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Chapter 1




The Ram pickup truck pulled into the dark lot a few minutes late and parked facing the second pickup truck in the lot. Three men emerged from the Ram’s double cab. The derelict warehouses loomed over them, casting enormous shadows that swallowed the weak glow emanating from the handful of security lights that still functioned. 

The lone man in the second truck took a deep breath and joined them. He saw holstered pistols on each waistband, partially concealed by open jackets.

“Hey, Maddox,” greeted one of the men. “Any trouble?”

“None. No one in their right mind would follow me back here.”

The man looked around, then up as the drizzle began to fall. “True. This place is creepy as hell. Got the stuff?”

Benji Maddox licked his dry lips. “I have some of it.”

“Only some of it? That’s not good.”

“Hey, Mike, come on. I’m just the delivery guy. This is all I was given.”

“You sure about that? You wouldn’t have walked off with some high-end goods to make a buck, right?” Mike casually put his hands on his hips, exposing the gun more clearly.

Benji had no gun, but he did have what was often described as an imposing physical stature, and he didn’t hesitate to employ it to his benefit. Three hands went to three guns, but no one drew. “Think what you want.”

Mike smiled. “Relax, Benji. Konrad’s just eager to get all his gear. Let’s see what we have.”

Benji opened his truck’s tailgate and hopped into the bed. Mike’s two compatriots, Darren and Terry, joined him. Benji unhooked bungee cords and pulled back a faded black tarp to expose five long wooden crates. He reached for his bed-mounted toolbox and grabbed a crowbar, with which he popped open the first crate. The men peered inside. Five assault rifles of a make and model he didn’t recognize rested on wooden holders. 

“ADS in here,” Darren said to Mike.

ADS? Benji filed it away to research later. Guns weren’t his thing. As requested, he opened the other crates. All the same.

“Twenty-five ADS,” Terry announced. “That son of a bitch stiffed us over half the order.”

Mike scowled. “Benji, do me a favor, okay? Please tell that great American patriot the Gatekeeper that full payment to his crypto account will be withheld until we receive everything we were promised.”

The Gatekeeper? Was that what their supplier was calling himself? And crypto? Last Benji had seen, that “great American patriot” was using a flip phone from the early aughts and wouldn’t know Bitcoin from fool’s gold. But he said only, “I’ll pass the message.”

“Good man. Load us up,” Mike said, glancing skyward as the rain intensified.

Benji helped carry the crates from his truck to theirs. The men lashed a tarp over the crates and clambered into their cab.

“We’ll be in touch.” Mike pulled a plastic-wrapped block from the pocket of his rain shell and handed it to Benji, who stuffed it quickly into his own jacket pocket.

Benji ducked into his Ford and gave them a few minutes to clear out. He gazed at the silent warehouse, letting his eyes linger on the row of windows at the top level. Was anyone watching? He unzipped his waterproof jacket; his shirt was dry, but he was overheated from tension and stress. After one last glance at the windows, he put the truck in gear and headed back toward Portland.

He pulled into the truck stop off the interstate thirty minutes later and cruised around the parking lot, spotting the classic Chevrolet El Camino immediately. His stomach growled; the diner had passable food and entertaining clientele. He went inside and took a seat at the counter.

“Hi there, handsome. What’ll it be?”

“Full breakfast, eggs over easy.”

“Coming right up.”

Benji sipped his coffee and took stock of his fellow patrons. Truckers, mostly, with a few orange-vested construction workers on the night shift clustered at a table. He didn’t recognize anyone. After a late dinner of breakfast and a second cup of coffee, he swung by the men’s room. Empty.

The rain pelted him as he exited the diner. He ran to his truck, but at the last minute veered toward the El Camino, partially concealed behind a dumpster. He approached cautiously, but saw no movement. Just a large lump in the driver’s seat. He rapped the window with his knuckles; no response. He peered in and felt a stab of panic rip through his chest, but then he looked more carefully. The man wasn’t dead—though his head lolled to the side and his eyes were closed, his chest rose and fell. A half-consumed coffee in a Styrofoam cup sat in one cupholder, and a mostly empty fifth of Jim Beam rested in the man’s lap.

Benji swore and looked around. He rapped once more, harder. Then he took out his iPhone and snapped a few pictures.

Back in his own truck, he gripped the steering wheel, waiting for the rage to subside. He reached for his phone, his thumb hovering over a name: Short Stuff.

She preferred to initiate contact. He didn’t care. He made the call.


      [image: ]Her belly full of homemade chicken alfredo and a glass of white wine in hand, Olivia retreated to her office nook in her airy loft on the top floor of a chic high-rise and booted up her laptop, engaging a VPN before opening an internet browser. Then, with barely controlled anticipation, she dove headlong down the rabbit hole that led to the most outlandish conspiracy theories and spewing geysers of hate gripping certain segments of America.

A new player had entered the vast arena of invite-only forums in the far-right-wing manosphere over the last few months, a new player that fascinated Olivia in a way that the other blowhards and gasbags didn’t. He wasn’t a gladiator in this arena, not like some of the other voices that had thousands upon thousands of followers and supporters and admirers and, most likely, donors. This man was articulate, sometimes even eloquent, and rationally presented positions and policy solutions from which polite society recoiled, at least in public. She found him thought-provoking.

He called himself the Gatekeeper.

The nom de guerre had layers of meaning, deepening in significance the more extensively one dug. He portrayed himself in his earliest works as a guardian of traditional American values, a proponent of conventional gender roles, an advocate of white Christian nationalism, a staunch supporter of closed borders and mass deportations, an opponent of multiculturalism, a stalwart champion of economic protectionism and domestic manufacturing. His more recent screeds—and they had become screeds, in keeping with the most popular discourse on these sites—hinted that he spoke on behalf of someone, someone with outsize influence on American life, someone who could effect real change.

Could he really be the gatekeeper to a political figure who needed anonymity to express his real views on hot-button issues that that most Americans were reluctant to discuss or opine on, outside of hewing to socially acceptable orthodoxy for fear of being canceled? Was this a politician’s way of pulsing the electorate, at least a small but growing part of it, refining ideas and phrasing to take the message to a wide audience and not provoke a backlash?

The Gatekeeper had dropped a new think piece, one of his longer-form op-eds posing as scholarly insight. Olivia was so excited that she nearly dumped her Chardonnay on her iMac. He had taken aim at the Pacific Northwest, painting a vibrant picture of tent cities and homeless encampments, rampant open-air drug use and fatal overdoses, riotous and destructive left-wing protests, sanctuary cities overrun by illegal immigrants and rife with violent crime, and holier-than-thou progressive activists deconstructing and defunding police forces, the judicial system, and, eventually, the national-security state, all in the name of promulgating a radical agenda designed to oppress white Christian Americans. “Real” Americans.

Portland, Oregon, which glistened through the rain-streaked windows in front of her desk, was the target tonight, the “epicenter of performative wokeness,” the warning to all that leniency against drugs and crime bred chaos and disaster, a city teetering on the brink as it acted out a “bankrupt morality play that pitted elites in their gilded echo chambers against the good of the common man, the common American who wanted only to protect his family and earn a respectable living.”

As she read, she sipped her wine and pondered the contrast between this man and the region’s healthy population of far-right-wing militias that called the dense forests and rocky foothills of the Pacific Northwest home. She had trouble picturing the Gatekeeper wielding anything sharper than a pen, but perhaps history had shown that the pen, in the right hands, was the most dangerous weapon of all.

He had positive comments on his work from chronically online fanboys and esteemed militia commanders alike. Even Konrad Krause, the reclusive leader of the Storm Seekers, had weighed in, although he took issue with what he considered the Gatekeeper’s single-minded focus on domestic political concerns and the upcoming election.

Krause and the Gatekeeper belonged to different alt-right schools of thought, but both questioned the wisdom underpinning long-held beliefs that had kept a country together for nearly two hundred and fifty years. Who are we? the Gatekeeper asked repeatedly.

It was a valid question, Olivia thought. America had changed, dizzyingly fast for many, and the country was not what it once was. No one with even a basic understanding of sociology and behavioral psychology should have been surprised that certain elements of society were not adapting well to those changes.

As she came to the end of the discourse and her eyes took in the last lines, directed at the disaffected masses struggling to find their place, struggling to survive in the new America, she shoved back from her desk so hard that she did spill the dregs of her Chardonnay, but over her notes and not her computer. She shot to her feet, fists clenched, mouth agape, reading the two short sentences in disbelief.

I hear you. I see you.

She knew who the Gatekeeper was.








  
  
Chapter 2




“Special Agent Wolfe, Special Agent Niebold would like to see you.” 

Olivia, hunched over a spread of analytical reports on her desk, scribbled notes in the margins of one. “Be there in a few.”

“Now, please.”

Olivia looked up. Niebold’s administrative assistant stood in her office doorway and regarded her with unconcealed exasperation, and Olivia was struck by the deepening similarity between the admin and her overlord. Like dogs resembling their owners and vice versa, Sally had picked up some of Niebold’s more annoying traits. For instance, the judgmental gaze from behind tortoiseshell glasses.

Olivia dropped her pen and stood, grabbing her navy suit jacket from the back of her chair and shrugging into it as she followed Sally from her small cave to Niebold’s spacious corner office.

Niebold hung up her phone as Sally ushered Olivia inside and shut the door behind her. Olivia remained standing as Niebold turned to her computer and typed angrily. Someone was about to be on the receiving end of a Niebold Special, a brutally blunt email. Olivia had found herself in that situation a few times over the last six months.

“Sit, sit,” Niebold said, pushing her glasses up her nose with one finger. She gestured to the chairs in front of her desk.

Olivia sat and crossed her legs, waiting. Special Agent-in-Charge Doreen Niebold had owllike eyes that watched her from behind slightly less trendy tortoiseshell frames than those worn by her minion. Niebold’s short hair was especially curly thanks to the rain and humidity that assailed Portland and the Pacific Northwest much of the year; the tight curls dashed with a hint of salt and pepper, combined with the owl eyes, gave her the mien of a perpetually annoyed librarian. People often misjudged or discounted the short, frumpy SAC—Olivia had been one such discounter—but they did so at their peril.

“You still owe me your report on the PCN Insurance case.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“I hate late paperwork.”

“I’ll have it to you by the end of the week.”

“You said that two weeks ago.”

Olivia stifled a sigh. “It’ll be my priority.”

“You should have plenty of time, now that you’ve finished this weighty tome.” Niebold brandished a stapled report bearing an ominous title: A Phoenix Rises: The rebirth of American fascism.

Olivia cringed.

“I read it, you know.”

She felt heat rise on her cheeks. “Pretty sure you were the only one,” she said lightly.

“Mmhmm.” Niebold stood and faced the windows behind her desk. The rain poured down the glass.

“I should have cleared it with you before blasting it out.”

“Yes,” Niebold said to the window.

“It won’t happen again. And I’ll get moving on paperwork.” Olivia rose and turned to bolt from the office.

“Tell me about the Storm Seekers.”

Olivia paused with her hand on the doorknob. “What?”

“The Storm Seekers.” Niebold again brandished the report. “A group dismissed by Bureau analysts as long past its prime, nothing more than legacy fascists, if you will. Yet you seem to disagree.”

“I defer to the experts, of course, and—”

“Cut the crap, Olivia. You know far more than the handful of fresh-faced twenty-somethings that work this topic. And sit down. You look like a squirrel caught in traffic.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Olivia returned to her seat. “The Storm Seekers. A white racially and ethnically motivated violent extremist group with a long history of anti-government agitation. Based in the Pacific Northwest, strongest in Oregon and Washington. The reason they and other REMVEs have fallen off the Bureau’s radar in recent years is that they went to ground after some high-profile arrests about a decade ago.”

“That’s not the only reason they’ve fallen off our radar, but go on.”

“As a result, we don’t know current membership numbers, how well-supplied they are, or what they might be targeting. Like every good REMVE movement, they’ve become very online, where they have worldwide connections to likeminded white nationalists espousing violence and other neo-fascist groups pushing doomsday scenarios to speed the collapse of society. Their leader is Konrad Krause, younger brother of Karl Krause, the founder who died in a standoff with federal agents seeking to arrest him on murder charges.”

“I remember where I was when we got the news that Karl Krause had been brought to justice by a hail of bullets. You make a convincing argument that the Bureau needs to reengage on the Storm Seekers.” Niebold picked up Olivia’s analysis and flipped through it until she found a highlighted section. She tapped the neon-yellow lines. “But who is this Gatekeeper?”

Olivia said nothing. She had launched her passion project into the world, a dangerous world, before considering the repercussions. And before she realized who the Gatekeeper was.

“Wolfe?”

“I don’t know who he is. He’s new on the scene.”

“But you’ve been following him?”

“He’s become a regular contributor to the most popular sites, articulating his beliefs in surprisingly user-friendly manifestos. He exhorts followers to make life miserable for racial, ethnic, and religious minorities. Lately he’s taken aim at the Pacific Northwest, much to Konrad Krause’s glee. He often makes positive reference to Oregon’s history as white-only back in the mid-nineteenth century.”

Niebold made a face. “Oregon was for whites only?”

“A little-known fact, and especially surprising given the state’s progressive leanings today.”

“Is he worth an outlay of resources? Which, to be clear, we don’t have,” she said with a sigh.

Olivia debated her answer. It would have consequences. “I think all the bluster and the online trolling are distractions. He spouts off to rile people up, but this isn’t about fighting for legislation that will never pass. It’s about something smaller, yet bigger. If that makes sense.” She frowned. “If nothing else, he’s worth monitoring.”

“What do we need to better understand the Storm Seekers and this Gatekeeper, whoever he is?”

“Ninety percent of the data in that report came from my research, my skulking in the dirty corners of the internet. The analysts aren’t tracking this, not with bigger, louder perceived threats rattling their swords in advance of the election. Same with the nonprofits and think tanks monitoring REMVEs and hate groups. I know the Storm Seekers have been quiet, but I think they’re gearing up for a comeback. Konrad Krause is virulently accelerationist and gunning for revenge. That’s a bad mix.”

“So back to my question: What do we need?”

“A source. Someone on the inside.” Olivia tossed up her hands, acknowledging the futility of her assessment.

The owl eyes studied her. The rain intensified. Niebold moved toward her file-cabinet safe in the corner, spun the dial, and removed a folder. She walked to Olivia’s side, the file held tightly in her small hand. The eyes searched her face once again. She moved to give Olivia the file, but then withdrew her hand.

“This must be treated with the utmost discretion. Under no circumstances are you to discuss the contents with anyone. It must never be left unattended, even for a moment. If you leave your office, lock it in your safe. Bring it back when you’re done.”

“What is it? Nuclear codes?”

Niebold handed her the thin file stamped SECRET. “Our source with access to the Storm Seekers.”

Olivia sprinted back to her closet-sized office, accidentally slammed the door in her excitement, and threw herself into her chair. She swept the top of her desk to clear it of papers and office-supply detritus, and reverently opened her newly acquired prize.

She read the bio sheet and studied the photos, both standard mugshot-style front and profile poses and surveillance photos captured from a distance using telephoto lenses. The surveillance photos were only of the source, and appeared to be taken in an industrial area of the city as he went about his business. 

It didn’t take long to read every word in the file. She read it all a second time, and then a third time. Her excitement gave way to bemusement. She understood the need to protect the source, without question, but beyond the source’s name and photo, she wasn’t sure what was so sensitive. The connection to the Storm Seekers wasn’t clear; the report was bare bones, charitably speaking.

She flipped back to the photos. Her gaze lingered on the man’s face. He was as Aryan as they came, with butter-blond hair, sky-blue eyes, a jawline cut from granite, and a Viking-esque bearing. She wondered if that was part of his appeal. She also wondered if he espoused Storm Seeker ideology. There was nothing in the file to suggest that he did, but also nothing to suggest that he didn’t.

“Who is his handler?” she muttered to herself.

And then she saw two barely legible initials on a handwritten sheet of notes: V.F.

“Ugh. Frangiello.”

Now the paucity of information made sense. Special Agent Vic Frangiello was an old-school, thirty-year veteran of undercover operations. He was secretive and paranoid, and didn’t like paperwork or women. He was also a drunk. Olivia had lost count of how many times she’d walked past his office to see him leaned back in his chair with his feet on his desk, passed out cold. That was when he and Niebold weren’t having catfights in her office or the breakroom.

If Frangiello knew that Niebold had shared his file…

Olivia shuddered. She’d made every effort, as the newest agent in the office, to be friendly and accommodating when forced to interact with others. But she’d quickly learned to avoid Frangiello and his sexist comments and his leering. Her male colleagues either snickered along or pretended they didn’t hear. The Portland Field Office was a known dumping ground for problem agents, many with HR complaints numbering well into double digits. Frangiello just happened to be the worst of the bunch.

She read the file a fourth time. The case notes offered no clues as to the source’s place in the Storm Seekers’ universe, but Frangiello hadn’t hesitated to set up a generous payment package for him, a monthly stipend for his efforts on the FBI’s behalf. Boys had to take care of their boys, she supposed. And the stipend painted a veneer of legitimacy over what appeared to be a questionable operation.

Olivia made a few cryptic notes in a new file, locked it in her safe, and walked the original back to Niebold’s office.

“Well?” the SAC asked.

“It’s a little…” Olivia searched for a polite word. “Sparse.”

Niebold smirked. “Frangiello hates paperwork even more than you do.”

“My paperwork isn’t this bad. It’s just not as timely as it could be.”

Niebold motioned for Olivia to get back on track.

“I guess I don’t understand the connection to the Storm Seekers,” she said. “Is Maddox a member of the group?”

“More of a…facilitator.”

“Of what?”

“That part of it is complicated.” Niebold waved a hand to preempt questions. “I think there’s an opportunity to use his connections, and to make progress in identifying members and possibly building criminal cases. We’ve long suspected that Konrad Krause should have gone down in a hail of bullets for the same reason as his brother, but we were never able to tie him definitively to the murder.”

“It’s a start, I guess. You’ve got a seasoned agent on the case.” Olivia turned to leave.

“Sit.”

Olivia sat.

“You’re coming with me to meet him.”

“Who? Frangiello?”

“No. Maddox.”

Olivia laughed. “Do I look suicidal? Everyone knows to stay clear of Frangiello’s cases.”

“Frangiello is unavailable.”

“Still, if he finds out that I met his source…” She shook her head, imagining the verbal abuse she’d take. Maybe an empty bottle of Jim Beam upside the head if he felt especially ornery.

Niebold stared at her. “Don’t concern yourself with Frangiello.”

Olivia raised her eyebrows, but Niebold’s expression told her not to dig. “Why do you need me?”

“I want a second set of eyes, someone who knows these groups. I want to know if this has legs, or if we need to start again.”

“Vic can’t ever know I got near his source. He doesn’t like me.”

“He doesn’t like anyone. We’re meeting for lunch tomorrow at The King’s Tavern.”

“Looking forward to it.”


      [image: ]“Boss man! The cameras loved you!” 

The chorus of appreciative hoots and laughs greeted Assistant Special Agent-in-Charge Preston Healey as he entered the Behavioral Analysis Unit’s briefing room in Quantico, Virginia, for their morning update. He strode to his place at the lectern, set down his files and cup of coffee, and surveyed his domain: Twenty eager agents poised to hang on his every word, some trained to his exacting BAU standards, others on loan from various field offices.

Healey sipped his coffee and smoothed a hand over his silk tie, blood red against a crisp white shirt under a bespoke charcoal-gray suit. His shoes, a recent splurge that cost upwards of a thousand dollars, swaddled his feet in the softest of calf leather. He held up a hand and exposed large, solid-gold cuff links in the design of the FBI seal.

“Too much?” he asked.

More laughter and applause. The boutique cuff links, a gift from his father-in-law, had been on prominent display last Friday as Healey had testified before Congress alongside the FBI deputy director as an expert witness on the rise in violence perpetrated by left-wing extremists like antifa, anarchists, racial-minority identity groups, and ever more brazen eco-terrorists. He had leaned forward in his seat, hands clasped atop the table, the quarter-sized links visible for the crush of photographers covering the open portion of the hearing. The House committee had lapped it up, this thoughtful, alarming testimony by a highly regarded special agent with his easy smile and boyish charm. He’d made several major papers, and at least one news network had already contacted the Bureau’s public affairs office to book an appearance. An agent front and center held up a copy of The Washington Post.

“I’ll sign autographs after the briefing,” Healey said with a grin.

He presented their next case swiftly and with little excitement: a suspected serial killer on the loose in the Midwest. When he first joined the Bureau fifteen years ago with his doctorate in behavioral psychology in hand and a burning desire be a hero, serial killers had fascinated him. He dreamed of glory, envisioning himself as the strapping young federal agent who followed the clues, solved the case, and saved the beautiful prom queen, whom he would carry out of whatever basement in which the monster had trapped her.

But it turned out that finding serial killers, at least the ones who were good at serial killing, was difficult at best, a time-consuming endeavor that involved a lot of cooks in the law-enforcement kitchen, and he never got all the glory to himself. He stole what glory he could when he could, but the limelight never seemed to be his. And never once did he rescue a prom queen. Maybe one or two in fifteen years had been conventionally attractive based on their “before” photos, but no one looked good after hours or days or weeks in a serial killer’s basement. Even if he had wanted to touch one, he hadn’t been able to put much muscle on his lean frame to carry her.

There was something to be said for brains, though, brains over brawn. His brains had served him well. Recent professional developments had infuriated him, this was true, but he had maneuvered himself into position to outwit them all. It wouldn’t be long before glory and power—real power—were his.

“That’s what we have so far. Local PD will meet the team in Minneapolis and brief you on any new developments. This is starting to attract some national attention, so be attuned to the optics. Any questions?”

“Sir, are we—”

Healey held up a hand. “Hold that thought. Jill, coffee.” He extended his mug toward a young special agent seated in the front row. She jumped up to take it from him, and he enjoyed watching her flounce toward the breakroom. She had a nice ass, and he liked the way she nibbled on her pen when he briefed. “Continue.”

“Are we in the lead?”

“MPD still has the lead, but we’ll reevaluate making this a federal case after we get your initial report. If you’re confident we can solve it, it’s ours. If it looks like a lost cause…” He spread his hands in a gesture of feigned compassion. “Then it remains their failure.”

The agent nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

Jill returned with his coffee and an extra button open on her blouse. He took the coffee, winked at her, and gathered his notes.

“Special Agent Ali will be here soon to discuss new intel on the watchlisted individuals crossing the southern border. Jill, take good notes. I’ll expect a thorough briefing later.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, touching the capped pen to her lips. The tip of her tongue gave it the quickest of licks.

“Craig, Joe, my office.”

Healey retreated to his office, a comfortable space that overlooked the quad. The corner office to one side of him was where he belonged; he had been the BAU’s deputy too long.

Craig Harris and Joe Sherman joined him a moment later. The three of them had gone through training at the FBI Academy together and had been reunited at the BAU several years ago. Healey was a BAU lifer, but Harris and Sherman had served in other field offices. Healey thought of them as his lieutenants, despite them holding no formal supervisory roles within the unit, and Sherman in particular had proven himself a most effective enforcer when Healey needed to keep his own hands pristine.

The enforcer wasted no time. “Did you see it?”

“Saw it and read it,” Healey replied.

“What was she thinking?”

“She wasn’t thinking. That’s the problem. She never thinks it through.”

“I really thought we were rid of her,” Sherman said.

“We are rid of her,” Harris said. “The distro was small and it’s just a think-piece that everyone ignored.”

Healey gazed at Harris, drumming his fingers atop a printed copy of the so-called think-piece. Harris squirmed under his unbroken stare until Healey stood and faced the windows, watching the morning activity on the quad below him. Agents walking with purpose to meetings and briefings, agents in workout gear, agents chatting in small groups. Quantico was a hive of activity, dedicated professionals upholding the law and keeping America safe from enemies foreign and domestic.

“Not everyone ignored it,” he said to the window. “It got forwarded around. The deputy director saw it. Had the nerve to ask right before the hearing if we were ignoring a threat.”

“The committee didn’t mention anything,” Harris said. “That’s a good sign.”

Healey faced his lieutenants. “It’s only a matter of time before someone leaks it to the press, then we’ll have to address it, devote resources to it. I want it purged from the system.”

Sherman and Harris looked at each other. “I don’t know how to do that, boss,” Sherman said. “Is there a button to push…?”

Healey rolled his eyes. “Do I have to do everything around here? Go talk to our nerd.”

“On it,” Sherman said

“One more thing: I’ve decided that Jill Gagne and I will be taking a trip to the West Coast. I need you two available at a moment’s notice to join us. If Ali tries to give you anything, ignore it.”

Sherman grinned and saluted, and he and Harris stood to leave.

“Craig, a moment,” Healey said. Harris waited stiffly while Sherman exited the office. Healey studied his longtime colleague. “Do we have a problem?”

“Nope.”

“Are you sure? I’d hate to think we weren’t on the same team.”

“You don’t need to worry about me, Preston.”

“Good. It’d be unfortunate if any…indiscretions…made themselves known.”

Harris glowered at him for a second, then he smiled thinly. “I’m here for whatever you need.”

“Excellent. Dismissed.”

Harris departed, closing the door behind him with a soft click. Healey sat in his Herman Miller chair and leaned back, letting his eyes sweep over his wall of advanced degrees and Bureau commendations. He had so much. But he wanted more.

He unlocked a drawer of his desk and pulled forth a silver laptop, which he booted up and navigated through an onerous encryption process. Fully protected and ostensibly located in Russia, thanks to the magic of a VPN, he logged into his favorite chat rooms and basked in the adulation of his fans. His latest work had received rave reviews on the fringes, which he expected; but, much to his delight, he saw that it had migrated toward the center and was even making the rounds in some mainstream circles. People were talking, asking questions. Maybe America was salvageable, after all.

A notification caught his eye, a private message to his account in Discord. He opened it, read it, and slammed the cover of the laptop shut.

“Fuck!”








  
  
Chapter 3




Olivia and Niebold arrived at The King’s Tavern and were escorted to a cozy booth in the back. Niebold set her purse on the burgundy-colored seat cushion and returned to the entrance to wait. Olivia sat facing the front of the establishment. 

Moments later, a mismatched pair walked through the restaurant. A petite special agent dressed in a black blazer, black skirt, white blouse, and stodgy black flats led a hulk of a man to their table. Olivia stood, making a point to flash the gun and badge on her belt.

“Special Agent Olivia Wolfe, Benji Maddox.”

“Mr. Maddox,” Olivia said, offering her hand.

The Viking shook her hand, squeezing gently. Olivia squeezed firmly, noting the warmth of his calloused palm and the curious discoloration of his fingers, realizing belatedly that it was stubborn machinery grease, ground into every crack and crevice and his nail beds, impervious to even industrial-strength soap. He saw her looking and self-consciously wiped his hands on his pants.

“Sit, sit,” Niebold said, gesturing to the side of the booth opposite Olivia.

Olivia allowed Niebold to slide in on her side. Maddox sat across from them and accepted a menu from the waitress, who was dressed in a smart white blouse and a short black skirt that showed off her curvy figure. Olivia and Niebold ordered sparkling water, but Maddox stuck with still water. Olivia was tempted to order something stronger, mostly to get her through what she suspected would be a painful afternoon. Unfortunately, she couldn’t turn this into a three-martini lunch, not unless Niebold went first.

“This place has gotten excellent reviews,” Niebold said.

Olivia discreetly watched Maddox over the top of her menu. His sky-blue eyes, noticeable even in a small, poor-quality photo, were striking in person. His strong jaw, covered in a day’s stubble, was clenched. She was most intrigued by his hair, pulled back into a short ponytail about the length of her fist. Like the blueness of his eyes, his hair was even more buttery blond in real life, and it looked silky soft. She absently touched her own ponytail, not much longer than his. Was his hair healthier than hers?

He caught the movement and a hint of pink touched his cheeks. His hands rested in his lap, but his shoulders crept toward his ears. “Will you excuse me?” He stood and headed behind them toward the men’s room.

Olivia turned to Niebold. “Benji? Really?”

Niebold continued scanning her menu. “It’s just a name.”

“Of a seven-year-old.”

“Be nice.”

Olivia took a closer look at the menu, settling on the teriyaki-glazed salmon. “Do you think he wore his nicest flannel for the occasion?”

Niebold shot her a reproving look. “He’s obviously uncomfortable.”

Olivia mock gasped. “Viking Fabio is uncomfortable? I had no idea!”

“Olivia! Please behave.” Niebold adjusted her glasses and whispered, “He’s much more handsome than Fabio ever was.”

Olivia coughed to muffle a snicker as Benji appeared her in peripheral vision and retook his seat. He appeared calmer, and raised his water glass with a steady hand.

“Benji, thank you for meeting with us today. We know how busy you are at the garage, so we’ll try not to take up too much of your time.”

“It’s not a problem, ma’am,” he said to Niebold in a low rumble.

“Special Agent Wolfe is an expert on our…friends. I’d like you two to have this opportunity to talk. I think you’ll be able to augment her understanding of your contacts, and she may have thoughts on where we should go next. Would that be all right?”

“Of course, ma’am.”

“Let’s order first.”

Niebold waved their waitress over and gave her order of broiled Dungeness crabcakes. Olivia requested the salmon, and Benji, still looking with some apprehension at the expensive menu, ordered the cheapest entrée, a cheeseburger.

“What kind of cheese? We have asiago, muenster, Gruyère, Emmental…”

“Um…” He knitted his eyebrows together. “Can I just have American?”

“Sure.”

“Gruyère is really good on burgers,” Olivia said. “Quite savory.”

Niebold, pulling a notepad and pen from her purse, poked Olivia in the thigh with the capped end of the pen.

Olivia smiled brightly. “But American is a classic.”

Benji set his big hands on the table and clasped them loosely. His eyes took a good long look at her. She held his gaze, intrigued by the sudden confidence, the cunning in their blue depths.

“Let’s get started,” Niebold prompted.

Olivia spoke quietly. “Could you describe how you met and developed a relationship with the Storm Seekers?”

“Who?” Benji’s eyes never left hers.

“The Storm Seekers. The group you’ve engaged with at your garage…” Olivia trailed off, confused.

“Some guys came to the shop one day and asked if I could beef up a truck for them. I did. They were happy with the result and asked if I’d do a second. No problem. Easy day.”

“Why did they want their trucks beefed up?”

“Beats me. I do a job to get paid. I don’t ask questions.”

“What kind of upgrades?”

“Heavier shocks, run-flat tires, reinforce the beds.”

“What are the names of the men who hired you?”

“Mike. Darren. Maybe Terry?”

“Last names?”

“Not a clue. Like I said, I don’t ask questions and they paid in cash.”

“Which you properly account for, of course,” Olivia said, as Niebold again poked her with the pen.

Benji smiled pleasantly. “Of course. I’m a law-abiding citizen.”

“These three men, Mike, Darren, and maybe Terry, did they ever mention anyone else they associate with?”

“Nope.”

They paused conversation to allow the waitress to deliver their food. Olivia didn’t miss the way the waitress leaned close to Benji, exposing ample cleavage, or the flirtatious smile she tossed his direction. Judging from the way he watched her sashay away, he hadn’t missed it, either.

“What’s the deal with these Storm Seekers?” He dumped ketchup on his burger and took a bite.

Olivia paused with her fork above her salmon. She glanced at Niebold, who watched Benji with a hint of exasperation. Benji munched fries and waited expectantly.

“The Storm Seekers are a violent neo-fascist, anti-government militia. They have strong ideas about race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, et cetera. They seek to inflame societal divides and promote authoritarian governance by far-right leaders as the only way to save America.”

“Never heard of them. How bad can they be if they’re not in the news?”

She tried a different tack. “Special Agent Frangiello thinks you have real potential to gain insight into the group.”

“Does he now?”

“Yes,” Olivia lied. “He speaks very highly of you. I know about the special bond between agent and source, and I want to assure you that I respect that. I’m not here to usurp Special Agent Frangiello. What I’m trying to say is—”

“I know what ‘usurp’ means, Special Agent Wolfe.”

“Right.” She poked at her meal, no longer hungry. “Look, even if you don’t know anything about the Storm Seekers, can you describe the men who came to see you about the trucks?”

“Sure. Mike is in his late forties, has salt-and-pepper hair and a thick beard. Stocky build, an inch or two taller than you, maybe five-foot-ten. Likes cargo pants and trucker caps. Darren is younger, mid-to-late thirties. Dirty-blond hair cut short. Taller, at least six feet. Well-built, definitely lifts. Terry is the youngest, late twenties or early thirties. Dark hair, military-style buzz cut. Short beard. Average height, decent build. Mike did the talking. Darren and Terry were the muscle.”

“When they dropped off their trucks, did they have another vehicle with them?”

“Old navy-blue Ford Explorer, tan trim.”

“Did you get a plate?”

“Nope.” Benji finished his burger and wiped his hands on a cloth napkin, then pulled out his phone. He busied himself with his device, ignoring his companions. A moment later, he darkened the screen, slipped the phone back into his pocket, and looked thoughtfully at his plate, where only a few stray French fries remained. “I’m concerned the earthy tones of the Gruyère would have overwhelmed the beef.”

Niebold coughed, possibly to disguise a laugh. Olivia focused on eating her lunch, choking down the cold salmon, risotto, and asparagus. She should have opted for the burger. With Gruyère.

“Interested in dessert, Benji?”

“No, ma’am, thank you.”

“Olivia, anything else for Benji?”

She shook her head. He stood, and they stood with him. He first shook Niebold’s hand, and then reached for Olivia’s.

“It was a pleasure meeting you, Special Agent Wolfe.” Still holding her hand, more firmly than he had at introduction, he leaned close. “And for the record, this isn’t my fanciest flannel. I save that for my dates at Michelin-starred restaurants.” He gave her hand a sharp squeeze and winked, then left the restaurant.


      [image: ]Olivia tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. Niebold was quiet, gazing out the window as they idled at a red light.

“I guess we know why Frangiello’s file was lacking. His grease monkey has nothing.”

Niebold made a noncommittal noise.

“You disagree?”

The same noise.

“He didn’t even know who the Storm Seekers are! Why is Frangiello continuing this charade?”

“I am continuing this charade.”

“I suddenly feel a lot better about my own paperwork,” Olivia grumbled.

“How do you feel about your people skills?” Niebold asked.

“If he heard me, he probably heard you.”

“All I said was that he is better looking than Fabio was in his prime, which is an indisputable fact.”

Olivia smirked. “Either way, dead end on the Storm Seekers.”


      [image: ]Benji returned to his garage in North Portland and turned his customized first-generation black Dodge Challenger into the alley that ran behind the garage and led to a small parking lot. Pedal To The Metal occupied a large standalone building, once condemned, that Benji had bought for pennies on the dollar, just before the city consigned it to demolition.

He entered through the back, changed into his coveralls, and moved to the work floor, where multiple cars awaited custom jobs. A head appeared from under a lift, on which a neon-green Toyota Supra rested in preparation for installation of a nitrous oxide system.

“Yo. How’s Short Stuff?”

“Still the world’s unlikeliest FBI agent.” Benji surveyed his tools and his next project, a 1964 Pontiac GTO that the owner wanted cleaned up and souped up. “Hey Rosie, you ever heard of Gruyère?”

“The hell’s that?”

“Cheese, apparently.”

“Huh. Don’t you usually meet that drunk at greasy spoons?”

“He wasn’t there. Niebold brought someone else. She—”

Rosie’s head reappeared and she regarded him with interest. “She? Another lady agent?”

“She had opinions on cheese.”

“This is what my tax dollars pay for? Discussions about cheese at overpriced restaurants?”

Benji smirked and popped the GTO’s hood. “When’s the last time you paid taxes?”

“That’s between me and my accountant,” she said haughtily, then cackled. “She hot?”

“Who?”

“The lady agent.”

He shrugged. “Business suit, a badge, and a gun, which she wasn’t shy about flashing. Definitely not my type.”

“You break the bad news?”

“I think I made my position clear.”

“How did Short Stuff take it?”

Benji frowned at the GTO’s engine. “The way she takes everything. Impossible to read.”

“She ain’t done with you.”

“It’s a free country.”

Rosie cackled again. “That’s what you think.”

“Want to come over and work on the ’Vette tonight? I’ll grill steaks.”

“I’ll bring beer.”


      [image: ]“Benjamin.”

Benji extinguished his welding torch, removed his face shield, and turned to the visitor standing in his driveway at the threshold of his garage. “Special Agent Niebold. What an unexpected pleasure.”

She smiled at his false cheeriness and his facetious assessment of the visit. “May I?”

“Please.” Benji used a clean rag to wipe down one of the lawn chairs in the two-car garage, facing his shell of a Corvette.

She inspected the chair before sitting primly, resting her purse on her knees. She adjusted her tortoiseshells and watched him. He found her silences disconcerting, but he was determined not to break this one. He was determined not to give her the power.

“Short Stuff!” Rosie entered the garage from the house, two fresh bottles of IPA in her hands, and interrupted the standoff. She handed Benji a bottle and took a swig from her own. “What’s happenin’, Gran?”

“Rosalind, a pleasure as always, even if I despise these code names with which you’ve saddled me. I concede that I’m vertically challenged, but I’m not nearly old enough to be your grandmother. I’m barely old enough to be your mother.”

“You might be surprised,” Benji said. “My mother had me at sixteen.”

“Mine at fourteen. I win!” Rosie raised her arms in mock triumph.

Niebold pursed her lips as she considered the math.

“I think we made it weird,” Rosie said to Benji. “Now she pities us.”

“I think she always pitied us,” Benji replied.

“You know full well that’s not true.” Niebold’s eyes flashed behind her glasses. “Rosie, would you mind giving us some privacy?”

Rosie shot Benji a knowing look, but went back into the house. Benji leaned against the Corvette and crossed his arms over his chest.

“You should have told me about the extent of your issues with Frangiello much sooner.”

Benji raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

She sighed. “I know he seems untouchable, but he’s not. Thanks to you, we were finally able to do something about it.”

He shrugged. “I hope you get what you need on the Storm Seekers.”

She gazed on him with unreadable eyes. “You’re quitting?”

“I did exactly what I was asked to do and watched you waste an opportunity.”

“We won’t be wasting any more opportunities. Special Agent Wolfe—”

Benji laughed.

“Special Agent Wolfe is the foremost expert on the Storm Seekers in the entire Bureau. She knows what needs to be done. Which you might have picked up on if you hadn’t been busy feigning ignorance on all things militia.” She looked at him sternly.

“Can you blame me?”

“Look, I understand your concerns—”

“Do you? I’m the one who stands to lose everything if this goes to shit.”

“Hence why I’m making some changes. We can salvage this. With Special Agent Wolfe involved…”

He held up a hand and shook his head impatiently. “I’m not interested in Madam Gruyère’s elitist attitude and so-called expertise. And based on the vibe she threw off today, she’s not interested in working with a grease monkey. I assume she referred to me as a grease monkey at some point, yes?”

“Benji…” Niebold paused, weighing her words. “Olivia is nothing like Frangiello. I need you to trust me on that.”

“Trust isn’t my thing, Gran.”

“Just meet with her, get to know each other. You might be surprised.”

“I have to do what’s best for me. Doing the right thing sure wasn’t it. I’m out.”

Niebold studied him. “I’m sorry to hear that. If you change your mind, call me.” She stood and slipped her purse over her shoulder, smoothing her skirt. “I wish you the best, Benji. Thank you for all you did.”

Benji accepted the proffered hand, trying to shove aside the guilt. He wasn’t quitting; they had quit on him, left him to fend for himself against a corrupt, predatory agent. Niebold’s smile was maternal as she held his hand for a second longer than necessary.

“Madam Gruyère. That’s funny.”

Benji watched her walk down his driveway, get into her nondescript white sedan, and drive out of his life.








  
  
Chapter 4




Olivia was behind again on her paperwork. She had promised Niebold she’d complete outstanding casework by the end of last week, but good intentions had been overtaken by events. 

That wasn’t strictly true, she acknowledged as she looked away from her computer screen for the first time in several hours. She’d gone down the REMVE rabbit hole again, finding the hunt for violent extremists who were intent on overthrowing the United States government and accelerating the downfall of society infinitely more interesting than a healthcare embezzlement scheme. The perpetrator, a midlevel administrator in a hospital network spanning the Pacific Northwest, had confessed within minutes of Olivia’s arrival with a search warrant and a computer forensics team. It had been rather anticlimactic.

If he was anything like his revered brother, Konrad Krause would never cave to a warrant and computer nerds. Of course, they weren’t anywhere close to a warrant, not with Drunky McDrunk Frangiello and Viking Fabio on the case.

Niebold hadn’t said a word about Maddox or the Storm Seekers once they returned to the federal building, merely retreating to her office. Sally had given Olivia an accusatory look, clearly assuming that she was the reason for Niebold’s reclusiveness, which perhaps she was. But she didn’t think a casual remark about Gruyère cheese had derailed the intel dump that might have been. Benji Maddox had been out of his element in a trendy gastropub, but there was something more, a reluctance to engage, obvious distrust in his clear blue eyes.

One tended to let Niebold’s sleeping dogs lie, and so Olivia had pushed Benji and his grease-stained fingers from her mind. There had to be another way to collect critical intel on the Gatekeeper and Storm Seekers, but one rabbit hole simply led to another.

A light knock on her closed door startled her. She minimized open browsers on her double monitors and arranged some files in front of her. It didn’t sound like Niebold’s knock, but Sally wouldn’t hesitate to rat her out.

“Come in,” she called.

A youthful agent wearing a mischievous grin slipped in and plopped into the uncomfortable chair with the fraying seat cushion in front of her desk.

“Hey, Liv. Did you hear the fireworks?”

“Fireworks?”

Special Agent Tim Greer leaned forward and dropped his voice to a whisper. “Niebold and Frangiello just had the mother of all catfights in the breakroom. She fired him!”

“She fired him? I thought it took an act of God to fire a government employee.” Olivia refrained from mentioning that God’s busy schedule was likely the only reason she herself was still a government employee.

I don’t know how you missed it.”

Olivia gestured grandly around the interior of her coat-closet-sized office. “I’m approximately four miles from the breakroom. A bomb could go off and I’m not sure I’d notice.”

He smirked. “Sucks to be the new kid. Maybe we’ll all move up an office once Vic clears out.”

“I still don’t believe you.”

“I think it’s legit. He had more rage than I’ve ever seen. Atkins had to step between them.”

“I’m surprised Atkins would stop Vic from decking Niebold. He’s not her biggest fan, either.”

Greer rolled his eyes. “The two of them are dinosaurs. It’s about time a SAC exerted some control around here.”

“Think she’ll last?”

“Niebold? Not a chance. The road to FBI purgatory is paved with well-meaning but ultimately futile efforts to improve the culture of a field office.”

“Especially for women.”

“What’s Frangiello been working on? Feels like he’s been more squirrely than usual.”

Olivia shrugged. “Beats me. I’m the last to know anything around here.”

Greer ran a hand through his shock of rust-colored hair. “He and Atkins always get the good cases, the cool undercover shit.”

“You didn’t join the Bureau to hunt down interstate insurance fraud?” Olivia asked sarcastically, picking up a file from her desk and dropping it unceremoniously.

“Ha. I joined to—” His phone dinged and he whipped it out of his pocket.

“Hot date?”

“I wish. Bitcoin is up two-point-three percent.” He pumped his fist. “Makin’ a comeback, baby!”

“How far are you down?”

“Still about sixty percent.”

“You’re supposed to buy low, you know.”

“Thanks, Warren Buffett, good advice.”

“I’m just saying, remember that before you dump any more of your 401(k) into crypto.”

“You want in? I got a guy who knows the ins and outs of the market. Come along for the ride and we’ll be retired by forty.”

“Pass. I don’t know what I’d do with myself if I retired at forty.”

His phone dinged again. “Gotta run. Let me know if you find out what’s on Vic’s plate. I’m going to make a play for anything interesting.”

Olivia tossed a two-fingered salute his way. As he shut the door behind him, she pulled up her browsers and dove back down the rabbit hole.


      [image: ]Two clients, repeat offenders with drag-racing habits, dropped off a Subaru WRX and a Honda Civic, both cars Benji had modified previously, for additional upgrades. They had an upcoming race in California and intended to present themselves as serious contenders for the purse. It would be a good month financially for Pedal To The Metal.

“Should I hit up the boys in L.A. for help finding those transmissions?” Rosie asked.

“See if they can score us a deal on five so we have a few in stock when their buddies come looking.”

“We’re charging those punks full retail plus aggravation costs, right?”

“I know their fathers can afford it.”

“Wish I had me a rich daddy to pimp my ride when I was their age.”

“I seem to recall you stealing a rich daddy’s ride when you were their age,” Benji replied.

Rosie hooted. “He never saw it coming. Had a hell a night with that Maserati of his. I made that car purr like he should have made me purr. In fact…” She trailed off and nodded to the front of the garage, where a Ram truck had pulled up outside.

“Damn it,” Benji muttered. “Stay in the office and I’ll get rid of them.”

Rosie ran to the back hall that led to Benji’s office, grabbing a crowbar on her way, and closed the door just as three men in Dickies and Timberlands sauntered into the cavernous workspace through a bay door, open to welcome in sunshine and a hint of early spring. They spread out, feigning interest in the array of tools and equipment organized in metal boxes and on rolling carts. Benji moved closer to a cart on which a massive lug wrench rested, reaching for a grease rag to wipe his hands.

“Hey, Benji.”

“Mike.” Benji nodded to Darren and Terry, still slowly wiping grease off his palms. He didn’t want to shake hands. “What can I do for you guys?”

Mike peered into the newly arrived WRX and then moved to the Civic. He shook his head in obvious disdain and gave the Honda a dismissive slap on the roof. “Have you been able to get in touch with the Gatekeeper?”

“I’ve tried, but I think he’s ghosted me.”

“Keep trying. And when you do make contact, tell that son of a bitch that we want the rest of our shipment ASAP, or we’re gonna hunt him down and try out some of our new rifles on him.”

Benji felt a boulder of dread settle in the pit of his stomach. Under extreme duress, he had become the face of their supplier. And the true identity of their supplier could never be known, or Benji was certain his own bullet-riddled corpse would be found in the nearest tent city.

He rubbed his forehead. “Okay.”

“We’re sending the Gatekeeper messages through other channels, too. It’d be a shame to find out that he’s an unreliable hack,” Mike said.

If only they knew, Benji thought.

“We trust you, though. We don’t open our doors to just anyone, but we think of you as one of us, as a brother. In fact, we want to put more money into your pocket. We have a special project, and I convinced Konrad that only you can pull it off.” 

Benji’s mind raced to come up with a life-sparing reason for why he couldn’t do a special project for a neo-Nazi militia, but he found himself falling back on the lamest of excuses. “Things are just really busy—”

“You’d prioritize this shit over our job?” Mike swept a hand toward the array of cars scattered about the garage.

“This shit pays top dollar and—”

“Great, some welfare king on food stamps can afford top dollar to pimp his ride.” Mike rolled his eyes.

Benji slowly took in a breath. “This work pays top dollar and I can churn through it. I maximize profits.”

“This will be worth your time.” Mike pulled a folded sheet of paper from his back pocket and handed it to Benji. “We want two of these.”

Benji stared at the paper, his eyes glued to the printed photo taking up the bulk of the page, set above a few handwritten notes in neat script. “Are you serious?”

“Badass, right?” Darren said. “Me and Terry are gonna drive them.”

Benji ignored him and focused on Mike. “This is for real?”

“As real as it gets. We intend to send a message.”

Benji could guess the message, and it was one he wanted no part in sending. He tossed his grease rag beside the lug wrench on the cart. “Look, Mike, I appreciate the opportunity, but doing this to a vehicle for use on the streets is not legal.”

Mike cocked his head. “You’re an interesting fellow, Benji. I look at you and I think, ‘Now here’s a guy who’s up for anything.’ Not a guy who’s concerned about the legality of a pickup truck.”

“I have a business to protect.”

Mike again patted the roof of the Civic, this time with more force. “Everything you do here is legal? All these modifications?”

“Yes.”

“Is it ethical to give some gangbanger a nitrous oxide system so he can put everyone on the street at risk?”

“It’s legal. But what you’re asking for now has potentially serious ramifications for anyone who’s involved.”

“They’re just trucks.”

Benji laughed incredulously. “Those are not ‘just trucks.’ Your first trucks are ‘just trucks,’ made for guys who want to tool around in the woods. But this…no.” He thrust the paper toward Mike, but the other man refused to take it.

“Do you have a moral objection to doing this work?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“On the why.” Benji forced himself to stop. He was out of the game. He was done. Why hadn’t he sent them on their way?

Because he had Niebold’s voice in his head. Because he had Wolfe’s earnest expression in his mind’s eye. Because maybe he had a chance to make a difference.

“I’d want to know what I was into,” he continued, “before I committed to more.” He shrugged, trying to project a casualness he didn’t feel. “So maybe it’s best I meet Konrad to chat about this.”

Mike appraised him silently for long seconds. Benji held the eye contact.

“Konrad is very particular about who knows his business. He doesn’t want your…” Mike gestured toward the back, but refrained from saying the word that Benji knew was on the tip of his tongue.

“She’s not involved.”

“I’ll talk to Konrad. Take care, brother.” Mike offered his hand, and Benji had no choice but to accept. His grip made the smaller man wince.

As soon as they drove away, Benji lowered and locked the bay door and jogged to the back of the building, where Rosie waited with the crowbar in hand.

“Took you long enough,” she said, menacing him with the tool. “I was about to take matters into my own hands. And I know that motherfucker was about to utter the word no cracker should ever utter. It’s all fun and games until you take a crowbar to the skull.”

Benji moved from the office to their locker room, where their street clothes hung from wall-mounted hooks or sat folded in modular shelving units. Pacing, he palmed his iPhone, his calloused thumb poised over the dark screen. Rosie followed him and continued her rant.

“Everything about those fuckers screams sketch. What did they want?”

“More trucks.” And guns. And brotherhood. His phone felt heavy in his hand.

She took the sheet of paper from him and whistled in awe. “This is some crazy-ass white-people nonsense right here.” She shook her head. “This is some shit we don’t need. I hope you told them to get lost, and stay lost.”

Benji ran a hand over his brow, damp with sweat, and unlocked his phone. He hadn’t deleted her number.

“You listening?” She walked to his side, took one look at the screen, which was open to his contact list, and gasped dramatically. “Nooooo! Benji Maddox! You said you were done. You told her you were done. You told me you were done.”

“I know, I know. But—”

“No. There ain’t no buts. You did your good deed, they fell on their faces, now we move on and keep our noses clean.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“It is that simple. We committed to the straight and narrow, and it’s finally paying off. We’re on fire here—business is booming. You’ll put everything at risk if you make that call.”

“They’re up to something, and it’s not good.”

“Of course they’re up to something! It’s a militia of white supremacists trying to overthrow the government!”

“Can we agree that’s a bad thing?”

Rosie threw up her hands, still wielding the crowbar. “Sure, if you’re into democracy and freedom and all that stuff.”

“We are.”

“Too bad the rest of America isn’t so sure.”

Benji slipped his phone back into the pocket of his blue coveralls and faced his friend. “Do you trust me?”

“What kind of dumbass question is that?”

He held her gently by the shoulders. “Then trust me.”


      [image: ]Benji waited until that evening. He settled himself on the back porch with a beer, put his feet up on a wooden crate doubling as a plant stand, and glanced left and right to ensure no nosy neighbors were out in their own yards. Then he tapped the name of a contact.

She picked up on the third ring. “Benjamin.”

“Ma’am.”

Niebold allowed a pregnant pause. “Is there something you need?”

“I missed you.”

“I have trouble believing that.”

“They came by the garage today. They want two specialty trucks.”

“What was your answer?”

“I told them I’d consider it, but only if they gave me all their secrets.”

“Interesting strategy. I was given to understand that you had terminated your involvement with us.”

“Yeah, well, this road to hell is paved with misguided efforts to atone for past misdeeds.”

“I understand,” she said, and he knew that she did. “So where do we go from here?”

“I have your word that Madam Gruyère is legit?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation.

“I never want to see Frangiello again.”

“You won’t.”

“Then I’m back in. But at the outset, we do this my way.”

“Because I like you, Benji, I will consider entertaining these terms.”

He smiled. “You tell Wolfe to be at Northside Billiards and Bar at eight p.m. on Friday.”

“A pool hall?” Her voice sounded odd.

“Yeah, a poor hall. We’ll grab a beer, shoot a game, have a chat. If we click, we’re in business. If she gets snotty about cheese, we go our separate ways and I tell Mike and the boys that Konrad will just have to burn society down without me. That work?”

“I’ll pass the message.”

“Thanks, Gran.”

“I’m glad you called, Benji.”

They disconnected. Benji sipped his beer and listened to the night.


      [image: ]Sally appeared like a wraith, causing Olivia to jump in her seat and stifle a string of profanity. She’d been hammering the keyboard in a frantic effort to finish old case files, the deadline of which Niebold had arbitrarily moved forward in the aftermath of her knockdown, drag-out fight with Frangiello. The SAC had threatened to dock her pay if her paperwork wasn’t completed by close of business on Thursday. Olivia doubted that Niebold had that kind of power, but she didn’t want to find out the hard way that the stodgy special agent could, in fact, garnish her puny government wages.

“Special Agent Niebold would like to see you,” Sally said, stating the obvious.

“I still have two more hours to finish my last case file,” Olivia said as she entered Niebold’s office.

“Close the door and sit.” Niebold folded her hands atop her desk and fixed Olivia with owl eyes. “Benji Maddox called last night.”

“Already ruing the loss of his monthly stipend? Money for nothing, sign me up.”

Niebold ignored the snark. “You need to meet him tomorrow night at eight.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Pardon?”

Olivia laughed incredulously. “Again, do you think I have a death wish? Fired or not, I’m certain that Frangiello has killed for less.”

“Frangiello is no longer involved in this case, and his status as an employee is none of your concern.”

“What am I supposed to do, babysit Maddox until Atkins is ready to take over?”

Niebold adjusted her spectacles. “I feel like we’re talking past each other. You are Benji’s new handler.”

“What? No. No, no, no.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Maddox is a convicted criminal who is clearly playing us, and whatever op Frangiello thought he was running is a nothingburger. I’d rather drown in paperwork.”

“It has become painfully obvious that’s not where your talents lie.”

Olivia cringed. “Thank you?”

“Not a compliment.”

“Look, give this case to Tim Greer. He’d love it.”

“Absolutely not. And it goes without saying that you are not to breathe a word of this operation to anyone.”

“What operation? Maddox has nothing. I don’t understand why you’d indulge this. A month ago, you ordered everyone to cut sources who weren’t producing. I’d say this is a prime example.”

“And I’d say you were wrong. This ‘nothingburger’ is yours.”

Olivia sighed. “Tomorrow at eight? Where? His garage?”

One corner of Niebold’s mouth twitched. “Northside Billiards and Bar.”

Olivia’s vision blurred. She clutched her suddenly clammy hands into fists and focused on breathing. Her vision returned.

Niebold watched her. “Is that a problem?”

“No problem at all,” Olivia choked out.

“Good.” Niebold’s expression softened. “Give him a chance, Olivia. He might surprise you.”

“Yes, ma’am. Is that all?”

Niebold inclined her head toward the door. “Good luck.”








  
  
Chapter 5




It was eight o’clock. Olivia was parked in a far corner of the lot that afforded her a view of all the comings and goings, and tried to relax her death grip on the steering wheel. She had finally gotten her breathing under control, but her white knuckles were proving problematic. 

She had been sitting for fifteen minutes, but hadn’t seen Benji Maddox enter the bustling bar. Based on the number of muscle cars and sport coupes populating the lot, she suspected he was already inside living it up with his people.

A group of motorcyclists astride Kawasaki racers zipped up to the sidewalk and left their bikes in a mass, blocking the two handicapped parking spaces. They shed helmets and exposed youthful faces, talking and laughing as they pushed through the doors. She relaxed slightly.

She was still angry at Niebold for foisting this alleged operation on her when she had important work to do. Important paperwork, even. Or just a Friday night to herself. Like every other Friday night, she thought sardonically.

Then she found herself wondering if Niebold had an ulterior motive. Maybe this wasn’t about Maddox at all. Maybe Niebold, rather unsubtly, was telling her it was time to get back on the horse.

Olivia scrunched up her face. Could that be Niebold’s game? She and the SAC had never discussed the incident—a euphemistic term for the unmitigated disaster that had unfolded two years ago—in more than passing, and only very early in Olivia’s Portland tenure, but Niebold wasn’t the type to dote. She was, however, the type to bluntly tell someone to get over it.

Maybe it was time to get over it. Go inside, spend thirty minutes with Maddox, emerge unscathed. Then she’d take her newfound mojo and pursue ops and cases that mattered.
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