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    CHAPTER TWO


    Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania


    I sat in a rental car across the street, watching.


    They had already consumed several rounds of drinks at an Italian restaurant on the bottom floor of a downtown skyscraper that housed radio station KABC up on the top floor. The dinner rush was gone, except for seven station employees still going strong at a table near the front.


    Most of the conversation was directed at a tall, broad-shouldered man. Whenever he spoke, his companions laughed as if he were a comedian. This funny man was named Randy Sells.


    Sells stood and drained the rest of his beer before stumbling toward the back of the restaurant, bumping into chairs along the way. The restaurant didn’t have its own restrooms, so patrons had to use the ones in the office building. I had scouted that out earlier.


    I got out of my car, and sprinted across the street and through the lobby. I had to beat him to the restroom. I turned right and then left down a long hallway. I won. I heard his footsteps echoing behind me.


    He stopped. I stopped, too. He may have heard me, but he could not see me.


    Sells started walking again. His footsteps rounded the corner, toward me. I slipped out the back door next to the bathroom and into the alley behind the building. I left the outside door ajar.


    The stench of rotten food and urine hit me. Nauseated me. I kept my composure and remained silent. And I waited.


    Sells entered the restroom.


    A few minutes later he came out, shaking his hands dry.


    I eased the door open, took two quick steps, and put my arm around his neck. And squeezed.


    He brought his arms up to free his throat and began to writhe away from me. He was bigger than I thought.


    “What the hell do you—”


    I re-established my grip, took the stun gun out of my pocket, placed it under his rib cage, and fired.


    I held him tight and close as the electrical current pulsed through his body. After a time, he stopped struggling.


    I whispered in his ear, as if to a lover, “There are consequences to what you say.”


    He sagged into me, and I dragged him outside and laid him on the pavement. I stared at the handsome face and reached for my trusted bat, where I’d hidden it earlier. Time for batting practice.


    My swing was getting better.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Washington, DC


    Whitney Fairchild, junior Democratic senator from Missouri, strode down the steps of the Capitol. Landon Phillips, her legislative director, struggled to keep up despite his long legs.


    Landon briefed her on her remaining schedule for the day, reading from his electronic tablet as they crossed Constitution Avenue toward the Russell Senate Office Building.


    “You shouldn’t read that while crossing the street,” Whitney said.


    “You’re right, Senator. Bad habit.” He stopped reading and carried the tablet like a book. “At three o’clock, you’re scheduled for a photo op with kids from the elementary school with the highest points under the new Missouri scoring system. This will give you a chance to say a few words about education reform.”


    “Such as my plan to eliminate scoring systems?”


    Landon ran his fingers through his long hair. “Uh..., that might not be appropriate for the occasion.”


    “How about my plan to let teachers teach children how to learn rather than how to take a test?”


    “Not enough time.”


    “How about firing nonperforming teachers?”


    “Ditto.”


    “You’re no fun.”


    “You’re having lunch today with Senator Sampson at the Four Seasons,” Landon continued, “ostensibly to discuss Agricultural Committee work, but really his goal is to convince you not to separate farm subsidies from your welfare reform bill.”


    “He wants to break bread now after everything he’s been saying about me?” Whitney said. Sampson was Whitney’s rival for the Democratic nomination in the upcoming presidential primaries. Turning serious, she said, “Email his LD and work on a separate bill capping subsidies. The subsidies should be directed toward small- and mid-sized farmers only.”


    “Will do.”


    “Wait until after lunch.”


    A trim, fit man with black hair, a dark business suit and red tie, caught up to them.


    “Senator Fairchild, may I speak with you?”


    “Of course, Senator Hampton.” To Landon: “Give us a moment.”


    Landon walked a few paces away, finding something, as always, to read on his electronic tablet.


    She smiled at Hampton, his professorial glasses augmenting his self-proclaimed intellectual persona. “What can I do for you, Senator?”


    “I can deliver the votes on welfare reform, if you back off supporting the anti-personhood legislation.”


    “You know I can’t do that.”


    The Virginia Republican smiled as if it pained him. “But this is a state issue.”


    “No, this is a civil-rights issue.”


    “What about backing off the ERA? The deadline expired in 1982. It’s dead already, for God’s sake.”


    Whitney was shaking her head before he had finished speaking. “That’s because most people think equal rights is already the law. Eric, you’re wasting your breath. Give me something we can work together on. What about education? Immigration? The deficit?”


    His lips parted to say something else, but he closed them.


    “Maybe. I’ll see what I can do. I’ll be in touch. Good day, Senator.”


    He walked away. Landon rejoined her.


    “What did he want?”


    She filled him in.


    “That’s not going to happen.”


    “Not in my lifetime.”

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Fairfax, Virginia


    You heard the breathing first.


    Heavy breathing from one. Quick breaths through the nose from the one accustomed to fighting.


    Next, you heard the whack, whack, whack as gloves met flesh.


    Then, the smell: the overwhelming musk of teenage sweat.


    There were no lights.


    The “spectators” used the flashlights on their iPhones to illuminate the area. Some shone real ones.


    The two boys in the cage wore MMA gloves, but no headgear or pads. No shirts. No shoes. But—oddly—they both wore baseball pants. One was in pro-style knickers.


    Those were the rules.


    Blood speckled the fighter’s knickers like an impressionist painting.


    Not his blood.


    Watching the fight, a boy clung to the netting outside the cage. He held it tight to hold himself up. His knuckles stuck out like small stones in the dark.


    Every punch made him sick.


    He didn’t want to be here. If it were up to him, he would rather be anywhere else. Even home, doing homework. Or at the dentist, having a cavity filled.


    But he had no choice. Attendance was required.


    The fight would be over soon. The boy in the regular baseball pants was pinned against one of the poles. Each time he slipped off the pole from the sweat on his back and fell against the netting, the guy in the knickers would grab him, right him in front of the pole again, and pummel him some more. In the face. In the stomach. In the ribs.


    In between punches and exhalations, the guy in the knickers shouted, “That’s poppin’! That’s poppin’!”


    The spectators—also shirtless and in baseball pants—wore baseball caps. They chanted: “Poppin’! Poppin’! Poppin’! Poppin’! Poppin’! Poppin’! Poppin’! Poppin’! Poppin’!”


    The gladiatorial dogfight atmosphere intensified as the fight went on. The punches landed harder. The cheering louder. The sweat shinier.


    When the fighter against the pole finally faltered, the boy in the knickers threw him down and then lifted him by both ears and slammed his head to the turf.


    No one made a move to help the loser.


    Knickers started kicking him with the instep of his foot. “That’s hot!”


    The spectators chanted: “Hot! Hot! Hot! Hot! Hot! Hot! Hot! Hot! Hot!”


    The presumptive victor mounted the prone boy, pummeling his head with vicious punches: his left ear, then right.


    “Loser!” he screamed.


    A regulation fight would have been declared over.


    “Loser! Loser! Loser! Loser! Loser! Loser! Loser! Loser! Loser!”


    “Tap out, man!” yelled one of the spectators.


    “Yeah!” said another.


    “Do it!” said an opposing voice.


    “Fuck him up!”


    “Queer bait!”


    “Kill him!”


    “Let him die!”


    The victor’s arm rose high in the air to deliver the coup de grâce, the ensuing punch anticlimactic. Blood flew from the nose and mouth of the boy on the ground, drops spraying those who were watching.


    The vanquished fighter stopped moving, his long legs still. His arms extended perpendicular to his body. A crucifix without the cross. Even in the artificial light, the boy outside the cage saw the blood running freely from the prone boy’s nose and mouth. Both of his eyes, blackening.


    He looked dead.


    The boy outside still clung to the netting. His arms shook.


    He couldn’t hold it in any longer.


    A grumbling roiled in the pit of his stomach. The bile rose.


    Leaning forward, his head between his arms, he threw up on the ground. Teammates near him jumped out of the way.


    “Gross!”


    “That shit better not be on my pants, man!”


    “Wimp!”


    “Idiot!”


    “Faggot!”


    The name calling hurt the boy, although he should be used to it. He battled the tears trying to escape his eyes.


    He lost the fight.


    He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Made sure his baseball cap was on tight.


    And then he ran.


    *


    With his arms around their shoulders, to an observer, he appeared drunk. Good friends were helping him get home safely. The illusion ended when they dumped him on the front lawn of his parents’ home, his head barely missing the sidewalk.


    “That’ll teach you,” one boy said, kicking him.


    “Warriors don’t run,” said the other.


    The two ran back to the car, their sneakers loud in the quiet of the neighborhood.


    Every bone and muscle in his body ached. He scarcely registered the squeal of the tires as their car sped away.


    His chest rose and fell as he breathed. The only movement he was capable of.


    The stars burned bright against the black sky. The Little Dipper. The Big Dipper. Perseus—or was it Gemini? He had learned about constellations during a class field trip to a planetarium three years ago. Life had been great then. When he was young.


    Running away had been stupid. Where could he hide? He saw these guys every day. Two of them had grabbed him before he made it off campus. Tossing him into a car like a crumpled piece of paper, they had driven to a three-sided section of the main building. Back in the day, it had served as the student smoking lounge, if you could believe that. Now, just an area the high overhead night-lights and security cameras missed.


    Two other guys had joined them—one, the fighter in the knickers—and beaten the shit out of him until he passed out.


    Dew began to soak through his shirt. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been lying here. The grass, mowed to the perfection of a baseball field, smelled as the boy imagined heaven would. His dad took enormous pride in his lawn.


    He could lie here forever.


    Turning his head, he spotted it in the moonlight. “I thought I’d lost you.”


    He pushed himself up, picked up his cap, placed it on his head, and gingerly made his way to the front door. Pain shot through his hand as he extracted the key from his back pocket.


    Inside, quietly and painfully, he climbed the stairs. The noise of a television behind his parents’ closed bedroom door masked his footsteps as he tiptoed by. Some reality show that offered a different reality than their own.


    The boy entered his room at the end of the hall. Not bothering to pull off his pants or brush his teeth, he crawled into bed.


    An hour later, sleep still eluded him. He reached for his nightstand and removed a bottle of pain-relief pills hidden in the drawer.


    He’d taken a lot of them over the past two years.


    Shaking out four pills, he swallowed them dry and lay down and waited for them to work.


    As he drifted off to sleep, he remembered the name of the constellation.


    Perseus. The hero.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Fairfax, Virginia


    Why is it quiet upstairs?


    Jenny Thompson’s two youngest children, seven-year-old Mia and five-year-old Matt Jr., sat at the kitchen table, slurping cereal while playing games on their electronic tablets. Learning to multitask early. She often wondered whether her kids would be able to function, if forced to focus on one thing.


    “Don’t make so much noise,” she said. “It’s bad manners.”


    Both cut their eyes at her, briefly, and turned back to their tablets. And their slurping.


    Her husband, Matt, had left for the Mercedes dealership in Fairfax City, a short distance from their home. She’d packed his lunch, attaching a Post-it note to the plastic bag safeguarding his sandwich:


    I love you! See you tonight! Love, Jenny


    The i in tonight was a heart instead of a dot.


    As the general sales manager, Matt needed to be in the office early, most days arriving at 6 a.m. From the beginning of their marriage, they had decided that she would be responsible for waking, feeding, and sending the kids out the door for school in the morning. Yes, she was a stay-at-home mom—and proud of it—but that didn’t mean her days weren’t stressful.


    Like today.


    Jenny called up to her oldest son. Again. “Tyler, come on! You’re going to be late!”


    Her fourteen-year-old son used to be prompt and look forward to going to school. But when he hit his teen years, he became infected with the tardiness bug pandemic to most teenagers.


    Removing the stainless-steel skillet from the stove, she scooped the scrambled eggs onto a plate next to the bacon. She placed it in front of Tyler’s seat at the table. She poured him a glass of orange juice and texted him to hurry up.


    Her younger two children chewed their food, their intense gazes never leaving their screens. Despite their ignorance of her presence, a surge of love for them swept through her. They were growing up before her eyes. She could admire them all day, but she had her priorities.


    “Tyler, I’m not kidding!”


    After a last glance at Mia and Matt Jr. and double checking that the stove burners were off, she said, “I’ll be right back. Don’t move.”


    Like I have to worry.


    Making her way toward the front of their Colonial home, she climbed the stairs to the second floor. As she reached the top, she paused, her hand still on the wooden rail in need of refinishing. The smell of bacon permeated all the way up here.


    But something was off. It was too quiet.


    She shivered.


    After a few moments, she realized what was wrong. She didn’t hear music. Tyler always listened to music, mostly rap. Her Caucasian offspring from the suburbs couldn’t read, watch TV, or sleep without it. His favorite t-shirt sported YOLO—You Only Live Once—in gigantic yellow letters, lyrics of a song by his favorite artist, Drake. He wore the shirt so often that it had faded from its original black to a dull gray.


    Jenny shook off the bad thoughts and walked—conscious of each step—down the carpeted hallway to his bedroom, stopping at the door to listen.


    Nothing.


    She frowned. A gnawing started in the pit of her stomach, spreading through her body and into her fingertips. She placed her palm flat on his door, before slowly balling her hand into a fist. She knocked.


    No response.


    She knocked again, more insistently.


    Still nothing.


    “Tyler, open the door.”


    Her hand drifted to the knob, encircling it. She squeezed and turned. But the door did not open.


    It was locked, which wasn’t unusual.


    When he was eight years old, Tyler saw the movie The Haunting in Connecticut at a sleepover with friends. Ever since, he’d been locking his door before he went to bed.


    Jenny backtracked to her bedroom near the top of the stairs and through to the bathroom. She grabbed the bobby pin in a drawer of the vanity, kept easily accessible for just this purpose, and returned to Tyler’s door. She inserted the already straightened pin into the hole in the doorknob.


    A click. Success.


    Jenny inched the door open to ensure that she didn’t see anything she didn’t want to see. Tyler told her he had started sleeping in the nude about a year ago. When he hit puberty, he strutted around the house without a shirt, his underdeveloped chest impressive only to himself. Every real and imagined chin hair pointed out for her inspection.


    Yep. He still lay in bed, shirtless, the sheet thankfully covering the lower half of his body. She pushed the door open all the way.


    “Tyler, wake up, now! I mean it!”


    Stomping over to the bed, she stopped short.


    His face, swollen and covered with bruises, sported a black eye. The inside of his nose and the corner of his lips were crusted with blood. Her eyes scanned his torso, the bruises forming an intricate tattoo.


    What the hell had happened to her son?


    She grabbed his shoulder and shook him—


    And pulled her hand back as if scalded. Not because he was hot. Or warm. Just the opposite. Her son was cold. His shoulder barely moved.


    She cradled her son’s face in both of her hands. His eyes were closed. His face cold. An angel.


    A bruised and battered angel.


    Sleeping.


    No. This can’t be.


    “Tyler, baby, please! Wake up! Please, baby. Please.”


    She bent and placed her ear to his chest and then over his mouth.


    Nothing.


    She initiated CPR. Never trained, she imitated what she’d seen on a hospital reality TV show. She put her hands together and, using the pads of her palm, pressed repeatedly against his heart. She tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.


    Still nothing.


    After a few minutes, she stopped. Her efforts fruitless.


    Whispering in his ear over and over, “Wake up, baby,” she closed her eyes, the warm tears cascading down her cheeks and onto his.


    Still cheek to cheek, her eyes moved from his headboard to the lamp on his nightstand, to his cell phone streaming with texts until she spotted the medicine bottle laying on its side next to the phone. She reached for it.


    Turning the bottle around, she read the label.


    It belonged to her. A long-standing OxyContin prescription she used for knee pain, a constant reminder of her high school and college playing days.


    The bottle was empty.


    Only then did she start to scream. And couldn’t stop.


    Mia and Matt Jr. burst through the open door.


    “Mom! What’s wrong?”


    “What’s happening?”


    They stood next to the bed.


    “Why are you crying?” Mia asked.


    “Why are you in bed with Tyler?” Matt Jr. said. He pushed his older brother with both hands. “Wake up!” He recoiled and looked at her. “Why is he cold?”


    “I’m calling Dad!” Her daughter grabbed Tyler’s cell phone off the nightstand.


    Her children’s voices reached her through a thick fog. She didn’t register what they were saying.


    Matt and the paramedics arrived at nearly the same time ten minutes later. Her husband must have called 911. Jenny was still crying and screaming. By that time, her two youngest children had joined her.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Arlington, Virginia


    Jade Harrington holstered her Glock on her hip and sipped the remains of her morning coffee as she looked out at the small backyard of her townhouse. The melting snow from last week’s storm, unusual for April, exposed to the world her poor yard-work skills. Brown grass surrounded the concrete patio, the only furniture a rusted wrought-iron table and chairs. She couldn’t remember the last time she had sat out there.


    She glanced down at her cocoa-colored cat, Card, who stared up at her, a face of unmasked devotion.


    “What?”


    The cat continued to stare, a slight twitch of his ears the only evidence that he’d heard her. Placing the cup in the sink, she swooped Card up to cradle him like a baby and deposited a kiss on his forehead.


    “Love you. Gotta go.”


    The smartphone in the pocket of her gray dress pants buzzed. She shifted the cat to one arm as she fished it out. Christian. She answered. “Hey, you.”


    “Hey,” he said, his tone somber. Unusual for him.


    While FBI agents don’t have partners, she worked with Special Agent Christian Merritt more than any other agent. She wouldn’t want it any other way.


    Depositing Card on the floor, she placed her hand on her hip, ready, bracing for the bad news sure to follow.


    “What?”


    “My nephew... my wife’s sister’s son... he, uh, died of an apparent suicide. Last night. They... she found him this morning.” Silence. “Do you think—”


    Jade had started for the front door while he spoke. Grabbing her suit jacket off the back of a chair, she scooped up her briefcase and keys from a table in the foyer.


    “On my way. What’s the address?”

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    The White House, Washington, DC


    She looked across the desk at her Chief of Staff, Sasha Scott. “Ninety days.”


    President Whitney Fairchild sat behind the Resolute desk, a gift from Queen Victoria to President Rutherford B. Hayes in 1880. President John F. Kennedy was the first to use the desk in the Oval Office, as had many presidents since.


    She glanced around her office: the beige carpet with the presidential seal, the plush sofas and chairs, paintings of Lincoln, Washington, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Susan B. Anthony—she could never exclude the famous suffragette.


    “It hasn’t gone as I had hoped,” Whitney continued.


    Sasha shifted in her chair. “You haven’t accomplished anything.”


    Whitney proffered a wry smile. “Tell me how you really feel.”


    With both houses of Congress controlled by the other party, resisting—she preferred “obstructing”—every issue on her legislative agenda, her first ninety days in office had not gone well. Certainly not according to plan. This Congress allowed all legislation, even measures that had been supported by Republicans in the past, to languish or die.


    “Every president since FDR,” Whitney said, “has been judged on his accomplishments within his first hundred days. I only have ten left.”


    “But that Congress gave FDR everything he asked for,” Sasha pointed out.


    “Resulting in the highest GDP growth in history.”


    “I wish time travel existed. Like in all those books you read. We could swap this Congress for that one. So, what are you going to do?”


    “That is the question. Isn’t it?” Whitney held out her hand. “What’s on the agenda for today?”


    Sasha handed her several briefing books. “You’re meeting with the Gang of Twenty on comprehensive immigration reform.”


    “Eight. Twelve. Twenty. No matter how many members of Congress work on it, they cannot seem to come to an agreement.”


    “A few freshmen congressmen requested a meeting about paving the way for another pipeline through the Midwest.”


    Whitney didn’t bother to respond.


    “And the president of the National Education Association wants to hear your ideas for education in the twenty-first century.”


    “I’m not ready.”


    Sasha nodded toward one of the books. “Just repeat what’s in there.” She settled back in the guest chair. “Did you see Maddow?”


    “About Cole’s son?”


    She nodded. “Should be some show today. Cole’s show, I mean.”


    Cole Brennan, the top-rated conservative radio talk-show host in the country, was Whitney’s loudest and most vocal critic. His pledge during the campaign to support her had lasted exactly one day. Inauguration Day. Since then, he had criticized her every move, every decision, every outfit, every hairstyle. He even criticized her weight. His ratings had never been higher.


    This morning his eighteen-year-old son announced he was gay—and worse, a liberal—on a special edition of Rachel Maddow’s show on MSNBC. That he would do so on the liberal news commentator’s television show must have been a staggering blow to Cole.


    “Wish I had time to listen to it. Poor kid.” Whitney crossed her legs, her left index finger resting on her lips. Her thinking position.


    “What’s on your mind, Madam President?”


    “I’m worried. When was the last time you visited a truly diverse community? People live among other people who think like them, look like them, vote like them, and pray—or not—like them.”


    Sasha remained silent. She had heard all this before.


    “Dual economies,” Whitney said. “Different classes of people living side by side.”


    “The difference in income between the haves and have-nots,” Sasha said, “continues to grow.”


    “The wealthy continue to earn the majority of income, but middle- to lower-class wages stay the same.”


    “And it’s only gotten worse since you’ve been in office.”


    Whitney frowned. “Thanks.” Leaning her head back against the chair, she stared at the ceiling. “Nineteen eighty-two began the start of gated-community construction. The year of the Great Divide. Today, seventeen percent of all new homes over five hundred thousand dollars are built in gated communities.”


    “It’s no coincidence that ‘segregate’ contains the word ‘gate.’”


    Whitney smiled. “Ooh... I might need to use that.”


    “The question is: are the gates to keep people out or to keep people in?”


    Whitney thought about it. “Both.” She sighed and sat up. “I’m supposed to be the president who changes this. Reverses the trend.”


    “It’s still early, yet,” Sasha said, her pen ready. “What do you need?”


    Whitney gestured at the briefing books stacked on her desk. “These aren’t my legacy. Inequality is at its highest level in more than a century.” She brought her fist down, tapping the table. “Income equality is the issue I want to solve. That is my legacy. I need you to come up with a plan. A brilliant plan that will stimulate the economy, inspire the American people, and ensure that everyone shares in the benefit. Not just the one-percenters. But, most important—”


    “—will get buy-in on the Hill,” Sasha finished for her.


    “Work with—” She almost said “Landon.” It had taken her more time than it should to name his replacement for director of legislative affairs. “—Rick.”


    “When do you need it?”


    “Yesterday.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    Fairfax, Virginia


    Jade parallel parked her old Audi A4 behind the car in front of a traditional Colonial home. It wasn’t one of the McMansions that had sprouted like weeds in the DC metropolitan area in the 1990s and the first two decades of this century.


    Christian leaned against the trunk of a Bureau car, his arms crossed over his massive chest. His cropped blond hair stood at attention. He watched her approach.


    She gave him a brief hug. It was like embracing a mountain. Pulling back to look him in the eyes, she brought her hand to his cheek. After a moment, she said, “Let’s go.”


    A kid’s bicycle lay across the walkway that bisected the well-maintained yard. They stepped around it.


    He led her through the front door. A man the same size as Christian, but not as muscular, met them in the foyer. Christian gestured to Jade. “This is Special Agent Jade Harrington.”


    “Matt Thompson,” he said, subdued, extending his hand. He showed them to the living room, one step down off the foyer to their right.


    “Be right back,” Matt said, turning toward the hallway that led to the back of the house.


    Jade took in the immaculate room. A massive Matisse reproduction adorned one wall over the sofa, and a hodgepodge of framed photographs rested on an end table. She picked one up of Matt with a pretty, athletic woman and three kids, all smiling, their brown hair kissed by the sun. An orange promotional lifesaver ring with Carnival Dream in black lettering hung behind them. Matt’s wife resembled her sister—Christian’s wife, Amanda—but Amanda was blonde like her husband. Jade stared at the children’s faces.


    The silence in the house was deafening.


    A soft voice. “Hello?”


    Jade turned. Matt held his wife with both arms. She wore a pink bathrobe. Once fuzzy, it was now worn in several places. Enormous slippers in the shape of Goofy, the Disney character, adorned her feet.


    Jade placed the photograph back where she found it.


    “Honey, this is Agent... uh,” Matt looked at her, apologetic.


    “Jade. Jade Harrington.”


    “This is my wife, Jenny.”


    Her bloodshot eyes fluttered to Jade and widened. “Jade Harrington! The agent from the TSK case?”


    Jade had solved the Talk Show Killer—TSK—case four months ago, becoming a sudden and unwilling celebrity.


    Jenny knelt before Jade and hugged her legs. Crying. “I’m glad you’re here. I don’t understand. Why would my baby commit suicide? We were happy. We loved him so much.”


    Embarrassed, Jade didn’t move. She looked at Christian. Matt pried his wife from Jade’s legs, and guided Jenny to the sofa facing the hallway. Jade and Christian moved to chairs opposite them.


    “Ma’am. I’m not here in an official capacity. Christian and I work together. I’m just here for support.”


    He meant more to her than that, but didn’t think the situation warranted further explanation. She also didn’t say she was sorry for their loss. She knew loss. No words from a stranger could comfort them.


    To Jade, Jenny Thompson said: “The police just left. They took my boy.”


    “The coroner,” Matt murmured.


    “Tell me about your son,” Jade said, in the soothing voice she reserved for victims’ families.


    “He loves rap music. Plays it morning and night. Do you like rap music?”


    “This isn’t really about me.”


    “Baseball. He loves baseball. He was proud of his cap. He wore it everywhere.” Jenny smiled. “I remember when his coach gave it to him, he couldn’t wait to put his initials inside it.” She stopped smiling. “But he’s lost interest.”


    Jade couldn’t stop herself. “Were there any signs he was suicidal?”


    Matt stiffened next to his wife. “No.”


    After a pause, Jenny said, “Well...”


    Jade leaned forward, ignoring Christian’s glare. “What? What is it?”


    Jenny glanced at her husband. “Tyler seems different. He isn’t eating as much as he normally does. And he complains a lot about stomachaches and headaches.” Jenny spoke of her son in the present tense. As if he were still alive.


    “Anything else different about him? How was he doing in school?”


    “He used to be an A-B student. Lately, it’s been Cs and Ds.”


    “Was he sleeping?”


    Jenny shook her head, her body crumpling. She leaned against her husband, whose arms enveloped her.


    Christian stood. “I’m going to check on Amanda.”


    “She’s upstairs with the children,” Matt said.


    Christian shot Jade a warning look before he left.


    If he didn’t want me asking questions, he shouldn’t have brought me. Or left me alone with them.


    Jade waited for his footsteps to fade. “Did Tyler leave a note? An email? A text?”


    Matt shook his head.


    Jenny’s head popped up from his shoulder.


    “How would we know? They... the police... took everything. His laptop, his tablet, his phone.” She didn’t wipe away her tears. “Can you find out for us, Agent Harrington?”

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    Washington, DC


    “Ninety days and nothing,” he said into the microphone, shifting his bulk in the chair. “I hate to say ‘I told you so,’ but I told you this would happen if those people elected Whitney president. So, even though I hate to do it... I told you so!”


    Cole Brennan laughed, a high-pitched giggle that seemed incongruous coming from a man of his size.


    “Our new president has accomplished absolutely nothing in her first ninety days in office. Just like every Commiecrat before her. It’s a disgrace.”


    He glanced at the TVs mounted on the yellow and orange wall, each tuned to a different network: FOX, MSNBC, CNN, ABC, and CBS. No breaking news.


    “Let’s try to help her out, shall we? What should she be doing? I’ll take your calls now. Go!”


    He gazed at the computer screen with the list of actives. “What do you think, Jonah from Oklahoma?”


    “Cole Brennan! Wow, man! It’s an honor to talk to you.”


    “I know. What’s on your mind?”


    “What you’ve been preaching for years, man. We need to stop all these illegal aliens from entering our country.”


    “Couldn’t agree more. Our former president—God bless that ol’ cowboy—reneged on his promise to build a fence. A fence is too easy to circumvent, anyway. What we need is a wall to keep them out. A great big wall. The Great Wall of the USA. Bigger than the Great Wall of China. And we need a true visionary—a man—to build it and get the Mexican government to pay for it. A win-win.”


    “A great wall that’s free. Great idea, Cole. My town hasn’t been the same since the damn aliens took all our jobs. Anything you could do to keep them out—better yet, send them back—would be appreciated.”


    “Don’t think that’ll happen during Whitney’s only term, but I’ll do my best. Probably going to be the opposite. Next caller. Mason from Alabama. Go!”


    “Hey, Cole, love your show. How about keeping the Muslims out of our country? London elected one as their mayor, and now the mayor of New York City is one, too. They’re taking over the world! What are we going to do to prevent that from happening?”


    He took a sip of his ever-present sweet iced tea. “Well, she’s going to let everybody in. Even radical Islamic terrorists. It’s going to be like Motel 6. ‘We’ll leave the light on for you.’ But not all Muslims are bad, Mason. There are good Muslims. We just need a stricter process to keep the bad ones out. Wouldn’t you agree?”


    “You can keep ’em all out, as far as I’m concerned.”


    “The Statue of Liberty says something like ‘give me your tired, poor, et cetera, et cetera,’ but it doesn’t say anything about ‘give me your filthy, your Islamist, your terrorist.’”


    “You got that right, Cole.”


    He took several more calls in the same vein before wrapping up the segment. “Where is the candidate that represents our views? A real honest-to-God conservative who will make America great like it used to be. Is anybody out there? Hello? Hello?”


    He sighed. “Well, everyone, we’ve run out of time. This is Cole Brennan protecting your life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness. Join us again tomorrow for ‘The Conservative Voice.’”

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Washington, DC


    Christian leaned into her fourth-floor office at the Federal Bureau of Investigation headquarters, a hand on each side of the door frame. “Got a minute?”


    The question that wasted her time more than any other.


    Jade looked up from a case file. She glanced at the numerous files stacked neatly on her desk and back at him. “Not really.”


    “Tough. We have a visitor downstairs.”


    They navigated through the throng of agents traversing the lobby in all directions. Jenny Thompson sat on a low couch, her hands resting on her lap. She didn’t rise as they approached.


    Jade sat next to her. “Mrs. Thompson.”


    Christian remained standing next to Jade.


    “I didn’t tell you about the bruises. The scratches.”


    “On Tyler?” Jade said.


    “His arms. His legs. Chest. Back. Face. Especially his face.”


    Jade’s gut told her what had been happening to Jenny’s son. Softening her voice, she said, “At your house, you mentioned some of your son’s symptoms. Do you think he was being bullied?”


    Jenny shook her head. “I told Matt that Tyler was going through teenage stuff. Girl problems. Teachers. Homework. Parents.”


    Jade waited, expecting Jenny to fill the silence. She didn’t disappoint.


    Jenny scrunched up her face. “If he was being bullied, I would’ve known.”


    The likelihood of Tyler telling his mother he’d been bullied was low. Not something a lot of kids—especially teenage boys—would discuss with their parents.


    Jade would know.


    Jenny hesitated. “They found pictures.”


    “Who?”


    Jenny’s jaw set. Voice clipped, she said, “The police found... pictures of him on the Internet. Naked pictures. Buck naked.”


    Jade glanced up at Christian.


    He stared at his sister-in-law. “Tyler?”


    “The police said...” She fell silent for a moment. “Someone took pictures of my son in the shower at school. In the locker room.”


    Jade started to take Jenny’s hand and then thought better of it. “Is that why they think—?”


    “There’s a Twitter account,” Jenny said, tears flowing down her cheeks. “Dedicated to my boy. A ‘fan’”—she made air quotes—“account, and it has the vilest, nastiest tweets about my son. That he was gay and had a small penis and that he liked his baseball teammates a little too much. Someone tweeted: ‘Nobody loves you.’ It received over a hundred ‘likes.’”


    “Jesus,” Christian said.


    Jenny’s voice rose, her breathing heavy. “People shouldn’t be allowed to say whatever they want on the Internet, right? And take your picture without permission? They can’t get away with this. Can you do something?”


    Other agents glanced at them as they passed by.


    Jade said, “There’s nothing we—the FBI—can do. Maybe the county police can trace who created the account.”


    “They said it was created from a public computer, and they’re having a hard time tracing it. I want answers! I need to know who did this to my son!”


    “Mrs. Thompson, you’re going through a horrible time, but I must ask you to calm down.”


    “Calm down? Calm down? I don’t want to fucking calm down. My son is dead!”


    She started to rise, but Christian grasped her in a one-armed bear hug and returned her to the couch. “Jenny, if we’re going to help you, you must get ahold of yourself.”


    She waved at Jade. “But she said there’s nothing you can do. You can’t fucking help me. Can you bring my son back? Can you find out who did this to him?”


    Christian and Jade looked at each other, but didn’t respond.


    After a few moments, Jenny’s breathing steadied.


    Jade ventured another question. “What else did the police say?”


    “They’re worthless. They can’t help me. No one did anything to help my son. Not even me. Tyler was smart. Cute. Almost beautiful.” Jenny Thompson gave her a defiant look. “But one thing I know for sure. I know my son. And he wasn’t gay.”


    “How can you be sure?” Jade said.


    “They won’t leave us alone,” Jenny said, ignoring Jade’s question.


    Jade glanced at Christian bewildered and back to Jenny. “Who?”


    “Reporters. Camped outside our house. Fire questions at us as we try to get in our car. Follow my kids to school and Matt to work. I can’t watch the news.”


    She put her hands over her ears and bent at the waist.


    Someone in the Fairfax County police department had allegedly leaked to the media that Tyler Thompson had been cyberbullied. You couldn’t turn on the TV without seeing the elaborate “Bullycide” logo next to Tyler’s adorable high-school yearbook picture with the faux forest behind him.


    Jenny sat up. “There’s more.”


    What now?


    Christian tensed.


    “The police also discovered that Tyler exchanged texts with a girl at school. I didn’t know her. He never talked about her. Never showed me her picture. But from the texts I could tell he really liked her.”


    “Who was it?” Christian asked.


    The infinitesimal smile that appeared on Jenny’s face at the thought of her son’s happiness disappeared quickly. “I don’t know. Turns out the girl played a joke on my son. All those fucking kids ganged up on him. That bitch never cared for him. The bullying wasn’t what got to him.” Jenny looked at Jade. “When Tyler found out that girl was laughing at him behind his back, that’s what did it.


    “That’s why he took his own life, Agent Harrington.”

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    The White House, Washington, DC


    Whitney packed the stack of briefing materials into her case and made her way up to the residence. It was only seven p.m., but she needed a break.


    She had the rest of the evening to herself. Grayson was in Missouri running the family firm, Fairchild Industries, and her children were off at school: Chandler was a senior at the University of Missouri, and her daughter, Emma, a sophomore at Princeton. Whitney had not seen them since Easter.


    She was alone. Well, alone if you didn’t count the Secret Service. Or the White House staff. Or the residence staff. Or the military staff.


    Setting the briefcase on a stand by the front door, she walked to the wine refrigerator in the living area and selected a bottle of 1997 Opus One. On the sofa, she tucked her legs under her. Holding the wine glass in one hand, and the remote in the other, she flipped through the channels on the flat-screen stopping on MSNBC. Another rally in progress.


    Over the last week, rallies—protests?—had broken out in several major cities across the country, the one televised now in Philadelphia. The protesters seemed to come from all walks of life. Different races. Different ages. Different genders. Different religions.


    Whitney turned up the sound.


    “What we’re seeing now is different from the Occupy Wall Street movement of years ago,” said the red-headed male MSNBC commentator in front of a fake vista of the Liberty Bell. “These protests are more urgent, more desperate, and they don’t seem to be going away anytime soon.”


    She sipped her wine. Because the problem isn’t going away anytime soon.


    “What do they want?” the anchor in the studio asked.


    “To close the gap. According to the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office, wealth for the rich has increased two hundred and seventy-five percent while increasing only forty percent for the middle class. For the poor, twenty. The top twenty percent own sixty percent of the wealth in this country.”


    More like eighty-five percent. The American people underestimated the share of wealth owned by the wealthiest individuals. But people were waking up. Reports had come in that income inequality protests were not only happening in front of businesses and banks, but also gated and other exclusive communities. Protesters had barred residents from entering their own homes. Fights had broken out in airports over first-class upgrades. In airplanes over the use of the bathroom in the forward section by coach passengers unwilling to wait with the four hundred other passengers for the three restrooms in the rear.


    After a commercial break, the studio anchor introduced Evan Stevens, an influential liberal blogger. Handsome, with a short, trimmed beard and dark hair combed into the latest style, Stevens was a fastidious dresser. Everything about him seemed to be studied perfection. He railed against income inequality, an issue he had been battling for a long time.


    People were starting to listen.


    After several minutes, she muted the television and glanced at the stand in the foyer. The briefing books awaited her. Although she had a spacious office next door in the Treaty Room, usually, when she worked from “home,” rather, upstairs, she ended up here. On the sofa.


    Whitney closed her eyes, trying to forget—temporarily—this issue that had concerned her for years. The issue that could undermine not just her presidency, but her country.


    Income inequality.


    The outside wants in.

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    Fairfax, Virginia


    Still pumped up, literally, from lifting free weights after practice, Zach Rawlins guided his BMW around the final curve before the entrance to his parents’ subdivision. Since his father purchased the car and made the payments, the Beemer didn’t really belong to him. A technicality his father reminded him of often.


    Wending his way through the neighborhood, he needed to hurry. His father didn’t like for him to be out late on a school night, especially when he had the car. Zach’s mind drifted to his conversation with Kaylee after third period. She was captain of the junior varsity cheerleading squad for football, basketball, and baseball; he was captain of the JV baseball team. Handsome—everyone had told him so since he was a kid—a good student, and a jock. What’s not to like?


    They were perfect for each other.


    Brianna, also a cheerleader, wanted to go out with him—she hinted she wanted a lot more than that—but he never settled. He wanted only the best. The best car. The best girl. He lived in the largest house in the neighborhood. If you didn’t want the best, why bother?


    After all, he was his father’s son.


    Zach slowed to turn into his driveway. For such a well-to-do neighborhood, the developers had skimped on lighting and neglected to install enough street lamps. The yard was shrouded in darkness. He looked up at the house. Most of the lights were turned off, his mother no doubt in the living room drinking a highball and watching The Real Housewives of some American city. He didn’t understand how she could watch those shows all the time. They were stupid. All the drama.


    His father probably wasn’t home yet, working late at the office again. Good. No rush.


    He parked twenty feet away from the garage, the inside of which was reserved for his parents’ cars. Grabbing his backpack from the passenger seat, he opened the car door. Before he could slam the door closed, he heard a soft scraping sound in an otherwise still night.


    What was that?


    Zach turned his head to check out the yard on the side of the house where the noise came from.


    Something hard hit him in the head.


    “Fuck!” he screamed.


    A baton? A pipe? A baseball bat? Whatever it was, it hurt like hell.


    Dropping his bag, he clutched his head with both hands. He pulled his hands away, his left saturated with a dark liquid. Blood. His blood.


    “I’m going to kick your ass, motherfucker.”


    As the anger surged through him, he cocked his arm back to deliver a Hail Mary punch. He caught a glimpse of his assailant. And paused. Surprised.


    His hesitation cost him his life.


    The person hit him in the head again.


    “Damn it!”


    A long-ball hitter, quickness was never Zach’s strength. He didn’t raise his forearms in time. The assailant hit him in the exact same spot. Now that fucking hurt. He yelped and grabbed his head again, which made him unprepared for the blow to his kidney. The pain cut to his core. The air left him. He doubled over.


    The next blow came to the side of his leg, followed by two more in quick succession. Something popped in his knee.


    Shit, I’m going to miss the rest of the season. Need to start fighting back.


    But the blows kept coming.


    His mind lost track of which part of his body was experiencing which pain. He couldn’t get up.


    He never had the chance to fight back.


    His last thought was not of his parents or his friends or his teammates. His last thought was of Kaylee. She wouldn’t go out with him with his face looking like this.


    Before he drifted off into eternal darkness, his head was lifted by his hair. The roots tugged at his scalp. Zach had no energy left to scream.


    Before his eyes, a photograph. Before he had time to formulate a name, his face was smashed into the ground.


    And then, he felt nothing at all.

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    The White House, Washington, DC


    Whitney turned off the television. She didn’t want to be, but she was right about this issue. Things were going to get worse before they got better. The quality of life must be improved for all Americans, not just the ones at the top. If people revolted, the impact would spread beyond businesses and the boycotting of their products. The republic itself could be at stake.


    She hit the remote for the stereo. The Four Seasons, op. 8 by Antonio Vivaldi was already loaded in the CD player.


    She closed her eyes for a moment, a deep breath drawing the music in to soothe her. Unbidden, thoughts of Grayson arose—or as the mainstream media had dubbed him, “The First First Man.” Some in the alternative media called him “The First Dude.”


    Whitney had never asked her husband during or after the election to turn over the reins of Fairchild Industries to one of his brothers or a professional CEO. During the transition, the Right had had an apoplectic fit, clamoring for him to place the business in a blind trust. Grayson never considered it. Since she wasn’t a director or shareholder, and thus neither exercised any influence nor received any direct benefit from the business, she had hoped to assuage the public’s conflict of interest concerns. The conservative media still wasn’t buying it.


    She hadn’t asked Grayson to lead a pet cause like prior presidential spouses: the war against drugs, mental health, or supporting veterans. One of his unofficial responsibilities, to be a senior counselor to her and attend select cabinet meetings, would have bored him to tears. He hadn’t made any appearances on her behalf, much less visited the poor and disenfranchised in other countries or helped to shape citizens’ perception of her initiatives.


    He wasn’t much of a First Gentleman.


    But that was fine with her. She didn’t need the distraction.


    His current job was important. As the CEO of a multi-billion-dollar agriculture and biotechnology conglomerate, his employees and customers and stockholders depended on him. He tried to live a normal life, despite the ever-present press corps and the small Secret Service detail shadowing him. He had resisted even that, until he realized they were going to follow him around anyway.


    The media, of course, was having a field day. Grayson was not only neglecting his duties as the First Gentleman, but shirking an honor and a tradition and a privilege—although not constitutionally mandated—entrusted to him by the American people.


    And the American people didn’t like it.


    The media speculated about their long-distance marriage.


    Ted Bowling, her campaign manager, had told her that a recent poll had ranked her in the bottom twentieth percentile for “family values” out of all US presidents, a ghastly result considering the competition and unwelcome news, particularly for a female politician.


    She and Grayson had lived separate lives for such a long time, while she was a representative and then as a senator in Congress. Back then, they would see each other once a month. Either she would go to him or he to her. It worked for them.


    Now, he always came to her.


    At times like this, she missed Landon, her congressional legislative aide. Their debates about politics. Late-night strategy sessions. Reading contests. The comfort of being able to discuss almost anything with him. He would have flourished in the White House, relishing the challenge of working with an obstructionist Congress.


    For the last few months, those on the Right had tried to make more of what happened. The “TSKgate” scandal had overshadowed her presidential transition. Allegations had swirled about her complicity or knowledge of Landon’s crimes. And that she hadn’t done anything to stop him. FOX News had accused her of being the mastermind, an accusation repeated so often that, by some, it was now considered fact. FOX would continue to fuel the conspiracy until the next scandal erupted. Created by the network, if necessary.


    She glanced at her watch. Seven p.m. in Missouri. He would still be at work.


    He picked up on the first ring.


    “Hello, darling,” Grayson said.


    “Still at the office?”


    “Acquiring a biotech company in California.” He sounded upbeat. “How was your day?”


    “Unproductive,” she said.


    “Why is that?”


    “Most of my legislative agenda has been stonewalled. These protests across the country concern me.”


    “Anything I can do?”


    “Run for Congress?”


    “No thanks. After this acquisition, why don’t I come and spend some time with you? I can make some appearances. Join you at some events.”


    “Excellent idea.” She glanced at her briefing books again. “Darling, I must run. Work is calling. I’ll call you tomorrow. Love you.”


    “I love you—”


    Whitney hung up.

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    Washington, DC


    “Ask me what I did this weekend.”


    She studied her colleague Special Agent Dante Carlucci. He dressed for work as if he were going out. Jade never understood how he could afford such expensive suits on his salary. His features independently—dark brown curly hair, long nose, and one ear slightly higher than the other—appeared out of sync, but together, they complemented each other. Handsome, and he knew it, Dante never passed a mirror he didn’t like.


    Even though they’d had run-ins in the past, the status of their relationship was one of détente. They didn’t entirely trust each other, maybe didn’t even like each other, but over the last year they’d developed a grudging mutual respect. It didn’t mean she couldn’t give him shit when warranted.


    “I don’t care.”


    “It’s not like that. I met someone. Her name’s Laurie. I cooked dinner for her. French, my specialty.”


    “And?”


    “We watched a movie, and I took her home.”


    His cologne wasn’t as overpowering as usual. Perhaps this woman was a good influence on him. Maybe now Jade would be able to work near him without gagging.


    “Sounds as if you have a girlfriend.”


    “I think I do.”


    “I’m happy for you. Bye.”


    “What about you?”


    She tore her eyes away from the file she wanted to return to reading. “What about me?”


    “Don’t you ever go on dates... with anyone?”


    “I don’t date.”


    “You should. It might take the edge off.”


    “Take the edge off what?” Christian said, filling up the doorway to her office.


    “Nothing.” Jade, in resignation, set the file down. “How was it?”


    Christian had spent the morning attending his nephew’s funeral. He shook his head.


    Jade’s desk phone rang.


    The receptionist: “A Lieutenant John Briggs with the US Park Police is on the line.”


    “Lieutenant,” Jade said. “What can I do for you?”


    “I saw you on the news. The Talk Show Killer. Great work.”


    “Thanks.” She didn’t take compliments well. She straightened the items on her desk while she waited him out.


    “Anyway,” he said, “I caught a case you may be interested in.”


    “I’m listening.”


    “There’s been a murder here. In Gravelly Point Park.” He paused. “It’s bad.”


    Gravelly Point Park was located just north of Reagan National Airport.


    Oops. Zoe would kill me.


    Zoe, her best friend, believed it was blasphemy to call the Washington, DC airport by any other name than its original: National Airport. A true-blue liberal Democrat, Zoe might have been a little biased.


    The park, a few hundred feet from one of the runways, was considered one of the best places in the United States for aircraft spotting—the hobby of watching airplanes take off and land. The site attracted all kinds of people: casual observers, aviation buffs, locals, and tourists. Jurisdiction over Gravelly Point Park fell to the US Park Police.


    Why was he calling her?


    Jade received calls like this often. Local police from all over the country requested her involvement in their cases. She should tell Lt. John Briggs that she was busy.


    “How so?” she replied.


    “The vic was a boy,” he said. “Between fourteen and seventeen.”


    “With all due respect, Lieutenant, I still don’t understand why you’re calling me.”


    “The manner in which he died made me think of you. Well, TSK. Beat his vics with a blunt instrument, right? A baseball bat?”


    Jade’s heart beat faster, as she glanced over at Christian and Dante. “Are you saying this victim suffered similar injuries?”


    “Did you hear about the murder of the high-school kid a few nights ago? The one killed in his parents’ front yard? Next to their BMW?”


    “Sure. What about it?”


    “I called the cop who caught that case, and she’s on her way over.”


    “You think they’re related?”


    “I think you might want to have a look, too.”


    Jade took one last glance at the neglected file. “We’ll be right there.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    Seattle, Washington


    “Daydreaming again?”


    Yes.


    He glanced at his father standing in the hallway just outside his office. Although in his early sixties, he was still tall and fit, except for a small belly increasing in size in direct proportion to the number of craft breweries opening around Seattle. Noah was built like him.


    Noah Blakeley, the chief operating officer of his family’s international shipping firm and scion of one of the first families of Seattle, had been watching the local news on the TV in his office in the Pioneer Square neighborhood near downtown. Protests across the country dominated the noon broadcast.


    Income inequality was a major problem. Not only in this city and in the US, but in countries around the world. A huge supporter of the president, he was skeptical of the federal government’s ability to find a solution given the current dysfunctional Congress. Raising the minimum wage would be a start, but not a panacea. He had done his part. The lowest-level employees in his firm earned twice the state minimum wage. And Washington had one of the highest minimum wages in the country.


    He’d met President Whitney Fairchild before, once, during her campaign, hosting the future president and most of Seattle’s wealthiest Democratic contributors in his home in Madison Park, an affluent neighborhood in Seattle.


    He wondered if she remembered him.


    Given the net worth of his father’s company, one would think Noah’s office would be nicer. His television was the opposite of flat: the silver, boxy thirty-four-inch, early 2000s model sat atop a metal filing cabinet, threatening to squash it at any moment. The TV weighed over a hundred pounds.


    Good luck hanging that on the wall.


    His oak desk, purchased at a secondhand store, rested on a threadbare carpet, which had been traversed many miles before its installation.


    Noah wasn’t much better than his father. His clothes displayed his own frugality: frayed pants, partially untucked shirt, and scruffy brown shoes. People who passed him on the street would never guess he was a multi-millionaire. Like a lot of wealthy people in Seattle.


    The most valuable thing in his office was the view. He gazed across Puget Sound to the hills of West Seattle. In the distance, low-hanging clouds surrounded the lofty snowcapped Olympic mountains.


    Lofty. Like Noah’s dreams.


    He wanted to change the world. Make it a better place. Make a difference.


    His father, however, dismissed his dreams, believing Noah had bought into all that talk about “white privilege” and was suffering from some kind of guilt over it. He didn’t feel guilty about being Caucasian and wealthy, he just didn’t think it was fair that some people were fortunate to be born white or in an environment with all the advantages.


    Income inequality plagued him.


    “Just thinking...,” Noah finally answered. He hesitated, knowing it was a waste of time. “About the foundation.”


    A few years ago, Noah’s family had formed a philanthropic foundation, which now contributed generously to many causes. Not just in the greater Seattle area, but across the country.


    “I want to run it, Dad,” he said, trying to keep the desperation out of his voice. “I’d be good at it. It’s a better fit for my skills and passions. I can make a difference. A real difference.”


    His father remained silent.


    Noah rushed on. “August should run the business. He’s a better businessman than I am. We should switch places. How could it hurt to try?” When he wasn’t running the foundation, his older brother, August, spent most of his time sailing on Puget Sound. Noah often wondered when he stared out the window at the Sound, if his brother was staring back at him from his boat, cocktail glass raised. Laughing at him.


    His father glanced out the window. “I want a detailed report of container shipments by country for the last month. Bring it to my office in fifteen minutes. And be prepared to discuss it.”


    He cast one last look at his son and left.


    Noah unclenched his fist and grabbed the worry beads next to his desktop computer. Sitting back, he closed his eyes, and breathed deeply as he shifted each bead from his left hand to his right.


    When he completed the circle, no less worried than when he started, he faced his computer and called up the operations software to produce the report his father wanted.


    As he waited for it to print, he realized that even though the worry beads hadn’t fully relaxed him or relieved his stress, they had worked. Grabbing the papers off the printer, he hurried to his father’s office.


    They had calmed him down enough to face him again.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    Arlington, Virginia


    Christian crossed the Memorial Bridge and, one hand on top of the steering wheel, guided the Bureau car south on the George Washington Parkway. Jade preferred driving her own car rather than checking one out of the motor pool.


    Located in Arlington, Virginia, Gravelly Point Park was separated from DC by the Potomac River. Riding shotgun, she gazed out the passenger window, ignoring the dirty water, and choosing to stare instead at the monuments of the capital city. Dante lounged in the backseat.


    There was no question as to where the body had been found. Lights flashing, US Park, Arlington County, and Fairfax County police cars were parked everywhere in a haphazard, Matchbox-cars-like fashion. Christian pulled into the parking lot.


    Before she could completely exit the vehicle, a man rushed up to her.


    “Agent Harrington? Lieutenant Briggs.”


    Jade introduced him to Christian and Dante. They followed Briggs as he sliced through a group of officers standing around the body. The officers parted. No one asked to see her badge.


    Everyone knew who she was.


    Briggs nodded to a forensic tech to open the body bag. The surrounding officers quieted. Other than the chirping of a nearby bird, the opening of the zipper was the only sound in the tranquil morning.


    Pulling on nitrile gloves, Jade bent next to the corpse. She winced at the sight of him. So young. The injuries were similar to TSK’s victims all right, except for one thing.


    “This perp’s
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