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Stephanie Boyd’s ordinary world changes forever when she and her children witness a blood bath. To escape the wrath of the Russian Mafia, she has no choice but to help the FBI uncover the mafia’s mole inside the U.S. Treasury. While on the run with the handsome agent who is willing to die for them, Stephanie learns the meaning of self-sacrifice and love.

Agent John Dolton’s only break in solving the case that cost him everything is a couple of kids and a beautiful widow. But keeping them safe seems impossible when their every move is foreseen by their enemy.  Within weeks, Stephanie and her children soften the loner’s heart and John allows himself to let go of his all-consuming sorrow. This time John vows not to fail to protect the family he comes to love. 
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No matter how hard she tried, her efforts never seemed to be enough. Stephanie Boyd jabbed a burning log within the fire ring, sending sparks to jet into the night sky. Smoke coated her tongue and she clamped her lips tight—an action that had become a habit over the past few years.

Hearing a twig snap at her side, she looked up. Her son stepped farther into the forest’s veiled darkness, outside the fringe of security cast by the campfire, and beyond the full moon’s realm.

Bobby thought he could handle anything, but he was only ten. Like it or not, he needed her protection. “Bobby, don’t go too far. I want to be able to see where you are.”

He stopped among the hip-high saplings and turned. His thin chest deflated under his muscle-man T-shirt with his huff. “I don’t want you seein’ me pee, Mom.”

“I’m not going to watch you.”

“Em will.”

His glare shot to her other side and landed on his seven-year-old sister sitting next to her on the log. Leaning forward, Em peeked in Bobby’s direction. Stephanie bumped her daughter’s elbow with her own. “Emily Ann, mind your own business. Your brother needs his privacy, just like you.”

Em cupped her mouth. “Don’t worry, Mommy. He won’t go too far. I told him I saw a bear down by the river.”

A phantom growl stalled Stephanie’s heart. She scanned the brush surrounding Bobby and listened for threatening snarls. All she heard was the fire’s crackle, the nearby river’s babble and an owl’s hoot.

With a narrowed stare, she turned back to Em. “You really didn’t see a bear, did you?”

Mischief sparkled in Em’s eyes. Proud of herself, the girl sat regally on the log and propped her teddy bear, Mr. Blakeslee, on her knee. Her freckles pushed together as she grinned, exposing the swollen pink gap where her front tooth had been an hour ago. “Bobby scared me today with a worm, so I wanted to scare him back.”

“You two will drive me insane with your constant picking.” Stephanie sighed, tossing the stick she held into the fire. She stood and brushed bark from her cargo shorts. “I can actually feel gray hair sprouting on my head. Tomorrow I’ll have to rob my piggy bank, clip a coupon and buy some hair dye. Otherwise, the children at school will definitely call me old Nurse Boyd.”

“Ah, mom.”

Em’s laugh lightened her frame of mind.

Walking back into the diminishing circle of light, Bobby slipped his pen light into his pocket and hiked his jeans up his slim hips. He plopped down on a stump and kicked up dirt with the beat-up tip of his sneaker. “This is so lame. Why couldn’t we go someplace cool? There’s nothing to do. Can’t we go home now? I want’a watch T.V.” 

Stephanie’s mood headed south, again. Thousands of tourists each year considered exploring the Appalachian mountains of Pennsylvania an adventure, but not Bobby. He played in the woods behind their home every day. “You’ve always enjoyed camping.”

“That was before. When Dad was with us.”

The divorce had been hard on all of them, but especially on Bobby. He worshipped Gene. 

Her son’s frown weighted her heart.

Stephanie masked her sorrow with a sigh, pretending it was exertion caused by lifting the Coleman cooler she’d borrowed for their trip. She lugged the container to her old SUV. She knew how her son felt. She wished she had the money to take them away on exciting excursions like their friends had this summer. To places like Disney World, but she couldn’t even afford a day trip to Hershey Park, America’s chocolate capital. Em’s special diet, because of her allergies, took up a third of her take-home pay. After paying the mortgage, utilities, car insurance and miscellaneous expenses, she was lucky to save a few dollars a week.

She chewed on her bottom lip. Hopefully, next week Bobby and his friends would be off on new adventures, their summer vacations a distant memory.  

The howl of a diesel engine jerked Stephanie from her musing. The squeal of brakes, crushing metal and shattering glass made her spin around. I-80 ran parallel to County Road and laid about five hundred yards through the forest. Whatever had happened didn’t sound good.

Faster than she’d seen him move all weekend, Bobby raced to the edge of the clearing. Em, with Mr. Blakeslee in tow, followed.

“Bobby. Em. Stop! Stay where you are.”

Bobby skidded to a halt. He danced with anticipation. “Someone crashed. Can’t we go see?”

Trained as a nurse, she knew she had to try and help the accident victims, but she couldn’t leave her children here, alone. “You’re going to have to listen to me. Understand?”

The pair nodded.

“Okay. Douse the fire, Bobby.” She grabbed her first-aid kit and flashlight from the rear of the SUV, circled the spiral column of smoke and hurried past Bobby and Em. “Stay behind me.”

Shining her flashlight, she stumbled several times as she moved through the thick forest. Thickets pulled at her socks and bit into her legs. Her fingers became sticky as she bent pine branch after pine branch away from her children.

“What do you think happened, Mommy?”

Em hung on tight to Stephanie’s tank top hem. 

“An accident. A big one,” Bobby replied.

Em edged closer to her heels.

Stephanie touched her belt. Damn. She forgot her cell phone in the Blazer.

With his little pen-light illuminating his way, Bobby somehow forged ahead of them. A second later, he disappeared through the last stand of tall pines and yelled, “Cool!”

Adrenaline had Stephanie’s heart pumping, her mind whirling, and every sense supercharged as she rushed out into the clearing and pulled up short on the ridge.

The full moon, grinning down at them, created a near dusk effect. She clicked off her flashlight and clipped it to her nylon belt.

Below them, a tractor-trailer had sheered off the guard rails and lay on its side in the gully between the ridge and the interstate. Its headlights peered off into the night at odd angles. The limbs of a huge pine draped over its nose. Shrink-wrapped boxes had pushed through the trailer’s roof, producing a jagged gaping hole. One of the rear trailer tires still spun as if in an attempt to keep on movin’.

Two men, dressed in white coveralls, scrambled up the side of the overturned truck. The stockier man yanked on the cab’s door until it gave way with a metallic groan.

Stephanie immediately stooped in front of Bobby and Em. In awe, their wide stares remained on the truck. “You two stay here while I go and see if I can help.”

“Aww, Mom.”

“Bobby, no argument.”

Voices echoed through the narrow valley behind her.

Stephanie spun around as she stood. She hadn’t taken notice before, but two vehicles were parked along the interstate just in front of the twisted guardrail, a utility van, with an advertisement she couldn’t quite make out on its side, and a black car. Two men stood by the car’s front fender.

“He’s gone,” the man who had pulled the truck’s cab door open called up to them.

“Where would he go?” The taller of the two men answered in a deep voice thick with a Baltic accent. “Get inside, look for him, and bring him out, Mac.”

“Yes, sir.” Mac grabbed his partner by the back of his coveralls and yanked him away from the cab’s edge. “Get in there, Dog.”

Stephanie blinked. The guy’s name was Dog?

Dog dropped to his knees as ordered, and vanished into the cab.

Stephanie’s calves twitched. She had to get down there. The driver shouldn’t be moved until he was examined. She understood it was human nature to try to help someone who was injured but these men were definitely not trained medics.

“Let’s go see.” Bobby jumped onto a path formed by all-terrain vehicles. Under his sneakers, bits of shale crunched.

“No way.” Stephanie grabbed his thin arm. “You stay here. The truck might explode into flames.”

Flashing amber lights cut the darkness. A few seconds later, two squad cars veered onto the shoulder behind the parked vehicles, blocking the breach in the safety barrier.

Good. Someone had reported the accident. The officers had responded quickly. They must’ve been patrolling the interstate, she reasoned. At least she’d have some professional help.

“Dad,” Bobby called to the cop climbing from the cruiser.

Every cop car carried his dad. “He’s not your dad.”

“Yes, he is.” Bobby twisted and ripped free from her grasp. 

“Bobby Boyd, get back here.”

He ignored her and scampered down the steep path, sending dust swirling into the light breeze.

Stephanie cursed under her breath and hiked the first-aid kit’s strap onto her shoulder. She studied the cop skidding down the incline. It was Gene.

Her jaw clenched. The only luck she seemed to have any more was bad luck. This area sat on the very edge of Laurel Dam’s jurisdiction and, of course, her ex-husband had to be on duty and the one to respond. Along with Morse.

Morse ambled along the guardrail toward the men standing by the car. The old sheriff never got his hands dirty. He flung his arms in the air and shouted, “What the hell happened?”

The taller man replied harshly with words she didn’t understand.

“Speak English, damn it,” Morse retorted, his words carrying clearly on the night air.

“It is about time you came here. We have a problem now because of your lateness.”

“Humph. They know each other,” she mumbled. Stephanie zeroed in on the tall man. From this distance, she didn’t recognize him.  

She checked Bobby’s location and saw he now slid to the bottom of the steep embankment on his rump. She exhaled loudly. The quicker she got down there and helped Gene with the accident victim the quicker she and the kids could get back to having fun. Or maybe she’d do as Bobby wished and they’d just pack up and go home.

She yanked a dead limb from the brush and stabbed it into the ground. “This is where we go back, Em. Stay right by me.”

They started down the rocky trail. Below, only Bobby’s head and shoulders bopped above the high grass as he ran toward Gene, calling, “Dad. Dad.” 

Beside the trailer, Gene stopped cold. He saw Bobby and, after a quick glance toward his commanding officer, Gene raced to his son. After reaching Bobby, he searched the area, apparently looking for her.

The moon faded behind a cloud as he quickly headed toward her and Em. When he was within yards, Gene pushed Bobby toward her.

“Damn it, Stephanie. What are you doing here?” His jaw locked waiting for her answer. 

Anger flamed in her gut. She pulled Bobby to her side. “I came to help.” Her heart pounded beneath her tank top as she stepped around him, pulling Em with her. Bobby followed close behind. 

“We were camping, Dad,” Em answered her father over her shoulder.

The smell of diesel fuel floated on a breeze and she warily scanned the truck.

Gene scrambled in front of them and blocked their path. “We don’t need your help.”

“Bobby, take Em and go wait over by that tree.” She pointed to her left.

“Stay where you are,” Gene ordered them.

Stephanie’s free hand curled into a fist. Tension coiled her muscles. “I’m not here to steal your limelight, Gene. You can be the macho cop hero. But I am the medical professional. Just let me do what I can to help the driver.”

She attempted to sidestep him again, but his callous fingertips clamped around her wrist and held her in place. Her heated glare met Gene’s wild gaze.

“I don’t have time to explain,” he said in a hushed whisper, leaning into her. Gene nodded toward Bobby and Em. His gaze drove into her resolve. “Take them away, now. You were never here. Understand.”

She yanked her arm from his clasp. Uneasiness, not anger made her step back.

“Officer Boyd.” Their family name echoed along the ridge. “The people. Who are they?”

“Nobody, Victor. Just some campers. They heard the accident. I told them to leave,” Gene answered the foreigner, who scaled down the embankment after Morse, followed by another man. 

Victor hopped onto a sandstone boulder and stared down at them. His cropped hair was a golden blonde, a contrast to his olive skin and dark eyes.

Inch by inch, she committed the man to memory, from his head, past the oversized belt buckle, to the tips of his boots, which reflected the moonlight. “Who is he?”

“No one. Forget him,” Gene growled.

“He knows you.”

The shorter man peeked around Victor.

“You should bring them here,” Victor ordered Gene.

“No. They’re just campers.”

Victor moved to the left, exposing the man who appeared to be his shadow. The man kept his face down as if he was trying to stay hidden. He held his head just so and repeatedly pushed his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose.

Suddenly a thrashing noise came from the truck’s cab.  

“Dog got him. The son of a bitch is still alive,” Mac shouted from atop the tractor. “Get him out here, Dog.”

Stephanie sidestepped Gene and rushed toward the truck. Gene caught up to her and latched onto her arm. “Stephanie.”

“Let me go!”

“No.”

The driver emerged from the cab, gasping and moaning. Kneeling on the cab, he held his arm against his ribs. Mac yanked him to his feet.

Bent slightly at the waist, the man was unsteady.

Dog rose from the belly of the cab and grabbed the driver’s other arm, forcing him to stand upright.

Stephanie’s eyes narrowed as she assessed the driver’s condition. Blood flowed from a gash above his left eye. 

She tried to tug her arm free, but Gene held fast. “What is the matter with you? We need to get him down from there.”

Suddenly the driver elbowed Mac in the chest, flinging him to the cab’s edge. He hooked Dog with his fist. Dog tripped and landed across Mac. From behind his back, the driver pulled a gun.

Two shots pierced the night.

“No!” Victor shouted, jogging down the embankment with his short shadow behind him.

Gripping his stomach, the driver staggered a step before falling from the truck and crashing to the ground.

Stephanie’s scream wedged in her throat while her children’s cries echoed off the gully walls.

The driver’s white T-shirt swiftly turned dark.

She stared at Sheriff Morse who pointed his smoking gun to the stars. 

The short shadow cowered away from the sight, whining, “Oh, my goodness. Oh, my. No, no, no. This is not happening.”

“Shut up, you bean counter,” Morse ordered.

The man cringed.

Why did Morse shoot the driver? The driver had pulled a gun. Why? What the hell was going on? The questions shot though Stephanie’s fogged mind like rapid fire. 

At her side, Em whimpered.

Stephanie turned and scooped her daughter into her arms. Immediately, the crook of her neck moistened with little girl tears. “Don’t worry, baby. We’re out of here.”

“Stay where you are.” Victor’s dark gaze zeroed in on her.

From on top of the truck, Dog and Mac aimed their weapons in her direction.

Her knees shook as she backed up a step.

Gene stepped forward and held a hand out, telling her to stand still. 

“Mom,” Bobby cried. Trembling, she pulled her son to her side and wrapped her arm over his back. His heart pounded against her thigh.

One by one, Mac and Dog jumped down from the cab. Dog kicked the driver’s head. It lolled to the side.

Damn. Why hadn’t she listened to Gene? She glanced at his back. Because he was her ex, that’s why. The past year had been nothing but a war between them.

Dog and Mac now watched her every move. How would she get Bobby and Em away?

“Have you gone crazy in the head?” Victor ripped into the sheriff.

“He was going to shoot us.”

Victor crossed to where the driver lay. He stared down at the dead man only for a second before shifting his eyes to the old sheriff.

Stephanie saw the pistol on man’s belt, at the hip and quaked, knowing he had the power to end lives in a second too.

Victor stalked the short distance to Morse and literally stood nose to nose with him. “Your mama raised a fool.”

The old man’s eyes bugged out. “I ain’t no fool.”

“Your actions prove you’re an imbecile.”

The shadow stepped up to Victor’s side. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. No one was going to get hurt.”

“It happens,” Victor stated coldly without relinquishing his stare from Morse. Then Victor nodded in their direction. “Because of this imbecile, we now have more to deal with.”

Stephanie’s mouth went dry. 

Morse’s features hardened. “Stop calling me an imbecile. You’re the one who told me to intercept the truck at ten. It’s ten and the goddamn truck is down in a gully.”

Victor shook his head. “Nah, I said nine forty.”

“I haven’t lost my hearing.” Morse closed the distance between him and Victor.  

The pair’s heated argument drew Mac’s and Dog’s interest. Their lips curled up.

Gene took a snail step back and  mumbled out of the corner of his mouth, “Steph, back away slowly.” 

“I—” She stared at him. She couldn’t breathe, much less move. Her feet were frozen in place.

She heard a snap and glanced down.

Gene slowly slid his gun from his holster. “Do it. Bobby. Em, now. Don’t go home.” 

Stephanie eyed the trailer. If they made it to the back before they were noticed, maybe they’d have a chance. The wood line was a good fifty yards away.

Slowly, Stephanie stepped back, pulling Bobby with her.

“Where the hell do you think he was going to go?” Victor shouted and glanced in their direction. “Now we’ve got witnesses to get rid of.”

A few paces behind Gene, Stephanie stopped as the man’s merciless gaze fell on her. They were going to die.

Gene stepped in front of her. “They’re not going to say a word, Victor.”

“How do you know this, Boyd?”

“I just do.”

“She’s his ex-wife. And they’re his kids,” Sheriff Morse offered quickly, eager to direct Victor’s anger to Gene. 

“Why the hell didn’t you speak up right away?” Victor glared at Morse. 

“I mmmm...” Morse backed up.

“Did you think it was not important?”

Gene glanced over his shoulder and, for a brief moment, looked at her before shifting his gaze toward the forest. He stared at Em and Bobby as if for the last time and turned back to face the other five men.

“Boyd. How about you? You did not think it was important to tell me this is your family?”

“She won’t say a word. Trust me. I know.”

Listening to Gene’s plea, Stephanie’s fear abated for a moment and her heart broke again over all they’d lost. She clung to the soft, warm flesh of her children while tears blurred her vision. She didn’t want Em and Bobby to die. She didn’t want to die. And she didn’t want Gene to die. 

“She’s your ex. Even if she was your wife, I couldn’t take the chance,” Victor said.

“Let them go,” the shadow pleaded, pointing toward Bobby and Em.

“I cannot.”

“I won’t give you any more information if you hurt them.”

Victor spun on his heel and grabbed the shadow by the neck. The smaller man struggled for a breath as Victor’s fingers clenched his windpipe. “You have no choice. If you do not, your children will feel my fury. Do you understand?”

His eyes bugged. The man managed a quick nod. 

“You used your head. Good.” Victor tossed him back.

Gasping, the shadow landed on his ass and quickly scurried away from Victor spider style.

Gene aimed his gun at Victor. “You’re not going to hurt them. If you try, you’ll have to go through me.”

Victor’s spine stiffened. His glare smoldered like an enraged Satan.

The urge to turn and run made Stephanie quake inside. She knew running was no longer a possibility. Gene couldn’t take on all of them. They’d be gunned down within seconds.

“Don’t be stupid, son.” Morse put up his hand, stepping forward.

“Shut up. I’m not your son, and I’m not going to let them hurt Stephanie and my kids.” Determination made Gene’s tone dangerous.

She stared at the back of the man she’d once loved with her whole heart and then had hated with her whole heart. He stood tall with his shoulders squared. He was laying his life on the line for Bobby and Em. And for her.

Gene was doing his part to save their children. She had to do hers.

The shadow crawled on his knees toward the embankment.

Mac’s and Dog’s full attention was on Gene.

If she kept herself in between the men and the kids, maybe, just maybe her children would live. She couldn’t think about her fate or Gene’s.  

She inhaled and let Em slip to the ground, keeping her close while Gene’s stand against the man began to heat.

She squeezed Bobby’s small hand. He looked up at her; fear dulled his beautiful blue eyes. She nodded toward the back of the trailer and motioned with her hand for them to stay below the high grass. She mouthed, car, slow. Behind her back she pulled them together and placed Em’s hand in Bobby’s. She waved them off, hoping Bobby and Em wouldn’t run but would back away slowly while she and Gene distracted their enemies. 

Somehow she had to help Gene and draw attention away from them. Taking a deep breath, Stephanie swallowed her fear, gathered her nerve and eased her flashlight from her belt.

“Gene’s right,” she exclaimed, stepping forward. Her legs shook with each step, but she kept moving away from Bobby and Em. “You can trust me. I won’t say a word.”

She reached out and touched Gene’s arm. He didn’t look her way, but she knew by the way he leaned slightly into her touch that they were making their peace with each other for the sake of their children. “We didn’t see a thing. And we won’t tell anyone.”

“I don’t want to kill no kids, Victor.” Mac danced in place ready to dodge Victor’s wrath.

“You will do as I say,” Victor snarled.

She looked at the dead driver. His lifeless stare pleaded to her for justice.

“Don’t trust her,” Sheriff Morse ordered, turning his gun on her.

Stephanie refused to flinch under Morse’s scrutiny.

Gene moved in front of her. “Frank, what the hell are you doing? You’ve known Stephanie all her life.”

“There is too much at stake, Gene. She saw me kill that guy. I’m not going to jail.” Morse’s tongue skimmed his lips. “Why the hell are you trying to protect her anyway? You two have been fightin’ like junkyard dogs for years. You complain every day she’s milking you dry. This is your chance to be rid of your mistakes.”

“Steph was never a mistake to me,” Gene’s voice rose in response. Then it softened. “I was hers.”

Tears threatened to blur her vision and she blinked them away. She squeezed Gene’s arm and glanced at her ex-husband’s profile. He remained focused.

“Touching,” Victor said. “But, sorry, no. They must die here.”

Stephanie gasped. Morse’s hand shook as his trigger-finger pulled back.

She switched on her flashlight and swung the beam onto Morse’s face.

Gene shot off a round.

Morse dropped his gun, clutching his neck.

“Oh, damn,” the shadow shouted and scampered up the hill.

Loud pops. A flash.

Something whizzed by Stephanie’s head, flirting with her hair. She dropped to the ground. A jagged sandstone bit into her hip, but she ignored the pain and fumbled to snap off the light.

Motionless, she clutched the rocky ground. The tall weeds towered above her, their flowering heads silhouetted against the night sky speckled with stars. She held her breath, listening, waiting for death to find her.

“Run,” Gene ordered as another blast pounded the air. He dove behind a log.

Stephanie peeked above the thick grass. Mac and Dog fired their weapons as they separated in an attempt to surround them.

Victor snatched up Morse’s gun and fired several shots in Gene’s direction using both his gun and Morse’s.

Gene bellowed, gripped his shoulder and reeled backward.

She aimed her flashlight again. Gene recovered in time to fire twice. He missed Victor but he hit Mac, sending him flying to the ground.

A dark cloud moved across the night sky, masking the full moon, giving them precious seconds to regroup. She glanced toward the wood line and prayed the kids had made it to the safety of the forest.

Stephanie crawled on her belly toward Gene. Gun shots bit the dirt behind her, missing her by inches.

The light. They had aimed for the light. She snapped the flashlight off again and rapidly made her way to Gene’s side. 

He crouched on his heels, using the log and high grass as cover. His blood-soaked shirt stuck to his arm. “You need to get out of here, now,” he whispered.

“I can’t leave you like this.” A red stream flowed down his forearm. He was losing a lot of blood, fast.

“Steph, for once, listen to me. I can’t hold them off forever. Bobby and Em, they need you.”

“Gene—”

“I’m sorry. For everything. Go. Please.” 

She bit her lip, fighting the bile rising in her throat. Gene was right. If she was going to live, she had to run, and now.

She switched on the flashlight and tossed it in the air, just above the tall grass, away from them.

Shots rang out, following the beam.

Her fingers became wet and sticky as she touched Gene’s arm for a brief moment.  She pushed off like an Olympic sprinter, dodging left and right. She made it to the rear of the trailer. Her legs felt like a pair of limp noodles, making it impossible to dig in, get traction and give her some speed. She focused ahead, ignoring the racket building behind her. Her lungs stretched painfully as she sucked in the humid air in gasps. Keep moving. Don’t stop. Don’t give up, played over and over in her mind. 

The moon moved from behind its cover, exposing Bobby and Em. They’d done as she’d hoped. Backing quietly away had given them the precious distance they needed to make their escape. They scampered up the embankment and disappeared into the pines where she had marked the way back to camp.

Rapid gunfire and cries pelted the air, coming closer. Stephanie didn’t look back. She had to escape. She had to live for Bobby’s and Em’s sake.

Shale slipped under her hiking boots as she scurried up the path. Her fingers clawed at the jagged, loose ground, ripping her nails and skin. Her heart pounded, waiting for a bullet to pierce her body.

Finally, she pushed into the forest. Limbs slashed at her bare arms and clawed at her legs. She wanted to stop, let her heart slow, but there wasn’t time. She pushed forward. 

Suddenly all she heard were the snapping of twigs under her own feet and the pounding of her heart. She slid to a stop. Holding her chest, she swallowed cool air and listened.

Nothing. No screams. No gunfire. Not even a flap of a bat’s wing.

A moment later, like the cry of an angry animal, she heard Victor roar, “Boyd, I will find you.”
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After receiving the call, it took Agent John Dolton exactly forty-three minutes to reach the crash site.

A legion of blue and red lights danced across the northbound lanes of I-80, casting an unnatural glow on the faces of a growing crowd. The August day had been stinkin’ hot, but now the late night temperature had dipped below sixty and the spectators stood shoulder to shoulder with their hands shoved deep into their pockets like they had been plunked onto the frozen tundra. 

State, County and local officials, with their eyes fixed straight ahead, rushed to carry out their orders. Overhead, two helicopters whacked the air while their unsteady white beams scanned the dark scene below.

An uneasy feeling of being watched snaked up John’s spine. Were the thieves standing among the crowd? 

He scanned the group of onlookers one more time, noting which television station filmed them before peering over the steep embankment at the tractor-trailer resting on its side like a two-toned silver dinosaur, its crown ripped open by a century-old pine. Emergency personnel crawled up its side and into its cavities like maggots on a corpse.

“What a fuckin’ mess,” he mumbled. Even though there would be pictures of the scene from every angle, John mentally rolled up his sleeves and began to jot down notes of every detail.

“Dolton.”

John turned. Ben Stover, the FBI’s head of field operations in Northeast Pennsylvania, made his way through the sea of emergency response personnel. The five-foot-eleven agent still carried the money-belt belly.

“It’s been a while.” John gripped his old friend’s extended hand. 

“Two years, since we were huntin’ up in Potter County. How are you?”

Ben’s words, spoken with reverence, unearthed memories. Ben knew without his wife and daughter he lived each day with half a heart, existing. John released Ben’s strong grip. “Still doing what I have to do.”

“Good man.”

John turned to the accident scene, blinking away the pain.

Beside him, Ben stretched his neck, hampered by a white collar noose. “I heard about Luke. Damn shame. He was a good man. I’m sorry.”

John simply nodded. The recollection of Luke bleeding out in his arms during their failed sting to capture these thieves closed in on him. He pushed the remembrance away, cleared the emotion from his throat and changed the course of their conversation. “Still haven’t given up smoking those cigars, have you?”

Ben smiled around the unlit butt clenched between his teeth. “I’m workin’ on it. I gave up the smokin’ part.”

John chuckled. “I hear ya. Baby steps.” 

“You remembered.” Ben laughed. “Careful baby steps get you somewhere. Charging like a bull, all you do is crash. So, now that I made you smile, back to business. With I-80 and I-81 runnin’ through here, I wondered when I might get a crack at these guys.”

“This is my fuckin’ case.”

The smile surrounding Ben’s cigar disappeared. He looked over the embankment. “I heard you. But you’re in my fuckin’ territory now, and I intend to give you all the help you need.” Ben turned back to him. “Fill me in.” 

John pursed his lips, not sure he should share info, but his gut told him, even after years of separation, he could still trust Ben with his life. “At first these bastards snatched one load a month, but now things are escalating. This is the third heist this month and it’s only the twentieth. The sons of bitches are getting greedy; nearly four million dollars over the past year in damn quarters. There’s no fuckin’ way of tracking serial numbers when there aren’t any.”

“Sweet. So, they have their game plan down to a science,” Ben said. “That’s good. Now all we need to do is figure it out.”

“Right. The whole damn U.S. Treasury Department is on alert.”

“I bet everyone’s running around, looking over their shoulders and watching their asses.”

“You got that right. No one knows who they can trust. Someone has to be on the inside, feeding transport information to the thieves. With a million tractor-trailers on the road, they can’t be getting lucky every time. Hell, the Treasury drivers don’t know if they’re hauling currency or supplies. These thieves are only targeting quarters. We ran checks on all of the drivers that have been heisted and they’re clean.”  

John visibly saw Ben wrap his mind around the information before he stepped into the break between the guardrails. “This time was different, though. Something went wrong. They didn’t get the load. Their mistake could be my break. I just have to figure out what happened.”

Below in the gully, an officer approached the van trailer’s rear door. The bolt scraped along the frame as he forced the handle up and out of lock position. He jumped back as the door crashed to the ground. Cartons toppled out, spilling quarters “Shit.”

“The area is going to be a Goddamn treasury site for tourists with their metal gadgets.”

“I hear ya.”

While the officers below deliberated what they’d do with the money, the activity around Ben and John escalated. The state police on the scene started moving the on-lookers back as another tractor-trailer was backed along the guard rails. 

“What a mess,” Ben said. “This section of I-80 east bound is going to be closed all day, if not two. Because of the steepness of the embankment, the money will have to be unloaded and manually passed from man to man up the embankment to the trailer. It’s going to take hours before a crane can be brought in to lift and tow the vehicle up to the highway.”  

“Where’s the driver? Did you get anything from him?” John asked.

“Dead.” 

John arched a brow. “They’ve never killed before. Maybe this is just an accident?”

Ben’s gaze locked with his
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