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Synopsis

Following an incident on her last protection
assignment, Special Agent Ryan O’Connor’s life is in shambles. Her
sort-of ex, Det. Lucia Mendez, was killed, and the guilt she feels
is crushing. Her current girlfriend, Special Agent Allison
Reynolds, is upset about something, but Ryan doesn’t know what.
She’s on light duty because of her own injuries, which severely
limits what she’s allowed to do. And what little sleep she’s
getting is plagued by horrible nightmares of recent events that
confuse as much as terrify her.

Ryan tries to put her emotions on the back burner and
focus on discovering who was responsible for Lucia’s death, but
life keeps derailing her efforts. When Ryan finally manages to get
to the bottom of who shot her, she inadvertently discovers the
truth will indeed set you free. But not until it’s finished with
you. And before it does, it’ll royally piss you off.


Worthy of Trust and Confidence

© 2017 By Kara A. McLeod. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN 13: 978-1-62639-890-0

 


This Electronic book is published by

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.,

New York, USA

 


First Edition: March 2017

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely
coincidental.

 


This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in
any form without permission.

 


Credits

Editor: Shelley Thrasher

Production Design: Stacia Seaman

Cover Design by Melody Pond


By the Author

Actual Stop

 


Worthy of Trust and Confidence


For Riley. Just because.


Chapter One

“Earth to Ryan!”

At the sound of Meaghan Bates’s vaguely irritated
voice, my eyes snapped up to meet hers. I blinked, startled and
confused. “What?”

“Hello?” Her tone held rich notes of anticipation as
she cut a sideways glance toward the television that played
soundlessly in the corner of our shared office. Clearly, she
thought I should have some clue what she was asking of me. I hated
to disappoint her, but…

“What?” I asked again.

Meaghan raised her eyebrows at me expectantly, and
when I continued to goggle at her, she waved the hand not resting
on her mouse toward the television and mimed pressing a button on a
remote. She looked dangerously close to irritated.

“Oh.” I searched the disaster that was the top of my
desk somewhat ineffectively with my left hand and finally managed
to locate it underneath a pile of paperwork at least four months
old. How had it even gotten there? I frowned at the gadget for a
second before I tossed it to her awkwardly.

Meaghan caught it with a huff and turned the TV off
to fix me with a dark glare. “Okay, what is going on with you?”

“Huh?”

“You just made me watch Jersey Shore reruns
for like fifteen minutes!” Her voice became shrill. She tossed the
remote onto the top of her own desk, folded her arms across her
chest, and leaned back in her chair.

“What? I did not!”

“Yes, you did, too. At first I thought you put it on
to be a smart-ass, but even you wouldn’t let the joke go on for
that long.”

I wrinkled my nose in distaste and fussed with the
strap of the sling that held my right arm against my chest, trying
for easily the millionth time to get it to sit on my shirt rather
than rub against my neck. She was right. I did hate that show, more
than words could ever adequately express. That I hadn’t even
noticed it was on said a lot about my state of mind. “I’m so sorry.
I didn’t realize. You should’ve said something sooner.”

“No kidding. So, what’s got you all tied up in
knots?”

I tensed, and the fingers of my good hand curled
reflexively around the strap, giving me away. When I realized what
I’d done, I shoved my hand into my lap and forced myself to relax,
but Meaghan’s knowing look told me she’d caught the gesture.

A lot of different topics were clamoring for top
billing in the theater of my mind, and I didn’t care to talk about
any of them. I chewed my bottom lip as I considered how to dodge
the question. “I’m just really tired, Meaghan.”

She narrowed her eyes at me and studied me
suspiciously. “Haven’t you been sleeping?”

“No,” I told her truthfully. “Not very well.” I sure
as hell wasn’t about to tell her why.

“Didn’t they give you drugs to help with the
pain?”

“Yeah. They did.” And if I thought taking them would
help, I might’ve considered it. Perhaps. But as they seemed to only
make it harder for me to fight my way out of my nightmares, they
were no longer an option.

“But you’re not taking them.”

“No.”

She sighed noisily. “Why not?”

“I can’t go back to full duty if I’m on the kind of
medication they’re giving me.”

“Ryan, you can’t go back to full duty until you can
actually use your right arm. You shouldn’t even be here now. You
were released from the hospital, what? Twenty-four hours ago?”

It’d actually been less, but I wasn’t going to tell
her that. “I was bored at home.” That wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t
the entire truth either.

Meaghan smirked at me and raised her eyebrows.
“Allison couldn’t think of any way to keep you entertained?”

My insides suddenly felt ice-cold, and that chill
spread throughout my veins at an alarming rate. In retrospect, I
didn’t think I could’ve been more unprepared for any question. No,
that wasn’t strictly true. I’d have been equally taken aback if
she’d asked me whether I thought a lion would beat a tiger in a
fight to the death. That might even have surprised me more. But not
much.

Now that I thought about it, I’d have rather she’d
asked me the lion question. I’d have stressed a lot less over the
answer. I wasn’t certain how to respond to what’d actually come out
of her mouth. I didn’t know where things stood between Allison and
me—not after yesterday, not after she’d left so abruptly and in
such a horrendous mood, though she’d assured me it had nothing to
do with me—and I was participating in whatever it was we were
doing. I definitely wasn’t equipped to explain the situation to
anyone else.

I tried to calm my racing heart and come up with a
suitable response quickly. A long pause would’ve made Meaghan even
more suspicious than she obviously was and therefore more likely to
press.

“What?” My voice broke on the word, and I tried not
to wince. So much for not arousing suspicion.

“What? She’s your girlfriend, isn’t she?”

I froze, and all my normal bodily
functions—breathing, heartbeat, thought—shuddered and ground to a
halt. “Wh—what makes you say that?”

“Please, Ryan. I’m not an idiot. And she should
really be here. Where is she, anyway?” Meaghan spat out the words
like they’d tasted terrible and she couldn’t wait to get them out
of her mouth.

“You don’t like her.” I hadn’t realized it until I’d
said it, but as soon as I’d voiced the thought, I recognized it was
true. Meaghan’s reactions to mentions of Allison’s name as well as
memories of her expression during their last few interactions
skittered through my mind, and I wanted to smack myself for not
noticing it before.

“What?”

“Allison. You don’t like her. Why?”

“I like her fine,” Meaghan insisted, but her gaze
darted away from mine to study an uninteresting spot on the wall,
belying the statement.

“Now who’s keeping secrets?”

Meaghan exhaled noisily and stood up, keeping her
back to me as she stalked around the edges of the room. Her posture
was rigid and wire-tight as she prowled. I watched her warily.

“Okay,” she said finally. “You’re right. I hate
her.”

“What?”

Meaghan shot me a quick glance out of the corner of
her eye and waved one hand airily. “I mean, I don’t really
hate her, hate her. But you’re my friend, and she hurt you.
I can’t forgive her for that.”

“Hurt me? What are you talking about?” Allison had
been nothing short of amazing the entire time she’d been here. In
my drugged-up state, I’d seriously considered trying to have her
canonized. I’d demanded someone get me the number for the pope and
everything.

She scoffed. “Really, Ryan? That’s how you’re gonna
play this?”

“What?”

“You’re gonna make me say it, aren’t you?”

“Say what?” Had something happened at the hospital I
couldn’t remember? I’d been out of it for a lot of the past couple
of days, but Allison would’ve said something. Right? I mean, before
she’d taken off like someone had set her chair on fire.

“Okay, fine. Just remember, I tried to avoid this. So
this is your own fault.”

“Oh, for crying out loud. Spit it out already.”

“We all knew.”

“Who all knew what?”

Meaghan’s lips quirked in a small, indulgent smile.
“When you and Allison were together before? Back when she was still
in NYFO? We all knew.”

My ribs crackled and snapped as a vise-like pressure
gripped me hard and radiated up and down my chest. It didn’t even
occur to me to deny it. That’s how utterly shocked I was. “You all
knew? What do you mean you all knew? Who’s all? How?”

“Please. The chemistry between you two was off the
charts. Frankly, a few times I thought the walls might catch fire
with the heat you guys were throwing off just being in the same
room and making it a point not to look at each other. Not even the
most oblivious of the guys could miss that.” Meaghan’s smile grew
wider as she teased me.

“Shit.” I doubted Allison would be particularly
pleased with that revelation. However, she’d mentioned some of the
guys on the detail hadn’t seemed at all surprised when she’d said
she needed to come back to New York after she heard I’d been shot.
And she’d seemed more amused by that than anything else, so maybe
she wouldn’t be as upset as I feared.

“Were you guys trying to hide it?”

Well, I hadn’t been, necessarily, but Allison had
certainly had concerns. And it had nothing to do with her not
wanting people to know she was dating a woman, which is what most
people would assume. She would’ve had the same attitude toward the
situation if she’d been seeing a male agent. It’d been more a
matter of keeping her professional life as separate from her
personal life as possible.

I, on the other hand, was slightly less concerned
about those sorts of things, but that was mostly because I was a
master at pretending things weren’t happening. If I didn’t hear
about the gossip, I assumed it wasn’t going on. Allison, however,
had taken a much more cynical view of the situation and attempted
to avoid that pitfall.

I wasn’t about to get into any of that with Meaghan,
though. I was afraid she’d take it the wrong way, possibly
deliberately, and dislike Allison even more. Instead, I said,
“Allison’s a very private person. So, we didn’t exactly want to
advertise it.”

“Yeah, that’s kind of what we all figured.”

“Wait! You all actually talked about this? Are
you kidding me? Please tell me you’re kidding me.” I don’t know why
I was so flabbergasted. That right there had been the whole reason
Allison hadn’t wanted anyone to know. It was jarring to hear
someone admit to gossiping about us.

“If it makes you feel any better, the guys didn’t
talk about you two being together as much as you’d think they
would. And what they did say was probably not what you’d
expect.”

“How lovely.” My tone was petulant and bitter.

“It was, actually. I expected them to focus on the
usual things guys focus on. You know, how hot you two were and how
they’d kill to watch, which one of you was the top, did you use a
strap-on, that sort of thing.”

“Oh, I’m sure they did talk about that. Just not when
you were around.”

Meaghan chuckled lightly. “No. Definitely not when I
was around. Even our guys aren’t that crass.”

“If you say so.” There was an extended lull in the
conversation. Eventually, my curiosity got the better of me, and I
hated myself a little bit for it. “So, what did they say,
then?”

“They thought you guys were good together and that
you complemented one another nicely. It was pretty cute. Everybody
seemed really happy you were so happy. And the way they figured it,
no one else had the stones to handle Allison half as well as
you.”

“Pptthh. I didn’t handle Allison.” Not then and
certainly not now. I couldn’t imagine anyone handling her ever.

“You know what I mean. She’s super focused and
intense. And occasionally standoffish and guarded. She’s just…Much
sometimes. Intimidating. Larger than life. But you softened her,
made her more relaxed, more approachable. Less the uber-perfect
big, bad federal agent on a fast track to promotion and more human.
And she balanced you perfectly because, let’s face it, you’re
almost never serious about anything.”

“That’s completely not true. I’ll have you know I’m
deathly serious about my all-consuming hatred of Peeps.”

Meaghan rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “See? I
rest my case.”

“I think your case needs some serious work,
Counselor. Or at least a pie chart. Juries love pie charts.”

“Anyway, my point is, we all thought you two were
pretty perfect together.”

“I’m thrilled to hear that.”

“No, you’re not.”

I agreed. “Not even a little bit.”

“So…” Meaghan pursed her lips as though she were
unsure how to phrase her next statement. “She’s the one, isn’t
she?”

“The one what?”

“A couple weeks ago, when you and I were on the way
to that interview for your friend in WFO, I asked you who made you
swear off love. It was her, wasn’t it?”

Heat blazed across the surface of my skin, and I
averted my eyes as I made a show of scratching the hollow of my
cheek in an effort to hide my expression. I wasn’t sure what to
say. Maybe there really wasn’t anything to say.

Meaghan nodded, as though my silence was all the
confirmation she needed. “And that, right there? That’s why I hate
her.”

“Oh.” That was actually rather sweet. I sniffed and
coughed awkwardly. “So, it’s like the time I told Benton if he made
one wrong move I’d hide his body so well they’d find Jimmy Hoffa
before they found him?” I clarified with a tight smile, referring
to one of her ex-boyfriends from years ago.

Meaghan matched my smile with a smirk of her own.
“Yeah. Just like that.”

“When’s the last time you heard from him,
anyway?”

Meaghan scoffed. “It’s been a while.”

“Damn, I’m good!”

“You’re also trying to change the subject.”

“Can you blame me?”

“I guess not. But you should know by now I never fall
for that. So, where’s your girlfriend? Why isn’t she here taking
care of you?”

“Entertaining me, you mean?”

“Whatever.”

“She had to go back to DC.”

“Why?”

I almost shrugged but caught myself at the last
moment. Thank God. My shoulder hurt like a son of a bitch when I
was sitting completely still. Moving it at all was akin to setting
it on fire. With a blowtorch. After dousing it with lighter fluid.
“Dunno. Her boss called her back.”

Meaghan rolled her eyes. “You’d think they could cut
her a little slack. She was here for what? Two days?”

“Three,” I murmured, even though I was pretty sure
the question was rhetorical. “And she never once left the
hospital.”

“Well, it’s not like the detail would fall apart
without her. She should’ve stayed.”

The call from her boss demanding her return had
seemed odd, but it wasn’t the request itself as much as her
reaction to it. She’d become immediately furious and had been
really short with him on the phone, though she’d refused to tell me
why, instead attempting to placate me with lies along the lines of
she was just upset to be leaving me in my time of need. I hadn’t
believed her, but I hadn’t called her on it, either. I knew better
than to force her to talk before she was ready. I also hadn’t
wanted to risk her turning her ire on me.

“She never would’ve done that,” I said, forcing
myself back to the conversation. “And I don’t blame her for
leaving. It’s not a big deal.”

“It’s a huge deal. You wouldn’t have left her.”

“Probably not. But she and I are very different
people. I don’t hold her loyalty and dedication to her job against
her.” It was actually one of the many things I liked about her.

“Well, I do.”

I chuckled. “Thanks. I appreciate that. I think. But
could you maybe try to…” I wasn’t sure exactly how to ask for what
I wanted.

Meaghan rolled her eyes and threw up her hands.
“Fine. I’ll try to be nice to your girlfriend. Happy?”

“Very. And she’s not my girlfriend. Not technically.”
At least I didn’t think she was. We hadn’t really clarified what we
were to one another. Not officially. I mean, we’d said “I love
you,” so maybe it was implied, but I wasn’t about to make
assumptions. Not without talking to her first. And seeing as how I
hadn’t heard from her since she’d left for DC the day before, I’d
say she didn’t appear to be in a talking mood at the moment. I
ducked my head self-consciously and examined all the paper circles
dotting the floor around my desk, casualties of my three-hole
punch. I suddenly realized I really needed to vacuum and wondered
if Meaghan would see that for the distraction technique it was.

“Why not? If she’s playing games with you again, I
swear to God I’ll kill her.”

I ignored the idle threat and considered my response.
The question bubbling up behind my lips had been gnawing away at my
insides for days now, and as much as I detested voicing my concern,
maybe it was time to solicit a second opinion on the subject. And I
sure as hell couldn’t talk about it with Allison. I took a deep
breath.

“It’s not too soon, right?” I asked, my voice a
barely audible whisper. I didn’t lift my head, but I did peek at
her from underneath my eyelashes so I could study her reaction.
“You know, after…”

Meaghan’s expression softened, and I could see
sympathy in her golden-brown eyes. “Oh, Ryan. Is that what’s been
bothering you?”

I nodded and went back to studying my carpet, running
my fingers through my hair and scratching my scalp. That wasn’t
exactly a lie, either. That was one of the things that’d been
bothering me. It just wasn’t the one that’d been bothering me the
most. But my problems didn’t necessarily need to be tackled as a
group. They could be managed singularly, so I didn’t utter the rest
of my woes for the time being.

“You’re afraid of what people will think if you’re
with Allison so soon after Lucia’s death.”

I flinched. It wasn’t so much what other people
thought as much as my own feelings on the subject, and my own
feelings were telling me I might be being disrespectful to Lucia in
some way. “It just seems…discourteous somehow.”

“You seeing someone else?”

“Yeah. I mean, it’s only been a week.”

“Well, didn’t Lucia break up with you?”

“Yeah.” Despite the fact that Lucia and I hadn’t
exactly been exclusive and that what I’d felt for her hadn’t held
even a tenth of the intensity of what I felt for Allison, her
sleeping with someone else and then dumping me had still stung. The
blunt reminder landed like a sucker punch and made my breath
hitch.

“And it was about a week or so before…everything,
wasn’t it?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And you and Allison had started things back up again
a few days before—” Meaghan seemed uncertain how to phrase it
nicely.

I smirked at her bitterly. “The incident?”

“Is that what we’re calling it?”

“It’s what headquarters is calling it, apparently.”
My father had let that slip on his last visit to me in the
hospital. The moniker had left me less than pleased.

“Why am I not surprised?” She waved her hand
dismissively and went on. “The point is, you and Allison started
before that day.”

I sighed. “Yeah, I know that, and you know that. But
nobody else does.” And though it was irrelevant what anybody else
thought or knew or when, it still felt borderline inappropriate. To
me.

Meaghan laughed. “Ryan, everybody else knows
that.”

“What?!”

“Honey, you guys left the bar together after the
wheels-up party—a party she shouldn’t even have still been in
district for, might I add—and you showed up at work the next day
with a hickey on your neck. It wasn’t too hard to figure it out.
And you know how fast word travels.”

I groaned and buried my head in my hand as my cheeks
heated up. “Oh, God.”

“Since when do you care what everybody else thinks?
Screw ’em.”

“Meaghan, you know as well as I do how this all
works.” I was becoming extremely frustrated with her for being
deliberately obtuse. “I refuse to throw the gossip sharks even the
tiniest bit of chum.” Well, even more than I evidently already had.
And I really hated that, by default, Allison had become rumor bait
right along with me. I knew how much that bothered her. I would’ve
shielded her from that if I could have.

“Sorry, sweetie. I think that might be a little out
of your control.”

“Fantastic.”

Meaghan laughed at my distress. “Come on. You should
be used to it by now.”

“I am. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“No. You don’t.” She hesitated for a bit, and I could
see she was working herself up to something. “You wouldn’t…I mean,
this isn’t going to…Uh, you’re not going to break up with her
because of what people might or might not say about it, are
you?”

“What? No! Of course not. I love her. It’s just…been
eating at me. That’s all. I’ll get over it eventually.”

“Good. Because you deserve to be happy. And if
Allison is the one who makes you happy, then…Just…Good.”

I smiled at her and shook my head. “You need to work
on your enthusiasm.”

“And you need to go home and get some sleep.”

“Ugh, Meaghan—”

“Nope. I don’t want to hear it. Get out of here
before I call Mark in for something.”

I shot her my darkest look, unable to believe she’d
threatened to sic the boss on me. “Low blow.”

“Hey, I play to win.” She picked up the receiver to
her landline. “Are you really going to make me do this?”

I rolled my eyes and stood up with a huff. “No. But
only because I’d hate for you to have to try to explain to him
exactly why you summoned him. I’m a fantastic friend like
that.”

Meaghan grinned and set the receiver back into its
cradle. “Yes, you are. Now get the hell out of here.”

“You’re the reason why female agents have a
reputation for being bitches, you know that?”

“I do. And I revel in it. Now go. Take your drugs and
get some rest.”

“Okay.” I headed toward the hall but paused in the
doorway. “Thanks for the talk.”

“Stop stalling.”

I shook my head and stepped into the hall.

“Ryan?” Meaghan called.

I stopped but didn’t turn around. “Yeah?”

“Anytime.”

I grinned and made for the elevators as fast as my
aching body would carry me, praying to any deity who might be
listening that I wouldn’t run into my boss on the way.


Chapter Two

The second my feet hit the pavement in front of the
building, I concluded there was no way in hell I was going home.
Not yet. I had no idea what direction my thoughts would stray if I
sat in my apartment with nothing to distract myself, and I had
absolutely no desire to find out. I could only take so much
wallowing, and after three days in the hospital, I’d already had my
fill. Sure, I knew intellectually I was smack dab in the middle of
slogging through the five stages of grief and some wallowing was to
be expected, but what I really wanted more than anything at the
moment was a break from feeling anything.

I slipped my ear-buds into my ears and chose the
playlist on my iPod I was most likely to sing along to had I been
at home alone or in my car and not out roaming the streets. The
music did as much to soothe my angst-ridden soul as the warmth of
the sunshine on my shoulders, and the dim protest of muscles too
long underused was welcome.

My first stop was the Verizon store down the block to
replace the cell phone Lucia had shattered when she’d hurled it to
the ground during her last precious minutes of life. I’d begged
Rory several times during my convalescence to pick me up a new one,
but she’d never gotten around to it. I couldn’t be upset with her
for that, though. She’d split her time between her shifts at the
hospital where she worked and visiting me, and even sleep—a
normally precious commodity for her—had gotten pushed to the back
burner. I couldn’t very well tell her I’d rather she run errands
than spend time with me. Not when she’d gone so far out of her way
to see me as it was.

I tried not to get mired down in memories of the
spiteful sort of triumph that’d glittered hard in Lucia’s eyes as
she quoted from memory an innuendo-laden text message from Allison
right before she’d thrown my phone to the sidewalk. It wasn’t easy.
The mean smile that’d twisted her lips was permanently seared into
my brain. As was the look in her eyes as the life drained out of
her body. Would there ever come a time when something didn’t remind
me of the moments leading up to her death? It probably wouldn’t be
any time soon.

I chose a new smartphone as quickly as possible and
held it in my hand as I ambled slowly back out to the street. My
mind snagged on the idea of calling Allison and held there, making
it impossible to think about anything else. I still hadn’t heard
from her, but that wasn’t necessarily a surprise as much as it was
a disappointment.

My hands shook a little, and my heart galloped wildly
as I typed in the number I’d never forgotten even after I’d deleted
it from my phone to ensure I’d never be tempted to drunk-dial her
after we’d broken up. I paused before hitting the call button. It’d
probably be a good idea to think of something to say before I took
the plunge.

I started moseying down the street with no particular
destination in mind, staring at the phone in my hand as I went. I
could just call to say hi, right? Just because she’d gotten all
upset the night before for reasons that were still a mystery didn’t
mean I couldn’t act as if everything was normal, did it? Except it
wasn’t, and I knew it, and my acting skills were nowhere near good
enough for me to be able to pull it off. I let out a forceful
breath and frowned.

I supposed I could wait for her to reach out to me.
But waiting for things to happen wasn’t really my style. I was much
more proactive. And letting her set the pace and make the first
move felt way too much like the way our last relationship had
played out. I didn’t want to force her into anything, but I wasn’t
about to take a completely passive role this time around,
either.

 


Guess who finally got a new phone?

 


I texted her after several long moments of agonizing
over what to say. It was a cowardly move, choosing not to call, but
I managed to convince myself it was for the best, that she was
probably working and couldn’t talk anyway. The notion made me feel
marginally better about myself.

The seconds dragged by with the same lack of urgency
you’d find in growing grass, and my grip on my phone was tight
enough to cramp my hand. I wrinkled my nose and huffed as I shoved
my phone into my pocket. I wasn’t the girl who waited by the phone
for her girlfriend to respond to her overtures. No freaking way. I
was the kind of girl who—

My phone buzzed, and my heart immediately soared. So
much for not being that girl. Part of me was disgusted with myself
but clearly not disgusted enough not to fumble for my phone
immediately. I yanked it free and swiped hastily at the lock
screen.

 


Who is this?

 


Was she freaking kidding me? What the hell?

 


Joking. Congrats.

 


I rolled my eyes and shook my head. Jesus, the woman
was an epic pain in my ass.

 


Very funny.

 


Working. Sorry. Talk later.

 


While I was glad my theory about her working had been
correct, and that my choice to text rather than call was validated,
I couldn’t ignore the emptiness that seized me. Feeling like the
last unwanted deviled egg at a picnic, I resumed my wandering. My
leg felt like it was being repeatedly prodded with a hot iron, and
my back ached along the entire right side, but I was determined not
to go home yet. I had less than no interest in returning to my
quiet apartment to flounder in despair and self-loathing, and there
was a greater-than-average chance of that happening if I went back
there. Especially after that non-conversation with Allison. Shit.
How the hell was I going to occupy myself?

A brilliant idea struck me, and I stepped to the
curb, holding my left hand aloft to hail a cab. I gave the driver
the cross streets of my destination and sat back in the seat to
idly watch the world go by.

Not long before “the incident,” I’d been looking into
a counterfeit case for my friend Sarah in DC. Initially, it hadn’t
seemed like much. A man, later identified as Amin Akbari, had used
a phony one-hundred-dollar bill to purchase a few small-dollar
items in a grocery store in Maryland. We got leads like that all
the time, and more often than not they turned out to be dead ends.
Half the time, the people with the bills had no idea they were even
counterfeit. And the other half of the time, the folks couldn’t
tell us who’d sold them the bills because they had no other
information for the contact who’d given them the fake notes other
than a street nickname or a number that turned out to belong to a
burner phone. Sarah and I had honestly both thought nothing would
come of the Akbari interview and that’d be it. Case closed.

We were partially right. Nothing had come of the
interview itself. Akbari had more or less clammed up and denied
everything. However, when I’d run routine database checks on some
of the personally identifying information I’d gleaned on him
through the Joint Terrorism Task Force computer systems, I’d made a
startling discovery: Akbari appeared to have connections to
subjects who were targets of terrorism-related investigations. I’d
been sure I must’ve run the wrong phone number because no way could
I have fallen headfirst into a case like that off a one-note pass
in a grocery store. I’d had to ask Sarah to verify the number for
me, to make sure I hadn’t written it down wrong.

The day I was shot, I’d asked Sarah to send me copies
of whatever documents she’d pulled the subject’s telephone number
from so I could verify that I’d been running down the right
information. I hadn’t received the records until a few days later,
and the hospital stay had put a damper on any follow-up
investigation I’d planned to conduct. Since I was out now, I
figured I might as well go into my JTTF office—I was one of several
USSS reps assigned over there—where the rest of the paperwork
related to this case was stored and start unraveling the mystery. I
didn’t need two good arms to follow paper trails.

I managed to sneak into the office and make it to my
desk without being waylaid too much. Most of my squad mates were
already gone for the day, so I didn’t have to answer very many
questions about how I was doing. That was a huge relief, as I
wasn’t in the mood to talk about what’d happened. Truth be told, I
wasn’t sure if I ever would be, although a small part of me was
disappointed I wouldn’t be able to pump anyone for information
about the investigation into who’d killed Lucia. Whatever. They
wouldn’t have told me anyway.

I accessed the FBI email account I’d been given when
I joined the task force and quickly printed out the documents I’d
forwarded to myself after Sarah had sent them to my Secret Service
email account. Included in the email was a scanned copy of a
frequent-shopper card application for the grocery store Akbari had
passed the counterfeit bill in. That Sarah had thought to inquire
if he’d filled out an application at all had been a fluke stroke of
luck on our part and a grave act of stupidity on his because he’d
slipped up and used a burner phone number for that application we
probably would never have connected to him without that
document.

I frowned as I studied the printouts of the papers
Sarah had sent me, and I highlighted the pertinent pieces of
information I wanted to run for easy reference. Then I began the
painstaking task of looking up telephone number after telephone
number, following the trails of associations down the rabbit hole
into Wonderland.

The research process was slow and awkward, to say the
least. I’d never thought about how proficient—or not—I might be
with my non-dominant hand when trying to perform everyday tasks
such as taking notes or using a computer mouse. If I had, I
sincerely doubt I’d have imagined the situation to be even half as
bad as reality was turning out. If I’d known this morning what I
knew now, I might’ve reconsidered even showing up to work today.
Maybe. Okay, probably not.

Fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on your point
of view—the telephone number I’d investigated before I was shot had
been the correct one. I hadn’t copied it down wrong, which meant
we’d inadvertently stumbled onto something a lot bigger than we’d
originally thought.

Akbari’s burner phone—the one from the grocery store
frequent-shopper application—had made several calls to another
number the FBI database had associated with someone named Vafa
Fallahi, including one about eight hours before the counterfeit
bill was passed.

Fallahi was intimately associated with Naser Golzar,
who was currently under investigation for the material support of
terrorism, meaning the FBI suspected he was funding an extremist
group somehow.

And Golzar was already confirmed to be a close
associate of Mahmood Rostami, who we’d actually just arrested on
that same charge a couple of months ago. I hadn’t participated in
the interview following his arrest—though I’d been part of the
arrest team, and, if I remembered correctly, Rostami’s apartment
wasn’t too far from Akbari’s—but I obviously knew the guys who had.
I emailed them quickly to ask them to hit me up when they had time
to chat. I wanted to ask them a few questions.

After several long minutes, I also obtained
identifying information for the three people that Fallahi, Golzar,
and Rostami had each contacted the most often, as well as the
dates, times, and durations of all the telephone calls I was
referencing to make my case. I added a note to my paper to make a
pictorial chart to spell out the associations as soon as my right
arm was out of its sling. I preferred visual aids whenever and
wherever possible because they made it easier for others to follow
along as I explained the case to them. And if I wasn’t mistaken,
I’d need to enlighten a lot of other people soon.

I also wanted to find information regarding who
Akbari was calling now. He’d gotten a new burner phone when he’d
relocated to New York several weeks ago—a number I’d basically
strong-armed him into giving me at the conclusion of our
interview—and, as far as I could tell, that number wasn’t on the
FBI’s radar. It wasn’t included in their databases yet, at any
rate. I doubted any of the Feebs were even looking at him. I’d only
gotten a hit on his old number because of the open case on Fallahi.
If a confidential informant hadn’t identified that burner phone as
Fallahi’s and if someone hadn’t subpoenaed Fallahi’s phone records
and uploaded the results to the network server, I wouldn’t have
even gotten that far.

And whether it had any ties to an FBI case or not, I
needed to know who Akbari was talking to on that new burner phone.
I was particularly fascinated with the very first call Akbari had
made once Meaghan and I left his apartment the night we’d
interviewed him. I was fairly certain he would’ve called someone.
We’d made him nervous with our inquiries, and he’d have wanted to
be reassured he wasn’t about to be thrown into a federal prison. I
was dying to know who he’d reached out to for that reassurance.

I picked up the hardline telephone at my desk and
awkwardly dialed a number from memory. Listening to it ring, I
continued to scratch notes onto my notepad.

“Counterterrorism. Popovic.” Assistant United States
Attorney Gregor Popovic sounded distracted as he answered.

“Hey, Greg. It’s Ryan O’Connor. How are you?” I hoped
whatever I was interrupting wasn’t too important. I also prayed
that whatever had his attention wouldn’t so overshadow my request
that he completely forgot to do what I asked.

“Hey, Ryan. What’s up…Wait!” I could practically hear
the wheels turning in his head, and I cringed, knowing where this
was going. “Didn’t you get…I mean, I thought I heard…Are you
okay?”

“Yeah, Greg. I’m fine.” Please don’t ask me
anything else. Please, please, ple—

“So, is it true?”

“Is what true?” Why hadn’t it occurred to me he was
going to have a million and one questions? Why hadn’t I just sent
him an email? He was going to ask for one with all the details
anyway. I should’ve just jumped straight to that.

He cleared his throat, and a brief, awkward pause on
his end followed. “Did you really get shot?”

“It’s true. I really did get shot.”

“And you’re back to work already?” He sounded
surprised.

“I’m on light duty,” I told him, though that wasn’t
strictly true. I was probably still listed as being on sick leave,
but that didn’t have any bearing on this situation. “I can’t carry
a weapon or participate in…Well, anything, really. But I can do
paperwork.”

“Wow. Well, I’m really glad you’re okay.”

“Thanks.”

“So, what can I do for you?”

“I need you to cut subpoenas for a couple of phone
numbers for me. The quicker we can get these results, the
better.”

“No problem. Just email me a quick synopsis of the
case and the info you’re looking for, and I’ll have them to you
before I leave for the day.”

“Thanks, Greg. I really appreciate it.”

“Any time, Ryan. Take it easy, okay? I want to lock
up Jhalawan soon,” he told me, referring to one of my other cases.
“And I don’t want to do it until you’re ready. I want you to be the
one to put the cuffs on him.”

I laughed. “You and me both. I’ll hit you up the
second I’m cleared for full duty.”

“I’ll hold you to that. Talk to you later.”

“Bye, Greg.”

I hung up and went to work drafting the email he’d
requested. With any luck, I’d have the results by the end of the
week, and then the picture of this scheme would come into sharper
focus. And in the meantime, while I waited, I’d just have to come
up with a way to occupy myself so I didn’t drive myself crazy
feeling guilty about Lucia and confused about whatever the hell was
going on with Allison.

Somehow, I suspected that’d be easier said than
done.


Chapter Three

Now that I’d gotten the ball rolling again on this
investigation, I didn’t want to waste any more time. Sure, I
probably should’ve gone home to get some sleep, but that concept
had largely been eluding me for days anyway. I couldn’t think of a
good reason not to put it off for just a little while longer. Not
when I had questions I needed answered. So instead of going home, I
headed back to NYFO.

The Secret Service is different from almost every
other law-enforcement agency I’ve ever worked with in that we’re
all a lot closer to one another than agents from other entities.
Not just the New Yorkers, either. The entire outfit is that way.
Our protective mission necessitates that we spend a great deal of
time with each other outside the normal confines of our jobs. We
travel together, we eat together, and occasionally we have to sleep
together. Actual sleeping, not sex, although that does happen on
occasion, too, as Allison and I can attest. We also tend to hang
out with one another a lot more on our off time than agents from
other organizations do. It really is like a family.

And in the spirit of family, I decided it was time I
sought out the man I saw as my big brother to help me piece all of
this together. I had a few questions about that counterfeit note
Sarah had sent me a picture of that I needed his opinion on. If
anybody could help me understand this whole case, it’d be him.

I rapped my knuckles lightly on his doorjamb to get
his attention, secretly relieved he was actually in. Time had
gotten away from me, and I hadn’t realized how late it was until I
noticed the lack of bodies and noise as I made my way to his
office. I was lucky to catch him.

“Rico?”

Rico looked up from his desk, surprise etched on his
handsome face. He blinked at me once, and then a broad smile broke
across his features. Immediately, he was on his feet and coming out
from behind his desk to enfold me in a gigantic hug.

I tensed, trying not to hiss too loudly from the pain
his embrace sparked in me. I didn’t want him to know he’d hurt me,
and the emotional benefits of the clinch far outweighed the
physical detriments.

When Rico finally pulled back, he kept his hands on
my biceps and held me at arm’s length. His gaze was critical as he
studied me. He narrowed his eyes slightly and pursed his lips.

“Not that I’m not glad to see you, but what the hell
are you doing here?”

I rolled my eyes and deftly stepped out of his grasp
so I could settle myself into the chair on the opposite side of his
desk. “I missed you, Rico. And I simply couldn’t stand to be apart
from you for even another minute. What can I say? The heart wants
what the heart wants.”

Rico smirked. “Very funny.”

“Okay, you got me. I’m not actually here for you. I
came to ask permission to date your wife.”

“Now that I wish was the truth.” Rico cocked his head
to the side and scrutinized me intently, his dark eyes searching.
“She’s been asking about you. She wanted to visit you when you were
in the hospital, but I managed to stop her. I knew you wouldn’t
want her to see you like that.”

I grinned at the thought of Rico’s fiery spouse.
“Yeah, she told me. In language way too colorful for an innocent
girl like that to know. I’d yell at you for corrupting her, but I
kinda think you deserved all the things she was saying about
you.”

“Funny you should mention that. Because several of
the phrases she used to lambast me sounded exactly like things
you’ve said to me on occasion. So, if anyone could be accused of
corruption here, I think it’s you.”

“You’ll have to prove it. And Paige will never give
me up.”

“Sisters before misters?”

I laughed, unable to believe those words had actually
come out of his mouth. “Something like that.”

“So, now that you’ve been unleashed on the world at
large, please tell me you’ll let my wife come over to cook for you
and generally dote on you and shower you with affection. I’m fairly
certain I’ll never have sex again if you say no.”

I pretended to consider it, rubbing my bottom lip
with my thumb as I attempted to hide my grin. I was enjoying
watching him squirm. I probably would’ve let it go on a little
longer, too, if he hadn’t used the wounded-puppy-dog eyes. I
laughed again.

“Oh, my God. You’re pathetic. I can’t believe you
need my help to get laid. Step up your game, man! Okay, okay. Fine.
She can come over. But not tonight.”

“You got a hot date or something?”

I ignored the dull ache that blossomed inside me. He
had no idea how much I wished that were true, and I refused to tell
him. “If you can call arguing with my sister—which is probably what
I’ll be doing—a date, sure.”

Rico’s expression turned mischievous, and he shot me
a sly grin. “Your twin sister?”

I wrinkled my nose at him. “Yes, my twin sister. And
for the hundredth time, no, you can’t meet her.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Absolutely not.”

“But why?”

“Because I don’t trust you with her, that’s why. God
only knows what you’ll tell her. And I don’t need her getting any
ideas. The woman has enough dirt on me as it is.”

“Ryan. Come on. I’ll be good. I promise.”

“Now I know you’re lying. Since when you have ever
been good? Does that whining work on Paige?”

Rico feigned hurt. “Hey! I do not now, nor have I
ever whined. I sweet-talk.”

“Well, then, you had to know that wasn’t going to
work on me because I’m immune to your charms.”

“I just persuaded you to let Paige and me come over,”
Rico reminded me, looking way too smug for my tastes.

“I said Paige could come over. I never said anything
about you.”

“We’re a package deal. She’d be lost without me.”

“Yeah, because she wouldn’t know what to do with all
her newly acquired free time. She’s used to spending most of her
waking hours cleaning up after you.”

“True. But she knew what she was getting into when
she married me.”

“I’m still not convinced she wasn’t coerced somehow.
I’ve launched a formal investigation into the matter.”

“Because you aren’t busy enough. Seriously, though,
what the hell are you doing here so late? Most of the office went
home hours ago.”

“I could ask you the same thing.” Not that I wasn’t
thrilled he’d been here because I seriously doubted I’d have been
able to force myself to wait until the next day to have this chat
with him, but it was pretty late for him to still be at his
desk.

Rico’s lips twisted into a mirthless smile. “I’m the
midnight response guy. Well, one of them. I just came in to grab a
quick workout before my shift started.”

“They still make a big shot like you take response
shifts?” I’d just spied the assignment board hanging adjacent to
his desk and glimpsed who his partner was for the evening.

“Yeah, well, someone has to show the rookies how it’s
done.”

“Good thing they paired you up with Eric Banks then,
huh? What’s with all the midnight shifts, anyway? Is he being
punished again?”

Rico snorted and rolled his eyes. “When isn’t he
being punished?”

Eric Banks was only a couple months out of the
academy and still as green as the Emerald Isle but not smart enough
to recognize or accept it. In short, he was an absolute pain in the
ass. And everybody in the office knew it. “What’d he do to piss you
off now?”

“Not just me. The SAIC of Hurricane’s
detail.”

I grimaced and sucked in a hissing breath between my
teeth. It’s never a good idea to land on any SAIC’s radar for
screwing up. It’s even worse when you piss off the SAIC of another
office or division. That’s the fastest way to end up with numerous
bosses looking to end you. “Ooh. That’s not good.”

“You know what else isn’t good? Driving the
president’s daughter with one hand while drinking coffee with the
other.”

“He didn’t!”

“He did. He also turned down the wrong street, and
the motorcade ended up having to square the block.”

“Shit! Didn’t he check the route before they
left?”

“Nope. And apparently he had plenty of time to do it,
too. Which is part of why SAIC Quinn is so pissed.”

“Understandable. Why was he driving Hurricane anyway?
Shouldn’t one of the detail guys have been doing it?”

“Normally, yes. But one of them had a family
emergency come up while Hurricane was at an event, so they snagged
Banks off post to have him drive the limo back to the res.” He
shook his head. “All he had to do was make it one mile without
fucking up, and he couldn’t even manage that.”

I hummed in the back of my throat. “So why’s he
working response with you instead of manning the duty desk?”

Rico scowled. “Because apparently he’s managed to
make a mess of that, too, so they don’t want him up there.”

“How do you mess up midnight duty desk? Nothing’s
going on.”

“You fail to answer the phone when the alarm company
calls to report that the alarm’s going off at the warehouse where
we store the hard cars. Which means you fail to send the response
guys to check that everything’s okay. And the AT of Special
Operations ends up getting a call at home in the middle of the
night.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah, it’s been a real treat around here








































cover.jpg
f ULLE Tl
¢ &
’ . :
)

WORTHY 0"
TRUST are
CONFIDENCE





