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      Lieutenant Alex Basuto knew something was wrong the second he stepped out of the gym. Spring air chilled the sweat on his skin. He scanned the parking lot under the glow of streetlamps but saw no movement in the dark.

      The jump would no doubt come when he bent to toss his duffel into the backseat of his car.

      Alex pressed the unlock button on his keys and popped the trunk instead. Dressed in sweats, sneakers, and a T-shirt, he had no weapon on him. It was in the duffel, tucked in the side pocket.

      He shifted the bag and, as he walked toward the trunk, tugged the zipper down.

      That was when they approached.

      Alex heard a rush of movement and the shuffle of clothing approach him from the back. He swung the duffel backwards and pulled the gun in one movement.

      It fell to the pavement with a thud, leaving him holding the gun on the guy behind him. Three others approached. Two on his left, another on his right.

      The guy who’d been behind him had a knife.

      “Gonna stab me in a parking lot?” Alex didn’t lower the gun. He also didn’t recognize the guy or any of his friends. Unusual, considering how long he’d worked as a cop in this town. “Start a manhunt, because you killed a police lieutenant?”

      He saw the first flicker of unease in the guy’s face. Week-old, unwashed hair, and a growth of stubble on his chin from longer than that. He wasn’t in charge, Alex figured, when his eyes flicked to the guy on the right.

      “Not here to kill me?” Alex looked over each of them.

      “You think I want that hassle?”

      “So what do you want?” There might be four, but Alex was the one with the gun. Still, it would be a shame if he wound up killed by these troublemakers. Off duty. Three weeks after he’d been promoted to lieutenant.

      His mom had thrown a big party in her backyard and invited basically everyone he knew. She’d tried to set him up with a pretty, dark-haired schoolteacher she knew from church. He’d spent the whole party at the grill, hanging with his nephew. Strategically ignoring both his mother’s attempts to introduce him to a woman about five years too young for him, and his boss’s side glances. Conroy had been far too amused by Alex’s predicament. Not to mention as was everyone else he worked with. Including a bunch of FBI agents present.

      A whole group of people who’d find out he couldn’t cut it as a lieutenant. Forget being cut down in his prime, or never making it to chief. Alex would die, and they’d finally figure out he didn’t have what it took to succeed and be the best cop he could be. And he’d never be rewarded, the way he wanted, with a good woman, even though his mama kept saying it would be, “any time now.”

      Never mind that it seemed to happen to everyone else but him. To which she always replied, “yet.”

      After his disastrous first marriage, Alex wasn’t so sure that was what he wanted. Still, it was like his heart wouldn’t listen to him.

      The guy took a step closer. If he had a gun, he didn’t get it out. The guy just kept both hands by his sides, thumbs hooked in his pockets. “Where’s your brother at?”

      Javier.

      Of course, this was about Javier. Alex glanced aside slightly, keeping the other three in his peripheral vision. “You think I know?”

      “I think you’re gonna call him and ask. You can come with us and, when we have him, you can go.”

      “You’re prepared for me to add kidnapping charges to whatever I can bring against you?” Surely someone from the gym had noticed. True, Alex might not have called in before he forced this confrontation. Backup might not be on the way. But that didn’t mean an honest citizen couldn’t step in. Help out.

      He just wasn’t about to count on that—and not just because Alex could take care of himself, either.

      It was more that he had always been forced to do so, and it was just how life seemed to always turn out for him.

      The guy took half a step forward and pulled a gun from his waistband. “Drop it on the ground.”

      On Alex’s left, the two others pulled out weapons. Knife guy in front of him let out a pitchy chuckle.

      He leveled his gaze on the guy. He couldn’t let on that he’d lost the upper hand. And knew it. “You think I know where Javier is?”

      “Cop like you? Yeah, I do. I think you know exactly where your brother crashes, and all the places he crawls into to lay low and get high. Spend my boss’s money.”

      “And the boss wants it back? Wants to get paid? That it?”

      The man closed in further. “Thirty grand.”

      Alex winced.

      “So either you tell us where he is and come with us to find him, or Dane here carves you up. And I’ll let him get real creative.”

      Another pitchy chuckle.

      Okay, not good. This whole situation had gone sideways fast. Three guns—not including his—and a guy with a thing for knives?

      He didn’t want to know what might happen if a civilian tried to get involved right now.

      Problem was, he had no idea where Javier had disappeared to this time. Even Javier’s own son Mateo, Alex’s seventeen-year-old nephew, didn’t know. Mama didn’t want to know. Alex tried to keep tabs. The pastor kept Javier’s situation permanently on the prayer list, just without including his name, only because Mateo’s best friend was the pastor’s son.

      “What if I don’t know where he is or where to start looking for him?”

      “Cop like you? Guess we’ll start cutting and see if that’s the truth.”

      “Liars die.” Knife guy did that high-pitched chuckle thing again.

      Alex’s stomach churned. And not just because he’d otherwise be at home making a post-workout smoothie right now.

      He’d lowered his gun but wasn’t going to set it down anywhere. A cop never disarmed himself when faced with a threat. No matter if that meant the odds were more heavily stacked against him because he refused to give up the only thing he could use to protect himself.

      “Can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

      “So get on the phone and find out.”

      Alex’s muscles were already fatigued from the deep burn of a hard workout. Still, his stomach continued to tense. “I’m a cop. You think I know where he is? You think Javier would keep me in the loop?”

      If his brother did, Alex would arrest him.

      “Pretending you’re stupid won’t get you anywhere.” The guy shook his head. “Typical cop. You’ll pick up guys for basically nothing and throw them in jail. But your brother? He gets a free pass ‘cause he’s family.” He let out a sound full of derision. “Figures.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      “No? Then tell me where he is.”

      “If I knew Javier’s whereabouts, he’d be in an interrogation room right now.”

      It had been clear for a long time his brother had intel on other players around town, people who were part of the drug trade. Alex’d had several conversations about that very thing with his chief, Conroy Barnes. The chief had cautioned him to go careful if he did pursue it. After all, if things went wrong, it would break Mama’s heart more than it had already been broken.

      Then everyone would know where Alex came from, and everything he’d had to wade through to be who he was. There wasn’t a woman in the world who would contend with all that, and the darkness he had inside him. Analise had proven that when she’d packed all her stuff and left without explanation. Never mind he still had a tiny flicker of hope that he could have everything he wanted.

      Even if it would probably never happen.

      “You’d arrest your own brother?” He erupted into laughter. “They said you’d be like this, but I didn’t believe it.”

      An interrogation room didn’t mean arrested. Alex figured his brother could at least be a confidential informant for the police department, and at best testify against those who supplied the drugs he sold. People he did cash work for.

      “You think I’ll let you flip him for the sake of justice?” The guy laughed some more.

      Alex shrugged one shoulder. Turned out that was a bad move since it drew attention to the fact he still held his gun, though by his side. “No. I think you’ll kill him before I can make that happen. Because he’s what I think he is to you. A liability.”

      “They said you were smart as well as bullheaded.”

      Alex figured that was probably accurate but didn’t indicate it to these guys. “You’re gonna try and make a deal with me?”

      “Nah, they said you’d never go for that.”

      “You tip your hand, indicating he owes your boss money and do it, knowing you’ll get nothing from me? How do you expect me to believe that’s the whole story?” Alex didn’t think that made sense. Except for one thing.

      The guy shifted slightly. He wasn’t in charge. Alex’s hunch had been right—there was a boss above him.

      Knife guy half stepped toward him. “I’ll get blood.”

      “One slice of that blade and I put a bullet in you.” Never mind that the others would possibly—probably—kill him for it. He looked at the guy to his right and tried to gauge the level of loyalty between these guys. Not to mention whether their orders were different than what they claimed. “I don’t know where Javier is. Tell your boss that. And leave now, so this doesn’t get more difficult.”

      It was a reasonable request.

      The guy didn’t accept it. “I’m leaning toward blood.”

      Had they been given orders to kill him? Or maybe just cut him up a little?

      “You think I’ll let it go after that?” Alex shook his head. “Not likely. Unless all of you leave. Now.” He could recall enough he’d be able to write detailed descriptions of all four of them. Then he’d spend the rest of the night looking at mug shots on his computer at the office, identifying each of them.

      The guy hesitated a second.

      That was when Alex knew this was a fishing expedition, not a murder attempt. And not just fishing, but this had been designed to distract him.

      The other realization he had was that he was clearly doing well as a police lieutenant if they felt they needed to waylay him so he couldn’t respond to…whatever was going on someplace else. Someone was being hurt or taken. A person Alex cared about.

      That was a short list if it included whether or not the person could take care of themselves. The vulnerable in his life consisted of Mama and Mateo, though Mama had a shotgun in her hall closet and Mateo was a linebacker on the high school football team. His brother Javier didn’t want help.

      “This ends now.” He swept his gaze through all four of them. “Get out of here.”

      “Dane.” The guy to his right flicked two fingers.

      Dane lunged. Before Alex could squeeze the trigger now under his finger, Dane backed off laughing. Nothing but a fake-out.

      Alex watched them go and pulled his phone from his pocket. No new texts or calls. Whatever it was, it hadn’t been reported yet. He might not be on duty tonight—he’d worked six this morning until eight tonight already—but the new dispatcher would contact him regardless.

      He called his mom’s number. She didn’t pick up.

      Mateo did on the second ring, his voice muffled. “Yeah.”

      “You okay?”

      “Tío Alex?”

      “Yeah. Go check on Mama. Make sure the house is secure.”

      Mateo groaned, but it sounded like he was only protesting getting up. Totally asleep. Considering it was just after eleven-thirty on a school night, that was a good thing. Or at least it meant the kid didn’t have a paper due tomorrow. He lived with Javier on occasion but mostly slept at his Abuela’s.

      A couple of minutes later, Mateo said, “She’s asleep. The house is quiet. All the doors and windows are locked, and no one’s messed with the alarm.”

      “Good. Go back to sleep.” Alex hung up.

      He slid into the driver’s seat of his car and frowned as he tried to figure out who the target was. Someone he would rush in to protect without a second thought.

      But not his family.

      Was this just about him being a cop and the fact he’d respond to any call about a citizen in danger?

      The image of a little boy with bright blue eyes flashed in his mind. A child he’d helped just days ago, along with his mother. Packed them up and took them to Hope Mansion, a refuge in town for women and children.

      His phone rang.

      Yep. The name on the screen: Maggie.
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      Sasha gripped the phone. “I’m not doing it.”

      “…another job after—wait—what?”

      “I’m out.” She stared at the curtain hung over the attic window. “I’m not taking any more jobs.”

      Silence. “For how long?”

      “The foreseeable future.”

      He sounded incredulous. “Babe—”

      “Don’t. I’m not going to change my mind.” Sasha had never liked working side jobs while being fully employed for Millie at the accountant’s office. But the pay couldn’t be beaten and she was one of only a few people in the world who could—or would—do the type of work they needed. Her retirement accounts were fully funded by now.

      For weeks she’d been staying here, at Hope Mansion. Her refuge.

      Before this, her job had been working at the accountant’s office with Millie and Bridget—and their colleague Clarke, who’d betrayed them all before being arrested.

      Considering the company hadn’t had anything to do with accounting, the stakes had been high. Their client list consisted of high-level government assets, former spies, and even a few Special Forces soldiers. People who needed to start over with a clean ID that would keep them safe.

      Even though she’d signed a non-compete with her legal employer, Millie Cullings—the wife of an FBI agent—Sasha had still done the side work. Taking government contracts, private contracts, or she-didn’t-ask-who contracts had never sat well with her. But only because she didn’t like lying to Millie. Considering she didn’t have a job right now, it probably wasn’t the time to cut all her sources of income. But Sasha was looking for a new path. A fresh start of her own.

      After all, this path had put her on the FBI’s Most Wanted list.

      The feds didn’t know half of what she’d done—for Millie, or even before that. Or during those years. Or since.

      On top of all that, the fed leading the charge was Special Agent Eric Cullings. Her former boss’s husband. Talk about complicated.

      Sasha sighed. Half the time she didn’t even have the mental energy to wade through it all, and yet she’d lived it.

      A muffled thud came from downstairs. Sasha strode to the window, which gave her a crow’s nest view of the parking area out in front of Hope Mansion. Two trucks had been parked haphazardly on the grass.

      “Spread the word,” Sasha said. “I’m out until I say otherwise.”

      She hung up on him. Her “handler” for those jobs. She didn’t trust him much farther than she could throw him. Then again, there were only two people in her world she did trust—neither of whom were speaking to her right now. Millie, her former boss, and Bridget, her former colleague. Both came from Last Chance, but Bridget was the only one living here right now.

      She was also the one Sasha felt an obligation to make things right with. More than she needed to figure out what she was going to do with her life next.

      That was probably the real reason she was still here in town. Face it. You’re a sucker for forgiveness. Friendship had made her soft, and now that they’d discovered the subterfuge she’d perpetrated six years ago? Radio silence.

      Sasha passed her cot and opened the trap door. Wooden stairs lowered into the opening so she could climb down to the upstairs hallway. She rarely used them, preferring instead to climb down herself, silently.

      “Don’t lie to me!” A man’s voice rang out, carrying up the stairs and to the hall below her.

      Another thud. Someone hit. A woman cried out.

      Sasha dropped through the opening into a crouch, then stood. A little boy gasped. Dark hair, dark eyes, and thick brows. He huddled against his mother’s side, his face against her abdomen. She stood in the doorway of a room on the second floor which could house up to thirty, though comfortably it was more like twenty-two. Currently, there were sixteen residents: nine women, and seven children. Maggie, the homeowner and manager of Hope Mansion, lived downstairs on the first floor.

      The woman in her doorway whimpered. Tears gathered in her eyes, glistening beside the ragged scar down the side of her face. “He hit Maggie with his gun. She’s bleeding.”

      Sasha nodded while her heart twisted at the thought of Maggie being hurt. A woman who did that much good should never have to suffer. “I’ll take care of it.”

      None of these people needed to endure more than they already had. She possessed many scars similar to theirs, and only some couldn’t be seen—even in a bathing suit. Because those scars were on the inside.

      “Where is he?!”

      The little boy started to cry.

      Sasha neared them. “Go in your bathroom. Lock the door. Bar it with anything you can find.” She turned to the others who’d come out. “Everyone get out of sight. Closets, bathrooms, or under your beds,” she whispered. “Hide and don’t come out until I tell you the coast is clear.”

      She headed for the stairs and looked over the railing.

      A man trotted up, heavy coat on and a gun in one hand. Sasha stepped to the side. She grabbed a kid’s backpack hanging by the wall and tested the weight. Good, there were a couple of books inside.

      The man neared the top.

      Right as he reached the last step, she swung out, making solid contact with his left shoulder. He tumbled back down the stairs and hit a companion on the way. They both rolled end-over-end to the bottom and landed in a heap with a grunt and a yell.

      “There’s someone up there.”

      Before they could race to her, Sasha stepped out. She strode down the stairs as though she had every right to be there, which essentially, she did. Sasha had lived at Hope Mansion for eight months the year she turned seventeen. After she’d given birth to a baby boy, she’d left town and hadn’t returned until a few weeks ago.

      Now it was like she couldn’t leave.

      She stepped off the bottom stair. “Not someone. Just me.”

      A big man stood over a woman, holding her by the hair. On her knees. Crying. One eye was already swollen and her face had reddened from being hit.

      He shoved her away.

      The woman fell to the carpet and curled into a ball.

      Sasha looked away, not wishing to remember precisely how that felt. She didn’t need to go back there. And yet, given there were five men in the room, how could she not? Five to one wasn’t good odds on her best day, armed to the teeth. She had on yoga pants and a tank top, along with running shoes. Not an abundance of places to stow a weapon.

      The last time she faced down odds like this?

      Yeah. Not a place she wanted to revisit, even being back in Last Chance where all her triggers resided.

      “You wanna get involved?” The man took a step toward her.

      It was probably supposed to look tough. She was a woman, so cowering was what he’d expect. Instead, she looked around. Maggie wasn’t anywhere in sight. Was she somewhere else, bleeding? She returned her gaze to the man like he was nothing to her.

      Other than that, Sasha didn’t move. She only lifted her chin slightly. “I’m thinking, yeah.”

      He sneered. “Not a good idea. I wish I had time to explain a few things to you, but she—” He pointed at the woman on the carpet. “—is gonna go get my son. Then I’ll be leaving.”

      One of the others chuckled.

      “You want your son? I’m guessing you should go see a lawyer.” After all, there were few reasons a woman and her child would have sought refuge at Hope Mansion. And the reasons this woman had were kind of obvious. “You aren’t taking him.”

      The quicker she could get this resolved, the better. Sasha was on the FBI’s Most Wanted list and her physical features currently weren’t perfectly disguised as they would be if she were out on the street in Last Chance. Her picture was out there. This guy might’ve seen it, and she figured he wouldn’t mind causing trouble for her.

      Or, he wouldn’t after she did what she was going to do next.

      He took another step.

      Two of his guys closed in. Not the two she’d tumbled down the stairs. They were licking their wounds and probably already plotting their revenge.

      She swung out and grasped his wrist—the hand holding the gun—and brought up her knee between his legs.

      He doubled over. Such a tough guy.

      She didn’t get the gun in time, so she kicked his face with her tennis shoe. He dropped to the floor unconscious, just as someone grabbed her from behind.

      Sasha flung her head back and heard the guy’s nose break. Never mind that it hurt the back of her head like few other things did. He let go, so what did she care?

      The next guy already had his gun up, but hesitated. Questioning whether or not he wanted to kill a woman he didn’t know. She kicked his stomach and grabbed the gun. One of the guys who’d tumbled down the stairs rushed her.

      She shot his thigh.

      The other pulled up short, hands raised, but she saw the glint in his eye and spun. A knife slashed down from the man behind her.

      Boy, it’d been a few weeks since she’d worked out like this. She was kind of rusty. If Zander found out, she’d never live it down. He would put her in a month-long training program until she passed to his satisfaction.

      Sasha twisted and felt the fire of the blade as it nicked her shoulder. She hissed out a breath, grabbed his arm and kicked his knee, then slammed the gun down onto his temple. She raised her gun to the only man standing.

      A dark blur slammed into her. Sasha hit the wall, and they dropped in a heap together with his shoulder smashed against her cheekbone.

      She shoved at his shoulders and chest.

      He pulled her under him, and the back of her head slammed onto the bottom step of the stairs. She heard someone laugh.

      Hands wrapped around her throat.

      Sasha’s whole world swallowed down in a rush of memory.

      Laughter. Hands. Pain.

      She shoved at him and tried to get purchase, not just to push the memories away, either. She tried to fight back. To remember who she was. A grown woman, not a teenage girl with no skill and no training.

      She got her feet under him and kicked.

      He barely moved, not even slightly dislodged by a ram powered by her strong legs. He was too heavy.

      White spots flickered and sparked at the edge of her vision.

      Someone screamed. The other woman.

      Sasha got her hands up and pressed her thumbs into his eyes. No hesitation.

      He cried out and let go enough that she could gasp a breath. And slam her hand into his throat. He coughed, and she scrambled out from under him. Toward the gun.

      She brought it up and pointed it at him from her supine position.

      “Whoa.” He raised both hands, then coughed once. “You got spirit. But you’re not why I’m here.”

      “I’ll make it why.”

      He nodded to one of his buddies. “Get that gun. Then tear this place apart. Bring me my son.”

      Red and blue lights flashed against the wall through the open curtains.

      “Now!”

      The woman started screaming again. She begged him to leave them alone. To not take her son.

      “Shut up!” He turned from her to his wife. Sasha nearly put a bullet in his back. Any other time, or place, she probably would have.

      A booted foot kicked her in the head. She rolled, fighting unconsciousness. So that was what that felt like? Yeesh. How many times had she kicked someone in the head? She blinked and realized she’d rolled all the way to the wall.

      “Police!”

      Hands grasped her.

      “Leave it. Let’s go.” The man added an ugly curse word, referring to the woman. His wife. “This ain’t over.”

      “Last Chance Police!” Pause. “Maggie? You here?”

      Sasha pushed off the floor but had no energy to stand. A man was inside, and he was a cop. She had to get out of here before she was seen. There was no time to tell this woman to not mention her presence here. It was going to come out.

      Sasha would be discovered.

      The woman whimpered. Tears rolled from her one, good eye. The other was still swollen shut.

      “Where is he? Your son?” Sasha could at least make sure the child was all right.

      She sucked in a choppy breath. “Upstairs with Marta.”

      The cop, whoever it was, was in the foyer. She could hear his boots on the wood. Sasha pulled in her feet and stood with one hand braced against the wall.

      She could still feel hands on her, the crawl of sweaty palms. A slap. Thick fingers on her throat.

      She swallowed against the sensation.

      “Ma’am? You okay?”

      The other woman was led to a couch and settled there. Sasha’s vision blurred. White stripes flashed on the man’s workout pants as he made his way to her. Gun in one hand. Broad shoulders. Nausea roiled in her stomach.

      He touched her shoulder. “You’ll need to get that looked—”

      Sasha slapped his hand from her.

      “Whoa. Easy.”

      She lifted her gaze and gasped.

      “Sasha Camilero.” The way he said her name didn’t sound like a good thing.

      Memory swallowed her even farther back. Bare feet, racing through a field. Ice cream. Locking their bikes to take a nap in wildflowers. She could still smell them.

      “Alex.” She said his name on a sigh. Why couldn’t she forget it all? Why did she have to remember everything?

      He reached for her. “You’re under arrest.”

      Sasha shoved at him.

      He stared at her like he had no clue who she was. Like he’d never seen her before.

      Sasha turned and raced up the stairs.
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      “Hey!” Alex watched her flee, frozen to the spot.

      He should have run after her, but all he could see in his mind were those dark brown eyes. He’d seen those eyes before. Somewhere. Who was she, other than a woman on the FBI’s Most Wanted list? This wasn’t that.

      He knew her.

      Alex couldn’t quite place where he’d seen those eyes, but it was safe to say they triggered a response. His heartbeat pounded in his ears. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and down his spine.

      He knew her.

      Who was Sasha Camilero, really?

      “Alex.”

      He spun to the muffled voice and found Maggie in front of him. She frowned. “Are you okay?”

      Behind her, the injured woman sat on the couch with her wide eyes on him. Great. He was scaring both of them. Alex needed to get a handle on himself. And yet, everything in him was freaking out like he was having an anxiety attack.

      He’d seen it before in others. Felt it before in himself. Years of therapy later, and he’d taken for granted how long it had been since he’d been back there in that panicky state. It seemed strange to be remembering the sensations now. All because of looking into that pair of dark brown eyes. With both hands, he squeezed his temples, willing his mind to cooperate. It was like his mind was willing him to remember details he’d shoved away. Then, without warning, his mind flashed to that night.

      His teenage brain had blocked out most of the images, something that’d concerned his mother at the time. The therapist had reassured her it was likely for the best and was helping him deal with the lingering issues.

      Seeing those eyes now, when his adrenaline levels were already jacked? It felt like he was in an unrelenting tailspin.

      Alex glanced around, rolled his shoulders, and assessed that they were all safe here. For now. “One second.” He turned and headed upstairs after her.

      “Lieutenant!”

      He ignored Maggie’s call and reached the top step. Where had she gone? There were plenty of places to hide, but he didn’t want to go barging into people’s rooms and freak out everyone who lived here. Most were victims of domestic violence. Some were simply women who needed somewhere to stay. They didn’t need a big-shouldered guy muscling into their rooms.

      “Sasha! Come out!”

      Every door remained closed. He heard a shuffle and then a door cracked open. A little boy peered out. “Lieutenant Basuto?”

      “Hi, Simon.” He didn’t like pumping a kid for information, but he had to at least ask. “Did you see a tall, dark-haired woman run up here?”

      Simon shook his head.

      “Okay, thanks. Let your mom know those men are gone, okay? It’s fine to come out, but there’s gonna be cops downstairs for a while.” He patted Simon on the shoulder and stooped down to his level. “Everything’s gonna be okay. You hear me?”

      Simon nodded silently and closed the door.

      Basuto headed back downstairs. Maggie sat beside the woman on the couch. He said, “Where is she?”

      Maggie raised one brow. She had red hair and had to be in her fifties, at least, though she didn’t look it. Trim, like someone not unaccustomed to physical activity. She wore jeans and a sweater, despite the late hour, and had fluffy socks on her feet. She was taller than him but didn’t use that to make him feel small.

      Alex was five-seven. Sure, that was average height, but he didn’t always appreciate it when people towered over him. Sasha was at least two inches taller. In heels, more than that.

      She’d been taller than him years ago, too.

      “What is it?” Maggie approached, a wary look on her face.

      Alex pushed aside foggy memories. Why did his brain insist on going back there? Sasha had nothing to do with his past.

      “Emily?” Maggie motioned to the woman beside her. The victim. “You’re the one who brought her here.”

      “Not Mrs. Perkins.” Though, he shot the woman a soft look so she’d know she wasn’t in trouble. “I’m talking about Sasha Camilero. The fugitive you’re harboring.” He folded his arms because it would help him feel steadier. “How long has she been staying here?”

      “Who?”

      Maggie was going to play it like that?

      Alex lifted his brows. “I’m going to find her. The FBI is looking as well. If you’ve been hiding a wanted woman, that makes you an accessory to every crime she’s committed. You know that, right?”

      “This place is a sanctuary for anyone who needs refuge.”

      “To escape justice.”

      She sighed out her disappointment with him.

      “I’m not harming anyone.” Alex wasn’t going to back down. “To be honest, it’s you who is doing harm by allowing her to stay here in secret when the police and FBI are both looking for her.”

      “That’s your assumption.” Maggie lifted her chin. “Maybe she walked in the back door to confront those men? Maybe I haven’t seen her since…”

      He waited, but she didn’t say more. “Since what?”

      She frowned. “You don’t remember? You were in the hospital.”

      There was only one time in his life Alex had been there overnight. “What does that have to do with a wanted fugitive?”

      “I’d think you, of all people, would have compassion for her. Considering.”

      Alex squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Sasha Camilero was wanted by the FBI for her involvement in three suspicious deaths of prominent foreign businessmen, two thefts of priceless art that had been traded on the black market, and for questioning as a person of interest in countless other crimes.

      And he was supposed to have compassion for her? Considering what?

      Alex didn’t know why on earth he would, except for the fact she recognized him. Knew his name. She’d fled because he was a cop, and she was a suspect. A wanted criminal.

      No other reason.

      “You really don’t remember who she is?”

      “I know exactly who she—”

      Maggie shook her head.

      Before he could finish, two uniformed cops strode in. Aiden Donaldson, with brand new sergeant stripes on his arms and an equally shiny gold band on his left ring finger. With him was Officer Frees.

      Alex winced. “Sergeant, I need statements from everyone. Frees, check around outside and make sure there are no stragglers.”

      “Copy that, Lieutenant.” Frees, with his gruff demeanor and imposing stature, headed back outside.

      Alex turned to Maggie. “You said they all fled?”

      “Sasha took care of them.”

      It looked to him as though she’d been in a hard-won fight—if she’d won at all. He wasn’t so sure that was the case. And Maggie seemed content to be on her side of this battle. If he brought the manager of this house to the police station to answer questions, the FBI would want to speak with her.

      Some cops might want to protect her by keeping her name out of it. He’d learned the hard way to do the right thing. Always.

      Uphold the law. Operate within the bounds of his sworn oath. The alternative was that people got hurt and criminals went free.

      In a situation like this, where a woman had been terrorized, it was better to let the sergeant take over while Alex looked for Sasha.

      Aiden, who had a daughter, and was well known around town as a longtime single dad, had since married the child’s mother. The residents here were more likely to trust his baby face and his reputation.

      Alex had other things to do right now. He turned to Donaldson. “Please speak with Mrs. Perkins.”

      Aiden didn’t move.

      “Sergeant Donaldson.”

      He frowned. “You okay, Lieutenant?”

      Alex didn’t have time for this. “I’ll look around upstairs.”

      “You think one of them hid up there?” Donaldson glanced in the direction of the stairs.

      If they had, there would likely be a ruckus for anyone to hear, but there wasn’t. Even so, he shook his head. “I’m just making sure.”

      He didn’t offer more of an explanation or bring up the fact Maggie had been harboring a fugitive. He just headed upstairs again. Something he’d seen before didn’t want to let go of him. A hunch, the kind he usually chased down.

      Like the one that had led him to explore deeper into his brother’s life years back. He’d found both drug paraphernalia and a roll of cash at the trailer where Javier made his home. It hadn’t taken long to ascertain that his brother was likely dealing.

      He just couldn’t prove it, then or now.

      “You aren’t going to tell Aiden about…” Maggie glanced back, and then quietly whispered, “Sasha.”

      Alex stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to her. “I have no evidence and no proof. Mrs. Perkins can inform him of her presence here. After that, I’ll back up what she says.”

      “Then you’ll call the FBI?”

      “She needs to face what she’s done. That’s what this is about. Justice.”

      “Justice without mercy isn’t justice.”

      “We should simply allow criminals to go free, because of mercy?”

      Maggie lifted her chin. “Sometimes it’s about more than what a person has done. It’s about why. About the extenuating circumstances.” She leveled him with a stare. “I know you know what I mean.”

      “This isn’t a woman presently abused, forced to confront her attacker with lethal force. And circumstances are for her lawyer to argue.”

      “The justice system—”

      “I know it’s not perfect, Maggie. That’s why I do this job. Why I won’t bring anything to the FBI without evidence to back it up.”

      He half expected Maggie to argue that Sasha had never killed anyone. But she didn’t, and neither did she defend anything else about the woman. “You’re harboring a fugitive. That puts me in a sticky situation.”

      “Look around.” Maggie lifted her chin. “I have nothing to hide.”

      That only meant she didn’t think he would find anything.

      Alex knocked on the first door. “This is Lieutenant Basuto. It’s safe to come out now.”

      It opened. A young Asian woman peered out but said nothing. Maggie patted his arm, and he moved to the next door. Before he knocked, he glanced back.

      The woman looked at Maggie, and then up to the ceiling.

      Alex gave her a small smile and saw Maggie was talking to the woman. He went to the next door, glancing surreptitiously up to the ceiling as he moved. The door to the attic was up there.

      Was that why Maggie was so sure he wasn’t going to find anything?

      Alex ducked into the bathroom and came out with a vanity stool. He stepped on it and reached for the trapdoor, shoving it aside.

      “Basuto!”

      He gripped a ladder inside and pulled it down, then shifted the stool out of the way.

      Maggie rushed over. “Please don’t—”

      “You can’t protect her forever. The FBI will find her.” If he didn’t do it first.

      The attic was dark. He had his gun out and waved one hand as he walked carefully. The light cord swayed. He pulled on it, illuminating a bare bulb. Bare floor. One cot. Sleeping bag and pillow. A rickety wardrobe in one corner. Curtained window.

      The pane had been shoved up and was still open four inches.

      Maggie climbed up behind him.

      “You let her escape.”

      She gasped, and it sounded completely fake. “Someone has been living up here. I can’t believe it. I had no idea.”

      “Nice try.”

      He strode to a tiny pedestal sink in the corner. Above it was a mirrored cabinet, the inside barely big enough for a modern stick of deodorant. Sasha had been living up here. Like this? Plenty of people lived in sparse conditions, for any number of reasons. He helped out at the food bank, and visited a few elderly people in town regularly, so he knew how deep poverty ran in parts of this community.

      For some, these would be luxurious conditions. Everyone saw their world differently, and others would view it based on preconceived ideas of “need” versus “want.” He tried to help without passing judgment.

      Hanging on the corner of the mirrored cabinet door was a gold chain. At the bottom hung a butterfly. One wing had broken off, leaving it a fragment of what it had been.

      The last time he’d seen it.

      Alex held it in his palm. “Melina.”

      “So you do remember her.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut as the past rolled back like a wave and crashed over him. “No. That’s not Sasha. It can’t be. That doesn’t…. It isn’t…. The FBI would know.” There was no way the feds wouldn’t be fully aware if Sasha used to live in Last Chance. Everyone would know. He’d have been briefed.

      “You didn’t recognize her.”

      “You can’t harbor her anymore, Maggie. She needs to turn herself in.” Lord. Was this really Melina? He hadn’t seen her in years. He didn’t even remember her face from back then. Just a few sensations—the sun, and grass under his feet. That necklace. The therapist said he’d blocked most of it out because of the trauma of what had happened.

      “You remember her now. Don’t you?”

      Alex strode past her. “If she comes back, call it in.” He double-timed it downstairs to where Donaldson spoke with Mrs. Perkins. “How long has Sasha Camilero been here?”

      His sergeant coughed.

      The woman blinked. “Who?”

      “Sasha. She was here when I got here, and then she fled up the stairs. Where would she have gone?”

      The woman shook her head. “There was no one else here. I’m the one who fought off those men.”
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      Sasha climbed out of her car and zipped her coat to the top to ward off the evening chill. For twenty-four hours she laid low and waited for the cops to show up because someone had turned her in. Alex’s face rushed her in her sleep—dark dreams where he slapped her in cuffs and threw the jail cell door closed.

      She shivered and stared at the yellow lit basketball court where a contingent of teen boys played a rough game of pickup. The kind of competitiveness that wouldn’t fly in a school game, but which she heartily approved of. Life didn’t play by rules. The world was a wild place, and anyone who had the skills to protect themselves would survive a whole lot longer than those who didn’t—or who expected others to fight for them.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She slid it out, half expecting the caller to be Millie or Bridget. Either one of her friends would probably turn her in right now. Maybe they’d apologize out of a sense of nostalgia, but they’d do it.

      Sasha had no intention of explaining to them the “why” of everything she’d done in her life. After all, there was no reasoning for all that’d happened to her. She could argue her actions were nothing but a reaction. But how did she know?

      The injustice that had been done to her was simply wrong. Horrific and wrong. No explanation. No justification. She’d sought her own brand of justice…and found she could do it. She’d survived. Then the government had found her, trained her, and set her loose in the world. These days they’d deny ever knowing her.

      Didn’t matter either way.

      The feds weren’t wrong about what she’d done. Or, at least she figured they weren’t. Sasha didn’t know what the actual charges would be when they caught up to her. If they caught up to her.

      She had begun to formulate a plan. Not so she could get away with any of it, but so justice could be brought down the way it should. No mistakes.

      She’d heard years ago the story of a former assassin who’d been relocated. One of those legends. A rumor, and nothing more. A place where those whose faces were recognizable could go, like witness protection for the famous. The dangerous.

      But she didn’t need a sanctuary.

      Sasha didn’t deserve to be free, and she would never find a happily ever after. That didn’t happen to people like her.

      The phone quit ringing.

      She blinked down at it and realized she’d gotten lost in her thoughts and never answered the call. That wasn’t good. Not for someone like her, with a target on her back. She fingered the stun gun in her pocket.

      She wasn’t going to carry a gun. That wouldn’t look good if she was caught before the plan was complete. And she wasn’t going to zap any cops, but she did want to be able to protect herself if necessary. Coming up against those guys had been nothing but luck. It had to be that. If there was a God in heaven, He certainly wouldn’t do her any favors. Never had. Why start now?

      Her phone rang again.

      The caller ID displayed a series of numbers. She wasn’t going to assign a name in case anyone ever got ahold of her phone. “Hey, D.”

      Dorian was…she wasn’t even sure. An old friend. She didn’t trust him because she didn’t trust anyone. That wasn’t a slight against her acquaintances, like Maggie or the two women she’d worked with. Just that it was better to not be surprised when people acted in their own interests.

      “Are you kidding me with this?”

      She bit the inside of her lip. “Does that mean you won’t do it?”

      Silence filled the line. Finally, Dorian said, “This is unbelievable. I can’t even…”

      “Get over it.”

      “This is not a bad plan. Per se.”

      “So you’ll do it?”

      He sighed, long and loud.

      They’d served the US government together and done a few mercenary jobs as a team since. He looked out for her. She tried not to get in his way. There wasn’t a better sniper that she’d ever met or heard of
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