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      Ismail didn’t understand anything about this place. He had been in America only a few days before escaping the house.

      He pumped his arms and legs and ran down the alley, wishing he had muscle instead of spindly arms and legs that were no help with the labor they had wished him to do during the day. The nights were worse.

      A car passed the end of the street.

      A child’s cry left his lips, the kind he hadn’t been able to hold back when the cartel killed his little brother and took him from his village. Two weeks later they had brought him here, to this strange place where nothing made sense.

      He couldn’t let them find him now that he had escaped.

      Ismail had one hope. If Michelle wasn’t at the meeting point, he would never get home. He needed to be away from this awful place where the rain had no power. It seeped into everything until his clothes stuck to him and each footfall squished against the ground like mud in the rainy season.

      At the end of the street, he stopped to look first and make sure they weren’t watching for him. He had to cross both directions and make it to the building on the other side. Where hope resided.

      A van buzzed past. He saw a break in the traffic and made a run for it across the busy street.

      Someone honked their horn. Ismail prayed to the God he had once believed in. The same God who had abandoned him a long time ago. The only thing he’d managed to retain since childhood was a single friendship—and a collection of letters he had been forced to leave behind.

      He stumbled up the curb on the other side of the street in front of the redbrick building that stretched up four stories. The light above the front door flickered. He shoved open the motel front door and rushed across the lobby.

      The man behind the front desk called out, “Hey!”

      Ismail ignored the man. He found the door to the stairs and ran to the third floor. Room 312 was to the left. He raced along the frayed carpet and heard the muffled sound of an action movie behind one door. Arguing behind the next.

      The hall stank like cigarette smoke.

      He reached the door too fast, collided with it, and curled his fist to knock. The door swung open on its own.

      No one stood there.

      Ismail gasped a breath. “Michelle, are you here?”

      Just past the threshold a lamp had fallen over, the shade torn. The bedcovers were rumpled, and a bloodstain had pooled in the center.

      He stumbled back and slammed into the wall.

      Hope was gone. She was gone.

      Ismail tripped over his feet on the way out the door. He shoved the floor away, clambered up, and ran back to the stairs, trying to figure out where he would go next. If there was no one to help him, he had nowhere to go. He was less than alone in the world. Lost in a foreign country. Hunted.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he stumbled out into a side street.

      A white van idled in the alley. One man in the driver’s seat, while another pushed a woman into the open door. He knew men like this. Like the men who worked for Hakim, who had torn him from his village the way they were no doubt doing with this woman. Taking her away because she tried to help people and they couldn’t stand anything good.

      “Michelle!” He needed her help. But they were hurting her.

      One of the men whipped around.

      Ismail saw the gun a second before it blasted right in his face. Burning pain smacked into his abdomen, and he fell back against the door, sliding to the ground.

      “Is that one of them?” a low voice said.

      Ismail gasped against the pain. He needed to help her so she could help him.

      “Who cares.”

      The engine revved, then the van sped away. Too fast.

      He was alone again.

      No hope.
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      EMT Freya Olson grabbed the duffel and slammed the cabinet shut. Her partner, Trey Banning, usually brought the backboard, but they likely wouldn’t need it for this call.

      Freya unlatched the front gate and headed up the cracked concrete path to the older residence. Maybe a thousand square feet, and well-kept. She knocked and turned the handle, entering as she called out, “Mrs. Hansen? It’s Freya and Trey.”

      Her partner entered behind her and shut the front door.

      She didn’t have to look at Trey’s face to know exactly what his expression would be. Mrs. Hansen was a frequent flyer. An older woman who didn’t have a lot of visitors and tended to neglect taking her medicine.

      Visiting often enough they could keep her from being hospitalized was part of their job. All they had to do was make sure she took her pills. Give her a quick check. Then they could be on their way, back on the road and waiting for the next call.

      “In here, dear.”

      The older woman sat in a recliner wearing a house dress and slippers, a blanket over her lap. Usually, they got this call during the day, but it wasn’t unheard of for them to come in the evening.

      Freya and Trey had been on shift since six this morning, and they would finish their shift at six the next morning—hopefully after a night of sleep with not too many interruptions for callouts. Being woken up was part of the job, but the less it happened meant fewer people had a bad night, which would always be a good thing. They often met people on the worst day of their lives.

      “How are you doing tonight?” Freya dropped the bag beside the chair, crouched in front of the other woman, and lifted the stethoscope from around her neck.

      Mrs. Hansen frowned. “Oh, I’m okay.”

      The hesitation in her words gave Freya pause. She was about to ask if everything was all right when Trey shifted behind her.

      “Whoa, buddy.” Her partner kept his cool always.

      She spun around. Mrs. Hansen whimpered, and Freya looked at the man-sized problem in the doorway to the kitchen. Mrs. Hansen’s grandson—Freya knew because the older woman had shown her photos. So proud.

      The guy’s eyes were glazed. His clothes rumpled, like he’d slept in them for a few days. His hair, too. He was strung out. And he had a gun in one hand.

      Freya spread her hands and stood up. “Gavin, isn’t that right? That’s your name?”

      “That old bag called you guys?” He waved the gun around, not pointing it anywhere specific.

      “How about you just leave?” Freya figured that was the best course of action here.

      The police could get all his information from Mrs. Hansen and track Gavin down later. Somewhere no one else would be in danger.

      Gavin scoffed. “When she gives me her stash of cash. I know she’s hiding it somewhere.”

      Thankfully Mrs. Hansen had the wherewithal to call for help before Gavin got violent. Instincts likely honed from having to deal with him many times before.

      “No one is giving you anything,” Freya said. “Get out of here. Cut your losses and you won’t be arrested right here.”

      Gavin glanced around. “I don’t see any cops. So why don’t you empty your pockets and give me everything you’ve got.” He leveled the gun at her. “I bet there’s some sweet stuff in that bag of yours. You guys carry Oxy, right?”

      Mrs. Hansen whimpered.

      “That’s not going to happen.” Freya took a step toward him, her hands still lifted. Palms out—already covered with sterile gloves.

      Protection from infection, but if he fired that gun there was no way to keep from being killed. All she could do was ensure Gavin didn’t hurt her partner or their patient. It wouldn’t be a senseless death like her mother’s, accidental—a tragedy with no explanation. The end of her life would mean something.

      Mrs. Hansen swiped her Bible from the end table and clutched it to her chest. She began reciting the Lord’s Prayer aloud.

      “Shut up!” Gavin roared.

      “Deliver us from evil.” Freya said every word along with Mrs. Hansen, in the quiet of her mind. Then she realized what she was doing.

      God had abandoned her the day her mother died.

      Now it seemed like that childhood faith she’d had wanted to renew itself in the midst of chaos. Apparently, God thought her belief—or lack thereof—was more important than anything else. Of course You think that.

      She hadn’t wanted to consider the fact she might have started to lose her faith years ago.

      It still felt familiar, like an old friend. She went to church regularly.

      Until a few months ago.

      The stuff she saw daily—all the evil in the world and the tragedy—weighed on her like a heavy coat. How could she not struggle?

      Her father had grown cold. He spent his life helping people, but God didn’t seem to care what they did.

      Freya could do this without Him.

      Trey whispered, “Cops are one minute out.”

      Freya took another step toward Gavin. “Focus on me.” She didn’t need him reacting to the fact police were coming, whether he’d heard Trey or not. “There’s nothing here for you. If you leave now, you have a chance. But if you stay then things will only get worse.”

      “Give me your Oxy.” Past the gun, she saw a flash of his gritted teeth. “Or I put a bullet in your heads, and I still get away.”

      Mrs. Hansen cried out. The grief of seeing a loved one descend into the kind of addiction that consumed everything rang in the air.

      Could Freya keep him talking until the cops got here, without him hurting anyone?

      “You get what I do for a living, right?” Freya pushed aside all the doubts and questions so she could focus on a young man who was hurting and needed help. If he was willing to accept it. “That means I don’t give meds to people unless they are injured. I’m responsible for everything in that bag.”

      She wasn’t exactly concerned with the checks and balances of accounting for the meds. Not at the wrong end of a gun. At the end of the day, faced with a shooter, she wasn’t supposed to protect pharmaceuticals above all else. Not when lives were at greater risk.

      Gavin said, “You think⁠—”

      “Police! Drop the gun!”

      Gavin whirled around to the cops who’d come in.

      Freya broke into a run and tackled him before he could shoot anyone. He hit the floor, her on top of him. She shoved his elbow down, and one of the cops stepped on the gun.

      “I think we can take it from here, Olson.”

      Freya winced and climbed off the guy. “Right. Of course.”

      Officer Watson pulled Gavin’s arms behind his back and cuffed him while Officer Omara smirked and said, “You think we should give her a police academy application?”

      Freya shook her head. “You think I want to wear those pants?”

      Both cops broke into chuckles.

      Trey stared at her, hands on his hips. Uh-oh. That permanent scowl resided on his face. Someone as good looking as him—not that she was interested, because the guy was seriously annoying—shouldn’t ruin his skin with frown lines.

      Instead of contending with whatever he wanted to argue about now, she turned to Mrs. Hansen and crouched again. “Are you okay now?”

      The older woman still clutched her Bible. “Yes, thanks to the Lord.”

      Freya might have prayed, but she wasn’t sure exactly what part He had played in all this. As the child of missionaries, she was supposed to have been raised with an adventurous faith. Instead, her prayers had tasted like stale bread on her tongue for years until she gave up saying them at all.

      What was the point? It wouldn’t bring her mom back.

      “Would you like to go to the hospital and get checked out?” Freya asked.

      Mrs. Hansen shook her head.

      The radio on Freya’s shoulder crackled to life. “Sixteen, we have a shooting victim two blocks from you. Are you available?”

      Trey responded that the call to aid Mrs. Hansen was complete and closed. They would respond immediately to assist the shooting victim.

      As the dispatcher relayed the new address, Freya squeezed Mrs. Hansen’s shoulder. “Please call if you think you need to see a doctor. Okay? Don’t worry about bothering us.”

      The older woman nodded. “Thank you, dear.”

      Trey hopped in the driver’s seat, which he did whenever he was too mad to let her drive. It suited her fine, since they needed to get there fast and he had a concrete foot. He said nothing to her. She would get an earful later when he calmed down enough to speak. She had no idea what he could object to about her occupying Gavin until the police got there. Still, it was his way of showing he cared.

      And, okay fine, she’d tackled a guy with a gun. But she’d also saved their lives and protected the patient.

      Trey pulled into the alley, and she pointed out a guy sitting leaning against the wall. “There.” Dark hair. The guy had blood all over his abdomen. How long had he been sitting here?

      She jumped out and grabbed the bag before she sprinted over. Seconds could save this guy’s life.

      Freya crouched in front of him. She gasped. “Ismail?”

      His head lolled to the side, blood on his lips. “Michelle.”
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      Detective Lucas Westbrook stared across the table at a man he was certain murdered both his girlfriend and her sister. Lord, You know the truth.

      Lucas said, “You did it, didn’t you?”

      The guy was almost twice his size, wearing a leather vest over his T-shirt. Every inch of skin visible was covered with tattoos. He went by the name “Peaches.” The girlfriend had been ten years older than him, and everyone Lucas had interviewed claimed the world was better off without her. Who killed the sister was up for debate.

      They’d been here for three hours already. Peaches hadn’t said much, but Lucas wondered more than once if the girlfriend’s sister had lashed out first, ending her life, and Peaches killed her in retaliation.

      Tension had set in with the guy, and Lucas didn’t want it to snap. Every second they sat here, the biker grew more and more agitated. Things would end one way or another. They always did.

      Peaches would crack. Or he would kick the chair back and get angry.

      Lucas would have to talk him down even though he would be frustrated when Peaches didn’t confess. He’d have to de-escalate when he’d much rather punch something—which meant he’d have to leave in the middle of an interview, head to the gym, and hit the heavy bag, then listen to the Bible on his app and try to get his footing back in a place of peace.

      The place he had to live, or he wouldn’t survive.

      “You cut both of their throats.” Lucas had shown him photos, but that did nothing. The guy just looked satisfied.

      No one had saved those women.

      Whether no one liked the girlfriend or not, she didn’t deserve to be murdered.

      Only Lucas’s faith, instilled in him by his aunt and forged in the fire of his mother’s betrayal, kept him from succumbing to the despair in the world. He had to stick close to God. Even when it was hard.

      Maybe especially then.

      Lucas softened his voice. “Peaches, you’ve gotta let me in on what happened. If I know why they died, I can help you.”

      The biker stared at him with bloodshot eyes.

      “I just need to know why.”

      A sour feeling roiled his stomach.

      Why.

      Lucas bit back the frustration. Every interview wasn’t about the suspect. It was about Lucas because it was always about Lucas. His history. How he always needed God to reveal the truth to him, and then he would finally be able to put the past to rest.

      “Peaches.”

      “Of course I killed both of them.” The biker huffed. “That’s the price of betrayal.”

      Lucas heard the compassion in his voice. “What’d they do to you?” This guy was a cold-blooded killer, and everything in him reacted to the betrayal instead. Like Peaches was in the right.

      The way his mother no doubt believed she’d been in the right. Lord, help my unbelief.

      Lucas pushed the yellow legal pad across the table and pulled the pen he’d stuck in his back pocket. “Write it all down. I need everything in a statement.”

      Peaches took the pen. Before he could start writing, a knock on the door proceeded its opening and one of the night shift detectives stuck his head in. “Captain wants to see you. I can take over here.”

      The guy was known for stealing other people’s collars. He would probably get Peaches to write the statement, then process the guy as under arrest for double homicide, signing his name at the bottom of the sheet.

      “He’s writing his statement,” Lucas said. “I’ll be back before he needs to go to holding.”

      “Bring me a cup of coffee.”

      Peaches said, “I’ll take a soda.”

      If that was what got Lucas his name on the arrest form, he’d make a run down to Happy Java on the corner and get the detective something fancy. Peaches could stay thirsty.

      Lucas strode across the bullpen to the captain’s office. McCauley had been over the squad since before Lucas was promoted from beat cop to a detective’s gold shield. He respected the guy but had to wonder when that respect would be reciprocated.

      He knocked and let himself in. “You wanted to see me, sir?” Every time he came in here, Lucas felt like he was being called to the principal’s office.

      McCauley said, “Shut the door, Westbrook.”

      People around here said his last name with a certain level of distaste. But that was what happened when your mom was the department’s biggest disappointment—apart from the whole issue earlier this year of one of the detectives being a serial killer. Before that she was all anyone ever talked about.

      Even with Detective Maxwell turning out to be a killer, and the public relations nightmare that whole thing unleashed, everyone in the department seemed more inclined to believe Lucas would one day fall prey to the same urges.

      Six years ago while Lucas was at the police academy, his mom had been fired for planting evidence to convict a murderer. Lucas had to do everything above board, and entirely by the book, so no one could accuse him of anything. He had to be above reproach.

      The man God called him to be.

      “Care to explain why you’re in the box with that biker when I expressly told you not to do it solo?” McCauley said.

      Lucas started to speak. Crime doesn’t wait for nine-to-five hours.

      “Don’t bother with excuses.” McCauley leaned back in his chair and tapped his pen on the desk. “First thing tomorrow morning, you get a new partner. Eric Hummet is going to be your new best friend. One who was supposed to have been doing that interview with you.”

      Lucas bit the inside of his cheek. The words still slipped out. “Because you think I need a babysitter?”

      “If you didn’t,” McCauley said, “I’d be at home right now eating dinner with my wife. Instead, I’m here, yes giving you a babysitter. Which I wouldn’t be doing if you didn’t need someone to keep you in line.”

      Because everyone thought even a shade of not doing everything perfectly meant Lucas had followed the path of former lieutenant Michelle Westbrook and become a dirty cop. Just a glimpse, and he was guilty. Just a hint of not going by the book, and he got painted with that brush.

      The clock had been ticking since she was fired.

      One day soon enough he would wind up the department’s third biggest disappointment. Probably before he could even explain the misunderstanding.

      Because that’s exactly what it would be.

      “I just want to do my job.” Lucas sighed.

      “Then tell me why every partner you’ve had requested a different assignment.”

      Lucas held up his fingers and counted them off. “Wanted to get into IA but never found dirt on me, always wanted to apply for SWAT, another up-and-comer looking for dirt to get up the ladder who figured I was an easy mark, one hated religious people, the last one’s wife got pregnant, so he quit…”

      “I get it. The problem is them, not you.”

      Lucas didn’t know what to say. “Maybe I’m an acquired taste. But I’ve been doing fine without a partner for the past four months.”

      He’d actually enjoyed the time alone, listening to worship music in the car on the way to conduct interviews. Not having to argue over where to eat.

      His arms itched, but he resisted the urge to fold them. McCauley would think he was being defensive. His aunt always told him that the Lord would fight for him, and he only needed to be quiet. Which he figured was because she wanted him to be quiet. Though she’d never admitted it.

      Lucas ran his hands down his face. It had been a long day. “Peaches confessed.”

      “I’ll review the tape tomorrow.” McCauley tossed his pen on the desk. “Be here bright and early to meet your new partner.”

      Lucas resisted the urge to snap a salute the captain would know wasn’t sincere. “Yes, sir.”

      “Dismissed.”

      Lucas turned for the door, ready to clock out and get some rest.

      McCauley’s desk phone rang. Lucas had the door open when the captain said, “Westbrook.”

      He turned back, wondering what hammer was going to fall next. He couldn’t pray fast enough to keep up with what was happening.

      “EMTs transported a shooting victim to the hospital. You need to head over there. Interview them and find out who is responsible.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ll have Hummet meet you there.”

      Eric Hummet was a new detective who had just married one of those FBI agents across the hall who cracked the Maxwell case. Lucas knew nothing about the guy.

      Could be interesting.
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      “Cops are here.” Trey nudged her elbow.

      Freya had been in the waiting area staring at her shoes since they took Ismail to surgery. Trey squeezed her shoulder and walked to meet the cops by the door.

      Two detectives in suits stood there, badges on their belts. One she knew—Freya had responded to a couple of calls involving Officer Eric Hummet, now a detective. The other she didn’t know, but any other time on any other day she’d have taken a second look.

      He strode over, and she studied him as he walked. Mostly because she was determined not to think about anything else, like whether Ismail would survive. Not even the paperwork that Trey had taken care of.

      His blond hair curled at the ends, in need of a trim. Late-day stubble framed his jaw. He looked exactly like the kind of guy she stayed away from because he knew exactly how good looking he was and never took no for an answer. Maybe it was unfair to paint him with the same brush, but it didn’t matter because that wasn’t why either of them was here right now.

      He took a seat across from her in the little waiting area. “Freya Olson?”

      She nodded, a tissue balled in her hand.

      “I’m Detective Lucas Westbrook.”

      She transferred the tissue to her other hand and held it out. His grip was warm and firm, reassuring her in a way that was unexpected and which she didn’t get from Trey. Her partner was currently in the doorway, talking to Eric. “Detective Hummet is your partner?”

      “Officially, as of tomorrow. Yes,” he replied with a note of nervousness. “I understand you’re acquainted with the victim?”

      Nodding, she spelled out Ismail’s full name for him, which the detective wrote down. “He’s in surgery right now.”

      The doctor had refused to give her any information. Just a grim look and a reminder of privacy regulations. Then again, he thought she was only the EMT who had brought a young man in. Instead, they’d taken their ambulance out of service so they wouldn’t be pulled away before they could find out if he survived.

      He looked up from his notepad. “How do you know him?”

      “We were missionaries in Malaysia when I was a kid. Ismail used to run around with my twin brothers. They’re all six years younger than me, so I’d watch them when my parents were ministering.” She blew out a breath. “I should call the boys. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. I was so surprised to see Ismail that I just blanked on everything. I realized who it was, and he said, ‘Michelle.’ A second later he flatlined, and we had to get a rhythm and stabilize him so we could transport him here.”

      Lucas blinked. “Michelle?”

      “Does that mean something to you?”

      The detective shook his head. “Nothing relevant to this case. Do you have the next of kin information for your friend?”

      “They live in Malaysia. I only have their address because that’s where Ismail lives—or at least he did the last time I got a letter from him.” That had been months ago.

      A kid she’d known a world away, a decade ago, was here. He’d been shot in an alley. Was it by design because she was supposed to be the one to find him? The idea of that was impossible as far as she could see. It made no sense. But she could not figure out if that was what’d happened.

      Lucas, the good-looking cop, kept a neutral expression on his face. “Any reason why he would come visit you?”

      She tried to process his question while still thinking about how disarming his appearance was. “Maybe he came to see the twins. I have no idea. There was nothing in his last letter about coming to America.”

      “Snail mail?”

      She nodded.

      “You never switched to email?”

      “Nothing beats a handwritten letter.”

      Her mind bounced between Ismail and the police detective. Between the pain of seeing her friend hurt and trying to fight so he could keep his life, and a man who distracted her more than anyone had in a long time.

      She could do nothing about her friend in surgery, so she allowed her mind to dwell on the police detective in front of her. Her brain wanted to avoid reality, and Lucas Westbrook was practically a dream.

      What are you, twelve?

      He was the kind of guy who turned her head and later turned out to be the worst.

      Relationships weren’t her forte, so it wasn’t like she would think about him like this beyond right now. He was nothing but a thought exercise. After one conversation, they would probably never see each other again aside from on the job.

      “So it’s unlikely your friend has US citizenship?” Lucas said.

      Freya shrugged. She slid her phone from her cargo pants pocket and sent a text to the group thread she had with her brothers. They never went to bed at a reasonable hour, busy with classes and their jobs they wouldn’t tell her about.

      “I’ll have to loop in the State Department,” Lucas said. “Any idea who might want to hurt him?”

      Tears burned in her eyes again.

      Her world had been off balance since she crouched in front of an injured man and saw his face. “I don’t even know why he was here. How would I know who hurt him?”

      “Can I get contact information for your brothers? Maybe they know.”

      A police detective would probably get more out of the twins than she ever could, being the overbearing big sister. Everything she said they considered to be interfering in their choices. Given that their mom had died while the boys were in junior high, she had also filled a motherly role. The whole thing was mixed up, but she just missed having brothers who joked with her.

      “Anything else you can tell me? What he might’ve said, or something he had on him?”

      “Just that one name, Michelle.”

      He blanched again, a reaction gone as fast as it occurred. The detective could get access to Ismail’s personal effects regardless of what happened to him. The shooting was a police case now. Everything would have to be on the record.

      If the name Michelle meant something to him, it wasn’t like he could bury it. Someone would find out.

      Freya sniffed. “After he said that, he passed out. I didn’t get the chance to ask him anything. Or find out anything.” She swallowed against the lump in her throat. “I will when he wakes up, though.”

      “If you could let me know when he does, I would appreciate it. I have some questions of my own.”

      She nodded.

      “How long have you been an EMT in Benson?”

      Freya frowned. “Since the summer after high school.”

      “Impressive.”

      “How long have you been a detective?” She didn’t mean it to sound combative, but his lips twitched.

      “Three years.”

      Since cops had to be twenty-one to join the academy, that meant he was late twenties like she was. But why had he asked that? He might be a cop, but she had far more questions. Lucas Westbrook intrigued her.

      Too bad the timing was terrible.

      Freya needed to make some calls and see if anyone in her family knew why Ismail had been there.

      She was about to invite him to give her the chance to do that when the doctor came in.

      Freya stood.

      The doctor said, “The other EMT and the detective said you’re the closest thing my patient has to family in this country.”

      “Yes.”

      A muscle flexed in his jaw. She knew then that the news wasn’t good. “I’m sorry.” He looked at the floor for a second, then lifted his gaze back to her. “We did everything we could, but I’m afraid your friend’s injuries were too severe.”

      Freya covered her mouth with her hand.

      “Someone with a life like that, a victim of trafficking. I’m sure you know, it’s a rough ending more often than not.”
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      Lucas lifted his mug, but it was empty already. The clock said 7:03 a.m. He was almost done with his write-up of the Peaches report when a paper cup from Happy Java landed on the desk beside him. Someone had lettered Am on the side in marker.

      “McCauley said you take it black. Americano?” Eric peered at the report on Lucas’s screen. “That’s a lot of detail. You’re thorough.” Then he took his coffee to the desk opposite his new partner.

      “Yes, I’m thorough,” Lucas said. “Because with a guy like this…?” Eric didn’t need to know that Lucas was talking about himself more than Peaches. “I can’t give the DA any room to throw it out.” Despite his exemplary record, the name Westbrook on a report still had a stain. Having Eric as a partner might be a good thing. More of Lucas’s investigations would lead to convictions that didn’t get thrown out on a technicality.

      “Let me know when you’re ready to discuss the dead guy from yesterday.”

      Lucas nodded. The dead Malaysian had been on his mind all night while trying to sleep. He’d lain there for hours also picturing that EMT in his mind. Freya Olson was a beautiful woman, even upset. But he’d already tried to save one woman—and look where that disaster got him.

      He had to focus on keeping his badge and not get distracted by attraction, or he’d end up with another engagement ring in his bathroom cabinet. Another scar on his cheek where it was thrown back at him. Not as bad as the one on his ribs, but that wasn’t the point.

      Lucas had settled for quietly praying while he handed Freya another tissue after discovering her friend had passed away. Anything more would have been improper, and she had her partner to cling to anyway.

      Lucas didn’t know what Eric had said to the other EMT while Lucas was interviewing Freya. Whatever it was meant the male EMT found it necessary to shoot Lucas a look of disgust as he passed in front of him.

      Or whatever that expression had meant.

      He didn’t need to get tangled up if something was going on between Freya and her partner. They clearly cared about each other. If partners of the opposite sex worked together long enough, they either wound up hating each other or falling in love. Rarely did it end in a solid friendship.

      Lucas sent the write-up on Peaches to Captain McCauley. He sat back in his chair and took a sip of the coffee Eric had brought him. “Thanks for this, by the way.” He lifted the cup in a salute.

      “No problem. Word is you get in early, and the coffee in the break room is terrible.”

      Lucas didn’t know what to make of that, so he said, “The deceased’s full name is Ismail bin Hassan. Which just means his father’s name is Hassan. Apparently they don’t really have surnames in Malaysia. It’s just family association.”

      Something he was painfully acquainted with, carrying around the surname of a dirty cop.

      “I called Homeland Security asking for information about when he landed in the US, and what kind of visa he might have. But if the doctor is right and he was trafficked, then it’s unlikely there’s an official record of his entry into the country.”

      “I found a social media page for the deceased. It’s connected to Freya’s twin brothers.” Eric shrugged one shoulder. “But there’s not much on it. Neither her brothers nor Ismail have posted in months.”

      Not for the first time, he wondered if Freya knew more than she’d said last night. Her reaction seemed genuine, but since he was predisposed to require proof, he couldn’t help but wonder.

      Eric said, “What about this Michelle thing?”

      Lucas shook his head. “Probably a nonstarter. The guy was shot and about to pass out. Who knows what he said? A foreigner with an accent who was injured. Freya was already buzzing on the adrenaline of finding her friend. She probably misheard him.”

      Eric nodded, as though conceding the point.

      Lucas wasn’t going to pretend his new partner didn’t know everything about his family history. Was the guy willing to give him the benefit of the doubt and get to know him?

      “What about the bullet?” Eric asked.

      “The doctor gave it to me, and I admitted it as evidence last night before I went home. Who knows how long it’ll take to get processed, but if there’s anything of note, we’ll find out eventually. It was actually pretty well intact.”

      Some bullets wound up mangled beyond recognition. Some had the striations on the outside from the inside of the barrel making grooves as it spun. Others, the techs were able to run the imprint the firing pin made when it hit the base. The ATF had a whole database that could tell if the same gun had been used in multiple crimes. Kind of a record of a gun’s history.

      “Looked like a nine mill,” Lucas said. “Close range, nothing special.”

      “We should look at the alley this morning,” Eric suggested. “There could be tire tracks, or footprints from whoever shot the victim.”

      “Good idea. It’s possible the shooter was in the building, and if they have cameras we can find out for sure.” Experience had taught him that just because someone was killed in an alley didn’t mean they had been in any of the adjacent buildings.

      “You need to get breakfast on the way?”

      Lucas frowned. “I had a smoothie after I went to the gym.”

      “We got done after midnight, and you already went to the gym this morning?” Before Lucas could answer, Eric grinned. “I should introduce you to my wife. You guys will be fast friends.”

      “Right.” As if Lucas needed an FBI agent as a friend.

      Enough people with badges had their eyes on him already. That was why he had to focus, not keep thinking about a distraught witness who’d lost a dear friend last night. Freya Olson didn’t need him bringing his baggage into her life. She had enough to deal with right now, and so did he.

      So he should stop thinking about her.

      But that only left him with the name a dead young man had spoken. His last word. Michelle Westbrook had left enough of a legacy in Benson, Washington. While he doubted she was connected to his victim, he sincerely hoped she wasn’t caught up in something that got a guy shot. For both their sakes he hoped she wasn’t connected to his case.

      Trafficking was a far cry from planting evidence and getting caught, but considering his mom hadn’t called in six years, he had no idea.

      The elevator doors opened. McCauley strode in with his commuter backpack and a travel cup.

      Lucas pushed his chair back and followed the captain into his office. McCauley set his backpack down, and Lucas shut the door.

      “Something you need, Detective?”

      “You were on the force when my mother was a lieutenant, right?” He braced, asking God for peace to withstand whatever might be coming.

      McCauley took a sip of his coffee, standing behind his desk. Staring at Lucas like he didn’t know how to answer the question.

      “I just wondered who might know where she is, or how to contact her.”

      The captain lowered his cup. “You don’t know?”

      “I haven’t spoken to my mother in six years.” She’d called a couple of times after she was arrested, but he hadn’t been able to answer. By the time he could return the call she hadn’t answered. Then her number was disconnected.

      “There a reason you need to contact her?”

      Lucas didn’t even know how to explain that a dead guy might have whispered her name.  Or the name of any Michelle he’d met. “It’s probably nothing.” He whirled around and let himself out of the captain’s office. “Let’s go, Hummet. We’ve got a case to solve.”
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      Freya’s phone rang just as she pulled into the parking lot behind the halfway house her dad ran. An extension of his heart for missions work, which hadn’t died when her mother was taken from the world.

      For years he had kept on serving people. She didn’t see him much because he was busy helping others, and her schedule meant she kept odd hours. Same reason he hadn’t had the chance to call her back since she left him the message about Ismail.

      His hours often made less sense than hers.

      She realized her phone was ringing and tapped the screen, which said Twins. Two numbers saved under one contact name in her phone. They always put her on speaker anyway, so it didn’t matter which one was calling.

      “What’s up, guys? I just saw you. Did something happen?” Why else would they call so soon after she’d left their apartment? Something had to have happened.

      “We were just wondering what you’re doing.” Si’s comment had a tone to it.

      “What kind of question is that, Simon Olson?”

      The kid let out a groan. Maybe he was in his early twenties, but he would always be a boy to her.

      Peter said, “It’s just a question, Sis.”

      They’d learned the hard way that calling her mom might be razzing her—from their point of view—but she didn’t see it the same way. The twins were years younger than her. Sometimes she felt like they wanted her to be a mother to them. Other times they turned into typical little brothers.

      But in their shared grief they had clung to each other and shed some tears.

      She’d spent a couple of hours at their condo this morning, telling them what happened to their childhood friend. Letters weren’t exactly the twins’ forte, so they hadn’t ever written to the boy they’d played with through the jungle.

      They hadn’t had much contact with Ismail over the years, not the way she had. But they pulled out some old pictures, and the three of them cried a bit. Drank too much coffee. They reminisced about their life over there, getting increasingly sardonic as the conversation went on.

      Which was when she’d cut it off.

      The boys intended to visit the morgue later to identify their friend formally. After all, the three had matching scars from a fall. Then they would also use their internet know-how to contact Ismail’s family. No one wanted some government employee with no empathy to show up at the parents’ house and tell them their son was dead.

      Freya would go herself, but there was no way she could swing a plane ticket across the world right now.

      “You were upset when you left here,” Simon said. “We’re just making sure you’re okay.”

      They were sweet guys. Which had nothing to do with the fact Freya had raised them through their teenage years, and everything to do with the kind of woman their mom had been.

      Her goodness had been instilled in all of them. Along with her heart for people in need.

      Freya sighed. “If you must know, I want to talk to Dad.” She thought about Ismail again. It had been constant since last night. The rush of grief and the burn of tears in her eyes. “I need to find out if he knew Ismail had come to America. None of this makes any sense. I have to figure out why he was here. Was it a surprise? And why did he get shot—” Her voice broke.

      “Sis. Don’t go talk to Dad right now.” Simon’s voice was soft.

      She wanted to eliminate all the feelings swirling around in her, the sadness. The rage. Talking to her dad wouldn’t be cathartic, unless he knew why Ismail had been here. He probably had no answers like the rest of them, and she would leave feeling the same way—or worse.

      “Maybe leave that till later,” Peter said. “You’ve had a rough day already. You don’t have to work later, do you?”

      The back door of the halfway house opened, and her dad came out. He stood on the concrete step, hands on his hips. Jeans and a white buttoned shirt, shiny black shoes. He would catch a chill if she let him stand there too long.

      Before her mother died he’d been a rock for her. A strong man who prayed, and someone she’d catch singing church songs to himself. Now it was like looking at a shadow.

      Which made her wonder if people thought that about her.

      “Sis,” Peter prompted.

      “I’m not on again until tomorrow morning.” Work would at least be a distraction. But it was a good thing she wasn’t scheduled for today.

      “Why not leave it a couple of days?” Simon suggested. “Dad can wait.”

      “Too late,” Freya said. “He already saw me.”

      She hung up on the boys and climbed out of her car, holding the keys in her hand as she crossed the parking lot. The air held a chill. Freya wrapped the sides of her coat tight around her. “Hey. Did you get my message?”

      Her dad rubbed a palm along his chin. “Yeah, Ismail. Hard to believe. Any idea why he was here?”

      Freya shook her head. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw him.” Tears filled her eyes, blurring her dad in front of her. She swept them away as they fell. “You didn’t know he was here? You hadn’t heard from him?”

      She’d tried to pray, but the words just wouldn’t come, and she’d curled up and crying in her armchair. Trey called a couple of times. She hadn’t answered because he didn’t need to worry about her. He needed to get some sleep, or they would both be exhausted next shift.

      “You’re the one he would have come to see first. Or the boys.” After a second, he said, “Any big plans for the day?”

      Freya cleared her throat. “Not really.”

      He nodded. “Well, I should get back to work. There’s plenty to do around here, like always.” He chuckled.

      She didn’t blame him for not knowing what to say or do. He’d lost his wife. Not the same as her losing an old friend she hadn’t seen in years. Not by any stretch. However, she could say she knew at least a little of what he’d felt.

      “Have a good day,” she said.

      The door shut behind him.

      She turned around and slammed right into someone. Same height, but thinner. The woman wore no coat. She had stringy hair, and pale skin. Probably a resident of the halfway house.

      “I’m sorry for bumping into you.” Freya tried to smile. “Excuse me.”

      The woman said nothing. She entered the same door Freya’s dad used, going inside. Out of the cold. Freya didn’t blame her. This morning was chilly.

      Freya hustled to her car and thought about calling the twins back.

      Instead, she found herself driving back across Benson, to the spot where her friend had muttered his last word.

      She parked across the street and stared at the alley. If she walked over there, she would see the blood on the ground. His life had been discarded on the asphalt. Freya didn’t know if she could do it, even if it might be the first step to answers.

      She shifted in her seat and caught movement in her side mirror. The fluke wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t felt the need to stretch her legs without getting out.

      A couple of cars back, parked like she was, a man sat in a blue compact.

      Watching her.
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      Lucas headed into the motel lobby first. The feel inside wasn’t much better than on the street with the morning traffic. He’d never been one for big crowds but dealt with it. At least it was quiet in here.

      “You okay?”

      He glanced back at Hummet. “Sure. Just antsy, but I don’t know why.”

      Now he was sharing on top of everything. He sighed. Nothing about this case had been normal so far. Getting a weird feeling outside, close to where the victim had been shot, didn’t rank high on the list.

      There was no way his mom had anything to do with this.

      McCauley would read the name in his report, but Lucas wasn’t going to lie, and the witness made a coherent statement.

      Freya.

      Lucas didn’t need to think about her.

      She wasn’t an answer to prayer, even if he did go home to an empty house.

      The guy on the front desk came out a door beside the counter, dressed in jeans and a dirty tank top. Slippers on his feet. Glasses hung from a chain around his neck. What hair he had wrapped from his ears around the back of his shiny bald head. “I think I know why you’re here.”

      “Is that right?” Lucas tapped the badge on his belt. “Detective Westbrook. This is Detective Hummet.”

      “Yeah,” the guy said. “No kidding.” He pulled a keycard from the back of his jeans. “Three-twelve.”

      “What are we going to find?”

      “Everything exactly the way it was when housekeeping found it a few minutes ago.” He shook his head. “The old lady took one look and backed right on out. She didn’t touch nothin’.”

      “And you didn’t call right away?” Eric asked.

      “I was just about to when you guys walked in.”

      Lucas took the keycard but didn’t move. “Now tell me about your surveillance. What’ve you got?”

      The guy’s mouth compressed. Determined not to talk? A few seconds later he said, “Ugh. Fine.”

      Lucas was surprised the guy didn’t just claim the system was broken. “You have video of the hallway outside the room, and the alley?”

      The guy huffed. “You guys are bad for business.”

      Lucas pressed. “But you’re going to email us the footage, right?”

      The guy groaned.

      Eric handed over his card. “I’ll check back with you before we leave if I haven’t received it yet.”

      “Three-twelve?” Lucas lifted the keycard.

      “Right.” The guy went back to his door, waving over his shoulder. “Whatever, just make it fast.”

      “Must be bad.” Eric glanced over.

      They took the elevator. Lucas tried not to breathe, shut up in the enclosed box as it rose to the third floor.

      “Claustrophobic?”

      “Are you going to write that in your report for IA?”

      Eric reached over and hit the emergency stop. “I guess we’ll find out. Do you think I’m working for IA? Like this is some kind of fishing expedition to flush out a dirty cop?”

      “You tell me.”

      “You’re so convinced I know everything about you. I’m surprised you didn’t do your homework on me.”

      Lucas shrugged. “Time will tell.”

      He preferred to figure people out for himself rather than let paper tell him what to think. The truth was the truth, and where people were concerned it was black-and-white. Good or bad. Victims. Criminals.

      People fell on one side of the line or other, in his experience. And just because someone wore a badge didn’t mean they were good. Like not every criminal in prison was guilty beyond a reasonable doubt.

      Things might be simple, but they were also extremely complicated.

      He prayed every day the truth rose to the surface, and he didn’t make the wrong call.

      Eric hit the button on the elevator, and the doors opened on three. “For the record, aside from my grandmother, I’m the only person in my family not dead or in prison.”

      Lucas stepped out. “So they partnered you with me because we’re the same? Or because no one else wants someone connected to a criminal partnered with them.”

      “Who knows why McCauley made the pairing?” Eric shrugged, apparently content to stand back and let his new partner take the lead.

      He wasn’t working with IA?

      Lucas let them in, pocketed the keycard, and pulled on the gloves he’d grabbed just in case. He was about to continue their conversation when he saw the room. “Oh, yeah.” He stepped over a lamp and got a look at the bed. “Someone fought someone in here.” Rumpled sheets, blood pooled in the center.

      “Ismail?”

      Lucas rounded the bed. “Maybe. But the blood trail doesn’t go downstairs, so the kid wasn’t shot here.” The carpet by the door was clear of blood.

      “Could’ve been a nosebleed,” Eric said.

      Lucas turned and looked at his partner.

      “I didn’t say it was a likely possibility.” Eric grinned for a second. “So someone got hurt up here, but they left? We don’t know Ismail was here. Could be unrelated.”

      Only because they had no proof it was connected. Yet.

      Lucas scanned the floor between the bed and the window. Under the chair in the corner. He shifted the curtains, then crouched, lifted the bed skirt, and spotted a phone. “Here we go.” He hit the power button as he stood. “Locked.”

      “Tech can crack it.” Eric shook out an evidence bag. “And crime scene can go over this place. Figure out whose blood this is.”

      Lucas shifted a pillow on the floor.

      “Whoa.” Eric moved to the door on the far side.

      Lucas followed him to the bathroom door, where a dead Caucasian male lay in the tub. Fully clothed.

      “Beaten,” Eric said. “Which explains the blood.”

      “I’ll call it in.” This case was getting more complicated every moment.

      Lucas pulled his gloves off and pulled out his phone, dialing as he crossed the room. Trying to work out some of the lingering feeling that had started outside. He tugged back the curtain and requested the ME and crime scene techs to the scene.

      “Copy that.”

      Lucas thanked the duty sergeant and hung up. Outside, below the window, was the alley where Ismail died.

      So close, but also a world away if these two incidents weren’t connected. It wasn’t likely two crimes so close together weren’t linked, but it did happen. They’d need proof Ismail had come up here. The same way a dying kid mentioned his mother’s name didn’t mean she was connected either.

      Lucas would have to speak to her if McCauley did track her down. Unless the captain was willing to ask the questions himself. No one could fault Lucas if someone else did the interview. Either way the truth would be told—if she didn’t lie about her connection.

      Not for the first time, he wondered what she’d been doing for the last six years. Or where she lived. His aunt wouldn’t tell him when he asked. They saw each other often enough, considering they both had busy schedules.

      He wanted to know why his mom never called. As if he would pick up anyway, after the way she’d thrown her career down the drain. And for what? He couldn’t help feeling like a brokenhearted little boy.

      Lucas sighed so hard the curtain ruffled.

      Every hour I need You.

      A woman and man stood close to each other against the wall of the neighboring building. On the other side from the spot where blood soaked the ground.

      The alley had been taped off as a crime scene. No one should be down there.

      He frowned. “We should go downstairs. There’s⁠—”

      The man shoved the woman against the wall, his hands around her throat.

      Lucas shifted the curtain out of the way and saw the woman’s face.

      “Freya.”

      He crossed the threshold out of the room at a dead run, found the stairs, and hurried down as quickly as possible.
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      His grip on her neck tightened. Freya tried to breathe, her back pressed against the wall with nowhere to go. She had only been trying to see where her friend died, and this guy dragged her past the crime scene tape.

      Now she might lose her life.

      Tears rolled from the corners of her eyes.

      Hot breath wafted over her face. “Stay away from this.”

      She whimpered, but with no breath there was little noise from her lips.

      Across the alley, the motel’s side door slammed open. “Police! Let her go!”

      “You’ve been warned.” The man pushed her against the wall, let go, and raced to the street.

      She blinked enough to see the detective who had interviewed her, then slumped to the ground. He drew his weapon and sprinted after her strangler. Freya planted a hand on the ground, trying not to think about what she touched.

      She was alive. That man had tried to kill her.

      Ismail.

      What was happening? She could pray and ask God, but it wasn’t like He would stoop to answer her.

      The man had to have followed her here. She’d told no one where she was going, and she’d seen all of her family this morning. How could anyone think she was connected, let alone investigating?

      None of this made any sense. Not a childhood friend suddenly turning up dead in this country. And definitely not someone trying to strangle her as a warning. Was she supposed to just pretend this hadn’t happened?

      Freya wasn’t trying to investigate the murder, but she did want answers. Who wouldn’t?

      A second police detective—suit and badge, gun drawn—sprinted out of the same side door. He called out, “You okay, Freya?”

      Detective Hummet slowed for a second. Probably in case she needed some of her coworkers to come check her out.

      Freya waved him off. If she could have spoken, she would have told him not to worry about her.

      At the end of the alley, the strangler headed for the corner. A woman stepped into view pushing a stroller.

      Eric’s partner, Lucas, called out, “Watch out!”

      The strangler clipped the front wheel of the stroller and kept running. Lucas grabbed the stroller and stopped it from tipping, saving the child from being dumped over. He stopped to speak reassuringly to the woman, though Freya couldn’t hear what he said.

      Eric ran past him, after the suspect. Lucas called out, “Get that guy!”

      Freya stared at him while he spoke with the woman, then intermittently glanced at the street. Checking on his partner?

      There was something about him that made her want to keep watching. Not just because it was better than thinking about what just happened. Or the last twenty-four hours.

      Lucas Westbrook cared about people and had a quiet strength, but there was also a shadow in him. The guy was more complicated than most people she knew, and he wasn’t the kind who gave up their hidden depths easily.

      Eric came back into view, shaking his head. The two of them motioned the mom with her stroller on and came over to Freya.

      No part of her wanted them crouching over her in an alley. It was entirely too much like what had happened last night. She planted her hand again, though the ground was gross, and got to her feet.

      “Are you okay?” Eric said. “We can call an ambulance for you.”

      She started to shake her head. Detective Westbrook held his hands in front of her for a second, as though offering her something. When she stilled, he touched her shoulders and ducked his head. He studied her neck.

      Eric raised his eyebrows.

      “I’m sure you know if the ambulance will have something on board you can put on these bruises.” Lucas lifted his gaze but didn’t take his hands from her shoulders.

      She reached up and squeezed just above his elbows. “Thanks. I’ll be okay.”

      Freya tried to be the kind of person where people got what they saw. She was open and honest. Even if it was difficult.

      Lucas Westbrook was more like an onion. Not that he would make her cry, but there were layers to him.

      Freya wanted to peel some of them back and see what was underneath. It might be worth doing that if it meant they got to the point that she was more than just interested. Especially if he was as well.

      Maybe by then her life wouldn’t be a total disaster.

      He stepped back and nodded. “Do you know who that man was?”

      “I’ve never seen him before. But I think he was following me earlier.” She had to take a breath, her throat thick. “Watching me.”

      Eric glanced between her and Lucas. “Did he say anything to you?”

      “Stay away from this.” She shook her head. “But that makes no sense. I have nothing to do with what’s going on. I don’t even know what’s going on.”

      Lucas said, “It’s possible something happened that makes whoever’s behind this believe you might know something. Or that you saw something.”

      “If I’m going to be a target, they can at least tell me why.”

      Eric nearly smiled.

      Lucas didn’t look so amused. “Ismail didn’t contact you at all before you found him right here?”

      “I’ve already told you he didn’t.” Was this about what she’d reported to the police, that he’d said Michelle? Ismail’s last word—and it might get both of them killed. Freya shuddered.

      Lucas said, “Sometimes, later on, things can look different than they did in the heat of the moment. No one is accusing you of anything. It’s just that details can come to memory later.”

      “There’s nothing else to remember about the call out where we found him. Because I haven’t forgotten anything.” And now instead of spending her day grieving and resting, she would be at the police station making a statement.

      There was no way she would tell the twins what happened. She didn’t need them burning the whole city down to find her attacker.

      She had to keep her family out of this.

      “You need to find the person who killed my friend.”

      That was all this was, after all.

      Relationships had never been anything other than that for her. Maybe not murder. Or nearly getting strangled to death as some kind of warning. However, her history of getting involved with a guy wasn’t exactly full of happiness and the chime of wedding bells in the distance.

      More like the opposite.

      She fell for guys with that dark edge to them, complicated men who eventually showed their true colors. Given she couldn’t guarantee that wouldn’t be exactly what happened with Lucas Westbrook, it was better to leave the whole idea alone.

      After all, he was a cop on the job, and she was just a witness. It wasn’t like anything would happen between them.

      Lucas said, “We can’t promise we will find the killer. All we can promise is that we will do our jobs to the best of our ability.”

      Eric nodded.

      “That’s good enough for me.” Freya touched her neck for a second. “Preferably before anything else happens.”

      Lucas motioned her toward the door. “Let’s go sit down in the lobby. You can write up your statement here, so you don’t have to spend hours at the station.”

      She went first, and he kept his hand on the small of her back. Eric said nothing. All the subtext made her head spin as she tried to figure out the interplay. It didn’t matter, because she’d already decided Lucas Westbrook would be an investigating detective and nothing else.

      She didn’t need to make more bad choices in her life.

      Eric strode first toward the lobby, leaving them behind.

      Lucas touched her arm. “Please don’t worry. I’m going to figure this out as fast as I can so that no one else tries to hurt you.”

      “Thank you.” She stared at those blue eyes of his, so disarming. She wanted to know what gave him the calm strength that seemed to shine through his eyes. As much as she wanted to see his hero side in action again—like when he’d saved that baby from injury.

      Instead of jumping into work, he stared right back. “You’re welcome.”
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      Lucas pocketed his phone and glanced at her.

      Freya sat in one of the lobby armchairs. Arms tight around her waist, her face pale. Bruises had already begun to form on her neck. Seemed like the guy applied a considerable amount of pressure when he’d been trying to squeeze the life out of her.

      Lucas wanted to get her a bottle of water, or some other drink, but two uniformed officers and a pair of crime scene techs strode in.

      Eric was in the office with the reception guy, looking at the footage he had also emailed over.

      Despite the dead guy upstairs, the murder from yesterday, and a possible connection to his mom, all he could think about was the attempted murder that just occurred in the alley. When he’d seen with his own eyes, looking out the window while he was on the phone.

      Lucas lifted his chin. “Three-twelve.”

      The first uniformed officer said, “Copy that.”

      He needed an ID on the dead guy as soon as they could get it to him. He also needed to find out who the man in the alley had been.

      Lucas wandered back over to Freya and crouched in front of her. “If I sat you down with a sketch artist, do you think you could describe the man who hurt you?”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever forget his face.”

      “Here.” An arm appeared over his shoulder, holding a little plastic cup of water. Eric.
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