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			Chapter 1

			DETECTIVE NATE SANDERS slammed his empty glass on the filthy table in front of him. The only other patron in the sleazy waterfront dive jerked awake and nearly toppled from his bar stool. The burly bartender reminded Nate of Goliath as he postured, hands on hips, and stared across the smoky gloom with narrowed eyes that held a silent warning. Nate barely resisted the temptation to flip him off.

			What was the friggin’ holdup? Daniels should have made an appearance by now if this drug deal was going down tonight, and Tito was usually fairly reliable. Of course, if Nate had learned anything, it was that snitches didn’t always get the story straight. He scowled. The whole place reeked of smoke, sweat, and vomit. Why would anyone pick this miserable joint in which to drown their sorrows, least of all Willard Daniels?

			The bastard was one hard-­ass drug dealer, controlling his territory by drawing first blood on anyone who even thought about getting in his way. Nate had no trouble convincing his captain to set up this undercover operation in the hopes of offering Daniels access to a new supplier from southern Oregon. All Nate needed to do was get his foot in the door—­convince Daniels to trust him—­and he’d take the man, and his empire, down from the inside.

			“Hey, Nate. You’re about to have company.”

			The voice rasped from his earpiece, and muffled laughter followed. He scraped a hand over his whiskered face. They wouldn’t be laughing if it was Daniels headed this way. What in the hell were Burke and Anderson up to now?

			“Oh yeah. She’s a real looker. Help you pass the time.” Burke snickered, ending with a piglike snort.

			Comforting as hell to know the two detectives charged with watching his back in a parked car, halfway down the block, were keeping themselves amused. Nate counted on them for advance warning of anything out of the ordinary. Apparently, they were as bored and impatient as he was.

			The door to the street swung wide, and the object of his friends’ taunting stood in the opening for a moment, her exhaled breath clearly visible in the chilly night air. A short, tight skirt hugged every curve and didn’t leave much to his imagination. A worn denim jacket draped her shoulders, and one hand held the front closed. Her gaze swept over him, traveled to the drunk at the bar, and rested for a second on Goliath before she stepped across the threshold in hot pink stilettos.

			The door closed behind her. She shrugged off the jacket, revealing a skintight black leather vest that lifted and scrunched into a fine display of cleavage. Casting another glance his way, she shook out her long platinum hair, sashayed to the bar, and ordered a drink.

			Three . . . two . . . one . . . and . . . here she comes. Nate had lost track of the number of times he’d been propositioned by hookers. When he first started with the Portland Police Bureau, it was almost humorous. Now he just felt sorry for them.

			This woman had caked on the makeup, probably to hide the fact she was older than the average lady of the evening. Necks and hands never lied, however, and he’d put her close to forty-­five. As he watched her sure, deliberate progress in his direction, he couldn’t help wondering what had landed her out on the street at her age.

			The front door opened again, and his gaze darted hopefully to the new arrival. Damn. Still no Daniels. A short, slightly built man—­boy, really—­stepped inside, stomping his feet and rubbing his hands, obviously trying to generate some warmth. Strange, he appeared cold even with the oversized canvas coat he wore, a muffler flung around his neck, covering his mouth, and an Aussie outback hat, the brim hiding his eyes in shadow.

			“Hey, sugar. Lookin’ for some company?” The hooker smiled as she redirected Nate’s attention to her. She set her drink on his table and laid her hand on the back of the chair next to his.

			Her smoker’s voice was so raspy the sound practically hurt his throat. The strong scent of cheap perfume surrounding her, no doubt meant to hide the smell of cigarette smoke, made him strive to hold his breath. In spite of his repugnance, he forced a polite smile.

			“Not tonight, beautiful. I’m waiting for someone, but thanks for asking.” On the job, Nate spent his fair share of time around women just like this one, and he’d quickly come to realize they had hopes, dreams, and feelings just like everyone else. Some poor choice or circumstance in their past set them on the course that dropped them on a street corner, or on a bar stool at a grimy establishment like this one, or sometimes in the back of the coroner’s van. Most wouldn’t choose the life of a hooker, but once there, it was a self-­perpetuating fate. He’d decided early on that he’d treat them with respect unless they proved they didn’t deserve any.

			She preened at the compliment, picked up her glass, and raised it in salute. “Too bad. If your plans change, let me know.”

			“You got it, sweetheart.”

			The woman turned toward the bar, studied and dismissed the drunk slouched on his stool, and seemed to regard the young man who’d just come in with an equal amount of disdain. Like Nate, she probably wondered if the boy was old enough to drink legally.

			Unless Goliath was interested in a good time when he got off work, it was pretty slim pickings in here tonight for a woman like her. She strode to the bar and took a seat toward the end, away from everyone else.

			When the bartender caught Nate’s eye and pointed, he raised his glass and nodded. He’d nursed the first drink as long as he could, but Goliath was beginning to throw him dirty looks. It could be worse. Nate could be outside with the detectives in their cold car. Early March was known for frigid nights. They’d probably give anything for a drink to warm them about now.

			Goliath, a deep scowl creasing his face, threaded his way through the tables and set a fresh drink in front of Nate, sloshing it carelessly on the floor in the process. Oh yeah. He’d be glad to see the last of this place.

			Holy hell! What was taking so long?

			His gaze wandered to the bar. The hooker sipped her drink, painting on a fresh coat of lipstick between swallows. She’d be ready for the next man who walked through the door. Nate prayed it would be Daniels. Waiting was driving him nuts. Please, just let Burke and Anderson say Daniels is in the neighborhood.

			He frowned as the hairs rose on the nape of his neck like someone just laid a rose on his casket. He hated that creepy, sixth-­sense bullshit. Good, old-­fashioned detective work was what he used to build a case, but he’d also learned not to ignore his gut.

			The hooker crossed her legs, and the short skirt slid up her thighs another inch or two. Actually, she wouldn’t be that tough to look at if she didn’t try so hard. Naturally, Burke and Anderson wouldn’t look beyond the skimpy clothes and the garish makeup. At least they didn’t come back with more trash talk after she’d hit on Nate. They must have decided to give him a break tonight.

			His gaze continued down the bar until it stopped on the boy. He’d removed the scarf that covered his mouth but still wore the hat that shaded most of his face. An untouched drink sat in front of him. The boy perched on the bar stool, sitting erect and looking straight ahead. A mirror behind the bar wasn’t positioned quite right to allow Nate to see the boy’s face, but he had the uncomfortable feeling the boy could see him. That odd, prickly sensation rolled across the skin of his neck again. There was just something . . .

			Nate sat straight in his chair, and his gaze swung back to the hooker. It wasn’t like Burke to give up so easily if he thought he could get a laugh at someone’s expense.

			He ducked his head and covered his mouth as though to cough. “Hey, you two see anything?” His whispered query went unanswered.

			Not good. They hadn’t made a peep since the hooker had walked in. Nate’s gaze snapped to the boy in time to see him avert his eyes from the mirror. Burke and Anderson were supposed to give him a heads-­up when anyone approached the bar, yet they’d been silent when the kid came in too. A chill prickled along his skin. There was only one reason he could think of for that.

			Nate jumped to his feet, and half a dozen long strides brought him to within reach of the doorknob. Experience cautioned that the boy might be trouble, but he sat immobile. Likely the only trouble he’d get in tonight was breaking curfew. Nate’s gut told him he had to check on Burke and Anderson. Everything else could wait.

			As his hand touched the knob, it turned and the door suddenly flew open. Nate backed away, distancing himself from the four men, built like linebackers, who swarmed into the bar. The man that Tito the snitch had identified as Willard Daniels followed them in and took center stage.

			“Going somewhere, Detective Sanders?” A sadistic grin twisted Daniels’s already ugly face. Graying hair hugged his scalp in a fashionable cut, held in place with a generous application of gel, while dark stubble grew haphazardly around the ski slope that passed as his nose. Of medium height, he had a slight paunch that made him appear shorter than he was.

			Well, what was going on here? Daniels knew who he was—­knew he was a cop. That couldn’t be good. Nate’s lip curled in a sneer as he looked Daniels slowly up and down. Always keep control of the situation. They’d drilled that into all the recruits at the Academy. There were varied opinions about what to do once control was lost, but Nate figured pretending like hell he had an ace up his sleeve was the best he could do on short notice.

			“Figured I’d call it a night.” Nate took a step toward the door, and the half circle of steroid addicts closed ranks around him.

			Daniels blocked his path and his grin disappeared. “The night’s young. Sit down.” He motioned toward the closest table.

			Nate held his gaze and didn’t move until one of the bodybuilders shoved a chair into the backs of his legs, buckling his knees, and he dropped into it. Daniels reached beneath Nate’s vest and lifted his forty-­five from where it rested against his side, placing it on the nearby table.

			With a little bit of luck, they wouldn’t frisk him and also find the Beretta he had strapped to his leg. Even so, this wasn’t going well, and short of Burke and Anderson making an appearance, Nate couldn’t see how it was going to get much better.

			Daniels scraped a chair across the floor and sat facing Nate. He motioned to one of his men, who headed straight for Goliath at the bar. “Let’s have a drink. Shall we? I have a proposition for you.”

			Nate crossed his arms. “Why not? I’m intrigued.” From the corner of his eye, he watched the interaction between the bartender and Daniels’s lackey. Maybe he was seeing bad guys under every rock now, but those two seemed a little too friendly. The drunk was still asleep, head down on the bar. The kid studied something in his lap, the brim of his hat completely blocking his face. Good. If there was one thing Nate didn’t need in here tonight, it was a vigilante. Everyone would be fine as long as they minded their own business.

			The hooker was apt to be trouble, though. She checked out the influx of men as though she’d just hit the jackpot. Nate tried to catch her eye and warn her off, but she was apparently through wasting time with him. She’d set her sights on fresh game.

			What had Tito gotten him into? This was no drug deal. Daniels, with his Armani suit, two-­hundred-­dollar haircut, and well-­dressed bodyguards, clearly wasn’t out to score a kilo of heroin. That he didn’t seem at all surprised to find Nate here—­in fact seemed to expect it—­was worrisome . . . and, again, probably not good.

			The muscle-­bound henchman returned with a bottle of Black Velvet and two glasses. Daniels poured some in both and handed one to Nate. He accepted, threw it back, and slapped the glass down on the closest table, never taking his eyes off Daniels.

			Nate sat forward. “Let’s cut the bullshit and get to the small print.”

			A muscle ticked in Daniels’s jaw and his eyes narrowed. “Leo Madera stole something from me. I want it back.”

			Before Nate could stop himself, a snort escaped. “My uncle Leo? You’re either a liar or a lunatic.”

			One of the bodyguards grabbed his arms from behind, pinning Nate in the chair, while another stepped in front of him and swung a beefy fist into the side of his head. Shards of pain radiated through his skull as his head snapped to the side, and sparkly lights floated in front of his eyes.

			That was apparently all it took for the hooker to lose interest. She gave a squeak, slid off her bar stool, and grabbed her jacket. Threading her arms in, she scurried, head down, toward the door.

			A wall of flesh stepped in front of her, and she ran into the man. “No one leaves until we’re done here.” He looked around and pointed at the bartender. “You got a problem with that?”

			Goliath wagged his head from side to side, continuing to lean his elbows on the bar and watch the show. The hooker slunk back to her seat and lit a cigarette. The drunk was still out cold, his head resting on the bar. With any luck, he’d sleep through the whole thing.

			The boy was missing from his bar stool in front of the mirror, but Nate didn’t have time to search him out. Daniels’s smirk demanded all of his attention.

			“It’s my sincere desire to impress upon you that this is not a joke. Nor is it to be taken lightly. Are we clear?” Daniels took another sip of his drink.

			This guy was starting to piss Nate off. “Uncle Leo never stole a damn thing in his life.”

			“Come now, Detective. He left you a sizable fortune when he died. Where do you think he got it?”

			“He worked hard and invested wisely.” Nate stared Daniels in the eye even though he didn’t have a clue where Uncle Leo’s money came from. It had been a source of speculation between Nate and his partner, Ty, but they’d never found any evidence to suggest his uncle was a thief. Until he did, Nate would continue to defend him.

			Daniels’s scornful laugh cut off abruptly. “You’ll have to take off those rose-­colored glasses if we’re going to get anywhere.”

			“Here’s an idea. Why don’t you just tell me what it is you’re looking for and I’ll give it to you?” What in the hell had his uncle been involved in to be associated with the likes of this scumbag? Nate had always stayed out of Uncle Leo’s business affairs. The old man could have been involved in something illegal for all Nate knew, but he’d never found one reason to question his uncle’s honesty . . . and that was good enough for him.

			“If only it were that easy. I’ve been through Leo’s house with a fine-­tooth comb. He was still alive when I tore that place apart. I’m probably the reason he installed that fancy alarm system. Unfortunately, I’m out of ideas, and certain parties are getting nervous.” Daniels leaned back in his chair.

			“You and the old man were close. If he had any special hiding places, you’d know about them. With the proper motivation, I think you just might come up with the answer. What do you think, Detective? Is your life enough motivation for you?” Daniels stood and scraped his chair back.

			“Aren’t you forgetting something? If I’m dead, I won’t be able to find whatever it is you’re looking for.”

			“I’m not a trusting man, so I like to have a contingency . . . just in case. If you help me locate the item in question, you’ve got my word I’ll walk away and never look back. But if I hear so much as a whisper of a double-­cross . . . well, that’s where the backup plan comes in. You have three sisters, right? A nephew? Your parents live in Florida, but you have an old girlfriend you seem pretty close to and there’s that ex-­partner, Ty Whitlock. Are any of them worth cooperating for?” Daniels turned to face the bar.

			Nate bristled. He would have slammed his fist into Daniels’s cocksure grin if the behemoth behind him wasn’t still binding his arms. He sucked air in slowly, trying to diffuse the rage that painted everything within his vision a dark shade of red.

			“I’m not bluffing. I suppose it would only be fair to prove I mean every word I say. Will killing the occupants of this poor excuse for a bar convince you?” Daniels nodded to the other three men who weren’t securing Nate to his chair, and they each pulled a handgun.

			Damn it! Nate strained forward against the hands holding him until his shoulders ached with the effort. “No one needs to get hurt. This is between you and me.” What the hell did this SOB think Uncle Leo stole that was worth the lives of three innocent ­people?

			Daniels ignored him.

			Nate tensed, calculating his best chance to surprise the guy behind him and get free long enough to reach Daniels before the three hired men opened fire. Clearly, he didn’t stand a chance of coming out on top in this confrontation, but he’d be damned if he’d sit here within reach of Daniels and not do everything possible to choke the life out of him.

			Suddenly the door swung open, and a blast of cold air struck Nate in the face. As one, the armed men turned. The door creaked on rusty hinges, but only darkness and the rain-­soaked streets were visible through the opening.

			“What the hell?” Daniels reached inside his suit jacket, drew a gun, and inched toward the open door.

			A shadowy blur shot across the threshold, leaped effortlessly through the air in front of Daniels, and delivered perfectly timed kicks with a pair of thick-­soled army boots. The first swept the gun from his hand and likely broke his wrist. The second slammed into his chin and snapped his head back with a sickening crack. He spun around and dropped, out cold before he hit the floor.

			The kid—­the one Nate had dismissed as young and inexperienced—­landed squarely on his feet, facing Daniels’s hit squad, and an eight-­inch dagger appeared in his hand. Nate’s gaze locked on the kid’s for a second. Dark brown eyes, flecked with gold, triggered a memory he couldn’t quite grasp. It wasn’t until the hat landed on his lap and all that long black hair fell down around her shoulders that Nate realized who’d just saved his ass.

			“Alex Morgan . . .” He whispered the name as she advanced on the three bodyguards.

			What the hell was she doing here? The last time he’d seen Alex, she’d just wrecked his car, sliding it sideways into a building, taking out the man who had a gun pointed at Nate’s head in the process. She’d probably saved his life that day, but the damn fool woman had wrecked his ’69 Mustang. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her since, and he was fairly certain it had nothing to do with the events of that day.

			Shock cost Nate a ­couple of seconds, but the man behind him was apparently just as surprised. His grip had loosened as his boss bit the dust—­had become practically nonexistent when Alex morphed into a woman in front of their eyes. Nate easily jerked free, whipped around, and decked the guy.

			He swung to help Alex and pulled up short. Two of the men were already down. One pressed a hand to his stomach while blood seeped through his fingers. The other was trying to hold together the edges of a vicious-­looking slash that extended the length of one thigh. Nate kicked their guns away as he passed by.

			The third man was on his feet, backing away, hands raised in supplication. Alex stalked him, the bloody dagger held alongside her leg. Nate’s friend and ex-­partner, Ty, had warned him that she was lethal, unpredictable, and apt to respond with violent intent at the first sign of perceived danger, but Nate hadn’t really bought his story. Now that he’d seen it firsthand—­it was still unbelievable . . . if not for the blood everywhere.

			Alex’s entire attention appeared to be focused on the man desperately scrambling away from her. Fearless and very much in control of the situation, she was an intimidating opponent. Nate had no doubt that the man in front of her, probably seriously reconsidering his job choices at the moment, would be dead shortly if someone didn’t intervene—­carefully.

			“Alex. Alex?” If she heard him, she gave no indication. He caught up to her and gripped the wrist that controlled the dagger, just in case she couldn’t tell the good guys from the bad guys in whatever alternate reality she currently occupied.

			She frowned and tried to twist free. Confusion filled her eyes, followed swiftly by realization and dismay. He could read the effort it took for her to come back from wherever she’d been. She regarded him silently for a few seconds before she gave a nearly imperceptible nod.

			Nate took the knife from her hand. “That a’ girl. Stay with me now.”

			He pointed the blade at the man who was backed against the wall. “Don’t move.” He was fairly sure the guy was convinced that staying put was his best option. Circling back, Nate retrieved his gun, grabbed his cell phone, and called for backup.

			Still carrying the bloody dagger, he scrutinized the tables until he found a soiled napkin. He scraped both sides of the blade on the crumpled paper and held out the weapon, hilt first, to Alex. “Tuck that away somewhere.” Had it been anyone else but her, he’d never have handed the weapon back. In this instance, though, he couldn’t think of anyone more capable of covering his back should the need arise.

			She snatched the sleek steel dagger by its leather-­wrapped hilt and deftly inserted it in a scabbard on her hip, hidden by the large coat she wore.

			He snagged Alex’s hat from the floor and was just passing it to her when he heard the unmistakable sound of a break-­open shotgun’s action. A glance over his shoulder revealed the source of the trouble. Grabbing her wrist, he jerked her through the open door and ran just as Goliath let go with both barrels.

			Nate swore as he realized his error in judgment. He’d been so surprised by Alex’s sudden transformation from gangly kid to someone he knew, he’d put the familiar interaction between the bartender and one of Daniels’s thugs out of his mind. Goliath obviously hadn’t been packing a weapon—­maybe he even had to slip to the back room for his shotgun—­or he’d have opened fire much sooner with a very different outcome. It could easily have been the last mistake Nate ever made.

			They’d gotten out without a scratch, but Nate had a bad feeling about his partners. He sprinted down the block. Alex ran into the back of him when he stopped beside the open driver’s window of Burke’s car.

			His fellow officers were both slumped in the front seat, one round each to the head, splattered blood and brain matter everywhere. Nate had to fight to keep from losing his lunch. Neither of them had even drawn a weapon—­surprised and gunned down where they sat.

			It had to have been Daniels. Anything else was too much of a damn fluke. Anger boiled up within him and he no longer regretted the hasty yet thorough job Alex had done on Daniels’s cronies in the bar. In fact, the urge to go back and finish it for her was looking more attractive by the minute.

			“It’s not healthy to hang around out here.” Alex, apparently handling the death scene better than he was, tugged on his arm.

			She was right. Cops and ambulances would arrive in due time, but he had to get back inside and do his job. The question was . . . what to do with Alex?

			What he wouldn’t give to talk to Joe Reynolds, Alex’s boss, before he turned the homicide detectives loose on her. Nate knew just enough of Alex’s history to worry about her reaction if someone pushed her too hard. According to Ty, her life as a child and young girl had been hell. Whatever her reason for showing up here tonight—­and he didn’t believe for a minute it was coincidence—­she’d jumped in to help him, saving several lives in the process. So, hell yes . . . he owed her one—­maybe more, if he was honest with himself. That her sudden appearance reawakened feelings he thought he’d buried deep had nothing to do with it. The only thing he cared about was her ability to handle an interrogation. His colleagues, investigating the murders of two of their own, would pick up on every inconsistency in her answers. She’d be lucky if they didn’t throw her ass in jail.

			His protective side urged him to keep her out of it if he could, but, eventually, he’d have to produce her, and sooner would look less guilty than later.

			Nate turned away from the open window and, with a hand on her elbow, drew her along with him toward the bar. “Don’t suppose you’ve got a concealed permit for that blade.”

			“Of course I do. From the State of Montana, though.” She bit her bottom lip. “I’m not legal in Oregon.”

			“That’s good enough. Let me handle that issue. You just tell them what happened. Got it?”

			She nodded, going pale, obviously completely out of her comfort zone.

			He slid his arm around her waist. “It’ll be okay. I promise. You’ll be a hero.” He couldn’t stop himself from tucking a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “Are you going to tell me why you’re here, Alex?”

			She shrugged and her gaze focused on him. “Looking for you.”

			Sirens wailed in the distance. “Hold that thought.” Nate drew his gun and pushed her back against the wall beside the door of the bar. “Stay here until I come back.” Without waiting for her answer, he jerked the door open and moved swiftly through.

			There was no sign of Goliath or his shotgun behind the counter, or anywhere else in the bar, but Nate wasn’t taking any chances this time. He cleared the main room according to procedure before he stopped in the center and lowered his gun.

			The hooker peeked over top the bar, recognition flooding her taut face. She straightened and pointed toward the back room. “They left.”

			“How long ago?”

			“Three or four minutes maybe. That creep who was doing all the talking, two of the big guys, and the bartender.” She lowered her voice. “I think he was one of them.”

			Nate’s gaze swept the bar room. The two knife victims lay unmoving. Apparently, the drunk on his stool hadn’t been disturbed by anything going on around him. Nate swung back to the woman. “I think you’re right. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

			“Savannah.”

			“You stay right here, Savannah.” He quickly checked the bathrooms, the back room, and the alley before returning to the bar, where Savannah was pouring herself a drink and offered him one. He raised his hand to stop her from pouring into the glass she’d set up for him.

			The sirens were closer now. Soon the place would be crawling with cops. Nate strode to the door, stepped outside, and drew Alex in with him. Blue and red lights reflected off the interior walls as cruisers raced down the block.

			Alex looked straight ahead, never glancing to the right where the two wounded men lay. She pinched his arm in a death grip, and when he glanced at her face, she seemed desperate to hide the fear that widened her gold-­flecked eyes. What had her so scared? Surely it wasn’t death. If the story he’d heard was true, death had ceased to bother her a long time ago. Cops? Being locked away? That made sense, considering her history. It wouldn’t happen on his watch though.

			Hell, he barely knew Alex. What was it about her that made him want to protect her? She’d laugh in his face if he suggested she couldn’t take care of herself. This crazy impulse was going to get him in trouble if he didn’t rein it in.

			He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her against his side in far too familiar an embrace, but he didn’t care. She needed to know he was watching out for her. She didn’t seem to mind, leaning into him as though they held each other like this all the time.

			“Savannah, this is Alex.”

			The hooker reached for her hand. “I can’t thank you enough for what you did, sugar.”

			A tiny smile showcased one of Alex’s dimples.

			“She’s a little nervous. She doesn’t care much for cops.” Nate figured if anyone would understand, Savannah would. Hookers had no reason to like cops either.

			“Well, I hear that, honey. Except for present company, there’s not much good about them.” She turned her concerned gaze on Alex. “Don’t you worry. I’m here for you if you need me.”

			Cars screeched to a halt directly out front and sirens wound down to nothing just as six guys dressed in SWAT gear poured through the door.

			Nate held up his badge. “They went out the back about seven or eight minutes ago. Those two are wounded.” He indicated the fallen men.

			One of the officers spoke into his radio and the next instant two EMTs with medical bags and a stretcher plowed through the door and went to work. The SWAT team cleared the back of the building and prepared to search the alley.

			The next person through the door was the man Nate had been waiting for. A full head of silver hair and a well-­cut pin-­striped suit made him easy to spot at any crime scene. His boss’s gaze swept the room, and when it came to rest on him, a scowl darkened his features.

			Alex tensed beside him, and Nate squeezed her arm reassuringly. Captain Gene Morris had a loud bark, but he was mostly harmless.

			“What the hell happened here, Sanders? This was supposed to be a simple drug deal. Now I’ve got two dead cops and nobody to hold responsible. It hasn’t escaped my notice that you’re standing here with two beautiful young women. Mind telling me how you get so close to the shit without getting any on you?” The man stared at Nate, ignoring Alex and the hooker, which was fine with him.

			He’d just opened his mouth to tell Cap to calm down when Alex started to laugh. To be fair, she tried to stop herself, almost choking, covering her mouth, but finally couldn’t contain the mirth that bubbled free.

			Cap cocked one eyebrow and glared while she tried to control herself.

			“I’m . . . I’m sorry . . . it’s just . . . that sounded like something I would have said . . . and you’ve certainly got Nate pegged.”

			Nate huffed and turned to stare at her bemusedly. He’d been worried about her holding up under questioning, yet she’d tossed him under the bus in a heartbeat.

			“Young lady, do you have a name?” Damned if Cap wasn’t trying to hide a smile.

			“Alex Morgan.” She offered her hand and they shook.

			Cap didn’t let go, tugging her away from Nate’s side instead. “Let’s talk, Ms. Morgan.”

			Nate groaned. This couldn’t be good.

			They took a seat at one of the tables near the back. While watching them from the corner of his eye, Nate took Savannah’s statement, then woke the drunk at the end of the bar and verified that he hadn’t seen a thing, barely jumping out of the way in time to avoid being thrown up on. Man, he couldn’t wait for this night to be over.

			Alex had gone from serious dialogue with Cap, to smiling through tear-­filled eyes, to relaxed conversation with both of them laughing like old friends. Why did that bother Nate so badly? Maybe it was because he wanted to know her better, but all he got from her were smart-­ass remarks. She never let her guard down with him—­never let him inside her defenses. That was going to change. He was going to earn her trust even if it killed him.

			The ambulances had hauled away the wounded. The coroner’s van, as reverently as possible, had removed Burke and Anderson’s bodies. Savannah had called it a night thirty minutes ago. Shortly after that, Nate had poured the drunk into a cab. The forensic team had just finished and they were packing up their gear.

			Nate strode to the table where Cap and Alex still sat, pulled out a chair, and dropped into it. Alex smiled when he raised a questioning eyebrow.

			Cap glanced at him as though he only now remembered Nate was anywhere around. “Quite a charmer you’ve got here, Sanders.” He winked at her, and she smiled as though they shared a secret. “Ms. Morgan tells me she arrived by cab. Can I assume you’ll get her home safely?”

			“Absolutely, Cap. In fact, if she’s agreeable, I’ll drive her myself.”

			“We’re finished here.” Cap got to his feet. “Alex, I’ll write up your statement, and you can stop by the precinct one day this week and sign off.”

			Alex stood and shook his hand. “Thank you, Gene.”

			Gene? What in the hell just happened here? She’d tamed the beast without any trouble at all.

			They all walked out together. The captain turned to him on the sidewalk. “I don’t want to see you in the squad room for a while. Take a few days off.” Without waiting for Nate’s reaction, Cap got in his car, started it, and pulled away. Nate turned the lock on the inside of the door before letting it fall closed behind them and, with a hand on Alex’s back, stepped off the curb and crossed to the other side of the street where he’d left his motorcycle.

			He yanked the helmet from the handlebars and held it out to her. “Put it on.”

			“You wear it. I’ve got mine.” Alex pushed her Aussie hat on her head.

			Nate snatched the hat and shoved it into her hands. “I’m sure your head is harder than mine, but we’re not having this argument.” He placed the helmet on her head and pushed it down over her ears.

			“Ouch! Was that necessary?”

			“You bet your sweet ass it was.” The first real grin of the night drove away some of his frustration. He swung his leg over the bike, helped her on behind him, and cranked it up. “Hold on.”

			She wrapped her arms around his waist and leaned against him. The warmth of her body, ­coupled with her slight trembling, started a physical reaction that he wasn’t expecting and reawakened the lust he’d tamped down when she’d left the last time. Oh yeah. In spite of the fact they’d just stepped out of a friggin’ cluster, he could get used to her pressed tightly against him. Not to mention Alex actually doing what he told her. That was a new one.

			It had been nearly six months since she’d appeared, unannounced, and wrecked his prized, fully restored 1969 Mustang Mach I. She’d gone again just as quickly, but he wasn’t through with her on that score yet. He’d promised dire consequences if she so much as scratched his car, and he still wasn’t completely convinced she hadn’t done it on purpose. Strangely, when he thought of her, which he’d done quite a bit for the first ­couple of months, it wasn’t associated with his car at all.

			She’d dropped into his life, along with his ex-­partner, Ty Whitlock; Joe Reynolds; and several other members of Joe’s team of ex-­military fighters, to rescue Ty’s girlfriend and stop a Russian Mafia general. All in a day’s work for them.

			That Alex was different from any girl he’d ever met was obvious from the first time he’d laid eyes on her. She had a smart mouth, was way too cocky, and was about as hot as they come. Slender with a well-­toned body and curves in all the right places, she was petite, at least compared to him. Long, black, wavy hair fell below her shoulders, framing her dark-­skinned exotic beauty. She was also young, barely twenty, and had been severely damaged by a deranged lunatic using mind-­control drugs, if the story Ty told him was true. So, of course, Nate had fallen for her. Why was anyone’s guess, but when she’d left after their job was finished, he hadn’t expected to see her again.

			What was she doing in that bar? She had to be following him. It was too much of a coincidence any other way. He nearly flinched when he replayed the image of her dropping Daniels and then turning on those goons getting ready to shoot up the bar. Shit! Was she suicidal along with everything else? Anger, tinged with dread, did a slow burn under his collar. He needed to know what motivated Alex Morgan . . . and he needed to know now.

			He clenched his teeth, whipped his bike into an alley, and cut the engine. If she was bent on getting herself killed, there was no fucking way it was happening on his turf.

			She dismounted, uncertainty in her expression. As soon as she stepped out of the way, he swung his leg over and got in her face. “Take it off.” He pointed to the helmet.

			Not waiting for her to remove it all the way, he started in. “What in the name of all that’s holy were you thinking back there? You could have gotten yourself killed.”

			A sad smile swept her face and something in her eyes—­a momentary hardening—­gave him a clue to the answer he was fairly certain she’d never speak aloud. Ty had told him the highlights of her story. Joe had freed Alex from a life of slavery in a dark, dismal hole in Hong Kong. From the haunted look in her eyes, however, Nate would bet she hadn’t completely dealt with the aftermath. His first impression had been more right than he wanted to admit. It was quite likely that she nursed a dangerous little death wish, and that’s what had prompted her actions at the bar.

			His anger receded, and a wave of protectiveness rolled over him, but he was powerless to take away the pain staring back at him. He could make a stab at shielding her from the world, but how could he stop the hell that raged inside this woman? Why did she matter so much to him? Hell, logic flew out the window a long time ago. He didn’t know why—­only that she did. With frustration driving him, he stepped closer, pushing her against the bike. Her moist lips drew his gaze, and an overwhelming desire to kiss her set fire to his blood.

			She stiffened and wariness flooded her eyes.

			He should have stopped there, but another step put him in contact with her, and he was burning with need. He pulled her closer and gently slid his fingers through her hair, then stroked his thumb across her bottom lip.

			Her breath escaped in uneven gasps and a tiny bit of tongue appeared, sliding quickly over the lip he’d just touched. Fear, trepidation, longing paraded across her face. Ty’s warning sounded in his ears again—­she was dangerous, maybe even disturbed—­but even if that was true, Nate wasn’t sure it made any difference to him.

			“Don’t be afraid.” Shit! Immediately, he regretted his words. This woman wasn’t afraid of anything. Distrustful . . . yes. Afraid? He didn’t even want to know what could scare her.

			Her eyes softened and warmed, and she stepped into him, pressing her firm body against his. He caught her around the waist and aligned his hips to hers. Ignoring the words of caution in his head, he bent ever so slowly and covered her mouth with his. Softly caressing her lips and tasting her sweetness, he forgot for a moment that they stood in an alley in a questionable area of Portland, that he barely knew this woman, and that they’d just left the scene of a real-­life nightmare.

			He’d longed to kiss her since the first time they’d met. She’d insulted his car that day, and not even that had been enough to get his mind off her lips. Good timing or bad—­kissing her and holding her in his arms was long overdue.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			ALEX LEANED INTO Nate’s hard, muscled body, wanting him to kiss her. She welcomed it and reveled in the way his arms drew her close, holding her protectively. She could try to convince herself she hadn’t thought about this for a long time . . . but that would be a lie. How easy it would be to let go and lose herself in the safety he offered. Raw emotions flooded her and started an insatiable yearning in her stomach—­a yearning that something told her he could easily satisfy.

			That would require her giving over control, however, which was something she couldn’t permit. The idea heralded unwelcome memories of a time when she’d never had a choice . . . when she was forced to perform at the whim of another . . . degrading, disgusting acts. Panic wrapped itself around her heart. She liked Nate . . . too much maybe . . . but she didn’t know him. What if he couldn’t be trusted either?

			Rage tore through her, and her breath caught in her throat. She pushed against him and drew back. For an instant, she registered the question in his eyes, but it was too late. Her full concentration was on escaping his grasp. She raised her hand and swung with all the force she could muster, meeting his bristled cheek with a resounding slap.

			His gaze snapped back and something like sympathy darkened his eyes. In that instant, she hated him, and she drew her hand back to hit him again.

			Nate caught her wrist just short of her mark. “Stop, Alex. There are other ways to say no.”

			Alex held her breath. What would he do to her? She’d sensed his barely controlled anger when he’d pulled the bike over suddenly and started in on her. She didn’t know what to expect from him, but certainly nothing in her life had given her reason to expect kindness. So when his cockeyed grin appeared—­the one she’d grown so fond of when they’d first met—­and he released her wrist, she wasn’t sure how to react.

			He leaned close to her ear. “Now that I think about it, it wasn’t that good for me either.” Grabbing the helmet from her hand, he shoved it down over her ears again.

			She bit her lower lip and swallowed the words that flew to her tongue.

			Nate threw his leg over and settled on the seat. “I could use some coffee. How about you?”

			The last thing Alex needed was coffee. She really just wanted to go home—­back to Nate’s house—­and face Joe. He’d be upset with her again. She was only supposed to have found Nate and then called Joe. What was it she didn’t understand about those instructions? Joe would be better off without her on the team, but she couldn’t let that happen.

			She hopped on behind Nate’s broad back and hesitated before fisting her hands in the leather of his jacket. He accelerated to the end of the alley and turned left. A few blocks later he pulled over in front of an all-­night diner and waited for her to step off before he cut the engine.

			“This isn’t the best neighborhood, but they’ve got good food if you’re hungry.” He took the helmet from her and hung it on the handlebars. “Ready?”

			Alex swallowed her impatience, stepped up on the curb, and followed him into the diner. Fried bacon and burnt toast assailed her senses. One booth held two men who appeared half asleep, a man with a cook’s hat peeked out from the back of the restaurant, and an older, tough-­looking waitress glanced up. She followed Nate two-­thirds of the way to the back before they slid into a booth.

			When the waitress appeared beside them, she filled both their cups with coffee, and at the last second, Alex asked for a piece of blueberry pie. It still seemed surreal to eat whatever she wanted, whenever she chose. She couldn’t help a glance at Nate to make sure it was okay with him, and then she hated herself for giving his opinion that much importance. For the three years of her life she was able to remember before Joe rescued her, that was the most innocuous of the freedoms she’d been denied.

			She was convinced she’d been forever changed by her captivity—­and not in a good way.

			Still, her new life with Joe’s team was almost perfect. If she could manage to stay out of trouble, he might even let her stay around. They understood her. Some of them feared her, but she could be herself around them. She didn’t have to pretend. To a man, and woman, they watched out for her, and she did the same for them.

			But it wasn’t until Nate that she’d run across anyone else who made her feel comfortable . . . safe . . . protected. That was no doubt why she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him since the first time they’d met. Not that his six-­foot-­five frame and broad shoulders would be easily forgotten anyway. Nor the way his chest narrowed pleasantly to a ripped and flat stomach. Muscular arms and thighs flexed appealingly beneath his clothes, and she’d had no trouble imagining those muscles tightening snugly around her. Thick brown hair grazed the tops of his ears and curled upward slightly at the back of his neck, encouraged by his usual baseball cap, its brim pulled low to shade his eyes. His easy smile drew her when it lit up his face, even as his rugged features, perpetually roughened by a five-­o’clock shadow, gave her pause. He intrigued her, and left her wanting something she couldn’t name.

			“Will you be all right for a minute? I’m just going to the back.” Nate jerked his thumb toward the bathrooms and her attention back to reality.

			She nodded, and he walked away as the waitress brought her pie. Alex forked a bite into her mouth, savoring the sweet flavor, and washed it down with a swallow of coffee. What was she going to do about Nate now that their attraction for each other had announced itself? She wasn’t foolish enough to think it would simply go away. Or that Nate would be dissuaded by her slap. She had also pressed her body shamelessly against his and kissed him back. Talk about sending mixed signals.

			She took another bite and swallowed. From now on, she’d have to stay away from him. Most importantly, she had to stop thinking about his strong arms, his sexy smile, and the way his eyes darkened when he held her gaze.

			Alex took one more bite before giving up on the rest of her pie and pushing her plate away.

			Nate returned and slid into the booth. “Are you going to finish this?”

			She shook her head and he devoured the rest of the pie in four bites. The waitress stopped at his elbow again, and he pushed his coffee cup toward her so she could fill it. With a deep sigh, he scraped his hand down his face. Leaning his head back against the booth, he closed his eyes. A bruise had bloomed on his left cheekbone. Angry purples and reds covered the swollen knot where one of the big goons in the bar had hit him. That had been the last straw for Alex. She wasn’t equipped to sit and watch some overgrown creep beat Nate to a pulp. So, while everyone else was tuned in to the fight, she’d slipped unobtrusively out the back. Guilt made her somewhat ashamed as she remembered the sting of her hand on that same cheek not thirty minutes ago. Oh well. Apologies weren’t really her thing.

			His continued silence began to grate on her nerves. Before long, she gave in to her natural inclination to fill the void.

			“What happens now?” She pushed her cup to the edge of the table, where she hoped the waitress would fill it when she returned. Left unspoken was her haunting need to know if the men she’d wounded in the bar had died.

			Nate opened his eyes and met her gaze with such intensity she couldn’t breathe until she looked away, but he reached across the table and covered her hand. “What are you doing here, Alex?”

			She slowly raised her eyes to his again. “Joe found Marco.”

			Nate stopped, his cup halfway to his mouth. “Where? Is he alive?”

			She’d counted on his immediate interest. Eight months ago, five-­year-­old Marco, the son of a young Mexican woman, had been kidnapped by a rogue FBI agent in order to guarantee the woman’s complicity in his illegal activities. Nate had shot and killed the agent in a firefight that saved Ty’s life. But he’d also killed the only person who knew where the boy was being held. At the time, it was obvious he’d been guilt-­ridden. Now the hope that flashed in his eyes as he sat across from her made it clear self-­reproach still ate at him. Living with something like that would eventually get to anyone.

			When Joe and Ty had vowed to find Marco, Nate had jumped at the chance to tag along.

			“Nogales. We leave tomorrow—­oh, wait, I guess it’s today already.”

			“Joe sent you after me?”

			“No. I volunteered.” She crossed her eyes and made a face.

			“Real mature, Alex.” A sparkle lit his eyes for a heartbeat before it faded. “How the hell did you find me?”

			She leaned low across the table, glancing both ways. “Walker pointed me in the right direction, but once I got on your trail, it was easy. Should have known you’d end up in some cockroach-­infested dive.”

			Nate held her gaze while a series of unrecognizable emotions flickered over his face. He slowly shook his head. “Do you want to talk about what happened back there?”

			An unladylike snort escaped her closed lips. “You mean the bar? Or the kiss?”

			His gaze held hers for a few too many seconds and his eyes darkened. Finally, he looked down at his hand where he touched her and stroked her arm with his thumb.

			“The bar for now, but only because you’re not ready to talk about the kiss. We’ll get back to that.”

			She did her best to hide the shiver his perusal shot through her. A deep breath calmed her nerves. “What do you want to know . . . about the bar?”

			“Why didn’t you get the hell out when you saw it going south?”

			Alex picked a spot across the diner to stare at and opened her mouth to speak, then closed it, opened it, and started over. “I . . . couldn’t. I made a promise a long time ago that I would never be helpless again, and if I saw someone who needed help, I would never, ever disappoint them. I remember what disappointment feels like, and no one should have to experience it.”

			The nightmare closed over Alex, and she couldn’t stop the words that tumbled from her mouth. “Every night I prayed someone would help me and the other girls, but every morning I woke up and faced another day in hell—­until Joe came.” She shrugged and focused on Nate again. “You looked like you could use some help tonight, and I couldn’t leave it alone. I had to keep my promise.”

			Nate scowled and turned away to stare out the window.

			Alex didn’t expect him to understand. How could anyone who hadn’t been taken from their family and imprisoned in a brothel for literally longer than she could remember possibly understand her warped sense of duty? She barely understood it herself, and some days confusion was her only companion. Dr. Grayson, the psychologist Joe insisted she see twice a week, had helped, but Alex had long since realized she was damaged goods and would likely remain that way. Just one more reason why she couldn’t let Nate get any closer.

			His hand tightened on her arm. “That’s a lot of responsibility you’ve given yourself. Maybe you could ease off just a little while I’m around to help?” He directed a crooked grin toward her. “I appreciate what you did, Alex. The evening would have ended a whole lot differently if you hadn’t been there. I suppose I should thank you so you don’t accuse me of being ungrateful.”

			A soft laugh escaped as she breathed a sigh of relief. “I’d never accuse you of being ungrateful. Shortsighted, maybe. Pigheaded, definitely.”

			He groaned. “Did I really deserve that? I’ll never win with you, will I?” Sliding his hand back to his side of the table, he scooted from the booth and stood, dropping cash next to their coffee cups. “Come on. If we’re leaving today, I’ve got some packing to do. Where’s Joe?”

			The lack of warmth where his hand had been left her chilled. She got to her feet and preceded him to the door. “Joe and the rest of the team are at your house. We made ourselves comfortable. Hope you don’t mind.”

			Nate shook his head. “Hell no. My high-­tech alarm system was just a test for you guys anyway. Rest of the team?”

			“Ty and Rayna, Walker, Jim Brady, and Joe.” Ty and Nate used to work together for the Portland Police Bureau. It had been Joe’s idea for Nate to step in six months ago and help Ty on a job that was directly related to one of their old undercover operations. When the mission went downhill, and Joe had asked for volunteers, Alex had raised her hand.

			“You met everybody the last time we were here.” She sneaked a peek over her shoulder as she opened the door. “You’re not really still upset about your car, are you? I saved your ass, you know.”

			“You’re damn right I’m upset. You could have picked any number of ways to save my ass without wrecking the Mach I.” Outside the door, he placed a hand on her back and turned her toward his bike.

			Alex grabbed the helmet from the handlebars and pulled it over her head. He straddled the bike and she hopped on behind him. When she wrapped her arms around him, he patted her hands for just a second before starting the bike and leaving the diner behind. The small gesture put a smile on her face as she hugged him tighter.

			She had to fight to stay awake on the drive back to Nate’s house. It was almost an hour later when Nate entered the code and the gate swung open to let them continue up the drive.

			The three-­story Southern-­style mansion was tinged in shades of pink from the dawn-­colored clouds hovering on the horizon. Nate had inherited the home and forty acres from his uncle, the infamous Uncle Leo, who had caused so much trouble last night. Alex couldn’t help wondering if the accusations she’d overheard had any basis in truth. Did Nate’s subdued and quiet mood mean he harbored similar questions regarding his uncle? Or did he expect that Daniels would try again?

			Joe’s helicopter sat unattended in the field beyond the buildings, his answer to Nate’s so-­called high-­tech alarm system. As the bike rumbled to a stop beside the garage, Ty and Joe sauntered from the back door of the house to meet them.

			Alex slid off the bike and whipped off the helmet. The last thing Joe had said to her before she left to find Nate was to stay out of trouble. Of course, that’s not really what he meant. Loosely translated, he didn’t want her to hurt anyone. Joe understood her better than she did herself. The way he seemed to read her mind sometimes creeped her out. He was like an overprotective big brother in many ways, and they’d butted heads on several occasions, but she really did try to stay on his good side. He most definitely wouldn’t be happy about her performance last night. She stepped back, waited for Nate to dismount, and handed him the helmet. A question lingered in his eyes as he took the headgear, brushing her hand.

			He turned away to shake hands with Joe, and then slapped Ty on the back. “Good to see you, partner.”

			Ty peered at him closely. “By the looks of your face, maybe I should’ve gotten here a day earlier.”

			“Hope you don’t mind us crashing your place.” Strong and confident, Joe wore his leadership like a mantle, yet had the respect of each of his soldiers, down to the last man and woman.

			“Naw. Mi casa, su casa. You’re welcome anytime. Especially when you bring good news like locating Marco. When do we leave? I’ve got some vacation I’ve been saving for exactly this reason.”

			Ty and Joe exchanged a glance.

			“What’s wrong?” Dread ballooned in Alex’s stomach as her gaze swept from one to the other. Don’t let it be bad news about Marco.

			“You remember Juan Sanchez? He was here with us last time.”

			“Sure I remember him. Hispanic. Medium height. Stocky. Nice guy.” Nate looked from Ty to Joe.

			“A ­couple weeks ago, Sanchez went undercover with the human trafficking ring that’s holding Marco.” Ty brought Nate up to speed first.

			Alex had to steady herself against the tremor that rocked her at the words. No matter how many times she heard human
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