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      A series of explosions. A city on edge. And two people with more to lose than they’ll ever admit…

      

      FBI Agent Kara Reid is new to the FBI Strike Team East—an elite unit built to move fast and take on the Bureau’s most dangerous cases. When a precision blast disrupts the streets of Manhattan, what begins as a search for answers quickly spirals into something far more personal—and far more dangerous.

      

      Max Malone walked away from the CIA years ago. He’s kept his distance, stayed quiet, and left the past buried. But this case is pulling him back in, whether the FBI wants his help or not.

      

      As the attacks grow bolder and the clock ticks down, Kara and Max are forced into a fragile alliance—one built on secrets, suspicion, and a shared need to stop a threat that’s bigger than either of them imagined. The danger is closing in, the targets are getting personal, and every lead takes them deeper into a deadly game where trust is a liability… and failure isn’t an option.

      

      Sometimes the only way to move forward… is to burn every bridge behind you.
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      Something felt wrong.

      Kara couldn't pinpoint what it was—just a prickle at the base of her skull, the kind of instinct that had kept her alive through eight years on the NYPD and a year working for the FBI.

      With her phone at her ear, her friend Jess rambling on about the challenges of being a new mom, she shifted her feet as she waited in line to order a coffee at the very busy counter of Brew & Mortar, a café near the courthouse where she'd just dropped off her final report for 26 Fed, the Manhattan FBI office that had been her home since she'd become an agent. But today started a new chapter.

      Everything looked normal. The morning crowd was a mix of suited executives grabbing coffee on their way into the office, a couple of NYU students hunched over computers, and a trio of forty-something women who looked like they'd just finished a yoga class. The espresso machine hissed and gurgled behind the counter, while the barista called out orders in a steady rhythm. Outside the window, the January sky was gray, with foreboding clouds pressing down on the city.

      "Honestly, Kara, I don't know how anyone survives on three hours of sleep," Jess said, drawing Kara's attention back to the phone. "Lily was up every two hours last night, and Brad somehow slept through all of it."

      Kara smiled despite the unease crawling up her spine. "Despite sounding tired, Jess, you also sound happy."

      "I am. I just can't stop staring at my beautiful baby. My old life as a cop seems very far away. Now I'm a realtor and a mom. How things have changed! But let's talk about your life changes. I can't believe you're already moving on to a special elite FBI team. It's very impressive, even for an overachiever like you."

      "I'm excited to work for a smaller team that can move fast and without so much oversight," she admitted.

      "Well, you were the smartest cop I ever worked with."

      "Not everyone shared your opinion."

      "Because they put loyalty above integrity, but that's all behind you now."

      "Thank God! Hang on. I need to order." She lowered her phone as she ordered her usual coffee and then stepped aside to wait for her coffee.

      It was crowded in the café, especially at this end of the counter, and a woman in a very expensive, tight-fitting black suit gave her a dark look as she encroached on her space, immediately moving away.

      She put her phone back to her ear. "I'm back."

      "So, what's your first case going to be?" Jess asked.

      "Not sure yet. I'm eager to find out. The agents I've met so far seem impressive, and my new boss, Jason Colter, even more so. He came from a very successful elite team run out of LA, and he's modeling this team on that one. That unit has had tremendous success, so fingers crossed."

      "It sounds great, and I think the team is lucky to have you."

      Jess had always been a great cheerleader. They'd partnered together for two years until Jess got married and pregnant. Their lives were very different now, but if there was one person she could always count on to be in her corner, it was Jess. At the sound of a baby's cry, she said, "I think Lily is awake."

      "And hungry. I'd better go."

      "Give that sweet baby a kiss for me."

      "I will."

      As Kara slipped her phone into the outer pocket of her crossbody bag, the woman in the suit moved to the counter to get her drink, only to collide with a middle-aged man, who splashed his coffee, heavily laden with whipped cream, onto her sleeve.

      She gasped in dismay, anger flaring in her eyes. "Watch where you're going."

      "Sorry," the man muttered. "I didn't see you. Uh, do you need a napkin or something?"

      "Just get out of my way." The woman grabbed her coffee from the counter, along with a pile of napkins, and headed toward the restroom.

      The man shrugged and left. As he moved through the door, another man entered. Wearing black jeans and a black wool coat over a gray sweater, he appeared to be in his mid-thirties and had wavy, dark-brown hair and a very attractive face. His confident gaze swept the room for a long minute. Then he frowned and left.  He must have been looking for someone. She couldn't imagine anyone standing that guy up.

      Hearing her name called, she turned her attention away from the door and picked up her coffee. She took one sip and sighed in pleasure. Her morning coffee always tasted great, and the caffeine kick got her ready for the day.

      As she stepped outside and onto the sidewalk, the world suddenly exploded behind her, a blast of heat throwing her to the ground. She landed hard, the concrete slamming into her palms and knees as glass and debris rained down on her head.

      For a moment, there was nothing but white noise, the taste of copper in her mouth, and mind-spinning confusion.

      Then the screaming started.

      She forced her eyes open. Smoke poured from the shattered windows of Brew & Mortar, thick and black, and through the haze she could see flames licking at the counter, spreading fast. People stumbled out to the sidewalk, coughing and bleeding.

      She needed to get up, to move, to help.

      She pushed herself to her feet, her legs shaking, but determination gave her strength. As she moved through the open space where the door had been, the smoke was worse than she'd expected, choking and hot, burning her throat with every breath.

      A table had overturned near the entrance, trapping a young woman. Her face was streaked with blood.

      "Can you move?" She dropped to her knees, already assessing the situation. The girl was conscious but disoriented.

      "I—I think so—" the girl stuttered.

      She shoved the table aside, then pulled the girl to her feet and helped her outside, running into the good-looking man who had come into the café, then left.

      "Do you need help?" he asked.

      "There are more people in there," she returned as he moved past her.

      There were a dozen or so people in the street, some bleeding, some burned, everyone dazed and terrified. Thankfully, fire engines and ambulances were arriving. She handed the girl off to a paramedic and then turned to go back into the building, but a firefighter blocked her way.

      "We've got this," he told her.

      As they went into the burning structure, the man she'd seen before came out of the smoke, his arm around a barista, who was crying but didn't appear to be too badly hurt.

      Feeling helpless, she looked around the scene, wondering how she could best help, but before she could move, a firefighter ran down the sidewalk toward her. When she saw her Uncle Danny, wearing his turnout gear and chief's hat, his warm brown eyes filled with concern, she almost lost it.

      "Kara? Were you inside?" he asked in shock.

      "I'd just left," she said, pulling herself together.

      "You're hurt. You're bleeding."

      "It's nothing."

      He ignored her comment, flagging down a paramedic. "She needs to get checked out," he ordered.

      "I said I'm fine." But even as she protested, she could feel the sting of cuts on her hands, the ache in her shoulder, the pain in her knees from where she'd hit the ground.

      The paramedic had her sit down on the curb while her uncle went back to work on the fire.

      "Any trouble breathing? Dizziness? Ringing in your ears?" the paramedic asked as she checked her blood pressure and oxygen levels.

      "No. Yes. A little." Kara let the paramedic work, too tired to argue, and her gaze drifting back to the café.

      Brew & Mortar was a disaster. The windows were blown out, smoke was still pouring from the interior, and while the fire was easing now, it had destroyed the interior in only a few minutes. As her gaze moved away from the building, she noted that the street had been cordoned off, with police cruisers blocking traffic, and a growing crowd of onlookers pressed against the barriers.

      She scanned the crowd for the man in the wool coat, but she didn't see him anywhere. She didn't really know why she was looking for him. Although it was strange that he'd entered the café, left quickly, then returned after the explosion. It probably meant nothing. It was just her years of investigative training making her suspicious of any action that seemed out of sync.

      "Your oxygen levels are good," the paramedic said. "But you should go to the hospital, get checked out properly⁠—"

      "I'm fine. Please help the others. I'm okay."

      As the paramedic left, she got to her feet, feeling more aches and pains now that the adrenaline surge was wearing off. Her throat felt dry and raw, but she was lucky not to be more seriously injured. She'd seen a few people loaded into ambulances who hadn't looked very good.

      Pulling her phone from her bag, which was thankfully still hanging around her neck, she called her boss.

      "Colter," he said crisply.

      "Jason, it's Kara," she said, her voice shakier than she'd expected.

      "You don't sound good. What's going on?"

      "There was an explosion in a café by the courthouse. I was just leaving when it happened."

      "Are you injured?"

      "No, but there are casualties, at least a dozen. I'm going to stay here and see what I can find out, if that's okay with you. I don't know if it was a gas line or a bomb, but it's bad."

      "Call me back when you know more."

      "I will." As she put her phone away, she saw the firefighters beginning to shut down as the fire was basically out. Since the urgency of the scene had diminished, she moved down the street to speak to her uncle.

      Danny Reid gave her a sharp look. "Are you okay?"

      "Yes. I told you I was. Do you know what happened?"

      "There appeared to be an explosive device in a trash can outside the door to the restroom."

      His words confirmed her suspicions. "I had a feeling, but I was hoping it was an accident. Are there any fatalities?"

      "One woman was in critical condition. She was pulled from the restroom. A few others with burns, but it could have been worse. Fortunately, the explosive was limited in range." He paused. "Is this incident tied to a case you're working on?"

      "No. I just stopped in for coffee."

      "You were lucky, Kara. I almost had a heart attack when I saw you." He shook his head, his lips tight.

      She put a hand on his arm, seeing the concern in his brown eyes and knowing that it came from a promise he'd made her father a very long time ago. "I'm fine, Uncle Danny."

      "You might not have been."

      "But I am."

      He gave her an assessing look, then slowly nodded. "Okay. I need to get back to work. Take care of yourself."

      "I will."

      As she turned away, she saw two FBI agents approaching the scene, Monica Greer and Cy Barash, who worked explosives response. She'd been on violent crimes the past year, so their paths had crossed a few times.

      Monica gave her a look of surprise. "What are you doing here, Reid?"

      "I was getting coffee. I had just left when the bomb went off."

      "That's lucky. Do you know anything about the explosive?"

      "It was placed in a trash can next to the restroom."

      "Did you see anything? Anyone running from the scene? Watching the fire afterwards?" Agent Barash asked.

      "No, I didn't see anything. The police have been talking to witnesses. Hopefully, one of them saw something."

      "We'll coordinate with NYPD. Glad you're okay." Monica paused. "And good luck with Colter's group. He's a good guy. I worked with him a few years ago."

      "Nice to hear," she said as Monica and Cy went to talk to the NYPD incident commander, Captain Lisa Rodriguez. She wanted to join them, but she wasn't working for 26 Fed anymore, and it was time to get to her actual job.

      Hopefully, this explosion was a one-off and not the beginning of something more.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, after stopping at her apartment to shower and change clothes, Kara drove to her new team headquarters, a three-story building in Murray Hill. The central location made it easy to respond to issues anywhere in the city, but far enough away from 26 Fed to maintain its own independence. There was no sign on the building, nothing to draw attention to their existence, as their team would operate covertly when needed.

      After parking in the underground garage, she used a biometric scanner to enter the elevator and a fingerprint scan to take it to the third floor. When the doors opened on an unimpressive hallway, she walked down the corridor and used another biometric scanner to enter through the double doors leading into the office suite. Inside, there was a reception desk with a computer and a phone, but it was more for appearances than anything else.

      She entered through another armed door, arriving in the open-concept office space with eight desks in the central bullpen and two glass-walled offices at one end, with a large conference room that looked over the city.

      There were two agents at their desks: Natalie Ramon, an agent who'd recently transferred from an office in Latin America, and Zane McDougal, a former Wall Street exec with a background in financial crimes. Natalie was on the phone, and Zane was on his computer. She set her bag down on her desk and headed toward the conference room, where she could see Jason Colter standing in front of the monitors, while Alina Volkov and Tyler Brennan sat at the table.

      Jason was in his mid-thirties, tall and fit with brown hair and light-blue eyes. He had literally been born into the FBI. His grandfather and father had both risen to the top levels of the bureau, but Jason had chosen a less politically ambitious path, refusing to rely on his last name to get him ahead. He'd come up through the trenches, and in the past year, he had closed some big cases, leading to his new post as director of Strike Team East.

      Alina Volkov was a stunningly pretty blonde in her early thirties, whose parents had fled Russia when she was a baby, but her Russian roots and fluency in multiple languages had taken her from a position in the State Department to the FBI. Next to Alina was Tyler Brennan, who had started his intelligence career with the Army's Delta Force before joining the FBI two years ago, working in both LA and Chicago. He had rugged good looks and an abundance of confidence.

      As she opened the door, all eyes turned to her.

      "Kara," Jason said with a nod. "How are you feeling?"

      "I'm doing all right." She had some cuts on her knees and hands and a deep scratch on her forehead from some glass, which she'd put a small bandage over, but otherwise she was okay.

      "You look better than I expected," Alina said, offering her a warm smile. "Considering you were at ground zero."

      "Why were you in the café?" Tyler asked. "Were you meeting someone?"

      "No. I had to drop off a file at the courthouse for my last case. I was just grabbing a coffee before I headed here. I've been to that café many times. It's still difficult to believe what happened."

      "Did you get any more information?" Jason asked.

      "The fire chief told me the explosive device was small and placed in the garbage can next to the restroom. Special Agents Greer and Barash from 26 Fed were at the scene, as well as NYPD." She pulled out a seat at the table, noting the monitor behind Jason contained photos from the scene, including a photo of a woman, the same woman who'd given her a dark look when she'd gotten too close to her. "Who is that? I saw her in the café."

      "Samantha Barkley, federal prosecutor," Jason replied. "She was pulled from the restroom in critical condition."

      "Oh my God," she murmured, her gaze locked on Samantha's professional headshot. "She went into the restroom because a man spilled his coffee on her."

      "Deliberately?" Tyler asked sharply.

      "I didn't think so, but…maybe."

      "Who was the man?" Jason asked.

      "Middle-aged. He had on dirty jeans and a Knicks sweatshirt. His hair was a mix of brown and gray, not styled, long and messy. He apologized to her after spilling his coffee. She reacted with extreme annoyance. He shrugged and walked away."

      "Did he stay in the café?" Tyler asked.

      "No. He left. And Ms. Barkley went into the restroom. To be frank, she was irritated before the coffee spill. She was on the phone with someone, and when I got close to her, she gave me a glare and moved away. That's when I first noticed her, and their collision occurred right in front of me." She paused, wondering where this was all going. "Are we working this case?"

      "Yes. Damon has asked us to take over," Jason replied, referring to Damon Wolfe, who ran the New York field office, commonly referred to as 26 Fed. "Apparently, Ms. Barkley has had conflicts with agents in Damon's office, and he wants a clean investigation. Since you were at the scene, Kara, you'll take the lead. You and Tyler can work with NYPD. Alina will connect with ATF. We need to find out if Ms. Barkley was the target, with the others as collateral damage, or if she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time."

      She nodded, surprised but also excited to have the lead, especially for a case that had literally exploded right behind her. "Sounds good. There was another individual who stood out to me, besides the one who spilled the coffee. A man entered the café just after Ms. Barkley went into the restroom. He came inside and scanned the scene as if he were noting every detail. Then he walked out. He was probably inside for less than a minute. That said, after the bomb went off, he came back to the café to help rescue people. If he were connected to the bombing, he probably wouldn't have done that."

      "Unless he wanted to throw suspicion away from himself," Tyler suggested.

      "Possibly," she conceded. "I'm sorry I didn't get his name. I was helping someone when he went past me. We were both ordered out when the fire department arrived. I looked around for him later, but he had disappeared."

      "Wes is pulling security footage from the scene," Jason said, referring to the head of their tech team, Wes Paulson. "Let's see if either of the men you described was caught on camera leaving the scene. If not, Kara, I'd like you to sit down with Elliott Briggs. He's not only an analyst; he's also an excellent sketch artist. Any kind of description would be helpful going forward. Let's get to work." As the others got up, he added, "Kara, hang back."

      She waited as Tyler and Alina left, then gave Jason a questioning look.

      "How are you really doing?" he asked, his sharp blue gaze running across her scratched-up face. "And I want an honest answer."

      "Honestly, I'm fine."

      "You were in an explosion, Kara. It's okay to not be fine."

      "I know. But aside from a few scratches and bruises, I'm in good shape, physically and mentally. You don't have to worry about me."

      "Good. But I want to reiterate that needing time to process an attack like this is not a sign of weakness. This team will only succeed if we trust each other to tell the truth."

      "I agree. And I'm energized to get to work. I have skin in the game—literally."

      "Thankfully not too much," he said with a small smile.

      "Thankfully," she echoed. "And I appreciate your confidence in me to lead this case."

      "Damon told me you're a superstar in the making."

      "That's a lot to live up to."

      "I believe you're up to the challenge."

      "Thanks. I won't let you down."

      His words pumped up her confidence, making her believe this unit would be the right place for her to develop her career. But she would have to do good work to make that happen. And that work would be with people she'd only met in the past week. Trust might be key, but they barely knew each other. Still, she was used to hitting the ground running, so that's what she was going to do.

      After leaving the conference room, she made her way into the operations center where Wes and Tyler were already reviewing footage from security and traffic cameras near the café and around the courthouse on several large wall monitors.

      Wes had come from the San Francisco office, an expert in technology and cybercrime. He was in his late thirties and seemed to have an intense, private personality. She knew next to nothing about him, except that he was supposed to be very good at his job.

      Tyler was a mystery as well, which probably wasn't surprising since he'd spent years working covert operations in the military and during his first two years in the FBI.

      When Jason had hired her for the unit, he'd told her that he'd assembled a team of agents who would be the best of the best. She was still a little shocked she fell into that category, but apparently her history with the NYPD and Damon Wolfe's support had made her a good candidate for the team, and she intended to prove Jason had made the right decision in hiring her.

      Taking a seat at an open computer in front of a blank monitor, she spent the next thirty minutes looking for the two men who had stood out to her. Finally, she caught a break, squinting her eyes at a grainy image of a man in jeans and a sweatshirt three blocks away from the café. "Got something," she said. "This could be the man who spilled the coffee. The clothes look the same, but unfortunately, his back is to the camera."

      "And his clothes are fairly standard," Tyler commented, as his gaze moved to her monitor.

      "True. I can't see if the sweatshirt has a Knicks logo, but I think this is the guy." She saved the frame as a screenshot and sent it to her phone. If anything, she could use it when she sat down with Elliott to draft a sketch.

      "We'll see if we can get another look at him," Wes said as he and Tyler went back to work.

      Fifteen minutes later, she spotted the mysterious, good-looking stranger who had acted both suspiciously and heroically. He was standing about two blocks away from the café, on the other side of the street. The timestamp appeared to be a minute before the explosion. He was talking on the phone, but he froze when the flash of fire could be seen in the screen's corner. He said something else, and then put his phone away and rushed out of sight.

      She froze the video. "This is the man who went in and out of the café without ordering anything."

      Both men looked at the image, then Wes's fingers flew across the keyboard as he picked up the same image and ran it through their system. "Got him," he said.

      She looked at his monitor as a man's image appeared with the name: Max Malone. He was the owner of a company called MG Security, based in Manhattan. It looked like the company had only been in business for about nine months.

      "This is unusual," Wes commented. "Max Malone has a big gap in his life. Before the creation of his current company, there's no employment history for the previous twelve years. At that time, he worked as a journalist for the Associated Press after graduating from Northwestern the year prior to that."

      "And then he's a ghost," she murmured, staring at his image.

      "He has no social media," Tyler interjected. "I'm thinking he works in intelligence, maybe undercover work."

      "For what agency?" she asked.

      "Could be CIA, NSA, DEA. Hell, it could be the Bureau."

      "We need to find out," she said, getting up from her chair. "I'm going to see what else I can dig up on him."

      "I doubt you'll find much," Tyler said. "His slate has been deliberately wiped clean."

      "Until nine months ago," she reminded them. "Maybe his reappearance in the world will provide some clue as to why he was in the café this morning." She returned to her desk, getting onto her own computer, as her mind raced with questions about the mysteriously good-looking man.

      An hour later, she'd found little beyond what Wes had discovered in two minutes. Max Malone was thirty-four years old, a little over six feet tall, with dark-brown hair and green eyes. He'd been born in Chicago and had gone to college at Northwestern, where he'd played on the baseball team and graduated with a degree in journalism. His first job had been with the Associated Press. And then there was nothing until last year.

      His company was also shrouded in secrecy. No official website. No employees. No known clients. He had a business bank account, a post office box, and a phone number that had gone to voicemail when she called. It wasn't much to go on, and she couldn't afford to spend all her time on someone who might not even be important, so she put him aside and turned to Samantha Barkley.

      Samantha Barkley's job as a federal prosecutor could certainly have made her enemies. And Kara couldn't help wondering if Max Malone fell into that category. The timing of his entrance and exit was certainly suspicious, and raised the question: Had he been looking for Samantha when he'd come into the café the first time, or when he'd come back?
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      An hour later, Kara and Tyler headed to the DA's office to talk to Samantha's boss and coworkers. The DA, Clayton Montgomery, a smooth political operative in his fifties, described Samantha as fearless and ruthless, someone who wasn't afraid of anything or anyone. The bigger the challenge, the more she loved it. She'd received threatening messages off and on for years, but that had never made her shy away from a case.

      Montgomery encouraged them to speak to Melanie Daniels, Samantha's legal admin, who told them Samantha was currently working on a financial fraud case, but it was in early discovery, and not all the players had been identified.

      As they talked to Melanie, Kara couldn't help noticing that Tyler had a way with women. While the DA had focused on her, Melanie couldn't stop staring at the rugged man beside her, and Tyler leaned into her attention with a smile so charming, he convinced Melanie to show them Samantha's emails from the last twenty-four hours. Unfortunately, there was nothing noteworthy in that time period, and without knowing if Samantha was the actual target of the bomb or an innocent bystander, they couldn't dig too deep into her life without more evidence. Unless, of course, Samantha was able to give them permission.

      With that thought in mind, they headed to the hospital, only to discover that Samantha's condition was critical. She'd made it through surgery, but she had suffered burns across her body as well as serious lung damage. She'd been placed in a medical coma, and the doctor was somber in his remarks about her long-term prognosis. He also told them he'd spoken to Samantha's sister, who was flying in later tonight. Julia had given him permission to discuss her sister's case with the FBI, but they might want to speak to her directly once she arrived.

      As they made their way out to the parking lot, she said, "The doctor didn't seem optimistic."

      "Even if she survives this critical stage, she's looking at a long recovery," Tyler said. "I don't know that her life will ever be the same."

      "It definitely won't be." She shivered, thinking about how she could be in the same position as Samantha. If her drink had come a second later, if she'd gone into the restroom, if she'd been standing closer to the wall…so many ifs. But she couldn't focus on what hadn't happened. She needed to find out who had put Samantha into the hospital bed before they struck again.

      "It's almost five," Tyler said as he drove out of the lot. "Do you want to go back to the office? Or I can drop you somewhere."

      "The office is fine. I need to get my car. My uncle is a battalion chief with the fire department. He was on the scene this morning. Maybe he can tell me something we don't already know."

      "So, you were a cop before you became an agent, and your uncle is a firefighter. Sounds like you come from a family of first responders."

      "I do, and I know the best cop and firefighter bars in the city," she said lightly.

      "Which group has the better bar?" he asked.

      "I'll have to take you to a couple, and then you can decide."

      "I'm in," he said with a smile. "Did you grow up in New York?"

      "In Queens. How about you?"

      "Small town in Iowa."

      "Really? I wouldn't have guessed that."

      "I enlisted in the Army when I was nineteen. The recruiter told me I could see the world. Of course, he didn't tell me what else I would see." His tone turned dark, then he cleared his throat. "That was fifteen years ago."

      "Do you still have family in Iowa?"

      "I do, but I don't go back very often."

      "I heard you were recently in the Chicago office?"

      "Yes. I liked the Windy City, but I was excited to come to New York and work with Jason. We spent a year together in LA, and he is very good at the job." As Tyler finished speaking, he turned into the garage under their building. He parked, then said goodnight and headed to his Ford Bronco, while she got into her small KIA SUV.

      She'd asked her uncle to meet her back at the café. It felt a little eerie to return to the scene, but she needed to see it again without all the chaos of the morning. She parked at the end of the block and got out, her steps slowing as she walked down the street, each step taking her closer to the destruction.

      What had been a bustling morning coffee shop was now a gutted shell. The large front windows were completely blown out, jagged shards of glass still clinging to the frames. Black scorch marks spread across the cream-colored brick facade in a starburst pattern, darkest near what had been the entrance. The cheerful red awning that had stretched across the storefront hung in tatters, one side completely torn away and the other dangling.

      The buildings on either side were dark, their windows boarded up—collateral damage from the blast. The entire block felt abandoned. But as she drew closer, her uncle got out of a pickup truck he'd left in a loading zone and met her on the sidewalk. He was off duty now, wearing jeans and a jacket, his messy pepper-gray hair and weary eyes suggesting a long shift.

      "Thanks for meeting me, Uncle Danny."

      "Whatever you need, although I'm sure you'll see all the official reports from the investigation," he said.

      "I will. Some reports have come in already, but I just want to go inside again, see it for myself without other officials around."

      "Then that's what we'll do." He grabbed a crowbar from the back of his truck and walked to the entrance, where plywood had been nailed across the shattered doorway. Pulling the plywood off, he set the crowbar down and turned on a powerful flashlight before leading her inside.

      As she stepped into the structure, a beam of his flashlight caught the charred walls and collapsed ceiling tiles. Everything was covered in soot and the chemical residue from fire suppression. The potent smell of burned plastic and wood made her eyes water. She had trouble even knowing where they were standing. All the familiar things were gone, turned to ash.

      "The explosive was there," Danny said, directing the beam toward the back hallway where the restrooms were located.

      She followed the beam of light, her mind reconstructing the morning, trying to remember who had been standing where, whether she'd overheard any conversation, whether she'd seen anything.

      Samantha Barkley jumped into her head, her beautiful black suit, her impeccable style, her sharp, irritated gaze. She had spent time on the phone. Had she been angry with whomever she was talking to? Was that why she had been so short-tempered? They needed to get her phone records, find out who was the last person she'd spoken to.

      Turning around, Kara tried to guess where Samantha and the man had collided. But that probably didn't matter, because she knew Samantha had gone to the restroom to clean up.

      The man had immediately left the café. The other guy had come in and looked around. Her name had been called by the barista, and she'd picked up her coffee. She'd left a minute later, and the bomb went off.

      She sucked in a quick breath, her body still feeling the reverberation and shock of that moment.

      "Everything okay?" Danny asked as he turned the light toward her. "Are you reliving it?"

      "Yes, but I'm fine. What do you think about what happened here?"

      "It feels targeted. Big enough to do significant damage but not take out more than the immediate area. It also would have had to be small enough to fit inside a trash can and be placed there without anyone knowing. I assume there's no security footage from inside the building?"

      "Not in that hallway, unfortunately. There were also many people who entered the café the previous evening and earlier this morning who had backpacks with them, including plenty of them who made a trip to the restroom. It could have been anyone."

      "You have no suspects then?"

      "Not yet. But the woman in the restroom is a federal prosecutor. It's possible she was the target. Or this could have been random."

      "A federal prosecutor being critically injured by an explosive device doesn't sound random to me."

      "Maybe not. But we can't assume anything."

      They stood in silence for a moment, Danny's flashlight the only source of light in the gutted café. The building creaked around them, settling, and Kara could hear traffic in the distance, the normal sounds of the city continuing while this space remained frozen in the moment of violence.

      "Do you like your new job?" her uncle asked.

      "So far, so good. I'm just getting started."

      "You deserve to be working with good people, Kara. People who have your back." There was weight behind his words, and she knew he was thinking about what had happened at the NYPD.

      "My boss seems solid," she said carefully. "And the team is experienced. I like what I see."

      "Good to hear." He paused. "Did you tell your mom you were here this morning?"

      She shook her head, giving him a warning look. "No. And you don't need to tell her. It would just upset her, and I'm fine."

      "I get it. Come on. Let's get out of here."

      They made their way back to the sidewalk. Her uncle put the plywood back into place to secure the scene. "Do you need a ride somewhere?"

      "No. My car is down the street. I'll see you later."

      He gave her an impulsive hug. "Take care of yourself."

      "I will." She waited until he'd hopped into his truck and sped away before crossing the street and moving in the opposite direction. She was curious about where Max Malone had been spotted and what he'd seen from that vantage point.

      When she reached that location, she did a slow turn. From this spot, she could easily see the entrance to the café. Is that why he had stopped here? Had he been watching for someone to enter or exit the café? Had he been talking on the phone? Or had the phone triggered the explosion?

      Pondering that thought, she suddenly started when a figure came down the street and moved toward the plywood-covered door of the café. The man wore black jeans with a black coat, and he looked exactly like Max Malone. She waited for a couple of cars to pass by and then jogged across the street, coming up behind him as he poked around the entrance.

      "Looking for something?" she asked sharply.

      "You?" he said in surprise. "You were at the café this morning. You went back inside to rescue people."

      "So did you. I'm Special Agent Kara Reid. And you are?"

      "Max Malone." A smile crossed his lips. "And there's nothing special about me."

      His attractive charm did not go unnoticed, but she wasn't going to let it distract her. "Why are you trying to get into the building?"

      "I wasn't trying to get in; I was just looking around. I was curious about what happened here this morning. What about you?"

      "I'm looking into the explosion."

      "Do you have any leads?"

      "Just you."

      He cocked his head to the right, giving her a speculative glance. "Why would I be a lead?"

      "You walked into the café, looked around, then walked out. But you didn't go far. You were standing across the street watching the building when the explosion occurred."

      "You seem to know a lot about my actions this morning."

      "There are multiple cameras in this area. Want to explain your behavior?"

      He hesitated, then shrugged. "I was looking for someone. I had a meeting at the café, but she didn't show up. That's why I didn't stay."

      "Who were you meeting?"

      "Does it matter?"

      "Everything matters when a bomb goes off in a crowded café in the middle of New York City. Answer my question."

      He studied her for a long moment, then said, "Samantha Barkley."

      She straightened at his answer. "Ms. Barkley was in the café. She was in the restroom."

      "I heard that later. At the time, I didn't think she was there."

      "How do you know her?"

      "Mutual friend. And I don't really know her. She asked me to meet her. I was a little late, so when I didn't see her in the café, I thought she'd gone."

      "What did she want to talk to you about? Was it a case she was working on? And who is your mutual friend?"

      "She didn't say what she wanted to speak to me about, but I run a security firm, so I assume it had something to do with that."

      "What kind of security? Are you a bodyguard?"

      "I offer a variety of services. I'm sure you already looked me up," he said, a knowing gleam in his eyes.

      "Yes. And I found very little information about you. It's almost as if you've been doing a job that no one could know about."

      "Or maybe I just stayed off the internet."

      "You're very cagey, Mr. Malone."

      "Really? I think I'm being quite forthcoming."

      "Look, Ms. Barkley may not survive the night, and there's a good chance she was deliberately targeted. If you know something that can help find the person who did this, start talking."

      "Why do you think she was the target?" he countered.

      She was reluctant to answer his questions when he was stonewalling her, but maybe if she gave him a little, he'd give something back. "A man spilled coffee and whipped cream on her, which sent her to the restroom minutes before an explosive device planted near that restroom went off."

      Something shifted in his expression, so subtle she almost missed it in the dim light. "Is that a fact?"

      "It is. Now, your turn."

      "I don't have any information."

      "I don't believe you."

      He gave her another assessing look, then said, "Ms. Barkley didn't say why she wanted to speak to me. When I heard she was injured in the explosion, I wondered if she was the target."

      "How did you hear she was hurt? Her name hasn't been released to the public."

      "Like I said, mutual friend."

      "I'm going to need a name."

      "You're not going to get it from me."

      "Why not? Wouldn't Ms. Barkley's friend want to help with the investigation?"

      "How did you happen to be in the café this morning?" he asked, ignoring her question. "Did you have an idea something was going to happen?"

      "No."

      "You were just there by chance, and now you're investigating? That's a coincidence, isn't it?"

      "I'm an FBI agent, and I'd like to know who almost got me killed this morning. I'm very motivated to find that information, and I'm not going to let some shady security guy stop me from doing that."

      "I'm not trying to stop you from doing anything. I hope you can find the perpetrator quickly."

      "Who's the mutual friend?" she asked again.

      "Goodnight, Agent Reid."

      "This conversation isn't over," she said in annoyance, but he was already walking away from her. "I can bring you in."

      He turned his head and gave her a smile. "I'd just ask for a lawyer, and since you have no reason whatsoever to hold me, that would be a waste of time for both of us."

      She really hated that he was right. At least, he'd given her one clue—a mutual friend. Now, she just had to figure out who that was. Since he'd known about Samantha, that meant the friend was probably connected to Samantha's family. Perhaps the sister would know why Samantha had wanted to talk about security with Max Malone. Hopefully, she could speak to her in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      Max couldn't get Agent Kara Reid's image out of his head as heft the area. In fact, her face had been stuck in his mind since he'd seen her earlier in the day, long before he'd known she was an FBI agent. She was not only a beautiful woman, with deep brown eyes, beautiful skin, and thick, wavy brown hair that would probably look spectacular if she let it out of her professional ponytail; she was also courageous. She'd run back into a burning building, with no thought to her own safety. He'd thought it had been pure bravery, but now he realized she'd also been trained to act in a dangerous situation. And that's exactly what she'd done.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he glanced at his watch, seeing another impatient text from Dominic Ashford. Since he was about to enter the lobby of Dominic's building, he ignored the text and headed inside, checking in with the security desk before heading up to the penthouse apartment on the thirtieth floor. He gave a quick nod to the guard, who knocked, then let him in.

      "Where the hell have you been?" Dominic demanded as he met him in the foyer.

      It was rare to see the thirty-five-year-old British billionaire in such an anxious state, but one that was completely understandable.

      "What's the update on Samantha?"

      "She's in critical condition."

      Dominic ran a hand through his already messy blond hair. "But she's going to make it, right?" There was desperation in Dominic's eyes and in his voice, but Max had never been one to sugarcoat the truth.

      "It's less than fifty-fifty," he replied.

      Dominic swore, then waved him into the luxurious living room, which offered floor-to-ceiling views of the glittering city. "Do you want a drink?" Dominic asked as he walked over to a fully stocked bar and poured himself a shot from the open bottle of tequila.

      "No thanks."

      Dominic swigged the tequila, then picked up the bottle again to pour another shot. "I can't believe what is happening."

      "I'm sorry about Samantha. I wish I'd gotten there on time."

      "Then you would be in the hospital, too." Dominic drank down his second shot and said, "Was this about me? Or was it about her?"

      "She was most likely the target of the bomb, whether that was because of her job or her relationship with you, I don't know," he said. "I spoke to the FBI agent investigating the explosion, and she told me someone spilled coffee on Samantha, which sent her into the restroom before the blast. That seems like a purposeful move."

      Dominic stared back at him, his jaw tight, anger running through his eyes. "Doesn't sound like a coincidence." He walked over to the couch and sat down, his shoulders sagging with worry.

      Max took the seat across from him, studying Dominic's face, his demeanor. Everything suggested genuine worry, heartbreak, and anger for what had happened to a woman he'd been seeing for a few weeks, but was it true?

      He shouldn't have doubts. He'd known Dominic for years. Actually, that wasn't completely true. They'd met at prep school as teenagers, and for a couple of years, they'd been close, but that had been a very long time ago. They'd only renewed their friendship nine months ago when Dominic had asked him to consult on global security after a lapse by his current security team had resulted in an ambush, leaving two men dead.

      But that situation had happened on the other side of the world, and Dominic had expressed no concern about his presence in New York City, where his corporate headquarters were located, or about his current girlfriend.

      "Does the FBI have any suspects?" Dominic asked.

      "If they do, they're not sharing."

      "You said you spoke to an agent. Did you tell her you were supposed to meet Samantha?"

      "I did."

      "Did you mention me?"

      "I did not," he said evenly. "But your connection to Samantha is not a secret. You've been photographed together. Her sister knows about you. Your name will come up, and they'll want to talk to you."

      "What do you suggest I do?"

      "Tell them what you know."

      "Which is nothing."

      "Then it's nothing," he said simply.

      Dominic stood up and walked to the window, staring out at the city.

      After a moment, he rose and followed him. The city was spread out before them, and he knew Dominic considered himself to be a power player, not only in the city but in the country, and also the world. Despite his stature, this incident had shaken him, and he didn't know if that was because Dominic was in love with Samantha or because something else was going on.

      "I wish Samantha had told me what she wanted to talk to you about," Dominic said, frustration edging his voice. "Are you sure she didn't give you an idea of the subject?"

      "Positive. Do you know what she was working on?"

      "A corporate fraud case, I think, but she didn't talk about her work, and neither did I. We wanted to keep that part of our lives separate." Dominic turned to face him. "This was probably tied to her case, don't you think? My competitors, my enemies, they wouldn't have gone after her, would they?"

      He could see the genuine fear in Dominic's eyes. "That's the second time you've asked that question. Is there some reason you think someone would have gone after her?"

      "We both know what happened in Dushanbe six months ago."

      "That was because of your potential infrastructure project cutting off smuggling routes," he said. "At least, that's what you led me to believe."

      "That's what I assumed it was. I've never felt unsafe here in New York City."

      "Even though you have a fairly heavy security presence surrounding you at all times?" he commented.

      "Well, I can't be too careful. I'm a public figure and a rich man. That's why I'm concerned about Samantha. I need to know what happened to her. You need to figure it out, Max."

      "Why me? I thought you wanted me to focus on your overseas trips. That's where I have the most expertise, not here in the city."

      "You know how to get answers. And I need answers. I'll pay you extra. Just get it done. This is the priority."

      He gave Dominic a long, speculative look. "Are you afraid that whoever went after her is coming for you next?"

      "It has crossed my mind. Or other people in my life could be in danger. That's why it's imperative we find out who's behind that bomb."

      "The FBI is already on it, and I'm sure the ATF and the NYPD are also investigating."

      "I want you on it, too."

      "I'll do what I can. You're not holding anything back, are you?"

      "How can you ask me that question?"

      "Because you don't always play by the rules. We both know that. If you're aware of a threat, then telling me what that is will get us to the truth more quickly."

      "I'm not holding back," Dominic said. "I—I care about Samantha."

      He might have believed him more if Dominic hadn't stumbled through the sentence. Either he wasn't comfortable sharing his feelings, or he was lying.

      "Her sister, Julia, is on her way to New York," Dominic continued. "My admin got her a suite at the Hilton near the hospital. Maybe you can talk to her tomorrow."

      "What did she tell you?"

      "Nothing. She hadn't spoken to Samantha in a couple of weeks. She seemed a little awkward on the phone. I think Julia might feel more comfortable talking to you than to me."

      "Why? You're the man Samantha has been seeing."

      "She just seemed nervous to be talking to me. She gets in late tonight, but you should be able to reach her tomorrow."

      "Okay, I'll speak to her. Is there any update on Samantha's condition?"

      "No. Hopefully, tomorrow there will be better news."

      "Hopefully," he echoed, but as he left the apartment, he didn't feel hopeful at all.
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