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      When Diz‘s roommate is kidnapped, her occupational hazard escalates. But this savvy cop won’t be benched when a friend’s life is on the line. Diz enlists the help of paramedic Rico Cabrera and the Rider team to save her friend.

      Rico’s world flips on its axis when he responds to an emergency and rekindles old feelings from a teenage crush he’d shared with no one. He’s drawn to help Diz even if it means tangling with the deadly White Tigers. 

      Together, Diz and Rico navigate a perilous landscape to save their friend. In a race against time, they must confront the Chinese mafia's ruthless leader. Will their love endure the perils that surround them, or will they become casualties of a war they never asked for?
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      “Unit six to dispatch. We’re ten-twenty-four.” Rico placed the radio mic back on the dash and hopped out of the ambulance.

      Red and blue strobe lights bathed the scene with four squad cars and a fire truck parked at various angles along the street. Apartment and commercial buildings loomed over them as Atlanta PD scurried around the sidewalks and alleys.

      Rico shook out the discomfort in his left leg and straightened the top of his navy-blue polyester uniform. Before this call, he and his partner had been sitting stationary in the truck for almost an hour.

      Raymond beat him to the back doors and opened them. “There’s a scrumptious little hole-in-the-wall restaurant a block from here. Best pork and duck you’ll ever eat,” he said.

      “You’re always thinking about food.” Rico helped him pull out the sturdy stretcher before tossing their bulky medic bag on top.

      “Well, yeah, beats the hell out of thinking about this screwed up world we live in.”

      “Your patient’s over here,” snapped a uniformed policeman.

      Dispatch had told them they were responding to a 10-71, a shooting, but the scene was now secured. Guiding the stretcher around the side of the fire truck, Rico spotted a woman sitting on the curb where two firemen were administering first aid.

      “What’s the situation?” Rico asked.

      “She’s been shot,” the fireman told him as the other one knelt beside a woman in a shimmering, gold cocktail dress that looked a little worse for wear.

      The spaghetti straps, plunging back, and slit up the side showed copious amounts of smooth, light-brown skin. Her dark hair was pulled back in an up-do, and loose fly-aways obscured her face as she looked down to watch the fireman bandage her arm. Maybe Raymond’s comment about this being a screwed-up world was right, if a woman looking to be out for a fun night had been shot.

      She was alert and upright—a good start for a gunshot victim. Glancing around, Rico wondered if she’d been to a club in downtown Atlanta. The nearest was three blocks away, and he doubted she could walk that far in those heels.

      “Did they catch the bastard who shot her?” Raymond asked, giving the fireman a handshake suggesting a friendship outside of work. “Good to see you, Rick.”

      “Yeah, they caught him. Couldn’t run too far after she shot him in the leg.” Rick’s voice held awe and a trace of humor.

      Cocktail dress lady shot someone? Rico thought.

      He snatched the medic bag off the stretcher and bent to tend to the woman, interested in seeing her face. He grimaced at the twinge of pain in his knee.

      Still healing, he told himself. The pain was less than it had been. Though now that he was back at work, pulling twelve-hour shifts, the ache had intensified. Nothing ice and a few ibuprofen after his shift wouldn’t handle. The limp would get better, but it would never be gone. That truth was harder to accept.

      “Ma’am, can I examine your injury?”

      The fireman moved away to give Rico space as the woman turned her face toward him, looking up into his eyes. Rico’s mouth dropped open.

      “Aye, Dios! Rico Cabrera? Is that really you?”

      “Diz?” He gaped at her.

      “How the hell are you, Rico?” Smeared mascara framed Diz Ocaña’s large brown eyes, and a scrape with dried blood marred her forehead. These did nothing to detract from her thousand-watt smile.

      “I’m good. I’m good. Wish I could say the same for you.” With his gloved hand, he gestured to the bandaged arm she cradled. He tried to remember if he’d ever been this close to his sister’s best friend. He hadn’t seen Diz in years. What a woman she’d grown up to be. He’d heard she’d become a police officer.

      “Just clipped me. Burns like a hot chili pepper.” She grinned mischievously. “You remember that time you tried a ghost pepper at my mama’s house?”

      Rico took down at the bandage and grimaced. “Little more than a clip.” He probed the wound, hating the obvious pain she gritted her teeth through. “You’ll need stitches. Let me clean this chili pepper before I wrap it back up.”

      On the opposite side of Diz, Raymond took her blood pressure and heart rate.

      Rico dabbed on the Betadine cleaning swab.

      “Que cabrón,” she swore.

      “As I recall,” he said, ignoring her curse, “I ate that ghost pepper on a dare.”

      “You turned beet red, like mama’s tomatillo sauce, before you ran away.” She grinned.

      “I made good on the dare.” He laid a pad over the wound before wrapping it with gauze.

      She smelled good, like caramel. Dolce du leche.

      “Where’d you disappear to that day?” Diz asked.

      “After the chili pepper? I ran home and ate a pint of mint chocolate chip ice cream to stop the agony.”

      She chuckled. “Did it work?”

      Rico shrugged. “A little.” He finished the bandage. “All done.”

      “Just like old times.” The corners of her incredibly sexy mouth turned up.

      He blinked as the memory resurfaced, popping up in his head like a reel on social media. Diz had fallen off her bike, and he’d tended to her skinned elbows.

      He said, “You didn’t cry back then, either.”

      She’d been absolutely still when he’d cleaned the scrape before applying a Band-Aid—right before she’d hopped up and dashed off like he was the last person she wanted to be near. Until that day—when it became clear she didn’t like him—he’d entertained the thought of what kissing her might feel like. But they’d been kids.

      Now she was mid-twenties, looking like a knock-out, and was a cop fresh from an exchange of bullets. He shook his head.

      Definitely not just like old times.

      “Your chariot awaits.” He gestured to the stretcher, wanting to keep their interaction friendly but professional.

      She groaned. “Give me a break, Cabrera. No necesito una ambulancia.”

      “Only the best care for our women in blue. Or whatever this is.” He gestured to her torn dress, trying to look disapproving to mask his unprofessional inability to not stare at her. “Besides, when the adrenaline wears off, it’ll hurt more, and you’re going to want an IV for pain meds when the doctor has to scrub it clean and suture it. Need help up?”

      “Yeah, just to stand.” She held up her good arm, and Rico ducked under it. Together, they stood.

      “Millie said you were back in Atlanta,” Diz said.

      “Yes.” He kept his arm around her waist, probably more support than she needed since her arm had been shot, not her leg.

      As they made their way to the stretcher, Rico was keenly aware of the police officers and firemen staring at her. The abundance of male eyes on her caused a protective flare in him on her behalf.

      Yeah, protective. Definitely not jealous.

      What else had Millie told her? Did Diz know why he’d left the Marines early? Could she tell he was limping now?

      Of course she could, everybody could.

      

      Rico Cabrera. Diz couldn’t believe he’d dropped back into her life. Terrible timing, though. As they walked, Rico’s partner wheeled the stretcher beside them. The novelty of seeing him wore off as she remembered why she’d been in the alley in the first place.

      She looked at the stretcher and then the ambulance.

      No, no, no.

      She couldn’t be stuck in an ER for hours. She had to stay on task. Hannah’s life depended on it.

      “I’ll be fine.” She stopped walking but didn’t move away from him.

      He smelled so rugged, like oak and sage.

      He turned toward her, releasing her and blinking. “You realize you’ve been shot?” He scrutinized her face as if looking for signs of shock or delirium.

      “I assure you, the agonizing pain in my arm is more than a reminder.”

      “Okay. So, let’s get you in the back of the truck and haul your tiny butt to the experts where you can get stitches, a tetanus shot, and whatever else you need. Probably a sling so you don’t re-injure it.”

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      When he only arched an eyebrow at her, she added, “You know how ERs are. They’re backed up for days.” She also had to find her roommate, and since the search for Hannah had led to her getting shot, this was officially an open case. Bringing all of that up to Rico would lead to more questions, and she needed her best friend’s big brother to leave her alone so she could get back to work.

      “You know the ER staff will take one look at you, coming via an ambulance and being a cop, and bump you to the front of the line.”

      “Until they see it’s just a flesh wound, and then I’m there for hours while they care for more critical patients.”

      Rico crossed his arms, muscular biceps bulging out of his t-shirt. She remembered him being fit in their youth, but these guns must’ve been a product of his time in the Marines.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” he asked.

      He was Millie’s big brother, not hers. He couldn’t pull this parental attitude with her.

      “My work here isn’t done. So, muchas gracias for bandaging my chili pepper, and I’ll take a rideshare back to my place where I can change and get my car.”

      His expression softened. “Okay, okay, Diz. Listen, I can’t in good conscience let you get behind the wheel when you’ve just been shot. Millie would never forgive me if anything happened to you. You’re my last call of the day. Ride in the ambulance back to the station, and I’ll take you to my place. I’ve got a little kit, and I can close the wound so you can get back to doing whatever is so damn important.”

      His imploring tone melted her resolve. In their youth, she only recalled fleeting glimpses of compassion from him. Mostly, he’d been a cocky, pesky boy who teased her and pulled her hair.

      If she could get a quick patch-up job from him, perhaps she could get back to her investigation without the hindrance of waiting for hours for stitches in a crowded ER.

      “Okay,” she relented. “Patch me up.”

      She started to climb into the ambulance, but he placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “At least let the cops around here see that I’m taking good care of you.” He gestured toward the stretcher.

      “Oh, de verdad?” She let out a ‘really?’ with flagrant exasperation. “At least let me keep some dignity and walk into the back of the ambulance. If word gets out I was on a stretcher, people are going to blow the event out of proportion.”

      “You win, Diz.”

      Hearing her name in his deep voice sent a flutter of warmth through her, almost enough to make her forget the throbbing pain in her arm for a moment.

      Almost.

      He helped her into the back of the ambulance as his partner loaded the empty stretcher and locked it in place. As she sat on the edge of the stretcher, Rico climbed in behind her and sat on the bench.

      “Guess you got this one.” His partner smirked.

      “Yeah, I got this,” Rico said.
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      In the back of the ambulance, Diz’s knees bumped Rico’s. She half suspected this was his way of punishing her for sitting on the side of the stretcher instead of fully on it. He fastened her arm into a sling.

      She considered his partner’s jab, wondering if Rico would take heat from him later for his attentiveness to her. She was glad to see Rico—even more so in a time of crisis.

      Her phone rang and she answered the call with her right hand, since the other was now in a sling. “Captain.”

      “Where are you, Ocaña? I’m hearing from a patrolman about a shootout downtown. Are you hurt?” His gruff voice was so loud Rico could probably hear him.

      “I’m okay. I’m in the ambulance now.”

      “What happened?”

      She glanced at Rico. Although he busied himself shuffling around equipment, she was sure he was eagerly eavesdropping. So be it. She needed to give her boss an update.

      “My roommate is missing. Her coworker told me the last place he’d seen her, so I went to check it out. Off duty, sir. Someone approached me in the alley. I identified myself as an officer, and he fired at me. I fired back.”

      “What about your roommate?” her Captain asked.

      “She wasn’t there.”

      “So, is her disappearance related to you getting shot at?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have a lot of information. I’m not aware of anything she’s part of that could be dangerous.”

      “Get all the information to Parker. He’ll take the case. Get yourself taken care of, officer.”

      “I can keep working the case, sir,” she said, knowing he’d never let her. She was a uniform cop on the county streets, not a detective.

      “Mandatory leave for both shooting at someone and getting shot, Ocaña.” His tone suggested the matter was settled.

      Diz resisted the urge to argue with her superior. “Yes, sir.” She forced the words out as she flooded with disappointment.

      The call disconnected. She stared at her phone. Even if she logged a missing persons report now, no one would get around to starting the case until tomorrow. A lot of bad things could happen to Hannah between now and sunrise.

      “You won’t let the case go, will you?” Rico’s deep voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “No.”

      “Is it Hannah?”

      “Yeah.” She suspected his sister had told him Diz and Hannah were roommates.

      The ambulance came to a halt, and Rico popped open the double doors. He helped her out of the back as she stepped onto the steel bumper and down to the concrete driveway. A light humidity hung on the May evening air. The ambulance station was a standalone brick building illuminated by a single floodlight.

      The other paramedic came around to the rear of the truck.

      Rico addressed her, “Let me walk through our checkout list, and then we can leave.”

      His partner clapped his hand on Rico’s shoulder. “I got this. Take care of your friend.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Rico led her toward his car, where he opened the door for her.

      “I can open a door,” she said.

      “Of that, I have no doubt. But I have always opened the door of my car for women. Not going to stop now just because you’re my sister’s best friend.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah, how many women a week are you opening doors for these days?”

      He placed a hand over his heart as she eased into the seat. “So judgmental.”

      As she sat, her dress rode higher on her thigh. Rico’s gaze trailed up her exposed leg before his eyes settled on the gun strapped to it. Had he ever checked her out before tonight? She thought not.

      She’d usually seen men intimidated when she wore her gun, but Rico seemed intrigued, and perhaps a little turned on, judging by the heat in his expression. The look turned instantly to concern when his gaze retreated back to her injured arm.

      He closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side.

      “I’m not judgmental,” Diz continued. “I remember all the girls fawning over you.”

      “Operative word being girls.” He slid into his seat.

      “Are you telling me Rico Cabrera has settled down?”

      He cranked the engine and pulled out onto the road. “If by settled down you mean not dating since returning from the Marines, then, yeah, I’ve settled down.”

      She frowned, feeling the mood and temperature plummet. “Why not?” She’d always known him to be a shameless flirt who could turn any woman into a mess of flushed cheeks and giggles. As far as she could tell, time and the military had only added rough edges to his boyish good looks, making him all the more handsome.

      “I’m sure Millie told you about my injury.”

      “I believe the correct term is honorable discharge,” she said.

      He grunted.

      “You’re saying you aren’t dating because of your injury? As far as I can tell, you have a barely perceptible limp. What am I missing?”

      “It’s a limitation.”

      “Sexually?”

      “What? No.”

      She arched an eyebrow at him. “Then it’s only a limitation because you perceive it to be. Welcome to life—people have physical restrictions they have to maneuver around. Anyway, did you injure your charm at the same time? With charm and your good looks, I’m sure you can still work your mojo.”

      His mouth quirked.

      “Yeah, or just use that expression. You’ll pick up women.”

      “I already have,” he said, winking at her.

      She rolled her eyes, ignoring the way her core heated at his flirtatious words. “Ha-ha. Very funny.”

      “So, you’re saying you were patronizing me and I can’t actually pick up women.”

      “I’m…” she searched for the right word.

      “Immune?”

      She was tempted to say yes and let the conversation end there. “No, I’m not immune. I’ve never been immune to you, Rico Cabrera. But I’m sure you already knew that.”

      He blinked at her, looking back and forth between her and the road. “No. You’ve always detested me.”

      She fiddled with the frayed end of her torn dress. “No. That isn’t the right word at all.” Turning to look out the window, she let her body language signal the end of a discussion that had grown uncomfortable.

      

      After a few more blocks, they pulled into Rico’s driveway. He parked and stepped out, but Diz was already out of the passenger seat when he came around to her side. She grimaced when she closed the door but turned her face away so he wouldn’t notice.

      His quaint, blue, two-story townhome was wedged between a yellow one and a brown one.

      He unlocked the front door and let them inside. “Home sweet home. I’ll grab you some water and my kit. Make yourself comfortable on the couch.”

      She moseyed around his living room with its small two-seater sofa and recliner situated to view a mounted, flat-screen TV. Aside from the entertainment system, his walls were light-gray and bare, like he hadn’t fully settled in yet. Built-in bookshelves contained framed pictures of his family. One had Rico, Millie, Hannah, and her on a beach when they were in their early teenage years.

      Diz plopped down on the couch. When Rico returned, he was wearing his blue uniform pants and a white t-shirt stretched across a muscular torso. She resisted the urge to lick her lips. He handed her a glass of water.

      “Thanks.” Drinking greedily, she wondered how much of her sudden thirst was the injury and how much was seeing Rico like this—in an undershirt and intimate in his own home.

      As he sat close, taking down her sling and unwrapping the existing bandage, she was reminded of their youth. He’d been thinner, less muscular, but just as bronzed. She had always tried to catch glimpses of him whenever she went to Millie’s house. That day on the beach from the photograph, she’d done more than her share of staring at him behind dark shades. She couldn’t let him know, or she would have given him more ammunition to tease and embarrass her. She couldn’t let Millie know for fear she would be angry or mortified or both.

      “I didn’t detest you growing up,” she said, breaking the silent tension between them. “You annoyed me.”

      “Oh, I feel so much better.”

      She grinned. “I was annoyed because you flirted with all the other girls but teased me, yanked my hair, and pulled pranks. So, I knew you liked girls, just not me.”

      He shrugged, not making eye contact, as he set up his equipment to patch her up. “Well, yeah, Millie would have killed me if she found out I was crushing on her best friend. I had to make her think I didn’t like you.”

      Diz’s heart kicked a little faster with this new, deeper emotional connection. Rico Cabrera had had a crush on her?

      “By torturing me?” she asked.

      “You get this adorable glow when you’re annoyed.”

      Heat crept up in her cheeks. Rico’s mouth curved slightly as he looked at her through dark lashes. She shifted her weight and cleared her throat.

      “What’s going on with Hannah?” he asked.

      Relieved to discuss something else, Diz told him everything she knew. “I was at a fundraiser for the department when Mike called and said she’d disappeared. They’d done a shoot at this restaurant—part of her documentary—and she told him she wanted to go back for another look. He said something was off, and she seemed really nervous. Told him to wait in the car. She never returned. She wouldn’t have just left him waiting there.”

      He smeared something onto the cut.

      She sucked in a breath and groaned. “Que nuevo infierno.”

      “Sorry.”

      She continued talking, hoping to distract herself from the pain. “Mike went to look for Hannah, and the restaurant workers told him she hadn’t come inside, and he needed to leave and stop disrupting their work. He called her several times with no answer. After I hung up with him, I called Hannah. I couldn’t reach her by phone either, so I went to the restaurant to check it out. Locked up. I went around the alley side to look around, and that’s when someone shot me.”

      “The cops are swarming the area now.”

      “Mike last saw Hannah three hours ago. She probably isn’t still there, but if I don’t get back, the trail might go cold.”

      “Where is Mike now?”

      “At a friend’s house. I told him not to stay home alone until we sort out what’s going on.”

      “Okay, should be two stitches and then skin glue.”

      “Okay.”

      “Diz, I put topical lidocaine on it, but the stitches are still going to hurt. For a smaller gash, we could get away with just glue, but I think you need stitches for more stability—especially since you clearly plan on not taking it easy.”

      “Patch me up, Rico.”

      “It won’t look pretty. I’m no plastic surgeon.”

      “Dudes dig scars, right?”

      When Rico made the first pass with the needle, she grimaced and swore again.

      “Let’s ask your dude. What’s his name?” Rico asked, tying off the first stitch.

      “Single. Last one told me he thought dating a cop would be cool, but in reality, I was boring and worked too much.”

      “Boring? I remember a girl who swam in muddy rivers, swung too high in tire swings, and rode her bike too fast.” He spoke the words with an air of admiration as he threw the second stitch. “Maybe we can talk to Mike and see what else he can tell us.”

      She was about to ask where the ‘we’ came from when her phone rang. Probably more questions about the shooting. Looking at the caller ID, she didn’t recognize the number.

      “This is Diz.”

      “This is Alec. I have someone here who needs to speak with you.”

      “Diz?”

      “Hannah?” Diz bolted to her feet.

      Rico swore, rushing to move in tandem with the suture and needle in his hand.

      “Diz, I–” Hannah’s shaking voice broke off.

      “You have proof of life. Bring the video footage to Ming Delights restaurant. No police. You have one hour or the police will have to dredge the bottom of the Chattahoochee for her body.”
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      As soon as Rico finished tying the last suture, Diz began pacing, biting a nail on the hand of her uninjured arm. He’d never seen her so distressed.

      “Oh, crap. Oh, crap. Oh, crap. What did Hannah get herself into? I have to call this in. There are protocols. I can’t call this in and get Hannah killed.”

      “Diz, tell me what’s going on?” He held out a gauze and the skin glue, indicating he hadn’t finished.

      She didn’t stop pacing. “Hannah’s been kidnapped. The abductors want her video footage. She must have caught something illegal or incriminating on tape.”

      On tape—Diz had said Hannah was doing a documentary. About what? he wondered.

      Rico hated to see Diz anxious and miserable. He hated thinking about his sisters’ two closest friends subjected to this turmoil. Millie, Diz, and Hannah had been inseparable during their youth. They’d maintained their friendship throughout their twenties with fun get-togethers, despite everyone’s educational endeavors and careers.

      Diz was in an impossible situation. No police, which meant the kidnappers didn’t know Diz was a cop. Had Hannah given them Diz’s name because she was a cop and could better handle the situation than Matt, who, unlike Diz, probably knew the location of the video card? Or did the kidnappers just assume they needed to ask Hannah’s roommate for the incriminating evidence?

      Either way, it was Diz’s problem now. But she wasn’t alone.

      No cops.

      What about other forms of help?

      Rico placed a gentle hand on Diz’s shoulder, stopping her pacing and waiting until she made eye contact with him. “Let me help you.”

      “I can’t drag a civilian into this.”

      He scowled. “I’m a Marine.”

      “Retired.”

      “Once a Marine, always a Marine. Besides, one of my former Sergeant Majors currently runs a private security team now. They are professional, discreet, and good at what they do.” He used her momentary stillness to apply the skin sealant and bandage.

      “Help from a private security team is so far off protocol.”

      Rico ignored Diz’s shaking head. “Do you have a better way to track down Hannah’s abductors? I’m telling you, this group can take Hannah’s phone number or the phone number of the guy who just called you and maybe get a name or location. If we need backup, they can provide that too.”

      He looked into those deep brown eyes and saw a mix of vulnerability and strength. She was every bit the vivacious girl he’d grown up knowing and the smart, courageous woman she’d become. He could see the gears of her mind turning, trying to think of her next argument against his suggestion.

      “We both know you won’t notify your police buddies. You’ve been benched by your captain, but you want to be the one to help Hannah. Just agree to meet the leader of this expert security team,” he insisted, helping her back into the sling. “If you don’t want their services after that, we’ll walk away.”

      After several silent moments, she said, “I don’t have a better alternative.” She sighed. “My place first. I need a change of clothes. I’ll call Mike and have him meet with us so I can get the memory stick.”

      “It might be better if he meets us directly at the private security company where they can keep an eye on him and keep him safe until this thing blows over.”

      “Okay. I’ll call him on the way to my place.”

      “I’ll call Maxine Rider, the owner of the private security company, while you’re getting a change of clothes at your place.”

      Rico walked to his room and grabbed a shirt. Returning to the living room, he pulled on a collared shirt over his white undershirt but didn’t button it. He snatched his keys off the counter, checked that his wallet was in his pocket, and reached for the door.

      “Rico, thanks for helping me.”

      He turned back to look at Diz’s large brown eyes framed in smeared mascara, her tattered dress draped over creamy, light-brown skin, her one arm in a sling, and the gun strapped to her thigh.

      “I’d do anything for you.”

      When he’d started to speak the words, he’d thought he would say he would do anything for his sister’s best friend. But this wasn’t big brother coming to the rescue. This was a man teaming up with a woman—a woman whose strength and vulnerability churned all sorts of emotions inside of him he wasn’t prepared to acknowledge.
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      Diz would be the death of him.

      While she’d been changing, Rico had called Maxine to ask for help, and she’d agreed to meet with them.

      Now, Diz walked from her apartment to his car wearing blue jeans, a tank top, and a thin sweater. Her Smith and Wesson .38 special was now in a holster on her hip, and her hair was back in a low ponytail. Despite displaying no exposed, tantalizing flesh like she had in the dress and despite her left arm in a sling, she still looked amazing. He tried to cool his fervor by reminding himself she was both a cop and his sister’s best friend. Sadly, his libido didn’t seem to think those were insurmountable barriers.

      He pushed off from where he’d been leaning on his car and opened the door for her.

      “Seriously?”

      He shrugged. “Habit.”

      When he took the driver’s seat and started the car, Diz told him, “I talked to Mike. He’ll meet us at Rider Security and Investigation.”

      Rico nodded.

      In the passenger seat, she strummed the fingers of her uninjured arm on her thigh. “So, Maxine is a friend.”

      He gauged Diz’s question. She wasn’t asking about his relationship with another woman; she wanted to know how much he trusted Maxine with Hannah’s life in the balance.

      “More of a mentor and idol than a friend.” He’d met Maxine Rider, Mad Max, some had called her, on her last tour. She was one of those legends, haunted by everything she’d seen and done but with a cool composure to take on anything, making her seem superhuman. “When I met her, she embodied everything a young Marine wants to be.”

      “Now, you still look up to her.”

      “Absolutely. She’s out of the Marines and successful at her civilian endeavors to continue to protect people.”

      A pregnant silence settled between them as the car sped along the interstate through the Big Peach with its endless city lights. Diz’s friend was in danger, and they didn’t know who or what they were up against.

      Rico reached a hand over and laid it on top of hers. “We’ll get her back.”

      Her lips curved in a grateful smile, making his heart swell.

      When he parked in the public garage across from the Rider office building, he only saw three other cars at the ground floor level.

      A tall, gangly twenty-year-old hopped out of a blue Prius and hurried toward them. “Oh, my gosh, this is terrible. I’m so glad you’re a cop and know what to do.” He wrapped Diz in a hug as he sniffed.

      “We’ll get her back,” she echoed Rico’s words from earlier. As they pulled apart, she introduced the pair of them.

      Mike and Rico shook hands. Mike’s vibrant blue eyes were haloed in red, evidence he’d been crying with worry for his friend and coworker.

      When Mike stepped back, he placed a hand on his neck, fidgeting with his collar. “You’re a cop too?”

      “Marine.”

      Mike gave him a more thorough once over. “I can see that now.” He turned back toward Diz with a knowing jut of his chin. “He’s the muscle?”

      “He’s a friend.” Diz motioned, and they walked through the garage toward the building across the street.

      Rico led the way, glancing back at the friendly pair from time to time and remaining close enough to hear their conversation.

      Mike gave a tsk. “Does he know he’s just a friend? Because there are definite sparks when he looks at you.”

      “There’s potential for more,” she said, a playful tone overlying the worried strain in her voice.

      Rico suspected she kept this line of conversation going for Mike’s benefit. Bantering about relationships was distracting him from his anxiety over Hannah. Still, he filed Diz’s words away as an invitation to pursue said more in the future.

      They walked through the first-floor foyer and took the elevator to the third floor. The metal doors parted, revealing a tidy lobby with blue-gray walls and an empty reception desk. The sign behind it read Rider Security and Investigations in slanted letters like they were on the move, already solving their clients’ problems.

      The door to the left of the desk swung open.

      “Rico Cabrera. How the hell are you?” Maxine Rider’s smile crinkled the crow’s feet around her blue eyes. Her hair was longer than it had been in the Marines, or perhaps he just hadn’t noticed since it had always been pulled back. Now she wore it loose and wiry, interspersed with a few gray sparklers. She wore black cargo pants and a black AC/DC t-shirt. She’d put on a few pounds since leaving the military, and he suspected that may have been the stress of running her own business combined with the wear and tear her body had sustained as a Marine.

      “Mrs. Rider, good to see you again.” He extended a hand as she approached.

      She shook—a firm, warm grip. “Maxine is fine. No need to be too formal.” Her voice was as raspy as he remembered it.

      “Maxine, this is my friend Diz Ocaña and Mike Thomas, the coworker, and friend of the abducted woman. I appreciate you taking the time to listen and see if you can help, especially on such short notice.”

      “We help our own,” she said warmly, as if the favor he’d asked was a ride home rather than a full investigation starting late at night.

      “Nice office. Very professional. Do you own the whole third floor?” Rico asked.

      “Renting. We moved here recently. Nice upgrade from our previous hole in the wall. Some new celebrity assignments have been good for business.” As Maxine talked, she led them down the hallway to a conference room.

      “If we keep this up, we might get real health insurance.” A young woman sporting a blue-haired bob met them in the conference room. She held a laptop in her arms.

      “Claire, this is Rico and his friends—Diz and Mike. Everyone, meet Claire. We call her IT support, but in reality, she does all the online investigations, including tracking phones, drudging through social media posts, and incorporating facial recognition. My company would be lost without Claire, but I try not to let her know that or it’ll go straight to her head.”

      The young woman beamed.

      Maxine rolled her eyes. “You see what I mean. Okay, it’s late, and somebody’s life depends on us.” She gestured for them to all sit at the table.

      “Thank you both,” Diz said before launching into the same background story she’d given Rico.

      Mike added in details about what he and Hannah’s documentary involved—the success of Chinese immigrants in Atlanta.

      As Diz talked, Claire’s quick little fingers danced along the keyboard. Rico found the clicking distracting. At first, he thought she was transcribing Diz’s words. But her fingers moved over the touchpad intermittently as if she was flipping between tabs, so perhaps she was using different software or performing Internet searches as Diz talked, which would make more sense than Maxine having her information specialist transcribe a conversation.

      When Diz and Mike finished talking, Maxine rubbed her eyes and summarized, “So, the documentary is on Chinese immigrants making their way in America, specifically Chinatown in Atlanta with a focus on the restaurant industry.”

      Claire interjected, looking up for the first time from her computer, “Uh, yeah, that particular location where Diz was shot falls under the territory of the White Tigers. So does the restaurant rendezvous you have scheduled for later tonight.”

      “White Tigers?” Mike asked.

      “Chinese organized crime,” explained Diz. “They deal in software piracy, narcotic trafficking, human trafficking, prostitution, smuggling, gambling, loansharking.”

      Diz rubbed her temples, making Rico wonder at what Diz knew as an Atlanta cop of the White Tiger’s capacity for violence.

      Maxine frowned. “They must have something big they’re trying to keep a lid on for them to shoot at a woman and a cop and bring more cops into their territory.”

      Rico cleared his throat. “Diz wasn’t dressed as a cop at the time. She was wearing a cocktail dress, having come from an Atlanta PD fundraiser.”

      Maxine scratched her chin. “They don’t know they shot a cop? Does this Alec know he called a cop to tell her to bring incriminating evidence in exchange for her friend?”

      “I don’t think so,” Diz said. “I got the impression when he said, ‘no cops,’ he didn’t know I was one. It’s possible Hannah only told him I was her roommate.”

      “I’m the one who has the chip,” Mike said. “Why didn’t Hannah tell him to call me?”

      “She was protecting you,” both Maxine and Diz said at the same time. Maxine continued, “She brought Diz into the danger, knowing she was better equipped to handle it.”

      Rico nodded, as this was the same conclusion he’d arrived at earlier.

      “Thank goodness for that,” Mike said, adding in a grumble, “Although I probably would’ve freaked out and called Diz anyway.”

      He reached into his pocket and withdrew the chip. Placing it on the table, he said, “I rewatched it. She was interviewing the nephew of the owner of the restaurant. He stepped out to make a call, and Hannah poked around one of the boxes, saying maybe she could snag a fortune cookie. But the box didn’t have food. It had these little ceramic salt and pepper shakers painted with cherry blossoms. She shook one and commented on how odd it was that it wasn’t empty. Then, the guy came back in, and we finished the interview.”

      Mike shifted in his seat. “So, we hand over the footage in exchange for Hannah’s life?”

      Claire extended a hand and snatched it up. She inserted it into the side port on her laptop, and Rico suspected she was making a copy.

      “How do you want to play this, Diz?” Maxine asked. “I can put a wire on you. Be there to back you up.”

      “I’m going with her,” Rico said. He made sure his tone had enough finality to it that no one would argue.

      “Won’t they be killed if they find a wire?” Mike said.

      “I don’t think Rico and Diz are going in there under the assumption the criminals have any intention of letting anyone go free,” Maxine said.

      “You can’t go with me,” Diz said to Rico. Apparently, she hadn’t registered the finality in his tone.

      Claire interjected, “Actually, his accompanying you will work well. He can be Mike. He can play Hannah’s cameraman.”

      Maxine nodded. “I think the chances of you getting out of there alive are better with more people.”

      Diz strummed her fingers on the table as she looked back and forth between Maxine and Rico. “I’m going to lose my job over this. A thousand things could go wrong once we get in there.” She scrubbed a hand over her face. “We need a way to sneak weapons in. Rico and I need guns,” Diz said.

      Mike was frowning as he looked at Rico. “He cannot play me dressed like that.”

      “I’ll handle the weapons. And the clothes,” Claire said.

      “I’d feel better if I had one of my own to send with you,” Maxine began. “But everyone’s on assignment, and I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t pass for the roommate of a thirty-year-old documentary specialist or her cameraman. Besides, they may also already know what Diz looks like if they forced Hannah to show them phone pictures. I’ll try to pull someone if anyone can step away, but I’m not sure anyone could reach you before whatever transpires at the restaurant reaches its peak.”

      “I’m grateful for any help,” Rico said, including Diz’s acceptance of help after Maxine’s approval of it. A thousand things could go wrong, and that was the reason he needed to be there to help Diz.

      “Okay. Let’s get you outfitted and review the plan, including schematics of the building you’ll be entering.”
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