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      London pulled the car into the garage and parked it beside the Jag. Every time he saw that thing, he wanted to punch Phoenix in his smug face. One day he would get a sledgehammer and go all Carrie Underwood on it.

      London parked the car. Beside him in the passenger seat, Rio gripped the top of the backpack, twisting it in his hands.

      “Job’s done. What’s going on?” London didn’t get out.

      Rio said nothing.

      “Dude, you’re gonna get cold feet now? You a coward?”

      Rio shot him a look, then shoved open the door.

      London grabbed his arm, shoving him up against the wall by the freezer. “You gonna ruin this?” He put pressure on Rio’s neck. “Tell me, so I can kill you now.”

      Rio said nothing.

      “Are you?”

      He choked out one word, “No.”

      London stared into his eyes for a second, then pushed off Rio and went inside.

      London held the door for a long second so the guy behind him could enter. “It’s done.” When he’d caught it, London headed into the kitchen. “Did ya hear me?”

      “I heard you.” Berlin stood over the breakfast bar, schematics on the table in front of him.

      London figured he had. For once the music coming from the stereo wired through the whole house was playing low. The kitchen smelled like last night’s dinner, underlaid with the constant, slightly musty smell of being between housekeepers.

      Berlin lifted a mug and sipped while he studied the paper he’d rolled out before putting little gold Scottie dog statues on the corners as paperweights.

      London dumped the keys to the Porsche on the counter by the coffee pot and poured himself a mug.

      The guy behind him breezed by. “Berlin.”

      London lifted his head. “Rio.”

      Rio got a beer from the fridge and chugged down half of it. “Where’s everyone else?”

      Berlin pointed with a finger toward the living room that led out onto an expansive back porch with a hot tub and a view of the pool, then the mountains.

      London put cream in his coffee. “Did Miami wake up?”

      Berlin shook his head.

      Rio headed for the living room, pulling off his shirt, so he was just in basketball shorts. He only wore a shirt when they left the house, and even that didn’t always guarantee he’d be fully clothed. It was the brand he’d cultivated, and it worked for him.

      London turned to Berlin. “What about Phoenix?” Miami had been asleep on the pool table when London and Rio left a couple of hours ago.

      “In the hot tub with Shara.” Berlin didn’t give away an ounce of how he felt about that. “No one saw you?”

      London lowered the mug from his mouth. “Of course not. It all went smoothly, just like you said.”

      Berlin nodded.

      “We’re still on track for tomorrow?”

      “Day after.” Berlin looked up. “Just to be sure.”

      “Copy that.” London took a sip of his coffee. “You know we’ll be good. The team is tight.”

      They made sure nothing would go wrong. Between Berlin’s planning and the skill each of them brought, they hadn’t failed yet. They studied afterward and fixed their mistakes. They’d started out good. Now they were great.

      Berlin still pushed them.

      Good. They didn’t need to get cocky, even if Phoenix built his brand on that. They couldn’t assume nothing would go wrong. The minute they did that, they were done either way.

      Dead, or in jail.

      London wasn’t gonna let that happen.

      Something crashed then shattered in the living room. Berlin headed there first. London jogged behind him to where Rio had pulled Phoenix out of the hot tub and now had him shoved against the wall with an arm to his throat.

      Berlin roared, “What’s going on?”

      London headed for the hot tub. The back patio doors had been slid all the way open so they were now folded. Pushed against the wall so the patio and inside living room were one big room now. He held out his hand to Shara.

      She whimpered but grabbed his hand.

      As he hauled her out of the hot tub, he said, “Go get dressed,” his voice low.

      She scurried through the room, dripping water as she went.

      “She was mine last night!” Rio yelled the words in Phoenix’s face. “But you can’t stand to lose, can you?”

      “It’s how I play the game, dude.” Phoenix’s bright blue eyes flashed.

      “Back off of Shara.” Rio glared.

      “Both of you back off.” Berlin held up his hands. “Focus up, everyone. We have a meeting in twenty, so get cleaned up.”

      London winced. Berlin’s “meetings” usually meant at least one of them wound up bloody. It made them all better at what they did, so no one complained during.

      Just after.

      He headed for the pool table, where Miami lay stretched out, still asleep despite all the noise, and shook his shoulder. “Get up, bro. Meeting in twenty.”
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      “Someone in your predicament shouldn’t be so cocky.” Clare Juarez, owner and CEO of Vanguard Investigations, stood over the woman in the chair.

      Selena struggled against the zip ties holding her hands together and her elbows to the chair. Her feet weren’t tied. Clare was an exacting taskmaster, but she wasn’t mean.

      Clare studied the bound woman, watching for intention in her movement. The bite of her lower lip. The flicker of a frown on her forehead.

      Selena tipped the chair backward.

      “Don’t fall back if your hands are tied behind your back. You can break your fingers or wrists. Or even dislocate a shoulder.” Clare should know since her trigger finger still clicked sometimes. “Nearly got it?”

      “I’m not gonna dislocate my thumb just to get out.”

      “And I’m not gonna assume you might have a blade hidden on you somewhere. You could get searched.”

      Selena grunted. “Kidnappers feeling me up. Sounds great.” She sucked in a breath. “I almost got it.” The frown on her forehead deepened.

      Clare resisted the urge to circle the chair and see if Selena was right. Instead, she glanced over at the grunting from the room’s far end. Two of her employees were sparring in the raised boxing ring with no pads and no gloves. Mostly they seemed to be content trash-talking each other and then using elbows and knees.

      The whole place smelled like sweat. Usually music pumped loudly through the expensive stereo system she’d had installed, but not this morning. The early crowd favored earbuds, using the wall of windows to assess their form as they lifted free weights.

      In the mirror she spotted someone come through the door behind her.

      Peter Olson strode in with an iPad and headed right for her, skirting around the edge of the crash pads so he didn’t walk on them in his boots. The twenty-one-year-old wore cargos and a black polo with the Vanguard logo on it, and he’d filled out in the last few months while his twin brother, Simon, who worked more in the office on his computer, remained more slender.

      Selena still hadn’t removed the ropes securing her to the chair.

      Clare turned as he approached. The day she’d begun hiring employees old enough to be her children was the day she’d felt old for the first time. Too many pangs of her past resonated pain in her chest—whether she liked it or not.

      Long time ago.

      She’d experienced plenty of pain since then. Like losing Selena’s mother, Kara, which meant she took the girl in and now did everything she could to protect Kara’s daughter.

      There were plenty more recent things she could worry about. Like making sure Selena could take care of herself—no matter what. Clare had a ledger of things to make up for.

      “Got a minute?” Peter’s gaze skated through Selena, who basically ignored him. “Having fun?”

      She blew out a breath that ruffled the hair on her forehead. “Don’t distract me.”

      Clare figured Selena and Peter might be a good match in how competitive they were. Then again, they would make an explosive combination. Good thing neither of them had realized the other one seemed interested. And Selena insisted on sticking it out with her boyfriend.

      Clare asked him, “What do you have?”

      He flicked the hair off his face. “That cold case you assigned us last week.”

      “Already?”

      He nodded. “I figured you’d want to know. Davis and I got back late last night. We have everything ready for⁠—”

      Clare heard a note in his tone. Spotted the slight flinch—a warning of what was coming. For her.

      “—you.”

      Selena slammed into Clare, knocking her off her feet. Clare twisted in the air so she landed flat on her back and kept her chin tucked, Selena’s head out of the way so they didn’t crack skulls. Her back hit the floor. Clare didn’t even let Selena take a breath.

      She wrapped her legs in the young woman’s, only hearing her skirt rip a little as she flipped Selena onto her back.

      Selena yelped.

      Clare reached for the young woman’s hands. Selena pulled one out of Clare’s grasp, just like she’d taught her. “Good.”

      “Note I’m not head-butting you, but I could.”

      Clare grinned. “I’m not choking you out.”

      “Much obliged.” Selena kicked with her legs in a move that should’ve flipped Clare over her head. But Clare taught her that as well. “Dang it.”

      Clare chuckled. “Do you yield?”

      “Do you?”

      The sparring partners had quit their game and come over to see what was happening. Selena got a leg wrapped around Clare’s. They started to go, but Clare planted a hand and refused to let Selena topple her. She wound her arm around Selena’s back, grabbed the pocket on her hip, and flipped the younger woman onto her face, one-handed.

      Someone whooped.

      Selena expelled a breath against the crash mat. “That was good. I wanna learn that move.”

      Clare pulled one of her hands up between her shoulder blades. “Do you concede now?”

      “Fine.” Selena grunted as Clare let go and helped her stand. “I’ll get you one day.”

      Clare nodded. “Yes, you probably will.”

      “I got out of the chair.” Selena grinned. Her phone chimed with a new text, then two more right after it. “Gotta go. Alex is ready to go to breakfast.”

      Clare kept her mouth shut about Selena’s boyfriend and how he had her at his beck and call.

      Selena gave her a quick hug. “Laters.”

      “Bye, hon.” Clare watched her go, then turned to Peter. The sparring partners had wandered off.

      Peter had a look on his face.

      “What?”

      His expression shuttered. “Nothing. Wanna look at the file?”

      “Yes.” They walked together to where she’d left her heels, then to the elevator and up to the office level. Cold Cases was on the floor below. Her office was at the end of the hall, and she had a back door up to an apartment most people didn’t know she had on the top floor, above the safe house apartments. Floors between housed other departments. Supplies—and the undercover closet. “I appreciate you not mentioning it in front of Selena.”

      “When will you tell her you’re looking into her father’s disappearance?”

      Clare gave her assistant a little wave, motioning with a finger. Lena nodded. “Probably around the time there’s an answer to give her, rather than a whole lot of questions she’s already got.” Clare checked her appearance in the mirror by her credenza. She smoothed down her hair before she sat behind her desk and slid the chair in. Her keyboard was covered with missed call notes Lena had left. It was going to be a busy day.

      Peter stood in front of her desk. “You’re determined to find him?”

      The young man had changed a lot since she hired him after he and his twin brother had completed their community service hours with her company. No way was she going to let talent like that go to waste—or get corrupted by a man like their late father, who’d been determined to see them come under his wing.

      The twins had been smart enough to steer clear of him.

      Now she was honing those instincts and putting the skills they already had to good use. Peter was now training under Bob Davis—another man she’d hired while on probation. While Simon practically ran her cyber division.

      “Why don’t you let me know what you found?” She settled back in her chair. “Then I’ll know if it’s even possible.”

      Teaching the girl to take care of herself was only part of it. Much like with the business Clare ran, there were moving parts.

      The end all amounted to one thing, though.

      She would finally feel like she’d made amends for the things she’d done.

      Peter handed her the file and sat. “Davis found the sheriff at the time of Selena’s father’s disappearance. He had old files in his garage he’d forgotten about. The case file was tucked away.”

      Clare opened the file, determined to reopen this case. “Talk me thorough it.”
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      Lieutenant Gage Deluca surveyed the street. Just another flop house in another rundown neighborhood. Was the missing girl here?

      Sergeant Liam O’Connell pulled the SWAT van over to the side of the street where the targets in the house wouldn’t be able to see them.

      Piled in the back were three officers, the five of them in matching black cargo uniforms. Bulletproof vests. Helmets. They jumped out and huddled on the sidewalk. “We’ve run this a hundred times.” They’d been working together nearly four years. “Let’s do it clean.”

      Gage turned to lead the way down the cracked sidewalk, past an overgrown lawn. A rottweiler behind a chain-link fence stared at them as they passed. Growled. Gage left him to it, not wanting to get tangled in a war over who was alpha here.

      “Let’s go.” He needed his three officers to speed up, not amble each other into being slower and slower. Generally they goaded one another and wound up tussling like siblings. The one upmanship worked great when they directed that energy at the job. The task at hand.

      They won, it meant he won.

      Success meant he secured his spot as the new SWAT lieutenant in Benson PD. Gage wasn’t going to accept anything else.

      “White house?” Dakota Masterson called from behind them.

      A quick glance told Gage he was right about Officer Masterson’s condition. Glassy eyes. Flushed cheeks. That twitchy thing he did. Six months ago he’d been in a car accident.

      “Lieutenant?”

      Gage answered Officer Blake Reed’s non-question. “Take your positions.”

      Dakota headed first down the side of the house. Jasper Hollingsworth, whose father was a Washington State senator, followed.

      Blake went the other direction down the side of the house. They’d radio in if they found a side window access, or a door inside. Or they’d convene on the back patio and enter from there.

      He and his sergeant would take the front.

      Liam, his driver and best friend since the first day of police academy, glanced over. His Irish heritage showed in those ice-blue eyes and blond hair. “He’s bad today.”

      Gage didn’t want to get distracted from the operation when they could figure out the long-term issue of Dakota and whatever he’d gotten into after it was done. Mission success came first, before anything else. Then he’d hammer Dakota with some reality and get him straightened out.

      It wasn’t anything they hadn’t dealt with before as a team, but now Gage was lead things were different.

      “Three and Four in position,” Jasper called in.

      “Five up.” Blake had found an entry point, while Jasper had Dakota with him.

      Gage grabbed the button for his radio. “One and two up.” Liam nodded, squaring up to the front door. “Breach.”

      Liam kicked the front door in, and Gage went first. He stepped left, and Liam came in behind him. They swept the front living area. Or what was likely supposed to be that. The whole place was pretty much empty. Decorated in graffiti and holes in the walls where someone had punched or kicked at the drywall. There was a smear of blood about face height in the hallway.

      “Forensics?” Liam followed, his focus on the room not the evidence despite his question.

      Gage split left and joined Dakota in the kitchen, where the guy was gagging over the sink. “Later. Though Masterson just contaminated anything.”

      “Sorry.” Dakota straightened, his face so pale his lips were skin color. The redhead from Idaho looked like he was about to pass out.

      “Go outside, Officer Masterson. Get some air and call in the K-9 unit.”

      Dakota frowned. “Why?”

      Because I’m your lieutenant. “Just do it.” Gage passed him, leaving Liam to get the guy outside.

      Reed stood in the dining area. “Crawlspace, no basement. No upstairs. Single level. Attic might have something in it.”

      Gage wasn’t sure. He glanced between Jasper and Blake, the senator’s son and the kid from the streets. Now they both bled blue and wore the same uniform. Brothers in a way life never would have offered them. “Figure out what this empty space is.”

      Jasper spun, his freshly styled dark-brown hair probably cost more to get cut than Gage spent in a year on hair trims. “What empty space?”

      “There’s no garage.” Gage pointed at the wall. “So what’s between this and the front of the house?”

      Blake grinned. “K-9?”

      “Or demolition. But we have no probable cause to start ripping out walls. We only know Alberto was seen entering. There’s no evidence the missing girl was here.”

      “About that…” Sergeant O’Connell strode in, blue material in his hand.

      “Where’d you find that, Lee?” Blake took it and held the blue up. A woman’s shirt. “Same one she was wearing when she was nabbed.”

      Gage looked at Liam. Sergeant O’Connell enjoyed police work, but a missing woman birthed an anger in him that Gage didn’t like the look of right now. “Where’s my K-9?”

      “Across town.” Liam shook his head. “Says he’d be half an hour after he wraps up the call he’s on.”

      “Great.” Gage didn’t want to wait that long. Especially not if the victim was in the house.

      Jasper looked at the wall, then ducked and looked inside the fireplace. Tilted his head and glanced up the chimney. When he said nothing, Gage figured he hadn’t found the vic stuffed up there. Jasper straightened. “The fire department could get us through the wall.”

      “So can my boot.” Liam headed for the wall beside the fire.

      Blake snorted. “Mine, too, Sarge—I mean, Lieutenant.”

      Given Gage had been in the rank a few weeks, he let that go. “See what you can do, Reed. Jasper, go outside and check on Dakota.”

      “Copy that.” Jasper touched his hair on the way by. “Wouldn’t wanna get dust in my hair gel.”

      Gage grinned. The guy didn’t actually care—they’d all seen him go toe-to-toe with a bus full of hockey players in a rainstorm and wound up covered in mud in five minutes—but he wanted them to think it was about the mess and his hair. Instead, it was about checking on their friend. “Don’t let him sit in the truck!”

      They would pull it closer to the house and call their captain. Let him know what they were doing. Gage wanted a result so they could tell the captain they actually found something. Otherwise Gage was going to get a chewing out for going off on a hunch.

      He didn’t care as much about losing the leader spot as he did about the simple fact it would mean the team was split up.

      “Check this out.” Liam spread his fingers on the wall, just above where a thin rail of trim split the bottom half from the top. “Nope. I thought I had it.”

      Gage studied the bottom half. “You do.” He shooed the sergeant out of the way and pressed his hands against the lower part of the wall. It clicked and popped out. “On me.”

      They covered him. Gage had to crawl through the opening. Inside was barely bigger than a closet. He clicked the flashlight on his rifle and shined it around. Found the missing girl, curled up in the corner.

      A hefty figure clipped his shoulder on the way to the opening. Gage stuck out his foot and tripped the guy. He slammed his head on the top lip of the hatch and slumped to the floor with a thud.

      “Got ’im.” Blake crouched to peer through the opening. “We’re gonna go get lunch if you’ve got this covered.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Gage said, “She’s in here.”

      

      

      

      

      

      He ignored the stale smell, and the dirty mattress against one wall, and crouched beside the girl. Gage touched two fingers to her throat, checking for a pulse, then keyed his mic. “Get an ambulance. She’s alive.”
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      “Thank you.” Clare strode past Russ Franklin’s assistant and into the Benson PD Commissioner’s office. “This place suits you, Russ.”

      The former US marshal sat behind the desk in an office decorated in wood and brass, complete with leather chairs. Muted light shined through the windows, the sky outside gray and overcast like it so often was in the Pacific Northwest—and the United Kingdom. She’d spent a stint at a base in England, and much preferred blue skies to dreary days and drizzling rain.

      He grunted and removed his glasses. Rather than wearing a suit, which would have made him look like a mobster, he wore tan slacks and a buttoned gray-and-blue shirt. He hadn’t shaved. He pushed back his chair and rounded his desk. “Hey, kid.”

      As he opened his arms, she stepped in for a quick squeeze. “Hey, yourself.” She caught a whiff of cigar, which meant he had a lot going on and felt the need to sit on his back deck and spend some time thinking. That wasn’t how she processed, but she understood feeling the same urge. The file Peter had given her—the original police report of Selena’s father’s disappearance— offered her more questions and little in the way of answers. The sheriff didn’t remember the case, and the deputy who’d written the report had died in a car accident years later.

      He leaned back, the crinkles around his eyes deepening. “How’s your mom?”

      “Still kicking butt and taking names as Seattle’s most cutthroat criminal attorney.”

      “Of course she is.” Russ chuckled.

      “How’s Addie?” Clare asked. “I haven’t gotten into the FBI office lately.” Never mind that she didn’t want to, and no intention of doing so anytime soon.

      Addie Franklin, the FBI Special Agent who ran the Benson satellite office, had married a local photographer but kept her maiden name for her professional life. Clare didn’t know if it helped or hindered her that her uncle was now the police commissioner. Maybe it made her inroads with the PD.

      “FBI and Benson Intelligence division are chasing a domestic terror case,” he said.

      “Out of town?”

      Russ motioned her to a seat and took his own behind the desk. Behind him rows of leather-bound volumes were flanked by petrified wood bookends. “They should have it all wrapped up soon enough.”

      Clare nodded. “I have a fully equipped cyber division as well as a full forensics lab staffed with the best people I could hire and state-of-the-art equipment.” She didn’t want to make it sound like the PD needed her help. “If it might help to have any evidence processed faster than the lab here is able.”

      “You know they’re backlogged. Everyone is backlogged.”

      “Vanguard is available. That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.” She’d set this meeting weeks ago.

      The next step for solidifying Vanguard in the community was to secure contracts with the local police or federal law enforcement. She couldn’t bring herself to approach the FBI here—yet. She would, eventually but it was too raw right now. She wanted to start with the police anyway. Their department was a whole lot bigger than the four special agents in town and the tiny office they worked out of.

      “Vanguard will bring all our professionalism and training to this.” Clare sat a little straighter. “We’re ready to help.”

      Russ stared at her with that steady gaze. “Why?”

      “Because we live here. We might not be cops, but we want to make Benson better.”

      “Some of you are,” he said. “Or were.”

      Clare swallowed. She’d expected that.

      “Cops who are then required to hand over evidence to Vanguard might see it as an integrity issue that you have staff on your payroll who are convicted criminals.”

      “I believe you’ll find they are rehabilitated criminals.” Clare paused. “Or do you not believe the justice system works?”

      Russ grinned.

      The police department loved their gruff former marshal commissioner. He was their gatekeeper. Which she respected, except for the fact the point was to keep out people like her. Just because she had a guy in her cold case division who happened to have been a dirty cop—but was also the father of Stella Davis, one of the FBI agents in town, whose husband was a BPD detective. Among others, like Peter and Simon, the twins she’d hired once they completed their community service.

      “I hire the best. I stand behind them one hundred percent.”

      Russ stared for a second, then slid over a file and flipped it open. “The feds can’t take this case because it’s not federal. Yet, at least.”

      “And as soon as it is, they’ll swoop in and take it from you?”

      “Let’s try and keep that from happening.”

      Clare had no stake in it, but she understood the friendly rivalry. After all, she’d been army for years. The military thrived on competition.

      “There have been three robberies in the last few weeks,” he began. “One local check cashing place, a money transfer store, and a storage unit that has a highly secure annex for safety deposit boxes. All three were hit by a crew of five guys who got in and out fast.” He handed her the file.

      “Evidence?”

      “Not much to speak of. They know what they’re doing, disarming security. But there’s no pattern to it. Each business had completely unique systems in place to keep their assets secure. Face value, it makes no sense why they’d hit these places.”

      And the FBI and Benson Intelligence were both busy on a high-profile case. Meanwhile, if Vanguard proved key in bringing down a crew of thieves, it would solidify their standing in the community as a reputable company who worked with the police. On the other hand, if they failed? Clare didn’t want to think about that.

      “So far they haven’t crossed state lines or hit anywhere backed federally.”

      “Doesn’t mean it won’t escalate that direction.” Clare studied the police reports. The lack of a pattern was curious, until she put together the sequence and realized it pointed to one thing. She pulled out her phone, but then decided to just call into the office as soon as she left here. “Can I take this?” She waved the police file.

      Russ nodded. “Keep me apprised of anything. I want daily updates.”

      “Of course.” Clare stood, already headed for the door.

      “Don’t let me down.”

      She turned at the door, surety settling in her in a way she liked a lot. They weren’t going to fail. “Vanguard has got this.”

      Clare headed for the stairs, just to burn off some of the energy now moving through her. She didn’t need to get overloaded and then crash. She reached the ground floor and opted to go through the lobby, since the FBI was out on a case.

      The front hall buzzed, a wall of glass windows on one side so she could see into the police department central precinct. The sergeant on the front desk lifted his chin. Clare did the same in reply.

      On the other side of the hall, opposite the PD, was the tiny office for the FBI. Barely a conference table and a few desks. A lone woman worked their reception desk, just inside the door—someone Clare had never met.

      She stopped in the hall in front of the picture hanging there. A memorial to FBI Special Agent Kyle Averson, killed nearly a year ago. He hadn’t even been in town long. Just long enough to start to like it here—even though he said otherwise. They’d joked about that over lunch. He’d asked her to dinner, and she’d begun to have real feelings for him.

      Then he’d been killed.

      The door at the end of the hall opened, and a group of cops with SWAT on their vests strode in, talking and joking with each other. Clare studied the image of Kyle. I’m sorry.

      There hadn’t been enough of something to claim there had been much of anything between them. Tell that to Clare’s heart. Loss was loss.

      She started to turn and someone clipped her shoulder.

      “Sorry, ma’am.”

      He had a nice voice, but she’d been fooled by that before.

      Clare waved a hand and kept going toward the front doors. Out into the daylight. There was no point dwelling on the past.

      Not when there was a case to solve.

      Clare pulled out her phone. “It’s me. Find me a bank in town with these three parameters.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Gage pulled out his chair and sat. On his keyboard someone had left a note. His mom’s landlord had called—again—asking when he’d clear her stuff out of the house. Plus a bunch of stuff about condolences for his loss. Gage had paid two months of rent, so technically he still had two weeks to figure out clearing out her stuff. The guy probably just wanted to raise the rent with a new tenant.

      He crumpled the paper and tossed it into the tiny wastepaper basket by his desk.

      God, it doesn’t have to hurt like this. But it does.

      He’d become a believer a few weeks ago. He was still waiting for his life to get easier.

      Someone knocked on the door to the office all the guys shared. Five desks shoved into one conference room, and he was the only one here. The only difference between this and four months ago was that he now occupied the lieutenant’s desk instead of the sergeant’s.

      They had the basement of the police building to themselves, and that was fine. Like the fact the entire PD pretty much called the SWAT department “the cave.” Didn’t matter. They liked it down here.

      Gage got a look at who was at the door and shot to his feet. “Captain.”

      McCauley’s features warmed. “Lieutenant Deluca.” He came over and held out his hand and they shook. Dennis McCauley, the Captain over the detectives division, settled on the edge of Blake’s desk—probably because it was the cleanest. “Just wanted to drop by and offer my congratulations on a job well done this morning.”

      “I’m just getting ready to write up the report now.”

      Captain McCauley nodded. “I heard all about it from your captain. Says you boys did a good job finding that girl and her captor in that flop house. But he wasn’t too clear on how you knew she’d be there.”

      Gage wanted to wince but hoped the expression didn’t bleed onto his face. “Just a hunch, really.”

      “Well, it paid off. Like all good hunches.”

      “Yes, sir.” He wondered if McCauley was going to ask if they had the homeowner’s permission to kick the door in. Fact was, the corporation had emailed back with the go ahead to do what they needed to do. They were between tenants, and whoever occupied the place had been squatting illegally.

      “Nice work, Lieutenant Deluca.” McCauley held out his hand. “You boys keep it up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “My door is always open.” McCauley trailed out.

      Gage exhaled a long breath.

      “Speaking of close ones.” Liam strode in, shoving Dakota in front of him, before Gage even had a second to figure out what that visit from the police chief meant.

      “Yes, Sergeant?” Better to start off on official terms, rather than as the friends they also were. The whole team felt like the brothers he’d never had, and the same would be true even if there was a sister on the team. Siblings who worked together. So long as they understood he was the one in charge. He’d take responsibility for anything that happened because it was his responsibility.

      “Dakota wants to talk to you.” Liam tugged Dakota down into a chair and rolled him toward Gage.

      Dakota twisted to look at his sergeant. “Lee, this is ridiculous. You’re making something out of nothing.”

      “SWAT trained snipers don’t get shaky hands and drop a cup of coffee.” Liam folded his arms.

      “Look, Gage…” Dakota rang his hands together.

      “It’s ‘Lieutenant.’” Gage sat back in his chair. Dakota’s history pointed to exactly one thing, and it was no good for him or the team. Anything Gage ordered went on his personnel file. It would always be there. Unless Dakota could handle it himself.

      “So you’re gonna be like that?” Dakota glanced back at Liam. “And you, Sarge? I thought we were cool.”

      “We were,” Liam said. “Until you jeopardize our lives and this team.”

      Before Dakota could argue further, Gage said, “So what are you going to do about it?”

      “I can handle it.” Dakota shifted to sit up straighter in his chair. “I can.”

      “What’s going on? Because you know we can help,” Gage said. “We’ve got your back, no matter what.”

      Dakota scratched at the hair over his ear, longer than his normal cut and dirty like he needed a shower. “Kyla broke up with me.”

      Gage blew out a breath. “Sorry, bro. I know you really liked her.”

      Dakota made a face. He was trying to be mad more than heartbroken, and Gage didn’t blame him. “She moved to Eugene. Said she likes it better, and her mom lives there.” He shrugged.

      Gage nodded. “I know what it’s like when the woman you love leaves.” That was a long time ago now, and the situation had been a whole lot more complicated, but the particulars stood. “But if there’s something you need to deal with, we want to help.”

      Before he could say more the alarm on the wall erupted into that tinny buzz, signaling a callout. “SWAT response requested. Union Street, First National Bank of Benson. Armed robbery in progress, possible hostage situation.”

      “I got it.” Liam grabbed the radio on his belt and called in they were mobilizing so the dispatcher would mark them as responding.

      Gage stood and held out his hand. Dakota clasped his wrist and Gage pulled him to his feet. “Let’s go, Masterson.”

      “On your six, Lieutenant.”

      Gage didn’t totally love the tone of that, but there wasn’t time to worry about it. The north end of the cave had a garage bay that led out onto a ramp up to the street. They pulled out a minute later, and Liam flipped on lights and sirens.

      “Shouldn’t take us long to get there.” Gage didn’t even bother pulling up a map. They all knew the bank on Union Street in the middle of downtown.

      Blake leaned between the two front seats. “Lieutenant, when are you gonna let me drive?”

      Gage glanced over and saw his friend was at least partially serious.

      Liam gripped the big steering wheel. “When you’re hauling my cold, dead body back from a callout.”

      Gage blinked. “Bro.”

      “Fine. But it stands.” Liam took a corner faster than necessary and Blake had to grab the door handle.

      Gage faced forward again. “Liam drives until I say otherwise, got it?”

      “Yeah, Gage,” Blake muttered.

      He let the use of his name not his rank go for now, because Liam was already pulling between two parked black-and-white patrol cars. He parked the giant SWAT van in the center, close to the awning where the scene commander directed everyone. It would be a layer of protection against anyone gawking or cops here.

      Gage got out and slammed the door. He strode to Captain McCauley, who he’d trained under at the academy. Liam didn’t like him all that much as they’d butted heads, but Gage had always respected the guy. McCauley was over the detectives these days, but they exchanged small talk on occasion.

      “What’ve we got?” Gage slid the helmet on his head and clicked the snap.

      McCauley barely looked up. He’d pulled a vest over his suit shirt. “Five guys got out of that van.” He pointed toward the curb in front of the bank, where a beat-up van had been haphazardly parked. “And raced in with automatic weapons. Opened fire. Created panic, and then locked down the bank. They’re still inside.”

      Gage frowned. “They left their getaway car out here? How do they plan on getting away?”

      “Let’s pray they don’t just plan to kill everyone inside, and then themselves.”

      Gage agreed. For years he hadn’t prayed much, wasn’t raised that way, and didn’t like the idea of giving up control. He had things handled.

      These days? Lord, help us. Protect the innocents in that bank.

      “Take your team and get set up. One sniper on the roof of the plaza, the rest of you cover the back exit.”

      “Copy that.” Gage swiped some binoculars off the table and took a look at the front window. “How many hostages?” He needed to get a look at the suspects, so he’d know who to arrest if they ran out the back.

      A masked man walked past the window, toward a woman standing up in the center of the lobby.

      Dark hair, wearing a business suit. Gage zoomed in on her face, which held not one ounce of fear. “She’s in on it.” Then he realized who it was. “Clare.”
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