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            One


         
         It’s actually not that difficult to slip the Secret Service.

         
         Or maybe it was simply that Grace Reeves was the last person anyone would expect to rebel. Everyone (and by everyone she meant
            the entire country) considered her the most boring, predictable, unexciting First Daughter to ever grace the White House.
            Ha! There was a pun she hadn’t heard before.
         

         
         In elementary school Grace never so much as received a U (for unsatisfactory) on her report card. In high school she never
            broke curfew or got caught making out with boys. In college she never went to any wild frat parties. No one would expect her
            to sneak out of a hotel and ditch her detail.
         

         
         Even Grace could hardly believe she was doing it.

         
         She cast one last glance at the panic button sitting on the hotel dresser. She had to leave it behind. It carried a GPS, and
            she didn’t want anyone tracking her once they realized she was gone. She’d be back when she was ready. When she felt like it. The wholly selfish thought felt good. This rare moment of irresponsibility felt good.
         

         
         She stepped carefully into the sitting area that separated the suite’s two bedrooms. Holly’s voice carried through the shut
            doors, weary with disappointment, as Grace eased past the sofa. “. . . She’s hopeless. No matter how often we rehearse, she’s
            awkward every time we stick her in front of people.”
         

         
         Holly thought she was napping after their busy day. It shouldn’t sting to hear her personal aide talk about her. It was nothing
            she hadn’t said to Grace’s face. It was nothing Grace didn’t admit herself. It didn’t change the fact that Holly was her friend.
            Maybe her only one. Pathetic, Grace guessed, that her best friend happened to be on her father’s payroll.
         

         
         “It’s even worse if cameras are present,” Holly added. A thunk followed the comment and Grace could picture her sitting on the edge of the bed and kicking off her knee-high boots.
         

         
         She knew she shouldn’t take it so personally. Holly wasn’t being unkind and nothing she said was untrue. Grace sighed. It
            had been a long day. That was all. She was just being cranky and more sensitive than usual.
         

         
         Breakfast with seniors at a local retirement community, a luncheon with a women’s literacy group, and an afternoon speaking
            at a local university where college kids snickered and whispered about her behind their hands. It all added up to a typical
            day. A typically miserable day, but nothing she couldn’t handle. Nothing she wasn’t accustomed to doing for her father. Nothing that should send her
            running like she was now.
         

         
         No. That was entirely because of the call.

         
         Her father had taken ten minutes out of his busy schedule to Skype with her and let her know what “contribution” he expected
            from her for his re-election campaign. She snorted. That’s what he called it, his face neutral and unassuming in the screen
            of her laptop. Like he wasn’t asking for everything from her. A contribution. As though she were one of his constituents writing him a donation check. He’d asked a lot from
            her over the years. She’d put off grad school for him because he asked. He knew how important it was to her, but he’d asked
            her to put her dreams and ambitions on hold. Fortunately, they deferred her acceptance, but if she did this for her father . . .
            what were the odds she would ever get what she wanted out of life? She’d never be free.
         

         
         She couldn’t help remembering how she used to hide in her bedroom. In the narrow space between the wall and her bed, she would
            cover herself with stuffed animals and lay there buried beneath their soft weight, listening to the cadence of her breath
            as her parents entertained guests downstairs.
         

         
         The clink of glasses, the hum of voices, and the burst of laughter had all sounded so far away. She’d hoped no one would find
            her. She hoped they would forget about her upstairs. Sometimes she got her wish. They forgot about her and she woke up buried
            beneath stuffed animals the next morning. Sometimes they remembered her existence and dragged her downstairs to play the piano.
            She would cling to a smile and hope she didn’t mess up too badly. That she pulled off the role of happy, perfect child. She’d
            never been a very good pianist. Or perfect daughter. Then and now.
         

         
         She wanted to hide under those stuffed animals again. Only she wasn’t nine years old anymore. She was twenty-six and these
            days she didn’t own a stuffed animal. A deep sigh welled up from her tightening chest. Her father would never stop dragging
            her out to perform.
         

         
         Grace froze as Holly suddenly stopped talking, afraid she was finished with her call and would step out into the sitting area.
            Holly would insist on accompanying her—as would her detail. Thankfully, her voice started back up again.
         

         
         “Five more days, baby, and I’ll be home.” She was talking to one of her boyfriends, then. Holly had several. Too pretty for
            her own good—she looked like a young Heidi Klum. She loved good-looking men. And sex. Holly frequently regaled Grace with
            her sexcapades. She would listen raptly, hanging on every naughty word with vicarious delight. Grace didn’t get much action
            these days. Ironic, considering the bomb her father had just dropped on her. You’d think a woman on the verge of announcing
            an engagement got a little action.
         

         
         Charles, her sort a boyfriend, was nice. Everyone thought so. If their chemistry didn’t rock the charts, that was a minor
            complaint. Relationships thrived on less. True, not Holly’s. But others. At least that’s what her father told her when she
            complained that she didn’t like Charles as anything other than a friend. Her mother said she should feel lucky to have a man
            like Charles. Her mother reminded her of that repeatedly. Harvard grad. Handsome. Thirty-four years old and already so successful.
            He was a catch. He was. Grace didn’t miss the fact that her mother never said she was a catch.
         

         
         Grace continued past Holly’s room, glad at least that she wasn’t talking about her anymore. They had moved on to sexy talk.
            Holly giggled. “Oh, you think I should wear the black teddy? I thought you liked the red one. What’d you call it? Easy access?
            You still have that toy you bought?”
         

         
         Grace rolled her eyes. God, if she didn’t want to escape before, she did now. The last thing she wanted was to hear Holly
            descend into phone sex. That was enough to make her ears bleed. It was one thing to listen to Holly’s stories a day or two
            after the fact, she didn’t want to sit in the audience while the show was playing.
         

         
         Shaking her head, she unlocked the door and eased it open the barest crack. The suite had three doors that led out into the
            hall, and Carter stood in front of her room’s door. A smile curled his lips as he glanced at the phone in his hand, snorting
            at something on the screen. It just confirmed what she already knew. She was a powder puff detail. No one considered her high
            risk. Because she wasn’t.
         

         
         Nothing ever happened to boring.

         
         Even as preoccupied as he was, Carter would notice if she slipped out of the room and walked right down the hall in front
            of him. She closed the door softly. Biting her lip, she stared pensively across the sitting area. They were on the second
            floor.
         

         
         Holly’s voice carried. “You’re so bad. I’m not going to do that . . . I don’t care how long it’s been since . . .”
         

         
         Stifling a groan, Grace moved to the sliding glass balcony door before she could chicken out. Opening it, she stepped out
            into the chilly evening. She didn’t need to bother with a coat. Winter in Texas felt like fall back home.
         

         
         She peered over the railing. Not too far down. The hedge would break the fall. Shooting a quick glance over her shoulder to
            make certain Holly hadn’t emerged from her room, she swung one leg over the side and then the next. Gripping the railing,
            she slid her hands down the iron rails until she was crouching, her butt sticking out in an undignified manner. She lowered
            one leg and then the other, dangling for a moment, the soles of her tennis shoes brushing the top of the hedge. Pressing her
            lips together to stifle any noise, she opened her hands and let go. She dropped. As hoped, the hedge broke her fall, swallowing
            her up. She thrashed in the bushes for a moment before gaining her feet.
         

         
         Standing, she shook the hair back from her face and climbed out of the bushes onto the pebbled path. Dusting off her jeans
            and wincing at the snags in her silk blouse, she looked left and right, verifying that no one was around. Her detail, most
            importantly, wasn’t, but that wouldn’t be the case for long. Even if Holly didn’t figure out she was gone soon, Holstein,
            the special agent in charge, required routine perimeter checks. She needed to get out of there before the next one.
         

         
         She skirted the swimming pool and circled around the back of the hotel, planning to make her way to the burger place she had
            spotted from the car earlier.
         

         
         It almost seemed too good to be true. Walking outside—alone—on her way to get a hamburger. For a moment she felt almost normal. Normal and not someone being bullied into marriage with a guy who did nothing for her girl parts. She winced. She made it sound like she
            expected a guy Daddy handpicked for her to actually be the one. She’d gone along with dating Charles because it got her father off her back, and he was a genuinely nice guy. She could
            do worse. She’d thought maybe something could grow between them. Only lately had it become resoundingly clear that wasn’t
            happening. She’d been contemplating ways to end it.
         

         
         And now her father expected them to get married? She shook her head, feeling sick all over again. How could she go through
            with it?
         

         
         Staying parallel to the hotel, she peeked carefully out at the street.

         
         Agent Marshall and Agent Thompson stood in front of the building beneath the hotel portico. She pulled back, flattening her
            body against the brick wall. They chatted casually, looking slightly bored. They were probably waiting for Holly to notify
            them of their dinner plans.
         

         
         Grace smiled grimly. She was going to dinner like a normal person. Without her personal aide/best friend. Without a security
            detail. Without a boyfriend who liked to call reporters ahead of time to make certain they were at the restaurant when they
            arrived. Charles was all about a great photo op.
         

         
         Turning, she walked briskly, leaving the hotel behind and ducking down a back street. She held her breath, half expecting,
            half dreading a cry of alert. Nothing happened. She tucked her hands in her pockets and practically skipped ahead, imagining
            sinking her teeth into a big juicy burger. Maybe sweet potato fries, too. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten
            something like that. Something so good it was bad.
         

         
         The scuff of a shoe on loose gravel had her looking over her shoulder.

         
         Two guys followed a couple yards behind her. She didn’t know where they had come from. She hadn’t noticed them before. Facing
            forward again, she buried her hands in her pockets and picked up her pace, trying to ignore the sudden hammering of her heart.
         

         
         It was just a street. It was just two guys walking on a street. Apparently she’d watched too many episodes of Criminal Minds.
         

         
         They didn’t know who she was. They weren’t following her. Her life was not that dramatic. It definitely wasn’t that dangerous.

         
         Just the same, her heart steadied with relief as she approached the end of the street. Two more steps and she would be free,
            out onto the busier thoroughfare, a block away from the diner she’d passed earlier.
         

         
         A figure stepped out and blocked her, materializing out of air. She gasped and stopped hard, blinking up at the face before
            her.
         

         
         “Hi there,” he said, utterly normal.

         
         “H-Hey,” she stammered, not feeling similarly normal. Grappling for composure, she stepped to the side to move around him,
            but he matched her move, stepping to the right and blocking her again.
         

         
         His mouth kicked up at the corner. He was toying with her and enjoying himself in the process.

         
         “Excuse me,” she said, her voice harder. It was her father’s no-nonsense-my-army-is-bigger-than-yours voice.

         
         He cocked his head as if considering her request. “Where you going?”

         
         A sound behind her had her looking over her shoulder. The two guys from earlier had stopped directly behind her, crowding
            her, looking down at her and reminding her of her diminutive height. She felt every inch of her five feet two inches.
         

         
         She shifted uneasily. She had never been in a situation like this before. Never felt threatened. Even before she was the president’s
            daughter, no one had ever paid her special notice. She was the type of girl who went unnoticed. Most of the time she was simply
            invisible. Most of the time she wanted it that way.
         

         
         She wanted it that way now.

         
         Squaring her shoulders, she adopted that air of perpetual arrogance her father wore with such ease. She had certainly stood
            witness to it enough. “Let me pass.”
         

         
         The guy in front of her tossed back his head and laughed. “‘Let me pass,’” he mocked, greasy strands of hair brushing his
            shoulders. “She sounds like someone used to getting her way.”
         

         
         Grace stifled a flinch. She couldn’t remember the last time she had gotten her way in anything. Quite possibly never.

         
         Greasy Hair glanced over her shoulder at the two men behind her. “Don’t you think so, boys?”

         
         Her stomach bottomed out. He knew them. He was with them. They were together. All these thoughts clicked one after another in her mind. There was no denying it.
         

         
         She was in trouble.

         
         She lunged forward and tried to step around Greasy Hair. He grabbed her, wrapping his arms around her and squeezing her so
            tightly she couldn’t catch her breath. His face was so close she could see the tiny flecks of gold in his hazel eyes. “What’s
            the matter? You too good for us?”
         

         
         She shook her head hard, her heart fierce and savage, threatening to break free from her chest. “Let me go.”

         
         “Such a disappointment.” He tsked his tongue. “I thought the president’s daughter would have better manners than this.”

         
         Oh, God. With those words, her fate was sealed. Her last scrap of hope that they didn’t know who she was died a swift death. Grace’s
            heart twisted, an aching mass in her chest. Longing to go back, to retrace her steps and order room service with Holly, surged
            within her. She could be in her pajamas eating a mediocre burger and lukewarm fries watching TV. Maybe a Modern Family rerun.
         

         
         Greasy Hair stopped smiling. His lips flattened into a thin line that peeked out of the patchy beard on his face. He looked
            utterly, frighteningly serious as he stared down at her. He reached out a hand and she flinched, trying to back away, but
            the two men behind her prevented her from retreating. She stopped. Nowhere to go. Nowhere to run. He fingered a lock of her
            hair as though testing its texture, marveling at its cleanness. Then he released it abruptly. Holding his hand midair, he
            snapped his fingers. “Take her.”
         

         
         They grabbed her, hard hands bruising where they dug into her arms. She struggled and opened her mouth to scream. The sound
            never escaped her lips. Something gouged into her ribs. For one terrified instant she thought it was the barrel of a gun.
         

         
         A jolt of pain punched her. She went rigid as fiery-hot waves rippled over her. They didn’t stop. Her teeth clamped tight.
            She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. It was the strangest sensation. She was conscious of the men, their voices, their sweat-doused
            stink, a hard object digging into her side.
         

         
         Tires squealed and a van peeled in front of her, filling her vision. A sliding door swished open, revealing a dark gaping
            hole. She was picked up and tossed into that shadowy maw.
         

         
         The door slammed shut and the pain suddenly stopped. The men crowded into the small space with her, the smell of them bitter
            copper in her nose. Her body went limp. Her jaw relaxed. She gasped for breath, intelligible words tripping from her lips.
            Shaking, sprawled on the hard metal floor of the van, she tried to lift her head to look around. The van accelerated, rumbling
            all around her.
         

         
         There were high fives and triumphant exclamations. She felt her lips moving and knew she was speaking, but nothing sounded
            right to her ears.
         

         
         A guy looked down at her and laughed. “You Tased the shit out of her, Zane!”

         
         “Yeah.” Greasy Hair laughed once. “Easier than I planned. Didn’t expect her to stroll outside all alone.”

         
         Grace shook her head, fear like metal in her mouth. Her one and only act of rebellion and this had happened.

         
         She reacted, her leg lashing out, managing to kick one of her assailants. Her efforts were rewarded with a slap to the face.
            Her head struck the steel floor of the van. Stars danced in her vision. Whimpering, she lay there, the scald of tears filling
            her eyes. The men around her laughed.
         

         
         Did anyone even realize she was gone yet? Was Holly still talking to her boyfriend, oblivious to her absence? For once, Grace
            wished that she had just stayed put and accepted her fate. Marriage to Charles wouldn’t be so bad, she reasoned. She could
            do worse.
         

         
         Because this fate? It was so much worse.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two


         
         Deep shadows blanketed the hospital room. A dim glow radiated from the panel above his hospital bed, saving the space from
            complete blackness. Not that Reid minded the dark. He was accustomed to it. There weren’t any nightlights in a prison cell.
            And his stints in the hole had shown him just how dark darkness could be.
         

         
         Someone outside the room laughed as they passed his door. The footsteps faded. Otherwise the hospital was quiet, with that
            humming quality of a building that never shut off. Like him. He was wired tight. Tension knotted his shoulders as he reclined
            in the bed. He never shut down. Never turned off. He couldn’t afford to. Not until he was a pile of ashes in a box. Then,
            he’d rest. Hopefully that wasn’t happening any time soon.
         

         
         Doctors, nurses, and other personnel worked the six floors of Sweet Hill Memorial with seemingly little thought to the felon
            in Room 321. Exactly the way he wanted it. He’d been here eight days. Eight days since he was taken from Devil’s Rock Penitentiary
            in an ambulance. In that time, he’d been an exemplary patient. He withstood all the poking and prodding without complaint.
            He slept and ate his fill. You could say whatever you wanted about hospital food, but compared to prison food it was five-star
            cuisine.
         

         
         He’d used this time to store up energy and plot his next move. He had only one chance and he couldn’t fuck it up.

         
         He’d be sent back soon. He wasn’t hooked up to any beeping machines anymore. His wounds had pretty much healed, leaving only
            the black lines of stitches and fresh, itching scabs. No threat of infection or continued bleeding. His arm sling could come
            off in a few days. According to the doctor, he was lucky to be alive. Half an inch to the left and the shiv would have hit
            his heart.
         

         
         Reid had said nothing when the doctor told him that, looking at him so expectantly. As though he might express relief or gratitude.
            He might be alive and breathing, but he had died a long time ago. He was nothing but a walking ghost now.
         

         
         A ghost with nothing to lose.

         
         Still, starting that fight had been a gamble. He winced, recalling how quickly everything had escalated and turned into a
            full-on riot. He’d only meant to get himself injured. Instead, inmates had died. Guards were injured. He’d seen North go down
            in a shower of blood. He felt like shit about that. He’d promised Knox he would look out for the kid. After a few inquiries,
            he’d learned that North was in a room somewhere else in the hospital. Thankfully, he would recover, but that face of his wouldn’t
            be so pretty anymore.
         

         
         And that sucked. More guilt. More sins to heap at his feet. But it was done. He, better than anyone, knew you couldn’t change
            the past. He just had to make sure it counted for something. That it wasn’t for nothing. Then he could go back to rotting
            away for the rest of his life.
         

         
         Reid took a deep, mostly pain-free breath as a nurse entered his room for a final bed check of the night. He was the last
            to be told anything concerning himself, but he knew what was coming. Even if he hadn’t spied the paperwork on the doctor’s
            clipboard authorizing his release, he knew. His time here was done. It was now or never. He had to act tonight.
         

         
         “Are you comfortable? Can I get you anything? Another pillow?” Nadine asked as she adjusted the one beneath his head, bringing
            her chest close to his face. It was a game she liked to play. Tease the hard-up convict. Lingering touches on his body that
            didn’t feel quite so clinical. It’d been a long time for him, but he knew when a woman was into him.
         

         
         The guard who’d accompanied her into the room snorted. Reid leveled his gaze on Vasquez. The man clearly found her compassion
            toward a scumbag like him unnecessary. Unsurprising.
         

         
         Reid looked back at the nurse. “I’m fine.” He smiled at her. It felt a little rusty. He hadn’t done a lot of smiling in the
            last eleven years, but it seemed to work. She smiled back.
         

         
         He picked up the remote control with his arm that wasn’t in a sling. “I might watch some television.” The more noise coming
            from his room, the better.
         

         
         He punched the on button and the TV flickered to CNN, the channel Landers, the day guard, preferred. It was a good thing Landers
            wasn’t here tonight. He hung out in the room with Reid a lot so that he could watch TV. Vasquez, on the other hand, only entered
            the room to accompany the hospital staff. The rest of the time he stood watch outside the door.
         

         
         “Don’t stay up too late,” Nadine advised. “You need your rest.”

         
         He nodded, training his gaze on the TV as if he cared about what was happening in the rest of the world.

         
         Footage of a vaguely familiar female dressed in a boring gray suit rolled across the screen.

         
         “. . . an inside White House source reports that the First Daughter has been missing for over twenty-four hours, ever since
            Wednesday afternoon following a luncheon with the Ladies Literacy League in Fort Worth, Texas, where she delivered a speech
            on the . . .”
         

         
         Nadine tsked. “Can you believe it? Someone abducted the President’s daughter. What’s the world coming to?”

         
         He shook his head as if this was indeed something he gave a fuck about.

         
         “She probably took off for a weekend to Padre Island,” Vasquez grumbled. “Meanwhile, every law enforcement agency in the state
            is on full alert, wasting time and taxpayers’ money searching for her.”
         

         
         The timing couldn’t have been better as far as Reid was concerned. Deep satisfaction pumped through his veins, mingling with
            the swelling adrenaline. That meant they would care less about one escaped convict.
         

         
         He didn’t bother pointing out that the dark-haired female—who looked anywhere between the ages of twenty and forty—was the
            least likely candidate for a wild weekend at Padre.
         

         
         “Haven’t you been watching the news?” Nadine asked Vasquez. “They suspect terrorists,” she pointed out with an indignant sniff.

         
         “What does the media know?” The guard rolled his eyes. “Watch. She’ll show up on Monday with nothing worse than a sunburn.”

         
         Nadine shook her head, clearly not in agreement, and looked back to Reid. “Good night.”

         
         Reid fixed a smile to his face as she slipped from the room, the guard close behind her.

         
         The door clicked softly shut, and he sat there for a long while, letting the minutes tick past, letting the hospital sink
            deeper into night, his hand twitching anxiously at his side. It was hard being inactive for this long. If you were idle on
            the inside, you didn’t last very long.
         

         
         CNN streamed a constant feed of First Daughter Grace Reeves while reporting absolutely nothing new or enlightening. Graduate
            of some all-girls college. She looked uncomfortable in her own skin. She was dating the White House communications director,
            with rumors of an engagement imminent. Surprising, since she didn’t look the type to be with the slick-looking guy mugging
            for the camera.
         

         
         They flashed pictures and footage of Grace Reeves from a braces-wearing awkward adolescent to current day still-awkward-looking
            adult. You would think the President had someone on staff that could coach her on how not to look so pinch-faced. Maybe they
            could dress her better, too. Not like a middle-aged bureaucrat.
         

         
         When the clock on the wall read 12:34, he decided he’d waited long enough. They had left him unrestrained. Injured and wearing
            a sling and with a guard standing watch twenty-four/seven, they deemed it unnecessary. Fortunately for him.
         

         
         The trick would be getting out of the room—and out of the hospital—undetected.

         
         He rose from the bed and slipped the sling over his head. Dropping it on the ground, he moved his arm gingerly, experiencing
            only a slight twinge of discomfort from the deepest of the lacerations in his chest, but not the arm itself. The arm felt
            good. He’d had worse.
         

         
         He fashioned a lump under the covers, doing the best he could to make it look like a body. He turned off the light above his
            bed. It might pass for him if someone took a cursory peek inside the dim room.
         

         
         Moving quietly, he slipped the surgical scissors out from where he’d stashed them under the mattress and moved a chair beneath
            the ceiling access panel.
         

         
         A draft crept through the back slit of his hospital gown as he climbed up on the chair and lifted his arms, working two of
            the tiny screws loose in the panel. It swung down soundlessly.
         

         
         Sucking in a breath, he pulled himself up through the panel, grunting at the strain in his still sore muscles. The square
            space was barely wide enough for his big body, but he managed to heft himself through, stretching to his full height.
         

         
         Above his room, the space was dark and crowded with conduit pipes and hot water valves. He hunkered and ducked his head, walking
            on pipes, carefully choosing his steps so he didn’t crash through the Sheetrock.
         

         
         Light trickled in from another access panel ahead. Reid peered down between the slats, identifying the hallway outside his
            room. He kept going, looking through the square metal panels until he finally came to one that overlooked a break room.
         

         
         He listened to the rumble of voices below and glimpsed the top of one man’s balding head as he changed shirts. “See you tomorrow,
            Frank.” A locker slammed shut. “Tell your wife to make some of those cookies again.”
         

         
         “They’re supposed to be for me,” Frank complained.

         
         “I’m doing you a favor,” the other guy laughed. “You’re fat enough.” He left the room and it was just Frank for a few more
            minutes. He was out of his range of vision, but Reid could hear him rustling around. Soon, another locker shut and his footsteps
            rang out as he strode from the room.
         

         
         Reid waited a few seconds and then worked the screws loose until the panel swung open. He lowered himself down, clutching
            the edges of the opening until his feet landed lightly on cold tile.
         

         
         He moved swiftly, starting with the lockers, hoping there was one whose combination lock hadn’t shifted and would lift open
            for him. He got lucky on his sixth try. Even better, a pair of men’s scrubs and a hoodie hung inside. Several dollars and
            loose change littered the bottom of the locker floor along with a pair of tennis shoes and a pocketknife. Reid grabbed it
            all and shut the locker. Arms full, he disappeared into one of the bathroom stalls to change.
         

         
         The shoes were a little snug, but the scrubs fit. He tightened the drawstring at his waist and slipped on the hoodie, zipping
            it halfway up. Snatching up his hospital gown, he stuffed it into a trash can on his way out.
         

         
         He walked out into the hallway like he belonged there. Squaring his shoulders, he slipped one hand in the pocket of his hoodie
            and immediately brushed the cold cut of metal. He wrapped his fingers around the clump of keys, thumbing the clicker. Sweet.
            Lifting a car would be simple enough.
         

         
         Reid didn’t pass anyone as he strolled down the hall. He dove through a corner door that led to a stairwell and hurried down
            the flights. Vasquez could check on him any time. He needed to be far from there when that happened.
         

         
         The first floor had a little more life to it. An orderly turned the corner before him, humming a tune as he pushed a cart.
            A nurse passed him as he strode toward the front lobby. She barely glanced up from the chart she was studying. He felt the
            stare of the camera in the corner but kept walking. It was like he was invisible.
         

         
         Later, they would study the footage and marvel at him walking bold as day down the hall. But by then it wouldn’t matter. He
            would be long gone.
         

         
         He passed through a set of automatic doors and sent a smile to the woman behind the circular counter of the admittance desk.
            She gave him a distracted nod as she spoke into a phone.
         

         
         Only two people sat in the waiting area. One dozed. The other stared at the TV in the corner where footage of the First Daughter
            ran in a constant loop.
         

         
         His heart stalled and then sped up at the sight of the security guard near the door. His attention was focused on the television
            screen, too. As Reid approached, he looked up and locked eyes on him. This was it. If there was going to be trouble it would
            happen now.
         

         
         “Evenin’,” Reid greeted as he neared the door. Almost there.

         
         The guard glanced him up and down before nodding. “Have a good one.”

         
         Reid didn’t breathe fully. Not even once he stepped out into the night. Every bit of him pulled tight. He didn’t let himself
            feel free. Not yet. It wasn’t time to drop his guard. He still had a long way to go to accomplish what he needed to do.
         

         
         Glancing around, he pulled out the keys from his hoodie and pressed the unlock button. A distant beep echoed on the night.
            He moved in that direction, weaving between cars. He pushed the unlock button again and this time spotted the flash of headlights.
         

         
         He advanced on an old Ford Explorer and pulled open the driver’s side door. Ducking inside, he adjusted the seat for his long
            legs then turned the ignition on and drove out of the parking lot.
         

         
         He headed east for thirty minutes, stopping at a gas station to fill up the tank with the money he’d found in the locker.
            This late, the place was deserted. He kept his head low as he paid the sleepy-eyed clerk and avoided looking directly at the
            security camera in the corner.
         

         
         Reid pulled around the back, where a lone car sat parked beside the Dumpster, presumably the clerk’s car. He swapped license
            plates with it. The guy probably wouldn’t even notice anytime soon.
         

         
         He’d still have to get rid of the Explorer, but this would give him some time. He could ditch the vehicle after he got where
            he was going.
         

         
         Satisfied, he hopped back behind the wheel and drove a couple more hours through the night, putting Sweet Hill far behind
            him. His adrenaline never slowed. He constantly glanced up at the rearview mirror, half expecting to see the flash of headlights.
            They never appeared.
         

         
         The highway was dark, the passing car rare on this isolated stretch of road. He rubbed a hand over his close-cropped hair
            and settled into his seat. Desert mountains lumbered on either side of him, dark beasts etched against the backdrop of night.
            He flipped through radio stations. No news of an escaped convict. It had been a long time since he was this alone. He still
            didn’t feel free, though. He doubted he ever would.
         

         
         Eleven years had passed since he’d been out, but he expected to find Zane in the usual place. His brother was simple that
            way. He liked his routines. Reid would bet that the cabinet was full of the same cereal they ate as kids.
         

         
         The cabin sat several miles behind the main house on 530 acres located outside Odessa. The land had been in his family for
            almost two hundred years, granted to them after the Texas War of Independence.
         

         
         The authorities didn’t know about the cabin . . . or the hidden dirt road that veered off the county farm road you had to
            take to get there. The old Explorer bumped along the unpaved lane. It was so overgrown with shrubs and cacti that it couldn’t
            rightly be called a road, which was the point.
         

         
         After an hour the road suddenly opened up to a clearing. The cabin stood there. Three trucks and a few motorcycles were parked
            out front, confirming that the cabin was still in use and far from forgotten.
         

         
         The front door opened as he emerged from the Explorer. Several men stepped out onto the porch, wielding guns. He spotted Zane
            at the center of them. His chest squeezed. His brother had visited him a couple times his first year at the Rock. Nothing
            since then.
         

         
         Time had not been kind to his younger brother. He was stockier, the baby roundness gone from his face. He was shirtless, too,
            and Reid marked the dozens of tats covering him that had not been there eleven years ago. Most notable was the eagle sitting
            atop a vicious looking skull. Most of the guys staring Reid down had the same symbol inked on their necks or faces. Once upon
            a time he would have been the one standing there wearing that eagle and skull. If fate hadn’t intervened . . . if his eyes
            hadn’t been opened.
         

         
         If he hadn’t gone to prison.

         
         He swallowed against the acid rising up in his throat and fixed a smile on his face. “Hey, little brother.”

         
         It was a bitter pill. This was his baby brother. The reason he hadn’t taken off for parts unknown when he graduated from high
            school was because of this guy right here. He hadn’t wanted to leave Zane alone with their crackhead mother and a deadbeat
            dad who showed up every few months. Fat lot of good sticking around did his brother. He’d ended up in jail, and his brother
            was running with a bunch of low-life thugs. His brother was a low-life thug now.
         

         
         “Holy shit,” Zane declared, hopping down from the porch, still holding onto his rifle. “Son of a bitch! What are you doing
            here?” He slapped his thigh as if he’d just seen something amazing. Something like his older brother who went away for a life
            sentence standing in front of him.
         

         
         Reid lifted his chin and tried not to stare too hard at the emblems of hate riddling his brother. He nodded at the rifle.
            “Is that any way to welcome me home?”
         

         
         Zane hesitated a moment and then flung his arms wide. As if the past were forgotten. As if bad shit never went down. As if
            Reid could still be one of them again. “Welcome home, brother.”
         

         
         Zane embraced him, clapping him hard with his free hand. Reid pulled back and eyed the other men, meeting their dilated gazes
            head-on. Not a single one was sober. They were all high on something. Even so, several looked at him with distrust. Evidently
            not everyone had forgotten that before he went to prison not everything had been copasetic. They clearly remembered that he
            and Sullivan had grown contentious with each other.
         

         
         Rowdy, his brother’s second-in-command, wore a grin for him, though. Even if that grin did not quite reach his eyes, Rowdy
            reached out and clapped hands with him.
         

         
         “Good to have you back.” Rowdy looked him over. “Looking fierce, man. Guessing they didn’t release you for good behavior.”

         
         “Nah. Thought I’d just go ahead and let myself out.”

         
         Zane and Rowdy laughed. “Same ol’ Reid.”

         
         “You couldn’t have come back at a better time.” His brother’s eyes glinted with excitement, reminding him of the kid he used
            to be, and that only made his chest ache harder.
         

         
         “That right?” Reid asked.

         
         Zane nodded eagerly, gesturing to the cabin. “Yeah.” He shared a look with Rowdy and the other guys, and Reid got the sense
            that he was missing out on some joke. “Let’s go inside and I’ll tell you all about it.”
         

         
         Reid followed him inside and did a quick scan of the living room, noting how run-down the place had gotten in the eleven years
            he’d been gone. It had never been the Four Seasons, but now the house smelled of sweat and stale cigarette smoke. The upholstery
            on the arms of the couch had worn off. Dirty white threads tufted up as if trying to escape from the piece of furniture.
         

         
         “We got something big going down, Bubba.”

         
         The sound of his little brother using his old nickname elicited a pang in his chest. He had a sudden flash of a little boy
            missing his front teeth chasing him around the trailer park. Bubba! Wait for me!

         
         That boy was gone. Zane’s eyes were bloodshot and dilated from God knew what drugs and a patchy beard hugged his cheeks. It
            was hard to reconcile him to the soft-faced boy Reid had last seen. Get over it, Reid. That boy is gone. Still. Easier said than done. His brother was the only family he had left.
         

         
         “Yeah?” Reid looked at the men standing around him, a prickling sensation crawling up the back of his neck.

         
         Zane chuckled lightly and scrubbed at the back of his neck under hair that fell long and greasy. He needed a shower. “Why
            don’t I show you?”
         

         
         Turning, Zane headed down the dark hall to the back bedrooms. The carpet was flat and matted beneath Reid’s shoes as he followed
            his brother. He felt the other men behind him, crowding close like anxious dogs. Something was definitely in the air. Feral
            and testosterone-laced. He recognized it from prison. Right before a fight broke out. Blood was in the water and the sharks
            were hungry.
         

         
         Zane opened the door to the master bedroom and stepped inside. Reid followed. He sucked in a breath as his gaze landed on
            the bed and the woman restrained there. His stomach pitched and a fresh wave of acid surged up inside him.
         

         
         Her hands were bound together with a cord that extended to the brass headboard. She sat board-straight on the edge of the
            bed, her knees locked tightly together. Her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. She had been crying, but now her eyes were bone-dry
            above the gag. She didn’t blink as her wide brown stare flitted over him, assessing him before flicking to the men at his
            back. Her nostrils flared as if scenting danger. She would be right about that. They were the wolves and she their next meal.
            Of that he was certain.
         

         
         She tossed her head and said something against the muffled rag stuffed in her mouth. Her dark hair was loose and tangled around
            her shoulders, trailing long over her cream-colored blouse. The shiny fabric was dirt-smudged and stained, but still looked
            expensive. Probably the most expensive thing in this cabin. A bruise marred the flesh of her cheek above the gag where someone
            had hit her, and something clenched in his gut.
         

         
         Even in her condition, Reid had no problem recognizing her.

         
         Fuck.

         
         “Surprise!” Zane waved at her.

         
         They’d done it. They’d abducted the President’s daughter.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three


         
         She’d stopped crying some time ago, but the urge returned in full force with the arrival of the new guy. He was bigger than
            the rest of them. He looked more ruthless. Something in his eyes, in the hard set to his mouth . . . there was no softness
            there. She wouldn’t be able to appeal to any part of him.
         

         
         He also seemed somehow more alert, more aware, more ready to snap than the rest of them. The rest of her abductors reminded
            her of children, anxious on their feet, unable to hold still. Their eyes, however, were dull and slow-moving. It was a strange
            contrast.
         

         
         The sharpness of New Guy’s hazel gaze could cut glass. She felt it slice through her as he stood there staring down at her
            with an empty expression on his coldly handsome face. She registered this with a swift sweep of her gaze. There was no denying
            he was sexy in a rough and ruthless kind of way. Even with a faint shadow of beard hugging his square jaw he was model-hot.
            Charles had nothing on this guy. Even Holly’s hot boyfriend was somehow less.
         

         
         Watching New Guy watch her, she lifted her bound wrists to her chest and attempted to twist her hands free. It pulled the
            cord tighter but she had to try. One of her abductors walked over and placed a hand on the top of her head, petting her like
            she was some kept animal. “We got
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