
  
    [image: IN PLAIN SIGHT]
  


  
    
      in plain sight

      A NOVEL

    

    
      
        HOPE ANIKA

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Hope McKenzie

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        This suspense is terrible.  I hope it will last.

        OSCAR WILDE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

    

    
      
        PIECES OF EIGHT

      

      
        PIECES OF EIGHT

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Hope Anika

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            one

          

        

      

    

    
      “I need your help.”

      Someone call Scientific American.

      Because those four small words were unequivocal proof of a parallel universe.  Or maybe the world really was ending, just like Athena the All Knowing insisted.

      “Fiona?  Are you there?”

      In spite of the desperation she heard—or perhaps because of it—Fiona Dresden didn’t immediately respond.  As far as she was concerned, Maxwell Morrison Prescott, the III could stick it where the sun don’t shine.

      Never mind that he was her brother—or step-brother if you wanted to get technical, which she did—or that a decade had passed since their last brief conversation, which had taken place at the foot of their collective parents’ freshly dug graves.  In her lifetime, there were only two things Fi had ever gotten from Max: a missing front tooth (care of a Tonka truck he’d beamed her with when she was ten) and a broken heart.

      Neither of which she cared to revisit.

      And yet, here he is.

      “Fiona.”

      She should hang up because he deserved nothing.

      Nothing.

      And no doubt he wanted something.  Something.  Because why else would he reach out?  After all this time⁠—

      “Goddamn it, Fi!”

      “Cool your tits,” she retorted. “What do you want?”

      “I told you.” Impatience crackled like dry wood catching flame.  Some things never changed.  “I need your help.”

      She snorted.  “This number is no longer in service.”

      “Don’t make this harder than it already is.”

      “Because you deserve easy?”  Her tone sharpened.  “How long has it been, big brother?  A decade?  More?”

      Silence greeted that observation.

      Hang up, she thought again.  Because it had taken years to heal the wounds he’d inflicted; she had no intention of ripping them open again.

      But she didn’t toss her phone to the ground and stomp on it.  Like she should have. No, instead she waited, her heart a painful drum in her chest.  Frozen and furious and damning herself for trying.

      Again.

      “I need you, Fi.”

      The quiet intensity in those words chilled her. Because Max was—and always had been—omnipotent; he didn’t need anyone.  Certainly not her.  His last words to her on that dreary day over a decade ago were a brand that forever marked her.

      Grow up, Fiona.  We aren’t family.  We never were.

      He should have just kicked her in the face with one of his steel-toed boots.  It would’ve hurt less.

      “Moi?” she mocked, but a tremor moved through her, and anger simmered in her chest, and every twisted thing she’d ever felt for him thickened in her throat.

      Max said nothing.  And for a second, she thought the connection had been lost.

      Which made her want to laugh.  And cry.

      Because, life.

      But the child she’d once been, the one who’d so naively believed that they were family—and who, even now, stubbornly refused to accept that they never would be—waited, breathless with hope.

      Stupid, fruitless, infuriating hope.

      “I was a dickhead,” he said abruptly, his tone grim.  “I’m sorry.”

      The words slapped her, and for a moment, she couldn’t speak.

      Because the world really was ending.

      It must be.

      “Who are you, and what have you done with Max?” she demanded.

      “I’m not a kid anymore.  Cut me some goddamn slack.”

      “You threw me away,” she retorted flatly, and the memory of his desertion stabbed through her like a hot blade.  “I owe you less than nothing.”

      Hang up, you idiot.

      “I can’t change the past,” he muttered, and he sounded…weary.  As if all of the arrogance and angst he’d always worn like a shield had drained away, leaving only fatigue behind.

      Not that she cared.  Dickhead.  On that, they could agree.

      Still, how curious that he should…need her.  “What do you want, Max?”

      “Are you alone?”

      The question made her look around.  Nothing had changed since the last time she’d looked: the rain was still a cold, steady deluge that left her standing in half an inch of water.

      The carnival midway was waterlogged; the ride jocks were covered in mud and grass as they struggled to set up the tilt-a-whirl in what was quickly becoming swampland, and the games weren’t faring much better, the trailers sinking into the ruts formed when they’d pulled in.  Even her balloon game, built of wood and lightweight PVC pipe, was settling into the wet ground.  And just across the midway, the popcorn wagon sat slowly sinking in a deep, muddy puddle.

      Thunder rolled overhead; someone was listening to Tom Petty.  People were hard at work, rides and fencing going up, stands being flashed, and food wagons getting prepped, because tomorrow was opening day, and there was no “called on account of rain” when three days was all you had to make bank.

      “Sure am,” she said.

      “And you’re in Cedar Hills?  At Our Lady of Hope?”

      She stilled. “How do you know that?”

      “Hatchet.  Until Sunday?”

      “Hatchet?”

      “Stay with me here, Fi.  Cedar Hills is only a three-day run, right?”

      She scowled.  “What does that have to do with⁠—”

      “I have a witness.”

      “A what?”

      “A witness.  I need somewhere to stash her.”

      Fiona blinked.  Opened her mouth, closed it.

      “Somewhere no one will think to look,” Max added tightly.  “Somewhere safe.”

      She blinked, once again silenced.  And then, “Have you lost your mind?”  Because clearly, he had.  “You’re not getting me involved in your FBI gobbledygook.  No. Frigging. Way.”

      “Fiona.”

      “No! I’m not Witness Protection—I’m a carny. Everything you despise. Remember?”

      “I don’t despise you,” he said evenly.  “I never despised you.”

      “Did you get hit in the head?” she wanted to know.  “Are you concussed?”

      “Jesus Christ, Fiona.  Was I really such a prick?”

      “The king of all pricks on a big old dickhead throne!” Was he serious? “You abandoned me, Max.  I was fifteen, and you were all I had, and you left.”

      Static filled the silence that followed, and Fiona wanted to hurl her cell phone across the midway—or, better, at Max’s big, fat, stupid head—but the foolish child who lived in quiet, stubborn determination within her wanted desperately to believe.

      So sad and pathetic.  Hang up!

      “Please,” he said raggedly.

      A word he’d never before spoken.  At least, not to her.

      Her eyes burned.  “We aren’t family.  We never were.  Remember?”

      “Of course we’re goddamn family,” he snarled.

      The words that filled her throat were ugly and jagged and unfit to speak. She couldn’t do this.  To believe again, to trust, to want, only to have him grind her beneath his heel.

      He would betray her, just like before.  Some things were already written.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again.  “I fucked up.”

      Damn him.

      Was he manipulating her?  Because he was not above that.  But neither was he a man to sacrifice his pride—not for any reason.  So if he was saying it, he probably meant it.  And he sounded...desperate.

      As if, for once, she held all the cards.

      Had she somehow tripped over the extension cord and knocked herself unconscious?

      “Fi…look, I know there’s shit we need to hash out, but there’s no time.  Not right now.  Right now, I need your help.  I’ve got a kid in trouble, and if I don’t get her somewhere safe, she’s dead.”

      Dead. A kid.

      A frigging kid.

      Shit!

      Because Max…he deserved her hate.  Her derision and disappointment and disgust.

      But a kid…  A kid didn’t.  A kid was innocent.

      And if Max was calling her for help after a decade of radio silence…in deep trouble.

      Something to which Fiona could relate.

      “This is crazy stupid,” she told him.   “You know that, right?”

      “It’s perfect.”

      “Only for you.”

      “I can compensate you,” he said, his voice hard.  “If that⁠—”

      “You’re being a dickhead again,” she told him.  “There’s an entire midway full of people here, Max.  Innocent people.  Your witness will endanger every one of them.”

      “I’ve got it covered.”

      “You can’t possibly⁠—”

      “I can.”  He paused.  “You’re going to have to trust me.”

      Ha!  “You burned that bridge a long time ago, big brother.”

      “Then give me a chance to rebuild it.”

      More words that shut her up.  And the silly, irrational muscle in her chest leaped, and she reached up to rub the back of her neck, wholly unnerved. The angst churning within her didn’t know what to do: attack or retreat?

      Because this was certifiable.

      “The show is an ideal hiding place,” Max insisted. “People rarely look too close.  It will work.”

      For crying out loud.  She wasn’t really considering this, was she?  “What’s going on that you can’t keep her in a safe house?   Has your precious Bureau turned rotten?”

      His silence was answer enough, and the chill within her spread like an ugly stain.

      “Seriously,” she said sarcastically.

      “It’s just for a few weeks,” he promised quietly.

      But it was one thing to knowingly endanger herself; it was quite another to knowingly endanger her help and everyone else on the show.

      Son of a biscuit!

      “She’s only fourteen years old, Fi, and two nights ago she watched her entire family get capped.  It’s my job to keep her safe.  I’m all she has.”

      You were all I had, too.  And he’d walked away without a backward glance.

      But this wasn’t about her.

      Even if he knew better than anyone that she was hard only on the outside; even if he wasn’t above using that knowledge.  Because this wasn’t about Max, either.  It was about a kid who—even faceless—Fiona could relate to.

      She knew exactly what it was to be utterly alone in the world.

      So what are you going to do?  Who are you going to be?

      Who you want to be, or who you should be?

      Shit!

      “Three weeks, no more,” she said shortly.  “And I’m putting her to work.”

      “Deal,” Max said quickly.  “We’ll be there tomorrow, before noon.”

      He ended the call with an abrupt disconnect, and thunder rumbled overhead, a sudden, violent drumbeat that resonated through Fiona’s bones.  She squinted up at the darkening sky, her head spinning.

      Lost your damn mind, she thought.  Because to trust Max, when she knew intimately how unworthy he was of that trust…and to bring the kind of danger that came with him here was…

      Insanity.

      No matter what he said about having things covered.

      No one would be safe.

      Which was on her.  Because this choice was wholly selfish.  That she was cursed with a soft heart was moot; the fact of it was, no matter how much she hated Max, she loved him, too.

      Always had, always would.

      In her hand, her cell vibrated.  “Yeah?”

      “Thank you,” he said into her ear and hung up.

      “Shit,” she said.  Because…thank you.

      Another thing he’d never said to her.

      “Shit!” she said again, angry.

      And deeply uneasy.

      Because what could have happened to change him so drastically?

      She didn’t know.  Not a single, solitary thing.

      The last time she’d seen him, he’d been on leave from Afghanistan.  She had no clue where he’d been in the decade that followed, not who he’d been, not what he’d been doing.  She only knew he was FBI because Hatchet mentioned it once in passing.

      Hatchet.  Who was the closest thing to family she had left, and who’d obviously kept in much closer contact with Max than she’d ever realized.

      The sneaky old fart.

      She looked around and wondered how much more was going on around her about which she was utterly clueless.

      It was not a nice feeling.  And it made her even angrier.

      But worse, it made her suspicious.

      Because a federal agent turning to his carny stepsister to keep his murder witness safe?

      In what frigging universe?

      That’s what the U.S. Marshals were for—no?  Men with badges and guns; trained men, armed men.  Men with license to do whatever was necessary to protect those they served.  Was it not their very job to babysit federal witnesses?

      Yes.  Yes, it was.

      So why would Max turn to her for help—instead of them?

      Thunder boomed down again, startling her.  The sky had grown dark, and the rain was falling in earnest now, heavy sheets that washed down the midway toward the unlit Ferris wheel. Giant, dark, and foreboding, the ride loomed over the bright array of games and concession trailers like a grim headstone.

      Nice.  Way to be optimistic.

      She could only hope it wasn’t prophecy.
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      “You’ve lost your goddamn mind.”

      It was a distinct possibility.

      “You owe me,” Max retorted, ignoring the guilt that nipped at him.  He wouldn’t be calling in this marker unless it was necessary; the man on the other end of the line had saved his ass too many times.  “I need you on this, brother.”

      Ryker Wilder snorted.  “Asshole.”

      “Probably.  Doesn’t change the fact that I need the best on this, and that’s you.”

      Another snort.  “Get your hand off my cock, man.  It’s embarrassing.”

      An unwilling smile broke the tense set of Max’s mouth.  “But it’s so big and hard.”

      “Screw you,” said his closest friend without heat.  “And the circus pony you rode in on.”

      “Carnival, not circus,” Max corrected.  “Carousel, not pony. No biting.”

      A rough laugh sounded.  “Dickhead.”

      Yes.   Max’s smile faded.  “A popular opinion today.”

      A moment of silence.  Then, “You’re serious?”

      “Unfortunately.” He looked out the tinted window of the nondescript sedan he’d rented and surveyed his surroundings like a cat studying a field of pasture grass in search of mice.

      Hunting, always hunting.

      Something he thought he’d left behind in the sands of Afghanistan, only to discover that the battles never ended, that war was an endless human condition. Civilians liked to frame their conflicts in far more refined terms—right, wrong, justice—but good and bad were just a matter of perspective, and blood was blood.

      “Goddamn it,” Rye muttered, and Max felt relief arc through him.  “You’re a prick.”

      Like the king of all pricks on a big old dickhead throne.

      “I try.”  But something in him unclenched. “Thank you.”

      Rye only grunted.  “Tell me what I need to know.”

      Lightning speared the sky, splintering through the boiling violet clouds that churned above the giant body of water Max was parked beside.  The phone he held buzzed softly as the electrical charge sliced through the satellite connection.

      A burner phone and a toy compared to the tech the Bureau handed out, but far safer than the official phone on the seat beside him.  He’d removed the chip and battery the night before, right after he’d managed to outrun the kill team that had blown apart the Bureau’s west side safe house—and him damn near along with it.

      The bullet wound on his shoulder throbbed, reminding him that he hadn’t escaped unscathed, but the kid who occupied the backseat behind him had, and that was all that mattered.

      He looked into the rearview mirror; fourteen-year-old Selena McLean stared back at him, her intense green eyes unwavering behind the lenses of her black eyeglasses.  Her gaze glittered with intelligence and a piercing, intent awareness that made any thought of protecting her from the ensuing conversation useless.

      She’d witnessed the execution of her entire family.  She wanted justice, and Max suspected, revenge.  Considering what she’d been through in the last twenty-four hours, he expected hysteria and tears, but Selena was eerily calm and collected. Treating her like a kid would only work against him because, for this plan to succeed, she had to be on board.

      And she deserved the truth.  The FBI had failed her, wholly and without exception.

      “Two nights ago, the home of a man named Allan McLean was broken into,” he said finally. “Allan, his wife Tess, and their three boys were shot at point-blank range.  The house was ransacked and set on fire.  The sole survivor was Allan’s fourteen-year-old daughter, Selena, who was on the roof with her telescope.”

      “Did she see it?”

      “Yes.” He paused. “Allan McLean was the Bear’s CPA.  And the shooter was Leland Dolan.  ”

      “Well, hell.”

      Pretty much.  Aristotle “the Bear” Dolan was the owner and operator of Dolan Enterprises, one of the largest shipping conglomerates in the world.  The company shipped all manner of goods, both legal and illegal; it was common knowledge among the federal agencies that Dolan was responsible for trafficking nearly eighty percent of the world’s guns, drugs, and people.  The Bear shrouded himself in a façade of legitimacy—he liked to portray himself as a philanthropist and entrepreneur—but at his core, he was rotten.

      Worse, he had a network of informants that permeated even the most sacrosanct of government bodies—as proven by his ability to uncover the location of an FBI safe house within three hours of it being utilized.  And because only five people had known Selena McLean was in that safe house, Max had a problem.  A big problem.

      He had a mole.

      “The Feds don’t do homicide,” Rye said.  “How is this your problem?”

      “McLean was negotiating a WITSEC deal to give up Dolan.”

      “Jesus.  You’re in the shit, Maxie.”

      Nothing new there.  “Three hours after we arrived at the safe house, we got hit.”  Max’s arm throbbed, and the memory of Farland’s head exploding made cold fury burn through his chest. “One of my people is dead, and some asshole shot me.  I grabbed the kid and ran, and we managed to ditch them on the el train, but they’re out there, waiting.”

      “Better and better.  What’s the plan?”

      “Fiona.”

      “The same Fiona you abandoned ten years ago at the foot of your parents’ graves?”

      Leave it to Rye to rub salt in that wound.

      But then, Rye had never approved of Max’s relationship with Fi.  Or lack thereof.  Rye had no family; to him, family was something you treasured, not something you deserted.

      No matter your reason.

      And he never tired of sharing his feelings on that particular subject. Hell, every time Rye spied the worn photo Max carried—of himself and Fi and Hatchet, taken the last time they’d all stood together on a midway—he’d ask, “You gonna do right by her today?”

      The dick.

      And all of Max’s excuses for his abandonment of her—her mother, his father, the lack of blood between them, the life that had been forced upon him—fell on deliberately deaf ears, something that had forced him to continually defend those excuses.

      And eventually, examine them.

      That introspection, coupled with the brutal lessons of war and combat—and the brotherhood forged on the battlefield, especially with the man he spoke to now, who had become as much family as anyone—had forced him to reevaluate most of the choices he’d made in his life.

      And to realize how badly he’d messed up.

      You abandoned me, Max.  I was fifteen, and you were all I had, and you left.

      Something he deeply, bitterly regretted; something for which he would never stop paying.

      But there was no erasing the past.  There was only moving forward.

      “Fi’s a better person than me,” he said because it was true.  “Always has been.  All I had to do was mention the kid, and she was in.”

      “You manipulated her.”

      “I told her the truth.  She could’ve said no.”

      “Prick,” Rye repeated.  “Did you tell her who’s after the kid?”

      “I’ll tell her when I see her.”

      A snort.  “You said you’d never go back.”

      “The show is the perfect cover.  I have no choice.”

      “There’s always a choice.  But it’s about damn time you did the right thing.”

      Max didn’t even know what the hell the right thing was.   “You’re a sanctimonious dick.”

      “Takes one to know one.  Does anyone else know about Fi?”

      Shame flushed Max’s skin, a hot wave that surprised him.  “No.  They’d have to dig pretty deep, and even then, I doubt it.”

      “Your parents were hitched.  There’s something somewhere.”

      “No.  They were never married.  I found that out during my background check when I applied to Quantico.”  Something he needed to tell Fi. Which would probably go the same way everything between them went—badly.  “There’s nothing to connect us except the people who knew us as kids, and hunting them down would be damn near impossible.  We’re safe enough.”

      “Then why call me?”

      Because he trusted Rye.  Rye had grown up on the streets of LA; he’d been fighting since he could walk.  He’d fought his way out of the barrio, out of the gangs and the foster care system; then he’d fought his way out of Afghanistan and Iraq.

      Rye would protect Fi and Selena like they were his own; he would do whatever it took, without hesitation or mercy. Max had fought beside him; he understood precisely the value of Rye’s skill and training, and more, his instincts.  Rye had been staying alive for a long time.  He was an expert at adaptation, he was stubborn as hell, and he was far more intelligent than anyone ever realized—until it was too late.

      “I need you to keep them safe,” Max replied finally.  “I have to concentrate on finding a rat; I can’t afford to be worried about them.  And if you’re with them, I won’t.”  He paused, his eyes on the storm, which had begun to buffet the side of the car with strong, steady gusts of wind.  Rain spattered against the roof.  Selena watched him from the backseat, her gaze honed and intense. “You in?”

      “Like Flynn. Where am I going?”
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      “He’s coming here?”

      Fiona shoved a mini taco into her mouth and blinked innocently at her best friend.

      “Mmmm,” she replied.

      “Fiona.”  Athena the All Knowing—also known as Thea, Fi’s best bud since they were ten—carefully put down her fork.

      Probably so she won’t stab me.

      “I know,” Fi told her, swallowing.  “I know! But I couldn’t say no.  The kid needs help, Thea.”

      Her friend’s winter blue gaze, such a stark contrast to her dark, ruby red hair, narrowed.  “So you said yes.”

      And she would no doubt come to regret it.  “For better or worse.”

      “I didn’t see this coming.”  Thea frowned darkly.  “Why didn’t I see this coming?”

      “Technical difficulties?”

      “You aren’t funny.”

      Yes, she was.  Thea was just hypersensitive to all things Max, even more so than Fi, which was saying something.  A lot.  Even after all that had happened, and all of the years that separated them.

      Apparently, true love did last forever.

      And how much does that suck?

      “He called me,” Fiona clarified. “I didn’t call him.”

      “But you said yes.”

      “Alas.”  Fi sighed. “I’m sorry.  I know he’s the last thing you need.”

      Because Max had crushed Thea beneath that booted heel of his, too, and never looked back—another thing her All-Knowing self hadn’t seen coming.  He’d walked away from everyone who loved him without a second thought, and for that, there were consequences.

      For them all.

      “Saying yes doesn’t mean I trust him,” Fi told her.  “He might have apologized and said ‘please’ and ‘thank you,’ but⁠—”

      “He said the words ‘I’m sorry’?”

      “Doesn’t mean I believed him.” Fiona shrugged and shoved another taco into her mouth.

      Because estrangement—for all of its painful aloneness—did have its advantages.  There was no risk in separation.  No trust; no expectation.  No frigging hope.  But now…now she had to deal with all of those stupid things.

      And she might have caved in the face of Max’s unexpected plea for help, but in the hours since, she’d more than sobered up.

      Because he was not to be trusted.  Not ever; not for any reason.

      She would be a moron to forget that.

      So she would help the kid…but she would not forgive and forget.

      “I don’t want to see him,” Thea said, her face stark in a way that made Fi’s heart squeeze hard in her chest.

      Wholly selfish.

      No doubt about it.

      “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.  “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      Because she knew it hurt.  The thought of facing Max burned like wildfire, and the volatile mass of everything she’d ever felt for him churned in her belly.  The insane need to throw her arms around him was at complete odds with the desire to punch him in the face.

      She wasn’t sure which would win.

      “I know,” Thea said quietly.  “Max is your family.  That’s important.”

      But it wasn’t.  Not to him.

      It never had been.

      “He won’t stick around,” Fi said, certain.

      “Why now?”

      “Desperation.”  Of that, she had no doubt.  She’d heard that desperation; she’d almost been able to reach out and touch it.

      And Max was many things…but desperate had never been one of them.

      Who was this witness?  And why wasn’t she safe?

      And how did I end up agreeing to shelter her on behalf of someone I hate to love and love to hate?

      “This witness,” Thea muttered, staring down at her untouched fajitas.  “How old is she?”

      No doubt, Max wouldn’t want anyone—least of all Thea—knowing anything about this entire escapade, but Fi didn’t care. Thea was her co-worker and her best friend; she was also Athena the All Knowing—even if Fi tried to keep it from her, Thea would see it, sooner or later.  She always did.  Besides, Thea had survived Hurricane Max, too.

      She deserved to know he’d blown back into town.

      “Fourteen,” Fiona replied.  “Should I tell you how dumb it is for you to care about that?”

      “Yes, please.”  Thea picked up her fork and impaled a green pepper.  “Repeatedly.”

      Fi sighed.  Thea was beautiful and intelligent and powerful; more than one man on the show watched her with unhidden longing. But she’d never looked at anyone else after Max.  Not even once.

      “I’m sorry,” Fiona said again.

      “It was a lifetime ago.”  Thea shook her head.  “Why can’t I let it go?”

      “Because you’re human.”

      “A human dumbass.”

      She looked and sounded so disgusted, Fiona had to laugh.  “You should make him regret it.”

      A dark look from those pale eyes.  “Don’t encourage me.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Stop.”

      “It’s not like I would pay to see it or anything.”

      “Knock it off.”

      “A million dollars, even.”

      A smile touched Thea’s mouth.  “Just shut up.”

      Fiona grinned and ate another taco.  And then she thought about the fact that she hadn’t been able to let it go, either, and her smile faded.  You’re a human dumbass, too. Because Max’s call had dredged the hope she’d thought long dead from the cold, dark pit in which it existed, and now it pulsed inside her, all optimistic and sparkly and delusional.

      A mistake.

      “I’m right there with you.” Fi put down the rest of her taco, her appetite gone.  “Nothing’s changed.  He only reached out because he needs the show—which means he needs me. I’m a means to an end.  Nothing more.”

      Thea only watched her, her pale eyes seeing too much.  “This is dangerous.  And not just because it’s Max.”

      The unease that gripped Fi earlier whispered through her, and she pushed her plate away.

      Around them, people indulged in homemade guacamole, fresh tortilla chips, and colorful margaritas in giant, bowl-shaped glasses.  It was still raining, a steady, endless fall of cold, soaking rain accompanied by gusts of wind that rattled the restaurant’s large windows.  She and Thea visited Abuelito’s every year when they were in Cedar Hills, but this year, neither of them was enjoying it much.

      “You’re right,” she said.  “It is dangerous.  I can work the balloon joint if you don’t want Ares involved.”

      A snort.  “He’d never forgive me.”  Thea stabbed another pepper.  “And he’d never accept a lie.”  She hesitated.  “Fourteen is young.  What happened to her?”

      …two nights ago, she watched her entire family get capped.  It’s my job to keep her safe.  I’m all she has.

      This was heroically stupid.  “She witnessed the murder of her family.  That’s all I know.”

      Thea stared at her.

      “Just say it,” Fiona told her.

      “You might be helping her, but you’re doing it for him.”

      A sad, unarguable fact.

      Because the child that lived within Fi was desperate to give Max another chance.

      Even if grown-up Fi knew better.

      They weren’t kids anymore, left alone together for weeks while their inebriated parents roamed aimlessly about the countryside, adrift in a drug and alcohol-induced haze.  Any connection woven between them by the necessity of survival had long since unraveled, and any foolish belief that she and Max were family had been brutally put to rest the day Julian and Kisa Prescott were buried.

      And nothing had changed since that day.

      They were still who they’d been then:  Fi, mouthy and brash and passionate, Max somber and distant and coldly mocking.  Oil and water.  Same as they’d always been.  And if they’d occasionally been companions instead of combatants, it hardly mattered. Max’s vicious rebuttal of their relationship had severed any and every link.

      We aren’t family.  We never were.

      His hatred toward his father—and the life Julian Prescott had forced on him—was a festering and malevolent thing that had permanently pitted Max against her.  Because it’d been Fiona’s mother who’d lured widower Julian to the carnival, who’d seduced him into a life of excess and abandonment that would one day kill them both.

      Who’d shot black-tar heroin into Julian’s veins for the first time, something Max never let Fiona forget.

      She’d always known that one day she would wake up, and he would be gone, just like Julian and Kisa, and then she would be alone.  She’d tried to prepare.  To be self-sufficient and separate and strong.

      But in the end, it hadn’t mattered; Max’s defection had devastated her. She’d been despondent and bitter and angry.  So angry.

      And still was.

      It had been years since Julian and Kisa had died in a spectacular, drunken collision between their ancient VW and a bridge girder, since Max had walked away without looking back, and Fi could still feel an echo of the terror and despair and rage he’d left in his wake.

      And yet…even after all these years, and all of his silence, she hadn’t turned him away.  Because he was all she had.

      Even now; even though she didn’t have him at all.

      “I’m a human dumbass, too,” she murmured.

      Thea picked up her margarita and slung its contents down her throat.  Then she shuddered.  “He doesn’t deserve us.”

      “Nope.” And he was damn lucky she’d agreed to help him.

      Did he even realize that?

      Of course not.  He’s going to take what he wants and leave the rest.  Just like always.

      But if she didn’t take this chance—if she didn’t give him enough rope to hang himself—she would regret it.

      And there was nothing worse than regret.

      So…benefit of the doubt.

      For now.

      That didn’t mean he was absolved; nothing and no one could accomplish that.  But she would open the door.  If he chose to walk through it, well…

      She’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

      “I don’t want to see him,” Thea said again.

      And she looked…vulnerable.  Anxious.  Afraid.

      Which was a bunch of hooey, Fi thought.  Thea was the strongest person she knew. That Max still had this kind of power over her was totally unacceptable.

      Because she deserved far more than he’d ever given her.

      “I think you need a little hair of the dog,” Fi said.

      Thea stared at her.  “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “Saying what?”

      “That I think it’s time to end the Max hangover.  It’s been long enough. Another shot, and you’ll be all better.  Seriously.  How hard can it be?”

      Thea’s gaze could have frozen a flaming ball of hellfire.  But Fi only blinked at her.

      Because this had gone on long enough.  Yes, Max’s defection had crushed Thea.  No matter that they’d been little more than kids, or that a future between them had been impossible once he’d enlisted.  He’d shattered Thea’s heart and then ground it to dust for good measure.

      And Thea had never recovered.

      But it was time to move on.  For them both.

      Thea was tough; like Fi, she was a survivor.  Burdened by visions of prophecy since her earliest memory, Thea was feared, judged, and ridiculed on a daily basis. She existed in a dual world, one of which was endless darkness, but every day she made a very deliberate choice to exist within the light and to use her gift to help others.  Not once in all of the years Fi had known her had she seen Thea give in to despair or self-pity.

      Not until Max.

      And that was just about enough of that.

      Thea needed to deal with the devil.  To face her fear.

      And vanquish him.

      Like me, Fi thought.

      “I can’t be trusted to take another shot,” Thea said with a scowl.  “I’m likely to strangle him.”

      “I’ll stop you,” Fi reassured her.

      “You’d save him?”

      “I’d save you.”

      Thea lifted her empty margarita glass and waved it at the waiter.  “Dos mas, por favor.”

      “It’s going to be okay,” Fi told her, even though she thought it might be a lie.

      Thea only arched a brow.

      Kinda hard to fudge it with a psychic.  But it was always worth a try.

      “Even you don’t believe that,’ Thea muttered darkly.

      “Hey, I want to believe.”

      A snort.  “Ten bucks says you take a shot at him with one of your .22s.”

      It could happen.

      The waiter arrived to deliver two fresh margaritas.

      Fiona lifted hers.  “To feeding him crow.”

      Thea stared at her for a long, silent moment.  Then she crashed her glass into Fi’s.   “May he choke on it.”
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      “Have you lost your goddamn mind?”  The disbelief in Special Agent in Charge Franklin Moss’s voice was matched only by the fury.  Max knew, if he’d been standing next to his boss, Frank would be vibrating like a tuning fork.  His ears, cheeks, and nose would be bright red; his normally placid brown eyes would be as hard as the dense walnut they resembled, and expletives would be swelling within him like a cloud of ugly, noxious gas.  “Jesus Christ, Prescott.  You can’t just kidnap the girl. You need to bring her back right the hell now!”

      Max stared out at the dimly lit, empty parking lot of Pete’s Petroleum, East Hampton, Indiana’s sole gas station.  He didn’t bother to reply.

      Frank wasn’t done, and he despised being interrupted.

      So Max waited.  He’d made the call to his boss because he had to because he wasn’t going back to the Bureau’s Chicago office because he wasn’t taking Selena McLean anywhere near any facility connected to the FBI.  Because one of his friends was dead, and all of his trust—in the Bureau, in his colleagues, even in Frank, a man he’d always respected and never had reason to doubt—was bitter ash coating the back of his throat.

      Infiltrated.

      He wanted to crush them, to squeeze until bones broke and blood made the world slippery.

      “Are you trying to destroy your career?” Frank continued in furious disbelief.  “You want to get your ass canned and end up as what?  A greeter at frigging Wal-Mart?  For Christ’s sake, Prescott. What the hell were you thinking?”

      “Did you tell Ellen how he died?” Max replied softly.  A faint buzz surrounded him, courtesy of Pete’s neon sign, but other than that, the small rural town was eerily quiet. “Did you tell her his head exploded because one of his own betrayed him?”

      A ragged sigh.  “That’s the job, Prescott.  You know that.  Farland knew that.”

      “No,” he retorted coldly.  “Being sold out by our own isn’t the job.  We’re not spooks.”

      “I’m working on it,” Frank snarled.

      But that was hardly any comfort.

      “You bring that girl in, or there will be hell to pay.”  His voice rose.  “I mean it.  I can’t protect you from this.  The prosecutor is screeching like a goddamn howler monkey!”

      “I’m keeping her,” Max told him flatly.  “And I’m going to find your leak, and I’m going to kill him.”

      “That’s not how we do things, son.  You know that.”

      Max didn’t care.  He’d done his time taking orders as an army ranger.  The Bureau had given him a badge, but they issued even more orders.  Had more rules.  And if he’d spent most of his life toeing the line and weighed down by the ball and chain of responsibility, last night, he’d cut himself loose.  He was done being the good guy; done following orders and telling himself that with order came control and discipline and honor.

      He was done trying to outrun the shadow cast by his father.

      He’d walked the straight and narrow in an effort to be everything Julian Prescott wasn’t.  He’d taken more than his fair share—of accountability, of responsibility, of blame—in his journey to be the polar opposite of his wayward, neglectful father, but no matter how much shit he’d taken, it was never enough.  There were simply too many Julians in the world, and no matter how much crap Max took, or how much of the burden he shouldered, there was always more.  An endless river of answerability; enough to drown him.  One in which most people wouldn’t even dip a toe.

      So he was done.

      He’d shed his past in search of a different life; he’d sought out stature and recognition, and in doing so, he’d abandoned the one person he had left, the one who depended upon him most. In fighting to escape his father’s shadow, Max had inadvertently become him.

      He wasn’t sure Fiona would ever forgive him.

      A lesson realized far too late, and one he refused to repeat with Selena.

      “Where the hell are you?” Frank demanded.

      As if he didn’t know.  But Max wasn’t stupid.  He knew every way they could track him; that’s why he’d deliberately reconnected his Bureau phone and driven to Indiana to make this call.  When he was done, they would go to the local Wal-Mart, wave at the security cameras, and pick up a few things for Selena.  Then he would disconnect his phone again, and they would drive back to Wisconsin, stopping only when they reached Our Lady of Hope in Cedar Hills.

      “You just get to work finding that leak,” he told his boss.  “I’ll do the rest.”

      “You get your ass into this office, or I swear to God I will make you wish you never stepped foot into Quantico!”  Max could almost hear the steam hissing from Frank’s ears.  “You really want to throw your entire career away on this?  You’re not helping.  She’s in danger, and Leland Dolan’s attorney just posted his bail.  If you aren’t willing to come in, at least let me send Valentine to you.  She can bring the kid in, and you can take a few days to get yourself straight.”

      Valentine.

      Special Agent Lyssa Valentine, Max’s partner for the past six months.  Until last night, Max would have trusted her with his life.  But she was one of the five—now four since Farland had lost his head—who’d known that Selena McLean was in that safe house.  Which meant he couldn’t trust her any more than he could trust Frank.

      The only other person who’d known Selena was in the safe house was Farland’s partner, Lee Chang.  Lee was another agent Max had trusted without reservation.

      Not anymore.  Now, he trusted no one.

      Was there a chance that none of them were responsible for the leak?  Sure.  Information was like a virus, easily shared and hard to contain.  It was possible someone had gotten wind that they’d stashed Selena in that house—a conversation overheard, a communication intercepted—and relayed it back to Dolan.  But they’d been careful.  Really careful.

      No one should have known.

      McLean was likely dead because one of his handlers had betrayed him.  And Farland was likely dead because that same rotten piece of shit had somehow infiltrated their team.  It wasn’t rocket science; it was Occam’s Razor.

      The simplest answer is the right answer.

      “No deal,” Max said finally when he realized Frank was waiting for a response.  “I told you: I’m going to find the rat, and I’m going to kill him.  Then I’ll take care of Dolan.”

      “Prescott—”

      “I just wanted you to know,” Max said and hung up.

      Silence fell.  Somewhere far off, crickets chirped.

      “He yelled at you.”

      Max turned to look at Selena, who sat in the backseat of the rental car, staring at him with big eyes through the open window.

      “He likes to yell,” Max replied grimly.  “Makes him feel important.”

      She only blinked.  “He threatened you.”

      Max stared back at her.  Bullshitting her was impossible, what with her sitting next to Farland when his head went boom and all.  Baptized by blood and death; her pale blue gingham shirt was still flecked with his brains.

      Jesus Christ.

      “He’s angry because I won’t take you back,” Max said shortly. The truth would protect her better than any lie.  “Because I don’t trust him to keep you safe.”

      “They won’t stop, will they?”

      “They will when I kill them.”

      She blinked again, too pale.  Nice one, dumbass.

      “How will you keep me safe?” she wanted to know, watching him.

      “I’m going to take you someplace they won’t look.  Then I’m going hunting.”

      “Where?”

      A carnival.  Yeah, that would go over well.  Still, it was his best—his only—bet.

      “You’ll see,” he said and climbed into the car.

      “You’re going to leave me.”

      She said it with such certainty that Max looked at her sharply.  “I have to get them before they can get you.”

      She looked away, out at the faint trace of light on the eastern horizon.  “I’m alone now.”

      Max didn’t know what to say to that.  According to Valentine, the kid had no other living family.  When this was done, she had nowhere to go but into the system, a thought that made him even angrier than he already was.
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