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  Chapter 1


The cold air cut through Charlie’s jacket as soon as he stepped out of the Suburban parked outside the Best Western in Maggie Valley, North Carolina. He looked over the mix of evergreens and bare oaks behind the hotel, toward the clouds hanging over the Smoky Mountains. 
Breathing into his cold, dry hands, he was sure he caught a hint of the Jack Daniels he drank the night before. 
He’d spent a good part of the evening at the Coyote Grille, but left early to sit by the firepit alone outside his Winnebago. Thanks to a friend who owned the property, he’d been living on the edge of the Swannanoa River ever since he and Jennie split up. Without any real roads to speak of to get in and out, most considered the heavily wooded area the middle of nowhere.
Charlie didn’t think he’d had that much to drink. At least not until his phone rang a little after five that morning—a few hours after he’d gone to sleep—with an anxious chief deputy on the other end.
But Charlie felt all right by the time he made it to the motel, for the most part.
He sipped coffee and placed the to-go cup on the front fender of the Suburban. “So much for getting the day off,” he said, fixing his Glock in his holster. He made sure the U.S. Marshals Service star on his belt was visible.
Deputy Kim Riggins had just stepped out of her Chevy Tahoe, parked next to Charlie’s Suburban. “The sooner we can get out of here, the sooner I can get on with my day off.”
Charlie grabbed his coffee and got in one more sip. “I told Frank I’d take care of this myself. According to intelligence, she’s here alone.”
“We still need to be careful,” Kim said. She walked ahead of Charlie, along the front of the building, both she and Charlie watching the room numbers as they passed each door before finally stopping at room number 136.
The curtains on the room’s window were pulled closed, but some light slipped out from inside, through the narrow slit where the curtains came together. Kim didn’t wait for Charlie to do anything, stepping up to the door. She knocked. “Claudia Sanborn? This is the police. Open the door.” She watched Charlie, his hand on his holstered Glock. Kim knocked again, a little harder this time. “Mrs. Sanborn? Please open the door. This is Deputy U.S. Marshal Kim Riggins, with the U.S. Marshals Service. We have a warrant for your arrest.”
Charlie kept his gaze on the crack of the door, ready to pull his Glock as soon as it opened, if he felt he had to. He pulled at his black bulletproof vest, shifting it around to make it more comfortable. It fit better than the old ones they used to wear, but his preference was to go without, especially with an allegedly nonviolent case like Claudia Sanborn’s. 
Charlie stepped to the side of the large square window and leaned with his back against the building’s exterior. He got a better look through the curtains, where they hadn’t completely closed, and caught a glimpse of the TV across from the foot of the bed, turned on loud enough he could hear it outside. He eyed the door at the back of the small room, a sliver of light coming out from under it. “She’s in the bathroom,” he said. “You want me to give it a try?”
“Give what a try?”
He nodded at the door. “Open it.”
“We can get a key,” she said.
Charlie gently eased her aside, stepped back, then drove his shoulder into the steel door. It barely budged on the first try, so he did it once again, putting a little more into it.  This time the door swung open with enough force it smashed against the interior wall on the other side of it.
Charlie stepped over the threshold, surveying the motel room. He picked up the remote from the unmade bed, turned off the TV, and wiped his hand on his pants when he put the remote down with a look of disgust on his face. 
“Mrs. Sanborn?” he said. He heard the shower running, but before going farther into the room, he crouched down and looked under the bed. “All clear.”
Kim stepped past him and stood in front of the bathroom door. She turned her ear to it, listening.
The shower stopped. 
“Well?” Charlie said. “You gonna let her know we’re out here?”
“I’m surprised she didn’t hear the door,” Kim said, lifting her hand to knock, but before her knuckles touched the wood, the door opened.
A naked woman stepped out, wrapping a towel on her head. She screamed and ran back into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. 
But Kim drove her shoulder into the door and knocked it open, her gun raised.
Charlie stood in the doorway and watched Kim grab the woman and push her against the counter. The towel fell off the woman’s head, showing off her long, wet hair. 
The woman gazed at Charlie through the mirror, but he did his best to look away without taking his eyes off his fellow deputy making the arrest. 
“Are you cops?” the woman said.
“U.S. Marshals Service,” Kim replied. “Please state your name.”
“Claudia. Claudia Sanborn.”
“Claudia Sanborn,” Kim said, slipping the handcuffs onto the woman’s wrists. “You’re under arrest.”
Charlie went into the bathroom and squeezed past Kim and the woman, grabbing another towel from the chrome rack by the shower. He did his best to keep his eyes to himself, handing Kim the towel and walking back out into the room.
Claudia Sanborn didn’t appear surprised. She knew why they were there. “Can you at least let me get dressed?”
“Probably not a bad idea,” Charlie said, his eyes meeting Kim’s when she led Sanborn out past him into the room. “Especially if I’m driving her back.” Charlie poked his head back in the bathroom and took a quick look around to make sure he hadn’t missed something. Or someone. “Where’s your stuff?”
“In the closet.”
Kim looked at Charlie, as if she wanted him to give the okay. He gave a nod, and she removed the handcuffs. Kim said to her, “Make it quick.”
The woman didn’t even put the towel around her, giving Charlie a sly smile, stepping past him to the closet. She slid open the door and pulled out a sweater and a pair of jeans.
Charlie didn’t feel right making any kind of judgment about the woman, aside from what little facts he had about her case. But he couldn’t help appreciate how attractive she was from the neck up. Not that the rest of her wasn’t, but he still hadn’t allowed himself to look. 
There was a strong smell hanging in the room. Mostly women’s perfume, or maybe it was just her shampoo.
“All right,” Kim said, looking at her watch while Claudia Sanborn got dressed. “Hurry up.”
Charlie said to Sanborn, “Deputy Riggins was supposed to have the day off, but she came to work this morning just for you. So I hope you feel special.”
The woman slipped on her tight jeans, nothing else under them, and started across the room and over to a duffel bag on the other side of the bed. 
Charlie and Kim both drew their Glocks. 
“Whoa,” Charlie said, grabbing Mrs. Sanborn by the arm, still doing his best to ignore that she still wasn’t fully dressed. “Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
Don’t pull anything out of that bag. Tell us what you need, and I’ll—”
“I need a bra,” she said, turning to him, holding her gaze on Charlie, like she was playing games with him.
Charlie picked up the opened duffel bag and tossed its contents on the bed. “Deputy?” he said. He didn’t feel right, digging through the woman’s things, looking for her bra.
Kim flipped the bag over and dumped all of its contents on the bed. 
“What’d you do that for?” Sanborn said. 
Kim tossed a few things around, found a beige-colored bra and tossed it at her. “I told you to hurry. We don’t have time for games.”
“Geez,” Sanborn said. “Can’t you be a little—”
“You have one minute,” Kim said. “Or we’re dragging you outside as you are. And it’s cold out there.”
Charlie cleared his throat and tried not to smile. He could tell Kim wasn’t in the mood for much of anything, had a little edge to her he hadn’t seen in a while. She wasn’t supposed to be there, but the Western North Carolina U.S. Marshals office, where she and Charlie worked, had been short-staffed with a couple older deputy marshals retiring.
Even Chief Deputy Frank Carter was out on a case and had no choice but to take Ethan Holden, the youngest marshal in the office nobody seemed to care for. Mostly, the dislike for the kid was because he happened to be related to someone with some pull who got him the job the deputy didn’t seem to want in the first place.
Claudia Sanborn was fully clothed now, and Kim handcuffed her again, leading her out of the hotel room and around front to the parking lot. 
Charlie stayed behind, gathering what he could, including the items Kim had dumped on the bed. There wasn’t much else there. Claudia Sanborn had packed light.
He walked out with the duffel bag and tried to pull the door closed, the lock mangled beyond repair. He went around to the front of the motel where Kim had already put Claudia into the back of Charlie’s Suburban. 
He grabbed his coffee from the front bumper and walked around back, lifted the rear hatch and tossed the bag inside. 
Claudia Sanborn peered over her shoulder at him with that same sly smile, like she was playing with him. He slammed the hatch closed and walked back around the front to where Kim stood, looking at her phone.
“Are you ever going to get that partition installed?” Kim said.
Charlie shrugged. “Thinkin’ about it.”
“You’ll regret it, something happens when you’re transporting someone back there. You’re not even supposed to—”
“I’m not so sure there’s much we need to worry about with this one,” he said, glancing through the windshield at Sanborn in the back seat. He opened the driver's side door.
“I’ll follow you,” Kim said, looking at her watch. 
“You don’t have to,” he said. “I’ll be fine.”
“You know what Frank would say, if I left you on your own?”
“Frank knows you got the day off. He’ll understand. Besides, there’s construction on 321,” Charlie said. “I’ll probably jump off Hardin Road. Rather take the long route than sit in all that traffic.”
Kim looked at her watch. “That’s going to slow me down. I have to stop at the courthouse by eight thirty.”
Charlie had one foot inside the Suburban. “Go ahead. We’ll be all right.”
Kim looked as if she had to think about it for a moment. “You know how Frank’s been lately.”
“Yeah, a pain in my ass,” Charlie said. “More than usual.”
“I’m not sure there’s anything wrong with following the rules,” Kim said, then turned for her Tahoe. “I’ll stick behind for a few miles. You want to take the back roads, feel free.”






  
  Chapter 2


Charlie tipped his sunglasses down and looked into the rearview mirror at Claudia Sanborn in the back seat. She hadn’t stopped talking since they left the Best Western. 
He assumed it was mostly nerves, the way she kept going on, telling him how she did nothing wrong. 
But he knew better. He’d heard it all before.
After not saying much of anything for the first thirty minutes of the ride, he glanced into the back seat. “You know, you’re already in a bit of trouble, considering you snapped that monitor off your ankle. I’d be willing to put a good word in for you if you’d tell me where I might find your husband?”
He knew it was a long shot, and it wasn’t likely she’d give the man up just because Charlie asked. And he knew he was running out of time before he dropped her off at the Gaston County Jail.
“I honestly don’t know where he is,” she said.
“Honestly?” Charlie said. He cracked a smile. “I’ve learned over my life that when someone starts a sentence with ‘honestly’ there’s a pretty good chance that person’s full of shit.” 
She let out a loud laugh, almost like a cackle. “I’m telling you the truth. And I’m not sure I care where he is,” she said.
Charlie looked at her in the rearview. “How come he wasn’t with you at the hotel?”
Claudia Sanborn looked at Charlie in the mirror. “He went his way. I went mine.”
He laughed. “Am I supposed to believe that?” He paused, thinking about it. “So what made you come back this way, into town?”
“To see my sister,” she said, looking to her right again, out the window. “She’s sick.”
Charlie looked out at the road. “What kind of sick?”
“Cancer.”
“Oh, uh… I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “She gonna be all right?”
She didn’t respond right away.
“Ma’am?”
“It’s cancer,” she said. “Not good. But I was supposed to go see her this morning.”
He didn’t say much else about it right then, looking ahead at the road. 
A few minutes went by without either saying a word.
“You think they’re going to add a lot to my sentence?” she said.
“You mean, because you escaped?” He paused, knowing the answer. “I don’t know many judges who take too kindly to convicted felons who don’t show up to their sentencing. Never mind one who cut the monitor off her ankle. Now, I’m not a lawyer or anything, but if I had to guess, you could be looking at another five to seven. On top of what you already had coming.”
Claudia didn’t respond, and Charlie noticed her turn and look toward the rear of the Suburban.
“Are you looking for something?” he said.
She turned back to him, shaking her head. “No.”
Charlie wasn’t sure he believed her, the way she kept turning to look out the back. He took a glance in the mirror, making sure Kim was still back there in the Tahoe, following.
Something bothered him, but he wasn’t quite sure what it was.
“So, listen,” Charlie said, knowing he was running out of time. “As I was saying earlier, the way it works is if you help me out, I can put in a good word with the judge. I know it’d be appreciated if you cooperate, help me bring your husband back in too. No reason you should be the only one to pay the price.”
“I told you. I have no idea where he is,” she said, a bit of a bite to her response.
Charlie said, “I know you’re trying to protect him, but pretrial services were both alerted the monitors had been compromised at the same exact time, two weeks ago. I find it hard to believe you both took off and ran in opposite directions?”
She sat in silence for at least a minute. “We just kept moving,” she said. “But once I heard my sister’s health had taken a turn, I had to come back. He said I was on my own.”
“You want to at least tell me where this was? The last time you saw him?”
She took her time answering, then said, “We were at a Holiday Inn, in Georgia.”
“Georgia’s a big state,” Charlie said. “But we’re going to catch your husband, one way or the other. Only thing I’m asking is for you to help speed up the process. And I’m making you a promise you’ll see the light of day a little sooner than you will if you don’t help us out.”
He watched her look out the back of the Suburban again, then he glanced out his side view at two work vans in the passing lane on the left, close to being in his blind spot.
One van was a faded blue, old and banged up like it’d been in a demolition derby, six or so ladders stacked on the roof. The other was newer, white with lettering on the side, which Charlie couldn’t make out from the angle. 
Deputy Riggins was a couple of cars back but still following. 
Charlie wanted to call her, let her know something didn’t feel right. But she was already running late, having to do more than she was supposed to on her day off. 
Charlie said to Mrs. Sanborn, “You looking for something back there?”
It took a few moments before she answered. “We’re just the small fish, you know.” 
Charlie waited, thinking there’d be more. “I don’t think much of anything about whatever it was you’ve done. Small fish, big fish. I just reel ’em in, put ’em in the tank.” He looked in the mirror at her and grinned, knowing he didn’t know the details about her case. 
“What’d you do, get involved in some kind of mortgage scheme?” He eyed the folder on the passenger seat. 
She said, “It’s not easy out there, you know. Sometimes you gotta do things you don’t want to, just to pay your bills.”
Charlie was starting to get somewhat curious. “Well, just so it’s clear, I’m not really the one you have to explain anything to. When you get involved in a federal crime, such as—”
“You’re the one who asked,” she said. 
The two were quiet after that, for another good mile or so. All Charlie wanted to do was finish the job, grab something to eat—maybe a greasy sausage sandwich—soak up whatever alcohol he had left in him. He thought about the report in the folder, and wondered if he should’ve read it this time. The thing was, he never cared much for the details or, frankly, felt he needed them. Tell him who and where, and he was good to go. But the fact the husband was still out there meant Charlie had more to do.
“So, just so I understand… You and your husband got involved in some kind of scheme where you ripped off old people. Is that right?” He lifted his U.S. Marshal baseball cap and scratched his head. “But from what I understand, you’ve told the agents at the FBI you don’t know who you were working for? And they believed you?” Charlie laughed. 
“We only worked with these people, who… They called themselves runners,” she said. “Nothing was done on the computer. It was all paper. Old school. These runners would show up... We never knew their names, but they’d show up, drop off an envelope, pick up the money… They rarely spoke. And if they did, it was barely English.”
Charlie was curious now. “And you claim to’ve had no contact, ever, with whoever was running this scheme?”
“I didn’t. No.”
“But what about your husband?” Charlie looked back at her, but she was gazing out the side window now, as if she wasn’t going to answer.
He had a hard time believing anything she’d said. She was a talker, and he imagined whatever story she was telling him was the same one she gave to the bureau. 
“So, how do you get involved in something like this when you don’t even know anyone’s name?”
“I told you. We dealt with the runners. Nobody used names.”
Charlie peered in the rearview out at the highway behind him, making sure Deputy Riggins was still back there. The two vans he’d noticed earlier had fallen back somewhat, along with a dozen or so vehicles bunched up together, with the way traffic had picked up.
He started thinking about Frank’s call at five thirty that morning, before the sun had even come up. Turns out it was just a handful of hours after Charlie had leaned his head back on the Adirondack with a glass of whiskey in his hand and fell asleep under the stars, in the cold, the firepit burning at his feet.
Charlie’s phone rang, and he picked it up as soon as he saw it was Kim. “You heading back?”
“Are you going to be all right?” she said. “You’re driving like an old man, and if I don’t get to the courthouse in time…”
“We’ll be fine,” he said. “The exit for Hardin is coming up. You got somewhere to be, might as well stay on the highway. I’m taking the scenic route.”
Kim took a few moments to respond. “You sure?”
“Don’t worry. Me and Mrs. Sanborn are just having a nice conversation.”
Kim said, “Can you do me a favor. Maybe keep it quiet?”
“You mean, don’t tell Frank?” Charlie smiled, thinking he’d rubbed off on Deputy Riggins, when Frank had hoped it would’ve been the other way around. 
Kim Riggins was the one who normally followed the rules, did everything by the book. Charlie, on the other hand, took a different approach.
Do what you gotta do.
He watched Kim pull into the left lane behind him and start to pass. He gave her a quick wave as she drove by.
Charlie waited for another vehicle to pass him, then cut into the left lane himself, the sign on the left showing the Hardin Road exit a half mile ahead.
Claudia Sanborn said, “Do you have a dog?” 
Charlie gave her a quick glance over his shoulder. “No. Why?”
“It stinks in here.” She took an exaggerated sniff. “Like a wet dog.”
Charlie hadn’t realized the smell or even noticed it, although he’d recently taken in a dog that showed up wandering one night when he was outside his Winnebago. He thought she was a coyote at first, ready to fire his Glock into the air to scare it off. But once she came out of the dark shadows, he saw the black and white fur, ribs showing like the poor thing hadn’t eaten in weeks 
He’d grabbed some burger left over in the fridge and left it out for her, took a good hour or so before she’d come close to it. It wasn’t until the next night she showed up again, starting to realize she could trust Charlie. At least enough to get her something to eat. 
Charlie sniffed, but didn’t smell much of anything inside the Suburban.
“Might’ve been a dog I had back there, drove to the shelter. Wasn’t mine. Just a guest for a few nights.”
He, in fact, missed the dog quite a bit, and had somewhat regretted taking her to the animal shelter, thinking he was doing the right thing at the time. But he wasn’t quite sure. 
He also assumed her rightful owner would be out looking for her, if such a person existed. He knew it wouldn’t have been right had he tried to keep her, as much as he wished he had.
Claudia Sanborn sniffed again. “Maybe you oughta clean this thing out, before you have people in it.”
Charlie said, “I’m not too worried about pleasing the people I put back there.” He put on his turn signal and started for the exit. 






  
  Chapter 3


Charlie had been on Hardin Road for a good mile when the white van that was behind them on the highway came up out of nowhere and crossed the solid yellow line, blowing past them. He tried to get a look at who was inside, but the windows were tinted. 
The van turned the corner ahead and Charlie slowed, glancing at the sign for Hardin Community Baptist Church up ahead. He looked behind him and didn’t see any other vehicles, but as soon as he turned the corner he saw the van stopped in the middle of the road, the hood open. 
Charlie didn’t like it. He thought about calling Kim, but she’d likely gotten too far down the highway by that point. He slowed more, almost to a stop, and slowly approached the van, putting the passenger window down as he cut into the left lane and pulled up next to it.
He couldn’t see inside the van, or anyone outside of it. “Hello?” he said.
Charlie looked ahead at the entrance to the church parking lot, where a dark sedan, too far away to get the make or model was parked facing the road, like it was about to pull out from the church, but had yet to move.
Looking in the rearview mirror, he noticed a pickup truck through the trees, stopped on the road just before the corner. 
Claudia Sanborn hadn’t said a word.
Charlie yelled, “Anybody out there?” He blew his horn a couple of times, looked in the rearview and saw the pickup truck still hadn’t moved. Looking ahead, the car was still parked at the entrance to the church.
He grabbed his Glock and knew the best thing he could do was get out of there, call the local cops and let them see what the story was. But before he pulled away, he caught a glimpse in the side view of a man in a ski mask coming around from behind the van, gun raised and pointed at the Suburban.
Charlie yelled, “Get down!” He slammed his foot on the gas. The Suburban took off, heading west on Hardin, but they hadn’t even made it fifty yards when the vehicle at the church entrance pulled out in front of them.
Charlie hit the brakes. Gunshots rang out from somewhere behind them. The rear window shattered and he ducked down, yelling for Claudia Sanborn. “Stay down!”
He poked his head up and saw two men go past the van, running at them. He hit the gas, slapped the vehicle in reverse, tires squealing, and raised the Glock at the opening in the rear. 
Claudia Sanborn was on the floor behind the front passenger seat, arms covering her head. 
Charlie fired six shots out the window.
One of the two men dropped, falling face-first to the asphalt. The other ran for cover, somewhere behind the van.
He tried to control the Suburban going in reverse, but he was going too fast. With one hand on the wheel, looking over his shoulder, he sideswiped the van, then hit the brakes and cut the wheel. 
The Suburban spun around, facing east on Hardin. 
But the pickup truck had come around the corner and stopped, no other vehicles coming off the highway. 
Charlie assumed someone must’ve blocked the exit. 
Shots fired from somewhere around the pickup, and Charlie immediately lost control of the Suburban. His tires had been shot out by whoever was in the truck. “Stay down,” he repeated, his voice somehow calm. He couldn’t control the Suburban or stop it from veering off the road, but continued. He was headed straight for the pickup, pedal to the floor.
“What are you doing?” Sanborn yelled, her head poking up from behind the front passenger seat.
The pickup’s driver-side door opened. The man inside jumped out and ran from it, gun raised, firing shots at the Suburban fishtailing out of control.
Charlie held the wheel with both hands, the Glock on the seat between his legs.
More shots were fired at his vehicle, one after another. Two more windows shattered, and Charlie did all he could to control the oversized vehicle, rocking and swerving like a ship in a storm. “Hold on!” he yelled, braced himself, and finally crashed head-on with the pickup truck.
The airbag deployed and smashed him in the face with such force he felt his neck snap back, knocking his head against the headrest. The airbag deflated instantly, and he used both hands to clear it out of his way.
It took Charlie a second to get his head on straight.
He touched his face and saw the blood on his fingertips. “Are you all right?” he said, looking over the back seat. 
Claudia Sanborn was calm, but her voice cracked, getting up off the floor. “I’m… I’m all right.” 
“Stay down,” he said, almost in a whisper. He looked around. It was quiet. Too quiet.
And when Charlie turned the key in the ignition, the engine wouldn’t start. But he kept trying the key, turned forward, holding the ignition in the starter position. 
It took what felt like a minute, but the engine finally turned over. He revved the engine and slapped the shifter into reverse, slamming his foot on the gas. But the Suburban went nowhere, tires squealing and fluttering at the same time, the smell of burning rubber filling the vehicle inside. He tried a lower gear, shifting down, pedal to the floor, but it was as if the two vehicles were locked together. 
Charlie looked around, but saw no one. He wished he had.
“Don’t get up,” he said to Claudia Sanborn, his voice hushed now, gaze moving in all directions around the area. With the Glock on the floor in front of him, he’d started to reach down for it. But he froze when out of the corner of his eye saw the barrel of a rifle come in through the passenger-side window, the muzzle so close he could smell the pungent stench of burnt gunpowder. 
The man on the other end, wearing a black ski mask covering his entire head, said, “Don’t move, cowboy.”
Charlie eyed the Glock on the floor, thinking about it, but decided to do as the man said. He remained still, raising his hands in front of him. “Not a smart move,” he said, looking past the gun and into the man’s eyes through the slits in the mask.
Charlie shifted in the seat and used his boot to move the gun on the floor closer. It was somewhat within reach, but he had no idea how to actually reach for it without being shot at. 
Someone else stood outside the back passenger door and tried to open it from outside. But Charlie had hit the lock on the driver-side door.
Whoever was out there tugged at the handle, and the man with the rifle leaned in through the window a little farther, the muzzle so close to Charlie’s face it made him cross-eyed looking at it. 
“Keep your hands where I can see them,” the man said, reaching in, holding the rifle steady with one hand without taking his eyes off Charlie.
The locks clicked, and the rear passenger-side door swung open.
Claudia had been quiet, but screamed when the other man, also with his face covered, reached for her and pulled her from the vehicle.
“You’re making a grave mistake,” Charlie said, sweat dripping down his face now. He tried to control his heart pounding in his chest, his breathing heavy, but his adrenalin was getting the best of him. 
He eyed the Glock on the floor, then looked at the empty back seat.
Claudia Sanborn was walking away, being pulled by the man who had her by the arm. She didn’t appear to put up much of a fight. 
Charlie’s gaze shifted to the rifle, then the man holding it. He was tempted to just close his eyes, take what he was sure he had coming. 
But giving up wasn’t what Charlie was up for.
“You don’t have to shoot me,” he pleaded. “I can’t see your faces.” He was admittedly scared. It wasn’t that he was afraid of dying. Not as much as he was afraid of what came next. Heaven? Darkness? He glanced in his rearview, trying to see what they were doing with Claudia. He said to the man with the gun, “What’s your plan here?”
The man didn’t respond or move an inch, keeping the gun steady on Charlie like he was waiting for the go-ahead to pull the trigger.
From somewhere outside, in the distance, a man yelled, “Let’s go!” 
The man turned away for a split second to look at wherever the voice had come from. 
But that was all Charlie needed. He reached to the floor and had the Glock in his hand, finger on the trigger, and before the man’s eyes shifted back, Charlie knocked the barrel from his face and fired two shots.
The man fell back but grabbed the inside edge of the door with one hand. As he fell from the window, his finger tightened on the trigger, and he fired twelve rounds wildly into the interior, piercing the roof with holes before he fell to the ground outside.
Thin beams of sunlight shone through the padding and steel above Charlie’s head like lasers.
Charlie tried to open the driver-side door but it wouldn’t budge. He leaned and drove his shoulder into it, and the door made a loud pop, creaking open enough for Charlie to squeeze out of it. Pain shot through his knee and up his leg when he stepped out and put his boot on the pavement. He limped, taking his first few steps, doing his best to ignore it.
The other man who had Claudia Sanborn had already pulled his mask off and dropped it on the ground. Charlie could almost make out the man’s face, but he was more focused on Claudia looking back at him. 
Even though the man had her arm in his grasp, it wasn’t like she was being dragged against her will. She almost looked to smile at Charlie, but by that point they were too far ahead for him to be sure. 
Charlie started to run, but the pain was too much. He moved as fast as he could, continuing after them. He watched the two slip into the back seat of the dark sedan in the road in front of the church. Raising his Glock, he was ready to fire. But before he got off a shot, the passenger-side window went down on the vehicle, and out came a rifle, firing at least ten rounds in Charlie’s direction.
He dove for cover behind the white van. Staying low, he spotted the bloodied body of the first man he’d shot.
Charlie stuck his head out from around the back of the van, but the vehicle with Claudia Sanborn inside it was already heading west on Hardin Road in the opposite direction from the highway. He raised the Glock, but by the time he had the vehicle in his sights, it was too far away. It’d turned the corner, no brake lights, tires screeching, and practically on two wheels before it was out of sight.
Charlie went back over to the Suburban, smoke coming up from under the hood, the front end smashed like an accordion. He got a strong whiff of fuel as he crouched down over the body of the man he’d shot and reached into the man’s pocket. He pulled out some cash, tossed it on the ground, then reached in the other pocket and took out a phone. There was no wallet. No ID. Charlie tried to unlock the phone with no luck, at first, but then pulled the ski mask off the dead man’s face and held the phone in front of it. He even tried to get the man’s eyelids raised, but facial recognition didn’t work. 
It didn’t help that Charlie had shot him in the face.
He dropped the phone on the man’s chest and started to walk away. But before he’d taken two steps, he heard the phone ring.
Charlie reached down and picked it up. “Hello?”
“Henry?”
“Is that his name?” Charlie said. “I’m sorry, but Henry can’t come to the phone right now.” He listened, the phone to his ear. “Hello?”
But there was no response. The caller had hung up. 
Charlie tapped the number to call back, and after a couple of rings, it stopped ringing. Charlie waited for voicemail, but all that came on was an automated message saying there was no voicemail set up.
He dropped the phone on the man’s chest.
The odor of gas had gotten stronger, and with the heat and smoke coming from the engine, he thought the best thing he could do was get as far away as possible. 
He went around to the back of the Suburban to grab a rifle he kept hidden underneath the floorboard. But when he tried to open the cargo hatch, it wouldn’t budge. There was too much damage. 
Charlie looked ahead where flames had started coming out from under the hood. He then saw a stream of liquid seeping from under the vehicle. And when he crouched down and put his finger to it, he knew right away it was gas. 
The flames started to rise from under the hood, and Charlie didn’t have to think twice before he started to run. Even with the pain shooting up his leg from what felt like a cracked kneecap, he moved as fast as he could.
He made it to the other side of the white van when the Suburban exploded, the hood being blasted straight up into the air before crashing down no more than a couple of yards from where Charlie was standing. He kept moving away, and almost fell when a second explosion shook the ground. He stumbled and fell on the dirt along the side of the road. He looked back at the flames and black smoke shooting thirty feet in the air from what was left of his Suburban.






  
  Chapter 4


By the time Deputy Riggins showed up, the heavily wooded Hardin Road was busy with two fire trucks, three rescue vehicles, ten law enforcement vehicles from both the Dallas Police Department and the Lincoln County Sheriff’s Office, and at least twenty law enforcement officers from both departments. State police were also on the scene. 
A WZAZ News truck parked near the church where the pastor had come out of to pray for the two men Charlie shot.
“This isn’t good,” Kim said, shaking her head as she looked around at the mess of a scene.
Charlie hadn’t said much since Kim arrived, his eyes fixed on the lone firefighter blasting water at the smoldering pile of steel that was once his Suburban. 
Kim said, “I should’ve stayed with you.”
“I’m the one, told you to go ahead,” Charlie said. “Who ever expected—”
“I’m not sure Frank’s going to care who told who to do what. We didn’t follow procedure, and…” She stopped, and she and Charlie both turned to look east. 
Chief Deputy Frank Carter’s blue F-150 drove along Hardin Road. He stopped, his window down, and spoke to one of the officers blocking the road, then drove onto the dirt along the woods to get around the roadblock. 
He parked under the shade of the trees at the edge of the road and stepped out, coming right for Charlie, with his head down, as if he wasn’t in the mood for speaking with any other law enforcement officials. But he managed to stop and take a quick glance at the covered body by the white van, then over at the other covered body, or what was left of it, next to the smoldering Suburban. 
Charlie shifted his stance and rubbed the back of his neck. “This’s gonna be fun,” he said to Kim, but under his breath.
“Oh, come on, now, Charlie,” Frank said.
Charlie raised his head, acting as if he hadn’t noticed Frank show up. “Hey, Frank. When did you get here?” He grinned, but Frank didn’t appear to be in the mood for Charlie’s antics.
Frank said, “Can you make it just one goddamn day without getting in some kind of trouble?”
“It wasn’t his fault,” Kim said, doing her best to stick up for Charlie, as she often did, even against her own best judgment.
“It wasn’t anybody’s fault,” Charlie said. 
Frank looked at the two of them, but then fixed his gaze on Charlie. “You mind explaining to me exactly what happened here?” He looked back at the body by the van and gave a nod to one of the deputies from the sheriff’s office who was watching him and Charlie.
“Aren’t you going to ask if I’m all right?” Charlie said.
Frank looked him up and down. “You look fine to me,” he said, then turned to Kim. “You all right?”
She swallowed hard, nodding. “I wasn’t involved, sir.”
“Sir?” Frank took a deep breath and exhaled, running his hand over his white, buzz-cut head of hair. “Only time you call me sir is when you’ve done something wrong. So why don’t you tell me what you mean by you ‘weren’t involved.’”
Charlie said, “Don’t blame her. You had her double booked on two assignments. On top of it all, this was supposed to be her day off.”
Frank waited.
“Charlie took the back roads,” she said. “There was a lot of traffic on 321, some construction, and—”
“You weren’t following him?” Frank said. “Don’t you know better than that?” The way he said it was like a disappointed father, his tone more empathetic with Kim than it would ever be with Charlie.
“This was a low-risk case. The suspect didn’t appear to pose any serious risks,” Kim said, looking around at the scene. “But we obviously didn’t understand the situation.”
“It’s never up to either of you or any other deputy to make that kind of call,” Frank said. “This isn’t the old days, riding horseback, shooting our way to justice.” He held his gaze on Charlie. “We have rules for a reason. Procedures, made by people smarter than either of us.” Frank cleared his throat and ran both hands up and down his face.
“There was nothing Kim would’ve been able to do, Frank. I’m glad she wasn’t around. These men were heavily armed. I gotta say, I’m lucky to be alive.” He nodded at the body of the man who had the rifle pointed inside the Suburban. “I’m not one for praying, but I gotta say I’d started to.”
Frank took a deep breath and let out a sigh, still shaking his head as if in disbelief. “Any chance you could identify any of ’em? I mean, the ones that aren’t dead?”
“They wore ski masks,” Charlie said. “And the thing I can’t help thinking is she seemed to maybe know they were out there, following us. It certainly seemed at first she’d been abducted. But, I don’t know. Something wasn’t right. She didn’t put up much of a fight.”
Kim said, “What did you expect her to do?”
Frank cocked his head, face pinched like he’d bitten into a lemon. “You trying to say this wasn’t an abduction?”
“I don’t know,” Charlie said. “Maybe I’m wrong. But, she seemed fairly calm though it all. Didn’t even really scream or make a peep, outside of when we were crashing around.” He reached down to rub his knee, feeling the pain now but not even sure at what point he hurt it. He straightened up and looked around at the scene. He still couldn’t believe the Suburban had gone up in flames the way it did, although it wouldn’t have made much of a difference, all the damage it’d been through already.  
Charlie went on, telling Frank and Kim whatever Mrs. Sanborn had talked about on the ride. At least the parts he’d listened to. 
Frank said, “Didn’t it raise any kind of red flag? I mean, the way you said she was looking out the rear window like she was looking for something?”
“Well, yeah. I suppose it did. I had my eye out. Did everything by the book. I mean, well, not everything. But, come on, Frank. You’re saying it all like I should’ve known we were gonna be ambushed? This was clearly something planned. Somebody had to’ve been watching that motel.”
Frank crossed his arms. “You didn’t read the report, Charlie. Did you.”
It wasn’t exactly a question. Because Frank knew the answer. 
Charlie swallowed hard. “I looked it over. As far as I understood, the Sanborns are nothing more than a couple of small-time con artists.”
“That’s all you’ve got?” Frank said. “Small time? You know they were involved in the theft of nearly ten million dollars in the past two years? And there are others involved, so, of course, the hope was Mrs. Sanborn would be able to lead law enforcement to the bigger prize.”
Charlie didn’t respond. He hadn’t much of the report beyond the top sheet inside the folder. “She told me she and her husband don’t know any of the names of the people she worked for.”
Frank narrowed his eyes. “And you believed her?”
“Well, no. That’s not what I’m saying.”
“Then what are you saying?” Frank said.
Charlie didn’t know what to say. The most he could do was admit he hadn’t done his homework. Not the way he used to, when he was fresh and young and thought the small details made a difference, when they rarely did. He tried to make light of the situation. “I thought maybe you’d at least be happy I’m alive?”
Frank scoffed, “I’ll be happy when we find Mrs. Sanborn. But clearly, what happened here wasn’t exactly amateur hour. These men knew what they were here to do.”
Charlie didn’t like what’d happened. He felt responsible, of course, and knew he wouldn’t be able to rest until he found Claudia Sanborn, making sure whoever was responsible would pay the price.
Of course, if it were up to Frank, it would have to be done by the book. But as far as Charlie saw it, there was more than one way to get a job done. When he made a mistake, and someone made him look like a fool, he promised himself he’d stop at nothing to make sure that person paid the price.
One of the deputies from Gaston County called out for Charlie, then walked over to him. Charlie introduced him to Kim and Frank as Deputy Mike Gormley. 
Deputy Gormley said, “Both vehicles are reported stolen. We also found six AR-15s in the back of the van, empty crates of hundred-round ammo, on top of a dozen cartons of Newport cigarettes.” 
Frank turned to Charlie. “These guys show up with automatic weapons, and somehow you manage to kill two of ’em and end up with barely a scratch?” He huffed out a laugh, almost as if he felt maybe he should stop being so hard on Charlie. Frank said, “At some point, your luck’s going to run out, Charlie. I know you tend to think you’re like a cat with nine lives. But if I had to guess, you’ve gotta be gettin’ down to your last two or three.” 
Frank turned from Charlie and Kim and headed for his blue Ford F-150. He didn’t look around much, walking like he had sore feet, or maybe his bad back was flaring up. He opened the truck’s driver-side door and looked at the two. His voice raised, he said, “Deputy Riggins, please see to it Charlie makes it back to the office in one piece. As you know, we’re short-staffed.” He put his foot up on the truck’s side rail and pulled himself up inside the vehicle behind the wheel, slamming the door closed. Hanging his arm out the window, he started the engine, pointing at Charlie’s Suburban being pulled by a chain onto a flatbed. He yelled to Charlie, “There’s gonna come a point, the U.S. government’s gonna make you pay, you keep destroying them the way you do.”
Charlie kept a straight face and said, “It’s not as bad as it looks.”
Frank rolled his eyes and turned the truck around, dirt and leaves kicking up behind it as he drove off-road and around the scene until he was past the roadblock, before he cut back onto the pavement and headed toward 321.






  
  Chapter 5


Sorry about this mess,” Charlie said, leaning back in the passenger seat of Kim’s Tahoe, the brim of his baseball cap down low over his eyes. He needed a nap, and wished maybe he could get one in before they were back at the office. He yawned, rubbing his face. “I can’t imagine this is how you’d planned to spend your day off.” 
“I was just going to clean the house,” Kim said. “I can’t even have anyone come in, the way it looks right now.”
“I’m sure it’s fine,” he said. “You ever gonna come by my place?” he said. “I bet you’d like it out there. It’s quiet.”
Kim glanced at him without an answer.
Charlie’s phone rang, and he looked at the screen, seeing it was Jennie calling. He said to Kim, “You mind?”
Jennie had already called him a couple of times, but he hadn’t answered. 
“Not at all,” Kim said.
Charlie answered, “Hey, Jennie.”
“I’ve been calling you,” she said. 
“I know. I work. Remember?” He didn’t mean to come across snappy with her or anything, but lately he couldn’t help himself. Jennie called him nearly every day, sometimes more than once. And the whole thing made him uncomfortable. Or maybe just a little bit confused, trying to understand what might’ve been going through her head. He also hadn’t really gotten over things. It wasn’t his idea to get divorced.
Best thing he thought he could do was move on, but for some reason Jennie didn’t seem to want to let him. 
She said, “I was just wondering if you’d be able to come by later tonight, when you get off work?”
He looked at the clock on the dashboard. “I don’t know, Jennie. I might not be getting off at all today, if I’m being honest. I’ve already had a bad start to my morning. And I’m not sure it’s going to get any better.”
“Is everything all right?” she said.
He looked at the bandage on the back of his hand, a deep cut he wasn’t even sure at which point he got it. At least it wasn’t a gunshot wound. “Yeah, things are all right,” he said. “The usual.”
There was a pause between them. 
He said, “Maybe I can call you later, let you know?”
“Yeah, okay,” she said. 
Charlie thought for a moment. “What about you? Is everything good with you? You sound—”
“Yes, everything’s fine. Good. I’m good. I just… I wanted to talk to you about something.”
“Uh-oh,” he said, the sound of it like he was in trouble.
Jennie let out a quiet laugh that didn’t give off any sense of joy, her voice almost hushed. “No, it’s nothing. Not a big deal. If you can’t come by tonight… just call me later, when you have a chance. I know you’re a busy man, Charlie.”
He’d picked up some odd vibes from Jennie. She’d been acting differently all along, ever since she found out about Lindsey. 
Considering the fact Jennie and Charlie were no longer married, he didn’t think she’d take it the way she did. Of course, it was all right she’d been on dates herself, Charlie stopping by the house one evening, seeing some strange man eating off the same plates Charlie and Jennie received as gifts when they first got married.
“I’ll call you when I can,” he said, and left it at that, hanging up without another word. He tried to get comfortable in the passenger seat, slouching a little more, staring to his right out the window.
“Is everything okay?” Kim said.
He had to think about it. “Sure.”
Kim gave him a look like she didn’t believe him. “What is it with you two?”
He lazily rolled his head against the headrest to his left to look at her. “What is what?”
She paused, like she was hesitant to say. “I know it’s none of my business. But you talk to her more now than when you were married. Usually, when people get divorced, the last thing they want to do is talk to each other.”
Charlie nodded. “I still remember my dad, came home one night… Me and my sister were in bed. He told Mom he was leaving, turned around
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