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			To my son, Dylan.

			May your strength remain

			as we continue to walk this road together.

			We got this.

			God bless you!
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			Prologue

			The couple walked; well, one did. The other sat in his wheelchair. The woman with shoulder-length dark hair pushed him across the concrete floor. The room reeked of machine oil and dust, and it was the furthest structure on the facility. It was how the team preferred to handle their business. One reason—it was perfect for privacy. The fear it placed in their clients was another—they wouldn’t know if this deal would be their last. But they were not a lethal pair. Money was their vice. They didn’t even do the stuff they were selling.

			“That’s far enough,” the woman told the weakened pair approaching them.

			They were your typical runners. Not the bosses or the dealers; the higher ups were too smart to show their faces. These were the expendables, and they knew it. These two must’ve been paid well to keep doing the job, as they were familiar faces to her.

			“Leave the cash in the bag next to the barrel. The goods are in two duffel bags in the same place you picked them up last week.”

			“Don’t you want to count it?” the one on the left said, holding the bag out toward her.

			“Don’t worry, we will. You won’t make it out of the facility alive if it is a dollar off. Why do you think we meet in this warehouse and not one nearer the highway?” She gave a slight laugh.

			The one on the right was visibly shaken. Either he didn’t count the money himself, or they were attempting to deceive her. Time would tell.

			“Let’s make this quick,” the woman barked. “We haven’t got all day. Mr. Greer and I have things to do.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” the thinner one on the right said, swiping at his buddy’s arm. He tossed the bag, and it landed several feet in front of him. The skid echoed off the empty metal walls. Both turned and fast-walked toward the entrance.

			Once they were out of the shelter, the woman looked down at Mr. Greer. “I’ll be right back.”

			The dark-haired woman was careful as she approached the bag. She looked back to the entrance, the one her visitors had left through, then up to the four skylights letting in the setting sun. The orange glow flooded the hangar, casting dust beams to the floor. She knew she was clear; fear would drive those boys away. Fear of her position or fear of the bag they dropped being short.

			“Grab the bag, and let’s go,” Mr. Greer finally spoke, then coughed. “This place gives me the creeps.”

			The woman laughed, then swallowed hard, “Greer, c’mon. Stay in character until we’re back in the van.”

			“Gotcha, Sophia.” Mr. Greer smiled.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Three Years Later

			Friday, January 19—0805

			Detective James Grady Gradiosa entered the coffee shop, unsure what to expect. It had been several months since the two had spoken. Was this a social meeting, or did his mentor have an ulterior motive for his call out of the blue? Even LaCrosse shrugged when Grady confided in him about the 3 a.m. wake-up call. Grady figured perhaps he had received the same message. They had once been close to the point of finishing each other’s sentences, so why was he calling him?

			“You want me to back you up?” LaCrosse suggested.

			But Grady figured it best to go alone. If Masters wanted a group meeting, he would’ve asked for one.

			Grady scanned the booths, but no grey-haired retiree faced him, and he was sure he would not see the back of a head, that wasn’t Masters’ style. Grady approached the counter and waived the waitress over once she was free.

			“Seen the boss this morning?”

			“Wish I had,” the aged brunette said with a grin. Her name tag said, Bridgette, “He should be here by now though. Not like him to be this late.”

			“That’s what I figured. He messaged me to meet him here.”

			“Hmmph,” Bridgette said, looking around the half-full restaurant.

			“I can wait a bit longer,” Grady said, sitting at the counter.

			“Get you anything to eat, sweetie?”

			Bridgette poured Grady a cup of coffee.

			“Breakfast special,” Grady said.

			“Comin’ right up,” she said and spun around.

			Grady looked over his shoulder again, surveying the room. Nothing out of place. Two families, an elderly couple, and two solitary gentlemen, one in a veteran’s ball cap. He raised his coffee cup to the vet, who nodded and sipped his cup.

			Gino’s had once been a mom ‘n’ pop pizza and Italian eatery. But with the neighborhood trend switching to elderly residents, the owners converted it to more of a coffee and breakfast diner. With that adjustment, their business doubled. They still sold pizzas, and the Italian figure out front still welcomed patrons, but the blend made Gino happy—if Gino was an actual person. Grady had never thought to ask.

			The bell rang, turning Grady’s head, and two patrolmen entered. One was Officer Sean Clarke, the other was wearing a clean-pressed uniform, a rookie. Clarke had a knowing grin. He loved breaking in new officers. Training had been his job since his partner Chet Ryan had joined Masters’ team three years ago. After that case, Ryan pushed for a transfer. But Clarke loved the beat too much. He had no desire to climb the stairs. The cars, the sound of the radio squelch, and the berating of a stern Sergeant Atwood during roll call were his cup of tea. Grady didn’t mind. He needed someone on that side of the fence.

			Clarke short waved as he and the newbie sat. The bell rang again, but it wasn’t Masters. Grady looked up at the clock. He needed to head back to the squad room. He was expecting a couple of wet-behind-the-ear detectives vying for vacant positions left behind after he was moved up and Branson’s retirement. He hated to be the one to make these decisions.

			LaCrosse only laughed when Grady suggested he should choose; said it was above his pay grade, that they couldn’t pay him enough to sit in Grady’s chair. He would live and retire as a senior detective. 

			Carmen was no help either.

			And he knew better than to breathe a word to Sergeant Atwood. No, he was on his own.

			Bridgette brought his meal, and he ate in silence. Several more bells, but no retired cop came through the door. After he was through, his bill was taken care of, courtesy of the corner booth brothers in blue. He tipped an imaginary cap and headed out the door to a morning with a crisp winter chill. The Gino figure looked down on him from his perch, as if wondering where his coat was. Grady rubbed his arms and walked the back way he came. Before he reached his car, his cell rang. It was Carmen.

			“What’s up, tech genius?” Grady said.

			“I think we may have a problem, Grady.”

			“Please don’t say it has anything to do with the boss.”

			“Masters? No, why? What’s wrong?”

			Grady wasn’t sure what to say. Was his meeting between just the two of them? But with Masters unaccounted for, he had to take the chance.

			“I was supposed to meet with him this morning, but he was a no-show.”

			“Hmm. That’s not like him. He’s on time for everything. If anything, you’d be the one who was late.”

			“Hey now,” Grady said.

			“Don’t shoot the messenger. I’m just stating the truth.” Carmen laughed.

			She did have a point. Masters was never late for anything. And even with four years under his belt, Grady was still barely on time for team meetings. It was just in his makeup to run late. He remembered his first day. His coffee run saved his butt that day. It was also the day they were introduced to Tanner’s work. The memory caused him to shudder.

			“That’s not why I’m calling. Taking a break is the least of our worries. You need to get in here ASAP. You are not going to like what I think I’m seeing.”

			“Care to share?”

			“I would rather you be here for this, Grady.”

			“10-4. I’m en route.”

			“And Grady.”

			“Yeah?”

			

			“You’re Boss now. You know that, right?”

			Grady sighed. It was the one thing he was still getting used to. It had been six months, but having the team call him Boss was still hard on the ears.

			“Yeah, I hear ya,” Grady said. “I’m on my way.”

			†††

			Friday, January 19—0915

			Carmen punched up the BOLO on her screen again. She had to reread it but couldn’t understand how it could be possible. Missing? How could the surviving victim be missing? How could the cycle have gone on for so long with no one recognizing the pattern or alerting them to it until now? Savannah had been the epicenter of the activity three years ago. She had to get her hands on all the previous case activity quickly. Time was of the essence, and no one knew this better than their team; no one knew the stakes better than James Grady.

			†††

			Friday, January 19—0930

			Grady dialed Masters’ cell, but the call went straight to voicemail.The next call he placed was to LaCrosse who answered in two rings.

			“Hey Grady. What can I do for you?”

			“Morning, LaCrosse. Have you heard from Masters? He’s not answering his phone. I was supposed to meet him at Gino’s. He was a no-show.”

			“Interesting,” LaCrosse said.

			“How’s that?”

			“I was with him last night, and he seemed a bit distracted. We shot some pool, and I beat him three of four games. That’s unheard of. Usually, he wipes the table with me.”

			“Did he make or receive any calls?”

			“Just one. Right before his losing streak, now that I think about it.”

			

			“Did he say who it was?” Grady asked.

			“He said it was you,” LaCrosse said.

			“No, it wasn’t me,” Grady said. “I haven’t spoken to him for a while. He hasn’t been at church on Sundays, either. Any idea who else it could’ve been?

			“Not a clue. I took him at his word. He played it off well. Said a thing or two about you.”

			Grady laughed.

			“I guess I never picked up on the turn of the evening. I was just excited I was beating the Boss and winning all the money I had lost.”

			“Do you know where he was going after you left or what his plans are for today?”

			“As far as I know, he was headed home. He didn’t say anything about going anywhere else. Or meeting you. I know that’ll be your next question.”

			“Where are you now?” Grady asked.

			“Probably same as you, heading to the station.”

			“10-4. We’ll talk more there. See you soon,” Grady said and disconnected the line.

			†††

			Friday, January 19—0915

			“That there is one of the best detectives on the beat,” Clarke said to his companion.

			The new officer looked over his shoulder. The detective was in clean pressed slacks and a blue buttoned-up shirt; he looked like he was meeting someone important.

			“Detective James Gradiosa. But everyone calls him Grady.”

			“How long has he been on the force?” the newbie asked.

			“Five years with us in Savannah. Ten years altogether. He spent some time up in Atlanta.”

			“Ten years, and he runs Major Crimes?”

			“I see you’ve done your homework. Yeah. He’s in charge upstairs. It was Daniel Masters gig until he retired last year. No one else wanted the position, and Masters and Atwater wrote him a glowing review. Chief took that for what it was worth and promoted him to the position. He deserved it, though. No one can run a case or a team like Grady.”

			“What about you?”

			“Psshh. You couldn’t pay me enough to be a detective. That’s Ryan’s thing.”

			“Ryan?”

			“He was you before you were you,” Clarke explained. “We had a big case a few years ago. Things went south and he was sent to assist and pretty much stayed over there. He was eventually promoted to detective.”

			“Weren’t you his senior?”

			“Yes, but again, that’s Ryan’s thing. I want to be out here on the street. And the more officers I train and get promoted, the better it looks on me. When you are trained and are promoted, it will make me happy. So pay attention, rookie.”

			“Yes, sir,” the rookie said with a salute.

			Bridgette interrupted their conversation with a flip of her notepad. “How are our boys in blue today?”

			“Good morning, Bridge,” Clarke said. “I’d like you to meet our newest of the finest. This is Officer Timothy Anders.”

			“Good morning, sweetie. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Bridgette said, extending her hand.

			Officer Anders slowly lifted his arm to meet Bridgette’s hand, “Sorry. Firearm training this morning. Those suckers have a kick. Guess I’m still learning to deal with the aftermath.”

			Clarke rolled his eyes at Bridgette.

			She laughed. “So, what can I get you two this morning?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Friday, January 19—0945

			Grady could hear Carmen mumbling at her system as he entered his gate code. The tone sounded, alerting her to his presence. Her polite swearing at her uncooperative setup ceased and was replaced with the click-clacks of a keyboard.

			“One of those mornings, Carmen?”

			“I wish,” Carmen said. “I would welcome one of those mornings. Any of them would be preferable to what I’ve dealt with the last couple of hours.”

			“That bad?”

			Carmen looked at him over the rim of her glasses, her bunned-up hair out of place. “Grady, we have a major crisis here. You haven’t heard?”

			“Should I have?”

			“It’s Tanner, Grady. Or what appears to be him,” Carmen said, looking back at one of her monitors.

			“Tanner? What are you talking about? Tanner’s dead.”

			“It’s his pattern, I should say. I’ve tracked it back as far as I could in the time I’ve had. Three murders so far. Come here,” she said, waving him over.

			Grady followed Carmen’s urging and looked at her screens. Each had an image displayed—just driver’s license photos. But police reports under each image.

			“Where’s the rest of it?”

			“That’s part of the problem,” Carmen said, removing her glasses and rubbing her left temple. “I’m getting stonewalled by each department.”

			“How’s that?”

			“One is in Seattle, one in Baltimore, one’s in Los Angeles,” she said pointing at each screen for emphasis. “No one has any desire to help out their fellow boys and girls in blue.” Carmen tossed her glasses on the desk in front of her.

			“Careful now,” Grady said.

			“Sorry. I’m just failing to live up to my name.”

			“Allow me,” Grady said. He stepped away from Carmen and dialed a saved number. It rang twice, and a raspy voice answered.

			“Hey, sweetie,” Grady said.

			“I wouldn’t take that from your sandy-haired predecessor. I sure as hell won’t take it from you, short round,” Atwood said.

			“Just messing with you, Sarge,” Grady said with a coy laugh. “Can you help a guy out?”

			“You sure didn’t start well. But what’s your need?”

			“Have you heard the news about the new string of murders like our case a few years back?”

			“Yeah, I caught wind of it,” Atwood said.

			“Carmen is getting stonewalled by the departments in each city. We can’t do our work here without proper access.”

			“You want me to do your job and call each department and play bad cop?”

			“No one can instill fear into a records clerk like you can,” Grady said through a bit lip.

			“You sure do know how to sweet talk a lady, Detective. Sorry, Senior Detective. I will see what I can do,” Atwood said and hung up.

			Grady walked back to Carmen’s lair as she searched the history of each image.

			“Each of the deceased has the same history as our previous victims. Loners, limited family, and it appears killed in a similar fashion. But I won’t have all the details until I get the sealed reports.”

			“Do you have any information on the perpetrator?”

			“None. Well, none at this point.”

			“And we have no info on where this began?”

			“Nothing. Just these three victims and cities.”

			“So there could be more?” Grady said.

			

			“There is a possibili—” Carmen said.

			Carmen’s email notification tone dinged, then again. Her fax machine came alive. Carmen went to the machine. It was police reports from Baltimore. She opened one of the email images of the Los Angeles crime scene.

			“Who did you call?”

			“The powers that be.”

			“What did you say?”

			“Do you really want to know?”

			Carmen laughed.

			“You have a lot of catching up to do. There’s a killer out there with ties to a dead criminal. Work your magic.”

			†††

			Friday, January 19—1115

			An hour later, Grady assembled the team that Masters once led. He had grown accustomed to standing while everyone else did their thing. LaCrosse sat at his back corner desk with his feet propped and hands behind his headhead—it was how he thought. Detective Emily Nettles sat side-by-side in pulled-together chairs with her

			newly recruited partner, Officer Allison Hansen. Just like how she and Ryan used to sit, Grady thought. Maybe it was her comfort zone. Ryan had been placed on assignment in Atlanta for six months to train recruits. Apparently, his rapid advancement was a skill worth teaching.

			Carmen was at her computers, preparing for the briefing in just a few moments.

			“Okay. Prepare yourselves, team,” Carmen began as all attention turned to her. “Unfortunately, we all remember what occurred five years ago. So I will spare you images of what our friend Tanner did then and just get to today.” Carmen clicked on her remote. “Approximately one month ago, Stephanie Amanda Tristian, 25, was murdered in her apartment. This is how she was found,” Carmen said, advancing the screen.

			“What are we looking at,” Hansen said.

			“A single gunshot wound,” Carmen said.

			“I don’t get it,” Hansen said. “I understand we handle homicide cases, but what does a simple gunshot victim have to do with us?”

			“It gets worse. Since then, three additional murders have been committed. But these were not exacted with a gun.” Carmen advanced the screen. First, three driver’s licenses appeared, then she clicked through the images of the crime scenes.

			“You have got to be kidding me,” Nettles said.

			“I wish I were, Detective,” Carmen said. “Healed knife wounds were also found on Stephanie Tristian, exactly where you would expect them to be.”

			“I don’t understand. Tanner—or rather the essence of Tanner—was exorcized, out of Sophia Thoran. It is gone,” Nettles said.

			“Is this Thoran?” LaCrosse asked.

			“We can’t be sure of that at this time,” Grady said.

			“Understood. So, this could be a Transference?”

			“Could be,” Carmen said.

			“Okay then,” LaCrosse continued. “Victimology?”

			“The same. Each of these victims lived the same lives. Alone, no friends, very little family. They worked, had no social life, and no one would notice if they simply disappeared. Sound familiar?”

			Everyone nodded.

			“But, didn’t Tanner have four victims?” Nettles asked. “Including the whole moving on deal.”

			“Good eye, Detective. Yes. The Transference. Tanner had his fourth victim, who would be rushed to the hospital and live, becoming the new host. He would commit suicide by cop, then make his exit into the new host. Now, prepare yourselves, campers.” Carmen said.

			She clicked the remote once more. The screens filled with images of the final murder scene; only something was missing—a body.

			“Are we seeing what we think we are seeing, Carmen,” Nettles said.

			“Yep,” Carmen said, clicking through over a dozen images.

			

			“No body?” Hansen questioned.

			“No body. And before you ask, no, it was not moved by any authority before these images were taken. I have been on the phone for the last hour with the hospital, the coroner, and the paramedic team that arrived on scene. There was no body when they got there.”

			“What happened to the bodies? One was supposed to go to the hospital to be saved; the other to the coroner,” Grady inquired.

			Carmen shrugged. “The hospitals know nothing. None of them received any ambulatory or car-driven emergencies in the past week. And none have seen the type of injuries I explained to them, emergency or not. And the coroner was not called to this scene since there was no body to pick up.”

			“So who took the bodies?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine,” Carmen started. “And yes, I know I am once again not living up to my history of being able to provide the impossible. This has me baffled. No one has seen or treated a vascular type of injury.”

			“Med-clinics?” Grady asked.

			“I’ve tried all avenues; hospitals, clinics, even a couple underground that I know of. Sorry, boss,” Carmen said, then exhaled, plopping into her chair.

			“How far back does this series go?” LaCrosse asked.

			“How do you mean?” Carmen asked.

			“Who is the first name on your list?”

			Carmen clicked and scrolled her computer screen. “Stephanie Tristian.”

			“Okay. What does she have to do with this Transference?”

			The room was silent.

			Grady looked over Carmen’s shoulder. “Do you have information on Tristian other than the normal personal info? How did all of this begin again, now, and with her?”

			“Exactly,” LaCrosse said.

			“Oh, hell,” Carmen said.

			

			“What?” came multiple voices.

			“I just found hospital records for Stephanie Tristian. She spent a week in the ICU with multiple lacerations to all extremities. That hospital was Memorial West in Ft. Lauderdale. Florida, Grady, where Thoran was last seen.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Friday, January 19—1935

			The darkened pathway between the buildings echoed his footfalls. The puddles didn’t help. Splashing from the storm that had just passed sounded like stones. Thunder crashed in the distance making the detective, rather former-detective, shudder. He knew, though, that his clues led him to this factory. Months of searching, unraveling piece by piece, he now felt his search was coming to an end.

			Masters hated solo work. All this undercover stuff was for the birds. He wanted someone to be by his side. He needed another pair of eyes. He needed Gradiosa. But things on this side of the law happened quickly. He was reluctant to miss their meeting, but when he received the tip of this location, he needed to act. Now that he was here, he wished he had backup. But it was too late. Or was it?

			Masters pulled out his flip cell phone and dialed the number he had memorized.

			After two rings, Masters thought he heard voices through one of the windows. He immediately slapped his phone shut, ignoring the “Hello” coming from the other end of the line.

			Moments later, his phone chirped—Grady’s tone. Masters stopped the ringing and shut his phone off. The distant voices stopped.

			“Dammit,” Masters muttered. He looked for somewhere to hide. There was a stack of pallets and a row of barrels to his left. He ducked behind them.

			A minute passed, then two. Just when he was about to stand, a loud squelch sounded, and he slumped back into his hole. He could see one of them through the pallets.

			“I tell you, I heard something,” one said.

			“Estás escuchando cosas,” the other said.

			

			Then another thunder clapped. Both men jumped.

			“Dios mio!” the other cried, “see estupido. I told you. You heard the storm.”

			“Yeah, I guess,” the first replied. “C’mon. Let’s get back inside. I don’t want to get wet.”

			“No pendejo, you don’t want to become a lightning rod,” the other said.

			The other swore and pushed his buddy back into the warehouse.

			Masters knelt as the squelching of the door sounded again. He released his held breath as the two voices faded until the only sound was Masters’ heart pounding.

			Masters stood and saw a window, but it had accumulated so much filth over the year that it was impossible to see through it. To his left, there was a fire escape that extended from the roof to the ground. Considering the age of these buildings, he wasn’t sure it would still hold his weight. He tried to remember what this place even did. He thought one of the businesses built furniture and another manufactured carpet. But these facilities had been shut down for years. He needed to act, so he climbed slowly at first, then gained confidence as each step held his weight and each slick bar accepted his grip until he was on the roof.

			Masters could see the lightning flashes in the distance and the soft rumbles of thunder continued to groan. He hoped they were getting farther away. The last thing he needed was more dios mios. He already figured there would be no open skylights; the building was too old for that, but he was hoping for a stairwell that wouldn’t be locked.

			A lone structure stood on the opposite end of the roof, which could only be a roof access stairwell. Careful with his steps, he walked toward it, knowing each footfall could easily sound like a hand grenade in the structure below. Masters was mindful to stay on the rivets to ensure he wouldn’t fall through a soft spot.

			Once at the doorway, Masters turned the handle, and to his relief, it gave. The rain must’ve oiled the hinges because as he opened the door, there was no creak. It allowed Masters his stealth approach. He followed the descending staircase onto a landing tucked into a corner of the workshop. It kept him in the shadows of the work lights the two men were under. They were at the other end of the structure. From his vantage point, he couldn’t tell what they were doing, just that they were there.

			The landing itself wrapped the warehouse. It was a narrow walkway, but he felt that if he were to walk it, he would be well above the lighting and the attention of the two men below. It was just a matter of how silent he would remain. If only they would—

			Music began to play below him. And the other began to dance, hand on his hip and holding an imaginary hat on his head. The first shut the music off.

			The first picked up his buddy’s phone. “You know we aren’t supposed to do that,” the first said. “We need full attention on what we’re doing.”

			“Take it easy, amigo,” the other said. “A bit of music will help us get things done muy rapido. No one knows we’re here. No one is going to bother us. So, relax.” The other swiped his phone back and pressed play again. The Tejano music resumed, so did his dancing.

			Masters grinned.

			Masters took a few steps along the north side of the building, away from where the men were facing. The dancing other would occasionally face his direction, but his eyes were on his feet so he couldn’t see his movement. Masters moved a bit faster than he would’ve if there were silence. He needed to see what the men were working on.

			Most likely drugs, he thought, but he needed to be sure.

			His next steps gave him a clear view of their project—there were no drugs in their hands. After seeing the table, or rather tables, he wished it was drugs.

			On one table rested the completed project; the other was what they were working on.

			

			The first turned off the music again. “Emilio, come on. These magazines are not going to load themselves. The boss expects 500 by tomorrow night. We only have 235.”

			“Aye, Dios. Alright,” Emilio said. “Can I at least keep the music, por favor? Trabajando mas rapido.”

			“Will your ass stop the dancing then?”

			“Si, senor,” Emilio said.

			The music resumed, and Emilio continued to load the magazines with bullets from the boxes on the table beside them. The finished product was placed on the table to their left.

			†††

			Saturday, January 20—0705

			“What happened to you last night?” Grady asked, sitting next to his ex-boss.

			Masters sipped his coffee. “Sit, and I’ll explain everything.”

			Grady sat, and Bridgette placed a coffee in front of him, winked, and walked away.

			“Thanks, Bridgette.” Grady prepared and sipped his coffee, relaxing into it. “Okay, so explain.”

			“You know that abandoned factory complex on the edge of town?”

			“I suppose. Still getting used to the place, even after five years. Some of the abandoned locations I still don’t know much about.”

			“Inland. Bloomington area.”

			“Ahh. Okay, just outside of city limits. Yeah, I know where you’re talking about. Run down area. I hear calls, but we can’t go because it’s out of our jurisdiction.”

			“Right,” Masters said. “Even trouble for county. It falls into questionable territory. Who does what, when, and where.”

			“Is that right?”

			“We don’t talk about it, so it doesn’t happen. We just ignore it; just one of those things.”

			

			“Gotcha. And now?”

			“We can’t ignore it,” Masters said, sipping his coffee.

			“Why? What’s happened? Does it have to do with our Transference case?”

			Masters’ eyebrows raised, “What are you talking about, Transference case?”

			“Boss, aren’t you in the loop? Our killer has returned,” Grady explained.

			“No, I am not in any loop. I’ve been tracking clues on a drug ring that seems to be running its way through Savannah. It’s gotten much worse. But put that on hold for a moment. What are you talking about? Are you saying there been more murders?”

			“Yes, three of them,” Grady said. He went on to talk about the case, not leaving out any detail, even explaining the missing body.

			“I don’t believe it,” Masters said.

			“I didn’t believe it either. Until I saw the photos. And the lack of a body on the final scene,” Grady said.

			“So, what’s the team doing?”

			“We just got the case yesterday. We’re still wrapping our brains around it and piecing all the evidence together.”

			“How much time do you have?”

			“Till?”

			“C’mon, rookie. Don’t go dumb on me now. How much time do you have until this perp kills again? You know how it works. His cycle. How much time do you have?”

			Grady had almost forgotten about the cycle. The Transference had been based on the lunar quarter moon cycle. So their team was on a time clock. Their killer was already looking for their next victim.

			“The lunar cycle.”

			“There ya go, rookie,” Masters said, rubbing it in.

			Grady rolled his eyes as he pulled out his phone. He swiped through his calendar apps and found the lunar cycle: February 16th at 10 a.m. “They can begin killing at any moment. We need to find this person now, this week even.”

			“On the contrary, you have three weeks to find who the killer is. You have absolutely no clue who they will target between now and then. Who they will target next does not match their poetic lingo. I hate to sound cold-hearted, but your best bet is to stick with the profile. Finding the next Transference. If you’re able to stop one of the murders between now and then, wonderful, but if you spend all your time looking for the unknown, you will miss the one you have the best chance of stopping. We made that mistake the first time. And it nearly cost your wife her life. Tanner was kind to toy with us. His pride was his downfall. What leads do we have so far?”

			“That’s what Carmen is sifting through now. We just got the case files yesterday. And instead of one at a time, she has all three to review. I was heading in when I got your call,” Grady explained. “Care to join me?”

			“No. I would be in the way.”

			“Understood. So, you were talking about the Bloomington area. What’s going on there?”

			“Doesn’t seem important now,” Masters said.

			“You seemed concerned enough to be out of touch lately. Obviously, it’s something.”

			“That Bloomington factory. There are gun runners out there. Well, they’re loading magazines. Haven’t seen the guns yet. But the perps loading the mags were discussing having them ready for the buyer.”

			“When is that?”

			“Tomorrow night. I don’t have a time.”

			“I can pass that info on to Sarge. They can take care of it. But I don’t know what they can do about it. Technically, you were trespassing, am I right?”

			“Grady—”

			“Hey, what will Atwood say when I go to her with this?”

			Masters growled.

			“Exactly. And without substantiated evidence, she would not use the manpower to execute a warrant. Nor could she.

			

			“And I suppose you didn’t take any photos of these weapons?”

			Masters held up his ancient communication device with a shrug.

			“I tell you, Boss, you need to get with the times. If you had a newer model, you could have at least taken photos and sent them to me. Evidence. Then that would’ve been enough to show Atwood in an attempt to convince her to execute a warrant.”

			“Why did I train you so well? Couldn’t you have been like those other good-for-nothings Atwood tried to pair me up with?”

			Grady laughed. “It was fear, Masters. You would’ve beat me back to street cop if I didn’t excel at what I did. OK, I will get with Atwood. I’ll explain the situation and see what can be done. We don’t need our streets filled with any more guns than what we already deal with.”

			“I agree,” Masters said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Saturday, January 20—1030

			“And just whose crazy idea is this, rookie?” Atwood said.

			 “Rookie?” Grady said.

			“Yeah,” Atwood responded, setting down her clipboard of duty assignments. “Only a rookie would approach me with such an asinine presumption.”

			“C’mon Sarge. You know I wouldn’t come to you with anything like this if the intel wasn’t solid.”

			“Yeah, but I also know you wouldn’t be coming to me if you had the proper paperwork in order to execute this search yourselves. You want your hind end covered. Who do you thi—” Sergeant Atwood eyed Grady.

			“What?”

			“He is behind this, isn’t he?”

			“Who?”

			“He is your intel.” Atwood stepped down off her podium.

			“I don’t know what you are talking about.” Grady tried to hide his cards but was doing a rather poor job. He knew he was up against a better card player. He had seen her literally play against Masters.

			“You know darn well who. What are you hiding for him? Oh, I know. That moron was playing James Bond and stepped where he shouldn’t have been, and now he is trying to make you clean up his mess. Well, this Bond gal is not going to play to his whims. You can tell the doctor, no.”

			“This is solid, Sarge,” Grady said. “Eyewitness.”

			“Yeah, trespassing, I would assume.”

			Grady said nothing.

			“Hmmph.” Atwood went back to her paperwork.

			“Sarge?” Grady said.

			

			“Not another word, Detective,” she said.

			Grady was sure not to say anything else. Just like that, he had lost his promoted title in her eyes. He turned with tucked tail back to the stairs to his office.

			Halfway there, Atwood called, “You will have a command of four. No more, no less.”

			Grady knew better than to turn around, “Thank you, Sarge.”

			“You are welcome, Senior Detective,” Atwood said as Grady continued his walk. “And Grady.”

			“Yes, Ma’am?”

			“Tell the man with the golden gun he owes me.”

			“Yes, Sarge.”

			†††

			Saturday, January 20—1445

			It was mid-afternoon, and the four officers Atwood had assigned him reported upstairs. Grady called Masters, who had told him he would meet them at a location near Poulton; he liked the food there. That and the parking lot served as a good muster point. While Masters couldn’t give an exact time of the meeting, a plan to enter the location still needed to be made.

			Carmen was able to locate schematics for the entire property. The detail was impressive. It made Satellite Maps look archaic. He should’ve known better by now, considering all they’d been through and the magic his tech genius could muster. She had plans from twelve years ago and what the factory complex looked like two hours ago, including thermal signatures. This is what drew his attention. The facility was supposed to be abandoned, but thermal imaging showed four heat signatures in addition to two vehicles.

			“We need to act fast,” Grady said.

			“Didn’t Masters say later today?”

			“He said they didn’t give a time.”

			“It would make more sense to act after sundown,” Carmen suggested.

			Grady looked up at the clock. “Agreed, especially with firearms. How far behind are our images?”

			“Fifteen, twenty minutes.”

			“Hmm,” Grady mocked, stroking his chin.

			“Oh, come on,” Carmen said. “I’m not into the feed yet. All I have are stills.”

			Grady laughed. “You’re right. You are doing an excellent job. If those blobs move an inch, we need to know about it, though.” Grady looked up at his team, mustering. “What can you tell me about our four new guns?”

			“All marksmen. I don’t know what you said to Sarge, but she spared no expense. I’m surprised these aren’t a SWAT team. Well, I didn’t dig as much as I usually do. Perhaps they are. I only saw as much as I needed to. You don’t need to worry. You’re covered.”

			“Good to know,” Grady said. “I haven’t gotten to talk to you much. What about our new guy, or gal?”

			“Hansen is average. She didn’t excel in any particular field, made the grade,” Carmen said, then sighed. “I don’t like this new policy of putting new recruits up here. I preferred us doing our own recruiting. Like with you. You came to the department, and Masters read your dossier and told Sarge he wanted you up here and not down there.”

			“Is that how it went?”

			“You didn’t know that?”

			“No, I thought I was placed there due to my stripes,” Grady said.

			“Heck no. It was Masters.”

			“Hmmph.”

			“Now we get runts straight out of the Academy who don’t know a perp from a prep, and we need to train them in the field. It’s ridiculous because we’re supposed to be an advanced team. What if this case goes a step further, and we have another Tanner on our hands? Will a rookie be able to handle it?”

			Grady shook his head. He thought back to Mesa and Nettles. He still had the occasional nightmare about Mesa. “We learned our lessons the hard way with putting newbies into action before they were ready.”

			“Exactly,” Carmen said. “And if we get into it again, we’re setting up this rookie for something she isn’t ready for.”

			“But this isn’t Tanner. We’re going in to bust some gunrunners. Dangerous, yes, but something our team could handle on any normal day. If Hansen is to be part of the team, she must deal with this. Newbie or not.”

			“I get you. But our team is experienced with this type of job. A beat cop would never step into this type of situation. They build up to it. To be at detective level right out of the Academy is just not right. I don’t know what the department is doing with this type of program.”

			“You’re preaching to the choir. We can only do what we do; go on with our job and train Officer Hanson to the best of our ability. When she has earned her stripes, then we give her her badge. Until then, we follow the program as it is designed, maintaining the order as it always has been.”

			“The happy middle,” Carmen said.

			Grady shrugged. “It’s our job. We would only do her and us a disservice to do anything less. Tanner or no Tanner.”

			“10-4, boss,” Carmen said.

			Grady stood and shook off imaginary dust, “Time to read in our team.”

			†††

			Saturday, January 20—1700

			Grady pointed to the northeast towards Poulton. “The factory district is roughly four miles up the highway on the right side. It has two entrances. Only one has easy access. The other has a ten-foot fence that’s closed and weeded to the road. Our fence is waist high and open. Well, more torn down than open. Regardless, the grounds are accessible.

			“Everyone can refer to the visuals Carmen sent to your devices. The maps are current as of half an hour ago. She will keep us up to date in real-time as needed. We will all be connected once we engage.”

			“Is the situation the same as we were this afternoon?” Nettles asked.

			“As far as we can tell,” Grady said. “Two subjects, two vehicles.”

			“The latest intel we have is that some sort of weapons deal is supposed to go down around 1900,” Grady said.

			“Where did we receive this intel?” Rodgers asked. He was one of the new crew members.

			“Back door channels.”

			“What is that supposed to mean?” McMillan, the other new member, asked. She took a step back and looked at Rodgers. Grady figured they were partners.

			“Relax, it comes from a credible source,” Grady said. “I don’t ask questions. It saves more time than asking twenty questions every time I’m given intelligence from a reliable source. Your concern is noted. But trust me as I trust my source.”

			Rodgers nodded to McMillan. He was her senior. McMillan nodded. “Roger that,” Rodgers said.

			Grady grinned.

			Grady had met the other two members of the team at the station—Peters and Donovan. Donovan was a six-year veteran and a sharpshooter. Rodgers had mentioned he had multiple awards for his distance shooting. He seemed a bit unnerved that those on the upper floor had not heard of him. He had been there just as long as Grady. Grady wanted to ask if they had heard of him, primarily regarding the Tanner case. Saving the city from the power of Satan was a pretty big thing, but he thought better of it.

			Peters had been just a year and a half on the force. He was married and had a kid just as long as he had been carrying a badge with Savannah. They didn’t appear to be partners like McMillan and Rodgers, but it didn’t mean they weren’t. No one would expect he and LaCrosse were partners at first. But now, after Masters’ departure, it would be second nature to see them together.

			“What’s the plan, Boss?” LaCrosse said, scrolling his screen, not taking his eyes off it.

			“From what we know so far, a mass number of weapon cartridges are ready for sale in the warehouse at the far end of the complex. Two men are guarding it. One White, one Latino. At least one buyer will arrive around 2200 to make the purchase or exchange. We expect they will have at least one weapon to test for sizing. Let’s just hope they aren’t the type who would leave no witnesses, if you know what I mean.”

			“Wouldn’t be the first,” Donovan said. “In my tenure, it would be a feasible scenario. You get your merchandise, remove the witnesses, and keep the cash. If it is, as your eyewitness states, their fingerprints are all over the product. If they could lift latents, all would be traced to the deceased.”

			Grady nodded. Donovan made sense. This could get messy quickly. His only hope was that their relationship was more professional and relied on future returns rather than this one-time deal.

			“Is that your assessment as well, Peters?” Grady asked.

			Peters looked at his map, then in the direction of the facility, a couple of miles down the highway, then back in the other direction.

			“This highway and that factory are secluded enough to hide a few gunshots, even semi-auto. However, if you throw in a couple of bodies, this place becomes radioactive. The department will ensure this gate gets repaired to lock out future activity. That’s the last thing these guys want. No, I don’t feel this will turn deadly. This is a safe place for them. Probably has been for years.”

			Grady looked back to Donovan, who was nodding.

			“Makes sense. Good thinking, Pete,” Donovan said.

			“But,” McMillan said, “it would be a good place to hide a body if you needed to.”

			“Roger that,” Rodgers said.

			“With that assessment, how do you suggest we proceed,” Grady asked.

			Donavan nodded, and the four team members mustered into a group around a tablet that he held. He swiped the screen a few times, and each of them took part in pointing to the screen. Nodding and shaking of heads ensued. Grady was impressed by how fluid the team worked together; it was not their first time. Atwood had done her homework, and for that he was grateful.

			With the finesses of a team huddle, without the clap and break shout, they returned to Grady’s muster point.

			Donovan laid down his tablet and swiped the screen, “This facility is enormous. However, the main building the Lieutenant has us focused on has only one road leading to it. It couldn’t be more isolated. Vehicle traffic is limited. The structure appears to have doors on the pass-through and doors that open to a dock. That area is surrounded by an overgrown field. It’s tough to tell how much growth there is. It may be possible to approach that side of the building. Your report said the Lieutenant saw a staircase on the side with a platform. That can help us.”

			“What’s our approach?” Grady asked.

			“Direct. We have no other choice,” Donovan said, pointing to the screen as he spoke. “Our best bet is through the field and hope we can get through the brush, scale whatever perimeter fence is there, and get onto the roof from there.”

			“Sounds about right. So, we split up, one team taking the field while the other makes a frontal approach,” Grady said.

			“It will be dangerous, but yes, one team must take a direct approach. The team on the roof will be the backup. The surprise,” Donovan said.

			“How we approach this will depend on how many of them actually show up,” LaCrosse suggested.

			“Absolutely,” Donovan said. “But regardless, we need to divide our forces and set up in each area. Numbers can change in a moment. They could have backup within ear distance. We don’t want to go in shallow and be caught off guard.”

			

			“Agreed,” Grady said.

			A silver sedan pulled up, engine humming. Grady walked up to it. “Good evening, ladies.”

			“Perimeter check-in, sir,” Nettles said. “All looks well,”

			“What exactly are we looking for?” Hansen asked,

			“Anything out of place. A broken-down car, a streetlight not working that should be, something there today that wasn’t yesterday. You know your streets. Police them,” Grady said.

			“We got ya, Boss,” Nettles said. “Not a pothole will go unnoticed.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Saturday, January 20—2130

			Grady’s phone rang. The Bossman. A contact he had programmed four years ago, the day he arrived in Savannah. He had heard LaCrosse address Masters by that name—which suited him. It was how he carried himself. He remembered him leaning on the sedan that evening as Grady slow-jogged up to the crime scene that began their relationship, coffees in hand. The folded-armed cop stared at the ground, then at him with a head shake and a you’re in trouble, boy posture.

			Now he was the Boss.

			“What can I do for you, Boss?” Masters still commanded respect even when retired.

			“Status?” Masters’ gruff voice asked.

			“You need to stay out of this, Boss. I know you want to help, but stay as far away as possible. I’m already in hot water with Atwood as it is even getting involved with this. If things go sideways, my ass is on the line. So stay clear, will ya?”

			“Relax, Grady,” Masters said. “I am nowhere near you. I know how important this is. I’m across town anyhow. I have another lead I’m checking on.”

			“Masters...” Grady said in a huff.

			“It’s just following up on some—”

			“No. You need to stand down. If it’s connected, then what you are doing could tip off what we are doing—or vice versa. We could put each other in danger. Stand down, Masters.”

			Grady could hear Masters growl as he processed what he was saying. It was his acceptance that meant what he was saying was accurate.

			“Understood, Boss,” Masters said. “Doesn’t mean I like it. But you’re right. I am keeping my eye on what goes on here, though. If I see action before you make your move, I will let you know.”

			“Copy that,” Grady said. “I need to go. We need to get into place.”

			Grady joined the others. The team of four was checking each other’s equipment and tightening vests. The patting of shoulders and all-around thumbs up let Grady know they were ready to go. In unison, the group approached him and LaCrosse.

			“This should be interesting,” LaCrosse said under his breath.

			“Should we flip for our teams?” Grady asked.

			“I’ll take the frontal; I am good for that.”

			“No, I can take the front; you take the rear,” Grady said.

			“Why? Is it because of my age? Don’t think I can handle a frontal assault?”

			Grady was silent. He didn’t say as much, but that was his overall thought. He wouldn’t let Masters do it. LaCrosse was nearly the same age.

			“It isn’t that, so much,” Grady lied.

			“Look, son, I can run circles around these kids. I did it in Kuwait; I can do it right here, right now. Relax. I got this.”

			Grady raised his hands in surrender. “You got this,” he echoed. “Take Rodgers and McMillan. I’ll take Donovan and Peters. If I’m going up into the rafters, I need the sharpshooter.”

			“Agreed,” LaCrosse said. They shook hands and parted.

			Grady’s pocket buzzed. He touched his ear. “What you got for me?”

			“Dark van entering the facility. No plates. But it does have a smile on its side. Would you believe it?”

			“Nice cover,” Grady said. “Stay out of sight, Nettles. Don’t bring attention to yourself.”

			“10-4,” Nettles said and disconnected.

			“We have a sighting,” Grady shared. “It’s posing as a delivery van. Let’s get moving.”

			Grady touched his ear twice; it buzzed, and a voice welcomed him.

			“What’s up, Grady?”

			

			“How are we looking, Carmen?”

			“I finally have access to the feed, and I’ve had my drone make two passes. I can see the van. But I’m still two seconds behind. Sorry, Grady. That’s the best I can do for the area. Traffic cams are real-time, but satellites have that slight lag. Real-time isn’t always real-time.”

			“Understood. Anything on the ground you could tap into?”

			“Not in the time we have, no,” Carmen admitted. “There you go again, Grady, thinking this is a movie. I can’t double-click, and we’re in. Life doesn’t work that way.”

			“Worth a shot.”

			“I’ll be your eyes overhead. I’m about to bounce to another satellite, so give me a moment. Just be glad I’m still in good with all these department heads. It’s been a while since we have had to use them like this. Let’s get in there and get this done.”

			“10-4,” Grady said. “And our current sit rep?”

			“Excluding the van that is approaching, four heat signatures inside the structure, according to my last drone thermal imagery. The visual showed two vehicles. I can’t see inside the van.”

			“Understood. Thank you, Carmen. Let us know if anything changes.” Grady single-tapped his ear, “LaCrosse team, check in.”

			“Loud and clear, Grady,” LaCrosse said. Each officer followed him.

			Nettles replied, “We’re on the outer perimeter about a mile up. Awaiting your signal.”

			“Copy that,” Grady said, then turned to his team. “Okay. We’re the backup assault. We have four-plus targets. We are unsure how many are in the van. Assuming they need help to load the cartridges, it will be driver plus one, perhaps two. But prepare for anything.”

			“What’s the game plan?” Donovan said.

			“We’re taking the scenic route,” Grady said. “Masters gave us info that there is roof access. We find it and guard our men as they make the frontal assault. If any trouble comes their way, you get to use your skills, Donovan.”

			“Roger that,” Donovan nodded.

			

			The three men followed the path Grady outlined. The flat-weeded field was about knee high. A breeze hid their approach, as did the darkness.

			Grady touched his ear. “It’s the last hangar in the complex. You can see the lights.”

			“Roger that,” both men echo.

			The closer they got, the brighter the hanger became. Grady could make the structure out and see the fire escape ladder Master mentioned.

			Grady pointed. The men gave a thumbs up.

			Grady came upon a clearing in the brush and stopped; he knelt.

			“What is your range, Peters?” Grady asked in a hush.

			“Maybe 500 yards,” Peters answered, shrugging.

			“We will be well short of that in there,” Donavan said. “You’re good.” He patted him on the shoulder.

			“What’s yours, Donovan,” Grady asked.

			Donovan looked side to side. “2200 yards.”

			Grady did the math in his head. “That’s over a mile.

			“One point two.”

			“I’m not even going to ask how that was measured.”

			“Best you not.” Donovan winked.

			The warehouse was in front of them, just beyond a fence. It stood between them and the ladder leading up to the roof.

			“Suggestions?” Grady asked.

			Donovan began to pull on the fence, hoping for a gap, but it was tight. The fence turned fifty feet down the line. It could work if they could make it over the angled wire overhang.

			“The fence angle comes to a point at the top,” he shrugged, “not as dangerous there. If you throw a vest over it, it’ll be our best bet,” Donovan said.

			Pete nodded.

			The men followed Donovan to the turn in the fence.

			“That’ll be one heck of a drop, but I agree,” Grady said. “Just mind your ankles.”

			

			Donovan removed his vest and laid it over the exposed wire, careful to show Grady what he was doing, “Just copy what I do, and you’ll be fine.”

			Grady watched as Donovan grabbed the wire like a cellist caressed the neck of their instrument. He knew just how to spread his fingers and avoid the pinch points.

			“See what I’m doing? Copy that.” Donovan completed his shimmy over the fence and looked up to Grady.

			“10-4,” Grady said.

			When all three men reached the ground safely. They hid behind the stacks of pallets, following as close to the building as possible.

			There was enough space between.

			When both men reached the ground safely. They hid behind the stacks of pallets, following as close to the building as possible. There was enough space between them to get next to the wall and the ladder leading to the roof.

			“How much time do we have?” Donovan asked.

			“Fifteen minutes until twenty-two hundred,” Grady said.

			†††

			Saturday, January 20—2145

			“How much time do we have?” Rodgers asked.

			LaCrosse checked his watch, which was synchronized with Grady’s. “Fifteen minutes.”

			The three offices pressed against every building they could, careful not to expose themselves. Each was advancing in turn to the next shadow. With the lack of external electricity, the darkness hid them fairly well. When they made their final turn, the warehouse that was lit up on their screen seemed dark. The only evidence of activity was the two vehicles plus the smiling van Nettles had marked.

			“Careful now,” Carmen said in his ear, making him jump. He had
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