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      The second he opened the door, Haley Franks slammed into it. She used the force of her weight, coupled with the surprise, to shove her way in.

      Gun up.

      Instead of shooting him, which would’ve been pretty satisfying, Haley used a double-hand grip on her Sig to sideswipe the gun he held. Then she slammed the butt into Yuri’s chin. She’d have gone for the temple, but he was taller up close.

      Yuri stumbled back.

      Haley kicked the door shut. “We need to talk.”

      He brought his gun up again, but she hit it with a round house. It went off. Shot a hole clean through the ‘90s artwork on his wall. Then the gun skittered to the floor across the room and she kicked him again, square in the sternum.

      He fell to the floor, and it was a good three seconds before he managed to breathe.

      “Like I said.” She settled into a wide stance, gun loose. Glad she’d pulled her hair into a ponytail.

      There was no way to get around the fact this guy was going to see her face. But that was the point. Yuri needed to understand this was personal. She was wading in and nothing was going to stop her from finding out what happened to Ana.

      Not even this cop.

      He looked up at her from the floor. A muscle in his abnormally square jaw flexed. Yuri Kartov had been with Portland Police Department for four years. He’d been investigated by internal affairs twice, but no charges were ever filed. Still, everyone knew he was dirty. They just couldn’t figure out precisely where the link was between him and the Russian mob.

      Haley didn’t much care about that.

      She pulled a cell phone from her left back pocket and hit the home button with her thumb. No code. She’d taken that off since she had found it in the woods outside of the city. It was Ana’s phone. And the only thing on there now was her friend’s picture.

      She showed Yuri the screen. “This is Ana. She disappeared a few weeks ago.”

      Haley let that sink in for him. Watched his eyes flare with recognition and...something else.

      Yes, she’d given away her weakness—the fact she cared about her friend—but she’d also let him know that this was all desperation. That could be good or bad for him, depending on what he wanted to do with it. On the other hand, she had nothing but the need to find Ana.

      She’d gotten out of the Navy a month ago and spent the time since trying to track down Ana. Four weeks of trying to get ahold of her friend. Then using her skills to track Ana’s phone to the forest in the middle of nowhere. Not somewhere Ana would have gone for fun, preferring shopping malls to hiking trails.

      Haley was the outdoorsy one. Though, she’d been rethinking that. It might’ve just been a byproduct of Navy life. She’d worked for years in military intelligence. Amassing data. Finding links, filing reports, and generally organizing the crap out of the stuff that came across her desk in the commander’s office. Then there was the time she’d jerry-rigged the copier to get it to quit spitting out black pages.

      Interrogation wasn’t really her forte. But she was willing to give it a try.

      Yuri’s gray eyes looked up at her. “You think I know this..?” He referred to Ana in a Russian word that Haley was going to have to Google—one she didn’t think meant anything good.

      “I don’t know. Do you know her?”

      The fact he might have kidnapped Ana had occurred to her. Or, he’d been with her and things had gone too far. Maybe he’d killed her. Maybe it was an accident.

      Or an overdose.

      She wasn’t about to repeat herself, asking if he knew Ana. He was the last person to have seen her best friend alive. Or at least one of the last people.

      Grief pricked hot tears in her eyes. Ana wasn’t dead. She couldn’t be.

      Haley tilted the cell in front of her. “This is Ana’s phone.” One she’d traipsed through the forest to find, following the GPS history. Haley had prayed for a miracle…for something. And then she’d found it right before the battery died.

      “She texted you, set up a meeting. It was one of the last things she ever did. I want to know what you were meeting for.”

      His mouth curled up on one side, but there was something in his eyes. He wasn’t quite so confident in himself. All pretense was gone now, his Russian heritage bleeding through in his tone even though she’d heard him speak with an American accent.

      He planted his boots on the threadbare carpet and stood. He leaned his hips on the slip-covered couch, one of those ill-fitting ones where the owner didn’t care to readjust it.

      She lifted her gun so her aim was on his center mass. Was she going to kill a cop in his own home? No. At least, she sincerely hoped that wasn’t what this was going to come to. But still, he didn’t need to know that. He had to think she was prepared to go to any lengths.

      Even murder.

      She said, “I think you’re going to tell me what was between you and Ana and what you know about her disappearance.”

      He said nothing, just stared at her in a way that made her wonder if he was debating internally. If maybe he wanted to tell her what he knew.

      “I have evidence that proves you’re guilty of dealing drugs.” She paused for a second. “What do you think your captain is going to say when I bring that to him?”

      “So you think…what? I killed your friend?” He took a tiny step toward her.

      “How should I know?” She took a tiny step of her own. Backward, to maintain the distance between them.

      “They sent you to kill me?”

      Did who…what?

      He was still coming toward her.

      Haley said, “Stop moving. I will shoot you.” She had her finger on the trigger, a round in the chamber. One squeeze and this cop, pretending to be a good guy, wouldn’t be a gray area anymore. He would be nothing but a stain on his nasty carpet.

      The skin around his eyes twitched, but not with humor. “Some kind of superhero, vigilante person? Like on TV? Cops don’t like that.” He took another tiny step.

      Hers brought her back in contact with the wall beside the door.

      “If you’re not going to pull that trigger,” he said. “Then you’ll have to come with me.”

      “That’s not gonna happen.” She would shoot him.

      She might have to.

      The gun was new to her, but it had a colorful history. She’d paid way too much in cash for something that couldn’t be traced back to her. It could, however, be linked to a murder three weeks ago. Someone had killed a Mexican gang member in a shooting that had, as yet, been unsolved.

      It would look like a simple retaliation. Or another hit. Some connection between Yuri, the dead Hispanic man and the killer. Or perhaps Yuri had been the killer.

      The fact was, Haley had prepared for this. She’d assumed he would answer the door armed. She had concluded that she might have to kill him in order to get away. But she wanted answers. She wanted to look him in the eyes and ask him where her friend was.

      She lifted the gun an inch, pointed right at his heart. “What was Ana into?”

      Her friend had always lived on the wild side. Not even renting a house and having a steady job had calmed Ana. She’d wanted it all. Live free, have fun. Work just enough to keep her head above water.

      Yuri grinned. “You don’t even know, do you?”

      And then he launched himself at her.
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      NCIS Special Agent Niall O’Caran raced across the front lawn and down the side of the house. The gate was latched but unlocked. He shoved it open so hard the vinyl slammed against the fence with a crack. He didn’t wait around to see how broken it was. He just raced down the side of the house. Mostly praying there wasn’t a mean dog in the yard. And also that the woman inside didn’t get herself killed.

      What was she thinking?

      Yellow light spilled out of the side window. He peered around the frame in time to see Yuri slam the woman into his coffee table. It splintered underneath her.

      Niall winced. Seriously. What was she thinking? Never mind that she was going to blow his whole case by confronting the Russian like this. He was supposed to be doing surveillance, finding out why every time he asked questions about Western Oregon Research College Scholarships, Yuri’s name seemed to come up. It made next to no sense that a possibly mafia-tied police officer was connected to a local college. The whole thing was bizarre. Enough that no other police and federal agency even wanted to be bothered by it.

      Enter Niall.

      Well, more like his boss. Director Victoria Bramlyn took up cases nobody wanted. Or cases everyone else fought over. Their jurisdiction was a creatively-defined gray area, mostly—he figured—so Victoria could sweep up whatever she wanted for them to work on.

      This case? Probably nothing but busywork for Niall to keep occupied with. All because he’d chosen his family over his team on the last case. Delayed—or attempted to delay—two of his teammates going after their suspect. It wasn’t like he’d actually done what those people had tried to blackmail him into doing. What he had done was to protect his sister and his niece.

      Still. Probation sucked.

      Yuri thought he was an untouchable cop. He thought the badge afforded him rights he wouldn’t have been privy to otherwise. Most of which turned Niall’s stomach. His looking into Yuri’s life didn’t have much to do with the man’s predilections, thank goodness. This was about college scholarships.

      But this woman, whoever she was, evidently wasn’t too worried about it. Over the surveillance feed, he’d listened to their entire conversation. Her friend was missing. That was all she cared about. No matter that Yuri went through women like a kid at the carnival.

      The woman rolled off the splintered coffee table.

      Yuri kicked at her but missed. She jackknifed to a stand and rushed at him, using her shoulder and the force of her momentum to hit Yuri in a tackle that knocked the wind out of him. She was fighting for her life. Too bad he looked like he was having fun. Playing with her.

      Niall should go in there and help before Yuri did something stupid. Like kill her.

      He took a step toward the back of the house, his gaze still fixed on their brawl. She landed a solid kick in Yuri’s stomach. He grabbed her foot. She let him swing it out, followed with the other one and kicked him in the head.

      Huh.

      She landed on the floor. Ouch. They rolled, a tangle of limbs as they each grappled for dominance. Yuri was taller than her. The woman had been trained—and in more than the dirty fighting styles the cop knew. Police holds and nasty tricks were being pitted up against a serious level of martial arts skills and something else…

      She used a Navy move.

      Niall pulled out his phone. He lifted it to the window and took a burst of images until he got one that was a good shot of her face. Then he sent the image to Talia.

      He might be a Navy cop, but he was attached to a counter-terrorism task force that operated in the northwest. Based out of Portland, Oregon, they traveled all over. Washington, Idaho, Montana, Nevada. Utah. Even Wyoming and Colorado sometimes. Wherever the winds of criminal activity blew them. Anything that could be construed as terrorism. Which, these days, was basically anything if you worded it right.

      And yeah, that was bitterness ringing through, but he couldn’t help it. Moving his whole family to a different state had been exhausting. On top of that, his sister wasn’t happy. His niece kept giving him sideways looks like she doubted his sanity. Everyone on the team thought he’d betrayed them.

      Sure, they didn’t say it out loud. But he knew what they were thinking.

      He stowed his phone back in his pocket. Would Talia even bother running the search on this woman’s image for him? Maybe she’d just ignore his email. Even though the woman was an NSA analyst, as well as the nosiest person he’d ever met.

      Niall watched the woman twist and punch Yuri in the stomach. “Where is Ana?” Blood had collected in her nose and at the corner of her mouth. One cheek was flushed red. Still, she moved like she would keep fighting and never give up.

      Yuri’s answer was to laugh. Like their fighting was fun for him. Then he stumbled but still managed to catch her. They both went down.

      Niall winced. Both of them would have a collection of bruises tomorrow.

      The woman rolled out of his grip and got to her feet. She should just run out the front door. Get clear of this guy and split town. Anywhere out of reach of a cop with Russian mob ties. Which kind of meant southern hemisphere. Still, there were plenty of nice places to choose from.

      Places to disappear to.

      But she didn’t run. She stood there, staring down at Yuri. Both of them breathing hard. “I’m not going to let this go until I find her.”

      She took one step back and then turned.

      Walked out the front door, as cool as anything. No worries. No fear.

      This woman was going to get herself killed. Niall wanted to know who she was, not to mention where some friend of hers who hadn’t called her back had disappeared to. Could be anything. And not a single one of those options he thought of was good. He’d seen too much to be optimistic about anything.

      Niall shifted to leave, feeling much older than his thirty-four years. He probably looked it, but thankfully none of the team was babysitting the task force office with him so they weren’t seeing it. Everyone was off on assignments. Working on their open cases.

      He got saddled with answering the phone and this busywork assignment. Busting a dirty Russian cop and trying to nail down the particulars of a bunch of fishy college scholarships. However those two were connected.

      “Yeah.” The Russian’s voice was muffled behind the glass. “She was here, asking questions.”

      Niall turned back to the window.

      Yuri held a flip phone to his ear. Not the cell he used for personal calls, the one Niall had a warrant for. This phone he’d never seen.

      Unregistered.

      Untraceable.

      Probably both, which meant he was going to have to get into Yuri’s house—again—in order to find it.

      “We have to take her out.” Yuri listened for a second then spoke again, his accent thick. “Because it’s our only choice. She’s going to ask wrong questions. Draw too much attention and we will be blamed. We’ll never get paid.” He sucked in a breath.

      Niall watched his hands shake as adrenaline bled off. He was still on the floor, surrounded by the destruction left over after the fight. Couch flipped onto its back. Shattered coffee table. Broken lamp.

      Yuri said, “Da. That’s what I’m saying. We have to take her out.” His teeth flashed. “Permanently.”

      Cold settled deep in the pit of Niall’s empty stomach.

      They were going to kill that woman.
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      Haley kept her back straight and tried her best to walk as normally as possible. Meanwhile, her entire body screamed.

      She headed straight for the coffee pot, grabbed the biggest mug her brother owned and filled it nearly to the brim with the steaming black nectar of life. She carried it two steps to the sink and added cold water. Had to pour some out. Added some more cold.

      All the while she could feel his big-brother stare on her back. Haley turned and surveyed the bare floors, bare walls and sparse furniture of the dining and living rooms while she sipped her coffee. Open plan was her favorite.

      Her brother was still staring at her. “What’s wrong with you?”

      She lowered the mug only enough to say, “Nothing.”

      Her brother’s snort told her what he thought of that. “What’d we talk about?”

      Haley wrinkled her nose as she tried to remember the pact they’d made as teens. “No lies.”

      “No lies.” He leaned his big body against the other side of the kitchen island, which currently had no countertop. He looked at her with those huge brown eyes she’d never been able to say no to. Especially that time he’d asked if she’d snuck out to meet her boyfriend the night before. That was a long time ago now, more than ten years.

      He’d always been able to pin her with that knowing look. The one that made her want to spill every secret. Those dark eyes of his were the foundation of the “look.” These days the whole thing was augmented by a deep-set, purple scar that ran from the top of his head on the left side almost down to his eyebrow. As though someone had tried to split his temple open.

      Corporal Isaac Franks, USMC, had barely escaped that IED attack with his head still attached to his shoulders. These days he wore a beanie or ball cap everywhere. Except when he was with her.

      She wanted to squirm but forced herself to stand fast. “I’m not a child,” she pointed out. Like that had ever been an issue. “And you’re not the parent.” Their father lived in Virginia.

      “Like that’s ever stopped me.”

      “True.”

      “If it didn’t work,” he said, “I’d give up trying. So maybe you should think about that.”

      Haley sipped her coffee.

      “Coward.”

      She choked on a mouthful, but managed to swallow without dribbling on her NAVY T-shirt. She swiped at the corner of her mouth. “So what’s on the docket for today?”

      “You’re painting the walls above the stairs. I’m doing the upstairs hallway.” The “look” was back.

      Haley didn’t want to ask why that expression was on his face again. She upturned the empty mug in the sink. “Sounds good.”

      The sooner they were done with fixing up this house, the better. Isaac could take a few days off. Get a break from the intense pace needed to transform his latest dump into a pristine home with a for sale sign in the yard. Bank the profit. Relax while he searched for the next one.

      As far as therapy went, it seemed to be working for him. Though the fact he was holed up inside and working for weeks while he got a house ready bothered her. He needed to get out. Meet someone nice. But the question was whether he even wanted to entertain the possibility of something better in his life. No, he didn’t. He was too busy working and nagging her to do something constructive with her life.

      In case he hadn’t noticed, she was doing something.

      Haley did the prep work, then poured paint in the tray. She dipped the roller in and got right to work on the walls. He’d put her on the stairs while he did the second floor hallway because she was steadier on her feet, and he still had issues with balance. Didn’t stop him from riding his motorcycle, though.

      She stretched to the top of the wall, up on her tiptoes, and pressed the roller up as far as she could reach. Pain ripped through her side.

      She bit back the cry, pushed breath out between her clenched teeth, and lowered the roller.

      “I knew it.”

      She dipped the roller again and coated it with paint.

      “Got yourself into some trouble.”

      At the top of the stairs, he leaned his weight against the wall like he had all the time in the world. “You were walking funny this morning.”

      And yet he’d sent her to paint, even though bathroom cabinets were on the schedule for this week. Haley rolled paint up the wall, not going as far as she had before. The twinge in her side was manageable.

      “Don’t suppose you’re going to show me.”

      Nope.

      “Or tell me what you got up to last night?” He paused. “Went looking for Ana. Who’d you find?”

      “The last person to see her alive.”

      “Who?”

      She dipped the roller again.

      At the top of the stairs, Isaac sighed. “Ana was a lost cause. I get that you want to know what happened to her, but it’s not going to change the fact she’s gone.”

      “I know that.”

      “Too late to save her.”

      “I know that.” She bit back the tone she wanted to use on him. It wasn’t Isaac’s fault, and she was trying not to be the kind of person who took out their frustration on someone who held no blame. That was why fighting with that cop last night had been so satisfying.

      Not to mention the satisfaction of leaving him on his butt on the floor looking worse off than she felt. Even this morning.

      “You have a job interview on Friday.”

      She whirled around, flicking paint on the wood of the stairs.

      “Local company, private security and investigations. You’re after a job as support staff. Research, stuff like that. Pays well enough you’ll be able to afford a nicer apartment than the dump you’re living in now.”

      He’d drawn the line at her living in the houses he was in the process of flipping, which was no different than what he did. Between jobs he either crashed on her couch, bunked at a Marine buddy’s, or stayed in a hotel out of town.

      “It’s at two. On Friday. Don’t be late.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Don’t get smart with me, petty officer.”

      He left her staring at the space where he’d stood, a smile playing on her mouth. This was the first time something he said had birthed that reaction in weeks. Maybe even months. Was it her fault that she was perfectly content right here? Mostly content, anyway. He seemed to think her helping him was a bad thing. He called it a “waste of her skills.”

      The former corporal was only good enough to do construction? Or so he seemed to think. She had her own opinion about the fact he only wanted to live his life off the grid, never meeting anyone he didn’t already know.

      The former petty officer apparently needed to continue using the skills she’d gained in Navy Intelligence and get a real job. But it wasn’t going to stop there. The second she found gainful employment, he was going to be on her about moving. Then finding a relationship. Then it would be about marriage. Having a family.

      It was never going to end.

      And despite how nice that might sound in some far-off dream future, it wasn’t her reality right now.

      She called out, “I don’t even know if I want that job.” Not even knowing if he was going to hear her.

      The reply she got back was an electronic voice with a British accent. “Phone two connected.”

      Isaac had turned on the Bluetooth speaker he’d connected to his phone. A couple of seconds later he hit play, blasting Christian hip hop. Discussion over.

      Haley sighed. Apparently she had an interview on Friday. Which meant three days to figure out what was going on, where Ana had disappeared to. What that cop had to do with it. All those naval intelligence skills she’d put to use had failed her so far. They hadn’t helped find Ana.

      Which meant she needed a new plan.

      As satisfying as beating on that cop had been, especially knowing he was dirty, it hadn’t actually gained her anything.

      She was never going to get this done before that interview. Before her life got sucked up with hourly work that had no flexibility for taking personal time to search for a wayward friend.

      A woman who’d succumbed to drug addiction and a party lifestyle with no boundaries.

      A path she just as easily could have also gone down. Mostly Haley figured the military had saved her life. At least it had given her somewhere to direct her intensity. Only why was that not working in her favor to find Ana?

      Haley had to face the fact she needed some help.
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      “Hassim, right?” Niall shook the guy’s hand.

      He nodded. A limp grip. “Bukhari.”

      “Thanks for talking to me, Mr. Bukhari. I appreciate it.”

      Hassim settled into the folding chair opposite Niall. This was the career counselor’s office of Western Oregon Research College. Small. Mostly medical research students. Niall was still trying to figure out their history.

      DARPA had funded a lab here, but that funding had been cut five years ago. These days the lab was still up and running. Where was the money coming from? There had been rumors there was a new recreational drug being created here, though the board members he’d spoken to swore that was all theory. Experiments. No funds for actual testing.

      He took a sip of his coffee.

      So much of terrorism was paid for by other crime. Money from drugs was used to fund terror operations—purchasing materials to make bombs. Recruiting and training operatives. It was often impossible to distinguish between all the crimes, they were so interwoven.

      Was that happening here in Portland? Niall didn’t want to believe it was just because the college brought in students from overseas. He wasn’t prejudiced. Just cautious. And he was going to suspend judgment until he had evidence.

      Kind of like what had happened with that woman last night.

      Talia still hadn’t replied to his email. He had no idea if she was looking up who the woman was—or ignoring him completely. Which meant he’d have to do some research of his own when he got back to the office.

      Niall looked at the student’s file. “Says you’ve been here for three semesters. You have a student visa, correct?”

      Hassim nodded. A frown drew his dark brows together. “My sister is a student at Harvard. I came here.”

      “And what is it you’re working on? Anything interesting?” Like he was simply curious about the student’s latest project.

      Hassim stared for a moment then seemed to decide the question was benign enough. “I work with a substance similar to what used to be LSD. We’re looking at ways to affect brain chemistry enough to aid those who’ve suffered trauma. Like dulling the impact of PTSD.”

      “By sending someone on a trip?”

      Hassim shook his head. “It’s a low dose and it’s been augmented. What we’re using bears little similarity to LSD. We’ve broken down the components, figured out how it works, and now we’re trying to use it to help others.”

      “A noble cause.” Like other illegal substances people bought anyway because they “helped.” Maybe they did, and maybe they didn’t. But unregulated substances could do a lot of damage. Who knew what the side effects were? Or the long term problems that would arise.

      “It’s research,” Hassim said. “Sometimes the benefits aren’t what we anticipate at all. We won’t know until all tests have been concluded.”

      Niall nodded his head slowly, as though he cared about the outcome. All he wanted was for his probation to be lifted. For things to go back to normal. If doing this meant earning back the trust of his team, he would see this case through. Find out what that Russian cop had going on with ties to the college and its work.

      He said, “Have you had anyone show up asking about what you’re doing? Maybe someone interested in the finished product, offering to buy it from you?”

      “The only person asking questions here is you.”

      “What about the product?”

      “We are not making drugs, Special Agent.” Hassim shifted back in his chair. “That is all you need to know.”

      Maybe. Maybe not. He pulled a photo from the paper file he’d brought. “Have you ever seen this man?”

      Yuri Kartov posed in his uniform.

      Hassim sighed. “I don’t have much dealings with the police.”

      “I’d like to take you all up on the offer of a tour of the lab now.”

      Hassim tucked the chair back where Niall had pulled it over from by the wall. “Find someone else to show you around. I have work to do.”

      The Syrian student strode out, his lab coat flapping around him. Niall leaned back in his chair and blew out a breath. He was tired. Pushing hard on this case had gotten him nothing but exhausted so far.

      He looked at the time on his cell phone and saw there was a missed call from Patricia. Probably her daughter, Siobhan, wanting to know if he was bringing donuts home this morning. He hadn’t done that in a few weeks.

      When his career was on track again, things would get back to normal. He could take a dozen assorted home to his niece where he lived in the guest room. Spend the day ferrying her to basketball, then the movies. Hang out like they used to. The way Niall and Patricia’s extended family of aunts and uncles and cousins had never done with them. Because they were too caught up in the family business.

      Portland was a long way from Boston and the stronghold the Irish had on that city. They’d moved away as soon as they could. Determined to change their family, to make a new life for themselves. Patricia hadn’t told him she was pregnant until they crossed into the midwest. Seattle had eventually been home. Now it was Portland.

      He got his tour of the lab from a student, along with the press-kit speech about what they were doing. Then Niall drove back to the office. He called Talia a couple of times on the way, but she never picked up. He decided to get on her nerves by actually leaving a voicemail.

      When the tone sounded, he said, “I need a reply to that email. There’s a hit out on this woman, probably from the Russian mob. And if they succeed and she turns up dead, then guess whose head that’s going to land on? Because it won’t just be mine.” He pushed out a breath. “Call me back.”

      Watching a woman get kicked and punched—and valiantly fight back—had affected him. Not that he was comparing her to his sister or his niece. Siobhan, which was pronounced Shu-vawn, and her mother weren’t even the self-defense types, though both were active. He lived in the third bedroom and stuck around as much as he could to keep them safe.

      Even when his job threatened their lives.

      That was what family did. They looked out for each other.

      What they didn’t do was drag them into illegal activity and turf wars that spilled blood. None of it proven, of course. Niall had been asked about his family history when he’d become a Navy cop. He’d told them everything they wanted to know—and assumed most of that was passed on to the FBI.

      Since then, things had been quiet. Though he had a Google alert on his father’s and uncle’s names. If they ever got arrested, he wanted to know.

      Niall parked in the marked space behind the red brick building that housed the office for the Northwest Counter-Terrorism Task Force. No one walking past would ever know that was what it was.

      He rounded the front corner to the main door.

      In the alcove, laying on the front step, was a body. For a second, Niall thought it was a homeless guy. Definitely not a woman. It crossed his mind, though. For a second he wondered if the hit had been carried out, and they’d dumped her here. But it wasn’t her, it was Yuri Kartov.

      Niall had a dead cop on his doorstep.

      This was going to be difficult to explain.
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      The pounding on her front door woke her. Haley shifted and realized she’d fallen asleep on her couch. On the TV screen, Netflix was asking if she was still watching.

      She hit the power button on the remote and dropped it to the cushion, then ambled to the front door.

      A look through the peep hole showed two men in suits and overcoats. Mob guys…or cops. Neither of which she especially wanted to talk to right now.

      She twisted the handle and opened the door until the chain pulled taut. “Can I help you?”

      “Detective Mason.” He flashed a badge. Bald head, two days of scruff on his chin. “This is Detective Brower. Can we come in for a moment?”

      Haley shut the door, unlatched the chain and then stepped back, holding the door wide. They wandered into her foyer. Mason said, “Can we sit?”

      She nodded. He took the armchair her brother sat in when they hung out here. Haley reclaimed her spot on the couch. The other detective stood by the TV unit Isaac had found at a yard sale.

      “What’s this about?” She focused on the man sitting.

      He studied her for a second before he spoke. “I’d like to ask about any interactions you’ve had with an officer on our force, Yuri Kartov.”

      Everything in her stilled. They had to have seen it. “What about him?”

      Had he made some kind of complaint against her after what happened last night? Could he really justify getting her in trouble, considering she had evidence against him? There was no way he’d get out of that fight as the victor. If he thought he could get away with it, maybe he was filing charges against her.

      “Can you tell me the last time you saw him?”

      “Last night.”

      “And where was this?”

      “At his house.”

      “And the nature of your relationship?”

      “I’d never met him before last night,” she said, honestly. “And aside from one conversation, we have no relationship.”

      He studied her as he absorbed that, as though assessing her statement, probably in the context of whatever he knew. Or whatever Yuri had said about her.

      Detective Mason said, “And that bruise on your cheekbone?”

      “As I said, Officer Kartov and I had a conversation.” She couldn’t deny it. There was no way they were going to believe otherwise. Considering how they both looked, it was obvious they’d been in a fight. Why try to hide the fact?

      “I see.”

      Did he? She highly doubted that, unless he was fully aware that Kartov had been a dirty cop with ties to the Russian mob. She couldn’t figure out how those ties had been established. Yuri hadn’t owed anyone money. He didn’t have any family link. Maybe it was friendship that had developed into brotherhood. A family chosen, one he’d pledged loyalty toward even before he joined the police academy.

      In fact, it might have been the reason why he joined the force and become a cop. The Russian mob’s inside man in the Portland Police Department. One of them, at least.

      Before Mason could ask, she offered him the information. “A friend of mine recently went missing. I’ve filed a police report but nothing has been found yet, and it’s been weeks.”

      “And you believe Officer Kartov knew something? Or, perhaps, that the police department was not investigating your friend’s disappearance to your level of satisfaction, and you felt the need to vent that frustration on one of our officers late last night. In his home.”

      Mason continued, “Perhaps it went too far. You were in the military, so you’ve been trained in hand-to-hand fighting styles.”

      “I worked behind a desk.” That didn’t mean she wasn’t deadly when the situation warranted. But Haley much preferred to fight against the new threats in this world. Computer-based attacks. Cyber warfare was the new front line, and America was behind the curve every time new technology was invented. Defense was paramount or the regular citizens of this country would continue to be vulnerable.

      She needed to ask this company she was interviewing with on Friday what they were doing about that. Maybe it would be something she could get on board with—the only way she was going to take a job that kept her from helping Isaac.

      “Why Officer Kartov?” Mason tipped his head to the side. “Is there a reason you chose him for your…conversation? He wasn’t listed on the police report you filed about Ana Emerson.”

      He’d read it. This guy had done his homework on her and everything she was up to. He might have even pulled her military file and read that too.

      “I found Ana’s phone. Yuri was the last person who spoke to her.”

      “And you didn’t think to include this in your report?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t find the phone until a few days ago.” And she’d filed the report more than two weeks ago.

      “I see.”

      Did he?

      “What is this about?” She glanced at the other detective, then back to Mason. “Why are you asking me about this now?”

      “Can you tell me where you were between the hours of 3 a.m. and 7 a.m. this morning?”

      “At three I was asleep. At six, I was already up and at my brother’s house,” she said. “We’re fixing it up togeth⁠—”

      “Can he verify this?”

      “I can give you his information.”

      “That would be good.” Mason’s lips pressed together for a second.

      “Really, what is this about?”

      “Officer Yuri Kartov was found dead earlier today.”

      Her eyes widened. She couldn’t stop the reaction. Not when there was pure surprise. Did they think she…Did they come here to... “My brother can verify my whereabouts.”

      “But you were at home during some of that time. Alone.”

      “Yes.” Of course she’d been alone. It wasn’t like she’d gotten into a fight and then found someone to bring home to her apartment and cozy up to for the rest of the night. She’d been sore, and she was not that kind of person. Honor ran through her. If she didn’t have her own sense of right or wrong, things would get out of control. And that was something she could not handle.

      “Our job is to dig into Officer Kartov’s life. To find out who might have killed him.”

      “Well, it wasn’t me.” She needed to say it. She had to say it.

      Detective Mason nodded slowly, like he was trying to decide something. “We will be in touch.”

      “Of course.”

      He stood then, and Haley opened her front door for them. “I would advise you against leaving town.”

      She nodded, unable to say anything else. Fear rang like a gong, colliding with that streak of honor. Admittedly, she’d come down hard on Yuri, desperate to find out what happened to Ana. Was that going to come back to bite her?

      She’d looked into his life and still had the information she’d discovered. Did these guys want to know that Yuri was dirty now that he was dead? Maybe the Russians had killed him, for whatever reasons they had.

      Cops hated people who ended the life of one of their own. Maybe this was a warning from these two detectives. A warning that her entire life was about to be turned upside down as they looked into why Yuri was killed and who had done it.

      All Haley could think was thank goodness she hadn’t gone ahead and planted those bugs in his house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Niall slammed the car door and looked up at the apartment where Haley Franks lived. He hadn’t gotten a reply from Talia. What he had received was a file sent to him from an untraceable email account. Was that from Talia? He had no idea.

      The woman was part of his team. They all had work emails and work phones. It wasn’t like she needed to use subterfuge just to get him what he needed. And who else would’ve sent it to him?

      So either their computer tech was bored and wanted the challenge of maintaining an untraceable account, or she didn’t want him to know for certain it was her who’d sent it. Then again, maybe she didn’t want someone else to know. The last option was that someone entirely unrelated to this whole situation—as far as he knew—had sent him the information. Just to be helpful.

      The “helpful” option was also the scariest. Considering they had to know he was looking into Haley. And if that was the case, then what else did they know?

      If it was Talia, maybe Victoria hadn’t wanted her to help him. But he figured the NSA analyst couldn’t keep from giving him the information he needed. She wouldn’t want him to go in blind, whether or not she had authorization from their director.

      But that wasn’t his biggest concern in the next half hour. Haley Franks, formerly Petty Officer Haley Franks, Naval Intelligence, had higher security clearance than he did. Though, not higher than his director, Victoria Bramlyn. Her brother had served with distinction and been honorably discharged with a Purple Heart. Isaac Franks was off the grid, and Haley—who had more savings in her portfolio than Niall could amass in ten years—was living here. In a rundown apartment in a rundown neighborhood, smack dab in the middle of the rundown section of Portland. Emphasis on the smack.

      What was she doing here?

      Niall stopped at the bottom of the stairs to her second floor apartment. Two men walked down. Cheap suits, straight off the rack in some department store—because he bought his at the same place—headed right for him. Gold shields on their belts. Both had a duty weapon under their left arm.

      “Gentlemen.”

      “Special Agent O’Caran.” Whatever that tone was, it dripped off the man’s words.

      Niall didn’t know if the detective didn’t like him, specifically, or if he had a problem with the Navy in general. Or maybe he was unhappy with the fact Yuri’s body had been dumped on federal turf. Then there was the fact he’d had to explain to the cop
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