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      “I need help!” Allyson huffed out a breath, then yelled again. “Medic!” The muscles in her back screamed as she hauled her teammate through the warehouse door and out into the chaos.

      Sirens. Lights. Emergency vehicles.

      With Max pressed up against her side, she could feel the warm blood seep into all three layers: her T-shirt, uniform shirt, and vest, all pulled down over her hip. “Medic!”

      Her boot caught on the uneven concrete. Several people reached out to catch both her and Max. As she righted herself, she felt her phone buzz in her pocket. All her teammates were here, so who was calling her?

      She dismissed the thought, shoved back a few strands that had escaped her ponytail and followed behind Max, now being carried by two of her teammates. ATF. Her friends and family, all rolled into one. They just didn’t know she felt that way about them. And they never would. It wasn’t that kind of team. Yeah, they bet their lives on each other, but that didn’t mean they needed to be more than work colleagues.

      “Hey.” Someone snagged her elbow. Someone with a low voice and a southern twang.

      She stopped and looked up at Carl. The motion made her rifle bump up against her, and she righted it.

      “Did you get hit?”

      She shook her head, glancing at the red stain. “All this is Max’s.”

      Carl opened his mouth to say something else, but she walked away. Allyson climbed into the ambulance and rounded the EMT to speak to the injured man.

      She crouched by his head. “You good?”

      The skin around his eyes was pinched with pain, his face flushed. “If I am, it’s thanks to you.”

      “Is she coming with?”

      She ignored the EMT’s question. Max said, “Call Lynnie.”

      “I’ll see you later.” She squeezed his shoulder and forced her body to climb back out of the ambulance. She stumbled and nearly fell to the ground, but managed to stay upright. Her phone started up, buzzing again.

      Before she could reach for it and see who it was, she got a slap on the shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      Two of the guys on her team stood around her. Carl and Finn.

      “In a minute.” She needed a minute. Couldn’t they see that? Allyson wanted nothing more than to lean forward, plant her hands on her knees. Take a second and just breathe.

      They would laugh about that for a week.

      But who could blame her? It had been a crazy last few days—ever since they got word through the wires that a high-level target had escaped federal custody. An explosion where he’d been held. Then there had been a terrorist attack at the rally.

      Multiple crime scenes, even before they’d been assigned to this breach.

      She squeezed the bridge of her nose. Her ATF team had worked the house explosion all day, then wound up here helping with the takedown. They’d gotten the suspect back—he was in custody, and she’d heard word the Northwest Counter-Terrorism Task Force had cleared the whole thing up. Including a Secret Service assistant director who had been in on it. A dirty cop.

      Allyson’s stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten. Hadn’t slept in probably three days. Maybe she should take a week off. Even she needed a break sometimes.

      “Are you sweating?”

      She lowered her hand and ignored their glances. “Probably just rain.”

      Finn nudged her shoulder. “That’s what they all say.”

      She grinned. They were twin idiots, frequently referring to each other as their brother from another mother. Whatever that meant.

      She looked around. Firefighters were here. Cops, local and state. There were a million FBI agents all over the place like ants. Her team was all filthy. Sweaty. She shoved at the rifle slung across her back. Time to get rid of it, clock out. Take a shower. Tomorrow she’d probably be back at the stadium, continuing the scene investigation there.

      Allyson’s group supervisor, her boss, wandered over. Special Agent Daulton handed them each a water bottle. In her pocket, her phone rang again. She twisted the cap on the bottle and downed half of it, turning to continue surveying the area.

      Across the parking lot, the Northwest Counter-Terrorism Task Force team all headed to their cars. Arms slung around each other. Laughing. Bantering, like her team did. Just not sticking around to do the cleanup here. Their man was caught, job done.

      They all looked like nothing big had happened, and now it was time for them to celebrate.

      The lone man at the back of the group turned. Slender. Tall. That weathered face and those deep-set, dark eyes. Jeans and a western-style shirt.

      Finn nudged her shoulder again. “Your boyfriend probably wants to invite you to the team dinner.”

      She glanced at him. “I will get out my stun gun.”

      Out the corner of her eye, she saw movement. Sal was actually walking over. Right now? She looked awful. She probably smelled like smoke from the stadium bomb. Or the house that exploded, the one where Yewell had been kept prisoner by the Secret Service—a whole investigation in itself. Especially considering the fact the assistant director had been working with him, betraying everything he’d sworn to uphold.

      Now Yewell was in custody. The threat had been eliminated, and she was covered in dirt from rolling around on the floor with a gunman. Not to mention the blood.

      Just because it was another day on the job didn’t mean she had to like it.

      His brows drew together. “You okay?”

      Her team milled around, pretending they weren’t listening. Allyson was pretty sure she heard one of them snort.

      Motioned to the blood. “Not mine.”

      “Is Max okay?”

      She pointed at the ambulance, driving out of the parking lot. “He asked me to call his wife.”

      His mouth shifted. That was all he gave her.

      She shrugged. “You were the one undercover in a terrorist organization.”

      Daulton took a couple of steps closer. “Alvarez, we’ll need your statement, given your involvement in this.” He looked at his tablet. “Plus a statement from a ‘Drew North’.”

      Allyson turned to her boss. “Why are we point on this?” There were a million FBI agents here, and her team was better dealing with the aftermath of the explosion. As the ATF, it was kind of their thing, actually.

      Alvarez said, “Drew left already.”

      Her supervisor sighed.

      “I’ll hit your office first thing in the morning and lay it all out for you.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Thanks for your help on this.”

      Allyson glanced between them. “Help?”

      “We got our result,” Daulton said with a shrug.

      “Result?”

      Sal nodded. “Tell your undercover I appreciate his help getting into Yewell’s operation.”

      Daulton nodded, then walked away.

      She looked at her teammates who’d taken a couple more steps but were obviously still listening to everything. Nosy, or trying to protect her?

      “So…” she started. “I’m gonna get back to work now.” She folded her arms. “Plenty of stuff still to do.”

      Sal’s teammates hadn’t left yet, but they seemed to be getting impatient. He didn’t make a move to leave. Just frowned some more and continued to stare at her like they weren’t all waiting for him.

      “What?”

      He sighed.

      Someone called out, “Let’s go, Sanchez.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Be there in a second.”

      They were trying to protect her. It seemed they didn’t think much of Sal, even after what happened at the Seattle federal courthouse. The scar on her arm itched, but she didn’t touch it. Did his itch sometimes? It had been two years. Maybe it shouldn’t still be bothering her.

      “Deputy Alvarez!” Victoria strode over on her heels. She looked like she’d just stepped out of a board meeting.

      Allyson said, “Don’t get in trouble on account of me.” Her phone rang again, so she pulled it out. She didn’t recognize the number.

      Sal lifted one finger to Victoria, then turned back to Allyson. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “I may have to go to the house you guys blew up and take another look. Or the stadium.” She wasn’t about to tell him she liked to double check and make sure she hadn’t missed anything. “I don’t know where I’ll be.”

      He frowned. “What house we blew up?”

      “The house where Yewell was being protected by the Secret Service.”

      “At the behest of the current administration.”

      She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter who’s sitting in the chair, we all still follow whatever orders we’re given.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Allyson was a little more “boots on the ground” than that, which was why she was ATF and hadn’t applied to the Secret Service. And she had thought Sal was as well. After all, instead of investigating with his team, he’d gone undercover.

      “Copy that.” It was her boss.

      She turned to see what was going on.

      “Load up.” He motioned for all of them to get rolling. “Someone just drove a truck into the side of a gun store. We’ve gotta roll.”
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      She looked completely exhausted. Sal couldn’t bring himself to watch her respond to another call out, especially while he headed to a restaurant with the rest of his team. Not when the reason she was so wrung out was because they’d been dealing with his task force’s fallout for days.

      He said, “I’ll go with you.” Even though he was exhausted, his head still full of everything that had happened with Yewell.

      “Aren’t you guys going somewhere to celebrate?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not hungry and you’re a man down, so I’ll tag along.” Sounded good out loud, not just in his head. Thankfully.

      The ATF didn’t need a complete team just to respond to a robbery, but he still waved off his own team to leave.

      Victoria frowned. He turned back to Allyson and took a few steps with her.

      As he walked, he decided it might be worth being part of this call out as a marshal. Victoria had handed him back his badge and gun as soon as the operation had been over. No way was he going to stay out of a gun store robber case when it could’ve been done by someone he’d met before. It might be a case the marshals would eventually find themselves working on.

      Keep trying to convince yourself.

      The fact was, he’d nearly died today. One of her teammates had been shot. He pretty much just needed to face the fact he was only going because he wanted to spend more time with Allyson.

      His teammates all knew what he was doing. When he glanced over, this was confirmed. Dakota wasn’t happy. Haley was confused. Their significant others would reassure them it was all good. Right now Talia and Mason were only concerned with each other, which was fine considering the past few days. Their lives had been turned upside down.

      Another of his teammates in a relationship.

      Even Victoria had someone to worry about. Welvern had been shot and was in the hospital. His recovery from being hit by a rifle round would be long.

      The team’s vehicles pulled away from the curb. It almost felt easier to watch them go than it would’ve been to even out the numbers at dinner. Especially knowing he was about to leave them anyway.

      Could he get on a task force with the ATF? That might be fun. But hearing more about small town life from Drew had made him wonder about being a sheriff.

      Going home.

      Back to those open skies. Snowcapped peaks. If he returned to Wyoming, he could find a town where they would take a US Marshal as a sheriff. Or vote him in the normal way. Somewhere without the memory of his father’s final breath as a weight against his chest.

      Despite that thought, the yearning for his mountain was there.

      Allyson climbed into the back of an SUV and left the door open. He got in, and they were driven to the gun store. He closed his eyes because neither of them had the mental energy for small talk right now. Not when everything they said to each other had a level of emotional impact he still hadn’t figured out. The why, or the what—as in, what to do with these pent-up feelings.

      He needed to decide what he was going to do next, given this life was making him seriously antsy. It happened every few years. Usually he just asked for a transfer. This had been the longest stretch working with one team.

      Was it time to move on?

      When they pulled up at the gun store, he opened his eyes. And immediately gaped. A huge rental truck had smashed into the side of the wall.

      Doors were opened. Slammed. As a group they walked to the uniformed officers on scene.

      Allyson’s boss, her group supervisor, was a former NYPD detective who’d come over to the federal side years ago. He spoke with the officer. Sal moved closer to hear and felt Allyson squeeze in beside him.

      “…called the rental company.”

      She glanced over and met his gaze.

      Sal mouthed, You okay?

      She nodded. You?

      He scrunched up his nose, unsure how to answer that. Their relationship—if he could even call it that—had always been complicated. It had developed into maybe becoming something a couple of years ago. Right before the situation they were both working at the courthouse erupted. Now he had nothing to show for it but a bunch of scars.

      “The truck was supposed to be returned tonight at midnight, according to the company’s computer.”

      Sal glanced at the cop. “So they decided to do one last job before they returned it?”

      Allyson leaned around her boss and told the officer, “They usually steal the keys out of the return box and drive the truck off the rental lot. Use it in one job, grab as many guns as they can, and race away in a secondary vehicle.”

      He figured she also said it for his benefit.

      The officer took in the blood all down Allyson’s side.

      Sal moved the conversation forward. “Have there been any other similar robberies in the area recently?”

      One of the ATF agents—he was pretty sure the guy’s name was Carl—chuckled. “You almost sound like a real cop, Deputy.”

      Sal shot him a look that made him laugh. All of them knew what marshals did. They’d worked together before, but the friendly rivalry was part of it. Gone were the days of agency secrets and backbiting. 9/11 had changed more than just TSA policy and federal policing, it had changed the whole culture of law enforcement. Refusing to be part of the team these days got innocent people killed, and no one wanted that.

      The cop walked them through the scene.

      “You think they left something behind?”

      Allyson shrugged. “We’ll look at the surveillance video.”

      They headed for the office, and the employee there showed them a grainy image of three guys with hooded sweatshirts hauling out armfuls of guns and boxes of ammo. It could have been someone he knew. There was also literally no way to tell.

      One of Allyson’s teammates wandered in and peered at the screen. “Military trained.”

      Sal said, “Yep.”

      The employee shifted in his seat. “You can tell that?”

      Allyson said, “Look at the way he holds them.”

      Sal said, “Can we have this enhanced and get more from it?”

      Both Allyson and her teammate reacted like that was a dumb question.

      “Sure,” the employee said. “If it was high-quality digital footage. It’s a surveillance video. Blurry’s all you’re gonna get.”

      Sal was pretty sure Talia could work with that, and that she’d done so in the past. Was he going to call her right now, though? She’d been grazed by a bullet today. He decided to let her have her evening.

      She was happy, like the rest of the team. While they moved on, Sal would be right here, unsure of what to do. Nothing in his life had progressed, not for years. Probably not since his father died. It was like the breath of his life had ceased at the same time, laying in that damp grass on the side of a mountain watching the sunrise.

      Allyson and her teammate headed out, so he followed back to the main part of the store. The whole place was disheveled. Half empty shelves, and destruction. The cab of the rental truck was inside the store, drywall dust and debris everywhere.

      Allyson stood to the side, holding her cell phone to her ear. The rest of the agents stood in a huddle in conversation with Daulton, their supervisor, who broke off when he saw Sal approach.

      Allyson said, “Slow down.”

      He looked over. She’d gone pale and was almost crying. Sal started toward her before he even thought about it.

      “Tell me where you are. I’ll come and get you.”
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      Allyson gripped the phone. She listened to the short breaths on the other end of the line, hearing the fear in her friend’s voice. Was it really Vanessa? After all these years, how could she be on the other end of the line?

      Allyson shivered as the sweat from earlier chilled against her skin. “Can you hear me?”

      Nothing but crackles answered across the connection. She hadn’t seen Vanessa in years—since college, in fact. Because she’d disappeared from their college dorm one night. No sign of her. No explanation. No answers as to what had happened. The frustration, and the mystery were what made Allyson become a federal agent in the first place. She’d wanted to find lost people, protect innocents and take down bad guys.

      She gripped the phone. “Vanessa, are you okay?”

      Sal shifted into view. He touched her elbow and frowned.

      She could hardly explain right now. Vanessa needed to answer. Her long lost friend had asked for help, frightened and upset. It had been years. Was she still being held against her will?

      How had she gotten Allyson’s work number?

      Where was she?

      There were so many questions swirling in Ally’s brain that she could hardly even think through what to say. What to do.

      She wanted to reach for Sal. She was exhausted, and now she was handed this on top of everything else? She had to force her brain to function. She only had enough energy to say, “Vanessa, can you hear me? Can you answer me?”

      Sal gave her elbow a squeeze. She shifted closer, but that was all. She wanted to lean into him, only her team was probably watching. She sort of cared. Not totally. What they thought wasn’t the point right now.  She knew they’d probably rib her for whatever this was between her and Sal. It had been brewing for so long they should be used to it by now, but every time it was like they were realizing it anew all over again. When they weren’t making cracks about him already being her boyfriend.

      But whatever their reaction, it wasn’t her priority. Right now she needed to figure out what was going on with Vanessa.

      She needed to know Vanessa was safe.

      At least her boss was here. She might need his help in a minute and would definitely need his authorization to break from what she was doing to go to Vanessa if needed.

      “Vanessa.”

      She wasn’t going to stop trying to get her to respond. Not until the line went dead.

      “Vaness—”

      “Ally.” Her voice was breathy. Different than it had been years ago, and yet achingly similar. She could even picture her friend’s face. “I need your help.”

      “Are you hurt?” The only image she had of Vanessa in her mind was from age nineteen. They’d been roommates at the University of Seattle.

      Allyson was the daughter of a Presbyterian minister. Vanessa’s father had been in construction, working long days all year round. Their mothers hadn’t been there, but for entirely different reasons. An immediate bond, but then Vanessa had disappeared.

      Most of the other students—including the boyfriend Allyson hadn’t even known Vanessa had—figured she just took off on a whim. Like she’d gone to California or something. A few of them had even thought Allyson killed her and covered it up.

      Allyson had talked it over for hours on end with Vanessa’s father, never able to figure out what had happened to her. In the end, the police labeled it a cold case. There had even been a documentary on the local news about it in the years since.

      “I think…someone is after me.”

      Allyson’s whole gut clenched. This was her chance to get answers about what had really happened. She’d be able to help her friend, finally. “Can you tell me where you are? I’ll meet you.”

      “I’m coming to Seattle.”

      So she wasn’t here already but on her way? “You’re coming right now? Where are you?”

      “I think I’m being followed, and I don’t want them to catch up to me.” Allyson heard her suck in a breath. “You’re the only one who can help. The only one I trust.”

      Her chest tightened. “Who are you running from?”

      Had her friend been a captive all this time? That was a horrifying thought. It meant Allyson was the worst friend ever, never finding Vanessa. Allowing her to stay in that situation forever.

      “I don’t want them to catch—” The line crackled. “…help.”

      “I’ll help you, of course I will.” Allyson paused so she could try to get a hold of herself. “Can you still hear me?”

      “…help.”

      “Vanessa?” Allyson thought she might be able to hear her friend crying. “It’s going to be okay, I’m going to help you.”

      “I knew I could trust you. I knew you’d help me.” Her voice cracked. “But I’m not Van anymore, and I haven’t been for a long time. I’m Bridget McNamara.”

      “I’m a cop.” She had to know that. “Tell me where to meet you, and I’ll do everything I can.”

      The line crackled again. “…where I am.”

      “Vanessa, can you hear me?” Allyson turned to Sal. “I need a trace on this line. So I can get her location.” Why hadn’t she thought of that before? The call could end any second, and then she would have nothing.

      “I can call Talia.” He reached to pull out his phone.

      She turned back around and tried to figure out how to get the location faster than that before Van was gone. There was no way to do it, considering she was out in the field and not at the office. No one else was available without calling the FBI. And it would take too long to explain everything to them.

      “Vanessa?” There was nothing on the line but dead air. She looked at her phone screen. “She’s gone.”

      Sal lowered his phone before he’d even dialed. “What’s going on?”

      Allyson blew out a breath. “A friend of mine needs help.” Her pointer finger traced across the keys, and a second later he got a text.

      “What’s this?”

      “Seattle PD case number.” Allyson barely managed to get the words out before she had to bend forward and suck in a few breaths.

      It was like her body had just now caught up with what was happening. She stared at the phone in her hand, then straightened. “She said her name is Bridget McNamara now.”

      Would she call again? Allyson half expected it to ring. For her considered-dead, old friend to call again, and continue hauling the past right back to center stage. After all these years. Once could have been a trick. A mind flip, like the premise of some awful practical joke, or a horror movie.

      Maybe this wasn’t even real. Maybe she was at home having a nightmare, a phone call from a woman she’d assumed for years to be dead.

      “Tell me.” There was so much compassion in his gaze, she just wanted to fall into it. Get lost. Maybe drown. All those lame romance novel expressions. But they were all true. She was at the end of her strength, and he was everything she needed.

      She opened her mouth to ask for help.

      “Sanchez!”
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      Daulton strode over. “You’re done for the day. Go get some sleep, look for your friend tomorrow. Let us know if you need anything.” He glanced at Sal. “You’ll make sure she gets home?”

      Trusting Sal with that responsibility was new. Sal didn’t seem to think it unusual, though. “And I’ll help find your friend.”

      Allyson pressed her lips together. “I wish I knew where she was right now.”

      “She’ll call back. As soon as she does, you can go to her. Right?” He squeezed her shoulder. “And we’ll run the name she gave you.”

      She glanced between her boss and Sal. “I’d like to head to the hospital and check on Max.”

      Daulton nodded. “Do that. Fill me in, and then go home.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      As soon as the boss walked away, Sal drew her to the side so they could talk. “Tell me about that call.”

      He hadn’t gotten ahold of Talia yet. His teammate, a computer genius, was at dinner. Probably with no electronics in the restaurant but her phone. Still, he hadn’t had the chance to dial.

      Allyson faced off with him, their gazes almost level because of her height. “You find people, right?”

      He could tell she was barely holding herself together. “You need a ride to the hospital?” They could talk about all this in the car.

      “I’m good.” She stepped back. Always walking away from him.

      “Your boss just asked me to drive you.”

      “I’ll call for an Uber.” Still walking away from him. “Let me know if you come up with anything.”

      That was a heck of an assumption. Probably a whole bunch of them.

      He’d help her.

      He’d find her friend.

      He’d call her when he did.

      She’d handed him a case number and a name. Her history with this person caused that phone call to shake her. Did he want to get involved?

      Sal had to face the fact that the same part of him who saw his team all paired off with their significant others, knowing they didn’t need him the way they used to…also saw Allyson and her need.

      This wasn’t something she wanted her own team to help her with? No, she’d asked him. She’d leaned on him.

      He’d been feeling superfluous. Now, not so much. He had something to sink his teeth into.

      Sal stood outside the gun store and watched her walk away. The ship had probably sailed. He’d waited too long, not sure about pursuing a relationship with her. Then he’d just gotten busy with work. Distracted. He’d seen her once in a while.

      Sal had to wonder—again—how he was going to work her out from under his skin.

      Was it really just a case of quitting and finding a small town in need of a sheriff? Or he could be a PI. Maybe a bounty hunter, even. Could be he just needed to take that open marshal position in Cheyenne. Though, probably if he was going to do that then he should have emailed back the senior US Marshal there weeks ago when he’d seen the position post.

      Or he could go home. Clean out his dad’s cabin. Sell it, and figure out what to do next.

      Maybe that position in Cheyenne was just like what could have been with Allyson. Another “too little, too late” situation. A missed opportunity. He didn’t want to consider that he might be sabotaging his own intention to move on with his life by thinking about her instead of moving on.

      That infernal war raged in him constantly. The opposing armies fought a battle between the part of him that wanted to have something good in his life and the part that wanted to stay right here.

      Inertia.

      Allyson.

      The team.

      A life in the mountains.

      Didn’t matter what the reason was, he hadn’t gone yet. Maybe it was straight fear. Could be he hadn’t made the decision simply because he didn’t want to fail.

      At least he knew he could help her friend. That was what he did. And if he wasn’t going to make headway doing anything else, then he could at least do that. Find an innocent. Put something to rights.

      Sal got one of the uniformed police officers to drop him at the office. He rode the elevator up to the floor where the task force offices were. He used his key code to get in the door and flipped on enough lights to see where he was going.

      Even while her mouth challenged him to find her friend, she was pleading with him with those eyes. All this while she’d been visibly exhausted. He couldn’t say she was the only reason he was helping, though she was a big reason. Sal sighed and jabbed the button to fire up his computer. He waited while his computer finished some update or another, and then looked up the case number Allyson had given him.

      Missing persons cold case. A young woman, Vanessa Freethey, had gone missing one night, a student at the University of Seattle. Her roommate? Allyson Sanchez.

      That was the connection.

      A friend gone. Did Allyson blame herself? He could only imagine how it must’ve felt to never know what happened to someone she cared about.

      Sal looked up the name she’d mentioned to him. Bridget McNamara. A few hits showed up, so he dug into each. Only one was a woman whose history didn’t go back past five years. A created identity? The woman lived and worked in San Francisco, for what looked like a pharmaceutical company, an executive assistant.

      The same woman who had called Allyson? Maybe. There was no picture of Bridget on the company website.

      The search took him to a police department report. A coworker of Bridget McNamara hadn’t shown up for work yesterday. Was something going on at the pharmaceutical company, something that meant Bridget needed to flee to Seattle and seek out the help of a friend? A friend who’d thought she was dead.

      Talia would know better than him where to look for more information. For connections. He slid the phone closer, then figured it was a better idea to send both her and Haley an email. One of them should be able to help him. Halfway through typing out the email, the front door clicked.

      Victoria strode in on her signature heels, wearing her normal skirt suit and blouse. Her hair was straight and blonde. Mostly he’d refer to her age as “undetermined.” She could pass for anything from late thirties to early fifties, more with the use of makeup.

      He leaned back in his chair. “I thought you were at dinner.”

      “I ate fast. Now I’m headed to the hospital to check on Mark.”

      No time for a cup of coffee, then. So why had she stopped by?

      “He’s out of surgery?” The FBI assistant director, Mark Welvern, had been shot a few days ago.

      “They expect him to wake up at any time.”

      He nodded. “That’s good.”

      She didn’t seem convinced. Instead, she leaned over and looked at his screen. “That ATF agent has got you doing her research?”

      Victoria knew exactly what her name was. “What’s your problem with Allyson?”

      “Did I say I had a problem?”

      Sal shot her a look. Innocent wasn’t a state she could convince him of. “She’s a friend of mine. A colleague. I’m going to help find this missing person if I can.”

      “A female federal agent like that?” Victoria shook her head. “She’s not one of us, and she never will be.” She folded her arms. “It’s probably a trap.”
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      Allyson held a paper cup of coffee loosely. Her favorite coffee shop had run out of sleeves, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her from getting her caffeine jolt. She headed into the Seattle office of the ATF, seriously dragging.

      She’d gotten a couple of hours of broken sleep. Tossing and turning, waiting for the phone to ring and praying that Vanessa would be on the line. Her friend hadn’t made contact again, but the prayer time had helped.

      She said, “Hi,” to the guys, and nodded to a couple of others.

      “How’s Max?”

      “Lynnie is there.” She got an eye roll at that, and nodded as she said, “He’ll pull through.” She wasn’t sure the same could be said of his marriage.

      Allyson sat at her desk and logged on to her computer. Four scenes, not including the call from her friend. There was so much paperwork to do, it would probably take a week. Not that she had much time to get it done. The safe house, the stadium, the warehouse, and the robbery. She had to write up her take on all of it when she’d rather be out knocking on doors. Maybe checking airports, train and bus stations for Vanessa on their surveillance.

      There was a difference between agents who went out and solved cases, and the ones who sat in an office, wanting to solve cases from their desks. She’d never been that type of cop. Probably never would be.

      Half an hour of focused typing later, Allyson stretched and looked around. Across the office, in the conference room, she spotted Sal through the windows. He had to be giving his statement.

      There was a recording device on the table between Sal and the undercover agent her team had brought on long-term to Yewell’s operation. Not a job they’d thought would lead to an opening for someone like Sal to get in with the group.

      Also present in the room were Daulton and two FBI agents. He had to be debriefing them all on the undercover operation. He’d managed to get into Yewell’s crew—thanks to their guy—and had been there when the man was finally taken down. When the Secret Service’s assistant director had been revealed as a traitor.

      Two men in custody, along with the rest of Yewell’s crew—those who weren’t dead.

      Allyson made her way to the door that had been left slightly ajar and hung there, close enough to hear what they were saying. The longer he talked, the more incredulous she became.

      It was incredibly reckless what he’d done. Hearing all about it didn’t make her feel better. Yes, Deputy Marshal Salvador Alvarez was good at his job. But that didn’t mean he hadn’t put his life in serious danger. And only a short time after he’d been previously injured.

      He’d been right there in the middle of it all, along with Drew North.

      She felt the reaction well up in her. Hot anger unfiltered due to her exhaustion. Her emotions were always closer to the surface when she was overtired.

      Ally didn’t want to know how it would feel if he was killed. He’d been hurt plenty of times, that was nothing new. Dead would be a whole different story.

      She blew out a breath and pushed aside those morose thoughts. Instead, she wondered if he’d found out anything about her friend.

      She realized he’d glanced at her. Along with a couple of the FBI agents. The undercover ATF agent had a slight grin on his face. Ally lifted her chin. Sal returned it with a nod. He had something.

      She wandered back to her computer and decided to run the number from which Vanessa had called her. It came up as unregistered, so a burner phone. What kind of person was Vanessa that she’d gotten her hands on a burner?

      Allyson sent an email to the agents who helped them find information—their variation of CSI, though most of it was electronic. Their version of Talia was actually a team of two agents. She asked them if they could try and track the closest cell towers. See where it pinged off previously, and whether it was still on. Find out if Vanessa was really in Seattle now, running for her life.

      Allyson leaned back in her chair and ran her hands down her face.

      “That doesn’t look good.” Sal dragged a chair over and sat by her desk. He hissed out a breath.

      “You okay?”

      “Old injuries.”

      Before she could ask more about it, her phone beeped. She leaned down and read the subject. “My boss wants an update on the FFL robbery from last night.”

      Sal was quiet for a second. “We didn’t stay that late.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m not on the case.” She shrugged. “Among others.”

      “I’m still looking at your friend’s info. So far on Bridget McNamara I’ve got nothing except an executive assistant working for a pharmaceutical company.”

      He told her the name of the company, and she typed it into her computer. Found the website. Pulled up the page of employee bios.

      “She’s not on⁠—”

      She scrolled down. A picture of her redheaded college roommate stared back at her.

      “It’s her.” Ally chewed her lip. Could Vanessa really be on the run and in trouble? “I can’t believe someone missing all this time can suddenly be here—and also nowhere to be found. It makes no sense that she was fine and still she didn’t contact me all these years.”

      “No social media friend requests?”

      “I’m not on social media, so I’ll have to use one of our dummy accounts to look.” Most ATF agents weren’t present much online. As a small agency they did undercover work, and it just wasn’t worth the risk of being targeted. “I’ll call and find out if she turned up to work this morning.”

      “Is it worth having the FBI pay the office in San Francisco a visit? Get them to ask about both her and the missing coworker.”

      She nodded. “Someone local should go, at least.”

      “The fact that she reached out is good. You can help her.”

      “I’m going to try. But if I can’t find her, then how can I make sure she’s safe? I don’t even know where to start looking. And I doubt I’ll be able to track her down after all this time unless she contacts me again.” What if she had waited all these years to finally find Vanessa, only to have her turn up out of the blue right before something even more terrible happened?

      “I sent everything to Talia and Haley. I’ll let you know what they come up with.”

      Allyson nodded, even though she didn’t like the idea that his coworkers were part of this. She was going to accept the help, regardless of her opinion of them.

      Her phone buzzed with an email.

      “Is it her?”

      “It’s the list of guns that were stolen from the store.” Which would help when they tracked them down. Or after they were used in the commission of a crime. She sighed.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m tired, that’s all.” Or she needed a change. Too bad she’d never thought of what she might want outside of the ATF. “Maybe I’m getting too old for this.”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      How did he know? Whatever his tactic for getting a result, it seemed like he always knew what she was really thinking.

      “Need help on this case?”

      “Which one?”

      He actually smiled, something he didn’t often do.

      “You have a nice smile.” She realized what she’d said. “Doesn’t your team need you?” They were his priority. Always had been, always would be.

      She saw something in his eyes then. Like maybe no, his team didn’t need him right now. And he didn’t seem like he thought that was a good thing.

      Allyson glanced at her monitor. She stared again at the photo of her friend and swallowed her pride. “I’d appreciate whatever help the task force can give me.”
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      “This isn’t about the team.” She did know that, didn’t she? Sal leaned closer to her, over the corner of her desk so she’d hear his low voice. “I’m going to do what I can to help you.”

      “Thanks.”

      After he’d satisfied that promise, he would be free to leave. Free to spend time alone, in the mountains, working her out from under his skin. He was good at being a marshal. He had enjoyed working on the task force, for Victoria, the past few years. But he had to admit, at
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