange’s office door was open. Lexi considered popping her head in but had learned her lesson soon after their first meeting to be prepared to answer detailed questions whenever they talked. Lange was demanding, but her approach forced the agents under her command to keep up with their assigned cases. It was an effective management style worthy of emulation.

      Lexi slung her backpack higher on her shoulder, turned down the aisle between rows of cubicles, and stopped dead in her tracks. A flyswatter had been tacked outside each workstation in a gauntlet of mockery. She would have been embarrassed if she wasn’t right about the nano drones, just not about them being at the golf tournament.

      The deeper she traveled through the division’s version of a college prank, the louder the chatter became. Six agents came into view when she stepped past the end of the aisle and entered the gathering area by the coffee station. One raised his coffee mug and announced in a playful tone, “Superfly is here.”

      The others turned, raised their cups, and cheered. “Welcome back, Superfly.”

      Heat flushed Lexi’s cheeks. She placed all but one of those agents in the camp supporting her, so she took the ribbing as good-natured. “Nothing like a warm welcome.” One handed her coffee in a paper cup with a fly drawn on the side. “Very nice, Franks.” She raised the drink toward the group. “Gotta fly to my desk.”

      Lexi continued past the printers, finding Ronald, her favorite logistics clerk and former office mate, at his desk. She expected his typical toothy smile greeting but was met with set eyes and pursed lips—his angry look.

      “Good morning, Ronald.”

      “Those guys are idiots.”

      Lexi circled his desk and placed an arm over his shoulder. “They were having a little fun.”

      “At your expense. I don’t like it one bit.”

      “Pay them no mind.”

      “How can you ignore them?” Ronald shook his head.

      Lexi clearly wasn’t getting through to him. Appealing to his affinity for Marvel quotes might help. “Because truth is my shield. Knowledge my armor.”

      He smiled with the right corner of his lips cocked up higher than the left. “Doctor Strange. You must know something they don’t.”

      “Let’s keep this between us.” Lexi winked and entered the cubicle she shared with her partner. Nathan Croft was at his desk, pouring over their file on the Raven. The whiteboards tacked to the wall between their work areas contained lists of investigative data sources, most of which were crossed off. “Good morning, Nathan.”

      He looked up, chuckling. “Like the new office decorations?”

      “It took imagination and team effort,” Lexi said, focusing on the good nature of her office mates, not the underlying commentary on the public nature of her perceived screwup. “I gotta give them that much.”

      “But I agree with Ronald. They’re idiots.” Nathan put his hands on his hips, punctuating his disappointment. “If they knew the truth, they’d give you a ticker-tape parade.”

      “But the truth can never be told. It’s enough knowing what we did.”

      “Intellectually, I get it, but you’re the biggest hero this country has seen since 9/11. All these yahoos think you made a fool of yourself on national television and pissed off the president.”

      “Let them think what they want. We need to find the Raven.” Lexi put her backpack at her workstation, wiggled her computer mouse, and laughed when the screensaver appeared. Nathan had replaced the generic selection with a still picture from the old sci-fi movie, The Fly, with the main character dressed in a cheesy fly head costume. “Somehow, this is much funnier coming from you.”

      “I thought you would appreciate it.” Nathan’s grin faded. “Ready for an update?”

      Lexi dragged her chair next to his and focused on the whiteboard on the wall between their workstations. The items listed were an investigator’s checklist for tracking down a suspect after coming up empty from searching the traditional law enforcement systems. It included social media, trailer park records, tax rolls, social security records, motor vehicle and driver’s license records, voter rolls, property records, SEC filings, engineering college records, public school rolls, and state and federal prison rolls. By the number of items crossed off, it appeared he had a busy week searching for Robert Segura, the Raven’s engineer.

      “What did you find out?” Lexi asked.

      “The trailer park he listed as his permanent residence in Houston was a bust. It’s a rental. He prepaid for the year from the account Kaplan is tracking. The manager said no one had been in the trailer for three years. He has no social media, driver’s license, criminal record, property, business, or voting record in Texas. This guy was a ghost until I checked student registrations at engineering colleges.” A grin grew on Nathan’s lips.

      “You’re like Kaplan when she gets on the trail of someone,” Lexi said. “You get this glint in your eyes.”

      “I take that as the highest compliment.”

      “You should,” Lexi said. “Kaplan is the best at what she does. What did you find?”

      “He went to MIT. His student application said he’s from Brooklyn, New York. He listed an orphanage as his home address.”

      “Was he on a scholarship?”

      “No. Each year, his tuition, room, and board were paid in cash.”

      “Interesting. What did the orphanage say?”

      “He was brought in when he was seven years old after his parents died in an apartment fire in 1985. He lived there for six years until he went missing in 1991. The orphanage reported him as a runaway, so no one investigated. He showed up five years later at MIT and stayed there until 2001.”

      “That’s the year I quit my father’s NASCAR team and went to college. We could barely afford the local school. My gut tells me the Raven footed Segura’s bill.”

      “Mine does, too,” Nathan said.

      “Anything more?”

      Another sly grin formed on his lips. “Once I knew he was from Brooklyn, I narrowed my search to New York. I ran into a brick wall until I checked the state prison records. Upstate is housing a prisoner named Alexander Segura, also from Brooklyn. He’s forty-two, two years older than Robert, so he could be a brother or cousin.”

      “You’re brilliant, Nathan. We need to request an interview.”

      “The prison replied to my request first thing this morning. We’re on for tomorrow, but we still have to clear it through Lange and schedule a flight.”

      “Then we better talk to her.” Lexi pushed back her chair.

      “Maybe you should go alone.”

      Lexi squinted. While their relationship as partners changed for the better after saving the president, Nathan never passed up an opportunity to brief the boss on this case. Something else had to be at play. “Should I be concerned?”

      “She hasn’t told me anything, but keep in mind she thinks you screwed up.”

      Lexi sighed. “I know. My future rests on the support of Director Hanlon. Let’s brief her and hear my fate together.”

      Before exiting the cubicle, Nathan gripped Lexi’s upper arm. “No matter what happens, this is your case. You’ve earned it.”

      Lexi showed her gratitude with a firm nod before re-entering the gauntlet of flyswatters. Once through, she knocked on Willie Lange’s door and waited for a verbal invitation before entering. Agent Lange was at her desk. She’d added several personal items to the office since Lexi was last there before going on vacation. One prominent item on the desk was a hollow blasting cap mounted on a small piece of varnished wood. Lexi guessed it was a remnant of the first explosive she’d disarmed.

      Most explosive experts kept a souvenir of the first time they faced death, like a business owner framing the first dollar made after opening a shop. Lexi had also held back a piece but had stuffed it inside a shoebox at the bottom of her bedroom closet. After losing her leg, her prosthetic was enough of a daily reminder of the job’s dangers.

      “Good morning, Agent Lange. Do you have a minute? We’d like to update you on the Raven case.”

      “Sure. Come in.” Lange’s flat expression didn’t have the “glad to have you back” sparkle, suggesting she had news to break. Regardless, Lexi jumped into her briefing.

      “While I was gone, Nathan searched for the Raven’s engineer we unearthed in California.” She explained how MIT student registration records led them to an orphanage in Brooklyn and a potential relative in prison. “We arranged an interview tomorrow and would like to fly to New York.” Lange gathered her eyebrows together as if fighting back a grimace. Maybe asking to go on a trip on her first day back wasn’t a good idea. “We could return the same day to keep the spending down.”

      “It’s not a matter of money, Agent Mills.” Lange ran a hand along the back of her neck. “Director Hanlon called me personally last week. He wants you off the case.”

      “Off the case?” Lexi yanked her head back as a coldness gripped her chest. “I expected you to toss me off as the lead, but to take me off the case is a knee-jerk reaction.”

      “I can’t disagree.” Lange lowered her shoulders in defeat. “But the director was clear. He considers you a liability, so he doesn’t want you in a position where you might make the news cycle again.”

      “This isn’t fair, Willie.” Nathan stepped forward, crossing his arms at his chest. “Lexi has gotten us closer to finding the Raven than I ever did. She’s earned this. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from working with her, it’s that I can’t do this alone.”

      “Then pick a partner,” Lange said.

      “I pick Lexi. She knows all the players and how to get things done. Anyone else would be a giant step back. If you knew what I know about Lexi, you would—” Nathan paused when Lexi tugged on his sleeve. His jaw muscles visibly rippled. He unclipped his service weapon and badge from his belt. “Then I quit. I’m retirement eligible. I’ll put in my papers today.”

      Lange’s eyes widened with surprise. The color drained from her face. “Retire? Is this the hill you want to die on?”

      Without a moment of hesitation, he replied, “Yes.”

      Lange took a deep breath and leaned back in her chair as if weighing her choices. “You’re boxing me into a corner, Nathan. I’m not prepared to lose you.” The way Lange phrased her response and her shocked expression hinted something more was between her and Nathan than a professional relationship.

      “The decision is yours, Willie. Either keep Lexi on the case, or I’m walking.”

      “Fine. Lexi stays, but you’re the lead. You need to keep her on a short leash. Otherwise, both of us will start collecting our pensions before summer hits, and Mills will have to dust off her resume.”

      “Deal,” Nathan said. “What about New York?”

      “Book the flight.”

      Lexi and Nathan exited Lange’s office. She stopped him at the mouth of the gauntlet. “Would you really have retired?”

      “Yes. You’re a freaking hero, Lexi. I wouldn’t be alive if you hadn’t MacGyvered your way out of Foreman’s cabin. Office pranks were one thing, but you having to take one this big for the team pisses me off.”

      “There’s more at stake than my job or reputation. I’ll do whatever is necessary to keep the status quo.” Lexi patted his lower arm, expressing her gratitude. “Let’s get Ronald to book our flights.”

      Lexi continued down the aisle. All but one agent had taken down their celebratory flyswatter, the one Lexi figured would prefer to see her fired. At the end of the cubicles, nearly the entire floor of agents had gathered at the television mounted above the coffee station. It was tuned to a local news station. The sound was down but closed captioning was on. “Breaking News” was blazoned across the screen. It was hard to make out, but Lexi thought she saw the words U.S. Attorney Dead.

      “Can someone turn up the TV?” she asked.

      The sound came on. The anchor talked about an early morning accident in an eastern suburb of Dallas involving a car that had plunged into Lake Ray Hubbard. Good Samaritans had tried to rescue the woman driver, but she was pronounced dead at the scene. The suspected cause of death was drowning.

      Lexi wracked her brain, recalling how many U.S. attorneys she’d worked with since coming to the Dallas division. She counted three. Each was professional and dedicated to their job. A picture flashed on the screen, causing Lexi to gasp. A painful sadness stabbed her when she realized the victim was a friend. Nathan steadied her by the elbow when her knees wobbled.

      “Delanie,” she said.

      “Wasn’t she the AUSA who helped us take down Milo Tilton in Harrington last year?” Nathan asked. Lexi couldn’t speak and replied with a slow, heartbreaking nod. “It’s a shame. She was a good person. I liked her.”

      Lexi was no stranger to losing people she’d worked with side by side. Trent Darby had died from a Tony Belcher landmine and Kris Faust from a Raven weaponized drone, and she’d witnessed both deaths. However, hearing about Delanie’s death through a news report didn’t sit well. Speaking of her in the past tense felt wrong. Accepting she was gone would take some time.

      Lexi finally said, “We worked together on Task Force Zero Impact for six months and became good friends. We butted heads a few times but wanted the same thing.”

      “What was that?” Nathan asked, using a soft voice.

      “To make Tony Belcher pay.” Lexi recalled the months of hauling in one Red Spades and Gatekeepers member after another. Delanie was available all day and night and could make a deal within minutes to get the task force on the trail of the next link in the chain until Lexi reached the top—Tony. “I’ll miss her.”

      She returned her attention to the television and listened to the anchor’s commentary. The Justice Department’s Northern District of Texas official statement said Delanie Scott had the highest conviction rate of all U.S. Attorneys in Texas and was recently tapped to head a major case crossing multiple jurisdictions. The screen changed to a reporter interviewing a police officer at the scene. The officer said the accident was under investigation, but witness statements confirmed only one car was involved, and bystanders could not free her from the submerged cabin.

      Lexi was familiar with the bridge in Rowlett and speculated about what might have caused the crash. Was it due to mechanical failure, a tire blowout, or had she fallen asleep at the wheel? Delanie worked relentlessly, often to the point of exhaustion, something Lexi had also done with regularity. She’d driven home half asleep many times and could have ended up like Delanie on any occasion.

      Lexi’s phone buzzed with an incoming phone call. She recognized the unique ringtone and answered without looking at the screen. “Noah, you heard.”
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      Thomas followed the GPS instructions on his phone. Unsure why he and Viktor were driving to a bistro in Fort Worth, he suspected the job might have something to do with Anton’s son. He last saw Sasha at the family home a year ago. The argument between father and son that night was the only time Thomas had seen Anton lose his temper, let alone his composure. It ended with Sasha’s nose broken and Anton banishing him from the Brooklyn compound forever. Sasha’s mother, Anton’s wife, had mentioned him only once before Christmas, worried his flight might be delayed due to a rare ice storm blanketing Texas.

      Viktor directed Thomas to park in the alley behind the restaurant. “Once the joint closes in ten minutes, Kostas will come out to empty the trash,” Viktor said. “We need to talk to him. He doesn’t go home until he tells us where to find Sasha.”

      Thomas’ suspicions were correct. This was about Sasha. It wasn’t common knowledge in the Boyko organization, but Kostas was why Anton fought with Sasha and would never consider him a son again. If Anton wanted to talk to Kostas, he must be desperate. Common sense told him Sasha was the informant or knew the person’s identity, and Kostas would help them get the information from him. Thomas wanted to know two things. How did Viktor know where Kostas worked? And how far did Anton expect them to go to get what he needed from Kostas? Thomas guessed Anton had been keeping tabs on Kostas since Sasha left Brooklyn and expected them to do whatever was necessary to find his son. Thomas also knew not to ask questions. If Viktor wanted him to know something, he would tell him.
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        * * *

      

      For the last three months, closing on Monday night had become Kostas’ least favorite shift at the bistro. He’d considered looking for other work, but since the Covid lockdown, jobs with LGBTQ-owned businesses had dwindled. Even the Beebo Club, the only surviving nightclub in the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex, had closed its doors permanently following the savage shooting massacre months before Kostas and Sasha moved to town last year. Tending bar there would have been his ideal job, but serving tables for his friend was the next best thing. Working in the community made him feel safe, except on nights like tonight.

      The West Fork Bistro had an underground reputation as a gathering place for queer men and women without the owner marketing the establishment as a gay business in a state traditionally unfriendly to the community. Business professionals and the local hipsters visited for lunch, and the singles came for dinner and potential hookups at night.

      Mondays, however, had been taken over by a group of construction workers who were gutting and remodeling the building next door. The crew, as Kostas called them, had started coming after work for football and continued when the season ended. From the first night, they were loud, demanding, and rude. One had targeted two gay male patrons for ridicule, so word had spread quickly. Mondays at the bistro were no longer safe for the community. If business wasn’t otherwise down so much on Mondays and the crew wasn’t tame compared to the stories he’d heard from other restaurants in the area, the owner would have asked them to leave and never return months ago.

      Kostas hated the dilemma, but those men kept the bistro in business, and he had to be pleasant to them. Closing time was minutes away, and their group was getting ready to leave, but neither was coming soon enough. Their verbal barbs were particularly acrid tonight but came short of pushing Kostas to consider turning in his apron like he had last week.

      Jake caught up to Kostas once he’d cleared some of the empty dishes and was out of earshot of the table. “How are you holding up? Need help running off the crew?”

      “Would you? My patience for them is running thin.”

      “Happy to help. Have you closed them out?” Jake asked.

      “Not yet. They usually order drinks right up to the wire.” Another reason to loathe the crew. Randy was a decent boss, but he could only afford to pay the staff for an hour past closing to clean the kitchen, dishes, and dining room and prep for the morning service. These guys often stayed ten to twenty minutes past closing until someone asked them to leave.

      “At least they’re trained for last call in the kitchen.”

      “That’s like ordering a diet Coke with your Big Mac meal. It helps but not much.”

      Jake laughed. “I’ll get them out in the next five minutes, but you gotta help with the trash run tonight.”

      “Deal.” Kostas could always count on Jake to act as a buffer. The crew didn’t intimidate him, and he wasn’t afraid to express himself outwardly, even during the Monday closing shift. If anything, he dialed it up, adding dark eyeliner and pink streaks in his short curly hair. He presented as gay, daring the crew to take their best shot.

      Kostas gathered the condiment containers from the other tables for refilling while keeping an eye on Jake. After closing out the tab, Jake handed out the four individual bills at the table, earning a laugh with each delivery. “Sorry to break the news, fellas, but it’s closing time. Let me guess. The burger and four bottles of Guinness goes to the pretty boy. The turkey sandwich and Corona Lights goes to the stud with the six-pack.” Jake gave him a wink. “The beef sliders from the appetizer menu and bottomless Coke goes to the guy on a budget.” Jake flamboyantly slapped the fourth check down. “Which means the crispy chicken on a waffle, four shots of scotch, and milkshake goes to the man without a care in the world.” He added a hip wiggle. “I wish I had your daring.”

      The first customer gave the last one a playful shove. “It looks like someone has a crush on you.”

      “Look who’s talking, pretty boy.” He returned the shove, pulling out his wallet. Each threw down cash, grabbed their jackets, and left.

      Jake locked the door behind them and took a deep bow under the five-minute mark. He gathered the cash and receipts and joined Kostas at the table where he was filling condiments.

      “Impressive,” Kostas smirked. “I wish Sasha had your humor.”

      Jake’s smile faded. “Have you heard from him?”

      “Not since his text two weeks ago.” Kostas slumped in a chair. Sadness and confusion overwhelmed him again. He’d thought he was past the hurt, but Sasha was his first love. Getting over him would take much more time. “I still don’t understand why he left. Everything was fine. Our jobs. Our apartment.” He pulled from his pocket a titanium ring. “I was going to propose last weekend on his birthday.”

      “Maybe he found the ring, and it spooked him.”

      Kostas shook his head. “No. This was supposed to be my second proposal. When I asked him the first time, he said he still had to come out to his family. It didn’t go well, so we moved here. After we settled, he said to wait a year and ask again. It’s been a year.” He inspected the ring, willing himself not to cry again. It had taken him weeks to find the right ring, but when he saw this one, he knew it had been made for his boyfriend.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Sasha is a science buff with a fixation on meteorites.” Kostas pointed to the decorative elements in the center. “This is a Gibeon Meteorite inlay with a dark ceramic blue accent. Dark blue is his favorite color.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be back. Like he said in his text, he needs a little space.”

      “I don’t know. It’s not like Sasha to leave without talking things through. We’ve been through rough patches but always worked through them.”

      “Have you checked with his family?” Jake asked.

      “No. They wouldn’t talk to me if I called.” Kostas couldn’t tell Jake that he and his boyfriend fled New York after the big blowout to escape Brooklyn’s most feared mob leader, Sasha’s father. The great Anton Boyko had plans for his son, but his being gay wasn’t one of them.

      “Have you thought about going there to talk to his family?”

      “That would be the worst idea in the world.” Kostas took Anton’s threat seriously—he’d kill him if he ever stepped foot in Brooklyn again.

      “How about we make sandwiches from tonight’s extras and head to your place? I can call Ashton. We’ll eat and listen to horrible music the rest of the night.” Jake threw an arm over Kostas’ shoulder, clearly out of compassion, not attraction. He was devoted to his husband and never once during the year of working together demonstrated a wandering eye.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I want to get to bed early. I want to stop by more places Sasha and I used to frequent and ask if anyone has seen him.” It was a long shot, but Kostas wasn’t ready to give up on the love of his life without a fight.

      “Well, the offer stands. We’re only a phone call away.” Jake patted his back. “Let’s finish closing up and take the trash on our way out.”

      Within a half hour, the cook had the stove and grill cleaned and the items stored in the pantry and walk-in cooler. Ten minutes later, Jake and Kostas had the last dish and glass drying on the racks and the requisite number of flatware settings wrapped in a cloth napkin for the morning service. They each grabbed a full trash bag and slung it over their shoulders. Kostas killed the lights, and Jake locked the back door behind them with his key.

      After tossing the bags in the dumpster, they headed down the dark alley where dim security lights over the service doors of four other businesses lit their path toward the side street and to their parked cars. Spoiled trash and stale urine created a robust musty smell in the cool night air.

      Halfway to the corner, a parked sedan blocked most of their path. Kostas hadn’t seen it before, so it likely didn’t belong to an employee of the surrounding businesses. Stray cars in alleys in this part of town at this time of night usually meant a drug deal or a prostitute performing a service.

      The driver’s and front passenger doors opened when they got closer to the vehicle. Two men stepped out and moved to the front bumper. The shadowy light made it impossible to determine who they were, making the hairs on the back of Kostas’ neck stand on end. Thinking they might be members of the crew back to get in a few good licks on Jake for his cheekiness while ushering them from the bistro, Kostas adjusted his keys in his hand, gripping the apartment key as a weapon.

      He and Jake slowed.

      One man stepped forward. Kostas couldn’t be sure, but he looked familiar. He looked like the bouncer from the Brooklyn nightclub who had saved Sasha from a beating by four gang members.

      Kostas squinted. “Thomas?” He’d seen the other man with Anton’s men once but didn’t know his name, nor did he want to.

      “Kostas,” Thomas said, “we need to talk.”

      The serious tone stopped Kostas in his tracks. When he first met Thomas Falco, he was a bruiser, making a buck at one of the Brooklyn hotspots. And when he ushered a bloodied Sasha to the Boyko compound instead of the hospital following a beating, Anton rewarded his quick thinking with a job. Thomas had to be there on behalf of Sasha’s father, not as a friend.

      “What do you want?” Kostas asked with an unsteady voice.

      “We need to find Sasha,” Thomas replied.

      Jake leaned closer and whispered into Kostas’ ear. “Who are these guys? Should I call the cops?”

      He whispered back, “They work for Sasha’s father. Stay cool.” Kostas redirected his attention to Thomas. “I haven’t seen him in two weeks, and he won’t return my messages.”

      “But you know how to reach him,” the other one said, stepping forward. “You need to come with us.”

      “He’s not going anywhere with you,” Jake said, positioning himself between Kostas and the men. He was fearless to the point of foolhardiness.

      Kostas pulled him back. “You need to get out of here.”

      “I won’t leave without you.” Jake was eye candy for most gay men. He was thin but in top shape with well-defined muscles and would probably take one of these guys, but not two.

      The other man pulled a pistol from underneath his jacket. Thomas did the same, but a heavy sigh made him appear reluctant. Kostas’ stomach tightened. He likely wouldn’t make it out of this unscathed. “I’ll go with you but leave my friend out of this.”

      Jake grabbed Kostas by the coat sleeve. “What are you doing?”

      “Saving your ass.”

      “It doesn’t need saving.” Jake swung at the other man with the gun. He caught him off guard, hitting him in the jaw. The pistol dropped to the ground.

      “Shoot him,” the man yelled.

      Thomas lunged forward. Kostas feared he was about to pull the trigger, but Thomas slammed the butt of his gun against the back of Jake’s skull. Jake wobbled. Kostas reached out to catch him, but he slipped through his arms, falling to the asphalt.

      While the other man caught his bearings, Kostas knelt on the ground, concerned for his friend. He shook Jake and called his name, but he didn’t respond. He snapped his head toward Thomas. “You may have killed him.”

      “Just get in the damn car, Kostas,” Thomas said.

      Kostas pressed a hand against Jake’s chest and felt it gently rise and fall to shallow breathing. He was alive, but blood seeped from a gash in his head. If he let on that Jake wasn’t dead, he feared Thomas or the other man would finish the job. “You killed him, Thomas. You killed him.”

      Thomas knelt, clutching Jake with both hands by the collar, and issued another punch. Jake didn’t react. “He’s gone.”

      “We need to dump the body,” Viktor said.

      “Leave him.” Thomas sifted through the man’s pockets, located his wallet, and removed his cash before wiping his prints off using Jake’s T-shirt. “It will look like a robbery.” He ushered Kostas toward the sedan and tossed him into the backseat. The other man slid beside him while Thomas got into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and drove away.

      Kostas suddenly feared for his and Sasha’s lives, thinking if Anton had sent two armed thugs to find Sasha, something was desperately wrong. Wherever Sasha was, he hoped it was far, far away.
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      Since Tony Belcher had attacked Lexi’s family, she was rarely far from her service weapon. She’d stopped storing it in a locked case at home, deciding the precious seconds required to open it might mean the difference between life and death. She kept it loaded in her nightstand drawer when she slept and took it into the bathroom when she showered, leaving it within reach on the countertop. Stowing it at the prison check-in point with her cell phone made her feel vulnerable, like a piece of her armor was missing and her ability to protect what was left of her family was on hold. Lexi needed to interview the prisoner and fly home before the Raven or any other thug with a gripe against her caught on.

      Nathan pushed through when the electronic buzzer sounded at New York’s Upstate Correctional Facility greeting center. Lexi followed. They trailed a correctional officer down a brightly lit hallway. A sign on the wall read, “Welcome to the Island.”

      “What’s the island?” Lexi asked their escort.

      “Only staff and visitors on official business are allowed in this part of the facility. Everywhere else inside the walls is the sea of inmates. It’s our island of civilization where we don’t have to worry about every pen or paperclip becoming a weapon.”

      Lexi offered a respectful nod for the daily danger the correctional officers faced.

      They passed a breakroom with couches, tables, and a television. A soda vending machine
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