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  Prologue


Fifteen Years Ago

I.

Adelaide Marchetti woke to the taste of stale guilt and Dominic Torrino’s cheap cigarettes. The afternoon sun hammered against the bedroom window with the intensity of an interrogation lamp, and the digital clock beside the bed screamed 4:47 PM in accusatory red numbers that made her stomach drop to her knees. 
Shit.
Late. Dangerously late. Their unwritten rule was absolute: gone by four, no exceptions. Dominic’s wife and kids returned home from school pickup at 5:30 sharp every Tuesday, like clockwork.
He had an office at one of his strip clubs, but Adelaide had refused to meet him there from the beginning. She didn’t care if it was just business. She wasn’t doing the books surrounded by half-naked women and leering customers. So he’d suggested his home office instead. That had been three years ago, when their relationship was strictly professional. When she was just his accountant, nothing more.
Eighteen months of this clandestine dance, eighteen months of afternoon meetings that left her feeling like she needed to scrub her skin raw afterward. The afternoon sun spilling through the window felt like a spotlight on every one of her bad decisions, a spotlight she’d once welcomed when Dominic’s charm and patience had made her loneliness feel a little less lonely. She told herself it was just business, necessary for maintaining her cover, but the lie was wearing thin. And she’d learned the hard way that you don’t say no to Dominic Torrino. Not without consequences. Every time she walked through that door, something inside her withered a little more. 
She turned her head toward the bathroom door, listening for the sound of running water that would tell her Dominic was still upstairs.
Silence.
Relief flooded through her. He must have gone downstairs to his office already, assuming she would slip out quietly like always. She’d never cut it this close before. Never. In all those Tuesdays, she’d never even dozed off, let alone fallen into such deep sleep that she’d lost track of time. She didn’t want to think about what Dominic would say—or do—if she was still here when Sylvia and the kids walked through the front door.
How had she fallen asleep? She wasn’t going to analyze that now. Simple exhaustion. She barely slept at night anymore, so her body had grabbed rest where it could find it. Adelaide swung her legs out of bed and reached for her scattered clothes. Her blazer hung on the back of a chair, the small recording device Morrison had given her sewn securely into the inner lining. It was one of many such devices now hidden throughout her wardrobe. Three years of feeding information to Agent Morrison, three years of walking the razor’s edge between loyalty and survival. He’d recruited her when she was facing federal charges for laundering money through her legitimate accounting practice. Charges, he assured her, that would disappear if she cooperated. What Morrison hadn’t mentioned was how cooperation would slowly eat away at everything she thought she knew about herself.
She was pulling on her skirt when voices drifted up from downstairs.
Adelaide froze, one leg halfway into her skirt. Male voices. Low. Serious. She recognized Dominic’s Brooklyn accent immediately, but the other voice made her blood turn to ice water.
Agent Morrison. Here. In Dominic Torrino’s house. 
Why? She’d never admitted the affair to him, but maybe he suspected. Adelaide’s mind raced through explanations, each more unlikely than the last. Maybe Morrison had come to arrest Dom. Maybe this was the culmination of their three-year operation. Maybe—
“Tomorrow night, Pier 47.” Dominic’s voice was clipped, businesslike. “My boys go in at midnight. You get your share when the crate is gone.”
Morrison’s exact response was too low to make out clearly, but the tone was conversational, agreeable. Two partners discussing their latest deal.
Adelaide felt the world tilt sideways. She pressed herself against the bedroom door, ear to the wood.
“The Feds are manageable,” Morrison’s voice became clearer as he moved around the room. “But make sure Vince and your boys keep their cool. The last time—“ 
“We talked about that already. That’s been settled.”
“Our arrangement is predicated on not getting caught. I can’t have the task force stumbling into this accidentally.”
The words hit Adelaide like physical blows. Her own handler—the man who had recruited her, who held her life in his hands, who promised her a new identity when this was all over—was taking money from the target they were supposed to be building a case against.
“Jesus,” she whispered to the empty room. “The bastard’s been playing both sides.”
Adelaide backed away from the door, her mind spinning with implications. How long had Morrison been dirty? Had he always been feeding Dominic information about the investigation? Was her cover blown? Was she walking into a trap every time she met with Morrison?
She moved carefully around the bedroom, gathering her belongings with hands that shook only slightly. Three years in this life had taught her to compartmentalize fear, to think clearly when adrenaline threatened to overwhelm rational thought.
But as she listened to the two men discuss shipping schedules and payment arrangements, a different emotion began to replace the fear. Not rage. Rage was unprofessional. Rage made you sloppy. Rage got you killed. This was something colder. More calculating.
Adelaide’s breathing slowed. The knot in her stomach loosened, replaced by a cold clarity that straightened her spine. Her fingers stopped trembling as she reached for her phone. The familiar acid burn of shame was gone, replaced by the metallic taste of calculation. Morrison had been using her, but turnabout was fair play. She had been recording conversations with Dominic for three years on Morrison’s instructions. She knew which accounts held the money, which judges had been bought, which cops were on the payroll.
But now she knew something else. Something Morrison would never want to surface.
Adelaide slipped her phone from her purse and opened the voice recording app. The irony wasn’t lost on her. She had professional recording devices sewn into her clothes, but those were designed for close contact conversations. They wouldn’t capture anything from this distance. She wasn’t sure the phone would either, but she had to try. She crept to the bedroom door and held her iPhone down by the crack at the bottom, angling it toward the voices below.
The conversation continued, Morrison and Dominic haggling over percentages like shopkeepers. She held the phone steady, hoping to capture every word.
After two minutes, she slipped into the bathroom and played back a sample on the lowest volume setting. Not perfect audio quality, but more than adequate. Clear enough to destroy Morrison’s career and send him to federal prison.
Clear enough to buy Adelaide a very different kind of new life.
Morrison controlled her current exit strategy: witness protection placement, a new identity, and a modest government stipend that would keep her alive, but barely comfortable.
But Morrison’s corruption opened up other possibilities. More lucrative possibilities.
Adelaide waited until she heard the front door close and Morrison’s distinctive footsteps echoing down the front walkway. She gave it another five minutes, then crept to the bedroom door again and listened. The house was silent except for the hum of the air conditioner.
She finished dressing quickly and slipped out the back door, making her way through the small backyard to the alley where she’d parked her car. By the time she reached the street, her phone was in her hand again, Morrison’s burner number pulled up on the screen.
The message she typed was simple and direct: “I heard you today at Dominic’s. We need to talk. NOW.”
Her finger hovered for a brief second, then hit send. A single, final tap.
Her phone vibrated almost instantly. Morrison’s reply: “Where and when?
Adelaide smiled as she typed back the address. Morrison thought he held all the cards, but he’d never counted on his own greed. She pulled away from the curb, her mind already calculating the price of his twenty-year FBI career. By the time she reached the main street, she knew it was enough to disappear without the government’s help.
II.

Agent Morrison walked the three blocks from Dominic’s house to where he’d parked his Ford Taurus, scanning the street from habit before climbing in. The cover story was solid if he were ever questioned. A routine follow-up on a money laundering investigation, checking with neighborhood sources, standard detective work that justified his presence in the area. Dominic’s house was never the official destination.
In five years of taking Dominic’s money, Morrison had never needed a cover story. His reputation was so clean, his case clearance rate good enough, that nobody had ever had a reason to check his movements. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t prepared.
He checked his watch as he started the engine: 4:53 PM. The meeting had gone exactly as planned. Thursday night’s shipment details confirmed, container numbers provided, payment arrangements settled, and another month of their mutually profitable arrangement secured.
One of his phones buzzed in his jacket pocket. He dug it out with his left hand. A text message.
I heard you today at Dominic’s. We need to talk. NOW.
Morrison’s grip tightened on the phone until his knuckles went white. His collar felt damp against his neck, and he found himself checking the rearview mirror every few seconds. 
Adelaide.
His mind raced through the afternoon’s events. Dominic’s house. The  meeting to discuss the next shipment. The envelope of cash sliding across the mahogany desk. Adelaide had left before four. She always left before four. Sylvia and the kids returned at 5:30. It was their routine. It was his safety net. Unbreakable.
Except today she hadn’t left. Today it might have broken.
Reckless to push it and visit the same day as Adelaide, but with Clarkson tied up with the task force, it was the only day he could freelance this week without someone looking over his shoulder. Still, almost twenty years with the Bureau. A full pension within reach. Five years of taking Dominic’s money to pad it out. His daughter’s wedding in the spring. Everything he’d built could crumble with one recorded conversation or one complaint.
But had it broken? She could be bluffing. Except bluffing wasn't her style. She'd seen him, or knew enough to damage him. He tried to reconstruct the conversation and came up short. It didn't matter. Even a rumor, handled right, could end a Bureau career. He'd watched it happen to better men than him.
He typed back quickly: Where and when?
The response came immediately: Rico’s place. Dot Avenue. Midnight. Come alone.
Morrison stared at the phone screen. He thought Adelaide was choosing to meet at one of Dominic’s count houses because she knew the guards would be there. Armed witnesses would keep him honest, prevent him from doing anything rash. He smiled despite himself. She’d calculated the angles, just like he’d taught her. No longer the shrinking violet he’d first encountered clumsily laundering money to cover her own poor decisions.
But Adelaide had made one crucial mistake. She’d given him eight hours.
Morrison started the engine and pulled away from the curb, his mind already shifting into operational mode. Twenty years of being a cop had taught him that every problem had a solution.
You just had to be willing to find it.

      ***He drove home to his split-level in West Orange through the late-afternoon traffic. Normal suburban street. Normal suburban house. The kind of place where federal agents with clean records and government pensions could afford to live.
He spent the evening reading reports, answering emails, and thinking through possibilities. His wife asked about his day. He told her about a drug case, a money laundering investigation, the usual work stories that sounded impressive but revealed nothing important.
His burner phone vibrated twice during dinner. One call, then a text, the gap between them barely long enough to chew. The spelling in the message identified the sender before anything else could. Vincent Torrino couldn't string four words together without mangling two of them. Morrison set the phone face-down and picked up his fork. Vincent was getting nervous about something, which was unusual for a man who’d spent fifteen years learning to survive in his brother’s shadow. But maybe that nervousness was exactly how you survived long enough to become a seasoned gangster. Always looking over your shoulder, always expecting the next threat.
At 10:30 PM, Morrison told his wife he had to go back to the office for a few hours. Emergency surveillance that couldn’t wait. She accepted this like a 20-year spouse of a law enforcement officer. She kissed him goodbye and reminded him about their dinner reservation Friday night.
Morrison drove back toward Newark, taking his time, checking mirrors, making sure he wasn’t followed. At 11:15 PM, he turned onto Dot Avenue and slowed, scanning the dark windows of the tenements. He’d worked plenty of cases in neighborhoods like this over the years. RICO investigations, organized crime surveillance, drug busts, the kind of federal work that brought him into contact with Dominic’s world. That’s how their arrangement had started five years ago.
Morrison parked down the street from the count house, positioning his Taurus where he had a clear view of the building’s front entrance while remaining inconspicuous amongst the other vehicles on the block. He would have preferred to be on the street, but the limp from his old line-of-duty shooting made extended surveillance on foot impractical. This was one place the rust-studded Taurus actually blended in. At least in the dark.
From his position in the driver’s seat, he could see the weathered brick facade and the single light glowing on the second floor where Adelaide was likely working. The building was a weathered brick tenement that looked like every other failing property on the block. Barred windows on the first floor, a fire escape that had seen better decades, and the general air of neglect that made it perfect for Dominic’s purposes. Just another decaying structure in a neighborhood where people minded their own business.
A few other cars—a mix of compacts, cheap sedans, and working pickups—were scattered on the street. He studied each one but they were all empty. The guards would be inside, probably playing video games or watching television anxious for Adelaide to leave.
He settled back in the driver's seat and rubbed his left thigh where scar tissue covered most of the muscle. The leg never stopped aching. Sitting made it worse. Standing made it worse. The bullet had shattered his tibia and almost put him on permanent disability, but he’d come back and he’d fought hard not to be chained to a desk. 
Eight years had taught him to weaponize the limp. People saw the wounded hero who'd taken down a warehouse full of dealers. They never looked past the legend. The director's commendation hung on his office wall, proof of a story everyone wanted to believe.
 He checked his watch: 11:43. Seventeen minutes.
III.

Jordan Cross crouched behind the rusted dumpster, his breath forming small clouds in the October night air. The old tenement looked like every other target they’d hit in the past six months. A weathered brick facade, barred windows on the first floor, and a fire escape that had seen better decades. Just another stash house in a neighborhood full of them.
The dumpster reeked of rotting food and something worse that Jordan didn’t want to identify. At least Danny’s contribution to tonight’s plan would fit right in with the alley’s existing ambiance.
He checked his watch: 11:47. Thirteen minutes. They always went at midnight. No rhyme or reason other than it had worked the first time.
He flexed his fingers inside his gloves, working out the stiffness, then fiddled with the straps of his mostly empty backpack. A car door slammed three blocks away, the streetlight hummed above, Danny’s careful breathing beside him.
Jordan’s mouth went dry and his pulse quickened, the same way it had before basketball games in high school. Only a few years ago, but it felt like a lifetime. He’d learned to welcome the feeling. It meant his body was ready, his mind sharp. The crew that got too comfortable was the crew that made mistakes.
The beauty of their Robin Hood approach was its simplicity. No guns. That was his rule. Guns made you stupid. Simple bandana masks covered their faces. No Hollywood nonsense that got crews caught or killed. Just timing, preparation, and the kind of street smarts that came from growing up in neighborhoods where you learned early that the smart kids survived longer than the tough ones.
They only hit dealers who preyed on their own neighborhoods. Nobody called the cops when a drug dealer got robbed. The victims couldn’t exactly file insurance claims. And if Jordan’s crew kept their takes modest—10,000 to 25,000 at most—they stayed under the radar of anyone who might care enough to retaliate. 
This was their tenth rip in the last six months. Tonight’s target was Rico Martinez, a mid-level dealer who’d been pushing product to high school kids near the community center where Jordan volunteered. The tip had come from Carlos, who’d heard through the usual channels that Rico kept his stash money in a house on Dot Avenue. Easy target. Predictable routine. Just another dealer who deserved what was coming to him.
Jordan pulled the dark bandana up over his nose and mouth. Danny did the same. They’d learned that even small-time stash houses usually had at least two people inside watching the money. Sometimes more. The trick was getting them outside where you could control the situation.
Jordan nodded and pulled the phone from his jacket pocket. Sent a quick text. It was time. G’s response came back immediately. All clear.
“We’re good,” Jordan whispered. 
Danny moved from the dumpster to his position by the back door, the paper bag already in his left hand. He pulled out a lighter with his right. “Ready?” he whispered.
“Ready,” Jordan replied.
Danny set the bag on the back step, lit it, and pounded on the door three times before ducking back into the shadows beside Jordan.
For a long moment, nothing happened. Jordan could hear muffled voices from inside. Probably an argument about whether to check it out or ignore it. Then footsteps approaching the door.
The door cracked open just an inch. Someone peered out, checked the angles. Jordan pressed himself deeper into the shadows, holding his breath.
“You see anything?” a voice asked from inside.
“Just a burning bag,” came the reply. “Probably some punk kids.”
“Could be a setup.”
More silence. Jordan’s heart hammered against his ribs. If they decided not to come out… 
Finally, the door opened wider. Two men stepped out into the alley. One was thick and heavy, moving like an ex-bouncer, a pistol visible in his right hand. The other was younger, wiry, with the quick eyes of someone who’d learned to watch his back from birth. He held his gun low but ready, scanning the shadows while his partner focused on the flaming bag.
“What the hell?” the heavy one said, looking down at the flaming bag, nudging it with a boot.
“Smells like shit,” the younger one replied.
“I think it is shit,” The heavy one replied. “Probably a prank.” The heavy one stepped forward to stomp out the flames, then thought better of it. “Goddam neighborhood…”
Jordan waited until they’d visibly relaxed, guns lowered to their sides, then stepped out from behind the dumpster. The taser dropped the big one instantly, his gun clattering to the pavement as his muscles locked up. Danny hadn’t played ball in high school, but he’d been a wrestler. A good one. He went low on the younger guy, tackling him before he could raise his weapon. Within seconds, both men were zip-tied, wrists and ankles secured.
“Anyone else inside?” Jordan asked, collecting both pistols. He ejected the magazines, pocketed them, and tossed the guns in the dumpster. Neither man replied. The heavy one was breathing hard, sweat running down his face. Jordan hit him with the taser again.
“Wanna go for a third ride?” Jordan asked and raised the taser.
The heavy one flinched, then slumped. 
“Just the accountant lady. She’s upstairs counting.”
Jordan and Danny exchanged glances. Accountant? Danny shrugged. Three people were more than the usual but not unmanageable. Not with two already down.
They slipped inside, footsteps muffled on the worn linoleum floor. The back hallway reeked of burnt plastic and something chemical that Jordan didn't want to identify. G had given them a rough layout based on her surveillance over the past two weeks—watching the building, timing the routines, and counting who went in and out. They didn’t need much. They’d all grown up in or had friends who lived in similar buildings.
“Upstairs,” Jordan whispered. “Second bedroom. G said to check the baseboards under the window. But first, we deal with this accountant.”
They climbed the narrow stairs. Jordan felt a second adrenaline dump hit his system, his heart rate kicked up, but his hands stayed steady.
The second-floor hallway stretched ahead of them. Light spilled from under a door at the far end and they could hear the soft sound of someone moving around inside. Jordan motioned for Danny to stay by the stairs and keep watch.
Jordan approached the door and listened. Papers rustling. The soft click of buttons being pressed. Someone working alone, focused on their task.
He tested the doorknob. Unlocked.
The woman inside looked up from a small plastic desk. It was the kind sold at discount stores for kids’ bedrooms. She was in her mid-thirties, with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, wearing a slightly wrinkled business suit that looked completely out of place in the shabby room, not to mention the late hour. Stacks of cash bundles covered the tiny desk surface, with a few small piles stacked neatly on the floor to the left. A thin silver laptop balanced precariously on the desk’s edge. Her eyes went wide when she saw his masked face, but she didn’t scream. She went rigidly still as something flashed across her face. Confusion? Anger? Concern? He couldn't identify it before her expression went blank, controlled again.
“Don’t move,” Jordan said quietly as he slid into the room. “We’re not here to hurt you. Just stay calm and this will be over fast.”
He took in the rest of the room with a quick glance. Bare mattress on a metal frame, nothing else except for water stains on the ceiling and the smell of neglect.
The woman nodded, her hands raised slightly. “The money’s right there,” she said, gesturing to the desk. “Take whatever you want.”
Jordan noticed her purse and a laptop bag on the floor beside the desk chair. “Phone?”
“In my purse.”
“Kick it over here.”
She did, and Jordan pulled out the phone. He tugged off his gloves—the touch screen wouldn’t respond otherwise—and powered it down. Smart woman. No sudden movements, no attempts at heroics. She understood the situation. Maybe not her first rodeo. Which made Jordan nervous. Rico Martinez wouldn’t know a woman like this, and she would be unlikely to look in his direction.
Jordan went to the window and things got worse. Later, he realized he should have pulled the plug right there. Just turned and walked away.
The baseboard wasn’t loose. There was no stash. Just the piles on the desk.
“This isn’t right,” Jordan whispered. He turned and found Danny standing in the doorway.
“Holy shit,” Danny breathed. “Jackpot.” He pulled off his own backpack and started stuffing money inside.
Jordan couldn’t move. He felt as if he were watching Danny through an icy pond. Danny didn’t get it, or was blinded by the sight and smell of so much cash. Stacks and stacks of bills. Hundreds, mostly, bundled with rubber bands and packed tight. Jordan had seen plenty of drug money in his 22 years, but nothing like this. This wasn’t street-level dealing money. This was wholesale. Organization money. Probably Torrino money, which made his stomach clench in a knot.
“How much you think?” Danny’s voice was barely audible, but his eyes were bright with the kind of greed that made people stupid. His hands kept moving, tossing cash into the pack until it started to bulge. 
“More than we thought. A lot more,” Jordan choked out. His voice sounded strange.
His phone vibrated twice. G’s signal. Time to go. That snapped the spell. This was far more money than they expected and far more dangerous. But it could also be life changing. Jordan's hand moved before he could think it through further. Grabbed a bundle of hundreds. Shoved it in his pack. Kept shoving them in. His throat felt tight as he zipped his pack closed.
“We need to leave,” Jordan said. 
They pulled the backpacks on and adjusted to the weight. 
Danny left, but Jordan turned back to the woman.
“Who are you?”
The woman dropped her hands to the desk. Her shoulders loosened, but her face remained neutral. “You really need to leave.”
He looked at her for a moment and realized it was the only answer she was going to give. Tough woman. He had a fleeting thought that he wouldn’t have minded spending more time with her. Just talking. But not now. He spun around and ran right into Danny.
And the man holding the gun.

      ***The man was early forties, black hair, wearing black jeans and a leather jacket that looked expensive even in the dim hallway light. He didn’t look as out of place as the woman, but he was closer to her world than Jordan or Danny’s or the two guys trussed up out in the yard. His eyes swept the room quickly before coming back to Jordan and Danny, but he aimed his first question at the woman. 
“What the hell is going on?” His hand was steady on the pistol, finger on the trigger.
“A robbery,” the woman said from behind Jordan. 
The man’s eyes pinged between Jordan and Danny, both still masked. His voice carried authority, but not like a cop, not exactly. Something was off. “Well, well,” he finally said.
 Jordan watched the man do the mental math and come to a decision. Not a good one for Danny or Jordan. This wasn’t a cop or street-level security. 
This was a killer. 
This was someone who couldn’t afford witnesses.
Everything slowed down. He could see the man’s finger tightening on the trigger. The woman’s hand moving slowly down toward her bag.. The look of cold determination on the man’s face.
“Adelaide,” the man said without taking his eyes off Jordan. “You know what happens now.”
The woman—Adelaide—shook her head. “No, you don’t have to—”
“Addy, yes, I do.”
Adelaide's hand came out of her bag with a small canister just as Jordan shoved Danny from behind. The man pulled the trigger. Pepper spray caught him full in the face. His shot went wide, plaster exploding from the wall behind Jordan's head. The acrid smell flooded the small room, making Jordan's eyes water.
The man swore and stumbled backward, clawing at his eyes. Adelaide dove away from the desk as he fired again, blind.
“Go!” Jordan shouted to Danny, half dragging, half pulling him to his feet and toward the bedroom door.
They bolted past the choking, cursing man. He reached out and grabbed Jordan’s ankle. Jordan lashed out with his other foot and heard the man grunt and metal skitter across the floor. He grabbed the doorframe with both hands and yanked himself free. 
Down the stairs, three at a time. 
Behind them, another gunshot. A high-pitched scream cut short by another shot.
The trip back down felt like wading through concrete.
Finally, they hit the landing and burst through the back door into the alley. The zip-tied guards looked up in shock as Jordan and Danny sprinted past them toward the street.
“Car!” Danny yelled.
The stolen Accord was already idling at the mouth of the alley, passenger door open. They dove into the back seat as the back door of the house slammed open. Heavy footsteps and ragged breathing. The man was following, still half blind but determined.
“Go! Go!” Jordan shouted.
G floored it, tires squealing. 
Through the rear window, Jordan saw him hit the street, still rubbing his eyes, limping as he tried to pursue them on foot, gun in his hand. 
They were three blocks away before anyone spoke.
“What happened back there?” G asked, voice tight.
“Someone came to meet the accountant,” Danny said. 
“Accountant?” G asked, letting up on the gas now that they were clear, turning slightly to look at Jordan. 
“We had bad intel. There were more than just two guards. And there was a woman upstairs counting cash. A lot of cash. That was not a stash house. That was a bank.” 
“Shit,” G said. “And who came to meet her?”
“Guy with a gun.”
“Cop?”
Jordan shook his head, still trying to process what he’d heard. “I don’t think so. No badge. No backup. And he knew her name.” He thought about the scream he’d heard as they fled. “And he was ready and willing to use that gun.”
“Then we’ve got a big problem,” G said quietly.
Jordan looked down at his hands and then stared out the window as they drove toward their rendezvous with Carlos. He closed his eyes but could still hear the gunshot and the woman’s scream in his head. He tried to convince himself they’d gotten lucky. They’d gotten away. No one hurt. Loads of cash. But he knew better. G was right. Their simple plan had suddenly gotten a lot more complicated.
And he had a bad feeling the man wasn’t done with them yet.






  
  Chapter one

The DOC transport van hit the deer on Route 18, just south of Lakewood. Tommy Castellano felt the impact through his shackles, a sudden lurch that sent Marcus Williams sliding into him on the narrow bench seat. The collision of antlers and steel resonated through the van’s reinforced frame like a gunshot. 
The correction officer in the passenger seat shouted something Tommy couldn’t make out over the screech of brakes and the grinding of metal against asphalt. Through the mesh partition, he could see the driver fighting the wheel.
The van’s front end crumpled like an accordion on impact, the hood buckling upward in a twisted metal wave. Glass exploded inward from the windshield. The safety glass held together in a spider web of cracks but bowed dangerously into the cab. The deer’s body rolled over the roof with a sickening series of thuds. 
The van tilted as the front right tire shredded against the twisted wheel well, rubber screaming against steel. For a moment, they teetered on two wheels before gravity slammed them back down onto the asphalt with bone-jarring force. 
Inside the van, everything loose became a projectile. A clipboard struck the partition. The correction officer’s thermos of coffee burst open, spraying hot liquid across the cramped space. Tommy felt Marcus’s shoulder slam into his ribs again, but he kept his eyes focused ahead, watching, calculating, as the van finally shuddered to a stop in a cloud of steam and the acrid smell of burned brake pads.
Marcus pressed against him, all two hundred sixty pounds of solid muscle tensed like a coiled spring. His breathing had quickened, the way it always did when things went sideways. “What’s happening, Tommy?”
“Opportunity,” Tommy replied, watching the CO in the back with them struggle to grab his radio. The man’s head had struck the steel security barrier during the crash, blood trickled from his scalp down to his collar making his movements slow and uncoordinated, his eyes were glassy and unfocused. He wasn’t a threat. “Stay calm and do exactly what I tell you,” Tommy told Marcus.
Steam hissed from the crumpled hood like an angry serpent. Out the back, through the small, reinforced windows, Tommy saw the deer’s carcass illuminated in the stuttering brake lights, its body bent and broken. He didn’t see any other cars approaching. This was a rural road, late at night. He turned back to the front. 
One of the van’s headlights flickered erratically before dying completely. The driver slumped over the wheel, his forehead pressed against the horn, which bleated weakly in the October night. Tommy could see the rise and fall of the man’s shoulders. Unconscious, but breathing. In the passenger seat, the other officer hung motionless against his seatbelt, his neck bent at an angle that made Tommy wince despite himself. Tommy had seen enough death in Rahway to recognize it instantly. The passenger hadn’t been wearing his seatbelt properly. He’d probably had it positioned under his arm for comfort during the long drive. With the collision, he’d become a projectile, his body snapping forward with enough force to break his neck against the unforgiving dashboard. Quick, at least. Better than some ways to go that Tommy had witnessed.
“Jesus Christ,” the injured CO in the back muttered, still fumbling for his radio with hands that shook from adrenaline and the onset of shock. Blood had begun to congeal in his graying hair. “Base, this is Transport Seven. We’ve had an accident on Route 18. Need immediate assistance and medical.”
Tommy studied the man’s movements, cataloging details the way he’d learned to do during his 15 years inside. Officer Kowalski—he’d memorized all their names during the 40-minute drive from Rahway State Prison. Mid-forties, soft around the middle, wedding ring worn thin from twenty years of nervous fidgeting. Probably had teenagers at home, maybe a mortgage that kept him awake at night. The kind of man who took this job for the benefits and counted the days until his pension kicked in, never imagining he’d find himself in a situation like this.
Tommy had studied hundreds of men like Kowalski during his incarceration. Guards, social workers, parole officers—they all had tells, patterns, breaking points. This one would fold. The blood loss and shock would make him compliant, malleable. Tommy had been waiting for a moment like this for three years, ever since he’d learned about the transfer schedule.
“Marcus,” Tommy said quietly, “remember what we talked about. No unnecessary violence. We’re not animals.”
Marcus turned to him, brown eyes wide with the kind of trust that came from absolute dependency. “But if they try to stop us—”
“They won’t try hard enough to matter. Trust me.” Tommy’s voice carried 15 years of accumulated patience. He’d learned to think in years, not minutes. Every conversation, every favor, every small electronic component smuggled into his cell had led to this moment.
The radio crackled with static before a dispatcher’s voice cut through. “Transport Seven, please repeat. You’re breaking up.”
Kowalski keyed the mic with a shaking hand, leaving bloody fingerprints on the black plastic. “One… potential casualty, vehicle disabled. Driver’s unconscious. We’re going to need…”
The words died in his throat as he turned to check on his prisoners. Tommy had somehow freed himself from the shackles and now held the cuffs like rosary beads, the chain dangling between his fingers. The federal-grade restraints that had held him for the past 40 minutes lay open, their electronic locks somehow defeated.
“How did you—” Kowalski started, his voice cracking.
“Electronics, Officer Kowalski. It’s what I do.” Tommy smiled, the expression somehow more unsettling than a scowl. His face held the kind of calm that came from absolute confidence in his own abilities. “Magnetic locking mechanisms are surprisingly simple once you understand the frequency modulation. Your radio system, for instance—it operates on a specific band that can be disrupted with the right harmonic interference.”
As if on cue, the radio erupted in a burst of static so loud it made Kowalski flinch.
Tommy had spent six months building the small frequency disrupter from components salvaged from a broken radio, hearing aid batteries, and copper wire stripped from the electrical shop. The device, no bigger than a matchbook, could interfere with small electronic systems within a twenty-foot radius. He’d tested it on the cell block’s television, the guard station’s computer, even the electronic locks on the shower stalls. Prison had taught him patience, but more importantly, it had given him the time to perfect his craft.
But they were only halfway free. The wrist restraints were electronic. Easy. Tommy’s disrupter turned them into dead weight in under thirty seconds. The ankle cuffs were different. Old-school Peerless chain-link restraints with hardened steel locks. No circuits to scramble. No signals to jam. Just metal and keys, the kind of low-tech security that had survived a century because it worked. They hobbled when they walked, chains rattling with each shuffling step. Without Kowalski’s keys, they weren’t going anywhere.
“Now, here’s what’s going to happen,” Tommy continued, his voice conversational, almost friendly. “You’re going to unlock these cuffs. Then you’re going to sit very still while we walk away. In exactly twelve minutes, your radio will start working again and you can call for help. Everyone goes home safe tonight.”
Kowalski’s hand moved instinctively toward his weapon, a Taser holstered at his belt. The movement was automatic, born of training and fear.
“I wouldn’t,” Tommy said, his tone never changing from its conversational cadence. “Marcus gets nervous when people reach for weapons. Don’t you, Marcus?”
Marcus nodded, his massive frame somehow expanding to fill even more of the van’s narrow space. Even shackled, he looked like he could tear the vehicle apart with his bare hands. His shoulders strained against the orange DOC jumpsuit, and the chain connecting his ankle cuffs looked fragile against his thick legs.
“Just do what Tommy says,” Marcus added, his voice surprisingly gentle, almost apologetic. “We don’t want to hurt anybody. Tommy always says violence is for people who can’t think good.”
Kowalski looked between them. A slight, prematurely gray man who spoke like a college professor and the mountain of muscle who talked like a child asking permission. He’d worked corrections for eight years and had never seen anything like this dynamic. Most escaped convicts were desperate, unpredictable. These two seemed almost… patient. They were not panicking. His experience had taught Kowalski that desperate men could be handled. Men with a plan were something else.
“The deer came out of nowhere,” Tommy said, almost sympathetically. “Bad visibility, wet roads, probably rutting season for the whitetails. Could happen to anyone. You did everything right, Officer. No one’s going to blame
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