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DEDICATION

			This book is dedicated to all the dogs
 and their handlers
 who put their lives at risk after natural disasters
 in order to rescue our loved ones and recover
 those not quite as fortunate.

And
 In Memory of my boy, Scout,

(March 1998 to May 2014)

who is the true inspiration for this series.
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When you come out of the storm,

you won’t be the same person who walked in.

That’s what this storm is all about.

—Haruki Murakami
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Day 1, Friday March 8th

Chicago




Frankie Russo’s head was already throbbing when her cell phone started blaring salsa music. At five o’clock in the morning she immediately regretted the new ringtone. She tried to tamp down the dread in the pit of her stomach as she stumbled out of the bathroom.  

Nobody called at five in the morning with good news.

Her hand swiped along the wall, searching for a light switch in unfamiliar territory. Where had she left her phone? She stumbled just as her fingers found the switch. The unpacked boxes in her new apartment made her dance through a maze. She was dripping wet, adjusting towels, and deep down she caught herself hoping she’d miss the call.

Please just let it go to voicemail. 

If it had something to do with her father, she’d rather the news be filtered. A recording didn’t wait to hear your reaction.

Finally, Frankie saw her phone on the kitchen counter. Before she touched it, she could see who the caller was and relief washed over her. She was relieved, but at the same time, she was pissed off at the request for a video-chat. She adjusted the towel tighter around her body then answered the phone.

“It’s not funny, Tyler,” Frankie said to the smiling face. She pushed at the second towel on top of her head, and it almost threw her off balance. “You know I hate when you want to video-chat with me at home.”

“I’ve been hoping to catch you in a towel.” The boyish grin only broadened without a hint of apology. 

Frankie was too old for Tyler. Fourteen years older. Yes, she had already done the math. And yet, his inappropriate comment made her blush just a little. Instead of scowling at her co-worker she pretended it was no big deal. She tilted her phone giving him only a headshot and a whole lot of her kitchen ceiling.

The two of them had become comfortable with each other. Probably too comfortable. For almost a year their teamwork on different advertising campaigns had spilled over into their personal lives. Frankie blamed herself for not putting up any boundaries. She was the older and wiser one, the so-called seasoned professional assigned to work with the hotshot new kid, fresh out of college. But suddenly, she and Tyler became the envy of McGavin Holt. Paul McGavin, the managing partner of the advertising firm, had put the two together time after time, highlighting their successes as if it were because of his brilliant decision to make them a team. Frankie didn’t care if he bragged or took credit. What mattered more was the much-needed boost to her career. And the timing helped take her mind off the recent failures in her personal life, like the reason for this new apartment.

“You won’t believe what Deacon and I discovered,” Tyler was saying. “It changes everything.”

She took a closer look at him and noticed his beard stubble and tousled hair. He hadn’t shaved yet, and he was out walking. She could see streetlamps, brick buildings and slices of empty streets. His eyes were bright and wild, most likely from too little sleep and too much caffeine. If she didn’t know him better she’d say he was drunk, but Tyler and his friends didn’t drink alcohol. Red Bull and Monster were their addictions.

“Where in the world are you?” she asked. She glanced at the digital clock on the microwave. “It’s five-fifteen in the morning.”

“I just left Deacon’s place. Remember I told you about my friend, Deke? Deacon Kaye? You said he sounded like a rapper. He loved that, by the way.” He was rambling.

“Why are you calling me, Tyler?”

“Remember I said I was going to have him use one of their labs to do a chemical breakdown of those organic breakfast bars?”

“And remember I told you we don’t get paid to do chemical breakdowns. Tyler, we’re supposed to be creating a marketing campaign.”

“What about honesty, Frankie? There’s nothing organic about this product.”

“Honesty?” She laughed while she put down the phone to pour herself a cup of coffee. At least she had unpacked and set up the coffeemaker. The aroma filled the kitchen, contributing a small semblance to her upside down life. “We work for an advertising and marketing agency, Tyler.” She readjusted the towel on her head and tucked the one around her body a bit tighter before picking up the phone again. “That energy drink we worked on last month doesn’t really give anyone super powers.”

“No, but it also won’t give you cancer.”

She frowned at him. His smile was gone, but he was still wound up.

“Glyphosate showed up in all the samples. And that’s not all, Frankie, the levels are pretty high, beyond the limits of safe. Glyphosate’s an herbicide. It’s found in weed killers. The World Health Organization considers it a carcinogen that can cause cancer in anybody who works around it on a regular basis. It’s not supposed to show up in food. Carson Foods has been hiding it in their research. They know about it, Frankie. If glyphosate can cause cancer from handling it, can you imagine what it does if you eat it?” He brought the phone closer and said, “And how bout if you eat it every morning for breakfast?”

He said all this with too much bravado, reminding Frankie that he was still just a kid. He also sounded a bit out of breath but continued to walk.

“Look, Tyler, maybe you should ask Mr. McGavin to take you off the project.”

“Cancer, Frankie.”

She rolled her eyes and took a sip of coffee. 

“Did you just roll your eyes at me?”

“Do you know how many things supposedly cause cancer?” She held up her mug. “Depending on what latest survey you read, coffee causes cancer. Being out in the sun causes cancer. Doesn’t mean I’m going to stop drinking coffee or spend the rest of my life indoors.”

“The breakfast bars aren’t the only things. I gave Deke samples from some of their other products. My little brother eats these cereals every morning. Sometimes a bowl after school. Regulations call for employees handling glyphosate to wear gloves, so they don’t get it on their skin, but Carson Foods has no problem with it being on our food. And the worst part, the executives at the top not only know it’s showing up in their food, but that the levels are too high. They’re manipulating the data.”

Frankie held back another eye roll. She appreciated Tyler’s enthusiasm and the way he threw himself into their assignments. Everything was new and exciting to him. Fresh out of college, he really believed he could change the world. She vaguely remembered that feeling. But sometimes, being around him was simply exhausting. 

“So why isn’t anybody suing them?”

She watched as he held the phone up closer as if he didn’t want the empty streets to hear what he was about to share. Even his voice was now just above a whisper.

“There is a lawsuit pending. But just a few days ago the guy got hit by a car.”

He paused like he was waiting for his revelation to sink in, but Frankie shook her head. “Tyler—”

“Last week, Deke and I hacked into their CEO’s emails. He’s talking to a senator about some huge global deal for their products. I’ve got copies downloaded on my laptop. I sent you a copy. Listen to me, Frankie, they know. They know this stuff is bad. They’re hiding it, and they’re doing everything they can to keep it from coming out.”

“Hacked?” She banged her coffee mug down on the counter before she spilled it. “Are you crazy? You could get arrested. And don’t get me involved by sending me anything.”

“Actually, I offered to show the emails to a police detective, and he told me to forget about it.”

“Tyler, he’s right.”

“I know the cops aren’t interested. We need to go higher to the federal level. You told me you know someone at the FBI.”

“I told you I know someone who knows someone at the FBI. You really do need to forget about this.”

“This is serious stuff, Frankie.”

“Maybe we should talk to Mr. McGavin about reassigning you to a different campaign.”

“I already talked to him. But not about being reassigned. I told him about the levels of glyphosate and that maybe we shouldn’t be marketing this stuff.”

“You what? And when did you do this?”

“On Monday.”

Frankie had taken the week off to move. One week! Why the hell hadn’t he told her first? They were supposed to be a team. But instead of asking any of that, she wanted to know, “What did he say?”

“He told me he’d look into it. But I could tell he wasn’t going to.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Just the way he said it. Hold on, there’s a couple of guys here. They look lost.”

Tyler dropped his hand to his side giving Frankie a view of the sidewalk and a slice of Tyler’s legs. Beyond him she could see someone else from the knees down. Nice shiny, polished shoes unlike Tyler’s scuffed and dusty tennis shoes. She kept telling him how much shoes defined a person, especially in their business. If a marketing account rep didn’t pay attention to his own appearance, how could he convince a CEO that he could be entrusted with an entire company’s image?

“What’s up?” she heard Tyler ask, his voice muffled but calm.

She picked up her coffee mug waiting for him while she processed how much trouble he’d caused. She wondered if Mr. McGavin thought she was in lock step with Tyler. She’d put a lot of time and energy into this project. She didn’t want to get thrown off. What kind of reputation would this get her?

She could barely hear the other men, but Tyler’s tone suddenly changed from calm to guarded. The phone bobbed up, and she caught a glance at the two men. Both of them were white. One huge, one average. Jogging suits. 

The discussion started to get heated, but their words were muffled. 

Tyler’s pitch rose. Something was wrong. He raised his hand with the phone as if he were bracing for a blow.

“Tyler, what’s going on?”

She heard a pop-pop, like a car backfiring. But it wasn’t a car. The street was empty. Tyler sea-sawed in and out of her view. She got a glance at his face. His eyes were wide.

Was that blood on his forehead?

Then the hand fell away, and all she could see was the sidewalk as the phone’s screen slapped against the concrete. 

“Tyler?” Frankie shouted into her own phone. “What the hell’s going on?”

Did he trip? But she knew he hadn’t. Had one of the men punched him? Was it really blood she had seen on his face? 

She needed to dial 911, but she didn’t want to break the connection.

“Tyler? Are you okay? Answer me.”

Seconds passed. Finally a sliver of light returned then she saw the sidewalk. The phone started rising, and her view pulled back up. She heard a muffled voice. But it wasn’t Tyler’s. 

“He was on his phone.” A man said, his voice deep and not happy.

The sidewalk flipped away, and a face filled the screen. Dark eyes squinted at her. A beak-like nose like a hawk and thick black eyebrows on a huge forehead. He pulled away and turned his head. He mouthed something to the other man. The movement was enough to reveal an ugly scar peeking out from under his shirt collar.

Frankie’s coffee mug crashed to the floor, and his eyes darted back to the screen. She held the phone at arm’s length while she squeezed and punched buttons. She needed to end the call. Finally, the screen went blank then returned to her screensaver. She slid the phone onto the countertop. 

She couldn’t breathe. She was shaking and wrapped the damp towel tighter around her body. Her mind raced. She needed to do something.

The sound of salsa music vibrated against granite, and she jumped. Her phone came to life. The screen pulsed with Tyler’s number. Was it possible he was okay? 

Without picking it up, Frankie reached over making sure she was out of the camera’s sight. She tapped the button and the screen came to life. But it wasn’t Tyler’s face. 

A dark sky filled most of the screen with the glare of a lamppost. She could still see a slice of the man who held the phone at arm’s length. His silence told her that he had called back to get a better look at her. This time Frankie could see something smeared on the bottom screen. Dark red. Not just a smear but droplets. A splatter.

Oh god, was it blood? 

Staying out of sight, she eased her hand across the counter and tapped the END CALL button. When she was certain the call had been disconnected, she grabbed the phone. Holding it as if it were a snake threatening to bite, she started to squeeze and click buttons until the screen went black, and until she was sure the phone was completely shut off. Not just on vibrate. Not just airplane mode, but off. Then she slid the contraption on the counter again, this time sending it away from her with such force it crashed against the stovetop. 

Still, she stared at it almost expecting the salsa music to blare again. She was cold and trembling. Her heart pounded against her chest. She had been holding her breath, and now her breathing came in short gasps.

She needed to tell someone. She needed to dial 911. And yet, she didn’t dare turn the phone back on.

What the hell just happened?
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Florida Panhandle




Ryder Creed could feel her watching. 

Water lapped around him as he held his arms under the big dog. Despite the life vest that kept the dog afloat—and even with the security of Creed’s hands cradling him—the dog’s ears were pinned back and his eyes were wide. 

“It’s okay. You’re doing great,” Creed reassured him using a low, soothing tone that had worked before to calm the dog. But that was in a small rehab tank. Maybe it was a mistake to move to the Olympic-size swimming pool. Perhaps it was too soon.

The dog was a new arrival to the K-9 training facility. Creed and his business partner, Hannah Washington had agreed to take him after his experimental surgery. Knight was a two-year-old, black-muzzled Belgian Shepherd. He’d had lost most of his front right leg while serving in Afghanistan. His prosthetic was a marvel of science and medical technology. It still amazed Creed how well the dog had adjusted to his new artificial limb. Being submerged in the large body of water wasn’t only about adjusting to and using the new leg. It was also about trusting his new handler. 

“I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” Creed was saying when he noticed the dog’s nose sniffing the air. Knight could smell her. He knew there was an intruder. “It’s okay,” Creed told him, bringing one of his hands up out of the water to pet him. “Everything’s okay.”

From the corner of his eye Creed could see her tucked into the shadows of the fieldhouse. His sister, Brodie looked and acted more like a young girl. In many ways she was exactly as he remembered. For sixteen years he imagined her as that same eleven-year-old girl he’d watched skipping in the rain, crossing the parking lot and into a rest stop bathroom, only to disappear into thin air. 

It was less than five months since they’d been reunited.  Only two months since she’d come to live with him and Hannah. 

Not unlike the Belgian Shepherd, Brodie came with her own injuries that needed healing.  So even now, he let her watch from the shadows when he really wanted to tell her she was spooking the dog. But acknowledging her presence might spook her. He knew she tried to hide even that. She was doing her best to be brave when everything around her was new and difficult. 

She had gotten used to shoving her emotions aside during her captivity when there were other daily needs she had to deal with, like being hungry or cold or left in the dark. But despite her attempt at pretending she was doing okay, Creed could see the truth in her eyes. Just like the shepherd, Creed could sense her discomfort.

When Brodie first came to live with them, she followed him around as if she was afraid to let him leave her sight. Creed felt like he had a ghost silently stalking him from behind trees and around corners. She had been gone from him—gone from the world, really—for longer than she’d been with him. She was still gauging her freedom, testing and pushing the limits, reaching and feeling for the boundaries. 

Now he could see her edging closer.

To the shepherd, Creed said, “Don’t be afraid. You’re okay,” but this time he said it louder, hoping to include Brodie.

She had admitted she was afraid of dogs. Early on, she told Creed that her captor, a woman named Iris Malone, had sent a dog to attack Brodie once when she tried to escape. Creed had seen the scar on her ankle. The bite must have been bone-deep. There was nothing he could say to make her trust another dog. But Grace, Creed’s scrappy, little Jack Russell terrier, had come a long way in convincing Brodie that not all dogs would attack her. Creed knew this was a lesson Brodie would need to learn directly from a dog if she intended to make a home here. 

The fifty-acre property was a training facility for K9 scent dogs. The kennel—with dog runs and acres of fenced-in yard—was home to dozens of dogs of all sizes and breeds. They came here from shelters; some had been dropped off at the end of their long driveway. Hannah liked to say they rescued abandoned and discarded dogs and turned them into heroes. When she told Brodie this, it seemed to make an impression. The idea of being abandoned was something she could understand.

Now suddenly, Brodie was at the edge of the swimming pool. Creed hadn’t even heard her. She had learned to be quiet all those years she’d spent trying to make herself invisible. Perhaps there was a future for her in some clandestine profession, because he hadn’t seen her approach the pool. He barely saw her now, but the dog told him she was there. His nose sniffed the air, and he was paddling to turn himself around, trying to get a good look at her. He wasn’t panicked. He was excited.

Creed kept his attention on the dog as he guided Knight to the shallow end.

“What happened to his leg?” Brodie asked as if it was perfectly normal for her to sneak out of the shadows then engage in a casual conversation.

One of the first things she had asked of her brother was to tell her the truth, always. No matter how painful he thought it might be. And, she told him she didn’t want it “sugarcoated.”

“He was a bomb sniffing dog in Afghanistan.”

“Like Rufus?”

He’d shared with Brodie how he and Rufus had worked as a team finding IEDs and clearing a path to protect units of Marines in Afghanistan. Until one day a young boy from the village brought a bomb into their camp. A bomb strapped and hidden on his small body. 

Rufus had alerted, but by the time Creed made the connection, it was too late. 

Creed was sent home, but Rufus’ injuries weren’t severe enough. After they patched him up, the dog was returned to service with another Marine handler. It cost Creed a favor to a man he didn’t respect, along with a vow of silence, but he got to bring Rufus back and the two were reunited. The dog still slept at the foot of Creed’s bed.

“Yes, like Rufus,” Creed told Brodie. 

“But the bomb went off? He missed it?” She looked confused.

“No,” Creed corrected her. “His handler missed it.”

“Did his handler lose a leg, too?”

“His handler was killed.”

He checked her face. Her eyes were on the dog, but there was no emotion. It was one of the hardest things for Creed to accept about his sister. She displayed few feelings. Turning off her emotions had allowed Brodie to survive. But she was twenty-seven years old and after spending all of those years in isolation, he couldn’t help wondering if she’d ever be able to turn that mechanism on again.

The dog started swimming toward Brodie, anxious to meet her. Creed expected her to bolt. Or at least, move away. 

To his surprise, Brodie lowered herself to the side of the pool then sat, dangling her legs over the edge. She had no fear of water and was still a good swimmer. At least there were a few things Iris Malone hadn’t stolen from her. 

The dog was so anxious he’d forgotten his earlier dependency on Creed. He was paddling on his own, leaving Creed to follow. But it was obvious he was exhausted, and Brodie seemed to sense it. Almost instinctively, she slid into the pool—shoes, shorts and T-shirt. The water came to her waist. She didn’t seem to notice or care. She grabbed for the handle on the dog’s vest, and he bumped into her, grateful and ready to be helped out of the water.

Creed swam up beside them just as the dog licked Brodie’s face and was rewarded with a rare smile. He was impressed that she didn’t wince or pull back. 

She noticed his surprise but instead of addressing it, she asked, “Can he walk on his own?”

“Yes, but I need to help him out of the pool. I don’t want him to slip on the steps.”

She allowed Creed to take over, relinquishing the fact that she didn’t have the upper body strength to help the dog.

“Swimming will help him build back his muscles without putting pressure on his shoulder,” he explained as he hugged the dog close to his body and walked up the stairs.

She climbed out of the pool and stood beside them. Creed handed her a towel. But he noticed Brodie kept her distance from the dog. She didn’t reach down to pet him. Instead, she awkwardly wiped her arms and legs, but didn’t wrap the towel around herself.

He looked up to the windows that ran the length of the fieldhouse. Just like in the kennel, he’d purposely designed them to be above eye-level so the dogs couldn’t see out and wouldn’t be distracted while they were training. But Creed could see the morning sunshine was being replaced by dark storm clouds. He saw a flash of lightning. Brodie noticed, too, but rather than triggering concern, it simply reminded her of something.

“Oh, I forgot to tell you,” she said. “Hannah sent me to tell you there are storms coming, and you need to get out of the pool.”
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The rumble of thunder that followed was still in the distance. Creed smiled to himself. Evidently, thunder and lightning didn’t bother or impress Brodie. 

“Maybe I could swim with you guys sometime.”

She was still focused on the dog. Another streak of lightning lit up the sky, and Brodie barely glanced at it. Creed looked up at her as he towel-dried the dog. In the last several months, he’d seen her flinch at the sight of a syringe and jump at the sound of a knock on the front door. But she seemed unaffected by the approaching storm.

There had to have been plenty of severe weather in Nebraska. That’s where they had finally found her, locked inside an abandoned farmhouse in the middle of nowhere.

“Thunder and lightning doesn’t bother you?” he asked, curiosity finally getting the best of him.

Her eyes darted to the windows. In that brief moment Creed caught a glimpse of the little girl he remembered. Her once long hair was cut so short it spiked up in places. She insisted it be short, sometimes taking scissors and cutting it herself. Though taller now, her adult figure was skinny, straight-hipped and flat-chested, the result of malnutrition. She looked more like a young teenager than a woman in her late twenties. And now she seemed almost embarrassed that she hadn’t given the storm proper attention. She glanced at him and shrugged.

“I was usually in the basement,” she said casually as though it was as simple as that—a basement, not a prison. “It was the one place safe from the storms,” she added.

Her eyes flicked up to the windows again and back to Creed. “Do we need to get to the basement?”

He looked up and gave the slice of darkening sky careful consideration. If Hannah had sent Brodie to bring him in, she must be watching the weather forecast. He waited for the next flash of lightning then counted to himself—one one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand, four one-thousand—then came the rumble of thunder.

“The storm’s still a few miles away,” he finally answered Brodie. “I need to get Knight settled back in the kennel and check on the other dogs. But you can head back to the house if you want.” 

As they approached the glass door to the outside, Brodie’s eyes darted in the direction of the kennel. From the outside, the building looked like a contemporary warehouse that had been renovated into condominiums. In fact, his loft apartment took up the second story. Brodie had been up to his living quarters through the outside access, but she’d rarely ventured into the kennel. 

Lately, she seemed less afraid of the dogs. Even the way she handled Knight gave Creed hope. But he also understood the kennel could be overwhelming for her just because of the sheer number of dogs. He’d seen her walk the long way around to avoid getting too close to the fence line when the dogs were running and playing in the yard.

He was about to tell her that he’d meet her back at the house when she surprised him, again, by saying, “Maybe I can help you check on them.”

“You sure?”

He watched her eyes as she nodded. Nothing seemed to get by her. Her eyes scanned, flickered, examined everything and then started all over. 

Creed opened the door and a blast of air hit him in the face. The breeze was filled with moisture—salty and warm as if the Gulf of Mexico was on the other side of the woods. It made him look up and study the clouds overhead, dark and swollen, moving slowly but not rotating. The low rumble of thunder suggested they had only a few more minutes, if that.

As they walked the short distance to the kennels he glanced at Brodie. He followed her eyes to the back door where Jason was hauling in a new delivery of dog food. 

Jason Seaver was their only dog trainer and handler who lived on the property. His double-wide trailer was a stone’s throw away from the main house and the kennels. He had come to them almost two years ago, a veteran sent home from Afghanistan after an IED explosion. The first time Creed met him, Jason had a chip on his shoulder, ready to wrangle anyone who raised an eyebrow at his empty sleeve where his right arm was missing. He was belligerent, sullen and even suicidal, but Hannah had insisted Jason reminded her of Creed when she’d first met him. She had offered Jason a job along with an apprenticeship. 

Jason and Creed had butted heads at times, and Creed shook his head wondering what Hannah had been thinking. But just as she never questioned him when he brought another dog home, no matter how skinny and mangy the dog looked, Creed didn’t question Hannah’s wisdom. Despite their differences, Creed conceded that he and Jason did have something in common. Both of them had come home from Afghanistan angry and broken. Creed finally offered the kid the two things that had ultimately saved him...a dog and a purpose. 

Creed looked over at Brodie as they came in the same door that Jason had gone in. Jason glanced up at them, not missing a beat as he stacked and unloaded. He didn’t seem to think it strange at all that Brodie was entering the one place she had been avoiding since she arrived. Another look, and now, Creed saw what may have changed her mind. She was watching Jason with a fascination on her face that Creed hadn’t seen before. 

Was this new? Or had he simply missed it? How could he miss it? Jason was here every day. He was a permanent fixture of their daily lives. A part of their little family. At their dinner table almost every night.

“Everybody’s been fed,” Jason said. “They’re down and secure.”

“What about Molly?” Creed asked. “She was fidgety last time.” They hadn’t had thunder and lightning since October. Creed had rescued the mixed breed almost a year ago. The dog was the only one of her family to survive a mudslide in North Carolina. Creed’s disaster scent dog, Bolo, had pawed the ground insisting there was something underfoot when the rescuers could see only a sheet of metal buried in the ground. The metal ended up being the chassis of a vehicle.

“She’s good,” Jason said. “She’s cuddled up next to Bolo. Those two are pretty tight.” He grinned at Brodie. “Bolo sort of rescued her. Did I tell you that story?”

She nodded. “Yes, I remember. I like that one.”

Creed looked from Brodie to Jason and back. Something on his face must have alerted Jason, because suddenly, the grin disappeared.

“I’ve been telling Brodie about the dogs, so she can get to know them.”

Jason misunderstood Creed’s look of surprise as disapproval and went on to explain, “You know, so she’s not so afraid of them.”

He hadn’t noticed that the two of them were spending time together. How had he not noticed that?

“Jason makes the dogs sound like characters in a book,” Brodie explained. 

She loved to read. Called it her daily therapy. It made sense, and he wondered why he hadn’t thought of it. 

“That’s a great idea,” Creed told Jason. 

It was a great idea. And yet, he couldn’t figure out why it bothered him that the two of them were spending time together. Maybe he was just being too protective. Probably. And yet, there was a knot of concern in his stomach.
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Chicago 




August Braxton had gained a reputation for taking care of messes. He had planned thoroughly for this operation, trailing both targets for days. In The District, he was known for his attention to detail and his ability to eliminate any risk factors. How could he have missed seeing that Tyler Gates was on his phone? Not just on his phone, but video-chatting.

He couldn’t even blame Rex for this one. Although the big lug shouldn’t have picked up the phone and shown himself. His curiosity too often led to mistakes. As a result, they now had another mess to clean up.

Fortunately, Gates paid attention to detail as well. Not only did he have a photo of Francine Russo in his contacts alongside her phone number, but also, her email address and the connection to her Facebook page. A good thing, because Rex said the woman had a towel on her head. Even when he took a close look at the thumbnail photo of her, he shook his head and shrugged.

It didn’t matter. Within seconds, Braxton had HQ track down the home address of Francine Russo. It was still early. They’d be able to pay her a visit before she left for work. They’d get this minor inconvenience taken care of and be done.

Now, as they approached Russo’s apartment building, Braxton kept his eyes scanning for cops. Surely, she called 911. But would they have already come to take her statement? At the most, they’d send a black and white. 

Chicago was not Braxton’s town, but he knew enough to believe the cops had more to concern themselves with than to drive on over and take a hysterical woman’s statement. Maybe she could describe Rex, but there was no way to ID him. And if she knew exactly where Gates was when he called her, the cops would send a unit to the street location. A possible murder scene would be their priority. 

By the time Braxton and Rex made their way through the lobby and to the elevator, HQ had provided Braxton with a second photo of Francine Russo. It was a professional headshot, taken from the advertising agency’s website, confirming that she and Tyler Gates worked together. 

Interesting, he thought. Do co-workers video-chat with each other at five o’clock in the morning? She had to be more than a co-worker. She had to know something. The fact that Gates called her almost immediately after leaving his friend’s place, led Braxton to presume Russo knew what Gates and Kaye were up to. Perhaps she was a part of it. Again, he wondered how he’d missed her as a piece of this puzzle.

Her apartment building was nice, but as a senior account rep—that’s how she was listed on the agency’s website—she evidently didn’t make enough money to afford a place with a doorman or a secured entry. The elevator was easily accessible. No floor was off limits.

Braxton straightened his tie and gestured for Rex to do the same. They had peeled off the jogging suits and already discarded them along with any blood from either victim. All the while he kept thinking this would be easy. He hated to have a hitch in his plans, but they would simply take care of it. And that would be that.

They stepped off the elevator, and he was pleased to see there were only four units per floor. He gestured for Rex to stand aside and out of sight when Braxton knocked on the door. Russo had, most likely, seen Rex, but Braxton was certain she hadn’t seen him. 

He turned his head, giving the peephole his best profile. Long ago, he had perfected the appearance of someone in authority. It was all about attitude. Usually he was so successful, people didn’t ask for an ID. Even then, they rarely gave a second look at the credentials he flipped at them.  

But when the door opened, Braxton had to hold back his surprise. Instead of Francine Russo, a sleepy-eyed man stood in front of him. He was middle-aged with tousled dark hair. His T-shirt showed he was in good shape. A bristled jaw and a coffee cup in one hand, suggested he’d been up for only a short time.

“Yeah, what?” 

A tough guy. Or so he thought.

Braxton flicked his eyes to the number on the door though he doubted he’d gotten this wrong.

“I need to talk to Francine Russo,” he told the man.

“She doesn’t live here anymore.”

“Are you sure about that? I have this as her address.”

“Yeah, well, she moved out at the beginning of the week.”

“I still need to talk to her. What’s her new address?”

“Beats me.”

“Excuse me? I don’t think you understand how important it is that I speak with her.”

“Who did you say you were?” Now the man’s eyes flicked to the side and he saw Rex. “Is she in some kind of trouble?”

So the man still had feelings for Russo, despite what caused her to move out.

“She won’t be if I talk to her soon. How about giving me her new address.”

“I don’t have it.” When he saw that Braxton didn’t believe him, he volunteered, “We broke up, okay. I’m not allowed to have her new address. They probably have it at her work. If you’re for real, you already know where she works.”

Then he shut the door.

Braxton could have shoved his foot in to stop it. He could have easily grabbed the guy by the throat and lifted him a foot off the ground until he promised to give them the new address. That seemed to be exactly what Rex wanted to do, but Braxton put his hand up to stop him. 

Brute force wouldn’t get them what they wanted here. They’d already made one mistake. It would take just a bit more patience. 
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Frankie Russo let out a frustrated sigh. Tyler could be bleeding on a sidewalk somewhere, and this police officer was treating her more like a criminal than a witness. 

“What is your relationship to the alleged victim?”

She’d already told him when she first came in. The 911 dispatcher had recommended she file a report when Frankie realized she had no idea where Tyler was. 

“You want to report an assault, but you can’t say where it happened?” The dispatcher’s voice had been so calm it only made Frankie more hysterical. 

In those few minutes, Frankie discovered how little she knew about Tyler. She sort of knew where he lived but she couldn’t tell the dispatcher his address. Nor could she tell the woman where Tyler’s friend Deacon lived. She didn’t even know if K was a middle initial, the beginning of his last name or part of a nickname.

The dispatcher had finally given Frankie directions where to go to file a report. 

“We work together at McGavin Holt,” she now told the police officer for the second time.

“Nothing more than co-workers?” The detective raised a suspicious eyebrow betraying his monotone voice.

“Nothing more.”

“You don’t go out after work for drinks?”

“Tyler doesn’t drink.”

“Meet for coffee?”

“He doesn’t drink coffee either.”

“But you talked on the phone?”

“Yes.”

“Even video-chat? Outside of work.”

“It’s always about work.”

“At five o’clock in the morning?”

Frankie released another sigh and sat back in the metal folding chair. So that part he’d heard. 

“Yes.” 

She wasn’t going to explain that when they were working on a campaign sometimes they talked at all kinds of odd hours of the day. They loved their job. She quickly added, “Can you just please check to see if he’s okay?”

“But you don’t know where the assault took place?”

“No.”

“Because you weren’t there?”

“I was in my apartment. We were talking on the phone.”

“Tell me, again, why you think he was assaulted.”

“He said there was a couple of guys. He thought they looked lost, and he dropped the phone. You know, by his side. I could hear him talking to them.”

“What did they say?”

“I couldn’t really hear what they said to Tyler, but his voice started getting sort of agitated. He put up his hand like he was protecting himself. That’s when I heard a pop-pop.”

“Pop-pop?”

“It sounded like a car backfiring but it didn’t look like there was any traffic on the street.”

“What happened after the pop-pop?”

“I saw just a glimpse of Tyler’s face then I think he must have fallen. The phone fell. I could see it falling. I could see the sidewalk.”

“You never saw the men?”

“Just a sliver of one of them.”

“What did he look like?”

“Dark eyes. That’s mostly what I saw. Sort of a hawkish nose.”

“Black, white, old, young?”

“White.” Frankie closed her eyes and struggled to remember. “I was looking at him from an odd angle. From down below, looking up.”

The police officer was nodding, waiting.

“Oh, there was a scar. On his neck.” Frankie’s fingers went to her own, outlining the area. “About two inches, maybe three. Part of it was all knotted, almost like a rope.”

Thankfully, he was writing this down. Everything else on his notepad looked like scratches and doodles. 

“You didn’t see any street signs? Nothing familiar in the background?”

“No. There wasn’t anything I recognized.” She didn’t tell him that she hadn’t paid much attention. She was pissed at Tyler for calling that early. She also left out that he’d caught her getting out of the shower and wearing only a towel.

“Your friend, Tyler didn’t say where he was coming from?”

“Just that he had left his friend’s place.”

“What’s his friend’s name?” The detective’s pen hung over the notepad, ready.

“Deacon. Tyler calls him Deacon K. I don’t know if K is his middle initial or the beginning of his last name.”

Frankie saw the detective glance at his wristwatch as he added “Deacon K” to the notepad. There was no urgency.

Or was it possible he just didn’t believe her?

He pulled out a business card and scribbled a phone number on the backside. He handed it across the table to Frankie and said, “If you remember anything else, give me a call.”

“That’s it?” Frankie asked. “Can’t you check if someone reported a man shot?”

“Shot? This is Chicago. Chances are more than one person was shot in the last twenty-four hours.”

“What about checking hospitals or his apartment?”

“You said you don’t know where his apartment is.”

“No, but...you’re the police. Aren’t you able to look it up?”

He looked at her over the top of his eyeglasses, and she realized how foolish she sounded. Even if she called the advertising agency she wouldn’t be allowed Tyler’s personal information, including his address. How many Tyler Gates would Google find in the Chicago area?

“If you remember anything else,” he said and pointed to the business card in her fingers. “Call me.”
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Frankie drove home. Frustrated. Angry. Only four hours after talking to Tyler, and already she was starting to second-guess what she’d heard and seen. Maybe it wasn’t gunfire. But she swore she’d seen blood on his face.


He could have been punched. Maybe the men simply mugged him. Still, he had to be hurt or he would have called her. Was it possible that he was unconscious? Maybe confused and in an emergency room? After his attacker had called her back, Frankie turned her phone off. She’d only turned it back on to quickly dial 911.

What if Tyler had been trying to call her?

She pulled off the busy route and took side streets that led her into a residential area. With her move came a new and unfamiliar neighborhood. More upscale than she was used to seeing. She took a right into the parking lot of a church. At this time on a Friday it was empty except for a van at the back door.

Frankie drove to the far corner, away from any windows. She backed the car into a slot, pointing the nose toward the nearest exit. Suddenly, for the first time in her life she was grateful her father had instilled in her a bit of his quirky paranoia. 

She left the engine running. Double-checked that all the doors were locked. She kept the radio on a local news station in case there was anything about Tyler. She dug the cell phone out from the bottom of her handbag, but instead of turning it on right away, she held it in front of her, staring at it.

The incident—whatever it was—that Frankie had witnessed, had unnerved her. She hadn’t just kept the phone off because she worried the man who attacked Tyler would call her again. It was beyond that. She was afraid he could track her. He had to have seen her face. He knew her phone number. Depending on how Tyler identified her, the guy might have her entire name. Maybe even a better photo sitting beside that name and number on Tyler’s contact list. All that information could help him track her down.

Her eyes darted around the parking lot and across the street. The houses were small but quaint and the yards and lawns were well-kept. In the distance she could hear a dog barking, asking to be let inside. The hum of traffic was muffled by towering maple trees and evergreens. No cars were parked on the streets. No walkers. No runners. In the next block she could see a repair van in the driveway. A quiet neighborhood on a quiet Friday morning.

It had to have been a mugging, Frankie told herself. That early in the morning? What else could it be? And why would a petty thief bother to track her down? She had no way of identifying him. Or turning him in.

She was being ridiculous. Still, she took a deep breath, and she turned the cell phone on. Her pulse started to race as the screen blinked to life. Seven text messages. Two missed calls. One of them might be from Tyler.

The missed calls were unfamiliar numbers. She scrolled the text messages. Most of them were from Angela, her new personal assistant. Frankie was supposed to have the entire week off to move and unpack. Mr. McGavin had approved it. Actually, he had insisted she take the full week. But Frankie had already gotten restless and told Angela yesterday that she’d drop by the office for a few hours. She really wanted to check in and see how her new assistant was doing.  Just a glimpse at the texts and Frankie was reminded how much she missed her long-time assistant, Holly. Breaking in a new assistant while moving into a new apartment was not a good idea.

She started to scroll through the messages. All of them were from Angela. In a matter of minutes they appeared to go from curious to urgent.


JUST CHECKING ON YOU?

WHEN WILL YOU BE IN?

CALL ME AS SOON AS YOU CAN.



The last thing Frankie needed was Mr. McGavin getting upset with her, especially if Tyler made it sound like she was a part of his crazy cereal protest.

She glanced at her watch. Scanned the surrounding neighborhood, again. No one had followed her. No one was tracking her.

“Get a hold of yourself, Francine,” she said out loud. “You’re being ridiculous.”

She called Angela and waited. She reached for the radio to turn down the weather report and decided to turn it up instead. She didn’t want to miss anything on Tyler.

“McGavin Holt,” Angela answered.

“Hi Angela. It’s Frankie. What’s going on?”

“Oh hey. When will you be here? I’ve been looking at your schedule, and I don’t see any meetings at all for today.”

“That’s right. Remember, I’m officially gone all this week.”

“Oh sure. No, I remember that, but,” Angela paused and Frankie could hear shuffling. When she continued, her voice was almost a whisper. “There are a couple of guys here. They said they needed to talk to you. Since you said you were stopping by today, I thought maybe you were expecting them?”

“I didn’t make any appointments. Are they new clients? Maybe take their names and contact information. I can call them when I get in. Or schedule something for next week.”

“No, I don’t think they’re new clients.” There was a muffled sound. This time her voice was so low, Frankie barely heard her. “They said it was an official matter.”

Frankie felt sweat trickle down her back, and yet, it was chilly inside the car. She pulled her jacket tighter across her body.

“Official? You mean like law enforcement?” Was it possible the police had already sent a couple of detectives to check up on Tyler? “Did they say what it’s about?”

“No. I told them you might not be coming in until later. They insisted on waiting.”

Before Frankie could ask anything else, Angela whispered, “Just between you and me, the one guy looks a little rough.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t mean to get all judgy, but he’s got this ugly scar on his neck. It’s like right under his shirt collar, but I still could see it.”

Frankie’s eyes darted around the parking lot. Panic kicked her into escape mode while her brain screamed at her, Oh my God, it’s him!

She swallowed hard and steadied her hands.

“Tell them I should be there in about an hour. Maybe forty-five minutes. Thanks Angela. I gotta go.” And she ended the call before Angela could hear her heart pounding or the panic in her voice.

She pressed her body against the seat and ran a hand across her face as her mind raced.

Was it possible they simply had information about Tyler? Was she being crazy?

She closed her eyes, trying to think over the banging of her heart in her ears. She could still hear the urgency in Tyler’s voice. She could see his hand going up as if he were bracing for a blow. The muffled sounds were emblazoned on her memory. Tyler’s eyes wide with surprise. Blood on his face.

Then instead of Tyler’s face, those dark eyes stared right at her like a hawk inspecting its next prey. He’d tracked her, just as she feared. Now, he was waiting for her.

Should she call the police? What would she tell them? She wasn’t sure they believed her the first time. 

Frankie glanced at her watch, again. She had an hour to figure it out. What could they do to her in a public place like McGavin Holt? 

The weather forecast was finishing up. Another blast of chilly air would replace the premature spring temperatures. As she reached to shift into gear, the local news began with a report about a young man who had been murdered. It had happened in the early morning hours. Frankie punched the volume up.

“Authorities have finally released the name of the victim.”

She was holding her breath, her hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel. Her foot stayed on the brake pedal.

“Chicago police say it appears to be a predawn home invasion that turned deadly. Twenty-five-year-old Deacon Kaye was shot twice...”

It wasn’t Tyler. She could breathe. But only for a second or two until the name hit her. Deacon...Deacon Kaye. Tyler’s friend. 
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Ryder and Brodie had settled Knight in the kennel with the other dogs. By the time they got to the house it was pouring down rain. Hannah stood at the back door, holding it open. She handed each of them a towel. A rumble of thunder rattled the kitchen windows.

“Lord have mercy, you two took your time.” Hannah slammed the door shut.
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