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  Chapter one
Run


Twenty minutes. That's what Griffin said. Twenty minutes until he arrived. Until we had to decide. Until everything changed. My hands wouldn't stop shaking. I stood at the window, watching the surveillance car parked across the street. The man inside hadn't moved in three hours. Hadn't left. Just sat there in the dark, waiting. 
My phone buzzed. Text from Miranda: Board vote moved to 2 PM tomorrow. Be safe. Tomorrow. The vote that would determine if Noreen controlled Titan Capital. If my position stayed protected. If any of this mattered. But first, we had to survive tonight.
Grace came downstairs, rubbing her eyes. "Mama? Why are you standing there?"
"Just looking outside, baby."
"At what?"
"The sky. It's pretty tonight."
She came to the window and looked out. Didn't see the surveillance car. Didn't see the threat. Just saw darkness and streetlights and normal things. "I don't see sky. Just dark."
"You're right. It is dark." I picked her up. "Let's get back to bed."
"Not tired."
"I know. But you need to rest."
Linda appeared at the top of the stairs, understanding without words. "Come on, sweet pea. I'll read you another story."
"Two stories?"
"Three if you're good."
Grace went with Linda, trusting and safe, while I stood at the window counting minutes.
Noreen was on her phone, pacing the living room, her voice low and urgent. "I don't care what time it is. Call every board member. Tell them the FBI raided Margaret. Tell them we have evidence. Tell them—" She stopped. "Then make them listen."
She hung up and looked at me. "Half the board doesn't believe Steve's evidence is real. They think it's fake. Made up to hurt Margaret."
"It's not fake. You saw it."
"I know. But they haven't seen it. And without seeing it, they think this is just activist drama." She sat down heavily. "If I lose the vote tomorrow, Roth liquidates. Your position disappears. All the protection we built vanishes."
"And Margaret wins."
"And Margaret wins." Noreen's voice was bitter. "Even from jail. Even after everything. She still wins."
Headlights turned onto our street. I tensed and watched. A dark sedan pulled up slowly and stopped three houses down.
"That's not Griffin," I said.
Noreen came to the window. "How do you know?"
"Because Griffin said twenty minutes. It's only been twelve."
The sedan's engine stayed running. No one got out. The surveillance car flashed its lights. Once. Twice. The sedan flashed back.
"They're signaling each other," Noreen said. "Coordinating."
My chest tightened. "We need to leave. Now."
"Griffin said to wait—"
"I don't care what Griffin said. Margaret has two cars watching us. Maybe more. We're sitting targets," I said.
From the basement, a sound. Steve. Moaning. In pain. Linda came down the stairs quickly and quietly. "Steve's fever is spiking again. 104.2 F. He's not going to make it if we move him."
"He's not going to make it if we stay." I looked at the two cars outside, both waiting. "They're not surveillance. They're a kill team."
"You don't know that," Noreen said.
"Yes, I do." I thought about the warehouse and Keller's heart attack. "This is how Margaret works. She waits. She positions. Then she moves."
Another set of headlights. This one coming fast. FBI plates visible even in the dark. Griffin. He pulled up in front of our house, got out, suit, badge, gun visible. He walked to the door with purpose. I met him there, chain still on. "There are two other cars. One across the street. One three houses down. They were signaling each other."
Griffin's expression didn't change. "I know. I saw them."
"And?"
"And we need to move. Now. They're not FBI. They're not police. Which means they're Margaret's."
"How did they find us so fast?"
"Because Margaret owns half this town. Because Steve was right. She has people everywhere." Griffin looked past me. "Where's Adler?"
"Basement. Sick. Fever spiking."
"Can he walk?"
"Barely."
"Then we carry him." Griffin checked his watch. "We have maybe five minutes before they make their move. Maybe less."
Noreen stepped forward. "Who are you really? How do we know you're not one of Margaret's people?"
"You don't." Griffin pulled out his phone and showed her the screen. "But that's FBI Assistant Director Lee. I'm video calling him right now. You can verify I'm real, or you can stand here arguing while Margaret's people kick down your door."
He dialed. A man's face appeared. Asian, fifties, looking tired. "Griffin. Status?"
"At the Parker residence. Multiple hostiles outside. Requesting immediate extraction."
"Approved. Team is en route. ETA fourteen minutes."
"We don't have fourteen minutes."
"Then get them out. Go to your secondary location. We'll meet you there."
Griffin hung up and looked at me. "Your choice. Trust me or trust them." He pointed at the window. The surveillance car door was opening. The man getting out.
"Decide now."
I looked at Noreen, at Linda standing at the top of the stairs, at the basement door hiding Steve. I made a choice. Opened the door for Griffin to come in. "Linda, get Grace. Noreen, help me with Steve. We're leaving."
Everyone moved. Linda ran upstairs. I heard Grace protesting. "But Mama said—"
"I know, baby. Change of plans. We're going on an adventure."
Noreen and I went to the basement. Steve was conscious, barely. He saw us coming. "What's happening?"
"Margaret's people are outside. We're leaving."
"Can't. Too weak."
"You don't get a choice." I grabbed one arm, and Noreen grabbed the other. "We're carrying you." We pulled him up. He screamed, the wound tearing, blood soaking through the bandage. But he was up. We half-carried, half-dragged him upstairs. Each step was agony for him. Agony for us watching.
Griffin was at the front door, looking out the peephole. "They're coming. Both cars. Four men. Maybe five. Armed."
"Back door," Linda said. She had Grace, wrapped in a blanket, half-asleep and confused.
"They'll cover the back," Griffin said. "We go out the basement window to the side yard. My car's there."
"Your car's in front," I said.
"Not mine. My partner's. Unmarked. Gray Honda. Keys are under the mat."
We went back to the basement, moving quickly. Steve's weight made everything harder. Griffin broke the glass from the window, knocked out the frame, and made it bigger. "Ladies first."
Linda went through, Grace in her arms. I heard her land outside with a soft grunt. Noreen went next, faster and practiced, as if she'd done this before.
"Adler. You're next."
"Can't fit."
"You fit or you die. Choose." Steve tried. He got his head through, his shoulders, then got stuck. The wound and bandage were too bulky.
"Take it off," Griffin said. "The bandage. Take it off."
"He'll bleed out—"
"He'll die here if we don't move. Take it off."
I ripped off the bandage. Steve screamed. Blood everywhere, fresh and hot. But he fit through. We pushed. He screamed louder, the wound tearing, skin catching on broken glass. But he was through. Linda and Noreen caught him outside and held him up.
"Your turn," Griffin said to me.
"You first."
"I'm trained for this. You're not. Go."
I went through, scraping my side on glass. I felt blood but didn't care. I landed in dead grass, cold and dark. Griffin came last, just as we heard the front door crash open inside. Wood splintering. Men shouting.
"FBI! Come out with your hands up!"
Griffin smiled, cold. "Still pretending."
We ran through the side yard and into the alley. Griffin's partner's car was there: a gray Honda, ordinary and forgettable. Keys under the mat. Griffin got in the driver's seat and started the engine. I got in back with Steve and Noreen, while Linda and Grace were in front.
Behind us, men poured out of my house, three of them, guns drawn, looking for us. But we were already gone. Griffin pulled away smoothly, no screeching tires, no drama, just a gray Honda leaving an alley. It could have been anyone. One of the men saw us and raised his gun.
"Get down!" Griffin shouted. I pushed Steve down and covered Grace with my body. A shot. Glass shattered. The rear window exploded. Grace screamed. Griffin floored it. The Honda lurched forward, fast, faster, taking corners hard. Another shot hit the trunk, metal crunching. Then we were around the corner, gone, lost in the maze of Cleveland streets.
Grace was crying, full sobs, while Linda held her. "It's okay, baby. We're okay. You're okay." But she wasn't okay. None of us were okay. I looked at Steve. He was unconscious, blood pooling on the seat beneath him, the wound completely open now, nothing stopping it.
"He's going to die," I said.
"Not if I can help it." Griffin drove fast but not recklessly, taking random turns to ensure no one followed. "There's a trauma kit under your seat. Use it."
I found it. Military style. Packed with supplies: gauze, pressure bandages, clotting agents. I worked on Steve while Griffin drove, trying to stop the bleeding and keep him alive. Noreen helped, holding pressure and following my instructions. Her hands were shaking but steady enough.
"Where are we going?" Linda asked, her voice too calm, the one that meant terror underneath.
"Safe house. Off the grid. Margaret doesn't know about it."
"How can you be sure?"
"Because I'm still alive." Griffin checked the mirror. "If Margaret knew where I lived or where I hid people, I'd be dead. Like Keller. Like everyone else who got close."
We drove out of the city, into darkness, country roads, no streetlights, no other cars. Grace had stopped crying, just hiccupping, exhausted and confused. Linda held her. "Sing with me, sweet pea. You know this one."
She started singing softly, some lullaby. Grace joined in with her tiny, broken voice. And somehow that made it worse, that beautiful broken singing while Steve bled and men hunted us, and everything fell apart.
Twenty minutes, that's how long we drove. Then Griffin turned onto a dirt road, trees closing in, dark and thick, no houses, no lights, nothing.
"Where are we?" Noreen asked.
"Nowhere, which is the point."
The cabin appeared, small, dark, hidden among the trees. Griffin pulled up and cut the engine. "We're here. Let's get Adler inside." We carried Steve; he was unconscious, deadweight, leaving a blood trail behind us.
The cabin was one room, basic: bed, couch, kitchen, old furniture, everything worn but clean. We put Steve on the bed. Linda went to work immediately, checking vitals, stopping the bleeding, doing what nurses do when people are dying and there's nothing else to do but try. Griffin locked the door and checked the windows. "We're safe here. For tonight at least."
"And tomorrow?" I asked.
"Tomorrow we figure out what comes next."
He pulled out his phone and made a call. "Assistant Director Lee. We're at the secondary location. Safe. But Adler is critical. We need medical support."
He listened; his face remained unchanged. "Understood. Morning then. And Lee? We need a team. Full protection. Margaret knows they escaped. She'll be looking."
He hung up and looked at all of us. "FBI team arrives at dawn. Eight agents. Full tactical. Until then, we sit tight."
Grace was asleep in Linda's arms, exhausted, traumatized, but alive. Noreen sat in the corner, staring at nothing, phone in her hand. The board vote tomorrow, her father's company, everything on the line. Steve was unconscious, fever-sick, bleeding, maybe dying. And I stood in the middle of it all, watching my world break, watching everything I'd tried to protect fall apart.
Griffin brought me coffee. I didn't remember him making it, didn't remember him having a kitchen. "Drink. You need it."
I drank; it was terrible, too strong, too bitter, but hot, real. "Did we just make it worse?" I asked. "Running?"
"No. Staying would have been worse. Margaret sent a kill team. Not surveillance. Not watchers. People meant to clean up loose ends." He sat down. "You, Linda, Grace, Steve. All loose ends."
"And now?"
"Now you're under federal protection. Margaret can't touch you without declaring war on the FBI. She's not that stupid."
"Isn't she? She killed Keller. She tried to kill Steve. She doesn't care about the FBI."
"She cares about not dying in prison. Killing a protected witness? That's life without parole. She's too smart for that."
"But sending people to my house wasn't?"
Griffin was quiet. Then: "She's desperate. The FBI raid spooked her. She knows we're close. So she's moving fast. Trying to eliminate threats before we build the case."
"Did she eliminate Steve?"
We both looked at the bed. Linda was working. Steve was still. Too still.
"I don't know," Griffin said. "But if he dies, we need that evidence from Chicago. Without it, Margaret walks."
"He won't tell you where it is. He said he needs to be there."
"He doesn't get to make demands."
The room went quiet. Just Steve's ragged breathing. Grace's soft snoring. The wind outside. Noreen walked to the window. She stood next to Griffin. "The board votes at two tomorrow. I need to be there."
"That's a risk."
"Everything's a risk now." She looked at her phone. "Miranda says it's 50-50. Half the board wants to fight Margaret. Half wants to cut losses and run. I need to convince them."
"With what? Steve's evidence is in Chicago. You have samples. Margaret's lawyers will call them fake."
"I have Steve's testimony. His willingness to turn on Margaret. That means something."
"It means he's scared. It doesn't prove Margaret's guilty." Griffin turned to face her. "You need the full evidence. Bank records. Wire transfers. Margaret's signatures. Everything. Without it, your board votes to liquidate. Olivia loses protection. We all lose."
"Then we get Steve to Chicago."
"He can't travel. Look at him." We all looked. Steve was gray. Sweat-soaked. Dying, maybe.
"Then we go without him," Noreen said. "He tells us where the evidence is. We retrieve it. Bring it back."
"He won't do that."
"Make him. This is bigger than his paranoia. This is justice for my father. For everyone Margaret killed." Noreen's voice grew hard. "I'm not letting her win because Steve Adler doesn't trust the FBI."
"I'm standing right here." We all turned. Steve. Conscious. Barely. His voice was so weak I almost didn't hear it.
"And I heard every word. You want the evidence? Fine. But I'm not telling you where it is. I'm not giving you the passwords. I'm not trusting the FBI with everything until I know I'm safe."
"You're under federal protection—"
"Keller was under protection. He's dead." Steve coughed, blood on his lips. "I'm not dying before I see Margaret in prison. That's the deal. You keep me alive until I testify. Until she's convicted. Then I'll give you everything."
"That's not how this works—"
"That's how it works now." Steve's eyes found mine. "Olivia understands. She knows. Trust gets you killed. The only currency left is leverage. I have leverage. That's why I'm still breathing." He closed his eyes and passed out again.
Linda came over. "His fever's dropping. One-oh-two point eight. The antibiotics are working. Slowly, but working."
"How long until he can travel?" Griffin asked.
"A week. Maybe more."
"We don't have a week."
"Then he dies. Choose." Linda's voice was flat. "You push him to travel, you kill him. His wound will open. He'll get septic. He'll die before you get him to Chicago."
Griffin swore quietly, viciously. Noreen pulled out her phone. "I'm calling Miranda. Telling her I'm flying back for the vote tomorrow morning. If I miss it, we lose everything."
"Margaret will be looking for you—"
"So I'll be careful. I'll use private security. I'll take precautions." Noreen looked at me. "But I'm not losing my father's company because I'm scared. That's not who I am." She went outside to make the call, letting the door close softly behind her.
Linda put Grace on the couch and covered her with a blanket. "She's exhausted. Traumatized. But she'll sleep."
"Will she be okay?" I asked.
"I don't know. She watched men break into our house, heard gunshots, ran through the night. She's three." Linda sat down heavily. "But she's strong. Like you. She'll survive."
Griffin's phone buzzed. He checked it. "My team is in position. Eight agents forming a perimeter around this property. No one gets in without us knowing."
"What about getting out?" I asked.
"That's up to you. You want to run? Run. I won't stop you. But Margaret will find you. She always does. Or you stay here. Let us protect you. Let us build the case. Let us put her away."
"And if Steve dies before he tells us where the evidence is?"
"Then we improvise. Find other witnesses. Build a circumstantial case. It's not perfect, but it's something."
"Something isn't justice."
"No. But sometimes something is all we get."
I looked around the cabin. One room. Five people. Hunted. Scared. Hoping the FBI could protect us. Hoping Steve lived long enough to testify. Hoping Margaret didn't find us first.
Outside, dawn was coming. Gray light filtered through the trees. The first birds sang. The world woke up as if nothing was wrong. As if people's lives weren't shattering. As if justice wasn't hanging by a thread.






  
  Chapter two
The Cabin


Grace woke up crying. Not screaming. Not the nightmares she used to have. Just quiet tears rolling down her face while she stared at the unfamiliar ceiling. "Mama?" 
I was already there. I had been watching her sleep for the past hour, making sure she was breathing, making sure this was real. "I'm here, baby."
"Where are we?"
"A safe place. A friend's house."
"Why?"
"Because some bad people were at our house. So we came here."
Grace sat up and looked around the cabin. One room. Strange furniture. Windows showing trees instead of the street. Morning light coming through dirty glass. Nothing familiar. Nothing safe. "My toys?"
The question broke me. Her favorite things. The stuffed elephant Linda gave her. The blocks Leo bought before he died. The books we read every night. All left behind. All gone. "At home. We'll get them soon."
"When?"
"I don't know."
Her face crumpled, lower lip trembling, eyes filling with tears again. "I wanna go home."
"I know, baby. Me too."
Linda appeared from the kitchen corner. She had been making coffee on Griffin's ancient stove. The smell filled the cabin. Strong. Bitter. Real. "Morning, sweet pea. Hungry?"
Grace nodded, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.
"Well, this house doesn't have your favorite cereal. But we have toast. And I found some jam."
"Strawberry jam?"
"Grape. Is that okay?"
Grace considered this. Serious. Like it was the biggest decision in the world. Then she nodded. Simple. Three years old. Just wanted strawberry jam and her toys and to go home. I watched her eat. Toast cut into triangles. Purple jam smeared on her face. Happy for this one small normal thing.
Outside, voices. Griffin talking to his team. They'd arrived at dawn like he promised. Eight FBI agents. Two SUVs. Setting up a perimeter around the cabin. Making us safe. Supposedly.
Steve was still unconscious on the bed. Fever down slightly from last night. 102.5 F. Better than the 104 F he'd been running. But his wound kept seeping, blood soaking through the fresh bandage Linda had just changed an hour ago.
Noreen sat in the corner chair, still wearing yesterday's clothes. Hair pulled back. No makeup. She looked younger without it. Vulnerable. Hadn't slept. Just stared at nothing while her phone sat in her lap, waiting for news from New York. The board vote, originally scheduled for 2 PM today. But that felt like a lifetime away. Everything felt far away. Unreal.
Griffin came back inside, bringing cold air with him. He closed the door softly so Grace wouldn't notice. "My team is fully deployed. Two agents at the road. Two in the woods on each side. Two with the vehicles. Full communications. Motion sensors on the perimeter." He poured coffee, black, no sugar. "We're as safe as we can be out here."
"How long can we stay?" I asked.
"Long as we need. This place is off the grid. No utilities in my name. No paper trail. Cash purchase ten years ago." He glanced at Steve. "How is he?"
"Fever's down. But he's still unconscious. The wound keeps bleeding."
"Can he travel to Chicago?"
"Not for at least a week. Maybe more."
Griffin swore, quietly but viciously. "We don't have a week. Margaret's already looking. Every hour Steve stays hidden is one more hour she searches."
"So what do we do?"
"We get him stable enough to talk. Get the information about Chicago. Then we go get the evidence ourselves."
"He won't tell you. He said last night—"
"I know what he said. But he doesn't get to make demands. This is a federal investigation. He cooperates or we leave him to Margaret." The words hung there, cold and true.
Noreen's phone rang. She looked at the screen and answered quickly. "Miranda. What's wrong?" She listened. Her face changed, color draining, eyes going wide.
"When? How many votes?" Pause. "Are you sure? Completely sure?" She hung up and looked at us. "Emergency board meeting. Nine AM instead of two PM. Roth called it."
"Why?" Griffin asked.
"He says he has new information. Claims my father was killed because of illegal activities. Says the fund is at risk if I take over. Says I'm too emotionally compromised to lead." Her voice grew hard and angry. "He's trying to force the vote before I can get there. Before I can defend myself."
"That's in ninety minutes," I said, checking the clock. 7:36 AM.
"I know." Noreen stood and grabbed her jacket. "I need
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