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    The mind once enlightened cannot again become dark.


    —Thomas Paine

  


  
    Prologue


    Washington, DC


    The force of the bullet’s impact slammed Kyle Madison against the back of the chair by the living room’s unlit fireplace before she toppled from it and landed on her side on the gray, cut-pile carpet. Blood gushed from the hole in her forehead, and brain matter spattered her silky black hair, which fanned out around her head. Splotches of blood soaked through her black suit and stained her white dress shirt.


    Seattle police detective Kurt McClaine took his time unscrewing the silencer from his Glock 19M. The hotel room’s windows were soundproof, but he’d been unsure about the walls.


    The silencer’s heat penetrated his gloves. He put it in his pocket, stuffed the barrel of the gun between his T-shirt and the back of his jeans, and covered it with his bomber jacket. He picked up the bullet casing he spotted underneath the coffee table and slipped it into his jeans pocket before returning to the body.


    McClaine didn’t bother to check Kyle’s pulse. If she wasn’t dead, she would be soon. He avoided touching her, even with the nitrile gloves on. They weren’t foolproof and might leave behind smudges or partial prints. During his conversation with Kyle, McClaine had kept his hands in his jacket pockets and refused anything to eat or drink. Self-absorbed, as usual, she hadn’t noticed.


    He squatted next to her and studied her face as if it were a sculpture. He didn’t understand art, except for music, but he knew beauty when he saw it. If you liked boss-type women.


    Kyle was no longer beautiful. No longer a boss, either.


    The acrid smell of her blood overpowered the light, warm scent of her expensive perfume. Her flat chest ceased moving, and her green eyes stared vacantly at the wall.


    Good riddance.


    He’d never liked Kyle’s cool, sophisticated facade, and he’d been elated the day he received Paine’s encrypted email with the assignment to kill her.


    Her recklessness risked exposing all the society’s members, which wouldn’t do. Her hiring of Devon Mattix to kill one-percenters had not been part of the plan. Mattix was still a loose thread that needed tying up. Maybe McClaine would be given that opportunity as well.


    Kyle had given him a tour of the place earlier. To the left, French doors led to a dining room with eight chairs, and to the right, there was a bedroom suite that included a marble bathroom. Outside, the balcony ran the length of the suite. McClaine had been in nice hotels while investigating crimes but had never stayed at one. This was a lot of space for one guest.


    The days were growing longer. The sunset striped the sky pink and orange. Shadows lengthened across the floor. Time to go.


    And he needed to be there tonight for Jade.


    Kyle’s black leather case lay on the sofa. The laptop inside could contain valuable information. He was not computer savvy and wouldn’t know how to figure out her password, but Zoe would. He picked the case up.


    A purse leaned against the back of the sofa. He used his gloved pinkie to open it and looked inside. Only a makeup bag and a brush.


    Her Kindle was on the coffee table. McClaine hadn’t taken Kyle for a reader. Sometimes in this job, what he learned about a dead person surprised him.


    Next to the Kindle was her cell. Like the computer, a colleague could figure out Kyle’s passcode. Leaving it was risky. He and Kyle had called each other multiple times before and after the Robin Hood heist. His DC police force counterparts could obtain her phone records, but why make it easy for them?


    He slipped the phone into his jeans pocket and looked at the venture capitalist for the last time. The blood oozing from the hole in her forehead had slowed.


    He glanced around the room once more to ensure no evidence of his presence remained and then left, closing the door with a soft click.

  


  
    Part I

  


  
    Chapter One


    Washington, DC


    The elevator dinged, announcing Special Agent Jade Harrington’s arrival on the J. Edgar Hoover Building’s fourth floor.


    As she walked along a hallway lined with photographs of the many white male agents who’d served in the FBI over the last century, the Glock 19M holstered at her hip felt like a reattached limb. She hadn’t touched her gun for six long weeks until she’d cleaned it last night.


    While at home recovering from a gunshot wound, Jade had realized she couldn’t binge-watch one more Netflix or Hulu series. She couldn’t listen to any more vinyl or read another novel. Except for twice-a-week visits to the physical therapist, she rarely left her house. Yesterday, she called her boss, Special Agent-in-Charge Ethan Lawson, and told him that her stitches had dissolved and she was ready to return to work. He told her she should stay home until she healed fully. When she said she was ready now, he said his decision was made. After she threatened to quit, he’d told her to come back to the office.


    A workplace symphony greeted her. Agents in the Criminal Investigative Division were in their offices or cubicles, hard at work. Fingers tapped on computer keyboards. Phones buzzed. Agents conducted phone conversations with attorneys, witnesses, informants, and law enforcement personnel in other jurisdictions. Many turned to her as she walked in.


    Pat Turner beamed from the cubicle closest to the hallway. In her early fifties, Pat, the oldest agent on their team, was gray-haired and slightly overweight. She sat on a cushion. No matter the weather, the same dark-blue sweater lay draped over the back of her chair. Photographs of characters from Star Trek, The Twilight Zone, and The Big Bang Theory were pinned to a wall of her cubicle. Because it was spring, the space heater under her desk was turned off.


    Pat looked at Jade with concern. “Are you sure you’re ready?”


    “I’m fine, Pat.”


    Pat’s expression didn’t change. “Well, welcome back.”


    Dante Carlucci sat in his usual cubicle, his collared shirt opened two buttons from the top. He’d stopped wearing a tie long before it had become fashionable. “How ya doing, Boss? Did you miss us?” A poster of his father, a former basketball player in the Italian professional league, hung on one of his cubicle walls. A cup of espresso sat on his desk. But something was missing from his workspace. And if she wasn’t mistaken, he did not reek of cologne, for once. Jade didn’t stop to ask him about any of this.


    Christian Merritt’s bulk filled his chair, and he banged on his keyboard. He had a square face and short-cropped blond hair. He spun, grinned, and saluted. “Proof of life!” His cubicle walls displayed photos of his wife, four kids, and a golden retriever.


    Micah Alexander, the most recent member of Jade’s team, watched her approach from over his divider. He winked at her in a boyish way. The photograph of the beautiful, nameless Black woman was no longer on his desk. Photos of Arsenal soccer players decorated the rest of his cube.


    Jade imagined that, with his light-brown skin, gray eyes, and British accent, Micah made any woman he encountered swoon. She’d never shown it, but she hadn’t been immune to his charms…until their mentor, Max, had told her at the hospital that Micah was her brother.


    “Lookin’ good, Boss,” Micah said. He’d started calling her that too, imitating Dante.


    At first, she’d hated the moniker, but now she loved it. She glanced down at her black suit and white shirt. She agreed with him.


    SAC Ethan Lawson came out of his corner office and walked down the hallway toward her with a rare smile on his face. “Welcome back, Jade.”


    He wore a taupe suit and had short black hair. He looked good. Much better than when she’d last seen him. His runner’s physique had returned. He’d been forced to take administrative leave after being accused of leaking details of the Shakespeare and Robin Hood cases to the press. It turned out he’d been falsely accused.


    By this time, the agents with private offices had joined the ones standing in their cubicles. Everyone clapped.


    “She’ll do anything for attention,” Dante said.


    “She’s earned it,” Micah said. “I’d like to see you take a bullet for the president.”


    Dante patted his chest and nodded. “Touché.”


    Jade raised her hands and held them up until her colleagues quieted. “Thank you. It’s good to be back.” She waved them back to their offices and cubicles.


    She wasn’t into giving speeches.


    She eyed the placard by her office door designating her name and title with a sense of homecoming and opened the door. The air inside was stuffy despite the AC. The old basketball she sometimes shot in the air to herself rested in one corner. Beside her desktop computer, five pens formed the shape of a pentagon, which wasn’t how she’d left them. Who’d moved them? Dante. Or maybe Christian. Pat and Micah weren’t pranksters. She rearranged the pens back into a straight line. Next to the pens sat a basketball paperweight with no papers under it.


    Standing behind her desk, she opened the center drawer for the yellow sixteen-ounce bag of peanut M&M’s. She popped one into her mouth and bit down on it with a satisfying crunch, grateful it wasn’t stale. After closing the drawer, she sat in her chair, her arms on the armrests. She scanned her small office.


    Home sweet second home.


    *


    Jade wheeled the desk chair over to the corner of her office, grabbed her basketball, returned to the desk, and turned on her computer. While she waited, she spun the ball on her index finger and then switched to her middle finger and back again.


    Her computer was taking longer than usual to boot up.


    Finally, the FBI-logo screen saver appeared. Jade rolled the basketball back to where it belonged and typed her password. The letters appeared on the screen a fraction of a second after she hit the keys.


    After she signed into the Sentinel program, she navigated to the Kennedy Center case file.


    Christian walked past her office.


    “Hey!” she yelled.


    He backtracked to her door and looked in. “Yeah?”


    “Has your computer been slow today?”


    “No, why?”


    “No reason.”


    Christian leaned against the doorframe. “This office isn’t the same without you in it.”


    “I bet you say that to all the women.”


    He laughed. “Only you. Amanda would kick my butt if I said it to anyone else.”


    Jade smiled, imagining Christian’s petite wife beating up the six-foot-two, two-hundred-and-thirty-five-pound agent.


    “She kept asking me when my work wife was coming back so I’d stop moping around the house.”


    Jade had promoted Dante over Christian to fill her position while Ethan was on administrative leave. Unhappy with her decision, Christian had chafed under Dante’s leadership. She knew Christian had her back, but she wanted them to be as they’d been before.


    “Are we okay?” she asked.


    “We’re good. While I’m here, you got a minute?”


    The most dishonest question ever. In her experience, the resulting conversation always lasted more than a minute.


    “What’s up?” she asked. “Any leads on Devon?”


    Former Secret Service Agent Devon Mattix had turned out to be the Shakespeare Killer and had attempted to assassinate the president of the United States at the Kennedy Center.


    Christian lumbered over to the guest chair and took a small notebook out of his back pocket.


    He shook his head once. “All of us—the FBI, DC Police, and Secret Service—got nothing.”


    Every day that Devon and her accomplice weren’t located diminished the chances that they ever would be. It had been six weeks since the attempt, so law enforcement personnel would begin to be pulled from the Kennedy Center Task Force and reassigned to investigate other, more recent crimes.


    “I spoke to my contacts in the Secret Service,” Christian said.


    “What’s going on?” Dante appeared in the doorway. His dark-brown wavy hair had grown since Jade had last seen him. He had a caramel complexion, a long nose, and one ear higher than the other. Dante’s handsomeness was greater than the sum of his parts. He never walked by a mirror he didn’t like. But his face appeared thinner than usual.


    “Updating Jade on Dylan Clark,” Christian replied.


    Jade waved Dante into the office. “The Secret Service agent who helped Brook…I mean…Devon Mattix?”


    Shit. Her cheeks warmed. When they had met several months ago, Devon had told Jade that her name was Brook.


    “Who’s Brook?” Dante asked.


    Jade shook her head. “I was thinking of someone else.”


    “Clark was a former lover of Mattix’s,” Christian said.


    Jade hid her surprise. “How do you know?”


    “It was an open secret among the detail. They weren’t officially a couple but often hooked up after work or whenever they traveled with the president.”


    Who else had Devon slept with? Jade should have gotten to know her better before sleeping with her after a night of listening to jazz and sharing a bucket of Heinekens. Jade had enjoyed herself that night. They seemed to have a lot in common. Both were former athletes, driven, and career-oriented. Jade had let her guard down that night because Devon had been easy to talk to, relate to.


    Jade was still ashamed and upset with herself. She couldn’t change what had happened between them, but she wouldn’t rest until she brought the fugitive to justice.


    Dante’s eyes narrowed. “What’s going on with you?”


    Jade willed her cheeks to cool. “What do you mean?”


    “You look flushed.”


    “It’s hot in here.”


    “It’s not that hot. And the air’s on.” He paused. “Did something happen between you and—”


    “The pain meds must be wearing off.” Jade touched her chest where Devon had shot her. “Who pursued whom?” she asked Christian.


    “Definitely, Clark chased her,” he said. “But she flirted with him, too, according to my sources.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?”


    “I wanted to wait until you settled in.”


    “I’m settled. Don’t withhold anything else from me, okay?”


    “You got it.” He peered at his notes. “We also learned that Mattix was assigned to former President Richard Ellison’s detail. After President Fairchild assumed office, Mattix was assigned to Emma.”


    “Devon couldn’t have been happy,” Jade said, “going from protecting a president to following around a president’s teenage daughter.”


    “That was an open secret among the Service too.”


    “For someone who worked in the Secret Service,” Dante said, “she didn’t keep secrets well.”


    Except for one. “Any sightings of them?” Jade asked.


    “Lots of calls into the tip line,” Christian said. “Photos and videos submitted to the website, but nothing credible.”


    Although all those leads would most likely turn out to be false or lead nowhere, the FBI was obligated to waste person-power tracking each one down in case it turned out to be credible.


    “A six-million-dollar reward is a huge incentive to try, though,” Dante said. “And it shouldn’t be that hard to catch a wom…”


    Jade cocked her head. “A what?”


    “Nothing.”


    “That’s what I thought,” she said. “Maybe their romantic relationship was his motive for helping Devon.”


    Dante scrutinized Jade’s face. “Maybe he isn’t the only one who has a motive to help Devon Mattix. Why are you calling her by her first name?”


    Jade could laugh it off, but she had to stop this line of thinking before it gained traction. She stood, pushing her office chair behind her. It bumped into the wall. “What are you saying, Dante?”


    Christian rose, too, the chair scraping backward against the floor. He clenched his fists. “What are you saying?”


    Although two inches shorter than Dante, Christian outweighed him by fifty pounds.


    “What’s going on here?”


    The three of them turned toward the voice that came from the doorway.


    Micah looked from Christian to Dante to Jade. “Are you all right?”


    She retrieved her chair and sat. “Yes.”


    He looked at Christian and Dante. “I thought we were on the same team.”


    “I’m not so sure,” Dante said, glancing at Jade. He squeezed by Micah and left the room.


    Christian closed his notebook. “I’ll update you if I find anything else.” As he passed Micah, he said, “Nice suit.”


    Micah wore a tailored gray suit with a white shirt, sans tie. Jade never failed to wonder how he could afford his stylish clothing on a lower-level government salary.


    “You sure you’re all right?” Micah asked.


    “I’m fine, Micah,” she said.


    “I’ll be in my cubicle if you need me.”


    “You know I can take care of myself, right?”


    He raised his eyebrows. “Oh, I wasn’t worried about you. It was them two buggers I was worried about.” Then he laughed.


    After a moment, Jade joined in.


    *


    After Micah left, Pat knocked on the doorframe. She was wearing her standard blue pantsuit with a silk-like green blouse.


    She sat across from Jade in the chair Christian had vacated. “What was that about?”


    “Too much testosterone in one room,” Jade said. “What’s up with Dante? He’s being an ass. More so than usual.”


    “You haven’t heard?”


    “No, what happened?”


    “His girlfriend moved out. No surprise.”


    “I thought they were going to get married.”


    “So did he. He’s been a jerk ever since she left him, especially to women.”


    That was what had been missing inside Dante’s cubicle. The many photographs on top of his desk and filing cabinet of him with his live-in ex-girlfriend. Prior to this relationship, Dante would hit on every woman he met under fifty, including Jade. Her rebuff was one reason they’d never gotten along.


    “I’ll talk to him.” Jade rearranged the five pens on her desk into a pentagon. She sort of liked the arrangement. “What do you have for me?”


    Pat hadn’t visited Jade’s office to chitchat. Her eyes softened. “How are you?”


    Jade touched her chest again. “I’m on the mend.”


    “Not physically…”


    “I’m fine, Pat. Really.”


    A vague recollection fluttered across Jade’s mind: Devon entering the presidential box dressed like a Secret Service agent. Kyle yelling, “What are you doing here?” at Devon, and Jade wondering the same thing. Jade pushing President Fairchild to the floor and lunging at Devon’s gun, which had been pointed at the president. A sharp, loud bang filling the room. Then darkness.


    Pat searched Jade’s face. “The wires in the Robin Hood thefts seem to have been initiated in the Cayman Islands then transferred to London, the Bahamas, and other locations until they ended up in Seattle,” she said.


    “Seem to have been,” Jade repeated.


    “Cyber thinks they all emanated from somewhere else.”


    A sophisticated hacker had stolen millions of dollars from personal and corporate bank accounts and transferred them to a nonprofit organization that had distributed them to help people in need.


    “Here,” Jade said, “in DC.”


    Pat’s head jerked. “How do you know?”


    Because I suspect who initiated them. “Lucky guess.”


    Pat gave her a pointed look. “You didn’t get to where you are by luck.”


    “True. But it helps.”


    “Anyway, yes. They think they originated here but haven’t been able to pinpoint the exact location.”


    Jade knew the exact location because she knew her best friend’s address. She needed to consider how to approach Pat with her suspicions about Zoe. “What else do you have for me?”


    “When you were in the hospital, you asked me to do a background check on Zoe, Kyle Madison, and…” Pat hesitated. “Micah. Do you remember that, or were you in a painkiller haze?”


    “I remember. What did you come up with?”


    “Nothing much, except there wasn’t much. In today’s world, it’s hard to disappear, no matter how hard you try. There are digital footprints everywhere. But there are significant gaps in those three’s personal and professional histories. For example, I can’t find anything on Micah until he arrived at the FBI Academy eighteen months ago.”


    “Nothing? He told me he’s from England.”


    Pat shook her head. “I have no information to support that.”


    “He has a British accent,” Jade added lamely.


    “So does everyone who wants to appear more intelligent than they are. Sometimes people are not who they seem.”


    “True again,” Jade conceded.


    “As for Zoe, after she graduated from Stanford, she attained her master’s degree in public policy from Duke. Then there was a two-year gap until she started working for PSBT—Progressive Solutions for a Better Tomorrow—in DC. She was and is involved in a lot of activism and was heavily involved in President Fairchild’s senatorial and presidential campaigns.”


    Loose ends dangled from three cases Jade had investigated over the past eighteen months. She wanted to tie them up pronto. The longer it took, the likelier the evidence disappeared. Memories grew fuzzy. Cover-ups happened.


    “That can’t be right,” Jade said. “I’m sure I was in contact with her during that time.”


    Wasn’t I?


    Jade and Zoe had been college roommates. After Jade had completed her collegiate career, she’d played professional basketball for three years with the Los Angeles Sparks in the WNBA and the JX-Eneos Sunflowers in the Japan Basketball League. She’d talked to Zoe on the phone during that time, but had she actually seen her?


    “What about Kyle?” Jade asked.


    “I found more information about her than about the other two. She came from a wealthy family—one of the first families in Seattle—”


    Jade held up her hand. “I know. Go on.”


    “She was in the press, at least in The Seattle Times, from an early age. But, between college and when she founded her venture capital firm, I didn’t discover anything.”


    “Maybe she went to Europe to find herself before working for the rest of her life.”


    “Must be nice, but there isn’t any evidence of it.”


    The gap in their histories could be a coincidence, but Jade hadn’t believed in coincidences for a long time.


    “Good work, Pat,” she said, “but dig harder. Something’s there. I can feel it. Hey…is your computer acting slow today?”


    “No, why?”


    “Mine is.”


    “Did you try rebooting it?”


    After Pat left, Jade closed all open apps and programs, shut her computer down and then unplugged and replugged the adapter. She’d learned something from Pat over the years.


    Technology enabled many things, but it also frustrated Jade. Why couldn’t a computer work the same way every time? A machine could be as temperamental as a human being.


    She drummed her fingers on her desk and mulled over the connections between Micah, Zoe, and Kyle while she waited for the computer to reboot.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Washington, DC


    “Wow!” Jade scanned the great hall of the National Museum of Women in the Arts, including the dual staircase and humongous chandelier.


    Alaia Bennett stood next to her. “You need to get out more.” Alaia’s short black-sprinkled-with-gray hair was in twists. Pretty and slender, she wore a black cotton shirt, tights, and bright red lipstick. She was an English professor at George Washington University, and Jade had sought her advice during the Shakespeare Killer investigation.


    “Let’s go to the exhibition gallery.” Alaia pointed, and they walked in that direction. “How are you feeling?”


    “Better. Almost as good as new. How have you been?”


    “Can’t complain. Finals are next week.”


    “Plans for the summer?”


    “Just summer school.”


    Their relationship—if you could call it that—was casual. Jade wanted nothing complicated, and she hoped Alaia felt the same. She was surprised Alaia had called that morning to invite her to the exhibition.


    The two women entered the gallery. Some walls were painted white, some plum. White Tuscan columns supported the high ceiling. Below the paintings were white benches. Several people gathered around one piece of artwork, discussing it in hushed voices. Jade and Alaia moved in silent agreement toward a painting without observers.


    “I’m almost through the stack of books you gave me,” Jade said.


    “What did you think?”


    “I liked them. They weren’t always light reading. I don’t profess to understand it all, especially Zora Neale Hurston.”


    “Zora is challenging, but that’s why she’s stood the test of time. I’m glad Alice Walker visited her grave.”


    “Her grave?”


    “Zora was buried in a weed-covered grave in Central Florida. Alice cleaned it up, bought a headstone, and wrote an article about it that helped recent generations of readers discover Zora and her writing. Zora’s receiving appreciation for her body of work that she never received in her lifetime. She was overlooked,” Alaia gestured, taking in the room, “like many of the Black female artists here.”


    “You could tell from her writing she was a special woman. I wish I could have met her.”


    “You and me both.”


    Before meeting Alaia, Jade had never taken the time to visit DC’s wonderful museums.


    They stared at the painting of four generations of Black women wrapped in a large scarf. Alaia slipped on her reading glasses and leaned over to read the painting’s curatorial description.


    As they moved on to a sculpture of an African woman, they passed a vaguely familiar man in a baseball cap contemplating a painting of two women in early twentieth-century dress sharing confidences over a glass of tea.


    “What are you doing after?” Alaia’s voice was hushed.


    “I need to go back to work.”


    “So, dinner is out of the question?”


    “There are a few cases absorbing my time. I shouldn’t be here, as it is.”


    “You didn’t have to accept.”


    “No, I mean I wanted to come. This has been nice. But work…you know…”


    Alaia touched Jade’s arm. “I understand.”


    “In fact,” Jade said, “I should go. Do you need a ride?”


    “I think I’ll stay,” Alaia answered, removing her hand. “There’s much more to see.”


    “I’ll call you,” Jade said. She turned to leave.


    “Oh, and Jade?”


    Jade stopped and faced her. “Yes?”


    “Let me know when you’re ready for more books. The quantity of literature by Black authors is inexhaustible.”


    “I’ll do that. In fact, why don’t we discuss it over dinner next week?”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    The White House, Washington, DC


    Chief of Staff Sasha Scott stood in the entryway of the curved door leading to the West Wing’s main corridor. “Madam President?”


    “Come in, Sasha,” President Whitney Fairchild said. Her secretary, Sean, had buzzed Whitney that Sasha wanted to see her.


    Sasha crossed the oak and walnut floor onto the beige oval carpet with its centered presidential seal. Sasha’s brown hair was short and straightened. She wore a mahogany brown suit over her curvaceous figure, her skirt a few inches shorter than the latest fashion for government officials, and was carrying a black portfolio. She sat in the chair next to the nineteenth-century Resolute Desk. Whitney loved the desk’s name. Resolute: determined, bold, steady. Attributes required to survive in this job.


    “There’s been another mass shooting,” Sasha said.


    Whitney exhaled as the ever-present feeling of sadness and futility overwhelmed her. Mass shootings were now a daily occurrence in the United States; sometimes, more than one occurred on the same day. She removed her progressive glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Where?”


    “A high school in Mississippi.”


    “How many?”


    “Twenty-six students, three teachers, and a guidance counselor died. At least thirty people were injured. The perpetrator used an automatic rifle.”


    Whitney redonned her glasses. “Is he alive or dead?”


    “Dead. Self-inflicted gunshot wound.”


    “A white male acting alone?”


    Sasha nodded. “Before shooting, he yelled, ‘I’m taking America back!’”


    “Where to, I wonder. Were the victims people of color?”


    “A few, but it appeared he fired indiscriminately. We won’t know for sure until the investigation is complete.”


    Whitney sighed. “When will it end?”


    Sasha rested her forearm on the desk. Whitney stared at her chief of staff until she removed her arm.


    “When we make it end,” Sasha said. “We need to stop domestic white terrorism.”


    “What do you propose?”


    “We should deport them from the country,” Sasha said with a straight face.


    Whitney gave her an indulgent smile. She could play along. “We can’t deport all white males for the actions of a few.”


    “A former administration did it to brown US citizens,” Sasha retorted. “And many others.”


    “What happened to ‘When they go low, we go high?’”


    The former Texas congresswoman pursed her lips. “That never worked for me. Sometimes, you must meet people where they are and give them a taste of their own sh…”


    Whitney raised an eyebrow.


    “Stuff. It’s time to go low.”


    “What’s Cole saying?”


    Cole Brennan was the country’s most influential conservative radio talk-show host.


    “He’s not budging on a weapons ban. Still toeing the line about individual freedom and the right to bear arms. It’s not the weapon’s fault; it’s the person’s fault. Just because someone buys a computer doesn’t mean they will commit a cyberattack. People need to take personal responsibility for their actions.”


    “We must get him on our side.” Whitney tapped her pen on the desk for a moment. “Do you think there can be a world without hate?”


    Sasha was used to Whitney’s rhetorical questions. “With the internet and social media, not anymore.”


    Whitney leaned back in her chair, her index finger bisecting her lips. Her thinking position. She gazed at the portrait of Eleanor Roosevelt on the wall.


    “I see that gleam in your eye,” Sasha said. “What are you thinking?”


    Whitney removed her finger. “Congress passed the assault weapons ban in 1994.”


    “Yes, and that became defunct in 2004.”


    “We can resurrect it. It’s time we took on mass shootings.”


    Sasha shot her a look. “With this Congress?”


    Republicans held the majority in both houses.


    “The majority of Americans support a ban. Perhaps Mo would be open to discussing it.”


    Maureen “Mo” McAllister was the senior senator from Mississippi.


    Sasha’s expression was still doubtful. “You think?”


    “With what happened today, she has an incentive.” Whitney smoothed her skirt. “I’ll admit that working across the aisle is much harder to do than when I started out in politics, which wasn’t that long ago.”


    “Almost impossible,” Sasha added.


    “But we shouldn’t stop trying. Someone once said, ‘We’re not a nation divided: we’re a nation broken, and anything broken can be fixed.’”


    A flicker of interest sparked in Sasha’s eyes.


    “Set up a meeting with Mo and Jo.”


    Josephine “Jo” Bates was vice president of the United States.


    Whitney held up her index finger. “And contact that nonprofit that has been trying to pass Enough for years. They can help us push this through. We will pass an assault weapons ban during this term. Let’s finally do this.”


    Sasha sat up in her chair. “I’m on it. Have you decided what you’re going to do about Russia? We can’t let him get away with it.”


    “Him” was Russian President Andrei Tamirov. Two white nationalists had detonated a bomb at the Rockefeller Center in New York City on his behalf. The right-wing Carr brothers had covertly funded the operation. Now, Jared Carr was dead, and Jason Carr was serving a life sentence in a federal prison in Thompson, Illinois.


    Only Tamirov had gone unpunished.


    Whitney stared up at the ceiling, which displayed the medallion of the presidential seal, an eagle clutching an olive branch in one talon and thirteen arrows in the other. The eagle’s head was turned to the olive branch, demonstrating its preference for peace. “You’ve heard the saying, ‘Revenge is a dessert best served cold,’” she said with a Texas drawl.


    Sasha scowled. “My accent isn’t that bad, and you don’t even do it right.”


    Whitney tossed her head back and laughed. “Let’s be grateful I have other talents. And regarding Tamirov, I have something in mind.”


    “I know that look,” Sasha said. “He has no idea what’s coming.” Sasha glanced down at her black leather portfolio. “I have something to return to you.” She opened it, removed a folded letter, and held it out to Whitney.


    Whitney recognized it. Sasha had taken it from her purse over six months ago. “What are you doing with it?” She kept her voice level.


    The letter was from Landon Phillips, Whitney’s former director of legislative affairs. Landon believed he was the son Whitney had given up for adoption.


    “I needed to know what was in it. What was going on with you.”


    “Why was that any of your business?”


    “You are my business.”


    “You had no right to read my personal correspondence, Sasha.”


    “I know, but I did it for you. To protect you.”


    “I don’t need your protection.”


    “Yes, you do,” Sasha said. “Trust me.”


    Whitney looked pointedly at the letter Sasha still held. “How can I?”


    Sasha stiffened and then relaxed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken it.”


    “You’re right. Why did it take you so long to return it?”


    “It just never seemed the right time.”


    “You could have asked me what you wanted to know.”


    “You’re not making this easy.”


    “Huh! When did you ever make it easy for anyone?”


    Sasha’s eyes expressed an unfamiliar pleading. “My sole purpose is to help you succeed. You have my ultimate loyalty. Please believe me.”


    Whitney believed her…to a point. Sasha was an amazing chief of staff. Respected on both sides of the aisle, she possessed savvy political judgment and got things done. Her sources on the Hill and with the press ran deep. She was protective of Whitney and Whitney’s time. And would be difficult to replace. If Whitney fired her, it would set her agenda back by months—even a year. She didn’t have much time to waste.


    Her chief of staff stared back, as if willing her to say something.


    “Never again, Sasha,” Whitney said. “I must trust you if I’m going to do this job effectively. If I suspect you of betraying me, even in a small way, you’re out.”


    “I understand,” Sasha said, with an uncharacteristic tremor in her voice.


    After Sasha left the room, Whitney picked up Landon’s letter. She reached for the bottom drawer, where she kept her purse. She stopped and instead took the letter to her private study off the Oval, where she fed it into the shredder underneath her desk.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Washington, DC


    Micah sat beside Jade and raised his pint glass toward her. “To Jade!”


    Christian, Dante, Pat, Ethan, and Detective Kurt McClaine were also gathered around two pushed-together tables in the sports bar across from the Bureau’s employee entrance. In response, they raised their glasses. “To Jade!”


    Jade was the last to raise her glass. “I’m still not sure why we’re celebrating.”


    Micah waved her comment away. “You’re back!”


    Dante tore his gaze away from a couple talking at the bar and took a sip of his third pint. “Suck-up,” he said to Micah.


    Micah laughed. “Sod off!”


    Ethan removed his suit jacket to reveal brown suspenders over his white shirt. “Cool it, you two. You need to give her at least one day back at work before acting up.”


    “Right,” Micah said, chastened.


    Dante and Christian glanced at each other, then at Ethan. “Nah!”


    “Too late,” Pat said.


    Everyone laughed, even Jade.


    The crowded bar sported many flat-screen TVs, some showing the Nationals playing, some DC United, and the rest the Wizards. With the televisions muted, there was no need to shout to have a conversation. Music from the aughts played on the sound system. Jade and her colleagues did not seem to be the only group of coworkers, though she didn’t recognize anyone else in the room.


    The table was littered with pitchers, glasses, and remnants of burgers, fries, onion rings, and chicken wings. The aroma of food and alcohol and the noise of music and people were a lot of stimuli for Jade after all the time she’d spent alone—except for the occasional visits from Zoe—in the townhouse. But it felt good to be with her colleagues again, joshing each other, besting each other. This bar was where they celebrated their victories. But after her first full day of work, she wasn’t feeling a hundred percent.


    At the table next to them, three guys in their late twenties were arguing over DC United’s attacking strategy while staring at the TV on the wall and drinking their beers. Micah seemed interested in what they were discussing. United’s left wing stopped dribbling, pivoted toward the center of the field, and launched a shot from the top of the penalty box. The Sounders’ goalkeeper stood flat-footed as the ball blasted into the right corner of the goal. The goalie’s head dropped. The men’s argument stopped, replaced by raised arms and shouts of “Goal!”


    “Shit,” McClaine said.


    “Tough to be a Sounders fan in here, mate,” Micah said.


    “You’re telling me.”


    “I like Seattle. Reminds me of home.”


    “Me too,” McClaine said.


    Dante scanned McClaine’s T-shirt. “I like your shirt.”


    McClaine always wore T-shirts. Today’s version was black. The front showed a likeness of Pearl Jam’s lead singer with the band’s name encircling his head. McClaine looked like Nirvana’s lead singer, Kurt Cobain. Despite the bar’s ambient warmth, the Seattle detective kept his jacket on. He eyed Dante’s clothes. “John Travolta called. He wants his suit back, dude.”


    Christian and Micah each barked out a laugh.


    “No style,” Micah added, shaking his head.


    Pat leaned into Jade. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”


    Jade placed her hand briefly on Pat’s arm. “I’m fine.”


    “You keep saying that,” Pat said.


    Nelly’s “Hot in Herre” boomed out of the speakers.


    Christian loosened his tie, moving his head to the beat. “It’s time to get this party started.”


    “Please don’t dance on the table,” Jade said.


    Dante grabbed the table and shook it. “It couldn’t support his weight anyway.”


    Christian laughed. “Those days are over. I don’t want to hurt myself.”


    Jade turned to McClaine, who was sitting on her other side. “What are you doing in town?”


    She had worked on two cases with him over the last eighteen months. She enjoyed working with him but wouldn’t miss the cross-country trips to Seattle.


    “A firearms training session in Quantico. Need to keep my skills sharp. Thanks for letting me invite myself.”


    “I’m glad you’re here.” She sipped her beer. The wheat and citrus flavor tasted good. Because of the pain meds, she hadn’t had a drink in two months. “How are things in Seattle?”


    McClaine gulped his pale ale. “Wet.”


    “Any news about the Robin Hood thefts?”


    “Nothing new.” He spun a cardboard coaster on the table. “You’d probably hear of any new developments before I did.”


    She didn’t ask him about Kyle Madison. She thought less and less of Kyle in a romantic way. That chapter of her life was finished.


    “Where’s Max?” she asked.


    Max was a supervisory special agent at the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime. NCAVC used the latest technologies to support the FBI and other federal, state, local, and international agencies in the investigation of unusual or repetitive violent crimes against adults. A layperson would call Max a profiler. He coordinated with Jade’s team on their serial killer cases.


    “MIA,” Dante said. He signaled to the server for another beer.


    “Haven’t seen him since we visited you at the hospital,” Christian added.


    Me neither, Jade didn’t say.


    “Maybe he’s working on a big case,” Micah said.


    The server brought Dante his drink.


    “Maybe you should slow down,” Jade said under her breath.


    He gave her a half-smile. “Like the big guy said, this party is just starting.”


    “At least get a ride home.”


    The music segued into “Dilemma” by Nelly. Christian pushed his chair back and stood.


    “I told you, Christian,” Jade said. “No dancing.”


    He turned his back to them and extended his arm, holding out his phone. “Squeeze in together.”


    They complied. Micah put his arm around her, his cologne still fragrant after a day’s work. McClaine slung his arm around her too.


    Christian adjusted the phone until everyone was on the screen. “Say ‘Jade!’”


    Everyone said, “Jade,” except for her.


    Christian snapped a few shots. He airdropped the photos to them as he returned to his seat, and they resumed their revelry. Dante ordered another round of drinks and wings. Their conversations grew louder in direct proportion to the rounds of drinks they consumed. Pat scanned the room.


    “Looking for someone?” Jade asked.


    Pat moved her shoulders in a fake shiver. “I feel like we’re being watched.”


    No one appeared to be paying undue attention to them. “Are you being paranoid again?”


    “Maybe so.”


    Jade sipped her beer while her colleagues talked and drank. She’d missed the camaraderie. It was one of her favorite parts of the job.


    She made a silent toast to herself. It was good to be back.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Washington, DC


    The morning after the team celebration, Jade drove her old gray Audi A3 north on I-395. The radio was tuned to The Conservative Voice, hosted by Cole Brennan. It was the only program she could tolerate on the Patriot News Network. She hadn’t listened to the news much during her leave. She normally did so only because of her job. When she wanted to know what was happening in the world, the nation, or locally, or what the media were saying in those rare instances when they reported on one of her cases.


    Wispy clouds traversed the pale blue sky. Jade cracked open the window to feel the wind on her face.


    “Why would anyone try to assassinate the president of the United States?” Cole asked his millions of listeners. “You can disagree with someone and not try to kill them. What has happened to America? To us? And I hope FBI Agent Jade Harrington is on the mend. That little lady saved my child’s life once. She’s a hero in my book. Again.” Jade smiled. “But why hasn’t the FBI caught the shooter? What are they and the Secret Service doing, except wasting our hard-earned taxpayer dollars?”


    Alone in the car, Jade shook her head. She didn’t agree with him, but he wasn’t completely wrong. The FBI should have found Devon by now.


    “This is why I keep harping on reducing government spending,” Cole continued. “We need to limit the bureaucracy. It’s inefficient, slow, and unresponsive. It’s useless, except for a few people. Yes, I’m talking about you, Ms. Harrington, and maybe you, Madam President. But can you lower our taxes? Let the American people keep more of what we earn. We need less government anyway. IRS. Postal Service. TSA. Privatize it all. Less regulation will allow the market to allocate resources more efficiently—”


    Jade switched the station to NPR.


    “And for local news at the top of the hour…A body was found last night at the Ritz-Carlton in Washington, DC’s West End neighborhood.”


    She pushed the button on her steering wheel a few times to turn up the volume.


    “An unidentified woman was found dead in one of the penthouse suites at the hotel on Twenty-Second Street Northwest. A spokesperson for the Metropolitan Police Department is still mum on the victim’s identity and whether she was a guest or a hotel employee. They have, however, disclosed that they suspect foul play, and the death is being investigated as a homicide.”


    Jade frowned. Although not unheard of, murders at high-end hotels were unusual.


    She took the Twelfth Street Expressway exit.


    “We will continue to provide our listeners with more information as this breaking story unfolds. Now, back to our regular programming.”


    Jade wondered whether the victim was a celebrity, a US politician or business leader, or a foreign dignitary. The DC Police would have their hands full with this one, especially if there were diplomatic considerations. Her thoughts then turned to her own unsolved cases: the Robin Hood heist and the Shakespeare and Kennedy Center cases.


    She needed to focus on her own murders and attempted murders.


    *


    As Jade strode down the hallway to her office, Pat rose out of her chair, a pained expression on her face.


    “I’m fine, Pat,” Jade said. “Yesterday was a long day.”


    “You don’t know.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    Pat glanced around the room. Several agents had stopped working and were looking at them.


    She touched Jade’s arm. “Let’s go to your office.”


    “In a minute. I need a cup of coffee before I stab someone.”


    Pat didn’t laugh.


    “Okay,” Jade said. “Let’s go.”


    She led Pat to her office, tamping down the trepidation rising within her. Pat wasn’t one to overreact. After Pat closed the door, Jade turned and faced her. “What’s happened?”


    “You should sit down.”


    As Jade sat in her chair, the dread intensified.


    Pat sat across her desk. “Did you hear about the woman found dead at the Ritz?”


    “On the radio, on my drive in.”


    “Have you heard who the victim was?”


    Jade placed her hands on her desk and braced herself, trying to guess who it could be. “No.”


    Pat hesitated. “I feel like I’m always the one delivering bad news to you.”


    “Tell me.”


    “The victim was Kyle Madison.”


    Jade inhaled sharply. She must have misheard. “What?”


    Pat nodded with
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