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      The sun had begun to set in Last Chance County. Dusk brought with it a chill Badger enjoyed—just so long as it didn’t start to rain or snow. Given it was November, either was possible. At least the face of the mountain wasn’t icy. That would make things difficult.

      Badger wasn’t about to look down, but for a second he took his gaze off the rock face in front of him and looked up.

      Halfway.

      Sweat dripped down to the small of his back. He lifted one foot and ensured it was secure in a notch above a protrusion in the rock. Once he had steady footing, he lifted one hand and then the other, raising himself another two feet up the face of the mountain.

      The whole face was maybe forty five feet to the summit. Not exactly one of the tallest spots to climb in Last Chance County. But considering what he’d been through in the last few months, Badger was arguably taking it easy even doing this. He intended on reaching the top without much difficulty. Even if he had to pretend.

      He could take a photo from the top, then send it to his teammates. The ones who thought he wasn’t ready to return to active duty as part of Chevalier Protection Specialists, despite the fact their doctor declared him healed-ish.

      If Zander, the team leader, knew Badger could do this, he had to rethink keeping Badger benched any more than necessary.

      Badger zeroed his focus. This section of the rock face was the trickiest part of the whole climb, except for that last foot where he had to haul his body up and over the edge onto flat ground. He didn’t need to be distracted when he had no tether or anything else to secure him. One slip of a foot or hand could send him tumbling to the ground.

      After having inhaled a single drop of a deadly chemical a couple of months ago, and then more recently being forced to defend himself against an attacker, he didn’t exactly want to wind up back in the hospital. Or dead. All because he made a misstep.

      Six or seven feet above that spot, he heard people approach below. Badger didn’t turn to look. He needed all his strength for the last part of the climb.

      “What are you doing?” one of them called up.

      He figured out who it was—Andre, Zander’s number two guy and one of Badger’s best friends, for years now. But the answer to Andre’s question? As if it wasn’t obvious given he was most of the way up the rock wall at this point.

      Someone else spoke, but the words were a murmur from this distance.

      Every second of being hurt had sucked. More than just the fact Badger had been unable to blow off steam in any of his usual ways—most of which involved exertion. He needed this. He needed the win of making it to the top to prove he was back up at full strength, capable of being put back on active duty.

      His breath hitched on an inhale. Badger stilled, hugging the wall. After a few long breaths he would be fine, back to scaling the mountain.

      “Don’t worry,” Andre called out. “We’ll get set up just in case you don’t make it. Judah can sprint to the top and lower a rope. Haul you up.”

      That was enough to get Badger moving again. He gritted his teeth and sucked in a breath, hauling himself up another couple of feet. The whole team was probably down there watching him. Assuming he was going to fail, although they probably wished he wouldn’t. He knew they cared about him. That was why they refused to let him self-sabotage instead of recovering.

      But he was good now.

      Badger looked at the summit again, just to see how far it was.

      Zander peered over the edge. His head and those broad shoulders carried the weight of their team.

      Badger couldn’t read the expression on Zander’s face from this distance, so he ducked his chin and concentrated on moving. The longer he stayed stagnant, the more his momentum drained away. But if he kept going, then sooner or later he would make it to the top.

      As his head neared the top of the wall, Zander crouched.

      “I want to be back on full duty.” Badger’s voice was breathier than he would have liked. But it couldn’t be helped.

      Instead of responding, Zander got up and stepped back out of sight.

      Badger set his footing and curled his upper body over the edge. He found a dip in the dirt, tested it would hold, and pulled himself over. He rolled over to his back, breathing harder than he wanted to in front of his team leader.

      The satisfaction he felt at the fact Judah, their British team member, hadn’t even made it to the top yet, let alone had time to lower a rope and try to “rescue” him, caused Badger to grin.

      “Yeah, yeah. You made it.” An answering smile tugged at Zander’s lips. “How are you going to get back down?”

      Badger narrowed his eyes.

      Zander wandered over to the edge and looked down. Badger didn’t see what he did with his fingers. What had been communicated between him and the men on the ground?

      Badger’s arms burned enough that pushing off the ground wasn’t going to be a good idea. He clenched his abs and used his core to lift his shoulders and get into a sitting position, his arms limp on his thighs. Chest heaving. No matter how many times he held his breath at the top and then blew out slowly, it took longer than he wanted to steady his breathing.

      “How are the lungs?” Zander said.

      “The doc said my lung capacity is back to normal.”

      “Yeah, but there’s normal, and then there’s us. So how are they?”

      Badger wanted to make a face, but the respect he had for Zander overruled almost anything.

      The guy had been his sergeant in the US Army. His team leader before and after they left the service. He would have told anyone that being part of Delta Force was a more demanding job than his life now as a member of Chevalier Protection Specialists. But given some of the missions the team had been on lately, it might be considered untrue.

      “A little tight,” Badger said.

      “Probably the exertion.”

      “That wouldn’t rule me out of some missions, though. Right?”

      “You’ve made your point. But you know my process for reinstatement. Especially after six weeks where you were almost entirely on bed rest.” Zander held out his hand.

      Badger clasped his wrist, and his team leader assisted him in standing. Not because he needed it, but because Zander needed to know Badger would rely on him if necessary. That he would accept assistance instead of going off alone…and climbing a mountainside.

      “There are things you can do,” Zander pointed out.

      Badger started to object.

      Zander cut him off. “They’re not all at the house. Some of them are in the field, like visiting Isaac.”

      “You think he’ll talk to me?”

      “The rest of us have tried. And failed,” Zander said. “It’s worth a shot.”

      Badger nodded. Finally something to do.

      Getting through to Isaac was going to be difficult. Their former teammate was a trained CIA operative. The member of an elite covert organization none of them had been able to pin down despite knowing they operated in the US. A few weeks ago Isaac had turned himself in to the military, along with a suitcase nuke stolen from the government.

      Now Isaac was in federal prison.

      Why he’d done it, none of them could decipher. And anytime they tried to visit him, no one could get an answer.

      But Zander was right. It was worth a shot.

      Thoughts of Isaac made Badger think of Hannah as well, though that was the last thing he wanted. She’d occupied his thoughts entirely too much the past few weeks while he’d been laid up in bed. At first he’d tried calling. Then texting. She hadn’t replied to either, not talking to him at all since he’d driven her home after Gladstone’s arrest and made sure it was safe for her to stay there.

      As if all that time they’d spent together transporting evidence and handing it over to the feds, getting to know each other, meant absolutely nothing to her.

      He figured now he knew where he stood. It was time to move on.

      “Okay,” Badger said. “I’ll pack a bag and go pay a visit to Isaac. See if he’ll talk to me.”

      Zander nodded. “Still trust me?”

      Badger frowned.

      “Because I know how you’re going to get down.” His team leader took a step toward him, one that caused Badger to back up in response.

      Toward the edge.

      “You want to risk your life?” Zander said. “Do it on someone else’s payroll.”

      Zander kept coming. Badger had already accepted what was going to happen when Zander pushed out with two hands and shoved him over the edge.
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        * * *

      

      After three weeks of undercover work, it was finally happening.

      Rochester PD Detective Hannah Yassick watched the window on the computer monitor tick past as the files copied. Even though she was the only one there that night, she still wished it would go faster.

      She’d made a copy of the clinic director’s office key a week ago. The flash drive would copy all the files on the computer without leaving a record of her activity. All she had to do was wait for it to finish and get out of here. Difficult, but not impossible with all the tricks she had learned.

      The clinic was closed now. At just after eight in the evening, she was the only one who remained in the office after letting the head nurse know she’d be staying late to finish the paperwork. Just not this late.

      A flicker of nervousness walked up her spine as the ticker approached complete. Instinct, or fear. She didn’t know where the sensation came from.

      Hannah had learned to ignore both her gut and the way her mind seemed determined to paralyze her. As if she wanted to sabotage her own actions by relying on her instincts. What a terrible idea.

      It was better to just get on with the job. After all, her entire profession dealt in evidence. It was all about obtaining physical proof of someone’s guilt or innocence. Without that, they had nothing. She certainly wasn’t going to rely on a fallible gut instinct. She didn’t even want to think about the way her intuition had led her astray over the years.

      As much as she wanted to listen to her instincts, what was the point?

      Hannah fiddled with the door key. They needed the contents of this computer, or the task force investigating this clinic for both insurance fraud and suspicion of money laundering had nothing.

      The sound of a car door slam echoed from outside.

      Hannah waited two seconds. The documents finished copying. She clicked to complete the file transfer and ejected the flash drive. She locked the director’s office and went to the rear door. The clinic had a low budget, and that included their security system. Even if she wanted to look at the footage to see who was out there, Hannah would have to boot up the computer at the front desk—something that would take several minutes.

      She headed toward the door just as it swung open and the director, Dr. Barbara Mathers, breezed in, followed by the head nurse, Pam Weston. Both spotted her immediately.

      “Sarah, you’re still here?” Nurse Weston was older but kept fit, even outside of a demanding job. Her silver cropped hair and customary bright eye shadow topped a trim figure.

      Hannah, working under the alias Sarah, nodded. “I’m about done with the filing and cleaning up a bit for tomorrow. I was just about to head out.”

      Dr. Mathers, a physician with a bustling practice she charged practically nothing for, sized her up and down. “Dedication. I like it.” Then she flashed a smile as though meeting in a dark hallway was an everyday occurrence with the new receptionist. Mathers was a former Iron Woman competitor who had won trophies several years running about a decade ago and seemed to have worked hard to maintain her athletic ability since.

      Both of them were back at the clinic after hours, but neither appeared nervous at being discovered. Hannah/Sarah followed them to the break room where they removed winter jackets and hung them in their lockers.

      “Is there an emergency with a patient?” Hannah headed for the counter beside the refrigerator. “I can put on a pot of coffee if you’d like.”

      “That would be great.” Dr. Mathers tugged on a white lab coat before heading out of the room.

      Hannah turned to Nurse Weston. “Is it something serious?”

      “Just a patient who prefers to come in after hours.” Weston never gave much away in her facial expressions. She may as well have been a brick wall, but Hannah was determined to find a crack. “You aren’t going to want to see this guy, and we’ll be busy taking care of him. So once you’re done with the coffee, you should head out.” She nodded as though satisfied with her statement.

      “Of course.” Hannah smiled in reply. “If you think of anything else I could do to be useful before I leave, just let me know. I’m happy to help out.”

      Undercover work walked a fine line between ingratiating herself with the person she was trying to get close to and doing her best to not appear sad and desperate. Hannah liked the challenge. People made things interesting when they didn’t often react in ways that made sense. And it was a whole lot better than her regular life right now. Undercover work was simpler and yet more complex in many ways, all at the same time.

      When the chance to join a federal task force and go on this assignment in Maryland had come up nine weeks ago, she’d jumped on the opportunity for new scenery. After three weeks of surveillance, they’d finally decided to send her in as the new receptionist. Without information from the inside, they couldn’t figure out what was going on in this clinic.

      A mystery to solve. One where Hannah got to catch criminals and serve justice. It was what she had dedicated her life to ever since she’d decided to become a police officer.

      Being here definitely beat drowning in open cases. Or listening to her partner complain about his mother-in-law. Dodging her adoptive parents’ phone calls. Trying to figure out what she would say to her half sister the next time they spoke. Purposely not thinking about a particular guy who had made her sit up and take notice of him—the first time that had happened in a long time.

      Or all the ways any of that could go completely wrong.

      The way it always did.

      After all, nothing ever worked out like she thought it should, and in the end she would only realize she’d been hoodwinked again. Someone innocent would suffer, and she’d have to live with the fact life had proven to her again that she couldn’t trust her instincts.

      What she needed was evidence.

      Nurse Weston glanced over, eyeing her. “I might take you up on that. Not tonight, but soon.”

      “Great.” Hannah breezed to the locker she’d been given, the one with painter’s tape on it and S-A-R-A-H written in permanent marker. She pulled out her purse and jacket. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      As she walked to the hallway the flash drive burned a hole in her pocket. There was little point sticking around, even if she did want to know which patient warranted a late night return to work. The clinic served primarily low-income families from the neighborhood, referrals from other clinics where the patients had no insurance, and patrons of the homeless shelter close by.

      Everyone who came in was seen, something that would usually warrant pride. Hannah would believe they were doing good work if it weren’t for the fact the director had several offshore bank accounts under family members’ names totaling nearly twenty million. Nurse Weston had her own net worth, though only a measly fifteen million. She also had a boat that made up the difference, currently anchored in Miami. Which explained the number of long weekend trips she took.

      The director’s son, Craig Mathers, also worked here as a physician’s assistant. His net worth was hidden in a series of mansions in major cities and regular trips to Aspen with his girlfriend—the one he’d met at a strip club down the street.

      Meanwhile, the clinic regularly begged local residents and authorities for funds. All the equipment was secondhand. The furniture was threadbare. And supplies, not to mention pharmaceuticals, came in spurts when someone with plenty remembered the clinic existed.

      Hannah used the back door they had entered and headed for her car in the rear parking lot.

      As she climbed behind the wheel, a Mercedes SUV sped up to the back door. Several men climbed out, hauling a limp man between them. The doctor opened the back door and allowed them entry.

      Hannah drove away with a wave the doctor wasn’t going to return, as though nothing was amiss. She parked a block away in an alley behind a Chinese restaurant, gathered her surveillance equipment, and hiked back to the corner where the clinic was. It didn’t look like anyone was inside, but a yellow light glowed behind the frosted glass window around the back.

      Hannah climbed a fire escape to the top floor of the building across the street, where she had a full view of the back door. The Mercedes SUV hadn’t moved. Sooner or later, whoever had been brought in would be transferred back to his car. Dead. Or alive, if the doctor had managed to save him.

      She took several pictures of the license plate.

      Now all Hannah had to do was wait for them to exit. Her camera ready to snap a picture of the doctor’s after hours patient. As she waited, Hannah pulled out the burner phone her handler had given her and sent a text requesting a meeting before the morning.

      Her phone pinged with a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Agreed. There’s info you need. Not case related.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hannah frowned. Not case related?

      What could it be about?

      She’d left her life—her confusing, topsy-turvy life—behind when she took this job. Except for the occasional call with Nora Gladstone…now Nora O’Connell. She was getting to know her sister.

      Anything else? Not interested. Hannah already had more than she could handle, which should be clear to Badger from the last few weeks of radio silence.

      She just wanted to do her job. Take some time to figure everything else out.

      Several hours later the man was walked out of the rear door of the clinic. Hannah’s shutter worked overtime for a few seconds.

      Long enough to capture an image of José Suarez.

      She sent a follow-up text to her handler.

      
        
          
            
              
        Scratch tomorrow. We need to meet ASAP.
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      The wind whipped at Badger’s back as he fell through the air. His thoughts vacillated between straight fear and the knowledge that Zander would never have shoved him over the edge had there not been a way for him to survive the fall. It was tempting to twist and look. Probably in time to smash his face into the ground. Considering Zander was at the top staring at him, he didn’t give in to that flash of concern.

      Badger hit the net at the bottom.

      Andre, Judah, and Eas surrounded him, holding onto the springy fabric as he bounced to a stop. Then they lowered the net to the ground.

      Badger stared up at the sky, unable to see Zander anymore. The guy was probably making his way down.

      “I think he might need a minute.” Judah chuckled. “Or a cup of tea.”

      Badger immediately rolled, pushing himself to stand. “Not your kind of tea.”

      He didn’t even drink a different kind, but it was the principle of the thing when it came to their British teammate. The guy had some freaky ideas about what foods went together. Badger could say that because he’d grown up in Hawaii eating all kinds of things that had seemed normal at the time.

      Zander jogged toward them from around the corner and the path that led to the top of the hill. He didn’t even seem winded, which wasn’t surprising. The boss held them all to a high standard, and as their team leader, the standard for himself was greater.

      Andre stared down at him. “Are you done trying to kill yourself now?”

      Eas gave him a similar expression—one that told Badger he agreed with Andre’s sentiment, but he also understood.

      “That’s not what this was about,” Badger said. “I made it to the top, and Zander gave me an assignment.”

      Even though it wasn’t full active duty, visiting the teammate who had betrayed them was still considered a mission.

      Andre nodded. “Good.”

      Judah slung an arm around Badger’s neck and tugged him over. “I’ll go with you. Is it going to be exciting?”

      Badger punched Judah’s kidney until the guy yielded and quit yanking on Badger’s neck. “Maybe I’ll ask your sister to go with me. I heard she’s a better shot than you.”

      Judah was just about to retaliate when Zander clapped. “Let’s get to the car, children. Or no one gets treats after they eat all their dinner.”

      Badger angled for shotgun on the ride home, even though Judah called it. He elbowed the British guy out of the way. Successful, until Andre hip checked him and nearly sent him sprawling on the ground.

      “I get the front seat,” Andre said.

      That left Badger, Eas, and Judah crammed in the back row. But thankfully they never bought or rented team vehicles they couldn’t fit into. What was the point? They were all grown men, and they needed grown-men-sized seats.

      Still, Judah sat with his elbow permanently in Badger’s side, acting clueless. “So what’s for dinner?”

      “Depends what you’re making,” Andre said from the front seat.

      “We should order in from the diner,” Eas said. “Stuart told Aria he was making brisket sandwiches this week.”

      Zander nodded. “Sounds good. Order enough for everyone.”

      Eas and his former flame, Karina, an operative herself, had settled in Last Chance County years ago. The place the team called home. Together they had a high school age daughter and a dog the entire group had claimed. Aria now worked at the diner a few days a week after school and on Saturdays.

      The team had expanded in the last few weeks. Zander was married to Nora. Andre had reconnected with his estranged wife, Lucia, who Zander had recently cleared as a full team member. Ted, the team’s technical expert, was planning a Christmas wedding to his police detective fiancée.

      Judah and Badger were the only single ones left in the group. Things had been changing a lot, but would feel normal again if Badger could get back to active duty. Better than him being laid up at home while the rest of the team hopped on the plane and went on missions. Even if it was different now, he would still be himself back on the team. If he could bring to the group what he always had in the role he occupied.

      Zander pulled up in front of the massive house where they lived. Even given there were ten people and a dog living there, it still didn’t seem cramped.

      As they all climbed out of the vehicle, a silver Nissan made its way slowly down the long drive toward them.

      “Looks like a rental.” Badger glanced at Zander.

      His team leader was already pulling out his phone. Zander pressed buttons on either side and held them down, using it as a walkie. “Ted, get Aria and Nora to the panic room.”

      Karina was in town, teaching a couple of back-to-back workout classes, so they didn’t need to worry about her.

      Ted’s reply came quick. “Copy that.”

      They faced the approaching vehicle as a group. The driver was a female with blonde hair, someone they knew well.

      “Lana.” Badger put everything he felt about the woman into his tone, almost able to taste his dislike.

      As she parked and climbed out, the front door of the house opened. Lucia shut the door behind her and stood on the front step holding a shotgun across her body.

      Badger had only ever seen Lana in surveillance video and photos, but he knew she was the leader of an organization that skirted the law and seemed willing to do anything it took to achieve their goals. He just had no idea what the ultimate goal was. Every image he’d seen of her, Lana wore tactical gear. Tonight she had on a dress that hugged her strong figure and heels. The kind of outfit a business manager might wear—or a fiftysomething government director.

      He wondered which of those she was pretending to be.

      Lana glanced over at Lucia by the door. “Planning to order me off your property?”

      Lucia lifted her chin. “Depends on why you’re here.”

      Lana rounded the front of the car and opened the passenger door. Each of them reached for a concealed weapon, except Badger, who only had a knife on him. Lana lifted a file from the front seat and straightened. She waved it. “Just paper. Hardly lethal.”

      She strode toward Zander but stopped far enough away they could each stretch out a hand and transfer the file between them.

      All of them were on edge. This woman was unlikely bearing gifts, and she always had an agenda.

      Lana glanced at the house, then the warehouse beside it—with its basement bunker. “Where is she?”

      The skin around Zander’s eyes flexed. “You really think I’ll tell you?”

      Given how they felt about Lana being Nora’s mother, it shouldn’t be a surprise that Zander’s feelings were twice as strong. Nora wanted nothing to do with the woman who had birthed her, a woman who’d put their friends—their family—in danger too many times. She’d done unconscionable things for her own reasons.

      Badger was pretty sure Nora had no idea what to think, but he also figured she would come to terms with it in time. Figure out a plan.

      She held out the file. “I’m here to hire your company for a protection detail.”

      Zander didn’t take it. “You have people. Put one of them on whoever this is.”

      “Who this is,” Lana said, “is none of their business.”

      Did she want to keep a secret from her people? Badger reached over and grabbed the file while Lana and Zander faced off with each other.

      He flipped the file open.

      “Z.” It came out of his mouth before he even realized it.

      Inside the file was a Rochester Police Department personnel record, and the photo at the top corner of a woman in uniform. Detective Hannah Yassick.

      Nora’s sister.

      “She’s also your daughter, right?” Badger didn’t need to betray the attraction he’d felt for her from the moment he met her, months ago now. Still, he figured a woman like Lana didn’t miss the inflection in his question. No one around him was unaware of the fact he’d been ghosted over and over. Or that he’d since given up waiting for her to respond.

      Why bother?

      But if her life was at risk, he wanted to know about it.

      “She’s gone dark. Undercover with a federal task force.” There was zero emotion in Lana’s expression. She could have been talking about the weather.

      Andre hissed. His wife had been with a federal task force that turned out to be entirely dirty. The odds of that being the case again were extremely low.

      Badger figured they didn’t need to worry about that. But still.

      “The mission went wrong?” he asked.

      Lana shook her head. She held herself back from them, not looking fully at anyone except Zander. Because she was genuinely worried about Hannah? She needed help her people couldn’t give her. “There’s a price on her head. She might think she’s laying low, but they’ll find her.”

      Badger turned to Zander. He had nothing to say.

      Zander nodded. “Go.”

      Badger turned to Lana. “Because of you? Because who you are puts her in danger?

      The woman didn’t betray an ounce of emotion. But then again, she never did. “Are you going to do this or not?”

      Badger went inside to pack a bag.
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        * * *

      

      The following day Hannah stowed the cell phone in a hidden compartment at the bottom of her purse before climbing out of her car. Her handler’s reply text meant she was back at work waiting out the chance to talk face-to-face, which he’d requested at ten tonight. Nearly twenty-four hours later.

      After he’d dropped a bomb about info she needed?

      But there was nothing she could do about it.

      She’d still sent the photo of last night’s patient to the secure email address the task force kept on hand for anything she might gather. They would run the image, and they’d realize what she knew. Tonight she could give her handler the flash drive.

      And find out what he had to tell her.

      The idea that José Suarez was linked to Director Mathers—for whatever reason brought them together—put an entirely different spin on this operation. She’d been sent undercover to gather information about the medical center and find out what was happening here. They’d suspected a connection to illegal operations, which meant the clinic laundered money for certain criminal elements.

      The idea they did it for one of the most notorious cartels made Hannah want to shiver even though she had her thick winter coat on.

      She’d lived in Upstate New York most of her life. Winters weren’t something she was unaccustomed to. In fact, she wasn’t sure she would know what to do anywhere it was warm this time of year. Or still light, late in the evening.

      She kept those thoughts uppermost in her mind as she used her key to enter the back door of the free clinic.

      Nurse Weston poked her head out of the break room. “Good, you’re here.”

      “I am.” Hannah peeled off her coat even though she wasn’t warm yet. They kept it far too hot inside the building, but that was for patient comfort and not her preference. Though, it gave her a reason why she might come across as uncomfortable. “It’s chilly outside this morning.”

      Nurse Weston lifted a coffee cup to her lips. “Supposed to reach a high of forty-seven.” She took a sip.

      “How did things go last night?” Hannah kept the question light as she stowed the coat in her locker and poured her own cup of coffee. At least the stuff here was better than the thick brew that passed for java in a police station.

      Nurse Weston leaned back against the counter. “Oh, fine. Nothing to worry about.” She took another sip. “We had a big donation come in this morning, so buy the portable X-ray machine that’s in your email. I sent you a link.”

      Hannah nodded. “Sounds good. I’ll get on it before any patients come in.” Then she breezed out with a smile, playing the role she had been sent here to play. Biding her time until she’d gathered what it would take to prove what the feds suspected about the free clinic.

      Maybe it was already on the flash drive, physical evidence of money laundering. Or, given the sudden donation and the identity of the man who’d been here the night before receiving emergency treatment, it could be more than that.

      In the end, it didn’t matter which.

      Hannah would find the truth.

      She opened her email and looked at the price tag for the portable X-ray machine. She felt her eyebrows rise. Fifteen thousand dollars? No doubt José Suarez had paid handsomely for the treatment he’d received after hours and under the table.

      As she made the purchase and then admitted patients throughout the day, Hannah thought about her research the night before. Nothing official, as she didn’t have the federal computer she’d been loaned when she came on board with the task force. No, her research had been done entirely using the internet. Newspaper articles. Sites that gave a biography she’d found scarily detailed until she had to shut down her search, or she wouldn’t sleep a wink thinking about things the Suarez cartel had likely done.

      The guy lived in Miami, Florida, and in Mexico City. How he wound up in Baltimore was curious, unless he also had holdings here. Something she wasn’t sure the feds knew about.

      But they would soon.

      Hannah turned down an invitation to lunch from two medical assistants who helped Nurse Weston with patients. Dr. Mathers had a salad delivered, which she ate at her desk. By the time Hannah closed the front door of the free clinic, the tension in her neck and shoulders had brought on a headache.

      Just a few hours, and then she’d be able to check in with her handler.

      She headed to retrieve her things and heard the murmur of voices before she stepped into the break room.

      “…soon enough. Or he’ll be gone by the time we get to it.” That was Dr. Mathers.

      Nurse Weston responded in a low voice. “How do we know last time wasn’t a fluke? We could be in for a world of hurt if things go wrong.”

      “So we outsource help.” The doctor’s tone indicated she didn’t seem too concerned.

      “From unknowns?” Nurse Weston hissed. “That’s too risky. I don’t like it.”

      “We need the money, or the clinic won’t last much longer.”

      Hannah didn’t make a sound. Out in the hall, she hugged the wall and listened. Both women had considerable stashes they could dip into if the clinic needed money. Or were they only in this for themselves first, and the clinic continued to be an afterthought? Maybe they were in over their heads, and the deals they made with cartel leaders who paid for concierge care didn’t cover the bills.

      Criminals weren’t always good with money. And these two being stressed out when there wasn’t enough would make anybody react on emotion instead of sense.

      Hannah breezed in since their conversation had died down. “I’m headed out now.” She grabbed her coat and purse and waved to both women. “See you tomorrow.”

      One day she wouldn’t. The task force would move in and make arrests. These two women and Dr. Mathers’s son would be detained, their assets frozen.

      Justice would be done.

      Five hours later, Hannah pulled her car into the parking lot of a flooring store that had gone out of business several months ago. She drove around to the rear of the building, where employees parked. The place was empty, but it was normal for her handler to wait for her to show up and then reveal himself.

      A few minutes later, he walked around the far corner of the building.

      She watched him approach, confirming his identity as he strode from under a streetlight that should’ve worked into the light from its neighbor that did. Then under the next light, also dark. Back into a beam. It was him.

      Hannah turned off the interior light and cracked her door, then left it open a fraction. She waited for him to reach her, fiddling with the flashlight in her pocket.

      Special Agent Brad Pearson of the FBI lifted his chin as he approached. He wore a wedding band on his left hand and recently had his silver hair trimmed. Instead of a suit, he wore jeans, boots and a wool overcoat. “We’ve done a full workup on Suarez.”

      Hannah said, “Good.” That meant they knew even more than she did. Plus they had the personnel to devote to it while she worked on the clinic.

      She handed him the flash drive. “This is everything from the director’s computer.”

      He accepted it. “Great. Hopefully we can get what we need from this, and it won’t be long before you can be done.”

      She told him about the conversation she’d overheard. “It’s not much, but it could lead to something in the next day or two.” Time enough to go over the flash drive and add to their picture of what was going on.

      Pearson nodded. “Okay, sounds good. Are you doing okay?”

      She knew he was only asking because her psychological state played into the success or failure of the investigation. Having an unstable undercover cop in a volatile situation wasn’t good for anyone.

      But she still wasn’t going to open up to him as a confidante. Hannah kept her own counsel, the way she always had.

      So she told him, “I’ll sleep better tonight than I did last night.”

      “Good deal.”

      “If you tell me what else you came here to say.”

      He stilled for a second, then nodded. “Got an envelope for you to take with you.” He patted the breast pocket of his jacket.

      “Not gonna tell me what it is?”

      “It won’t change what’s doing here,” he said. “But it’s personal and up to you to decide what you want to do with it.”

      She nodded.

      Hannah had worked with other officers who insisted on prying into her personal life until she had to clearly explain that she would never open up. It was pretty much how it happened with every romantic relationship she had, but that was another issue she didn’t need to get into right now, even in her head.

      “I’ll contact you if Alanson wants a meet,” Pearson said. “Assuming you want in when we take these guys down.”

      She was about to reply when the pop of a gunshot cut through the night air. But the bullet didn’t hit her.

      Pearson fell to the ground.

      A bullet hole through his neck.
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      Badger spotted the muzzle flash from the shot. A rifle. The shooter had taken up position on the building’s roof. He’d aimed down at a steep angle but managed to hit his target.

      Hannah immediately crouched. Even with police training, anyone in her position might need a second to orient themselves over what had just happened. She rallied before he expected her to, shuffling along the ground to her handler.

      Badger heard the echo of the roof door in the quiet night.

      The shooter was on the move, headed away in retreat most likely. Now the job was complete, there was no reason to stick around. Except the job wasn’t complete, because it was Hannah’s handler who lay dead on the ground. Not her.

      He could be coming up close to finish things.

      Badger raced toward her.

      Hannah spun and raised a weapon. She spotted him on approach with his own gun drawn.

      He ignored hers. She wasn’t going to shoot him. “You good?”

      She gasped and lowered her gun a fraction.

      Badger squeezed her shoulder and moved past her to the man on the ground. “Keep your eyes open. I think he’s headed down from the roof.”

      Blood had pooled under the body. Now it moved in a slow trickle toward a flash drive that had fallen from the man’s hand. He swept the device up and pocketed it before turning back to her. “Get out of here, fast. Take the car and go to a motel. Pay cash, no ID.”

      “But you’ll⁠—”

      “I’ve got this. Just go.” He needed her to be safe. “Text me your location when you’re settled.”

      She didn’t move.

      “Go, Hannah.”

      She headed for her car and then backed the vehicle up before circling to exit the parking lot.

      Badger found the handler’s cell phone and dialed 911, then wiped his prints from the phone and headed back toward his own car.

      He peered around at the corner of the building in time to see the shooter exit the side door and look both ways.

      Badger ducked back behind the corner and waited a second before he looked out again. The shooter crossed the street, carrying a rifle case in one hand. He was leaving.

      Badger’s brain spun. All the guy had done was warn Hannah that her life was in danger by taking out her handler. For him to be leaving now, the shooter had to know how to find her.

      Or, at least he was confident he could.

      Or he knew Badger would fight him if he tried again. Or…

      There were so many other possibilities. Variables. Whatever his reasoning, this guy was determined to fight another day.

      As if Badger would let him get away.

      His free hand curled into a fist as he crossed the street and followed the shooter, staying twenty feet or so behind him.

      If this guy thought he’d find her later, he was in for a surprise. Instead of Hannah, all he would come up with was a former Delta Force soldier. Because no matter why Lana wanted them to protect her, Badger would do his job. He didn’t like it when innocent people were targets. Especially when they had no idea why.

      Probably she was caught in the middle of some rivalry. How she connected the two sides was a mystery, but it didn’t matter.

      She wasn’t going to get hurt.

      Badger reached his car, climbed in the driver’s seat, and watched as the shooter got into a pickup truck and pulled out.

      Badger followed, grabbing his phone to call Judah. As soon as it connected, he hit Speaker and set the phone in the cupholder.

      “Hey. Nothing here.” Judah had been at the clinic, searching for anything that might indicate a connection to someone trying to kill Hannah.

      Badger explained about her handler.

      Judah reacted immediately. “I’m on my way.”

      “Actually, finish up if you need to. Cops can take care of the dead guy. I’m in pursuit of the shooter.”

      “Two of us can box him in easier than one.”

      “When Hannah hits a safe place, I want you to sit on her.”

      “You don’t want that detail for yourself?”

      Badger gripped the wheel. “Soon as she gets it to me, I’ll send you the address.”

      He hung up on Judah and tailed the guy through the streets of Baltimore. All the while wondering if he considered tonight a success or a failure. Anyone who was a professional wasn’t going to allow personal feelings to cloud their judgment. He’d done what he could, and despite Badger’s assumption that the guy would keep coming until he finished the job, evidently he intended to wait until Hannah was caught unaware again.

      But now she knew someone was coming.

      It would be a game of cat and mouse until they faced each other again. Not that Badger intended to allow it to happen.

      The guy circled a couple of blocks and took several random turns. Making sure no one was following him.

      Badger doubted the guy was aware he had a tail but wouldn’t rule it out.

      The shooter pulled into the parking lot of a bar. Lights blazed from every window, and people spilled onto the street in front of the building. Thumping music could be heard even above the mess of people and the insulation provided by Badger’s car windows.

      This could just be another wrong turn. Or it could be his destination.

      Badger parked as though he intended on being a patron, then jogged around the building.

      The shooter climbed a wooden staircase to the floor above. He used the key on the door at the top and went inside.

      Badger used his cell phone to alert Ted of the location. He asked for the name of the person who owned or leased the place, along with a full rundown.

      The rear of the bar backed up to an all-night burger place. He bought a double cheeseburger and a milkshake and sat where he could watch the door.

      Thirty minutes later, Hannah sent him a text with the address of a motel and the room number. He’d half expected her to tell him she no longer had his number. After all, she’d seriously ghosted him after the last time they parted ways. He’d assumed she deleted him entirely from her life.

      But apparently not.

      He texted back,

      
        
          
            
              
        Sit tight. You okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      The reply consisted of three blinking dots. They disappeared. A second later, the dots blinked again. Then disappeared.

      Badger set his phone facedown on the table, needing to focus on the door and not her response. It didn’t really matter what she had to say. The fact was that Chevalier Protection Specialists had been hired to safeguard her, and that was what was happening here. Not anything personal, which would not only be unprofessional but would also muddy everything.

      His phone buzzed. He flipped it over and looked at the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        I called my boss and let him know what happened.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        He said police are already at the scene.

      

      

      

      

      

      Did she want to keep this strictly business as well? Fine by him. In fact, that was preferable.

      Badger replied,

      
        
          
            
              
        Stay where you are until I get there.

      

      

      

      

      

      He figured there was at least a chance she would do as he said. At least up until she realized she didn’t need to take orders from him, and she headed either to the free clinic where she was working undercover or back to the office where the task force was located.

      Didn’t matter. He would be there to make sure she was safe. There was no other option.

      He finished the burger. Lights in the upstairs apartment above the bar glowed yellow behind the shades. In one spot the blinds were broken, but Badger couldn’t see inside without binoculars or a high-powered camera.

      He sipped the milkshake slowly. If it took more than thirty minutes to finish the thing, he’d start to stand out. Someone would remember him as an oddity, which he didn’t need. His whole life Badger had perfected the art of laying low. Blending in, because sticking out and getting noticed drew attention he didn’t want or need.

      Until it counted.

      Ted sent an email with detailed information about the tenant living upstairs, along with a photo. Of her. The resident was a woman.

      The shooter had used a key.

      Boyfriend, or relative. A friend she’d let sleep on her couch.

      Or something more sinister.

      Badger wandered over to the bar and headed inside. The heavy beat of music hung in the air as thick as smoke. He wove through the crowd to the bar, ordered a drink he didn’t plan to consume, and tipped well enough that the bartender noticed. “Hey, question.”

      The bartender waited.

      “Lady that lives upstairs. You know her?”

      “Sure.” The bartender shrugged. “She owns the whole building. But she’s been gone for a few days, so if she owes you, it ain’t time to collect. And if cops come here about a break in, I’ll show them your photo on my security tapes. Feel me?”

      And yet he’d just told Badger there was no one upstairs. “Roommate?”

      He shrugged again. “How should I know?”

      “Thanks.” Badger tapped the bar with two fingers and left, circling back around the building. He sent a text to Ted and Judah letting them know what he was about to do. Then he silenced his phone, so he wasn’t distracted by their replies.

      Within two minutes, he had the lock on the door picked.

      He pulled his pistol and twisted the handle. The door eased open, and the first thing that hit him was the smell.

      The second thing weighed less than he did but packed a punch.
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        * * *

      

      Hannah’s jaw ached from clenching it so hard to not say what she wanted to say. Stay where you are until I get there. As if.

      The second she’d read that text, Hannah had grabbed her purse and walked outside the motel room. Like she was going to be managed? Nah. No way.

      Badger actually, seriously wanted her to sit around while he took care of things? Not just that, but his buddy and teammate sat outside in his car watching. She’d known because Judah got out of his car about three seconds after she left the room.

      Hannah blew out a breath. In the shock of what had happened, she’d forgotten the envelope Pearson said he had on him. It couldn’t be about her mother. She already knew that.

      So what was it?

      “Don’t worry.” Judah glanced over from the front seat. “Soon as we get there, you can tell him exactly how you feel.”

      “Unless it’s all burned out by then.” She huffed. Being mad at Badger was better than being mad at herself.

      “Shame. I’d like to see it.”

      He really wanted to watch her yell at Badger? Maybe he thought his friend deserved it. But then, what kind of friend was that?

      Hannah stared at Judah. “That’s not what I’d have thought you’d say. I figure you’d want me to be all grateful that he saved my life or something.” Even though Badger hadn’t shown up until after the shot was fired. She’d actually thought for a second that he was the shooter. Then he’d ordered her around and disappeared after the guy.

      Hannah’s phone buzzed. She flipped it over on her leg and saw it was an email from her supervising agent.

      “Anything I should know about?” Judah asked.

      She wasn’t going to tell a civilian proprietary federal information, but she figured Judah and his team weren’t ordinary civilians. Still, she tried to follow procedure as much as possible. Chevalier Protection Specialists might be here on the job, but they weren’t involved with the investigation, even if they seemed to have taken over.

      Hannah said, “I need to get my boss the flash drive I had. The one Badger took from the scene.”

      She’d seen it happen but hadn’t been able to do anything about it, considering she’d been in shock for a few seconds after the shooter took out her handler. She still couldn’t believe he was dead. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw him jerk and fall all over again.

      She glanced out the side window and squeezed her eyes shut. She hadn’t even known the guy all that well, and now this?

      Hannah blew out a breath.

      She figured Judah would offer her some meaningless statement meant to comfort her. The same way her parents had whenever she was hurt or failed at anything. Curiously she was interested to hear what it was.

      Before he could, though, his phone rang. Judah had already connected it to the car’s Bluetooth, so the music quit, and the ringing sound filled the car.

      Judah swiped the screen. “Go ahead.”

      “It’s me.”

      Judah glanced at her. “Hannah is in the car with me.”

      “Copy that. Hi, Hannah. It’s Ted.”

      “Um, hi, Ted.”

      “He’s our tech guy,” Judah said.

      Hannah nodded, not really feeling like she needed to say anything. He and Ted started talking anyway, and it didn’t require her input.

      She already knew plenty of the people with Chevalier Protection Specialists, even if she’d only met some. She hardly needed to know more, let alone all of them. How would that help her with this clean break she had going on?

      The whole point of being undercover with the task force was to lay low, under the radar for a while. It served more than one purpose—like being away from anything to do with Badger and his “boys” and whoever else was with them now.

      Ted said, “…hired from the dark web.”

      Hannah blinked and glanced at Judah. “What was that?”

      “The guy who shot your handler. He’s a pro. Contracted to kill you through a dark web server that handles that kind of thing.”

      Hannah swallowed. “He can’t be that much of a pro. He missed.”

      “That might not be the pertinent point here, Han.” Judah turned a corner. Headed toward wherever Badger currently was.

      “Not just that. But now I know someone is gunning for me.” She folded her arms. “It’s not like I’ll give him a chance to strike again.”

      “You always do that?”

      She glanced at Judah. “Do what?”

      “Brush off the threat? In my experience, it pays to be cautious. You don’t know what could happen.”

      “What are you, some kind of sage?”

      Ted’s exhale crackled across the speakers. “Maybe I should leave you two to figure this out. I’ll update Zander.”

      Before she could object to that, Ted hung up.

      “Why would he need to update Zander?” Hannah asked.

      Judah said nothing, punched the indicator lever, and pulled into a parking lot.

      “Jude.”

      “Han.” He used nearly the exact tone she had.

      She rolled her eyes. “Tell me why you guys showed up here.”

      Even though she figured she already knew. A dark web contracted hitman? Didn’t take a genius to tie up the threads of that investigation. Case closed.

      “So y’all flew across the country just to protect me out of the kindness of your hearts?” Of course, Badger wasn’t here for any other reason. This was a job for him.

      “What would you do if we did?” Judah backed into a space and put the car in park, so they faced the busy bar. “Nothing owed, no expectations. Just doing the right thing. Would that be so bad?”

      Before she could answer, a shatter of glass caught her attention. There was no time to figure out the source before a man came sailing down from the floor above the bar and landed on the pavement.

      Hannah winced. Ouch. She climbed out of the car, her badge on her belt even though this wasn’t her jurisdiction. Things had been too crazy tonight, and she needed the normality of being Detective Hannah Yassick right now. Not Sarah, the free clinic receptionist. Or the cop assigned to a federal task force. Just her.

      “Back up.” She held out her palm as people started over. “Police. Everyone give him some room.”

      Hannah half expected it to be Badger, but it wasn’t. The shooter? She crouched beside the guy’s hip while someone in the crowd said, “I called 911.”

      “Good.” She rolled the man to his back and winced. “Sir, can you hear me?”

      His glazed eyes didn’t focus. He’d been injured, beaten badly. Though from the abrasions on his knuckles, he’d put up a good defense, so maybe it had been a fair fight.

      Until he sailed through the window.

      “Sir?”

      When he still didn’t respond, she glanced around. Judah had climbed out of the car with her. Now he was nowhere to be seen.

      She looked up at the window he’d fallen from. The white curtain billowed out the shattered glass. Badger could still be up there, maybe hurt. She had to stay with the injured man—likely the person who’d killed her handler. At least Judah would figure that out.

      It almost made her miss having a partner. Almost. And not her partner. More like just having a partner in general.

      “You okay, cop?”

      She blinked and looked up at the guy in front of her. White towel over his shoulder. The bartender? Hannah swallowed. “Yeah, long night, you know?”

      “I do know.” His eyes smiled. Given half an inch of room he’d have made a solid attempt at flirting.

      Some guys liked the strong, independent woman thing. She could kick doors in and take care of herself, and they liked that. Then there was the kind of guy who only wanted to protect the woman he cared about, usually by taking over, giving orders, and expecting everyone to jump when he said so just because he used to be Delta Force. Now he was on some protection squad that faced down national threats or whatever.

      Hannah had no interest in either.

      The guy on the ground moaned. Thankfully in the distance, she could already hear police sirens. As soon as she got her supervising agent to confirm who she was, she’d be able to get this done and get some sleep. Hannah intended on being at the clinic first thing in the morning.

      If she was in danger, it had to be about the investigation.

      After all, this guy had hit her handler. It could be he’d planned to kill both of them, but she’d ducked out of sight too fast.

      And then Badger had been there, messing everything up. Interfering the way he had since Chevalier Protection Specialists walked into her life and every corner of it flipped upside down.

      Now she had no idea who she was.

      Who she was supposed to be.

      Hannah blew out a breath. She didn’t want to see Badger right now. Those few seconds after Pearson died had been enough. She didn’t care about him or his “do what I say, and we’ll get along fine” attitude. Ordering her around. As if.

      She heard the injured man exhale.

      Hannah looked down as the guy’s eyes fluttered open. His gaze zeroed on her and widened.

      “Yeah.” She straightened to stand over him. “Better luck next time.”

      She turned and waved over the uniformed officers and the ambulance that pulled in behind their purposeful stride.

      Hannah was a cop.

      She didn’t need to be anything else.
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