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Mike Gonzalez pushed the lawn mower, tracking the lines he’d already gone through and the ones he was set on ahead. The sun, high in the sky, blazed down on the back of his neck, heating the skin to almost uncomfortable levels. Definitely going to be sunburnt later. But he had only himself to blame. Ma had told him to use sunscreen, but apparently he’d felt as if he didn’t need it. “United States Secret Service Agents don’t need no stinkin’ sunscreen,” he said under his breath. They were the toughest of the tough. The best of the federal agents. A little sun didn’t hurt anyone. And mowing his parents’ lawn under the late summer sun wasn’t something that scared him. And if it did, then maybe he needed to find a new career.

With that utterly ridiculous pep talk in his head, he pushed on, his feet marching along to the latest Kaleo release singing through his AirPros and the vibration from the gas mower shaking up his hands and arms. 

He’d been home, living at his brother’s old place for about two and a half weeks now. He spent more time at his parents’ house, his childhood home, than the condo-esqe house, though, having spent so many years away. Almost as if he were making up for lost time. His brother Chris, a retired military dog handler who’d been assigned to a special operations team, had said he went through something similar once he came home. He called it a “grounding period,” as if he were trying to find his place in the world of normalcy and return to his roots. 

It kind of made sense to Mike, so he just gave in to the urges and popped by as much as he felt like. The perks weren’t all that bad either. Having Ma’s home-cooked meals and drinking the beer from Pop’s fridge went a long way to soothing his soul and “grounding” him back into the Gonzalez clan. 

However, this morning, he’d walked in on his parents doing something he thought they’d stopped doing years ago. And he still remembered the last time he’d caught them getting horizontal with one another, a moment he liked to call “the event of May 21, 2008.” He’d come home early from baseball practice, the coach having cut them out early due to not feeling well, only to find Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez going at it on the kitchen island. He didn’t know which one of them was more embarrassed after that, and it’d taken him a good long week to look his mother in the face. 

And now after this morning, he suspected it’d take probably two. He groaned and rubbed at his face again, trying to wash away the memory of how his Pops had his Ma bent over the...

“Dammit,” he said, shaking his head. He could have lived his entire life without knowing his parents were still doing the deed. Good fucking God. 

After catching them in the act, Mike had been unable to respond. Had simply cut an about-face, then headed outside to mow the lawn. Something that needed to be done and was normally a Sunday chore for his dad. But he was able-bodied and there was no need for his almost seventy-year-old father to be doing it. 

That grounding back into the Nyack life felt like it was coming a little slower for him than it had for Chris. And maybe it was the fact that his brother had basically his own little immediate family going on with finding Samantha, then shacking up with her after only a few weeks. Dumb Ass, his retired military working dog, had a lot to do with that need to settle down. The dog had saved his brother’s life but now responded to loud noises with a cowering type of fear that broke all their hearts. So, Chris went out of his way to show his gratitude and set up a quiet little life for them in the mountains nearby. 

And deep down, Mike wanted that. Wanted to set down his roots, settle, and build his own life. He’d been mobile for too long. It wasn’t like he didn’t have his own place, either. He owned a small house in Washington, DC. A cute one-story ranch he’d worked on fixing up when he wasn’t off traveling the globe doing protection details. About three months ago, however, his boss had come to him with an offer Mike hadn’t been able to refuse—a chance to run his own division concentrating on financial investigations with only a few required stints with protection. He’d be attached to a task force where he’d have interagency agents reporting to him to cut down on vast amounts of suspected corruption in the area. 

The work was going to include long hours out in the field and in the office, and a lot of headaches, but the results would pay off and it would also help get him one step closer to his ultimate goal of moving up through management to become a director for one of the offices. 

But as far as his personal life, he hadn’t found someone who made him want to settle down ... at least not yet. The last woman to give his heart any kind of nudge was Emily, back in high school. 

Rounding another strip of lawn, he glanced over and found Charlie, one of his childhood best friends, at the edge of the yard, arms crossed and aviator-covered eyes aimed his way. She wore a pair of blue jeans and a white button-down shirt tucked inside. On her hip was a shiny gold thing he knew to be her detective’s badge and firearm. She had thrown her thick and long, dark brown hair up in a loose ponytail that currently sat over one of her shoulders. And her head was slowly shaking while she stared at him. Was she smirking? Or scowling? From this distance, it was hard to tell. 

She hit the lawn, coming his way, and he cut the engine to the mower. 

“How long were you standing there?” he asked.

“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” she countered, raising her voice a little to be heard over the short distance between them. 

Confused, he tossed his arms out at his sides and mocked looking around. “Can’t help what?”

Her low chuckle reached him seconds before she stepped up close. She gestured over his shoulder with a tilt of her chin. “Giving the ladies of Nyack a show. That’s what.”

He turned toward where she directed and found whom he knew to be four ladies who all had either divorced their husbands or were widows. None of them were over sixty or under fifty. And all were currently sitting in lawn chairs at the edge of his parents’ property, openly watching him. 

While he stood under the late summer sun...

Sweating...

Pushing a lawn mower...

Shirtless. 

“Fuck.”

“Dude, you knew they would come watch you. They used to do the same damn thing years ago when they were still married.”

“I forgot.”

“You forgot,” she mimicked, tone disbelieving. 

Mrs. Reynolds, a lady who tried her best to wear the same outfits she wore in her twenties—to a nightclub—lifted a hand and wiggled her fingers in a hello to him ... and Charlie. He refused to think or acknowledge her, only saying hello to him. So, in his mind they were all just as “neighborly” to their local female detective, not just him. 

Charlie scoffed, and he lifted a hand in response, then swore he heard a collective sigh from the entire group. 

“Great,” he said, turning back to Charlie. Over her shoulder, he found his mom glaring at the women from her back door. “Fuck, Ma is about to go on a warpath. Why are you here hassling me?”

Charlie lifted a hand toward his Ma, waved enthusiastically, and tossed her a big smile. His Ma, having practically raised Charlie too, extended her hand in greeting before glaring at the women again. Then she looked down as if searching for something. 

“Ma is trying to find her shoes. You have until she does to get out whatever it is. The last thing I need is for us to become the neighborhood spectacle.” 

“You already are,” she said, smirking. Then, as quickly as it was there, the smile disappeared and a serious expression came over her face. “Dwayne called. Something big is going down on the west side of town.”

He nodded, trying to ignore the little jump his heart gave with that last sentence out of her mouth. With his brother one of the lead detectives for Nyack, there wasn’t a day that went by he didn’t worry. “Heard the sirens earlier. Everything okay with D?”

Charlie nodded. “Yeah, D is fine. But he asked me to come by and get your help with something.”

Mike lifted his brows in question but said nothing. His gaze shifted over to the back of the house, door open, his mother nowhere to be seen ... yet. 

“Get to the point. What’s up?”

She sighed. “I don’t even know where to start.” The watch on her wrist buzzed with a notification. She checked it, and her mouth tightened into a thin line. “This case looks to be seriously fucked up. Not a whole lot to tell you right now other than there were several, and I mean we’re talking numbers in the teens, bodies found in this old house. Owner is this guy everyone said was super quiet, always kept his yard clean, etcetera, etcetera. From what the neighbors are saying, no one would have thought any of the horrors we’ve found were happening in this house. Talking victims, all women, completely cut up. Sometimes methodically so. As if he had all the time in the world to do the perfect job.”

Mike grimaced. “This is why I do protection and white-collar fraud. I could never sit through those forensic shows you and Dwayne used to watch.”

Charlie threw him a saucy smile, then went serious again. “Early this morning, a woman actually got out of the house. Naked as the day she was born. Ran a few houses down and collapsed on the porch but not before she rang the doorbell.”

The mental image she painted had him wincing. “Jesus. Is she okay?”

Charlie took a deep breath and let it out super slow as if she was preparing for something. He braced, suddenly feeling a sense of foreboding. Whatever she was about to say was going to mess him up entirely. That’s why she’d been taking for-fucking-ever to get to the point. It’s why she was here in person instead of calling him on the phone. It’s why Dwayne had sent her. She’d always had ways of calming Mike down, even under the tensest of situations. 

Except for that one time. He shook his head, refusing to think about that now. It’d been years since he’d seen her. 

“Who was the woman?” he asked, his voice rough. But he knew. The answer was written all over Charlie’s face, from the grimace to the pity stamped across her faery features. 

“The woman was Ava.”

Her name spoken was like someone socked him in the gut. He let out a rush of air, expelling oxygen immediately, as if it needed a place to escape. Kind of like his body was fighting to do, too. It was amazing how one’s body reacted to news or the presence of someone who’d made part of their life hell. That whole fight-or-flight response was true, and as he thought of the Ava of his childhood, and both the sister and the murderer of the first woman he loved, his body was warring with itself, trying to figure out which response it wanted to go with. 

The urge to flee was so strong, he actually took a step back. Charlie’s knowing gaze sharpened on him, and she sighed, the sound coming out with a lot of pity he didn’t need. It only served to piss him off. 

“Look, maybe we can find someone else,” Charlie said, shaking her head, then did a double take at something over his shoulder and tossed a glare at the women still admiring them from afar. “Those fucking women...”

It was at that moment his mother decided to make an appearance and came storming out of the house having found her shoes. His normally very demure mom looked spitting mad, her red face a mask of irritation and anger. 

“Shit,” he said.

Charlie chuckled low, following the path his Ma took to the garden hose, who then bent and turned the water on. 

“Shit,” he said again, ignoring Charlie’s outright laughter now. He started toward Ma, intent on intercepting her before she could open the hose up on the neighbors. He knew her plan almost as if she’d put an announcement in the paper. “You could help, you know,” he said to Charlie. 

She crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “Not a chance. This is the best entertainment I’ve had in ages. Come on, don’t be a spoilsport. Let Karen teach those hens a lesson.”

He picked up his pace to a jog as his Ma started across the lawn, her intent now screamingly clear. That the ladies hadn’t moved and were still watching on with faces of various bemusement was baffling. “Ma,” he called. “Come on now, don’t.”

“Michael James,” she said, and he winced. “Go put a shirt on. I’m about to teach the girls some manners.”

Standing behind her in the doorway was his father in a similar pose as Charlie had been, crossed arms and a smile stamped across his face. 

“Pops, come on,” he called. “Don’t just stand there.”

Daniel Gonzalez shook his head, his chest moving with a chuckle Mike couldn’t hear. “I’m not getting in the middle of this. Anyone want some popcorn?”

He reached his mother just as she lifted the hose and pointed, then squeezed the handle, causing a spray of what had to be icy cold water shoot out and over the women sitting along the edge of the lawn. Shrieks and screams lit up the neighborhood before he could grab the nozzle and push it down. The smile on his mother’s face was the loudest of them all. 

“That should teach them,” she said, and he sighed. 

Approximately thirty minutes later, Mike took a deep breath, calling on patience and strength, the confidence he’d grown as he went through weeks of training at FLETC and the Secret Service Training Academy. His hands were sweating like they normally did when he did any kind of public speaking, something he’d been struggling for years to overcome. If he’d been in the gym he normally went to, he’d be able to put some chalk on his hands to soak up the moisture, but as it was, all he could do was rub them on his light-wash 501s. 

After his mother had doused the neighborhood watch ladies with water earlier, he’d gone inside to change and had put on jeans and a pale baby-blue button-down. He was by no means wanting to impress the woman on the other side of the door, but he couldn’t escape the feeling driving inside of him. The one that told him he wasn’t a young teen able to be pushed around anymore. That he couldn’t care less what she thought of him. 

But all of that was a lie, and he knew it. He just refused to admit it. 

Ava Larsen had an impact on his life and who he’d grown to become. 

He was here at the hospital at his brother’s request to consult on a case, apparently. There was nothing saying he had to spend any length of time with her at all. He’d listen to what his brother had to say, would hear her version of events, then he’d make a recommendation for what they should do next. That was it. 

With another deep, calling-on-calm breath, he pushed and held the door open for Charlie, keeping his eyes downcast as she entered. He blew out a breath through pursed lips, then stepped inside and lifted his gaze to meet the sky-blue ones of his childhood bully. 
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“Michael,” Ava said, her voice still scratchy from all the screaming she’d been doing over the past few days. Unfortunately, she’d had no control over the number of times she’d done it and had begged for her captors to set her free, stop the pain, kill her even—anything to make the torture cease. 

Something interesting happened after she said his name, though, as if she were on the other side of that torture now. The man who’d just walked into her hospital room, who had visibly braced himself before stepping inside, flinched. They’d all seen it. And she wondered if they knew why. Knew what she’d done to him when they were teenagers. What she’d done to her own family. The absolute monster she’d been. 

But something interesting had her stomach clenching beneath the white hospital blanket and her fist tightening over her hospital gown. As his name escaped her lips in a surprised burst of recognition, Michael had taken a step back as if he’d been dealt a blow. His brother Dwayne, who stood to her left, had shifted, moving to block her line of sight. And Charlie, someone she’d known was close to all the Gonzalez brothers, stepped toward her, somewhat aggressively in her opinion. 

Apparently, FBI Agent Rossi thought the same, for he stepped toward Charlie. The tension in the room rose to almost an unbearable level, like a key played on a piano at the highest pitch, just waiting for someone to stop the sound, bring it down a level. 

It went on and on, and just as she was about to open her mouth and say something, anything, Michael cleared his throat and stepped up behind Dwayne. 

Damn, but he’d always been handsome. Now, though, the boy had become a man, and he wasn’t just handsome. That word was too subtle, too lame for what she’d used to describe Michael Gonzalez. She didn’t even know if she could do justice in trying to describe him. 

He stood tall, well over half a foot taller than his brother, who had to be six feet. He had an athletic build that spoke of time both running and in the gym. His eyes were the color of a late summer sunrise, a unique shade of amber she’d never seen on anyone else. Almost as if his genes couldn’t decide on making them hazel or brown, and landed in between. He still styled his hair as if he were about to go surfing in the ocean or paddleboard in a lake somewhere up in Connecticut, with a free sense to just let it be. 

He laid a large hand on Dwayne’s shoulder and gave him a squeeze. “Ava Larsen,” he said, and his deep voice rolled through her as if it were a thousand butterflies vibrating. But that’s it. There was no undertone to the way he spoke her name, no familiarity or anger, just a bland tone to say he acknowledged she existed. 

Shit, she hoped they could put the past behind them, but apparently, with how everyone was reacting, she didn’t think that would happen. 

And it might make her a bitch, but she really didn’t want to have to deal with this right now. Not after everything she’d been through, and not with it being over thirteen years since they’d last seen each other. Before he went off into the world and did his thing, while she stayed back here to deal with everything. Everything she’d become. Everything she’d done. And everything she destroyed. 

“Ava,” Dwayne said, drawing her attention to him. She hadn’t realized she’d been staring at Michael until that moment, and felt her brows tight over her eyes, as if she were scrunching them together. She worked on relaxing them. 

“Yeah,” she answered. 

“Why don’t you tell Mike here what you told me earlier?”

Bafflement grew in her mind. “Why?” she asked, and Dwayne’s brows hit his hairline. Off to the side, Charlie sighed in irritation. “I mean, not to be rude, but why?” she asked again, trying to soften her question. She knew they were just trying to help her, but she didn’t understand why Michael needed to be brought into this, or why he was even in the room. 

“I’m sorry, Ms. Larsen,” Agent Rossi said from her side. “Maybe we should explain what’s happening here. I feel like it might help get all of us focused.” The handsome agent tossed a meaningful look at Charlie—who pointedly ignored him. No, her glare was focused entirely on Ava. 

Lovely. 

“My superiors wanted someone from the United States Secret Service brought in to consult on this case,” he said, and she frowned, wondering why again, but he went on. “The Secret Service works a lot of financial fraud-type cases on top of their protection details. And they are pretty good at it ... though not as good as the FBI if you ask me.”

“No one did, Trent,” Michael answered. “And you’re wrong.”

Agent Rossi, whose first name had to be Trent, grinned and went on. “And as I’m sure you’re aware, the local PD is working the scene of your apartment. They had direct contact with the new local field supervisor of the Westchester Secret Service office, who happens to be Mike.” He finished the statement by looking up at the man in question. 

Ava was a lot slower in meeting Michael’s piercing gaze. No, hers shifted across the room slowly. A Secret Service Agent? He’d gone off to serve in a position where he might give his life in order to protect someone else? 

In a weird way, she wasn’t really surprised. He’d always been protective of people who mattered to him, until he lost someone who meant a lot to him. With something completely out of his control. And purely in hers. 

“Secret Service?” she asked Michael. 

“Yep.” He paused, not saying anything more about it. Not opening up to her at all. Not that he should. Nope, she was the monster in his closet. And that’s where he was going to keep her. 

“Tell me what happened,” he said. 

She drew in a deep breath, calling on courage to do it all. Tell her story and face her past. Letting the oxygen out, she swallowed and began to relay what happened. “I’m a contracted private investigator for a government agency that monitors financial transactions run through countries who have a vested interest in tearing down the United States government. And no, I can’t tell you who.”

He crossed his arms, but didn’t take his eyes off her or say anything. Dwayne moved away, obviously having already heard this story but also apparently deeming her not a threat to his brother. 

Whatever. 

“I’ve been working on a case for the past few months, tracking funds through a narcotics money-laundering scheme into the United States. A lot of these supply chains were coming out of European countries, and the more I dug into it, the more a funneling scheme started to take shape. Lots of cash was pumping through a lot of accounts.” 

She took another breath and tried to ignore the protest of her ribs, which she learned earlier from the nice nurse had been cracked. “As I started to track the cash coming in and going out, all along the US border now, I noticed a lot of shell corporations getting involved. So, I had a team of analysts investigate them. It’s been taking a bit because those shell corporations have layers upon layers of different companies overlapping, changing hands, and the true owners seem to be buried under mountains of legal documents.”

“What’s the product generating all the cash?” he asked. His piercing gaze was entirely focused on her, her story, what she explained. And it was unnerving. She’d never had that kind of attention before. 

“That’s the thing,” she answered, then scratched at an itch on her cheek, finding the broken nails abrasive against her skin. They’d broken the first day she’d been taken, while she tried to fight off her two assailants as she was dragged into a white van. She’d screamed the loudest she’d ever done in her life, hoping someone would hear her. Come save her. No one had. 

“At first, it looked like it could be a real estate scheme, but you know as well as I do, that’s one layer. A lot of these properties are in popular vacation destinations, very luxurious, but the house isn’t held for long before it’s sold off for cash. So, I tried to dig into the proceeds of where those funds came from, and found they were also bought with cash. Tracked those accounts back to shell upon shell. Again.”

Michael brought his twin brows down, frowning. “How are you getting access to everything so rapidly?”

She thinned her lips. “I can’t tell you that. But what I can tell you is I’m close to discovering who is benefiting as a result of all this, and it’s someone high up in our own government.”

“Who?”

She winced. “I can’t tell you that either.”

He let out a breath of frustration and shifted, uncrossing his long arms. “Ava, I have one of the highest security clearances in our government. I’m here to help you with this case. You can tell me.”

She looked around at all the ears, the window with flimsy blinds, and the open ventilation system. As if he’d been following her gaze, he spoke up. “Everyone, get out.”

“No,” she blurted, fisting the blanket. It would be no use, because she literally couldn’t tell him who she suspected. If it was who she thought it was, and she was 99.9 percent sure, this man could bulldoze both their careers with just a quick phone call. He’d already taken one too many lives of folks who’d looked too closely. “I can’t, Michael. Not yet.” The last came out as a whisper, but she knew he heard her, for he pursed his lips in frustration. 

And she hated it, but that look brought back memories of their childhood. It was the same one he’d given her as she ragged him about the hand-me-down clothing he’d received from his older brothers. 

“Fine. What else aren’t you telling me?” he asked, just as Trent crossed behind him and exited the room, his phone up to his ear. She hadn’t heard it ring. 

“The Kremlin is involved. That’s the connection. Everything is going through US channels, though, outside of the offshore accounts. And as soon as we started getting close, accidents started happening. Moving from analyst to analyst. Car accidents, house fires, beatings made to look like muggings.”

Michael grew visibly tenser as she went on, then ended on a whisper with, “And now a kidnapping with torture to get the information out of me.”

“How many days?” he asked. His expression didn’t change, but she heard the roughness in his voice, wondered why he showed any impact. 

“Four, maybe five,” she answered, reliving every second within that one short sentence. She’d seen her face earlier as she was helped to the bathroom, refusing the bedpan they’d given her. It looked worse than she felt. 

He dropped his gaze to his feet for a couple of seconds, then looked at Dwayne, who spoke. “Doc said she has two cracked ribs, a concussion, and outside of what you can see on her face and arms, multiple contusions in alignment with days of beatings. Some from fists, others from weapons such as a bat, or baton.”

Ava closed her eyes and dropped her head softly back onto the pillow. She sat at a higher incline on the bed, not wanting to talk to multiple law enforcement personnel while on her back. Especially not after what happened in the past few days. Not that, but close. 

“Anything else?” Michael asked, and she wondered if he spoke to her. But he must not have, for Dwayne answered. 

“Outside of where she was found, no. That’s it.”

And they could all thank God for that. She knew what he asked. It was the same thing that had been promised would occur if she didn’t start speaking soon. It’s what drove her into action, into slipping out of her bindings after breaking her thumb, only to escape naked out of the basement window she’d barely fit through. And the owner of that house had been waiting for his chance. His mouth had visibly watered in anticipation. 

The door creaked, pulling her eyes open with the sound, to find Trent reentering the room, a look of resignation on his face. Michael’s phone chimed in his pocket just as Trent murmured an apology. 

With a sigh, Michael put his phone to his ear. In the corner, she saw Dwayne do the same. Charlie leaned against the wall near the window, staring at her. Ava did her best to ignore the Gonzalez bulldog, then looked at Trent and smiled, wincing slightly at the cut in her lip. She thought she heard a low, feminine growl in the vicinity of where Charlie was, but couldn’t be sure. 

“I appreciate everything you’re doing to get things coordinated here, but it’s really unnecessary.”

He gave her a small smile in return. “You’ve already said that.”

“I don’t think we need to bring in multiple agencies for this.”

“You’ve already said that, too,” he responded, obviously ignoring the hint she was trying to push at him. He’d been one of the first that had been called at a federal level after Dwayne had arrived. Then, he took command of the situation as if it were ingrained in his soul. Typical FBI agent. They always did stuff like that. Albeit they were trained to do it. But it still grated on her a little. 

This was her case, and she wanted to direct the next steps, continue to dig, and figure out who was the mastermind behind this international narcotics money-laundering scheme. 

She shifted, pushing down on the mattress of the hospital bed to move up a bit. She wanted to sit up straighter when she spoke to these guys, wanted to get to the remote to lift the head of the bed some more. Pain splintered through her rib cage and she gasped, then breathed shallow breaths, trying to calm her body down. White sparkling lights danced in her vision. Her gown fell off her shoulder, but caught on her arm before she could give these guys an unpaid show. 

“Yes, sir,” she heard Michael say, finding him at her side and focused on her. Those two thick brows were down again as he frowned at her. She wanted to roll her eyes, wanted to laugh and push him off. She wanted to go back and not go inside her apartment after finding the lock busted and the door ajar. Mostly, though, she wanted to go back in time and not be the utter betraying bitch she’d been in high school. 

Michael hovered over her as if waiting for her to ask for help, or give it depending on whether she’d need it. But she settled back and made a motion toward the remote. He picked up on what she needed and handed it to her. 

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” he said to whoever was on the other end of the phone, then looked up and tossed a face of frustration at Trent. 

She found the handsome FBI agent standing next to Charlie, holding her hand. Surprise filtered through her at the discovery. One, that Charlie was dating an FBI agent—she had always suspected the woman would end up with a Gonzalez brother. But two, that someone as tough as Charlie would actually allow such a public endearment as hand-holding. 

It didn’t look like the two were vying for the upper hand, nor did it look like Trent was forcing her to remain there. Before she could continue to study them and figure it out, Michael spoke up beside her. 

“I wish you’d let me know what I was walking into,” he said, his words directed at the man who’d seemed to tame Charlie. 

Trent winced. “I wanted to, but apparently brass was already on the line with one another. What did they say?” 

He stepped away from her bed and shoved his phone back in his pocket, then his hands. “We’ll be working in tandem on this,” he said, looking first at Trent, then Dwayne. “Trent, you’ll be taking point with me from the kidnapping slash money-laundering perspective. Depending on where that leads, we’ll reevaluate as we move forward. D, you’ll be handling the break-in at her apartment and processing the crime scenes. Both of them.”

He meant both her apartment and where she’d been tortured. She fought and lost the shudder that went through her. Michael saw it, though, for she found him studying her once it was done. 

“Your superiors were on the line, too. Only identified themselves by their first names, so unfortunately, I still don’t know exactly who you work for.”

She tried not to be smug with that piece of news. “It’s for the best, Michael.”

“I wish you’d stop calling me that,” he said under his breath. 

“What?” she asked, unsure if she had heard him correctly. 

“Your abductors are still at large,” he responded instead of answering her. But she’d heard him. Her mind spun in a million different directions, trying to figure out what he’d meant, where she could go, how she could maintain her safety. 

She pulled the blanket up and over her shoulders, hating how she felt at that moment. Not in the physical sense. But with the realization that she really had no one to turn to. She’d been pushing people away for years. Had never built any sustaining relationships. 

“We need to find you a place to stay. Any ideas?” he asked. 

She pressed her lips together, not liking how she was about to impart this news. Before she could, though, Charlie spoke up. 

“Her parents passed away about five years ago. Died in a house fire on that old place down on River Road.”

And old, unhealed pain webbed out from her heart at the words. She met Michael’s inquisitive look. “They’d bought it to fix it up. Wanted to flip it. Ended up getting trapped in the basement when an electrical fire sparked. The house went up in minutes.”

“Ava ... I’m...” He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

She swallowed heavily. “Thank you.”

He cleared his throat. “Do you have anyone else?”

She shook her head. 

“An aunt? Uncle?”

More head shakes. 

“A cousin? Grandparent?”

Another head shake. She was far past being embarrassed at this point. No, all she felt was pity. Pity at her pitiful life. 

“A boyfriend? Best friend?”

She looked back up at him and shook her head again. “No.” She had no one. She had her work, her team, those she knew only through the Internet. Never in person. Never together. 

He thinned his lips. “I was going to put a team on you at a house you’d be staying at. Was hoping it would be someone not well known in your life, because I hate to say it, you’re a target now.”

“I can stay at a hotel,” she said.

He shook his head. “Staying at a hotel means giving your name. That’s traceable. I was really going to stretch my team thin having to put a team on you, so I have an idea that might work better. Though I don’t think either you or I are going to like it.”

Charlie came off the wall and shook her hand out of Trent’s. “Mike.”

He shook his head. “It makes the most sense. I’m at Dwayne’s old place right now. Hardly anyone knows it. But what everyone in town knows is that I would never agree to being around Ava for any length of time.”

She winced. It was the harsh truth, but it still hurt. And she saw where he was going with this. “I don’t think this is such a good idea. I can take care of myself,” she said. 

“Like you did before, right? Walking right into an apartment that clearly had been broken into without calling anyone?” he asked. 

“I don’t need you to come in here and play the white knight. I’ll be fine.”

“Bullshit, Ava. It’s obvious you need someone because you’d done a damn good job at having no one.”

“Michael—” she tried. 

“And while we’re at it,” he said, interrupting her. “It’s Agent Gonzalez. Not Michael.”

“Mike,” Trent admonished. 

“Stay out of this one, Trent,” Dwayne said. 

“She can stay with me,” Charlie piped in. 

“That’s not going to work. We have a shit ton of work to do on this case, and the two of us won’t be able to stay at the house with her. Plus, we don’t have the space,” Trent said.

“We have a couch. That’s fine. And you heard her, she can take care of herself.”

“No,” the three men said at the same time. 

Frustration rode her hard, and she felt as if she were a living teapot about ready to boil over. 

“I don’t want her to stay with Mike. He shouldn’t have to do this after everything she did,” Charlie said. 

Who the hell did she think she was, speaking up for Michael like that? She already had a boyfriend. She wasn’t his keeper. 

“I feel like I’m missing a piece of the story here,” Trent said. 

“You know what,” Ava jumped in before anyone could start down that path. “I’ll stay with Michael. It’s fine. And I’ll carry my own weight.” She met his eyes, hating the thrill of anticipation and fear that went down her spine. Not in the sense she was afraid of him. No, instead she was terrified of the past that was sure to be confronted once the two of them were alone. 
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Chapter Three
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Ava’s heartbeat boomed in her ears. She tried to control it, slow it down and have it thunder not so loud, for she needed to be able to concentrate and react to whatever was on the other side of the door. Because someone was inside her apartment. She heard them rifling around, the low murmur of voices. Sure, it was two in the morning and everyone should be asleep—she should be asleep—but she’d been out following up on a lead in this case. She was getting close. She could feel it. 

But upon arriving back at her apartment, not only had she to circle the block a few times and go searching for a parking spot, but then it started raining and she’d forgotten her raincoat in her car, along with her umbrella. Running in three-inch heels wasn’t ideal, but she did her best, dodging already forming puddles on the broken sidewalk, and trying to escape the fat drops falling from the sky. 

It wasn’t until she’d gotten to her floor that she realized she wasn’t alone and someone was inside her apartment. If the noise didn’t give it away—she was surprised no one had called the cops—the busted deadbolt on her door did. 

Taking out her service weapon, one Sig Sauer P365, she shook her head, wanting her soaked hair out of her face. As a result, drops of water went all around her, landing on the peeling linoleum flooring her super had been promising to fix for years now. He’d also promised to install better locking mechanisms and a sturdier frame to prevent break-ins, as there had been many occurring in this building. But eleven months after those promises had been made and broken, here they were. Well, maybe she needed to handle this situation herself, get the guys (or girls—she wasn’t sexist) on the ground, then she’d call the cops to round up this merry band of burglars. 

No doubt they were teens looking to make a quick buck, and having had so much success in the building up to now, were choosing their next victim. Unfortunately for them, she’d never been good at playing that role. 

Gently toeing off her heels, she pushed them aside, but kept her attention on the door, waiting to see if anyone would come out while she was preparing to go in. No one did. 

Great. So, go in it was. She moved slowly, so slowly she could have been mistaken for a sloth, and pressed against the cool wooden door, pushing it open inch by slow inch until she could slip inside. Her apartment was a basic concept, including a short hallway for an entryway that opened into a kitchen/dining/living room combo. Then off both sides of the living room were two bedrooms with attached bathrooms. It wasn’t much, but it was hers and she could afford it. She’d moved in with not much to her name but was slowly building a home with things she adored and things that made her feel feminine, pretty, classy, comfortable. All stuff she’d worked toward affording and researching with her hard-earned money. 

And from the sounds of things hitting the ground, some of which broke, things that others weren’t too keen on taking care of as she had. 

She picked up her step, seeing the room before her with the light from the kitchen illuminating the area. She entered the open space but found no one. Sounds came from her left, and if she’d been calmer, maybe had some more rest the night before, she may have thought through her next few steps a little more carefully. Instead, she acted as if she were in some action flick and the next hero to save the day had popped around the corner, gun raised, with a yell that would make Warrior Zena proud. 

All it got her was a punch to the face, then the world went black. 
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Ava came awake with a jolt, gasping for air that was already there but having a hard time going down into her lungs. She made a forceful effort to try again and gasped through the small hole that opened. The world around her moved in a blur, passing by as they sped down the highway. 

“Jesus, Ava, are you okay?” Michael asked. 

She drew in another lungful of precious air, trying to shake the nightmare out of her head as she got her bearings. Her hand immediately reached for the weapon that was not there, that had been taken that fateful night, along with her safety, her confidence, and her freedom. Forcing herself to swallow with a dry mouth only had her practically choking, but she waved a hand at Michael, and focused on getting herself together. 

It took a few minutes, but she finally could see through the panic in her gaze, and started to recognize their surroundings. They were on I-284 east, heading toward the Nyack exit. That’s right, they were going to Dwayne’s old place downtown, a place where Michael now stayed. Or “Mike,” as he had requested her to call him. 

She’d never been a fan of nicknames or shortened names. Hers was short enough. But if it’d start making him look at her with anything other than a grimace or disdain, then she’d call him whatever he wanted. There was a temptation there to call him anything other than what he wanted, just to see how quickly she could get a rise out of him. To see anyone other than this emotionless man who refused to react. 

“You want to talk about it?” he asked as they pulled off the highway. She glanced over but found his eyes on the road. None of his attention was on her. Fine. 

“Not really. Won’t help anything at all.”

In the corner of her vision, she saw him give a shrug. Instead of engaging him in mediocre conversation, she tracked the turns they made, recognizing the neighborhood as soon as they pulled in. 

Small houses dotted a street as if the developers of this neighborhood had one thought in mind: a chance to put as many houses together as possible, with little need for space in between. As a result, it looked crowded, but the owners of the houses had made the best of it, filling in dead spaces with greenery and lush, bountiful flowers. Some small postage stamp yards had kids’ toys or discarded bicycles, but mostly it looked as if the area was for those who took pride in where they lived and were trying to make a go of it.

They turned another corner, and the tension in the car skyrocketed. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked, looking around for the threat. But all she saw were beautifully tended yards with thick grass, bursts of color with blooming flowers, and a couple of houses down, women walking out of a house. 

Those women stopped as Michael parked the SUV near curbside. “Dammit,” he said under his breath. His gaze lifted to his rearview mirror, and he cursed. “Shit!”

Then, before she knew it, he was out of the car and hollering something at the women on the lawn. She turned gingerly in her seat to see him disappear behind his SUV. Her concern grew by the moment, so she turned carefully back in her seat and opened the door, wincing at the movement. 

“I don’t care what you think you’re doing, it’s not happening,” he said, talking to someone behind the car. 

“Dos Mio, bebe, you are wound up. We’re only trying to help.”

“Help?” he asked, his voice going up an octave. Her eyebrows rose at the sound. “Mama, there’s nothing to help here. How did you even ... Dwayne. Of course he called you.”

“No, my son, his beautiful fiancée called. Dwayne doesn’t even know we’re here. There’s no need to get all worked up. We just want to make sure there’s food in the fridge and the place is set up for guests.”

He scoffed. “I’ve been here for days, and you all haven’t come by. Now, all of a sudden, you want to?”

“Hi,” a feminine voice piped up from her side. She’d been trying to round the vehicle to see who he was talking to, who she suspected was his mother. Instead, she turned and found Brooke, a friend of her sister, from high school. Memories, swift and punishing, pushed through her quickly. She blinked against the onslaught of finding Brooke and Emily giggling over magazines, of late-night sleepovers, sneaking in through Emily’s bedroom window...

A warm hand landed on her arm, pulling her out of the onslaught. “Are you okay?” Brooke asked, then waved her arm in the air. “Stupid question, I know. Of course you’re not okay, but it looked like you went somewhere for a second there.”

“No, it’s just ... I mean, yes, I’m okay. I just ... Brooke, right?”

The beautiful redhead beamed a smile that stretched across her face. “You remember me?”

Ava tried not to gape, but it was damn near impossible. “Of course I remember you. You were a staple in our house for an entire year. At one point, I remember Mom teasing Emily, saying she was going to claim you on her taxes.”

Brooke giggled, and her smile softened. “I heard about your parents. So sorry to hear of their passing.”

The crack in her heart splintered just a bit at the mention of her parents. Losing them, the last hold she had on any family in this world, felt like a cruel joke their Maker played on her. She remembered the feeling of being alone, of not having anyone to turn to, and of the pity party she threw for herself for months. Almost as if she were drowning in despair before she pulled herself together. It took months of focus and sheer grit and determination before she started to see light enter her world again. 

Another gorgeous redhead, this one having more of an auburn tint than the sands of Arizona, stepped up beside Brooke and gave her a smile. “Hi,” she said, “I’m Sam.” Her accent was distinctly Southern. 

“Hi,” she responded. “Not the best introduction, I’m afraid.”

Sam laughed, the sound a soft tinkling. “Before Mama Gonzalez comes and takes over like she does, just wanted to let you know we got the fridge stocked with more than just beer, and there is a set of fresh towels in the bathroom. If you need anything else, Mike has our numbers, and we can bring it by.”

Ava didn’t know what to say and simply blinked at Sam. She’d never had people look out for her like this, hadn’t expected this kindness from strangers, especially after all she’d done to Michael. Not that Sam would know, but surely Brooke did, right? She’d been around Emily practically every breathing minute her sister hadn’t been sleeping, bathing, or with the man in question. Surely Emily had told her what she’d done to Michael. 

A heavy masculine sigh came from behind her, and she took a moment to lean back against the frame of the car, feeling fatigue suddenly come over her body, as if someone had drawn a blanket on her. 

“You two only encourage her with this kind of nonsense,” he said, bending down to take a kiss on the cheek from both of them. Ava blinked, her vision swimming with dizziness. A low tone rang through her head, and a dull, achy throb drummed at her temples.

It seemed as if Michael was close to both Sam and Brooke. She’d heard Dwayne and Brooke were engaged to be married, but
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