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“I can do this all night.” Dare spit blood as he struggled to take another breath. His shoulders had stopped hurting when the jewel thieves who’d strung him by his wrists to the ceiling had taken their baseball bats to his body.

He was lying. He already had a couple broken ribs, possibly a fractured leg as well. Almost certainly a punctured lung. The only reason he was still alive was because the thugs with the bats wanted to punish him for infiltrating their gang.

“We’ll be more than happy to accommodate you, cop.” The biggest of the thieves shouldered his bat for another swing.

Darkness crept into the edges of Dare’s vision, and he lacked the will to fight it off. His failure to check in before following the jewel thieves into the warehouse was going to cost him his life. No one would know what happened to him until his mangled body was pulled out of the harbor.

The thief froze mid swing as the shriek and strobing flash of the fire alarm filled the warehouse. He dropped the baseball bat to the cement floor with a clatter and a loud curse. While his partners scattered, the thug glanced around frantically for the box of diamonds that had been sitting on a nearby crate moments earlier. A siren in the distance joined the wail of the alarm and the thief swore again as he gave up on his haul and ran after his fellows.

Dare blew out a ragged breath as his consciousness faded. Relief was only a spark against the pain and submission that filled him. Breathing was hard. Thinking was harder still. Unless that siren came from an ambulance, they’d probably still find him too late.

“Let me guess, you’re disguised as a pinata.” JT stepped from the shadows with the box of jewels under his arm and cocked his head up at Dare.

“Get out of here, kid, before they come back.” Dare coughed and tasted blood. Each cough tore at his side like a knife. Blackness edged his vision as he fought to catch his breath. His foster son was supposed to be at school.

“Are you kidding? They’re not coming back here.” JT scoffed. He scanned Dare critically and frowned. His voice was low and worried when he spoke, “You’re hurt bad, aren’t you?”

Dare hung his head and fought to stay conscious. JT didn’t need to be here. Didn’t need to witness another death. “Go... home..., JT.” His field of vision narrowed and JT disappeared again.

* * * * *
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THREE DAYS IN THE HOSPITAL wasn’t nearly enough. Dare winced as he pulled the shirt JT had brought him over his head. If it hadn’t been for JT, he’d have probably insisted on staying at least another night. But his son had refused to leave his side; not even Reverend Arnobit had been able to persuade the teen to leave the room. The nurses had fallen in love with him, so food and comfort hadn’t been lacking for either of them, but there was still school to consider, and the truth was that JT had already missed a ridiculous number of school days since Dare had taken him in .

Dare couldn’t prove it, but he suspected his close shave frightened JT just a little. The relief on JT’s face when the doctor had cleared him to go home and the speed with which he’d agreed to run to the nearest department store and buy him some clothes to go home in told a little of how Dare’s injuries had weighed on the thirteen year old.

“Chief Beckley’s on his way.” JT shifted in his seat for about the thirtieth time. “Said he had some questions for you anyway.”

With an absent nod, Dare sat back on the foot of the bed. Merely getting dressed had drained him to the point he was seriously second-guessing his decision to leave.

“Dare.” JT leaped the distance between his chair and the bed and landed beside him. His son placed a hand on his back and looked up at him with concern. “You okay? I can get a nurse, tell her you need to stay another day – or a week.”

“I’m fine, ‘mother’.” Dare pulled JT close and rubbed his fist into his son’s unruly brown hair. “Looking forward to sleeping in my own bed tonight. The sooner the better.”

JT pulled himself free with a laugh. “At least you had a bed. I’ve slept on rooftops more comfortable than that chair.”

The reminder that his foster son’s life hadn’t gotten easier since he’d taken him in him didn’t sit well with Dare and he frowned. “Kid, back at the warehouse, I appreciate your intervention. But what were you even doing there? You could have been hurt. Or killed.”

“You would have been killed.” A fierce look filled JT’s eyes. “I was watching your back, like any good partner.”

“JT.” Dare sighed. “You’re not my partner.”

“Mr. Darren?” Nurse Insley stuck her head into the room and smiled at them. “Your ride’s here. Are you ready for me to get the wheelchair?”

“Cool, I’ll push.” JT jumped up from the bed eagerly.

“Maybe it would be better if you carried the flowers.” Not that the nurse would let JT push, but the image of himself clinging white-knuckled to the arms of the wheelchair as JT careened around a corner was less than appealing.

JT made a wry face, but scooped up the vase of flowers sent by the police department.

Even with the nurse’s help, getting from the bed to the wheelchair was excruciating. His discomfort didn’t escape JT’s notice. The teen’s excitement to leave faded to wary watchfulness and an unspoken offer to help. Dare shook his head. If he needed JT’s help just to make it to the car, he may as well go back to the hospital room.

Chief Beckley’s car pulled forward in the pickup queue and Dare turned to the nurse escorting him out.

“Thanks for all your help.” Dare used a cement barricade post to pull himself to his feet and gave the nurse a weak smile. He nodded to the white SUV. “My ride’s there and I think my son’s got my stuff.”

He looked to JT, but his son wasn’t watching him any more. Something in the street had caught his attention. Dare followed his gaze to see a blue compact jump a median.

“Dare...” JT’s voice was a squeak as the passenger window of the car rolled down and the barrel of a machine gun poked out.

Gunfire erupted from the car, a staccato “pop,” “pop,” “pop” that reverberated through the close-set buildings. JT froze and dropped the vase he was holding, his eyes wide.

The pops turned to pings and thunks as the stream of bullets strafed the waiting cars, sending patients diving for cover. Dare shoved JT down behind Chief Beckley’s car and dove after him, covering his son’s body with his own as Chief Beckley returned fire. Dare gasped against the jarring pain of hitting the sidewalk on his injured side and blacked out for a moment.

When he woke, the street was silent.

“Dare!” JT wiggled out from under him and laid a pensive hand on Dare’s back. “No. No. Not again,” he begged unsteadily. His voice cracked and faded. “Please be okay.”

“I’m fine.” Dare groaned and pushed himself up to sitting. His side protested painfully, but he was up. “Bruised, but fine.”

JT sat back on his heels, closed his eyes, and let out a shaky breath. “I thought...” His voice caught and a shudder shook his body.

“Whoa, kid, are you all right?” Dare laid his hand on JT shoulder, scanning him for any injuries. None were visible, but JT’s face was as white as the sidewalk and he trembled under Dare’s grip.

“Fine. I’m... fine.” JT shook his head violently, shrugged off Dare’s hand, and jumped to his feet. “Come on, they’re getting away.”

“JT, stop.” Dare called after him. JT listened and stopped running, but he didn’t turn back. The teen’s body tensed and his fists clenched, but even that didn’t seem to stop the tremors. What had made this attack different?

Not different. The same. Dare caught a sharp breath. In all the violence JT had witnessed, this wasn’t his first drive-by shooting. His mother had been a victim of gang violence when he was little. JT had been with her, and was injured, but survived. The incident had marked the change from what had simply been a hard life, to one filled with more trauma than Dare suspected even he knew about.

“Let the police handle this one.” Dare pushed himself to his feet in spite of the ache in his side. He kept a steadying hand on Chief Beckley’s car as he crossed to JT and laid a gentle hand on his shoulder.

“Like they handled it last time?” JT shook off Dare’s hand, but stayed put.

Chief Beckley had gotten out of his car and was barking orders into his cell phone. He gave Dare a questioning look, but Dare waved him off. He could handle JT, and Chief Beckley could handle the shooters.

“This isn’t like last time. Nobody’s hurt. Chief Beckley’s already got officers hunting those guys.”

“I could see it happening again.” JT’s voice was small and quiet. “When the window came down and the gun came out, it was like I was back in Kane Terrace, walking home from the store with my mom.”

That explains why he froze. Dare frowned as he resisted the urge to pull the thirteen-year-old into a tight hug.

“I saw the thugs, their mask, the gun. When the shots started, I was so scared I ducked behind a trash can. I didn’t even realize I was hit until after the police got there.” JT hugged his arms to his chest and shuddered. “My mom... they said she probably didn’t realize she was hit either.

“When the shooting stopped, I crawled to her side and held her hand until the police took me to the hospital. The police never caught the guys in the car and I had nightmares of the shooting for weeks.” His voice became a hard whisper, “At least until they were replaced with ones of Grayson’s beatings.” He met Dare’s gaze with red-rimmed eyes. “When you went down, it was like the whole thing was happening again. It was all I could do to keep from hiding behind the trash can like last time.”

“It’s okay.” Dare slipped an arm across JT’s shoulders. “I had your back, just like you had mine.”

“They’re not the same guys, are they? Come to finish what they started?” JT’s eyes begged for reassurance. “I mean, five years is a long time on the streets. They weren’t after me, right?”

“The police determined your mom was killed in a random act of gang violence.” The last thing JT needed was more guilt. “And these guys could have just as easily been after me for betraying the gangs during the diamonds case.”

JT didn’t look entirely convinced, but some of the tension in his shoulders relaxed. His face brightened and he said excitedly, “I saw the plates, this time, though. That’ll help, right? As long as it’s not stolen.”

Dare looked up to see Chief Beckley slip his cell phone back into his pocket and head toward them with a grim expression. It was something, and by the look on Chief Beckley’s face, they would take what they could get.
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Dare linked his fingers together, pushed his hands toward the ceiling, arched a kink out of his back, and grimaced at the sharp pain in his side. Three weeks since the drive-by and no leads. The car had been stolen, and still hadn’t been recovered. It had all happened too fast for anyone to get a good look at the shooters, and no other attempt had been made on either him or JT.

JT hadn’t mentioned the shooting again, and actually hadn’t made any attempt to investigate it himself, not that Dare had noticed anyway, and he’d been keeping a closer eye on his son than usual. In fact, JT had been even more punctual about curfew and diligent with his homework than usual. 

If it was JT they were after, was it because of something he saw as Crimebuster? The idea that JT might have been the target didn’t sit well with him at all. The fear that JT’s past as the Kane Terrace informant had finally come back to haunt them had kept him late every night, reviewing case files and looking for anything they might have missed. To make matters worse, he hadn’t gotten anything more for his trouble than a need for a chiropractor.

His phone buzzed on the desk beside him and the Cops theme began to play. JT’s idea of a joke, and the tone set specifically to his son’s calls.

“Dare? Have you left yet?” JT sounded breathless and his words were barely audible over the connection. “I found something you might be interested in.”

Dare slumped back in his chair and raked his fingers through his hair. He should have known JT’s behavior had been too good to be true. “The only thing I’m interested in is whether you have your homework done.”

“I’ll get to it. Listen. Word on the street is that the drive-by was a paid job.”

That wasn’t news. “Who was the target?” Dare held his breath. Let it be me, Lord. I don’t know what I’ll do if they’re gunning for my son.

“I don’t know yet, but I know how to find out.” JT paused and a rustling noise filled the phone, followed by a dull thud and a soft grunt. “With one hand. Cool!”

Dare squeezed his eyes shut, not sure he wanted to know what daredevil stunt JT was doing one-handed.

“Meet me at the corner of Mayfield Street and Green Avenue. I tracked a hitman interested in taking the contract. If we get there in time, maybe we can even find out who’s paying.”

“JT, no.” The idea of JT confronting a trained killer – one that might be hired to kill JT himself – made Dare’s stomach clench. “Stand down until I get there.”

The connection went dead, leaving him staring at a silent phone.

Biting back a low curse, Dare replaced it instead with a silent prayer, Lord protect my fool-hardy son. Trusting God with JT’s safety had been one of the hardest things to learn since Dare had become a new believer. He jammed his phone into his pocket and rushed to his car. 

Years of training and streetwise caution failed as he focused single-mindedly on getting to JT before he got himself murdered. He absently glanced both ways as he dashed across the parking garage. The garage was sparsely filled and the only car in motion was far enough not to worry about. A roar echoed in the cement enclosure as the car’s engine revved and the vehicle sped toward him.

Instinct kicked in and Dare dove for the protection of a nearby parked SUV, aiming to tuck and roll out of the way of the approaching vehicle. The attack had come too fast, and he’d been too distracted. He hit the pavement too hard and his left arm gave out from the force of the impact. His still-healing ribs took the brunt of the fall, but his head clipped the cement and he blacked out.

* * * * *
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HE WAS ALIVE. THAT was clear before he even opened his eyes. He hurt far too much to be dead. He also didn’t have to open his eyes to know he wasn’t in the hospital or at home. The heavy, filthy scent of decay tipped him off there. He peered through a slit eyelid into the dimly lit room. Three men sat at a small table playing cards in a hotel room so cheap the wallpaper behind them was stained and peeling. Dare himself was in one of the pair of matching double beds. 

Correction. He flexed his arm. He was tied to one of the beds, both wrists pulled above his head and bound to opposite corners of the headboard. His ankles were also bound together tightly enough he couldn’t feel his feet.

How long have I been here? The heavy curtains blocked all light from the windows and he couldn’t see the clock on the nightstand without turning his head and alerting his captors that he was awake. JT has to be worried about me. 

“Why am I here?” Why aren’t I dead was the real question, but he didn’t want to push his luck.

“Look who’s finally awake.” A wiry thug with suspicious eyes rounded the table and gave Dare a grin too wide for his narrow face. “You’re here because you’re worth a lot of money to me.”

Dare laughed outright. “You’ve got the wrong guy. Do you have any idea what a cop makes?”

The thug laughed, too, a mean, superior laugh that made Dare’s heart skip. 

Anna’s life insurance? Dare’s mind scrambled for other options as he twisted his wrists against the bonds. It wasn’t that much. The diamonds? Not even this guy can be so stupid to think the city would hand them over in exchange for me. 

“A hit?” Dare stopped struggling and searched the thug’s face for a reaction. “Someone paid you to jump me?” He’d made a lot of enemies over the years, so it made sense. Mostly.

Why leave him alive?

“Now you’re on the right track, genius.” The thug gave him a mocking smile.

On the right track, but not quite there. What was he missing? His pounding headache and throbbing side made it almost impossible to think clearly.

“Get his phone.” The lead thug gestured to one of the other men at the table, who scooped Dare’s cell out of a pile of his belongings on the other bed and flipped it to the leader. The lead thug tapped the screen and grunted. “Password?”

Dare raised an eyebrow. “Use your own phone.”

The thug clenched his fist around the phone and backhanded Dare across the face. Dare’s head snapped back and his mouth stung.

“You want to die now?” The thug shook the phone in Dare’s face. “Unless you’d like the first clue your friends get of your disappearance to be when they find your body floating in the bay, I suggest you tell me the password.”

Dare licked the blood from his lip. “AED0324” Anna’s initials and their anniversary.

The thug tapped in the code, pointed the camera lens at Dare, and started typing.

Evidence of his success in capturing me. The ropes and bloody nose are a good touch.

A tinny rendition of the Cops theme rose from his phone. “You leave my son out of this!”

“Gag him.” The lead thug smiled, tapped the screen, and held the phone out in front of him.

Dare’s eyes went wide at the screen lit with JT’s name. He clenched his teeth and pulled his head as far as he could from the rag that the other goon tried to shove in his face.

“I want to talk to Dare,” JT demanded from the speaker on the phone. 

“That picture is the only contact you’re gonna get, punk.” The lead thug sneered at Dare. “10k. Wayside Hotel, room 113. No cops. Or the next pic you get will be of your daddy filled with bullet holes.”

“JT, don’t!” Dare’s cry was interrupted by the thug stuffing a cloth into his mouth hard enough to make him gag.

A low cry came over the phone, then silence.

“I’m not an idiot.” When JT finally spoke, his voice was tight and hard. “And neither are you. We both know I can’t get that money without help. And even if I could, I can’t guarantee you won’t just kill both of us and keep the money.”

“That’s your problem.” The lead thug lifted the phone closer to his mouth. “You’ve got twenty-four hours. If I even hear a siren, he’s dead.” He tapped to disconnect the call and stuffed the phone into his pocket.

Dare shouted into the rag and yanked against the ropes that held him to the headboard until his side throbbed and his wrists and shoulders ached.

Chuckling, the lead thug leaned forward and pulled the rag from Dare’s mouth. “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch what you said.”

“Look, I’ll write you a check for twice that.” Dare tried to negotiate desperately. JT was more likely to try to rescue him than to pay the ransom and these guys had enough weaponry to arm a small nation. “Just please leave my son alone.” 

“I’ve heard such great things about you, Darren, but you don’t seem that sharp to me.” The lead thug shook his head and sat on the second bed. “This isn’t about you or your money. It’s only about the punk kid you’re protecting.”

Crimebuster. Dare’s worst fear rose up to strangle him. If JT’s identity as the Kane Terrace informant was known, keeping his foster son alive would be nearly impossible.

“What do you want with JT?” Keep them talking. Find out how much they know, and who else knows it.

“Your little punk should have died with his worthless mom on the streets.” The thug checked his gun, then picked up a second and checked it, too. “I’m being paid a lot to make sure we correct that error.” 

A wrath-filled defense of his family rose up in Dare’s chest, but died on his lips when he realized the thug was referring to JT’s birth mom. “You killed Maggie Vargas?” It was a small relief; at least Crimebuster wasn’t the target and JT’s identity was safe for now.

“Nah, but I don’t mind offing the punk for the money we’ve been offered.” The thug made a show of examining a sub-machine gun. “Though I can’t imagine why a kid would be worth a hundred grand.”

That was a lot of money, but JT’s life was worth far more. “I’ll pay you two hundred thousand to walk away.” Dare couldn’t trust the thug not to take the money and kill him and JT anyway, but he’d never live with himself if he didn’t at least make the offer. If money could save JT, they could have all he owned. “My wife’s insurance policy. You can accompany me to the bank and I’ll draft you a cashier’s check.”

The two lesser thugs glanced at each other as if considering the suggestion, but the lead thug just laughed. “And risk you alerting the cops somehow? Do you really think I’m nuts?” The thug leaned toward Dare and gave him a wicked grin. “Besides, your punk survived my first attempt and I have a reputation to uphold.” He picked up the sub-machine gun and pointed it at Dare’s face. “You, on the other hand, I haven’t decided whether to auction you to the gangs or shoot you myself on principle.”

Ice cold fear spiked Dare’s veins. JT would come – of that there was never a doubt – and Dare would be forced to watch helplessly as yet another member of his family taken from him. If God didn’t intervene and spare JT’s life, his own death at the hands of the gangs would be an almost welcome relief. Lord, keep my son in your hands.

“You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” Dare forced a tight grin. JT wasn’t dead yet, and Crimebuster had proven a formidable foe to smarter crooks than these guys.

The thug tapped the muzzle of the gun against Dare’s chest. “You? Not impressed. If you’re a religious man, you’d better start praying. You and your brat have twenty-four hours to live.”
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“Chief Beckley?” JT kept his voice low to avoid giving the older man a heart attack. It was bad enough he was sneaking up on the guy on his own front porch.

Chief Beckley jumped anyway, dropping his keys and placing his hand on the butt of his pistol as he spun to face JT. 

“JT?” Chief Beckley blew out a slow breath and dropped his hand to his side. “Where did you come from?” His eyes narrowed in the darkness. “Where’s Dare?”

“Dare’s been kidnapped.” JT was taking a risk talking to Chief Beckley at all, maybe even gambling with Dare’s life, but he couldn’t get the money on his own, and four hours on the roof of the liquor store across from the hotel room hadn’t given him any better ideas. “They want ten grand and no cops or they kill him.”

“You did the right thing.” Chief Beckley’s expression hardened. “I’ll handle this. I’ll do everything I can to get Dare back safely.”

“No.”

“No? Look, you’re not Crimebuster anymore. You’re just a kid, and I’m not about to get you involved in this.”

“I am involved.” JT clenched his fists and turned the screen of his phone to Chief Beckley, showing him the photo the kidnappers had sent him. Dare was hurt and he was not about to let anyone cut him out. “I know where he’s held and I know the timetable. I
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