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      Mark Heyland tapped his finger on the desk as the progress bar trickled toward completion. The transfer of files to his flash drive was taking forever. He glanced around the office, dark and lit only by the yellow street lights outside. No one knew he was here, and that was the way it was going to stay.

      He hoped.

      If he didn’t succeed at this it was highly likely the FBI would give up on the case altogether, as Mark and this flash drive were their last ditch effort to get the evidence they needed. And if he couldn’t get the files and get out of here he would lose his last shot at redeeming himself. The FBI wouldn’t need him anymore.

      His eyes stung. The progress bar stretched and strained, millimeters from the end. He was almost home free, able to take the flash drive to his FBI handler and bring down the organization Mark had discovered he was actually working for six months ago. It really shouldn’t have surprised him to find out that his bosses were big-time crooks. Was there anyone in San Francisco who lived their life above-board? It felt like every single person was out to get what they wanted.

      Maybe it was that way everywhere, though. Mark didn’t know.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose, then rubbed his eyes. He’d lived that way himself, so he knew well how it felt to step on someone else on your way to success. But that was before his father had convinced him to get help. Now he was two months clean and saved, working on the rest of his life.

      Which included for once actually doing the right thing.

      And in this case meant working with the feds. Well, not the whole Bureau, more like one guy—Brian. An old friend of Mark’s from college.

      Transferring…

      They’d hung out and gotten up to all kinds of trouble back in those long-gone college days. How they’d ended up on opposite sides of the law wasn’t something Mark wanted to dwell on. Once this was done, things would be right, and he’d be able to move on and build a life that was good and clean.

      Make his father proud.

      The elevator doors opened at the end of the hall. The ding rang through the floor, the only sound apart from the whir of Mark’s computer. His eyes flicked to the computer screen.

      Transferring…

      Footsteps. It would be a few seconds before they saw him.

      Mark ducked down below the desk and leaned so he could see the screen.

      Transfer Complete.

      Done.

      He pulled the flash drive from the tower beneath his desk and crawled on the floor to the edge, then peeked down the aisle. He didn’t see anyone, so he crawled across the aisle to the desk opposite his. Not that anyone else sat to work there.

      Mark was the lone employee of this “accounting” firm.

      For a smart guy, he was really dumb about some things.

      The low murmur of voices met his ears. If this was who he thought it was, and they saw him... Well, Mark didn’t want to think what would happen if he was caught stealing company files.

      His phone vibrated in his back pocket. He ignored it and crawled more, peered around the next corner, and saw his boss, Mr. Seng, along with two of his friends. He’d known guys like those friends in his old life. Thugs who only came around with Seng after hours. As soon as Mark had seen them he’d put it together. Seng had to be a finance guy with the people he worked for, and the two men with him had to be bodyguards, or soldiers. Mark had figured it was some kind of criminal organization. It was Mark’s FBI handler who had confirmed their identity as Chinese mafia.

      And then Brian had told Mark that the accountancy firm he worked for was a front for money laundering.

      Another man entered after Seng and his two guys, and they all headed for the conference room. Probably a client meeting, but why right now of all times? If they found Mark… Visions flashed through his mind of what they’d do to him. They would get rid of him permanently—and the FBI wouldn’t get the flash drive.

      Maybe his pastor was wrong. Maybe God wanted Mark to experience the consequences of the wrongs he’d done. He wasn’t entirely sure he’d complain about it if he had to. Instead, he would walk away from this with no accessory charges, given the immunity deal. Brian had told him that the FBI was ready to offer freedom, instead of jail time as an accessory to money laundering. He wasn’t going to argue with that.

      The men stopped in the hallway outside the conference room. Seng spoke, then chuckled as though he thought himself funny.

      But the new man didn’t laugh. “That’s already been taken care of.”

      Seng blanched at the suited man’s words.

      “This is about tying up loose ends.”

      Mark didn’t have time to hang out and see what that was. But how would he get out of here? The escalator was right behind them, and he’d get spotted if he went that way. The stairs were across the room, at the far end of this floor of unused cubicles. That was his best way out of here, but it meant crossing the entire office. Until they went into the conference room, he was stuck.

      Mark pulled out his phone and snapped a picture of the four of them.

      One turned, and Mark ducked behind the desk. He prayed, his thoughts on his family. His mom had passed from a heart attack when he’d been in college, which left him to help raise his younger half-sister Kellie. Both of their dads were good men, but neither of them, nor Mark, were very good at reining in Kellie when she was determined to self-destruct. Both Kellie and Mark were doing better lately, but that didn’t mean Mark was going to upset the delicate balance of either of their lives by telling her the secret he’d discovered.

      They had a sister they’d never met.

      Mark and Kellie both had such a tenuous hold on stable that he’d refused to risk telling Kellie about her. Mark was okay right now, but Kellie’s emotions were often too volatile for anyone—least of all her—to handle.

      A man spoke in Chinese. Mark heard him start to walk over. Mark backed up and crawled in the direction of the stairs, trying to move fast and as quietly as possible. He could stay and hide, but the longer he was here the greater the risk he’d be seen. Better to take the chance and try to get out of the building.

      Unfortunately, of all the calculations he could do to figure out his statistics for survival, none took into account human nature.

      And his handler was waiting.

      Footsteps approached. Mark sped up, heart pounding in his ears and blood rushing through his brain. His breath quickened, but he kept his lips pursed so he made as little sound as possible. When he reached the printer he rose to a crouch and looked back.

      The man was almost to him.

      Mark twisted back, rounded the corner of the printer, and lifted up to sprint down the hall. His sneakers were soft on the carpet, but his jeans and jacket rustled. It hadn’t been worth the risk of being found wearing cat-burglar clothes.

      He hit the bar on the exit door to the stairs. There was no way to muffle the metallic clang.

      The man yelled, “Hey!”

      Mark didn’t stop. He took the stairs two at a time and raced one floor down to street level. He flew out the exit door, into the alley, and didn’t slow down—just ran for his car parked on the next street over. The San Francisco night air chilled the sweat on Mark’s forehead and caught in his lungs.

      He reached the busy street and nearly collided with a pedestrian on the sidewalk, then ignored the light and raced across the street. He cut right and passed the coffee shop and a noisy wine bar. He ducked down another alley and pulled out his keys as he raced to his car.

      Mark breathed in great heaves as he turned the key and prayed the old girl would actually start up. When the engine roared to life he said a quick prayer of thanks, then pulled out onto the street, narrowly missing the Chinese man—red faced and as out of breath as Mark was. The man jumped back and pulled his gun, but Mark didn’t wait to see what he would do with it. He joined the flow of traffic and headed west toward the dive bar where he’d planned to meet up with Brian.

      The steering wheel was slick under his hands. His phone vibrated again. At the next light Mark slid it from his pocket, but the text wasn’t from Brian. It was another from his sister—two messages he didn’t have time to read right now.

      Traffic thinned out as he approached the neighborhood where the dive bar was located. The clock on the dash said he was late, but Brian would wait for him. They both knew how important it was to get this information to the FBI.

      Mark might have even more for him now. Who knew who that suited man in the office had been. A heavy hitter in whatever world those Chinese men operated? But just as easily he could be no one. Until the FBI identified him from the photo on Mark’s phone, they wouldn’t know.

      He pulled into the parking lot and drove around the building. Brian’s car was already there, so he parked alongside it and went to the passenger side, pulling the door open. “You won’t believe what all—”

      Brian was slumped over the steering wheel. The breath caught in Mark’s throat. Reconnecting with this man after so many years had meant more than simply the relationship between a handler and an informant. They had been friends years ago and were now, despite their different paths.

      Mark reached with two fingers and touched Brian’s throat. No pulse. His fingers came away stained dark and sticky.

      Brian was dead.

      Would the investigation die as well? A sob stuck in his throat. Death hadn’t changed, not since he’d watched his mom pass. A low keening noise rattled his vocal chords. But there was nothing he could do for Brian now, except make sure his work hadn’t been in vain.

      Mark stared at his friend for another second, then leaned over and reached into Brian’s suit jacket. In the inside pocket was his cell phone. He’d seen his friend reach for it many times, and it was the only way to prove a link between Mark and Brian. The only way for Mark to prove they were friends and working together. The cell was marred with blood. Mark stuck it in his pocket. His fingerprints were on the car, but when the police caught up with him he would be able to use the phone to prove he hadn’t killed his friend.

      At least he hoped so.

      A car pulled into the lot and passed in front of Mark and Brian’s cars. Mark saw the gun at the last second and ducked out the door. Bullets hit the windshield. The hood. Brian’s dead body jerked. Mark landed on the asphalt. Sharp rocks dug into his palms, but he was alive. He sprinted to his own car and reached for the door handle. A bullet slammed the front windshield. Mark cried out and dove onto the seat.

      If he stopped moving he would be dead. He kept his head down as he started the engine, put it in drive, hit the gas, and pulled the steering wheel hard to the right. He glanced off the corner of the shooter’s car, but Mark didn’t slow down. He pushed the gas pedal to the floor as he bounced onto the street, the front end scraping the pavement.

      Then he lifted his head.

      In his rearview, the shooter’s car backed out onto the street and swung in an arc before heading toward him. Mark turned the corner and sped away. Within two blocks he’d lost the other car, but not that sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. The Chinese man had followed him from the office. The suited man said he’d taken care of the problem. Did they mean Brian?

      Mark had all the evidence, and Brian was dead. But it couldn’t have been the Chinese man chasing him whole had killed his friend—maybe it had been the suited man, or one of his associates if he had any. These puzzle pieces didn’t fit together in a way Mark could see, and they wouldn’t unless he got help to figure this out. He could admit he needed help at least.

      Mark got on the freeway at the closest on-ramp. He didn’t see the other car in his mirror. No one was in pursuit of him. As the road stretched out into miles, he half expected police cars to come out of nowhere, lights and sirens blaring, to arrest him for Brian’s murder.

      Mark swiped the errant tear from his cheek and sniffed. For the rest of his life he would remember Brian’s face as Mark told the story of everything he’d done since those college days. That look of disappointment and regret would stay with him forever. And if he didn’t do the right thing with the photo on his cell phone, and the flash drive, he’d have one more thing he couldn’t absolve himself of.

      Mark grabbed Brian’s cell phone from the passenger seat. The screen illuminated, so he turned the phone off. He didn’t want anyone using it to track him.

      He needed to slow them long enough to work out his plan of action.

      Caisey Lyons.

      Mark had watched a documentary on TV about her a month ago: the FBI agent who’d gone undercover to take down a serial killer. That wasn’t what had caught his attention. It was the fact she had a face almost identical to their mother’s—like Kellie did. The documentary had even said that her mother abandoned her as a child. With a little research he’d figured it out.

      Surprise, you have a sister you never knew about.

      Caisey Lyons was nearly famous, and yet she’d all but disappeared after that whole thing with the serial killer. Retired to a small town in Colorado where she was a Sheriff now.

      He didn’t want to think of her now. He’d had no intention of ever meeting her, let alone having the conversation.

      As soon as they met it would be obvious he was her half-brother and that she was Kellie’s half-sister. They were pieces of the same puzzle, all having the same mom even if they had different dads. Parts of the whole that made up their family, but it didn’t mean they were good for each other. If Mark went to her now it would only be because he needed her, not because he wanted more family.

      Maybe Caisey Lyons already had as much as she could handle. It was possible she wouldn’t want a relationship with them, and that was fine.

      His cell phone rang. When Kellie’s name flashed on the screen, Mark put her on speaker. “What do you need, Kellie?”

      She giggled. Wasted, probably. She still had vices just as he did, though he’d fought hard to give up drinking. “Can you come….pick me up? I thought I had money for a cab, but there’s none in my wallet.” She listed a couple of cross-streets downtown, close to a nightclub she frequented.

      “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” How he was going to explain the blood on his hands and the bloody phone—and the impending murder charge—Mark wasn’t sure. But they talked every day and saw each other almost as often. Their fathers lived in the same apartment complex, a retirement community with security and gates that surrounded their comfortable lives.

      If either the Chinese man from the office or the problem-solving suited man were going to keep looking for Mark, then Kellie would quickly find herself in the crossfire. The easiest way to make sure she was safe was to take her with him.

      They were going to have to run.
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        24hrs Later. Buckshot, Colorado

      

      

      Deputy Sheriff Samantha Kurter pulled into the parking lot. The town had two bars, one at each end, catering mostly to bikers and locals who wanted to wet their whistle. Samantha sighed and got out of her patrol vehicle. She beeped the locks on the Jeep and walked over to Ford’s pickup. The hood was warm, so he hadn’t been here long. Hopefully she’d gotten here fast enough Ford hadn’t managed to pick a fight yet.

      The solid wood door scraped the concrete and then got stuck on the mound of ice behind it. She shoved against it, to release her pent up “mad,” and stepped inside. Like she didn’t have enough to do, she had to track down Ford as well? Samantha sighed.

      Music pumped from the speakers. Sam elbowed her way through the wall-to-wall people and found Ford at the bar, a wide berth between him and the closest people. Like there was a kind of invisible barrier separating them. Because he was a cop, or because he’d broken John Torka’s nose the last time he was in here?

      Sam sat beside her partner and glanced at the bartender. He motioned toward Ford with a nod of his head and mouthed, Get him out of here. Sam didn’t give him a response except, “Soda. No ice.”

      The bartender shook his head, but got her drink.

      Sam took a sip and looked aside at Ford. His short glass of amber liquid was almost empty. “You get another one of those, you ride home with me. You can walk back and get your truck in the morning.” Four miles in crisp spring air would wake him up…and sober him up.

      A muscle in Ford’s cheek jerked.

      “So what’s going on?” Nothing of note had happened during his shift today. She’d have been briefed. They were both Marines, same unit and everything. They’d been deployed the night Samantha’s husband went to the drug store just after eleven to get their daughter cold medicine and was stabbed four times.

      Ford withdrew like this every once in a while, and the locals left him be for a few days. Usually the sheriff sent him home and he worked on his house until his head cleared. It wasn’t like he talked to Samantha about what he was thinking.

      He said, “How’s Tessa?”

      “Home in bed, probably watching a movie even though I told her to get some sleep. It won’t be fun when I drag her out of bed at seven in the morning, but I’m past caring. You want to push boundaries, you get equal parts of goodness and light imparted into that teenage brain along with all the junk. Whether you like it or not.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “If I’m up, I’ll come, too. Solidarity.”

      He’d never have made that offer if tomorrow was Sunday. The fact her two favorite people—her daughter, and her best friend—didn’t particularly enjoy church, irked Samantha. But she’d found enough peace in that place, and in her daily Bible reading, that she wasn’t about to give them a pass. She wanted them to discover what she had about her Lord, her Father.

      The sheriff was a believer, and Caisey was one of the strongest people Samantha knew. Faith wasn’t about being weak. It was about being given the strength to get through when you had no strength left. She knew with every fiber of her being that was what Ford needed, and what would set Tessa on the right path into adulthood, but she couldn’t push them.

      Samantha sighed. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you’re avoiding the question.” She shifted on her stool and faced him. “You couldn’t get a drink at home?”

      The stares of several men around them couldn’t have escaped his notice. Ford was a good cop, but he’d been a better marine. He should be a detective on a big city police force, but he’d come here instead of finding a life elsewhere. And yes, Tessa needed her godfather. They were so close that Samantha often felt left out of their clique.

      “No law says I can’t have a drink here when I want one.”

      “So long as it’s only one, and I don’t end my shift hauling your butt home and cleaning up blood.”

      His lips curled up at the corners. “That was only one time.”

      “Are you ever going to tell me who started it?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Samantha bit her lip. She wanted to punch him herself. It would certainly make her feel better. “What’s going on, Ford?”

      He shifted, pulled his phone from his jeans pocket and unlocked the screen, then opened an email attachment. She scanned the file…from the FBI. “What is this?”

      “His name is Earnest. That’s all they know about his identity. The guy’s big time into drugs, weapons sales, human trafficking. Liam’s been trying to find him since he dropped off the radar a couple years ago. He asked me to look into the case and see if I can come up with anything.”

      “This is what has your head messed up?” She was going to kick Liam Conners in the shins the next time she saw him—regardless of the fact he was a big shot FBI agent in Denver. The sheriff used to be Liam’s partner when she was a fed—they didn’t hold it against her—and the two still punted stuff back and forth. But Denver didn’t have much to do with a small town.

      Why had he sent this to Ford?

      Because he hadn’t known Ford would go round and round with this until he figured it out. Or at least, he knew, but didn’t know Ford would take it to the point of obsession. He wasn’t going to let a case like this go. Good for Liam, not so good for the rest of them.

      “There’s something here,” Ford said. “Only I can’t put my finger on it.”

      Sam gripped her glass, beaded with sweat from the cold drink and making her fingers slick. “You’re here because you can’t figure this out?”

      “Might need to punch a few thick heads, get the brain juices flowing. Exertion helps you think. Figured this was the best place to get through my mental block.” He glanced over at a local in the corner, and his look was matched by the construction worker. They were both itching for a fight. Deputy sheriff or not.

      Samantha would arrest the both of them.

      “I’m not gonna let you do that.” Another report in his file and he wouldn’t last much longer. “You’re not a thug, and you’re not one of these local blue collar—”

      “Sure I am.” He put on a thick, redneck accent.

      “Ford, you get punched in the head again and I’m not sure any of those big brain cells of yours will come back. Can you afford to lose that much intelligence?” Okay, so she was half-joking. “Then you really will be just like them.” She tipped her glass in the direction of the man, who she realized now was Steele Wilson.

      Maybe she would let Ford get in that fight.

      “No pretending. You’ll be a regular joe, dumb sheriff’s deputy. No more complicated FBI consults to put that big brain of yours to work on. Nothing but traffic tickets and Netflix.”

      “Would that be so bad?” He grinned. “I could go fishing.”

      “You hate fishing.”

      Ford kicked her boot with his tennis shoe. Sam loved to fish, and so did Tessa. It was the one thing they did together, and as soon as it was warm enough they were going to disappear into the mountains for the weekend and spend time together.

      Samantha needed that wide open space the way Ford said he needed to crack heads together. To get the juices flowing. Because Sam had been looking into a case of her own, and she wanted to think on it some more. Between babysitting Ford, looking after Tessa, and work there hadn’t been much time to devote to the thing pressing on her.

      The murder of her husband.

      The previous sheriff actually had ties to a Denver crime lord. Needless to say, he hadn’t spent much energy investigating a local stabbing he’d deemed a “drug deal gone wrong.”

      Over kids cough medicine? Her husband had been salt-of-the-earth. A church man, and a history teacher. He hadn’t deserved to be killed, and his death would not go unpunished. Samantha intended to see to that as soon as she sorted out Ford. And Tessa.

      “Hey.” Ford set his hand between her shoulder blades. She glanced over and saw his dark eyes on her. They’d been through too much together to ever fall in love. He wasn’t that kind of man to her. But she valued their friendship, and she never held back.

      Except about this.

      Ford didn’t need to know she was investigating Rand’s death.

      She hopped off the stool. “I should get back to work.”

      “Whoa, whoa.” He tagged her arm so she couldn’t step further away. “I don’t think so.”

      Samantha set one hand on her hip. “So I can’t ask you what’s up with you, but you’re going to hound me?”

      “Quid pro quo.”

      “Hardly.”

      Ford perched on his stool, halfway to a stand so that they were eye level. “The anniversary is coming up. How are you doing?”

      “I’m taking care of Tessa. She lost her father—”

      “And you lost your husband.”

      “I know, and you know.” Ford had been there when Samantha got the call. Halfway around the world and she’d had to find out that at home, where they should’ve been safe, Rand was lying in the morgue and Tessa had no one. No twelve-year-old should have to go through that.

      Sam’s eyes pooled with tears. She blinked and glanced at the yellowed ceiling tiles. She wasn’t going to cry in a bar where everyone could see her. Not when she walked this town as the tough deputy. She had
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