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            Chapter 1

             

            Spotsylvania County, Virginia

            Thursday, April 28

            7:50 p.m.

         

         He was coming for her, and he was close.

         He’d parked on the driveway and would soon head for the pump house, taking long strides. Spaced evenly, methodical, as she knew Mr. Perfectionist would take, his footsteps rustling over dead grass, bringing him closer.

         At the door, he would twist the rusty knob. Step inside. Spot her. She could almost hear his thoughts when he did.

         I was sloppy. Now she knows. Do I let her live? Kill her? How can I dispose of the body?

         The body. Ha! Her. He was going to kill her. She’d grown up with him. Lived next door for years, but he had no choice now. He had to know she wouldn’t keep quiet about this…this what? She didn’t even know what to call it.

         She swept her gaze over the rough-hewn table, pausing at neat piles of white blocks covered in green cellophane. Explosives—military grade, like she’d seen in briefings in her job as a government translator. The blocks sat solidly among triggers, wires, pipes, and items she couldn’t identify. Items for a bomb. Maybe several bombs. Pages and pages of diagrams, maps, and other papers were scattered beside the equipment.

         Recent television news stories raced through her brain. Explosions on the first of every month. The destruction. Chaos and confusion. Nothing more than burned-out shells left behind. Death. Muslim women. Always women.

         Oh my gosh! Oren. Her childhood best friend was a killer. A terrorist. The Lone Wolf Bomber. No…no. Couldn’t be, right? But the evidence…

         His car door slammed in the distance, the echo reverberating through the quiet.

         He’s coming.

         She had to escape, but how? The only door and window in the tiny building led to the path he’d take.

         Think, Tara, think. Hurry! Hurry!

         She reached for her phone. The smooth case slipped through her fingers and tumbled to the floor.

         Father, please. Help me!

         She dropped to her knees, her fingers crawling over the dirt floor until they curled around the cool metal. She woke it up and lifted a finger to tap in 911.

         No. She should call the FBI’s hotline. The bright red letters, 1-800-THE-BOMB, had scrolled across the television screen nearly every newscast for the last few months. They were better prepared than local police to deal with a lunatic bomber. She punched in the number and the phone rang.

         “Hotline, this is Special Agent Cal Riggins,” the deep male voice said.

         Good. She’d gotten an actual agent.

         “My aunt’s tenant, Oren Keeler.” Her words tumbled out, rushing over each other. “He has…oh my gosh…this can’t be happening. I’m…I’m in the pump house. Behind my aunt’s home. There are bomb-making materials here.”

         “Calm down,” Agent Riggins said. “What’s your name?”

         Calm down? Is he nuts? “I can’t calm down. Oren just drove up. Once he finds me here, he’ll kill me.”

         “It would help if I had your name,” Agent Riggins said evenly when her body revved on high octane.

         He was so infuriatingly composed, Tara wanted to shout at him to take her seriously, but Oren would hear her. “My name’s Tara. Tara Parrish.”

         “Hello, Tara.”

         She didn’t have time for pleasantries. “I need you to get someone over here now. Before he comes inside and discovers me.”

         “What’s your address?”

         She rattled off the farm address in rural Virginia about an hour and a half from her home in Washington, D.C. “I’m down the drive. In the pump house. It’s not more than a shed behind the hired hand’s house Oren rents. He grew up next door, but his mother died last year and he recently lost the farm. My aunt invited him to live here.”

         “Why are you in the pump house?”

         “My aunt…She wasn’t getting any water at the main house, so she asked me to check the pump. The door was locked, but I broke in and found…oh, no…no. I can’t believe this is happening.”

         Her heart rate skyrocketed, and she shot across the room, putting as much distance as possible between her and the door.

         “Where is Keeler now?”

         “He just got out of his car and will be here soon. He wasn’t supposed to be home, but he came back early. He’s gonna…oh my gosh…he’ll…” She couldn’t say the words aloud, as everything suddenly seemed terrifyingly real.

         “Is there another way out of the shed?” Agent Riggins asked, that infuriating calm remaining in place.

         “Nothing he can’t see. I can’t…” A sob stole her words, and tears pricked at her eyes, itching, burning for release. She swallowed hard to fight them off.

         “Hey, hey, now, Tara,” he soothed.

         She heard clicking on the line, then silence. Terrifying, horrible silence.

         “Are you still there?” she cried out.

         “Don’t worry, I’m here. I’ll get you through this. My team is already dispatching a sheriff’s deputy.”

         What? He was passing her off. Unbelievable.

         Tears gave way to anger. “But what about you? You’re the FBI. You should be here, too. To arrest Oren. He could be the Lone Wolf. The bomber you’re looking for. I thought you’d make this a priority.”

         “It is a priority, and I’m on my way. But even with a chopper on standby, it’ll take twenty minutes or so for me to arrive.” She heard activity in the background of the call, and his breathing picked up as if he was on the move. “The deputy can arrive sooner. Until then, I need you to take proactive measures.”

         “What can I do other than blow up one of his bombs?” Hysterical laughter bubbled up, and she swallowed it down.

         “Does the door open in?” he asked, ignoring her panic.

         “Yes.”

         “If you’re not by the door, go over there.”

         “But that’s where he’ll be.”

         “Just trust me, Tara. Go to the door. Stand behind it so when he pushes it open he doesn’t see you.”

         He sounded so certain, so sure, that she did as he asked and crossed the room.

         “Okay, I’m there,” she whispered, but didn’t have peace about moving closer to Oren.

         Agent Riggins might be able to give directions that he thought would help, but he didn’t know Oren. Didn’t know his tenacity. She did. Had experienced it when he declared his love three months ago, and she’d let him down not too gently, but he still needed a giant stick upside the head to get a clue.

         “Now find something big and hard that you can strike him with,” Agent Riggins continued. “If the deputy doesn’t arrive before Keeler enters the building, you’ll have to disable him.”

         She looked around the room and found a thick, jagged piece of wood. She almost laughed, as it was looking like Oren would get that whack upside the head he sorely needed, but there was nothing funny about her situation.

         She lowered her voice to keep Oren from hearing her. “Okay. I found a board. It should work.”

         “Good. Now you’re ready to take action if needed,” Agent Riggins said over the sound of his footsteps pounding in the background of the call.

         “I…he…” She lost her voice. Lost her breath. Concentrated but couldn’t seem to draw in enough air. She was suffocating.

         “Let’s not focus on Keeler,” he said. “Why don’t you describe the items on the table?”

         Right. Forget the man who walked up the path ready to kill her.

         “Come on, Tara,” Agent Riggins commanded. “Breathe deep and look at the table. Tell me what you see.”

         She could at least give it a try. She glanced at her aunt’s old potting bench with chipped and peeling green paint. “There’s a cardboard box. It’s labeled ‘Explosives Dangerous Handle Carefully.’ Next to it are white blocks. They’re wrapped in green shrink-wrap.”

         “How many packs?”

         “I don’t know. Fifteen. Maybe more.”

         A low whistle came over the phone.

         “That’s bad, right? I knew it. Really bad.” She moved her focus farther down the table. “There’s also a bunch of PVC pipe connected with elbows to look like a C.”

         “C,” he mumbled.

         “Yeah. Is that bad?”

         “Can be.”

         “Does the Lone Wolf use pipes like these?” she asked, knowing reporters had never revealed specifics of his bombs.

         “Sorry. I can’t discuss that with you.”

         Translated, yeah, the Lone Wolf used PVC pipe and odds of Oren being the bomber were growing by the minute.

         Panic finally won out, and she clutched a corroded pipe to stay upright. “With the way Oren changed, I should have known something like this could happen. We were friends growing up, but he got weird in high school. Always spouting off about causes that no one cared about. Then he changed religions and tried to get us to convert to the Islamic faith. So I guess this isn’t unbelievable. Or maybe it is. I mean bombs. Who does that? Not someone in my life.”

         Her thoughts traveled to her aunt waiting for her at the main house. “Oh my gosh, my aunt June. She’s going to freak when she hears the Lone Wolf is living on her property.”

         “You could be wrong about this. Maybe Keeler’s letting a friend use the space.”

         “Oren? Friends? No…no, he doesn’t have any friends. He’s a loner.”

         A car trunk slammed, and then footsteps crunched over gravel.

         Her heart skipped a beat. “How long will it take for the deputy to get here?”

         “He’s five minutes out.”

         “That’s too long.” She whispered to keep from being heard. “Oren’s coming to the door. What do I do?”

         “First, take a deep breath, Tara.” Agent Riggins’s soothing voice returned, serene, almost melodic, yet deep and strong.

         She thought she’d like him if she lived to meet him.

         “C’mon,” he continued. “Breathe. In through your nose. Out through your mouth.”

         She tried it. Managed two cycles before she heard Oren’s footsteps stop. Her throat closed.

         “He’s right outside. I can hear him.” The words came out on an exhale.

         Her hand shook so badly she almost dropped the phone.

         “Calm down, Tara. Put the phone in your pocket so Keeler doesn’t know you’ve called to report him. It’ll also free your hands to take a better hold on the wood you found.”

         “Hang up? What? No. No. I don’t want to hang up. Don’t leave me alone.”

         “I won’t. Just put the phone in your pocket, and I can continue to listen in. We’ll stay connected. Okay?”

         The doorknob turned, a click of the metal sounding like an explosion in her head. “Please stay with me, Agent Riggins. Please.”

         “Don’t worry, Tara. I’m not going anywhere. I’m here for you.”

         Right, he’d said that, but he wasn’t here, now, was he? Her life was in her own hands. Hers alone.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

             

             

            Spotsylvania County, Virginia

            8:10 p.m.

         

         The Black Hawk’s rotors thundered over Cal’s head as he pressed his phone against his ear and listened hard for any word from Tara. He’d transferred her call to his cell and despite her phone remaining in her pocket, he’d picked up enough of her movements to stay current on her situation.

         He’d heard the board crack against Keeler’s body and Tara’s footsteps as they’d pounded away from the pump house. And then…then…man, it had been gut-wrenching when a gunshot rang through her phone, and she’d issued a desperate plea for help. Every protective instinct in Cal’s body sat up and took notice. But even worse, the sound was followed by silence.

         Deadly silence.

         “ETA, four minutes.” Chopper pilot Zach Lawson’s voice came over Cal’s earbud.

         “Copy that,” Cal said, trying not to snap at Zach.

         Cal was worried about Tara—that was a given—but he also didn’t like this op. Didn’t like it one bit. His six-person team should be suited up and onboard with him. An FBI Critical Incident Response team, they always had aircraft and pilots on standby and could have wheels up in, say, an hour or so, but Tara couldn’t wait for an hour. He’d had to move on the fly.

         So no backup. No team. No trained operators carrying out their assignment alongside him. Tonight he had only the phone connection to Tara, the red blip of her cell on his GPS, and an aerial map of the farm for intel.

         Could be worse, he supposed. At least she’d thought to call the hotline manned by agents 24/7 so they could instantly respond to credible threats. If she’d called 911, the deputy who Cal instructed to stand down at the pump house could be racing after Tara and Keeler, getting both of them killed or even causing a SWAT situation that the deputy wasn’t prepared to handle.

         “Three minutes,” Zach announced.

         Cal couldn’t sit any longer. He needed to pace but with the small space he settled for standing, his shoulders and head bent to keep from hitting the overhead. He stared down at the boots he’d worn as a SEAL on too many hostage rescue missions to count. Missions that ended in more failures than Cal could accept. He slammed a fist into the chopper’s metal hull, the pain stinging up his arm and taking away some of the anger.

         Some.

         The rage had been simmering in his gut since a rescue gone bad where a seven-year-old boy died in his arms. Cal carried a boatload of regret from that op, and now, women dying at the Lone Wolf’s hands? That had added even more guilt to the equation. Too many lives lost on his watch. He wouldn’t let the same thing happen to Tara.

         He jerked out his phone and checked her GPS dot. She continued to move deeper into the woods, and it would take him longer to get to her.

         “Two minutes,” Zach said.

         Cal shrugged into his pack and double-checked his assault rifle and ammo before stepping to the door. Outside the city, black clouds obscured the moon and stars. Obscured his landing.

         Once they were on target, he’d fast-rope down to the road and be on Keeler’s tail without the guy even sensing his arrival. Perhaps Keeler would hear a chopper whirling overhead, hovering for a moment, then moving on, but nothing to put the guy on alert. Give it another hour or so and the full squad of operators would arrive.

         Now that thought was smile worthy.

         “One minute,” Zach said.

         Cal lowered his night-vision goggles. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the greenish color tinting his vision and pulled on his assault gloves. Made with a Nomex and Kevlar blend for protection, they had a gun-cut finger for increased dexterity.

         The helo went into a hover, and Cal glanced at Zach, who gave a thumbs-up.

         Go time.

         A burst of adrenaline raced through Cal’s blood, but he regulated his breathing. He nodded at Zach and jerked open the door. Air roared past, sucking and swirling. He kicked out the rope and grabbed it. Sliding down, the friction burned into his gloves. Thankfully, the Nomex shielded his hand. He hit the road hard, jarring his whole body. He wasted no time but signaled a successful landing, and the helo departed like a hummingbird whirling into the black of night.

         He took a moment to get his bearings. To his right sat an open grain field. On his left, a thick grove of trees mixed with the darkness. He pulled out the GPS device and followed the red dot about five hundred yards ahead in the stand of trees. Still moving, Tara had slowed her pace. Probably tiring. Made her more vulnerable.

         He had to move. Now!

         He crept through the woods. Silently. Carefully.

         Step. Step. Step. Break. A quick check of his surroundings.

         Rinse and repeat. Over and over.

         A tedious way to advance, but standard operating procedure for a hostage rescue professional dictated a cautious approach to arrive undetected and alive. After all, he had to protect himself first if he hoped to save another person.

         In the thick of the trees now, Cal heard an owl hoot above, but otherwise deafening silence greeted him as he crept forward. Muggy spring air closed in, the forest feeling like a sauna, and sweat dripped from his body.

         Fifty yards away from Tara’s location, he lifted his goggles and raised his rifle. He sighted in the area ahead and looked through the red crosshairs, but found no one.

         He crept closer and swung the rifle to his right. Held his breath. Searched. Twenty feet ahead, Tara stood with her back to a tree, her chest rapidly rising and falling. No sign of Keeler.

         Cal backed up and skirted behind trees to edge closer for a better look. He wanted to call out to her, but his sixth sense told him something was hinky. He took a stand behind a tree and scanned the area.

         A branch snapped to his right, echoing through the still of the night.

         He swung the scope, saw nothing, but dropped his finger to the trigger anyway. If Keeler and the Lone Wolf were one and the same, Cal wanted to take him alive to gain much-needed ISIS intel. But the most important thing right now—the most important thing at all times to a law enforcement officer—was to protect innocent life. Sure, if he brought the bomber in, or even put two in his chest, Cal might be stopping a future attack, but that attack wasn’t certain.

         Tara’s life was on the line right now.

         He ran his scope over the area, seeing nothing, but his frog sense kept screaming he was missing something. He continued to scan.

         C’mon, c’mon, c’mon. Show yourself.

         A sudden explosion in the distance thundered through the air. The ground rumbled beneath his feet in rolling waves, and the sky flashed with brilliant reds and oranges. He estimated the blast came from the pump house, and now any evidence they might have recovered to locate Keeler should he get away burned in a red-hot inferno.

         A gunshot split the night. A cry of distress followed. Cal swung his scope back to Tara in time to catch sight of her collapsing to the ground. He stifled a shout of rage and scanned the area. Saw no one.

         “FBI. Don’t move,” Cal called out, though he didn’t have eyes on Keeler.

         Cal remained in position, his finger itching to jerk the trigger, but he couldn’t very well go firing at random into the forest, hoping to hit a person who may or may not be the Lone Wolf. Who may or may not have just shot Tara. Cal needed more information to discharge his weapon.

         Deep laughter rumbled through the trees behind Tara. “Nice try, Secret Agent Man, but I think you’ll want to check on Tara instead of chasing after me. Adios.”

         The guy charged through the trees, the sound of snapping branches and crunching leaves soon trailing off. A sense of urgency to bolt toward Tara ate at Cal’s stomach, but he eased his way up to her, scanning the area with each step, looking for a trap. She lay on her back, and even in the thick of the night, he clearly saw through his NVGs the dark spot pooling on her abdomen.

         A gut shot, one of the worst places to take a hit. She wouldn’t survive if he didn’t stop the bleeding and get her to the hospital.

         Memories of the day the young boy lost his life on the raid came rushing back, filling Cal’s chest with apprehension, but he kept moving and grabbed his radio to connect with Zach.

         “Alpha One, this is Alpha Two requesting exfil at secondary location.” A cold feeling of dread twisted through his body. “Hostage has taken a bullet. Radio the ER and let them know we’re bringing her in with a gunshot wound to the left abdomen. And get word to standby deputies that Keeler’s on the move. He’s armed and dangerous and heading due west of my coordinates.”

         “Roger that,” Zach said calmly, the way all operators on the team would respond.

         Cal stowed his radio, grabbed his flashlight, and ran the beam over Tara’s face. Her eyes were closed and her mouth pinched. He swung the light over her body, stopping at the wound. He positioned himself above her yet kept an eye on the location where Keeler had fled.

         “Tara.” Cal put cheer he didn’t feel into his voice. “It’s me, Cal. I told you I’d get here.”

         Her eyes fluttered open.

         “I…he…” Her voice, a mere whisper, evaporated into the inky black sky.

         “Don’t talk.” Cal tore off his gloves and ripped his medical kit from his pack. He flipped on his headlamp and pressed gauze pads on the wound.

         She moaned, and the phone she clutched in her hand fell to the ground.

         “It’s okay, Tara. I’m going to get you through this,” he soothed as her blood easily saturated the gauze, increasing his concern.

         He grabbed a couple rolls of Kerlix and pressed hard. She groaned, a drawn-out, tortured expression of pain, but it was weaker this time. He rested his fingers on her wrist to find a fast and thready pulse.

         Not a good sign. Not a good sign at all.

         He turned his attention back to her face and cringed at the tightness he found there. He gently swept a strand of hair from her eyes and bent low. Her agony sent a visceral pain piercing his body, hitting him in a place in his heart he thought long dead.

         “We’re going to take a little trip, sweetheart.” He did his best to keep his concern from his voice. “But don’t worry. I’m going with you, and I’ll get you to the ER in plenty of time.”

         He picked up her phone, then lifted her into his arms, his promise hanging in the air. Why had he made another promise? Like the one he’d made to the boy on his failed rescue. Just a kid who didn’t make it.

         What good was a promise when he had no control over the endgame and it was up to God to save her life?

         
            *  *  *

         

         12:20 a.m.

 

         Pain kept Tara’s eyes clamped down tight, but she was vaguely aware of bright lights overhead, and the medical staff’s frenzied tones as they hurried her toward the ER and shouted words like peritoneal cavity, hematocrits, and pancreas. She remembered having a CT scan, but then her hematocrit had fallen, whatever that meant, and they now rushed her toward a surgical suite.

         The gurney bumped through swinging doors and came to a rest, but she couldn’t summon the energy to open her eyes. The nurse cooed something in her direction. Wooziness along with peace floated around her, and she drifted toward sleep.

         Memories of a man’s face lit by a beam of light from his helmet settled in her brain. He had a wide jaw and nose, high cheekbones, eyes that were dark and narrowed holding strength and conviction, but that wasn’t all. As he’d gazed down on her, they’d softened and filled with concern and compassion that she’d never witnessed in a man’s eyes.

         Agent Cal Riggins, he’d said his name was. The FBI agent she’d called. He’d told her on the phone that he was there for her, and he had been. Just like he promised. Well, almost anyway. Maybe a few minutes too late. But he had come, and as she’d gone in and out of consciousness on the helicopter, she found him holding her hand every time she woke up, warming her heart. Chasing out her fears as she tried to recall everything she’d seen.

         She remembered running in fear from Oren. He’d pursued her and shot at her, bullets racing past her head. Her arms. Shoulders. Then a fiery explosion shook the earth, and he’d fired his handgun again. She could feel the pain slicing through her stomach. Feel the cold ground rise up to meet her. Agent Riggins tending to her, his hands urgent and inflicting even more pain, yet his comforting gaze and tone holding regret over having to do so.

         She’d wanted to tell him something as he’d cared for her, but what? Could it be something she’d seen on the way out of the pump house? At the pump house?

         She tried to remember, honestly she did, but the images danced out of her reach and sleep pulled harder. She gave in, letting her body sink into the black void and drag her under.

         The next thing she knew was light and an insistent male voice.

         “Wake up, Tara,” he commanded.

         Hoping Agent Riggins stood beside her bed, she fought through the haze, struggling to climb free and lift her eyelids. She spotted a man, tall and string-bean thin. She worked hard to focus in on his face, but she needn’t have. With his slight frame, he couldn’t have carried her through the woods and held her close on the chopper. He was so not Agent Riggins.

         But Aunt June was there, her warm hand wrapped around Tara’s fingers, a smile washing over the anxiety in her face. Tara squeezed her hand.

         “You came through surgery fine,” the man said. “The bullet bruised a few internal organs, but barring any post-op infection, you should be back to normal soon.”

         He ran a hand over a shiny scalp with little tufts of hair sticking out the sides. He reminded her of an asparagus stalk wearing a doctor’s white coat. Laughter bubbled up inside, but his frown stifled it.

         “Any questions for me?” Impatience narrowed his gaze.

         Questions? She could barely keep her eyes open much less summon up any questions. She shook her head but managed to move it only a fraction of an inch.

         “Don’t worry, Tara. You’ll be just fine. You just rest for now,” Aunt June said. She glanced at the doctor. “We may have questions tomorrow.”

         He gave a clipped nod of his pointy head. “I’ll stop by in the morning to assess your progress, and we’ll take things from there.” He headed for the door, this tall stalk of asparagus, moving fluidly and quickly away.

         She closed her eyes, sleep waiting again with the promise of peace. Though comforted by Aunt June, Tara hoped when she next woke that Agent Riggins would be waiting at the door. His strong presence would be a comfort in itself, until…until he filled in the voids in her memory, and her worst nightmare once again became a reality.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

             

             

             

            3:10 a.m.

         

         Cal leaned against the wall in Tara’s hospital room. Her aunt had gone home reluctantly after Cal’s solemn assurance that they’d call if Tara’s condition changed. She lay asleep in the bed, her face as pale as the bleached pillowcase. Layers of auburn hair poked out at odd angles, likely from the cap she’d worn in surgery. And yet, even in such disarray, men would find her very attractive. After all, he did, but he didn’t have the time or energy to think of her as a woman right now, only as a person who witnessed important information that could help him catch the Lone Wolf.

         Oren Keeler. They now knew his name. A disappointingly plain name for a notorious bomber. Cal had spent hours during Tara’s surgery researching the man. His appearance was the only thing extraordinary about him. He had a long face, crooked nose, and buckteeth. Cal suspected women found him homely, far from the confident sort of man you’d expect to be brave enough to withstand the threat of an accidental detonation as he built his devices.

         Tara stirred and moaned.

         “No!” She shot upright, her eyes wild and searching. She locked gazes with him, then collapsed back.

         He approached her bed.

         “Do you need me to get the nurse, Tara…Ms. Parrish?” From her call and rescue, he’d come to think of her as Tara, but as a law enforcement officer, he needed to keep things professional and wait for her to suggest he call her Tara. Even then, he shouldn’t do so, as he couldn’t let her suffering distract him from his purpose.

         “No, I…” She bit her lip, then took in several deep breaths and firmed her shoulders with a resolve he didn’t expect. “Unless my memories are wrong, you’re the agent I spoke to on the phone.”

         “Agent Cal Riggins.” He flashed his credentials, then held out his hand.

         She slipped her slender fingers into his, and he was surprised to find them warm. “I’m Tara Parrish, but then you already know that. Thank you for saving my life. If you hadn’t come when you did—”

         “Let’s not go there, okay?” He smiled as much for himself as her. Three women had already lost their lives from Keeler’s bombs and Cal didn’t want to think about how close another woman had come to dying on his watch. “Are you up for answering a few questions, Ms. Parrish?”

         “Tara, it’s Tara.”

         “And you can call me Cal.” Now where had that come from when only a moment ago he’d vowed to keep things professional?

         Her brows knitted in worry. “Do you really think Oren is the Lone Wolf? That he’s actually killing for ISIS?”

         “My team and I have spent the last few hours researching him, and we’re certain he’s the Lone Wolf. Whether he’s motivated by his misguided beliefs or not has yet to be determined.”

         “But all the news reports about him mention ISIS.”

         “News reports can be inaccurate, but I can’t go into details.” He wished he could share more with her so she better understood the sense of urgency he had in finding Keeler, but Cal's team had just begun a comprehensive background investigation on her and would hardly share sensitive information until she was fully vetted. Maybe not even then.

         They kept many investigative details private. Details like the fact that Keeler used necklace bombs and drew a skull and crossbones on the front of his devices. At first they’d thought the common symbol of death was meaningless, but the literal translation of the symbol told another story. The X shape of the skull and crossbones was often interpreted as man being wrong about the truth and therefore he died. ISIS believed that anyone who didn’t hold their beliefs should die. A perfect symbol for Keeler’s cleansing.

         Tara closed her eyes and sighed. “Oren and I were once such good friends. I didn’t think anything could ever come between us.”

         Had she sighed because she’d learned a friend was a bomber, or because she was still involved with Keeler and was lamenting the guy choosing to turn on her and shoot her?

         It sent Cal’s gut churning to think this woman lying in front of him could be helping Keeler, but until their background check on her was complete, he had to at least consider the possibility. “Tell me more about your friendship with Keeler.”

         She pressed the remote to raise her bed, her face contorting in pain as the frame groaned upward. “There’s not much to tell. I think I mentioned on the phone that we grew up next door to each other. My parents owned a farm until they died in a car crash. I was only thirteen, so I went to live with my aunt June. Oren’s family farm was located between June’s and my parents’ place.”

         Cal grabbed a chair and slid it over to the bed. “But the Keelers lost that property to foreclosure about seven months ago.”

         Her eyebrow lifted. “Your research, right? Did you learn anything else that I should know?”

         “I’m afraid I can’t share details of my investigation.”

         “I understand.” She ran a hand over her face, and he doubted that she could begin to understand the complexity of this investigation. “This is all so surreal. My friendship with Oren might have ended in junior high, but still, how could…I mean…he…I can’t believe he shot me. I just can’t.”

         “When’s the last time you saw him?”

         “Last time?” She peered up at the ceiling. “In January, I guess. At June’s place. Before that, I hadn’t seen him since his mother’s funeral. We both lost our mothers in a car crash, so I reached out to him. But he didn’t want to talk.”

         “You also mentioned on the phone about his conversion to the Islamic faith. Did his family convert, too?”

         “No. No.” She shook her head hard, the wayward strands of hair settling in place on her shoulders. “He did that all on his own, and his parents didn’t support the change.”

         “Do you have any idea why he converted?”

         “I’m not sure, but I think it was timing more than anything. Our freshman year, kids were starting to date, and I think he felt left out.” Her eyes narrowed. “I imagine by now you’ve seen a picture of him.”

         Cal nodded.

         “There’s not a nice way of saying it, but he’s not a good-looking man, and he wasn’t a good-looking teenager. All gangly and disproportioned. He was teased a lot, and girls didn’t find him attractive. So I think he chose a Goth lifestyle because it made him seem odd on purpose. And he changed faiths for added shock value.”

         Interesting. “Did he tell you that?”

         “No. Just a guess. I tried to get him to talk to me about it in high school, but he refused and became withdrawn. That’s when our friendship totally fell apart, and we barely talked to each other.”

         Cal nodded and wanted to dig deeper, but he’d hold additional questions until the team had completed their preliminary research on Keeler. Then, when Cal knew the right questions to ask, he’d come back to her relationship with Keeler.

         “You’re a government translator and work out of D.C.,” he stated, as their research had proved that, and he wanted to get her take on it.

         She nodded. “I work for the State Department translating documents, conversations, videos. You know, that kind of stuff.”

         “What language?” He hoped she didn’t claim a Middle Eastern language, potentially tying her to a terrorist cell.

         “Depends on the day.”

         “So you speak more than one foreign language?”

         “I’m fluent in Spanish, French, and Russian.”

         He almost sighed out his relief, and he hated that he didn’t want her to be involved when he was desperate for a lead on Keeler. Any lead. “How did you decide to major in languages?”

         “I’ve always been good at math, so my teachers wanted me to go into a math career or IT and languages. I have no interest in IT. Math would have been okay, but as a child, I spent a lot of nights staring at the stars and dreamed of discovering what was outside my little town.” A wistful smile found her lips.

         “So you want to travel. Maybe visit the countries where they speak your languages?”

         “Yes, absolutely. In fact my friend Penny and I have been planning a trip to Russia now that I’m free.”

         “Free?” he asked, and her open expression closed down.

         “And after Oren is caught, of course,” she quickly added, her avoidance of his question raising a red flag. “So what happens next in finding him?”

         “Are you up to telling me about the pump house?”

         “Sure, but I can’t. I mean, for some reason, running from Oren keeps coming back. But no matter how hard I try, my time at the pump house is fuzzy.” She sighed. “Truth be told, I don’t actually want to remember the details of getting shot.”

         Maybe a red flag, maybe not. “Memory loss happens in traumatic situations. Things are likely to come back in bits and pieces.”

         “I’ll be sure to let you know if it does.”

         “About that,” he said, and leaned forward. “I’ll stop in to see you each day to try to jog your memory. If possible, I’d also like to get your assistance in finding Keeler.”

         She eyed him cautiously. “How?”

         “For starters, you can share every detail you know about Keeler with my team. And we can also put you in situations that could help bring back your memories.”

         “I suppose I could.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “Maybe…I guess, anyway. This is all new to me. I’ve never been involved in anything like this, and…” She shook her head. “How long will it take to come to grips with Oren being a bomber? A killer…women…he kills women, and he shot me. Tried to kill me, too. I mean…” Tears flooded her eyes, and she covered her mouth with her hand.

         He reached out to take her hand, then snapped his back before he made this personal. “It’s hard to comprehend something like this.”

         “Maybe Oren didn’t mean it.”

         “Oh, he meant it, all right. He didn’t accidentally chase you through the woods and fire a gun at you.”

         “You’re right, I suppose.” She nipped at her lower lip.

         “Look, Tara,” he said, putting force into his tone to get her full attention. “I get that this is hard to handle, but you can’t doubt Keeler’s intentions. He wanted you to die, and the worst thing you can do for your safety right now is underestimate him. You need to remember that he’s a dangerous man. So dangerous that while you’re in the hospital, I’ll have an agent outside your door at all times. In fact, Agent Fields is already standing duty in the hallway.”

         “He’s out there now?” She shot a look at the window. “Because you think Oren will try to kill me again?”

         Cal nodded, but at her anguished expression he wished he hadn’t had to admit his concerns.

         “But how can he…he was…we were friends. Good friends once. This’s crazy. My life. It was good. Now this. How will I ever get back to normal? Will I get back to normal?”

         “Not until Keeler is caught.”

         “But, he…” She shrugged and started crying softly.

         She still didn’t believe Keeler was a serial killer, and Cal couldn’t risk her underestimating Keeler or she could wind up dead, too. Cal wouldn’t lose another woman on his watch. He firmed his resolve to keep this woman’s pain from distracting him.

         “I’ll be here for you, Tara,” he said, meaning watching over her, not helping her deal with her emotional trauma. “Like I was with the helicopter. We’ll all keep you safe. Are you willing to help me?”

         “Yes.”

         “Good,” he replied. “Because we only have a few days until the first of the month, when Keeler is sure to detonate another bomb.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         4:30 a.m.

 

         Darkness cloaked Tara’s room when she drifted out of sleep. The nurse had come in as Cal was leaving and given her something through her IV. She didn’t remember anything since. How long had she slept?

         She rubbed her eyes and raised the bed. Movement in the window overlooking the hallway grabbed her attention. Groggy from the pain meds, she concentrated until a man standing on the far side of the hall became clear. He stepped closer.

         Had Agent Riggins come back, or was it Agent Fields?

         She blinked hard and squinted until the guy came into focus.

         No. Oh, no.

         Oren. It was Oren. There in the hallway, standing less than twenty feet away. A sneer on his face. A challenge in his eyes.

         “You’re dead,” he mouthed, and slashed a hand across his throat before disappearing down the hall.

         Panic curled through her body. Help. She needed help. She tried to get up. To call out, but the tiniest of movements sent the room spinning. Nausea followed, curling into her stomach and leaving it roiling. She closed her eyes and tried hard to move past the undulating waves of dizziness to think.

         Oh, God, please. What should I do?

         Agent Riggins. She needed him here by her side, but where had he gone?

         He’d promised to be there for her, but he’d disappeared. Left her alone to fend for herself. Let Oren get to her. He’d probably gone back to his job, his office, having forgotten all about her.

         “Help,” she finally got out.

         She waited for a response from anyone.

         She cried out again.

         Nothing. No one.

         Where was this Agent Fields? Why wasn’t he coming to her aid, or even challenging Oren?

         She peered at the window. Reality hit, settling in and stealing her breath.

         She was alone. All alone and vulnerable.

         If Oren could step into the hospital and come this close to her, he could certainly locate her D.C. row house and pounce.

         She’d be a sitting duck. Exposed.

         Her brain cleared for a moment and it hit her then. Hard.

         She wasn’t safe. Not here. Not anywhere. Not as long as Oren ran free.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

             

            Dallas, Texas

            Monday, August 1

            12:25 p.m.

         

         Cal curled his fingers and slammed his fist into the Honda Accord’s charred body. The metal sizzled from water blasted through firefighters’ hoses and heat from the explosion scorched his knuckles, sending pain radiating up his fingers.

         Too bad. He deserved to suffer. He should have prevented Keeler from setting off his latest bomb. Could have prevented it if he’d only worked harder, smarter, longer. Anything but this destruction. With it being the first of August, Cal had known Keeler would detonate a bomb. Yet Cal had failed, adding an additional ulcer in his gut. Worse yet, Keeler had now departed from his pattern of targeting Muslim women to killing women Tara Parrish had recently befriended.

         Choosing women outside the D.C. area made Keeler unpredictable. A loose cannon and even harder to find.

         Cal hit the frame another time. Then again and again. Once for each of Keeler’s victims. Heat blistered his knuckles, the pain intensifying, but he didn’t care. He’d arrived too late today, much like the day Keeler had nearly killed Tara.

         Even three months later, Cal’s failure to capture the Lone Wolf haunted his dreams. He’d had a split-second decision to make in the woods that fateful night, and he’d chosen not to go after Keeler to save Tara’s life. Now Keeler had strapped a necklace bomb around this woman’s throat and claimed his seventh victim.

         Cal stared at the car’s burned-out shell. The horror this woman must have experienced lingered in the air and ate at Cal’s insides. Four more women had died since he’d last laid eyes on Tara in the hospital. Innocents. All of them. They didn’t deserve death or this horrific treatment. They deserved better from Cal. So did the others. The ones he continued to seek justice for.

         Cal thrust another fist at the car. Something he’d taken to doing all the time. A wall. A door. Any solid object that could take his pummeling. He had to get out his anger at Keeler, at himself for failing, or he’d explode.

         He tightened his fist and lifted his hand.

         “Stand down, Riggins.” Max White’s voice came from behind.

         The leader of their team, he was the reason for their team nickname. Reporters had combined his last name with the team’s many heroic rescues and conflict resolutions and dubbed them the White Knights.

         Max curled his fingers around Cal’s wrist and dragged him off to the side where shadows from tall trees hid them from voracious reporters circling like buzzards ready to pick apart the carnage for a story.

         Cal’s breath came fast and deep, and he stood under Max’s stare without looking at his boss. Max gave his team the freedom to take any steps necessary to get the job done and didn’t often interfere, but when one of their team needed restraining, he stepped in.

         Max plunged his hand into his hair, leaving it even more rumpled than usual as he scowled at Cal. “The last thing we need right now is for you to give the press something to fuel their special reports. So get a grip. Now.”

         “I don’t care,” Cal said, and truth be told, he didn’t. He’d seen some horrendous things as a SEAL, and during his year as the explosives expert on the Knights, he could honestly say he’d never wanted to lay down his credentials and walk away until today. “This woman should be alive. If I had—”

         “Had what?” Max interrupted. “Become Superman and located Keeler on your own when the whole team hasn’t been able to do it? Our team’s the best, and we will get him. Why take it all on yourself?”

         “Why? Because it’s personal,” Cal said. “I had him, Max. Could’ve brought him in and I let him go. I—”

         “Stop right there. Tara Parrish was bleeding out. You chose to save her life and hoped she’d help us hunt him down later. All of us would have done the same thing, and if you were faced with a similar choice today, you’d do it again.”

         “You’re right. I would, but letting Keeler go? That…” Rage wormed its way through his body, and he shook his head in disgust. “That makes this personal, as is every stinking bomb the psychopath has detonated since then.”

         “If you hold on to the fact that you saved Tara’s life instead of feeling guilty for the others, you’ll be far better off.”

         He shoved his hands into his pockets, the blistered skin on his knuckles ripping open, the pain a welcome distraction. “I would have put her life first no matter what, but her leaving us in a lurch? That I didn’t see coming.”

         “You couldn’t.” Max frowned. “Shoot, we still don’t know why she bolted from the hospital. Especially not after we’d cleared her of any involvement with Keeler. Doesn’t make sense for a civilian like her to think she can do a better job of staying alive on her own rather than having our team watch over her.”

         Tara had been lucky. Her wound had looked bad, but she’d only sustained bruised internal organs. Three days after checking into the hospital, she’d taken off and disappeared. At first Cal thought Keeler had gotten to her, but there’d been no sign of foul play, just a bamboozled FBI agent unable to explain how she’d disappeared on his watch.

         A month later, Cal had discovered her working as a waitress in Atlanta, but by the time he got to Atlanta, she’d run again, leaving fellow coworkers to confirm she’d once lived there. Then Keeler killed one of these coworkers, and yesterday, an anonymous VoIP call came into the hotline telling them Keeler was likely targeting employees of Pecos Palace in Dallas. The team hopped a plane while trying to track the call through Internet servers, but they hadn’t yet come up with the origin of the call.

         They had learned that Tara worked at the Pecos Palace for three weeks before disappearing again. Now Cal had no idea where she’d gone, just that she continued to run, and Keeler killed another woman she’d worked with.

         “She obviously hasn’t figured out that the explosions in cities where she’s recently lived means Keeler’s tracking her,” Max said. “I’d like to think if she knew Keeler was targeting her, she’d be smart enough come in.”

         “I don’t know, man. She clearly doesn’t trust us.” Trust me. Cal tightened his fingers. “We have to find her before he does, though. Besides, I’m still convinced she’s the only one who can help us track him down.”

         “We are going to get him, you know. With Tara or without her.” Max made strong eye contact. “If you don’t tuck tail and run away like the big baby you were acting like a minute ago. Throwing a tantrum.”

         “I’m not running,” Cal said, ignoring the tantrum comment.

         “Tell you what,” Max said. “Let’s get out of here and let Brynn do her thing with the forensics. We’ll gather the rest of the team and go back to the hotel. Then we’ll run the investigation one more time with fresh eyes.”

         Cal turned to look at forensic expert Brynn Young squatting near the burned-out car. Cal had been a part of a team since he joined the navy at eighteen, and he liked working in that capacity even now. Each of them came together to intervene in a critical situation, to use their strengths to bring order to chaos, and to apply their unique skills in an investigative capacity. His teammates were more than capable, and he could leave any one of them to handle this scene today, but as lead case agent, he wasn’t going anywhere.

         He faced Max. “We’ll see how things go. I have witness statements to take—”

         “No,” Max snapped. “This is a direct order.”

         Max set his mouth in a hard line and pulled back wide shoulders built from hours in a gym. His military-perfect posture was born from ten years as an Army Ranger. Still, bleeding military or not, he never ordered them to do anything—never—proving his stress level now, too. The powers that be, all the way up to the president, were pressuring him to bring in the Lone Wolf.

         Or maybe since Max handled pressure better than most, he was using reverse psychology that often worked on the team. They weren’t three-year-olds, but tell them something couldn’t be done, and with most of them former military spec ops personnel, they’d prove him wrong. No matter what it took, even if it meant bending the rules to get the job done.

         “A direct order, huh?” Cal cracked a smile, likely Max’s goal. “In other words, you don’t want me to do it.”

         “Nah.” Max scowled. “I want you to take a break, but I needed to shake you up to get you to comply.”

         Cal stared at Max. “I need a few more minutes here first.”

         Max arched a brow.

         “If you want me to step away for a while, give me a few minutes with Brynn to get up to speed on forensics and to talk with the eyewitnesses. It’ll help with our briefing, too.”

         “Fine. Take thirty, but then we’re out of here.” Max eyed him. “Keep that temper in check.”

         Max marched across the road to the mobile command truck rolled in by County five minutes before the Knights had arrived. Cal and the team had gotten the bombing call at 1200 hours. The Knights were already in Dallas tracking Tara, so they’d arrived on scene quickly and had taken charge. County transported the body, took preliminary statements from eyewitnesses, and set up the church down the street for the grieving family.

         Cal hadn’t been over there yet, but after the briefing he’d give his condolences to each and every person. He’d have to question them, too, a particularly nasty thing to do in their grief, but a career in law enforcement often meant having the emotional courage to do the right thing. He’d do his job no matter how much it hurt. Max could count on that.

         Cal picked his way through the debris to Brynn. She wore a white Tyvek suit over her team uniform as she sifted through the wreckage, pausing every so often to place a numbered marker next to crucial evidence.

         She looked up, every strand of chin-length blond hair in place as usual. “Looks like a necklace bomb. His signature device.”

         Cal nodded and ran his gaze over the debris field. “With the air pushed outward in a blast and sucking everything back into the vacuum it creates, the components for this device are nearby. I want you to find every piece down to the tiniest of fragments.”

         Brynn frowned. “He’s packing a ton of C-4 into these devices, and there won’t be many intact pieces for your study.”

         “True, but each blast gives me more. Assuming, of course, Keeler doesn’t change the device’s blueprint.” Cal thought of the fragments from the last bomb in D.C. He may have reconstructed it, but Keeler’s near degree in electrical engineering had given him the knowledge to build complicated bombs, and Cal couldn’t be certain they hadn’t missed vital switches, leaving him unable to render safe one of Keeler’s bombs.

         “So what’s your take on the C-4?” Brynn asked. “Outside of military operations it’s so hard to come by that you’d think we’d have figured out where he’s getting it by now.”

         “Most every Tom, Dick, and Harry who’ve worked military demo has unopened packs from training in a small stockpile in their garage. With Keeler’s army days, he’s bound to know a few guys.”

         “A few guys?” Brynn planted gloved hands on her hips. “With the quantity he’s coming up with, he has to know Tom, Dick, and Harry.” She shook her head in disgust and gestured at the FBI’s local three-person Evidence Response Team. “I should get back to it. These guys will likely screw things up if I don’t watch their every move.”

         She stepped off, making a beeline for the group of techs who lingered outside a small rental truck serving as a temporary evidence locker. Brynn would supervise the work and make sure they marked each piece of evidence with a number, recorded the details in the official logbook, and took copious photographs before properly packaging and shipping the evidence back to the FBI’s only lab in Quantico, Virginia. Cal wished they weren’t breaking for Max’s meeting, as they already had a long night ahead of them in reviewing the evidence to determine the most probative leads, but it couldn’t be helped.

         On his way to the detective who’d taken witness names, Cal spotted the Knights’ cyber expert, Kaci North, frantically waving at him from behind fluttering yellow tape cordoning off the scene. Her whole body vibrated with anticipation like she wanted to hurdle the barriers to get to him. She wouldn’t, though. She might be their computer expert, but she knew better than to unnecessarily enter a scene and potentially contaminate the area.

         Cal made his way over to her, ignoring the callouts from reporters pleading for details. When he reached her, a self-satisfied smile settled on her lips.

         “I found her.” She pushed large black glasses up the bridge of her nose to stare at him.

         Cal lowered his voice. “Her as in Tara?”

         “Yes,” Kaci said, that smile widening. “I have finally found your missing Tara Parrish.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         An adrenaline rush urged Cal to take action, but he forced himself to calm down before he said something the people surrounding them had no business hearing. He looked around the area, searching for much-needed privacy for this conversation with Kaci. His gaze landed on County’s command truck.

         “Follow me,” he said, and marched to the vehicle. He took both stairs in one leap and heard Kaci follow.

         A uniformed deputy sat behind a console running the length of the vehicle about the size of a package delivery truck. He looked up, a question in his gaze.

         Cal eyed him and held out his credentials. “Leave us.”

         The deputy with a gleaming bald head and stern expression watched him for a moment, but then stood and brushed past them before stomping down the stairs. Cal tried to be nicer to local officers, as the country’s well-being depended on local law enforcement, but right now Cal didn’t have the time or patience for anything but obtaining details on Tara Parrish’s location. And he didn’t even have patience to wait for that. He spun on Kaci.

         “Tell me where she is,” he demanded without apology for his pushy behavior.

         “Her PO Box is in Dufur, Oregon,” Kaci replied. “It’s a small town outside the Mount Hood National Forest. She’s working at the Fivemile Butte Lookout Tower as a fire lookout.”

         Cal blinked a few times, processing the news. “Oregon isn’t on her list of places she’s vacationed and doesn’t fit her pattern.”

         “No, but you have to admit a fire tower is a perfect place to go to ground.” Kaci took off her glasses and settled them on top of her head, pushing back gleaming dark hair. “She lives in the tower full-time, not meeting face-to-face with people, and she only comes to town to get supplies and use the post office.”

         “You’re sure it’s Tara?”

         Kaci bobbed her head. “The postal worker in Dufur ID’d a picture of her.”

         “Wait a minute. Back up.” Cal took a step closer. “You have the worker identifying Tara, but how did you find her in the first place?”

         A cocky grin slid across Kaci’s lips. An expert in cyber investigations, she knew her skills were second to none. “Remember I told you about Etsy.”

         Cal nodded. “The online site where Tara once sold her animal photos. You said her account was inactive.”

         “That account is, but she’s selling landscape pictures under a new account. Not in her name, of course.”

         “So how’d you track her?” Cal flashed up his hand. “And if this is one of those geek kind of things, dumb it down for me, okay?”

         “It isn’t complicated at all, and even you can understand it.” She chuckled and didn’t seem the least bit put-upon to explain yet one more bit of technology. “With the waitress jobs Tara’s been taking, we all figured she’d need extra money to live on, right? So I took that a step further. As an amateur photographer, she successfully sold photos before. What better way to make money anonymously than selling pictures again? I figured she’d have an online storage account for her pictures so she could access and sell from anywhere.”

         “And did she?”

         Kaci nodded. “I found a link on the desktop computer in her row house. So I cracked her password and found a whole slew of marketable landscape pictures. I had my team regularly upload these pictures into Google’s reverse image search. Finally the search engine hit on one, which led me to her new Etsy account.”

         “Explain the Google thing.”

         “On Google’s image page, you can click on the camera icon in the search box. It then gives you the option to upload a picture. After you do, Google runs a search and returns links for any web address where the image has been posted online.”

         “Really?” he asked, trying to make sense of her statement. “So I could upload a picture of myself and Google would find it if someone’s posted it online?”

         “Yes, but one caveat. Google’s Internet bots would have to crawl the Net and index the files from the picture sites. The bots don’t crawl every website, and the ones they do crawl aren’t necessarily done in the same time span. And webmasters can use their robots.txt file to block Google bots, too.”

         “Okay, now you’re getting into terms I’m not familiar with. I get the gist of what you’re saying, so please stop before you make my head spin.”

         “Aw.” She laughed. “What fun is there in that?”

         He grinned and had to admit smiling felt good, until the thought of going to Oregon and surprising Tara—seeing her again—took it away. It would be no hardship to lay eyes on this woman who was so vital to his case, but she was also the woman who hadn’t left his thoughts for three months and not only for professional reasons. Still, that wouldn’t stop him from traveling to Oregon to get the information he needed from her. Not for one second.

         “Why didn’t you tell me you were working on this?” he asked.

         “Honestly?”

         He nodded.

         “You’ve been so frustrated with all the dead ends that I didn’t want to get your hopes up if this didn’t pan out.”

         “Well, it did, and I owe you big-time,” he said sincerely.

         “And you know I’ll collect, right?”

         He nodded, but his mind had already transitioned to his next move. Since he had no way of knowing if Tara still resided in Oregon, he’d go alone and leave the team in Dallas to work the scene. If he did locate her, he’d call in the Knights to assist in her transport back to D.C.

         He checked his watch. Nearly two o’clock. It would take an hour or so for their pilot to be ready for takeoff, and then a four-hour flight to Portland, giving him plenty of time to get his emotions in check so when he came face-to-face with Tara again, he didn’t let the frustrations over her taking off on him interfere in his hunt for Keeler.
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