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        COLD PURSUIT

        Cold Justice® – Cold Justice Series (Book #1)

      

      

      Single mom Vivi Vincent is thrust into her worst nightmare when she’s trapped inside a mall during a terror attack along with her eight-year-old son. With the help of Jed Brennan, an FBI special agent on enforced leave, Vivi and her son survive the assault. But the danger is far from over.

      Vivi’s son may have witnessed critical details of the terrorists’ future plans and is targeted for death, but he’s mute, and he’s traumatized. Still someone launches a strike against the FBI’s safe house, and Jed fears the bad guys have an inside man. No longer knowing who to trust, he hides mother and son in a log cabin deep in the heart of the Wisconsin Northwoods. There Jed and Vivi try to figure out how to unlock the information inside her son’s head. What they don’t bargain for is the red-hot attraction that flares between them, or the extent of the sinister plot that threatens to rip apart not only any chance of happiness they might have together, but also the very fabric of American society.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The roller coaster thundered high above them in the mall and people screamed. Vivi Vincent’s son’s blue eyes widened with wonder as he watched with obvious delight. He grabbed her sleeve and grinned like any normal eight-year-old boy.

      The bright colors of the rides and glaring sunshine through the glass roof made her eyes water. That’s what she told herself. It had nothing to do with the disastrous meeting they’d had first thing this morning with Dr. Hinkle.

      She patted Michael’s hand, and he caught her gaze. The intelligence that shone in his eyes took her breath; as if all the secrets of the universe were locked up inside that bright, young mind.

      He kept tugging her arm, trying to get her to go on the ride, but her stomach was too jumbled to even think about going on a roller coaster right now. And no way would she let him go alone—if something went wrong who knew what could happen? She’d never forgive herself if he got hurt just because she was too chicken to go on an amusement park ride.

      “Want to visit the toy store?” she suggested instead.

      He nodded and smiled, but she knew he was disappointed from the look of yearning he sent to the seventy foot monstrosity behind them. They headed past old-fashioned carousels and giant mushroom-shaped swings—much more her speed. The Minneapolis Mall, a smaller cousin to the Mall of America a few miles across the city, was a kid’s paradise.

      She straightened her shoulders. Michael would enjoy this outing today, even if she had to subject herself to the terror of going on that thing. It would hopefully make up for his being poked and prodded by Dr. Hinkle this morning, then patronized within an inch of sanity by a local TV reporter doing a feature on the famous psychiatric neuroscientist’s research program. The woman had interviewed them about Michael’s “issues” and drawing ability. Hopefully it wasn’t a slow news day in the twin cities.

      Michael spotted the intricate green serpent who guarded the entrance of the toy store and any lingering disappointment in his expression vanished. They stood in silent fascination for several long minutes as they took in the display that clambered up and over the shop. There was a teddy bear in cowboy gear riding a horse, a dinosaur on a motorcycle, and above it all a giant clown that made Vivi distinctly uneasy. What was it about clowns?

      “OK, let’s go inside. You can choose one thing from the store, and then we’ll go find something to eat. Later we’ll hit the rides.”

      He grinned and ran inside. Vivi hid a smile. She took a step after him only to collide with someone massive and bulky who knocked her on her ass. She ended up sprawled on the floor as the man kept on walking. Her jaw dropped at his rudeness, and she climbed awkwardly to her knees, cradling her wrist, which hurt from the unexpected impact with the floor.

      “Need some help?” A man crouched beside her. He had short, black hair and rich, brown eyes that crinkled attractively at the outer edges. His fingers were strong and firm as he eased her to her feet, holding onto her good arm.

      “Thank you.”

      She gripped him for balance as she slipped her shoe back on. He had a straight nose, full bottom lip and a cleft in his chin. Those dark eyes ran over her critically as if assessing her injuries, then something changed and they warmed with frank male approval. She let go of his hand, and her knees wobbled. She blamed it on the high heels she so rarely wore.

      Another round of screams from the people on the roller coaster broke through her reverie.

      “Thank you, again. I’d better go find my son.” She nodded toward the toy store. It had become automatic to use Michael as a barrier, and the habit was starting to wear on her nerves. Maybe one day she’d get over the trust issues her ex had instilled in her.

      Maybe.

      One day.

      “Good luck getting him out of there.” The handsome stranger held up a plastic bag with the distinctive logo on the side. It looked incongruous against his smart business clothes—a black suit, blue shirt, purple tie. How someone carried themselves revealed a lot about a person—his posture suggested a military background—and maybe some sort of law enforcement. He also exuded an air of competence and authority she recognized from her days working at the UN. The last guy who’d affected her this way had taught her that a handsome face and commanding manner were no substitute for compassion or morals. Still, it was nice to look at.

      “I got my fix buying for a friend’s kid.” For a split-second a shadow passed across his features then disappeared. Maybe she imagined it. He took a step away. “If you’re sure you’re OK?”

      She nodded and he smiled back and then strode away.

      Gone. Vivi blinked.

      It had been a long time since a man had looked at her like she was anything except a frazzled, single mom over thirty. The sensation of being a flesh and blood woman slid over her body like a skintight dress, rekindling a part of herself she’d forgotten existed. Great, another thing to add to her list of frustrations.

      Walking toward the store she fingered her sore wrist and decided it was nothing more than a mild sprain. She’d ice it when they got back to the hotel later tonight.

      A loud boom erupted from the center of the atrium. She jumped and spun around. Screams grew louder and for a moment she thought the roller coaster was malfunctioning. Then a weird noise peppered the air, one that sounded familiar but she couldn’t identify at first. Then she did. Gunfire. People started running. A man standing beside the candy store dropped to the floor, and the glass from the window shattered and rained down on him as a wide pool of blood spread around his body.

      Oh, dear God.

      There was a shooter in the mall.

      Michael!

      She spun and ran inside the toy store, searching frantically. People were rushing around desperately looking for children and loved ones. A display crashed to the floor, and a model disintegrated into a thousand pieces. She skidded on the tiny bits, but righted herself before she fell. A woman rammed a stroller into Vivi’s ankles in her determination to get to her toddler, who was wandering off to the front entrance. Vivi grabbed the kid and thrust him back into his mother’s arms.

      “Thank you.” The woman’s face was white with terror. She had a baby and a toddler to deal with, along with masses of shopping bags.

      “Leave the stroller. Grab the children and get out of the mall as fast as possible,” Vivi told her. That’s what she intended to do. She scanned the store for the carrot-topped head of the most important person in her world. There. She pushed her way through people milling around in confusion.

      Michael was starting to get agitated and stood silent and shaking. She got to him and cradled his precious face with one hand, pushed back his hair with the other. She had to calm him down if they hoped to get out of there alive. “I’m here, Michael. I’ll look after you, but you have to listen to me and you have to concentrate, OK?” Please don’t freak out.

      Blue eyes cleared and focused. Her incredibly brave son squared his shoulders and nodded, taking her hand and squeezing tight. He knew they were in danger. Love for him swelled inside her so enormous it wanted to burst through her skin. The terror was bigger. It wanted to crawl through her veins and eat her alive.

      She would do anything to protect this child. Anything.

      One of the cashiers was on the phone, presumably talking to security. Another cashier yelled, “Cops are telling us to sit tight while they assess the situation.”

      Sit tight? No way in hell.

      The sound of gunfire was getting louder now; bullets blasted glass and concrete. Metal hit metal and she could hear the ricochets whizzing around the structure, turning the mall into a deadly pinball machine. Gunpowder was growing thicker in the air, clogging her throat. Then more shots, but these sounded much closer, on the other side of the store. Her mouth went dry.

      Two shooters.

      And she and Michael, and all the other customers and employees, were trapped between them.

      She walked quickly to one of the doors at the back of the shop and peered out cautiously. A man at the far end of the corridor stood holding a large automatic weapon. The same man who’d knocked her to the ground earlier. Thank God he hadn’t stopped. He was facing the other direction, scanning the area, then pausing and squeezing off rapid bursts of gunfire. Screams rose, some of which were cut horrifically short.

      Bullets rained down from the balconies above and the over-sized model creations on the roof of the store shattered.

      The sweat on her skin went cold. There were at least three shooters. They were in the middle of a war zone.

      Vivi looked back over her shoulder and froze. A gunman was winding through the rides toward the stores. His face was covered, but his gait was relaxed, almost indolent. This was a man who’d killed before and would show no mercy. She’d worked with this sort of man, at the White House, at the UN.

      What the hell could she do? The second gunman was too close in the corridor behind the store and they were trapped. Others spotted the approaching danger and started pouring out the back of the shop screaming, including the woman with her two children, still pushing the stroller and clutching her shopping bags. Michael tried to follow them but Vivi pulled him back and pressed his face into her stomach as the people who’d run were mowed down.

      Bodies fell. Contorted in agony. Blood smeared the floor. The woman with the stroller crashed atop the toddler, but the little boy’s leg kept twisting as if he were trying to get free.

      Stay still!

      Her gut twisted and bile rose up her throat. The bright, white halls of the shopping mall were being turned into a butcher’s shop.

      Michael shook in her arms. She hugged him closer. “I won’t let them hurt you,” she whispered. But she had no clue how to stop them. She kept one eye on the man approaching through the amusement park rides and peeked out to see where the other shooter was. He was about six stores down, looking into the store windows. Unless he turned around and moved off, he’d spot them as soon as they made a run for it. If it was just her she could maybe slip past him, but dragging an eight-year-old through a rain of bullets? Was it even worth making a break for it in that direction or should they head toward the bus and metro station? But looking at how organized these terrorists were—and what else could they be except terrorists?—she figured they’d have the main entrances covered. The shops then? Some of them must connect to the outside world through back exits but she didn’t know which ones.

      She spotted the cupboard beneath the cashier’s stand and an idea took hold. “Michael,” she whispered in his ear. “We’re going to play a game of hide and seek. Only this is a very serious game because these people want to hurt us, so you mustn’t give yourself away. Understand?” He nodded, those blue eyes of his wide with fear, but also total understanding. He wasn’t stupid the way some people assumed, but his intelligence wouldn’t matter a damn if one of these monsters put a bullet in him.

      If anything happened to him, she’d die too.

      She hugged him fiercely, then sank to her haunches and made him follow her as she crawled to the register. She slid one cupboard door quietly open. It was full of supplies. Staplers, receipt rolls, plastic bags. She shoved it all to one end of the cupboard and urged him inside. He lay there, curled up, shaking, eyes wide and frightened.

      “You have to stay here and not make a sound.” She laughed a little hysterically at that. “Don’t thump your head or hands and feet against the sides, or else they’ll hear you, understand?”

      He nodded but grabbed her hand in a desperate plea.

      “I’m going to run to those two shops over there.” He rapidly shook his head. He’d seen what had happened to the others who’d tried to run. “I’ll wait for the bad men to look the other way before I go. I’m a fast runner.” She slipped off her heels, squeezed his fingers. “I swear I will come back for you, but whatever happens you have to promise not to move from here. Not to make a sound. Promise?” She held him so tight he winced, but he nodded even as tears started to roll. She held his fingers to her lips and then kissed his warm cheek. “I’ll be back, Michael. I won’t let them hurt you. You trust me, right?”

      He nodded.

      “And I trust you because I know how smart you are.” Tears blurred her vision but she blinked them away and a solid wave of determination moved through her. She kissed him again. “No moving from here until I come get you. No matter how long it takes.” She held his gaze. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      FBI Special Agent Jed Brennan did not spend a lot of time hanging around malls—especially not during the run up to Christmas. He’d rather have a root canal.

      Officially he was off duty from the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit-4, taking some long-overdue vacation days. Unofficially things were a little more complicated.

      His boss had insisted he take some time after using excessive force on a suspect. That’s what you got for punching a wealthy serial killer in the face when you arrested the fucker. No matter Miles Brandon had smacked him so hard his skull still buzzed, or that the guy had tried to slip a slender blade between his ribs. Let alone what he’d done to his unsuspecting pick-ups from DC gay bars. Didn’t matter. Breaking the asshole’s nose was against the rules.

      It was a fine line he’d crossed and he doubted ASAC Lincoln Frazer—newly promoted after the old unit leader had unexpectedly retired last week—would have done things different.

      Thankfully, he and Frazer were old friends, going back more than a decade to when Jed had been stationed at the Kandahar Air Force Base and had called in the FBI to investigate a suspected serial murderer. The young solider, together with the inexperienced FBI Special Agent, had caught the killer, but Jed had been too late to save Mia, the woman he loved. The case had made Frazer a media superstar, but the guy was a solid investigator who’d devoted his entire life to the BAU.

      Friend or no friend, Frazer had the power to not only bench him, but to put him out of the game permanently if he wanted.

      There were plenty other federal agents eager to fill Jed’s size eleven boots. So, he’d wait his boss out.

      He had cases to work on his own time. He’d make the most of his enforced vacation and visit his family during the festive season. The holidays made humanity’s general bat-shit craziness worse so it was usually hard to take a break then. The world was full of whackos and sadists with nothing better to do than figure out new ways to hurt people. It was his job to keep a lid on the insanity although some days he thought his own head would burst from the horror of it all.

      Hell, maybe his boss was right. Maybe he could use some downtime in one of the quietest, most peaceful places on earth—the Northwoods of Wisconsin. The fact he’d have to visit Bobby’s widow and young son was beside the point. He should have done it months ago.

      Last night he’d visited an old Army buddy he hadn’t seen in a couple of years—Jack Donovan—who was a homicide detective with Minneapolis PD. Today he was hitting the road for the much shorter drive to America’s Dairyland. It was close enough to Christmas he could nail all his family holiday obligations in one relatively painless swoop. Hence, the mall.

      Root canal. Maybe even a flesh wound.

      The woman with the bright red hair and intriguing eyes was an unexpected bonus. The asshole who’d knocked her over was oblivious to the damage he’d left in his wake. Jed had been torn between going after him and helping the woman up off the floor. The protective streak he and his brothers had inherited from their father was too ingrained to just abandon her.

      He’d been knocked off balance, too, by her beauty. Plus, she had that innate poise and confidence that totally did it for him. He shrugged off a moment of regret that he’d never see her again. He loved women. It was relationships he avoided at all costs. His job wasn’t exactly nine-to-five, and since losing Mia in Afghanistan all those years ago he’d put a firm guard around his heart. Which was exactly how he liked it.

      Still, it didn’t hurt to look.

      A hunting store caught his eye. Thousands of knives of every size and color. Oh, yeah. He went inside and started looking for new knives for his dad and two brothers and a pocket knife with lots of handy gadgets for his mom. Two shops and he’d be done.

      Happy Christmas.

      BOOM!

      An explosion reverberated from the amusement park rides. What the…? Then the sound of shots being fired. Terrorists or heist? Jed reached for his gun, swore when he realized he wasn’t wearing it. He’d left the SIG locked in the car because he’d wanted to take a whirl on the roller coaster for old times’ sake—something him and Bobby and Liam had always done as teenagers. He hadn’t wanted to be armed with a deadly weapon while experiencing g-force.

      He flashed his shield at the store’s security guy. “Call 911 and mall security. Any way out back there?” He pointed to the hidden door at the rear of the shop.

      The guy nodded even as he held his cell to his ear. They made their way toward the back of the store. A woman in a black suit, probably the manager, put a key in the lock.

      “Hang on. Got any hunting knives behind the counter?” Who knew what lay behind that door? He wanted a weapon. Jed’s car was in the parking lot on the opposite side of the mall, otherwise he’d have gone for his SIG. He eyed the glass cases on the walls. He could smash one open but didn’t want to draw that much attention to himself or the other people hiding here.

      The security guy looked at him uncertainly.

      Jed thrust his badge closer to the guy’s face. “Off duty FBI Agent. Get me a damn knife…now!” A blade wasn’t much against a sub-machine-gun but it beat the hell out of the plastic toy he currently held. He placed the box on the floor. He’d pick it up later. Hopefully.

      Bullets sprayed along the corridor outside, and more sounded from levels above them. People crouched in terrified silence. Piercing screams told him civilians were dying and he was ill-prepared to save any of them until he could get a gun. The security guard hustled behind the desk and handed Jed a knife with a six-inch blade. Better.

      “What do you want me to do?” the guy asked.

      “The mall has its own security, correct?”

      The guy nodded but looked uncertain. “Security Center is on this floor. Over near where that first explosion came from. No one answered when I tried to call them.”

      Crap. If these guys took out the security nerve center before they attacked they were highly organized and deadly serious about doing as much damage as possible. Or stealing a massive amount of money with total disregard for public safety.

      Jed ran his eyes over the ten or so people milling around uncertainly. “Get them out of here and tell the cops outside what you know. Which other stores along this block have rear exits?”

      “Just us and the restaurant at the end of the row. Once you’re in the corridor, there are exits to the parking garages and the loading bays used for deliveries.”

      Jed nodded. “Leave the premises ASAP but watch for shooters on the outside. Tell cops there’s an—” he tested the point of the knife with his thumb “—almost unarmed FBI agent inside.”

      He pulled out his cell phone and dialed the local FBI office. Busy signal. He texted his boss instead and shoved the cell back in his pocket. So much for R&R.

      They cautiously unlocked the door at the back of the shop and checked the corridor—clear. The security guard took the lead. Civilians started to pour out, hopefully on their way to safety.

      A black shadow passed the front of the store and Jed held his breath. It was the asshole who’d knocked over the pretty redhead. Everyone in the shop froze and then started hustling faster as the guy slowly turned toward them, shouldering an assault rifle and aiming it right between Jed’s eyes. Jed had no choice. He threw himself through the door after the others. He slammed it shut as bullets tore through the walls beside him.

      “Run.” He waved the others frantically in the opposite direction. Held his position as he listened closely for footsteps. He’d switched into attack mode and he’d done this sort of drill a million times over. He’d just never done it armed with nothing except a blade, and surrounded by potentially thousands of innocent civilians who could get caught in the crossfire.
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      Vivi quietly closed the sliding door of the cupboard, leaving it slightly ajar so Michael wouldn’t be in complete darkness. Satisfied no one would see him unless they actually opened the cupboard door, she peered up over the service desk.

      The mall had gone eerily quiet as if everyone was holding their breath, hiding. No sign of the shooters. She had a horrible vision of the gunmen lying in wait for the unsuspecting shoppers trying to escape. The rides still flashed with bright lights and garish displays, but they’d all stopped moving. Her eyes rose to the roller coaster in the distance. If they’d been on that ride there was a good chance they’d already be dead. Her legs trembled at the awfulness of this moment. She’d seen this stuff on the news, but had never expected to get caught up in it herself. Especially not with her child in tow.

      Small pockets of people crouched and hid around the store. She met the terrified eyes of a middle-aged man who clutched a little girl to his side. His eyes seemed to beg her for help but what was she supposed to do? She had no training, no weapons. She nodded to him anyway. She’d do whatever she could to get them out.

      At the back door of the shop she used the reflection in some of the windows opposite to look for the bad guys. She stilled when she saw the shooter prowling some distance away down the corridor. The toddler on the floor in front of her started writhing and trying to get free of his mother’s unresponsive arm. Vivi’s eyes flashed back to the shooter. He went into one of the shops and she braced herself to move. Gunshots rang out from inside the store he’d entered. Don’t think about it. She ran across to the little boy, dragged him from beneath his mother and picked him up. But a glance in the stroller showed the baby, all pretty in a pink bonnet, eyes wide open, and smiling.

      Oh, hell. She couldn’t leave a baby.

      Vivi placed the kid on the floor and he grabbed onto her leg. She pulled away the blankets to undo the straps on the baby harness. Her fingers shook and couldn’t manipulate the hard plastic snaps. She kept looking at the shop where the bad guy had disappeared. More shots. Her blood pounded through her ears so loudly she was deafened to everything but her own erratic heartbeat. Finally she got the catch free and eased the baby onto her shoulder. Then she took the toddler’s hand and urged him to run to the clothes shop immediately in front of them.

      She quickly scanned the interior of the store. It was empty of people which gave her hope for escape. She headed through to the changing rooms at the back. The door to the storeroom was firmly locked. She knocked gently and whispered, “Is anyone in there? I have a baby out here. Can you let me in?”

      No sound came from behind the door, but the weight of fear hit her in a wave. Dammit. She couldn’t blame people for not putting themselves at risk but…

      The baby snuggled against her shoulder and started gurgling. Her heart twisted with grief for the mother and for the others who’d already died, for the cruel needless waste of human life. Who were these monsters? What did they want?

      She was torn about her decision to leave Michael. So torn she could barely function, but she had to. He was hidden and hopefully safe until she found a way out of here. Being in small compressed spaces comforted him, the tighter the better. But what if something happened to him? Or to her? Doubt and uncertainty whirled inside her brain until her heart raced as if she was about to have a heart attack. She forced herself to calm down. Yoga breaths. Don’t let these bastards scare you to death.

      She opened every unlocked door in the store, but found only small storage spaces. No escape. She went back into the main entrance, crouched low behind the clothes rails. The little tyke held onto her leg in an unbreakable grip and moved like a third leg. She stroked a hand over his curly hair. He was going to be traumatized for life.

      Using the reflections in the glass, she once again scanned the corridor. No one was visible. She ran into a restaurant next door and ducked inside. It was dimly lit with lots of alcoves. Probably a good spot to hide, but she didn’t see anyone, which gave her more hope that there was a back way out of this hellhole. If there was, she’d run to get Michael.

      She cradled the baby carefully against her shoulder, darting looks around every corner before rushing forward. She reached the kitchen and was hit by a weird combination of smells. Food cooking on the gas burners, mixed with the stench of violent death.

      Three bodies lay twisted on the ground. Oh, no.

      She spun around, hoisted the toddler into her other arm as she stepped over the corpses to check out the back of the kitchen near two massive walk-in freezers.

      Where the hell were the cops?

      The sensation of sticky blood on her stockinged feet made her want to throw up. Her arms ached from the weight of the children, but she gritted her teeth and kept moving. She spotted a door with a fire exit sign. That was it!

      The metallic click of a weapon had her freezing and turning around slowly. The man who’d knocked her over earlier was pointing a matte-black assault rifle at her face. She clutched the baby tighter, put the little boy on the floor, and tried to push him behind her leg.

      The gunman was tall, over six feet four; Arabic features, small, hard ebony eyes in a round face that couldn’t have been over thirty. His olive skin was free of sweat. No visible sign of remorse.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked.

      His nostrils flared.

      She asked him again in Arabic.

      His eyes widened and then swept over her uncovered hair. She saw him draw in a deep breath and knew he’d fire on the exhale, so she threw herself to the floor behind the kitchen counter. She tried to shelter the baby who started to cry at the sudden jarring movement and blast of noise as bullets ripped into the wall behind where she’d been standing just seconds ago. The direction of the bullets followed as he started walking toward them and she scrambled and dragged the boy and the baby along the floor by their padded jackets as she tried to escape. Her nylons made her slip on the bloody floor. She sprawled and scrambled, clawing for purchase. The gunman came around the corner of the kitchen bench and she closed her eyes and braced herself for a bullet. Instead she heard a grunt and more deafening gunfire pelting the metal in the kitchen. Then silence punctuated by heavy breathing. She opened her eyes but no one was there.

      She held still, unsure what had happened.

      “He’s dead. Come on out,” said an oddly familiar voice.

      She climbed to her feet and there stood the guy who’d helped her earlier in the mall. A knife in his hand dripped crimson droplets of blood onto the tile floor. The terrorist lay twitching at his feet. Her stomach turned, relief competing with horror. Her rescuer grabbed the bad guy’s rifle, searching through the man’s pockets for more weapons and ammunition which he shoved in his jacket pockets.

      “Thank you. Again.” Her voice was rough as crushed gravel. If it hadn’t been for him she and the children would be dead.

      He nodded. “FBI Special Agent Jed Brennan at your service, ma’am.”

      He wasn’t just handsome; he’d just taken on superhero status.

      “Very happy to make your acquaintance, Special Agent Brennan. You saved our lives.” The baby started crying, and she joggled her gently in her arms and kissed her sweet forehead. She walked toward the FBI agent. Now she could go get Michael, and they could get out of here. She handed him the baby. He handed her straight back.

      “You don’t understand,” she told him. “I need to go get my son. I left him hiding in the cupboard beneath the cash registers in the toy store.”

      He frowned in confusion. “So who’re these guys?” He pointed to the toddler and baby.

      “I found them outside. Their mother was shot.” Her voice caught. She tried to hand him the baby again, but he took a step away. OK, less superhero, more federal law enforcement officer—another brand of male she’d dealt with in the past. She dared not raise her voice in case she attracted the attention of more bad guys, but she was desperate. “Please. I need to get my son out of there. Other people too.”

      “How many others?”

      “At least fifteen, maybe twenty in that store alone, many children.”

      The sound of footsteps rushing toward them had the FBI guy pushing her and the children behind him and them both crouching behind the kitchen counters. The middle-aged man who’d caught her eye in the toy store came tearing into the kitchen with a whole swathe of people running behind him. They crashed to a halt when they saw Special Agent Brennan holding a gun.

      “He’s OK. He’s with the FBI,” she assured them.

      The faces of the scared shoppers relaxed slightly, but the terror at the situation remained. They were far from safe.

      She scanned the crowd, then frowned. “Where’s my son?”

      The gray-haired man stepped forward. “I tried to get him to come but he wouldn’t budge.”

      Her heart sank. Oh, no. She’d made him promise not to move.

      “We need to get out of here.” Agent Brennan spoke quietly but made it an order. He eased open the fire exit door and peered down the corridor. “This way. Quickly. Keep your hands in the air in case you meet cops who think you’re part of this terrorist gang. Keep your eyes peeled for shooters.”

      Vivi tried to pass the baby to another woman, but the kid wouldn’t let go of her and started crying even louder.

      “What are you doing?” the fed asked impatiently. Those chocolate eyes were now as black and cold as obsidian.

      “I need to get my son. I promised him I wouldn’t be long.”

      “If that baby keeps crying you’re putting all these people’s lives at risk.” The sharp gleam of intelligence in those eyes reminded her of Michael. “Let’s get everyone here out and then we’ll come back and get your son, OK?” He tried to put a little warmth into his voice.

      The fed was manipulating her and right now she hated him for it. She didn’t buy it, but the idea one of the bad guys might find them all because the baby was crying wasn’t something she could live with. “You don’t understand, my son won’t go anywhere without me.” She soothed the baby, who quieted. “So if you’re lying to me…”

      “I never lie to beautiful women.” The brief flash of smile was not a compliment. It was a move-your-ass-now-before-I-make-you smile.

      She wasn’t intimidated. The only thing she cared about was getting Michael out safely. She opened her mouth to argue, but was swept along by the crowd. The little boy grabbed her leg again, and she scooped him up even though he was heavy as hell. Her biceps burned. She found herself tucked between all the other terrified people as they ran down the long corridor toward the parking garage. Damn it. She gritted her teeth. OK. She’d get these kids out and go back for her own baby. Five minutes, tops. Please God keep him safe until she got back. Her body shook from shock and exertion, but she concentrated on getting the kids out. Then she’d go back. Then she’d save her son.

      A wave of fresh, cold air hit when they got to the parking garage; her bare feet immediately frozen against the unforgiving concrete. Jed Brennan dangled the weapon he’d taken from the bad guy by the strap and held his gold shield in the other hand.

      Her arms felt like they were about to drop off. Shouts rose, and men in black uniforms herded them toward a cordoned off area. The cops held them at gunpoint and made them put their hands on their heads. Didn’t they understand they were victims here? The babies both started screaming when someone took them from her. They were safe now so it didn’t really matter how much noise they made, though it tugged at her heartstrings. She hoped they had a loving family to take care of them.

      She whirled toward Jed Brennan, and he was watching her with those keen eyes as black as midnight.

      “Let’s go get my son,” she urged him.

      A police officer pushed her toward the others but she stood firm and argued. “That FBI agent said I could bring out those two children and then go back for my own son.”

      “The fed isn’t in charge and no one is going into that mall who ain’t law enforcement, ma’am. You’re staying here until we can verify your identity.”

      “Special Agent Brennan!” she started shouting. He was talking to someone who looked like they were in charge. His expression went carefully blank and then he turned his back on her. He wasn’t handsome any longer. He was just another guy who’d lied to get what he wanted, and then walked away on his vows.

      She shouted louder. “You promised I could go back for my son!” Rage filled her and she tried to dodge the cop on guard duty. Next moment she was on the ground, chin grazing the wet, dirty pavement as her wrists were cuffed. “You lied to me. If anything happens to my son, I’ll… Stop. Stop!” she hissed at the cop who was manhandling her. “There’s something you need to know about Michael!” She broke off because nothing would matter if anything happened to her beautiful son. Brennan looked at her again as the cop hauled her off the ground and started pushing her away from the mall. She didn’t let go of the FBI agent’s gaze, not even when she tripped and fell. “Get him out of there, please, or so help me God…”
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        * * *

      

      Jed couldn’t filter the guilt or the hysterical redhead out of his brain even as he tried to concentrate on the update from the commander of the SWAT team. The fact he’d lied to her to get her out of the mall shouldn’t bother him, but she’d left her son behind and the kid was in extreme danger. That made his insides ache.

      Push it aside. Don’t let empathy for the victims cloud your judgment—his boss’s words were good advice. Hell, he was trying.

      The terrorists had taken out the Security Center first and all cameras were down so they had no eyes inside the mall except for a couple of armed security guards who were pinned down in the northwest corner, and trapped shoppers who were tweeting the cops for help. Police had advised them to stay off social media in case the bad guys were also monitoring it. Not a good idea to state your exact location to the world when someone with a loaded gun wanted to kill you. There were reports of multiple casualties and at least seven gunmen, probably more. Two on each floor and one hosing down the transit center with an assault rifle; waiting for people to try and escape that way, or for the cops to move in. Many people had gotten out. Many more were still trapped inside—like the redhead’s son. His name was Michael, apparently, because she wasn’t done yelling at Jed yet.

      The fact he’d killed one of these assholes was starting to make him feel better about what was rapidly morphing into one of the worst days of his life—and he’d had some humdingers. The redhead screamed at him again and a cop tackled her. He opened his mouth to get the guy to ease up when he caught her gaze.

      Hatred and desperation poured off her. He’d lied to get her out of there, but now her kid was stuck smack bang in the middle of a gun battle that was about to get a hell of a lot worse. Shit.

      He could deal with the hatred; it was the desperation in her dark blue gaze that twisted his gut. And the certainty that if the other police officer wasn’t forcibly restraining her, she’d have run back into that death zone, armed with nothing more than her sharp tongue and a pair of brass balls, and tried to rescue her kid herself.

      “Because that’s what real parents did.” The voice inside his head was his father’s.

      “Get him out of there, please! Brennan, please!” she shouted louder.

      He swallowed the knot in his throat. Nodded.

      The SWAT guy eyed him like he was an idiot.

      “I need to get back in there.”

      “We don’t need any dead heroes, son.”

      “You didn’t see the bodies of all the civilians these guys have already killed. They don’t want hostages. They want blood.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I am going back in there.”

      “Not on your own you’re not.” The commander eyed him the same way his boss did when he thought he was about to do something stupid. The guy said something into his mike.

      Jed stood taller and braced his legs apart. “I’m SWAT trained. Seven years in the bureau and Army before that—sniper school. Give me some men and we can start evening the odds, protecting civilians.”

      The captain’s eyes flicked to the woman being cuffed. “What’s going on with her?”

      “She left her son hiding in a cupboard in the toy store while she searched for a way out. I promised her we’d go back for him together. She just realized I lied.”

      The guy let out a heavy sigh. “You did what you had to do to get her out of there.”

      “And now I’m going back to get her son like I told her I would.” Jed held the man’s steady gaze. “Give me a couple guys otherwise I’m going in alone.”

      The man’s expression turned amused. “I’ll give you two guys, but only because that was already my plan. You’re the backup. Let’s try and get that kid out alive.”

      Jed nodded. He knew he shouldn’t make promises he might not be able to keep, but he couldn’t witness the fierce maternal passion on the woman’s face without at least trying. “Thanks.”

      The captain’s gaze went back to the furious redhead who was glaring at them both. “Don’t fancy your chances with that one, son.”

      Jed huffed out a laugh. “No kidding. I’ve got more chance of helping the Packers win the Super Bowl.”

      Two heavily-armed officers approached him. One handed him tactical body armor, comms, a fully loaded assault weapon and Glock. He geared up, put spare ammo in his jacket pockets, checked both weapons and nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      The other guys, Wright and Marcos, led the way back into the mall. Jed felt a hell of a lot more comfortable going back in with these guys than he had leaving with all those unarmed civilians. Didn’t mean it wasn’t about to get a lot more dangerous though.

      He directed them to the restaurant kitchen fire exit. Paused long enough to photograph the face of the guy he’d taken down earlier. Emailed it to his boss. A team from the Critical Incident Response Unit would be on the way ASAP.

      Wright cleared the kitchen area and radioed in to the commander who could see and hear everything via an onboard camera.

      They moved slowly toward the front of the restaurant. Jed counted bodies along the way. Three so far, not counting the terrorist scumbag he’d helped meet his maker. They got to the open front of the restaurant and squatted behind a fake rock facade. Shit. The carnage was gut churning. Men and women lay strewn across the glittering mall, and broken glass sprinkled like diamonds across ruby-red blood.

      Not everyone who lay there was dead. He could see some movement. The odd, shallow breath, the flicker of an eyelid. But they were injured and vulnerable and goddamned they were hurt. Fury rose inside but he pushed it down. Emotion wouldn’t help. Tactical training and well-placed bullets would.

      He eyed the toy store, which looked empty. The white cabinet beneath the cashier’s register was still closed and not riddled with bullets. A good sign.

      They were about to move when a gunman came into view inside the toy store, pacing back and forth. They all froze. The guy wore a balaclava rolled up his forehead. Aviator sunglasses and a black-trimmed beard. His features were hard to make out. Wright lined up a shot.

      “Hold fire,” Jed murmured as he saw something else reflected in the glass at the other side of the store. Another gunman, then another figure—that looked like a woman under some bulky clothing and a headscarf. One of the notorious black widows? She was talking rapidly to the others though he couldn’t see her face. They were all heavily armed, no doubt conferring about their sadistic battle plans.

      The cupboard door moved a fraction.

      “Hell, kid, don’t come out now.” It was terrorist central, and the last thing he wanted was a firefight with a child slap bang in the middle.
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      “Any chance we can get someone to create a distraction on the other side of the plaza so we can get in there and extract the kid?” He looked at Marcos.

      Marcos kept low and moved back into the depths of the restaurant to talk to his boss.

      Jed scanned the mall and spotted several shooters in the wings, all watching and waiting. For what? Victims? Cops? Santa?

      “Think they’re Islamists?” Wright asked him softly.

      “Beats the fuck out of me. Could be Islamist, could be domestic pretending to be foreign to stir up trouble. We’ll know more when we get an ID on the dead guy. All I really know for sure is my mother sometimes shops at this mall and that could be her lying there dead. The idea they’d shoot her as easily as they’d shoot anyone else pisses me off.”

      Marcos hunkered down behind Jed’s shoulder as they watched the terrorists. “Boss has a team about to do a hard entry from the north side. They’re trying to get to the security guards who’re holed up, and hopefully get better intel on what went down earlier.” The guy stared at his watch. “Ten seconds.”

      Jed counted down in his head. It felt like an eternity.

      A flash bang went off, and the terrorists jerked to attention. Three of them ran in the direction of the firefight, a fourth came out of the store and started patrolling the corridor in front of them with his weapon raised. As soon as he turned his back, Marcos drew his knife, ran up behind the guy, and cut his throat. Wright moved out to cover him, sweeping his gaze and his gun over the upper levels. Jed was sprinting to the toy store before the terrorist hit the deck. He slid to a halt and opened the cupboard door. A pair of big, blue eyes locked onto him, huge with fear.

      “I’ve come to get you out…”

      The kid shrank to the back of the cupboard. Then he closed his eyes and started to rock, which was about to make a lot of noise in the enclosed space.

      There’s something you need to know… The redhead had tried to tell him. He was an asshole for not listening to her.

      He spoke quietly but firmly “Michael. Your mom sent me to get you out.”

      The kid stopped rocking.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      The kid opened his eyes. Jed wished he’d say something. They had to move fast and get out before the bad guys came back and started shooting. He fished out his badge and showed it to him.

      “Your mom is a redhead just like you, right? But prettier.” He joked. “And she’s loud when she’s angry, really loud, and she was angry with me for not letting her come back in here to get you like she promised.” Jed swallowed the saliva that pooled in his mouth. “She yelled at me a lot. So I guess she’s got a redheaded temperament too, huh? Fiery?” Passionate. He mentally kicked himself for his thoughts wandering in that direction when people were dying and he was trying to save her son. Still, he was a guy and adrenaline was pumping, amping up his idiot quota by a factor of a thousand.

      The kid’s eyes locked on him. Connected. Concentrated. Jed had him, and he wasn’t about to let him go. “I don’t think she likes me very much, but if I get you out of here like I promised, I think we can get her to stop yelling at me. You think you can help me with that, Michael?”

      Something weird was going on inside that kid’s brain, but clearly he wasn’t dumb. Maybe he was traumatized. Jed got it. This was not how he’d wanted to spend his day either. He offered his hand and dragged the kid out, giving him a quick squeeze of reassurance. The boy leaned down and picked up a pair of high-heeled shoes from the floor.

      “Brennan, let’s go,” Marcos said. He and Wright scanned constantly for shooters. Jed held tight to Michael’s hand as they ran toward the restaurant. A woman who lay curled up on the floor groaned. Wright and Marcos didn’t break stride as they each took an arm and dragged her along too. Gunshots peppered the floor behind them, blasting out of nowhere. Jed grabbed Michael and picked up the pace. He ran inside the restaurant and turned, saw Wright stop and take aim high above them. Two seconds later came a cry and a whoosh of noise as the shooter fell and landed not ten feet from where they all stood. Jed covered Michael’s eyes and forced him to keep moving.

      They sprinted fast through the kitchen and along the exit corridor, Jed taking the lead, Wright covering their asses and Marcos carrying the severely injured woman in his arms.

      Wright radioed ahead that they were coming out. Fresh air hit them with a blast and they held up their hands for as long as it took to be ID’d as good guys. Another team passed them on the way back inside. Marcos handed the wounded woman off to a paramedic and Jed heard a shriek that pierced his brain.

      “Michael!”

      The sound of running had him bracing himself for impact.

      The redhead had escaped her police babysitter and launched herself at her son like a rocket. Thankfully they’d uncuffed her. She grabbed her kid in her arms and swung him around in a tight circle, kissing him and squeezing so hard Jed winced.

      “He’s fine.” Jed holstered the Glock.

      The blue eyes told him to fuck off. Apparently rescuing her son wasn’t enough to win back any good points. Too bad. Michael passed his mother the shoes and Jed noticed for the first time her feet were bloody and bare.

      “Thank you, Special Agent Brennan.” She surprised him. The words were tight and angry, but she got them out without choking. She closed her eyes for a moment before slipping the shoes back on.

      “You’re welcome. And I’m sorry I lied to you about letting you back in there…”

      “Don’t worry.” Her lips curled. “You’re not the first man to lie to me.”

      Ouch. Back with the glare again. He raised his hands in surrender. Another time and he’d have tried to get into her good graces, but people were trapped and bad guys were running amok in this city, killing innocents.

      The redhead glanced at the woman being put on the stretcher. “Oh lord, I thought she was dead.” She whirled and waved over the cop who was supposed to be in charge of her. Jed didn’t know who this woman was, but she was certainly not cowed by authority. “That’s the mother of the baby and toddler.” She pointed to the kids she’d carried out of the mall, reminding Jed she’d done some pretty brave things herself today and didn’t need to thank him for a damned thing. “They should stay together.”

      The cop nodded and went off to arrange it. She turned back to him. Michael pulled away from his mother’s grasp and grinned. Despite his ordeal the kid looked remarkably OK.

      Press bulbs started flashing. Jed put up a hand to shield his eyes. “What the hell are they doing so close? Get them away from here.” A couple of beat cops moved the offending press back to a safer distance.

      Jed glanced at the woman. She and her son looked very alike though her face was so pale he could see the occasional blue of a vein beneath her skin. “He was exactly where you left him.” He ruffled the boy’s hair. “He was great. Never made a sound even when we were shot at.”

      The kid lit up like a flame, but the woman’s eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth as if to lay into him. Crap. Wrong thing to say.

      Jed held up a finger to intercept a barrage of censure. “I promised your super-brave son that you’d stop yelling at me if he came out of there with me.”

      She closed her mouth again. Then looked down at the carrot-topped boy and swallowed whatever she’d been going to say. “He did?”

      Michael nodded rapidly, but his shoulders started to shake, shock finally setting in. Kids bounced back with ridiculous speed although they’d probably all need therapy for this one. There’d be fallout in the short-term to deal with first.

      “Right.” She looked drained. “I’ll stop yelling then. Can we go?”

      The idea of never seeing her again felt wrong, but they were in an ongoing terrorist situation. It wasn’t time to ask for her number or make plans to meet for coffee.

      “We need to interview both you and Michael about what he saw or overheard in the mall. What’s your name?”

      “Veronica Vincent—but everyone calls me ‘Vivi’ because of my initials.” Her eyes misted, and the kid looked at the floor and scuffed his shoes. “We won’t be able to tell you anything you don’t already know.”

      “You don’t understand.” He lowered his voice. “Michael spent time in that store with some of the terrorists. He could have seen something or overheard a conversation that might seem like nothing to him, but could be vital to the investigation.”

      “No, you don’t understand.” She lifted her son in her arms, and he buried his face in her neck. “I tried to tell you earlier, but it was a little difficult from my position handcuffed on the ground.” Those eyes of hers were spitting mad with recrimination. “Michael doesn’t speak, Special Agent Brennan. He doesn’t write and he doesn’t sign. So I’m afraid he can’t help you, and I’ve already given my statement to that nice police officer over there.” She jerked her head to the guy who’d cuffed her. “Can we go now? I want to get him checked out at the hospital.”

      Jed’s mouth went dry. He nodded. She turned away, but not before he spotted the anguish on both their faces.

      Perplexed and frustrated, he didn’t have time to ask what the hell was up with that. Her son didn’t talk? Ever?

      Shit. He rubbed his brow and went over to the command center. It was time to get the rest of these people to safety. The redhead and her kid weren’t his problem.
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        * * *

      

      Pilah’s fellow attackers rushed toward the flash bang the authorities had thrown into the mall. The cops were beginning their assault. She hung back from the others and then spun around and watched as Jamal was shot and tumbled from the upper balcony.

      Three, no, four running figures headed toward the restaurant that had a fire exit to the outside world. She glanced at the weapon in her hand and made her decision. Now or never, and she wasn’t ready to die. She ran toward where Jamal had landed, quickly wiped down the weapon they’d given her for prints, then dropped it beside the twisted wreckage of the man’s body.

      Such horrific injuries—it turned her stomach. But she’d seen so much violent death and destruction over the past few years it barely registered. It wasn’t as if Jamal was someone she loved. She didn’t even like him very much.

      The feds could track the burner cell she’d used, so she wiped it clean against her thigh and slipped it into Jamal’s jeans pocket.

      Renewed gunfire made her hurry. She ran inside a clothing store next to the restaurant and found her size in pants, a blouse, sweater and a jacket. She took everything behind the counter and removed the security tags and price labels, then took off her boots and stripped down to her underwear. The sound of movement and the battle was getting louder. It wouldn’t be long until the cops stormed the mall. Quickly she pulled on the new clothes, stuffing her old ones and headscarf under the counter. Hand sanitizer sat on the countertop and she rubbed that over her skin, hoping to disguise any gunpowder residue. She grabbed her boots and then ran to hide behind a rack of dresses, deep inside the shop.

      She laced her boots and then sat perfectly still, listening to the gun battle play itself out as her heart thumped madly in her chest. Would they catch her? Would they know she was part of the attack?

      It was a full ten minutes before she spotted the shadow moving across the front of the shop window. The quiet punch of footsteps reverberated up her spine. Then voices and she heard a group of people scurry out of the storeroom. She moved quickly and joined them when the cop had his back turned. A saleswoman looked at her and Pilah burst into tears. “I thought I was going to die,” she sobbed.

      The woman wrapped her arm around Pilah’s shoulders and hugged her tight. Made her part of the group. “We all did, honey. We all did.”

      They followed the cop back into the mall as he led the way out. The other women gasped at the blood and carnage. Pilah covered her face with her hands. Jamal had made the ultimate sacrifice and his battle was over. Razur too. They’d be revered as martyrs the same way her husband was revered. But his ghost made a cold companion in their bed and a poor substitute as a father for their girls.

      The image of her eldest daughter, Sabreena, flashed through her mind. Murdered by government troops simply because she had been in the wrong place and the wrong time. That’s why Adad had taken up arms in the first place—revenge. But their other children were now stuck in Syria, a country torn apart by civil war while the West refused to act. Sargon said they needed to demonstrate that the instability in Syria could overflow even as far as the heartland of America and then the Americans would intervene. Breadcrumbs of evidence would point to the Syrian Government, and maybe then the West would arm the rebels and help expel the vicious tyrant from power.

      Sargon had requested her help, told her that her children would be raised as his own if anything happened to her. Promised to help get them to safety if she succeeded.

      Well, she had succeeded. She’d worked at the mall for several months and supplied all the information they’d needed to stage the assault. Her stomach clenched. Many of the people she’d worked with had been killed today.

      She sobbed loudly and someone patted her back. The faces of the people who had died flashed through her mind and her sobs became louder. Then she saw her own daughters. Her beloved husband.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. They’d been such normal people leading such ordinary lives. Now she had to get her daughters out of Syria, out of danger. Save her babies before the real war started.
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        * * *

      

      Sargon Al Sahad sat in his villa in Rabieh on the outskirts of Greater Beirut and chuckled at the events unwinding on his satellite TV. He’d already checked his bank account and then transferred the first half of the payment into a Swiss numbered account. He was now a very wealthy man.

      Of course, he’d already been a wealthy man. And he wanted the second half of his payment, along with the luxury of time to enjoy his riches.

      He popped a fresh, succulent fig in his mouth and savored the sweetness that flooded his senses. The phone beside him on the couch rang. He’d been expecting the call.

      “You’ve done well,” the voice said with no introduction.

      Sargon preened. “Did I not tell you I could do it?”

      “Do your people suspect?” The man’s voice was deep and full of undercurrents of immense power.

      Sargon craved that sort of power. “They believe we are setting up the regime so the West will step in, which I suppose is true. No one suspects anything else. Our secret is exactly that. As promised.” A Syrian by birth, Sargon was sick of watching his country being systematically torn apart from the inside. For good or bad his homeland would be rid of the old regime and ready to rebuild. And when the fighting died down, he intended to be at the forefront of that political revolution. Until then he was biding his time in Lebanon—although the people he’d recruited in the US believed he was still fighting on the frontlines. A necessary subterfuge.

      “As long as the American people never suspect where the terrorist plot truly originated.”

      The enemy of my enemy is my friend. “That would be a death sentence for us both,” Sargon agreed.

      The man gave a heavy sigh. “Is the next part of the plan in place?”

      A film of sweat bloomed on his back and made the thin cotton of his shirt stick there. This was the part that made him nervous. It was a tightly balanced plot that had many potential downfalls. He prayed it would work.

      “Do not worry, my friend.” If his part in it was ever revealed it would make him the most hunted man on the planet. He didn’t want Bin Laden’s fame or his fate. “We both have too much to lose for this to fail. No one will link either of us to the attack. The evidence will point elsewhere.” Nothing could connect back to him or his powerful ally.

      “I won’t contact you again,” the man said.

      Sargon put the handset back in the cradle and climbed slowly to his feet. Time to move on. People who got sloppy didn’t live to get old. Sargon intended to grow very, very old.
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        * * *

      

      Snow obscured Elan’s vision, making it hard to see from his position on the roof of an insurance building a half kilometer east of the Minneapolis Mall. The mall itself was surrounded by emergency vehicles; people were running through the streets, heading away from the chaos and violence. In his homeland this was where the danger was greatest, but these people seemed oblivious.

      Helicopters buzzed in the air above, risking much as the weather ramped up to a bitter, arctic storm.

      Ambulances streaked through the streets below him, lights flashing, sirens screaming with a compelling sense of urgency as they swept through intersections.

      Right now everything was going to plan, but he wasn’t foolish enough to trust blind luck. A helicopter turned and headed toward him, back to the airport. He withdrew into the shadows.

      His breath condensed on his binoculars and he wiped the lenses clean. His heart was heavy. Life was precious. But stakes were too high to lose his nerve. He had his orders, to watch, to oversee, to clean up any mess that might lead back to them. He was very good at cleaning up other people’s messes.
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