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			Dedication

			
		
    Shadow Covenant — Book Description:
When FBI Agent Ethan Cross is called to an Anacostia riverbank at dawn, he finds more than a body. He finds a number — burned into the wrist of a nineteen-year-old girl. Number eighty-seven. Which means there are at least eighty-six others.
What begins as a homicide investigation becomes something far larger and far darker than Cross could have anticipated. A hidden criminal empire. A billionaire philanthropist with unbreakable political connections. A protection network embedded deep inside federal law enforcement, the intelligence community, and the halls of American power.
Cross has been here before. Four years ago, he trusted the system — and a witness died because of it. Now, operating outside the compromised channels of his own agency, he must build an airtight case against the most protected man in Washington using a dead woman's evidence, a frightened survivor's testimony, and a chain of courageous people who chose to carry the truth forward when every institution around them was working to bury it.
Shadow Covenant is a gripping, cinematic thriller about justice, betrayal, and the cost of looking away. It asks a simple question with a devastating answer: what happens when the people sworn to protect the law are the ones breaking it?
And what does it take — and cost — to hold them accountable anyway?
The first novel in the Ethan Cross series.
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CHAPTER 1: THE GIRL IN THE WATER

[image: ]


The body was found at 4:47 in the morning by a man walking his dog.

The man's name was Gerald Fitch, sixty-three years old, retired postal worker, couldn't sleep most nights anyway. He walked the same route every pre-dawn — down Meridian Street, through the park, along the concrete lip of the Anacostia River where the city smelled like rust and old rain. His dog, a beagle named Corporal, had pulled the leash hard toward the water's edge. Gerald had cursed the dog. Then he'd seen what Corporal had smelled.

He called 911 at 4:49. His voice on the recording was remarkably steady for a man who had just seen something that would end his ability to sleep permanently.

Metro PD was on scene by 5:08. By 5:30, the perimeter tape was up and the portable lights were throwing white cones across the dark water. By 6:15, someone had made a phone call that nobody would officially acknowledge making, and by 6:47 that Tuesday morning, two black SUVs rolled across the wet grass of Anacostia Riverwalk Park and stopped twenty feet from the crime scene tape.

Special Agent Dana Reyes got out first. She was thirty-four, compact, her dark hair pulled back tight. She already had gloves on.

Special Agent Ethan Cross got out second. He stood beside the open door for a moment and looked at the river.

The water was the color of old pewter in the early light. Mist sat on the surface in low drifts. A Metro PD sergeant named Howell was walking toward them, and Cross could read the man's face from fifteen feet away — that particular combination of relief and resentment that local law enforcement always wore when the Bureau showed up uninvited.

"You Cross?" Howell said.

"Yeah."

"Your office said Violent Crimes." Howell glanced at Reyes, then back. "You want to tell me why Violent Crimes is catching a drowning?"

"She didn't drown," Cross said.

Howell stopped walking. "We haven't confirmed cause of death."

"You will." Cross ducked under the tape. "Walk me through it."



Her name, they would learn later, was Cassandra Voss. Nineteen years old. Five-foot-four, blonde, last seen alive eleven days ago in Richmond, Virginia, where she'd been a sophomore studying graphic design at VCU. She'd left her apartment on a Wednesday night to meet a friend for dinner and had simply ceased to exist — no phone signal, no card activity, no sightings, nothing. Her parents had filed a missing persons report within twenty-four hours. Richmond PD had worked it. Nothing.

Now she was here.

She was lying face-up in eight inches of water where the bank flattened into a shallow shelf of mud and broken concrete. Her arms were at her sides with a precision that was wrong — not the posture of someone who had fallen or been thrown, but of someone who had been placed. Arranged. Her eyes were closed. Her face was unmarked.

Cross crouched at the edge of the water and studied her without touching anything.

The thing about violent crime scenes that most people didn't understand was the silence. Television filled these moments with urgent noise — radios crackling, detectives barking orders, medical examiners narrating into recorders. In reality, the good investigators went quiet. They listened to what the scene was saying.

This scene was saying several things at once.

The precision of the body's placement. The absence of visible trauma to the face and visible limbs. The location itself — a public park, easy access from three directions, visible from the walking path after sunrise. She hadn't been dumped here carelessly. She'd been left here deliberately, at a time and angle calculated for discovery.

Which meant the person who left her here wanted her found.

That was the first thing that mattered.

"Ligature marks?" he said.

The Metro PD forensics tech — a young woman who hadn't introduced herself — looked up from her kit. "Wrists. Both. Older bruising, maybe a week, and fresher marks on top. Whatever they used the second time was softer. Cloth, maybe."

"Defensive wounds?"

"Nothing obvious. Fingernails are clean. We'll know more after the table."

Cross stood. He looked at the body for another ten seconds. Then he walked the perimeter slowly, moving in a wide arc, reading the ground. The rain two nights ago had softened the soil near the bank. There were footprints — and there were the deliberate absences of footprints in the places where someone had been careful.

"He carried her in from the north," Cross said.

Reyes was beside him now. "You're seeing that from the impressions?"

"Weight distribution's wrong on the path from the north entrance — heavier coming in, lighter going out. And he came back. See here." He pointed at a spot six feet from where the body lay. "He set her down, adjusted something, then came back to this spot and stood here for a while. Ground's more compacted. He was looking at her."

Reyes studied the area. "He stayed."

"Long enough to matter."

"That's personal."

"Or it's ritual. We won't know which until we find out who she is." Cross looked at Sergeant Howell. "You run her prints yet?"

"Lab's working it."

"I need that in the next hour. And I need the park's security camera footage — there are cameras on the Firth Sterling bridge and on the east entrance. Get me the last eighteen hours."

Howell's jaw tightened. "This is still a Metro investigation."

Cross looked at him directly. Not hostile, just clear. The way a man looks at another man when he's already decided how this will go. "It's a joint investigation. I'd like to work well with your people, Sergeant. That starts with the footage."

A long moment.

"I'll see what I can do," Howell said.



Cross sat in the back of the SUV with his laptop and a cup of coffee from a 7-Eleven that Reyes had found somewhere. The coffee was terrible. He drank it anyway.

Reyes was in the driver's seat, on the phone with their unit chief back at the Hoover Building. Cross listened to her half of the conversation with one ear while he read the Richmond PD missing persons file on Cassandra Voss.

The file was thin. That wasn't unusual for the first eleven days of an adult missing persons case. Adults vanished for all kinds of reasons — some of them voluntary — and the investigative resources didn't pour in until there was evidence of foul play. Now there was evidence of foul play. Now the file would get thick fast.

Cassandra Voss. Born 2005 in Charlottesville, Virginia. Both parents living, father was a high school basketball coach, mother was a dental hygienist. No criminal record. No known enemies. Her social media presence was the ordinary kind — pictures with friends, a few nature photographs, a running account of her coursework that was alternately enthusiastic and exasperated. She'd posted a photo of a half-finished design project at 6:14 PM on the Wednesday she disappeared. The caption read: almost there with a paint roller emoji.

The next post never came.

Her most recent communications, per the Richmond file, included a text to her friend Bridget Molina at 7:02 PM — running five mins late, order me a water — and then nothing. The friend had waited forty-five minutes, texted and called repeatedly, and eventually gone home. She'd assumed Cassandra had bailed, which had happened before. It wasn't until the next morning, when Cassandra missed an 8 AM studio session with her design professor, that anyone understood something was wrong.

Five minutes late. Then gone.

Cross closed the file and looked out the window at the yellow crime scene tape fluttering in the morning wind.

Eleven days. Whatever had happened to Cassandra Voss in those eleven days, the ending had been managed with care. The person responsible was organized. Patient. Experienced at managing evidence.

His phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number he didn't recognize.

He stared at it.

You're going to want to look at the wrist. Left wrist. Under the ligature mark. They all have it.

Three words detonated in his brain simultaneously: They. All. Have.

He was out of the SUV in four seconds.



He went back under the tape at a controlled walk. The forensics tech was still working the body, crouched on a rubber mat to keep her knees out of the mud.

"The left wrist," Cross said. "Below the ligature mark. Check it now."

She looked up at him. "I'm working a sequence here—"

"Now, please."

She heard something in his voice and didn't argue. She repositioned carefully and used a small light and a pair of forceps to lift the edge of the discolored bruising above the wrist joint.

She was quiet for two seconds.

"There's a mark," she said. "Small. Looks like it could be a brand. Or a tattoo. It's very—" She leaned closer. "It's a number. Tiny. Four digits. Almost looks like it was done with a medical instrument, not a needle. More like a burn."

"What's the number?"

She read it off. "Zero-zero-eight-seven."

Cross felt the cold settle into the center of his chest.

Not a number assigned randomly. Zero-zero-eight-seven. The eighty-seventh in a sequence. Which meant there were at least eighty-six others.

He walked back to the SUV, got in, and sat very still for a moment.

Reyes ended her call and turned to look at him. She knew his face well enough to know something had shifted.

"Talk to me," she said.

"Someone texted me." He showed her the phone. "Unknown number. They knew about the mark before we found it. They knew we were here."

Reyes read the text twice. "Someone's feeding us."

"Or setting us up."

"To find what?"

He looked back at the crime scene. The tech was photographing the wrist now, working carefully. The portable lights were still on, even though the sky had gone gray-white with early morning. A news van had appeared on the road beyond the park boundary.

"The beginning of something," he said.



The Hoover Building at seven-thirty in the morning had a particular energy — the overnight skeleton crew handing off to the day shift, the hallways filling with people carrying laptops and coffees, the quiet machinery of federal law enforcement powering up for another day. Cross had worked in this building for six years. He knew every hallway, every break room. He knew which elevators were slow and which stairwells smelled like industrial cleaner. He knew the people who smiled at him in the corridors and the people who looked away.

He knew which people to trust. That list had gotten shorter over the years.

He dropped his go-bag in his office — small, corner of the third floor, a window that faced the interior courtyard — and went directly to the conference room where Unit Chief Margaret Ballard had assembled what she was calling a preliminary briefing. Which meant four people around a table and a whiteboard and the particular institutional gravity that came with a body.

Ballard was fifty-one. She'd spent eighteen years in the Bureau and carried it the way long-service military people carried their time — it was in her posture, her eyes, the way she waited for people to finish talking before she responded. She was fair to work for. She was politically careful in ways that Cross sometimes found useful and sometimes found maddening.

"Cassandra Voss," Ballard said, tapping the photo on the whiteboard. A smiling girl at what looked like a family barbecue. "Nineteen. Richmond. No priors, no known associations with criminal elements. Forensics prelim puts time of death between thirty-six and forty-eight hours ago, which means she was kept alive for roughly nine days after her abduction."

"And there's a mark," Cross said.

The room looked at him.

He'd already forwarded the forensics photos from the tech's camera. Ballard pulled them up on the room's monitor. The number on Cassandra Voss's wrist: 0087.

"The text I received," Cross said, "used the plural. They all have it. We need to run a search across every open and closed missing persons case in the mid-Atlantic region for similar marks. Medical examiner records too — any Jane Does from the last five years with unidentified numbering marks on the wrists."

"That's a wide net," said Agent Priya Okafor, who handled the unit's data operations. She was already typing.

"Cast it anyway. And I need the text message traced. I know it'll probably dead-end at a burner, but I want the tower data — time, location."

"You think your source is in law enforcement?" Reyes said.

"The timing suggests they were watching the scene, or watching us. They knew we were there before we'd been there twenty minutes. Either they were physically present, which would put them in the park or near it between five and seven AM—"

"Or they have access to someone who was," Ballard said.

"Right."

Ballard studied the photo of the mark on the wrist for a long moment. The room was quiet except for Okafor's keystrokes.

"Eighty-seventh," Ballard said, mostly to herself. Then she looked at Cross directly. "You understand what you're saying."

"Yes."

"You're saying this is a series. Organized, long-running, sophisticated enough to operate for years without generating a federal case file."

"The mark is deliberate. It's a record-keeping system. You don't number something unless you need to track it."

"Track what?"

Cross held her gaze. "People."



He got back to his office at nine and sat in his chair without turning on the overhead light. He preferred the gray light from the window. It helped him think.

He'd been thinking about the same thing since the river — a question that seemed simple and wasn't.

Why now?

Eighty-seven, minimum. Eighty-seven people marked, organized, processed like inventory. If this had been operating for years — and the sophistication of it suggested it had — why was the first break coming now? Why was someone sending anonymous texts to FBI agents at seven in the morning? Why leave Cassandra Voss in a public park instead of wherever the others had been disposed of?

Because something had changed.

A power shift. A betrayal within the organization. A loose end. Or someone who had gotten close enough to the mechanism to understand what it was and had finally decided they couldn't stay silent.

Cross pulled up his email. There was a message from Okafor, sent four minutes ago.

First hit on the mark search. Partial match — Jane Doe recovered from the Potomac near Old Town Alexandria, March of last year. ME found a similar burn mark on the left wrist during autopsy. Listed as probable drowning, COD listed as asphyxiation consistent with drowning. Case is closed. Jane Doe never ID'd. I'm pulling the full ME report. Stand by.

He read the email three times.

March of last year. Fourteen months ago. Same river system, different stretch of water. A girl who was never identified. A case that was closed.

He thought about who closed cases. He thought about the text message — they all have it — and the deliberateness of it. He thought about Cassandra Voss's eyes, closed so carefully against the gray morning light.

He picked up his phone and called a number from memory.

It rang four times. Then a man's voice, gravel and age in it.

"Cross."

"Brennan. I need to talk to you."

A pause. "About?"

"Not on the phone."

Another pause, longer. "The usual place. One hour."



The usual place was a diner in Foggy Bottom called Marguerite's, which had been there since 1974 and showed every year of it in the cracked vinyl booths and the coffee mugs with hairline fractures in the glaze. Cross had been meeting Thomas Brennan here for three years — whenever there was something that couldn't go through official channels. Brennan was sixty-seven, retired FBI, had spent the last decade of his career in organized crime before a heart attack at his desk convinced him to finish out his time in records and administration. He knew things. He knew where things were buried. He knew the Bureau's institutional memory the way a river knows its own banks.

He was already in the back booth when Cross arrived, nursing coffee and reading a physical newspaper, which was a habit Cross had always found slightly affecting.

Cross slid in across from him. The waitress appeared, and he ordered coffee without looking at the menu.

"You look like you've been up all night," Brennan said.

"Since four-thirty."

"The girl in the river. I saw it on the news driving over." Brennan folded the newspaper. His eyes were sharp and dark, set in a face that had been handsome once and was now simply lived-in. "What aren't they reporting?"

"A mark on her wrist. A number. Eighty-seventh in what looks like a sequence."

Brennan was still for a moment. Then he set his coffee mug down very carefully, as if sudden movements might be inadvisable.

"Say that number again."

"Zero-zero-eight-seven."

Cross watched the man's face. Something moved across it — not surprise, exactly. Something closer to confirmation. The expression of a man hearing something he had already half-believed.

"Brennan."

"Give me a second."

The second stretched to ten, to thirty. The diner hummed around them. Bacon on a griddle. Someone's conversation about a daughter's soccer game.

Then Brennan reached into his jacket pocket and placed a photograph on the table, face-down. He slid it across to Cross with two fingers.

"I've had this for eight months," he said. "Didn't know what to do with it. Didn't know who to trust it to." He looked at Cross steadily. "I trust you. That's why it's been waiting."

Cross turned the photograph over.

It showed a young woman he didn't recognize — dark-haired, late teens or early twenties — seated in what appeared to be a clinical setting. White room. Fluorescent light. And on her left wrist, barely visible at the angle of the shot, a small mark.

Four digits.

Cross looked up at Brennan.

"Where did you get this?"

"From a man who's dead now," Brennan said. "Ruled a suicide. I have reasons to believe it wasn't."

The coffee arrived. Neither of them touched it.

"The mark on this woman," Cross said. "What's the number?"

Brennan met his eyes.

"Zero-zero-one-two," he said.

Cross held the photograph and felt the weight of what it meant. Not eighty-seven. Not fourteen months.

This went back further than that. Further than anyone had looked.

He thought about Cassandra Voss arranged carefully in the gray river mud, her eyes closed, her wrists bearing a number that meant she was part of something vast and terrible and hidden in plain sight.

He thought about eighty-six others.

He thought about a man who had died and been called a suicide.

And he thought about whoever had sent him that text message this morning — watching from somewhere close, knowing things that only someone on the inside could know.

His phone buzzed on the table. Okafor again.

He read the message.

Then he read it again.

Tower data on your anonymous text. Phone was active for eleven minutes in a quarter-mile radius near the park. Last active signal places it one block from FBI Field Office, DC. Then nothing. Burner's dead.

One block from the FBI Field Office.

Someone inside, or close to inside, had sent him to that wrist.

Cross put the phone in his pocket and looked at Brennan across the table.

"Tell me everything you know," he said. "And tell me who else knows you know it."

Brennan wrapped both hands around his coffee mug and looked out the window at the morning traffic on F Street.

"That's the thing," he said quietly. "I don't know yet if telling you will save you or get you killed."

He turned back to Cross.

"I just know you're the only person I'm willing to find out with."



End of Chapter 1
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CHAPTER 2: THE WEIGHT OF WHAT WAS
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There was a version of Ethan Cross that no longer existed.

That version had believed in things without qualification — in the law, in the institutions that enforced it, in the idea that if you did your job with precision and integrity, the machinery around you would do the same. That version had been younger, harder in the physical sense and softer in every other way, and he had carried his faith in the system the way soldiers carry their dog tags: close to the skin, worn without thinking about it, until the moment something ripped it away.

The moment, in Cross's case, had been a Tuesday in October, four years ago.

He didn't think about it constantly anymore. He'd gotten past the phase where it ambushed him at random — driving to work, making coffee, lying in the dark at two in the morning. Now it was simply present, the way an old injury is present. Most days you forget it. Then the weather changes.

He thought about it in the car on the way back from Marguerite's, because Brennan's photograph had changed something in the atmospheric pressure of the case, and the injury knew it.



He'd grown up in Rockford, Illinois, which was a city that had been promising itself a comeback for as long as anyone could remember. His father had worked the line at a machine tool plant until it closed, and then driven a delivery truck, and then worked security at a hospital, and through all of it had maintained a quality that Cross had only later found words for — a kind of uncomplaining dignity, a refusal to let hard circumstances become an excuse for anything. His mother had taught fourth grade for thirty-one years. She still did.

Cross had been the kind of high school student who didn't make things easy for people trying to categorize him. He was a starting linebacker and he read history books. He got in two fights his sophomore year and made honor roll both semesters. He was not a problem and he was not remarkable and he had the specific Midwestern quality of seeming more ordinary than he was, which had served him well later in ways he couldn't have anticipated.

He enlisted in the Marine Corps at eighteen because he genuinely wanted to serve and because Rockford didn't offer many alternatives that didn't involve the plant or the truck or some version of his father's dignified resignation. He was not running away from anything. He was running toward something, though he couldn't have named it precisely.

He spent eight years in the Corps. Two deployments to Afghanistan, one to Iraq. He was good at it — good at the physical demands, better at the mental ones. He could read a situation at a distance, assess threat and intent with a speed that his commanding officers noticed. He was promoted. He was recommended. He did things in those eight years that he didn't discuss and wouldn't.

What the Marines gave him, beyond the obvious things, was a template for operating under pressure. The understanding that clarity was possible even when everything was chaos, if you were disciplined enough to find it. That you could be afraid and still function. That the mission mattered more than the discomfort.

He left the Corps at twenty-six with an honorable discharge, a knee that would bother him for the rest of his life in cold weather, and a clear sense of what he wanted to do next. He applied to the FBI Academy at Quantico nine months later, after finishing his degree on the GI Bill — criminal justice, almost inevitably. He scored in the ninety-sixth percentile on the entrance assessments. His psychological evaluation noted emotional discipline, high stress tolerance, and what the evaluator called "a possibly rigid moral framework."

That last phrase had made him almost smile during his debrief.

Possibly rigid.

He'd worked white collar crime for his first eighteen months, which had been necessary and educational and thoroughly miserable. Then Violent Crimes, which was where he belonged — not because he was violent, but because he understood it. Violence left evidence not just in wounds and blood patterns but in motivation and pattern and psychology, and Cross was methodical enough to follow the evidence wherever it went and honest enough with himself about what it meant when he found it.

He'd built a record. He'd closed cases. He'd trusted the system.

Then came the Tuesday in October.



Her name had been Isabel Reyes. No relation to his partner Dana — just one of those coincidences that the universe occasionally generates to unsettle you. Isabel had been twenty-four years old and the star witness in a federal racketeering case against three members of a Baltimore drug distribution network with connections to a larger supply operation that went up the chain in ways that made prosecutors nervous and ambitious in equal measure. Cross had been the lead case agent. He'd worked Isabel for six months, built her trust, built the case, built what he genuinely believed was an airtight protective structure around her.

She'd been placed in a safe house in northern Virginia. A property the Bureau used. Only four people knew the address.

On a Tuesday in October, Isabel Reyes had been found in the safe house with two bullets in her chest. The case had collapsed within seventy-two hours — witnesses recanting, evidence going sideways, the three defendants eventually walking on reduced charges that amounted to paperwork violations and a fine.

The subsequent internal investigation had concluded that the location had been compromised through a communications intercept. Nobody had been charged. Nobody had lost their job. The official verdict was a tragic operational failure, the kind of thing that happened in a complex investigative environment, and the Bureau had issued a comprehensive procedural review and updated its safe house protocols.

Cross had read the review. He had not believed it.

He couldn't prove what he believed. That was the thing that had changed him — not the grief of Isabel's death, though that was real and lasting, but the impossibility of getting to the truth of how it had happened. He'd spent eight months quietly pulling threads, talking to people, reconstructing communications logs. He'd found things that didn't fit the official narrative. He'd brought those things to his unit chief at the time — a man named Prescott, now retired — and Prescott had listened carefully and then told him, with a kind of careful finality, that this was a road that didn't go anywhere he wanted to go.

That was when the faith had torn.

Not all at once. It had been more like the cracking of ice — audible, sequential, each fracture following the logic of the one before it. By the end, he still worked for the Bureau because the work itself was true even when the institution wasn't. He still followed procedure because procedure produced results even when the results made powerful people uncomfortable. He still believed in the law — in what the law was supposed to be, in its architecture and intention, even when the people operating it proved corruptible.

But he no longer trusted without evidence. He no longer assumed that the machinery around him was functioning correctly. He had replaced faith with verification, and in doing so had become a different, sharper, more dangerous version of the person he'd been.

That was the version sitting in the parking structure adjacent to the Hoover Building at 10:30 in the morning, looking at a photograph of a woman with a number on her wrist.



He went to see Okafor first.

Priya Okafor had been with the Bureau for nine years and possessed the specific genius of someone who thought in systems. She didn't see cases — she saw architectures, networks, patterns of data that cohered into meaning if you looked at them correctly. She was also, Cross had learned over three years of working beside her, almost entirely without political instinct, which in a federal agency was both a liability and, in the right circumstances, an asset.

Her workspace was a controlled chaos of screens and hard-copy printouts that she navigated with absolute confidence. She was at her desk when Cross came in, three windows open on her central monitor, a cold cup of tea beside her keyboard.

"ME report on the Alexandria Jane Doe," she said without preamble, handing him a folder. "Pulled it this morning. Take a look at page four."

He took the folder and stood there reading it.

Page four was the examining pathologist's notes on identifying marks. The wrist mark was documented as a possible tattoo or branding mark, irregular but deliberate, not consistent with known gang or trafficking identifiers in the NCIC database. The number itself was noted: 0023.

Twenty-third.

He looked up. "What else did you find?"

"So far — and I want to be clear, this is fast and dirty because I've had two hours — I've found three more potential matches. A Jane Doe recovered from a creek outside Fredericksburg in 2022. A homicide victim in Baltimore, identified as Tanya Burrows, twenty-two, 2023, primary investigation focus was domestic, closed. And a woman found in the James River near Richmond in early 2024 who was eventually identified as Lucia Mendez, twenty years old, reported missing from the DC area." She pointed to a map she'd pinned to her second monitor — the mid-Atlantic coast, with markers. "All within roughly a two-hundred-mile radius. All young women, fifteen to twenty-five. All with marks that were noted in ME documentation and then—"

"And then what?"

"Not followed up on. Filed under other cause-of-death categories. The marks get a line in the report and then they disappear from the investigative record."

Cross looked at the map. Five markers. Cassandra Voss would be six.

"How many of these generated federal cases?"

Okafor's expression was careful. "None."

He heard what she was saying. "Why not?"

"Each one stayed local. Richmond, Baltimore, Fredericksburg — each case was worked by local or state law enforcement and none of them tripped a federal threshold. Which is strange, because the Tanya Burrows case in Baltimore should have flagged — there were indicators of interstate activity in the initial report. But the flag was never submitted."

"Who was the lead detective on Burrows?"

She handed him a second printout. "A detective named Carl Withers. Homicide unit, Baltimore PD. He retired nine months after the case was closed. Took a job in private security."

"I want to talk to him."

"I thought you might." She held out a third sheet. "His current employer is a firm called Meridian Protective Services. They provide security consulting and personnel to high-net-worth individuals and corporations." She paused. "They're a subsidiary."

"Of what?"

"A holding company called Vantage Point Solutions, which is itself owned by a larger investment and private equity group." She looked at him with her careful expression. "The parent company is the Holloway Group."

He knew the name. Everyone in DC knew the name.

"As in Richard Holloway," he said.

"As in Richard Holloway."

Cross put the folders down on her desk and looked at the map for a long moment. The markers were scattered across the mid-Atlantic geography like evidence of something patient and terrible.

Richard Holloway. Sixty-one years old. Net worth somewhere north of four billion dollars, depending on which magazine you read and what year it was. Hotels, real estate, defense contracting, media holdings, a philanthropic foundation that had put his name on two hospital wings and a community center in Southeast DC. Former advisor to two presidential campaigns. The kind of man whose handshake was worth more than most people's annual salary, who appeared on morning news programs to discuss economic policy, who had his photograph taken with senators and cabinet members and foreign heads of state at the kind of events that generated tasteful coverage in publications that weren't tabloids.

The kind of man who was never touched.

Cross had seen that kind before. You learned, in this work, to recognize the signatures of untouchability — not the crude, obvious armor of street-level organized crime, but the sophisticated insulation of wealth and reputation and connectivity. The people who understood that the best protection wasn't violence or intimidation but positioning — becoming so embedded in the fabric of legitimate society that moving against them meant tearing the fabric.

"Okafor," he said. "What I'm about to ask you — it doesn't go in a system, it doesn't go in an email, and it doesn't leave this room."

She nodded, unsurprised. She had worked with Cross long enough.

"I want everything on Holloway that exists in our files. Any past contact with the Bureau, any mentions in other investigations, any business entities that have come up in the context of anything we've touched. And I want you to cross-reference his subsidiary network — whatever entities sit under the Holloway Group umbrella — with the locations of every one of these cases."

"That could take days."

"Then start now."

He picked up the folders and his jacket.

"Cross," she said. "What are you thinking?"

He stopped at the door. Outside the glass walls of Okafor's office, the third floor of the Hoover Building moved through its ordinary Tuesday morning. Agents at desks. Phones ringing. The ambient machinery of federal law enforcement.

"I'm thinking that someone sent me an anonymous text this morning from a burner phone activated one block from this building," he said. "And I'm thinking they did it because they couldn't use any channel they were already on."

He let that sit.

"That means they work here, or close to here, and they're afraid of their own communications." He looked at the map on her screen one more time. "Someone inside knows about this. They've known for a while. And now they're reaching out to me specifically, which means they've been watching, they know my record, and they've decided I'm the one person they think might be able to do something about it."

"Or," Okafor said quietly, "they're reaching out to you specifically because they know something about you that makes you useful to them."

Cross looked at her.

She was right to say it. He'd thought it himself. The anonymous source was either an asset or a trap, and the professional thing — the careful, methodical, rule-respecting thing — was to treat it as potentially both until he could determine which.

The Isabel Reyes part of his brain wanted to trust faster.

He didn't let it.

"Keep your door locked when you're working this," he said. "And backup everything to your personal encrypted drive, not the Bureau server."

He left before she could ask him why.



Dana Reyes found him at his desk at noon. She knocked twice and came in without waiting for an answer, which was their established dynamic, and set a sandwich in front of him that he hadn't asked for and needed.

"You went to see Brennan this morning," she said.

It wasn't a question. She'd probably clocked it from the sign-out log.

"Yes."

"You want to tell me what he told you?"

He looked at her. Dana Reyes was methodical, sharp, and loyal in a way that wasn't naive — she'd been let down by the Bureau before, in smaller ways than he had, and had calibrated accordingly. She was also the best interviewer he'd worked with and had an instinct for human behavior that supplemented his pattern-reading in ways that mattered.

He trusted her. That list was short. She was on it.

He told her about the photograph. The woman with the 0012 mark. The man who'd given Brennan the photograph and ended up ruled a suicide. He watched her face process it.

"Brennan knew the man?" she said.

"Peripherally. A former informant who'd gotten out of the life — organized crime adjacent, never charged with anything significant. The man had reached out to Brennan six months before he died. Said he had information about an operation he'd witnessed. Something involving transport — Brennan said the man used that word specifically, transport — and numbers and people who had too much to lose for this to ever surface."

"He gave Brennan the photo and then died."

"Two months after giving Brennan the photo."

"And Brennan sat on it."

"He didn't know what to do with it. He didn't have enough to build anything, and he knew that if he brought it to the wrong person—" Cross stopped.

"The wrong person," Reyes said.

"His words." He looked at her. "He said the last thing the man told him, before they stopped talking, was that the operation had protection. That it was untouchable because the people running it had spent years making it untouchable. And that anyone who looked at it directly would find themselves looking at things they weren't supposed to see — and then the looking would stop."

The sandwich sat between them untouched.

"Holloway," Reyes said.

"His name hasn't come up in this conversation."

"I know Okafor. I can do math."

He almost smiled. "We have six possible victims, possibly more. We have a numbering system that implies at least eighty-seven people. We have a pattern of cases that didn't generate federal investigations when they should have. And we have a former Baltimore detective who worked one of those cases and now works for a Holloway subsidiary."

"That's all circumstantial."

"Every case starts circumstantial."

She was quiet for a moment, looking at the window. "What do you need from me?"

"I need you to go to Richmond. Talk to Cassandra Voss's parents, her friends, her professor. I want to know everything about the forty-eight hours before she disappeared and specifically whether anything unusual happened — anyone new in her life, any contact she mentioned, any scholarship or opportunity or offer that came out of nowhere."

Reyes nodded. That was a specific question. She understood what it implied.

"You think they recruited her," she said. "Or tried to."

"I think sophisticated operations don't grab people randomly off streets in broad daylight in the middle of dinner plans. There was a point of contact. A way in." He finally picked up the sandwich. "Find it."

"And you?"

"I'm going to read everything ever written about Richard Holloway," he said. "And I'm going to think about what kind of man builds something like this and then needs it numbered."

After she left, he sat with the sandwich and the silence of his office and thought about Cassandra Voss's eyes, closed so carefully, and the eighty-six people who had been counted before her, and the unknown number who had come before them.

He thought about the man who had given Brennan a photograph and then been found dead.

He thought about whoever had sent him a text message from one block away and then gone silent.

And he thought about Richard Holloway — the Philanthropist, the Statesman, the foundation and the hospital wings and the community center in Southeast, the morning news appearances and the handshakes with senators — and how a man built that particular kind of armor. How long it took. How many people it required.

How confident you had to be in your protection to keep a system like this running.

To number the people in it.

To not even bother to hide the numbers.

Because who would believe it?

His phone rang. A DC area code he didn't recognize.

He answered.

Silence on the line. Then breathing.

Then a voice — young, female, frightened in the way that people are frightened when they have waited until the last possible moment to do the frightening thing.

"Are you the agent?" the voice said. "The one they sent to the river this morning?"

"Yes," Cross said. He kept his voice flat and even. "I'm Agent Cross."

"I saw what happened to her." A pause. A breath that shook slightly. "I was — I was with her. Before. I got out but she—" The voice broke and reassembled. "They're going to know I called. I don't have much time."

"Tell me your name."

"Maya. My name is Maya."

"Okay, Maya. I'm listening. Take your time."

"There's no time." The voice dropped lower, as if she was cupping the phone close. "He picks them himself. That's what nobody understands. It's not random. He selects them. And once he selects you, there's a process and the process ends—"

A sound on the line. Movement. Something hitting a surface.

Then nothing.

Cross was already standing, already reaching for his jacket.

"Maya," he said into the phone. "Maya, are you there?"

The line stayed open — he could hear ambient sound, traffic maybe, wind — but the voice was gone.

He had the phone in one hand and his jacket in the other and he was already calculating: the call came in on a DC number, which meant she was in the area, which meant—

The line went dead.

Cross stood in the middle of his office in the silence of it, and felt the weight of the case shift under him, like ground that was solid a moment ago revealing itself as something else entirely.

He picks them himself.

He.

And once he selects you, the process ends.

He looked at the window. Across the courtyard, the ordinary city continued its ordinary morning, indifferent to what was building in this small office, in this case file, in the numbered marks on the wrists of young women pulled from the rivers of the mid-Atlantic coast.

He grabbed his jacket and went to find her.



End of Chapter 2
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CHAPTER 3: FIND HER FIRST
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The DC number traced to a payphone.

There were fewer than forty working payphones left in the District of Columbia, a fact Cross had never had occasion to know until Okafor pulled the carrier data in eleven minutes and gave him an address on 14th Street NW, three blocks north of the Columbia Heights Metro station. By the time he got there — sixteen minutes, running two red lights on Georgia Avenue — there was nobody at the phone and the receiver was hanging loose on its cord, turning slowly in the October wind like something abandoned in a hurry.

He stood on the sidewalk and looked at the street.

14th Street in Columbia Heights was busy even at midday — foot traffic on both sidewalks, the Metro entrance forty yards south pulling people in and pushing them out in steady rhythm, a food truck on the corner doing lunch business, a bus pulling away from a stop across the street. If Maya had been here eight minutes ago, she was already gone. She could have walked into the Metro and been halfway across the city. She could have gotten into a car. She could be in any of the apartment buildings visible from this corner.

She could be nowhere at all.

He photographed the payphone and the immediate surroundings, then walked a half-circle around it, reading the ground the way he'd read the ground at the river — looking not for what was there but for what the placement of things said about
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