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      Former army soldier Dina Milbrath paused on Glenview Avenue in Newburgh, New York, pretending to window shop while using the reflection of the glass to get a better view of the man lurking across the street. She’d picked up the tail within two minutes of leaving her apartment. She’d purposefully meandered around as if she didn’t have anywhere important to go, despite her stomach growling with hunger.

      The guy in the baseball cap had followed, remaining several paces behind her. He wasn’t very good at hiding his presence, yet the way he wore the baseball hat low on his forehead was enough to mask his features.

      Di didn’t recognize him. Yet she estimated he was younger than she was, mid- to late-twenties and painfully average in height and build. He wore black jeans and a black T-shirt that was loose and untucked, making her think he had a weapon hiding underneath. There were no visible tattoos linking him to one of the local gangs from what she could see.

      She was armed and could take care of herself, so she wasn’t necessarily concerned about her safety, yet she needed to understand why this guy was following her. Unfortunately, there were far too many possibilities. Most related to her work with Grayson’s Guardians.

      Her last mission, three weeks ago, had been to infiltrate the K2 Bloods gang, known for moving drugs via the Hudson River. She’d pulled Caden Avery out of the gang, returning him to his father who lived in Yonkers. The nineteen-year-old had seemed grateful to be able to start over without the gang life pulling him down. She’d thought everything was fine since then.

      Apparently not. The gang leader, Terance Warren, had been arrested along with several of his foot soldiers during her mission. The K2 Bloods had mostly disbanded, or so she’d been told. The Newburgh mayor and police chief were working hard to eliminate the threat of violence from the crime-plagued city located thirty-five miles outside of New York. A few years ago, the Newburgh police had teamed up with the feds to bring down the leaders of the Latin Kings. That had been a big step forward to peace.

      Yet there were always more gang recruits ready to risk their lives to step into the world of what many perceived as easy money. She felt certain Warren’s second-in-command, Pablo Hernandez, must have uncovered the role she’d played in extricating Caden from the city.

      She didn’t live in the sketchy part of town, and it was a little unusual for the gang to venture beyond their turf. Since she wanted to get a closer look at this guy, she decided to create a mini sting operation. She entered a store and spent a few minutes rifling through the clothing racks. At the five-minute mark, she stepped back outside, sliding her sunglasses on to cut the glare of the noon summer sun. Then she made a show of looking at her watch and grimacing as if realizing she were running late. Di broke into a light jog, heading down the street. Upon reaching the intersection, she made a quick right turn, then ducked into the next doorway, which belonged to a coffee shop.

      Watching from a position off to the side of a window, she felt a grim sense of satisfaction when the baseball guy hurried to the corner, then looked both ways, clearly trying to spot her. When he didn’t see her, he stood for a moment, then turned away and pulled out his phone.

      Did he have a partner? Maybe, but that wasn’t enough to prevent her from getting answers. She quickly darted out of the coffee shop to rush the guy from behind. She grabbed him, spinning him around toward her as she heard the crack of gunfire.

      Finely tuned instincts from her years in the army had Di ducking and hitting the ground, taking the ball-cap guy with her. She wanted to reach for her weapon but didn’t dare loosen her grip on her stalker.

      “Who are you?” she demanded when they’d stopped moving. Glancing down at the guy who’d lost his ball cap during the struggle, she realized his body was limp and that he was bleeding from a wound in the center of his chest.

      He’d been hit! She rose to her knees, grabbing and shaking him by the shoulders. Up close, she could see his face, but she still didn’t recognize him.

      “Hey! Answer me! Who are you? Why are you following me?” Spying the disposable phone lying on the ground beside him, she subtly grabbed it and stuffed it into her pocket. The move wasn’t as smooth as back when she was a teen, her pickpocketing skills had gotten rusty, but she’d kept her body between the wounded guy and the café behind her, so she didn’t think anyone noticed.

      The guy groaned, his eyelids flickering open. He stared up at her, then looked away. “You have to pay . . .”

      “Pay for what?” She pressed, feeling sure that he was talking about how she’d gotten Caden out of the gang and arrested their former leader. “Who sent you? Pablo?”

      He stared blankly at her for a long moment, then slumped to the ground, his entire body going lax. Grinding her teeth together in frustration, she released his shoulders and palpated for a pulse.

      Nothing.

      He was dead. She took a moment to pat him down, finding the weapon tucked in the small of his back as she’d surmised. Aside from the gun and the cheap disposable phone that was now hidden in her pocket, she didn’t find anything else. No cash, no ID. If he was with the K2 Bloods gang, he’d have had a wad of cash on him.

      That he didn’t have anything at all confused her. She leaned back on her haunches, thinking that if not for his piss-poor tailing skills, the guy might have been a professional.

      Did that mean he wasn’t part of the gang? She honestly didn’t know.

      “Hey, are you okay?” A male voice had her turning to glance toward the café.

      Patrons of the coffee shop had spilled out at the sound of the gunfire. Di pushed herself upright, scowling at them. Smart people who weren’t armed should run away from gunshots, not straight into the line of fire.

      “I’m fine, but back up, please.” She waved her hands in a shooing motion to indicate she wanted them out of the way in case the shooter was still hanging around. “This man has been struck in the chest, and I don’t know where the shooter is located. Did anyone call 911?”

      “I did.” The older man with white hair held up his phone. He was the one who’d called out to her. “Are you sure you’re not hurt? I thought you were hit when that gunshot rang out.”

      “I’m fine. Unfortunately, this man isn’t.” She forced a smile, despite how the white-haired guy stared at the deep scar that lined her right cheek. Most of the time she barely remembered she had it, but when she faced people for the first time, she became self-conscious about the knife wound that was courtesy of tangling with an Afghan soldier. The injury had been sutured by Doc, their team medic, while they were hiding in a bunker. Doc had done his best under the circumstances. She didn’t blame the medic for her disfigurement. “Please stay back toward the building to preserve the crime scene.”

      A few of the patrons did as she suggested, but one couple hurried away, disappearing around the corner. She blew out a frustrated breath. This was not good. She had no doubt the bullet had been intended for her. The way she’d yanked ball-cap guy around had caused him to be struck instead.

      She hated to admit she hadn’t anticipated that there would be a second man waiting to take her out. If she’d been a few seconds slower . . .

      Her teammates would say God was looking out for her. Di didn’t believe that for a hot minute. She forced herself to concentrate on the dead man. She desperately wanted to know who he was and who’d sent him.

      The identity of the gunman would be nice to know too.

      Screaming sirens indicated the police were on the way. It wasn’t easy to calmly wait for the City of Newburgh police cruiser to pull up in front of the café. Back when she lived on the streets of New York City, she’d have disappeared long before the cops had a chance to arrive. But since there was a dead guy lying in the street, not to mention a handful of witnesses who could no doubt identify her, she felt it prudent to stay long enough to get her side of the incident on file. She forced a smile as a pair of officers emerged from the vehicle.

      The smile froze on her face when she recognized the taller of the two men. Jarek, a.k.a. Jarhead, Brooks. He was a cop? The knot of dread in her gut tightened as Jarek, of course, recognized her.

      His blue eyes narrowed as he raked his gaze over her. “Di. What happened here?”

      “You two know each other?” the shorter cop asked. His name tag read Kent.

      “We served together in Afghanistan,” Jarek said. “I only did one tour, but Di was stationed there for two tours.” His frown deepened. “I’m glad you made it home.”

      “I was one of the lucky ones.” Seeing Jarek Brooks after all these years was an unwelcome shock. She turned toward Kent. “My name is Dina Milbrath,” she quickly introduced herself. “Someone fired a weapon from the north, striking this man here and killing him.”

      “Are you hurt?” Jarek asked, his expression grim.

      “No, I’m fine. These people came out of the café at the sound of gunfire; they witnessed the event.” She nodded toward the five people who had remained, including the white-haired guy. “That being said, I believe I was the intended target.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” Jarek muttered.

      “Wait, what’s going on?” Officer Kent looked confused. “Why does someone want to kill her?”

      “I don’t know.” Di gave Jarek a dark look. They had never gotten along, and she didn’t appreciate his acting as if the dead guy lying at her feet was somehow her fault. “Do either of you recognize this guy? Could he be involved in one of the local gangs?”

      “He doesn’t look familiar to me,” Kent said. “Does he have an ID on him?”

      “No ID, no cash, but there’s a gun tucked in the small of his back.” She shrugged, the disposable cell burning a hole in her pocket. If Jarek knew she’d taken it, he’d toss her in jail for tampering with evidence. Yet it was too late to pull the phone out now. “He was following me, so I confronted him. That’s when the gunshot rang out.”

      “Of course you did.” Jarek’s scowl deepened. “You’re not a cop, Di. Why on earth would you take matters into your own hands?”

      She swallowed the urge to snap at him. Keeping her voice calm with an effort, she held Jarek’s gaze. “I had no way of knowing he was armed and that he had a partner. Why wouldn’t I try to talk to him?”

      Kent glanced from her to Jarek, no doubt sensing the undercurrent between them. “Do you know why someone wants you dead? Maybe a former boyfriend or an ex-husband?”

      “No. My former boyfriend and I split amicably, so I don’t think he’d do this. I’ve never been married. I noticed this man following me and had wrenched him around to ask what he was doing, then the gunfire rang out. It was just pure luck that the bullet struck him instead of me. I thought he was from one of the gangs, but since he has no tattoos or scars, I’m not sure that’s accurate.”

      At the word scar, both men seemed to shift their gazes to her deeply grooved cheek. Jarek hadn’t been there when she’d been knifed by the Afghan soldier. That had taken place toward the end of her second tour. Jarek had already been stateside by then.

      She wasn’t going to explain how she’d sustained the wound now; instead, she simply waited for them to get back to the situation at hand.

      “I saw what happened.” The white-haired man stepped forward. “I mean, I didn’t notice him following anyone, until Ms.—uh, Milbrath left the café and rushed toward him. The gunfire rang out just as she swung him around to face her.”

      “We’ll need you to come down to the station to give us a formal statement,” Jarek said, his gaze holding hers. “Where do you live?”

      The very thought of going inside a police station filled her with a sick sense of dread. Her gut reaction wasn’t at all logical. There was no way Jarek or any of the other Newburgh cops could know about her troubled past. She wasn’t sixteen and living on the streets anymore. With an effort, she lifted her chin. “I live a few blocks from here on Hollow Hill Road.”

      The ambulance arrived along with a detective wearing a suit jacket that was too small for his rotund frame. She didn’t see his partner and wondered why he was working alone. He looked cranky. She could kind of relate. “I’m Detective Andrews. What’s going on?”

      Jarek filled Andrews in on the series of events. His tone was curt, as if there was no love lost between the two men. When Andrews turned toward her, she quickly reiterated her side of the story as well. Now that the danger was over, she was anxious for this interview to be over and done so she could get out of there.

      If the dead guy wasn’t part of the gang, then she needed to think about who else might have put a target on her back. Despite her less than charming personality—as Jarek had often described her—she truly didn’t go around making enemies. Quite the opposite. She lived alone and didn’t have any close friends outside of her sister and her teammates.

      But the actions she’d taken as a teenager? That was a whole different story. And if this was somehow related to her past, she needed to tread carefully. If the truth came out, her life would be over. It wouldn’t matter that she’d been fifteen at the time.

      There was no statute of limitations on murder.
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      Jarek Brooks sensed Dina Milbrath was holding back. Oh, she’d acted as if she were cooperating by answering their questions, but he knew her better than most. They hadn’t been close, but they had served together for six years in Afghanistan. Her prickly personality had annoyed him. He’d been the one to give her the “Di” nickname because she was a diamond in the rough. Emphasis on rough. She hadn’t appreciated it, but the name had stuck.

      From what he could tell, her attitude had only gotten worse in the years since he’d last seen her.

      He wondered briefly about how she’d gotten the scar on her cheek but reminded himself that Di’s personal life was none of his business. Like his father, he was a cop, and his job was to protect and serve.

      Running into Di Milbrath was just an unwelcome blast from the past.

      “We’ll give you a ride to the precinct,” he said, when she’d finished with Detective Andrews. He didn’t anticipate getting any pushback from the detective, knowing full well the older cop put as little effort into his cases as possible while counting down the days until he could retire.

      Jarek was next in line for the promotion, he’d already passed his detective exam, and Andrews knew it. Oddly, Andrews resented knowing Jarek would be taking over as detective in forty-three days. Jarek didn’t know why Andrews cared one way or the other.

      “What about the dead guy?” Di gestured to the fallen man. “It would be nice to know his name. Hopefully, his prints are in the system.”

      “The techs will take care of that.” Jarek gestured to the white panel van that had just pulled up. “In the meantime, I’d like to get your formal statement on record.”

      “Fine.” Her expression was disgruntled. “But we can talk here. There’s no reason for me to go back to the station.”

      He mentally rolled his eyes. Typical Di, being difficult. “The way it works is you provide a statement and sign off that the information is correct.”

      “I know how it works,” she shot back. “Doesn’t mean the process isn’t stupid.”

      He clenched his jaw and stepped toward his cruiser. “Let’s go.”

      Di stalked past him and slid into the back seat. He almost felt bad for making her ride in the cage like a criminal, but then she smirked. “Nice ride. Bet you have a hard time getting girlfriends to sit back here.”

      “I use my own personal vehicle for that.” He met her gaze in the rearview. “Since you’re so interested in my personal life, I’m single. No girlfriends to sit back there or in my own car.”

      “No surprise there. Any woman with half a brain would avoid you like the plague.” She turned to look out the window. “How long will it take to run the dead guy’s prints?”

      “Not long.” While he could understand her curiosity about the dead guy who’d been following her, he sensed there was more behind her question about the prints. He narrowed his gaze. “Don’t even think about working the case on your own. Leave it to the detectives.”

      “Andrews?” She scoffed. “Yeah, like he’s going to crack the case.”

      The fact that she was right about Andrews didn’t mean he appreciated her comment. Yet pushing would only make her dig in her heels more, so he tried a different angle. “You should consider getting out of town for a while, until we catch this guy.”

      “I don’t run from trouble.” There was no hesitation in her tone. “Besides, I’m pretty sure you’ll need my help to find him.”

      He could feel Jim Kent’s curious gaze on him and tried not to sigh. Of course, Di wasn’t going to leave town. “I thought you didn’t know who was gunning for you?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but it’s possible this is related to a case I worked a few weeks ago.” She frowned. “Although I must say that guy back there doesn’t look like a typical gangbanger.”

      Gangbanger? He sought her gaze in the rearview. “Why would a gang member be after you?”

      She sighed. “I helped get a nineteen-year-old by the name of Caden Avery escape the K2 Bloods gang. In the process of doing that, I also provided some key inside information to the narcotics officers to get their boss, Terance Warren, arrested.”

      Having confirmation that she’d held back just as he’d suspected only fueled his anger. “Why didn’t you mention that sooner?”

      Her brown eyes flashed. Even with the scar marring her cheek, Di was beautiful with her straight, long dark hair and tanned skin. She was well trained and could take care of herself, but he also knew there were plenty of men who would underestimate her because of her looks. “I already told you, he doesn’t look like he’s from the K2 Bloods gang. Obviously, anything is possible, but he didn’t have the K2 Bloods tattoo or cash in his pocket.”

      “I thought the K2 Bloods gang disbanded,” Jim Kent said.

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” Di shrugged again. “It wouldn’t surprise me if Pablo Hernandez has stepped in as the leader and is attempting to rejuvenate their drug business.”

      That she even knew the name of the second-in-command of the K2 Bloods gang bothered Jarek. But he didn’t say anything more as he pulled into the parking lot of the precinct. After pushing out of the driver’s seat, he opened the back door for Di.

      Her expression remained stoic as they headed inside. She didn’t look around curiously, the way most people did when entering a police precinct. After hearing about her run-in with the gang, he felt certain she’d been in the precinct before. He led her to an interview room, then stepped back out to address his partner. “Get her a bottle of water, will you? I can take over from here.”

      “Sure.” Jim turned slightly, nodding at the door. “She’s feisty.”

      “You have no idea,” he muttered, grabbing a laptop computer off the table. Jarek preferred to type witness statements directly into the system. That way he could print the document and have the witness sign off.

      Surprisingly, Di accepted the water with a nod of gratitude, then objectively provided her statement from the beginning, this time leaving nothing out. She briefly described how she’d infiltrated the K2 Bloods gang to befriend Caden Avery. “It was clear to me the kid was in way over his head. I helped him get out of there, and he’s back in Yonkers with his father where he belongs.”

      “Who did you work with on the K2 Bloods case?” Jarek asked. “You mentioned someone from narcotics.”

      “Ray Bond and his partner, Jeff Schnor.” Di sat perfectly still, not tapping her foot or glancing around, but he could sense her keen desire to get out of there.

      “And how do you know Caden’s father?” he asked.

      “I don’t really know him. Caden’s father hired my boss, Rex Grayson. Rex paid me to get involved.”

      “Grayson is here in New York?” Jarek had served under Captain Rex Grayson.

      “I didn’t say that. Rex is in Chicago. But since he knew I happened to live in Newburgh, he hired me to work the case for Bruce Avery, Caden’s father.”

      He stared at her. “You’re with Grayson’s Guardians?”

      She inclined her head and arched a brow. “Why are you so surprised?”

      “I’m not, it’s just . . .” He let his voice trail off. As a cop, he didn’t appreciate private security groups getting involved in situations that were better off resolved through good old-fashioned police work. Yet he admired Rex Grayson as a person and an army captain. He turned his attention to the witness statement. “Anything else you can remember?”

      “That’s all I can think of.” She drained her water and set it aside. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get out of here. I was hoping to get lunch, and I’m starved.”

      “Yep. I’ll print this so you can sign it. We’ll also need your phone number in case we have more questions.” He rose to his feet. “After that, we’re out of here.”

      Her review of the statement and signing off didn’t take long. She stood and headed out of the interview room.

      “I’ll give you a ride home,” he said, following her out.

      “That’s not necessary.” She didn’t so much as glance at him. “Thanks anyway.”

      Why couldn’t she just go along with the plan? He forced a smile. “Really, Di, I’d rather drive you.”

      “Fine.” She walked out the front door of the precinct and paused near the squad.

      “You can ride in front.” He opened his driver’s side door, relieved when she followed suit. Once they were seated, he started the car and backed out of the parking space. “You live on Hollow Hill Road?”

      “Yes.” She glanced at him. “Would you be willing to share the identity of the dead guy if his name pops in the system?”

      He shouldn’t but nodded. “Yes, if you’re willing to help me figure out who he’s working for.”

      After a brief pause, she nodded. “Okay.”

      He counted her agreement as a win. The rest of the ride was done in silence. When he pulled up in front of her apartment building, a three-story brick structure that miraculously wasn’t marked up with graffiti, she didn’t hesitate to push her door open. “Don’t forget to call if you learn something.”

      “Right back at you.” He got out of the car and was about to follow her inside when a crack of gunfire rang out. Di dove for the side of the building, while he ducked behind his squad and used his radio to call for backup.

      Grimly realizing the threat to Di Milbrath was far from over.
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      Di mentally kicked herself for not anticipating the gunman would set up outside her apartment to wait for her. Pressing her back against the brick wall, she stayed low, pulled her weapon, and scanned the area, searching for him. She heard Jarek calling for backup and wished again that she’d insisted on heading home alone.

      She didn’t want to drag Jarek or anyone else down with her. Especially not a cop who would insist on working within the confines of the law. Not that she didn’t appreciate the need for laws, but she preferred working on her own. It was one of the reasons she’d confronted the guy following her.

      And the reason his disposable cell phone was burning a hole in her pocket.

      “Do you see him?” Jarek called.

      “Negative.” With the bright summer sunlight beating down on them, it was difficult to see anything useful. Her instincts told her the guy was positioned to the east, but she couldn’t be more specific.

      “The shooter knows where you live?” Jarek asked.

      She bit back a sarcastic reply. It was her fault she hadn’t mentioned that she’d picked up the tail shortly after leaving her apartment. “Yeah, that means he knows far more about me than I do about him.” Again, her thoughts went back to her troubled past. It didn’t make any sense for something that happened eighteen years ago to have resurfaced now. Yet she needed to call her sister, Michelle, to make sure she took precautions. Just in case.

      The whine of police sirens filled the air for the second time in an hour. She couldn’t blame Jarek for calling backup, yet she didn’t want to be forced into providing yet another statement.

      Clearly, things were escalating fast. The sooner she figured out who was behind these attacks, the better.

      Staying low, Jarek rounded the front of the squad, then quickly covered the distance between the street and the building. His blue eyes bored intently into hers. “You’re not hit?”

      “Nope. Guess the guy isn’t that good.” Her attempt at humor was lost on him. His scowl only deepened.

      “We need to get you into a safe house,” he said. “If this is the work of the K2 Bloods gang, then you won’t be safe until we have their new leader in custody.”

      “I can go off-grid on my own,” she said. “I don’t need a safe house.”

      His scowl deepened, but then his gaze was diverted by the oncoming squads. Two units came to rest on either side of Jarek’s vehicle, essentially blocking the street.

      Di was convinced the shooter was long gone, but she didn’t rise to her feet until the officers emerged from their respective cars. Jarek stood, then offered his hand.

      It was a nice gesture, one he’d have no doubt done for a fellow officer, so she allowed him to pull her upright. Then she released him and turned her gaze to the east, scanning the buildings across the street for a possible hiding spot.

      Her gaze narrowed on a window that was open on the third floor of the building across the street and down a block. That it was the only open window was one reason she’d focused on that as a likely location. That and the angle was such that the shooter would have had a clear shot at anyone approaching the front door of the building.

      How he’d missed was a mystery, although she was grateful he had.

      “There.” She gestured to the window. “Tell your guys to check it out.”

      “Open window, third floor,” Jarek said. “Go!”

      Two officers peeled away from the scene, sprinting toward the building. Again, she was convinced the shooter was already in the wind, but she hoped he’d left evidence behind. A guy who could miss at this distance didn’t scream professional. Yet at the same time, the dead man’s lack of ID, cash, or anything other than the cell phone indicated these guys were better than most.

      Better than your average gangbangers, in her humble opinion.

      The two attempts to kill her weren’t typical of how gangs struck out at their enemies. For one thing, the gangs wanted their rival to know who’d done the hit. They took great pleasure in eliminating their competition.

      Could Terance Warren have hired someone to go after her? Maybe.

      It didn’t take long for one of the officers to appear in the open window. He shook his head, then ducked back inside. She took that to mean there wasn’t anything obvious like a shell casing or footprint left behind.

      The crime scene techs could sweep for trace evidence. It was a warm June day, and the shooter may have left droplets of sweat behind. But she knew DNA took time to process, and she doubted Jarek and his fellow officers had the kind of pull needed to move the sample to the front of the line.

      “Have you spoken to Grayson about this?” Jarek’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Does he know your previous case has put you in the line of fire?”

      “Not yet.” She swallowed a sigh, imagining Rex’s response. “But I will.”

      “Do it now,” Jarek said firmly. “And you need to rethink your idea of staying in the area. Go stay with Rex in Chicago. We’ll work the case from our side.”

      “I’m not leaving.” She pulled out her cell phone, but the call she made wasn’t to Rex. It was to her sister.

      “Dina? What’s wrong?” Michelle asked. “You never call in the middle of the day.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that, but there’s been an incident.” She hated worrying her sister, but Michelle’s safety had to come first. “Have you noticed anything unusual?”

      “No, but if you’re worried, then I’m terrified,” her sister admitted. “Nothing scares you. What happened?”

      “Someone took a shot at me, but I’m fine. He missed.” Twice, but she didn’t see the point of mentioning that. “I think you, William, and the kids should get out of town for a few days. Just in case.”

      There was a long moment of silence. “What are you saying? This is related to our past?”

      “No, it’s probably related to one of my cases, but I just want you, William, and the kids to be safe. It’s summer, right? Take a small vacation. A week should do it.” If Di didn’t have answers by the end of the week, she’d need to switch tactics. “Please, Michelle. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

      “Okay, I’ll call Will and see what he can arrange. But I want you to let me know what you find out, Dina.”

      She could feel Jarek’s intense gaze as he blatantly listened to her side of the conversation. She imagined her relief at her sister’s agreeing to get away was evident on her face, but that couldn’t be helped. “I promise to keep you updated. Thanks, Michelle.”

      “Be careful,” Michelle said. “Emily and Noah need their Auntie Dina.” A pause, then she added, “And so do I.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Di assured her. “Let me know when you’re settled, okay?”

      “Okay. Be safe.” With that, her sister ended the call.

      “It’s nice you sent your sister to be safe.” Jarek arched a brow. “Not sure why you won’t do the same.”

      “I told you. I need to find this guy.” She glanced over as the two cops who’d gone into the building across the street returned.

      “We think that’s where the shooter was. It’s an empty apartment, and the door was forced open,” the officer said. “But I didn’t see anything inside that could be used to identify him.”

      “He was smart enough to pick up his brass,” the other cop chimed in. “And he must have wiped the place down on his way out. I didn’t even see a footprint in the dust.”

      “I still want the crime scene techs to go through the apartment,” Jarek said. “They should be finished with the other crime scene by now.”

      “I’ll call them.” The first officer took a step back, lifting a hand to his radio.

      Di turned toward Jarek. “You saw as much as I did. I don’t see a reason to provide another statement.”

      His jaw clenched, but then he nodded. “Fine. But let’s go up to your apartment. I want to make sure there are no other surprises waiting for you.”

      She wanted to argue but sensed it was fruitless. She couldn’t really prevent Jarek from following her inside. Without saying anything, she turned and opened the front door, keenly aware of the lack of security. In her defense, she was a trained soldier. And she was always armed.

      To his credit, Jarek didn’t point out the obvious as he followed her up the stairs to the third floor. She ran five miles every morning to stay in shape, and it appeared he took his physical conditioning to heart too. He kept pace without a problem, and she sensed he’d have beaten her up the two flights in a race.

      At her apartment, she used her key to unlock the door. Jarek stood on one side, leaving her positioned at the other as she pulled her weapon and pushed the door open, then waited a beat for anyone who may have gotten inside to show themselves.

      There was nothing but silence. She led the way inside, sweeping the room with her gun as she scanned the area. Jarek followed close behind her, no doubt also advancing with his weapon held ready. She was a neat freak by nature, so there wasn’t a single item out of place as she continued through to the single bedroom and bathroom.

      “Clear,” she announced.

      “Clear,” Jarek echoed.

      She returned to the main living space, acutely aware of the sparse furnishings. Her twelve-plus years in the army had convinced her she didn’t need a lot of stuff. Her only personal item was her sister’s family portrait.

      “Pack a bag,” Jarek said curtly. “I’ll give you a lift out of here.”

      She bristled. “I plan to leave, but I don’t need a ride.”

      He sighed loudly. “Honestly, Di, what is your problem with accepting help? If this guy has your address, he likely knows your vehicle license plate. You need to rent a car or hop a train. Either way, it’s too far to walk.”

      He was right, but she didn’t have to like it. If she were honest, if any of her other teammates were there offering a ride, she’d have accepted without blinking an eye. It was Jarek who put her on edge. Mostly because he was a cop.

      But also because he’d rubbed her the wrong way from the moment they first met. He was classically good-looking and came from a family of cops. She didn’t put much faith in law enforcement. Her attempt to get help when she was fifteen had not gone anywhere. That was mostly due to her stepfather’s wealth and status in the community, but still.

      She drew in a slow breath, understanding she needed to stop losing her temper around him, or he might start digging into her past.

      And that would only end in disaster.
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      Jarek watched the myriad of emotions flash across Di’s features. He truly didn’t understand her hostile attitude. Okay, sure, he’d given her the nickname Di, but so what? Everyone on the team had been given nicknames. His was Jarhead, which was sort of funny because the term more often pertained to the marines. Not the army.

      “Fine. I’ll pack a bag.” Di spun on her heel and disappeared into the bedroom. He stood where he was, glancing around the space. Whatever income Di earned from being one of Grayson’s Guardians, she clearly didn’t spend on herself.

      Did she send money to her sister? Maybe. To his chagrin, he hadn’t even known she had a sister. Listening to her convince her sister to go away for a while had been admirable. Of course, Di wouldn’t take precautions of her own, but she would for her sibling.

      For the first time, he wondered why Di walked around with that giant chip on her shoulder. Back when they were overseas, he had been more concerned with staying alive. Di was always the first to offer to go on reconnaissance missions. He’d wondered if she had some sort of death wish.

      But over time, he’d decided her approach had been all about proving herself capable. He could imagine some of the guys she’d encountered through basic training had given her and the other female soldiers a hard time.

      Personally, he’d didn’t mind serving with Di or Tegan or any of the other female soldiers. His goal was always to leave the military to become a cop. His background prepared him for having female officers on duty alongside him.

      Di strode toward him with a duffel slung over her shoulder. She stopped in the kitchen, opened a cabinet, and plucked a box of protein bars from the shelf and shoved that into the duffel before turning to face him. “I’m ready.”

      She’d packed in record time, but she wasn’t like most women. She was fortunate to have an innate beauty that didn’t require much in the way of maintenance. He’d bank his pension that she had only clothes and the basic toiletries in her kit. And protein bars.

      He was curious about her scar but sensed she would only take offense to his asking about it. Instead, he nodded. “Where to? The train station or rental car agency?”

      “Rental car.” After a beat, she added, “Thanks.”

      He accepted the truce at face value. “Let’s go.”

      Without so much as a backward glance to the place she called home, Di headed out into the hallway. As she took the stairs down, a door slammed. She froze and spun, her weapon in hand.

      “One of your neighbors,” he said calmly, realizing she wasn’t quite as cool, calm, and collected as she appeared. Not that he blamed her for being on edge. He would be on edge too if there had been two attempts to kill him in a matter of hours.

      “Will you please consider leaving town?” He stayed close behind her as they made their way to the main floor.

      “Nope.” She glanced at him, then shrugged. “If the gang is involved, they’ll just lay low until I return, which defeats the purpose. Better I stay here to draw them out.”

      She had a point, but he still didn’t like it. He put a hand on her arm, stopping her from going outside. “Why don’t you stay with me?” The offer popped out before he could think it through. But when she didn’t slug him, he added, “We’ll work the case together.”

      Her brown eyes clashed with his, her expression incredulous. “You’ll seriously work the case with me?”

      “Why not?” Involving a civilian was against policy, but he knew Di would continue working the case regardless. And besides, he figured it was only a matter of time before the gunman struck again. Di needed backup, whether she liked it or not.

      “Okay.” She gave him a curt nod. “We’ll work together.”

      “Great.” He shouldn’t have felt such an overwhelming wave of relief. “My tour is almost over. I’ll switch my schedule so that I’m off for the next few days.”

      “Whatever works. I can work the case while you’re out on patrol.” The corner of her mouth tipped up in what was the first genuine smile he’d seen from her since their last tour. “I bet I’ll get more intel than your Detective Andrews.”

      “I hate to admit you’re probably right.” He released her arm, suddenly all too aware of her toned muscles beneath his fingertips. Under different circumstances, he might be interested.

      If Di wasn’t so prickly. And stubborn. And annoying. And . . . never mind. What was he thinking? The only redeeming quality in Di was her skill as a soldier.

      She’d make a good cop. But she’d gone the route of working for Rex Grayson instead. No real surprise as she’d always been a loner. Sure, she worked well as a team in the military, but she’d always held herself apart. Never getting too close. Maybe that was what she liked about working for Grayson.

      He wondered how many of their other former teammates were part of the company, then decided it didn’t matter. He liked being a cop. He liked knowing the citizens of the area, helping people in need. Keeping them safe from crime.

      “I need to drive my squad back to the precinct, so why don’t you meet me at my place?” He dug in his pocket for the key, removed it from the ring, and handed it to her. Then he rattled off the address. “It’s only a ten-to-fifteen-minute walk from here. After I clock out, I’ll grab pizza for dinner. We can eat while we work out a plan.”

      She nodded slowly. “That sounds good. But don’t you dare bring home a pie that’s not loaded with the works. Everything but anchovies.”

      “Got it.” He couldn’t help but smile. In a way, it was refreshing to have someone who spoke their mind without hesitation. Then he cocked his head to the side. “Considering how close we live to each other, I’m surprised we haven’t run into each other before now.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve never needed the cops before. See you in a few.” Rather than heading out the front door, she turned and made her way to the back of the building.

      He stood, watching her slip outside. Yeah, he figured she knew a little more than she was telling him. His goal would be to convince her to trust him and the police process. Cops, and police work in general, weren’t perfect, but that was a far better option than allowing well-meaning civilians to go rogue.

      He suspected Di was firmly in the go-rogue category.

      He headed back outside where his colleagues were milling about. Kramer frowned when he saw Jarek was alone. “Where’s the vic?”

      “She decided to get out of here since this guy obviously knows where she lives.” He gestured to the area. “Find anything else useful?”

      “Just the slug embedded in the mortar between the bricks.” Kramer walked over to the wall to show him the hole made by the slug. The fact that it was so close to where Di had been standing was sobering. The shooter had missed, but not by much. “It’s too mangled to get anything useful, though.”

      “Figures.” He turned to look toward the third-floor open window. “I want those crime scene techs to take their time in the apartment. If this guy so much as dropped a bead of sweat, I want them to find it.”

      “Understood.” Kramer grinned. “You already sound like a detective.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m sure Andrews will tell you the same thing.” Actually, he doubted Andrews would say anything at all, but he figured it was better to play along. Forty-three days until he would receive his promotion and gold shield. “Let’s do a quick canvass of the area. Maybe someone saw our guy going in or leaving the building.”

      It was a long shot, but they had to cover all bases. He and Kramer took the building itself, leaving the others to work Di’s building. He and Kramer hit every door on either side of the apartment and across the hall. Only half the residents were home, and none claimed to have seen anything suspicious.

      One guy admitted to hearing the gunshot but hadn’t called it in. When Jarek pressed the issue, the older guy shrugged. “Saw the squad on the street. Figured you already knew about it.”

      “Next time, make the call,” he admonished the guy. If he’d been hit or killed, the shooter would have had ample time to try again to take Di out of the picture. This wasn’t New York City, but the attitudes of residents choosing to hunker down and mind their own business despite crime happening around them was much the same.

      He and his fellow officers cleared the scene, then headed back to the precinct. His partner, Jim Kent, was annoyed that he’d missed the action.

      “It doesn’t make sense to me that someone from the gang is doing this,” Kent said, as Jarek finished writing up his report. “They don’t usually hide out in third-story windows to wait for someone to show up. And from what I know, Di’s apartment isn’t anywhere near any gang turf.”

      “That’s true.” Those inconsistencies nagged at him too. Something he intended to grill Di about in detail later that evening. “Any chance you’d be willing to cover my shift for the next couple of days?” He knew Kent was off duty but didn’t have any plans. Kent was married and had a baby. “I’ll take your weekend shift in exchange.”

      “Sold,” Kent said without hesitation. “I’d much rather be off the weekend with Cindy and Lindsey.”

      “Great.” He had assumed as much. After scanning his second report of the day, he hit send, then rose to his feet. “Appreciate the swap. Let the CO know about the switch, okay?”

      “Sure thing.” Kent eyed him curiously. “Why the sudden urge to be off work?”

      “I plan to check in on my old man.” His father, who’d retired as a police captain from the New York City police department eight years ago, was showing the early signs of Alzheimer’s. It wasn’t too bad yet, but he worried about him living alone. Jarek’s parents had been married for forty years before his mother died of cancer. His dad had remained stoic after her passing, but he knew the old man missed his wife. Jarek had always admired their commitment to each other and to raising their three kids. Cops had a high rate of divorce, but his parents had attended church regularly and made the sacrifices and compromises needed to make things work. His sister, Claire, and his brother, Tony, were living on Long Island near his dad. Jarek was the odd man out, having chosen to live in Newburgh because of the increasing crime rate, and he’d wanted to be where he thought he could make more of a difference. And sure, it was also an excuse to work without his father’s legacy hanging over his head. Yet he still made it a point to make the drive down to visit his father on his days off.

      This time, though, he’d have to make do with a phone call.

      He detoured to the locker room to change out of his uniform. The Newburgh police department frowned on their officers being in uniform while off shift. He put everything away in his locker, except for his gun. That he placed in a belt holster hooked to his jeans. On his way out, he nearly ran into Detective Andrews.

      “Hey, I heard there was a second shooting.” Andrews glared at him. “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “I figured you’d hear the call out on the radio.” He strove to sound believable. The truth was he should have notified Andrews but hadn’t really seen the point. “I’m sure it’s the same shooter, but we didn’t find any evidence on scene.”

      “You’re not a detective yet, Brooks,” Andrews said in a snide tone. “Next time call me and I’ll decide if there’s evidence worth finding.”

      The guy was a piece of work, but Jarek simply nodded. There was no point in fighting with him. Forty-three days and counting, he reminded himself. “Sure. Like I said, I figured you’d have heard the call.”

      “I’ll read through your report,” Andrews said, turning away. “I’ll let you know if I have questions.”

      He forced a nod, then asked, “Any ID on the dead guy?”

      Andrews paused and glanced back at him. “His name is Gilbert Levine. His prints are in the system because of an old weapons charge. He was twenty-five years old. Do you know him?”

      “Gilbert Levine.” He played the name through his mind but came up empty. “Never heard of him. Any known gang affiliations?”

      “Nope.” Andrews shrugged and turned away. “It’s another dead end.”

      Having a name was hardly a dead end, but Jarek didn’t voice his thought. Andrews’s comment only reinforced his opinion of the detective’s lackadaisical approach to the job. The guy had one foot out the door and was coasting along until he would leave permanently.

      Taking a quick detour, Jarek went back to his laptop to find the arrest report for Gilbert Levine. The guy had a Newburgh address listed along with information on the vehicle he’d been using at the time of his arrest. He printed it out, noting the weapons charge had been from two years ago. Apparently, it was found during a routine traffic stop, so the guy hadn’t done any time.

      Now he was dead, killed while following Di through the city. Hired by someone, obviously, but who? And why? Her last case? Or something else?

      He folded the report, put it in his pocket, and turned to leave.

      He used his phone app to order a large pizza with the works from his favorite pizzeria. As he slid in behind the wheel of his SUV, he hoped Di would be in a cooperative mood after she’d eaten.

      It was only after he’d pulled into his driveway that he realized the risk he was taking by working the case with her.

      If he messed this up, he’d lose his chance of becoming a detective. And maybe even risk losing his job entirely.
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