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        Denver, Colorado.

      

      

      The back door to the accountant’s office had been broken and busted into. The keypad smashed up, obliterated by the butt of someone’s gun. Or so she assumed.

      Bridget had a phone, but 911 was the last thing on her mind.

      All she could think of as she drew out her gun and deposited her pack by the back wall was wondering who had been on shift tonight. She’d been out of town for two days delivering a care package to one of their clients. It was a regular enough occurrence, but traveling to Caracas to do so wasn’t. Being discovered there by cartel guys while fishing the client out of a dicey situation and running for their lives? Also not so much.

      Bridget had very nearly been shot right before stashing the client somewhere safe. Afterward, she flew to Mexico City and met with a doctor, passed out for two days from exhaustion, and managed to miss her meeting time.

      Now that she was finally here, she discovered the office had been broken into.

      Bridget didn’t believe in coincidences. But of all the enemies the accountant’s office had, she didn’t have the first idea who might be inside.

      Or what they wanted.

      Bridget cast a longing glance at her backpack. She didn’t like leaving it unattended, but it could hinder her if she had to fight.

      She eased the door open with her foot and stepped into the back hallway.

      A muffled grunt echoed from the main office.

      The place wasn’t big. A strip mall storefront with a small unused apartment above—a safe house when one was needed. Bridget made up one quarter of the four employees. The boss was currently out of town on vacation with her husband. That left Clarke and Sasha. If someone had broken in while Sasha was working late, they’d be dead already.

      That left Clarke.

      Her sometimes-on-again/sometimes-off-again boyfriend had made it clear before she left that he wanted things to go to the “next level.” Bridget didn’t even know what that meant. Or why she was dragging her feet over him.

      She needed to tide him over with some sort of excuse until she figured out for herself what her deal was with him.

      Bridget crept down the hall to the door at the end, ajar. Beyond, the main office was lit. They’d painted the front windows so no one could see inside.

      Another cry sounded, not so muffled now.

      Bridget whispered, “Clarke.”

      She should get in there and save him from whatever was happening. Still, part of her wanted to wait so she had a better idea of what she was getting into. Another part of her—one she wasn’t sure she liked—wanted to see what he’d do. How he might handle this. As though his mettle hadn’t been tested already in this job, and she needed to put him through the wringer all over again. She didn’t need to see the depth of his skills. That was selfish.

      “You will tell us what we want to know.” The accented voice held the strain of authority. Someone not used to being ignored, who was accustomed to making someone pay dearly for such lack of judgment.

      A shudder began but Bridget locked it down like she always did. She needed steady hands and a calm mind. Something she’d worked on for years, battling her fear to the place she could be strong. Valued.

      Not the beat-up, broken-down teen who’d left Last Chance in the middle of the night without ever looking back. The lingering trauma flared on occasion—like when she saw blood. Given the last few days, her history was pretty close to the surface.

      But she couldn’t let it penetrate. That would only leave her useless.

      Bridget kicked the door open. She clocked the two guys in suits right away. Clarke stood behind his desk across from them. Unsure. Debating. He started to speak.

      The door behind her hit the wall with a thud. Both suited guys shifted to her. Before they could face the new threat, Clarke pulled a gun from his desk and shot twice.

      Both men fell to the ground.

      Bridget blinked, but the prominent feeling that settled upon her was relief. It might seem harsh, but in their business, hesitation meant death. And given the last two days, she wasn’t willing to take any chances. After the mission she’d just been on, Bridget knew something wasn’t right.

      She glanced around. “Are there more of them?”

      Clarke stumbled back and sat heavily on the desktop before sliding sideways and falling to the cheap carpet. Blood trickled down the side of his face from a nasty gash on his temple. “Bridget. Hey.”

      “What is going on?” She strode over and held out her free hand. He’d killed those two men. “You good?”

      Clarke clasped her wrist way too tight and nearly pulled her over as he stood. Once at his full height, he barely matched hers despite the fact she was wearing sneakers and not heels. She had at least two inches on him. Clarke flung his arms around her and squeezed, her arms—and the gun—smashed between them.

      “Oof.” Pain sliced through her middle—a bruised rib from yesterday. “Let go, Clarke.”

      He didn’t. “I’m so glad you’re here. I knew I’d have to take them out, but the element of surprise…” He squeezed once more and leaned back. “Works every time.”

      Bridget extricated herself from his arms. “So it was just the two of them?”

      She moved to the closest one and took a look. Could be Capeira’s goons, but she’d left Caracas two days ago. Had they really caught up to her this fast? There was no way they could’ve found the accountant’s office that quickly.

      “You see them,” Clarke said. “There are two.”

      As though she couldn’t do simple math, or needed what she’d seen with her own eyes explained to her. Bridget might not have been a particularly stellar student in high school, but she had skills. And a brain.

      She tried to figure out what was up with him. “What did they say to you?”

      “They wanted access to the computer systems. Of course, I would die before I ever gave them that.”

      The back door had been busted in to grant these men entry. He’d probably been taken by surprise. Hit over the head and disoriented before they demanded what they wanted. No one who worked here would ever give armed intruders anything. Except for a bullet.

      She was just glad it had been Clarke and not her. She knew how to use her weapon, but only did so when it was a matter of life or death. Sneaking up on two men whose intentions she didn’t know? That wasn’t honorable.

      Plus…she’d already killed someone this week.

      Bridget walked to the second man he’d shot. A gun lay close to his hand, fallen from his fingertips. He had a scar just below the base of his thumb. It had been carved there. “These guys are both underlings.”

      She straightened in time to catch Clarke eyeing the discarded weapon. “There should be a driver or a lieutenant with them.”

      No way would someone who knew what this place was actually trust a mission like this to two guys who hung on the bottom rungs of the ladder.

      Bridget started to turn. Clarke was far too close to her.

      He touched her shoulders, but the weight of his arms proved too heavy for it to be considered sweet or comfortable. “I’m so glad you’re here.” He shifted his body closer, but it wasn’t comforting.

      It was a threat.

      “You probably saved my life.” He let out a depreciating laugh. “If I was willing to admit it.”

      “You just did, but all I did was distract them.” She tried to step back, but he didn’t let go.

      Clarke’s gaze shifted over her shoulder. Holding her still.

      Someone else was here.

      Bridget held back the reaction that wanted out. She still had her gun. She could shoot Clarke right now. Instead, she brought her knee up between his. High enough to make contact, but still like she hadn’t noticed it wasn’t just the two of them here.

      He doubled over.

      “Clarke, you let a woman go when it’s clear she wants to be free.” It was a good point to make, but it became really clear really fast that it wasn’t the point she should have focused on when a fist smashed into her cheekbone as soon as she spun around. A flash of pain doubled her over. Bridget blinked and stumbled back from yet another suited man.

      Ouch.

      He pried the gun from her fingers. She tried to grasp it, but by that time Clarke had recovered. He twisted her fingers almost to breaking point. She cried out. With her free hand, Bridget punched him in the stomach as hard as she could.

      “Quit messing around and get her secured.” Another heavily-accented voice.

      Clarke pulled her hands behind her back. “I told you she would come here.”

      “Mmm.”

      Bridget struggled, fighting against the man until she found herself staring down the barrel of a Glock, pointed right at her. Beyond it stood a man whose brother she had shot two days ago. She gritted her teeth. Was he here for revenge?

      “Your brother nearly shot me.” He’d also compromised their client, but Bridget wasn’t going to bring her into this. The woman needed a new identity and somewhere to go—both of which Bridget was supposed to figure out tonight. Until then, the client had to lay low. The Capeiras weren’t going to find her.

      She turned to Clarke. “You’re the one who sold her out and told Benito Capeira where she was. Aren’t you?”

      His expression hardened. “They made me do it. They said they’d kill my mother if I didn’t.”

      Bridget’s overblown sense of empathy for the underdog flared to life inside her. At the same time, she tried to figure out if he was even telling the truth.

      Capeira laughed. Smaller than his brother, Enrico was still built like a powerhouse. She needed to not underestimate him the way she had with Benito. That only landed her with a broken rib before she was forced to shoot him. Both men’s reputations spoke of a ruthless need to be obeyed at all times.

      Those who did not? Their bodies were never found.

      Until the client discovered their secrets and took that information to the Justice Department. Instead of being given the case, she’d been told to go find “actual evidence.” Bridget had heard enough. She was going to help.

      She’d also thought Clarke would help.

      Guess not.

      “A chair, I think.” Enrico stepped back and motioned with his gun. “Make it look like she fell asleep exhausted and smoking a cigarette. Accidents happen.”

      Clarke shoved her into a chair. “I thought we were doing a gas leak.”

      “Like I said, ‘accidents.’”

      Bridget looked up at her colleague. Before she could say anything, he ran the back of his hand down her cheek. “I’ll be heartbroken. But I’ll find someone else.”

      Before she took her next break, he raised his hand and pistol whipped her with her gun. Everything went black.

      The next thing Bridget knew was that she couldn’t breathe. She tried to move. Her face was smashed against the carpet. Using both hands, she did a push up and got her knees under her. No restraints. They had to have left her free to make the “accident” look real.

      When she lifted up, the temperature of the room registered within her.

      Then the smell.

      Bridget launched herself toward the back hall. She stumbled, slammed her shoulder against the corner of the wall, and cried out. She didn’t have time for more injuries. The building was about to explode.

      She braced the wall with one hand and raced the other direction, down the hall to the back door she’d come in.

      An explosion ripped through the building. The force blew apart the door and flipped her over. She slammed onto the asphalt outside and rolled. A moan escaped her lips, but she needed to see it. She needed to know it was still there.

      Her backpack.

      Bridget crawled to the wall beside the spot the door had been just a moment ago. She shifted rubble and tugged over her pack to hold it close as she dug inside for her phone. Relief washed over her, though this wasn’t done.

      Far from it.

      She pulled up her texts and sent one to her boss.

      Code Red.

      Nothing needed to be—or could be—salvaged from the building. It was all saved to an encrypted server. They would move on. Rebuild. Once Bridget took care of the threat, and Clarke.

      She forced her legs to take her weight and start walking. The last thing she needed was to still be here when the cops arrived.

      A second later she got a reply with an address.

      Get here ASAP.

      Bridget sagged against the siding of a neighboring building. Go there? After all these years, that was the last place she wanted to be. But orders were orders. She had to head home.

      To Last Chance.
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      “I was hoping you’d be here.” The woman who’d sidled up to him lifted a beer bottle and took a sip.

      Aiden Donaldson, Last Chance police officer—currently off duty—tried to remember what her name was, but for the life of him, he couldn’t. He smiled. “It’s good to see you.” Then turned back to the group of kids bowling.

      His kid was up, so he squeezed through the crowd of moms and children—including the birthday girl—and made his way to where Sydney waited for a ball to come out.

      “This purple one will work.”

      “I’m waiting for the pink one.”

      Behind them, a group of first grade girls erupted into laughter. The pink ball came out.

      “Ready?”

      “I want to do it by myself.”

      Aiden bit back what he wanted to say and squeezed down on his back teeth while he sent her a closed-mouth smile.

      His little redhead missed nothing. “I can do it.”

      “And I’ll be right here while you do.” Aiden walked with her to the ramp that’d been dragged over. All she had to do was push the ball and watch it sail down the alley.

      She hefted the ball onto the ramp that was little more than three bars of metal welded into a frame. The ball started to roll, so he put out his hand. It didn’t need to go down before she had the chance to push it.

      He lifted his gaze to the face of his six year old. “Ready, Beautiful?”

      “Ms. Maggie said you’d like my dress.” Her fingers lifted off the ball, and it started to roll toward his hand. “We got the blue one because it’s your favorite color.”

      “That it is.” Aiden grinned and saw the next kid waiting. “Ready?”

      She nodded. He moved his hand and Sydney pushed the ball, her tongue stuck out from between her teeth in concentration. Aiden didn’t watch the ball. He watched her face, garnering enough information from that as to what was happening down the alley.

      Tomorrow he would be back on swing shift for the next four nights before he got two days off. That meant Sydney would be with the sitter after she got out of holiday kids club and in bed before he was home.

      But he got breakfast, and they tried to live it up with the time they had. Aiden was a pancake artist using squirt bottles and food coloring. He could make a rainbow, and he was working on perfecting a unicorn, though it wasn’t going well.

      “I knocked down three!”

      Aiden picked her up and spun her, even though she said she was too big for that. Sydney slapped his cheeks and blew a raspberry on his forehead.

      He set her down, grinning.

      “Cake!” Sydney ran off to her friends, and he wandered back to where he’d left his water cup. The mom with her beer watched him. The look on her face wasn’t one he wanted to entertain.

      Still, as he moved toward the table of kids all eating a slice of pizza before their cake, she also moved. When he reached the edge of the birthday party, she was beside him.

      “You’re a pretty good dad.”

      He glanced aside to see her eyeing him over her beer again. “And that’s a surprise?”

      The woman shrugged a slender shoulder. Too slender, by his estimation. “Single dad, right?”

      “What does that have to do with it?”

      “Usually dads aren’t all that interested is all.”

      Aiden watched Sydney reach for her cup. He winced as she nearly knocked over another kid’s soda.

      “It’s nice. That’s what I’m saying.”

      He turned. “Which one is yours?”

      “Oh. None.” She motioned with her head toward the bar. “I just hang out here.”

      Aiden’s stomach turned over.

      “They’re so cute at this age, aren’t they? Then they turn into unholy terrors at the drop of a hat if they don’t get what they want. Am I right?”

      “Not in my experience.”

      He wanted to walk away. To stand closer to Sydney like a helicopter dad. Which he pretty much was, but only because he was the only person in the world there to watch her back. The sitter was amazing and he didn’t know how he would do it without her and his army of church ladies to help, but at the end of the day, Aiden was alone in this.

      “Huh.” The woman blinked over her beer.

      As a father and also a police officer, he needed to stick near this woman and try to get her to open up about her intentions here.

      “It’s more like, sometimes, she’s not a kid at all. She’s a tiny teenager.” Aiden smiled, though the precise teenager Sydney reminded him of flashed in his mind.

      There hadn’t been much of a relationship between the two of them, and they’d been barely out of high school. A summer romance gone wrong, if they could even say it had gone anywhere in the first place. Months later he’d found out she’d died in childbirth. That he was a father. Social services had asked him first if he wanted to raise the baby. As the father listed, he’d have had to give up his parental rights otherwise.

      Give up the chance to pour love into a beautiful, innocent child of his own?

      No way.

      The woman barked out a rusty laugh. “Welp, I see my friends. I hate to love you and leave you, but I gotta go, gorgeous.”

      Aiden didn’t even know what to say. He kept his mouth shut. He had no intention of setting her straight. There were no sparks between them.  He was who he was—a twenty-four-year-old police officer and single dad to a six-year-old daughter.

      Not most people’s idea of a stellar beginning to adult life. No parties. An online degree. He knew more about assembling furniture and French braids than he knew about fraternities. But he wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Sydney had healed everything inside him that was broken. Aiden didn’t want to know who he would be without her.

      She tugged on his hand right then.

      He looked down. “Pit stop?”

      “Yes.” She held his hand until they separated, and then she went into the ladies’ room while Aiden waited outside. It still made him nervous to trust other people’s goodness, but this was a small town and a lot of people knew their little family unit.

      Aiden checked his emails while he waited, most of which were about the police post-holiday bash happening in a few days. No one was free to party during the holidays, so they did it mid-January.

      The woman who’d tried to pick him up had chosen a new target, a guy at the bar. Worn jeans and steel toe boots. He wore a faded white sweater and had sunglasses on his head.

      As he watched them, she pulled something from the back pocket of her jeans and exchanged it for what the man had. Plastic wrap, bundled up. The contents weren’t something he could see, but experience and instinct indicated crack. Whether it was another illegal substance or that one, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t good.

      The man squeezed her hip and she walked off, headed for a door that read, “Employees Only.”

      Aiden pulled up a text thread with his sergeant who was at work tonight and laid out what he’d just seen.

      “Can we play at the arcade before we go?”

      He looked down at Syd. “Probably not. It’s pretty late, and we have church in the morning.” After lunch, he would be on shift until past midnight.

      “Donuts for breakfast?”

      His phone buzzed. “Absolutely.”

      She jumped up and down. “Yes!”

      Aiden read the text from Sergeant Basuto. An officer on duty was on the way. He eyed the door the woman had disappeared through while they made their way back to the party in time to sing and for Sydney to watch her friend open the doll they’d bought her.

      He moved to Sydney and crouched to whisper. “Stay here with your friends. I’ll be back in a few minutes, okay?” The birthday girl’s mom seemed to have it all in hand, so he went to the Employees Only door and pulled out his badge. Just in case.

      Aiden had a weapon on him but didn’t get it out. All he needed to do was make sure the woman hadn’t left. If she had, he wanted a description of her car. Or a plate number.

      If she exited this way, he would talk to the manager about surveillance. Interview customers and staff, find out if the woman was a regular. Methodical actions that would get him in another conversation with that woman—one where he explained the seriousness of her actions. He’d make sure she knew help was available if she needed it, or caution her to get a lawyer if the situation warranted that.

      He flashed his badge to the bartender who lifted his chin, then pushed through the door. The hall beyond was empty.

      Three doors on both sides. One open. He moved to it, listening for…voices. At the door, he peered in.

      “I said I did, didn’t I?” Her tone wavered as a sliver of fear crept in.

      The man she faced was taller, muscled. He wore slacks, black shoes, and a buttoned white shirt. Still, despite the professional clothing, there was an air of lethality about him.

      Aiden cleared his throat.

      The woman spun around while the man turned more slowly to find him there.

      He decided to just pretend. “I’m totally lost. Is there a bathroom down this way?”

      “Get him out of here.” The man turned to his desk.

      That left the woman to cross and jerk her head toward her shoulder. “Let’s go. There’s no bathroom over here. This is employees only.”

      “You work here?”

      She led him to the door. “Just get out of here.”

      He held it open for her. She shook her head at his gentlemanly move and strode off. He spotted the person Basuto had sent and made his way to Officer Frees, at the same time watching where she went off to.

      A group of men at the far end of the bar. The woman passed them. She said something low before heading for the front door, pushing it open to go outside.

      “That her?” Frees eyed the woman’s retreating form.

      Aiden nodded.

      “I got it. You get back to Syd.”

      Frees strode after her. He angled his radio to his mouth to speak as he headed out the front door. Aiden went back to the party, compiling his thoughts. Drug deal, and she was affiliated with the bowling alley. Whoever that guy was in the office, Aiden would talk to the sergeant about him. This could easily be a big case for the department. Though, given what they’d been through in recent months—this whole past year, basically—no one wanted to dip their toe into a huge problem so quickly.

      Of course, they would if it became necessary. But a shark known as “West” had been swimming in the local pool for years. The result? Near devastation. Months of investigation down twists and blind corners. The cost to the department had been huge.

      “Daddy.” Syd slammed into him, and he lifted her again because she still let him do it. “Did you get that perp?”

      Aiden grinned. “I’m not working. I’m hanging out with you.” Never mind that no cop used the word “perp.” Ever. “Is the party done?”

      She eyed him. “I’m still hungry.”

      “So we should stop for broccoli on the way home?”

      Syd made a mock-gagging noise. “Ice cream!”

      Aiden blew a raspberry on her cheek. “As you wish.”

      He set her down, and they said their goodbyes to the birthday girl before turning to the front door of the bowling alley.

      The guy from the office stood by the Employees Only door. Arms folded.

      Watching him.
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      Two days after the accountant’s office exploded, Bridget pulled into the garage of a townhouse just before two in the morning. The address was the one her boss had given her for the safe house in Last Chance. She waited until the garage had rolled down before pushing open the driver’s door and grabbing her duffel from the backseat.

      There wasn’t much to haul into the house, considering she hadn’t had time to go home before she drove north out of Denver, nor was it safe to have done so. All she had with her was everything she’d taken on her last mission, along with her backpack. Plus, she’d had to find a new vehicle, as Clarke knew the one she normally drove.

      Exhaustion weighed down her muscles and made her want to flop onto the couch and fall asleep. But she knew rest wouldn’t come. She set the backpack down beside her bag and wandered through the rooms to familiarize herself with the layout.

      Times like these, when her body was a mess of aches and pains, the nightmares came. And then she’d wake up more tired than before.

      Bridget had no intention of allowing Enrico or Clarke, or the past for that matter, to invade her sleep tonight. It was only a matter of time before one or both of them figured out she was still alive. And then they would come again to kill her.

      But that wasn’t even what she was worried about.

      Bridget brewed a pot of coffee she would have to drink black, as the house was only stocked with dry goods. No perishables. Fine by her. She also dumped two cans of soup into a pan to heat up on the stove.

      While the noise of the gas flame and the coffee percolating filled the kitchen, she fired up her laptop. It didn’t take long to log remotely into their security system and get a look at Enrico and his men arriving at the accountant’s office. They’d been there for more than an hour before Bridget showed up in her car. She fast forwarded through the part where she walked in through the back door, and slowed it back down right before they stepped outside.

      Her phone vibrated in the front pocket of her backpack.

      Please be Millie.

      But it was her other female colleague. Millie was a wife and mother. She didn’t make middle-of-the-night phone calls.

      Bridget swiped her thumb across the screen and put the phone to her ear. “Hey, Sasha.”

      “I’m guessing things are about as good as you sound.”

      “I’m in a safe house.” She wasn’t going to tell Sasha where it was, or even the connection she had to this town. Sasha knew their boss was from Last Chance. But the less Bridget’s colleagues knew about her past, the better.

      She’d been trained that way, by them, and it had kept her alive all this time.

      “Good.” Sasha let out a long breath. “I can’t believe Clarke would do this. But maybe I’m not that surprised, you know?”

      “I know what you mean.” Then again, she would’ve said the same thing about Sasha if this whole thing was her and not Clarke. “I’m looking at the surveillance footage now.”

      “And?”

      Bridget studied the screen of her laptop. “Enrico doesn’t seem too upset that Clarke killed two of his men. They seem kind of chummy. After they knocked me unconscious, they walked outside and had a short conversation. Clarke watched Enrico leave and then walked off down the street.”

      As though the building wasn’t about to explode, and there weren’t two dead bodies and an unconscious woman inside.

      Her stomach knotted. What did you get into, Clarke?

      “Toward his car?”

      Bridget said, “Maybe. I don’t know where he normally parked.”

      She was still trying to puzzle out the relationship between Enrico and Clarke. Let alone why Clarke had chosen Bridget, of all the people at the office, to get close to.

      I’m not a weak link.

      Sasha broke the silence. “So who contacted who, and when? Does Clarke work for Capeira number two?”

      “Enrico’s the number one now.” Bridget had been forced to kill his brother just days ago, which meant he’d inherited everything. “I can’t tell by studying the video whether he and Clarke were friends, or just in business together. Or who exactly is in charge.”

      “And we can’t get into his phone to find out,” Sasha pointed out. “But that also means he can’t track any of us or breach our firewalls.”

      Security went both ways with their system. To access the company information stored on the cloud—not an easy task on remote servers—there had to be two user IDs entered along with both user’s passwords.

      Sasha wasn’t a weak link either.

      Which was why Bridget thought Millie might be. As the only one with a family, she was vulnerable.

      “You’re somewhere safe, right?” Bridget worried her colleague might be targeted, even if it was a long shot and she knew very well that Sasha could take care of herself. And would.

      “I’m good. Do you need help?”

      Instead of answering, Bridget said, “I’d have thought Enrico would be taking advantage of the power vacuum in the cartel. Though coming after me and getting revenge for his brother’s death might be part of assuming control.”

      “So he could be using Clarke to tie up one final loose end. And you know it’s easier to pay someone who’ll do anything for cash rather than use threats to force a person who isn’t easily bought.”

      Bridget frowned. “I don’t believe he didn’t contact Clarke until after I killed his brother. I think he and Clarke have had a longer relationship than that because it’s the only thing that makes sense. There’s no way he could have convinced Clarke around to his way of thinking—even with blackmail—fast enough to get here in time to try and kill me.”

      “He should’ve just put a bullet in your head.”

      Bridget swallowed. “I’m partial to the fact that he didn’t.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you’re alive. But if he wanted you dead, then he should’ve killed you, not just blown up the office and assumed you died in the blast.”

      Her soup began to boil to the top of the pan. Bridget hopped up and got a bowl to dump it into. Only now it was far too hot to eat, and she didn’t want to burn her mouth. Her growling stomach just needed to hang tight a little longer while she waited for it to cool.

      She slumped back onto the stool. “Staying alive when by all rights I should be dead is about the only thing I’m good at.”

      Sasha laughed. “You and me both, girl. Let me know when you find Clarke. I’ll help you take care of him.”

      With that last parting threat, Sasha hung up. It was all part of her charm.

      Bridget didn’t know her all that well, despite working together for years. Sasha kept to herself. What she did know was that Sasha would be an asset in a situation like this. Bridget would be making the right move if she allowed Sasha to help her, and being a team player usually counted as a good thing. Except that she was far more comfortable working alone.

      The way she’d always been.

      Always would be.

      Bridget ate the soup and drank enough coffee to keep her awake for a week. She made notes of everything that’d happened on her mission, right up to walking into this house. Just before sunrise, she made macaroni and cheese and jazzed it up with fake bacon bits from the cupboard. Later she would go out and get some real protein, but she’d had to go without food often enough in her life to be grateful for what she had in any given circumstance.

      Who complained about bacon, anyway? Even if it was the shelf-stable kind.

      To stay awake, she wandered around the townhouse and even took a shower. Eventually she was going to have to submit to sleep. Resting during the daylight hours, maybe even on the back deck of the third floor while the winter sun shone on her, would be her best chance at negating the nightmares.

      All she had to do while she waited for Millie to call her was keep from losing her mind.

      If it only were that easy.

      Bridget eventually resigned to watching the surveillance footage again.

      Every frame with Enrico and his men. Then every minute of the footage she had of Clarke working for the last week or two.

      If she wanted to implicate him in something, then she needed evidence. But there was no way a man with his training would leave a breadcrumb for her to find on their computer system or the proprietary phone system they had purchased.

      No one could trace any of their cell signals or hack into their phones. Sure, it was a network designed for criminals to keep their conversations from getting into law enforcement hands, but for the right price, they sold phones to good guys too.

      Bridget wandered to the front window and looked out through the lace curtain that hung over the glass. A row of townhouses faced this one, and she saw a garage door roll up.

      An adorable little girl skipped around the back of a small SUV wearing a big winter coat, gloves, and a wool hat on her red hair. She disappeared to the other side, a backpack dangling from one arm. Seconds later, a guy in jeans and a jacket with a backpack of his own, got into the driver’s side.

      Bridget had an uncanny feeling she had seen the guy before, but brushed it off. It wasn’t like she had a super clear view.

      He pulled out and they set off together while the garage door rolled closed again. Bridget looked at her phone. Just after eight in the morning. Two members of a family going about their normal life.

      Headed to wherever kids went during vacation from school, and work.

      Just another day.

      Bridget’s entire body wanted to turn so she could look at the backpack. Years of training held her still. Nothing could induce her to give away how she felt when she didn’t want to. Not even when no one was looking. She lived her life assuming that someone was always watching, even when she was completely alone.

      Not even the burn in her heart over the one thing she would always miss could break that concentration.

      Her life was what she’d made of it, and nothing would change that. Everything was fine with her mental state. Her emotions were in check. Pretty soon there would be a ton of work to do, but right now there wasn’t. And it was fine.

      All she had to do was wait for Millie.

      Bridget could try and figure out how to find Clarke or how to get Enrico to let go of his revenge plan.

      Now that she knew Clarke was working with the Capeira’s, it was clear there was a bad seed in the company. So long as he was the only one. Much better to dwell on that than to start thinking about her personal life. Bridget had plenty to sink her teeth into. The potential for devastation across the accountant’s firm and their clients was catastrophic. Clarke could single-handedly destroy the entire business and put everyone’s lives at risk. Nearly two hundred clients could be killed because of him. Everything they’d worked on for years would fall around them like the walls of Jericho. The stronghold in ruins.

      Just because Bridget was back in Last Chance didn’t mean the past needed to creep in. What was the point anyway when there was no way to fix it?

      After all, she had faked her death for a reason.

      Most people pined over the past. She had changed everything about her life, with no intention of ever wanting things how they used to be. There had been nothing good about who she was back then or the town she’d lived in.

      This town.

      So maybe her heart’s cry was to be like that guy coming out of his garage, just like it was any normal day, taking his kid out for a drive. Going to work. Millie managed to make it—doing the family thing, the spouse thing. Her life’s role wasn’t the same as Bridget’s, but she’d found a work-life balance. Not perfect. Just hers.

      But no matter how much she secretly longed for what she’d never had, Bridget had come to terms with the fact her life would never be that fairytale.

      Even if she walked away from everything she’d built, the life she had now would continue to follow her to the ends of the earth.

      Bringing danger along with it.

      She slumped onto the couch and tugged the backpack onto her lap. She didn’t pull out the scrapbook, just held the bag. Looking at what was inside would be indulging her feelings. No way.

      Nothing good ever came from letting her emotions distract her.

      Not when there was so much at stake.
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      “Is everyone ready to begin?”

      Aiden took his paper plate loaded with a sub sandwich, chips, and a cookie, and hustled to an open chair in the middle of the briefing room.

      The chief looked up from the tablet on his lectern. “Good.”

      Conroy Barnes had been the chief of police in Last Chance County since the previous chief passed away from pancreatic cancer. Aiden had respected Ridgeman as a boss, but now that his lieutenant was the chief, it seemed like the whole department had been closing cases left and right. They’d also had more injuries recorded. And more breaches of the office by gunmen and mercenaries—even a wanted fugitive—over the past few months.

      The only officer killed in the line of duty in the last five years occurred during the case where Conroy met his now-wife.

      “There’s been an uptick in vandalism on the west side of town. Mostly barns tagged with graffiti, but also a couple of fences destroyed. Randall lost two cows on Tuesday. So we’ll be spending more time on that side of town for the next couple of weeks.”

      Aiden pulled out his notebook and wrote that down.

      “There has also been a rise in the number of overdoses recently.” Conroy gave a few more details, and Aiden wrote those down as well. “And we are currently on the lookout for a blue truck with no rear license plate, driven by a woman. Her description, along with other relevant details, has been sent to your inbox.”

      Aiden glanced at Officer Frees, who lifted his chin. So that was the woman from the bowling alley. The one Frees had followed outside.

      The officer beside Aiden elbowed him in the ribs.

      He glanced over at Officer Jessica Ridgeman, the previous chief’s granddaughter. Her hair was blonde again, and that wasn’t the only thing that’d changed about her life. “How’s Ted?”

      “Both jobs are going great,” she whispered back. “I swear he’s able to work them at the same time, and since they’re remote and no one has a non-compete, he’s going to keep doing it.” She grinned. “He makes more money, and he wants to build a house.”

      “Wow.”

      Ted had previously worked for the department as their tech specialist, but due to withholding important information from the police—things he’d been involved with in the past—Conroy had been pressured by the Mayor to fire him. Even after the two of them had received kudos for their work uncovering the fire chief’s criminal activity.

      “Plus, the government keeps calling and offering him classified projects.” Jessica shook her head with a roll of her eyes. “Not to mention everyone who’s clambering to write a book about his father. Ellie might do it, but he’s not sure he wants to tell the whole story outside of grand jury hearings.”

      Aiden knew Ted had met regularly with the FBI. There was even an agent in town. Eric Cullings had ties to Last Chance and knew Ted personally. Aiden hoped the guy had vouched for him. “Will there be charges?”

      She shook her head. “Doesn’t look like it. And I think Ted’s more bothered about the fact that Basuto still won’t talk to him. Even Conroy has to make it look like he’s giving him the cold shoulder.”

      “Something you want to share with the class, Officer Ridgeman?” Conroy’s eyebrows lifted. “Perhaps some tidbit you learned studying for the detective’s exam.”

      “I’m working on that.”

      “Sure you are,” Officer Frees muttered. “We definitely need more girl detectives in this department.”

      Jess crushed her paper cup and threw it at him. Frees caught it before it bounced off his forehead.

      “Speaking of—” Conroy ignored the interplay. “—I’m currently interviewing candidates for two detective spots and a dispatcher to replace Bill who, by the way, reports that his sunny Florida retirement community is chock-full of New York Mafia dinosaurs.” Someone snickered, but Conroy continued, “I’m also interviewing for Ted’s replacement, and will soon be studying each of you under a magnifying glass, looking for the next lieutenant.”

      Jessica shifted as though she wanted to raise her hand.

      Before either of them could ask why they needed a new lieutenant, Conroy explained, “For several reasons I am not required to explain to you, Mia will be transferring to a position at City Hall where she’ll be a liaison between me and the Mayor. She’ll also be working on community engagement.”

      Jessica leaned over to Aiden’s shoulder. “I bet she’s pregnant.”

      Aiden figured she was probably right, but he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of telling her that. He had been the new guy on the force in Last Chance when Jess, a police officer in New York City, moved home. The two of them had worked together ever since. He considered her a good friend, even though she sometimes annoyed him with the way she never ever dropped any matter until she got to the bottom of it.

      Mia, currently their lieutenant and the wife of the chief of police, had hearing damage from a suspect who had shot off a firearm beside her head. She’d already been through several surgeries and had been pretty much reassigned to a desk ever since. Her previous career as an ATF agent made her a solid part of the team here. Now they were losing her to city hall?

      Aiden had learned a lot from her. After two good lieutenants, he wasn’t excited to have to learn a third. Unless it was Basuto.

      Jessica leaned over again. “You should study for the sergeant’s exam.”

      He frowned at her. “Why?”

      “Basuto gets the lieutenant’s job, right? Makes sense.” She shrugged. “That leaves his sergeant position open. And you know Frees is a lifer as an officer. Sergeant gets you more money, better hours, and more time with Sydney.”

      Aiden didn’t quit frowning or considering it as Conroy wrapped up the briefing.

      He tossed his plate in the trash and sucked down the rest of his coffee before heading to the parking lot and his black and white small SUV. Snow had been plowed into piles in the corners of the lot. The pure white snow that had fallen from the sky was now marred, practically black with the exhaust and dirt.

      Even at midafternoon it was still barely twenty-five degrees out, but completely dry with blue sky overhead. Aiden preferred that it snow in the winter if they were going to have to endure these crisp, freezing temperatures. But not when he was on shift and Sydney would be home from school enjoying the snow by herself with the sitter. Or at Hope Mansion with Ms. Maggie, where she hung out often at their holiday kids’ club with the other residents’ kids.

      As he drove through town, Aiden’s phone rang. The screen lit with the word, Mom. He stared at it for a second, then figured he may as well get this over with, so he pulled over into a parking lot and left the engine running so the heater would stay on.

      “Hey, Mom. How are you?”

      “Aiden. How are things?”

      He ignored the fact she’d answered his question with a question. “Did you get my card?”

      He’d sent her and his dad a holiday card, inside which had been pictures of him and Sydney at the pumpkin patch a couple of months ago. In return, she’d sent a card for Sydney with a twenty-dollar bill in it.

      “Those were lovely pictures of the two of you. How was your Christmas?”

      Aiden’s stomach clenched, but not out of nerves. He tried to tamp down the resentment. After all, they’d left town—and Aiden—immediately following his high school graduation and moved to South Dakota to take care of his aunt. Months later, he’d found himself a single father.

      “Christmas was good.”

      When he’d called to tell them about Sydney, they’d just told him over and over again how happy they were to be grandparents but that he should give the baby to someone else to raise. Never mind that Sydney’s mother was dead and Aiden had been given the chance to finally do something good with this life. Over the six years since, they’d met Sydney twice, during visits back into town.

      He mostly figured she was only calling now out of a sense of duty. After all, Christmas had passed days ago.

      “And everything is…okay?”

      “Sure, Mom.” Aiden didn’t know what she expected him to say. Probably that everything had turned into a disaster and she’d been right all along. “Everything’s fine. Thank you.”

      “After all that West stuff I’ve been reading about in the news articles, I was afraid the whole town had been overrun by criminals.”

      “If it had been, then we’d take care of it. I’m actually on shift right now.”

      “Oh! Well, I should let you get back to it.”

      Aiden glanced at the carpeted roof of the SUV. “That isn’t what I meant. It’s nice to talk to you, Mom. How are Dad and Aunt Lena? How was your guys’ Christmas?”

      “Oh, it was quiet. Just a few friends over from bridge club. You know?”

      No, he didn’t know, considering it had been him and Sydney by themselves since the day that lady from social services showed up with her in a carrier and the story about her mother’s death in childbirth.

      Of course he would take a child who was his flesh and blood. Just because she was the product of a friendship turned disastrous summer fling that ended abruptly didn’t mean she deserved anything other than the best life he could give her. Even if he had been eighteen with next to no clue what to do with a baby. They’d learned together, and he’d had a ton of help from church folks.

      Aiden’s radio crackled, and he heard a call come in. “I have to go, Mom. I need to respond to a call.”

      She rushed a goodbye and hung up abruptly, not giving him time to say anything.

      Aiden grabbed his radio, responded to the report of a car accident on the highway, flipped on his lights, and gunned it out of the parking lot.

      Ten minutes later, he pulled over behind a truck that had plowed into an embankment of snow before then barreling into a tree. Given the tree was completely frozen, it had splintered on impact and several branches were now lodged in the windshield.

      Aiden winced and headed for the driver’s side. No one else was around. It was just the two vehicles and him.

      He grabbed his radio and twisted it toward his mouth. “Dispatch, come back.”

      “What is it, Officer Donaldson?”

      “This call I responded to. It’s the blue truck we’re looking for.” He opened the door and saw the driver. “And the woman is inside.” He pressed two fingers to her neck, but it was obvious she was no longer living so he explained that as well. And yet, something about this just wasn’t right. “I need another set of eyes.”

      Something about the crash didn’t quite add up, and he hadn’t been there long enough to figure out what it was yet.

      “Copy that. Sending a detective to your location.”

      By the time Detective Wilcox pulled up, Officer Ridgeman in her passenger seat, Aiden had figured it out.

      The two blonde women strode over to him. Savannah Wilcox wore her red coat, gloves, and a hat. Jessica Ridgeman had on long sleeves under her uniform shirt, but no coat—the same as he did. Aiden knew for a fact she had foot warmers in her boots, though.

      “Officer Donaldson.”

      He nodded. “Wilcox.”

      “This is the woman you saw dealing drugs at the bowling alley?”

      He followed her to the driver’s door, which was still open. “Shouldn’t there be more blood?” That was what was bothering him. The whole interior of the truck just seemed… Clean. “If she died in a horrific crash, there would be more blood. Right?”

      “If she bled out after impact, then yes there would be.” Wilcox turned to Ridgeman. “Check the passenger side for a purse or any other personal belongings.”

      As Jess rounded the back of the truck, Wilcox straightened. “Could be she was dead before the truck hit the tree.”

      “Which could’ve been what caused the crash. Like a medical event that stopped her heart, leaving the truck to veer out of control.”

      Aiden wondered if it had been some kind of heart attack or stroke. She looked pretty young at first glance, but he knew from talking to her up close that she was much older. Or, at least, her eyes showed her age.

      “There’s a purse and a wallet. But no phone.” Jess straightened and came back around the car.

      Savannah, Detective Wilcox, nodded. “I think you’re right, Officer Donaldson. Her heart wasn’t pumping when she sustained these injuries. She might’ve already been dead when the truck went off the road.”

      Jess stopped beside him. “What do you think caused her death?”

      “This is just a guess, of course, considering I’m not a medical professional, but I’ve seen this many times, and even more recently here in town. It almost looks like the drug overdoses we’ve been seeing.” Detective Wilcox folded her arms. “So what we do now, Officer Ridgeman?”

      “Compile everything we have on who she is, contact the next of kin, and talk to anyone who might’ve seen her before she climbed into this truck today.”

      Aiden frowned. “That would include the guy I saw her talking to yesterday, right?”

      She’d been having a heated conversation in the office at the bowling alley when he found her. Along with a man who considered her someone who should answer to him. That meant he had responsibility for her, whether he liked it or not.

      “Good idea.” Savanna nodded. “I’ll take the scene here, and you guys go to the bowling alley. See if you can find that guy and speak to him.” To Jessica, she said, “We can meet up later and talk to the next of kin.”

      “Copy that.” Jessica turned to him. “What do you say, Donaldson?”

      Aiden reached for his radio and called in his plans for him and Ridgeman to head to the bowling alley.

      Jessica wiggled her fingers as they strode to the car. “I’m driving.”

      “That will be difficult, considering I have the keys.”

      She barked a laugh and got in the passenger side.

      The bowling alley was open, but given it was midafternoon, patrons were pretty sparse. Aiden found the first employee he came across and explained they needed to speak with the manager.

      A few minutes later, the man found them. “Can I help you, Officers?”

      This guy had a red polo shirt that matched every other employee of the bowling alley, though his distended stomach stretched out the front. He also wore matching tan slacks. But it wasn’t the man from last night.

      “We’re looking for a guy who was here yesterday, in an office through there.” Aiden pointed at the “Employees Only” door. “Shined black shoes, black slacks, and a white shirt.”

      Jessica showed him the screen of her phone. “He was talking to this woman.”

      It had to be a picture of her from the truck because the manager guy paled. “I’ve seen her around here, but I don’t know why she would be in the office.” He swallowed. “Is she…dead?”

      “She was talking to the man we are looking for.” Aiden wondered if the guy was gonna let them look at their surveillance video. “Which means, now that she’s deceased, we need to know what your bowling alley has to do with her.”

      “She was just a customer.” He shook his head and sweat beaded on his forehead. “We don’t have anything to do with her death. And no one who works here wears black slacks and a white shirt.” He flicked out his collar. “We’re all dressed like this.”

      “If we could take a look at your security camera footage.” Jessica pointed at a camera high in the corner at the ceiling. “We can figure out for you who was in the office when they shouldn’t have been.”

      The man lifted his chin. “If you think the bowling alley has anything to do with this woman’s tragic death, then you should come back with a warrant. Because I don’t have to give you access to anything.”

      “Thank you for your time.” Aiden ushered Jessica to the door before she could say something they would both regret.

      Now that the woman was dead, maybe they would never figure out if there had actually been a drug deal last night, or if what he had seen had been nothing at all.

      It was a case for Savannah, though. And Jess, since she was shadowing Detective Wilcox. But not one that he, as a patrol officer, needed to be involved in.

      As he turned, he spotted a familiar man over by the bar. Right where the dead woman had made the exchange with the construction worker.

      Not related to the case. But still significant.

      What was he doing here?

      The man stared at him as he turned. Of course, Jessica caught it. She lightly whacked his arm. “Who is that guy?”

      Aiden gritted his teeth and pushed the door open. He held it for her so she could leave first. He didn’t
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