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      According to intel, this was where it would go down. Police Lieutenant Conroy Barnes watched the feed on his laptop, which was sitting on a folding table in the janitor’s closet of the high school. Low light meant it was hard to see what was happening. But he could make out enough.

      The undercover was about to make the sale.

      He could hear her every breath through the microphone. The second his officer made the exchange, cash for drugs, he was clear to move in.

      Conroy watched as the dealer reached into a pocket. Even behind the door, he was ready to pull his weapon and step in. His officer was also armed and wearing a bulletproof vest. Not a foolproof plan, but she understood the risks, and they had been over all the contingencies.

      The department was big enough they could have brought in several officers as backup, or even a couple of detectives. Each of them worked as part of a SWAT team when it was necessary. But tonight’s operation had to be done discretely in order that word didn’t get back to anyone that the police had snatched up this guy.

      The drug dealer, who conducted business under the moniker “Iceman,” pulled a small baggie from his pocket. “You got the money?”

      Conroy held his breath, watching the screen as he waited for the right words. He didn’t like being the one on the other end of the video feed. He much preferred the front lines, but he also had a high profile in this town. His officer was new, which meant few people knew she was a cop.

      So he’d put her in as an undercover.

      And she was turning out to be seriously good at it. Though, with her history, he wasn’t entirely shocked. She impressed him, but she was also his underling and barely twenty-four. He was creeping towards his thirties.

      “Got it right here.” Her voice was steady which shouldn’t surprise him given everything he knew about Jessica Ridgeman. She might be green, but she was also proving to be a serious asset.

      With just enough desperation in her voice, she said, “It’ll be a good weekend.”

      That was the signal. Conroy shoved open the fire door and led with his weapon. Cold night air hit him like being slammed with a thousand ice picks.

      “Police! Hands up!” He approached the suspect they had been surveilling who was still standing with Officer Ridgeman.

      Iceman whipped around. Conroy saw him realize this had been a setup. He released the cash and pulled a knife.

      “Drop it!” There was no way he would be so stupid as to hurt a cop just because he was about to be arrested. Then again, smart criminals didn’t usually get caught this easily.

      Dollar bills hit the ground. Iceman swiped the knife toward the customer, Jessica Ridgeman. She reacted with the reflexes of a police officer trained and, evidently, completely comfortable working undercover. Conroy had never seen someone under his command so cool in the face of a weapon. This newcomer to Last Chance County was going to fit in well.

      She swiped at it with a flat palm, connecting with Iceman’s wrist. The knife dropped.

      “Hands up.” Conroy held his gun aimed at the man. “You’re under arrest.”

      The drug dealer grunted. Then he made the choice so many of them did when faced with poor odds.

      He ran for it.

      Iceman took off across the quad toward the field and the neighborhood behind the high school.

      His officer took a half step back, shook out her hand, and said, “Ow.”

      “You okay, Jess?”

      “I will be if you go arrest that guy, Lieutenant.” She pulled her gun. “I’ll get the car.”

      He took that as a green light and took off after the drug dealer. Iceman’s real name was Simon Petrov and he seemed, by all accounts, a low-level guy. The man on the street dealing hand-to-hand with townspeople hooked on destruction. Not the boss.

      Conroy wanted to sit Petrov down in his interview room and ask him to testify against the person who supplied him with the drugs. Whether that meant just straight testimony, or if it involved Petrov being put back on the street to get Conroy evidence on the one who got him the supply—a supply he then divided up and sold off for a cut. Conroy didn’t mind either way if it got him the boss in cuffs.

      Petrov made it all the way to the far end of the field. He went right through the break in the fence and took the walking path that ran along the back of the neighborhood.

      Conroy pumped his arms and legs, his hiking boots pounding the salted path. Snow had been shoveled off the sidewalk for dog walkers and kids going to school, but he was going to send the landscaper a gift basket if he managed to get all the way to the end without slipping or sliding on the ice.

      Petrov disappeared at the end of the path, turning into the neighborhood. Mostly larger family homes at this end, he didn’t figure anything good would come of Petrov breaking into one. The last thing Conroy needed was to spend the night working a hostage situation. Or a homicide scene. He’d worked exactly one murder in the last six months, and even a ratio that low didn’t sit well with him.

      One of his plans if he became the chief of police was to work on reducing violent crime. This town—affectionately known to all who lived here as Last Chance County—was supposed to be a safe haven, a place people could live their lives peacefully and quietly.

      He’d grown up here, and during those years, as well as his years as a cop, Conroy had seen the best and worst of this place. He never wanted to be anywhere else. And except for the odd vacation in Hawaii during which he complained about the heat nearly constantly, driving his sister, her husband, and their kids crazy, Conroy was going to stay here until the day he died.

      His earpiece crackled. Officer Ridgeman’s voice came through loud and clear. “You copy me, Lieutenant?”

      “Heading down Aspect now, about to cross Herrin Ridge.”

      The center of the neighborhood had a huge roundabout, grassed over in the middle with a kids play area where his niece and nephew loved to spend their time.

      Petrov vaulted over a downed tree trunk and ran across the road to the center of the roundabout. Most of the snow here had melted, except for what was rolled into snowmen that now were nothing more than mounds of dirty, white stuff. Remnants of facial features and buttons—carrots and pieces of charcoal from someone’s barbecue—lay on the frosty grass.

      “He’s on the north side of Aspect.”

      “Copy that,” Ridgeman said. “I’m almost to Charmer.”

      That street ran along the top end of the neighborhood, a busy main road with strip malls on either side. A grocery store, a library, and the gym he worked out at. Plenty of potential spots for Petrov to come across another innocent bystander and make this situation more complicated than it already was.

      “We need to cut him off at the light.”

      “I’m stuck behind a semi.” And she sounded exceedingly irritated about that.

      Conroy heard her use the sirens and knew she would have lights flashing. Ridgeman was a city girl, accustomed to employing defensive driving tactics just to change lanes. “Hurry it up, officer.”

      “Copy that.”

      She might have only been here two months, ever since her grandfather had gotten sick, but she was solid. Only on the job a few years, when he had been doing this for nearly twelve. Still, Ridgeman was going to be an asset to the team. It was that way with all the people in his department. He could tell who would fit, who would stick it out, and who wouldn’t last.

      Conroy picked up his pace, knowing the end of this foot chase was in sight.

      It had to be.

      The alternative was innocent citizens in danger.

      Petrov had started to slow. Winded, maybe not sure where to run next considering he had a bullheaded police lieutenant right behind him.

      Conroy called out, “Give it up, Petrov. There’s nowhere to go.”

      But he didn’t. Petrov glanced left, and then right. After that second of indecision, he raced toward the grocery store parking lot. What was he going to do, steal a car?

      Conroy passed the chain-link fence that separated the neighborhood from the grocery store parking lot. A vehicle came out of nowhere. The driver slammed on his brakes, which locked and squealed as he started to slide on the icy asphalt toward Conroy.

      He jumped out of the way and hit the ground, rolling as his mind flashed back to that night. The screech of metal and the sound of the impact. Blood, everywhere.

      “You okay, boss?”

      He could hear the sirens now, and not over the comms.

      “Lieutenant?”

      “Yeah.” He picked himself up off the ground and allowed the sound of approaching police sirens to relax him in the way it always did. Help was almost here, even if he was practically the boss now and she was only one of his officers.

      He said, “I’m okay.”

      “I see Petrov. He’s running past the front entrance.”

      “Let’s cut him off.”

      Conroy ran toward the front doors of the grocery store and saw Petrov. A customer came out cart first, loaded with bags. She was a slender woman in skinny jeans and a huge, green coat. Her boots were edged with fluff that matched the collar of her jacket and her hood was up.

      “Stop!” He yelled as loud as he could, both to Petrov and as a warning to the woman. “Police!”

      She shifted immediately. There was a split second of decision-making before she rammed the shopping cart into Petrov’s hip. He cried out and went down to the asphalt in a heap.

      The woman didn’t move. She just held onto the handle of her cart and watched.

      Ridgeman pulled up in the car, lights flashing. She got out and held her weapon on Petrov while Conroy put the cuffs on.

      “That was nice.” He hauled Petrov to his feet and moved the guy toward Ridgeman. Conroy was breathing hard, harder than he would have liked. “Now I don’t have to hit the gym on the way home. I already got my run in for the day.”

      Petrov said nothing.

      “You good to take this one in, Officer?”

      “Sure thing, Lieutenant.” Ridgeman smirked, took hold of Petrov’s arm and led him to the back of her black and white patrol car. She loaded him inside, glanced once back at Conroy with another smirk he didn’t get, and then drove away.

      Conroy turned to the woman. “Thanks for your help.” Never mind that it had been dangerous. It also should never have been necessary for a civilian to get involved in the takedown of a suspect. He was still grateful, and it couldn’t be denied that no one had been hurt.

      “I’d say ‘anytime’ but that would be a lie.” She squeezed the handle of her shopping cart and shoved it forward.

      There was something about her that… “Hold up one second. I’m going to need you to sign some paperwork.”

      It was lame, and he didn’t really need her to do it, but that was what had come out of his mouth. No taking it back now.

      She turned and he saw her face in the yellow glow of the grocery store lights. A nasty gash ran down the side of her face in front of her right ear. “No, I really don’t.”

      His jaw tightened. Mia.

      It had been years since he had seen her last. And with all those images and sensations fresh in his mind, thanks to that car, the past rushed into the present and everything just kind of got blurred. Fear. Anger. Hurt. Why was she here?

      He closed in on her.

      Fury that she would put herself in danger like that almost overwhelmed him. “Then why get involved?”

      “Reflex.” Her eyebrows lifted. “One I will be seriously reconsidering in the future.”

      He stared at the injury on the side of her face. “How did you get hurt?”

      “None of your business.” Mia shoved at her shopping cart again. She headed for her father’s truck parked in the center of the lot under a streetlight. “Good night. Lieutenant.”

      Conroy should have gone over and offered to help with her bags. He also should probably have apologized for getting in her face.

      He did neither of those things, instead opting to head back toward the high school to pick up their equipment.

      As he turned, he spotted a car across the lot. A man sat inside.

      Watching Mia.
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      Mia slammed the front door so hard the windows rattled. She winced, not just at the sound that screamed of potential for more home repairs on her father’s tiny lake cabin, but also at the state of her shoulder, tweaked and still not healed.

      She sighed to the quiet, empty home and then wandered across the threadbare rug to flop on the couch. Another wince.

      She toed off her running shoes. Nothing wrong with her legs. She’d figured going for a morning jog wouldn’t exactly hurt. Except that it did hurt. A lot.

      She leaned her head back. Eyes closed.

      The whole place smelled like her father and his old dog that had passed away. She breathed deep, her body covered in sweat despite the frigid temperatures outside.

      Yeah, she wasn’t doing so hot.

      Infection? No. More like burnout plus injury, plus stress, plus emotional strain. The idea she might need to take another nap was the worst part of it. Every time she closed her eyes she saw Conroy and that look of confusion and surprise on his face.

      Not that she minded the surprise. It was fine to throw a guy like that for a loop when the opportunity arose. She just didn’t want to have anything to do with him.

      Not now. Not ever.

      Especially not now.

      Her phone rang. Mia pushed aside that thought and answered it. “Tathers.” The screen was cold against her good cheek.

      “It’s Hudson.”

      Tate Hudson. Calling back already? “That was fast.”

      “Best private investigator in Last Chance County.”

      “You should put that on your business card.” Hesitation made her pause. “What did you find?” Mia didn’t like her tone. Entirely too hurt, which happened constantly with regards to information about her sister.

      “Train wreck, this kid. Wasn’t hard, since I only had to follow the wake of destruction back to the source.”

      “And?” Her sister was only three years younger, so twenty-four. Hardly a kid, but for a man in his mid-forties, she figured anyone south of thirty was basically a child.

      His turn to pause. “I almost want to give you this one for free, but I got a mortgage I’m paying extra on.”

      “Just tell me.”

      Mia half wondered if her sister was dead. A longtime junkie with a rap sheet, no one would have been surprised. But they would have grieved. All that light she’d had as a child, all that potential, gone now from the world.

      Her father chose to bury his head in the sand. Case in point, the fact he was off hunting right now while she was here recuperating. No, she didn’t need him to “take care of her,” but she wouldn’t have minded the company.

      “I found her.”

      “Hudson—”

      “Currently shacked up with a local dealer. A guy with a whole lot of muscle and a stable of ladies of which your sister appears to be the queen bee.”

      Great. A “stable.” She didn’t even want to think about what that meant. “You saw her?”

      “Talked to some acquaintances of mine...a few of his guys. Got the scoop. She’s up there, living the high life.”

      “I’m sure.” Just as Mia was sure it wouldn’t look anything like the high life she might have chosen for her own life.

      Mia squeezed the bridge of her nose. It was tempting to leave her to it, let Meena live her life however she wanted. But there were things left unsaid. “Thanks, Tate. I appreciate it.”

      “That’s it? You’re not planning on making the approach yourself, are you?”

      She said, “You’d rather I pay you to do it?”

      “I’d rather you didn’t go in there without backup. You flash that badge of yours around, let them all know you’re a federal agent, and you’ll wind up full of more holes than you already have.”

      “I regret telling you about that.” A long time ago now. And nothing to do with any of this.

      Tate’s sigh was loud enough she heard it over the phone. “I’m coming over.”

      “No, don’t.” He would end up seeing what a mess she was in. She’d have to take a shower to be presentable since she had just run four miles and now wasn’t even sure she could get up to answer the door. Her legs were still shaking from the exertion of her run.

      She shifted on the couch and planted her stocking feet on the coffee table. If he did come over, he could make her a sandwich. That would be fair.

      “You even think about making a move, you tell me. Do not go in there without backup. This guy is a bad guy, Mia.”

      “It’s sweet that you care.”

      He chuckled. “I just want my paycheck. After that, I’m not paid to worry.”

      She huffed a laugh out through her nostrils and smiled at the empty room. “I should go.”

      “Don’t make me regret this.”

      “I won’t do anything without calling you. I promise.”

      “Like you promised to pay me for mowing your lawn when your dad gave you the money and left for work?”

      “I was twelve. I wanted to go to the movies.” He’d been in his twenties, home from college for the summer. Doing odd jobs.

      And he’d never once taken his shirt off when he mowed the lawn.

      Tate groaned. “I went to the church and said a prayer of thanks when you swore that oath as an ATF agent. Finally landed on the right side of the law.”

      She had been kind of…precocious as a teen. Not as much as Meena, but more than her older sister Mara. Then Mara had been killed. After that, getting her way didn’t seem to matter so much.

      She said, “You mean like the prayer I uttered when the football captain went off to college? Or when he was sworn in as an FBI agent?” Not that she had prayed, considering church and all that wasn’t really her thing. Not with the way she’d grown up. But that wasn’t the point.

      “Yeah, like that one.” She could hear the smile in his voice.

      “Life is funny that way.” Too bad she was so busy working cases lately that she didn’t have time to live it.

      “Like a bad pun.”

      He’d wound up blowing out his knee, retiring, and becoming a local private investigator. She’d always figured there was more to the story, but since they were only friends—and not even good friends—it wasn’t her place to pry about the real reason.

      She decided to lighten this entire conversation. “Ain’t that the truth?”

      She figured she needed to either laugh about it or wind up crying. One dead sister and one as good as gone. Her career had stalled out while she stayed home and recuperated during the investigation of what had gone down. Everyone said she’d be cleared back to full duties, that the shooting had been justified.

      Mia touched the scar in front of her right ear. Self defense.

      Now she was here, wallowing in her dad’s cabin. Trying to distract herself from the fact she was stuck here without a thing to do while someone else decided her fate. The alternative? She didn’t even know where to begin, but she could start by figuring out what she would rather be doing with her life. Being a cop, even a federal one, was the only thing that had ever made sense to her.

      “How about you do what you should be doing? That’s resting, by the way.” He paused long enough she wasn’t sure he’d continue. Then he did. “I’ll make the approach, see how Meena feels about meeting up with you and let you know what she says.”

      “What about this guy she’s all shacked up with? He’s going to be okay with that?”

      Tate said, “I know what I’m doing.”

      “Sure you don’t want backup?”

      “I’ll let you know. But I don’t have the budget for a deputy, so don’t get any ideas.” He hung up.

      Mia tossed the phone on the couch beside her.

      Above the mantel was a framed picture. Herself, age nine. Standing between Meena, six, and Mara, eleven. Behind them was a Christmas tree. Last one they’d had that actually looked good, far as she could remember. The year before her mom took off. Before her dad realized he had to raise three girls on his own, with no idea how to do that.

      Mara had died the summer before her senior year.

      Mia descended into a tailspin after that, hitting junior year with a vengeance. It was a tailspin she’d managed to pull out of by reinventing herself in college. Thankfully she’d never run into any trouble with the law. That would’ve made becoming a federal agent problematic. Now she worked as an ATF agent out of the Seattle office, and it was widely known that if any of the agents ran into a teen through the course of an investigation, they should send Mia to talk to the kid. Mostly she figured the guys just didn’t want to deal with drama.

      Her sister Meena, on the other hand, had hit rock bottom right before ninth grade and never pulled herself out of it, despite Mia’s attempts to convince her to turn her life around.

      She knew where her sister was now. Shacked up with some local bad guy.

      Mia just didn’t know what to do about it. If her dad was here, or anywhere there was cell signal, then she would have talked with him about it. Which, according to him, defeated the purpose of “getting away from it all.” He had a right to know where Meena was, and if he didn’t know, then surely he at least cared about her enough to want to check in.

      He parented like he did everything else. In “his own way.” Which most of the time made no sense to anyone with no Y chromosome and part of the time seriously ticked her off. But she didn’t want to spend her vacation—recuperation—time stewing over family stuff. She should have stayed home and gotten a hotel room until they were finally done dealing with the mold in her apartment building.

      Mia shoved out of the couch.

      Shower first.

      Then food.

      After that, she’d figure out what to do next.

      Mia had wet hair and was assembling a sandwich when someone knocked on the door. A cop, if she wasn’t mistaken. No one else rapped on a door like that.

      And she only knew one cop in Last Chance County.

      She pulled the door open and smiled sweetly. “Lieutenant, how nice to see you.”

      “Liar.”

      She shoved the door closed. Conroy Barnes put the toe of his boot between the door and the jam. Any other day she’d have fought it, but she didn’t have the strength to go at it with him. Not with a messed up shoulder. “Move your foot!”

      “I just wanna talk to you.” He sounded tired.

      She pushed the door against his foot and peered out through the tiny gap. He hadn’t slept. She worked with enough alpha male cops to see he’d been up all night. Hopefully doing paperwork. She also hoped it had been mind-numbingly boring. “So talk.”

      He shook his head. “Inside.”

      “I’m not letting you in. We have nothing to say to each other.” After what he’d done to her and to her family? “You have some nerve coming here, asking for time.”

      Not to mention whatever else he wanted.

      “Mia.”

      “Don’t do that.” She knew all about him. “Don’t put this on me. I don’t care if your case got screwed up for whatever reason. It is not my fault.”

      His eyes narrowed. Piercing blue. She’d never really understood what that was supposed to look like. Until now. They were the color of that bright blue sky, so rare in Seattle. He even wore a suit. Dark blue tie with tiny gold dots.

      He said, “You don’t seem surprised I’m a cop.”

      She shrugged one shoulder and took inventory of her own state. At least she’d put on her good sweatpants when she got out of the shower. The sweater was thin and fitted, zipped up far enough it still gave him a view of her collar bones—which she’d always thought were her best asset.

      What is wrong with you?

      She’d gone crazy. Or this was some kind of torturous nightmare.

      “Mia.”

      “What?” She snapped at him, mad at herself for finding him attractive. “Move your foot and then leave. I’m busy.”

      “Doing what? I heard you’re ATF now. Is this time off? Because you should know your dad isn’t back for another couple of weeks.”

      She was so surprised she let go of the door. He got his whole foot in, along with a leg. Now she wanted to slam the door on him for reals. Ouchie. “Why do you know my dad’s hunting schedule?”

      He shrugged, looking pretty pleased with himself that he knew something she didn’t.

      “Get out of my house.”

      “Not your house.” The accusation was clear. She didn’t belong here. “Your dad’s house.”

      “The police chief is going to hear about this.”

      A shadow crossed his face.

      She ignored it. “Get ready for a fight, because you’re inviting a world of hurt down on yourself and your precious career. Lieutenant.”

      “Don’t bother the chief.”

      Sore subject. That was interesting. “Then leave.”

      If he didn’t want her to call his boss, then he could end this right here. Before things got ugly.

      He shook his head. “Not before we talk.”

      Talk? He was all grown up, pretending to be some good-guy police officer, and he wanted to talk to her?

      “You and I.” She wanted to scream and rage at him. “We have nothing to talk about.”

      “No?” He folded the arms of his jacket across an expansive chest. Had he been that big in high school? “Meena?”

      She nearly choked. “Planning on killing another one of my sisters?”

      He frowned, but not at her. Conroy Barnes tore through her house to the back door and what amounted to her dad’s yard beyond it. “Call 911. There’s a prowler outside!”

      Mia closed her eyes. She did get her phone, but she didn’t call emergency services. Not when it was likely nothing but a deer outside.

      Instead, she sent Tate a one word text.

      Traitor.
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      Conroy stepped onto the frosty grass and winced. Wrong shoes. Coming to Mia’s dad’s cabin, he’d stupidly made the mistake of wearing his nice shoes. Something he wasn’t about to think on, at least not overly much. It had nothing to do with her.

      He held his gun loose in his hands and scanned the area. Beyond the grass and the half-height picket fence was the lane that led to the main road. The back of the house faced the lane where his silver, unmarked Jeep was parked. The front of the house faced the lake, with big, wide windows that Rich told him had been the selling point on the house. Mia’s father had put all his money into buying the house at its exorbitant price, now fixing it up bit by bit as he had the cash to do so.

      Conroy had even helped with the bathroom tile since he’d done his own only a few months before.

      Shooting the breeze. Two single guys hanging out, chatting. Conroy’s parents lived in Arizona now and came to visit in the summer. When they did that, Rich tended to be absent as they didn’t exactly get along. But sure enough, when it came time to return home to their retirement house, Rich showed back up.

      That the father of the girl who’d died was the one who felt he had to retreat never sat well with Conroy. But he and Rich had made their own kind of peace with it. Between the two of them, they’d figured out how to move on. Something his parents hadn’t yet made the effort to do to get past the death of a young woman they had loved, who had been so closely tied to their son.

      He kept walking, circling the house back to the front yard and the lake shore. Eight houses were tucked in this corner of the lake, nowhere near the dock located down the shore or the neighboring occupants. Summer parties. Speed boats. Other activities that went on at the party side. Rich kept to himself, and he liked the quiet here at this end of the lake.

      Conroy spotted a dark figure, same jacket he’d seen just moments before. Just a flash of color and movement between two trees. It was gone so fast he wondered if he imagined it. Conroy stared at the spot but saw nothing else.

      He walked to the front door and tried the handle. Locked. Had she shut him out, or shut herself in?

      He rang the bell.

      Mia opened it. Her wet hair hung straight over her shoulders. The depth of her eyes was so dark brown the color bled into her pupils. Same as her sister’s, that olive-skinned, exotic beauty none of them even realized they had—that was, until Meena figured out how to use it to her advantage. Mia’s sweater fit snug against her volleyball-player figure, over dark blue sweatpants with white letters down one leg.

      “Yes?” She had her phone in her hand.

      He sighed. “Did you call it in?”

      “A prowler? It was probably a deer.”

      He didn’t give her the chance to shove the door in his face this time. Conroy pushed it open and stepped between her and the door. He holstered his weapon and folded his arms across his chest. Suit. Tie. His nice shoes.

      Conroy dismissed the idea he might have been trying to make a good impression. It had nothing to do with last night, or the fact she seriously reminded him of her sister Mara. Not in a weird way, like he was trying to get back what he’d lost when Mara had died. More like he remembered the way life was then and that junior high kid he’d known, the one who had clearly had a crush on him.

      Now Mia was all grown up, though she seemed not to have grown out of her gangly phase. She was still all arms and legs. Almost as tall as he, and that was in bare feet. He figured the guys she worked with teased her for being a “girl,” and all treated her like their kid sister.

      She looked at him, her expression like, “well?”

      “It wasn’t a deer.”

      “I’m not sure I care what it was.”

      Conroy said, “That guy you took down last night was a low-level drug dealer. We’re working to get him to roll over on his supplier. I’m poking the bear, and I doubt I’ll manage to pull this off without some form of retribution. So you need to keep your gun close…” He realized she didn’t even have it out. “Where’s your weapon?”

      “In my backpack…I think.” She shrugged one shoulder.

      “Did you call your people at the ATF?”

      “No.” She blinked. “Why would I?”

      Conroy said, “Get your gun. Keep it close, Mia. These people don’t wanna go down, they want to keep making money and don’t care who gets hurt in the process.”

      “Is that why you came here, to warn me about that guy you took down last night?”

      “No.” He’d received a very interesting call from Tate Hudson. “You wanna talk to Meena, that’s fine. But be smart. Don’t go walking in there without backup.”

      He didn’t want to know what would happen. He would wait about ten minutes max before going in after her if she did try it. Mostly he figured she’d wind up going in there…and never coming back out. Sucked into a life she didn’t want. A life she shouldn’t even know about, but probably already did, what with her experience as a federal agent.

      “My relationship with my sister has nothing to do with you.”

      He winced. “I know this town, and I know the players involved in this. You don’t want to get caught up with them.”

      She studied his face for a second, those dark eyes assessing him. “Is it this ‘boss’ you’re trying to take down?”

      “I have no evidence to back up my theory but, yes, that’s what I think.”

      “It’s my sister we’re talking about.”

      “I know. I just want you to be careful.”

      “Why do you care? I’m a grown woman and a federal agent. Also, last time I checked, I was a free citizen of this country.”

      “Last Chance County is my jurisdiction. Unless you’re working a case.” Which he knew she wasn’t since Tate confirmed she was home on leave. Recovering. He saw it in the way she moved. “You’re hurt. This is not the time to stir something up. You need to be on your A-game for that.”

      Mia moved to the kitchen area, about ten feet from the entryway. A sandwich sat plated on the counter.

      “You should eat. I should go.” His stomach rumbled, probably because he’d only had coffee so far today.

      “I don’t need protection.” She lifted her gaze. “But thanks for the warning.”

      He’d have said “friendly warning.” She probably didn’t think that was what this had been. Truth was, he cared about her. It had to do with his connection to her family, but also because of his job.

      “Like I said, my jurisdiction.” He looked at the back door, where he’d seen someone moving around outside. “If you hear or see anything, call it in.”

      There had been a man outside. Whether that had to do with Iceman’s boss, he didn’t know. Whether it was or not, it wasn’t worth the risk of Mia being caught injured and off guard.

      He pulled out a business card from his wallet and moved to her. “My cell is on the back. Please use it if you think you’ve seen someone. You have cop instincts, and I’m going to trust those. But I want you to call.”

      She didn’t take the card.

      Conroy tossed it on the counter. “You need a reference? Fine. Your father called me…about six years ago now. Someone slashed his truck tires. I helped him through that and caught the kids responsible. They’d been gearing up to more serious crimes. Namely, putting your father in the hospital.”

      “What. Why?”

      Conroy said, “Dispute over stupid stuff—road rage escalated. Your dad pushed it and they didn’t back down. Then they turned it back on him. So he called me.”

      “And you helped him. Caught the kids who were responsible.”

      That was what he’d said.

      “And he let you.”

      Conroy said, “Yes.”

      She planted her palms on the counter. “Probably figured you needed to earn his trust back, so he gave you the chance when there was nothing big at stake.” She swiped his card off the counter, turned to the cupboard under the sink and tossed it in the trash. “I don’t need your brand of help.”

      “This could be serious. Someone was outside.”

      “Who?”

      “I didn’t get a good look at him. Dark jacket, hood up.”

      “Probably one of those kids you saved my dad from.”

      “It wasn’t.” They were all in county jail.

      “I don’t need your problems coming around here. I have enough going on.”

      She’d been hurt. That much was clear by the scar down her face, an angry red scratch. Now it was light, he could see it wasn’t as bad as he’d thought last night. But it was still bad. “Tell me what happened.”

      She jerked her head back. “It’s none of your business. Just leave, Conroy.”

      Not “lieutenant?” Now he was Conroy, and she looked like she was about to cry. Which, considering the alternative, might be good. He’d rather that than her screaming at him. He could try and help her, and she might accept it instead of him having to leave.

      Conroy needed to accept she was more than just a citizen to him. This was more than just him doing his job.

      “If there’s something going on with you, I might actually be able to help.”

      “I don’t need anything from you.”

      “Mia—”

      “Don’t.” She shook her head, eyes squeezed tight. “Even if there was someone outside, it was probably nothing. Just a nosy neighbor. Leave it alone, and leave me alone while you’re at it.” She opened her eyes and pinned him with a stare. “I’ll be talking to Tate about being overbearing. There’s nothing more I need from either of you.”

      Conroy pulled out another card and laid it where the first had been.

      “I don’t need to be kept safe. I can take care of myself.”

      “Good.” She might need it. “Keep your eyes open and your gun close.”

      Conroy turned and headed for the front door.

      “Whatever.”

      He pulled the door open and hauled it shut behind him. The slam rang out across the lake. A neighbor, unloading a leashed dog from the back of his truck next door, looked over. A puppy, by the look of it. But when it was done growing, the thing would be massive.

      Conroy pretty much stomped back to the lane and his Jeep. He didn’t have the filter to not let frustration bleed into his walk. Why did she have to be so infuriating? Sure, it was clear she hadn’t forgiven him, but he’d been there to do her a favor. He could’ve worked on making amends. If she’d have let him.

      He beeped the locks on his car.

      The world flashed orange and Conroy was hit by a wall of heat. The force of the blast threw him through the fence and onto the grass of Rich’s back yard.

      Conroy hit the ground and everything went black.
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      Mia raced out the back door. She dropped to her knees on the ground beside Conroy, who lay face down. The entire car had blown up like a fireball. Flipped end over end, landing on the roof.

      She clutched her phone in one hand and rolled him to his back. “Conroy.” She patted his cheek. “Conroy, can you hear me?”

      “Is he okay?”

      She looked up. Her dad’s neighbor ran over. “I’m not sure.” She checked Conroy’s pulse. “He’s alive.”

      “Thank God.” He shook his head. “I have to get back to my family. They’re freaking out. Want me to call it in?”

      She shook her head, already dialing. “I’ve got it.”

      He raced away again, leaving her alone. Conroy’s chest rose and fell. She couldn’t see any visible injuries. Hopefully he wouldn’t have a concussion.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “Lieutenant Conroy Barnes’s car just exploded outside my father’s house.” She gave the address.

      The dispatcher, an older man by the sound of it said, “Is Con okay?”

      “He’s unconscious. You should send an ambulance.”

      “I’ll call Dean. He’ll be closer.”

      “Does this ‘Dean’ person have medical training?”

      “Sure does. Former Navy SEAL.” The dispatcher said, “He’ll get Con sorted out.”

      “Great. He can give Conroy a ride to the hospital, where he can be seen by a medical professional. Not just someone trained to patch up bullet holes and other field injuries until the person can be transported to an actual hospital.”

      Conroy groaned.

      “Who are you?”

      Mia ignored him. “Conroy. You with me?”

      “Your father.” The dispatcher muttered something, and she thought she heard the clacking of a keyboard. “Mia Tathers…ATF. You’re a federal agent?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be making a call?” Mia hung up on him. She tossed her phone on the grass. “Conroy, can you hear me?” She patted his cheek.

      His lips puffed apart and air escaped.

      Mia pulled his eyelids up, one at a time. “Wake up, Lieutenant.” She used her command voice, but he still didn’t rouse.

      She twisted and looked around. His truck was a mess, still smoldering. Hopefully that dispatch guy would send a fire truck as well. She didn’t want this turning into a blaze that got out of hand. She could hardly fight it with her father’s out-of-date extinguisher.

      Movement beyond the car caught her gaze.

      “Hey!”

      She was up and running before she even realized what she was doing. Around the Jeep, the heat bleeding off flames that licked at the underside, Mia stepped on something. She yelped and hopped a couple of paces, but kept going towards the movement. A man, wearing jeans and a dark blue jacket.

      The prowler?

      She didn’t want to think Conroy had been right, but things were different now. He’d been targeted in an attack.

      Asphalt changed to grass. Dirt and rocks, sticks and crusty snow. She nearly went down, wincing as she caught herself. Her muscles wrenched as her body fought to stay upright. She gritted her teeth and stopped.

      He was gone.

      She didn’t have shoes.

      As soon as Conroy was taken care of, Mia planned to gear up—with shoes and a coat, and her gun—and search for the prowler.

      A truck pulled down the lane, going pretty fast.

      She moved back around the Jeep and sprinted back to Conroy. His eyes were open. “Hey.” She knelt again, her pants wet now. “Don’t try to move, help is here.”

      A big man raced over, moving faster than she’d have thought he’d be able to, carrying a huge duffel bag. “Conroy?”

      “He’s awake.”

      The man knelt, digging in the duffel. “And you are?” He pulled out a pen flashlight and glanced up at her. She was a newcomer, and as far as he was concerned, that was cause for suspicion.

      Mia wanted to be difficult. Instead she said, “ATF Special Agent Mia Tathers. This is my father’s house.” She explained what had happened.

      He did those medical things, assessing Conroy. She should probably take some kind of training so she knew what it all was. So she’d know how to do more than the basics—apply pressure, or get a tourniquet on. Maybe that was what she should be doing now that she was “recuperating” from work.

      “You’re Dean?”

      He nodded, holding Conroy’s wrist and staring intently at the diver’s watch on his own. “Dean Cartwright.”

      “The dispatcher said you’re a SEAL.”

      “Was.” He studied Conroy’s face. “Wake up, Bud. The day’s a wastin’.” He patted Conroy’s cheek a lot more vigorously than she had.

      She said, “Easy.”

      Another car pulled up. A marked police car, and though the driver was a woman, she wasn’t the same one from last night. Mia was having trouble keeping all these people straight.

      This woman wore jeans and a fitted, red-checkered shirt. Badge on her belt, dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. “Dean.”

      “Van.”

      Conroy moaned. He blinked and tried to sit up.

      Dean planted a huge hand on his chest and didn’t let him move. “You landed hard. Knocked the wind out of you. And your car is toast.”

      The red shirted woman leaned over. “You okay, boss?”

      “Wilcox?” Conroy looked around. Everywhere but at Mia.

      “Yeah, boss.”

      “There was a prowler. We need to find—”

      Dean shoved him back down. “We aren’t doing anything. The ATF can take the lead on this one, considering it’s an explosion and all.”

      Someone who actually understood federal jurisdiction? That was new in Mia’s experience. “I only caught a glimpse of him, but I’ll get on the search.” She rocked back and stood.

      Then nearly fell over.

      “You okay, ATF?”

      “Yep.” She forced her legs to straighten. That run had been a seriously bad idea.

      “Mia Tathers?”

      She looked at the other woman. “Yeah.”

      “Savannah Wilcox.” She held out a hand, an assessing gaze on her face. “Detective.”

      Mia shook her hand. The woman’s grip strength was killer, but she held back a flinch even though she was sure the woman just crushed a couple of bones in her hand. “Special Agent Tathers. Mia is fine.”

      “Savannah.” Not “Van” as this Dean guy had called her.

      “I should put shoes on.”

      “Don’t go anywhere.”

      She ignored Conroy’s comment and headed for the house.

      There was a shuffle. Conroy said, “No, get off.” Pause. “Mia!”

      She turned around, already at the back door. He was sitting up now. “I need to change, Lieutenant. And you need to see a doctor.”

      “No, I don’t.” He got up. Steadier on his feet than she was, or so evidence indicated. “I just got the wind knocked out of me.”

      Dean stood, a clear six inches taller than Conroy. He started feeling around the back of Conroy’s head. “Hold still.”

      Detective Wilcox smirked. “The women will figure out who did this, and we’ll catch them. You go get your boo-boo looked at.”

      Conroy glared at her. “I will write you up for insubordination.”

      “Suspend me. I’ll go on vacation.”

      Conroy was about to say something but closed his mouth.

      “Good call.” She traipsed across the grass toward Mia and caught up to her just as Mia stepped inside. “He only thinks he can fire me.” She smirked. “His other detective quit a month ago. I’ve got sixteen open cases on my desk, and he’s out running down drug dealers?” She shook her head. “The Lieutenant should be in the office, finding me a partner. Or at least taking some of my cases.”

      “But…he isn’t?” Because he was working undercover with that officer. And following up at her father’s house. “Does he shirk protocol like that often?”

      “Oh no. You’re not one of those by-the-books, my-way-or-the-highway feds. Are you?” She looked at Mia like that might be the worst possible thing that could happen. “And here I thought we could be friends.”

      Mia shook her head. “I’m not the one you need to be worried about.”

      “Mmm. Heard about you.” That assessing gaze was back. “Rich talks about you...how he’s so proud of you.”

      He does? This was the first Mia had heard of it, but she was not super surprised her dad had failed to communicate his feelings so that she could hear.

      “But that’s not what I’m talking about.” Savannah waved a hand.

      “I really should get changed.” She heard a fire truck pull up outside, took a look, and saw another police car as well. Firefighters spilled out. A uniformed officer spoke with Conroy. “We should get on with the search.”

      Savannah nodded “I’ll wait right here.”

      Mia worked on focusing, so she could change into different clothes as quickly as possible. She pulled on her favorite black cargo pants and a blue polo shirt over a long-sleeved running shirt that she often wore during training. About the most “federal” clothes she could put on considering she hadn’t brought a suit. Holstered gun on her belt along with her badge. Boots. She put her hair up in a ponytail and pocketed her cell phone.

      The hairstyle made it all the more obvious that an angry scratch ran down the side of her face. The collar of her shirt disguised the fact it went farther down than was obvious to anyone.

      “And the transformation is complete.”

      She shot Savannah a look and snagged her jacket.

      “I feel the same way. Clothes for home, clothes for work. Cause when I’m off, I’m off this job. This life? It does not exist.” She shook her head. “Know what I mean?”

      Mia said, “Let’s just get moving.” The longer they waited, the farther away this guy was going to get. “Someone tried to kill Conroy.”

      “I know. It burns, right? Seriously, he’s like the nicest guy I’ve ever met in my life.”

      Did she really talk like that all the time? Mia had never met anyone this passionate in her entire life. It was weird. Savannah said, “Why would anyone even want to kill him?”

      Mia said, “Could it have something to do with the guy he brought in last night, the drug dealer?”

      Savannah whirled around, hauled the door open, and stormed outside. “You and Ridgeman brought in a drug dealer last night?”

      Dean got in her face.

      Savannah said, “Move it, Spud.”

      He didn’t. “Calm down.” Dean folded his arms. “He’s got a headache. Doesn’t need you shouting at him.”

      Savannah said, “I’ll do more than shout unless someone explains this to me.”

      Conroy said, “I’m your boss. I’ve gotta explain myself?”

      Savannah blustered. “I—”

      “Cool it. You knew we went out.” Conroy’s words were measured, as though he was talking through the pain. “I was gonna brief you this afternoon, but I didn’t get into the office yet.”

      Mia figured the coast was clear. “I’m going to get started looking for this guy. Anything specific?”

      “Male, white. Blue jacket.”

      She waited. “That’s it.”

      “My car exploded in my face.”

      “You should go see a doctor.” She looked around. “Where’s the ambulance?” There didn’t appear to be one, and the spray from the firefighter hose was freezing.

      “I don’t need one.”

      “I’ll call if I find him.” She started walking.

      “I like this girl.” That was Dean. Or, “Spud” as Savannah had called him. She wondered what that was about, but not enough to backtrack and ask.

      These people weren’t her people. They would never become her friends. She was better off being professional, and maintaining that until it was time to leave home and go back to work.

      This wasn’t where she wanted to be. Even if it was home, and where she lived didn’t mean much to her except a place to crash, she didn’t belong here. She could barely even stand being in Conroy Barnes’s presence.

      And nothing would change that.

      “Hold up.”

      She didn’t, regardless of what Conroy wanted from her.

      “Mia. Wait up.”

      She sighed and slowed so he could catch up to her. Then she spun and said, “Should you be walking around?”

      “I just got the wind knocked out of me, that’s all.”

      “Yes, that’s why you were unconscious for minutes. Because you got the wind knocked out of you.” Great. Now she was starting to talk like Savannah. “Can we just look for this guy?”

      It was probably a serious long shot, but she had to do something. Her yard was crawling with first responders, all of whom clearly thought she was more of a spectacle than the smoldering wreckage of a Jeep.

      “Fine. But you shouldn’t go alone.” He clutched her elbow, his blue eyes intent as they darkened to denim. “Someone in town is out for blood, and he’s targeting you.”
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      “I don’t see why I had to come here.”

      Conroy pressed his lips together and waited for her to enter the police station. Her face was paler than it had been earlier. They’d walked for a while, sweeping the area around her dad’s house with the help of a few locals—friends he’d called in—and a couple of his officers.

      “Except I can have that conversation with the chief now.”

      The receptionist looked up. Dark skin and a round figure. White blouse, gold buttons. She always wore pants and black flats. Her hair was dark brown with a purple tint, and she had on even more makeup than Mia’s younger sister had worn.

      “Kaylee Caldwell,” he said, “meet ATF Special Agent Mia Tathers.”

      Her perfectly-manicured eyebrows rose and her red lips moved succinctly when she said, “Rich’s daughter?”

      “The one and only.” He leaned on the front counter. “And if you could find us some Ibuprofen or something, I’m guessing she’d be as grateful as I’d be.”

      “Heard you got blown up.” She eyed him, only one brow raised now.

      “I’m okay. But it’s sweet that you care.”

      Kaylee smirked. “I suppose you want me to find you another vehicle.”

      “You’re a peach.”

      She buzzed them through the door into the main area of the police station, the bull pen. The early shift had twenty minutes left, and the afternoon shift was here already. He’d always loved the buzz of this place. Now it was his. He claimed it despite the fact he wasn’t chief. Yet.

      Savannah lifted her chin, phone tucked between her ear and shoulder. The desk opposite hers was unoccupied, so he had Mia sit there. Conroy asked his detective, “Did I get my call back yet?”

      “He left a number.” She handed him a piece of paper, then shifted the phone. “Yes, this is Detective Wilcox.” She kept talking. Conroy tuned it out because Kaylee wandered over with a bottle of pain pills and two waters.

      She handed him one.

      “Thanks.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” She turned her round figure to Mia. “You okay, hon?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” She twisted the cap off the water and downed four Ibuprofen. Conroy took three.

      His head still hurt from being hurled across her yard, but it wasn’t too bad. He was tempted to thank God for it not being a concussion. Problem was, that would only lead him to asking why it had to happen in the first place.

      Mia shot him a look as soon as Kaylee’s back was turned. Then she glanced around. “Nice house.”

      She liked his police department? He pressed his lips together to hold back the smile. “We try.”

      “Is the chief in?”

      Conroy worked his mouth. She was going to find out sooner or later, and if she kept pushing, it would be sooner. He figured there wasn’t much point dragging it out.

      He walked to the window of the chief’s office and looked in. Officer Ridgeman looked up from the novel she’d been reading. She gave him a tiny wave of her fingers. His best undercover officer must be having a good day, if she was smiling. Or, more likely, her grandfather was.

      Beside her, in the hospital bed they’d brought in, the chief lay still.

      He opened the door. “How is he today?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. The twenty-four year old former NYPD officer and current Last Chance County officer, when she wasn’t here taking care of her grandfather because the nurse was off, looked older. Not worn or world weary. Just older than she was. Life had dealt those cards to her. She said she didn’t mind, but he still felt the need to make sure she was all right from time to time.

      “Hey.” Mia nudged his side so he’d get out of the way, allowing her to step inside the room. “You’re the officer from last night, right?”

      “Jess.” She closed the book in her lap.

      He said, “Officer Ridgeman is Chief Ridgeman’s granddaughter.”

      “It’s uh…good to meet you.” Mia shifted her stance and stuck her hands in her pockets.

      “Did he eat?”

      The old man was slowly deteriorating, and the nurse had told Conroy last week that she didn’t think it would be long.

      He wanted to talk to Jess about moving the old man to the hospital, or home hospice care. But if he did that, wouldn’t everyone think it had nothing to do with honoring the old man’s wishes? Conroy wanted him to be in a better situation. Where he had a full medical staff, instead of around the clock care by people who cared but weren’t trained. He’d have to assume the chief’s job then, in the interim. People would figure him ousting the chief from his office was about that, not about doing what was right for the old man.

      Jess shook her head at his question. “I heard you guys had an eventful morning. Did your car really blow up?”

      He nodded.

      She chuckled. “I’d have paid money to see that.”

      “Nice.” He grinned. “I’m fine, thank you.”

      “I know.” She waved off his comment. “I saw Dean at the diner eating lunch.”

      Conroy’s stomach rumbled.

      “There’s half a sandwich in the fridge if you want it.”

      He led Mia out and shut the door so the chief could have quiet.

      “Cancer?”

      He glanced at her. Those dark eyes stormy. “Pancreatic. It spread quickly.”

      “How old is he?”

      “Seventy-four.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “My dad is sixty-eight already.”

      He nodded. “My parents are mid-sixties.” He saw the question in her eyes and said, “They live in Flagstaff most of the year, except for a summer visit to see the grandkids.”

      “Cassie?”

      He nodded. “My nephew Brendan is six, my niece Leora is four.” He knew from her father that she’d never been married and didn’t have kids. Her dad also said she’d never had a serious relationship with a man. Just a couple of dates here and there. As though he’d even asked that about Mia.

      “Have you…ever been married?”

      He looked at her in surprise.

      “Come on.” She shot him a wry smile. “Can’t a girl be curious?”

      “Not much to be curious about. I’ve lived here all my life, went away to college, and came straight back. Joined the police department.”

      “That doesn’t exactly answer the question.”

      He felt his cheeks flush and reached up to squeeze the back of his neck. “No. Never married.”

      She shrugged. “Me either.”

      “Lieutenant, there’s a call for you!” Kaylee hollered across the bull pen. “Line two.”

      “I should take this in my office.” Especially if it was what he thought it was. The returned call he was waiting for.

      “I can make my own way home.”

      “Stay.” Why he said that he wasn’t sure. “Please? Why don’t you sit in when I interview the guy from last night?”

      She frowned.

      “I want to see if he knows you. Then we have a shot at figuring out who blew up my car.”

      She didn’t look super impressed with that idea but headed for the desk across from Wilcox.

      “I’ll be back in a second.” He shut the door to his office but didn’t glance back through the glass. Conroy didn’t want to know if she and Wilcox were in quiet conversation, probably about him. “Barnes.”

      “Lieutenant. It’s Sheriff Alvarez.”

      “Sal.” Conroy slumped into his chair and let out a groan. His head was still pounding. The pain meds had barely taken the edge off.

      “Does this have anything to do with how rough you sound?”

      “Mia Tathers. ATF.” Conroy didn’t need Sal asking about what was happening. He didn’t live close, but he would be all about helping if it came to it. They were old friends, having met years ago when Sal had been a US Marshal on his way through town, transporting a fugitive to Denver. They’d hit it off and stayed in touch ever since.

      Sometimes Conroy just needed someone with no personal stake in his town to run things by and ask for advice.

      “Yeah, I talked to my wife about her.”

      Sal’s wife was former ATF. “And?”

      “She’s by the book. Not in an uptight way, more like just professional. Detached. Doesn’t take things personally, unless it’s a kid. Otherwise she keeps to herself.”

      Conroy stared at her through the window. “Okay.”

      Deep pain, like losing her sister at a young age, could explain that. But it didn’t tell him a whole lot.

      “As far as why she’s there, Allyson heard it was a rough takedown. The team served a warrant. House was full of people. Suspect made a run for it in the confusion and Tathers raced after him. She cornered him and there was a fight. Sounds like it was nasty. In the end she had to use lethal force. Allyson dug a little and found out she’ll likely be cleared. It was justified. But the guy put her in the hospital, and she’s on leave until the doctor clears her to be back.”

      “Tell her I said thanks. I appreciate her digging.”

      “Sure.” Sal’s voice had a sardonic tone. “Happy to pass on federal gossip to an old friend.”

      “Liar.”

      Sal chuckled. “Not much else happening around here.”

      They chatted for a little longer, and then Conroy excused himself. He hung up, then called the officer in holding. “Get me Petrov, stick him in number two.”

      “Copy that.”

      He grabbed the file on his desk, and along with Mia, headed for the interview room. Petrov was already at the table.

      The officer who brought him there said, “Lieutenant,” with a nod and then left.

      Conroy watched Petrov. In the daylight, Simon Petrov seemed kind of…regular. Just another guy selling drugs on the streets. Petrov’s gaze strayed to Mia, but there was no recognition there. He spotted her badge, which was curious to him. That was it.

      Mia leaned against the wall. She didn’t look as tired or in pain as she had earlier, but he didn’t know if that was due to the meds and the protein bar he’d found, or if she was faking it for Petrov.

      He stared at the guy. “Got you dead to rights on possession with intent.” Conroy pulled out the chair across from Petrov and sat down. “What happens next is up to you.”

      “I’ll be sure and discuss that with my lawyer when he comes back.” Petrov smirked. “Which is why I have nothing to say to you right now.”

      “Did I ask a question?” Conroy glanced at his smartwatch. “Due in fifteen, right?”

      Petrov shrugged. “If you say so.”

      Conroy shoved the chair back and turned to Mia. “You okay with waiting? I wouldn’t want to take up too much of the ATF’s time.”

      He was banking on the fact Petrov hadn’t gotten a good look at her the night before when she’d hit him with her shopping cart.

      “I guess you’d better make it worth the wait then.”

      Tough as nails. Professional. Except for the pink, sparkly toenail polish he’d seen this morning—which he figured no one she worked with had ever gotten a look at.

      He said, “That’s what I’m counting on. After all, Petrov here will have a hard time in prison when his boss finds out that he spoke at length with us. Imagination is more powerful than the facts sometimes, so when that boss hears about how Petrov spent hours in here, then who knows what he’s going to think?”

      He heard Petrov shift in his chair and turned like he was surprised the guy was still in here with them. Like maybe he’d forgotten, or at least said too much. Problem was, he needed Petrov to name his boss so that he could be sure he had his sights on the right guy.

      “No. No way.” Petrov shook his head. “Ed won’t believe you. He knows I’d never talk.”

      “Ed?” Conroy lifted his brows. “Ed Summers?”

      Petrov leaned forward. “I’m not sayin’ nothin’ and you can’t press me into flipping on him. No one does that to Summers. Not if they want to live to see tomorrow.”

      Sensational, but accurate. Conroy had seen the aftermath of Summers’ work—the remains of the last person who had crossed him. He just hadn’t been able to prove Ed Summers was behind it.

      “What did you say?” Mia pushed off the wall and closed in on him. “Ed Summers? That’s who’s behind this?”

      Petrov glanced at her. He was about to speak when Mia reached across the corner of the table and gripped a fistful of Petrov’s collar. She hauled him out of his chair and slammed him against the wall. “Ed Summers is your boss?”

      “Special Agent Tathers.” He didn’t know what to say to calm her down. “Stand down.”

      She got in Petrov’s face. “Summers. That’s what you said?”

      “Mia—”

      The door to the interview room flew open and Petrov’s lawyer stood there. “What on earth is going on here?”
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      Mia shoved off the drug dealer guy. “Guess your lawyer is here.”

      “Yeah. Guess so.”

      The lawyer said, “And I’ll be filing some paperwork with the judge by end of day. You can be sure of that.”

      She almost didn’t want to go because he would see her badge, but she was no longer needed here. Mia turned.

      “A fed?” The lawyer’s face turned smug. “I’ll be needing your badge number.”

      She lifted her chin. “I’ll leave it with Kaylee.”

      Mia strode out of the interview room and headed for the closest exit door. That had to have been why Conroy asked her into the interview room. To prove to her how much of a “bad guy” this bad guy drug boss was.

      Ed Summers. She’d hoped to never hear that name again for the rest of her life.

      “Mia.”

      He caught up to her just as she opened the front door, which he grabbed hold of right out of her hand. She stepped through without saying, “thanks.”

      Mia headed for her car. Her shoulder hurt despite the meds. The whole side of her face stung. That suspect had probably thought she was unhinged, and no doubt his lawyer’s assessment of what had happened would reiterate that exact sentiment for her boss’s reading pleasure.

      She gritted her teeth. If she didn’t get fired soon, she’d be surprised.

      “At least meet me later. Maybe for dinner? We should talk about this.”
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