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Chapter 1


Sat., May 6, 2023, 11:37 a.m.
Lara Evans attached the LifePac and hit the man with two hundred joules of electrical current. His eyes popped open, his pulse stabilized, and piss flooded his sweatpants. Terrific. He would live long enough to regret cutting off two fingers in an attempt to collect disability funds. She cauterized his bloody stumps and watched him breathe for a few minutes. Gangrene or sepsis might kill him eventually, but she’d done all she could. Lara stepped back from the sweat-soaked couch and packed up her equipment.
“You’re taking him to the hospital, aren’t you?” The man’s wife grabbed Lara’s arm, her bony fingers pulsing with misery.
“You said he didn’t have a med card.”
“If you leave him in the twenty-foot zone, they have to treat him.”
“I’m sorry, but I could lose my license if I do.” Lara shoved the portable defib into its pouch and strapped the pack around her waist. She had to carry it in public at all times, the privilege of having a freelance paramedic license. With the growing doctor shortage, anyone with medical skills was fully utilized.
“He has heart disease and needs an artery vac. This was our chance for treatment.”
“Oh crap.” Lara hated this aspect of her job. “Do you have a car?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll help you get him into the vehicle, but you have to drive him.”
Lara hurried to her med van and hauled out the wheeled gurney she rarely used. She and the gaunt wife struggled to get the now-conscious but heavyset man onto the gurney, then into their small car.
“When you get to the hospital, pull him out, honk the horn and drive away.” Lara gave her a grim smile. “Good luck.” Walking away from the noncs, as non-covered citizens were called, never got easier, but she dwelled on it less now. She’d once been a homicide detective, a job that had toughened her for the new world.
She started toward her van and her iCom beeped. Another 909 emergency. The location appeared on her screen in map form, a secluded home only a half mile away. Lara acknowledged the assignment with a push of her thumb and ran to her vehicle. Her body hummed with adrenaline as she raced up City View. What would it be this time? The neighborhood was probably too upscale for something like a gunshot wound or a domestic dispute with knife injuries. Lara scowled. She hoped it wasn’t another VEx accident with a chubby middle-aged woman trying to improve her health with virtual exercise. Someone had called for a freelance paramed instead of an ambulance, so it could be anything.
Lara loved these moments-rushing to a scene, not knowing what chaos she would encounter. In some ways, it was better than being a police officer because she kept on the move and did a lot less paperwork. She missed the authority of the badge though. She’d liked having people pay attention and feel nervous when she approached. It beat the hell out of her current personal life: a forty-two-year-old woman with no partner, no children, no power.
Lara turned on Ridgemont, located the street number, and drove through the open gate. The house sat at the end of a long drive, behind a tall screen of Sequoias. A black compact car soaked up sun in the driveway. The summer heat settled in earlier every year. She parked next to the empty vehicle and glanced at her Taser on the passenger’s seat. The weapon was bulky to carry, but some neighborhoods and situations required it. Lara determined this wasn’t one of them. She touched the 9-millimeter in her shoulder holster as she climbed out. The gun went everywhere she did, but for most volatile situations, she preferred the Taser. Less blood, noise, and risk.
As Lara moved toward the house, the front doors burst open and a man barreled out. Behind him, a giant black dog noisily gave chase. Lara backpedaled toward the med van to get out of their way.
The running man raised his arm and aimed a gun at her. Lara dropped to the asphalt as he fired. She rolled and pulled her weapon, but his footsteps kept going and a second shot didn’t come. A car door opened, the engine cranked over, and he raced down the driveway. Still facedown, Lara let out her breath. As she stood, the dog turned back and charged into the house.
What now? The person who’d made the emergency call had likely been shot and still needed medical attention. Heart thumping, Lara glanced down the driveway and watched the black sedan turn left on the road. Her muscles unclenched and she decided to enter the home and check out the situation. She grabbed her Taser and tucked it into her waistband in case the dog turned on her.
As she hurried up the walkway, she made a mental note of what she’d seen of the assailant: five-ten, lean, dirty blond, thirty-something, and a squarish face. Lara slowed and moved cautiously through the open front door, weapon ready. The big house was quiet and she crept through, taking in details. High ceilings, open floor plan, and two additional exits that she could see. One leading to the garage from the kitchen, the other into a lush side yard. No people, no black dog.
She made her way down the hall to a room near the end. Weapon raised, she entered a bedroom. A large man, wearing only black leather chaps, lay on the floor on his back. Blood had soaked into the pale-blue rug under him and sprayed the white satin sheets on the bed. A familiar salty smell mingled with the wet metallic of the blood. As she stepped toward the victim, Lara recognized the scent: a mix of sweat and semen.
She slipped off her medpack and knelt down. She heard shallow breathing and saw that he’d been shot in the shoulder. The black dog lay nearby, whimpering and watching her. “Good dog. You stay.”
The man opened his eyes. “Thank god.” The dog started to get up, but victim snapped his fingers and it lay back down.
Lara began to pull out supplies. “You need the ER. Why didn’t you call for a regular ambulance?”
“It’s personal. I don’t want to report this.”
Lara groaned, not caring that he heard. She should have left after the jackass shot at her. It was too late now. She couldn’t walk away from a bleeder. Lara lifted his shoulder to see if the bullet had gone through. He moaned and squeezed her wrist. The exit hole was twice the size of the entry wound and bleeding heavily, but at least she wouldn’t have to dig out the bullet. She laid his shoulder back to the floor. “What’s your name?”
“Thaddeus Morton.”
Lara froze. “The federal employment commissioner?”
“Yes.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be Washington D.C.? Overseeing the Gauntlet?”
“I’m flying out tomorrow morning-if I don’t bleed to death.”
“Is this your house? I thought you moved to the capital.”
“I kept my home here and a friend house-sits for me. I come back whenever I can.” He grimaced as he talked.
Lara bit back another question and focused on her task. She grabbed a packet of gunshot gauze, a new product designed to fill such a wound and slowly dissolve as the tissue around it healed. A Chicago ER doctor had invented the gauze soon after the dark shift, as she called it. The Supreme Court had struck down a series of gun control laws and now weapons were everywhere. So were gunshot wounds. An entire industry had sprung up to treat them.
“We need to roll you over so I can bandage the exit wound.” Lara gave him her best smile, which wasn’t much. “This will hurt.”
“Do you have pain meds?”
“I’m not licensed for them. You know how the DEA is.”
Lara cauterized the major bleeders with a C-laser, sprayed the wound with antibacterial, then packed it with gauze. The white material soaked with blood before she could get the skin-sealing bandage in place. The sealer, as medics called it, had biologic properties that bonded with tissue.
She taped a padded exterior bandage in place and asked, “Who shot you, and why don’t you want to report it?”
“My lover.” He paused. “Going public was a political career killer even before the new Congress made homosexual acts illegal. Not that I’m gay. I’m bisexual.”
Lara didn’t give a rip about his sexual practices, but she watched his face for signs of lying, a habit from her detective days. She saw none. “What makes you think I’ll consider not reporting this? I could lose my license.”
“Because I’m the employment commissioner and you’re a contestant in the Gauntlet. I can help you if you help me.”
Lara’s pulse quickened. What was he saying? “Did you ask for me when you called the Paramed Service?”
“I didn’t have time. But I hoped it would be you.” Morton spoke softly, then waited.
Lara’s mind raced. The employment commissioner oversaw the contest, now in its third year, and he would rule on any situations that required a judgment call. He could disqualify any competitor too, including her.
Lara was torn. Her desire to win the Gauntlet was like a tumor growing inside her. Oregon desperately needed the grant money and the jobs that would be awarded to the winner’s state-and she needed a reason to keep getting up every day. Yet having the contest handed to her was not what she had in mind. “I don’t want to win except on my own merit.” She almost regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth.
“Be more specific.” He sat up and she noticed that he was attractive in a pretty-boy way with dark wavy hair and high cheekbones. She’d only seen the commissioner a few times on the news, and the camera had not flattered him. Still, he was almost fifty and the black leather gear he was sporting made her a little sad for him.
“I don’t want your help. I want to win clean.”
“Could I interest you in some cash?”
Lara laughed. “Taking a bribe for not reporting this incident would be worse than simply not logging the GSW.” She began to pack her medical supplies.
“Tell me what you want. I can’t let this incident reach the police or the media.”
“Your boyfriend is a menace. He shot at me on his way out and should probably be locked up.”
Morton’s eyes widened. “Oh shit. I’m so sorry.” He scooted to the bed and leaned against it. “He’s having a bad reaction to some medication. He’s not usually like this.” The commissioner’s gaze slid away and Lara sensed he’d just lied to her.
“Does he have a criminal record?”
“No. He’s never hurt anyone before. He discovered I cheated on him and freaked out. Shooting at you was just a leftover emotional reaction. He’ll calm down and be fine.”
“I want his name. For my own protection.”
Morton hesitated. “Richard Bremmer, but please don’t report this. I’ll lose my federal position.” He locked into her eyes. “And everything that goes with it.”
Lara wanted to get the hell out. After a quick look at the dog, which hadn’t moved since Morton snapped his fingers, she slipped her gun back into its holster and stood to leave.
“Are you going to report this?”
“I don’t know yet.”
In the van, she accessed her call log on her iCom and stared at the cursor, which was waiting for her to speak or type something. Crap . She was required to report the GSW, so that was the safest thing to do. If she lost her paramedic license, she’d be scrambling to find work like millions of others. She couldn’t go through that nightmare again. After leaving the police department, she’d been unemployed for years. Then the gun laws loosened and health insurance got scarce, so paramedics were suddenly in demand.
Yet, if she reported the incident, Thaddeus Morton would be investigated and likely removed from overseeing the Gauntlet. His last act as commissioner might be to disqualify her. If she kept his secret and he stayed on as a judge, he would owe her, and it couldn’t hurt to have someone in her corner while she competed.
If she brought home a grant, co-funded by AmGo and the federal government, Oregon would have money to spend on jobs and social programs. AmGo would build a facility in Eugene that employed thousands. Teachers and police officers would go back to work. Not her, of course. She had burned that bridge thoroughly. Still, she was a cop at heart and she hated the way law enforcement had been crippled by the never-ending recession. Most departments now only investigated violent crimes, and detectives had a couple of days to track leads. After that, the case went into the cold file and they moved on. It was shameful. So many victims with no one held accountable.
Lara slammed out of the van and ran back into the house. Morton had changed into jeans and opened a suitcase on the bed. He jumped like a startled cat when she burst into the room.
“How is the first section of the contest structured this year?” The Gauntlet had five phases that changed annually, and the details were kept secret until the program went live.
“It’s an elevated maze.”
Lara made a quick mental assessment. “I’d like to be paired against someone tall and female.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
“Beyond that, I intend to kick ass on my own.”
“I’m sure you will.”
“I hope your accidental shoulder wound heals quickly.” Lara bolted from the room before he could say anything else. No promises had been exchanged, but she felt a little dirty anyway.



Chapter 2


Lara parked her rig and hustled up the exterior stairs. On the drive home, she’d heard a storm warning on the radio and the winds were picking up already. Her apartment sat above her landlady’s oversized garage and she’d chosen it for the privacy. In real-estate terms, it was considered a studio even though her bed and dresser were in an alcove partitioned with heavy curtains. Not that the privacy mattered. The only company she ever had was her landlady, a recluse writer who lived online, but came over every once in a while when she needed Lara’s help with something.
Lara set the perimeter alarm, then unloaded her medpack and Taser into the trunk by the door. She changed into a t-shirt but left the Kel-Tec strapped in place. She liked the weight and comfort of it against her side. The weapon was even more effective than meds at keeping her anxiety to a low murmur. She resisted the temptation to sit down at the NetCom and conduct a quick search for Richard Bremmer. Her flight left at noon from Portland the next day, and she still needed to finish packing for the week-long contest. She’d finally broken down and bought new athletic clothes in bright colors because almost everything she owned was black or brown and wouldn’t look good on camera. She’d chosen water-repellent material on the assumption that she’d have to swim in at least one phase of the contest.
Her biggest challenge for now was to make everything fit into one suitcase. The “single checked bag and single small carry-on” rule had been in place with the airlines since 2013 when lighter loads and less fuel became a mandate. Since then, fuel prices had risen even more, driving the price of plane tickets even higher. So many people had quit flying that hundreds of airports had closed, including the one in Eugene.
The wind howled outside her windows and the tall pine trees swayed. Lara worried the storm might cause damage at the Maryland airport and delay her flight. It was tornado season in the Midwest and a twister could cause the airline to reroute her flight. That was the worst risk of flying now-sudden, powerful storms.
When Lara finally had everything squeezed into her suitcase, she went to her desk and began the search she’d wanted to conduct since leaving the commissioner’s house. With a few clicks and a password, she opened the Eugene PD’s citizen database. Her best friend was still a detective with the department, and he let her use his password to access information. Sometimes she looked up people she’d treated in an emergency call to get the background story. Other times, she perused the files just for the thrill of police work.
Richard Bremmer, the asshole who’d fired at her, was thirty-three and owned a spa and fitness center called Flex. Lara searched the Lane County criminal record files and discovered Bremmer had a public indecency charge from 2012 when he was twenty-five and an assault charge in 2014. The man he’d attacked refused to testify, and the judge had dismissed the case. Lara was relieved to learn Bremmer was only a passionate gay man in need of anger management and not a career thug who would track her down because she’d witnessed him leaving the scene of a crime. She stared at his mugshot and tried to visualize him ten years older and with longer hair. He seemed more attractive than the glimpse she’d gotten of him before hitting the ground. But age changed people’s appearance.
Lara hated being sucked into petty domestic bullshit. Yet for a few moments in that room with the bleeding man, she’d felt essential. Her presence in the world had mattered for a minute or two. Her stomach growled, surprising her. It was unusual for her to feel hungry except after intense exercise. She got up and crossed the living area into a galley kitchen the size of a walk-in closet. Even though her long period of unemployment had forced her into this small living space, she was grateful to look out the windows at a lush backyard surrounded by pine and oak trees, instead of being stacked up in a fifty-unit complex surrounded by asphalt.
She cored an apple and tossed it into the blender with pineapple juice, sunflower seeds, and two tablespoons of soy protein. She drank her dinner standing at the counter and worried about getting enough nourishment during the intense physical contest. She hadn’t been able to eat solid food since she left the department, and the next week would be no exception. Physically, everything still worked fine. The block was in her head. The idea of chewing and swallowing was simply too repulsive, and she couldn’t make herself put a chunk of food in her mouth. Lara knew what a shrink would say, so she’d never paid for the privilege of hearing it.
Two containers of protein powder were already tucked into her suitcase, along with a week’s supply of vitamins and flax seed. She’d buy a blender when she arrived in D.C. and drink plenty of coffee. After four years of living this way-and training intensely through most of it-her body had adjusted, and she could only hope that she’d perform at her best. At five-five, she was one of the smallest contestants, but she had exceptionally strong muscles, the only decent thing her father had given her.
Lara pushed her hands through her shoulder-length, recently-bronzed hair, now worried that she didn’t have enough wow factor to gain the audience votes she needed to win. What would the millions of viewers see in her face? Would they think she was kind of pretty with a heart-shaped face and nicely spaced blue eyes? Or would she look short and mousy next to a tall, big-breasted blonde with prominent cheekbones and silicone-plumped lips? Male contestants had won the first two Gauntlets, but the pundits and gamblers were all saying a female would win this year to balance it out. If the tall blondes didn’t make it through the Puzzle, which required quick analytical thinking, Lara figured she had a chance.
Back at the NetCom, she listened to the wind in the trees and searched for Thaddeus Morton, surprised at how few pages came up. Most were articles about his corporate positions leading up to employment commissioner. A few news blogs had gossipy stories about Morton’s single life and rumors of his various sexual relationships. Even though gay sex was now illegal on a federal level, few people were prosecuted for it. Yet incriminating photos could ruin a government career. For the heck of it, she plugged Morton’s name into the local law enforcement database and nothing came up. So he was a good guy, or at least smart and careful. How had Morton ended up with a hothead lover?
Lara forced herself to put the incident behind her. She opened her blog and wrote her last entry about her two-year journey to qualify for the Gauntlet. Once she was registered at the competition, she wouldn’t be allowed to post any details. The contestants competed in rounds, and the sponsors didn’t want those who went later to have an advantage. Writing the blog had been somewhat therapeutic, but it had also opened her up to far more people, strangers really, than she wanted in her life.
Her iCom beeped and she saw Wade Jackson’s handsome face. She decided to take the message on her NetCom so she could see him on a bigger screen. She loved having one number that linked all her communications. Even more, she loved the tiny receiver that tucked into the fold of her ear and made messaging easy. “Hey, pal. What’s up?”
“The system notified me that my password had been used and I assumed it was you.”
“Yep. I had a weird encounter on the job today and I wanted to check the guy out.”
“Anything I should know about?” He sounded concerned, but then, Jackson always sounded concerned.
“Probably not.” Lara wanted to tell him about the incident, but it would only cause him internal conflict. She changed the subject. “Are you working any interesting cases?”
“I’ve got a couple of missing foster teenagers and I’m trying to find a link between them.” He sounded tired. “I really called to say good luck at the Gauntlet. I’m so proud of you for making it this far.”
His words were like a warm heart massage. “Thanks, Jackson. It won’t mean much if I don’t bring home the grant.”
“Bullshit. To get there, you kicked ass against all the jocks and firefighters in this state who competed to represent Oregon. You’ll always have that honor.”
“Bringing jobs back to the state will mean so much more.”
“You’re a good woman, Lara. Go win this thing for us.”
“Thanks. I hope to.” Lara hung up before old emotions could surface. Jackson had trained her to be a detective and was one of the few on the force who hadn’t shunned her after the incident. She’d been in love with Jackson for a while too, right up to the day she’d started dating Ben Stricklyn. Then a crazy woman had shot Ben, and Jackson had been there for her again. A cold ache spread through her chest and she pushed both men out of her mind.
She finished packing, placed her Dock in her shoulder bag so she wouldn’t forget it, then set the sleep alarm on her iCom. As she got ready for bed, the situation at the commissioner’s house troubled her again. What if the shooting wasn’t a domestic altercation? She knew she’d let herself believe Morton’s story because it suited her agenda.
Lara let it go. Why would the commissioner lie? Reporting the incident would have made little difference anyway, except to make an enemy of someone who could help her. If she hadn’t been headed for the Gauntlet, she might have done a little surveillance on Richard Bremmer to see what he was really about. But she wasn’t a cop anymore. She was just a lonely woman, trying to salvage her soul.



Chapter 3


Eight months earlier: Thurs., Oct. 13, 2022, Washington D.C.
Paul Madsen was eating lunch at his desk when his NetCom made a small burping noise and his supervisor’s face appeared in the bottom corner.
“Come into my office, please.” Stacia Palmer closed off with no further comment.
Paul dropped his sandwich, muttered his displeasure, and hurried down the hall. Stacia headed the Personnel and Payroll Management Office, which had been formed after dozens of federal departments had been eliminated in the massive budget cuts of 2017.
Paul stepped into her corner office, blinking at the sun streaming in from two sides. He always kept his blinds closed, so the brightness made his eyes water. “Yes?” He sat down, hoping she didn’t think his tears were a sign of weakness.
“I have a major assignment for you, but it must be handled quickly and discreetly. Can I count on you?”
“Of course.” Paul hated the way she always needed verbal acquiescence. Wasn’t it enough that she was his boss?
“I need a database of personnel replacements completed by the end of the month.” Stacia tapped her dark acrylic nail on a stack of memos. “Everyone at Level C and higher has been instructed to submit three names and resumes. I need you to set up the database and pull all the information together.”
“That’s 352 people. With three replacements each, it’s 1,056 entries. Not to mention the number of fields for each entry.”
“Your ability to do math in your head while you talk is a little creepy.”
Paul’s hands tightened into fists in his lap. He’d been called a lot of names in his childhood-nerd, geek, orphan, momma’s boy-but never creepy. “Three weeks is not enough time.” He held his facial muscles rigid and stared with emotionless eyes. He couldn’t let Stacia see his anger. Not in the new mean-lean government environment.
“Callahan wants it done now. Another situation like the Zantra virus outbreak will kill her chances of re-election. Disaster response is the new measure of a presidency.”
Paul had to turn away from her intense eyes and BioGel-plumped face. They both knew he would be at his desk until eight every night to accomplish the task in such a short time. His pay deposit would not include a bonus. Federal and state governments had been in a financial crisis for more than a decade and he hadn’t seen a raise in six years. Considering that the federal government was a fraction of its former size, he felt lucky to still have a job.
“You can put everything else aside,” Stacia added. “Camille will take care of any maintenance requests in the interim.”
His unsaid comments tasted less bitter as he visualized his stunning co-worker, who would have to consult with him more often while he created the database. Every minute with Camille would be worth an hour of unpaid overtime. “I’ll get started right away.”
“You’ll have to sign this privacy agreement first. All of the information in the files is highly confidential, and you risk your job if you discuss the data with anyone, including your co-workers.” Stacia pushed a piece of paper across the desk. The text was three paragraphs long. Thickly worded legalese was no longer the norm. The president wanted all government memos geared at an eighth-grade reading level. Paul scanned the agreement and signed. What else could he do?
Stacia scooped it up with shiny purple nails and tucked it into the folder she held. “Read the specs first.” She dismissed him with a nod.
Back in his office, Paul tossed his half-eaten meal, took out his Dock, and opened a tai chi program. He watched the instructor’s soothing movements on the screen until he felt calm again. No one used the fed’s computers to get online for personal reasons anymore. It was a violation and too many people wanted their jobs and their med cards.
When his lunch hour was over, he read the memo, intrigued by the specifications. The president wanted not only the names and work history for the top three candidates for each Level C position, but a summary of their personal lives as well. Children, pets, political affiliation, charities they contributed to, and much more. Even more interesting, she wanted the information in a second tier, a subfile, accessible only to those who logged in with a specific code.
A shiver of excitement pulsed through Paul’s veins. The details he would be privy to, the secrets he would learn and store in his high-functioning memory. The lost personal time meant nothing compared to the insider information. Others would have access to the file, but no one would know it like he did. Who had time to read all the data except the file creator?
Paul mapped out how he would overwrite the system code to give him permanent access. His mind-numbing job had just become bearable. He felt disturbingly grateful to the rogue virus that had killed thirty-six employees at various levels of the federal government. Twelve people in the White House had died after the outbreak at the summit, and twenty-four administrators had succumbed in secondary infections. Consequently, the government had been in disarray for weeks, and now the president wanted to ensure that if anything-tornado, anthrax, or terrorist bomb-wiped out a chunk of employees, qualified people were lined up and ready to step in. Some departments already had unofficial replacement lists, but this would be the first time all those candidates were in one file. Paul thought it might be the first smart thing the president had done, which meant it wasn’t Callahan’s idea.
He opened his messages to see that submissions were pouring in. The chief of staff had already sent his replacements. Paul knew he should build the database first, but he couldn’t resist opening the file. He was surprised to see a woman as one of the picks. The president typically surrounded herself with men. Paul ignored Kelly Bascome’s resume because he was familiar with her career and scanned her personal file instead. He learned that she owned several guns, had two Great Danes, and had once danced with a ballet troupe in upstate New York. Now that he had focused on it, the information would be with him for years, accessible simply by recalling this moment. His memory was exceptional, a quality he kept to himself. If Stacia knew he could memorize details that easily, she would have never given him this assignment.
He’d learned to hide his gift at an early age. By the time he was twelve, his foster mother had become uncomfortable with his ability to remember conversations exactly as they had occurred. It left her little room to revise and augment her past statements. The last thing he’d wanted was for her to stop talking to him. He loved the gossip, the adult talk she’d always shared as if he were one of her girlfriends. After years of bouncing from one crowded foster home to another, coming to live with Isabel had been like setting foot ashore after a long stormy boat ride. So he hadn’t corrected her when she misspoke or remembered things differently than he did. Eventually, he’d learned to keep his memory from classmates as well. They had been drawn to attractive people who also happened to be smart, but they resented homely kids like him who did better on tests.
Paul opened a template and starting modifying the code for the new database. Deep into his task, a knock at his door surprised him. He looked up to see Camille coming into his office.
“I hear Stacia gave you the replacement database gig. I’m so jealous.”
Paul popped out of his chair and gave her his best closed-mouth smile. At five-eight, Camille was nearly his height, but that was all they had in common. She was blonde, lean, and beautiful and had flawless teeth. He was thick in the middle with dull brown hair, a big nose, and spaces between his teeth.
“Stacia wants it done in three weeks. Be glad you didn’t get the assignment.” Paul gestured for Camille to sit.
“Still, having access to that information is awesome.” Camille flashed him another smile. Paul’s heart leapt against his ribcage. The goddess was being friendly.
She slipped into the visitor’s chair so Paul sat too. “Stacia says you’ll take over some of my duties while I work on this project. I’m sorry about that.”
“I’m glad to help. If you need any assistance entering the information, let me know.”
“Thanks.” Paul wondered where the conversation was going. Camille had never offered to help him before. “I had to sign a confidentiality agreement, so I’m not allowed to discuss the data.”
She looked disappointed. “I sure would like to know who’s on the short list for employment commissioner. That would be an ideal job for me.”
“You would be great for it,” Paul said. “You have the right background and you’d be excellent as a commentator on the Gauntlet.” The audience would love her, he thought. Her face was a work of art and she was hard to look away from. He couldn’t believe Camille was thirty-three-and still single.
“You think so?” She gave him a tiny wink.
Paul felt a surge of pleasure, followed by an inkling of possibility. Was she flattered by his compliment? And possibly interested in him? “I’ve met the commissioner,” he offered casually.
Camille leaned forward, giving him a whiff of her tropical shampoo. “How well do you know Mr. Morton?”
“I met him at a fundraiser for Transitions. We’re both heavily involved with the charity.” Paul had volunteered with the foundation in his twenties when he realized most foster kids had nowhere to go when they aged out of the system. He’d been lucky to have Isabel’s support.
“Do you have any actual influence with the commissioner?” Camille asked.
Paul felt his cheeks grow warm. “I don’t know. I might.” On some level, he understood that Camille was mostly interested in what he could do for her, but he’d wanted her for so long, he would take any opening. “Maybe I’ll suggest you to him for his replacement list.”
“That would be fantastic.” She gave him a hundred-watt smile and his heart melted.
Paul struggled for the courage to say something, anything, to prolong the moment. Finally, he blurted out, “We could have dinner after work sometime and talk about how to beef up your resume.”
Her smile faded and he watched her formulate her next words.
“I’m seeing someone now, Paul, so dinner may be not a good idea. But we could take a coffee break together at the Kiva tomorrow. I’ll bring my resume.” She stood and smiled. “See you then.”
“Definitely.” Crushed by the news that she was dating, Paul told himself to forget it. He would never be in Camille’s league. He simply wasn’t attractive enough. His nose was too big, his hair was too thin, and his chin was nonexistent. He’d had one girlfriend in his life, briefly, and she’d been on the rebound. Once Nina had regained her self-confidence, she’d dumped him for a good-looking bartender. Paul had not dated in the five years since.
But you have power now. The thought made him sit up straighter as he stared at the database. He might not end up with Camille, but he vowed to make the most of the opportunity he’d been given.



Chapter 4


Sun., May 7, 8:17 p.m.
Lara’s flight landed at Dulles Airport just as the sun was setting. It was her first-and likely only-visit to the Washington D.C. area, and she hoped to take the metro into the capital after the contest to see the historic monuments. If not for the Gauntlet, which had paid for the coach airline ticket, she might never have made the trip. Her last venture had been to Alaska years ago to attend her brother’s funeral. At the service, she’d seen her parents for the first time in twenty-five years, and they’d been as ignorant and judgmental as she remembered them.
She picked up her checked bag and headed for the nearest restroom, feeling a headache coming on from the long day of travel. Inside a stall, she retrieved her 9-millimeter from her suitcase and strapped it on under her shirt. A wave of comfort rolled over her the moment she felt the weapon against her side. The gun was her equalizer. No matter how hard she worked out or how fast her hands were, the world was still full of assholes, most of them bigger than her and many carrying weapons of their own.
As Lara walked out of the airport, the excitement of being in a new place put a little energy back into her step. It was good to get the hell out of Eugene and see another part of the country. She stood near the Georgetown Limo Services sign, as instructed, and sent a message on her iCom. Breathing in the exhaust-heavy air of the shuttle buses, her excitement waned a little. Twenty minutes later, a private car arrived, another luxury she’d never experienced. The driver, a young man with mahogany skin, took her suitcase and put it in the trunk, but Lara clung to her shoulder bag, her survival kit. As a detective and a paramedic, she’d learned to carry a lot of little necessities, including a mini-flashlight, a small roll of duct tape, and an Epi pen.
Darkness fell quickly as they drove and Lara tried to take in what she could of the countryside. They headed west through suburbia toward the capital. AmGo had built the huge Gauntlet arena on the site where the Ronald Reagan airport had once stood. It was prime real estate, but nobody was building homes or offices anymore.
“I need to stop somewhere to buy a blender,” she told the driver.
“Is that a new energy drink?” He looked at her in the rearview mirror.
“It’s a small kitchen appliance, like a juicer.”
“Oh yeah, my mother had one of those.”
Didn’t anyone use them anymore? Lara refused to let his comment make her feel old.
Forty minutes later, they exited the parkway and traveled along a wide, elevated, and mostly empty road that had once led to the airport. Soon, they passed under a new silver-and-white arch with the word AmGo illuminated at the top. A tremor ran up Lara’s spine. She was finally here at the Gauntlet, a constructed world where she would be tested to her limit. The driver stopped in front of a small, elegant hotel. Lara’s understanding was that the Gauntlet Suites had been reserved for contestants and media people that week. For the rest of the year, the hotel attracted tourists who paid to visit the arena when it was not in use. The stadium where the Battle took place, the one phase of the contest that wealthy viewers could watch in person, was occasionally rented out for concerts and other events. AmGo had made a long-term investment in the property.
Lara stood in the hotel foyer and breathed it all in. In addition to the light scent of fresh lilies, she inhaled the hygienic smell of luxury. Everything was constructed of smooth, dense material that didn’t retain the odors of the people who passed through.
At the black marble counter, Lara gave her name, half expecting the young man in the suit to say she wasn’t on the list. She dug out her IDB card, which linked to files with all her banking, employment, and medical records. She handed it to the clerk to scan.
He checked her photo that came up on his Dock and handed the card back. “Welcome, Lara. Someone contacted us earlier asking about you.” The sweet boy smiled, as if he’d just delivered good news.
She felt a tingle on the back of her neck. “Who was it?”
“He said he was an old friend but didn’t say his name. I didn’t give him any information, of course.”
“What else did he say?” Lara fought the urge to slide her fingers around the butt of her gun.
“Not much. He just said he was a friend and asked for your room number. I told him I couldn’t give it to him, but that he could leave you a video message. He said he’d try you on your iCom.” The desk clerk bit his lip. “Is there a problem?”
“I don’t have any friends who would contact me here, so it’s a bit odd.” Lara thought about the man who’d shot the commissioner and wondered if he’d followed her here. Why would he, if he was really an angry lover? “If he comes to the desk, note his description please, but tell him I’m not here.”
“If he messages again, should I put him through?”
“No.”
As she entered the elevator, Lara studied the two other people on board. Were they contestants or media? The man looked vaguely familiar, but she didn’t recognize the older woman.
The man stuck out his hand and grinned. “I’m Jason Copeland, competing for the state of Illinois.”
And for Mr. Personality. Lara shook his hand-liking that he wasn’t afraid of germs-and sized him up. Five-ten and bulky with muscle, his face had rugged features and sun-weathered skin.
“Lara Evans, competing for Oregon.”
“Oh yes, the paramedic who kickboxes.” He nodded his approval. “I researched you, of course.”
“You’re an ex-Marine and current firefighter.” She’d done her homework on the other competitors as well. They reached the third floor and the elevator doors opened. “Best wishes to both of us,” Lara said, stepping out.
“See you at orientation.” Copeland gave a little wave.
Save it for the cameras, Lara thought, walking away. Still, she was pleased he’d been friendly. She’d braced herself for a dog-eat-dog competitive atmosphere with contestants practicing psychological warfare.
At room 308, she let herself in, happy to see a small suite with two bedrooms and a sitting area. Thank goodness, she would have some privacy. She passed through the foyer and was immediately engulfed in cloud of perfume. Oh crap. Her roommate had already checked in and was seated in front of the built-in NetCom, chatting loudly. She was an Amazon, with a long blonde braid and chiseled cheekbones. Double crap. Exactly the kind of contestant she didn’t want to be standing next to in front of the cameras.
Her roommate glanced over, held up her hand, and said to the monitor, “I should go. Call me again later.” She turned to Lara. “I’m Kirsten Dornberg from Florida.”
“Lara Evans, Oregon.”
“What did I read about you?” Kirsten touched a long finger to her lips. “Oh yeah, you’re an ex-cop and a marathon runner.”
“Yes. Nice to meet you.” Lara forced herself to smile. “Which bedroom is mine?”
Kirsten pointed to the one on the left. “They’re exactly the same, so my getting here early wasn’t an advantage.”
That was more like the competitive element she’d expected. “Excuse me. I need to unpack.”
As she lifted her suitcase and unzipped it, Lara’s headache intensified. She clamped her jaw and marched back into the sitting area. “I don’t want to get off to a bad start, but I’m allergic to perfume and you can’t wear it in our shared space.”
Kirsten’s face froze. “That seems a little excessive.”
“I’m sorry, but it makes me physically ill, and the contest rules explicitly say no smoking or perfume in the hotel rooms.”
Her roommate waved a dismissive hand. “I’m already wearing it, so there’s nothing I can do about it today.”
“Please wash it off. It’s giving me a headache.” Lara’s capacity for diplomacy was exhausted.
“Seriously?” Kirsten rolled her eyes.
“I’ll ask for another room assignment.” Lara turned to grab her stuff and leave.
“You don’t have to.” Kirsten stood and moved toward the bathroom. “I’ve already asked to be reassigned once and I don’t want to piss off the director. I’ll go wash.” Her tone and movements pulsed with irritation.
Lara hurried over to the small window, desperate for some fresh air, but like most new buildings, the glass didn’t open. Damn. The room reeked and even if Kirsten stopped wearing the spray-on chemical, it would be days before the stink cleared.
Lara waited for her roommate to exit the bathroom, then went in to rinse out her nostrils. Inhaling water burned like hell, but it was temporary and the only way to clean the perfume oils out of her sinuses. Once the competition began, she needed to be one hundred percent. Any discomfort could make the split-second difference in winning and losing a round. A headache could make her scowl, and a single frown could turn viewers against her. In the Challenge, with a simple vote via their preferred device, viewers could make or break a contestant by determining the level of difficulty for each phase. The ability to affect the contest pulled in millions of pay-per-view voters from around the globe, but it could be hell on the contestants.
Lara glanced at herself in the mirror, and in the harsh bathroom light, saw only the tiny lines at the corners of her eyes and the deepening furrow in her brow. Police work had done that to her forehead. She’d started using rub-on Botox a few months back, but it could only do so much.
She stepped out of the bathroom and saw Kirsten digging into the suitcase she’d left unzipped on her bed. “Hey, what are doing?” Lara rushed across the sitting area.
Kirsten spun around with the Taser in her hand. “Why did you bring a stun gun?”
Resisting the urge to shout, Lara commanded, “Put it down before you hurt someone.” Kirsten complied and Lara grabbed the Taser. “I’m an ex-cop and a paramedic. Dealing with noncs can be dangerous. I always carry a weapon.”
“I don’t think you’re allowed to have it during the competition. I could report you.”
“Weapons are only banned in the arena. And I could report you for wearing perfume and rifling through my things.” Lara felt rattled. She’d been there ten minutes and was already on the edge of trouble. This was not the plan. She wanted to be charming in her social encounters and ruthless in the competition. “Let’s forget all of it, okay? I’d like to get along.” What she really wanted was for Kirsten to leave the small colorless room so she could be alone for a moment.
The NetCom made a soft noise, then a woman’s voice came through the speakers. “This is Minda Walters, director of the Gauntlet. Do you hear me?”
Lara spun toward the desk. The video app on the monitor showed a thirty-something woman with close-cropped black hair and permanent eye-makeup tattoos. Lara stepped forward, a sick feeling in her gut. “This is Lara Evans. Kirsten Dornberg is here too.”
“I’d like you both to report to my office on the fourth floor. It’s suite 402. Bring the perfume and the Taser.”
Kirsten started to speak, but Lara held her finger to her lips. She grabbed her room card and motioned Kirsten to follow.
In the hall, her roommate’s face crumpled. “I forgot about the cameras in the sitting area. I hope she doesn’t boot us out.”
“Are you sure it’s video?” Lara knew the staging areas in the arena had cameras everywhere because the event was broadcast, but she hadn’t expected them in the hotel rooms.
“It’s new this year, and the notice was in the file they sent us last week. You signed a consent form or you wouldn’t be here.”
Lara had read five pages of fine print but didn’t remember such a reference. Damn! As they walked toward the elevator, her anxiety built like pressure in a teakettle. Would they be given a warning or simply kicked out? Last year, the director, nicknamed the Axe, had terminated a contestant before the Gauntlet even started, and all he’d done was smoke a cigarette, an activity that was banned almost everywhere.
Suite 402 was on the top floor at the end of the hall and the door was open. A good sign, Lara thought. A huge metal-and-glass desk sat in the middle of the main room, and the woman behind the desk seemed tiny in comparison. Lara recognized her as Minda Walters, the Gauntlet’s director, who also served as co-host for the competition. Lara saw Minda glance up at a vent on the wall, then click her keyboard. The room was wired for video, she realized, and the director had just shut off the cameras.
Minda’s tight expression made Lara wince, but she introduced herself with confidence anyway. She didn’t offer a handshake. The custom had faded after back-to-back influenza outbreaks, and many younger people had never adopted it. Her roommate plopped in a chair, looking glum.
“Put the contraband on that table and have a seat.” Minda gestured, but her facial muscles didn’t move. Lara suspected her lip color was permanent as well.
Kirsten dropped off her perfume bottle, but Lara held on to her weapon.
The director ignored it for the moment. She introduced herself, then stared at Kirsten. “The rules are clear about perfume. This is your only warning. If you violate another rule, you’re out.”
“I’m sorry. Thank you.” Kirsten closed her eyes in relief.
Minda turned to Lara. “The rules concerning weapons are less clear. You can’t bring a weapon into the arena, but federal law allows you to carry one in public as long as you’re licensed. However, I want the Taser to remain with me during the competition.”
Lara knew she should simply set the stun gun on the table and let it go, but she couldn’t. She’d been beaten and sexually assaulted as a college student in Seattle. She’d fought back and saved herself from a full rape, but the trauma had triggered her obsession with self-defense skills. Later as a detective, a police sergeant under investigation had viciously attacked her, and once on an emergency call, a man had charged her with a knife. Her Taser had saved her.
Then the laws changed and people started carrying guns and using them more freely. Distrust and the need to be prepared were part of her DNA now. She would rather walk around naked than be without a weapon.
Finally, Lara said, “I prefer to keep it with me.” She counted on the director not being willing to attract negative publicity over the issue.
Minda glared and pressed her red lips together. Lara had second thoughts. The director could sabotage her in the competition in so many ways. Then Lara remembered she had the commissioner on her side.
“I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to sleep without it. I have PTSD from my last year as a homicide detective.” Lara hated to pull the sympathy card, but she needed both the security of her weapons and the director’s goodwill. She was glad Minda didn’t know about the Kel-Tec.
“I’m not willing to make an issue of it then.” Minda’s left eye twitched. “I’d rather the other contestants don’t know that you have the stun gun.”
“Trust me, I don’t plan to share.” Lara didn’t want to make the situation worse, but she had to know. “Are there cameras in the bedrooms or bathroom?”
“Of course not.” Minda looked offended. “Our coverage is family-oriented. And, since you obviously didn’t read the guidelines, I’ll remind you that the cameras in the hotel-room sitting areas shut off at eight.”
Kirsten suddenly spoke up. “I’m not sure Lara and I are compatible. Would you consider reassigning me?”
“No. Your personal conflict is good for ratings. The difference in your ages and physical appearance adds to the tension. Not only will you share a room, I’d like you to keep the conflict going throughout the competition.” Minda raised her tattooed eyebrows. “It’s in your best interest, if you know what I mean.”
Back in her room, Lara sent a message to the only number she had for the employment commissioner, the one he’d used to summon a freelance paramedic. She hoped it was his personal iCom or would route to it. Her text said simply: I may need your help. I’m on Minda Walters’ shit list already.



Chapter 5


Seven and a half months earlier: Sat., Oct. 29
Paul picked at his microwave dinner as he watched a game show on his Dock. He’d been cutting calories since his first coffee date with Camille and he was down five pounds. He sucked in his stomach. The daily thirty crunches he’d added hadn’t done a thing for his abs though, so he decided to increase his effort to fifty. None of it changed his reality. He was alone on a Saturday evening, like every other weekend of his life.
The day before, he’d finally worked up the nerve to send a text message to the employment commissioner, suggesting he consider Camille Waterson as one of his replacements on file. Morton had shot back a terse note, essentially telling him to mind his own business. Paul hadn’t told Camille about either message and didn’t plan to.
He put the rest of his dinner on the floor for Lilly, but she wasn’t interested. His little white Lhasa-Poo was a picky eater but he didn’t mind. Sometimes the beat of her heart in his lap was all that kept him going. Paul moved to the couch and Lilly followed to lie at his feet.
He clicked on his wide wall screen and it automatically tuned to the same program as on his Dock. A commercial for a cosmetic surgery center filled the room with upbeat music. Paul reached to mute it. The screen flashed before-and-after photos of a man who’d had a nose procedure. The effect was stunning. Paul touched his own bulbous nose. Would surgery work the same miracle for him? A shimmer of hope pulsed in his chest. Could he make Camille see him differently? Make her want to kiss him?
Paul scoffed at the idea. He’d thought about the surgery before, but the cost was prohibitive. He didn’t have an extra fifteen thousand and wouldn’t qualify to put that much on a credit card. Even if he did, how would he pay it off? He sent a small chunk of his monthly deposit to Isabel so she could afford her diabetes and heart medications. It left him almost nothing to put in savings.
Excited and frustrated, Paul began to pace his apartment. He lived in a one-bedroom unit in the Potomac Towers, where he paid too much for rent. But he liked being close to work, and he made the most of his space by keeping his furnishings and possessions to a minimum. He’d been in the building for eight years, since he’d landed his government job, and he felt lucky for the stability. His college roommate had never found a job and ended up living with his parents, and several of his neighbors had been forced to move when they’d lost their jobs. Not to mention the millions of homeless people.
Paul knew he was fortunate, possessing both a federal job and a partially sponsored med card, but he still had to be frugal because the price of everything had nearly doubled in the last five years while his salary stayed the same. Could he get his bank to raise his credit limit? Could he afford monthly payments at twenty percent interest?
He stopped in front of his window overlooking a small grassy area below. He wanted a new nose and he had to find a way to come up with some cash. His thoughts drifted to the replacement database and the trove of personal information it held. Could he make it work for him? Now that he finally had Camille’s attention, he had to keep her interested.
Paul put Lilly on the leash and rushed for the door. A wild idea had popped into his head and he needed to walk and think it through. He hurried past the elevator and took the stairs, as he’d been doing since his coffee with Camille. In the lobby, Mrs. Olson, an elderly woman who lived on his floor, seemed weighed down by a large sack of groceries. Paul stepped toward her. “Let me carry those for you.”
“But you were headed out and I’m going upstairs.”
“It’s okay. We don’t mind.” Paul slipped Lilly’s leash over his wrist and took the bag. His plans could wait a moment. On the elevator, Mrs. Olson chatted about the high cost of fresh produce, but Paul wasn’t listening. His mind raced with dangerous ideas. He carried the sack into his neighbor’s kitchen, then pounded down the stairs again.
Outside, the cold grabbed him like an icy glove. Yesterday had been sixty, so today’s nearly freezing weather was a bit of a shock. Temperature swings had been common for years, but Paul’s soft, indoor body never got used to them. He wished he’d put a sweater on Lilly, but they wouldn’t be out long.
He buttoned his coat and strode to a nearby park, where he could walk and think. The idea kept churning as he looked at it from every angle. With twenty-one percent unemployment, jobs were a valuable commodity and those that offered med cards were a premium. What if he could arrange for someone in the replacement database to land a position they coveted? What would he have to do? First, he’d have to find someone who was ready to retire, or hell, even needed to be fired. Then he’d have to target the neediest of the three candidates and offer them the job for a price. Would they pay fifteen or twenty thousand? Why not? Level C positions all had high-end med cards, and the savings of not paying for health insurance was worth that much annually.
The real question was: Could he pull it off? Could he arrange for someone to be fired and also manipulate a supervisor into hiring a specific replacement? As a techie in the personnel department, he had no influence on Level C positions, but he did have access to files and he could take a behind-the-scenes approach. The idea excited and frightened him at the same time. It had to be illegal and he’d never willingly broken the law before. He knew how to hack into web pages and social networking sites, but he’d only done it a few times just to see if he could. Paul suspected that posting offensive statements on someone’s WorldChat page might not be enough to get them fired, unless they were already on the edge. He might have to be more aggressive. The thought gave him a burst of energy. He could remake himself inside and out. He could become one of those people who took chances and lived life fully.
“What do you think, Lilly? Can I pull it off?”
She whined to let him know she was cold. Paul spotted a cart vendor and bought a cup of tea to sip on the walk home. Darkness had fallen and he wanted to get back inside before he got mugged. His mind turned to the mission he had planned. Twenty thousand was a lot of money, even for a federal C-Level position. He’d have to scour the database for an ambitious type, then contact them anonymously to gauge their interest.
Tonight though, he would search the net for good-looking actors until he found the perfect new nose.
The next morning, Paul passed through the body scanner in the Personnel and Payroll Management Office, where he’d worked for eight years. He’d seen a lot of changes in that time, and most involved adding security and consolidating personnel. On the other side of the scanner, the female member of the security team touched his shoulder and signaled him aside.
“Didn’t we do this recently?” Paul spoke lightly, hoping his irritation didn’t show. It had been exactly thirteen workdays since he’d been randomly chosen to be searched, and it was the fifth time in the three years since they’d increased security. Others in the building had never been selected. He doubted if they used an algorithm and he was insulted by the insinuation that he could suddenly become a terrorist.
“Did we?” The security guard was coffee-colored and beautiful, but she never smiled. “Set your briefcase on the table and step up to the iris scanner.”
Paul did as instructed, then walked behind the white-canvas privacy divider and allowed the guard to pat him down more thoroughly than the TSA did. He wanted to comment that she was the only woman who ever put her hands on his body, but any sexual innuendo would get him fired.
“Thank you, Mr. Madsen.” The security guard dismissed him, and as Paul headed for the elevator, he realized he didn’t know her name.
As he sat down at his desk, his NetCom lifted out of the flat metal surface and the screen came to life with rotating images, many of Lilly and Isabel. His touched his control pad and a login box appeared. Paul checked the time: 7:40. He still had twenty minutes before his workday started, and he was determined to conduct this arrangement on his own time. He logged in with a press of his thumb in the corner of the pad and opened the replacement file.
Sipping green tea, he began to search for the key elements he’d mentally listed for his target as he lay in bed the night before, unable to sleep: 1) more than three dependents, 2) a salary less than a hundred thousand a year, 3) rapid job changes, and 4) alimony payments. He hoped to find at least several candidates, check who they were listed to replace, then pick the one connected to the most vulnerable federal employee.
Within ten minutes, Paul was surprised to find two prime targets: Darren Fredricks and Alan Rathmore. Fredricks was CFO of MobileTech, a company that produced a line of communicators worn on the wrist. He was a replacement choice for director of technology and innovation. The government job might pay less than what he currently earned, but the medical benefits and networking opportunities would be too good to pass up. Paul opened the federal HR database and uploaded the current technology director’s file, only to find an impeccable service record. Getting him fired would be challenging, even if Fredricks was willing to pay.
Paul moved to his second potential client. Alan Rathmore was a manager for E-Med, a company that created and maintained software for transitioning patients’ medical records into digital files. Government funding for that effort had dried up after the first debt crisis, but hospitals and clinics were still struggling to make the transition. Rathmore was in line for a position in Health and Human Services. Paul’s pulse quickened. The position would be a huge career move for Rathmore and very tempting bait.
Paul quickly called up the file for Janel Roberts, the woman who held the director of planning position. She’d been in the job only a year and a half and seemed under-qualified. She had two teenagers listed on her health plan and a warning in her file about attendance. Roberts was definitely weak, and a couple of ideas popped into Paul’s head. He checked the clock. A few more minutes before his workday started. He perused Janel Roberts’ file, memorizing the details. Occasional pangs of guilt for what he had planned made him pause, but he reminded himself that she’d get a severance package and ninety days of unemployment benefits. It was more than most terminated workers received.
As his NetCom clock rolled over to 8:00 a.m., Paul closed the files and opened the project he was working on for the Pentagon’s payroll program. He always gave a full day’s work for his salary.
Throughout the morning, his thoughts kept straying to Alan Rathmore and how he should approach the potential client. A quick anonymous message from a disposable iCom seemed safest. What if Rathmore was offended by his offer? Would he report the incident for investigation? Paul considered what he would do if someone approached him with such an offer. The old Paul would have simply ignored it. The new Paul might take the risk.
On his lunch hour, he braved the cold wind to buy a prepaid iCom from a street vendor in Triangle Park. Vendors were everywhere now, selling out of carts and backpacks, as people tried to make a living however they could. Just having the device in his pocket made Paul feel daring. After work, he fortified himself with a vegetable stir-fry from Chinatown Express, then walked ten blocks south to a different park. That was the one thing about D.C. that hadn’t changed. It still had parks everywhere, but they were filled with homeless people now.
The bitter weather kept the homeless in their tents so he had the park bench to himself. If the feds ever traced the call, he didn’t want to be near his apartment or his workplace. He practiced what he would say a few times, then finally spoke Rathmore’s number into the iCom. He followed it with the command, “Text.” He would speak his message out loud, and the iCom would transfer it to text. He didn’t want Rathmore to hear his voice yet.
“I have a proposition you can’t refuse,” Paul said, trying to sound confident. “I can arrange for you to land a Level C job in Health and Human Services in exchange for twenty thousand dollars. You’ll recoup your investment in less than a year. Let me know if you’re interested.”
Paul used the keypad to make minor corrections in the text and read the message through several times. His heart pounded in his ears with the thought of actually sending it. He’d never done anything like this in his life. Isabel had always chided him for his shyness and accused him of going through life with the brakes on. This was pedal to the metal, Paul thought, then laughed at himself.
A woman walking by looked over at him and smiled, surprising him. Was it the laughter? People never noticed him. Nor had humor ever come naturally.
The woman moved out of earshot. It was now or never, Paul thought. He brought the unit close to his mouth and said, “Send.”
Stomach churning, Paul hurried down the street to a bus stop. The wind cut through his jacket and the sky darkened. How long would it take Rathmore to answer? What if he never did? Paul decided he would give the client twenty-four hours to respond, then throw away the iCom-just in case Rathmore decided to be righteous and report the incident. Paul had no idea who Rathmore would report it to or if anyone would investigate. Law enforcement had restricted budgets and focused their efforts on violent crime, terrorists, and the drug trade. Otherwise, people were expected to look out for themselves in the new order, and frivolous lawsuits were a thing of the past.
A moment later, the iCom beeped and Paul stopped in his tracks. He touched the screen and text appeared. Who are you? What federal position? I want to talk.
Yes! Rathmore was interested. Paul started to speak, then took a breath and reminded himself to be careful. He knew he would have to speak directly to Rathmore sooner or later. Fortunately, he would always have more leverage because he knew his client’s identity.
Paul said, “Respond, voice,” and the unit connected to Rathmore again.
“Who is this? And where did you get my name?” Rathmore took an aggressive tone.
“You’ll never know. That’s the deal.” Paul kept talking, not giving him a chance to argue. “The position is director of planning in HHS. It pays twenty thousand more than what you’re making now.”
“How do you know the position is coming open? No one voluntarily leaves a job with a high-end med card.”
“You’ll have to trust me. And if you don’t want to pay for the position, I’m sure one of your competitors will.”
Rathmore paused. “Are you sure I’m being considered for the position?”
“Yes. I want ten thousand in cash up front and ten thousand when you get called for the interview.”
“I can’t get that much money together. I’ll give you five up front and five after I get my first new deposit.”
“My terms aren’t negotiable.” Paul couldn’t believe he’d just said that. It was as if some tough guy character had taken over his body.
“I’ll have to think about it.”
“You have twenty-four hours to contact me at this number. Send a text.”
“How do I know you’re not a scammer? A lot of people have been burned by phony job auctions.”
“None of those jobs were at this level, and none of the scammers had this kind of information.” Paul waited while his client considered his options.
After a moment, Rathmore said, “Give me a week to see if I can raid my retirement fund or max out my credit limit.”
“Forty-eight hours.” Paul hung up.
Once it was over, his legs shook so hard, he stumbled to the bus stop bench and sat. He was not cut out for this kind of thing. He tried to imagine himself collecting a bag full of cash and getting away unseen. His heart raced at the thought. It wasn’t too late to back out-but he didn’t want to. As terrified as he was, he’d never felt more empowered and engaged. He was finally taking control of his future. He was a player now, and there was no turning back.



Chapter 6


Mon., May 8
Lara woke to the sound of beeping. Disoriented at first, she sat up and grabbed her 9-millimeter off the nightstand. The hotel room came into focus and she remembered where she was. The beep was her six o’clock wake-up alarm from her iCom.
She heard her roommate moving around, so she put her weapon in the nightstand drawer and pushed out of bed. After splashing cold water on her face, Lara did thirty pushups and thirty crunches on the carpeted floor. Any other day, she would have completed a vigorous kickboxing workout as well or taken a ten-mile run, but the competition began this afternoon and she needed to save her physical energy. At forty-two, she was the oldest contestant, but she was also in excellent physical condition. She counted on her quick reflexes and ability to think ahead to give her an edge. The combination had served her well as a police officer…except that one time.
Out in the shared area, Lara sat at the small table and cut up one of the peaches she’d purchased. She tossed it in the blender with two tablespoons of whey protein, a teaspoon of flax seed, and a cup of yogurt. She’d forgotten to bring cinnamon for flavor.
At the sound of the blender, Kirsten rushed out of her bedroom. “What are you doing?”
“Making breakfast.” Lara poured her meal into a glass and drank half.
“You know we can order room service?”
“Go ahead.” Lara was shamefully pleased to see Kirsten was not as pretty without makeup. As she finished her meal, she remembered the cameras. Crap. Would the footage editors show her weird food habits to the viewers? Would they be amused or disgusted? Lara had stopped caring about what most people thought of her long ago, and it was unnatural for her to play to an audience. Thank goodness, the viewers only counted for a portion of the total outcome.
She headed for the shower. Orientation started in less than two hours and she still needed her daily fix of online news.
Outside the hotel, Lara waited with a group of contestants for the shuttle to arrive. She pulled on dark glasses against the bright sun and felt a layer of sweat form on her skin. Across the road stood a small grocery store/pharmacy. In the distance to the right, brown fields and chunks of old tarmac surrounded the massive arena buildings, with the Potomac River on one side of the property and greener suburbs on the other.
The shuttle arrived and Lara boarded it, even though the arena was only a half mile away. Her digital instructions that morning had told her to take the shuttle and she complied, not wanting to get herself in further trouble. Other contestants boarded, wearing bright smiles and carrying shoulder bags but saying little. The first round of competition, the Challenge, was the toughest, and half of them would go home by the end of the next day.
They passed through giant iron gates and Lara had the sense that her life was about to change.
Her first stop was the orientation room, which looked like a campus lecture hall with a sloped floor and flip-down seating. Lara grabbed a spot near the back on the end of a row, one of her reasons for arriving early. She hated being trapped in a crowd and needed access to the exits. Remembering the hotel clerk’s revelation that a man had called and asked about her, Lara scanned the room, looking for someone out of place. Attractive contestants filed in, wearing snug athletic clothing over shapely bodies. Media people carrying cameras or Docks stood around the perimeter, occasionally stopping a contestant for a quick interview.
A young female newscaster spotted her and strode over. “I’m Jessie Stark from CNC Broadcasting,” she said, motioning the cameraman to move in. “Are you Lara Evans?” The petit redhead shoved a mic toward Lara’s face.
“Yes, and I’m proud to represent Oregon.”
“How does it feel to be the oldest contestant here today?”
Lara had prepared for the question, but it still stung. “I don’t think about it very much. I’m as physically fit as anyone here, and I’ve trained for this event for two years. I’m ready to compete.”
“What did you do for training?”
“Daily runs and workouts with various types of hand-to-hand combat, simulated war games to heighten my reflexes, water workouts once a week with weights-”
Jessie cut her off. “What about the Puzzle?”
“There’s not much I could do to train for it. I can only hope that thirteen years in law enforcement and seven as a paramedic prepared me somewhat.” The second phase of the competition tested the participants’ ability to quickly analyze a situation and solve a problem. It guaranteed that physical strength alone was not enough to win the overall competition. Most states gave their applicants an IQ test before letting them enter the finals.
“The analysts put your chance of winning at fifty to one. What do you say to that?” Jessie looked a little smug.
“I know the odds are against me, but sometimes the underdog will surprise you.” Lara recalled the time she’d chased down a plane on a runway to stop a murderer, but she kept it to herself. She was uncomfortable with the interview and wanted it to be over.
“Which competitor are you hoping to be paired with in the Challenge?”
Lara had given this some thought, but she couldn’t share her reasons. “At this level of physical fitness, it doesn’t matter. Every contestant will be equally hard to beat.”
“Jason Copeland of Illinois said he wanted to compete against you in the first round. He says at forty-two, you’re the weakest link.”
Lara gave a bright smile. “He must not be very confident.” The two-faced prick.
Jessie leaned forward and her voice softened. “Some pundits say you might draw sympathy from older viewers and survive the Challenge only because of that. How do you feel about the sympathy vote?”
Lara bit her tongue to keep from saying bullshit. “That’s nonsense. Viewer demographics are skewed young and are definitely not in my favor.”
Jessie spotted the Adonis-like competitor from Texas and clicked off the mic. “Thanks for your time.” She signaled her cameraman and rushed after her next sound bite.
Lara took long slow breaths to center herself. She couldn’t let anything personal or emotional distract her from competing at her best. She wished she knew what was in store for her beyond the elevated maze. The competition was different every year to keep states from copying the Gauntlet for their regional tryouts. The organizers wanted each phase to be a surprise for the participants and the viewers. That element kept the pay-per-view money coming.
At ten o’clock, the employment commissioner strode onto the stage. Sizable and handsome in a charcoal suit, he seemed like a different man from the one she’d found on the floor two days ago, clad in black leather and bleeding from his shoulder. Lara couldn’t detect any sign he was favoring a gunshot wound. He must have injected a numbing agent around the wound before making the public appearance.
The commissioner leaned into the mic. “Welcome, everyone, to the Gauntlet, now in its third year. Congratulations to each of you for being the best in your state. The grant-money prize is bigger than ever this year, thanks to our co-sponsor, AmGo, which plans to build a distribution center in the winner’s hometown.”
The crowd interrupted with applause. Thaddeus Morton smiled for the viewers, showing perfect white teeth, and waited for the noise to settle down. “We’ve designed a whole new set of scenarios that we think will be both challenging and fun.”
Lara suppressed a grunt. Fun for the viewers. For the contestants, the rounds were carefully planned versions of hell.
The commissioner continued. “In the new spirit of national unity, we’ve added a teamwork component to the first section of the Challenge. To enter the main arena where you will compete against each other, you and your opponent must first work together. You’ll be given only five minutes to realize your challenge and work as a team to unlock the door. If you fail to enter the arena in the time given, neither contestant will earn any points for the Challenge, but the person who completes the courses first will proceed in the competition.”
Groans filled the auditorium. Lara tried to visualize what they had in mind by teamwork and who she would be paired with. She hoped it was a woman, thinking a female might be more cooperative, but quickly realized it didn’t matter. Everyone in the room would do whatever it took to earn points. For each of the five phases, the viewers could award up to 25 popularity points in addition to the 50 given automatically to the winner of the phase. In the end, the points determined which contestant went home with the grand prize.
“You won’t know your time slot or competitor until a half hour before your turn at the Challenge. The pairings will be announced every hour and a half.” Morton pointed to a four-foot digital screen hanging near the main entrance. “The start times and pairings will be posted throughout the arena. If you go back to your hotel room, please check your iComs regularly.” In a less friendly tone, he added, “As you already know, anyone caught watching the streaming feed of the contest will be immediately disqualified.”
People from around the world would watch the daily coverage of the Gauntlet, but Lara wouldn’t see any of the events until it was over. Blocking the competitors from viewing was a level of fairness that kept the last contestants in each round from having an advantage by knowing what to expect. The rounds were timed and each contestant went into the arena with the same knowledge.
Lara shifted in her chair, feeling impatient. Waiting to compete was how most of her time here would be spent. She planned to read nonfiction on her Dock and watch breaking news. She would interact with the other contestants just enough to keep the viewers happy.
The commissioner went over a few new rules and outlined specifics of how the grant money would be awarded. Near the end, he said, “The Challenge begins this afternoon at one, Eastern Standard Time, with Kirsten Dornberg of Florida and Lara Evans of Oregon.”
Lara’s heart missed a beat at the sound of her name. She and her roommate were scheduled first and it wasn’t likely a coincidence. Was the director trying to flush them out early or capitalize on their little squabble in the hotel room? Lara decided it didn’t matter. She was excited to compete early. Waiting was not her strong suit. She was also pleased to be paired with Kirsten. She’d asked the commissioner to set her up with someone tall because shorter contestants performed better when balance was required. Had he followed through or had Minda made the decision after reprimanding her and Kirsten? Either way, Lara planned to beat the Amazon woman fairly.
Pulsing with energy from not working out yet, Lara was eager to get going. She glanced toward the exit, wondering if she could leave, even though Morton was still speaking. A blond, medium-sized man stood near the door, intently watching the commissioner. Was that Bremmer, the overheated boyfriend who’d shot at her? It sure looked like him. What was he doing here? Was he keeping an eye on his lover… or had he followed her and asked about her at the hotel?
Lara jumped from her seat and strode toward the man, thinking she would drag him out of the room and confront him. He saw her coming and a look of recognition flashed on his face. The man bolted as Lara heard her named called again and had to turn back.



Chapter 7


Six and a half months earlier: Tues, Nov. 15
Paul woke from a heart-pounding dream, realized today was the money drop, and broke into a sweat. He’d never experienced this kind of anxiety before. His sedate, predictable life had disappeared.
Determined to calm his escalating pulse, Paul emptied his mind and began his morning routine. While he brewed a pot of jasmine green tea, he took Lilly out for her morning pee. When he got back, he carried his mug and his Dock to the chair by the big window and read selective sections of the Wall Street Journal. Usually he would search the internet for a new charity, but today he felt impatient, so he went to the Transitions website and quickly donated ten dollars. He’d begun the daily routine of contributing when he landed his federal job. He knew he was lucky, and starting his day by sharing with those less fortunate kept him from feeling guilty when he read the news.
He set his Dock on the table by the door, plugged his VEx device into his NetCom, and positioned himself on the area rug for his morning workout. He pulled the VEx cap over his head, set the timer for twenty minutes, then began a series of movements that somehow managed to make his heart rate escalate without him breaking a sweat. The best thing anyone had ever invented.
Afterward, he forced himself to complete fifty stomach crunches, hating every single one. Lilly watched and gave an occasional sympathetic whimper as he grunted his way through them. They hurt a little less today, but it was only because he was distracted by the events ahead.
After work he would pick up ten grand in cash from Alan Rathmore. Paul had planned the exchange carefully so they would not meet face to face, but he was keenly aware that things could still go wrong. He did twenty pushups, a new addition to his workout, then showered and ate his usual oatmeal and fruit for breakfast.
He’d loaded his backpack the night before with jogging pants, a t-shirt, a fake mustache, and a wig with collar-length blond hair. He always wore black athletic shoes, so they would serve him for both work and the mission afterward. He grabbed his Dock, slipped it into the outer pocket of the backpack, and hurried downstairs to catch the bus.
The morning went quickly as Paul immersed himself in writing code to fix a glitch in the federal compensation software. But the afternoon dragged, and Paul found himself watching the clock and thinking of
leaving early for the first time since the flu outbreak in 2019.
A knock on his door brought welcome relief. “Come in.”
Camille stepped into his office, every curve in her body accentuated by a tight-fitting, one-piece pantsuit. The black and blonde combo nearly gave him an erection.
“Hey, Paul. I can’t get into the pay-grade file and I need your help.”
Paul popped out of his chair, excited to show off his sleeker stomach. “Of course.”
He followed Camille to her workspace, enjoying the view of her lush butt, but wondering about what her personal visit meant. In the past, she would have simply sent him a message and he would have dealt with her issue remotely. A little burst of joy filled his heart as he realized that Camille coming into his office for such a small thing meant she wanted to spend time with him. He couldn’t wait to get his new nose. As soon as he had the first half of the money, he would schedule his procedure. He’d already visited the Surgical Arts Center for a consultation.
As he checked her login access path, Camille stood close by and he could feel her presence like a warm caress. After a moment, she said, “Thaddeus Morton is speaking at the Hyatt Regency next Thursday night to raise money for Transitions. Will you be there?”
Paul turned, surprised. “I hadn’t planned to attend. Why?” He rarely participated in social events because he was embarrassed to always go alone.
Camille shrugged. “I knew you were involved with the charity and thought you might be interested.”
Was she hinting that he ask her to go? Had she noticed his weight loss? Paul’s nerves jumped with uncertainty. If he asked and she said no, he’d die of shame. If she wanted to be his date and he didn’t ask, he’d kill himself for being so cowardly. “I am interested. I love the work Transitions does with older foster kids. Were you planning to attend?” Paul watched her face carefully, desperate to get a read from her.
“The ticket is too expensive for me.” She smiled warmly, her big blue eyes pulling him in. “I thought if you were going, you might mention me to the employment commissioner.”
Paul worked up his courage. “I’d love to take you as my guest.” He could hardly afford one ticket, let alone two, but she was worth it.
Camille’s eyes registered a hint of surprise. “I’d like that too, Paul, but I’ve already made other plans.” She smiled again and touched his shoulder. “We can meet for a drink in the lounge before the banquet.”
Paul’s heart fluttered at her touch, then lurched at her offer. “I’d love to. Should we meet at six?”
“Six-thirty would work better for me.”
That would only give them half an hour. “Okay. Six-thirty at the Hyatt Regency lounge next Thursday.” Paul resisted the urge to say, It’s a date.
Emboldened by his earlier success with Camille, Paul got off the bus and strode toward Garfield Park. He’d picked this location because it was small enough for him to keep watch over and had easy access to the bus line. The day was warmer and he noticed a few joggers in addition to a small homeless camp in the park. Perfect.
He entered a restroom at a nearby fast-food restaurant and moved quickly into one of the stalls. The urinal smell was intense and Paul held his breath while he pulled off his slacks and shirt and stuffed them into his backpack. The near public nudity unnerved him, and he quickly pulled on the athletic pants and t-shirt, an outfit he’d never worn in public before. He dug into the bottom of the backpack for the wig and wig cap. The white nylon wig cap went on easily. He’d already tightened the clips on the wig to fit his head and had practiced putting on both pieces several times. As he turned the artificial hair in his hands to find the center, someone rushed into the restroom and slammed open the other stall door. Paul jumped at the sound and dropped the wig in the toilet. Damn! He fished it out in a flash, but not before the ends got wet. Oh dear God, how could he put that on his head now?
It’s only water, he told himself. And it wouldn’t actually touch his head. Cringing, he pulled on the wig, straightened it as best he could for the moment, and checked his iCom: 5:46 p.m. He still had plenty of time. He secured his thin, fake mustache in place, picked up his backpack, and stepped out of the stall. After studying himself in the mirror to make sure everything looked right, he headed out into the fading evening sun. The wind had picked up and weather reports warned of possible tornadoes from the temperature shifts.
Paul jogged to the park and saw that a few more people were passing through. Good. He wanted to be one of a small crowd. He’d made a trip to the area before contacting Rathmore and scoped out his vantage point-a picnic table from which he could observe the rendezvous bench to his left. Paul stood near the table and stretched the way he’d seen runners do. He was a little early and hoped Rathmore would be too. He was glad to be conducting his mission in the fall, despite the unpredictable weather. Had it been July, they would have had to meet indoors.
After six long minutes of stretching, jogging in place, and keeping an eye on the darkening sky, Paul saw a tall Caucasian man with a gray crew cut approach the bench. He wore a dark blue suit and carried a briefcase, along with a white paper bag. Paul had instructed Rathmore to bring the cash in a plain sack. His thinking was that if the container looked valuable, someone might grab it before he got there. A small paper bag would likely be ignored. Either way, Paul intended to move in and take possession as soon as Rathmore was far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to double back and confront him.
The man in the blue suit sat on the bench at exactly six o’clock. He took out a Dock and began to read. After two minutes, he abruptly slipped the tablet into his briefcase and stood, as though he suddenly remembered he had to be somewhere. The white bag stayed on the seat. As Rathmore walked away, Paul pulled on his backpack and started across the grass toward the bench, about a hundred feet away.
At fifty feet from the bag-his lifeline to a better future-a young man with a dog zoomed up the path on his skateboard. The unleashed Boxer slowed as the pair passed the bench, then turned and trotted toward the sack. The dog sniffed the bag, then grabbed it with his teeth.
No! Heart hammering, Paul sprinted toward the bench, watching in horror as the Boxer trotted off with the cash.
Paul pushed harder, arms pumping, his thick untrained legs weak from the exertion. The dog picked up speed as it ran after its owner, who was still unaware of the distraction. The wind tugged at his wig, but Paul didn’t slow down or grab for it. He kept pumping his arms and legs, working them harder than he had since he’d run from bullies in junior high. Ten thousand dollars! He had to catch that Boxer.
“Put it down!” Paul yelled, desperate to get the dog or the young man’s attention. The skateboarder slowed and turned. He saw the bag in the dog’s mouth and put his foot out to stop. As the Boxer caught up to its owner, the young man reached down to take the sack. Paul sprinted up and grabbed it from the dog’s mouth, tearing the bag a little as he pulled.
“That’s mine.” The words were barely audible as he sucked in rapid gulping breaths. Pain searing his lungs and legs, Paul turned and jogged away with the bag.
“Sorry,” the young man called out behind him. Paul kept moving, grateful the Boxer hadn’t put up a fight. He would have hated to strike an innocent dog to free the bag.
He ran for the sidewalk, wanting desperately to look in the sack, which had been stapled shut. Even more, he wanted to get as far away from this near disaster as he could.
He caught a bus at the corner of South Carolina and 3rd Street and hurried to a seat in the back, next to an older woman who looked displeased to see him take up the space. He slipped off the backpack as he sat down and crammed the paper sack inside. The scent of burger and fries wafted from the paper. The idiot had used his empty dinner sack. No wonder the dog had grabbed it. Paul let out a small nervous laugh. That had been so close, so nearly ruinous. What if the Boxer had torn open the sack? What would he have done? Paul couldn’t bear to think about it. He had the money and Rathmore had no idea who he was. That was all that mattered.
Paul’s heart skittered. Did he really have ten grand in his possession? His fingers itched to tear open the bag, which seemed like the right weight for a stack of bills. But the bus was nearly full and the woman next to him seemed like the type to snoop, so he waited
He exited a few blocks from his apartment complex and entered a crowded McDonald’s, where he headed straight for the bathroom. In the stall, he yanked out the white sack and ripped open the top. Inside were three stacks of gorgeous green bills. Yes! He’d pulled it off. Nearly dizzy with excitement, Paul shoved the bag to the bottom of his backpack. He would count the cash when he got home. He’d stomached all he could of public bathrooms for one day. He pulled off his wig and mustache and changed back into his wrinkled work clothes, shedding his new alter ego.
Being Paul the frumpy programmer again was simultaneously a relief and a letdown. Still, he left the warm greasy air of the restaurant feeling successful and strode into the wind toward home. On the way, he remembered he still had to arrange to have Janel Roberts fired. A few ideas came to mind, but they all made his stomach churn.



Chapter 8


Mon., May 8, 12:58 p.m.
As Lara entered the arena, the cool air made goose bumps pop up on her arms. She’d changed into a snug-fitting, water-repellent bodysuit that wouldn’t keep her warm unless she was moving. She knew from watching the contest in previous years that the huge indoor space was divided into areas with different configurations and had a hallway around the perimeter. From the front section, all she could see was a portion of the gray twenty-foot walls, constructed of a plastic-metal blend that resembled concrete. The windowless space looked like a giant underground bunker, lit up with metal halide lamps and cameras mounted everywhere.
Kirsten came in behind her and they took their spots on the large red Xs marked on the floor. The first dividing wall, about thirty feet away, had a wide set of metal stairs leading to a platform halfway up. A door in the middle of the wall had no obvious handle she could see. Lara assumed it was electronically operated. Was it controlled by the viewers?
The director hustled into the room, carrying her oversized microphone. Minda Walters wore a black skirt, knee-high boots, and a pastel pullover. Her assistant and co-host, Serena Panjib, was a step behind, followed by two men with shoulder cameras.
Minda stood in front of the contestants and spoke to the audience. “For viewers just tuning in, welcome to the Third Annual Gauntlet, sponsored by AmGo, makers of the Dock and iCom and a host of other technology that connects us to each other. Today we begin the first phase of the competition, the Challenge.”
The director stepped toward Kirsten. “One of our first two contestants in the 2023 Gauntlet is twenty-four-year-old Kirsten Dornberg, a graduate physical education student, competing for the state of Florida. Welcome, Kirsten. What have you been doing to prepare for the competition?”
Kirsten leaned toward the cameras, showing off her cleavage in a low-cut bodysuit. “I’ve been training at a military base, running obstacles courses, and swimming for an hour a day.”
They’d been coached to give short responses at this point, having been interviewed already in the lobby. Lara thought about her own training at the National Guard center in Salem, where they’d enhanced their courses just for her. The state had given her what little support it could afford.
Minda walked toward Lara. “Our second contestant is forty-two-year-old Lara Evans, ex-police officer and paramedic, competing for the state of Oregon. Welcome, Lara.” A wicked smile played on Minda’s lips. “The pundits are betting heavily against you in this first event. How do you plan to overcome the odds?”
Lara had steeled herself for this kind of bullshit. “I hope to be faster, smarter, and more aggressive than my competitor.”
Minda stepped back and spoke to the viewers. “It’s time to cast your first vote. Who do you think will win this round of the Challenge?”
Lara tried not to think about the millions of people watching. Her body hummed with adrenaline, eager to run and sweat and work her muscles. She glanced around the room, looking for something that would open the door. A variety of objects-plastic rings, spiked weapons, and a big red ball-lined the floor, but the ten-foot heavy black pole caught her eye.
Minda made her final pre-start speech. “As the commissioner mentioned, this first phase involves teamwork. To reach the competition area, the contestants must work together to open the door at the top of the stairs. They have only three minutes to do so. If they fail to open the door in time, neither will earn any points for entire Challenge, but the winner will advance anyway.” She looked at Kirsten, then at Lara. “Are you ready?”
They both nodded and Minda walked between them toward the door. “Let the games begin.”
Kirsten charged forward, but Lara yelled, “Wait. We need a key.” It was a guess, but she trusted her instincts. The teamwork probably involved carrying the key up the stairs together, which meant it was something heavy or awkward, like the long pole.
Her competitor turned back. “What key?” Kirsten glanced around, looking skeptical.
“I think it’s the pole.” Lara was already moving toward it. “It’s the only thing that requires two people.”
Kirsten ran to the other end, and Lara was grateful she didn’t argue. They squatted and lifted together, and Lara was surprised by the weight. On the other end, Kirsten grunted with the effort. They started forward, parallel to each other with pole in front, struggling with the awkwardness.
“Up on the right shoulder,” Lara shouted. “Like a construction worker would carry it. I’ll take the lead.” Lara swung her end out front as she called out directions. Kirsten hung back and together they heaved the pole onto their right shoulders, staggering for a moment under its weight. “Let’s go.” Lara charged forward, bearing more of the weight on her shorter body.
As soon as her foot hit the metal stairs, they began to move. Crap! “It’s an escalator,” she called back. “And it’s going in the wrong direction. Don’t run me over.”
But it was too late. Kirsten had charged forward, moving faster on the level floor than Lara was on the stairs. Kirsten’s momentum knocked Lara to her knees, but the pole kept moving forward while her partner came to a stop. Shoulder searing with pain, Lara struggled to stand on the moving stairs. Suddenly, the escalator stopped. The viewers had voted to give them a break, and the behind-the-scene engineers had complied.
Lara heaved to her feet. “Let’s go.” She pounded up the steps, breathing deeply from the pit of her stomach and pulling along her taller, weaker partner. As she hit the landing, Lara swung left, looking for a place to use the pole. Behind her, the escalator started up again and Kirsten nearly lost her footing before taking two giant steps to reach the platform.
“Hooks above the door,” Kirsten called out, breathless.
Lara looked up and spotted the curved metal hooks on both sides of the black seamless door. Christ! They were six feet off the floor. Kirsten moved toward the hook on the right, making Lara lurch forward. They lined up with the hooks, holding the heavy pole in front now at chest level. Lara’s heart pounded from the effort.
“Can you do it?” Kirsten asked.
“Yes.” Lara didn’t know how, but she would. “On the count of three. One, two, three.” She heaved her end of the pole with all her might. It cleared the tip of the hook by a hair and settled into the big curve, a moment behind Kirsten’s end.
A second later, the black door slid open and both women charged for it. Lara edged out Kirsten by half a step and went through first, running toward the next area. She had no time to celebrate her success or catch her breath. Not only did she have to beat Kirsten to advance in the competition, the Challenge was timed. The faster she completed it, the more points she scored.
The second arena stretched out the length of a soccer field, filled mostly by a deep pit of choppy water. Across the dark pool and six feet above the water lay a maze of wooden beams, each only about ten inches wide. Three main beams connected to the edge of the floor, giving her a choice. Lara instinctively moved left, avoiding the beam in the middle. She slowed as she reached the edge of the water pit. Once she hit the beams, every step counted. If she fell into the water, a six-foot drop, she would have to swim against the tide to reach the other end. She was a good swimmer, but the water would be cold and going against the current would zap her energy for the next phase.
As she started down the beam, moving steadily but with caution, she noticed Kirsten had taken the middle path and was now out in front. Lara kept her pace, not letting her opponent’s lead rattle her. She kept her eyes on the beam just in front of her steps and glanced up occasionally to process the layout. A crossbeam lay ahead and she had to choose: left, right, or straight. Glancing ahead at the configuration, she decided to go left, taking her closer to the edge of the water pit.
The air temperature seemed to drop as she picked her way through the maze, twice having to backtrack after hitting a dead end. Was the coolness because of the vast pool of water or were the viewers messing with them? Lara became aware that Kirsten was no longer out front. She slowed and allowed herself a quick glance over her right shoulder. The young Amazon woman was headed away from her, backtracking from a dead end in the center. Lara was glad she’d avoided the middle beam, but she knew it was time to start making right-fork choices to work back toward the center.
At the next junction, she didn’t step far enough and her heel missed the beam. Her body swayed and her heart skipped a beat. Lara threw herself forward, landing with her upper body on the beam and her legs dangling. She pressed her arms tight against the thick sides. The blow had knocked the wind out of her and she pulled in three long breaths, waiting for her heart to settle down. One at a time, she carefully lifted her legs back up on top of the wooden surface, then slowly brought her arms up until she had them under her chest. From there, she lifted her torso and brought her knees up together into a kneeling position. For the first time in her life, Lara was glad for her small frame.
Still moving carefully, she raised herself into a standing position. Lara took another deep breath and assessed the situation. She was about three-quarters of the way across the water pit and Kirsten, off to her right, had pulled ahead. Lara started forward, picking up her pace and getting back into a rhythm. As she neared a tangle of forks, she heard Kirsten make a yelping sound. A split second later came the splash as her competitor hit the water.
Lara felt no reprieve. They were close to the end, and a straight short swim might be just as fast as zigzagging through the maze. The waves were coming from this end of the pit, though, and the loud chop of the water below made her glad she was still on the beams.
Sensing she was near the end, her body instinctively picked up the pace. Lara had to force herself to slow down, look ahead, and predict the dead ends. Finally, she cleared the last junction and the beam ahead provided a straight line to the edge. Twenty more feet! She held back a bit, not allowing herself to get sloppy.
Relief washed over her as her feet hit solid ground. She’d survived the elevated maze. Lara glanced back to see if she could spot Kirsten in the water. Instead she saw her climbing a ladder off to the right. She sprinted for the door in the middle of the dividing wall, wondering what the hell she would encounter next.



Chapter 9


Tunnels! Dread hit Lara like a punch to the stomach. The next wall, only fifteen feet away, sported three black holes about waist high, each with a circumference of about three feet. Fuck. The tunnels were new to the Gauntlet this year and she felt unprepared. She sprinted for the middle hole, making the snap judgment that it made no difference which path she took.
She threw herself into the darkness, hoping like hell this section of the Challenge would be mercifully short. The height of the tunnel offered just enough space to crawl in a crouched position with her head down. Lara thought that Kirsten, with her long thighbones, might not have that option. A belly crawl would be slower, but Lara realized she would probably rotate between the two, depending on the pain and how long this section lasted. She listened for the sounds of her opponent in the tunnel behind her, but heard only her own labored breathing and a tiny humming noise.
After a few minutes of crawling in total darkness, her knees began to ache, even though the tunnel was constructed of thick pliable PVC. Lara tuned out the pain and the closeness of the walls and kept plowing forward. She decided that not being able to see anything was marginally better than being constantly aware of the tight space and potentially endless duration.
The pain in her knees forced her into a belly crawl. Once she was prone, she could lift her head and see out front a few feet. A tiny red light moved along the tunnel ahead of her. A motion-activated camera. The clever bastards didn’t want the viewers to miss this agony. Lara forced herself to stop scowling. She needed fans and thumbs-up voters.
Her hand touched something soft and oily. The thing moved and she suppressed a vocal reaction. A snake. They’d put a fucking snake in the tunnels-likely more than one. Lara paused for a brief moment, hoping it would slither away. It’s harmless, she told herself, crawling forward. They wouldn’t use poisonous snakes. Knowing it was ahead of her somewhere made her move a little slower.
A moment later, the floor began to slope downward. Lara tried to focus on the ease of the descent rather than the feeling that she was crawling down into hell. The tunnel curved to the right, then ten feet later, she came to a fork, barely discernable in the dark. Oh crap! Another maze. Lara chose left again, acting on impulse. In the blackness, there was no logic to apply, no pattern to analyze.
Forearms aching, she pushed back onto her knees and picked up speed. With her head down, she didn’t see the dead end and slammed straight into it, sending a shock of pain down her neck and spine. The bastards! They’d made the event more difficult this year as well as more physically punishing. With no room to turn around, she had no choice but to crawl backward to the fork.
She hadn’t practiced this skill at the National Guard training camp, but it made no difference. She would conquer whatever they threw at her. As she neared what she hoped was the fork, she heard clomping sounds somewhere in the tunnel behind her. Oh no. If Kirsten had passed the fork, then she was in the same branch tunnel and would have to back out too. In that case, her opponent would reach the fork first and take the lead.
Lara pushed herself harder, hoping Kirsten was still in the main tunnel. As she huffed backward, the clomping sound grew closer. A moment later, Lara’s foot came in contact with Kirsten’s head, and the big woman let out a startled sound.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“It’s a dead end,” Lara called out. She hated to assist her competition but she had no choice.
Kirsten backed away without a word. Lara backed up too, keeping pace. A worst-case scenario played out in her mind. What if Kirsten, out front after they made the turn, ran into a snake and froze up or got injured and couldn’t go any farther? Was there more than one correct path to the other side? Or would they both be disqualified for not completing the course?
Behind her, Lara heard Kirsten make the turn and crawl off to the right. She followed and quickly caught up. Forearms and knees aching, Lara cursed herself for going left. If she’d made the correct decision, she would have a healthy lead by now.
Moments later, the crawling body ahead of her stopped. Another fork? Lara’s brain scrambled to sort out her options. If she followed Kirsten to the end, her competitor would finish first, earning big points. Or if Kirsten hit a dead end, they would both have to back out and Lara would be in the lead again. If she took a different tunnel, the outcomes were more divergent. She would either take the lead, get lucky, and win by a good margin-or hit a dead end, while Kirsten finished way ahead of her. Those were only the best-case scenarios. They could each encounter more forks, more doubling back.
A soft pressure on the back of her ankle made Lara cringe. She kicked and sent the snake on its way.
Her opponent began to move, and Lara learned by feel that Kirsten had gone to the right, leaving the left tunnel open to her. Even though she never gambled with money, Lara was a natural-born risk taker. She crawled to the left, preferring to win or lose by a wide margin than to follow Kirsten through the tunnels like a coward, hoping to hit a dead end.
After five minutes, she dropped back to her stomach and belly crawled along the sloping, curving tunnel. Her muscles ached from the strain, the darkness was oppressive, and anxiety started to build. What if she hit another dead end and had to back all the way out? How long had she been in here? It seemed like hours. Lara no longer cared what her expression looked like to the viewers. This was torture and they might as well know it. Lara used her anxiety to get back on her knees and push harder.
Her forearms, knees, and neck screamed with pain. Had the designers realized the tunnels would hurt this much? She’d known from watching the first two Gauntlets that some challenges and one-on-one battles could be painful at times, but she hadn’t expected this.
Finally, a dim light appeared in the tunnel ahead. Yes! The opening looked about thirty feet away. Lara kept her pace, chest heaving with relief. Moments later, she blinked from the brightness of the lights as she stuck her head out of the tunnel. The drop to the floor was only two feet down, so Lara leapt out like a heavy cat, landing on her hands and knees. She grunted from the blow and struggled to her feet.
Her opponent was nowhere in sight. Lara charged for the elevator-style door built into the dividing wall fifteen feet away. It opened as she neared, then suddenly slammed shut just as she reached it. What the hell? Were the viewers punishing her or was this engineered into the design? She looked around for a control mechanism and saw nothing-no hooks, no buttons, no secret panels.
Anxiety mounting, Lara glanced over her shoulder to see if Kirsten was exiting behind her. There was only a single opening on this end. Yes! Kirsten had to have encountered a dead end. Or possibly the other route had joined the main path somewhere and her opponent was already in the third arena. Either way, Lara needed to get through the door and fight her way through one more section of the Challenge.
She tapped the wall around the door, hoping to trigger a response. Nothing. Desperate, she ran back to the wall where she’d crawled out of the tunnel, then turned and charged for the door again. As she hit the same spot on the floor, the pocket door zipped open. Lara dove through, tucking and rolling to minimize the impact. The door slammed shut behind her.
She sat for a moment, taking in the new arena and catching her breath. Kirsten was nowhere to be seen, but the realization gave her little comfort. The arena contained another pit of water. This one was smaller and featured a massive wall across the middle that rose ten feet out of the blackness. Too high to go over, the competitors would have to go through it. Lara’s gut tightened at the thought of swimming through an underwater tunnel. Sadistic! She’d trained in the pool at the Y and even done some ocean swimming, but she was no Navy SEAL.
Pushing to her feet, Lara appreciated her poly-blend bodysuit and water-sport Keens. She hustled to the edge of the fake-concrete pit and dove in. The chill of the water stunned her and she lost her focus for a moment. As she surfaced, a giant wave sent her tumbling back to the edge. The waterline, a foot below the surrounding floor, gave her nothing to cling to. Another wave slammed her into the pit wall. Hell! How was she supposed to cross this turbulence?
Lara heard the door slide open and turned to see Kirsten run through. Damn. She’d lost her lead and suspected the viewers had penalized her for being out front.
Lara pushed off the wall with both feet, swimming with an aggressive overhand crawl. No waves came at her and she made good time getting to the obstruction in the middle. She sucked in a deep breath and dove under water, looking for a tunnel to swim through. The dark water against the dark gray wall made it difficult to see and she had no idea how deep the pit was. Holding her breath, she swam back and forth along the middle of the obstruction, finding no opening. Her lungs started to burn and she felt lightheaded, so she swam hard toward the light above. She burst through the surface and gulped in air. It would take forever to search the entire wall, Lara realized. The discouraging thought affected her body and she felt the first sign of real fatigue.
It couldn’t be that hard, she mentally countered, treading water and trying to revive her spirit. Kirsten splashed through the water behind her, so Lara dove again, heading to the left and deeper this time.
To her surprise, Kirsten followed. Lara felt the big woman’s looming presence in the dark water like a shark coming after her. About ten feet away and another two feet down, Lara spotted the edge of a round shape in the wall. The pass-through tunnel!
Knowing she didn’t have enough air to reach the opening and swim through it, however damn long it was, Lara surfaced again. She swam to the left, aiming to position herself parallel with the opening. Kirsten followed so close, her hands banged into Lara’s feet as they swam.
Lara dove for the underwater tunnel. As she reached the opening, nearly five feet across, long fingers wrapped around her right ankle and pulled her back. Lara kicked free, but Kirsten grabbed her hair. As Kirsten dragged her down, lights suddenly came on underwater.
Kirsten let go and Lara struggled to the surface, lungs burning with the need for oxygen. Her competitor surfaced too, a few feet closer to the center wall. Gulping air and treading water, Lara tried to assess her situation. Kirsten was bigger and a more powerful swimmer, and Lara no longer trusted her to compete fairly. She hoped the judges would disqualify her competitor, but they may not have seen the grab. Going into the underwater tunnel with Kirsten now seemed dangerous. She was screwed.
Lara watched as Kirsten dove underwater. She decided to follow at a safe distance and hope to make up the time in the next component, if there was one. As she started to dive, Lara heard a loud sucking sound. She quickly resurfaced and saw the right half of the wall disappear under the water. Holy shit. The viewers had given her a break.
Lara swam across the area where the thick barrier had been, wondering what would happen if the wall suddenly rose again. As she visualized it happening, she felt the water gush out from under her. The barrier surfaced, catching her prone as it shot into the air. She stayed down until the ride came to a stop. Now she was perched on top of the wall, ten feet in the air. She scrambled to her feet and sprinted a few yards across the top of the barrier before it could recede.
On the other side, more dark water stretched out in another hundred-foot section of the pit, but it looked like a straight swim. Just as she was about to jump, Kirsten bobbed to the surface on her left. Lara changed her mind and dove, knowing she would need every extra second.
She hit the water with a sting, but came up swimming. Her opponent was a few feet back, but gaining. Suddenly, rubber balls in all sizes bombarded her, riding the waves. Lara kept her head down, dodging what she could and letting the rest bounce off. She had no idea where Kirsten was or how far she was from the edge of the pit. Lara just kept stroking hard and wishing it to be over.
She broke through the last wave of balls and saw the edge. If a ladder existed to help her out, she didn’t see it and didn’t waste time looking. Lara reached up for the edge, a foot above the waterline, and hooked a few fingers over. She lifted herself enough to swing her other arm to the ledge. Years of painful pull-ups and hours at the rock climbing gym paid off and she hauled herself out of the water.
Lara glanced over to see Kirsten struggling, and failing, to climb out. She bolted for the door, and it opened with ease to let her through. On the other side, Minda and her camera crew were waiting to interview the winner.



Chapter 10


Six and a half months earlier: Thurs., Nov. 17
Paul finished his VEx workout, which he’d added ten minutes to, then hurried to the bathroom to check his weight. Lilly followed, sensing his excitement. Paul stepped on the scale. Down another pound! The MetaboSlim diet pills he’d bought online were really working. He lifted his shirt and gazed at his bare stomach.
“Look at that, Lilly. My muscles are starting to show.” A shiver of pleasure surged through this torso. “Wait ’til I get my new nose to go with my new body. You won’t even recognize me.” Now that he had the money, he’d made an appointment and asked for the time off. He planned to buy several money orders to pay for the procedure. His own bank would never see the cash.
Another thought sent him scurrying for the shower. Tonight he would meet Camille for drinks. He’d gone ahead and bought a ticket to the Transitions fundraiser, so he’d have an excuse to dress up for Camille and somewhere to go after their date. He wanted Camille to think of him as a social man about town, someone she would want to be seen with. The banquet would also give him an opportunity to chat with Thaddeus Morton again. If he could arrange to get Camille on Morton’s replacement list, she’d be grateful and see him in a new way.
As Paul dressed for work, a dark thought threatened to ruin his mood. Today he also had to start his campaign to get Janel Roberts fired. He’d planned his strategy, but put it off because it was distasteful to him. Now it was time. Rathmore expected results, and Paul needed the rest of the money.
“You’re early today, Mr. Madsen.” The security guard nodded but didn’t call him aside.
“I’ve got some things to catch up on.” He tried to smile, but didn’t pull it off. It bothered him that she noticed he was early. Paul didn’t want anything about his behavior to attract attention. He’d come at seventy-thirty so he could hack into Janel Roberts’ message center on his own time, but not in his own workspace. He headed for the elevator, his oatmeal heavy in his stomach.
Paul slipped into the guest office on the second floor and used the NetCom to craft a text, which he’d thought about in detail and had memorized. The recipient was Janel Roberts’ boss-Jay Brewer, Director of Health and Human Services and a married man. The message was coded to read as though it had been sent from Janel’s message center. Paul used subtle language, but in essence the subtext said: I need more autonomy and I’m willing to have sex with you to get it. He scheduled the message to send later that morning and slipped back out into the empty hall. The phony text was just the first step. He had a more direct and dangerous mission planned for that evening.
Two meetings and a monthly maintenance purge of the payroll database kept Paul busy all day, and he managed to keep his personal plans out of his thoughts until quitting time. On the bus ride home, he fidgeted so much the older woman sitting next to him moved. What if Camille stood him up? She hadn’t mentioned their date when they’d brushed arms leaving the afternoon meeting. Paul let himself think about Camille because it was less nerve-wracking than dwelling on his plans for the middle of the night.
At home, he ate a quick microwave meal, showered again, and dressed in a dark gray suit with a maroon tie. Men’s business fashion hadn’t changed in a hundred years and that was fine with him. It was one less thing to screw up.
The hotel lounge was dark and quiet with soft seats and even softer music. Paul found a table near the entrance, so Camille would see him as she walked in. He ordered a gin and tonic, something his foster mother would drink, and tried to look casual.
At 6:40, Paul accepted that Camille wasn’t coming. He should have known. He downed half his drink and stood to leave for the banquet upstairs. As he reached for his IDB card, Camille walked up. She wore a slim-fitting dress that matched his maroon tie and her blonde hair was piled on top of her head, making her seem even taller. Her beauty soothed his crushed heart.
“Hi Paul. Sorry I’m late. There was a multiple shooting near Dupont Circle, and the police rerouted traffic. It was a nightmare.”
Paul was so happy to see her, so mesmerized by her long exposed neck and cleavage, he barely registered her excuse. “I’m glad you’re here. Can I buy you a drink?”
“Sure. I’ll have a glass of chardonnay.”
She slipped into a chair and Paul signaled the cocktail server. After the young man took the order, Paul checked his iCom. The banquet started in seventeen minutes. He opened his mouth to speak and realized he didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t exactly share what he’d been up to lately.
“That meeting sure went long today,” he said, with an accompanying eye roll. “I couldn’t believe Stacia read every line of that memo to us.”
Camille touched the back of his hand. “Let’s not talk about work.”
Paul flushed, feeling foolish, but forced himself to rebound. “What do you have planned for the weekend?”
“The theater with some friends. Maybe some shopping.”
“Sounds like fun,” Paul lied.
“What are you up to this weekend?”
“Uh.” Paul kicked himself for not preparing better. “I plan to get in a workout or two and catch up on my reading.” He sounded boring even to himself.
Her eyes sparked with interest though. “What kind of workout do you do?”
Should he admit he used a VEx? “I jog sometimes.” He had last week, anyway, while chasing a dog.
“I like to stop at the gym and use the elliptical machine.” Camille pulled in her already flat stomach. “The weather is too unpredictable for me to spend much time outside.”
The cocktail server brought the glass of wine and processed Paul’s card with a small handheld device. When he left, Camille asked, “Are you planning to socialize with Thaddeus Morton this evening?”
“I’ll try, but I’m sure he’ll have plenty of people wanting to see him after his talk.”
“He’s a popular man.” Camille touched Paul’s hand again. “I’d love to work for him on the Gauntlet. It would be so much more interesting that HR.”
“But it’s only seasonal work.”
“The director’s job is full-time.” Camille sipped her wine, leaving a hint of maroon lipstick on the glass.
“Do you watch the competition?” Paul asked, not sure what else to say.
She seemed surprised. “Of course. It’s like the Olympics, only intense and entertaining.” She smiled. “And viewers get to participate. Although sometimes I think we all just cancel each other out.”
“That’s why I rarely vote. I don’t trust the system.”
“Will you introduce me to the commissioner?” Camille asked, standing to give him another look at her body.
“Now?”
“Why not? I’m sure he’s in the meeting room now, schmoozing with the attendees.”
“Okay.” Paul was rattled but refused to let it show. He finished his drink, grinned stupidly, and said, “I’m ready.”
They didn’t catch up with Morton until it was nearly time for the program to start. Paul had been practicing what to say since they left the lounge, but as they made their way through the rows of tables to where the commissioner stood, his heart started to pound and the words left him. This would not go well, Paul thought, as they stepped up and stood awkwardly while the commissioner chatted with a stylish silver-haired woman about the foster care system.
After a moment, Morton looked over. “Yes?”
Paul noticed he hadn’t offered a handshake so he nodded. “Paul Madsen. I’m a bronze supporter of Transitions. We met at a fundraiser last year.” Morton nodded back, but showed no recognition. Paul was not surprised. People never remembered him. “I assisted with the auction.” His pitch suddenly came back to him so Paul went right into it. “This is my friend and co-worker Camille Waterson. She admires your accomplishments as employment commissioner, particularly the way you’ve brought business and government together.”
Morton turned to Camille and gave her a warm smile. “It’s nice to meet you. What do you think of the prison reform legislation? I wrote the bill.”
“It doesn’t go far enough.” Camille stepped closer to the commissioner, forcing the silver-haired woman to ease away. “But I’m more interested in the new level of grant money this year for the Gauntlet. Very impressive.”
“AmGo has been a terrific partner. Twenty-five thousand people are now employed as a result of the last two grant competitions.”
“I’d love to work on the Gauntlet if you ever have an opening.” Camille slipped a business card into Morton’s hand.
“Where do you work now?”
“Federal human resources, but I have a background in public relations and broadcasting.”
“I’ll keep you in mind.” The commissioner brought his hands together. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a speech to give.” He abruptly walked away.
Camille touched Paul’s shoulder. “Thank you. I think that went well. See you Monday.”
And his date was over.
Paul found a seat at a table near the back with a small group of women. Three seats were empty and he realized the banquet had not sold out. It was disappointing how few people cared about foster children, especially once they were older. When the kids reached eighteen and the small government checks stopped coming, many foster parents kicked out their charges with no resources and no support. It was brutal treatment for teenagers who already struggled with a lack of life skills. Paul had been lucky. His foster mother had let him stay through college and treated him like a real son. Now he paid Isabel paid back with monthly checks to supplement her social security, which was no longer adjusted for inflation. Paul realized he hadn’t talked to Isabel in a week or so. He would message her tomorrow.
Paul’s alarm went off at 3:30 a.m. He sat up, confused by the lack of light. He remembered his mission and his pulse quickened. He still had little faith he would actually follow through, but he intended to try.
He dressed all in black and grabbed a small screwdriver from the junk drawer in the kitchen. Not sure if he would bother to wear them, Paul tossed his wig and fake mustache into his backpack. He wondered what he was forgetting, what he’d hadn’t planned for. It seemed like such a simple task.
Paul grabbed a coat and hat, told Lilly to behave herself, and took the stairs down to the garage. He’d taken his little Toyota out two days ago to scope out Janel Roberts’ home situation and again earlier that evening to attend the banquet-just in case things went well with Camille. But those were the only two trips he’d made this month. He’d quit driving to work years ago when gas prices topped eight dollars a gallon and had adjusted to the inconvenience.
His anxiety mounted all the way across town. Rain fell in gusty deluges against his windshield, and there was so little traffic he felt conspicuous to be on the road. As soon as he entered the Crestwood neighborhood, a calm sense of determination settled over him. He could do this. He parked on the street near Janel’s house, eyeing her five-year-old Tiguan in the driveway. The neighborhood was so dark and quiet, Paul didn’t bother pulling on his wig. The rain slacked off, giving him further confidence. He called on his long-dead brother for courage and bolted from the car. His plan was to move fast and get it over with, rather than worrying about being quiet or sneaky.
He hurried down the sidewalk and squatted near the Tiguan’s back left tire. After removing the cap, Paul pressed the screwdriver against the stem and let out most of the air. He stepped quickly to the other back tire and sabotaged it as well. He didn’t want Janel to simply throw on a spare and be on her way to work. She needed to be late. She was already on the edge for missing too many workdays and coming in tardy too often. One more late day, plus the sexually-implicit text to her boss would likely put an end to her federal employment. Paul still had to push Rathmore to the top of the hiring process, but he had an idea for that too.
A dog barked loudly next door, startling him. He jumped to his feet and sprinted for his car, even though he’d coached himself not to run because it looked suspicious. As he climbed in, someone yelled at the dog to be quiet. Paul started his car and drove away, thinking he should find a way to help Janel after she got fired.



Chapter 11


“Did you hear?” Camille said, sliding into Paul’s office. “Janel Roberts, the director of planning at HHS, resigned Friday.” His co-worker took a seat and Paul lost sight of her long legs.
His plan had worked! “That’s surprising. Do you know what happened?”
“I don’t, but the rumor is that she’s missed a lot of work.”
“Nobody gets away with that kind of stuff anymore.” Paul shook his head and pushed aside his guilt. Janel would have been fired eventually anyway.
“I wonder who’s on her replacement list.” Camille leaned across his desk like a conspirator.
“You know I can’t tell you.”
She made a face. “That’s okay. We’ll know soon. That’s the one good thing about working in personnel. We get the scoop first.”
“Sometimes it feels like too much information.”
“There’s no such thing.” Camille shook her head playfully and stood. “I wanted to let you know I finished the monthly file purge.”
“Thanks.” Paul wondered if it was too soon to suggest another date. He stood, hoping to find the courage. “How was your weekend?”
“Lovely.” She started to leave, then turned back. “Have you lost weight?”
Paul tried not to beam. “About ten pounds.”
“It looks good.”
“Thanks.” He shifted on his feet. “Would you like to go out for lunch someday this week?” His voiced sounded a little panicked even to him.
“Let me check my schedule.” She smiled and left.
Paul didn’t know what to think. Camille had come into his office for no apparent reason and paid him a compliment, so he was encouraged. But did she really have to check her schedule? Or was she blowing him off?
After work, Paul picked up a second prepaid iCom from a different vendor in the same park. On the bus ride home, he sent a brief text to Rathmore: The position is open. I want the rest of the money by next Tuesday.
He didn’t hear from Rathmore until late the next night. He’d spent the evening reading a new crime fiction novel, but he’d been distracted and worried that neither Camille nor Rathmore had responded to him. At nine he put down his Dock and turned on the big screen for his hour a day of video programming. Isabel always said that any more than that would ruin a person’s mind.
The prepaid iCom beeped and he snatched it up. The text from Rathmore was as brief as the one Paul had sent him: Not until the job is mine.
Paul keyed back: That wasn’t the agreement. I guaranteed the opening and that you would be interviewed. Did they call you?
Rathmore responded: Yes, but I’m not paying the rest until I get hired.
Damn! Paul debated his next move. What leverage did he have? For starters, he knew who Rathmore was and where to find him. He also knew how to get people fired. Adrenaline surged into his chest at the thought. He had power. Paul keyed back: I can also ensure that you’re NOT hired.
He paced the house, waiting for Rathmore to respond. After thirty minutes of distress, Paul settled down to watch a few talk shows in his queue, then got ready for bed. What if Rathmore never paid him the rest of the money? Paul decided he would go ahead with the surgery. He’d pay up front with the cash he had and put the rest on credit. He might also spend some time in the database, looking for another matchup between a vulnerable Level C employee and an ambitious climber.
He stayed after work the next day to take another look at the personal information for the other two candidates in line for Janel Roberts’ old job. There had to be a way to help Rathmore secure the position and guarantee the additional ten grand. He really needed it. Paul decided if everything went well with this arrangement, he’d set up another one and get a chin implant too. He hated the way his face disappeared under his mouth.
If he had any money left over, he’d get some caps too. Women liked straight, white teeth, and he was tired of smiling with his mouth closed. He worried Camille thought he was too somber. Paul knew if given the chance, he could be a fun-loving guy. He’d mentioned the commissioner to Camille that afternoon and she’d agreed to have lunch on Friday. She’d suggested a restaurant a few blocks from their building, saying she had an errand to run on the way and would meet him there. He worried at first she didn’t want to be seen leaving with him, then he remembered Camille always ran errands on her lunch hour.
Paul opened the database and pulled up everything he could on Trevor Jamison. The candidate was already employed by HHS, so Paul also had access to his performance reviews, which, to his dismay, were stellar. Paul stared at the digital photo in the corner of the resume. The man was ridiculously handsome. How to sabotage him? Paul considered the simplicity of letting the air out of Jamison’s tires and making him late to the interview, but he soon realized the difficulty. The interview would take place in the HHS office on Independence Avenue and Jamison already worked in the building.
Could he alter the man’s records in some way? Of course he could. A chill crawled up Paul’s spine. He’d never considered anything so devious. The change would be temporary, Paul told himself. He’d put a few minor glitches in Jamison’s performance reviews, then change them back later. It was no guarantee Rathmore would get the job, but Paul felt like he had to do something.
The second candidate, Ashley Summers, had an impressive resume and currently worked for JB Pharma in its community health division. Would she even consider the position? Paul wondered. Pharma companies paid well and offered high-end med cards. Paul predicted Ms. Summers would interview for the position and use it as leverage to squeeze more money or stock options out of her employer. He scratched her off his mental list for the moment.
After work, Paul took a walk and sent another text to Rathmore: I’ve done what I can. The position is yours if you don’t blow the interview. I’ll send instructions for the drop later. Have the money ready by Tuesday.
On the way home, he thought about their pending transaction, hoping to come up with a better, more foolproof idea, but creativity had never been his strong suit, despite all the fiction he read. He finally decided to use a plan similar to the first one because it had worked well. Or mostly, anyway. This time he would insist on a sturdy plastic bag that didn’t smell like food. Paul also chose a small restaurant for the meet. After the incident with the dog, he was reluctant to conduct the mission outside. Changing it up was safer.
He sent the information to Rathmore and hoped for the best.
Back in his apartment, he tried to put it all out of his mind. He spent an hour surfing the net, looking at cosmetic procedures. Nose jobs, eyebrow lifts, cheek implants, chin extensions. They could do almost anything to improve a face. Mesmerized by the before-and-after photos, Paul kept clicking and staring at the complete makeovers. He touched the space between his teeth and vowed to get some caps.
As he got ready for bed, he stared in the mirror and tried to visualize himself with a stronger chin. Why not? Everything seemed possible now. He heard the prepaid iCom beep and checked the message. Rathmore said simply: I’ll be there.



Chapter 12


Mon., May 8, 2:14 p.m.
Wet and exhausted, Lara stood in front of the cameras and couldn’t stop smiling. She’d won her first round! She would move forward to the Puzzle. The adrenaline kept coming and she could barely focus on the director’s voice.
“Forty-two-year-old Lara Evans of Oregon has won the first round of the Challenge, beating twenty-four-year-old Kirsten Dornberg of Florida. Lara’s official time is 59 minutes and 12.5 seconds.”
Lara looked at the big digital clock with pulsing red numbers. Could that be right? She felt like she’d been in the tunnels for hours. She tried to remember the competitors’ times from last year, then realized it didn’t matter. The Challenge was different every year.
“You were in trouble for a minute on the elevated maze,” Minda said, her voice breathy. “How did you manage to catch yourself and get back up? That looked impossible.”
“Some of it was luck, but years of martial arts training have honed my reflexes and taught me to go into the fall. So I pushed myself to the beam, rather than lose my balance.” Lara flashed back on the moment, but it was a blur. “Getting up was a slow and careful process. It wasn’t something I could have ever practiced for.”
“No one expected you to win your round of the Challenge, so the analysts and bookies are scrambling. I hear the odds against you have dropped to seventeen to one.” Minda shoved the mic at Lara, as though she’d asked a question.
“The odds have always been against me and I’ve never let it stop me. I think the viewers tested me and I earned their support.”
“You definitely did. After Kirsten grabbed you underwater, the viewers brought the wall down to give you a break. Do you think you could have won without that?”
“We’ll never know.” Lara wanted to remind the director that she’d beat Kirsten in the elevated maze and in the tunnel, but it was better to be gracious. “It was an intense race and Kirsten was a formidable competitor.”
“You have a day and a half before your next event. How do you plan to spend your time?”
“I hope to get permission to leave the arena and see a little of the capital. This is my first visit to D.C.”
Lara saw one of the cameramen swing his focus behind her. Kirsten must have finally come out of the water pit and through the door. Lara resisted looking back.
“Congratulations again.” Minda grabbed Lara’s hand and shoved her arm into the air like a prizefighter. She hoped the viewers were cheering for her in their homes. She would need their popularity points in every phase, especially the final vote. After a moment, Minda nudged her to step aside. It was Kirsten’s last turn to chat up the viewers before heading home. As Lara walked away, pain flooded her legs, but the smile stayed on her face.
She trudged down the wide hallway that circled the arena and passed a technician at a control panel, but no one else. The media only had access to the main lobby area. Lara hoped to find a way out of the building that would allow her to bypass the lobby where many of the contestants hung out. On some level, she wanted their congratulations, yet she’d been a loner for so long, it was habit to avoid social encounters, especially groups.
The gray hallway went on forever, with occasional overhead doors for machinery and a few regular doors for people. Eventually, the hall hooked left and fifty yards later, Lara pushed through double doors into the common area where she’d started. The room held groups of soft chairs, a small cafeteria, and a few NetCom stations that had blocked access to the Gauntlet program and all social media sites. The organizers did their best to keep the participants from learning any details about the arenas before they competed.
A group of contestants swarmed her, offering their congratulations. They slapped her shoulders and gave her high fives, their mouths smiling but their eyes distant, calculating. Even though they couldn’t watch the events, they could see the scoreboards, which were updated constantly.
Jason Copeland gave her a friendly punch to the shoulder. “You kicked ass, old woman.”
Lara fought the urge to put a fist into his solar plexus. “I hear you wanted to go against me in the Challenge, looking for easy points. Seems a little cowardly.”
He grinned. “We’re all here to win, one way or another.”
Aware of the cameras everywhere, Lara grinned back. “Maybe you’ll get a chance against me in the Battle.”
A man with coppery skin and a black ponytail stepped closer. “I’m Makil Johnson, from Georgia. A group of us who don’t compete until tomorrow are having dinner off site. Would you like to join us?”
Still aware of the cameras, Lara reluctantly said, “Sure. Thanks for asking.” She’d beg out of it later. “Do you have a chaperone?” Contestants could only leave the arena and hotel area in groups, and they had to take a chaperone to ensure no one watched the broadcast version of the competition.
Makil nodded. “We’re all set to meet at seven in the hotel lobby.”
“I’ll see you then. You’ll have to excuse me for now. I need to rest for a while.”
“You earned it.” He gave her a nod of approval.
After a hot shower and a small protein and vegetable shake, Lara lay down. Her body was exhausted but she didn’t sleep well even at night, so she would only meditate for a while, then get back up. After a few minutes, the desk NetCom beeped. Lara grudgingly got up to check it. The corner app flashed Video Message.
She tapped to answer and the box enlarged. Michael Quince and Rob Schakowski, her old homicide-unit partners, grinned and shouted their congratulations. Quince did an end-zone dance that made her laugh. She recognized the conference room in the Eugene Police Department, and it warmed her weary bones to see them. Schak had retired the year before, so he’d made a special effort to join Quince. She was a little sad Jackson wasn’t there.
“Hey! It’s good to see you guys. Thanks for checking in.”
“You killed on the first section,” Schak shouted. “In fact, you’re the first woman to finish the Challenge in less than an hour.”
Lara hadn’t realized that. Trust Schak to have the stats. “It’s wickedly complex. I was going on instinct.” They had to be vague when they talked about the contest. Special software monitored the contestants’ conversations with the outside world to ensure they weren’t hearing advance details. “I mostly got lucky.”
“Bullshit. That save was amazing,” Schak said.
Quince, going gray but still gorgeous, cut in. “I about had a heart attack when you went down, but you were so quick to correct it.”
“You were fast in the tunnels too.” Schak still sounded excited, but a beeping noise cut him off. The software didn’t want him talking about tunnels. If Lara hadn’t already competed, their message probably wouldn’t have come through.
“I hated every minute of it. My knees still hurt. Did you know there were reptiles in there?”
“That’s disgusting.” Schak tried not to laugh.
“I’m surprised you were both able to watch the live feed. How did you know when I was going to compete?” They only announced each Challenge a few hours in advance. The software also blocked viewers from the competitor’s state from voting when their representative ran the course. It kept populous states from having an advantage.
“I was watching at home and waiting,” Schak said. “When I heard them announce your name for the first round, I contacted Jackson and came down here. He watched with us, then had to go out on a lead. He’s working a missing persons case.”
The job always came first for Jackson. She loved that about him. “This means a lot to me, guys.” Lara struggled to keep her voice from cracking. “I appreciate the support.”
“When do you compete again?”
“Not until Wednesday. They’ll run Challenges all day tomorrow and post my time for the Puzzle sometime after five.”
“Good luck. Show ’em how smart you are.”
“Thanks.” Emotions she never thought she’d feel again were bubbling to the surface. “I have to go now. Say hello to everyone for me.” She blew a kiss for fun, then felt foolish and signed off.
At six-thirty, she considered going out to dinner with the group who’d invited her, then decided against it. Her inability to eat solid food meant that most social gatherings were awkward for her. People always pushed her to eat and she never did. She also didn’t bother to explain why. Jackson was the only person who knew for sure about her condition and he understood without being told. Guilt was something he lived with too, even though he had no reason for it. Lara’s guilt was well-earned.
She made another small shake with a banana, milk, and protein powder and drank it while surfing the net for news. She felt like a junkie in need of a fix. She normally tuned in to the news intermittently throughout the day, but now she was going on twenty-four hours without any. The headline was a deadly flash flood in Illinois. She thought about Jason Copeland and wondered if he knew. If he did, would it affect his performance? The civil war in Syria was still going on, a tornado had hit the southern states, and summer temperatures were predicted to be in the 115-120-degree range for most mid-Earth locations. On the bright side, a Chinese doctor had implanted an autologous-liver into a patient.
As Lara read the details, the door burst open and Kirsten stormed in. Her roommate stopped between the desk and the couch and blocked the path to Lara’s bedroom.
“You little old bitch.” Kirsten’s face twisted with bitterness and her breath reeked of alcohol. “First, you get lucky in the tunnels, then you earn the sympathy vote. It’s pathetic. I should have won the Challenge.”
Lara started to laugh, then remembered the cameras. Had Kirsten forgotten about them or did she no longer care? “It was a fair competition. I’m sorry you’re going home.” It was the best Lara could do. Without the cameras, she would have told her to fuck off.
“Fair? They handicapped me at every phase because I’m younger and better looking.”
“Get real. I’m sure every male viewer in the audience gave you a constant thumbs-up.” Lara didn’t want this fight, but it wasn’t in her nature to roll over either. She knew it was best to isolate herself now. She started to go around her roommate, but Kirsten stepped in her way.
“I could’ve taken you in the Battle for sure.”
Lara bit the inside of her cheek. “I have twenty years of martial arts training. I don’t think so.”
“Let’s find out,” Kirsten taunted. “Let’s do battle.”
“No thanks. I’m saving it for the contest.”
Lara started past her again, and Kirsten leaned over, causing Lara to brush against her shoulder. Kirsten spun around, grabbed the back of Lara’s hair, and yanked. The pain and aggression sent a white-hot ball of fury into Lara’s brain. Her reaction was primal, beyond her control. She had sensed the move as Kirsten made it, so she threw herself in the direction of the pull, body slamming Kirsten and forcing her off balance. Lara released a quick jab from her waist and connected with her roommate’s soft spot in the hollow of her ribs. Kirsten made a strange grunting sound and went down to her knees. Lara forced herself to step back, rather than deliver a second blow.
“Don’t touch me again.” She spun and headed into her bedroom, where she locked the door. Lara checked her iCom: 7:59 p.m. Crap! The cameras had caught the physical exchange and would now shut off. She sat on the bed and took long slow breaths. Would Minda boot her out for striking Kirsten? It had been self-defense as far as she was concerned, but the director might not see it that way. Her fate depended on how the viewers reacted, Lara realized. This might be one of the circumstances in which Minda polled voters before making a decision.
Lara waited until Kirsten went into her own room, then she pulled on running shoes. She had to get out and work off some steam or she would never get to sleep, even with her meds. Lara strapped on her 9-millimeter, grabbed her room card and her mini-flashlight, and headed out. She would have liked to run through the neighborhood on the other side of the expressway, but she didn’t have permission to leave the property. She crossed the empty lobby and noticed the hotel clerk reading on his Dock. He didn’t look up.
She took an easy run and circled the outer perimeter of the arena property several times, losing track of the count. Her knees ached from the Challenge, so she didn’t push herself.
She re-entered the hotel and stepped on the elevator, thinking about how she would spend her free time the next day. The idea of sightseeing in the middle of the contest seemed weird now, and she decided to hang around the hotel and arena, in case something important about the competition came up.
On the third floor, Lara slipped her card into the slot and pushed open the door to her room. She flipped on the light and let out a startled grunt. Kirsten was on her back on the floor and appeared to be dead.



Chapter 13


Six months earlier: Tues., Dec. 13, 5:07 p.m.
Paul took his third MetaboSlim before leaving work, washing it down with the remains of his afternoon tea. The diet pills were working incredibly well and he was down a pound since Saturday. They also gave him an energy and confidence he’d never had before. Tonight he would need both. Camille had noticed the change in him that afternoon and had commented that he seemed “perky.”
He would have preferred a more masculine adjective, but for someone who’d spent his life on the sidelines, it was great to be noticed. He’d asked Camille for the name of the gym where she worked out and decided he would join. He was beginning to understand that his makeover had to be more than just physical. He needed a social overhaul as well, and joining a fitness club seemed like a good start.
Outside, he peeled off his tie just to be rid of it and walked nine blocks to the nearby gym, battling a cold wind the whole way. His iCom beeped as he arrived at the new facility, so he stood in the lobby and answered it.
“It’s Isabel. Did I catch you at a bad time?”
“No, sorry. I’m hungry, that’s all. How are you?”
“I’m okay, but feeling tired. I’m a little worried about you. Why haven’t you called lately?”
“I’m sorry. I’ve been busy at work and have a lot on my mind. But I’m doing great. I’ve decided to get a nose job.” For some reason he hadn’t told her before. Maybe because it still didn’t seem real.
“Oh Paul.” She hesitated. “I think you’re perfect the way you are, but if it’ll make you happy, then I’m happy for you.”
“Thanks. I’m pretty excited about it.” The woman at the counter signaled him. “I’ve got to go now. I’m joining a gym. I’ll see you Sunday for dinner.”
“A gym? What’s going on? Have you met a girl?”
“I can’t talk about it yet.”
“Okay, but soon. Bye, sweetie.”
Paul spent half an hour touring the facility with a tiny Asian woman, then clenched his teeth and signed a year contract. He hated to spend the money but the wild weather made outdoor exercise nearly impossible and he knew his VEx had limitations.
When he finally arrived home, he took Lilly out for a few minutes, then scarfed down a chicken salad for dinner. Having food in his stomach took the edge off his irritation and he relaxed in front of his NetCom. First, he searched for a cosmetic dentist, then he watched a live cam of a woman in Montana who raised and trained Great Danes. Paul loved the creatures but the thought of owning such a big dog intimidated him. He stroked Lilly as he watched the woman teach a Brindle to sit and wait for permission to eat. “We’re not like that here,” he reassured his little pet.
At eight o’clock, Paul grabbed his wig and mustache from the back of the closet and stuffed them into a backpack. He changed into a pair of dark blue athletic pants and a zip-up jacket, which he’d purchased for the occasion. No one who knew him-and he could count those people on one hand-would ever connect him to someone dressed this way. Now that he belonged to a gym, that might change in the future. He’d arranged the meet for nine o’clock and hoped no one in his complex would see him go out.
By the time he climbed on the bus, the diet pill had reached its maximum potency and Paul’s nervousness faded. He rode to the corner of Florida and Holbrook and headed for a nearby gas station, where he planned to use the restroom. The once-bustling business had only one car at the pump. The dirty metal door on the side of the building was locked, and Paul had to ask for the key. The semi-bald guy in the station booth barely looked at him, and Paul was momentarily grateful for his bland appearance.
He pulled on his disguise and checked his iCom for the time: 8:47 p.m. He headed back out and circled behind the gas station so the attendant wouldn’t see him in the shoulder-length wig, then walked in the direction of the Pizza Hut, where the transfer would take place. If Rathmore had followed directions, he would be there now, sitting in a booth near the door with his back to the entrance. A manila envelope would be on the table, where Paul could simply grab it, turn, and leave. This meet was simpler and less cautious than the previous mission, but Rathmore had followed directions last time, so Paul was less worried about a confrontation now.
The rich aroma of melted cheese and sizzling pepperoni hit his nostrils as soon as he stepped through the glass door, yet neither his brain nor his stomach responded with a craving. Again, Paul was impressed with the MetaboSlim supplements.
Only three tables in the restaurant were occupied, but his eyes were drawn to the one filled with an African American woman in her late twenties and three small children. The group seemed noisy and happy, but Paul thought it was too late for school-age children to be out having dinner.
In the booth nearest the door, he saw the back and shoulders of a tall man. Paul couldn’t be certain it was Rathmore, but the guy had the same short gray hair and long pale neck. The man didn’t turn at the sound of the door closing. Excellent. Paul took three quick steps, bringing him parallel with the back of the booth. He stopped abruptly, grabbed the manila envelope from the table, and spun back around.
As he strode toward the door, a child’s voice called out, “Hey, that man stole something!”
His nerves jumped at the sound, so Paul shoved the parcel inside his jacket, pushed opened the glass door, and pulled up his zipper. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Rathmore rise from the booth. Damn! Was he coming after him? Or pretending to be for the sake of the restaurant’s other patrons? Paul broke into a casual jog, like a man trying to burn a few calories. He heard the jingle of the restaurant door open and close behind him, then the sound of footsteps picking up pace.
Paul sped up, heading for Tennessee Avenue. He’d planned to catch a bus after the drop, but now he just wanted to lose Rathmore. Few businesses were open and he saw nowhere to duck into. He rounded a corner and tried to plan an escape as he ran. The footsteps pounded behind, Rathmore’s long legs closing the gap, his pursuer silent and determined.
Feeling unnerved, yet strangely exhilarated, Paul charged toward Maryland Avenue, where he thought he could catch a bus or taxi. A couple came out of a lounge and stared as Paul and his pursuer raced by. As he reached the corner, Rathmore caught up to him and grabbed his jacket. He tried to jerk free, but the man hung on. Nerves bursting, Paul finally spun around and shoved Rathmore with all his might.
To his surprise, the taller man went down on his butt and cried out in pain. Paul turned and ran, pushing past a group of homeless women to round the corner. No footsteps came after him. He kept running, and two blocks later, waved down a cab.
“You okay?” the driver asked, as Paul climbed in, breathing heavily.
“Yeah. I almost got mugged.”
“You need a weapon.” The cabbie, a middle-eastern looking man, grinned at him in the rearview mirror.
“I think you’re right.”
Back in his apartment, Paul dumped the envelope on his kitchen table and was relieved to see a bundle of cash fall out. When he counted the hundred-dollar bills, he realized Rathmore had shorted him $1,700. What the hell?
Disappointed, but still pleased to have another $8,300 to fund his makeover, Paul wondered how he should handle the shortage. He was tempted to mess with Rathmore’s files, let him struggle a little to explain himself in the interview. As he got ready for bed, Paul decided to let it go. Rathmore had paid $18,300 for the possibility of a better job, and Paul realized there were others just like him.



Chapter 14


Mon., May 8, 9:05 p.m.
Lara reacted first like a paramedic, kneeling next to the victim and pressing two fingers against Kirsten’s neck. She had no pulse. Christ. Lara flashed back to how she and Kirsten had worked together just that afternoon to shove a long pole into a bizarre door key. Now this vibrant young woman was gone. Lara tried not to think about the victim’s parents and how they would react to the tragic news. This time she would not be the one to tell them.
She spotted parallel burn marks in the V above Kirsten’s plunging neckline. Her roommate had been hit by a stun gun.
Her next reaction was pure civilian. She jumped to her feet, looked around in panic, and thought, Oh fuck, they’ll blame me.
After mentally replaying her heated encounter with Kirsten and realizing the cameras had caught it all, Lara’s detective training kicked in. She checked her iCom, then scanned the room in a slow rotation and took it all in. The body was near the door with no sign of struggle and no defense wounds that she could see. The killer had simply come to the door with the stun gun ready and hit Kirsten in the chest as soon as she opened it. Most stun weapons weren’t lethal even at the highest settings, but they could be, and Kirsten was clearly dead. Had her attacker smothered her while she was unconscious?
Why, for christ sake? Kirsten was annoying, but now that she was no longer a contestant, why would anyone come here and kill her? A realization hit Lara like a body slam. The assailant could be Bremmer, the shooter who’d followed her here. The son-of-a-bitch might be worried that she could identify him and now wanted to silence her. Poor Kirsten had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Fuck! Another death on her hands. Rage erupted in her chest and Lara wanted to hit something. She paced the room, trying to decide her next move. She had no choice but to report the body, but as soon as she did, the D.C. police would haul her in for questioning. When they discovered her Taser-which was on the video footage from yesterday morning-they’d keep her in lockup until she could hire a lawyer. That’s what she would do if she were assigned the case. As a detective, she’d also look for a better motive. Even though she and Kirsten had argued, Lara had no reason to kill her. She’d already beaten her in the Challenge, and Kirsten was scheduled to fly home in the morning.
Fighting back anguish, Lara accepted that the Gauntlet was over for her. She’d miss her round in the Puzzle while they questioned her, and afterward she’d probably be quietly sent home with the others who’d failed.
Lara made two decisions. One, she would hide her 9-millimeter, which no one seemed to know she had, so the police couldn’t confiscate it, and two, she would call the employment commissioner before she did anything else. If the killer really was his boyfriend, Morton needed to know Bremmer was out of control. And if anyone could or would keep her in the competition, it was the commissioner. She could still make trouble for him by telling the cops about the shooting incident at his house.
Lara didn’t plan to do that. She felt guilty, knowing she would make it harder for whoever investigated Kirsten’s death, but she would make up for it by looking for Bremmer herself. Lara spoke Morton’s number into her iCom, not trusting her shaky fingers to key it in: It’s Lara Evans from Eugene. My roommate is dead, and I think your lover, or whoever it was that shot at you, followed me here and tried to silence me. I think he killed Kirsten by mistake.
She scanned the text, decided it was fine and said, “Send.”
Morton hadn’t responded to her last message about smoothing things over with the director, so Lara had no idea when or if she would hear from him. How long should she wait? Lara decided to contact Minda Walters if she didn’t hear from the commissioner in the next five or ten minutes. The director would not be pleased, but she would want to be informed in advance.
While she waited, Lara dug out her all-purpose tool and her duct tape. She unscrewed the vent in the bathroom ceiling and taped the gun to the side of the metal pipe. Unless cops were looking for drugs, they wouldn’t search there. Anxiety built steadily as she fastened the cover back in place. How long would she be without the gun? Six hours? Twenty-four? Lara dug in her bag for her Mace, then changed into jeans.
She waited five minutes, checked her iCom even though it hadn’t beeped, then sat down at the NetCom. She looked at recent incoming messages, found the one Minda had sent that morning, and hit Reply. The message went straight to Minda’s hotel room/office, and after eight beeps, the director’s face appeared in the corner. She wore a silky shirt that looked like a pajama top but her tattooed makeup gave her a wide-awake look. Lara felt was sweaty and disheveled from her run.
“What is it, Lara? It’s inappropriate to contact me at this hour unless you have an emergency.”
“Kirsten’s dead. I came back from a run and found her on the floor.”
“Dear God.” The director’s hand flew to her face. For three seconds, she seemed stunned, then she kicked into program-director mode. “What does she look like? Has she been shot? Is she a bloody mess?”
“There are no obvious wounds. I think she might have been tasered.”
A moment of silence.
“If I had done it, I wouldn’t be calling you. It looks like random violence.”
“Have you called the police?”
“No, I thought you might want to handle it.”
“Stay in the room. I’ll make the call and handle the media.” Minda’s image disappeared. Lara thought it was odd that the director expected her to sit in a room with a dead body, but Minda knew all of their bios, including the fact that Lara had been a homicide detective. Her iCom beeped and she snatched it from the desk.
The commissioner’s face appeared in the small screen, so Lara tapped the Speaker option. “Sorry for the bad news. I just told Minda and she’s calling the police.”
“You need to keep your theories to yourself.” Morton spoke like a man used to making people jump. Lara didn’t like it, but she let him finish. “Richard Bremmer didn’t kill your roommate. That’s nonsense, so please don’t mention it to the police. It was probably Kirsten’s boyfriend or some guy she blew off.”
“I saw Bremmer in the back of the room at the orientation this morning. He either followed you here or he followed me. Someone asked about me at the hotel desk before I arrived. I think I’m in danger.”
Morton scowled. “I’ll get you some protection. It’ll seem natural after your roommate was killed.”
“Thank you.” Lara knew it was time to confront him. “The guy who shot you, he’s not really your lover, is he? There’s something else going on.”
“He is my boyfriend and there’s nothing nefarious. You spent too many years as a cop and now you’re paranoid.”
“Or just finely tuned to bullshit. Call him off me, whoever he is.”
“I said I’d get you protection.”
“What I need is for you to make sure the cops don’t hold me long enough to miss the Puzzle on Wednesday. They’ll consider me a suspect.”
“I don’t have much clout with law enforcement, but I’ll do what I can. Please keep quiet about our earlier encounter.”
“Okay.” Lara paused. “For now. If they charge me with murder, I’ll tell them everything.”
“Don’t! I have to go, Minda’s messaging me.” Morton cut her off, and Lara sat down on the couch to plan what she would say when the police showed up.
Minda arrived first, bursting in without knocking. She had a cameraman with her, as always. Lara didn’t move from the couch. From the hall, Minda glanced over at her and said, “We may or may not use this footage, depending on how this incident plays out in the ratings, but we have to film it.”
“You should stay out of the crime scene.” Lara stayed put. She wanted no part of this broadcast.
Minda turned back to her cameraman, gave him a few directions, then recorded a short segment directed to the viewers, a video clip they might never see.
The camera guy came in for a close-up of the body and Lara winced. If the killer had dropped any trace evidence, it could be ruined or compromised by contamination. This would be bad for the crime scene tech who processed the scene…if they still sent technicians out. Maybe the detectives had to do all of it now. Most local law enforcement budgets had cut everything and everyone considered nonessential.
A police officer stepped into the room. “Shut off that camera and get away from the body.” The stocky Hispanic cop didn’t shout, but he carried an authority that few would defy. The cameraman started to move further into the room. This time, the officer shouted. “No! Out in the hall. But don’t leave.”
The camera guy hustled past the cop and out the door. The officer looked over at Lara. “You’re the roommate who found the body?”
“Yes.”
“Stay there. A detective will be here to talk to you in minute.” He turned to Minda in the hallway. “Who are you?”
“Minda Walters, the director of the Gauntlet.”
“Were you with her when she found the body?”
“No. Lara informed me that Kirsten was dead, and I came down to see the situation.”
“Where were you before?”
“In my room here at the hotel.”
“Alone?”
“Yes, but I was involved in a video chat with several people who can testify that I didn’t leave my room until I heard from Lara.”
“Please go back to your room and stay there until another officer arrives and can clear you.” He sent the cameraman away with the same directions, then stepped back into the hall to stand guard. The presence of only one patrol officer at a homicide was indicative that the D.C. police had suffered similar budget cuts as Oregon had.
Twenty minutes later, two plainclothes detectives arrived, and Lara suspected the presence of the second was only because the victim was a Gauntlet contestant. The high-profile nature of the crime meant solving this one would be a priority. Her gut tightened at the thought. Cops under pressure looked for easy solutions. In this case, that would mean to blame her.
The detectives conferred with the uniform officer in the hall, then one started knocking on doors, while the other took photos of Kirsten’s body. Lara watched him work, noting the gentle expression on his face as he examined the victim’s hands and upper chest. He was six-two with close-cropped silver hair and wore a black microfiber jacket over his broad torso. Lara noticed his wide-spaced hazel eyes and strong chin, experiencing a tug she hadn’t felt in a long time. Why did she always have such a thing for good-looking cops? Because relationships with them were so perilous?
He searched the area around the body but didn’t seem to find anything. Finally, he came over and dragged a chair in front of the couch. “I’m Detective Caden Harper. What’s your name?” His voice had a hint of southern accent.
“Lara Evans. I’m Kirsten’s roommate.” Lara didn’t bother to correct her use of the present tense. “I left to go for a run a little after eight. When I got back at a few minutes after nine, Kirsten was dead on the floor.” Lara knew what information he wanted. She’d been on the other side of this conversation hundreds of times.
“Did anyone see you leave or come back?”
“Not that I’m aware of.” Lara wished she’d chatted with hotel personnel on the way out.
He tapped his oversized iCom then held it out to her. “Place your thumb on the screen.”
Lara complied. She’d heard some departments were using new digital fingerprint technology, but she’d never seen it. “My prints aren’t in the system.”
“Just making sure.” He glanced at the information on the screen, then put the device away. “How did you feel about Kirsten?”
“I barely knew her. We competed against each other in the Challenge today. That’s it. I don’t have personal feelings about her.”
“You don’t sound sorry she’s dead.” He looked at her with puzzled eyes.
Lara winced. “Her death is tragic. I just mean that she was a stranger to me until last night. I have no motive to kill her.” Lara realized she had to win him over before he saw the video footage and found the Taser in her luggage. “I used to be a homicide detective. I was in the Eugene, Oregon, Police Department for sixteen years. I know what your job is like and how difficult it is to do with limited resources, but I’m not your suspect.”
“I’ve read about you online.” His big shoulders seemed to relax and he gave her a half smile. “Why did you quit the force?”
She had no intention of sharing that painful story. “I got laid off, like dozens of others.”
His eyes met hers. “It’s been a bad decade for law enforcement.” He started to say something else, then stopped and shifted back to interrogation mode. “Did Kirsten mention any problems she was having with anyone?”
“No. We really didn’t talk much.”
“Did she have any visitors to the room?”
“No. And if she was involved with anyone in the competition, I didn’t know about it. I arrived late yesterday and spent most of today in the arena.”
“What about this evening? Start with when you left the arena and tell me everything.”
“I came straight back here. After I showered, I had a video chat with some detectives I used to work with. They called to congratulate me on winning today. I had some-”
“You beat the young Amazon woman?” Harper grinned, then quickly recovered his poker face.
Kirsten’s death had sucked the fun out winning, but Lara sensed he wanted to hear about their match. “The first two phases were close, but in the end, she didn’t have the strength to pull herself out of the pit. Years of pull-ups paid off for me.”
The detective looked at her in a new light and Lara liked it.
“What time did the call end?”
Lara noticed he still said call too. People under thirty used text , message, com, or chat as verbs. Young children had never heard the word phone except in books. “Some time around six. You can check the NetCom.”
“What time did Kirsten come in?”
“I’m guessing, but I’d say 7:45.”
“Did you talk to her?”
Lara had to tell him about the altercation. The cameras had picked it up. “She was pissed off and smelled like she’d been drinking. Kirsten complained that the viewers favored me in the Challenge. I tried to minimize the situation and go to my bedroom.” Lara kept her eyes focused on Harper’s face and her hands in her lap. She knew he was looking for signs of deceit. “Kirsten blocked my path, then grabbed my hair and jerked me back. I defended myself with a single blow to her chest.”
Harper leaned back, his eyes registering surprise. “You fought with the victim an hour before she died?”
Lara’s pulse quickened at his tone. “She was the aggressor. I tried to avoid the confrontation. When I left the room a few minutes later, Kirsten was fine and packing to leave.”
“Do you own a stun gun?”
Oh crap. Here we go. Of course he’d noticed the burn marks too. “I do. But I haven’t used it.”
“Why bring it to the Gauntlet? They don’t allow weapons in the arena.”
“I always carry it. I’m an ex-cop and a working freelance paramedic. Wouldn’t you carry a weapon if you were me?”
Harper didn’t answer. He looked at her for a long moment, and Lara thought she detected a little sadness.
“I have to take you in for questioning. I don’t want to cuff you, but I will if you make any unexpected moves.”
“I intend to cooperate fully.” Lara breathed from her stomach to stay calm. She’d known it was coming. “This competition is very important to me and I want to stay in it.”
Harper stood. “I can’t guarantee anything. Stay here while I talk to my partner and search the room.” He walked away and used his iCom. She only heard bits of the conversation, but she gleaned that he wanted the other detective to access the camera footage from the room and send it to the department.
While Detective Harper rummaged through Lara’s luggage and clothing, a medical examiner arrived and spent twenty minutes with Kirsten’s body. Lara watched him take her temperature and visually search for trace evidence that might be clinging to her skin or clothes and could be lost when they moved her. A private transport team finally showed up and hauled Kirsten away on a gurney. Lara was curious about what the pathologist would determine had caused Kirsten’s death.
Her own body twitched with the need to move. She’d been sitting for nearly two hours, something she’d hadn’t done since leaving the department.
Lara pushed off the couch and the cop in the hall took a step in her direction. “I’m just stretching,” she called out. “But I need to burn off some energy. Can I do some pushups?”
Detective Harper came out of the bedroom, carrying her Taser in a plastic bag. “Push-ups?”
“I don’t like to sit still. It makes me anxious.”
“Stay near the couch. We’re going downtown soon.”
“Okay.”
Lara dropped to the floor and did fifty pushups, followed by a hundred crunches. She was aware of the officer in the hall watching her, but she didn’t care. Knowing she would be locked in a tiny interrogation room for hours added to her anxiety.
Detective Harper made a trip out to his car with her Taser and a suitcase full of Kirsten’s things. When he came back, he grabbed her by the elbow to walk her out, and Lara’s skin warmed to his touch. The other detective, an overweight man in a blue suit, was in the hallway when they exited.
“What did you find out?” Harper asked.
“None of the occupants nearby saw anyone come or go. The desk clerk saw a midsized blond man in front of the elevators, but says he was a contestant.”
“Get a detailed description anyway,” Harper said.
Lara thought it sounded like Bremmer, or whoever the hell the shooter was, but she held her tongue.



Chapter 15


The interrogation room at the D.C. headquarters was twice the size of the closet Lara had used to question suspects back in Eugene, but it was still windowless and claustrophobic. Detective Harper sat across the beat-up metal table. He’d taken off his jacket and underneath wore a black snug-fitting sweater. His wide-spaced eyes and prominent cheekbones made him look Native American, but his hazel eyes and strong jaw made her think his heritage was Dutch or German as well. She was glad for the excuse to stare at him.
For the first half hour, she’d been left alone in the room and she’d sat on the floor and meditated. When Harper came back, he spent twenty minutes taking her back over the events that afternoon and evening, trying to catch her in an inconsistency. Lara had been on the other side of the table enough times to know that less was better. She repeated her earlier statements, but not verbatim, because that would sound rehearsed, and said little else.
Now it was nearly midnight and he abruptly switched it up. “What kind of martial arts training do you have?”
“Aikido, Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, a lot of kickboxing.”
“Have you ever seriously hurt anyone?”
For a split second, she hated him for asking. She also admired him for being good at his job. “As a private citizen? Or are you asking about my law-enforcement career?”
“As a citizen.”
“I was sexually assaulted once as a college student. I fought back and he ended up with a groin injury.”
“That’s it?”
“It’s all I’m prepared to tell you.”
“What about as a police officer, Lara? Did you hurt anyone?”
“I got into a few skirmishes with suspects.”
“What else?”
“None of it is relevant.” Her answer sounded evasive because it was.
“Have you ever killed anyone, Lara?”
“I assume you contacted the Eugene Police Department and asked for my service record. So you know everything.”
He leaned forward, his voice an intense whisper. “Here’s what I know. You have a history of violence, and you punched the victim an hour before she died. You own a Taser, and Kirsten had a stun-gun wound on her chest. You were the last person to see her alive, and the person to report her body. You’re probably going down for this unless you give me someone else.”
Lara’s pulse escalated as she heard the case against her. If she were in Harper’s position, she wouldn’t spend much time looking for anyone else. “I didn’t kill Kirsten, no matter how it looks. You have to at least dig around in her past and look at ex-boyfriends. I have no motive.”
“You’re a hothead and I think it was probably an accident. Tell me how it happened, Lara, so I can get the DA to offer a deal for aggravated manslaughter.”
She wished he would stop saying her name in that caressing tone. The bastard was wrong, but he was good at what he did. “Earlier, before I went out for a run, she assaulted me and I defended myself, then I walked away.” Lara paused to steady her voice. “You have the wrong idea about me. I’m not a violent person.”
“It’s unfortunate for you that the camera shut off at 7:59, right after you knocked Kirsten to the ground. We don’t have any proof that you walked away instead of assaulting her further.”
Lara decided to argue like a detective in a taskforce meeting. “But the minor altercation took place near the NetCom desk, and Kirsten’s body was near the entrance to the room, almost blocking it. Someone stunned her from the doorway.”
His eyes registered the truth of what she was saying, but he pressed on. “You simply dragged her there to confuse the scene. I’m surprised you didn’t hide the Taser.”
“I had no reason to.”
Abruptly he stood and asked, “Can I get you some water? Or a sandwich?”
“Water would be great. Thanks.”
He left, locking the door behind him. Lara knew another officer was watching her on a monitor in a nearby room. How long would they keep her? Should she ask to call a lawyer? She didn’t know any defense attorneys, but she could ask Jackson to find someone in D.C. The thought of telling him about her situation made her ill. She would try to handle this on her own.
Lara paced the room, growing more anxious about her fate. Would she end up convicted of murder instead of winning the Gauntlet? Now that criminal justice budgets were minimal, judges cut the prosecution a lot more slack. Evidence rules had been overturned and reasonable doubt was defined more narrowly. Unless she could prove she was somewhere else or that someone else had done it, she could get convicted.
Lara dropped to the floor and did another thirty pushups, biceps aching for the last twenty. Rolling over, she started a rhythm of stomach crunches, not bothering to count. Desperately, she tried to construct a way to tell Detective Harper about the blond man she’d seen in the back of the auditorium during orientation-but without mentioning she’d first seen the guy after he shot the employment commissioner in his home in Eugene.
What were the consequences of betraying Thaddeus Morton? Getting booted from the Gauntlet? Minda might have done that already. Lara could also lose her freelance paramedic license in Oregon if the state board became aware she’d failed to report a gunshot wound. But how would the board find out? On the other hand, what good was a license to work if she was in prison?
Abs aching, Lara jumped up and began to pace. She had just decided to tell Harper everything when another thought hit her. What if they didn’t believe her? Finding the real killer would be a lot more work for them. And questioning the commissioner could cause the department some political fallout, especially if it disrupted the Gauntlet. Millions of viewers paid for the privilege of voting, and Washington D.C. received a small percentage for hosting the contest. Nobody wanted to mess with all that money. Harper might simply laugh off her story and book her into jail. He didn’t seem like that kind of cop, but the pressure of the job could twist the brain.
Twenty minutes later, Harper brought her some water, a blanket, and a turkey sandwich she couldn’t eat. “I have to go check out a few things. My supervisor wants to keep you for further questioning. He’ll be in to see you first thing in the morning.”
“You can’t leave me in here overnight.”
“I’m sorry, but we don’t have anywhere else to put you and we can’t let you go. You’re a viable suspect in a homicide investigation as well as a flight risk.” He stepped toward her. “Please don’t do anything to make this worse for yourself.”
“I need to make a call and use the restroom.” The desk officer had taken her bag and her iCom for holding when they arrived.
“I’ll take you to the restroom, but you’re not entitled to a call until we charge you.”
Lara knew how the system worked. “You have the flexibility to let me make a call. I need to do what I can to keep from getting booted from the Gauntlet.”
“My boss says no calls.” Harper took another step toward her and whispered, “I’m sorry, Lara. You’re the last person on earth I ever wanted to arrest.”
They left her in the tiny interrogation room all night with the lights on and no air conditioning. Lara dozed on the floor for a while, then moved back to the chair and tried to sleep with her head on the metal table. The bright lights and suffocating heat made it nearly impossible. By morning, her body ached, she reeked of sweat, and her bladder was about to burst.
The door unlocked and she jumped to her feet. A wave of lightheadedness caught her off guard. She’d gone too long between protein drinks, and she had no surplus body fat to live on.
A man in his late fifties stepped into the room. His dark blue jacket was unbuttoned, leaving his potbelly free from constraint. She saw he was wearing a weapon and hoped he didn’t cuff her.
“Sit.”
The command made her jaw tighten, but Lara complied. She needed to do whatever it took to get out of there.
“I’m Sergeant Warzog and I’m an unhappy man.” He stared out of small pudgy eyes as he slumped into the chair on the other side of the table. His facial skin sagged into thick curves around his mouth, making him look like a bulldog. “Know why I’m unhappy? The Gauntlet happens once a year, shining a bright light on this city and bringing a tidy sum of money into our budget. And you”-he pointed for emphasis-“fucked that up with your petty violent temper. Now a woman is dead, and I want you to tell me how it happened.”
Lara struggled to keep the anger out of her voice. “I have no idea how it happened. She was fine when I went out for a run and dead when I got back.”
“Bullshit!” He slammed his fist against the table and Lara flinched. “We have video of you knocking Kirsten to the ground. You were jealous and angry because she called you old.”
“No.” Lara shook her head. “I won the Challenge against her, so I had nothing to be jealous of. If you watched the footage, you know she started it. She was drunk and bitter, and all I wanted was to get away from her. That’s why I went out.”
“No one saw you go anywhere.”
“Have you checked all the security footage in the hotel?”
“Clearing you is not our job. You’re the only suspect we have and we intend to charge you with murder.”
Her chest tightened in a painful squeeze, and she shouted, “Meanwhile the actual killer is getting away.”
“The fact that you used to be law enforcement doesn’t impress me.” Warzog came around to her side of the table and squeezed her shoulder. Lara wanted to hit him. She locked her jaw and forced herself to breathe deeply.
“This should be an easy case,” Warzog said. He leaned in with his face so close she could smell the bacon grease in his pores. “If you make us work for this conviction, I’ll make sure you regret it.”
“Maybe you should investigate. You might be surprised at what you come up with.”
Warzog grabbed her chin in his meaty hand and squeezed. “I hate a smart ass.”
Lara glanced around to see if a camera was in place, but even if it was, Warzog had probably shut it off.
He put a recorder on the table. “I want a confession. Don’t make me hurt you.”
The door burst open and a younger, suited man rushed in. The briefcase in his hand made Lara apprehensive.
“I’m Mark Harris, assistant DA.” He grabbed the third chair and sat, but acted like a man who didn’t plan to stay long. “I can offer you aggravated manslaughter on a plea deal. We accept that you may not have meant to kill Kirsten when you stunned her. This deal works well for both of us.”
Lara understood that the offer of a deal meant their case was weaker than they wanted. What had they found out? “Did you get the autopsy results? How did Kirsten really die?”
“This deal is a take-it-or-leave-it proposition.” The DA pushed papers across the table. “If you don’t sign this, we’ll charge you with murder and book you into jail. The case against you is solid.”
Lara pushed the papers back. “I didn’t stun Kirsten and I’m not pleading guilty to anything.” Her stomach growled loud enough for them to hear.
“Why didn’t you eat your sandwich?” the DA asked, looking at the untouched food. “Feeling guilty?”
“It’s not in my program. I’d like a can of V8.”
Warzog laughed. “This ain’t a restaurant.” He stood and so did the DA. “Lara Evans, you’re under arrest for the murder of Kirsten Dornberg. Stand up and turn around.”
Lara’s heart sank as she let him cuff her.
“Anything you say, can and will be used against you…”
Lara tuned him out, breathing from her stomach to keep herself calm. She had to think straight. At the jail, they would let her make a call and she had to decide who to contact. If she called Jackson, he would probably be able to find a lawyer who would help her. But if she called the employment commissioner, he might post her bail to keep her from talking. Did she have even a chance of staying in the competition?
The next morning at the jail, she was strip-searched, fingerprinted, and booked into custody. Lara knew the process well, but hadn’t been on this side of it since she was a teenager. Growing up in Fairbanks, Alaska, there hadn’t been much for young people to do, so she’d partied, shoplifted, and vandalized a few things just to burn off excess energy and satisfy her craving for adrenaline. Eventually, she’d spent a night in jail, then gone home to a beating. She’d left her family soon after, caught a ferry to Seattle, and hadn’t seen her parents until her brother’s funeral twenty years later. In retrospect, she realized her attraction to law enforcement had been about taming her inner beast. She wasn’t good at finding middle ground, and wearing a cop uniform made more sense than an inmate jumpsuit.
A chubby female deputy with a red birthmark under her eye walked Lara to a large holding area and allowed her to use a small NetCom retrofitted into a wall. Jails had been the last institutions to give up old-style landlines. The gray-green walls were filthy and benches lined the perimeter. Two women, both dark-skinned and in their early twenties, sat opposite the NetCom and argued about the events of their evening. Three other women, dressed in the dirty layers of the homeless, watched her with appraising eyes. The D.C. jail was infamous for inmate stabbings, and Lara knew she would have to watch her back every moment.
She keyed in the commissioner’s number, which she now knew by heart. He didn’t answer, so she left him another message: “Lara Evans again. I’ve been charged with murder and booked into the D.C. Corrections Department. I have an arraignment this afternoon. Please bail me out if you can. I need to stay in the competition.”
After three hours of intermittent sitting and pacing, while the two young women kept up their nonstop conversation, the deputy came back, handcuffed Lara, and walked her upstairs to a lobby outside a courtroom. Her legs felt like lead and she was hungrier than she’d ever been. The double doors were open, and pretrial hearings were in session in front of a packed courtroom. A middle-aged woman in a rumpled pantsuit sat on a bench waiting for them.
“This is Mildred Arbuckle,” the deputy said. “She’s your public defender. You have ten minutes before the judge calls your name.” The deputy took a seat on the bench. Lara and her lawyer moved as far away as they could.
“A murder charge is very serious.” Mildred’s bushy eyebrows arched over her glasses. “Tell me what happened.”
“I’m a contestant in the Gauntlet, and I-”
“I know. I love the program. I asked to take this case.” Mildred smiled and some of the age disappeared from her face.
“I was Kirsten’s roommate, and I won our round of the Challenge. I got back to the room first, and she came in a couple hours later. She’d been drinking and picked a fight by grabbing my hair. I knocked her down to put a stop to it. Then I went out for a run. When I came back, she was dead.”
“Why did they charge you?”
“Because Kirsten had stun gun marks on her chest, and I had a Taser in my luggage.”
“That’s all they have?”
“They have a video of our fight. Kirsten is alive and well until the camera shuts off at eight.”
“We have to get you out on bail so you can get back to the competition. Will the Gauntlet organizers post a bond?”
“If they think it’s good for ratings. But will the judge grant it?”
“We’ll push for it.” Mildred patted her leg and Lara tried not to flinch. She hated when strangers touched her. Mildred looked at her over her glasses. “Anything else I should know?”
“I was a cop for sixteen years, most of it as a homicide detective. I’m one of the good guys.”
“Excellent. Let’s go.”
They waited for a pause in the activity, then strode up to the front bench and took a seat. The judge was female, African-American, and fifty-something. Lara hoped it would work in her favor, but she knew better than to assume.
After a minute, the court clerk called her name and read the charges: aggravated assault and first-degree homicide. The judge asked Lara to stand. “How do you plead?”
“Not guilty.” Lara had never imagined herself in this position.
“Anything else before we set a pretrial hearing?” The judge glanced at her lawyer.
Mildred hustled forward to stand next to Lara. “My client was a law enforcement officer for sixteen years and has no criminal record. She’s currently a contestant in the Gauntlet, representing the state of Oregon, and she intends to finish the contest in plain view of millions. She is not a flight risk.” Mildred shook her head and raised her voice. “My client is also completely innocent of these trumped-up charges, which I expect to have dropped before the day is over. I recommend that bail be set low and granted.”
The judge stared at Mildred. “Why would a murder charge be dropped?”
“The victim was hit with a stun gun, which typically doesn’t result in death. Whoever assaulted the victim probably didn’t intend to kill her. Furthermore, my client was not present at the time.”
“Bail is set at a hundred thousand dollars with the stipulation that the defendant be monitored electronically. The date of your pretrial hearing is set for June 12th at 9:00 a.m.” The judge stood and looked at the next defendant. “I’ll be back after a quick break.”
Lara turned to her lawyer. “Thank you. That came out better than I expected.”
“You’re welcome. Now go kick some ass in that contest. All women of a certain age are counting on you.”
The deputy escorted Lara back to the holding area and said she’d be moved into a cell as soon as one opened up. As much as Lara wanted to get away from the chatter in the pen, she dreaded walking into a cell and hearing the door close behind her.
An hour later, the deputy returned. “Someone posted bail for you. Let’s go get your possessions.”



Chapter 16


Five months earlier: Tues., Jan. 10
Paul stood in front of the bathroom mirror and peeled the wide white bandage off his nose. He turned his head from side to side, trying to visualize how he would look when all the swelling went down. His long-hated bump was gone and the entire ridge was narrower. The tip of his nose had been reduced too, so now it didn’t hang over his upper lip. The surgeon had taken the stents out earlier that day, the worst pain of the whole experience. Paul had given in and taken a pain pill and now he felt a little queasy.
He leaned in closer to the mirror. He still had faint bruising under his eyes, but otherwise the only evidence of his surgery was a tiny incision in the cartilage between his nostrils. Paul was disappointed that it would take a few weeks for the final result to emerge from the swelling, but it was worth the wait. Tomorrow he would go back to work and Camille would get her first glimpse of the new Paul. Well, her second glimpse. He’d already lost fifteen pounds.
The next morning after he passed through the metal detectors, the security guard gave him a second look, suppressed a smile, and motioned him on. Why was she smiling? Paul cringed in shame. Would everyone be amused by his cosmetic changes? No one made fun of women for getting work done. Paul stepped on the elevator and willed himself to relax. In another few months, the guard would be looking him over with lust as he came through. The thought made him smile.
Five minutes after he settled into work, Camille rushed into his office. “I want to see how you look.” He’d told her about the procedure when he’d explained why he was taking a week off. She pulled up a chair near him. Heat rushed through his body when her knee bumped his. She’d never sat this close before.
“It’s still swollen, isn’t it?”
“Yes. We won’t see the final results for another few weeks. But it’s already better.”
“Turn your head a little.”
Paul pivoted, proud of his profile for the first time.
“Oh yes. The bump is gone.” Camille studied him the same way the doctor had. “It looks good. What did it cost you? If you don’t mind my asking.”
Paul did mind. “I’d rather not say. I’ve been saving for it for a long time.”
“That’s okay.” She laughed softly. “I can get an approximation in thirty seconds on the net.”
Paul smiled. “It was worth it. I’ve hated my nose for as long as I can remember.”
“It’s going to be cute.” She leaned in. “Can I tell you a secret?”
Little fireworks went off in Paul’s chest. “Of course.”
“I had my eyebrows done three years ago.”
“What do you mean? Your face is perfect.” He realized he’d only been working with Camille for a year and a half.
“My eyebrows were droopy, so I had an arch put in.”
Paul knew she was only thirty-three so all he said was, “You look fantastic.”
“Thanks. My mother gave me a lot of grief about it. She thinks I’m vain.”
“Nonsense. You just want to look your best, so it’s money well spent.” Paul experienced a rush of camaraderie, something he hadn’t had since college. “My foster mother just wants me to be happy. She was very supportive about my surgery.”
Camille squeezed his arm. “I’m happy for you too.”
Paul seized his opportunity. “Would you like to have lunch today? I’ll tell you some of the weird details.”
Only a slight hesitation. “Yes. I’d like that. Let’s meet at Thai Palace again at twelve-thirty.”
At lunch, Camille talked about her previous job as a program host and the pressure she’d been under to look perfect. Her eventual layoff had devastated her. He mentioned getting his teeth capped and she gave him the name of a cosmetic dentist. They walked back to the federal building together, moving quickly to get out of the bitter cold, then Camille hurried off to speak with someone on the first floor. Paul took the elevator up to the third floor and encountered his boss as he stepped off.
“How was your vacation week?” Stacia asked. Her eyes darted over his face, trying to decide what was different.
“Good, thanks. Are we meeting as usual this afternoon?”
“Briefly. But while you were out, a Congressional budget committee ordered another round of pay-grade assessments, so we have a lot to accomplish this month.” Stacia started to move past him, then turned back. “You look good, Paul. Are you working out?”
“I am. Thanks for noticing.”
He had a little bounce in his step as he walked to his small office near the bathrooms. Not only was no one laughing at his nose, women were actually noticing him! He decided to stay after work and scan the replacement database again. If he had another twenty thousand, he could get his teeth capped and a chin implant. A real chin would make the difference he was looking for. Maybe then Camille would become his girlfriend and he’d have sex for only the third time in his life.
Frustrated with his lack of progress, Paul glanced at the time on the corner of his screen: 6:06 p.m. He would need to leave soon if he didn’t want to explain to anyone why he was working so late. Hungry and tired, he took his third diet pill for the day and decided to give the search fifteen more minutes.
He’d spent most of his time searching the replacement database for someone who would be receptive to an offer of advancement. In theory, that could be almost any employee, but Paul wanted to narrow the risk and approach someone with known qualities. He’d come up with a list of seven possibilities, but none seemed ideal. Paul decided to switch tactics and search for someone vulnerable to getting fired. That was the trickier part of the mission anyway.
Moments later, he stared at the file of Robert Morales, who worked for the Department of Energy. The DOE had nearly been eliminated during the great downsizing of 2017, but a civil war in Iran led to even less oil on the market, forcing Congress to shrink the department instead of cutting it. The Department of Education and dozens of others had not fared so well.
As a deputy inspector general, Morales was in charge of audits and inspections. Allegations said he’d been taking bribes in exchange for burying the paperwork of companies that didn’t meet requirements. Without direct testimony, the case would be hard to prove, so Paul expected the DOE was looking for another reason to fire him. Maybe he could provide them with one. Paul was relieved to find someone who deserved to lose his job. He didn’t want to experience any guilt this time.
As he opened Morales’ list of replacements, his iCom beeped. He didn’t recognize the number, but felt an urgent impulse to answer. He touched the tiny receiver in his ear. “Hello.”
“Paul Madsen?”
“Yes.”
“This is George Howard Hospital. We found your number in Isabel Turner’s iCom. She’s had a heart attack, and we’re trying to contact her family.”
No! Cold fingers of dread wrapped around Paul’s heart and squeezed. For a moment he couldn’t speak.
“Are you there?”
“Yes. What is her condition? Is she conscious?”
“Off and on, but she’s critical and we think you should come now.”
“I’m on my way.”



Chapter 17


Paul hurried down the hall to the critical care unit. He pushed the access button and waited for a nurse in pink scrubs to open the double metal doors and admit him.
“I’m here to see Isabel Turner.”
“I’m Nina,” said the coffee-skinned woman with tiny doll-like features. “Are you Paul Madsen?”
“Yes. How is she?”
“There’s been no change. But your mother is conscious at the moment.” Paul didn’t correct her. As far as he was concerned, Isabel was his mother, even though he’d never called her that. He was grateful she was old enough to have a med card, but she was enrolled in the new Medicare and her voucher only afforded a skimpy coinsurance policy.
They moved past several rooms, all with elderly patients who looked near death. Paul’s fear deepened. “Will she recover?”
“We don’t know.”
The nurse stepped through the doorway to room 302 and said, “Isabel, your son is here.”
Paul moved to the bed and reached for Isabel’s hand. Her eyes were closed and it scared him. The hospital gown, the tube in her nose, the slack grayish skin-for the first time he saw his foster mother as an old woman. “I came as quickly as I could.”
“Paul.” The word was barely a whisper.
He fought back tears as he struggled for what to say. He wanted to be positive, but not ridiculous. “I love you. I need you in my life. Stay strong.”
She opened her eyes. “I don’t feel strong.”
“You’ll get better.” Paul pulled up a chair. “Tell me what happened.”
“I was walking home from the senior center, then I woke up here.” She seemed to draw strength from his presence, and her voice became clearer.
“Have you been taking your meds?” Isabel was on three maintenance prescriptions for metabolic disease, but now that dementia had started to set in, she sometimes forgot to take them.
“I think so.” She winced.
“Are you in pain?” Paul turned, but the nurse had gone.
Isabel shook her head, her gray hair fanned out on the white pillow. “You know what my only regret is?”
He knew what was coming.
“I wanted to see you get married and have a family.”
“I’m still trying.”
Her eyes opened wider. “Something has changed. I can tell by your expression.”
“I’m seeing someone at work. I hope it could get serious.” He and Camille weren’t exactly dating yet, but he wanted to give Isabel some good news.
“Why didn’t you tell me when we had dinner last week?”
“I wanted to be sure.”
“What’s her name?”
“Camille. She’s a little younger than me, but she’s smart and beautiful.”
“You’re happy?”
“Yes, I think so.” Or he had been until an hour ago. “I’m worried about you, though.”
“I’ll be fine.” Isabel closed her eyes and Paul sat and watched her breathe. After a few minutes, he realized she was sleeping and he went to find the nurse. Nina was at a central station farther down the hall.
“I’d like to see my mother’s doctor.”
“I’ll page her.”
Paul waited in Isabel’s room, reading the evening news on his Dock and glancing over at the hospital bed every few minutes. His foster mother slept with labored breathing, but the sight of the white blanket gently rising on her chest kept him calm.
After twenty minutes, the doctor slipped into the room. Her hair was so short, at first he thought she was man, then he noticed her breasts and delicate features.
“I’m Jalene Walsh, on the cardiovascular service.”
“Paul Madsen. Isabel’s foster son.”
“You’re not biologically or legally related to the patient?” The doctor scowled, looking a little less delicate.
Paul didn’t like the sound of her question. “Technically, no. Why?”
“We may have to make some decisions. Does she have any other family?”
Paul bristled at the implication. “I’m her family. Her husband and daughter died in a car accident many years ago. She has a sister, but she’s in a nursing home in Florida with Alzheimer’s.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you, but we’re in a complex situation here.”
“What you do mean?”
“Isabel has a blocked artery and needs bypass surgery to survive. But because of her metabolic disease, her health insurance won’t pay for it.” The doctor paused, giving Paul a chance to respond, but there was no point. This was the new reality for the elderly. The doctor continued. “If we treat her aggressively, she’ll likely hit her yearly expenditure maximum after about three days. Beyond that, she’ll leave you with a substantial debt. If we give her a minimum of care, her coverage will last longer but she might not.”
Anguish threatened to overwhelm him. Isabel was going to die. The only person in the world who had ever genuinely cared about him would soon be gone, leaving him once again alone in the world. Somehow they expected him to make a rational decision about how many days she had left, versus how much money to spend.
He shook his head. “I think you should do everything you can for her.”
The doctor sighed. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”
Isabel died four days later, despite the blood thinners and oxygen therapy. She’d lapsed into unconsciousness the second day, so Paul had gone back to work and tried to distract himself with projects. He’d visited the hospital every evening, but Isabel hadn’t known he was there. When he’d showed up this evening, she was gone.
Paul stood by the bed and said goodbye, his heart pulsing with mixed emotions. He felt abandoned, lonely, and angry. Who would he turn to now to share the little things? He still had Lilly, but she couldn’t verbally remind him that his life had value. Camille, even if they got together, would never love him unconditionally the way Isabel had. Paul let himself cry for a moment.
Footsteps interrupted his grief. “Mr. Madsen?”
“Yes?” He turned, irritated.
“I’m Liz Jung. I work in the business office. I’d like to make an appointment for us to talk about your mother’s hospital bill.”
Her body was still warm. Something inside him snapped. “Get away from me!”
She left the room as quickly as she came in.
The hospital bill weighed on Paul’s mind as he drove home. With a coinsurance policy, Isabel had to pay thirty percent of everything. Paul guessed she owed at least twenty thousand for her hospital stay. He knew he wasn’t legally obligated to pay the bill since Isabel had never adopted him, but she was his mother and she would have hated to leave a debt. He would find a way.
He took the next day off and drove to Isabel’s apartment in the Silver Spring area and used the key she’d given him to get in. He missed the house he’d grown up in, but Isabel had sold it years earlier to pay for hip surgery when she was fifty-eight. Their little home had been cozy, with warm colors and soft rugs and pillows. Walking into Isabel’s cheerful living room as an abused and abandoned child and seeing her smile had been the first ray of hope in his life. Paul wished he’d visited her more often in the last year. One Sunday dinner a month had not been enough.
After sitting for an hour looking at photos, Paul forced himself to get moving. He spent the afternoon organizing a small memorial service for Isabel, even though few would attend. He informed her neighbors, her church pastor, and a friend from Isabel’s time as a state-sponsored foster parent. He notified her sister’s caregivers too, then wondered if Isabel had any money in savings and what would happen to it. Would the hospital get it all? Paul had never counted on an inheritance, so it didn’t matter that much to him.
He ordered pizza to be delivered, not caring if he blew his diet for one day, then searched for a will. Why had they never talked about what would happen when she died? Because Isabel had only been sixty-nine. He’d always thought they’d have more time.



Chapter 18


Tues., May 9, 6:46 p.m.
A deputy clerk handed Lara a plastic bag with her possessions. “Have a nice evening.”
Lara almost laughed out loud. “Will do.” She wanted to sprint for the door, but exhaustion kept her to a jog. The monitor bracelet rubbed lightly on her ankle. She hated the thought of wearing it during the Battle fights, or worse yet, in the Marathon, if she made it that far.
Outside, the evening sun had never seemed so bright and welcoming. Near the entrance, Thaddeus Morton stood under a shade tree, furtively smoking a cigarette and looking overheated and irritated. Traffic buzzed behind him.
“Thanks for posting bail.” Lara had a lot more she wanted to say, but the sidewalk in front of the massive correctional facility was not the place.
“I didn’t really have a choice.” He pivoted and headed toward a nearby triangular parking lot. Lara followed him to a black Mercedes and climbed in. The interior was stifling hot, but Morton cranked the air conditioning.
“Can we stop at the first grocery store we come to? I need to buy something immediately.” Her body was starving and eating its own muscle-the last thing she needed during the competition.
“Sure. Are you okay? The D.C. police are known to be abusive.”
Lara let out a small sarcastic noise. “They’re lazy too.” She turned in the seat to face him. “What the hell is going on?”
“I don’t know what you mean.” He wouldn’t look at her.
“Bullshit. The shooter at your house in Eugene was not your jilted boyfriend. The bastard is here in D.C. now, and he came to my room last night to kill me and stunned my roommate instead. Now Kirsten’s dead and I’m charged with her murder. Who the hell is he? And why did he try to kill you?”
Morton was silent as he made a left and headed for the expressway. Lara noticed the city didn’t have a tall skyline like other metropolitan areas, and strips of trees were everywhere. It was also completely flat. “Don’t forget I used to be a detective. If you tell me what’s going on, maybe I can help figure this out.”
After a long silence, the commissioner shook his head. “I honestly don’t know who he is. I’m as puzzled as you are.”
“Why did you lie and say he was your boyfriend?”
“If I had reported it, I would have been scrutinized and questioned in Eugene. I needed to get back to the capital without jeopardizing my job. Government employees are held to a different standard.”
“Why the bullshit about your lover?”
“Because Richard had just been there and left after a fight. The shooter showed up moments later. So it was mostly true and therefore plausible.”
Lara wasn’t buying it. “What are you keeping from me?”
“Nothing. I’d never seen the guy before in my life.”
“You’re saying a complete stranger came to your house and shot you?”
“This is why I didn’t tell you. It sounds crazy.” Morton paused. “He might be the boyfriend of a woman I slept with.”
“But you don’t know his name?”
“No.”
“How did he get in?”
“He walked in. My boyfriend had just left in a huff and the door was unlocked.”
“Could he be Richard’s new lover? Maybe he followed Richard to your house and tried to kill you in a jealous rage.”
“I don’t think so.”
“We have to figure out who he is before he kills us both.”
“How do we do that?”
“I saw him at the orientation. Blond, midsized guy leaning against the back wall. You have to let me search the footage and isolate his image. Then I’ll access CODIS and see if he has a record.”
“How do you have that kind of clearance?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
Morton drove like a man with an emergency and Lara started to feel unnerved. “Are you taking me back to the hotel?”
“Yes. Why?”
“I’m not sure it’s safe.”
“We’ll move you to a different room that not even the desk clerks will know about.”
Lara wasn’t reassured and hoped her gun was still retrievable. “I’m still in the contest?”
“Of course. The homicide has been good for ratings and the voters want you back.”
“They do?”
“Minda aired the clip of Kirsten coming after you, and you’ve gained a following.” The commissioner glanced at her and shrugged. “Of course, some of the viewers might want you back so they can punish you.”
The thought made Lara feel weak. “I thought we were stopping at a store.”
“I forgot.”
“I need something in my stomach now.”
“We’ll be at the hotel in fifteen minutes. You can eat at the restaurant.”
“No, I can’t. Just find a grocery store.”
He gave her an odd look and headed for the nearest exit. “Do you have special dietary needs?”
“You could say that.”
The commissioner waited in the car while Lara ran into a Safeway and bought a dozen cans of ProFast. She didn’t particularly care for the drink, which was a little thick and bitter with vegetables, but it was a great source of nutrition, and the stash would come in handy. Morton watched her down a can as soon as she was back in the car.
“Didn’t they feed you in jail?”
“Nothing I could eat.”
“Are you allergic to gluten?”
“Let it go. We have more important things to talk about.”
“You’re right.” He drove past a homeless camping area in the corner of the parking lot and turned toward the expressway. “What else can we do to find this guy?”
“Get his photo to the security people at the arena and the hotel.”
“And if they spot him? What do we do? We can’t just have him arrested without reason.”
The commissioner’s lack of imagination irritated her. “I’ll tell the police I saw him talking to Kirsten. If they bring him in for questioning, they’ll run him through the databases and hopefully take a DNA sample. Maybe that’ll be enough to get him charged with her murder.”
“What if it’s not?”
Lara wanted to suggest they find the shooter and take him out of the picture, but she didn’t know how Morton would react-or if she could follow through. “If we locate him, we could plant something of Kirsten’s on him. If they hold him over for trial, it will at least get him off our backs.”
The commissioner pressed the accelerator, passing a line of cars on the right. Lara noticed the traffic was rather light in D.C. too. People had really cut back on driving…and everything else. She tried to ignore Morton’s weaving through traffic and stay focused on their problem.
“The court will probably evaluate him, and if he’s mentally ill and violent, he’ll be incarcerated.” She stared at Morton. “It’s hard to believe he picked you at random. You have to think about everyone who could have a grudge against you.”
“Believe me, I have, but I didn’t recognize the guy.” Morton made a sudden lane change. “I live near the Gauntlet and I need to stop at home for a minute.”
“Do you work out of the offices on the AmGo property?”
“No. I live in a nearby neighborhood that’s conveniently located. This whole area changed after the Reagan airport shut down.”
Lara reached in her bag for her notebook. “Describe the guy in detail for me. I only got a fleeting look.”
“Average height with pale collar-length hair and a thin mustache. He’s lean and probably in his thirties.”
“How was he dressed?”
“I don’t know. He had a gun. I didn’t notice his clothes.”
“You had to see something.”
“He wore black.”
“Any scars, tattoos, or other markings?” Lara looked up occasionally as they made turns. The homes were new with beige paint, brick accents, and large green lawns. Unlike other places in the city, few trees had survived the redevelopment.
“I don’t think so.” Morton touched his earpiece. “I need to call Minda.” After a moment, he said, “Lara Evans is out on bail and will soon be back at the hotel. Let’s get her into the Puzzle early tomorrow, in case the police decide to pick her up again.”
Morton pulled into a driveway, pressed a device in his console, and waited for the gate to open. “I’ll be back in a moment.”
When he climbed out, she noted the address, then leaned back and closed her eyes for a few minutes.
The sun had set by the time they pulled into the parking lot, but just seeing the hotel gave her an unexpected sense of relief. Only a night in lockup could make a hotel room in a strange city feel like home. Inside, Morton strode directly to the manager’s office. He knocked once and stepped in, a man who knew he was in charge. Lara followed, suddenly feeling grubby. Her makeup had worn off long ago, her hair was limp and unbrushed, and she reeked of sweat. If the exchange took more than five minutes, she planned to have a shower in her old room before doing anything else.
An attractive middle-aged woman looked up from her NetCom. “Mr. Morton. What can I do for you?”
“This contestant needs a private room, but after the assault on her roommate, I don’t want her name in the system anywhere.”
“I understand.” The hotel manager glanced at Lara. “I’m so sorry for what happened. We’ve never had an incident like it before.” She turned back to her screen and tapped her keyboard as she talked.
Lara said, “I’d like to look at the security footage in the hallway near my room around the time of the attack.”
“We sent a file of the footage to the police department this morning.”
“I’d like to see it anyway.”
The commissioner cut in. “Send it to me, please.”
“Of course, Mr. Morton.”
“I need to grab my things from my old room. Will you call me when you have the new key card?” Lara needed a moment alone to retrieve her 9-millimeter.
“Let me send an attendant with you,” the manager said.
“I’m fine.” Lara spun and left before anyone could argue with her.
She headed for the stairs, noting the two men by the elevator and watching them for unexpected moves. The stairs would offer more obscurity and it would be harder for anyone to watch her come and go. She’d never felt vulnerable like this before and she hated it. Once the gun was back at her side, she’d feel better.
Still, knowing the killer had several weapons made her nervous. The D.C. police had kept her Taser and probably submitted it to their crime lab. If the distance between the marks on Kirsten’s body didn’t exactly match the distance between the electrodes on her Taser, they’d have to reconsider their case.
At her old room, Lara slipped her card into the lock. She pushed the door open and stepped quickly to the side. Damn! She wished she had her gun. She listened for movement, despite the hum of the air conditioner. It seemed unlikely the killer would come back to her room and somehow manage to get inside, but she wasn’t taking any chances. After a minute, she moved into the opening, but still hesitated.
A taped outline of where Kirsten’s body had lain marked the pale carpet in the foyer. A wave of guilt washed over her. Another person connected to her was dead. This was why she liked to keep to herself. She regretted not reporting the crime in Eugene, but she was in too deep now to correct her mistake. She stepped lightly around the outline and entered the sitting area.
The guilt settled in her stomach, making her queasy. Lara fought it the only way she knew how-with a running stream of self-talk as she rushed to the bathroom. This was not her fault. She had just been doing her job as a medic and some crazy person tried to kill her. After a minute of deep breaths, she was able to keep her ProFast down. She dug her multi-purpose tool from her bag, stepped up on the toilet, and retrieved her gun.
As she hopped down, her iCom beeped. She strapped on her weapon before checking the ID: Morton. “Yes?”
“Meet me on the fourth floor near the elevator. Bring your luggage.”
Once the commissioner left her new room, Lara dragged a heavy upholstered chair in front of the door. It might not stop an intruder, but it would slow him down. She looked around, wondering what other protection she could implement. The room was twice the size of the space she’d shared with Kirsten and had a fireplace, hot tub, and oversized wall screen. What it didn’t have was a security system that would let her see who came to the door. She would sleep with her gun as usual and hope for the best.
After taking a shower and drinking a can of ProFast, Lara sat down at the NetCom. She wanted to check the stats for the Challenge and see who had made it into the Puzzle and who was going home. Her name was fourth on the list, and she was scheduled for nine the next morning. She scanned down. Jason Copeland from Illinois had won his match and so had Makil Johnson, two contestants she considered her greatest challengers. Makil had completed the Ironman Triathlon. Lara was surprised to see Suzie Ventola from New Mexico on the list of Challenge winners. She was thirty and small and had spent most of her career as an accountant. But she also competed in triathlons, so her endurance was excellent.
Lara wanted to check the hotel security footage, but she desperately needed sleep. At midnight she set her alarm, lay down with her gun, and tried not to think about the Puzzle. Tomorrow’s contest was in some ways the most challenging because it would exercise her brain instead of her body. Just her against the clock, trying to MacGyver her way out of a locked room.



Chapter 19


Wed., May 10, 6:05 a.m.
After a rough night of waking every hour, Lara rose early and dressed for a run. Weapon strapped to her side and Mace in hand, she pounded down the stairs and looked over her shoulder every few seconds while passing through the lobby. A certain element of fear and caution were part of her nature after years of being a cop, but she’d never felt hunted before and she hated it. Yet she wouldn’t let it stop her from doing the things that kept her sane.
Outside, the sun shimmered above the horizon and the early morning air was still fresh-warm but not blistering. She ran along the perimeter of the property for an hour, slowly peeling away the stress of yesterday’s incarceration. On the west side, she caught glimpses of the dark cool river. To the east, the expressway hummed with morning commuters. By the time she returned to the hotel, the day had heated up and sweat poured from body.
Rejuvenated, Lara showered, dressed in the mandatory pocketless clothes, and made herself a protein and carrot shake. She left her gun under the mattresses, grabbed her shoulder bag, and caught a shuttle to the arena. Her turn in the Puzzle wasn’t for another hour, but she wanted to arrive early and check the posted times of the first few to complete it.
In the main lobby, contestants ate in the cafeteria and milled around the electronic scoreboard. When Lara approached the group at the board, they fell silent and turned to stare.
“What’s the fastest time posted so far?” She grinned, daring anyone to ask about her arrest.
“Eleven minutes and thirty-six seconds by Julian Romero of California,” a woman said, her voice subdued. Lara recognized her as Suzie Ventola from New Mexico. Julian’s eleven minutes were nearly double last year’s winning time, so Lara wasn’t worried yet.
Suzie added, “The first contestant, Taro Chang from New York, didn’t finish in time and is out of the competition.” The rules allowed only fifteen minutes. Contestants who didn’t get the door open in the allotted time were sent home.
“I was a little surprised to see your name on the roster this morning,” Makil Johnson said. “I heard they arrested you.”
“They did, but it was bullshit, so the Gauntlet organizers bailed me out.” Lara didn’t want anyone to know the commissioner had personally picked her up.
“Do they know who killed Kirsten?” Suzie asked, still subdued.
“Not yet, but I’m hoping the hotel’s security footage caught someone outside the room. Or will at least clear me.” Lara wanted to move on. “Any buzz about what’s in store for us?”
“No,” Makil said. “All the social hubs are blocked. But I wouldn’t be surprised if they recycle some themes from the first year.”
Lara expected some of that too. AmGo couldn’t keep coming up with totally new stuff; it was too expensive. The elevated maze had been a revised version of something they designed for the first Challenge. The one consistency was that the Puzzle had three different scenarios each year and contestants were randomly assigned. Or so the organizers said.
A motorized camera cart pushed out through the double doors that led to the small arena housing the Puzzle. Behind the cameraman came Minda and her co-host Serena, with a grinning Jason Copeland wedged between them. They stopped in the lobby under a row of skylights.
“Seven minutes and thirty-six seconds,” Minda said for the viewers. “Early in the Puzzle rounds, Jason Copeland of Illinois has set an amazing benchmark for the other contestants to beat. What do you think, Jason? There are seventeen more competitors. Do you think that time will hold?”
Jason gave a confident smile. “I think it’ll be hard to beat. I plan to go into the Battle with a strong lead.” Only the fastest twelve competitors in the Puzzle went on to the Battle tournament, and only three proceeded from the Battle to the Obstacle.
Lara saw Minda’s assistant, Serena, head for their group. A knot formed in her stomach. It was time to face the viewers and talk about Kirsten’s death. She would have rather had her back teeth extracted.
The pretty brunette touched her arm. “We need you for some camera time before your turn.” It wasn’t optional.
Lara followed her over. As Jason moved out of the camera’s eye, he winked and whispered, “Go get ’em, killer.”
Lara bit back a response and kept moving. She stepped into the spot where Jason had been and gave the viewers a shy smile.
Minda introduced her again and summarized her win in the Challenge. Then the director turned to Lara and said, “That was Monday afternoon. Tell us what happened Monday night.” Minda pushed the mic at her.
Lara looked right into the camera. “While Kirsten was packing to go home, I went out for a short run. When I came back, Kirsten was on the floor, right inside the door to our hotel room. I’m a paramedic, so I immediately checked her pulse and discovered she was dead. It was a shocking moment.”
“The police arrested you later that night, why?”
Lara had thought about what she would say, but hadn’t really settled on something. It was too late to reconsider. “The police believe Kirsten was attacked with a stun gun. Unfortunately, I have a stun gun in my luggage. I carry it out of habit because my job is sometimes dangerous, and because I used to be a police detective.” Some viewers would find that sympathetic; others would not.
“They released you on bail, so the case against you must be weak.”
“They have no case. I just happen to be Kirsten’s roommate.”
Serena, the assistant, cut in. “Tell us about the argument you had with Kirsten before you went out.” Her tone was more investigative journalist than reality TV host.
“I wouldn’t say we argued.” Lara struggled to hide her irritation. The viewers had probably seen the clip ten times by now. “Kirsten had been drinking and she was upset about losing, so she made some negative comments. I sympathized with how she felt and tried to diffuse the situation. But then she grabbed me, so I reacted in self-defense. It’s part of my training. A few minutes later, I left so she would have time to pack and leave.”
“Have the police dropped the charges against you?” Serena asked
“No, but I expect they will. It would certainly make it easier for me to focus on the competition.” Relieved to change the subject, Lara continued. “I’m excited to participate in the Puzzle. Jason’s time will be hard to beat, but I’ll do my best.”
Minda took over the interview. “Do you have a strategy?”
Lara laughed softly. “I suppose I’ll try some of the obvious solutions first, but other than that, all I can say is that I plan to think and move fast.”
“Are you surprised to still be in this competition?”
“I’ve only completed one phase and I’m grateful to have won it. I expect to solve the Puzzle and go on to fight in the Battle.”
“I like your determination. I hope it serves you well in the next phase. Are you ready for the Puzzle?”
“Let’s do it.”
Minda turned and waited for the cameramen to come around front, then they all moved through the double doors into a giant high-walled arena made of the same plastic-metal blend. The space contained three, twelve-by-twelve, cube-shaped rooms, each with an elevator-style door operated by a keypad code to the right.
“Please leave your bag with Serena and step into the scanner,” Minda instructed.
Lara did as instructed. The machine was similar to those used in airports and ensured that no one entered the puzzle with tools sewn into their clothing. She waited for the beep and walked back to Minda. The cameras followed her every move.
“Lara Evans is about to enter the Puzzle,” Minda said to the viewers. “Which room has she been assigned?”
An electronic scoreboard on the wall flashed a red neon B.
“Room B it is.” Minda gestured and they moved toward the middle cube. With a few clicks on the keypad, the director opened the door. “The timer starts when the door closes. If you don’t get out in fifteen minutes, we’ll open the door for you. If you want to exit before that, simply say to the camera: ‘Exit, please.’ Of course, if you make that choice, you’ll be booted from the Gauntlet. Please do not touch the camera above the door, or you’ll be disqualified for that too. Ready?”
“Yes.”
“Good luck.” Minda stepped aside.
Lara squared her shoulders, grinned for the fans, and strode into the bright white cube. The electronic pocket door slammed closed behind her. She stopped and took in the room’s details with a sweeping glance of her trained eyes: solid walls made of the same electroplast as the outer arena. No busting through sheetrock to get out. Light came from a recessed narrow perimeter along the edges of the ceiling, but otherwise the ceiling looked blank as well. The walls were completely bare except for a single electrical outlet to her right.
Had it been present in any of last year’s Puzzles?
A small metal table and plain wooden stool occupied the middle of the room. The table held an assortment of items, but nothing that would plug into the wall socket.
Lara spun and examined the door. A small wave of panic rose in her throat. There was nothing on the wall this year! No key mechanism, no coded fingerpad. In past Puzzles, contestants had used the provided items to create keys that would unlock the door. Crap. They’d made it harder.
She ran to the door and tapped along the perimeter, just in case appearances were deceptive. No luck. She spun back and took five strides to the table. Her heart sank as she inventoried her tools: a short piece of thin nylon cord, a straw hat, a tube of chapstick, a tube of superglue, a bar of soap, a stick of gum, a clump of steel wool, and a room key card.
Oh hell.
For a moment her mind went blank, the stress and fatigue of the last few days making her feel overwhelmed. Lara forced herself to focus, looking at each item and determining its properties. The glue and gum each had sticking power, but what was she supposed to stick together? The soap and the chapstick could be molded, but into what? The hat made no sense at all, simply a distraction. Lara decided to approach the Puzzle backward. The door was electrical and would only open by triggering an electrical mechanism. She glanced at the wall socket. Was she supposed to stick something in there? It couldn’t be that simple. Past Puzzles had required using multiple items.
The recessed florescent lights were the only other things that were electrical. Should she break through their thin plastic barrier, looking for a switch? That would require putting the stool on the table and dragging the combination around the perimeter of the room until she found the switch. There wasn’t a switch, she told herself. That went against the nature of the Puzzle. Lara hurried to the wall with the outlet and began to scan up and down. She moved quickly around the room, scanning for small bumps, recessions, anything. The walls were perfectly smooth.
She ran her eyes across the ceiling and stopped directly in the middle. A faint circle about four inches in diameter was visible in the vast unbroken white. What could it be? A recessed ceiling sprinkler? Why would a Puzzle room need a sprinkler? The only thing that triggered a sprinkler was heat from a fire.
Four minutes had likely passed. If she wanted to win this, she had to take a chance and get out in the next two minutes.
It was time to start a fire.
She grabbed the superglue and dumped it on the brim of the straw hat. With her free hand, she picked up the hat and the baseball-sized wad of steel wool and ran for the electrical outlet.
Crap! She still had to get the cover plate off. She set down her items, ran back to the table, and snatched up the hard plastic credit-type card.
Kneeling on the floor in front of the outlet, she used the corner of the card to loosen the tiny flat-head screws and pull off the electrical cover. Lara grabbed the double socket mechanism and tugged it gently away from the wall, where it was still attached by electrical wiring. She begged the universe not to shock her and yanked the wires free from the outlet.
Letting out the breath she’d been holding, Lara grabbed the steel wool and shoved the two metal ends of the wiring into the wool, forcing them to touch. A tiny spark lit the fine gray threads on fire. Yes!
Lara pressed the burning wool ball against the brim of the superglue-soaked hat. It ignited in a foul-smelling flame. Now she needed to keep it burning long enough to set off the sprinkler. She hurried to the table, and with her free hand, hoisted the stool onto the surface.
Burning hat in one hand, Lara jumped up on the table, aware of the viewers watching her for the first time since she’d entered the cube. Yes, it was awkward and weird, but she was getting out. She climbed on the stool and her weight made it slide toward the edge. She eased off and tried again, moving more carefully.
She climbed to the seat of the stool and kneeled on the flat surface. She held the burning stinking hat to the faint circle in the ceiling. A weird laugh escaped her throat. If she was wrong, not only would she look ridiculous to the viewers, but she might catch the stool on fire and have to be rescued from the room.
Before she could regret her actions, the circle popped out of the ceiling and a chrome sprinkler head dropped down. Water sprayed out, soaking her face and dampening the flame on the hat. For a moment, she froze, getting wet and feeling stupid.
Behind her, the door zipped open.
“Yes!”
Lara slid down from the stool, jumped off the table, and charged out of the cube. Minda and her crew were exactly where she’d left them, watching the live feed from the room and giving a running commentary for the viewers.
Lara glanced up at the scoreboard for her time: 5:36!



Chapter 20


Four and a half months earlier: Wed., Jan. 18
After Isabel’s funeral service, Paul went in to work because he couldn’t bear to be alone in his apartment for another minute. His safety net was gone, but he vowed to toughen up and become his own support system. As he neared his office, Camille greeted him in the hallway with a hug. Paul was so overwhelmed by her comfort and the full-body contact he nearly started to cry. Had anyone but Isabel ever hugged him?
Camille stepped back. “You should have taken the day off.”
“I’m fine. But thank you. My foster mother was my best friend and I’ll miss her.”
“You’ve got me as a friend.” Camille smiled and went into her office.
Paul decided it was time to ask her out on a real dinner date. Would it seem like a sympathy move? In some ways it was, but he could live with that. He would ask her later that afternoon.
The day passed quickly and Paul worked through his lunch hour to make up some of the time he’d missed recently. He took a MetaboSlim and drank a can of V8, his new lunch program until he lost another fifteen pounds.
Around four, Camille came to his office to ask about a procedure for new employees. He wondered why she hadn’t just sent a message. That’s what everyone else did. Nobody walked around the office unless they had to. Was she coming on to him? Paul could barely concentrate on her question. It was time to ask her out.
Paul stood, wanting to look her in the eye. “Will you have dinner with me tomorrow? I know it’s last minute, and it doesn’t have to be tomorrow, but I’d like to spend more time with you.” Paul kicked himself for not keeping it simple.
She bit her lip, thinking. “I have plans for tomorrow, but next Friday, I’m having dinner with some friends at Perry’s and you’re welcome to join us. We have room in the reservation.”
“I’d love to. What time?”
“Seven-thirty. Shall we carpool?”
“Sure.” Paul’s heart hammered with excitement. “Shall I pick you up?”
“I’d rather drive, if that’s okay.”
“Sure. I’m in the Potomac Towers. Number 37.”
“I’ll pick you up at seven.”
Paul watched her walk out, too excited to even think about her gorgeous butt. He had a real date! He wished it would be just the two of them, but it was still a step forward. Camille was taking it slow and he didn’t blame her. He was still a work in progress. Paul touched his nose reflexively. The swelling was gone and he could finally see his new normal. Plus he was down fifteen pounds and had an appointment to have his front teeth capped next week.
He’d never been to the restaurant she’d mentioned so he keyed it into the AmGo search engine. The sushi menu disappointed him and the prices were startling. Could he afford to date Camille? How did she afford such restaurants on her salary?
His iCom beeped, but Paul didn’t recognize the number. Maybe it was his mother’s lawyer. “Hello?”
“This is Liz Jung, from George Howard Hospital’s business office. I’d like to talk to you about Isabel Turner’s hospital bill. I understand you are her only relative.”
So now the hospital considered him a relative. Paul fumed at the hypocrisy. “She has a sister in Florida.”
“The nursing home says she has dementia and is unable to communicate.”
“What do you want?” This woman seemed to bring out the worst in him.
“We’d like to know how you plan to take care of the invoice. Her insurance company has already been billed, so what’s left is her responsibility.”
“How much is it?”
“The total is $23, 658.” She didn’t even pause.
“I’m sorry, but I can’t pay that. Also, Isabel was my foster mother. We’re not technically related, as her doctor pointed out to me.” Paul hung up, surprised by his assertiveness. It was unlike him. He attributed it to his new self-esteem, and maybe the diet pills too. They made him feel energetic and confident.
His euphoria suddenly vanished. Isabel would not have wanted to leave a debt. She would find it shameful and be disappointed in him. Paul decided he would make small payments to the hospital when he could.
After work when the office had cleared out, Paul opened Robert Morales’ file and his list of replacements, two men and one woman. Paul wondered if the C-Level employees had been under any pressure to be gender-neutral in their lists. He read through the personal information for each replacement and didn’t find anything that made one candidate seem like a better target than the others. Yet the position at the Department of Energy was prime. It not only came with a high-end med card, it also held power. Energy companies vied for the attention and favor of the department inspectors. That’s how Morales had ended up under investigation. Those who could walk the fine line between lobbying and accepting bribes benefitted greatly from working at the DOE.
Paul considered contacting all three replacements. He could present the offer as though it were an auction to see who would pay the most. Maybe he could bring in enough cash to pay for the chin implant and Isabel’s hospital bill.
With their names, personal history, and contact information locked into his memory, Paul turned off his NetCom and headed out. He bought another cheap prepaid iCom from a street vendor and caught a bus.
At home, he warmed a large can of soup, took another MetaboSlim, and sat down at the NetCom. He was too worked up to read and felt eager to start his second mission. He’d become obsessed with getting a chin implant as soon as possible. Having a sex life some day depended on it. Paul composed his thoughts first, then keyed his message into a text file, so he could read it out loud and make modifications.
After ten minutes and several cuts, he’d refined the message to say: I thought you would be interested to know that an important C-Level position may come open soon in the Department of Energy. If you could be guaranteed the job, what would it be worth to you? For the right price, I can arrange it.
Paul grabbed the prepaid device and pulled on a heavy coat. Lilly ran up to him, excited to go out.
“It’s too cold, sweetie. You don’t like the snow, remember?”
She whined when he left and Paul felt guilty. Dark clouds covered the sky and threatened more snow. Eight inches had piled up the night before, but at least it hadn’t frozen over yet. Not wanting to conduct the arrangements from his apartment, he walked a mile to an empty park and sat on a bench. He was fairly certain law enforcement could track approximate locations of where messages were sent from, so he shivered in the cold wind to be safe.
He keyed in the number for his first target, James Olbert, and spoke his message. Paul said, “Send text,” then did the same for the next two: Karina Simmons and Marus Dalks.
On the walk home, his iCom beeped and Paul was surprised to see Karina Simmons had responded to him already. He hadn’t expected to hear from her at all. He tapped open the message: I’m interested. Can you give me a guideline for how much money you want? How can you guarantee the position?
Snow started falling so Paul hurried indoors to a nearby cafe and found a booth in the corner. “Green tea, if you have it,” he said to the waitress.
The cafe was crowded and noisy, so Paul keyed in his response: The bidding starts at $20,000. But I’m not telling you my secrets. You have to trust me. He wanted to brag that he’d successfully completed such a mission before, but he resisted the urge.
Karina came right back to him: What’s the position?
Paul keyed: deputy inspector general.
She was silent after that. Paul imagined her surfing the net to learn more about the position. Maybe she’d find out Robert Morales was under investigation. Then she might think she could save her money and just wait for him to be fired. Damn. Had he blown it? Was Morales the wrong pick?
The waitress brought his tea and he sipped it slowly, reading a new thriller on his Dock and waiting. Finally, Karina got back to him: Morales is going down anyway. Am I on his replacement list?
She knew about the database! Paul’s mind whirled with possible scenarios. If he told her she was on the list, then she would know she had a one in three chance anyway and might not pay for a vague guarantee. If he told her she wasn’t on the list but that he could get her an interview, would that give her more motivation to pay?
He finally keyed in: I can guarantee the job. Make me an offer.
She came back with: I’ll think about it.
Paul hurried out of the coffee shop and started for home. He still had to complete a workout and finish sorting through Isabel’s folders. She was the last of the generation who still kept paper copies of everything, and he was trying to wrap up her affairs. He held a tiny hope that he would come across some stock certificates or something of value. He’d felt guilty the first time he’d thought it, then forgave himself. Her cremation had been expensive and he’d paid for it himself, because Isabel had died with only $758 in a checking account.
Paul did an hour with his virtual exerciser, showered, and sat down with a stack of Isabel’s file folders. He fed most of the paper into a shredder as he went along. He was engrossed in his task when his iCom beeped at 8:46. He recognized James Olbert’s number and quickly tapped open the text: If you’re soliciting a bribe, it’s illegal and I plan to report you.



Chapter 21


Paul’s heart missed a beat. He dropped the iCom as though it had burned him and jumped from his reading chair. Could they track Olbert’s message to his apartment? Paul shoved the device in his pants pocket, grabbed a coat, and hurried out with only a few comforting words to Lilly. He had to throw away the iCom and abandon the mission. The thought of being investigated filled him with dread. Sweat seeped out of his pores under his heavy winter clothes.
In the hallway, Mrs. Olson stepped out of her apartment. “Hi Paul. Are you going out for a walk?”
“I’m running an errand and I’m late.” He spun away and made a dash for the stairs. He hadn’t meant to be rude, but his brain was scrambling with worst-case scenarios and he couldn’t focus on anything else. What if they could track the message to his apartment? Why had he opened it there? He’d been careful the first time to send and receive the texts in public places. Would it even matter where the device ended up now? Had he already blown it?
Paul pounded down the stairs, his pulse accelerating with every step. He rushed out into the snow and headed for the bus stop. He tried to reassure himself that iCom technology could only track where a message was sent from, because of the ping on the tower that relayed it, but he suspected AmGo had put a GPS in every device. If authorities investigated James Olbert’s complaint, they probably would find the iCom, but maybe not the location of where it had last been used. Wearing winter gloves, Paul wiped his prints off the unit and prayed for everything to turn out okay.
He jumped on a bus and rode it south to a shopping center five miles away. Paul tossed the unit in a trashcan just outside the entrance and hurried back to the bus stop. As he rode away from the incriminating evidence, relief settled in. By the time he reached home, he felt confident he was safe. Olbert probably wouldn’t even report the incident. No one with a good job willingly brought negative attention to themselves.
At home, Paul made hot tea and snuggled with Lilly for a few minutes. Afterward, he sat down with his iCom and pressed the quick key to connect with Isabel. A second later, he remembered she was gone and would never answer his messages again. Paul burst into tears and sobbed uncontrollably. Startled by his volatile emotions, he trotted to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face until he felt calmer. He dried off and stared at his beautiful new nose, reminding himself that he had a date with Camille soon. He would not be alone for long, he promised.
The next morning at work, he tapped on his NetCom to see his message blinking, meaning he’d received a video marked priority. Paul opened the message and Stacia appeared. “Come to my office as soon as you get in.”
Anxiety flooded him. Was this about his arrangement activities? How could it be? He grabbed his Dock for taking notes and rushed down the hall to the corner office. Stacia’s door was open so he stepped in. “You wanted to see me?”
“Have a seat.”
Paul sat on the edge of the visitor chair and willed himself to be calm. It was just a meeting with his boss. Why was his heart racing so?
“I’ve had some complaints about your modification of the new payroll system. People say data disappears and their access is intermittent. What happened?”
Paul was taken aback. “I don’t know. I’ll look at the code.”
“I need it fixed, not just looked at.” Her stare matched her tone.
“I’ll get it done immediately.”
“Good.” She softened a little. “I know you’ve had a personal loss recently, but you need to either take some time off and let us bring in a temporary tech replacement, or you need to keep your work up to standard.”
Rage blew through his veins, threatening to consume him. “I don’t need time off. I’ll be a hundred percent going forward.” He choked back three other things he wanted to say.
Stacia nodded. “Then we’re done here.”
Paul left without looking at her. Bitch! He clumped down the hall. Director of personnel and she had no clue how to manage people. She needed to be replaced. As he sat down at his desk, it occurred to Paul that Stacia was a Level C employee and had submitted a list of replacements to him. He searched his memory for their names and realized one person on her list came from their department. The other two headed human resources at mid-level companies. The federal government couldn’t afford to hire top-level candidates.
Wouldn’t it be satisfying to sell Stacia’s job? He was tempted to begin the search immediately, but resisted, saving it for after work. He had a program to examine and correct.
The next few days passed smoothly. He fixed two small glitches in the code for how payroll data was stored and finally joined the social networking site WorldChat. Paul posted a photo with his new nose, realizing his reluctance to share his homely face online had been what kept him from joining until now. Best of all, no federal agents came to question him about sending messages that could be labeled extortion . Paul started to think Olbert’s threat was empty. He wondered if he should buy another prepaid iCom and contact Karina Simmons again. She’d seemed quite interested in his proposition.
Upon waking Friday morning, his first thought was: I have a date with Camille tonight. I have something to look forward to. He burst from bed feeling happy and carried out his morning routine with a new sense of purpose. He brewed a pot of jasmine green tea, took Lilly out for a short walk, then read the Wall Street Journal. He found it difficult to concentrate on the news. He took a diet pill, ate two soft-boiled eggs, and hoped he would focus better at work.
When he hadn’t heard from Camille by three that afternoon, Paul began to worry. Had she forgotten about their date? Should he text her with a friendly note or would that seem needy? He wished he had her personal number so he wouldn’t have to use the system at work. He thought about walking down to her office but that seemed invasive for a non-work issue. He also feared she had changed her mind and he
couldn’t face that in person. At 4:05 he sent her a quick text: How should I dress this evening? Suit and tie or less formal? See you at 7.-Paul
The tone was light and the message purposeful, he thought. It would be fine. He’d already bought a new charcoal-suede jacket for the evening and was eager to wear it. He sweated the last hour of work, waiting to hear back. At 5:03, she replied: Hectic day for me. Dress is business casual. See you at 7.
Paul’s shoulders relaxed and he found himself smiling. His bus didn’t leave until 5:23, so he spent a few minutes in the replacement database looking at Stacia’s candidates. Why not? He could use the cash…and a new boss.
He showered for the second time that day, applied a heavy layer of deodorant, and dressed in gray slacks and a short-sleeved polo shirt. He glanced around his apartment for anything that might need straightening. He’d vacuumed and washed his sheets the day before. Everything else was as clean as always. He had no real hope that Camille would come up to his apartment after dinner, but it would be shameful to be unprepared in case a miracle happened.
He took a MetaboSlim and debated about whether he should meet her downstairs in the lobby. He didn’t want her to think he was ashamed of his home, which he was not. He brushed his teeth again and paced the apartment, too wound up to read.
Camille arrived a little after seven. “Sorry I’m running late. Ready?” She wore a tight-fitting black dress with a short white sweater that covered her arms and six inches of her upper body. Her hair was swept up like the time they’d met for drinks. Stunning!
Paul stepped out and they started walking to the elevator. “You look terrific.” He kicked himself for not buying flowers.
“Thanks. So do you. I like your jacket.”
Maybe this date would turn out okay.
Paul tried to like Camille’s friends, a couple in their mid-thirties who both worked as consultants, Michael in finance and Brianna in marketing. But they were sleek and smug and seemed to do their best to exclude him from the conversation. They chatted about social engineering, market speculation, and when the economy might rebound. Brianna even complained about the “unsightliness” of the homeless people and the lines in front of the soup kitchens every day.
Paul grew bored and irritated, distracted by the restaurant’s ridiculously high prices and tiny portions. Who even liked sushi? And was he supposed to pay for Camille’s dinner even though she’d invited him? He knew he should offer, so he did, but she waved him off.
They parted company with the power couple in front of the restaurant, and Camille exchanged hugs with both. Eager to be alone with his date, Paul was relieved to see them walk away.
In her car, an expensive new electrical, Camille asked, “Did you like my friends? You were kind of quiet.”
“They’re fine. I’m just a little shy with people at first.”
She laughed. “They can be rather intimidating.” Camille started the car and exited the parking lot. Paul wished he were driving. He worked up his nerve to make a suggestion. “Should we stop at a club for a drink?” He hadn’t set foot in a club in a decade.
“Maybe some other time. I’m tired and I have early plans for tomorrow.”
Paul wanted to ask what they were, but Camille started talking again. “I made the changes you suggested to my resume, and I sent the new version to Thaddeus Morton. He said he’d keep me in mind.”
“That’s terrific.” Paul didn’t understand her fascination. “What is it about the employment commissioner’s job that attracts you?”
“Are you kidding?” She stopped at a traffic light and turned to stare. “First, there’s the power of brokering all those deals for jobs around the country. I would love that. Then there’s the Gauntlet with its global audience and the most amazing week of programming all year.”
Suddenly, she leaned over and kissed him on the mouth, pressing into him with passionless intensity. Rockets flared for Paul, but Camille pulled back just as quickly as she’d leaned in. “I want the job, Paul. You need to get me on his replacement list. I know you can do it.” She squeezed his thigh, gunned the engine, and raced down Columbia Road.
Aroused and confused, Paul didn’t trust himself to speak. If he understood correctly, she’d given him a taste of what she had to offer if he made things happen for her. Paul knew he was being used and didn’t care. He wanted more of Camille. “I have an idea,” he said finally.
“What is it?”
“I can’t tell you yet.” He was a little smarter than she gave him credit for. “Let’s talk about something else for a while.”
On the rest of the drive home, they made conversation, but neither had their heart in it. Paul kept thinking about Camille naked and on her knees. He suspected she was thinking about doing the commissioner’s job and making important announcements on the Gauntlet program. Paul visualized them having sex in front of the broadcast cameras. He realized she’d asked him something. He shook his head to clear it. “What did you say?”
“I asked if you had any family bedsides your foster mother who died.”
“No. That’s the tragedy of the foster system. You often lose everybody before you reach adulthood.”
“That’s sad.” Camille turned down his street and pulled up in front of the tall building. “I like you, Paul. I think we could be good for each other.”
Paul boldly leaned in and kissed her again. Their embrace was deep and lingering and he didn’t want to stop. Camille seemed to enjoy it as well. At the exact moment when they were both about to shift into a frantic needy passion, Camille pulled back.
“Good night, Paul.”



Chapter 22


Wed., May 10, 9:25 a.m.
Too energized from her turn in the Puzzle to go back to the hotel, Lara hung out in the lobby with other contestants. A few teasingly asked her to give them tips and she laughed it off. Sharing details about the arenas or Gauntlet phases was strictly forbidden, as well as stupid.
No one had been caught cheating yet, and it didn’t surprise Lara. In addition to the jobs and huge grant money awarded to the winner’s state, the victorious contestant took home a cash prize of ten thousand dollars and received offers from companies for commercials. Lara had no interest in being a spokesperson, but the cash would be welcome.
If she won, she planned to give half to the family she’d inadvertently harmed. More than that, she wanted to help her state. She wanted to put police officers and teachers back to work. Even more, she needed redemption. She couldn’t ever bring back the innocent life she’d taken, but if she made thousands of other lives better, she might hate herself a little less.
Lara watched as the scoreboard updated and her name appeared at the top of the list with 114 points. Yes! She’d earned 25 points for getting out of the cube and another 22 bonus points from the viewers. If she held the fastest time in the Puzzle, she could earn another 50 points for winning. The final prize was starting to feel tangible.
“You kicked ass.” Jason Copeland walked up and raised his bottle of juice in salute.
“Thanks. I’m a little stunned, but very pleased.”
“You still have to beat me in the Battle.”
“No problem.”
“The odds of us being paired off in one of the rounds are pretty high.”
“We’ll see.” Lara looked him over. He was younger and more muscular than her, but she had more training. She wanted to beat him just to wipe the smugness off his face.
“A woman hasn’t won both her rounds of the Battle yet. You won’t make into the Obstacle.”
“Whatever you have to tell yourself.” The Battle required hand-to-hand combat with various weapons. Lara counted on her extensive training, her speed, and her leaping ability to get her through.
“I’ll bet money on Lara.” Makil Johnson stepped up to the scoreboard. He still had to work the Puzzle later that afternoon.
“Thanks.” Lara grinned. She didn’t know if bet was just an expression or if the contestants had a pool going. Why wouldn’t they? Viewers around the world had betting pools set up.
Jason laughed and clapped Makil on the shoulder. “We all need to be worried about Sam Duggar from Texas. Have you seen that guy?”
“I don’t know how he made it through the tunnels,” Makil said.
“Let’s hope he doesn’t survive the cube,” Lara added. The point of the Puzzle was to ensure that brute strength and endurance alone couldn’t earn the final prize. AmGo had insisted the Gauntlet have an intellectual component and had done everything possible to make the competition gender-neutral and fair. Some bloggers still complained that men had a physical advantage. Lara wanted to win and shut them up.
Her euphoria fading, she nodded at her competitors and crossed the lobby, scanning in both directions for the blond man. Outside, she caught a shuttle back to the hotel. Alone in the van except for the driver, she drank a can of ProFast and planned her next move. She had free time until the Battle tournament started in the morning and decided she’d better look at the footage in the auditorium where she’d seen the shooter.
At the hotel desk, she asked the clerk to contact Thaddeus Morton. Lara figured he had to have a suite or office at the hotel during the competition. After a moment, the clerk wrote something down and handed her a small piece of paper. Lara read: Suite 440, at the end of the hall on the fourth floor. Be discreet.
Of course. He didn’t want other contestants to see her enter his office. If she won, it would look bad. Lara took the elevator to the fourth floor, found the hallway empty, and hurried to the commissioner’s suite, which was three rooms away from hers.
She started to knock, then heard a soft click and the door came open. Glancing up, she saw the security camera.
Morton was seated at a large desk in what looked like a luxury apartment. “I’ve been expecting you.” He motioned for her to sit at a smaller desk nearby. “Congratulations on your excellent performance in the Puzzle. I don’t usually watch the footage unless I need to make judgments, but I wanted to see if you’d still be here tomorrow.”
It wasn’t necessary to witness her efforts in the cube to learn her outcome, and Lara was surprised by his personal interest. “Thank you. I’m starting to feel optimistic about winning this thing. Provided I don’t get killed first.”
“I was hoping you’d fail today, get on a plane, and go home. It would make my life simpler.” The commissioner leaned back in his chair. “You’re here to look at security footage?” He gestured toward the smaller desk.
“We need to find this guy.” Lara sat down at the NetCom and tapped the fingerpad. “Has he come after you again or contacted you?”
Morton shook his head. “I really don’t think he’ll be back.” He reached for the control pad. “I’m sending you the video section the security staff isolated for us.” A few seconds later, an icon appeared on her screen. “That’s the footage of the orientation,” he added.
Lara opened the file and saw the front of the auditorium. “I need the footage from the camera aimed at the back of the room.”
“Fine. I’ll send the whole folder. I asked for two-hour sections, so you’ll have to skim through the beginning.”
A small blue folder appeared on her screen. Lara opened the file marked Camera 3 and started a video clip. The auditorium was clearly empty, so she fast-forwarded to the point where a service worker opened the doors at the back of the room. From there, she skimmed until the first contestants started filing in, then slowed it down and watched in regular time. After twenty minutes, she saw herself come into the room, look around, and take a seat near the back. Watching herself was a little creepy, and she was glad to move on. Some of the contestants came in pairs, roommates likely, but most were alone. The media people were easy to spot with their Docks and shoulder cameras.
The room had nearly filled, and the audience turned to face forward, as if someone had taken the stage. A moment later, she spotted the guy. A shaggy-blond man in blue slacks and a gray sweatshirt slipped in. He hung in the back instead of looking for a seat. A minute later, the service worker closed the doors.
Lara zoomed in on the guy and the image went blurry. He had the same build as the man she’d seen in the driveway at the commissioner’s house in Eugene and the same dirty-blond hair, parted in the middle and tucked behind his ears. Generally, the shape and color of his face looked similar too, but she couldn’t make a positive ID because she hadn’t seen the shooter’s face clearly, and this image wasn’t in focus.
She panned out and watched the footage as he stood in the back, listening to the speaker. After a few minutes, the man took a seat. Lara zipped the clip forward through twenty minutes of the commissioner’s presentation. Blondie stood, so she slowed the speed and watched in real time and he walked to the wall and leaned against it.
Moments later, she watched herself rise and head for the doors. Blondie saw her coming, did a startled double take, and charged for the exit. Lara was now certain he hadn’t followed her into the room. He’d gone there to hear Thaddeus Morton and had been surprised to see her, the witness at his earlier crime.
“Come look at this guy.” She reversed the clip while the commissioner walked over. She stopped it at the point where Blondie stood near the end of the speech. “Is this the man who shot you?”
“Sure looks like him. Not many men wear their hair like that.”
“You’re right.” Lara zoomed in again. “You know what? I think it’s a wig.”
“You might be right.” The commissioner squinted at the monitor. “Do you suppose his mustache is fake too?”
“I’m starting to think so.” Lara turned to Morton. “Can you visualize him with shorter hair and clean-shaven? Could he be someone you know?”
“Without the hair, he seems vaguely familiar.”
Lara selected Tools, clipped the frame, and saved it as a separate file. She sent the image to her iCom number and turned to Morton. “If we took this to the police, they have software programs that generate and modify a suspect’s looks.”
“No.” Morton’s jaw tightened. “It’s too late now. I have political enemies who would use the scandal to run me out of office. Besides, the police rarely solve anything. They don’t have the resources.”
“Could your political enemies be behind this?” Lara had to look at every possibility; it was the way she’d been trained.
Morton rolled his eyes. “Shooting me in broad daylight doesn’t seem like their style.”
“Could they have hired someone?”
“It’s possible but unlikely. Remember, Kirsten was killed too. I think this guy might be insane.”
“Why target you?”
“I don’t know. It may be related to the Gauntlet. Some people take it way too seriously.”
“You mean like that group from Iowa last year?”
“Exactly.”
Lara remembered the news story. Four men in their late twenties had been watching the Challenge in a bar and became infuriated when the Iowa contestant was given obstacles to overcome that his competitor had not faced. They’d gone berserk, smashing up tables in the bar, then stormed outside to overturn a car. They were on the freeway to Indiana when state police stopped them. The talking media heads had speculated the enraged men might have killed the first Indiana resident they came to if they hadn’t been apprehended.
“That was a bunch of idiot drunks. This guy seems focused and determined.”
“Do you still plan to run his image through the criminal database?”
“Of course.”
The commissioner’s iCom beeped, so he stepped away. After a moment, he turned to Lara. “I’m taking this in the other room and I’ll be a while. After you get what you need, just let yourself out.” He headed for what she assumed was a bedroom.
Lara saved a second clip with just Blondie’s face and sent it to the NetCom in her hotel room. She remembered the hotel manager had sent a file of the hallway footage to Morton. She scanned through the rest of the folder but didn’t see a video file labeled hotel or anything similar. Wondering if it was on Morton’s Dock, Lara glanced at the bedroom door and considered interrupting the commissioner to ask. He’d said he would be a while. She hated to wait and she didn’t want to have to come back for it either.
Lara moved quickly to the big desk where Morton had left his Dock. She would do a quick search for the hotel footage, then ask for it at the front desk if she didn’t find it. Not a single file appeared on his screen. Morton guarded his information. She was curious about the commissioner and skeptical of his denial of knowing who Blondie was. She decided to conduct a quick scan of his files. As a detective she’d searched a few devices and had learned from reformed hackers how to find and screen a directory.
She narrowed her search to just video files and was surprised to see a folder marked game room that had 422 files in it. The folder was password locked, piquing her curiosity, but clearly not what she was looking for. Lara moved on but didn’t see any files labeled hotel or hallway footage. She heard Morton’s voice near the bedroom door and quickly closed the search window.
As she scooted back to the small desk, he stepped out of the bedroom. “I have to get my Dock. Were you leaving?”
“Yes. Thanks for your help.” Lara grabbed her bag and headed out.
Downstairs, she entered the hallway near the front desk and found her way to the manager’s office. A different woman was there today.
“I’m Lara Evans, one of the contestants.”
“Yes, I recognize you. I’m Alena Brown, assistant manager. What can I do for you?”
“I need to look at the security footage from the hallway the night of the murder.” Lara took a seat. “The manager last night said she’d send me the clip but I didn’t get it.”
“I’ll text Lindsey for permission.” The assistant manager relayed the request into her iCom. She looked over at Lara. “It might take her a while to get back to me.”
“I’ll wait.” Lara figured her presence in the office would ensure some follow-through. She pulled her Dock from her bag and tried to get online to catch up on the news, but her internet access was blocked. Of course. That’s how they kept contestants from watching the coverage on personal devices…and why the contestants and media people were the only guests in the hotel.
She opened an e-book she’d been reading called Supercharged Calories. Essentially, it was about staying healthy on a minimum caloric intake. Lara found it difficult to focus on nutrition. She closed the file, clicked her notepad, and started a list of what she could do to investigate Kirsten’s homicide: 1) Upload Blondie’s image to CODIS and run a comparison match; 2) Show the image to everyone who worked the desk at the hotel and see if he was staying there; 3) Dig deeper into Morton’s background to see if he had any enemies he didn’t want to name.
Alena’s iCom beeped and she read her message. “The boss says to let you see the file. She already sent a copy to the police.”
“Thanks.” Lara recited her iCom number, which functioned as a central messaging point for everything. The file would also appear in her message center on her NetCom back in Eugene.
“Are you working with the police to catch the killer?” the manager asked.
“Yes.” It was the easiest thing to say. As she left the office, Lara thought about Detective Harper. Had he seen the footage from the hotel? Would he come back to ask more questions? She hated keeping the whole truth from him.
She took the stairs to her new room on the fourth floor and made a protein shake. At the desk, she downloaded the file where she could view it on the large screen. At first, the camera showed empty hallway with muted colors and a slight telescopic rounding at the edges. After ten minutes, a man came into view. He was about five-ten and wore dark slacks and a gray sweatshirt like the guy in the auditorium. His hood was pulled up over his head and he wore sunglasses, like someone who didn’t want to be recognized. As he came toward the camera, the man turned his head and quickly walked out of view. Lara watched the clip for another few minutes, then it abruptly ended.
She backed it up and observed it again, looking for details. The man walked with a normal gait, no limp or injuries that she could tell. He wore black athletic shoes and slacks, like someone who worked in an office. His torso was longer than average, leaving him short squatty legs. The light-gray sweatshirt was partly zipped, showing a white shirt underneath, maybe a t-shirt. Had the police viewed this footage yet? If so, why was she still wearing the damn ankle monitor?
Lara froze the clip just as he was about to turn away and studied the image for markings. Overall, his face was small and square with an average Caucasian nose and a small mouth. Pale skin with no freckles and no sun damage. His strong chin was all that kept his face from being nondescript. Sunglasses hid his eyes. She tried to zoom in, but the generic software on the hotel NetCom didn’t allow it.
She uploaded the clip of the man’s face from the auditorium and compared the two images side by side. Same nose and chin. The mouth in the auditorium clip was obscured somewhat by the mustache, which Lara now knew was a fake. Why had he worn it to the orientation and not to the hotel? Because she’d spotted him and blown his disguise?
A loud pounding startled her. Lara pulled her 9-millimeter and spun toward the door.



Chapter 23


“It’s Detective Harper. I need to talk to you.”
Her shoulders relaxed at the familiar name, then tightened again. Crap. She didn’t have time for another round of questioning. Lara closed the files and wondered if she could get away with ignoring him. No one was supposed to know her room number.
“Lara, I know you’re in there. Open up. I’m not here to arrest you.”
Reluctantly, she reholstered her weapon and trudged toward the door. She wanted to stop in the bathroom and make sure her hair and makeup still looked decent, but she didn’t let herself. Except for the contest cameras, her looks didn’t matter. She didn’t want men looking at her that way.
Certain it was Harper’s deep smooth voice, Lara unbolted the door and stepped aside to let him in. “Can we make this brief? I’m in the middle of something.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Like what? You don’t compete again until tomorrow.”
“You’re keeping track?”
“Of course. You’re my favorite contestant.” He smiled, all charm this visit. “I watched your performance in the Puzzle. Amazing. I don’t think anyone will beat it.”
Lara fought back a smile, not trusting his new tactic. She glanced back at the hotel room, glad her new space had a living area. “This isn’t a good place to talk. It may have cameras recording.”
“When I got your room number from the director, I told her our conversation needed to be completely private. She reassured me there are no cameras in this VIP suite.”
Her relief was physical, as if a pressure was suddenly gone. “Let’s sit down.” She gestured for him to go first, then locked the door and followed. The detective sank into the soft club chair, so she took the matching couch and sat at an angle to face him.
“Have you dropped the charges yet?”
“Why would we do that?”
“Because you know I didn’t do it. The hotel sent you video footage showing a man in the hallway outside Kirsten’s door around 8:36 p.m.”
“That doesn’t prove you’re innocent. Who is he? You know him, don’t you?”
“I don’t. Have you run the image through CODIS?”
“Yes, but with the hood and sunglasses, it’s pointless.”
Lara thought about the second image she had of Blondie in the auditorium.
The detective leaned forward. “What is it? You know something. I saw it on your face.”
Lara mentally kicked herself. Her expressive nature often worked against her. “I was just thinking that with the hood and sunglasses he looked like that image of the Unabomber. You remember him, don’t you?”
“Don’t try to distract me. I need your help, Lara. If I don’t close this case soon, it’ll get shuffled to the back of the workload and Kirsten will never get justice.”
Lara hesitated. Was there a way to tell him about Blondie without mentioning the commissioner? “If I tell you what little I know, will you drop the charges against me?”
“It’s not up to me. But if you give me another suspect, I can push the DA to shift his focus.”
Law enforcement still in her heart, Lara had to tell him something. She knew how frustrating it was to come to a dead end and feel like she’d failed the victim. “I looked at the hotel footage and the guy seemed vaguely familiar. Then I remembered seeing someone dressed like him at the back of the auditorium during the Gauntlet orientation.”
“Dressed how? Give me the details.” Harper tapped his Dock, preparing to take notes.
Lara repeated Blondie’s description. “He also had the same body type and clothes as the man in the hotel hallway.” She shrugged. “He’s on the camera footage for the auditorium. Would you like to see it?”
“You’ve been doing our job for us.”
“Somebody has to.” She smiled to soften the sting. “I had some free time this afternoon.”
“Show me.”
Lara uploaded the images side by side on the big screen. “He has the same nose and chin, but the hoodie makes it hard to get a positive ID.”
Harper tapped the auditorium photo. “Send this one to me.” He recited his number and Lara quickly sent the files to his iCom.
The detective stared at her for a long moment. “You’re the prettiest suspect I’ve interviewed in a long time.”
“Does that line ever work for you?”
He laughed. “I like you, Lara. Will you have dinner with me?”
“Thanks, but I’ve already eaten.”
“Will you join me anyway? Have a drink and keep me company while I eat? I have a long night of work ahead.”
She remembered what that was like. Sitting in the conference room at the department looking through bank statements and phone records until two in the morning. Eating cold Chinese food by herself while she worked. He seemed like a good man.
“Why not? It’ll be a relief to get out of this room for a while.”
“Where would you like to go?”
“I can’t leave the property without permission, so how about the restaurant downstairs?”
“Is it fancy? I’m not dressed for anything upscale.”
Lara laughed and pushed off the couch. “They cater to Gauntlet contestants and tourists. I doubt they have a dress code.”
“You haven’t eaten there?”
“No.” She had no intention of explaining her dietary peculiarities. “I’ll meet you down there in ten minutes.”
Lara changed out of her camera-happy competition clothes and into a pair of faded jeans. She put on a snug sleeveless blouse that she almost hadn’t packed. Slipping on some earrings, she chided herself for acting like she had a date and changed her mind about going. She picked up her iCom to text him, then reversed her decision, thinking it couldn’t hurt to have the detective on her side. Lara slipped on a pair of sandals and touched the ankle monitor. Maybe she could convince him to let her off surveillance.
The hostess led her to a cozy corner table. Detective Harper had put away his Dock and ordered a beer. An unexpected surge of pleasure filled her body. She hadn’t sat down to dinner with a man since Ben had been killed. She’d had a brief thing with her chiropractor a few years back, but that had been meaningless sex just to keep her from exploding. This dinner was meaningless too, Lara reminded herself. Just filling some time with an attractive man…who happened to be detective. Why were they always cops?
He stood when she arrived. “Lara.”
She loved the way he said her name, drawing out the first vowel like a caress.
He looked relieved to see her. “For a minute, I thought you had changed your mind.”
“For a minute, I thought I had too.” Lara smiled and sat.
“What can I get you to drink?”
She almost never drank alcohol and tomorrow was possibly the most important day of her life. “A glass of red wine, please.” A couple of sips, she told herself. To help her sleep. With no body fat and no solid food in her stomach, an entire glass would go straight to her head.
“I’m having a steak sandwich. What about you?”
“Just the wine. I already ate.”
“Okay.” He signaled their server and placed the order.
When the waitress was gone, he took a long drink of beer, then blurted out, “I’m jealous that you’re in the Gauntlet. Anybody who works out and considers themselves reasonably intelligent has a fantasy about competing in the contest…and winning.”
“I suspect that’s true. I was fascinated after watching it the first year and I started training immediately.”
“You must be incredibly dedicated. I know you beat out five firemen from Oregon to win the spot.”
“I can be a little obsessive.”
“I assume you know you were only one of twelve women in the competition.” Harper sipped his beer, then continued. “Eight were eliminated in the Challenge and so far, you’re the only one to make it out of the Puzzle. I’m betting you’ll be the first woman to survive the hand-to-hand tournament too.”
“I appreciate the vote of confidence. I’ll be the smallest and oldest person to enter the Battle stage. I’m a little worried.” Lara hadn’t admitted that even to herself, and she didn’t know why she’d told Harper. The Battle was the only part of the Gauntlet that had a live audience. Hundreds of wealthy people paid a premium to watch the contestants go one-on-one with a variety of nonlethal weapons.
“Size and youth won’t win this,” Harper said, touching the back of her hand. “Speed and agility are more important in both the Battle and the Obstacle. After that, your self-discipline and determination will get you through the Marathon.”
Lara smiled. “Thank you. I feel better.” She sipped her wine. “But I probably shouldn’t drink much of this. I need to be at my peak tomorrow.”
“You need to stop worrying. You’ll be great.” He leaned forward. “I hated having to arrest you. It was one of the worst moments on the job for me. Right after one of the best moments, meeting you in person. I’ve been following your blog for a year.”
Stunned, Lara could only ask, “Why me?”
“Because you’re a pretty ex-cop and I always root for the underdog.”
She burst out laughing. “The odds against me are shrinking. I’m not such a long shot anymore.”
Jason and another contestant followed a server to a nearby table. When Jason spotted her, he rushed over. “Did you hear about Jodie Hansen in the Puzzle?”
Lara’s stomach knotted in dread.
“She beat your time by sixteen seconds.”
The news was crushing and Lara swore out loud. Now she wouldn’t earn the 50 extra points for winning the phase. She mentally played back her performance in the Puzzle and kicked herself for wasting time on the obvious. It had cost her the win. But she wouldn’t let Jason see her agonize. “It’s not over yet. I still plan to win both of my rounds in the Battle.” She sounded more confident than she felt.
“But you can’t win the overall contest without those 50 Puzzle points.” Jason looked happy. “Unless you also win the Marathon.” He clearly believed that wouldn’t happen and Lara suspected he was right.
Harper spoke up. “She can win. If Texas loses his first round in the Battle, Lara has a shot.”
“That won’t happen.” Jason shook his head. “I’ll let you get back to your drinks. I thought you’d want to know.”
“He’s a jackass,” Lara whispered after he left.
“Yep. I could see that before he opened his mouth.” Harper grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Don’t let it worry you. I still think you can win this if the voters keep giving you 20 or more popularity points for every phase.”
Their server stepped up with the food and wine. “I hear they posted the lineup for the Battle tomorrow.”
“Who am I up against and what time?” Lara had to know.
The server grimaced. “Sam Duggar from Texas at noon.”
A heavy silence followed. Crap on a stick. Sam was six-feet-two and over two hundred pounds. Her next thought was that someone, possibly both the commissioner and the director, wanted her out of the competition. Her arrest had been a liability, and Morton probably wished he’d never met her. Aside from keeping him from bleeding to death, Lara mused.
Finally, Detective Harper said, “The bigger they are, the harder they fall.”
For the next hour, Lara put the Texas giant and the mysterious shooter out of her mind and simply enjoyed the company of a charming man. At one point, she caught herself checking to see if he wore a wedding
ring. He didn’t. She figured he was likely divorced. Law enforcement was hard on family life, which was part the reason she’d never married or had kids. It was time to ask. “Is your family here in D.C.?”
“I’m a widower and my daughter lives in Portland.”
“Oregon?”
“Yep. We’re both rooting for you. She’ll finish her two-year degree next year and hopes to get a job with the new AmGo facility.” He grinned. “No pressure.”
“Have you ever visited the state?”
“Once. What about you? Any family?”
Lara shook her head. “I was married to the job for sixteen years and my only brother died.”
“I’m sorry.”
Lara pushed aside her half glass of wine. “I should go. It’s been nice talking with you.” She pulled a ten from her wallet to pay for the wine and stood.
“Did I offend you?” Harper looked upset.
“Not at all. I have to prepare mentally and physically for tomorrow.”
“Let me pay the check and I’ll walk you to your room.”
Lara started to protest, then realized she wanted another five minutes with him.
They left the restaurant and crossed the hotel lobby in silence. Lara felt a little giddy from the wine, another pleasurable feeling she hadn’t experienced in a while. They stepped into the elevator. When the doors closed, Caden Harper turned to her. “Lara.”
She looked up, and he gently took her face in his hands and pressed warm soft lips to hers. Lara surrendered to the kiss.



Chapter 24


Three and a half months earlier: Fri., Jan. 27, 7:50 a.m.
Paul strode through the security station, smiling boldly at the guard. Go ahead and harass me, he thought. He was too happy to care. He had a girlfriend! Plain, nerdy Paul Madsen was dating a smart, gorgeous, sophisticated woman. Amazing what removing a little flesh from the nose could accomplish. The guard smiled back, seeming a little surprised by his exuberance.
Paul caught the elevator upstairs and thought about stopping in Camille’s office to say good morning. Would that be too much? He wanted to be careful and not scare her off by being too clingy too soon. Especially in their workspace. He instinctively understood that he needed to reel her in slowly, one date at a time, while he simultaneously transformed himself into someone more physically attractive. Paul patted his stomach. Down eighteen pounds.
At his desk, he dove right into a new task, checking every line of code and every entry as he went along. He’d vowed to never again give his bitchy boss a reason to criticize him. For now, he’d set aside the idea of trying to find a replacement for Stacia, because the mission was too close to home. He hadn’t given up, he just planned to take his time and find a foolproof way that couldn’t be traced to him.
At noon, he turned away from his NetCom, took a MetaboSlim, and retrieved his chicken salad sandwich from its thermal bag. The salty aroma reminded him of the tuna sandwiches Isabel used to make for him as a kid. The ache of her loss threatened to burst his happy bubble, so Paul pushed it aside.
He reached for his Dock and opened the novel he was reading, a sci-fi political thriller, but he couldn’t concentrate. He burned with the need to contact Camille, to reassure himself their relationship was real. He tapped open the message folder on the Dock and sent a text to Camille’s personal number. He kept it short and non-needy. I had a great time last night.-Paul.
A few minutes later, Camille stepped into his office and closed the door. Paul put down his lunchtime pleasures, concerned by her serious expression. “Hello, Camille.”
“I have to talk to you about this situation.”
He waited, heart quivering with the fear of rejection.
“We have to keep our relationship private and not let others at work know about it.”
Paul let out a tiny sigh. She’d called it a relationship. “I understand.”
“That means you shouldn’t text me at work, even on my private number.” She slunk into the guest chair and kept her voice low. “Nothing about our behavior in this building should change. No one can know about the time we spend together outside of work. We have to be professional.”
Paul went along, trying to sound levelheaded and sincere. “You’re right. We don’t want to risk our jobs.”
“I’m so glad you understand.” Her relief was palpable.
It pierced his heart. “I do hope we can see each other again.”
“We will. I enjoyed our time together too.” Camille clutched her purse and stood. “I have an errand to run on my lunch hour, so I’ve got to go.”
Paul started to suggest they see a movie sometime, then held back. “See you at the Monday meeting.”
After she left, Paul played back the conversation, trying to evaluate the subtleties. Camille had implied they would spend more time together, so she must like him a little, he thought. He knew she was right about keeping their relationship from co-workers, but he also worried she was embarrassed to be seen with him. He could change that, though. A chin implant would make a world of difference. He’d looked at before-and-after photos online. Even female actresses made themselves more beautiful by extending their chins. He would win Camille over-he just had to be patient.
By mid-afternoon, Paul’s right leg vibrated under the desk, his mind drifted from his task, and he felt irritable. The restless leg syndrome was new in the last few days, and he wondered if the symptom was related to his diet. He hated to think his jitteriness was connected to the pills because they were working well.
He took his afternoon break early and walked around the block. The cold wind was relentless, and he felt like he’d run a mile by the time he arrived back in his office. At five, he shifted out of his software maintenance task and opened the replacement database. Because of Olbert’s threat to report him, Paul had no choice but to abandon the beleaguered Robert Morales in the DOE. If Olbert had followed through, federal agents might be watching for anything suspicious that might happen to DOE employees. Paul decided to start over and look for a new position to target. He needed to make one more arrangement to pay for a chin implant, then he would stay out of the database.
But first, he had something personal to take care of. He keyed in employment commissioner and waited for the names to come up. He scanned the details of the three replacements and decided Lisa Hutchinson was the least qualified. She’d been president of a teacher’s union back when unions still existed, and now she was a freelance labor arbitrator. Paul worked up his nerve and deleted her files. Uploading Camille’s information took a little longer, but not much. Now his girlfriend was on a list to replace the commissioner should something unexpected happen to him. Paul couldn’t wait to tell Camille. Yet he knew he should wait. This was a gift she desperately wanted and the timing could be critical. He would save it for the next time she kissed him and it just might get him laid.
After forty irritating minutes of keying in search words and scanning personal information, Paul finally found a possibility. Allen Brentwood worked for the Department of Transportation, which had been consolidated into three small units that regulated trains, planes, and cars. Brentwood was the director of the vehicle and road safety administration. What first caught Paul’s attention was Brentwood’s performance reviews. The last one had unsatisfactory ratings in seven out of ten categories, and the one before it was only marginally better. The DOT secretary had to be looking for an excuse to fire him. The other interesting factor was that Brentwood belonged to the gym Paul had joined, so Paul had access to him.
Paul checked the replacement database. All three candidates were men and Paul had to rule out two. One already had a Level C position, and one was Brentwood’s assistant. Paul settled on Terrance Kettering, a man with degrees in engineering and business, who’d been unemployed for a while.
Paul left work at six, spent an hour in the cold looking for a street vendor who sold prepaid iComs, then finally took the bus to a shop in the mall. With his merchandise in his pocket, he caught a bus home. On the ride, he watched the snow and had second thoughts. What if Olbert had reported him? Had they launched an investigation? Was he being watched?
Paul shivered, then scolded himself for being paranoid. The possibility was remote. Law enforcement budgets were a fraction of what they used to be, and unless violence or major theft was the issue, most crimes were given cursory investigations, and prosecutors only went after suspects with evidence against them. His little missions were small-time and under the radar.
Still, Paul promised himself it would be the last arrangement and he would be more careful this time. He would only ask for fifteen thousand and demand it all up front. That way he’d only have to conduct one cash transfer, cutting the risk and stress in half. The money would be enough for his chin implant, which now felt essential. The surgery would radically improve his appearance and his chance of a sexual relationship with Camille. The thought of an intimate encounter gave him an idea for how he would get Brentwood fired.
At home that evening, Paul sat down at his NetCom and in a matter of hours, learned everything he ever wanted to know about Allen Brentwood. The man was a networking fool and shared his daily movements with the world on Scoop, a phenomenon Paul had never understood.
It didn’t take much effort to discover that Brentwood went to the gym on Tuesdays and Thursdays after work and soaked in the hot tub after his workout. Paul would be at the gym next week and would snap a quiet photo or two of Brentwood showing some skin. Then he’d send the images to a young woman who worked in Brentwood’s department. Paul would also hack into the man’s WorldChat page and post the skin photos there, maybe with some outrageous unpatriotic statements. Even without a history of unfavorable performance reviews, it might be enough to force his resignation.
Paul shut off the unit and got Lilly ready for a quick trip outside. He was relieved this mission would be easy. Now all he had to do was sell the position to Terrance Kettering and make an appointment for his chin surgery.
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March 14, 6:55 a.m.
Paul couldn’t stop staring at himself in the mirror. The swelling in his chin was down and he’d gone back to work yesterday after recovering over the weekend. Inserting an implant was not nearly as traumatic as removing attached tissue, the aesthetic surgeon had explained. Paul turned his head and admired his new profile. He loved the definition! Why had he waited so long to do this? Why didn’t everybody with a recessed chin do this?
The $13,350 cost came to mind. Paul felt sorry for people without the means to pay for it. Procedures like this one could transform a person’s life, opening up career and relationship opportunities that had never existed before. He felt like a new person and couldn’t wait to show off his improved profile. It occurred to him that he might eventually find a better job for himself. There was nothing wrong with software management, but he’d entered the field because it was a behind-the-scenes position, and he’d assumed his homely looks wouldn’t work against him in employment interviews.
He ate breakfast and dressed for work, stopping occasionally to run his finger along the scar in the soft tissue under his new chin. Such a small incision, such a huge improvement.
“Tonight’s the night,” he said to Lilly as he took her out for her morning stretch. “How can Camille say no to this face?”
The afternoon dragged by as Paul grew more excited-and anxious-about his evening plans. He and Camille had been to dinner several times and once to a movie, but she hadn’t allowed him to go much farther than kissing and touching. She said she wanted them to take things slowly and get to know each other before committing to a sexual relationship. Paul understood and was trying to be patient, but they were both in their thirties and life was short.
His message center flashed and Paul tapped it open. Stacia’s face appeared. “Will you come to my office please? There’s someone here to see you.” She clicked off before he could respond.
Paul’s heart fluttered as he imagined possible scenarios. Was this about the replacement database? He pushed out of his chair and glanced around his office. Should he bring his briefcase? Would he be fired or arrested?
His last mission had gone smoothly. Terrance Kettering had paid up front without any shenanigans, Brentwood had resigned under pressure, and with a little push from Paul, Kettering had landed the position. Brentwood claimed he’d been hacked and framed, but no one believed him. Was it all a sting? Had he been the one to be set up?
Paul willed himself to be calm. He picked up his Dock and strolled down the hall, running into Camille, who was just heading back to her office. “Hey, Camille.”
“Hello, Paul.” She examined his chin as he stepped closer. “You look terrific.” She kept her voice low and her hands at her sides.
“Thanks. I love it.” He wanted to talk about the procedure but this was not the time or place. “Did you just come from Stacia’s office?”
“Yes. Someone from the FBI is asking about access to employee records. Are you headed in there?”
The FBI. Oh dear god. “Should I be nervous?”
She gave a devious little grin. “That depends on what you’ve been up to.”
Paul tried to come up with a joke, but his throat was dry. “Wish me luck. I’ll see you tonight.”
The black-suited man in Stacia’s office had a boyish look, round-faced and chubby. Paul relaxed a little.
“This is Agent Franklin with the FBI,” Camille said. “He’s here asking about the federal employee databases we have the privilege of maintaining.”
Paul nodded. “How can I help you?” He hoped his voice didn’t sound as nervous as he felt.
“In the last five months, two federal employees have claimed their message systems were hacked and a saboteur sent fraudulent messages in their names. We’re looking into it.” Franklin shifted forward, unwedging himself from the narrow chair. “You’re one of ten people in this office who has access to personnel files. Have you noticed any irregularities?”
“No, I haven’t.” Paul resisted the urge to embellish.
Franklin gave him a piercing look. “Have you ever sent any phony messages, even as a joke?”
“Never.” Paul forced himself to meet the agent’s eyes. “I take the privacy and security issues I’m trusted with very seriously.”
“Do you have any idea who might send sexually implicit messages?”
“No one I work with here would do anything like that.”
Stacia added, “I’ll also vouch for everyone in my department.”
Agent Franklin glanced at Paul. “I’ll run a program that will screen the personnel databases for irregularities and see what I find.”
Paul sensed the conversation was over, but he waited to be dismissed.
After a moment Agent Franklin said, “Thanks for your time.”
Stomach churning, Paul nodded and left. As worried as he was about the FBI scrubbing their system for digital fingerprints, he was relieved the agent had not mentioned the Department of Energy position.
He assumed Olbert had not reported getting an email offering to sell it. Thank god. Investigators would take job manipulation far more seriously than prank skin shots and sexual offers. That kind of crap happened so often it was impossible to catch or stop. Paul tried to push the worry out of his mind. They wouldn’t find anything that pointed directly at him, and he’d conducted his final arrangement. It would all blow over, he told himself. He had to focus on his date with Camille. Tonight was pivotal for their relationship, and he needed to be more charming than he’d ever been in his life.
After dinner at Georgio’s, they climbed in Paul’s car and headed for Camille’s house in Capitol Heights. Rain beat down on the metal roof and they could barely make conversation. As they turned off Central Avenue, Camille suddenly asked, “Would you alter personnel files if you had a good reason?”
“That depends.” He glanced over to read her expression, but couldn’t tell much in the dark interior.
“Would you alter something for me?” She stroked his shoulder.
“I would do almost anything for you, Camille.” Paul paused. “Especially if we were lovers.”
“That’s good to know.”
Paul pulled into her driveway and shut off the car. “Do you have something specific in mind?”
“Come inside and we’ll talk about it.”
Camille poured two glasses of wine and they snuggled together on her couch, as they had on their last date. After a few minutes of kissing, Paul’s groin was almost bursting with anticipation. He distracted himself with occasional thoughts of Agent Franklin just to keep under control.
Lips pressed to his, Camille whispered, “I want you to add my name to the employment commissioner’s replacement list.”
“I’d have to delete someone else.” Paul slid his hand up Camille’s short red dress. She wasn’t wearing underwear and he almost came.
“I know.” She let him rub his finger over her clitoris. “No one will ever check the database, will they?” She sounded breathy.
Paul hoped it was his caress rather than her ambition making her horny. “Not unless something happens to Morton.” Paul could barely form the sentence. His erection wanted out of his pants and into her wet bliss.
“Will you do it for me?”
“I’ll think about it.” Manipulation was new to him, but he understood he had to prolong her quest for as long as possible.
“Maybe I can help you make up your mind.” Camille unzipped his pants and freed his penis. “Oh my. You are nicely sized.”
Paul grabbed her hand. “Let’s get our clothes off.”
He stood and led her to the bedroom. His pulse pounded in his ears. It was finally happening! He prayed their sex wouldn’t be a disaster.
Yet it was. Paul knew Camille was disappointed. His orgasm had come too quickly, despite his attempts to delay it with random negative thoughts. After rolling off her, he’d tried to bring her to a climax with his tongue, but she’d grown frustrated with his inexperienced effort. Now Camille was in the bathroom and he wondered what he was supposed to do next. His body wanted to sleep, but he suspected she would ask him to leave.
Camille came out of the master bath, wearing a robe.
“Should I stay or go?”
“You’re staying.” She reached into the nightstand and pulled out a small white tube. “Let’s try that again. I think you can do better.”
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Wed., May 10, 9:55 p.m.
Lara brushed her disheveled hair and wondered what the fallout would be. The sex had been incredible, but she’d been celibate for so long, even bad sex would have seemed good. Caden had been forceful and hot in the beginning, burning straight through any hesitation she might have had, then tender and slow for the long haul. Just the way she liked it.
The encounter didn’t mean anything, she told herself. They were just two horny people who’d found some pleasure in each other’s company. Lara drank a glass of water and gave herself a minute to think. The contest rules forbade sexual encounters between contestants, but didn’t mention other circumstances. Still, she felt vulnerable, knowing Minda needed only one more reason to scratch her from the Gauntlet. She had to get Caden out of her room and get some sleep before her first round in the Battle tomorrow.
Lara opened the bathroom door and he was standing there, naked and smiling, his sexy eyes making her want to trust him. She started to back away, but he grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her to him. He kissed her forehead and worked his way down to her neck.
“You have to go,” Lara said, with little conviction. “I have to get some sleep.”
“I know,” he whispered, still kissing her neck.
She closed her eyes and allowed herself another moment of pleasure. Finally, she pulled back. “This might be against the competition rules and I don’t want to risk getting booted.”
He grabbed both her hands and held her eyes with his. “I know there’s something you’re not telling me about the man who killed Kirsten. I watched the video in the auditorium. When he saw you coming, he looked startled. He recognized you, then turned and fled.” Caden stepped toward her. “Please tell me. I’m a detective, and I can’t do my job without all the facts. You understand that.”
She did, but she also felt used. “Is that why you slept with me? To get the information you needed?”
He let out a soft laugh. “I fantasized about seducing you six months ago when you made the finals in the Oregon competition. Believe me, it was all pleasure.”
Any kind of attachment was not what she had in mind. Lara moved past Caden and grabbed her clothes from the floor. Her emotions were in turmoil and she regretted acting on her sexual impulses. Damn. When would she learn?
They dressed in silence and the guilt of not helping his investigation weighed heavily on her heart. What if Blondie killed the commissioner while she was competing tomorrow? How would she live with that? Intellectually, she knew she wasn’t responsible for Thaddeus Morton, but once she’d treated his wound and kept his secret, she’d taken ownership of his problem. Still, she couldn’t deal with Blondie and compete at the same time.
Dressed, she turned to Caden. “I’ll tell you what I can but you have to promise that most of it will never go in your file.”
“I don’t know.” He lifted his shoulders in frustration.
“Then I can’t tell you. I have too much to lose.” She looked at the door, willing him to leave.
“Come sit down and talk to me. We’ll take it one step at a time.” His eyes pleaded with her.
“I need your promise it won’t be part of the official record.”
“I promise.”
She wasn’t sure she believed him-cops lied to suspects-but she’d wanted to get the gunshot incident off her chest since it happened. Lara sat on the couch and he took a seat opposite her, just as they had earlier. She realized if she’d told him everything at that point, they wouldn’t have gone to dinner or ended up in bed. Maybe things had worked out this way for a reason. She scratched the thought and scoffed at herself. Shit happened and there was no rhyme or reason.
“Who is he?” Caden prompted.
Lara knew she shouldn’t think of him as Caden. “I really don’t know. I call the guy Blondie for lack of a name.” She took a deep breath. “I saw him in Eugene the day before I flew out here.”
Caden waited, like a good detective should.
“I responded to an emergency call through the freelance service I contract with. When I arrived at the house, a man came running out. He had a gun and when he saw me he fired. But I hit the ground and he got in his car and drove away.” Caden would want the details of the car, but not yet. Her throat felt dry.
“Do you want some water?” He was out his chair and headed for the sink before she could respond.
When he returned, she continued. “Inside the house, a man had been shot and I treated his shoulder wound. He begged me not to report the incident. He said Blondie was his lover and they’d had a fight. Considering how the victim was dressed at the time, I believed him.”
“Why didn’t you report it?”
Lara swallowed hard. “I was scheduled to compete in the Gauntlet. I didn’t want anything to derail that. I need this win.”
“I don’t understand. You were just doing your job.” Caden looked confused.
“The man with the gunshot wound was Thaddeus Morton, the employment commissioner.”
She watched him control his surprise, then process the information. After a long moment, Caden asked, “Did Morton threaten to sabotage you in the competition if you reported it?”
“More or less.”
Caden shook his head. “If the shooter is the commissioner’s boyfriend, why would he kill Kirsten?”
“He’s not Morton’s boyfriend. The commissioner made that up to minimize the incident, hoping I would forget the whole thing. Then Blondie showed up here and Kirsten ended up dead. I think Blondie meant to silence me and stupidly stunned Kirsten by mistake. I confronted the commissioner about it and he claims to have no idea who the shooter his. I think I believe him.”
“Wow.” Caden shook his head. “It’s certainly not what I expected to hear.”
“The shooting was the last thing I needed going into this competition. Being arrested for murder was the frosting on this whole shit cake of an incident.”
They were both quiet. Then Caden said, “I need to talk to the commissioner.”
“You can’t. If he finds out I told you, he might ruin my chance of winning. He’s worried about losing his position.”
“Then why did you tell me all this?”
“Because I want you to find Blondie before he kills Morton-or me. The commissioner thinks the shooter might be some crazy guy obsessed with the Gauntlet.” Lara shifted in her chair. “If I wasn’t competing throughout the next two days, I’d find him myself.”
Caden’s expression softened and he almost smiled. “I believe you would. I just don’t know how I’m going to tie Kirsten’s death to the shooting of a federal employee without mentioning-”
He stopped cold and she watched him make a mental connection.
“What is it? You know something about Morton.”
“I can’t tell you.”
“That’s not fair. I told you what I know.”
“This is different. It’s another investigation involving federal employees, and now I’m wondering if they’re connected.”
Lara itched to know everything. She loved working complex cases and wanted to help with this one. “I used to be a detective and I’m good at making connections.”
“I have to look at a file first.” Caden leaned forward as if to get up. “Anything else you should tell me?”
“No.” Except the last four hours had been the best she’d spent in many years. “Can you get the charges against me dropped?” Lara held up her ankle, indicating the monitor.
“I’ll try.” He kissed her gently. “I wish we had more time and different circumstances.”
“Story of my life.”
Caden Harper walked out and Lara wondered if she would ever see him again.



Chapter 27


Thurs., May 11, 8:05 a.m.
Lara slept soundly for the first time in ages and rose late, happy she didn’t compete until noon. After a protein shake, she went for a short run, then spent an hour stretching and practicing defense moves. Caden kept intruding into her thoughts, but she suppressed him. She didn’t let herself dwell on the shooter either. The next phase of the competition would be the most challenging. No one made it into the Gauntlet without having superior hand-to-hand combat skills. She would have the disadvantage of being smaller than the other contestants. Would her speed and training overcome that? Doubt flooded her and she had to block it with positive self-talk.
At eleven, Lara caught a shuttle to the Battle arena, ignoring the other contestant in the van. He wasn’t her challenger in the first round, and she didn’t want to be distracted or discouraged. They pulled into the parking area at the north end of the property and she noted it was full of cars, many of them new expensive hybrids. The hand-to-hand combat would have in-house spectators, a thought that filled her with dread. What if they rooted against her? A disapproving crowd could be demoralizing.
A reporter rushed up when she entered the lobby. Lara recognized Jessie Stark from CNC Broadcasting, who’d interviewed her before the orientation. Jessie signaled to her cameraman to roll.
“We’re live with Lara Evans of Oregon, who’s about to enter the Battle arena for a round of combat with Sam Duggar of Texas. Lara, you’re five-five and 126 pounds. Sam is six-two and 205 pounds. Do you believe that was a random assignment?”
“Of course,” Lara lied. “There are only eleven other competitors left, and any of them would be tough to beat.” She felt strongly the tournament matchups were calculated, despite claims they were software generated. Both the director and the commissioner wanted her to go away.
“The internet is buzzing with the rumor that the director set you up to be eliminated, and our recent poll says the viewers are pissed off and rooting for you.”
The news pleased Lara, but voters couldn’t help or hurt her inside the Battle circle. It was pure competition with the loser of each round going home. But viewers could add significantly to her points if she won each round. “I hope to win and earn their support.”
“Do you have a strategy?”
“Stay low and wear him down.” Lara grinned. “What else can I say? I’m fighting for jobs for my state, and a lot of good people are counting on me. I’m not going down without giving Sam Duggar the battle of his life.”
“Good luck in there.”
Lara strode through the lobby, passing the wide entrance of the arena where hundreds of spectators filled the grandstands. The sight of all those faces looking down made her feel small and vulnerable. She sucked in oxygen in rapid breaths and focused on the match. She would fight as though her life depended on it. In some ways it did. This was her chance to made amends, to earn some peace of mind and maybe forgive herself.
Minda and her co-host were waiting in the small locker room. Lara stashed her shoulder bag in a locker, then endured another round of viewer-hype chat. She tried to keep her answers fresh and snappy for the audience, but she was tired of the camera in her face. She just wanted to compete.
At ten minutes before noon, they walked into the Battle arena. The crowd roared, filling her veins with adrenaline. Thank god they were supportive. She would need every advantage.
“Wait on this bench until you’re called, then walk out onto the platform.” Minda gave her instructions, then trotted off with her entourage. The group walked around the twenty-foot circular platform, keeping off the thick surrounding mat. The director headed for the adjacent locker room to speak with Sam Duggar.
Lara took a seat on the small bench and closed her eyes. To calm her nerves and empty her mind, she hummed a deep repetitive chant from her long-ago yoga days.
The crowd started clapping. She opened her eyes and watched Sam enter the arena. The cheer for her opponent faded quickly. Lara bounced on her toes, waiting to be called.
“Bring on the weapons!”
Two young men in black gear rushed out of the judges’ box, carrying jousting poles. One came toward her and placed the weapon in her hands. “Good luck.” His tone was solemn but he winked as he turned away.
The four-foot joust was made of gray pliable PVC, the ends padded with three inches of dense foam. On one end, the padding was long and narrow, shaped for jabbing. On the other, it was a small dense ball meant for an overhand strike. The joust wouldn’t have been her first choice, because it gave Sam too much reach, but it wasn’t a worst-case scenario either.
“Contestants, enter the Battle circle,” a male voice boomed.
A surge of hyper energy filled her body, starting in her legs and gushing into her torso. She jogged across the thick gray mat and entered the red battle ring. Sam strode toward her from the other side. Her opponent was built like Adonis-chiseled muscles, chiseled face. Lara had seen him in the lobby, but they hadn’t spoken. His size should have been intimidating but she felt pumped and more ready than she’d ever been. She’d sparred with bigger men and beaten them. That’s how she ended up representing Oregon. She could do this.
The announcer was still speaking but Lara tuned him out. As the battle circle under her feet rose in the air, she focused on her opponent, memorizing the height of his targets: kidney, mid-sternum, and the carotid and vagus nerves in his neck. Lara had little hope of knocking him off the raised platform, so her strategy was to hit the spots that would cause pain, irregular heartbeat, or loss of blood to the brain. Slowing him down would buy her time and keep her on the platform. Speed and the ability to leap from a standstill were her only advantages. If she survived the seven-minute round and stayed on the platform, the judges would call the match. They were often swayed by the mood of the crowd.
“Let the battle begin!”
An electronic gong sounded and Sam rushed at her like an enraged bull, the jabbing end of his joust aimed at her head. Lara dropped to her knees just before his weapon came within striking distance. As she went down, she swung her joust like a bat, striking his left kneecap and rolling to get out of the way of his thundering body. Lara was surprised by his opening tactic. He either expected her to be easily overpowered or he had little training in martial arts.
She sprang to her feet and pivoted toward the center of the circle. Sam recovered from his miss, spun around and charged her again, his joust lower this time, aiming at her chest. Lara waited until the last second and jumped left. She twisted in the air and jabbed her weapon into his kidney. He moaned softly, a sound no one heard but her.
In the background, the commentator’s voice and the shouting of the audience blended into a muffled roar, like a train in the distance.
Switching tactics, Sam came at her more slowly, joust lengthwise across his chest. Knowing she would take a hit, Lara leapt and aimed for his carotid artery with the jabbing end of her weapon. She nailed him a split second before he broadsided her with his pole. Lara went down, chest aching from the blow and loss of air. She scrambled to the right, hoping to stay out of his reach.
The strike to his neck stunned him momentarily, but he was soon coming for her again. Lara scrambled to her feet but couldn’t get out of the way of his next blow. His joust hit her in the chest again, knocking her on her ass only a few feet from the edge of the platform. Lara tried to roll out of harm’s way, but he caught her with the jabbing end and pushed her to within inches of the edge.
She couldn’t scramble away without going over. Panicked and infuriated with herself, she swung her weapon at his, hoping to knock it from his hands. When her joust hit Sam’s, a shock of electricity zapped them both. Fuck! The crowd gasped, and she gritted her teeth against the intense and unexpected pain. The Battle had never used shock in the weapons before. Being on the ground, Lara took less of a charge. In the moment it took Sam to recover his bearings, she sprang from the mat and landed a jabbing blow to his sternum.
She spun and leapt again, ramming the round end of her weapon just under his jaw where the carotid sinus met the vagus nerves. The crowd roared in surprise and approval, and Lara sensed movement, as though spectators had sprung to their feet. She kept her eyes on her opponent. Sam’s arms dropped below his waist as blood drained from his brain and his heart rate slowed. He staggered forward, eyes glazed over in shock. The audience made gasping noises, then went silent. Lara willed the big man to faint or drop to his knees. If she had hit him with her fist instead of the padded joust, he’d be on the ground by now. Lara sucked in oxygen and waited.
She considered going in for another blow but it didn’t seem sporting, and the crowd might hold it against her. All she needed was to still be standing when the gong sounded again. How much time was left?
Sam shook his head and gulped in air. Lara circled him to keep him off balance. After a moment, he charged at her, but with little speed, like a man who’d had too much to drink. She outmaneuvered his jabs and came in behind him. With a powerful thrust, Lara rammed her joust into the back of his left knee. He buckled and dropped forward just as the gong sounded.
Relief washed over her. She was still standing, and the big man was on the mat. Would the judges give her the match even though she’d been dominated for a moment and pushed to the edge? Audience members high in the bleachers began to shout her name. Lara turned and saw a group of young men standing. Joy flooded her like an intake of helium and she felt like she was floating. She smiled at the group of fans and gave a small wave. More spectators joined the chant.
After a minute, the announcer’s voice cut through the noise of the crowd. “That was a hell of an opening match! The electrical shock component is new to the tournament this year, and it kept underdog Lara Evans in the game. I think she’s a winner, but we’ll see what the judges say.”
The announcer kept up his chatter, but Lara couldn’t focus on it. Sam had climbed to his feet, and she approached him with a wary eye. Last year, the contestant from Idaho had attacked his opponent after the match was called against him. As she neared Sam, she held out her hand for a fist bump. He sportingly responded and the crowd cheered.
Lara backed away, pain spreading through her chest as the adrenaline wore off and the bruising began. She did her best to ignore it and kept smiling for the crowd as the platform lowered to the ground.
In silence, they waited for the judges’ decision. Lara’s joints felt stiff with tension, as if they would snap if she moved.
Finally, the announcer said, “The judges have unanimously called the match for Lara Evans of Oregon! She earns 50 points for winning and advances in the tournament. Now let’s see what the viewers have awarded her.”
After an unbearable wait, he said, “Another 22 points out of a possible 25 from the voters. Stunning! Congratulations, Lara, you’re in second place for now.”
Joy and pride overwhelmed her as Lara looked up at the scoreboard, now flashing her new total: 186. The young man in black rushed out of the judges’ box again. He took her weapon and raised her arm in victory. The thunder of the crowd and the sense of triumph were new to Lara. The moment engulfed her and made her uncomfortable. She wanted to take her victory and run.
When the attendant finally let go of her arm and left the circle, Lara bowed to the audience, then jogged toward the locker room. She knew she would face another round of camera interviews, but she was eager to get back to her hotel and make a few contacts. Jackson came to mind first, but then she realized she wanted to see Caden and share her joyous moment with him. He was just a one-night stand, she corrected. No point in thinking about him.
Lara passed through the empty locker room, grabbed her bag, and headed into the lobby. Minda and Serena were taping another session for the viewers, and a small crowd of contestants and spectators had gathered around them. The co-host signaled Lara to come over. As she approached, Minda made an announcement:
“After reviewing the footage of yesterday’s Puzzle rounds, our behind-the-scenes experts think Jodie Hansen may have received advance information, which is strictly forbidden.” She paused for dramatic effect. “So we’ve asked Jodie to complete the Puzzle again in a different cube. Without proof of wrongdoing, we’ll combine her times from the two efforts and credit her with the average. She’ll have to complete the second Puzzle before advancing to the Battle. We’ll update you soon with more information.”
The Puzzle winner had cheated! But who had given her the information? And why? Lara vibrated with excitement. If Jodie didn’t do as well in her second round, her average time would be longer and Lara might end up the winner. The extra points would put her in the lead.
Minda’s voice cut into her thoughts. “Here’s Lara Evans now, just emerging from an amazing victory over Sam Duggar of Texas. How did you pull that off?”
“I’m not sure. Speed and luck mostly.”
“What about the next round of the Battle? Do you think you’ll be one of the three contestants to enter the Obstacle?”
“Why not? I’ve made it this far.”
The interview went on, and Lara tried to say all the right things, sounding both humble and confident at the same time. She repeated the performance for two broadcast reporters and a writer from an online sports magazine. When she finally broke free of well-wishers, Lara strode out the main doors to catch a shuttle to the hotel.
Detective Caden Harper was parked out front, waiting for her.



Chapter 28


Caden reluctantly climbed out of Lara’s bed and dressed to leave. Every fiber in his body wanted to stay and keep her safe from the assailant, yet he knew the best way to protect both her and the commissioner was to find the perp. He couldn’t do that from a hotel room and he’d already spent too much time here.
“I’ll contact you tomorrow.” He leaned over and kissed Lara’s forehead.
“I’d like that, but I have no expectations.”
“I do have expectations, but we don’t have to talk about them…yet.” He strapped on his service weapon and jacket. “Put a chair in front of the door after I leave and don’t take any unnecessary chances.”
Lara laughed. “I can take care of myself.”
“I know you can, but I worry that you won’t.” He tried to convey his concern with his eyes. She wouldn’t appreciate hearing it.
“I intend to survive. I still have things to accomplish.” She stared back, unblinking.
“Bye for now.” Caden closed the door and walked away with mixed emotions. He had to go back to headquarters and finish a database search, grab a few hours’ sleep, then return to work at eight in the morning for a meeting. When he’d shown up at the arena earlier, he’d only planned to have dinner with Lara, then get right back to his investigation. But after he’d waited in her hotel room while she got ready, Lara had come out of the shower wearing nothing but a towel, her skin warm, wet, and inviting. It would have been rude not to accept.
Caden grinned as he boarded the hotel elevator. He was having a fling with Lara Evans! The development was still unreal to him. In the year he’d been following her blog, he often fantasized he might meet her if she made it into the Gauntlet.
She was even prettier in person than in photos and her body was amazing. He loved her lean tautness and defined muscles. And her vitality! She practically hummed with energy. Yep. The best sex of his life. He planned to see her every day that she was here in D.C. Maybe he could even persuade her to stay for a while after the competition.
Sleeping with a suspect could get him fired, but Caden had willingly taken the risk and there was no going back. Lara was a delicious drug and he was an addict. Her failure to report the crime at the commissioner’s house bothered him on some level, but when he put himself in her shoes, he thought he might have made the same choice.
Back at the D.C. Metro Department, Caden settled into his desk and turned on his NetCom. He’d already spent hours searching every database he had access to for the mysterious man with the shaggy blond hair. Now he was scanning the register of federal employees, based on a hunch.
Several months earlier, an agent with the FBI had contacted the D.C. Metro and asked about crimes involving federal employees. Caden had been assigned to run a search and had come up with nothing. Agent Franklin seemed almost relieved when Caden reported back to him, so he’d put the incident out of his mind. He had enough of his own unsolved cases to fill a closet.
Now someone had tried to kill the employment commissioner, a high-profile federal employee, and instinct told him the incidents could be related. Caden agonized about his promise to Lara to not include the commissioner in his notes or to question him. It made solving Kirsten’s death nearly impossible…if the crimes were actually connected. Yet the promise also relieved him of the responsibility of involving the FBI and simultaneously pissing off the sponsors and viewers of the Gauntlet-the one thing in this country that still gave people something to cheer for.
Caden took a second look at the photos of the tech and HR people who had access to federal employee files, but didn’t find anyone who matched the facial features of the man in the camera footage. He’d already searched for information about the commissioner and came up with little. Thaddeus Morton had no criminal record, no investigations, no pending lawsuits. He was involved with a charity and well-respected by his peers. Some online gossip sites speculated about his bisexuality, but Caden didn’t see that as a crime.
Why would someone want the commissioner dead?
Caden had no idea how to determine that without talking to people close to Morton. He could only give this case another day or so before he was assigned new investigations. He read through the FBI request and a small piece of information caught his eye. Both people who’d complained about someone hacking their message center had been fired. Had that been the point of the attack?
After four hours of sleep, Caden bolted from bed and hit the treadmill for forty minutes. He dressed for work and made himself an omelet for breakfast. He and Lara had never bothered to have dinner the night before and he was starving. Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t seen Lara eat anything since he’d met her. She hadn’t touched the sandwich he’d brought her in the interrogation room, and she hadn’t eaten that night in the restaurant. She was probably on a special training diet.
He drove to work early, pleased to be ahead of the rush-hour traffic and the heat he knew was coming later that day. The sky looked ominous and he worried that a wild storm would ruin the outdoor Obstacle competition. As long as Lara stayed safe, the Gauntlet didn’t matter, he realized. Caden parked behind headquarters and bought an iced coffee from the mobile vendor before clocking in.
His sat at his desk and his message center beeped. Caden tapped open the top file, and the medical examiner’s face filled the box. “My report on Kirsten Dornberg is attached. In brief, she died of a heart attack brought on by the shock delivered through a stun gun. She had an enlarged heart, and the lab found androgenic anabolic steroids and EPO in her system. She was doping.”
“So her death may not have been intentional?”
“Someone hit her with a Taser. I’m ruling it a homicide.” The ME paused. “She had a strand of hair caught in her ring. Do have any suspect samples to compare it to?”
Caden wished he did. “Not yet, but I will. Thanks, Doc.”
He closed the message box and rubbed his face, as though that would clear his mind. If Lara were just another suspect-and not a Gauntlet competitor he was sleeping with-he would file a subpoena for her DNA immediately. A judge would likely view and grant it before the day was over. Under those circumstances, Caden would pick up the suspect and bring her in for a DNA swab. He couldn’t do that to Lara for at least three reasons. Even if the hair was hers, she had a valid reason for it to be in Kirsten’s ring. Still, he felt uneasy.
What the hell had he gotten himself into?



Chapter 29


Six weeks earlier: Sat., April 1, 8:42 p.m.
Feeling restless and irritable, Paul put Lilly on the leash and went out for a walk. He rarely left his apartment on foot after dark, but both his brain and body were too wired to sit and read. At the bottom of the stairs, he saw Mrs. Olson coming in from the garage, carrying a big recycling container. He turned and headed back upstairs to avoid her. He didn’t want to talk to anyone right now.
When the lobby was clear, he hurried outside. A little surprised by his behavior, Paul wondered if the MetaboSlim pills were affecting his mood and giving him a bit of insomnia. Still ten pounds away from his goal weight, he wasn’t giving them up yet. Maybe he could just cut back. He also hated to let go of the confidence they gave him. He liked his new assertiveness.
Paul jogged toward the nearby park, grateful the wind was neither bitter cold or suffocatingly hot, just relentless. April and its lack of extremes had become his favorite month. His thoughts, as always, came back to Camille. He loved her green eyes, slender neck, and throaty laugh. He loved being seen with her…outside the office. More than anything, he loved having sex with her and thought about it constantly. How had he gone through his whole life without that pleasure? They’d had two more dates and the sex was definitely getting better. Camille had come easily both times. He’d briefly wondered if she was faking it, then decided no. As good as the sex was, Paul wanted more than a bimonthly romp. He wanted a life together.
A little stab of guilt twisted in his gut. He hadn’t told Camille yet that he’d already uploaded her name and file into the replacement database. In the back of his mind, he feared she would stop seeing him once she knew. But if he wanted a real relationship, he had to tell her.
Paul reached the park and paused. Away from sidewalk and streetlights, the area was dark and unnerving. A sliver of moon gave off just enough light to let him see a homeless camp under a clump of trees. No one seemed to be around, or they were sleeping, and he was tempted to let Lilly off the leash for a while. He decided against it. His baby was too precious to risk.
Paul jogged around the perimeter a few times, then headed for home. As he passed a section of empty storefronts, a man stepped out from behind a parked car and blocked the sidewalk. The stranger was taller than Paul but thin, like a junkie. With his dark skin and clothes, he blended into the night, a surreal figure. Yet the silver gun in his hand seemed terrifyingly real.
“Just give me yo electronics, then go ’bout yo business.” His voice was low-pitched and casual.
Heart pounding in his ears, Paul stammered, “I don’t have anything with me. I’m just out for a walk.”
The man lurched forward and grabbed Paul by the collar. “I want yo iCom, yo Dock, whatever yo carryin’.” His breath reeked of booze and decay.
Before Paul could respond, Lilly starting barking with a high-pitched intensity. The mugger let go of Paul and gave Lilly a vicious kick. His little girl landed with a soft thud and went silent.
Rage and hatred unlike anything he’d ever felt exploded in Paul’s chest. He bellowed and swung wildly at Lilly’s attacker, landing a glancing blow to the side of the man’s head. The mugger reared back, stunned and angered. He brought up his arm and slammed Paul in the face with his gun. Paul grunted in pain, clutching his nose. The assailant punched him in the chest, knocking him to the ground.
Panic flooded his body. Paul felt certain Lilly was dead and he would soon be too. His last sexual encounter with Camille flashed in his mind and he was glad he’d had the experience. His attacker dropped down and straddled Paul, trapping him against the sidewalk. Bony fingers dug through his pockets, looking for loot. Humiliation and rage fought for control of Paul emotions. Yet he was trapped and helpless. He began to pray, something he hadn’t done in a long time.
“Fuck you!” The man spit in his face, outraged that Paul didn’t have anything of value. He pushed off and kicked Paul in the head, then ran away, cursing.
Paul let out a sob, then crawled to where Lilly lay. His baby girl was still alive, but she was broken. Paul picked her up and sprinted for home, blood running from his nose, Lilly limp in his arms. He would grab his keys and drive her to the Union Veterinary Clinic. Maybe they could save her.
Paul called in sick the next day, too grief-stricken to work. He hadn’t mentioned Lilly’s passing to Stacia. She was not the kind of boss who would understand. He opened one of his favorite comfort reads, but couldn’t focus. He watched a talk show on the NetCom and found it irritating. Paul iced his nose for another twenty-minute session and hoped like hell the damage wasn’t permanent.
As the day passed, his grief turned to rage. He fantasized about killing the bastard who’d crushed Lilly with the toe of his boot. He would buy a gun and patrol the neighborhood every evening until he found him. When he spotted the man, he’d rush him and shoot him in the balls. As the bastard lay dying, he would say, That’s what you get for killing my dog.
Paul paced the apartment and occasionally drew his imaginary weapon, pointing at the dark man with the violent streak. Pulling the trigger and saying the words gave him moments of reprieve from his grief. He decided he really did need a gun. Everyone else had one. He wanted to feel safe too. Paul rushed to his NetCom and searched for weapons. Page after page of photos loaded. He knew nothing about guns, and the information was overwhelming. Paul thought he would try a gun shop and get the advice of an expert.
As he perused the pages, he came across a Taser and decided it would come in handy. A few minutes later, his order had been processed. Paul felt better already. He thought he might get another dog someday, but not while his grief was still so raw.
First Isabel, then Lilly. Old feelings of abandonment surfaced, shaking his foundation. He couldn’t lose Camille as well.



Chapter 30


“I have to get going.” Camille threw back the sheet and reached for her clothes.
It was the first time they’d made love in his apartment. The first time any woman had been naked in his home. Paul was still lightheaded from his climax. “Please stay the night. I love having you here.”
“I can’t. I have early plans for the morning.”
“We should spend a Saturday together sometime.” Paul tried to sound casual, but he felt needy and it came through.
“We will, but we have to go slow. Office romances too often end in disaster.” She pulled on her little black dress.
“Maybe one of us should get a different job. Then we could be open about our relationship.” Paul couldn’t believe he’d just suggested it.
“Maybe I should.” She sat on the bed next to him. “Have you had any success getting my file into Thaddeus Morton’s replacement list?”
Paul couldn’t lie to her. “Yes, it’s done and I meant to tell you. I finally found a way to cover my digital tracks.”
“Awesome news! Thank you, Paul.” Camille kissed him on the mouth with just enough pressure to arouse him.
“We should celebrate. Can I see you-?”
“We should get him fired.” Camille chuckled, as if she might have been kidding.
Paul knew she was not. If she’d asked him three months ago, he wouldn’t have hesitated. But since the FBI had sent an agent to question him, he was being more cautious. He hadn’t heard from them since, but they were probably still investigating, still watching the system. He was torn. “I’ll help you if I can. What did you have in mind?”
“I don’t know. Can you do it?” Camille went in search of her shoes.
“It seems risky. He doesn’t have any weaknesses in his personal data.”
“So you’ve looked at his files?” She glanced at him with sly amusement.
“I saw them when I set up the replacement database.”
“Do you snoop, Paul?” Camille grinned. “I would if I had access.”
His face flushed. “I only looked at the commissioner’s files because you were so interested in the position.”
“I really want that job, Paul. I’m perfect for it. I would do a lot more media interviews and programming partnerships. I was meant to network. I’m withering away in this dead-end paperwork position.”
“You should be on camera,” Paul agreed. “You’re beautiful and dynamic.” He thought the job was more complex than she realized, but he wasn’t foolish enough to say it.
“I hear Morton is bisexual, but with a preference for men. Can we use that against him?”
A tingle of excitement ran up Paul’s spine. They were in it together now, a mission to get Morton fired, so Camille could have his job and they could openly be together. “We have to be careful. I can’t hack his message account without drawing the FBI’s attention.”
She scowled. “They’ll never do a serious investigation about something so minor. They’re too busy tracking all the ID thieves and terrorists.”
“Morton is doing a great job and he’s well-respected. Getting him fired won’t be easy.”
She sat on the bed again. “You’ll figure it out. And I will be very grateful.” Camille stroked his penis, giving him another spasm of pleasure.
“Let’s brainstorm tomorrow over dinner at Georgio’s.” Paul wanted to be with her every day.
She shook her head. “I can’t see you again until next weekend. I’ll cook for you at my condo.”
A wave of hurt washed over him. She didn’t want to be seen with him in public. Despite his new nose and chin and beautiful teeth, he still wasn’t good enough for her. “Are you ashamed of me?”
“No. Don’t say that. You’re an attractive and respectable man.” Camille grabbed her sweater and purse. “Restaurants are expensive, and I like to cook for you. Staying in together is a good thing. It’s what couples do.”
She’d called them a couple. Paul let go of his hurt and paranoia. “When you’re the employment commissioner, we’ll be a power couple.”
She gave him an odd smile. “I’ve got to go. See you Monday at work.”
Paul spent the weekend thinking about Thaddeus Morton and how to get him fired. Just because he couldn’t use the federal system to send fake messages didn’t mean he couldn’t launch a cyber-attack from outside the system. Inappropriate photos on his WorldChat page, outrageous comments on political blogs, spam from his personal number-so many possibilities. Paul had never done anything like it before his first arrangement, and he detested people who did, but he now had the motive to pull it off.
Where would he get inappropriate photos? He’d already checked out the commissioner’s WorldChat page and it was sparse, with very little personal information and few pictures. Paul considered following Morton around for a while, hoping to catch a camera shot of something scandalous, but that seemed like a time-consuming endeavor that might not pay off. He remembered how he’d let the air out of Janel Roberts’ tires. Maybe he had to be more aggressive again.
Paul picked up the stun gun that had arrived with his weekly mail. Could he use it somehow?
On Sunday, he drove by Morton’s house on Frontier Street, a neighborhood of upscale homes not far from the Gauntlet arena. Once the airport had shut down, the nearby neighborhood had been renovated with access to the river. A tall hedge surrounded Morton’s oversized brick home, but from what Paul could see through the gate, the place was quiet. No cars were in the driveway and there was no sign of movement. Paul remembered the commissioner also had a home in Eugene and commuted back and forth between the two. How did he afford both on his federal salary? Then Paul recalled that Morton had been a high-earning executive at one of the AmGo companies before the merger. He probably owned the house in Eugene outright.
Could he dig up some financial dirt on the commissioner? Paul turned at the corner and started to circle the block. A woman in a Fusion Hybrid sped out of a driveway directly in front of him and slowed to a crawl.
“Get the hell out of my way!” Paul slammed his palm into the steering wheel. This was why he hated driving. He resisted honking, but blew past her when she finally pulled to the curb.
He drove around the block and slowed down to assess Morton’s home again. The metal gate likely opened with a remote, but the hedge was shorter along the sides of the property and could be scaled. What would he do once he was inside? One option was to lie in wait with a camera and hope to catch Morton with a male date. Paul rejected the idea. It made more sense to follow the commissioner and watch for an opportunity to snap an incriminating photo with his iCom.
Paul sped up and left the neighborhood. He needed to know Morton’s schedule and he could find it if he accessed the commissioner’s message center. He would get in and out quickly. As long as he didn’t send any fraudulent texts, the FBI would never know.



Chapter 31


Fri., May 12, 9:05 a.m.
Lara rode the shuttle to the arena with the two other contestants who remained in the competition: Makil Johnson of Georgia and Jason Copeland, the cocky Illinois competitor who’d annoyed her from day one. Makil worried her the most. He looked about five-eleven, but compared to Jason, he was slender and ageless. His straight black hair was pulled into a ponytail and she knew from his blog he was Chinese, Puerto Rican, and Cherokee.
This morning they would run the Obstacle, a collection of challenge courses that changed every year and could be anything. Lara hoped speed and agility would be more important than strength. Tomorrow would be all about endurance, a twenty-six mile marathon through the suburbs.
“I can’t believe you made it to the final phases.” Jason turned in the van seat, smiling in his smarmy way.
“I just may be the last one standing.” Truthfully, she was a little stunned. Like the other contestants, she’d entered the Gauntlet with the abstract idea that she could pull it off, but the reality of the close calls in every round made her feel lucky to still be here.
“I wonder what they’ve constructed this year,” Jason mused. “I hope there’s a rope climb. I am the master of the rope.”
Lara didn’t feel like chatting. They weren’t on their way to camp. “We’ll see.”
“When this thing is over, I plan to watch your two Battle rounds. That guy from Texas was big. I don’t know how you beat him.”
“The second fight with Eric was harder. I got lucky.” The weapon had been a flying hammer, a cross between an old-style flail and a nunchuk. Made of synthetic polymers, it had a short chain linking two padded ends that were used as both a grip and a strike. Lara had practiced with nunchuks when she was much younger, but had gone into the red circle with little confidence. Fortunately, her second Battle opponent had underestimated her speed and made a fatal error.
“Luck won’t help you today.” Makil spoke from the back of the van for the first time.
Lara turned and nodded, but didn’t respond. They had pulled up in front of the third massive structure on the compound. The Obstacle was open to the sky, with moveable walls that served only to keep the construction a secret. Despite the effort to surprise contestants and viewers each year, some details occasionally leaked out. Lara could see several tall structures but had no idea what they were.
“What have you heard?” Jason asked Makil as they climbed from the van.
“Why would I tell you?” Makil shook his head and trotted over to the row of reporters who stood waiting for them. He was the favorite to win and she’d heard a rumor that he already had spokesperson offers.
Lara braced herself for more media bullshit. It was almost over. Today, the Obstacle; tomorrow the Marathon. She was in the competition to the end now, with both events being strictly about finishing order and voter points. The three contestants who’d made it through the Battle tournament competed in the last phases with no elimination.
The sun beat down and the wind picked up force. Thank god the sky was clear with no storm warnings. Last’s year’s Obstacle had been delayed by several mini-twisters. Media and contestants alike had run for the storm shelter under the main lobby.
A reporter rushed up. “Did you hear about Jodie Hansen’s new Puzzle time?”
Her excited tone gave Lara hope. “We don’t have access to information unless we’re in the arena.”
“Her second time was 10:23 for an average of 7:71. So you won the Puzzle and you now have 233 points. You’re in the lead by 17.”
Her throat swelled with joy. All she could do for a minute was hold back an undignified sob. When she could speak, she said. “That means I have a fighting chance.”
“The analysts give you fifty-fifty odds.”
Lara smiled. “Now I’m feeling downright optimistic.”
Other reporters chatted her up and Minda made a point to get in another quick interview as well. Eager to see what awaited her in the Obstacle, Lara could barely concentrate on their questions. She finally pulled away and hurried through the narrow gate. Could she hold the lead?
The first thing she saw was a thirty-foot wall, topped by three matching T-shaped structures she didn’t understand at first. A rope hung down the wall near each structure. Behind her, someone said, “They’re ziplines.”
Lara’s shoulders slumped in relief. After the thirty-foot rope climb, the zipline would be a breeze-depending on what was on the other side of the wall.
An attendant, this time an older man, ushered her over to the middle rope on the wall and outfitted her with gloves, elbow pads, and a helmet. The headgear gave her a little case of the jitters. They hadn’t even given her a helmet when she faced a two-hundred-pound man with a joust. What the hell was the zipline dropping into?
The attendant gave her brief instructions. “At the top, run for the zipline, grab the straps, and go. When you see the luge below, prepare to release.”
Oh crap. Now she understood the helmet.
After another five minutes of waiting around and going over safety precautions, she heard an announcer call out, “The Obstacle is about to begin. Attendants, please take your stations. Contestants, make your final preparations.”
Lara had no final prep, just an escalating flood of energy that made her heart pound with anticipation. She gripped the thick rope above her head and bent her knees for the initial jump. Jason’s comment about being a rope master echoed in her brain. We’ll see, she thought. Lara had done a lot of rope and wall climbing too.
A starter pistol fired and Lara jumped, landing both feet on the wall. Hand over hand, she surged upward, using her powerful quads as well. She pushed to capacity, not worrying about the pace, breathing from deep in her gut. At the midpoint, she sensed both men had pulled ahead, but not by much. Arms aching, she kept climbing as though her life depended on it. Near the top, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jason scamper over the edge. Makil was parallel with her and they pulled themselves up and over in frantic unison.
Lara scrambled to her feet and charged to the T-shaped structure. She leapt onto the platform and grabbed for the overhead straps at the top of the zipline. Pushing with her legs, she vaulted off the platform and into the air. Hanging by her arms, she sped down the line, noting that Jason had a good lead. His heavier weight worked for him in the descent. Lara allowed herself a quick glance below and saw thick blocks of foam pads twenty feet below. She looked ahead and started watching for the luge she was expected to drop into.
A fluorescent green came into view. Speeding toward it, Lara watched the green blob take shape into a six-foot luge sitting on a metal track. The opening seemed like a ridiculously small target. It was obvious now that she needed to not only drop into the seat but also do it with such grace and timing that her entrance would propel the luge forward until it hit the next downward slope. Lara closed her eyes and slowed her heart rate. When she opened them again, she visualized herself making the drop. In her mind, she conceptualized the exact moment to let go and how to position her body for the landing.
A loud thunk below made her look down. Jason had missed his opening, landed on the edge of the luge, and rolled off to the platform below. He swore loudly, sounding like he was in pain. Nothing in the Obstacle in the two previous years had been this dangerous.
She was ten feet out and counting down. Ready… Now!
Lara let go, arched her back, and tucked her legs. After a quick descent though the air, she landed on the luge’s seat, shoved her feet into the dark opening in front, and threw her body forward. The luge slid toward the next slope. She passed Jason, who was pushing his wheel-less cart along the track to get it moving. Lara’s luge hit the decline and picked up speed. Only then did she realize the track was curved and she would have to steer with her body. She leaned forward and treated it like a downhill bike ride, feeling almost euphoric from the speed and danger.
She soon ran out of slope and the luge slammed into a red canvas-covered foam wall. Lara jumped from the sled and ran back about ten feet. She sprinted for the wall, and from several feet away, she jumped and caught her hands on the top edge. Arms still exhausted from her rope climb, Lara struggled to pull herself up. In her mind, she heard Jackson and Caden both urging her on. As she swung her knee up and over the top, another luge slammed into the foam wall ten feet away, almost shaking her loose. She still had a lead, but someone was right behind her.
A row of elevated rings stretched out into the distance, hung from a minimalist structure. Monkey rings, like an old-school playground, all made of high-tech plastic. Her arms ached already. The first ring was five feet away. Lara leapt from the top of the wall and caught the ring with both hands. As she swung toward the next one, a tiny shock ripped through her shoes, shooting pain into her feet. Damn! They were sending pulses of electricity under her. She yanked up her legs and grabbed the next ring. Keeping her lower half in a tucked position added strain to her abdominal muscles and slowed her down. She wondered if the guys were feeling the shock too. Were the viewers punishing her for being in the lead?
She was in the lead, wasn’t she? Makil had to be back there somewhere. She hadn’t seen his luge move ahead of her.
The rings went on for hundreds of feet. Lara’s arms and abdomen burned with the strain and she was grateful for the gloves. What would happen if she slipped? Would she pass through the layer of shock and land safely on the three-foot-thick pads? She kept grabbing rings, one hand after the other, making small grunting noises from the effort to keep going. The slap of flesh-on-metal closed in behind her.
The end of the structure was twenty feet away. Lara pushed herself but didn’t sense any gain in speed. She was maxed out. She made it to the small platform, crossed it, and saw the slide on the other side. She dropped to her butt, lifted her feet, and slid to the arena floor, made of old runway tarmac.
A single, freestanding escalator rose in the air a hundred yards away. Lara sprinted for it. Pounding footsteps were right behind her, coming at an angle from the right. Jason! Being in the middle, with a straight shot at the escalator, gave her a fraction of an advantage. Lara pumped her arms for all she was worth, her sprint workouts at the track paying off. She hit the escalator first, guessing correctly that the steps were coming down and she’d be working against them.
Taking long strides to hit every third step, Lara began the climb. The escalator was about forty feet long with a twenty-foot rise and was just wide enough that a competitor could pass her if he had the strength and speed. Over the noise of her own labored breathing, she heard Jason sucking wind at her flank. He seemed close enough to reach out and grab her. That kind of contact wasn’t allowed, and with cameras recording every move, she didn’t think he would.
About halfway up, Lara’s lungs began to burn and her throat was as dry as an August day in Arizona. She felt herself slow down. God, this was insane. It could take forever. She pushed on, climbing and climbing and getting almost nowhere.
Behind her, Jason yelled, “Get out of my way!”
Lara ignored him and made a final burst for the top. Another short platform and another escalator. This structure headed back down, but of course, the steps were rising. Legs weakened from her intense climb, Lara stumbled her first step on the escalator, twisting her ankle a little as she landed. A shock of pain traveled up her shin. She fell forward, but grabbed the rails before landing facedown on the moving stairs.
Lara switched strategies and pushed off the rails to vault to the bottom, touching her feet to the upward-bound steps as little as possible. She stumbled off the escalator and looked up for the next obstacle. All she saw was a red ribbon stretched across the middle section of the arena about thirty feet away. Reporters and cameramen waited on the other side.
Ignoring the pain surging everywhere and never once looking over her shoulder, Lara sprinted for the finish.



Chapter 32


Three weeks earlier, Mon., April 24, noon
Paul took a diet pill, ate half his sandwich, and rushed outside. He stood near the bus stop, with no intention of going anywhere. Sweat broke out on his upper body as he waited for Camille to come out of their work building. The summer heat was coming on. Soon he would have to stay inside as much as possible. When he spotted Camille in her white sundress, he stepped behind the bus sign so she wouldn’t see him.
After a minute, he glanced back and watched her walk toward Broadway Bistro, the restaurant she frequented but never invited him to. He suspected she was seeing someone else. She’d canceled their date at the last minute on Friday, saying she wasn’t feeling well, then hadn’t returned his texts over the weekend, except once to say she needed rest.
Paul hadn’t seen her in the office that morning and he thought she was avoiding him. He hurried after her, not bothering to be discrete. Camille never looked back, so he followed her to the restaurant, admiring the way she carried herself, shoulders back and head up. Paul envied her natural confidence.
From inside the restaurant doorway, he saw her take a seat in a booth where another woman waited. Were they lovers? Paul saw the hostess eyeball him, so he stepped back outside. Okay, so she’d met a friend for lunch. It didn’t prove she wasn’t seeing another man or that she wasn’t breaking up with him.
He spent the rest of his lunch break walking around the block, sweating in the ninety-degree heat. He figured he burned at least three hundred calories.
Back inside, he went through security and stepped on the elevator. An older co-worker named Marlie was on board. She leaned over and pushed the button for the third floor. “By the way, Paul. I’ve been meaning to say that you look terrific. You’ve lost a lot of weight and it really shows in your face.”
“Thanks.” Did she not realize he’d had two cosmetic procedures? Was she unobservant or just trying to be polite?
“What’s your diet secret?” She smiled and touched his arm.
“I’ve been taking a supplement called MetaboSlim.”
Marlie looked alarmed. “Health websites say there’s a chemical in that stuff that is really bad for you. I think it cause changes in your brain chemistry.”
“But it’s FDA approved.”
“That doesn’t mean much anymore.”
Paul was irritated with the conversation. It wasn’t her business. “I’m only taking it temporarily. I’m almost at my goal weight.” The elevator stopped and he stepped off without saying anything else. He’d tried to quit the MetaboSlim recently, but the first day without it, he’d become too depressed to function. Now he was trying to cut back slowly.
At five, he strode down to Camille’s office and walked in as she prepared to leave for the day. “Can I walk you to your car? I’d like to talk.”
“Of course.” She smiled, her beauty taking his breath away. In that moment, Paul believed everything would turn out well.
He waited until they were in the parking lot to speak. A few other employees were getting into their cars, but they seemed focused on going home.
“Camille, are you breaking up with me?”
“No. It was just one date and I wasn’t well.” Her tone was sharp.
“You’re angry with me because I haven’t managed to get Morton fired.”
“Not angry. Just disappointed.” Camille climbed in her car and rolled down the window. “Can you make it happen?”
“I’m trying, but I’m not really a hacker and I can’t get into his WorldChat page. He pays for extra security and changes his password every day.”
“If I get a sleazy photo of him, can you post it somewhere it doesn’t belong?”
“Of course.” He would find a way. Paul hated admitting to his lover that he was failing the one thing she’d asked of him. “We’ll see each other this Friday? At my place?”
“Sure.” She drove away without offering him a ride home.
After an unsatisfying dinner of humus, celery, and low-fat crackers, Paul went to his NetCom and searched for the commissioner again. There had to be something he had overlooked. He remembered Camille’s offer to track down a sleazy photo. At the time, he’d been pleased by her offer to help, but the more he thought about it, the more worried he grew.
Too agitated to sit longer, Paul changed and went out for a run, taking his Taser with him. He carried it in a water-bottle pouch in his shirt. The weight was annoying, but worth it for the security. His missed having Lilly at his side, but in the long run, her absence was for the best. A little white lapdog didn’t match his new image. As he jogged through the neighborhood, he kept trying to imagine how Camille would obtain a sleazy photo of Morton. Then it hit him. Camille planned to seduce the commissioner to get him naked. Would she have sex with him too?
Paul sprinted back to his apartment, grabbed his keys, and drove like a madman across town. A thunderstorm shook the night and occasional flashes of lightning lit up the empty roads. Paul didn’t care. Let it rain. Let it hail! Nothing would stop him.
He reached the new suburb and slowed down, not wanting to attract attention. He passed Morton’s house and spotted Camille’s car in the driveway. No! Paul pulled to the curb and shut off the engine. Every nerve and muscle in his body wanted to run into the house and confront them.
What if they were screwing?
The thought filled him with despair and rage. Little bursts of pain flared in his temples. He gulped in air and willed himself to think rationally. Just because Camille was here didn’t mean she was sucking Morton’s dick. She was just trying to get an incriminating photo. He wanted desperately to believe that.
Paul climbed out of his car and softly closed the door. He jogged down the sidewalk, inhaling sulfur-scented air, and stopped at the corner of Morton’s property. He turned into the neighbor’s yard and ran along the hedge, looking for a break in the foliage. In the dark, it was hard to tell. He glanced at the neighbor’s house but didn’t see anyone rousing to check on him. The temperature seemed to drop by a degree with each step.
Paul found a low spot in the hedge and scrambled over, something he wouldn’t have had the agility to do six months ago. The landscaping was minimal, so he hurried across the grass toward a lighted room at the back of the house. As he neared, he hugged up against the brick wall and sidestepped to the window, grateful the exterior wasn’t surrounded with shrubs.
He peered in the window but it was covered with vertical blinds. Glimpses of flesh-toned movement gave the sense of two people in the room. Camille’s laugh bubbled up from the moving mass and it crushed him. She was in Thaddeus Morton’s bedroom! Paul sprinted to his car, climbed in, and fought back sobs.
The anguish passed, replaced by calm calculation. If she was screwing the commissioner, he’d shoot them both. Paul wished he’d brought his gun. The thought surprised him, but it hung there, waiting for further consideration. Could he do it? Paul shook his head. No, he couldn’t kill Camille, no matter what she did. He loved her too much. But he had worked long and hard to earn her attention and he wasn’t giving up yet.
The solution seemed simple. If he killed the commissioner, Camille wouldn’t have to screw Morton to get the job she wanted. It would be hers for the taking. He could arrange for that too. Getting rid of Morton would also guarantee that the prick never fucked his girlfriend again. Paul almost laughed at the beauty of it. Shooting Morton would be so much easier than trying to get him fired.
Paul started the car, feeling empowered. He vowed that from now on, he would control his destiny rather than let shit happen to him.



Chapter 33


Paul stared at the digital calendar in frustration. The commissioner’s schedule indicated he would be on vacation the week before the Gauntlet. Morton’s April 30 date said: Leaving for Eugene. Someone tapped on Paul’s door and he quickly closed the private calendar he’d hacked into.
His co-worker Marlie stepped into his office. “Hey, Paul. The payroll software for HHS employees is no longer calculating social security taxes. Can you take a look at it?”
“I will.” He waited for her to leave.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“Good. Thanks.” Her voice was timid, as if he’d just yelled at her. Paul didn’t think he had, but he wasn’t sure. He just wasn’t feeling chatty. He looked at his screen clock: 3:32. He probably had time to investigate and fix her little problem before leaving for the day.
While running maintenance on the payroll software, Paul plotted his plan of action. The commissioner’s trip to Eugene was actually a good thing. Oregon cops would briefly investigate Morton’s death and that would be the end of it. No one would ever connect a random homicide in Eugene with hacked message accounts and fired federal employees in Washington D.C. The setup was perfect. All he had to do was buy a ticket and get out there before he missed his opportunity. The flight would be expensive, but he had a couple thousand left over from his last arrangement. He could leave sometime Friday and be back Sunday night. No one would ever know he was gone.
On Thursday evening, Paul packed a small carryon bag and a suitcase full of clothes he wouldn’t wear. He just needed a checked bag in which to stow his weapons. He anguished over whether he should take his wig and mustache. He wanted to hide his appearance when he went to the commissioner’s house, but what if a screener searched his bag and found the wig?
Paul laughed. He never thought he would see the day when he was more worried about traveling with a wig than a gun. But disguises indicated a plan to deceive and might prompt airport screeners to ask questions. He would simply claim he was performing in a play and it was part of his costume. He shook his head at his paranoia and went to the bathroom to grab a toothbrush and a few other things. He threw his last bottle of MetaboSlim in the bag. He would need its energy and confidence through the weekend. After that, he’d cut back and get off the stuff. His gums had been bleeding lately, and he worried it might be connected.
Camille had noticed the bleeding and his quietness, but he’d reassured her everything was all right. Paul hadn’t confronted her about her tryst with Morton, even when she gave him a semi-naked photo of the commissioner and said she’d spied on him to get it. Paul couldn’t risk losing her now when he was so close to making her happy.
After traveling for twelve hours, including two transfers, he landed in Portland, Oregon late Friday afternoon. Walking out of the airport, a gust of warm dry air caressed his skin. Paul breathed a sigh of relief to be away from the searing heat and humidity of the capital. He rented a car and drove two hours to Eugene, then checked into a cheap motel on Highway 99. In the musty room, he lay down and slept for ten hours.
The next morning, the rental car’s GPS took him up City View to Ridgemont, where he parked near the end of a long driveway. He checked his iCom: 10:17. The upscale neighborhood was sprawled on the side of a steep hill, thick with fir trees. In a different frame of mind, Paul might have enjoyed the change of pace from flat D.C., but this morning he was tightly focused. He took the Glock out of his travel bag, loaded it, and screwed on the silencer. The lesson he’d taken at the shooting range after buying supplies had taught him enough to carry out his plan. He checked his wig and mustache in the rearview mirror and they still looked fine.
Paul felt hyper from the double dose of MetaboSlim he’d taken to overcome jetlag, but he wasn’t nervous or apprehensive. He just wanted to get past this episode, so he and Camille could be together. He thought he might start looking for a new job too, something more interesting, more physical than software management. His missions had been exhilarating, almost addictive, and now he thought he needed a more stimulating day job. Once Camille was employment commissioner, maybe he could get work at AmGo or on the Gauntlet.
A silver car slowed in the road and signaled a turn. As it crossed in front of him, Paul noticed the man driving was younger and had lighter hair than Morton. What now? He decided his only choice was to wait for the visitor to leave. Immediately after, he would drive up to the house, knock on the door, and shoot Morton when he opened it. He hadn’t planned a daylight assault, but the seclusion of Morton’s home made it possible. He would have more time to return to Portland and possibly catch an earlier flight home.
Paul waited an hour or so, driving around the block once to move the car to the other side of the road. At 12:05, the silver car exited the driveway. Paul watched it disappear, then started his rental and drove down the lane to Morton’s house.
Surprised to find the front door unlocked, Paul walked in, weapon drawn. The high-ceiling living room was empty. As he started across, a voice called from a bedroom. “Richard? Is that you?”
Paul moved down the hall toward the voice. Gun held out front, he stepped into the bedroom. Thaddeus Morton stood in front of the closet, dressed in black leather pants with no buttocks. The smell of sex hung in the air.
The commissioner turned and his mouth fell open. “Oh fuck.”
“Thaddeus Morton?”
“Who are you? Are you Richard’s lover?” Morton fumbled with something in his hand.
“Drop the iCom.”
Morton let go of the device, and it hit the carpet with a tiny thump.
It was time to squeeze the trigger, but Paul couldn’t do it. He was suddenly overwhelmed and confused. “Was that man your lover?”
“Yes. Why? Who are you?” Morton’s voice pitched higher as he begged for answers.
“Did you have sex with Camille Waterson?”
“Oh fuck. Are you her boyfriend? I’m sorry.”
“You’re bisexual?” Paul had never known a bisexual person, and the practice didn’t make any sense to him.
“Look. I’m sorry about Camille, but she’s not worth shooting me over. It was just a thing because she’s so hot. You need to forget about her and move on. She’s not the faithful type.”
“Shut up!” Paul didn’t want to hear it. Camille loved him. She just wasn’t as emotional as most women. She knew what she wanted and she went after it. He liked that about her. He’d become more like that too, and it had changed his life.
“Please don’t kill me. I can help you. Do you want a better job? I can make that happen. I have influence.”
“Not much longer.” Just shoot him, Paul thought. Just do it! But he wanted to know something. “Did Camille have an orgasm with you?”
Morton blinked. “Yes.”
Paul stepped forward. “What did it sound like?” He suspected Camille had been faking her pleasure with him.
“Oh please.” Morton shook his head.
“Tell me.” Paul raised the gun to the man’s face.
“She was a little loud and sounded kind of hiccuppy.” Morton made a half-assed attempt to demonstrate, then abruptly stopped. “I don’t believe you really want to do this. Put the gun down and we’ll talk.”
Just shoot him!
Paul squeezed the trigger, surprised by the kick. Morton staggered back and clutched at his chest as he went down. Paul stared, mesmerized by the blood pouring through the prone man’s fingers. He’d just shot a man and didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Was Morton dying?
Loud barking suddenly filled the back of the house. Paul jumped at the sound and started to run. As he left the bedroom, a giant black dog burst into the hallway and charged him. Instinctively, Paul ran for the exit, heart slamming like an overworked cylinder. He pushed out the front door and spotted a white medic van. No! Morton had made an emergency call before dropping his iCom, and the paramedic was standing there, staring at him like she was memorizing his face. Without thinking, Paul raised his gun and fired at her. She went down and he bolted for the rental car.
He cranked the engine and raced out the driveway, anxious to be away from the scene of the crime. Good lord, what had he just done? His heart didn’t stop pounding until he was on the freeway, headed to the Portland airport.



Chapter 34


Sat., May 13, 6:07 a.m.
Caden tried to slip out of bed without waking her, but Lara was a light sleeper and today was incredibly important. Thousands of Oregon jobs were at stake. She reached for him. “Are you going to work?”
“Yes.” He rolled back and kissed her. “I have a meeting this morning with an FBI agent who might shed light on our assailant.”
“Will I see you after the marathon?”
“If I’m not making an arrest.”
“I’d sure like to get this ankle monitor off before the race.”
“I’ll call the DA again, but I’m not optimistic. Sorry, love.” Caden stroked her shoulder, then climbed out of bed.
He’d called her love. It didn’t mean anything, she told herself, just a speech pattern left over from his southern upbringing. Lara watched him dress, enjoying the sight of his thick muscled body. It was good she was leaving tomorrow. She’d become too attached for what was supposed to be a fling.
After he left, she dozed for a while, then got up and made coffee. The marathon started at nine-thirty, but she needed to look over the route again and get in a good warm-up. A knot of anxiety twisted in her gut. She could run twenty-six miles, no problem, and she could sprint short distances as fast as any other non-Olympian, but her marathon time was not good enough to beat Makil.
She currently had a small lead from winning the Obstacle, but the person who crossed the finish line first today would earn 50 points and likely win the Gauntlet. She could earn 25 points for finishing the run and additional points from the viewers, but she would need ninety percent of the final vote to earn all 25 extra points. That wasn’t possible. No competitor had ever received more than sixty-eight percent of the vote for any single event. She’d been lucky with the extra voter points so far, but the marathon wouldn’t give her a chance to excel.
As Lara showered and dressed, the knot grew tighter. The race took place out on the neighborhood streets. Except for the flight here, she hadn’t been out in public without her gun in more than a decade. The idea of running along public roads for more than two hours without a weapon filled her with dread. Knowing Blondie was still out there, gunning for her, heightened her fear. Lara didn’t know if she could do it. She made a protein and fruit drink, but couldn’t consume it yet. After a minute of pacing, she went next door to see Minda.
Lara knocked, remembering when the director tried to confiscate her Taser. She feared this would not go well. No sound came from inside so she called out, “It’s Lara Evans. I have to talk to you.”
A minute passed. Lara started to knock again, but the door came open. Minda was dressed in her usual black skirt, but her feet were bare. The director snapped, “Make it fast, I have a lot to do before the race starts in an hour.”
“Can I come in for a moment?”
Minda rolled her eyes but stepped back to let Lara come through, then took a seat behind her desk. “What is it?”
“I’m concerned about my safety today. I believe the man who killed Kirsten meant to kill me, and he’s still out there.”
“That sounds a little paranoid. I haven’t heard any police reports that support your theory.”
“Detective Harper will vouch for it.”
Minda furrowed her brow. “What do you want me to do? The marathon will be run today, with or without you. It’s only fair to the viewers and other contestants.”
“I want to carry a gun while I run.”
Minda started to interrupt but Lara talked over her. “The rules say no weapons in the arena, but I won’t be in the arena. I have a constitutional right to carry a firearm while I’m out on the streets.”
“You brought a gun to the contest?” Minda looked stunned.
“Contact the commissioner. I believe he’ll support my position.”
“No. Just no. You’ll have a cameraman with you during the whole race. I’ll alert him to watch out.”
“Will he be armed?”
The director pressed her red lips together. “No.”
“Then I have to be. Text the commissioner.” Lara stayed on her feet. She needed every advantage.
Minda shook her head. “If you choose not to compete under my terms, so be it. We’ll run the marathon with only two competitors.”
“The commissioner won’t allow that, the viewers will complain, and it will hurt the pay-per-views.”
Minda glared, then turned to her NetCom and keyed in a message. After a long moment of silence, the director’s tattooed eyebrows puckered. “He’s working at home today, but he’s granted your request.”
“Thank you.”
“You must keep the weapon concealed.”
“Of course.”
“You’ve been a royal pain in the ass, and I’ll be glad when this year’s Gauntlet is over.”
Lara bit her tongue and walked away.
Twenty minutes later, she hurried out of the hotel, ready to catch her last shuttle ride to the arena. Her competitors were nowhere in sight. The air was a little cooler today, maybe only eighty-five, and she heaved a sigh of relief. The first hurricane of the season had come ashore in Georgia that morning and was headed north. Clouds formed on the horizon and threatened rain. She hoped it did come down. The rain would feel like running at home in Oregon. She touched her 9-milliter under her loose-fitting tank top and boarded the shuttle. She would be glad when this whole thing was over.
The driver dropped her off in the center of the main parking lot, where a crowd of media and race attendants had gathered. Lara participated in two brief interviews, then took her spot on the white line. Three cameramen, each in their own battery-operated cart, lined up behind the runners. In addition to filming, they would supply the contestants with sports drinks and keep them updated on their time and progress. Minda and her entourage were in a large golf-cart type vehicle. They would supply the viewers with streaming commentary, or babble, as Lara thought of it.
She looked over at Jason, thinking he would probably start the race too fast, eager to be out in front. She would let him run ahead, and when he slowed at the midpoint, she would pass him. Makil and his long legs would likely take the lead and keep it, so she couldn’t pace herself to him. Would she have enough juice in the end to pass him and win? Either way, she had to finish and earn as many viewer points as she could.
A starter pistol went off and the whole circus show charged forward.
Once they were through the gates, they passed the hotel, nearby restaurants, and retail stores. They ran along what used to be a wide airport access, with their cameramen rolling along behind. The now-private road had little traffic except for reporters leaving the property. Makil set a strong pace and Jason pushed to stay directly behind him. Lara suppressed her competitive impulses and ran at her own speed, letting the men pull ahead.
Every five minutes, her cameraman shouted her time and distance in a friendly update. Nick was heavyset, thirty-something, and had forearm tattoos and curly hair. She wanted to tell him not to bother, but it was his job and she let him do it. They passed over the George Washington Parkway and, moments later, a cluster of railroad tracks. It was Saturday and the traffic below was light. Most people were home watching the event on their NetComs. Lara tried not to think about the millions of viewers witnessing her sweat and breathe through her mouth in the heat and humidity.
On the other side of the congestion, they ran along 25th, passing nice homes with tree-filled yards. The sun beat down, and wind bombarded her from the south, but Lara felt strong. At first, she watched every vehicle that drove down the street and listened for traffic behind her. Eventually, she started to relax. It seemed unlikely the shooter would come after her in such a public way.
At the Grant intersection, she spotted an old white Toyota in the road waiting to make a left turn. The driver had shaggy light-colored hair and a mustache. She ran past the vehicle and stared inside. It was Blondie!
She glanced back and watched him make the turn. He looked preoccupied and hadn’t seemed to notice her. Did he live in this neighborhood? A moment later, it hit her. The commissioner lived in this area. Blondie was on his way to try and kill Morton again. Oh christ! She had to warn the commissioner or stop it somehow.
“I need a favor,” she called back to Nick. “Text the employment commissioner and tell him Blondie is coming.”
“What?”
Lara turned to face him as she ran. “I just saw someone who’s a threat to the commissioner. I need you to let Morton know.”
“I can’t send messages for you. You know that. Don’t mess with me. I need this job.”
He thought she was trying to cheat somehow. Crap. The commissioner’s house was only a mile or so away. Lara made a decision. She stopped, turned around, and started back toward the corner.
“Where the hell are you going?” Nick drove his cart up on the sidewalk to follow her.
“The commissioner’s house. He’s in danger.”
“You must be serious if you’re willing to blow off this marathon and a shot at the grant money!” Nick shouted to be heard over the noise of a passing vehicle.
Lara turned on Grant Street and picked up her pace. “Text Morton now!”
“I don’t have his private number.”
“Get it from Minda.”
“She won’t answer her iCom while she’s broadcasting.”
Lara tried to remember the number she’d called, but it felt scrambled. “Try 541-628-2028.” It was hard to talk while sprinting.
A few seconds later, Nick yelled back, “That was a tavern.”
She made another guess, but it was hard to think straight.
“That’s not it either.”
The Toyota had disappeared. She remembered her earlier trip to Morton’s house after he bailed her out of jail. “Where is Frontier Street from here?”
“I think we go left at Grove.”
She visualized the online map she’d studied and the turn seemed correct. “Contact the D.C. police. Ask for Detective Harper. If he’s not available, tell them to send a patrol car.”
At the corner, Nick yelled, “What’s the address?”
“I don’t know, but it’s in the middle of Frontier.” She was only a few blocks away and would get there in minutes. Blondie was probably turning down the street now. Lara pushed herself to run faster.
She heard Nick explaining the situation and realized the police were skeptical about wasting their resources. Thank god she had her gun. The thought of aiming a weapon at an armed suspect brought back a devastating memory she’d spent years trying to forget. Lara tried to suppress it, but the scene played out in her mind in full detail as she ran the last block.
She’d been called out to a homicide in the Bethel area. A father had come home to find his teenage daughter dead, her skull crushed. Lara had been given the lead and two other detectives were on site to help process the scene and question neighbors. After a couple of hours, the chaos started to settle down. The medical examiner took the body away, and the patrol cops returned to the streets. Detective Schakowski had gone to question the neighbors, and Detective Quince went to the girl’s bedroom to look through her personal items.
Lara sat down at the kitchen table with the father and began to interrogate him again. He’d been too shell-shocked earlier to provide much information. After a few minutes, she asked, “When did you arrive at home?”
“A little after four.”
“Earlier you said you came home at four-thirty.”
“It was somewhere in there.”
“Your 911 call was logged at 5:12. What did you do between the time you arrived and the time you made the call?”
“Nothing! I was in shock. I called 911.”
His anger was unexpected. “Please calm down. I have to establish a timeline. Are you saying you sat in the house with her dead body for forty minutes?”
“No. We’ve been over this!”
Something in his expression made Lara realize the man had killed his daughter. She knew she had to take him in for a videotaped interview. “Sir, please stand and put your hands on the table. I’m going to cuff you and take you in for questioning.”
The door to the attached garage bounced open and a young teenage boy walked in. He looked about thirteen and was clearly her suspect’s offspring. “What’s going on, Dad?” He looked at his father, then at Lara.
Where had the boy come from? Had he just arrived home? “Please go outside.” Lara raised her voice to be firm, but didn’t shout. Her nerves hummed and she wanted to get Chuck Sanders in cuffs.
Sanders stood as she had directed, but the boy kept moving toward his father. Suddenly, Sanders grabbed the boy and pulled him in. He had one arm around the boy’s neck and a knife in his other hand, pressed against his throat.
Lara pushed to her feet and drew her weapon in one frantic motion.
“Stay back!” Sanders stepped toward the garage door. “I’m getting out of here and I’m taking my son. If you try to stop me, the boy dies too.”
“Put down the knife and let go of the boy.” Lara calculated her options. None were good. Had Detective Quince heard the exchange? She hoped he would come running.
“You’re not taking me in.” Sanders inched toward the door.
The image of his daughter’s crushed skull flashed in Lara’s mind. She had no doubt he would harm his son, if not today, then soon. “Let go of the boy or I’ll shoot you!”
A cluster of events happened simultaneously. Sanders took another step. The boy struggled to get free. Lara fired at the suspect’s head. The sliding back door came open.
Sanders dropped like a rock and his son screamed. Behind Sanders, coming in the back door was a uniform officer, his neck bright with blood. He started to speak, then collapsed. Her bullet had passed through the suspect and killed a cop.



Chapter 35


Sat., May 13, 10:20 a.m.
Paul parked at the end of the block, not wanting his car to be spotted at Morton’s house. Grabbing his gun, he strode down the quiet suburban street, noticing not a single child was outside on a Saturday morning. If he’d had a neighborhood like this as a kid, he’d have been outside all the time. He didn’t blame them for staying inside though. The constant wind and extreme temperatures ruined most outdoor activities.
He reached the edge of Morton’s yard, trotted up the neighbor’s property line, and climbed over the hedge as he’d done before. The memory of finding Camille here that night played in his mind, but it didn’t devastate him like it had then.
He’d developed a new resilience, almost a numbness. He and Camille would be okay, but the commissioner still had to die. Paul was angry with himself for running off the job last time without finishing it. He was angry that he’d killed the wrong woman at the hotel too. Stupid! He didn’t know how to fix that, so he shoved the whole episode into the new numbness. The other woman, the paramedic witness, was still here in Washington D.C., and Paul hadn’t decided what to do about her.
He rounded the corner of the house, strode across the stone patio, and grabbed the handle of the French doors. They were unlocked, and Paul charged in. He barely noticed the spacious family room. All he saw was Morton rising from his desk. Paul aimed at his face and fired twice. He wasn’t making the same mistake this time.
Blood flew from Morton’s head and he fell to the soft beige carpet. Paul kneeled next to him, but didn’t bother to check for a pulse. The employment commissioner’s job was officially open. He stood to leave, but camera images from the NetCom caught his eye.
What the hell?
Lara spotted the white car she’d seen Blondie driving. It was parked on the corner of Frontier. Fuck! The shooter was probably in the house. She turned to the cameraman, still following her.
“Get video of that white Toyota.”
She drew her Kel-Tec and ran down the sidewalk, grateful no civilians were out and about. Sweat dripped from her face as she sprinted. She remembered Morton had a gate on his driveway and she expected it to be closed. If Blondie was on the property, she couldn’t waste a second. Lara sprinted across the neighbor’s lawn and vaulted over the short hedge separating the yards. She stumbled as she hit the ground, then caught herself. Lara raced across the grass to the front door and found it locked. She turned and sprinted toward the back and saw the cameraman coming through a break in the hedge.
“Stay back!” She hoped he would listen. She didn’t want another innocent getting killed.
Lara rounded the back corner of the house and only slowed when she reached the door. She had to be careful now. Blondie was inside somewhere. She turned the knob, kicked the door open, and barged in with her weapon extended. To her left was a massive kitchen; the right side opened into a soft, beige family room. The space was eerily quiet.
Lara spotted the body on the floor. Fuck! She moved sideways toward the victim, keeping her eyes and weapon on the rest of house. Where the hell was Blondie? Still watching for the shooter, she kneeled, glanced at the victim’s head. It was Morton, and his brains were leaking on the floor. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! She’d failed to get here in time. She stood, not sure what to do next. Where the hell were the police?
A noise in the backyard made her jump. She spun around and through the picture window saw Nick. The camera was still on his shoulder and he was talking to someone on his iCom while he filmed. She motioned him to stay out.
Movement on the desk monitor caught her eye. She stared at the images in the square frame, seeing live footage of a large room with no windows. A basement. A teenaged boy and a girl sat on a bed with only a stained white sheet covering it. They were naked and chained to the wall by thick metal ankle brackets. Blondie kneeled next to the boy, examining his ankle lock. Lara drew in a breath so sharp it hurt. What kind of sickness was going on here?
Where was the room? It had to be somewhere in the house. She ran for the hall, looking for stairs going down. Dear god, Thaddeus Morton was a sexual predator! Was that why Blondie was after him? Lara felt ill. She’d given up the Gauntlet trying to save a piece of scum. The kids could still be in danger though. Blondie was a killer.
Lara charged into a bedroom, looking for a doorway and finding only a luxurious master bath. She ran into the second bedroom and found only exercise equipment. Rushing back into the main open area, she scanned the two living spaces. Nothing that looked like it could be a secret door.
Nick stood near the French doors, filming her and the house.
“Get out! The shooter is still here!”
She charged past him into the kitchen and spotted a swinging pantry entrance. At the back of the ten-foot room was a shelf the width of a door. The shelf had swung out, revealing stairs behind it. An overhead light illuminated the carpeted steps leading into the basement. Lara paused. Blondie was down there with a gun and two kids. She had to be careful. She stepped through the opening and started down the stairs. She turned at the landing and pressed her back to the inside wall. From there, she could see into the first half of the sparse room.
Moving slowly, Lara descended into the basement. The cement walls had been painted white and the light over the bed was stunningly bright. Better for the cameras, she realized. The scenario sickened her. Was the setup just for the commissioner’s sick pleasure or were perverts around the world watching this depravity?
Lara stepped into the room and aimed her weapon at the killer. With his back to her, he stood in front of the dark-haired boy. The girl-bone-thin with tiny breasts and long sandy hair-was on the other side of the mattress. Blondie’s gun lay on the bed next to the boy.
Lara took a step closer. She had no way to drop Blondie without hitting the boy. Oh fuck. How could she be in this situation again?
“Put your hands in the air and move away from the bed.”
Blondie snatched his gun from the mattress and whirled around, aiming it at Lara. “You again,” he said, giving her a creepy smile. “I’m kind of glad you’re here.”
Lara took that to mean he planned to kill her and she’d made it easy. She either had to pull the trigger now and take him down or talk him into surrendering. But she couldn’t risk killing the boy, which left only once choice. “What’s your name?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Blondie’s expression softened. “Can you help me get these kids free? I can’t leave them like this.”
Lara eased closer. “Why don’t you surrender? Morton deserved to die, so you’re not in much trouble there. But if you kill me, the whole world will know. There’s a cameraman upstairs who’ll soon be on his way down. The police are coming too.” Lara was certain of the former but not the latter.
Blondie’s eyes darted around the room, as if looking for an escape.
Lara willed him to move two feet in either direction, but he stood his ground, confused and shaky.
“I’ll let you go,” she promised. “Just get away from the kids, go up the stairs, and run for the front door. The camera guy is in the back and won’t see you.” She would keep her promise, not wanting to ever shoot anyone again. The police were coming and they would catch the guy.
When he first saw the captive children on the monitor, Paul had gone a little insane and had rushed frantically around the house trying to find them. Seeing them in the flesh from the bottom of the stairs, a strange sense of calm came over him. In killing Morton, he’d freed these innocents from a life of living hell. Paul hadn’t realized he needed forgiveness, but now that he’d bestowed it on himself, he could see a way forward.
Too shocked to speak, he knelt in front of the boy and examined the locked bracket around his red swollen ankle. Paul had no idea how to remove it. He would have to leave the house and summon the police anonymously. Then he heard the woman behind him. It was the first time he’d heard her voice in person, but he knew who she was. Lara, the paramedic contestant from Oregon.
He grabbed his gun and turned. “You again. I’m kind of glad you’re here.”
She asked his name, but he wouldn’t tell her. Lara wouldn’t help him with the locks either. She did her best to convince him that killing her was a bad idea. Paul gave her a lot of credit for sounding calm and rational while they had weapons pointed at each other. Now Lara said he could walk away and she’d let him go. Could he believe her?
His thoughts raced from one possibility to another. More than anything he wanted to salvage his life with Camille. Yet that hope grew dimmer with each moment. Could he simply shoot this woman and escape? Her eyes were locked into his in such an intense way. Lara looked like she was quick with her hands and, truthfully, she scared him. He knew she wouldn’t go down without firing at him. From the way she held her gun, he accepted that she had more skill and would likely strike a fatal blow. Paul decided to take a chance on her offer of escape. If she shot him in the back, so be it, he would die knowing that he’d at least tried to make something of his life. If he went to jail, so be it, at least he would never be alone.
Lara made a decision. She lifted her arm in one quick motion and shot out the overhead light. The room went completely dark, the teenage girl cried out, and Blondie swore. Lara dropped to her knees and crawled eight feet at a slight angle. She guessed at her location, leapt forward, and tackled Blondie. They both fell sideways to the floor. Lying on top of him, she shoved her gun into the soft of his throat, then groped blindly with her left hand, searching for his weapon.
Flashlights shone across the room. Someone shouted, “Drop your weapons and freeze!”
Footsteps bounded across the carpet and someone picked up the shooter’s weapon from the floor. A hand touched her shoulder. “Lara, you can let him go. We’ve got this.”
In the dim eerie glow of flashlights, she saw Detective Harper and two uniform officers. Her part was over. She scrambled to her feet but held on to her 9-millimeter.
“Give me the gun, Lara. It’s procedure.”
She reluctantly handed it over. Her body slumped with relief. “He killed Morton,” she said.
“I know.”
“Who is he?”
“I think his name is Paul Madsen, but that’s all I can say for now.”
Her cameraman stepped from the stairs into the room, still filming and talking on his iCom at the same time. “Lara,” he called out, “Minda says to get your ass back on the street and finish this marathon.”
“What?”
“You heard me. You’re still in the Gauntlet. The viewers are going crazy. They can’t vote for you if you don’t finish.”
At first she didn’t trust what he was saying. Then her heart exploded with joy, and a surge of adrenaline pulsed in her veins. She looked at Caden.
He gave her a gentle push. “Go. I’ll see you at the finish line.”
Lara glanced back at the captive teenagers, their faces filled with fear and confusion. She hated to just leave them. She looked at the shooter, still not knowing who he was or why he’d come here.
She started to ask for her gun.
“Go! We’ve got this.”
Nick stepped aside and filmed as Lara bolted for the stairs.



Chapter 36


Two and a half hours later, she stumbled through the gates of the Gauntlet property and crossed the finish line. A small crowd of staffers and journalists were waiting, along with Caden and the other two contestants, Jason and Makil. Online, millions of viewers witnessed her completion.
Exhausted and thirsty, she accepted another sports drink from Nick and gave him a high five. “Thanks, Nick. You did good.”
Her legs felt like collapsing and her stomach churned with hunger, but she suffered through her last interview with Minda. Out of respect for Caden and the D.C. officers, she didn’t offer any new details about what had happened in the commissioner’s basement. Nick had filmed most of it anyway, so the viewers knew the basics. They would get her personal story after Caden got a confession. Lara also refused to speculate on how the viewers would vote, even though Minda had asked her to.
“We’ll know soon enough. I’m just proud that I made it through every phase.” There was also a thousand-dollar cash prize for placing second, but it had never been about the money for her. She wanted the thousands of jobs for her state.
Rain burst from the dark sky in big ugly splotches, so the crowd hustled into the arena and stood by the scoreboard in the lobby. Minda chatted up the viewers, while Lara went in search of a restroom. After she heard the final score, she would have to go with Caden to make a formal statement for the police. Hopefully, they would drop the charges against her and release her from the ankle monitor. If so, tomorrow she would fly home and put it all behind her.
When she came back to the lobby, the crowd clapped and cheered. Lara looked at the board. Her name was on top with 329 points! She’d earned 25 points for finishing and another 25 for taking ninety-six percent of the final viewer vote. Her throat closed and she fought back tears. She’d won the damn thing! It didn’t change the past or bring Officer Parker back to life, but she felt a little redemption…and the first step toward forgiveness.
After another glorious night with Caden, Lara got up early to pack while he went into the department for a meeting. She had mixed feelings about going home. She couldn’t wait to be back in her own cozy apartment in Eugene, but leaving Caden was harder than she’d imagined. He planned to return and drive her to the airport, but she considered taking a taxi and avoiding the emotional goodbye. That way, neither of them had to promise to stay in touch when they both knew money and distance would keep them apart.
Caden showed up before she sent for a taxi. He handed over both her weapons, hugged her tightly, and asked her to sit. “I thought you might want to know the few details I’ve uncovered.”
“I’d like that. You know I won’t share them.”
“Paul Madsen is a software guy in the federal employee management office. We think he arranged for people to be hired and fired in exchange for cash. Someone, most likely his girlfriend, wanted the commissioner’s job and he tried to arrange that. We don’t know for sure, because he’s not talking much yet.”
“Kirsten died over a job?” Lara shook her head. “Is Madsen a sociopath?”
“We’re not sure, but he might try to plead insanity.” Caden nodded. “There’s more. The kids in Morton’s basement were foster children. He had access to them through his charity work at Transitions.”
The words foster children triggered a memory. “Excuse me,” she said. “I have to contact someone.”
She grabbed her iCom and spoke her message to Jackson out loud: “It’s Lara. The missing foster kids you’re looking for? Check the basement of Thaddeus Morton’s home. The commissioner’s dead and not coming back, so you won’t need a subpoena. Let me know how it goes.” She pushed Send.
“You’re still a cop at heart.” Caden smiled softly.
“I’m a damn good paramedic too, and I’ll be glad to get back to my job.”
“Can I come down and see you when I visit my daughter in Portland?”
“You’d better.”
Lara looked around to see if she’d forgotten to pack anything. A small wrapped chocolate lay on the nightstand from the maid service the day before. She slipped it into her pocket. Later on the plane, she would put it into her mouth and let it melt. It was a start.
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