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      One year ago…

      Somewhere in Northern Iraq

      

      Sergeant Zachary ‘Doc’ Grayson of E.D.G.E. Security lay hidden in the dark by a shrub, watching the village below him with his night-vision goggles. His partner, ex-CSIS agent Marc ‘Spooky’ Koven, crouched behind a boulder about ten feet to his left while the other pair on his team, Cat ‘Valkyrie’ Richards and Colonel ‘Hawk’ Blackwell, circled the village for a better vantage point.

      “There’s been no movement in the last hour, Doc,” Marc said over the radio in Zach’s ear. He was Zach’s opposite in every way: lean to Zach’s muscled form, fiery to Zach’s iron control. He was a sarcastic sonofabitch whom most didn’t like to work with, but Zach appreciated his out-of-the-box thinking and his dry wit.

      “Something’s off, Spooky,” Zach said.

      “Then let’s go check it out,” Marc said. “I’ve got a party of beetles in my pants and I need to move.”

      “Wait out,” Zach said quietly. His skin twitched between his shoulder blades. Why was it so quiet? If a major leader of Al Qaeda hid in the village below, there should be more movement. “I’m going down to check things out. Follow when I give the signal.”

      Marc grunted. “Watch your six, Doc.”

      “Wilco.” Zach may have been a big man, but he moved like a panther through the night. He barely had to use camouflage paint on his dark skin, unlike Marc with his pale-ass face that shone even on a moonless night. Marc had to be exacting with his camo, while Zach only used enough to break up the angles of his cheekbones and nose.

      He crept toward their target, the largest shelter in the ten-hut village. It was the only one with a single guard outside. They had intel that Abdul Hassan, one of Al Shabah’s lieutenants, had holed up here.

      Al Shabah was an Al Qaeda terrorist they’d been hunting for the last year, ever since an IED in an Iraq market had killed six American soldiers.

      Al Shabah had been the organizer, but his second-in-command, Abdul Hassan, had been one of the main instigators. Zach wanted him just as much as he wanted Al Shabah.

      He approached the hut from behind and listened. He could hear nothing, and no light came through any of the cracks in the mud walls. He circled to the front. The solitary guard breathed evenly, but white showed on his knuckles as he gripped his weapon. He held it as if he expected to use it at any moment. Or he was afraid.

      Zach could wait no longer or he risked being discovered. He slung his rifle and pulled his knife, creeping up to the man. Launching himself at the guard, he grabbed his trigger hand first, digging into a pressure point to numb it so the guard couldn’t fire a shot and alert anyone. His other arm wrapped around the man’s throat and squeezed, making sure the man felt the knife’s edge against his neck. Zach stood at least six inches taller and easily overpowered him.

      The guard struggled, and Zach eased the pressure on his throat. “Who’s inside?” he whispered in Arabic, giving the man a chance to redeem himself.

      The guard cursed him and his future children before Zach cut off his air. He held him tight to his body until the guard’s struggles stopped. Then he lowered him to the ground.

      “Geez, Doc,” Marc’s voice said in his ear. “What took you so long? Were you dancing with him?”

      Zach held up his middle finger high above his head, in Marc’s direction, knowing Marc could see him with his NVGs. A soft snort came over the comm line.

      “Stop playing around,” Colonel Blackwell said.

      Zach signaled with his hand again. He was going in, and Marc had better get his ass down there. Zach should wait, but he couldn’t. They’d been close to Al Shabah three times in as many months, and each time the man had slipped away. Zach didn’t want to take any chances.

      “Spooky, move your ass,” Doc whispered into the comm as he approached the door of the hut, bringing his HK416 assault rifle up. The door was unlocked. He eased it open.

      Simple furnishings. A table and chairs stood near a woodstove. Two men snored on pallets on the other side of the room. Zach scanned their faces. Not Hassan, and no one had ever seen Al Shabah, but he didn’t think one of the leaders of Al Qaeda would be sleeping so peacefully while being hunted by special operations soldiers.

      He walked over the dirt floor to the door at the far wall. It hung slightly ajar, the top hinge broken. If he could get to Hassan before anyone woke, he might even be able to sneak him out of there without alerting the whole village. He pushed open the door with the barrel of his weapon.

      “Coming in,” Marc’s voice whispered over the line.

      Zach didn’t look back as he moved on silent feet into the sparse room. A man slept on a simple cot in the middle of the small space. His breathing rattled and chugged like a car with water in its engine.

      Zach slung his rifle and drew his knife again. He put his hand over the man’s mouth and the knife to his throat. “Don’t speak. Don’t move,” he whispered in Arabic.

      The man’s eyes were open and sweat beaded on his forehead. It was Hassan. He looked sick. Zach cursed. If the man was dying, he would be less likely to give up information.

      “Where’s Al Shabah?” he demanded.

      The man’s eyes crinkled and his lips smiled under Zach’s hand. He coughed, and Zach lifted his hand and wiped dark wetness from it. Blood.

      Definitely dying. Dammit.

      “Qatil Atfaal,” the man whispered. “You came, just as Al Shabah said you would.”

      Zach froze.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t know who you were, Qatil Atfaal?”

      “Don’t call me that,” Zach said harshly. The name brought up memories he wanted to forget. “Where did Al Shabah go?” Zach pressed his knife harder into the man’s throat, until blood welled.

      The man chuckled hoarsely. “He is taking the cause to you.”

      Zach scowled. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “He has decided it is past time for you to die for your sins, Qatil Atfaal.”

      “Stop calling me that.” He pressed harder with his knife and blood trickled down the man’s neck.

      “Do you think you scare me?”

      A grunt from the other room pulled at Zach’s attention, though he didn’t look away from Hassan or ease up the pressure on his knife. “Sitrep, Spooky.”

      “Sloppy work, Doc,” Marc said, stepping into the doorway. “You left two men behind you.”

      “I knew you would take care of them.”

      Marc nodded. “All clear. One tango down and the other is knocked out in case we need info.”

      Zach nodded and pressed the comm link button on his rifle. “Hawk, we have Hassan.”

      “No,” Hassan whispered. “You do not have me. I will join Allah soon.” His hands shifted limply under his blanket.

      “Don’t move.” Zach ripped the blanket off so he could see the man’s hands. They covered a bloody bandage on his stomach. By the seepage and the smell, the intestines had been pierced and the man probably didn’t have long to live. But what made Zach curse was the C-4 packed all along his body, with wires running to a detonator in Hassan’s hand.

      “Bomb!” he yelled as he sprinted for the door.

      Marc cleared the door just in front of him. They ran hard, not bothering to be quiet. They’d managed about ten steps when the explosion threw them forward to eat dirt. Heat and light washed over them.

      Zach sat up slowly. Fires burned on the thatched roofs of several huts around them. The hut they’d left had fallen in on itself and burned like a bonfire. A tinny ringing echoed in his head. Marc lay a few feet off to his side, still face down.

      He shook his head as he stared at his friend, not understanding for a moment. That’s when he knew he was in shock. Marc should be moving. Zach needed to be concerned, but his thoughts were muddied, his reactions too slow. He pulled himself over to Marc.

      “Spooky,” he said. He felt for a pulse. Nothing. His heart stopped for an agonizingly long second before he felt Marc’s heart finally beat under his fingertips. The scare brought his thoughts into clarity. Zach had to get them out of there.

      Marc still wasn’t moving. Zach did a quick scan for injuries and found nothing but a bloody lump on Marc’s head. Knocked out cold. Zach had years as a special operations field medic behind him and wasn’t too concerned. Chances were Marc would wake up with just a nasty headache tomorrow, but Zach needed a real hospital to check him out fully.

      An Iraqi villager ran up to them, waving a pistol and screaming something Zach couldn’t hear past the ringing still in his ears.

      Villagers ran from the other huts. They began to form bucket lines to the well, but the man in front of Zach pointed his gun at him and yelled to the others. If Zach didn’t do something, he and Marc wouldn’t have a chance to escape.

      He placed his right hand on his Sig Sauer P226 holstered on his thigh. He lifted his other hand to show the man it was empty while sliding the gun out.

      The guy didn’t buy it. He shouted and aimed his pistol at Zach’s head.

      Zach threw himself back and pulled his gun at the same time. The man fired and missed. Zach pulled the trigger as he fell and used the Mozambique drill: two rounds to the chest and finished with one to the head. The man dropped where he’d stood.

      The ringing had started to lessen. Blackwell’s voice sounded in his ear yelling something, but Zach didn’t have time to decipher it. Other villagers had noticed the shootout.

      He holstered his gun, and with a grunt slung Marc over his shoulder. He grabbed his rifle and ran for the exfil location.

      Blackwell and Cat appeared on his sides, silent and watching his back as he carried Marc up the steep hillside where they’d meet the Blackhawk that would carry them out.

      After a kilometer, he no longer heard any shots and knew they’d made it. But he didn’t feel relief. They’d failed in their mission.

      Al Shabah was still out there—and he knew who Zach was.
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      Detective Alyssa Harrison held her Glock 19 in her right hand as she ran up the stairs to the third floor of the dilapidated building. She kept her breathing even, and her mind focused on what waited for them. It was the rare moments like this when she finally felt alive again.

      She keyed her radio. “Bravo team, report.”

      “Almost in position,” Detective Riley Castor replied.

      Alyssa checked behind her. Detective Drew Patton, her tall, lanky partner, his brown hair flopping in his eyes, ran behind her. Eight members of NYPD’s Emergency Services Unit followed after him. Riley, an intense officer with a Latino background, led a similar team on the opposite side of the building.

      She wasn’t taking any chances today.

      At the door to the third-floor hallway she stopped, and keyed her mic twice in the predesignated signal to Riley’s team. Drew opened the door and Alyssa swung into the hallway, her Glock up and pointed ahead. A woman standing in the corridor with a basket of laundry squeaked.

      Alyssa used her left hand to point to her badge and then brought her finger to her lips. The woman’s eyes widened, but she nodded. Drew shuffled her aside. Alyssa kept moving to apartment 314, while Riley and his team crept down the hall toward her from the other stairwell.

      They met in the middle at a plain white door with gold metal numbers. Cigarette smoke made her nose itch and, from inside, a TV competed with music.

      Someone was home.

      Alyssa held up three fingers. An ESU officer stepped up to breach the door with a metal battering ram.

      Two fingers.

      One.

      He struck the door just below the knob. Splinters flew and the door burst open. He stepped back. Alyssa entered the cramped apartment followed by Riley and Drew. She took it all in quickly as she moved past a small closet, the dirty gray carpet muffling her footsteps.

      The galley kitchen held nothing but a few day’s worth of dishes on its counters. In the main room, a skinny Asian man sat bolt upright on a saggy couch. He held a cigarette in one hand and a TV remote in the other. The TV blared a baseball game in front of him. A fire escape blocked the view of the open window behind the couch.

      Alyssa stepped in front of the TV. The man dropped the cigarette and jumped up.

      “NYPD. You’re—”

      He threw the remote at her and leapt for the window.

      She dodged, lowered her weapon, and pulled her Taser. She aimed for his back and pulled the trigger before he’d even touched the window frame. The man jerked and a small whine came from him as the Taser snapped. By the time the five seconds were up, she’d holstered her gun and snagged a set of cuffs. She jerked his arms behind his back, cuffed him, and tossed him to the floor. She nodded at one of the ESU officers. “Frisk him and keep him quiet.”

      She pulled her weapon again and moved to the bedroom door. Drew and Riley met her there. A thumping bass beat escaped the room, but no other sounds could be heard.

      “You ready to take down this asshole?” Alyssa asked.

      “Let’s do it,” Drew said.

      Riley nodded.

      Alyssa studied the door. It had a lock. She stood in front of the door and shifted her weight.

      “Seriously, Al?” Drew said. “Do you really need to—”

      “Hell yes,” she said, and slammed her foot into the door. It burst inwards with a satisfying crunch. She rushed in with Drew and Riley right behind her.

      Screeching guitars assaulted her ears. A long-haired man worked over a table by the light of a desk lamp.

      “NYPD! Hands up!” she shouted.

      The man whirled, his eyes wide. He held a soldering iron in one hand and a circuit board in the other.

      Four pressure cookers still in their boxes stood by the wall. Wires, blasting caps, and detonators littered the rest of the table. The smell of homemade black powder overwhelmed the cigarette smoke from the other room. The acrid mixture of sulfur, charcoal, and potassium nitrate smelled like a chemical solvent. Four large canisters of it sat by the table.

      Her heartbeat sped up. A cold sweat broke out on her forehead as she imagined the damage this amount of black powder could do. Maybe as much as the bomb in the souq.

      No. Don’t think about that.

      The iPod and speakers still blared music by the door. She kept her weapon on the man and signaled Drew. He shut off the music. The sudden silence was cutting.

      She swallowed hard, wishing she’d let someone else take the lead. “Walter Pike?”

      He shook his head. “My name is now Mujahid Nassar.”

      She raised her eyebrows as she looked at the underweight, pale-skinned man, whose sparse facial hair competed with his acne. She’d let the feds sort this one out.

      “Walter Pike, you’re under arrest for conspiring to use weapons of mass destruction. Put down the tools and stand up.”

      The acrid scent continued to bite the inside of her throat. She needed water. Dust seemed to coat the inside of her mouth and throat.

      No. There was no dust. No heat. It wasn’t real.

      Dr. Martinez said she needed to focus on another sense. She could do this. She was here in the apartment with a scumbag who wanted to blow people up.

      “Alyssa,” Drew said in a low voice. “You with us?”

      The gun grew heavy in her hand. A trickle of sweat rolled down her back. She fought to control her breathing. She couldn’t let this happen. Not here. Not now.

      She nodded. Pike held his now-empty hands above his head. Shit. She’d lost some time there. “Get some cuffs on him.”

      “Hey!” he said. “I didn’t do anything. It ain’t illegal to have any of this stuff.”

      Drew holstered his weapon while she and Riley kept a bead on him.

      “What kind of fucking idiot are you?” Drew said. He wrenched the guy’s arm down and spun him before slamming him onto the worktable. He ratcheted the handcuffs onto the suspect before handing him off to another officer.

      “Aren’t you supposed to read me my rights?” Pike asked.

      “I don’t have the stomach for it,” Drew said, handing him off to a uniformed officer, who started to recite the Miranda warning before Pike could protest further.

      Alyssa stared at the table’s contents. Enough supplies to double the damage of the Boston Marathon bombing. A hand appeared in her vision and forced her gun down. She blinked. Fuck. She hadn’t lowered her weapon.

      Riley watched her with his dark, intense gaze. “You okay, Al?”

      No. She could hear echoes of screams in her head.

      She took a deep breath. That was a mistake. She coughed out the sharp odor of black powder, but at least she snapped back to the present.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I just need fresh air.” She left the room. All the triumph of an investigation coming to a head had dissipated like smoke in the wind.

      Drew followed her, of course. She holstered her gun and forced a smile. “We did it,” she said.

      He just stared at her. His brown eyes narrowed. “Want to talk about it?”

      Fuck no. “Talk about what?” She wasn’t sure if she was pulling off the innocent act.

      “The way you froze in there.”

      Nope. Not pulling it off. Fuck it, then. She scowled. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine.”

      “Leave it alone, Drew.”

      He crossed his arms. “We all have our shit, Al. If you’ve got a trigger then you’ve got to tell us.”

      “I told you, I’m fine.” Her radio beeped.

      “Harrison,” she answered.

      “The captain wants your team for an urgent briefing,” dispatch said. “Return to CTB. Briefing in thirty.”

      “Copy that,” Alyssa said. She motioned to Drew and Riley. “ESU can take it from here. The captain wants us in.”

      “For what?” Drew asked.

      “No idea,” Alyssa said, making her way past the swarming ESU officers. “But it must be something big if we’re being called off our case.”

      The three of them belonged to the Counterterrorism Bureau of the NYPD. They’d been working the Walter Pike case for two months, so for their captain to call them in at this moment meant something big was coming down the pike. It made her pick up the pace as they trotted down the stairs. Drew and Riley stayed right with her.

      As she drove their car back to CTB headquarters far north of Central Park, they had time to rehash the case.

      “Do you think the captain is calling us in to give us an award?” Drew asked.

      Alyssa looked over at him in the passenger seat. “You’re not serious.”

      Drew laughed. “Hell yeah. I freaking deserve a medal. We all do, for dealing with the scum of the earth every day.”

      Alyssa shook her head. “If you wanted recognition, you should have become an actor.”

      Riley snorted from the backseat. “He couldn’t be an actor—he’d break the camera with his face.”

      Drew ignored him and continued. “I’m serious. The captain is making us all attend that ball that’s coming up—”

      “The Hero’s Gala,” Alyssa supplied.

      “Yeah, that. I think he’s going to award us a medal or something.”

      Riley cuffed the back of Drew’s head. “You’re out of your mind, man.”

      “Listen, asshole, no one’s talking to you,” Drew said. “So why don’t you just sit there and look pretty.”

      Alyssa shook her head and tried not to smile. “The captain wants us to go because it’s our unit’s turn to show up and represent the NYPD. The gala is for the military guys and the vets. They get the medals. Sorry, Drew.”

      “I can buy you a medal if you want,” Riley said from the back. “I’ll even make sure it says Number One Cop.”

      They were still laughing when she parked in the lot next to a nondescript building. Looking around, it was a place no one would suspect of housing the elite counterterrorism unit. Inside, the officer guarding the entrance buzzed them through interior steel doors.

      They headed for the large conference room, past the main cubicle area and down a short hall. Officers packed the room. She found a spot against the wall and waited for the captain.

      Captain Marin charged into the room, officers giving way. Alyssa always got a mental picture of a grizzled pitbull defending its territory when she saw him. On the shorter side, he was dense with muscle. His buzz cut glinted more silver than brown in the overhead lights.

      “Okay, people, a new message was sent out over the black net an hour ago.”

      Everyone quieted.

      “The terrorist Al Shabah has surfaced again. It’s been six months since we’ve seen any activity from him and he’s come back with a vengeance.”

      Alyssa straightened, every muscle tensing in her body. He was back.

      Captain Marin’s gaze found hers. “Detective Harrison is our resident expert on Al Shabah, and will be leading the task force.”

      She took a step forward and all eyes turned to her. “What did the message say?”

      “That Al Shabah is coming to the United States. I don’t need to tell you that New York City is one of the prime targets for assholes like this. We need to be ready, people.” He focused on Alyssa again. “Pick your task force.” He let his gaze roam over the rest of the officers. “Everyone is to give Detective Harrison what she needs. This is our primary focus. Find Al Shabah and stop him.”

      Within fifteen minutes, Alyssa had a dozen men and women with her as they began to set up their strategy. This is what she’d trained and joined the department for. She’d sworn to hunt Al Shabah down and kill him for what he’d done.

      And that’s exactly what she was going to do.

      

      Zach walked into the conference room now dubbed the war room by Dani, the newest IT tech at E.D.G.E. Security. He liked her snarky attitude, though he wasn’t sure Colonel Blackwell, the head of E.D.G.E. operations, had yet come to terms with it.

      He’d been called in for a mission brief by the colonel. His eyebrows rose when he saw both Alpha and Bravo teams there as well. This could be interesting.

      He grabbed a seat just as Blackwell strode in carrying his ever-present laptop. “Okay, people. This takes top priority over any other training.”

      Everyone straightened and turned to Blackwell, who stood at the head of the long table. He tapped a few keys on his laptop and then activated the virtual screen. It came to life on the white wall behind him. He wore a special glove that allowed him to use hand movements to flick through the data onscreen.

      A video began to play.

      A man dressed in black from head to toe, his face wrapped to disguise his features, began speaking in Arabic.

      “Soon all of America will know my name. I will no longer confine my war to the poor countries the West continues to invade time and again. Like the United States, I will take my own brand of terror to their streets, to their homes, to their children.”

      Zach stiffened, his hands clenching into fists. “Al Shabah.”

      Blackwell nodded. “He’s taking his war to the United States. The FBI are on full alert. All major cities are possible targets.”

      “What else do we know, sir?” Jake asked.

      “Not much,” Blackwell said. “CIA have their operatives in the Middle East on alert for any information. Sarah.” Blackwell turned to the petite brunette with bronze skin. “We’re sending you back to Iraq. Gather whatever intel you can.”

      “Copy that, sir,” she said.

      “We have a team covering the West Coast already. Cat and Rhys, you’ll go to Washington to coordinate with the FBI agent in charge there. Zach and Marc, you’ve got—”

      “New York,” Zach said.

      Blackwell’s eyebrows raised, but he nodded. “You’ve got a theory?”

      “Hitting the White House or the Pentagon would be ideal for Al Shabah, but it has too much risk of failure. Too much security. He’ll want to go for New York. Something he can show the world: No matter how much America rebuilds itself, he’ll be there to tear it back down.”

      “Those are my thoughts too,” Blackwell nodded. “Bravo team will back you up from here. They’ll be on call to deploy as soon as you have something. You’ll be coordinating the search with Special Agent Masters. He’s due to arrive in theatre tomorrow.”

      Rhys leaned his long frame back in his chair and eyed the screen. “Can this Al Shabah even get into the States?”

      Zach answered for Blackwell. “This guy has gotten into numerous Western countries, even after he’s given them warning. He was responsible for the bus bombing in Germany and the Underground one in the U.K. I don’t know how he’ll do it, but we’ve got to be prepared for him. He’ll make it to North America.”

      “You’re no closer to tracking down his identity?” Cat asked him.

      Zach gave a sharp shake of his head. “No one is. This guy literally is his name. Al Shabah. The Ghost. He had small cells working with him in each country he struck, but none of them have ever actually seen him.”

      “How long have you been after him?” Jake asked Zach.

      “Since the bombing that killed those soldiers in Iraq. Two years now.” Zach shook his head. “We were so close last year. I will find this guy and bring him down.”

      “Don’t worry, Doc,” Marc said from the other end of the table, where he’d been sitting quiet. “If he comes to New York, we’ll find him.”

      Blackwell closed his laptop. “You’ve each been given a copy of the file we have on Al Shabah. Most of that has been created by Zach. Because of that, he will be team lead for this op. Wheels up in two hours.”

      “Yes, sir,” they all said together.

      Zach stood with the others, already going over his list of what he’d need for a covert mission in a major city, when Jake stopped him.

      “You know I’m from New York, right?” he said.

      Zach nodded.

      “My parents live upstate, but my sis is a cop with the NYPD Counterterrorism Bureau. Chances are you’re going to run into her.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll say hi for you.”

      “No,” Jake said, shaking his head. “You don’t get it. She’s fanatical about Al Shabah. She knew some of the guys who were killed by one of his bombs. She’s been hunting him ever since.”

      “I thought you said she was a cop. What was she doing over there?”

      Jake sighed. “Military intelligence. She followed me into the service out of school.” He ran a hand over his short hair. “God, I wish she hadn’t.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      Jake stepped back and his face went blank. “Nothing. Just… Watch out for her, okay?”

      “Of course,” he said. “You don’t have to ask. Besides, she might not even be assigned to this.”

      Jake huffed a breath. “Oh, she’ll be assigned to it. She’ll demand to be on the task force.”

      “She sounds like a firecracker.”

      “You have no idea.”
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      The souq overwhelms; with people, with smells, with stalls. Spices, perfumes, teas, jewelry, clothing, prayer mats.

      She meanders the aisles in the market square, Brian and Scott beside her. Their eyes bright and they laugh, tease her, though she can’t hear their words. She stops and fingers the silky shawls. The smell of cardamom seeds and cumin scent the air.

      Other soldiers stroll past. They nod to her, smile, and she smiles back. They are all friends here. Near the middle of the souq there is a cloth seller’s stall. Alyssa’s skin tightens, ants climb her spine, and she doesn’t know why.

      Brian and Scott move further into the souq.

      Don’t go.

      But she doesn’t say the words. She turns from them. A woman with a black hijab and an embroidered tunic fingers the linens.

      Just then, an overweight boy walks past—his body large, his arms and legs thin. Like a spider, she thinks. His eyes are wide as he stares at the soldiers.

      “Something’s wrong,” she says.

      Scott is back beside her. He shakes his head. “You brought us here. This is your fault.”

      

      Alyssa sat straight up in bed. She panted and her heart thundered too fast. She began taking deep breaths, holding them for a count of three and then releasing them. Sometimes Dr. Martinez actually recommended things that helped. When her heartbeat slowed, she eased herself out of bed, the sweat drying on her body.

      2 a.m.

      She knew from experience she wasn’t going back to sleep anytime soon, so she might as well get some work done. She threw a faded ARMY hoodie on over the cami she slept in and dragged on a pair of soft leggings. Fluffy slippers completed her comfy clothes, and she shuffled to her kitchen.

      She made a cup of mint tea, though she wanted coffee. But then she really wouldn’t go back to sleep. She eyed the bottle of scotch in her cupboard. Having a drink usually relaxed her enough to put her back under.

      She shut the cupboard door. She was becoming too dependent on it. She’d refused sleeping pills for the same reason.

      Her tiny one-bedroom was typical for Manhattan. She was lucky she’d found an apartment in the Upper West Side in her price range at all. Thankfully, she had never been a collector, so even though her apartment made a closet look big, it wasn’t cluttered. She had her couch, TV, and a shelf full of books. The kitchen had a two-person breakfast bar separating it from the main area.

      She had no art up, nor did she have any pictures. Dr. Martinez would probably have something to say about that, which is why she didn’t tell him.

      Alyssa flopped onto her couch and checked her phone. Her older brother Jake had called yesterday and left a voicemail. Jake, her overly protective, ex-Navy SEAL brother, now worked for E.D.G.E. Security in Montréal. His message would just say the same thing it always did. She stared at the phone a moment before deleting it.

      The thick file on her coffee table waited for her.

      “So, Al Shabah, you’re coming to America.”

      

      Alyssa woke on the couch, panting from the latest nightmare. Her file on her lap. Her heart thundered while sweat dried on her skin. All the lights in her tiny apartment were on and the wall clock showed four-thirty. The sun wouldn’t be up for another hour.

      She scrubbed a hand over her face, trembling slightly as she used the remote to turn off the infomercial about miracle blenders. Her head throbbed and her neck ached from the position she’d slept in. She blinked, trying to get some moisture back into her gritty eyes. It was almost as if she'd actually spent the night in that dry desert climate.

      An empty glass and the scotch bottle sat on the coffee table. She’d given in and poured herself a drink when the night had seemed endless.

      It was the last time, she vowed. She picked up the glass and the half-empty bottle of scotch from the coffee table and stalked into the galley kitchen. She opened the cupboard beside the fridge and shoved the scotch inside, back behind the vinegars and oils she kept there.

      She wouldn’t use it again. The Advil sat on the same shelf. She grabbed two and filled a glass with water. The cool liquid made her mouth and throat sigh in relief.

      The clock said four forty-five. She didn’t need to be into work until seven. The captain had frowned at her the few times she’d checked in too early. He suspected something, and she was determined not to prove him right.

      She dressed in shorts and a running top, threw her red hair into a ponytail, and put a ball cap on over that, pulling her ponytail through the back. After lacing her sneakers, she grabbed her key and dragged her protesting body out of her apartment. Living on the third floor of an old building meant no elevators, which was a downside to most people, but it helped keep her rent down.

      She stepped out into the cool morning. The sun would be rising within thirty minutes. Her gaze automatically went to the cardboard lean-to in the narrow alley between the coffee shop on the corner—Lattes and More—and her building. No movement. Rob must still be asleep.

      After a few warm-up stretches, she ran the two blocks east until she hit Central Park and its pathways. The birds sang in the gray predawn light. Other runners crossed her path even this early in the morning, though she didn’t wear any lights or reflective gear like the others. The thought of not being able to hide if she needed to made her skin crawl.

      Her muscles began to warm, her breathing evened out, and she relaxed into the run along West Park Drive. Her head no longer ached and she could almost feel the alcohol and her demons sweating out of her system.

      She followed a route that would be about four miles, keeping a fast pace. As she passed over the 79th Street transverse, a runner coming toward her caught her eye.

      She ran through his stats. Six-foot-two, one hundred and ninety pounds, dark brown skin. Close to thirty years, she’d guess, his bald head a choice rather than a necessity. He wore shorts and a long-sleeved shirt that couldn’t hide the hard muscles underneath. She couldn’t see his eyes.

      He kept a relaxed pace, but it still seemed a sprint compared to the rest of the runners. The easy, fast rhythm reminded her of her brother Jake when he ran, an elite soldier who pushed his body beyond what most people thought possible. She watched the runner approach her and knew that if she tried to outrun him, he would catch her. Her muscles tensed at the thought, but she plucked out the sliver of fear before it festered. This man hadn’t done anything. Besides, she could take care of herself; both her military background and her police training had taught her that.

      He drew close, running under a streetlamp where she could see him clearly. His sculpted cheekbones and beautiful dark skin could have made him a model, but the way his head moved almost imperceptibly as he scanned his surroundings, his gaze never settling on any one thing, said he was a warrior. This man had seen action. His eyes found hers and she nodded. He slowed and nodded back.

      She didn’t break her stride, having nodded in greeting only as one runner to another, not to invite any kind of attention. She watched him out of the corner of her eye. He studied her as she approached. She pulled her cap lower to hide her tired eyes from the streetlamp’s glow.

      “Good morning,” he said, his deep voice a warm caress. An image flashed in her head of a lazy morning with twisted sheets and hard arms holding her.

      Where had that thought come from?

      Intrigued, she kept her gaze on this man. He was even better looking up close, and his smile alone would have women drooling. But not her, she reminded herself.

      He looked entirely too awake and not out of breath at all. No one should look that happy this early in the morning. She was only here because she couldn’t sleep. She’d never been an early riser before joining the Army.

      “Morning,” she mumbled. Then she was past him and struggled against the urge to look back. She was only curious, she wasn’t actually interested. She counted to five. Surely that was enough time? She looked back.

      He watched her.

      Not in any creeper way that would have her cop instincts going off. His smile broadened and something tiny fluttered in her stomach. Surprise widened her eyes. He gave her a little salute and ran off, his pace strong and sure. She watched him for a few seconds more, jogging in place.

      That had been one fine specimen of a man. Someone she would have jogged after before her tour. Her lips pressed together. But not now. Now she was different.

      Damaged.

      She shut down those thoughts. Dr. Martinez would be proud. She’d have to tell him about it at their next session.

      She finished her run. She didn’t quite feel the runner’s high like she used to, but the endorphins moving through her body soothed her, taking off the ever-present edge, like the scotch she used at night to sleep.

      She walked the last couple of blocks to her building. All thoughts of the male jogger cooled with her body, as if she needed a pounding heart in order to think of him in any way other than as a fast runner and a set of stats.

      She headed into the coffee shop. The only customer was Mr. Almadi from the building across the street, who sat drinking his coffee and reading the paper like he did every day. He said it was the only time he could get away from his wife’s chatter.

      The owner stood behind the counter fiddling with his espresso machine. He was a lean man, with his glasses perched on his large nose and an easy smile on his face.

      “Morning, Alyssa,” he said, placing two cups on the counter. “Vanilla latte and a caramel macchiato, extra sweet.”

      “Morning, Frank. How’s things?” Alyssa grabbed the cash from the tiny pocket inside her shorts and handed it to Frank.

      “Kids are complaining about school, wife is complaining about the apartment.” He shrugged and laughed. “The usual. But it’s going to be a beautiful day.”

      She forced a smile she didn’t feel and thanked him. Fake it until you make it. One day she’d feel something besides fear again. She frowned. She had felt something early this morning when that jogger had gone by her. Maybe she was making progress.

      Or maybe she just had a fever.

      She turned into the alley and stopped before the cardboard lean-to. A man sat cross-legged before it, a tattered Army blanket wrapped around his shoulders, his matted brown beard matching his long stringy hair.

      “Good morning, Rob,” Alyssa said. She handed him the caramel macchiato.

      Rob’s brown eyes held too much pain for her to look into for long, but he smiled at her. “Thanks, detective.”

      “It’s Alyssa.”

      “Sure thing. Detective Alyssa.” He smiled, and she had a flash of what he would look like cleaned up and off the street. She thought he might even be younger than her.

      She shook her head at him. “Stay safe.”

      “Alyssa?” he called softly. She turned back.

      “How do you do it?” At her questioning look, he explained. “You were there. You know what it was like. How do you keep the memories away?”

      “I don’t,” she said. “I can’t. You just have to find a way to live with them.”

      He stared into space a moment, his face an anguished grimace as he watched some personal nightmare play out.

      “I saw someone today,” he said, his voice almost dreamy.

      She moved closer. “Who’d you see?”

      “Someone from that day.”

      “What day?”

      He blinked and stared at her. “The day my friends died.” He put his arms around his knees and began to rock. She’d seen him do this before. He wouldn’t be talking again anytime soon.

      She took her latte and slowly climbed the stairs. She didn’t know much about Rob, and he liked to keep it that way. She hoped one day he could beat his demons and get off the streets.
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      Zach and Marc left their hotel on the Upper West Side and made their way to the nearest subway stop.

      “I hate suits,” Marc said, pulling at the collar of his shirt.

      “Copy that,” Zach said. “But we blend better.”

      He trotted down the steps to the subway and Marc followed, grumbling. They swiped the metro cards he’d gotten the day before when they’d explored the area.

      The concierge had told them what line they needed. A pale-skinned woman walking past him eyed Marc, but then averted her gaze and hurried her steps. Zach almost snorted. He shouldn’t have bothered with the suit.

      Zach found most women fell into one of two groups: ones who were scared of him and avoided him, and ones who managed to control their nervousness because they wanted to sleep with him. Not many saw beyond his size and the color of his skin.

      A small smile tugged at his lips. Though the cute little redhead this morning hadn’t seemed scared, and the look on her face when he’d caught her glancing back at him had almost made him turn back to talk to her. But he wasn’t here for fun.

      They found the subway that would take them to one of the outer boroughs, and eventually made their way to a nondescript brick building beside an auto-body shop and across from a junkyard.

      No one was finding this place unless they knew where to look. On the side of the building in the shadow of an elevated highway was a plain metal door. He rapped twice before entering.

      A glaringly white room greeted them, partitioned by a tall counter and thick bulletproof glass. Another metal door waited on the other side. A vested and heavily armed officer worked at a counter. He raised his graying head, his hard eyes scrutinizing Zach and Marc. He didn’t say a word, but his one hand slipped below the level of the counter while the other touched his sidearm.

      “Agents Zach Grayson and Marc Koven,” Zach said. “We’re here to see Captain Marin.” They pulled out the IDs E.D.G.E. had given them and slid them through the slot in the glass meant for that. Someone in the upper echelons of the government had requested E.D.G.E.’s presence, but that didn’t mean anyone in this unit could learn of E.D.G.E. According to his ID and false record, he was from the Defense Intelligence Agency.

      The officer scanned it and checked his logs, his face not quite as forbidding now that their IDs had checked out.

      “This way,” the officer said, pressing a button. The partition door clicked as it unbolted, and Zach walked through. The officer ushered them through the second door, this one steel and six inches thick. “Captain’s office is to the left.”

      Zach hummed in appreciation at the futuristic room revealed to him. One wall was covered in electronic maps, another held time readouts of major cities: Moscow, London, Tel Aviv, Riyadh, Islamabad, and others. Headlines raced across LED news tickers. Officers in sharp suits or the Bureau’s navy polo shirts sat at polished desks with large monitors.

      They found Captain Marin’s office. The wall facing the main room was clear glass, though Zach wouldn’t be surprised if it was bulletproof too. The man inside frowned at his computer screen when Zach knocked. Captain Marin turned his frown on them. He looked like a bar brawler forced into a suit.

      “You two the counterterrorism specialists the military is foisting on me?” Captain Marin said, standing up and coming around his mahogany desk.

      “Yes, sir,” Zach said. “We’re here to help in any way we can.”

      The captain grimaced. “Well, you’re not the only ones. You’ll be working with Special Agent Masters from the FBI. He’ll be taking over the Al Shabah task force.”

      “We know, sir,” Marc said. “We’re just here to assist.”

      Captain Marin’s eyes narrowed as he eyed them both up and down. “Neither of you has much of a file.”

      “No, sir,” Zach said, shaking the captain’s hand. “Our superiors like to keep it that way.”

      “And who are your superiors?”

      “Men far smarter than me,” Zach said.

      The captain crossed his arms, apparently unwilling to give up. “Where are you from, soldier?”

      Zach wanted to smile, but didn’t. The man didn’t honestly think he was getting any information from them, did he? “Not far from here,” Zach replied.

      “It’s like that, is it?”

      “Afraid so, sir.”

      Marin expelled a deep breath. “Well, we’ve all got our orders. Let me show you two around. I expect Agent Masters later this morning.”

      They followed the captain back into the main room.

      “This is impressive, sir,” Zach said.

      Marin stood a little straighter. “Your first time here?”

      “Yes,” Zach said. “It’s definitely something I’ll be telling my superiors about.” And it was true.

      “Wait till you see the Global Intelligence room.”

      Hallways led off the main room, one leading to another room almost as large. Here, twelve large flat-screen TVs suspended from the ceiling broadcast Al Jazeera and other foreign programming. Officers with headsets watched them.

      “We have officers monitoring all possible channels for potential threats. We also have several who scan the dark net.”

      “Twenty-four-seven?” Marc asked.

      “Of course,” Marin replied.

      He gave them a quick tour of the rest of his domain, pointing out more conference rooms, offices, and a kitchen. He told them of the range, armory, and gym on the other floors. Zach suspected there were other intelligence rooms Marin kept from them, but either he or Marc would recce the whole building later.

      They were making their way back to the main room when a woman with red hair and pale skin caught his eye. His interest flared as the sexy jogger from this morning strode down the hall toward them. A black suit covered those amazing legs, and she held files in her hands.

      He smiled. His lucky day.

      “Captain, I need a moment.” Her eyes widened when she spotted Zach before a frown settled on her face.

      “Detective Alyssa Harrison,” Marin said, waving his hand at her. “One of my best analysts, in charge of the Al Shabah task force. Or was, until the FBI took over,” he said.

      So this was Jake’s little sister. Zach could see the resemblance now, especially around the cool gray eyes. Disappointment flickered. His jogger was Jake’s sister, and a member of the task force. Definitely hands-off.

      Captain Marin continued the introduction. “Alyssa, this is Agents Zach Grayson and Marc Koven. They’re here to help with the investigation. They’re military counterterrorism specialists.”

      “Nice to meet you,” she said tersely to them, with only a quick nod before she turned back to the captain. “Sir, it’s about my task force.”

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Alyssa, but it’s not my call. The FBI is taking over. Be ready to brief Masters when he gets here.”

      “Sir, no one knows Al Shabah better than I do. It should be me leading.”

      “I gave them your qualifications,” he said. “You will be on the team that takes him down. I’ve made sure of that.” He paused and tilted his head. “Now why don’t you show these two gentlemen around?”

      She shook her head. “Sir, I’ve got a lot of paperwork to do.”

      The captain stared hard at her. “They will shadow you. You can explain what we’ve got.” He nodded at them all and walked away, a satisfied look on his face.

      Zach raised an eyebrow and Marc snorted softly.

      “You’re Jake’s little sister,” Marc said.

      She turned her frown on him. “How do you know my brother?”

      “We’ve worked together,” Zach told her.

      She nodded and turned away, walking back toward the main room.

      His brows drew together at her lack of response. Marc shrugged at him.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Zach asked as they walked after her.

      “No,” she said, stopping at a desk on the far side of the room from Marin’s office. She plopped the folder down. “Look, I wasn’t kidding that I have a lot of paperwork. I’ll arrange for you to shadow one of the other officers on the team.”

      He cocked his head. She hadn’t even asked after her brother. He turned to Marc. “Why don’t you go explore while I stay with Detective Harrison?”

      Marc gave a small happy smile, like Zach had just given him the keys to the candy store. Which, in a way, he had.

      “Copy that,” he said, walking back the way they’d come. Marc would find someone to show him the terminals and start delving into their information.

      She scowled. “He shouldn’t be going off on his own.”

      “Don’t worry about Marc,” Zach said. “He’s happiest when he’s alone.”

      She didn’t say anything, but something in her eyes told him that this woman was also happiest when she was alone. He got the sense she hadn’t always been that way.

      “Don’t you want to join your friend?” she asked.

      “Sorry, but I’m going to shadow you, like the captain said.”

      Her lips pressed together and a spark lit her gray eyes. Finally, a sign of life.

      “So your friend is the rule breaker and you’re the good boy who does what he’s told?” she asked.

      That actually made him laugh. “You’re not going to get rid of me that easily,” he said.

      Her face wiped clean of emotion. “Suit yourself. You can grab a chair and watch me work.”

      She opened the folder she’d been carrying, perused it for a moment, and then started typing, ignoring him completely. He hid his smile and grabbed a nearby desk chair, pulling it over to the front of her desk. She kept typing, her eyes straying only briefly to him before they fixed once more on her monitor. He was in special operations; patience wasn’t just a virtue but a necessity. He used the time to study her.

      She had the same gray eyes as Jake, but the rest of her features were delicate rather than square. With her red hair back in a braid, her pale skin showcased the freckles dusting her nose and cheeks.

      She didn’t look sweet and innocent, though—not with that steely look in her eye and the start of a scowl drawing her brows together. He half expected her to turn and scold him with an Irish lilt in her voice. Her face may have seemed country-girl innocent, but it was her eyes and attitude that told her story. According to Jake, she’d been a sergeant in the army, had at least one tour under her belt, and now was a police detective. Impressive stuff.

      The muscles in her jaw twitched as she clenched her teeth. He tried not to laugh. Her gaze stayed calm and cool, though. An interesting dichotomy. Jake had told him to watch for her temper, but it didn’t seem to be anything he couldn’t handle. He wondered what it would be like when her eyes truly flared with anger. Unbidden, an image of her in her running shorts and tank top from this morning came to his mind. She had great legs and…

      Whoa. He needed to stop those thoughts. She was his friend’s little sister. The mission came first like always, and then if he had time he was to check up on her. That was it.

      He leaned back. But he could look a little more, he decided.

      Her fingers tapped harder on the keys. If it wasn’t for the subtle signs, he would have thought she’d forgotten he was there.

      After ten minutes, she heaved a sigh. “Fine. You win. What would you like to look at first?”

      Just you.

      He squashed the errant thought, not really sure where it had come from. His buddy’s sister, he reminded himself.

      He smiled as if he hadn’t been sitting there for ten minutes. “I’m interested in your Global Intelligence room and what you’ve learned about Al Shabah,” he said. He needed to see if they had any information that he didn’t.

      She stood and walked straight to the GI room, not looking to see if he followed. At the door, she waved him through with an exaggerated motion.

      He raised an eyebrow at her show of reluctance and stared at her until her face flushed. At least she had some feelings.

      “Look,” she said. “I have a lot of work to do before Masters shows. I don’t have time to catch you up on the terrorist we’re after.”

      “Al Shabah? I’ve been after him for over a year. I probably know as much as you about him.”

      “Al Shabah has been in the wind for the last six months.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you hunting him? And who do you work for again?”

      “That’s not important,” he said. “What’s important is that I can help you. Or if you’re too busy, you can leave me here to go over some of the chatter your crew has gathered.”

      She stared at him a moment longer. “Okay, let’s see if you really can help.” She brought him into the room. “Generally, we’re searching for any whispers of an attack on U.S. soil, the same as the FBI, but more specifically we’re listening for anything about New York.” She waved at the screens. “I don’t suggest it, but you could listen to one of the channels and give an officer a break, but you’d have to speak that language.” She cocked her head. “What languages can you speak?”

      “Arabic, French, and Russian.” He didn’t think it would matter if she knew that about him. Most people in their line of work could speak multiple languages.

      She studied him. “You’re military?” she said.

      Zach shrugged to evade answering. “I’ve just got a knack for languages.”

      “I’ll set you up on one of the stations and you can go over the information we have on Al Shabah. Once you’re caught up, you can listen in to our strategy session when I brief Masters.”

      Zach smiled. “Listen in?”

      She sighed. “Look, this isn’t about egos. Just get to know the tango and then if you have any good ideas, we will take them into account.”

      “Well, that’s very kind of you,” Zach drawled.

      She frowned at him and opened her mouth to speak when a tall, lean man with brown hair burst into the room. “Al?”

      Alyssa turned to him. “What’s up, Drew?”

      “There’s a report of a bomb in Central Park.”
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      Alyssa clenched the steering wheel too tight. Zach and his friend Marc tagged along in her car as she and Drew drove to Central Park. They didn’t say a word, just listened while she and Drew made plans and spoke with dispatch. But it was her awareness of them, especially of Zach sitting right behind her, that really rankled.

      It had been her captain’s command to bring them along. What irked most was Zach’s confident assumption that he and Marc would be included, and according to her captain they would be.

      “It’s at Bethesda Terrace,” she told Drew before turning off East 72nd onto Terrace Drive. She had to slow to get around the horse-drawn carriages. A fire truck, two police cars, and the bomb squad’s truck were all parked ahead. She pulled in and jumped out of her car, the rest of the team following.

      She showed her badge to the officer setting up a perimeter with crime scene tape, then strode to the thick of things. There, a guy in a full-armor bomb suit stood speaking with two officers and a detective in a black suit, her dark hair cut close to her head. They stood on the upper terrace looking down over the square below. The lake beyond appeared peaceful in the morning light.

      “Detective Harrison with the CTB,” Alyssa said, showing her badge again. “What do you have, detective?”

      “A homeless guy left a box out by the fountain,” the detective said, nodding at them. She indicated the large ornate fountain in the middle of the square, with water lilies growing in it. A cardboard box stood on the red bricks of the terrace surrounding the fountain.

      “And then he walked away,” she continued. “People became concerned and grabbed a beat cop. The officer on scene approached and saw wires sticking out of the box. He called it in.”

      “Do we have the homeless guy?” she asked.

      The detective shook her head. “Not even a good description besides he was wearing a blanket and his clothes were dirty.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Fine,” Alyssa said. “Has your bomb expert looked at it?”

      “He just got suited up.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Let’s see what he finds.”

      Alyssa’s muscles tensed as she watched the bomb technician walk up to the box. The cool breeze on her neck was so different from the hot desert wind. She clenched her hands tight and tried to calm her racing heart.

      Stay in the present. Focus.

      “Something isn’t right,” Zach said by her shoulder, jolting her from her thoughts. She looked at him, and his friend Marc nodded. “It doesn’t make sense. If it’s a bomb, then why give us time to evacuate everyone?”

      Zach looked at her and his eyes narrowed. “You look pale. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “But I agree. If it was Al Shabah, then he’d want maximum damage.”

      “Yes. Or he’s playing with us,” Zach said.

      They watched the bomb technician kneel in front of the box. He set up a portable x-ray unit. He placed a panel behind the box and then the imager in front. Alyssa knew that in moments they’d have their answer. The tech stood and turned toward them.

      The crack of an explosion echoed. The tech fell forward. Her heart seized.

      Around her, everyone ducked. She stayed standing, frozen in place.

      Memories swamped her, and she couldn’t move as she fought for control. Blood thundered in her ears. A part of her watched everything play out in front of her, but she had no access to her body. It was like her brain had disassociated. She saw Marc run toward the technician, getting to him before all others. Everyone else stood slowly, looking around wondering what had happened.

      Zach stepped into her view. A frown was on his face, though concern filled his eyes. He said something, but it didn’t register over the rushing in her ears.

      A small part of her acknowledged that she needed to get it together, but she couldn’t find her way back. Zach had a hold on her hands, rubbing and squeezing them. The pressure felt nice. She concentrated on that, on his hands, warm and calloused, holding hers tight. She swallowed.

      Sound rushed back in.

      “Feel my hands, Alyssa. Can you hear me?” Zach said. “You’re safe.”

      Safe. She blinked.

      Oh god. She’d had what Dr. Martinez called a freeze response. She took a deep breath and tried to pull her hands from his. “I’m okay.”

      “Easy, Firecracker,” he said. “Take another breath.”

      She let him continue to hold her hands for a moment. It felt…nice to be taken care of. Then she saw Drew watching with his eyebrows raised.

      She pulled her hands from Zach’s. “Thanks. I’m good.”

      “Are you?”

      She frowned. “Yes. Now excuse me, I need to find out what happened.” The bomb tech was standing and looking in the smoldering box on the rock, Marc by his side.

      “Hey, relax,” Zach said, holding onto her arm. “Marc’s on it. He’ll let us know.”

      She pulled her arm from Zach’s hold. “Thank you for your help,” she said calmly but firmly. “But I’m a detective for the CTB. This is, or was, my task force. I need to—”

      “It was a flash bang,” Marc said. He’d come up to them quietly.

      “Military or law enforcement?” Alyssa asked. She’d used stun grenades before, both in military training and for her counterterrorism training with the NYPD. They weren’t lethal, but gave off a concussive sound and light show mimicking a real grenade.

      “Unknown,” Marc said. “I suspect Russian make. But here’s the thing: It was remotely detonated.”

      “What?” Alyssa said. “Why would someone detonate a flash bang remotely?”

      Zach crossed his arms and scanned the buildings overlooking the park. Any one of them was a potential hiding spot for their terrorist. “Because he wants to taunt us.”

      

      Alyssa sat at a monitor in the Global Intelligence room going over footage from security cameras in the area before she wrote a quick report for the captain about today’s incident in Central Park. Incident. Did that describe a remotely detonated stun grenade? What was the purpose, except to taunt them as Zach had suggested. Or was it something different? Could Al Shabah be trying to figure out their standard operating procedures for a suspected bomb? She shook her head. It didn’t fit any of Al Shabah’s patterns.

      Hell, they didn’t even know if this was Al Shabah, or whether it was some stupid prank. They were working blind.

      They’d already determined a cell phone had set off the flash bang. She and Zach agreed that whoever had left the flash bang had to have been watching them. Which is why the box was in an open area. Anyone in any of the buildings on West 57th would have had a decent view to watch them and make the call.

      Dammit. If only they knew what Al Shabah looked like, they could have an APB out and have all of the NYPD looking for him. As it was, he was a single unknown face among millions.

      She’d left Drew on the scene and Marc had stayed too, but she didn’t think they’d find anything else out. She tapped her fingers on the desk, thinking. Zach looked up from where he sat near her, typing into his smartphone. He was reporting to someone. She just didn’t know who.

      He had to be in special operations like her brother, except Jake wasn’t a SEAL anymore. He’d turned civilian and was working for some security company in Montreal. That decision had surprised her family, but she’d accepted it after a bullet had shattered his femur.

      “You work with my brother?” she asked.

      “Now you’re curious?”

      This man evaded questions just like Jake did. She narrowed her eyes, but then sat back as she contemplated him. It didn’t actually matter if he worked with her brother or not. It had no bearing on their case. She didn’t need to get friendly with him. She had enough to deal with right now.

      A whisper inside her head reminded her she’d only seen her brother once since returning from Iraq two years ago. That had been when he’d been in the hospital for his leg. They hadn’t spoken about the way her tour had ended; instead, she’d concentrated on smiling and supporting him in his recovery. After the strain of pretending to be normal for the three-day visit, she’d come home feeling like she could sleep for a week. Of course she hadn’t.

      As Jake recovered, he started to ask her more questions. Now she avoided his calls, which were coming more frequently. She had no desire to discuss how she was feeling—she did that enough with her shrink.

      “No,” she finally said to him. “I’m not curious at all.”

      She turned from Zach’s frown and left the room to go back to her own desk. He didn’t follow her, and a small twinge of disappointment shot through her. She easily suppressed it. She had no time to make a new friend.

      She wanted to groan when she saw who leaned against her desk. Dr. Tom Martinez pushed his horn-rimmed glasses up on his patrician nose. His dark hair, black eyes, and olive skin, as well as his lean build, made him look like he should be called Raphael, but the glasses killed his Latin-lover vibe. That and his penchant for dressing like a preppy frat boy.

      “Dr. Martinez,” she said. “What can I do for you?”

      He smiled like a parent who’d succeeded in cornering an errant child. “You can show up for your scheduled appointment, Alyssa.”

      “I’m very busy, Doc,” she said. “I can’t explain with what. I’ll come next week.”

      He shook his head. “That’s what you said last time.” He held up a hand when she opened her mouth to protest. “And what you said the time before that. At least come up with a better excuse.”

      Irritation swelled in her before being overwhelmed by an apathetic numbness. She sat down. “I’ll try to make the next one.”

      “Your captain has given me permission to use one of the conference rooms.”

      The irritation swelled again. “You told the captain about this?”

      Dr. Martinez’s face went stony. “You need to talk to someone, Alyssa.”

      She gritted her teeth. “Whatever. Let’s go get this over with.”

      He gave her a gentle smile. “I’m glad you see it my way.”

      He led the way to a small conference room that held a table and eight chairs, a large-screen monitor on one wall and a white board on another. He locked the door behind them. “So no one barges in.”

      He sat at the table and gestured to a seat beside him. She pressed her lips together and chose a chair two places down. He smiled indulgently, like she’d done something funny. It made the skin on the back of her neck itch.

      “So what do you want to talk about, Doc?”

      “Doctor Martinez, please,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me how your yoga classes are going?”

      Her lips twisted.

      The doctor steepled his hands together. “I thought we’d agreed that you needed more calming influences in your life.”

      “Actually, you said that—I didn’t agree to anything,” she said.

      “Alyssa.”

      Her fists clenched under the table. Why did it feel like she sat in the principal’s office?

      “Look, I went, okay? I said I’d go, so I went.”

      “And?”

      She rolled her shoulders. “It was hot. Too damn hot. And it smelled of all those sweating bodies. And…crowded. Way too crowded.”

      “You tried Bikram yoga then.” He nodded. “I’m not sure that’s a good jumping-off point for you.”

      “It’s what the guy with the dreadlocks at the front desk recommended for me.”

      Dr. Martinez leaned forward. “Alyssa, I’d like for you to try some kind of relaxing form of exercise. Yoga, Pilates, meditation. I don’t care what. Pick what feels right for you—”

      “None of it feels right,” she muttered.

      He stared at her.

      “Sorry.”

      “Alyssa, I’m here to help you. And I haven’t told your superiors of your diagnosis because on that first day, you said you wanted help. You wanted to feel alive again. I can’t help you if you don’t try.” He sat back. “And if you’ve stopped trying, then it’s my duty to let your superiors know.”

      “No. Doctor Martinez, please,” she said. “They’ll stick me on desk duty and watch me. I’ll be taken from the case I’m working on. It’s very important that I be allowed to continue.”

      “Then let’s see you making an effort.”

      She counted three breaths, pulling her scattered thoughts close before she nodded. “Fine. What would you like to talk about, Doctor?”

      He smiled. “Tell me about your nightmares.”
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      Alyssa shoved her hands into the pockets of her pants to hide the slight tremble. She left Dr. Martinez writing notes in her file and made her way back to her desk. She wanted a nap, or better yet a scotch.

      She’d never been much of a drinker before her tour, never understanding why someone would want a drink or two every night. Now she had to fight the impulse to have more.

      She cursed under her breath when she saw Zach sitting at her desk. Straightening her shoulders, she strode over to him. He perused her file on Al Shabah. It had been in her locked desk drawer.

      She stopped, her mouth open. “Why are you reading my file?”

      Zach ignored her question and looked her over. “You look like you’ve gone a couple of rounds with a tango.”

      Her hand started to move to her hair and then dropped. She wasn’t going to let him get to her. Yes, she had pieces of her hair floating around her face, but who cared? She’d been gripping her head at one point during her session with the doctor. So what.

      She lifted her chin. “Why are you looking at my work without my permission?”

      “You disappeared and I was interested,” he said. “You’re the resident expert and we know he’s here. I wanted to see if you had any new information.” He stood up and moved around her desk to stand in front of her. His large frame took up too much room. “I’m sorry if that bothers you.”

      She backed away and sat in her seat, her jaw clenched. She was irritated. Again. How did this man stir so many emotions in her? “You don’t seem very sorry.”

      “Maybe because I’m not,” he said with an unrepentant grin.

      Her stomach flip-flopped at the sight. Whatever showed on her face caught Zach’s attention and his smile changed even as a flash of heat entered his gaze. Her heart thumped hard in her chest.

      What the hell?

      She broke eye contact and tapped her file, not looking at him again. She was too fragile after her session with the doctor. “Ask me first next time. I want this guy caught and will do whatever is necessary.”

      Zach sat down across from her. “I want this guy caught too. Badly.”

      It was personal for him, she realized. Just like it was for her. Maybe she could use that.

      He nodded at the file. “You’ve done a good job tracking his movements over the last two years. You have good instincts.”

      “I know,” she said. “It’s why I work here. And those same instincts are telling me you aren’t just a counterterrorism specialist. Who are you really?”

      He smiled. “Are you always this prickly?”

      She cocked her head. “I like to work as an equal with a partner. Which means no secrets. What are you hiding from me?”

      “Are we partners then?”

      She just watched him and waited.

      He smiled like he knew something she didn’t. “Who says I’m hiding anything?”

      “Me,” she said. “Good instincts, remember?”

      He laughed. “Jake said you were a firecracker.”

      Another evasion. Well, she’d let him get away with this and circle back to the topic later. She’d done her fair share of interrogations. She put her folder in her desk drawer.

      Drew signaled her from across the room. She strode over to him, knowing Zach followed.

      “There’s a new message from Al Shabah on the net.”

      “Show me.”

      A paused image waited on the main monitor in the Global Intelligence room. It showed a man swathed completely in black standing in front of a stone wall. Nothing new there. And no help to the case at all.

      “Run the video,” she said.

      He spoke Arabic as he threatened America. But something caught her attention. His dark eyes flicked back and forth from the camera to something off screen.

      “He’s reading a script,” she said.

      “You’re right.” Zach stood beside her, their shoulders almost touching. It made her want to lean that inch toward him. She focused on the screen again.

      “Do you think it means something?” Drew asked.

      She sighed. “Not sure.”

      The man continued his posturing. “I merely tested you today. You have shown me how easy my job will be. I will destroy America and I will destroy you, Qatil Atfaal.”

      Beside her, Zach stiffened.

      “Who the hell is Kotily Akfell?” The booming male voice that spoke belonged to a tall man with thinning blond hair and a ruddy complexion. He looked like a retired football player: muscled but with a layer of fat, and carrying a laptop rather than a ball.

      Alyssa stepped forward. “The better question is, who are you?”

      The man huffed. Behind him, eight men and one woman, all dressed in dark suits, filed into the room. They took up positions along the walls, surrounding her and her team. Alyssa’s shoulders twitched.

      “I am Special Agent Masters from the FBI. I’m in charge of this task force now.”

      She extended her hand. “I’m Alys—”

      “I know who you are,” he said, giving her hand one quick pump. “I expect your full cooperation.”

      She put her hand down and tried to smooth out her frown, to be professional. “Of course, Agent Masters. What would—”

      Masters sidestepped her and spoke to the room. “I want to know who this Akfell guy is and I want him in interrogation now. He’s obviously connected to our terrorist.”

      No one spoke. Zach had a stony expression on his face.

      Alyssa stepped forward. “It’s Qatil Atfaal,” she said, her Arabic flawless. “And it’s not a name.”

      He narrowed his gaze and studied her. “Sir,” he finally said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “It’s not a name, sir,” he said. “I believe I outrank a simple detective.”

      Anger crackled though her. Was this because she’d corrected his Arabic? “I’m not a simple detective.” She crossed her arms. “Sir.”

      “Let’s get one thing straight.” He turned so he spoke to the whole room. “I am the leader of this task force. If you want to be on the team that captures Al Shabah, then you will do as I say. Am I clear?”

      There were a bunch of muttered acknowledgements, but Masters had turned back to her. “Am I clear?”

      She narrowed her eyes. Why was he after her? Because this was her task force? Did he think she wasn’t going to cooperate? “Yes.” She couldn’t help pausing for a moment too long, watching his scowl start to form. “Sir.”

      His lips twisted in a parody of a smile. “I’m glad we can get along. Now tell me why you don’t think that’s a name.”

      She grit her teeth. Her captain was going to hear about this asshole. “It means ‘killer of children.’”

      He stared at her. “It could refer to someone in particular.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then we need to find out who that is.” He turned away as if dismissing her, and opened his laptop and typed a few keys. The wall behind him lit with a map of the Middle East, with red dots scattered over Iraq, Afghanistan, and the rest of the region.

      “Al Shabah has been linked to bombings against coalition forces in these locations in the last three years. He’s confined himself to the Middle East so far—”

      “Actually, he hasn’t,” Alyssa said. Masters scowled even as she added a hasty, “sir.” Everyone looked at her.

      “You have the floor, Detective. Enlighten us,” Masters said with a wave of his hand.

      “Al Shabah means the Ghost,” she continued. “And it’s an appropriate name. His area of operation has been growing and moving west. He’s been quiet for the last six months or so, but the chatter about him on the black net has been growing, implying that an attack is imminent. This guy’s specialty is creating the bombs. I suspect he’s a chemist or chemical engineer. In Iraq, he was the bomb maker as far as we could tell, so he kept his cells extremely small. It might be likely that he’s working alone this time.”

      “That doesn’t fit with the chatter we’re hearing,” Masters said.

      Alyssa grimaced. “I know. But my gut says he’s working as the bomb maker and, according to the profile I’ve worked up, he’s escalating. I can give you a copy of my research.”

      “That won’t be necessary. We have a profiler on the team already,” Masters said. He shut down his laptop. “Okay, people. Your captain tells me you’re the best of the best. Now’s the time to prove it. The citizens of the United States are counting on us. Show me what else you’ve got.”

      He proceeded to go through each member of the team, asking them their role and what their opinions were. He bypassed her and her chin rose at the childish tactic. She left the room and went to find the captain.

      “He’s an asshole,” Zach said quietly. He’d left the room with her.

      “I know.” She knocked on the captain’s door. She could see him on the phone. He waved her inside as he hung up. She left Zach waiting in the hall.

      “Yes, detective?”

      “Special Agent Masters is here,” she said, forcing calm into her voice. “He’s taken over the task force.”

      The captain sighed loudly. “I know. The FBI has precedence and there’s nothing I can do. Work with him the best you can. Remember what’s important and what’s at stake.”

      She nodded. It was true. It didn’t matter who was in charge as long as they stopped Al Shabah. “Yes, sir,” she said.

      In the hall, Zach walked back to the Global Intelligence room with her.

      “Why are you following me everywhere?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “You have good instincts, remember? I’d rather we worked together than have to work under Masters.”

      “You don’t even know Masters.”

      “I know his type. He’s power hungry and he’s fine as long as he doesn’t see anyone challenging his authority. He will kick you off the team,” he said. “Don’t let him.” They’d reached the room and he nodded inside. “See what I mean?”

      Masters stood, arms crossed over his barrel chest, glaring at Marc and Drew, who must have come in when she’d been in the captain’s office. Drew had the remains of the box bomb in his arms.

      “I want an answer,” Masters said to Marc. “Who do you work for? It’s not for the DIA. I had you checked out.”

      “Sir, my superiors requested I be here to help you,” Marc said.

      “And yet, you can’t tell me who those superiors are. I’m in charge of this task force and I need to trust every man on this team.” He paused. “I don’t trust you.”

      Marc tilted his head as he watched Masters, a slight smile on his face. “You’re not serious.”

      Alyssa strode into the room and stood in front of Marc. “These men have been very helpful so far. I think it’s beneficial to have as many qualified people as possible on—”

      “I’m very serious,” Masters said to Marc. “You need to leave this room and go call your superior. When I get the go-ahead from my superiors, then you’ll be allowed back in this room. Clear?”

      “Sir,” Alyssa said. “You—”

      “I asked if you were—”

      “Stop interrupting me,” Alyssa said, a sharp edge to her voice. “This team has been—”

      “This team is now mine,” Masters said, finally looking at her. “And please, Officer Harrison, there’s no need for hysterics.”

      Her eyes widened and a blistering anger swelled in her. Zach gripped her arm, squeezing it, silently reminding her of his warning.

      She clenched her jaw on the curse words she wanted to say. This man now had the power to take her off the task force. She had to play nice, no matter how much she wanted to strike him.

      “That’s Detective Harrison,” she said. “And fine. This is your team.”

      He turned to the room. “Let’s get to work, people. We’ve got a terrorist to catch.”

      He issued orders to his men and hers before turning back to her. “My men haven’t eaten in hours. Can you arrange something?”

      She left the room at that point, not to get food but to prevent herself from shooting him.

      

      Zach leaned against the wall of the Global Intelligence room and watched Alyssa leave the room. He was tempted to follow her, but knew she just needed a little breathing room from Masters. Instead, he studied the agent now in charge of the task force.

      Marc, who hadn’t left, came up and stuck his hands in his pockets while regarding Masters. “Now we have to work around a prick.”

      “We’ve done worse,” Zach said. Masters spoke via video with another one of his agents that he’d placed in the Lower Manhattan Security Coordination Center, where the Domain Awareness System HQ was located. The DAS was a surveillance system in Manhattan that interconnected more than 3,000 video cameras around the city.

      Marc frowned. “What’s he inputting into the DAS?”

      Zach crossed his arms. “Probably the same parameters the police already did. A simple profile to start. Middle Eastern man. Thirties to fifties.”

      “Fuck,” Marc said. “That’s going to yield only a few hundred thousand results.”

      “Well, he’s not a complete idiot,” Zach said, pointing to Drew and Riley. “He’s got members of the team going over the MO of old cases.”

      Marc indicated with a tilt of his head the door Alyssa had left though. “But he let one of the people who knows the case the best walk out that door.”

      “She’ll be back,” Zach said with certainty. “She’s just gone to cool off. She won’t let him deter her from doing her job.”

      Marc studied him. “You like her.”

      Zach rolled his eyes. “What’s not to like? She’s sexy as fuck and a firecracker. I’d totally take her to bed if she weren’t Jake’s sister.”

      A small smile played on Marc’s face. “Nope. You like her more than just a jump in the sack, Doc. ‘Fess up.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Marc laughed.

      Masters swung around, his eyes narrowing.

      “Now you’ve done it,” Zach said.

      Masters came over to them. He gave a great sigh and the theatrics of it made Zach want to smile.

      “I’ve just received word from my superiors that you two are counterterrorism consultants assigned to my task force whether I want you or not. But make no mistake, I run this operation.”

      Zach nodded. He’d known E.D.G.E. wouldn’t allow them to be pushed off the task force.

      “Honestly, Agent Masters, we are your best bet for catching this guy,” Zach said. He wasn’t bragging, just stating the facts. “We’ve been told to work with you, but if you impede us in any way, then we’ll cut you out of the loop and handle it ourselves. Am I clear?”

      Masters eyes narrowed further. “Yes.”

      Marc slapped the man on his arm. “Don’t worry, asshole. We don’t want to run your show. We just need you to listen when we speak.”

      Masters shrugged off Marc’s hand and stormed off.

      Zach raised an eyebrow at Marc. “Seriously? Do you think that helped?”

      “Nah, but it felt good.”

      Zach rolled his eyes. “Come on, Spooky. It’s time for us to get to work.”

      “You know I fucking hate that name.”

      Zach smiled. “I know.”
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      The next morning, Alyssa shoved in a yoga video after waking too early from another nightmare. She preferred to run, but wanted to be able to tell Dr. Martinez when he next tracked her down that she’d tried his suggestion. And who knew, maybe yoga would be the stress reliever she needed.

      Yesterday had been an exercise in futility. They’d gone over patterns, potential bomb sites, airline passenger manifestos, trolled the net for more videos. They’d come up with nothing. Her heart started to beat faster with the thought. Al Shabah was out there, and they had nothing.

      So. Yoga.

      She put away the scotch and glass from last night, while a man’s voice droned on about mountain pose. She glanced over. A guy with a long black ponytail just stood there with his eyes closed. He wore spandex that left little to the imagination. She snorted and stuck some bread in the toaster before pouring herself some orange juice.

      Now he touched his toes.

      She contemplated her own. She could probably touch them, but from experience she knew the slight headache she had would only get worse if she bent over.

      She went to her medicine cabinet in the bathroom and grabbed an Advil. Back in the living room, Ponytail Guy was standing upright again and talking about deep breaths.

      She slathered peanut butter on her toast while she watched him. He went through a series of moves that were similar to what she’d experienced at the steam yoga she’d gone to. She plopped on her couch to watch while she finished her toast and juice. His voice was a monotonous haze of sound in the room, making her sleepy.

      She closed her eyes and listened to him drone on. Maybe yoga was good for her. Her muscles released their tension and she melted into the couch.

      Minutes later she bolted upright, her hands raised as if she held a gun. She blinked away the nightmare and waited for her heart to stop thundering.

      She shook her head and stood, stretching her arms over her head, trying to get rid of the last vestiges of adrenaline. She bent over to touch her toes. The Advil was working. She stood straight and then flicked off the TV. Screw yoga. If she was going to survive another day like yesterday, she needed to go for a run.

      She’d go to Central Park again. Her choice to run, she told herself sternly, didn’t have anything to do with the fact that she’d seen Zach in the park yesterday.

      

      Zach had timed his run so he could loop the park and then be at the same location he’d seen Alyssa running the day before. He’d convinced Marc to swim in the hotel pool this morning rather than run with him. Marc had just rolled his eyes. “Remember we’re on a mission.”

      He’d had to beat him a little for that remark. Zach grinned as he remembered tackling Marc to the ground; their rough housing ended up breaking a lamp, but got rid of a bit of stress for both of them.

      He needed to talk to Alyssa alone, and he didn’t want to do it at the office. He’d watched her work on the surveillance footage for the rest of the day, yesterday. Her talents as an analyst were wasted. He’d also noticed the dark circles under her eyes, and the fact that she hadn’t eaten anything all day.

      He was running in the same direction on the paved path near Strawberry Fields when he saw her. She ran at a good clip for someone her size. Her legs pumped hard and fast, her face determined, as if she were trying to outrun something.

      He knew the moment she saw him. A slight hitch in her stride and then her chin lowered and she ran faster.

      Huh. So that’s the way she wanted to play it.

      He turned so he ran in the same direction and kept pace with her. She ran faster, still without looking at or acknowledging his presence. He checked her face just to make sure she wasn’t scared of him. It was a typical reaction to his size and, let’s face it, the color of his skin. He wouldn’t be surprised if she was, since he was so much bigger than her. It was early morning and they were away from the safety of the work environment.

      One time, he’d approached a woman he’d thought was a friend on the street after dark. He’d seen her waiting for a bus and offered her a lift home. He could see the tension around her eyes and in the way she’d held herself. He’d spoken in the soothing tones one uses on spooked animals, but it had done no good. He’d had to leave her there waiting in the dark, but she’d been more scared of him than of the night. He understood, but it still didn’t stop the little twist in his gut when he thought of it.

      The look on Alyssa’s face surprised him all right. A fierce scowling determination gave her the look of a warrior going into battle. He pictured some ancient Irish warrior maiden with her red hair flying out behind her. He almost laughed in delight.

      Almost.

      “Good morning,” he said, as if they weren’t racing down the pathway, faster than any other jogger out there.

      She grunted at him and ran faster, her shapely legs enticing him to watch.

      Now he grinned, and easily kept pace. “It’s a nice morning for a run. You meet so many friendly people when running in the park, you know?”

      “What do you want?” She spoke between breaths.

      You.

      Again, the whispered thought took him aback. But he schooled his features into the same easy grin. “Just a chat.”

      She pulled up, so he stopped too. She scowled at him. “I’m not going to be able to get away from you, am I?”

      Too many years of being careful not to intimidate with his size had him holding up his hands. “I’m not chasing you, I just want to talk. If you’re uncomfort—”

      She sliced her hand through the air. “I know that. I meant, I’m not going to be able to stop you from talking, am I?”

      He let his hands drop and his grin came back. This woman kept surprising him. “Actually, no. We either chat here or in the office. I figured you’d rather not have any kind of audience.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Fine. Are we going to talk about why you’re following me?”

      “I told you,” he said. “Your brother asked me to look out for you.” Though he knew Jake hadn’t intended him to watch quite so closely, or so much.

      “You’re a fool if you think I need someone to look after me.”

      He cocked his head as he studied her, her tank top showing tantalizing glimpses of her chest with each panting breath, the skin there glistening with sweat. “I’m no fool,” he said.

      Her lips parted and her eyes darkened. He moved forward. She gave a little shake of her head and stepped back.

      A man in a ball cap and running gear stopped beside Alyssa. A German shepherd stood at his heels. The man looked between Alyssa and Zach.

      “Is this guy bothering you?” he asked her.

      Zach wanted to roll his eyes, but that would only inflame the situation. So he held still and kept his face blank. “We were only talking.”

      “I wasn’t asking you,” the man said, and his dog growled.

      Alyssa turned her scowl on the man. “We’re talking and we’re both cops. Beat it before I give you a ticket for running with your dog off leash.”

      The man stepped back, his face surprised. “I thought…”

      “I know what you thought,” she snapped. “Now get lost.”

      He muttered something and took off, his dog pacing him.

      Alyssa watched the man go. “Do you deal with that a lot?”

      “You mean instinctive prejudice?” he said. “In some places more than others. Besides, that guy thought he was helping.”

      The scowl was back and directed at him. “Don’t defend him.”

      He laughed.

      The way her lips compressed, he suspected that she smothered a smile. Or maybe that was wishful thinking on his part. “It was nice of you to defend me,” he said. “I don’t get that often. I’m a big black man. Most women are scared of me.”

      He wasn’t sure who was more surprised at his words, him or her.

      Oddly, her scowl seemed to increase. “I’m not most women.”

      That’s the truth.

      She studied him a moment. “How long have you been taking care of others?”

      The question rattled him, and he wasn’t sure why. This woman made him feel like he was walking into an ambush. He turned and started walking back the way they’d come.

      She kept pace. “Your nickname is Doc. You notice when others need help. You seem to always be the one taking care of people,” she said. “Most people like that grow up to be doctors or nurses. You grew up to be a soldier.”

      He looked sharply at her. “How di—” He bit off his words but knew it was too late.

      “I didn’t really,” she said. “Until now.” She shrugged. “Don’t feel bad. It was a logical conclusion, since you know Jake and you’re here helping with the investigation. I’d lay odds that you’re some type of special operations soldier like him.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “The silent treatment? That means I’m close.” They ran a bit more, and he thought she’d dropped the whole topic until she spoke again.

      “My brother works at a company called E.D.G.E. Security, but he acts exactly like he did when he was a SEAL. He leaves suddenly on trips that can’t be verified and sometimes he comes back injured. More injured than a person should be from guarding civilian companies.”

      Smart woman, but again he didn’t confirm or deny.

      She sighed. “So you work in some kind of secret soldier organization, but that’s not the question I have for you. What I want to know is, how does such a nurturer become a soldier?” She studied him when he didn’t say anything. “Or is it that a soldier became a nurturer?”

      He forced himself not to flinch or reveal anything to her probing questions—questions that had taken a different tack, more personal, like little pricks of a knife on his skin.

      “Why do you want to know?” he asked.

      She chewed on her bottom lip and a little surge of heat swept through him. He wanted to haul her up against him and kiss that lip.

      What the hell was wrong with him? He wasn’t here to give up his life story. Or spend time fantasizing about his friend’s sister. This was supposed to be a talk about her. He needed to take the reins in this conversation.

      “You obviously came here to discuss something serious with me,” she said in answer to his question. She looked at him. “I think it’s just quid pro quo.”

      He frowned. “If I answer your questions, then you’ll answer mine?” He shook his head. “I won’t be able to answer certain questions.”

      “About E.D.G.E. Security?”

      Again he didn’t say anything.

      “I can deal with that,” she said. “But I want honesty in everything else. And I get to go first.”

      He now knew what she was playing at. She was trying to force him to back off—a verbal game of chicken. She didn’t know who she was playing against. But she’d soon find out.

      “How many questions?” he asked.

      “Three.”

      “Done. But I also want complete honesty.”

      “Of course,” she said. She stared at him intently, as if she could detect a lie just by watching him. “Were you always a fighter?”

      He sighed. “I grew up in Ottawa, in a fairly middle-class neighborhood. Nothing special except I was big for my age. Right from the beginning I had to defend myself from kids who wanted to prove they were tough so they picked on the big black kid. Like I was a gangbanger just because my skin is dark.” He shrugged. “But then I found out I was good at it. It’s one of the reasons I joined the military.”

      She nodded. “So how did a soldier become a nurturer?”

      Now he laughed. “I wouldn’t call myself nurturing. I’m a medic.”

      “You take care of people,” she insisted.

      He rolled his shoulders as if trying to get out from under those words and the memories they stirred. “Listen, I was a bit of a scrapper and then my dad died. My mom started to drink and…”

      “And you took care of her,” she finished for him. She said it matter of factly and that made it easier to hear aloud, like it had happened to someone else. Like some other kid had come home from school to find his mother passed out on the floor again.

      “Was it just you?” she asked.

      “I have a younger brother,” he said, his voice tight, no longer happy with this game.

      “How ol—”

      “You’ve had your three questions,” Zach said. “It’s my turn. How long have you had PTSD?”

      She took a deep breath. “Since coming back from Iraq two years ago. I’ve mostly got it under control.”

      “At least you’re not denying it.”

      Her pace quickened. Trying to outrun him again?

      “Of course not,” she said. “Yesterday was unusual for me. I wasn’t expecting a flashbang.”

      They walked in silence for a moment. He decided to dispense with games.  “You know who we’re dealing with here. Next time it could be a real bomb, a real situation.”

      She huffed out a breath as if impatient with him. “I get that. I know that. But I’ll be more focused next time. Prepared. It won’t catch me off guard again.”

      He nodded. “So you won’t be affected by a real bomb going off? Or gunfire?”

      “Is that one of your questions?” she asked, staring straight ahead.

      Fuck the questions. “It’s nothing shameful to have a flashback,” he said softly.

      Her head turned toward him slowly and a spark of anger lit her gray eyes to storm clouds. “Are you going to report me?”

      He liked that she got right to the point. No dancing around or coyness from Alyssa Harrison. Just like her brother.

      “No,” Zach answered. “But I need to know the extent of your PTSD and when it flares up. I need for you to be honest with me about it.”

      Her lips compressed before she nodded. “I’m fine.”

      “You need to talk to someone.”

      “The Bureau has already assigned me a shrink.”

      “Is that because of your PTSD or is it just the standard counselor?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Have you tried a support group?”

      “Dammit, I’m fine. I do my job, what more do you want?”

      She stalked off and he let her, wondering as she did if he should tell Jake about his sister. Maybe she was fine and the flashbang had just surprised her.

      Or maybe she was spiraling down and needed help.

      He couldn’t afford to look after her. Not on this mission. It was too important. Alyssa Harrison would need to deal with her demons on her own. He was here for Al Shabah and nothing would get in his way, not even a beautiful firecracker.

      

      Back at her apartment, Alyssa showered and dressed, trying not to think about Zach and their conversation. It had stirred memories and dark thoughts. What if he was right? Would she be okay when the bomb was real? And it would be real next time. This was Al Shabah they were dealing with.

      She grabbed her leather jacket for warmth and went down to Lattes and More. Frank made up her vanilla latte and the caramel macchiato. Mr. Almadi sat in his usual seat watching out the window.

      Outside in the alley, she went to Rob’s lean-to holding both coffees. He wasn’t sitting in his usual spot.

      “Rob?” she called.

      A metal clang drew her eyes to the back of the alley. Rob shuffled forward, his eyes darting to the street behind her. “I’m glad to see you, Detective Alyssa.” He waved a large, stained brown envelope. “I have something important to show you.”

      She raised her brows. She did not want to know what those stains were from. “Want your coffee first? I find I always think better with caffeine in me.”

      “This is more important than coffee.” He waved the envelope in emphasis and a waft of pungent body odor reached her. “This is really important. Like national security important.”

      She sighed. Rob seemed almost manic today. She thought he’d been getting better, almost lucid, and ready for help in getting off the street.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he yelled at her. “You have to believe me. I’m not crazy.”

      Disappointment shot through her. He was edging from manic into aggressive. She really didn’t want to have to do something about that. She took a careful step back and placed his coffee on the ground before holding up her free hand.

      “Hold on Rob,” she said. “I didn’t say I don’t believe you. It’s just unexpected is all. I haven’t even had my coffee.”

      “Forget the fucking coffee.” He kicked his cup and the frothy mixture splattered over the brick wall of the coffee shop.

      “Take it easy, Rob.” She used her cop voice, a deeper, edgier version of her own. “I want to help.”

      Still holding the envelope, he ran his hands through his grimy hair. “I know,” he said. “I know. But no one else believes me. You’ve got to believe me.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Tell me what you’ve got.”

      “Here.” He thrust the envelope at her. “It’s all in here.”

      She started to open the envelope.

      “Not here!” Rob waved his hands at her. His gaze darted all around. “Look at it when you’re somewhere safe.” He ran to the end of the alley and checked the street. “Someone’s been following me. I might have to go to ground. If you need more information, then…” He looked all around, as if searching for something. “If you need me, put a coffee cup in front of my place.”

      “And then you’ll come back?” she asked.

      “And then I’ll find you.”

      That did not sit well with her. She had visions of him showing up at her apartment. Should she start distancing herself from him? But looking at Rob now, she knew she couldn’t abandon him to the street. Something about him called to her. She wanted to save him… Wanted to know that he could be saved.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll look at it somewhere safe and I’ll leave a cup if I want to talk to you.”

      He nodded, his arms hugging himself. “I knew I could count on you. I knew it,” he said. He backed into his alley. “Remember the coffee cup. I’ll be around if you have questions.”

      She nodded and turned away, hoping Rob settled and tomorrow she could talk to him about getting real help.

      On the subway to the Bureau she sipped her latte and opened the envelope. Inside were scrap pieces of paper, what looked like receipts, and a handful of papers with the edges torn. She froze when she saw them. Arabic writing covered the sheets.

      She frowned. It appeared to be a poem on one sheet. She flipped to the next. A story. “One Thousand and One Nights.” The next showed basic words in Arabic including the numbers one through ten.

      She sighed and flipped quickly through the rest. All basic text from what she suspected was some kind of Learn to Speak Arabic class. She prayed Rob hadn’t broken in anywhere to steal these papers. She’d definitely have to talk to him tomorrow. Maybe it was time to call in some help for him, or track down his family.

      She pushed the papers back into the envelope and shoved it into her messenger bag, then pushed Rob from her mind. She needed focus today. They had to figure out Al Shabah’s plans.

      She tapped her fingers on her leg, over and over again. She couldn’t let people be killed again. Not if she could stop it. She would work with Masters in order to stop Al Shabah. She would borrow some of the Ponytail Guy’s yoga-Zen if it killed her.
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      Zach didn’t see Alyssa run again over the next two days, and she was completely professional at the Bureau, with no hint of humor or personality when she spoke with him. It irritated him almost as much as spinning his wheels while they waited for Al Shabah’s next move.

      Without knowing who exactly they hunted for, there wasn’t much they could do besides go over the old cases and profile too many people. Masters snapped at everyone to work harder and longer. But it wasn’t enough.

      At the end of the second day after the “box bomb,” as they called it now, he and Marc entered a conference room and secured an encrypted link to have a video chat with the E.D.G.E. team.

      “Did Ghost find anything in theatre?” Zach asked, referring to Sarah and her CIA contacts in Iraq.

      Blackwell shook his head on the screen. “Nothing. If anyone actually knows who Al Shabah is, they’re not talking. Ghost believes he keeps his identity known only to his top advisors.”

      “Well, that’s not a fucking lot of help,” Marc muttered.

      “I’m sending you the rest of Alpha team,” Blackwell said.

      “Hold off, sir,” Zach said. “The agent in charge has us running on a hamster wheel. If we can tap into these networks, then we can do our own search.”

      “Probably more efficient,” Marc said.

      “Agreed,” Blackwell said. “I have a team waiting. Just give the word and they’ll be at your hotel in two hours.”

      Zach scrubbed his face with his hand. “We’ll check in again tomorrow, sir.”

      “Good hunting.”

      They signed off. Time to go grab some sleep. It had been a long and fruitless two days. Maybe tomorrow they’d find a lead on Al Shabah.

      And maybe tomorrow Alyssa would respond to him again.

      

      Alyssa watched the early morning sun glint off the building’s windows across from her apartment. It had been three days since the box bomb. They needed a break in this case. Soon.

      She decided to stop by Rob’s cardboard lean-to, since she hadn’t seen him in the last two days and she wanted to check on him. She bought her latte and his caramel macchiato, but he wasn’t sitting out front like he usually did.

      “Rob?”

      His lean-to had fallen to the side and a dirty blanket lay in the middle of the alley. A newspaper blew by her ankles. The wind must have knocked his home over. She wondered if that happened often.

      She glanced back at the busy street before walking further into the relative quiet of the alley. She stopped beside a full dumpster. The scent of urine and rotting food made her nose wrinkle. “Rob?”

      Had he gone into hiding? Dammit, she should have gotten him help. She set his coffee down in front of his lean-to. His signal to come back, though she really hoped that he didn’t take the cup as a sign to show up on her doorstep tonight.

      Had his paranoia made him move on? Guilt weighed on her. She should have done more to help him. Did she really think a caramel macchiato was doing anything? She sighed. Now wasn’t the time to beat herself up over this. With a last look at the deserted alley, she left.

      At the office, Masters drove them hard. She couldn’t fault his expertise or logic in his search for Al Shabah, no matter whether she liked him personally or not. He followed all leads on the box bomber, using information about the flashbang, camera footage, DAS, flight manifests in the two weeks previous, train manifests, and even informants on the street. He paced the office like a bear just woken from hibernation, but she could understand his frustration. They all felt it.

      She leaned back from her terminal, where she was double-checking flight manifests for the last two months with anyone traveling to the Middle East. It had been a couple of long days with not much to show for them. She rolled her neck to get the kinks out.

      “Here, let me.” Zach’s warm, calloused hands shifted her braid aside and he rubbed his thumbs up her neck to the base of her skull. Her body instantly responded by turning into a limp pile of urges and sighs. It took her too long to pull away.

      “It’s okay. There’s no one here,” Zach said. “Riley brought in bagels and everyone’s mowing down in the conference room.”

      She leaned back and, without having to ask, Zach lifted his hands back to her neck.

      “Just for a minute,” she said, unable to resist the magic of his touch. Her head dropped forward as he massaged the stiffness from her muscles.

      “Why are you so worried?” Zach asked.

      She didn’t bother to pretend not to know what he meant. “It’s not appropriate,” she said. “Neither is the way you look at me.”

      His touch lightened and he stroked his fingers down her neck, sending shivers through her. “Neither is the way you look at me,” he said.

      She cleared her throat and pulled away. He dropped his hands back to his lap and watched her with that steady gaze. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d be concerned with what was appropriate, Firecracker.”

      “I’m not usually, but I’m also not looking to give people a reason to talk about me.” She shook her head. “It’s more than that. I can’t have a flirtation at work and be taken seriously. Maybe you can, but as a woman, my co-workers’ respect lives and dies on my reputation. It’s something I learned in the military. And it’s true as a police officer too.”

      He sighed. “I understand. It’s a double standard that no one wants to acknowledge.”

      She tilted her head. “You’re okay to just leave this alone?”

      A smile played on his lips. “I didn’t say I was okay with it. Just that I understood.”

      “Will you stop?”

      He sat back in his chair. “Alright, I will try to tone down my looking,” he said. Then a mischievous glint appeared in his eyes. “But I demand something in return.”

      She crossed her arms, trying not to smile back. “Seriously? Are you trying to blackmail a police officer?”

      “Yes,” he said unrepentantly. “Your brother Jake mentioned a great pizza place that I had to go to,” he said. “I think you should come with me tonight.”

      Hadn’t she just covered this? She opened her mouth to protest when he raised a hand to stop her. “As a friend,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t like to eat alone?”

      She eyed his tall, muscular physique and gorgeous face. “Somehow I can’t picture you eating alone.”

      He didn’t smile. “I eat alone more often than not.”

      “Really?”

      He shrugged. “My job requires a lot of traveling. I don’t have a lot of time to meet people outside of work.”

      She studied him. He was telling the truth, not just trying to play on her sympathies. She could handle one dinner. “Fine, but just dinner. And we can discuss work,” she said. “Which pizza place?”

      “You drive a hard bargain, Firecracker. The place is Vezzo’s on 54th and Lex.”

      It was a bit of a walk from her apartment, but she could make it easily enough on the subway. “I know it. I’ll meet you there.”

      She frowned as she left the room and headed back to her desk in the main area, feeling like she’d lost the battle somehow. She sighed. It didn’t matter. It was only a dinner. Once they’d captured Al Shabah—and she refused to think of any other alternative—he would head back to wherever he came from, and she’d likely never see him again.

      She could have dinner with him. He may be gorgeous, with his dark skin and angled cheekbones, but he was her brother’s friend and if that wasn’t enough, a co-worker. A definite no-no. So even though he was the first man in a long time to make her heart beat faster, she was going to keep it professional.

      No drooling.

      She sat at her desk and went through her messages. There was one from a beat cop in her neighborhood that she’d known in the academy. She called him up.

      “What’s up, Joe?”

      “Al, good to hear from you. I just wanted to let you know, there was a jumper on the subway last night near your street, and I’m sitting with the body now waiting for the M.E. to clear the scene.”

      “So why’d you want me?”

      He paused. “The homicide detective on the scene says the guy jumped, but my gut says something’s off. But more than that, I think he was a vet. He was wearing a BDU jacket with a corporal’s rank. He deserves better than to be written off so quick.”

      Joe had been in Afghanistan for a tour, so she knew he was being loyal to a brother-in-arms and didn’t want the vet dismissed as so many of them were. Finding Al Shabah was her priority, but taking an hour out of her day to help out a fellow officer and a potential vet was an easy choice for her.

      “They’ve detoured the train on this line, but it won’t be long before the M.E. clears the body,” he said.

      “I understand,” she said. “I’ll be right there.”

      

      She told Drew where she was headed and took one of the Bureau’s unmarked cars to make the run. She pulled into the subway stop in her neighborhood ten minutes later.

      She strode onto the sidewalk on Broadway and flipped her badge at the street cop who went to block her path. She hustled down the stairs to the number one line and welcomed the respite from the wind. Joe stood at the turnstiles. His short, squat frame belied his speed and strength, as she’d found out when they’d run the academy’s obstacle course. He smiled when he saw her.

      “Thanks for coming,” he said.

      “Who’s the detective on scene?”

      “Raymonds.”

      She barely suppressed her groan. “You couldn’t have told me that before?”

      Joe shrugged. “I know you like a challenge.”

      He led her down another set of stairs to make it to the level of the train in question. Five officers held the scene—one at each end of the platform, two near the scene, and one near Detective Jack Raymonds.

      Raymonds was a fifty-year-old sack of steel, will, and stubbornness. The fine broken capillaries in his nose and cheeks gave him a ruddy appearance and also told people what he liked to do in his off-time. Though his love of whiskey never followed him into the job.

      “Hey, Jack, what do you have?”

      Raymonds turned slowly at her question and took a moment before he responded. He was old school, never really believed women should be a part of the force. They’d had a couple of run-ins before she’d been selected for the Counterterrorism Bureau.

      “Officer Harrison, to what do I owe this honor?” He narrowed his eyes at Joe as he spoke.

      “That’s Detective Harrison. It’s understandable you might forget in your advancing years.” She grinned at him innocently.

      “Cut the crap, Alyssa. What are you doing here? Last I heard, the fancy pants in the Bureau weren’t interested in day-to-day police work.”

      “I got a call that this case might interest me.”

      He scowled. “Make sure you remember that this is my case.”

      She held up her hands. “It’s all yours. I’m just here to observe.”

      He surveyed Alyssa until she raised an eyebrow at him, keeping her face calm.

      Jack grunted. “Well, I hope you haven’t had breakfast. We’ve got a jumper.” He turned and stomped over to the edge of the platform. She followed and swallowed hard when she looked down.

      Clothing, blood, and bits of body parts made a macabre collage on the tracks below her. The train had done a serious number on the guy. She’d known it would be messy, of course.

      A young officer waited on the tracks, a few steps from the mangled body, his nose scrunched but his eyes eager.

      “Any ID?” she asked the rookie.

      “Not that I can see, Detective,” he said.

      “Satisfied?” Jack asked, watching her, not the scene.

      She looked back at the victim. “Brown hair, jeans, and looks like a camouflage jacket. Probably male. Maybe homeless.” Something jostled in her memory as she stated the description out loud.

      “The M.E. should be here any minute to clear the body,” Jack said. He checked his watch.

      She pressed her lips together. She had a job to do, and she wouldn’t allow Raymonds’ impatience to stop her.

      She jumped down onto the tracks beside the rookie. He stepped back and almost tripped over the nearby train rail. She ignored him and knelt. A hand, severed just above the wrist, lay by the rail. Dirt encrusted the fingernails.

      Blood soaked the dark dirt around the tracks. The smell of shit, guts, and blood dragged memories to the surface that she tried to keep buried. She breathed through her mouth but the smells seemed to coat her throat with a slickness that made her want to gag.

      “Definitely homeless,” she forced herself to say over the rising bile. “See the hand? The grime indicates a life on the streets.” She moved to where the head lay. It had been somewhat hidden by the shadow of the platform, but she knelt by the bearded face. The man’s brown eyes were open wide, unseeing. She bit her lip and swallowed hard.

      “I know him,” she said.

      “What?” Raymonds said. “Who is he?”

      She stood up, her shoulders slumping. “A homeless guy who lived beside my building. Rob.”

      Raymonds huffed. “Rob? That’s all you’ve got?”

      She glared at him. “I don’t make it a point to interrogate every homeless person I see.”

      “Detective Raymonds,” Joe called from the steps, interrupting their standoff. “The M.E. is here.”

      Raymonds stomped away, muttering under his breath.

      “Asswipe,” she said.

      “Excuse me?” the rookie said.

      She sighed and looked back at what remained of Rob’s body. Why had he done this? Had the paranoia finally gotten to him? She pulled on a pair of latex gloves the rookie handed her and squatted again beside the body. She’d almost gotten used to the smell. Almost.

      She used a pen to poke at his jacket, trying to ignore the dark stains on it and the softness of the crushed body inside.

      “There wasn’t any ID in his pockets,” the rookie said.

      She nodded. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for. “Why’d you do it, Rob?” She was about to stand when a glint of metal caught her eye. She pulled the jacket open further to see a ball chain around his neck. Her heart sank further.

      Using the pen, she lifted it off the headless corpse. Dog tags. She held them up, still using her pen, and squinted at a bloodied tag.

      “Rob Steiner,” she said to the M.E. and Raymonds, who stood on the platform watching her now. “He was a vet.”

      She handed the dog tags to the rookie, who held an evidence bag open. Then she stared again at the body. How bad had it been for him? She’d suspected he’d been in the military, just from his bearing. She should have done more for him. Forced him to get help.

      “Let me know what you find out,” she said.

      “This is my investigation, Harrison,” Raymonds said.

      “I know,” she said softly. “But I considered him a friend.”

      Raymonds nodded. “Fine,” he said gruffly. “I’ll make sure you get the report.”

      

      Back at the office, Alyssa looked up Rob Steiner and sighed.

      Drew stopped in front of her desk with files in his hand. “What’s got you looking so depressed?”

      “There was a subway jumper last night. He used to be a corporal in the Marines. Heavy action in both Afghanistan and Iraq. Discharged last year.”

      “We’ve seen that type of thing before,” Drew said, not unkindly. “It’s just a sad truth that so many of the troops come back with hidden wounds.”

      She tapped her fingers on her desk. “But this guy. He was different.”

      Drew pulled up a chair. “Wait. You knew him?”

      “He was a homeless guy who lived beside my building. He was harmless.”

      “Wasn’t he the guy who stopped that lady from being mugged?”

      Alyssa nodded, remembering the day when Mrs. Almadi had come looking for her husband in the coffee shop and had been assaulted by two men looking for a quick buck. Rob had stepped out of his alley and taken them both down before they’d done more than scare Mrs. Almadi. Alyssa had arrived moments later and arrested the two on the spot.

      Rob had cringed when everyone wanted to thank him. Alyssa blocked his well-wishers and let him escape back to the alley. She’d taken his statement quietly afterwards and didn’t make him come down to the station. That day had started their unusual friendship.

      “We can’t save them all, Al.”

      Alyssa looked up. “I know.” A heavy weight seemed to rest on her shoulders; she had to strain to sit up straight. But the bad guys never waited until they were ready. She didn’t have time to grieve for a man who had no one.

      Drew stood up and picked up his files. “Come on. Masters wants us to track Al Shabah’s movements for the last two years.”

      “I’ve done most of that already,” she said, following him to the big workroom in the back. The rest of the team already sat in there working at terminals, listening to chatter, or delving through the black net.

      “Yes, but the big boss thinks there are too many holes and together we should be able to fill them.” He smiled apologetically. “You’re on crazy watch.”

      She scowled. She’d already studied the videos from every crazy group known as, or wanting to be known as, a terrorist organization. Some of them, she swore she could recite their rhetoric word for word.  “How did I get so lucky?”

      She settled in front of a monitor. Zach and his friend Marc sat at monitors on the other side of the room. True to his word, Zach had stopped watching her. She found she missed his gaze. And that made her wonder if having pizza with him, even just as friends, was a good idea.
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      Zach sat in the small crowded restaurant wondering what the hell Jake had been thinking when he’d suggested this place. The smells coming from the kitchen were divine and the thin-crust pizzas the waiters carried looked delicious, but people jammed the restaurant. Three deep at the bar which ran along one wall, and no room before the tables started. A person literally leaned against the chair that Alyssa was supposed to sit in.

      He’d come early and was able to get a table for two, but the people on either side of him were so close he almost had to hunch so he didn’t touch them. He’d put his back to the wall, only in part so he could watch for Alyssa. She entered a few minutes later, wearing a black leather jacket, jeans, and boots. She may not have been very tall, especially compared to him, but she drew gazes when she entered. Her red hair hung in a loose braid down her back, little wisps of curls framing her face. She looked gorgeous, and he wondered what her hair would look like undone and draped around her shoulders.

      He caught her gaze and nodded. She scowled back, not even attempting to hide her irritation. For some reason it made him want to laugh, though he suppressed the urge. She had absolutely no fear of him, and he loved that.

      She pushed her way through the crowd to his table. Her face was pinched by the time she shrugged off her jacket. She scanned the room before she sat across from him and let him see her stormy eyes. She wore a soft-looking black sweater that hugged her curves, making him hungry for something other than pizza.

      “Are you going to tell me why you look like you’re going to shoot someone?”

      She pressed her lips together and her gaze darted behind her again. “I hate crowds.”

      Now he noticed that her skin was paler than normal. Her hands were hidden under the table, but he bet they were clenched together. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I had no idea it would be so packed.”

      She stared at him, her scowl deepening. “Really.”

      What was she accusing him of? He cocked his head. “You think I brought you to a crowded restaurant on purpose? For what?”

      She crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows at him.

      Then he got it. “You think I’m testing your PTSD.” He huffed a laugh. “You don’t think very much of me, do you?”

      She didn’t say anything, but her scowl lessened. “You didn’t plan this?”

      He didn’t need this. He’d spent all day slogging through the darker corners of the black net looking for any word on Al Shabah, and now all he wanted was a beer and a good slice of pizza. He’d get his concierge to order him something decent.

      “Come on,” he said, standing up.

      She continued to sit. “Where?”

      His drawn-out sigh made the couple beside him frown. “Do you have to question everything?”

      “Of course,” she said, sparks lighting her stormy gaze. “I was in military intelligence and now I’m a cop. Did you expect me just to do what you tell me?”

      He leaned down so she could hear him over the noise. “For your information, I dislike crowds too. Let’s go somewhere else.”

      He walked to the door, people watching him out of the corner of their eyes. He was used to that. People had been nervous around him since he was a teen and passed six feet. Now at six-two, he stood above most everyone here.

      He stepped outside and immediately his chest loosened, the May evening air cooling his heated skin. He rolled his shoulders and then looked at the woman beside him.

      “You hide it better,” she said.

      “Hide what?”

      “Your dislike of crowds. But I can see it now in the way you stand that you’re more relaxed out here.”

      He shrugged. “Who likes pretending to be a sardine?” He started walking. “Please tell me you know somewhere good to eat around here. I’m starving.”

      They grabbed slices of pizza to go from a little joint two blocks over before walking up Madison Avenue and then began crossing through the park back toward her place and his hotel. The sidewalks had streetlights placed close enough together that they were never in the dark. And it was quieter here, though New York was never silent.

      They didn’t speak as they devoured the pizza—though the little moan of delight that Alyssa made pricked his interest. They walked side by side and he watched her out of the corner of his eye. His muscles tightened at the look of rapture on her face. He swallowed hard and looked away.

      Focus on the pizza. She’s Jake’s sister.

      Alyssa was not someone he could pursue, no matter how much he might want to at the moment. He couldn’t have a one-night stand with his friend’s sister. And not many women could handle the absences of a special operations soldier.

      He polished off his two pieces of mushroom, meat, and cheese heaven and wished he’d gotten more.

      Alyssa laughed. “You look so sad right now, staring at your empty plate.” She took it and crumpled it along with hers, tossing them into a trash can they passed.

      “Tell me there’s another good pizza place near you.”

      She spread her arms. “It’s New York. There’s good food everywhere. If it’s not good, then it doesn’t survive.” Her lips quirked into a smile. “Well, except near Times Square. That’s a tourist trap, so I can’t vouch for the food there.”

      Her smile caught him by surprise, like a sucker punch to the gut. He couldn’t help but reach out and trace a finger down her cheek. “It looks good on you.”

      They’d stopped walking when he touched her. Her skin was so soft. Her eyes widened as she watched him. He used the same finger to trail down her neck to the pulse pounding there. Those gray eyes heated and his stomach clenched with need at the sight.

      “What…” She cleared the rasp from her voice. “What looks good on me?”

      He wanted to taste those lips. “Your smile,” he said. Unable to stop himself from closing the distance between them. He brought his other hand up and cradled her jaw and cheek. She closed her eyes and leaned her face into his palm.

      But then she stepped back.

      The movement woke Zach from the trance of desire he’d been in. He dropped his hands. She was Jake’s sister, and he was leaving as soon as they stopped Al Shabah. This could not happen.

      He wrapped his iron control around him. Alyssa stared at the ground, her breathing a little fast.

      “I’m sorry,” Zach said quietly. “I was out of line. It won’t happen again.”

      She looked up at him then and her eyes glittered in the streetlight. “It wasn’t just you.”

      It took all of his will not to go to her. He clenched his fists instead of running them through her hair. The need to kiss her fired his blood.

      “Let’s get you home,” he said, and if his voice was rougher than usual, then that was beyond his control. She fell into step beside him, their pace now brisk where before it had been leisurely.

      “You don’t have to do this, you know,” she said.

      “Do what?” he asked. His voice still wasn’t even. He could tell she watched him and he wanted to tell her not to. Not to show any interest. It was playing with fire.

      “You don’t have to walk me home,” she said, and started ticking points off on her fingers. “I’m armed. I’m a cop. And I’m ex-military with a ton of training.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. A mugger wouldn’t stand a chance against you.”

      She frowned at him as he kept walking beside her. “Are you making fun of me?” she asked, looking at him suspiciously.

      “You’re fully capable of handling almost any threat. And there is no way I’d make fun of you because, as you said, you’re armed.”

      “You’re going to walk me the whole way, aren’t you?”

      He didn’t say anything, just kept walking. He didn’t want to argue with her about this. He’d learned early that even if a woman could handle herself, he should be there to support or back her up.

      “Did you know that you still owe me two answers?” At her look of confusion he continued. “From the run two days ago.”

      She sighed. Her face showed resignation, but her lips quirked into a tiny smile. His steps lightened when he realized she wasn’t going to fight him on it.

      “Question two: why have you been tracking Al Shabah for so long?” he asked.

      Her shoulders hunched inwards. He’d touched a nerve of some sort. But what had Al Shabah done to her?

      Her haunted eyes made him want to hug her and reassure her he’d keep her safe. But he couldn’t do that. In fact, his job was to ferret out any information on Al Shabah he could, anything that might help bring the terrorist down.

      “Alyssa, how do you know Al Shabah?” he asked.

      Her sigh shuddered out of her. “From Iraq.”

      She spoke so softly he had to lean toward her to hear what she said. He knew enough not to say anything, but to wait for her to continue her story. The skin around her mouth and eyes was pinched as if what she was going to say pained her more than anything he’d seen her deal with so far.

      “He killed my friends,” she said. “It was a bombing at a market. I swore I’d find him and bring him to justice.” She looked up at him, her jaw set. “And that’s what I’m going to do.”

      

      Alyssa could do nothing but scowl as Zach kept walking beside her. He kept silent, as if waiting for her to keep talking. But she’d already almost kissed him and told him part of her darkest secret. What more could he possibly want from her?

      They walked past Lattes and More and she slowed as they came close to her apartment entrance. She rolled her shoulders to settle her jacket and zipped it up to the top before shoving her hands into the pockets.

      The silence had gone on so long that her ire had cooled by the time they landed in front of her building. With a calm head, she realized she’d been madder at herself than him.

      This was her brother’s friend. Sure he was gorgeous and he’d seemed like he wanted to kiss her before, but she was probably making more of it than it was. They were on the same task force. She should act like that, and not expect anything different.

      No matter how his hard-muscled body, gorgeous face, and fun attitude made her feel. This was not a date and she should not expect anything except a civil wave as a good night.

      She paused in front of the glass door of her building and turned to Zach. “Thanks for walking me home, even though you didn’t have to.”

      “My pleasure,” he said, but his body language belied his words. The skin around his eyes was tight and he pressed his lips together. She frowned slightly and stepped closer. He stiffened.

      Some female part of her that had been asleep for the last two years woke up and took notice. It made her move closer to Zach. He didn’t move away, but he watched her with an intensity that heated her skin.

      Compelled by whatever was between them, her thoughts on hold, she put her hands on his hard biceps and stroked up to his broad shoulders. He still didn’t move, like he was afraid she’d bolt if he did. Like everything else in life, there were no half measures for Alyssa. She pulled his head down to hers.

      His lips were warm and firm, pressing against hers. Her temperature shot up. For one beat of her heart she thought he might pull away, but then he groaned and his arms came around her. Strong. Hard.

      The faintest scent of a spicy soap clung to him. She inhaled and closed her eyes, losing herself in sensation; in Zach.

      She gripped his wide shoulders, trying to anchor herself as she opened her mouth under his. Liquid fire swirled through her, burning where he touched her. Her tongue darted out to meet his and her muscles clenched at the first brief contact. A moan slipped out.

      Her thoughts scattered. She sank into his embrace and the fire inside her surged beyond anything she’d known before. The kiss was more than she’d bargained for. More than she could handle.

      She pulled away, breathing hard and staring at the man before her. His face all sculpted angles, heated brown eyes, and soft lips. Her hands clutched at his shoulders. She swallowed and stepped back, even as his hands reached for her.

      He paused before touching her and his eyes clouded with a wariness that made her want to step back into his arms to reassure him. But she didn’t move.

      His arms dropped to his sides and his face smoothed to a blank mask. “I’m s—”

      She held up her hand. “Please don’t say that.”

      He raised his eyebrows and didn’t speak. She wanted to stand on her tiptoes and kiss those lips, but she couldn’t. She was a cop. An ex-sergeant in the military. She wasn’t some wishy-washy college girl who got dewy-eyed when some gorgeous hunk kissed her. She could handle this.

      She swallowed. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I got carried away.”

      “We both did.” The humor in his eyes made her want to smile, but she pressed her lips together.

      “It’s not going to happen again,” she said. No freaking way. She couldn’t kiss a member on the task force, no matter how much she wanted to. They had to focus on the job.

      The humor leaked from his eyes to his luscious lips and they curved into a smile. “Of course not,” he said.

      The slight bit of arrogance in his glance sparked anger inside her. Did he think she was easy, or that she was kidding?

      He must have seen her temper rising because his smile dropped and he stepped back. “Is this your building?”

      She nodded and looked up. There was a light on in her apartment. She frowned.

      “What’s wrong?” Zach asked.

      “My light’s on. I never leave my lights on,” she said slowly, heading for the building door. “The super must have let himself in for some reason.”

      Zach followed on her heels when she entered. She shook her head at him. “It’s probably nothing. You don’t have to come up.”

      He just stared at her and didn’t say anything.

      She sighed. “Fine, but stay behind me.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said softly, his deep voice sending a shiver through her.
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      She used the stairs to get to the third floor, running up them with Zach at her side. A glance showed the determination and focus on his face.

      All business. Good.

      She cracked the door to her hall. Empty. They moved as one to her apartment door. There were only six units per floor, three on each side of the hall. Hers was the far-corner unit.

      She kept her gaze forward, knowing Zach had the rear and wouldn’t let anyone come up behind them. It felt good to have such confidence in her partner.

      Without speaking, they stood on either side of her door. She reached over and turned the handle. Unlocked. Someone had definitely been in her place.

      She pushed open the door.

      Her apartment was a typical New York tiny one-bedroom and, while it would never win any design awards, it was her safe haven. Neutral colors and filled bookshelves calmed her at the end of a long day. Now those same books were scattered all over the floor.

      Now wasn’t the time to think about the mess. Whoever had broken in could still be here. She drew her Glock from the holster at the small of her back. Zach already had his gun out. He nodded at her and she eased into the apartment first.

      No one waited in the living room, and the kitchen was clear. She looked at Zach, who pointed at her bedroom. She stepped over a lamp and moved to the closed door. Only the ambient traffic noises and her upstairs neighbor’s music could be heard.

      She pushed open her bedroom door and went in, gun raised.

      “Clear,” she said a moment later.

      Her bedroom had received the same treatment as the main room. All her books were on the floor. The sheets were ripped off her bed and her clothing scattered all over from the drawers of the tiny dresser. Lacy underwear lay on the carpet.

      Some stranger had touched her underwear. She suppressed a shudder, and knew she’d be shopping for new ones tomorrow. Her closet had been emptied out onto the floor as well. She stepped back into the main room, where Zach was on the phone reporting the incident.

      She picked up a sea-blue couch pillow that had the stuffing falling out of it. Whoever had been here had slashed it. Repeatedly.

      She dropped it back to the floor. Her heart still thudded too fast. She went to the cupboard in her kitchen and pulled out the scotch bottle and two glasses. Her hand trembled as she poured a shot into each of them, making the liquid splash.

      She nodded and clinked the glasses together before handing Zach his. He handed her the phone in exchange while he sipped at his drink before setting it down on the counter.

      She told her story to the officer on the line. “It looks like they were looking for something,” she said.

      She threw back her drink. The scotch burned a fiery path down her throat. Someone had trespassed in her private space. She poured another shot into her glass. This one she took with her as she picked her way to her couch. She put the cushions back on and flopped down.

      “Is anything missing, Detective?” the officer on the other end of the line asked.

      Right. She needed to focus. A quick glance told her everything. “The TV is still here. My laptop is at work.” She shook her head. “I don’t own anything worth taking.”

      The officer asked a few more questions and then asked her to come down to the precinct to file a report the next day. She agreed and hung up. The police were swamped with emergency calls—none of them had the time to check out her apartment if there wasn’t any evidence to gather. And without security cameras the outcome didn’t look good.

      Zach had left the apartment while she’d spoken. It seemed lonelier without his presence. She drew her knees up and hugged them.

      He came back moments later. “None of your neighbors on this floor heard anything or were broken into.”

      The scotch had started to work. Her heartrate lowered and the violation didn’t pierce quite as hard. “So it’s not a robbery,” she said.

      Zach nodded. “They were definitely looking for something.”

      She took another small sip and then set her drink aside. She needed a clear head to deal with this. “They were also trying to make a statement,” she said. “Whatever they were looking for, they didn’t find.” She pointed at the ripped couch cushions. “That and the books thrown to the floor is because they were pissed off.”

      “Agreed,” Zach said quietly.

      It was close to midnight, and she was beyond tired. Zach began putting her apartment back together.

      She walked past him to her bedroom and started to sort her clothes into piles. One to wash and the other, like her lacy underwear, to throw out. She made her bed with clean sheets and threw everything else into a laundry basket to deal with tomorrow.

      In the main room, Zach had the place mostly organized, with only a small pile of trashed items in a garbage bag he must have found under her sink.

      “How are you doing?” he asked.

      “Fine. Just tired.”

      “Do you want me to stay?” he asked. “I can sleep on the couch.”

      She shook her head. She could handle this. “I’m good, but thanks.”

      “You sure?” His warm brown gaze caught hers. She wanted to walk into his arms and surround herself with his strength.

      “I’m sure,” she said, straightening her shoulders. She knew that the chances of whoever had done this coming back tonight were slim.

      “Your lock is broken,” he said.

      Now she frowned. “I’m a cop with a gun. I can handle it.” She waved at her place. “I’m just pissed that they messed up my stuff.”

      “Okay,” he said. “You have my number if you need me.”

      She nodded, but knew that she would never call him. “Thanks for your help. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She shut the door behind him and wondered briefly if she should barricade it. But the only thing she had was the couch or a bar stool. One was overkill and the other useless.

      She got ready for bed and put her gun under her pillow. The hard lump was uncomfortable but reassuring.

      

      Zach stared at the door after Alyssa shut him out. He sighed. Even if she hadn’t been his friend’s sister, there was no way he was leaving her on her own tonight. He glanced up and down the hallway before settling himself beside her door.

      He’d spent nights in way worse situations. Here, he was warm, dry, and no one was shooting at him. He leaned his head back against the wall. For Alyssa, he would endure much more than sleeping against a wall, especially to keep her safe. He knew that she probably wouldn’t need him tonight, but he couldn’t leave her alone.

      He nodded at a neighbor who popped out to put a bag of garbage down the chute in the little room down the hall. The old man shuffled past in his slippers and Zach saw a faded blue tattoo featuring an anchor decorating his left arm. The man stared at Zach. “You’re the cop who came to my door before. You watching out for our Alyssa?”

      Zach nodded.

      “Good,” he said. “It’s about time someone did.” He dumped his garbage and walked back to his door. Before he went in, he looked at Zach. “You need anything, son?”

      Zach smiled. “I’m good, sir.”

      “Don’t call me sir,” he said. “I worked for a living.”

      Zach chuckled, and hoped he’d have the same sense of humor when he was that age.

      He closed his eyes and took a combat nap. It allowed him to rest, yet remain aware enough to hear and respond to anything around him. Combat sleep was an essential tool for any soldier, no matter what their trade. He’d learned it in basic training and refined it over his years in special ops.

      He wasn’t sure how long had passed when he heard the scream.

      

      The souq is hot and crowded. Alyssa pushes people out of her way, but more and more stand in front of her, talking, smoking cigarettes, all staring at her with cold eyes. She can’t find her friends.

      Where are Scott and Brian?

      The crowd parts for a moment. A boy of no more than twelve walks by, humming.

      No, not humming. Praying.

      She reaches for her sidearm. Her hand comes up empty. She throws people aside, trying to get to the boy.

      “Brian!” she screams. She has to warn them. “Scott!”

      More people stand in her way.

      Then a woman in a black hijab is there, gripping her arms. Her contact. Something is wrong.

      “I’m sorry, Alyssa.”

      Alyssa tries to shove her away, but the woman’s grip is too tight. “No!”

      

      Zach’s eyes snapped open at the sound of the scream. He was up and moving into Alyssa’s apartment before he’d even registered he was awake. His hand held his gun, but he kept it lowered and by his side as he stalked through her apartment to her bedroom. It was the darkest part of the night—around three a.m., he figured. Traffic noise was at a minimum.

      At her bedroom door, he paused. He heard her thrashing in her bed.

      “No!” she screamed.

      He went into the room. Alyssa was in the throes of a nightmare, the sheets twisted around her legs.

      “Alyssa,” he said, reaching for her shoulder.

      Her eyes snapped open and she reached under her pillow.

      Instinct and years of training made him dive for the floor as she pulled her Glock out.

      “Alyssa,” he called from the floor, his body tense and ready to move if she aimed at him. “It’s Zach. You’re safe.”

      She fumbled and turned her bedside light on. Her wide eyes registered him on the floor and she slumped. “What the fuck? I could have shot you.”

      He stood. “My mistake.” He gently pulled the gun from her unresisting fingers and laid it on her night table. “I shouldn’t have loomed over you while waking you.”

      She scooted back, resting against the headboard. “You hardly loomed.” Again she defended him from himself. It made him smile. Her hair hung loose around her, like a fiery shawl. And the black tank top she wore made him want to touch the creamy skin it revealed. She took a moment to straighten her blankets over her legs. “I had a nightmare, didn’t I?”

      He nodded. “Do you have them often?”

      “What are you doing here so late? It’s three in the morning.”

      He let her change the subject. Now it was his turn to be sheepish. “I was outside your door.”

      She frowned. “All night?”

      “I didn’t want you to be alone.”

      The play of emotions over her face surprised him. Shock and irritation were the most prominent, but the fleeting glimpse of hunger was the one that fascinated him. He shifted closer. Her eyes tracked his movement and her tongue darted out to touch her bottom lip. He sucked in a breath as need shot through him. The memory of their kiss on the street burned him. He wanted to dig his fingers into the fire of her hair and lose himself in those lips.

      But the vulnerability in her eyes stopped him, and he held himself back. She didn’t need to deal with him after the night she’d had, so he pulled the covers higher up and tucked them around her before standing.

      “You’re good?” he asked.

      She nodded, her gray gaze almost sad as he moved to leave her room.

      “You’re not going home, are you?” she asked, not hiding the irritation lacing her voice.

      He smiled, glad to see her spirit already back. He found he didn’t like to see her quiet and sad. “No,” he said. “Not until you get your door fixed.”

      “You might as well use the couch. There’s spare blankets in the hall closet,” she said. She flicked off her light and rolled over, dismissing him. “Oh, and I don’t like talking much until I’ve had coffee in the morning.”

      He chuckled. “Thanks for the warning.”

      He stopped when she called his name softly.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Good night, Firecracker.”
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      The smell of coffee woke Alyssa the next morning. The previous evening’s events raced through her mind. She didn’t know what was worse: her apartment break-in, the fact that she’d kissed a member of her team, or that that member of the team was now in her apartment making coffee.

      She buried her head under her pillow. Maybe she could just pretend to be asleep until he left. She groaned.

      She’d never run from anything before, and she wouldn’t start now.

      She dragged herself from bed and pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt before throwing her hair into a ponytail. She’d shower after she had some of that delicious-smelling coffee.

      She stumbled into the main room to see Zach dominating it. He made the whole place seem smaller with his broad shoulders and formidable height. He’d removed his sweater and wore only a faded T-shirt and jeans, standing barefoot in her tiny kitchen.

      He smiled at her as he handed her a cup of coffee. “Cream and sugar, right?”

      She nodded and swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. Was this every woman’s fantasy or just hers, to be greeted in the morning by a smiling, gorgeous man bearing coffee?

      She grunted something and took the cup.

      He laughed. “You weren’t kidding about the coffee, were you?”

      She had to turn from the sight of him or she’d be tempted to do something stupid, like jump on him and rip off that T-shirt to bare all those delectable muscles.

      She plopped down on the couch and sipped the coffee.

      Must find control.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I grabbed a shower earlier.”

      He’d been in her shower? Naked?

      “Well, that’s how one usually showers,” he said.

      Her face heated when she realized she’d spoken out loud. “I meant…I didn’t hear you. That’s all.”

      “Uh huh.”

      She could hear the laughter in his voice, but she refused to look at him. And now she couldn’t get the image of him naked, soaping himself, out of her mind. She was out of her mind.

      She gulped her coffee.

      Must find control.

      At least he was taking her mind off the break-in. Her gaze landed on the garbage bag of broken items that Zach had put by her front door. She sobered instantly, her body no longer heated.

      “I want to find the asshole who broke in here,” she said, facing Zach at last.

      All humor vanished from his face at her words. “We will.”

      “But first we need to find that a-hole Shabah.” She stood up. “I’m gonna shower.”

      A small grin appeared on his face. “Naked?”

      Her face heated and she ignored his comment and laugh as best she could.

      He opened her fridge door. “You don’t believe in food?”

      “What? I have milk, coffee, and leftover Chinese. All the basics.”  She snorted. “Besides, this is New York. Nobody eats at home.”

      She went into her bathroom, listening to him chuckle. She could get used to hearing that deep, warm voice in the mornings.

      No. He was leaving when his assignment was over. She had to remember that.

      She showered quickly, trying not to think of Zach’s large body in her tiny shower. She placed her hand on the wall. Had his broad shoulders grazed the cool tile? Had the water sluiced over those shoulders to run in rivulets down his muscled chest?

      “Dammit,” she muttered as she shut off the shower. Her skin felt sensitized as she toweled off.

      She dressed in clean jeans and a blue sweater, and put her damp hair in a loose braid. She put on her shoulder holster and slid her Glock into it.

      Out in the kitchen, Zach had found a few eggs and scrambled them. He slid them on a plate for her and filled her coffee mug before placing both on the bar top. She hesitated before sliding onto the barstool. She bit her lip as she looked at the plate in front of her. It had been a long time since someone had made her breakfast.

      “Thank you,” she said before digging into her eggs. Her stomach rumbled happily. “You can sleep over anytime.” Her face heated when she heard her words.

      “I don’t often have the chance to make breakfast for a beautiful woman,” he said with a smile.

      “I can’t believe that. You probably have women throwing themselves at you.”

      He sat beside her with his own plate. “I’m no monk,” he said. “But one-night stands aren’t really my thing.”

      She stiffened. “So you have a girlfriend?”

      “No. My job just doesn’t really allow me to have long-term relationships.”

      Was he warning her of what his life was like? That he couldn’t offer anything besides one night? She shouldn’t care, but she fought to keep her face smooth of the disappointment sinking inside her.

      She stared at her eggs. It didn’t matter.

      His phone dinged from the coffee table and he picked it up. “Work,” he said to her.

      Hers began buzzing from her jacket. Her stomach twisted when she checked it. She shared a look with Zach. “Bureau,” was all she said.

      She walked into her bedroom to answer it, and to give Zach privacy with his call.

      “Al?” It was Drew on the line.

      “What’s up?”

      “Get to 306 East 26th Street. A bomb went off in a coffee shop.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Casualties?”

      “Just one. The bomber. Agent Dickhead is here barking orders. Get here ASAP.” He hung up. She strode into the main room to find Zach, jacket and shoes on.

      “You know where this place is?” he asked, handing her jacket to her.

      She nodded. “We’ll take my car.”

      She automatically went to lock her apartment when she left, and clenched her jaw against the anger when she saw the broken doorframe again. She shut the door as best she could and jogged out to her car with Zach following.

      Minutes later, they arrived at a scene that more closely resembled what she’d seen in Iraq than anything that should be happening in the United States. Her heartrate sped up and she pressed her fingernails into the palms of her hands. The small bit of pain focused her. Fire trucks and police cars flooded the area. Yellow tape and officers kept the bystanders and reporters back.

      She pressed her lips together and pushed her way through the crowd with Zach following behind until she reached the yellow tape. She ducked under after flashing her badge at the officer standing there.

      Now that she was out of the crowd, she could see the destruction in front of her and her insides froze. Glass and brick littered the area. The sharp bite of burned black powder lingered in the air, while concrete dust coated everything, including her throat. She swallowed hard against the building nausea.

      “Alyssa,” Zach said. “Alyssa, you with me?”

      He stood in front of her, compassion filling his eyes as he blocked her view. How long had she been staring at the scene? Fuck. She needed to get her head screwed on straight. This was not Iraq. She wasn’t the victim here.

      Focus on the facts.

      “I’m fine,” she said, shrugging off Zach’s concern.

      “You’re not fine,” he said quietly, but he moved aside so she could see the scene.

      The coffee shop had been on the ground floor of an apartment building. The front window and some of the wall had blown outwards.

      Masters and his entourage of agents were in a huddle by the bomb squad’s van. Drew and Riley conferred just outside the blast zone. Alyssa ignored Masters and went to her colleagues instead, avoiding looking at the coffee shop.

      “What happened?” she asked, hoping she could hear the answer over the blood rushing in her ears.

      “Looks like someone sitting in the front window was a suicide bomber,” Drew said. “Thankfully, the shop wasn’t busy. Only the bomber is dead. The customers in the back are shaken up, but mostly okay. They were somewhat shielded from the blast by the counter.”

      “Anyone we can talk to?” Zach asked.

      “The barista.” Drew led the way to an ambulance, where a young woman sat while a paramedic put adhesive strips on a cut on her forehead. She wore a green shirt with a dancing coffee bean on it. Blood and dust smeared her face, giving her dark skin a ghostly, macabre appearance.

      Alyssa breathed a small sigh of relief to be facing away from the destruction. “Ma’am,” she said, speaking a bit louder, knowing the other woman would have ringing in her ears from the blast. “I’m Detective Harrison. Could you please tell us what happened?”

      The woman looked at Alyssa with wide eyes. “I don’t know why he did it,” she said.

      “Who did it?” Alyssa asked.

      “Tony,” the barista said. “I told the other officer all about him. He was a homeless guy. I thought he was harmless. I used to give him a coffee for taking my trash out.” She shook her head and then winced.

      “What happened this morning?” Alyssa prodded.

      The woman took a deep breath. “Tony came in and I gave him a coffee. He seemed happy. He had a new backpack. Or new for him, anyway. He took his coffee and sat at the front window. He liked to do that. He said it made him feel normal.” She shook her head. “Why would he do this?”

      Alyssa patted the woman’s shoulder. “We’re going to find out.”

      She stepped back and let Riley take over questioning the woman. She motioned to Zach and Drew.

      Agent Masters decided to come, too. She barely suppressed her grimace. “Harrison and Grayson,” he said. “I’m so glad you could join us.”

      She clenched her jaw. He must have seen them come together. Her eyes narrowed even as she ducked her head. It wasn’t important what Masters thought of her, just that he let her continue on the task force. She took a deep breath before speaking.

      “This doesn’t make sense,” she said, looking up once more.

      Masters crossed his arms over his chest. “A suicide bomber is supposed to make sense?”

      “No,” Zach said. “She’s right. Something’s off. Most bombers go for big targets.”

      “And the barista said he seemed happy. Not nervous or anything.” Alyssa turned to Drew. “Security cameras?”

      “On it,” he said, avoiding looking at Masters. “I’ll get officers sweeping the block for anyone who might have seen something.” He jogged off.

      “We need to find out everything we can about the bomber,” Alyssa said. “Whether there’s a connection to Al Shabah, and why the hell he’d want to blow up a two-bit coffee shop.”

      Masters nodded grudgingly. “Let me know what you find.”

      “Of course,” she replied. Was he beginning to respect her?

      “Do a sweep of the interior,” he said. “And add that to your report.” He walked off to talk with another agent.

      She looked at the remains of the coffee shop and her legs refused to move.

      “I can do the sweep alone,” Zach said.

      She clenched her hands. “No,” she said. She forced her numb limbs to move. Zach followed at her side. She knew he watched her, but she couldn’t do anything about it. All of her attention was on getting through the next few minutes.

      “Concentrate on the present,” Zach said. “Focus on what you see, hear, and feel. Don’t think. Just catalogue it for me.”

      She nodded. Relief surged through her. She was grateful for his help, even though part of her cringed that she needed it. They walked into the coffee shop.

      “Blast radius suggests one bomb.” She pointed at the blackened, caved-in area in the front corner. Her chest tightened, and she struggled to keep her breaths even. “The blast origin. Which means he placed the backpack there.” She stared at the corner. Something wasn’t right. Her mind drifted for a moment while she considered it. An image of a boy in a dark tunic and pants surfaced in front of her eyes.

      

      The boy is overweight, rare where there is this much poverty. His rapid breathing draws her gaze, almost as if he’s been running a race. His wide eyes dart all around as he walks past her. The sunshine highlights his narrow face.

      She frowns. Something isn’t right.

      “Alyssa,” her contact says. “I’m sorry.”

      Alyssa turns back to the woman—the one who’d said she had information for her, but wanted to meet in the busy market.

      “You’re sorry?” she asks.

      

      Someone called her name from far away.

      The woman in front of her faded, to be replaced by a large man, his brown skin clean of dust and sweat.

      “Zach?” What was he doing here?

      “Alyssa,” Zach said. “Feel my hand. Stay with me.” Zach had his hand cradling her face. His palm was rough and warm, while his thumb rubbed her cheek.

      She leaned in to his touch and stared into his deep brown eyes. “Zach?”

      He nodded. “We’re leaving now.”

      She looked around at the blast-hollowed shop and couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran through her. “Okay.”

      He ushered her outside, blocking as much of her view of the blast zone with his large shoulders as he could. Once outside, she dragged in deep breaths, shuddering as she strode away from the coffee shop.

      Masters watched her and she ducked her head, avoiding his gaze. Riley and Drew came toward them, but she veered away and kept walking, aiming for the side of the building while Zach stopped and spoke to them. Bile burned in her throat. She swallowed hard.

      She would not be sick. There were too many witnesses and reporters around. She hugged her stomach and just breathed. Counting her heartbeats, willing it to slow.

      Fuck. She hit her hand against the wall. The pain barely registered. She did it again.

      “Fuck,” she said, wanting to scream, but she held herself in check. She’d be lucky if Zach didn’t report her. She had to figure this out. Maybe Dr. Martinez could help her. No. He’d just tell her to leave the task force, and no way was she doing that.

      She wanted a drink so bad her hands trembled. She stuck them in her jacket pockets and walked back to her team, averting her gaze from the coffee shop. She nodded at Drew and Riley, who both frowned at her but didn’t interrupt their report to Zach.

      “Any security video will be forwarded to CTB,” Riley said.

      Drew stepped in. “The barista said that the bomber usually stayed at a men’s shelter down in Kip’s Bay on East 30th Street.”

      “That’s our next stop, then,” Alyssa said.

      Zach looked at her and she knew what he was asking with those pulled-together brows. She nodded.

      She was fine.

      “Drew,” she said. “Get the Fire Marshal’s report. There’s something odd about the blast origin.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “If I was a bomber, I’d want the most casualties.” She forced back the remembered screams that crowded her head. “I would stick around other people. The bomber went to the window, where he sat by himself and set the bomb down.”

      “Good point,” Zach said. “You think it went off accidentally?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Which means this wasn’t the real target.”
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      Alyssa looked at Zach. “Shall we go visit a shelter, partner?” With her pale face and too-wide eyes, he knew she was hurting, dealing with memories he couldn’t protect her from. He had an urge to fold her into his arms, but she walked off through the crowd. How could he not follow?

      “Partner?” Zach called after her. He liked the sound of it from her lips.

      “Don’t make more of it than what it is,” she said.

      One minute she seemed fragile enough for the wind to knock her over, the next she was calling him out. It made him smile. “And what’s that?”

      “A working relationship.” She pulled her keys from her pocket. They shook just slightly before she folded them in her hand.

      “Want me to drive?” Zach asked.

      “No,” she said.

      He didn’t want to damage her pride, but there was no way he was letting her get behind the wheel. He could still see the aftereffects the bomb site had on her. He held up his hands. “Okay, Firecracker. It’s just what partners do. They offer to help each other.”

      “I don’t need your help. And don’t call me Firecracker.”

      He stopped and waited. He wouldn’t do anything drastic unless she actually tried to drive away. Alyssa finally swung around and faced him. He evaluated her with a medic’s eye: pale skin, rapid breaths, clenched fists—probably to hide any trembling. She was definitely feeling the aftereffects of a PTSD flashback.

      When he had her attention, he walked closer. “You’re jittery from your adrenaline spike,” he said calmly but implacably. “Your reflexes will be slowed. Give me your keys.”

      Her lips compressed and her gray eyes looked like storm clouds.

      He held out his hand. He was not negotiating on this.

      She finally dropped her keys in his palm and stomped off to the other side of the car. He got in and adjusted the seat.

      They drove in silence for the ten minutes it took to get there, except for the occasional direction she pointed out. He found the shelter and pulled over into a vacant spot. The street wasn’t the most prosperous in Manhattan, but then, considering how much it cost to live here, he didn’t think any street was considered low-rent. The men’s shelter blended right in among the apartment buildings and office buildings in Kips Bay on East 26th Street.

      Alyssa grabbed her door handle and made to get out. He snagged her arm. “Wait,” he said. “We need to talk.”

      She stared straight ahead. “No, we don’t.”

      “How long ago was the explosion?” he asked.

      She stilled. “Just over two years ago.”

      He liked that she hadn’t pretended not to know what he was talking about. “This was the explosion that killed your friends?” Her head snapped toward him. He kept all expression off his face, especially any sympathy he felt. Finally she nodded.

      She must feel responsible somehow.

      “You were there?”

      It took longer, but she gave another nod. The way she raised her chin after let him know she wasn’t willing to talk about it. He almost growled. He wanted to be the one she trusted, that she talked to. But she wasn’t ready yet. He had to make sure she was talking to someone, though, even if it wasn’t him.

      “Are you in a support group?”

      “Like I told you before, I’m seeing the department shrink,” she said.

      He sighed. “It’s not the same as finding people who are experiencing the same things you are.”

      “How do you know?”

      He gave a small, humorless laugh. “You don’t last in our business without support, Alyssa.”

      She stared at him, her gray eyes searing him, and suddenly he thought of the kiss on her street. He wanted to get closer, but that wasn’t what was best for her. He was so tired of doing what was best for others, but he forced himself to lean back. “You can talk to me if you need to.”

      Her head tilted as she studied him. “Your nickname is Doc. You take care of everyone around you, don’t you?”

      His stomach muscles automatically tightened, as if expecting a punch. He tried not to let his wariness show at her question. “I do what anyone else would do.”

      She shook her head. “No. You can’t help but take care of others.”

      It took every effort not to react to her words. He gripped the steering wheel. Hard. He knew what had made him like that, but he’d never had someone accuse him as if what he did was a bad thing.

      She raised her eyebrows. “So who takes care of you?”

      He blinked and his hands loosened from the wheel with surprise. Who took care of him? No one. He took care of himself, and had since he was ten.

      She took a deep breath, as if bracing herself. “You keep telling me I should let others help me, but I’m thinking you’ve never actually let anyone help you, have you? So stop trying to fix me. I’m used to taking care of myself, just like you. Give me the same respect you demand from others. Now, let’s go track down our bomber.”

      She was out of the car before he could say anything. He frowned and sat for a moment, his emotions reeling. Did he take care of others too much? His mind pulled up memory after memory of him looking after his friends, his brother, his mother. Was she right? Did he need to back off?

      He forced himself to let go of the steering wheel and followed her, mulling over what she’d said. She strode away from him, but she wasn’t getting out of the conversation that easily. He would bide his time to continue their talk.

      He dodged a few pedestrians to catch up to Alyssa and stood beside her when she knocked on the glass door of the Harbor Lights Men’s Shelter. The room looked to be a classic soup kitchen, with long tables lining it and a counter at the far end.

      A pale, blonde woman with a broom looked up from where she swept inside. She took a step back before shaking her head at them until Alyssa showed her badge. The woman unlocked the door.

      “What can I do for you, officers?” She stood about the same height as Alyssa and pushed thick-framed glasses up on her nose, but kept her gaze mostly down with only a few quick glances in Zach’s direction. Worried he intimidated her with his size, he stepped aside so Alyssa could take the lead.

      “Are you the manager here?” Alyssa asked.

      The woman shook her head. “I can get him for you.” She scurried off to a door behind the counter and brought back a man whose dark olive skin and brown eyes suggested a Middle Eastern or Mediterranean background. The woman squeezed the man’s hand and then went back to sweeping the floor.

      Zach made a mental note of their relationship.

      The manager smiled warmly at them. “I’m Frank Costa,” he said. “Beth tells me you have some questions.”

      Alyssa introduced them both and got right to the point. “Do you have a man named Tony who stays here?”

      “Tony? We have a couple of Tonys,” Frank said. “Why?”

      “Our main suspect in a suicide bombing this morning was said to be a man named Tony, who often resides here.”

      Beth’s sweeping slowed, but she didn’t interrupt them.

      “Oh, no,” the manager said. “I can’t imagine any of our guys doing something like that. They’re all good men, just down on their luck, you know?”

      “Tony would be about six feet tall, long brown hair and mid-thirties.”

      The manager’s eyes widened. “That Tony? Tony Merchant?” He shook his head. “No. I don’t believe it.” He sighed. “I have a file on him. I’ll go get it for you.”

      When Frank left, Beth straightened up, all pretense of sweeping gone. “I knew Tony,” she whispered, looking to where Frank had gone.

      “And?” Zach prompted.

      She swallowed. “He could get violent sometimes. Frank is a kind man. He teaches languages at night school. It’s where we met. He likes to see the good in all of us. But…I could believe something like this of Tony.”

      She went back to sweeping as Frank came back with a file. Zach thanked him and handed over his card. “In case you remember anything else.”

      He turned to see Alyssa handing her card to Beth.

      “Let’s go, partner,” he said.

      Beth smiled at Alyssa and then Zach.

      As soon as she stepped outside the door, Alyssa started flipping through the very sparse file. She stopped on a page. “It says here that he was a veteran,” she said. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t say much else.”

      Zach stepped close and looked over her shoulder. He tried to ignore the fact that she stiffened. A part of him mourned the loss of the easiness between them from that morning.

      “Look,” Zach said. “We’ve got his last name and birthdate. We’ll figure out everything about him with that.”

      She glanced at him. Memories of the kiss swamped him. She was entirely too close, and he made himself step back.

      “You have access to military records?” she asked.

      “Of course.” He walked to the car.

      “Will they be obtained legally?”

      He laughed and didn’t look back. “Let’s get to work.”

      

      By the time they made it to the office, it was after lunch.

      Alyssa pulled off her jacket. It still smelled like smoke from the bomb site. She sat at her desk and shook her head. What the hell was the world coming to?

      “Harrison,” Agent Masters called from across the room.

      She jumped up and headed for the conference room he’d yelled from. He’d taken it over as his office. Zach already waited inside, his brows knitted together and his jaw clenched.

      “What happened to you this morning?” Masters asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      Masters crossed his arms. “Don’t try to fool me, Detective. It looked like you froze at the bomb site. Do you have a problem I need to know about?”

      She glanced at Zach. He shook his head the tiniest bit. She almost sighed in relief.

      “No, sir,” she said. “Everything’s fine.”

      His lips compressed. “See that it stays that way. I have to be able to count on you. If you can’t handle this, then for god’s sake let me get another man in here to do your job. Finding Al Shabah is our priority. I need 110 percent from everyone; if you can’t give me that, I need to replace you. Innocent people are depending on us.”

      For the first time, she saw the humanity in Masters. Stress creased lines into his forehead. He really felt the weight of those innocent lives. Guilt made her open her mouth to explain her actions, but Zach again gave a small shake of his head. He knew that she wanted to confess and was clearly telling her not to.

      “I’m fine.” Even if she found herself sympathizing with him, she still didn’t respect him enough to call him sir.

      Masters ran a hand through his thinning hair. “Then tell me about the bomber.”

      She gave him all the details she was sure Zach had already told him.

      “We just came back from the shelter that he usually went to, according to the barista,” she finished.

      “And?” he said impatiently.

      She fought her natural instinct to snap back at him. They were all doing their best. A deep calming breath eased the edge from her voice. “Frank Costa is the shelter’s manager. I’ll have Drew and Riley look into him and the other employees.”

      “Find me the reason why Tony Merchant did this. And his connection to Al Shabah,” Masters said. “The higher-ups want answers. And they want them yesterday. Get me those answers.”

      “On it,” she said before walking out.

      At her desk, she tracked down as much of Tony’s life as she could. Zach came by an hour later with the bomber’s service record, but he shook his head as he handed it over.

      “There’s not much to read. The guy did one tour in the Gulf War in ’91, got honorably discharged in ’93, and dropped off the map a year later.”

      She sighed. “I’ve got his medical records. He went into rehab for alcohol in ’94 and then his files stop. I’m calling all the shelters to see if he stayed anywhere else, or who he hung out with.”

      They spent the rest of the day on the phone or in front of their screens, trying to piece together the bomber’s life and whereabouts that morning. Alyssa’s head began to ache by mid-afternoon, and by end of shift it throbbed with its own heartbeat. Her body felt beaten and abused, like she’d been wrestling a perp hopped up on drugs.

      “I’m going to take you home now,” Zach said.

      She snapped her gaze to his. “What?”

      He shook his head. “You’re exhausted and you’ve got a headache. You’re probably feeling the effects of this morning. You should go home to rest.”

      She sat back in her chair. “How do you know I’ve got a headache?”

      “You’ve been rubbing your temples for the last hour.” He stood up. “Come on. Let me take you home. The feds are still working. We can come back early. No one wants to catch this guy as much as I do, but being exhausted this early in the game won’t do us any good. Al Shabah has only just started.”

      She nodded. It was seven o’clock, and she really was exhausted. Her stomach rumbled. Zach grinned. “Maybe we should eat, too.”

      Zach walked with her to her car. He held out his hand for her keys. She glared at him.

      “You’ve had a rough night and day,” he said. “Just let me get you home safe.”

      She handed over the keys, secretly grateful that she could just close her eyes, lean her head back, and let someone else deal with traffic.

      She woke when Zach opened her door. “We’re here.”

      She blinked. She must have been more tired than she’d thought.

      Zach stood on the sidewalk in front of her apartment. How had he managed to find parking right in front of her building? She scrubbed her face with her hands. The tension of the last few days had taken more out of her than she’d realized.

      “Thanks for driving,” she said, getting out of the car. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Zach shook his head. “Sorry, but I owe it to Jake to see that you’re okay.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked, grabbing her messenger bag from the backseat.

      “You need food and a safe place to sleep. You don’t have either in that apartment.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, but he just kept talking. “I’m going to that corner store to grab some things for dinner. I’ll cook. You’ll eat. Your door is busted. I’m staying on your couch as a precaution. We still don’t know who broke in or what they wanted.”

      She’d forgotten about that with everything else that had been going on. Still, she shook her head. “I don’t need protection, Zach.”

      “I know,” he said quietly. “I know you can take care of yourself, but you’re not at a hundred percent. So let a partner help you out.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re making me regret I called you that.”

      “Firecracker, I’m offering to cook you a meal as a friend. Nothing more.”

      “And sleep over.”

      He shrugged. “No one’s going to know.”

      “What about your friend Marc?”

      “He’s at the CTB doing the night shift.”

      She straightened, her mind back on the job. “Will he alert you if anything goes on?”

      “Right away,” he said. He stood tall and straight. The streetlamp lit the angles of his face, highlighting his cheekbones.

      A warmth started in her belly as she stared at him. She’d been fighting that warmth from the moment she’d laid eyes on him, but this time she paused. What was the point in denying the attraction between them? It had been a long time since she’d last had anyone to her bed. Zach Grayson could be a superb way to end her dry spell.

      “Okay,” she said, heading for the building’s door. “It’s a tough call, but I’ll let you make me dinner.”

      He followed her up the stairs and then went first into her apartment. She could see the landlord had started to fix her door—at least she hoped that’s what he was doing by removing her doorknob and leaving a two-inch circular hole for anyone to look through.

      She knew everyone on her floor, and that she could defend herself in a fight, but it still unnerved her to have an unlocked door.

      Zach did a quick sweep of the place before ending up in the living area with her, making the place feel smaller than it was. But she immediately felt lighter with him in it.

      Safer, she realized. He made her feel safe. Busted door or not.

      She watched him go through her cupboards.

      “What do you normally eat for dinner?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “There’s a Thai place one block over. Or I go the extra block to the grocery store and grab a pre-made salad.” He looked appalled so she grinned. “Sometimes it’s old reliable.”

      “I almost hate to ask,” he said.

      “PB and J, of course.”

      He shook his head slowly as if she were hopeless. A burst of life went through her and she laughed. He smiled in response and her heart stuttered. God, the man was gorgeous. The short sleeves of his polo shirt revealed muscled forearms and biceps twice the size of hers, sculpted with not a trace of fat. She suddenly wanted to see if the rest of him lived up to those arms.

      It had been too long since she’d had sex. And the encounters she’d had since Iraq had been dissatisfying and left her irritated more than anything. None of them had been able to touch the numbness inside her, and none of them had been able to make her laugh with a single expression the way Zach could.

      She didn’t think a night with this soldier would be dissatisfying.

      “Why are you smiling like that?” he asked.

      She put on an innocent face, which wasn’t that innocent if she went by Zach’s narrowed eyes. “Nothing. I just think I’m going to enjoy having someone cook me dinner.”

      He nodded slowly, as if he didn’t trust her. “Okay. In any case, I’ll be right back. I’m hitting the grocery store. Call me if you need me and I’ll be back here in under a minute.”

      She knew he would, too. He took his job as protector very seriously.

      Well, tonight she would take care of him.
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      Zach went to the grocery store for supplies. He reminded himself to call the locksmith the next day to get her door fixed. Even if he was there, he didn’t like her apartment being open during the day.

      He realized he was in full ‘Doc’ mode, but couldn’t help it. Screw what Alyssa thought. Something about seeing her this morning, frozen and fighting a flashback, brought out all his protective instincts.

      He entered her apartment and set the grocery bag on her counter. The water was running in the bathroom. She was having a shower? When her door was broken? Was the woman insane? He pounded on the bathroom door.

      “You couldn’t have waited until I got back?”

      “Why? Did you want to join me?”

      Zach almost swallowed his tongue. His body hardened at the thought of her naked under streaming water. Join her? Hell yes, he wanted to join her. He stepped back, his fists clenched. She’d had a rough day. She probably didn’t mean what he thought she meant.

      She was Jake’s sister, and he was here only to see that she stayed safe.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m going to make dinner.”

      He ignored her laughter and stalked back to the kitchen. He would make her dinner and take care of her whether she wanted him to or not. She was just trying to drive him away.

      Or crazy.

      As he pulled out the groceries he’d bought, he breathed deep and evenly, thinking about Jake the whole time. He could do this.

      He wasn’t a master chef, but he knew his way around pasta. He had a basic homemade sauce simmering within minutes, with tomatoes, fresh basil, and garlic. He added some Kalamata olives for a bit of a salty flavor. The water boiled for pasta while the sauce simmered, garlic bread heated in the oven, and a bottle of red wine breathed.

      “My apartment has never smelled so good.” Alyssa had come out of the bathroom. She wore a robe that ended mid-thigh, revealing her toned legs.

      Zach swallowed hard. Her creamy skin glowed with heat and moisture from the shower. Water slicked her hair back, revealing the fine bone structure of her face. His cock twitched. She looked exquisite. And so very tempting.

      He took a step toward her before he controlled himself. She needed caring, not seducing. He clenched his fists and stopped, turning back to the stove. Blindly, he picked up the spoon and stirred the sauce. “Dinner will be ready in about ten minutes.”

      “Can it wait?”  She sounded closer than before.

      He didn’t turn around, not sure he could survive seeing her in just a robe again. “Of course. But not too long. You should hurry.”

      “Well,” she said in a throaty voice. “If you insist.” A slight slither and thud of her robe hitting the ground made him freeze, though blood surged to his cock.

      “What are you doing, Alyssa?” he asked without moving. He couldn’t be responsible for his actions if he saw what she offered.

      Hands touched his back, the heat of them searing him through his T-shirt. They glided out toward his shoulders before stopping. He felt the sharp prick of nails biting his flesh.

      He dropped his head and groaned. “Alyssa, I ca—”

      “You can,” she said, her voice low. “What’s stopping you?”

      She stepped closer and the heat of her body against his back made him grip the edge of the stove as he fought for control. “You don’t know what you’re doing,” he said. “You’re stressed from the case.”

      “Look at me,” she said, pushing his shoulder to turn him.

      He knew what would happen if he turned, but he was powerless to stop it. He turned off the burners on the stove and faced her. Her glowing gray eyes, like molten silver, seared him. And the rest?

      She wore black lacy underwear that hinted at the pale skin underneath. He shuddered with need so intense he had to bite back a groan as he grew hard. Every muscle tensed, holding himself in check when she pressed her body against him.

      “Jesus, Alyssa, you’re not fighting fair.”

      Her hands went to his waist and under his shirt. “This isn’t a fight, Zach. We’re two adults who have some kind of crazy chemistry between us. Let’s just see where this goes.”

      “And then?” His voice sounded hoarse.

      Her gaze shifted away and then back. “Don’t complicate it. Let’s just have tonight.”

      He should force her to tell him why she only wanted one night. Or better, he should just leave her alone. Both were what she needed. But he was tired of being ‘Doc.’ He didn’t want to think of others tonight. He just wanted to feel.

      He cupped her head in his hands. Her eyes widened and her lips parted slightly. His cock hardened to an almost painful degree as she swayed toward him. He smiled. “Tonight, then.”

      

      Alyssa met Zach’s lips when he lowered his head to hers. Shock stilled her body before heat roared through her and brought her shivering to life.

      She couldn’t believe she’d done it. Something about seeing Zach in her tiny kitchen again, with his T-shirt straining across his shoulders as he bent to taste the sauce. He was taking care of her, making sure she ate. Keeping her safe.

      Who was this man? And did he need to take care of everyone, or was she special? She wanted to be, and that was part of what drew her to him. He’d stiffened when he’d seen her there. She’d frozen for a moment, until she’d seen the heat in his eyes. Then she had known.

      And with that knowledge, she’d crossed the small distance between them. He’d turned away, but she hadn’t let him dismiss her. She kept the memory of that heat close and dropped her robe. She took the condom she’d taken from the room and placed it on the counter within reach. The air was cool on her damp skin and her hands trembled slightly when she reached for him.

      She wasn’t sure what drove her, but she knew she needed skin-on-skin contact tonight. She needed him to help her drive the memories away.

      When he cupped her face in his large hands, she was lost. Her eyelids dragged down, but his gaze wouldn’t release hers. The heat in his seared her.

      “Tonight, then.” His voice was low and made her belly throb.

      The kiss scorched her, scattering her thoughts. She tried to pull his shirt from his pants, needing to touch his skin.

      He broke off the contact and took a small step back. A little mewl of protest escaped her. She scowled. Was he really going to turn her away?

      But no. His eyes burned hot as they traveled up and down her body, resting longer on her breasts and hips. “Take off your bra. I want to look at you,” he said, his voice deeper. His gaze captured hers and she couldn’t look away. Her insides tumbled and her breath quickened. She unhooked the front clasp and let the bra slide down her arms. Her nipples tightened with the touch of air and Zach’s gaze.

      “Gorgeous,” he said. He pulled off his shirt, and Alyssa’s mouth went dry.

      Hard muscle corded his arms and chest. Broad shoulders led to a narrow waist ridged with slabs of muscle. This was a warrior’s body: explosive, powerful, and strong.

      And hers for tonight. The thought made her shiver.

      He stalked toward her and her belly tightened at the need in his eyes. That was for her. He stopped within an inch of her. She could feel the heat of his body. His hand traced her cheek and his eyes searched hers.

      “Last chance, Firecracker,” he whispered.

      She leaned up and touched her lips to his, the contact soft and sweet as he let her nibble at his delectable lips. Then her tongue licked his lower one.

      He growled and opened his mouth over hers. Fire washed over her skin as he pulled her to him, her breasts pressed against his hard chest. Her nipples hardened and she moaned.

      His mouth followed the line of her neck and her head fell back. He pulled her up and sat her on the counter while he continued to trail kisses over her collarbone and down to her breasts. They felt swollen and needy, aching for his touch.

      His mouth closed over one nipple and she cried out at the lightning that shot to her core. He lavished first one and then the other breast with the same care, until her moans came almost continuously.

      She dug her nails into his shoulders. “Zach, stop teasing.”

      He laughed, deep and low. “As you wish.”

      He set her on the ground and pulled her underwear down. A growling hum emanated from him. If anything, the sound made the fire in her burn hotter.

      He stood and set her back on the counter as if she weighed nothing. She wrapped her legs around his waist, trapping him. She undid his pants and pushed them and his boxers down his strong thighs.

      She took in a deep breath at the sight of him, strong and proud before her. Her body flushed with need. She grabbed the condom and ripped it open.

      “May I?”

      “Whatever the lady wants,” he said, his voice deeper with his desire. It sent a shiver through her as she unrolled the condom over his hot flesh. She leaned forward and couldn’t resist laving a nipple with her tongue. He sucked in a breath and lifted her.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist and felt him hard and hot, nudging her entrance. She cupped his face in her hands and kissed him, drugging herself on his lips and tongue.

      He took two steps toward the bedroom and groaned. Her back hit the wall and his hands gripped her hips, sliding her down on him. She moaned but didn’t stop kissing him.

      His thrust was excruciatingly slow, stretching her and not stopping until he’d seated himself fully. Her head spun and her insides tightened on the thickness of him. He pulled back from the kiss, his breathing ragged, and leaned his forehead against hers.

      “You okay, Firecracker?”

      He still thought of her, even now. Her heart cracked open a little and the heat of their joining soothed it.

      “Alyssa?” His gaze now searched hers. Whatever he saw there made him smile. He pulled out of her and then eased back in. So full. Her head tilted back.

      “Look at me,” he commanded. “I want to see you.”

      She dragged her gaze back to his. Her hands gripped his shoulders as he plunged into her again and again, while she drowned in his eyes. His hands held her hips still while he drove deep.

      Her heart raced as pleasure radiated in waves through her, taking her higher with each thrust.

      “Zach, please.” She didn’t know what she begged for.

      “Hold on,” he growled and aligned their hips so that every drive rubbed on that bud of nerves. And she held on, lost in the storm that was Zach.

      Faster, harder, deeper.

      The pleasure spiraled hot enough to burn, and she tensed as she moved closer to the edge, every muscle a rock. Then she shattered and flew into a world with no light, just pleasure. His groan of release echoed her cry.
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      Alyssa woke up the next morning to a deliciously hard body pressed against her back and a mind full of regrets. They lay heavy on her like a smothering blanket that she wanted to throw off and run from.

      And while she wasn’t the type to run, she wasn’t the type to stay either. She couldn’t be in any kind of relationship. She could barely keep herself together since Iraq.

      Zach’s arm tightened around her as if he sensed her thoughts. Even while he slept he was trying to reassure her she was safe.

      She closed her eyes and savored his closeness. It wasn’t something she’d allow herself again. Even if he was a special ops soldier like her brother, Zach was still a nice guy underneath it all. He needed a nice girl.

      And she definitely wasn’t a nice girl. She was cold, tough, and, let’s face it, mentally unstable. She opened her eyes. It was time he found out who she really was.

      She wasn’t even sure why she was worried about this. It was all a moot point. They’d agreed one night to scratch the itch between them. Time to be professionals again.

      She eased out from under his arm to the edge of the bed. She sat up without looking back at him, knowing that if she saw him in the morning light, with his smooth dark skin and the steely muscles of his chest, she’d waver. She almost snorted. She wouldn’t waver, she’d jump on him again and to hell with what she’d just decided.

      She found her underwear and a T-shirt and pulled them on.

      “Please tell me you’re going to make coffee,” he said. His deep voice sent shivers through her.

      Don’t look at him, Alyssa.

      “I need to get into work. I’m going to grab a shower.” She snagged clean underwear from her dresser. “Make yourself at home,” she said, moving to her closet next, keeping her gaze averted. “The coffee shop Lattes and More sells a good cup.”

      Material slithered and the mattress creaked. She swallowed hard and kept her attention on the clothes in front of her.

      “Are you giving me the brush off?” he asked.

      She shifted her hangers blindly. “No brush off. We had fun last night. It was a good stress reliever, but now it’s time to get back to business.” She was impressed with how steady she kept her voice. She pulled a blazer down to go with the jeans and boots she had in her arms.

      The bed squeaked behind her. Her cue to leave. She strode to the bedroom door, but Zach beat her to it. His naked body stood between her and freedom.

      “Look at me,” he said.

      She did. Her body thrummed in response.

      “I meant my face,” he said with a snort.

      That was harder to do, but she dragged her gaze up to his. He tilted his head as he studied her, before he stepped closer. She held her clothes in front of her, knowing it was no shield, but she felt better for it.

      “So what we did last night isn’t bothering you?” he asked quietly.

      She forced a shrug. “Of course not. We had sex. Great sex. But it’s not like it meant anything to either of us.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      She gaped at him a moment. How was she supposed to answer that? It couldn’t mean anything. They were from two different worlds. She lived in New York, and he lived in Montreal, when he wasn’t off doing whatever he and Jake did at E.D.G.E. Security.

      His phone beeped from her bedside table, where he’d left it beside his gun. He stepped away from the door to get it and she snuck into the hall.

      “We’re not done talking about this,” he warned just before he answered his phone. “Grayson here.”

      She took the fastest shower of her life and braided her hair wet. She stepped into the hall dressed and ready for the day. From the smell, he’d made coffee while she showered.

      “Marc gave me a sitrep. Nothing new overnight,” Zach said, stepping by her into the bathroom. “I’ll be five minutes. Have a coffee.” He touched a finger to her chin. “Do not leave without me, or I’ll think you’re scared of me.”

      She pulled her chin away. “I’m not scared of you.”

      He smiled. “Glad to hear it. I’ll be ready soon.”

      In the kitchen, she grabbed a cup and thunked it onto the counter.

      Nobody tells me what to do. And I’m not scared of anyone.

      Her first sip of coffee calmed her slightly. Had he added cinnamon to it? Omigod it was good. She topped off her cup just before he opened the bathroom door.

      He grinned when he saw her leaning against the counter, holding the mug to her lips.

      “What?” she scowled.

      He held up his hands. “Nothing.”

      She straightened. Time to set some ground rules. “Last night doesn’t change anything between us. We’re still just partners until we catch Al Shabah.”

      A flash of something darkened his gaze before he nodded. “Anything you say, Firecracker. Now are you going to pour me some of that coffee, partner? Or keep it all for yourself?”

      

      When they got to work, Alyssa sighed with relief that no one seemed to notice or care that they entered the office at the same time. She went straight to her desk without saying anything to Zach. Some distance would be good between them. She needed to stay focused on the case.

      And not on the mind-blowing sex she’d had last night.

      Her phone rang and she snatched it up. It was the M.E.

      “You have something on the café bomber?” Alyssa asked.

      “Not yet. I have a forensic dental and bone expert going over the remains. It’s top priority,” he assured her. “I’m calling about the vet who was killed by the train yesterday.”

      “The jumper?”

      “Not a jumper,” the M.E. said. “He was shot.”

      “What? Are you sure?”

      “I found a small-caliber bullet lodged in one of his lungs. I suspect he was alive when he fell on the tracks, but I can’t be sure. I have to run a few more tests. Maybe he’d been trying to go to the hospital when he fell?”

      “It’s a theory,” she said. She thanked him and then immediately hooked into the subway camera system to get video footage of that night. She found the right station and cameras for the views and started going through a four-hour span of video.

      Zach sat down in the chair across from her desk. “What are you doing?”

      Her body came to life at his nearness, and she didn’t like it. Last night was supposed to get him out of her system, not have him get even further under her skin. “I’m working on a different case. Why don’t you go back and help Riley and Drew wade through the video surveillance?”

      “They’ve already gone over it. They’re checking into Frank Costa. Besides, that’s not how partners work, Firecracker.”

      She rolled her shoulders as if she could just shake him off. “Seriously, this isn’t your concern.”

      He sighed. “What’s your problem with me? Is it because I’m your brother’s friend? Or that I know you have PTSD? Or maybe because you hate to rely on anyone?” He moved around the desk until he was close and then leaned down.

      His voice seemed to brush her skin in a rough caress. “Or is it because of last night…and how much you liked it?”

      Heat washed over her and she scowled. She hated that he could do that to her. “I’m being professional. Something you need to learn. And I don’t have any feelings toward you one way or another.” She lowered her voice. “You’re just a member of the task force. I found you attractive and we had sex. No big deal.”

      Anger lit Zach’s eyes and he put his face close to hers, those lips almost within touching distance. She sucked in a breath.

      “Liar,” he whispered before stepping away. “But if last night was really no big deal, then you should be glad to have some help on whatever you’re working on.”

      Dammit. He had her there. She crossed her arms over her chest. She could use someone to bounce ideas off of. “This case has nothing to do with Al Shabah,” she warned.

      “Alyssa.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. A homeless guy in my neighborhood was killed. I want to find out who did it.”

      “Was this guy a friend?” he asked, sitting down in his seat. That’s how she thought of it now: his seat.

      “Sort of.”

      Zach held her gaze a moment. “Okay.”

      “Okay? You’ll help?”

      He shrugged. “I told you I would. And if it’s important to you, we investigate.”

      “Well, you’re awfully accommodating.”

      “Anything for you, Firecracker.”

      Her lips twisted at the continued use of the nickname, but she didn’t take him to task. Instead, she told him everything she knew about Rob, which sadly didn’t take long.

      “And the day before he died, Rob said someone was following him,” she finished.

      “Did you check it out?”

      Guilt twisted her insides. “No. I thought he was just being paranoid. But he gave me an envelope.” She pulled her messenger bag out from her bottom desk drawer and started to dig through it.

      “You can find anything in there?” Zach asked.

      Okay, so the bag was a complete black hole. “This is my everything bag.” She began pulling items out. “I’ve got handcuffs, toothpaste, extra ammo, hairbrush. Everything a girl could need. And…” She pulled out the stained envelope with a flourish. “The envelope.”

      Zach opened it and shuffled through the papers. “Scrap paper. Receipts. And…children’s stories in Arabic?”

      “It looks like papers from a teacher’s desk,” she said.

      He nodded, but didn’t say anything as he continued to flip through the pages one by one, something she hadn’t done yet. He pulled out a lined white page with handwritten Arabic on it. “This looks interesting.”

      He read it aloud in English.

      

      My dearest love,

      I can’t wait to see you and our son again. I am almost finished with my work and will be with you both soon. It has been too long and I’m tired of traveling. Thankfully this will be my last letter.

      

      Zach hesitated before continuing.

      

      Kiss Nasir for me. All my love,

      E

      

      She frowned as she thought about the letter. It seemed like something someone would write if they were away on business. “Does the name Nasir mean anything to you?” she asked Zach. Had that been the source of his hesitation?

      His lips twisted. “Just the name of someone from my past.” He shook his head. “It’s a common enough name.”

      One more question about the enigmatic Zach Grayson. She put it away to deal with later.

      “Maybe the rest of the papers belong to this E person,” Alyssa said.

      Zach nodded and kept sorting through the envelope’s contents, so she went back to the video surveillance, fast forwarding through it.

      “I found something,” she said a few minutes later.

      He came around the desk to see her monitor.

      “Look at the time stamp,” she said. “Two a.m. The trains are only coming every half hour.”

      On the video, the platform was deserted until two people walked into the camera’s view—Rob and a slightly shorter, leaner person in a hoodie and jeans. Rob leaned on the guy in the hoodie. They stopped near the edge. Hoodie guy looked around before pushing Rob off the platform and onto the track.

      He stared at Rob—or maybe he was speaking, his back was to the camera so Alyssa couldn’t be sure. Then he left, taking the far stairs without ever showing his face to the camera.

      “Dammit,” she said. “Why did he do that? It wasn’t a robbery.”

      “Zach. Al,” Riley called from across the room. He waved urgently at them. “We’ve got something.”

      Both she and Zach jumped up and followed Riley. Alyssa would go back to Rob’s murder when she had time. For now, the priority had to be finding Al Shabah.

      In the Global Intelligence room, on the main screen, a man swathed in black with sunglasses spoke Arabic.

      “Al Shabah has bombed the center of all evil. He has killed evil Americans and soldiers in New York. We hail the work of Al Shabah as righteous…”

      The man continued to speak, but Alyssa tuned him out.

      “Where’s this originating from?”

      Riley sighed. “Already checked. The video has been spread all over the net and it’s hard to find the origin, but because of background noise and the man’s accent, we believe it’s from Northern Iraq.”

      “So confirmation that the bombing this morning was Al Shabah,” Zach said.

      “Looks that way,” Riley said.

      “But wait,” Alyssa said. “He said Americans and soldiers were killed.”

      Zach looked at her. “Only the bomber.”

      “And while he was a vet, I’m not sure that’s what he was talking about. So, most likely the coffee shop wasn’t the end target of the bomb and Al Shabah hasn’t connected with his contacts about his failed attempt.”

      She whirled to Drew, who sat with headphones on. “Keep monitoring all black-net traffic. Al Shabah will want to make contact with his people.”

      She looked at Zach. “Now we need to figure out what his real target was.”

      

      Zach spent the rest of the day tracking Tony Merchant’s last movements and trying not to think about Alyssa Harrison. He widened his search area and honed in on something.

      “Alyssa,” he called across the GI room to her work station. She’d taken a desk far from his this afternoon. So much for being partners. She stared steadily at her screen, ignoring him.

      “I’ve got something,” he said.

      Both Riley and Drew looked up. Even Masters walked over. “What is it?” he asked.

      “The VA hospital on East 23rd Street. Merchant had an appointment there that morning. Right about the time the bomb blew.”

      “How’d you figure that out?” Masters asked.

      “From his file that we got from the shelter,” Zach said.

      “He was going to blow up a VA hospital?” Alyssa asked. At least she’d finally come over to join them.

      “Looks like it,” he said. “Thank god, he hardly ever showed up for his appointments.”

      “So that proves he was a mule,” Alyssa said. “A hospital for veterans is just Al Shabah’s style.”

      Agent Masters crossed his arms. “But how did Al Shabah contact him?”

      “Still working on that,” Zach said.

      “We need that answer,” Masters said and strode off.

      Alyssa left without even looking at him. She’d been avoiding him all day. It had been obvious this morning that she regretted last night. And that pissed him off. More than he expected.

      He didn’t show it, though. He knew nothing would make her run faster than to show how much he cared what she thought.

      He needed space from her.

      He looked up a local locksmith and placed a call he should have made yesterday. Then he went to find Marc.

      The CSIS agent was at a desk in the main area. He looked up when Zach approached.

      “What are you doing?” Zach asked.

      “Going over personnel records,” he said.

      “Can you follow Alyssa home?”

      Marc’s eyebrows raised. “Yes. Why?”

      “I need to make sure she’s safe. Her apartment was busted into two nights ago.”

      “I assume they haven’t caught the guy?”

      Zach sighed. “No.”

      “You know she can take care of herself,” Marc said. “She seems almost as capable as Valkyrie.” Marc referenced one of the female members on their team, a former special operations soldier and one of the toughest women Zach had ever met.

      “Just do it,” Zach said.

      “One last question.”

      Zach pinched the bridge of his nose. “What?”

      Marc studied him. “Why aren’t you doing it?”

      “I don’t have time.”

      “None of us do,” Marc said with a frown. He watched Zach’s face for a moment. “Oh shit, Doc. She’s Jake’s sister. Did you sleep with her?” Then he held up his hands. “No. Don’t answer that. I’m already guilty by association.”

      “She…” Zach began. “We…” He shook his head. “It’s none of your fucking business.”

      “Really?” Marc stretched the word out.

      “Really,” he said. “Now don’t let her out of your sight.”

      “All night?”

      Zach wanted to say yes, but Marc was right—she could take care of herself. “If her door’s fixed, just make sure she gets inside.”

      “Sure you don’t want to see her home yourself?”

      Of course he wanted to do it himself…and stay all night with her besides. But he needed distance. She’d already gotten too far under his skin. “I’m sure,” he said. “Besides, having me around is the last thing Alyssa Harrison wants. Just make sure she doesn’t see you.”

      “Wilco,” Marc said.
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      Zach entered the Global Intelligence room at six in the morning. He’d had a shitty night’s sleep and decided to forgo his run in order to get into work early.

      The room only held a skeleton crew, but Drew sat among them. Alyssa wasn’t in yet, but he knew she’d be there soon. Marc had called last night reporting Alyssa safe at home with a new door locked tight against intruders.

      Zach began skimming through more video files of terrorists. Anything he could, to see if he could track down any clue as to who Al Shabah was and how he was connected to Qatil Atfaal.

      To him.

      He briefly considered telling Masters the truth-that the man Al Shabah spoke of in the videos, this mysterious ‘child killer’ was actually Zach himself. Visions of being stuck in interrogation for the rest of the investigation stopped him. He would come clean eventually, but not until it wouldn’t endanger the hunt for Al Shabah.

      “Shit,” Zach said. He needed to get E.D.G.E. working on this angle. Not that the NYPD wasn’t great, but his team had way more experience tracking terrorists. And they could help him follow any leads without wasting time thinking Zach was the enemy.

      “Zach?” Drew called from the other side of the room. “We’ve got another message.”

      Zach went to his monitor, where Drew played a video for him.

      It was the same black-swathed man from the last video—Zach could tell from the way the man stood with his hands in front of him.

      “Qatil Atfaal, this next act of retribution is not just for the citizens of America, but for you. I will take the one you care for, just like you took the one I treasured most in the world.”

      Drew looked at him when the message was done. “What does he mean?”

      “He’s after someone in particular.” Zach’s thoughts unwillingly jumped to Alyssa.

      “We’ve got to find this Qatil Atfaal,” Drew said.

      But Zach wasn’t listening. He picked up the phone and dialed Alyssa’s number. “Pick up,” he whispered.

      

      At five-thirty the next morning, Alyssa rubbed her gritty eyes. She’d spent another late night going through any security footage in the area around the bombed coffee shop before she finally came home. They still weren’t any closer to tracking down Al Shabah’s whereabouts or his target, so they’d all agreed a few hours’ downtime was in order. Though she suspected Zach had stayed behind to keep working.

      Their demolitions expert had confirmed the cafe bomb had been on a timer. Obviously Al Shabah hadn’t taken into account the carrier’s need for coffee, or that he would skip his appointment at the hospital. It also indicated that Merchant hadn’t known he was a suicide bomber or what the mission was. So Merchant probably wasn’t close to Al Shabah, which only widened the circle of potential suspects.

      She showered and dressed quickly. After a quick glance down Rob’s alley, she walked past Lattes and More without going in. Poor Rob. She would find his killer when this was over. But right now she needed to focus on Al Shabah.

      She trotted down the steps and into the subway station on Central Park West. She slid her metro card and strode through the turnstile and down more steps to her platform. A blonde woman wearing a red hoodie and black tights followed her, her eyes glued to her phone. She looked vaguely familiar. Probably lived in the area and was on her way to one of those expensive hot yoga places where Zen Ponytail Guys droned on.

      It wasn’t excessively crowded on the platform at six-fifteen, but there were enough people to make Alyssa grumpy without her latte. She should have stopped for one. She’d obviously caught the banking and stocks crowd. All wore some version of the same dark suit; some of the women wore sneakers and carried purses large enough to hold their heels. Personally, Alyssa hated how imbalanced she felt in heels. She did have a pair to wear on formal occasions, otherwise give her boots or sneakers.

      Alyssa snorted at the direction of her thoughts. She needed a coffee before she hit work; her mind was drifting all over the place.

      Her cell buzzed.

      “Harrison,” she answered. Midway down the platform, a grizzled homeless man slept by a sign. They weren’t supposed to do that. The transit cops usually moved them along.

      “Alyssa, where are you?” Zach demanded.

      “Good morning to you too,” she said as she moved closer to make sure the old man really was sleeping. She didn’t need another dead body right now.

      “Where. Are. You?”

      The old man’s eyes opened and he rubbed his head, pushing his lank gray hair back so it stood on end.

      “I’m at the subway stop on the Upper West Side.” He was probably nursing a hangover. “What’s with the third deg—”

      “There’s been another message. I think you might be in danger.”

      The man sat up and his trench coat fell open.

      Shock made her stop as ice flooded her veins.

      “Alyssa?” Zach’s voice sounded distant in her ears.

      “He’s wearing a bomb,” she whispered.

      The man frowned and looked down at what Alyssa had seen. A black vest was strapped to his chest, covered in black plastic cylinders and wires. A digital timer on the front counted down. Just over eleven minutes.

      Zach shouted something, but she couldn’t hear him over the buzzing in her ears. She stood frozen, staring at the homeless man who looked up at her, a frown on his face.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      She tried to speak, but the words got caught as her throat squeezed shut. She tried to breathe slowly and deeply. Dr. Martinez had said at moments like this, she needed to control her body and focus on the here and now.

      She couldn’t let herself go. They could all die if she did.

      Instead of Dr. Martinez’s voice in her head, she heard Zach’s. “Focus on your senses. What do you see?”

      “Five cylinders duct-taped to a vest wrapped around the chest of a homeless guy,” she said without thinking. “He looks confused.”

      “What do you smell?”

      She took a deep breath, focusing only on that sense, shutting down all other thoughts.

      “Coffee and cologne.” From the suits. “Body odor.” From the homeless man in front of her.

      “Good, Alyssa,” Zach said. “Good. Are you still with me?”

      She clutched the phone harder, trying to keep her thoughts from scattering again. “I’m here,” she said quietly.

      “I need you to evacuate everyone. Keep the man calm,” Zach said.

      “Right.” Focus, Alyssa.

      She gestured to the man. “Cover your chest please, sir.”

      “What is this?” His voice rose as he spoke. “What’s happening?”

      She turned her back to the man, even though her skin crawled with the need to see what he was doing. She pulled her badge and raised her voice. “This terminal is closed. I need everyone to leave immediately in an orderly fashion.”

      The woman in the red hoodie stood on the stairs and looked up from her phone. People around Alyssa immediately started grumbling. One young businessman, his hair clipped almost militarily short, stepped in front of her. “Why? The trains are running down here. I’ve got a meeting in thirty minutes.”

      “Sir, I need everyone to evacuate. The terminal is closed.”

      She could feel sweat trickle down her back. Zach’s voice was speaking from the phone, but she couldn’t listen to him right now.

      “But why?” the businessman said, crossing his arms over his chest.

      Her knees shook and she locked them. Her chest felt tight like she couldn’t get enough air. What had he asked?

      “Are you okay?” the businessman asked. “You don’t look too good.”

      Get a grip, Harrison!

      “Everyone evacuate now,” she yelled, giving the businessman the tiniest push. “There… There’s a gas leak.”

      More people gathered around the businessman as if he was their leader. An older woman, her dark hair styled impeccably, sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything.”

      What was wrong with these people? She wiped sweat from her forehead. She needed to breathe. Why were they all crowding around her?

      The businessman frowned. “Why aren’t the gas company people down here?”

      “Sir, move now,” she snapped, “or I’ll arrest you for interfering with a police officer.”

      Zach’s voice yelled something from the phone.

      “You can’t do th—” His gaze caught on something behind her. “Holy shit! Is he wearing a bomb?”

      His words got everyone’s attention.

      The homeless man hadn’t closed his trench coat. She could see a digital timer on it. Less than eight minutes. He stood.

      “Sir! Don’t move!” she yelled at him. He stopped, but everyone else turned as one and ran. Some faster than others, pushing people out of their way. The woman with the stylish hair wobbled on her high heels and fell to her hands and knees. She sobbed with terror.

      “Get this off me!” the homeless man yelled.

      Alyssa grabbed the arm of a teenage boy flying by, his jean jacket flapping. “Help her,” she ordered, pointing at the woman. The teen immediately snagged the woman under her arms and helped her to her feet. He spoke to her and she nodded, kicking off her shoes. They ran out together. The woman in the red hoodie stood on the stairs watching Alyssa like she was waiting for her to come too. Alyssa waved the woman off. She nodded and ran up the stairs after everyone else. Now the platform was clear but for Alyssa and the man behind her. She faced him.

      “Sir, I need you to calm down. The bomb squad is on their way.”

      They both looked at the timer. Less than seven minutes.

      “Who did this to me? I don’t want to die.” He stepped toward her.

      She couldn’t help it. She moved back and raised her hand palm out.

      His eyes widened. “You think—”

      “Get out of there, Alyssa!” Zach’s voice from the phone finally penetrated. “You aren’t trained.”

      She put the phone back up to her ear. “I see cylinders with wires attached, presumably to the detonators inside. If it’s simple C-4 then I can remove the blasting caps.”

      “No!” Zach’s voice vibrated over the line. “Don’t touch it. If it’s Al Shabah’s work, it would probably blow if you tried to open the cylinders. He’s known for motion sensors, temperature triggers, and resistance sensors. He likes to make them look simple.”

      “Zach. The timer’s at six minutes.”

      The homeless man tore off his trench coat. The vest had been buckled behind him. Wires threaded through the buckles. She described them to Zach while the man got more and more frantic.

      “What’s your name?” she asked him.

      “Craig,” he said. “Craig Douglas. Help me.”

      “Tell him the bomb squad is on the way,” Zach said over the phone, “and get out of there.”

      “The bomb squad is on the way,” she repeated, but her feet didn’t move. Her brain screamed for her to get out.

      “Alyssa, talk to me,” Zach said.

      “Craig, I’m going to see if I can help you get that vest off.”

      “Alyssa, no!”

      “Zach, I’m putting you on speaker.” She placed the phone on the ground while she examined the back of the vest.

      “Someone put this vest on him,” Alyssa said. Her hands trembled as she lightly traced the three large buckles on his back. Black wires wove through the buckle connected to a small plastic box the size of her finger to the first knuckle.

      “Don’t touch those wires,” Zach said after she’d described the boxes.

      “Cut it off!” Craig yelled.

      “The wires go into the vest. If we nick one while we’re cutting…” Alyssa stepped back. Nausea welled in her. Fuck. She just wanted to run screaming. She ran a hand through her hair.

      “What’s the timer say?” Zach said.

      “One minute forty-three seconds,” Craig said in a hoarse voice. “I don’t want to die. Who did this to me?”

      Alyssa stepped around to the man’s front. The timer didn’t seem to have wires attached. She touched it gently and tilted it. “What the hell?”

      “What?” Zach yelled. “Talk to me.”

      “The timer isn’t attached to the bomb. Why would they put that there?”

      “It’s a decoy,” Zach yelled. “It’s a remote trigger. Get out of there, Alyssa.”

      She swallowed and looked into Craig’s eyes. They welled with tears. “Don’t leave me,” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. She turned and ran.
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      “Alyssa!” Zach yelled into the phone. “Alyssa!”

      He stood watching the feed from the subway’s security cameras. He saw Alyssa turn and run for the stairs.

      The homeless man jerked at the vest. Once. Twice.

      The screen went black just as the phone died.

      “Fuck,” Zach said. “Someone get eyes on that subway station. Get all emergency personnel there. Someone update the captain. Drew, Riley, come with me.”

      He let Riley drive since he knew the city better, then wished he hadn’t. Driving would have let him focus on something besides images of Alyssa’s broken body. Zach had been in plenty of tight spots where ten minutes felt like forever, but the ten-minute siren-blaring drive to the subway station took the top spot.

      He jumped out of the car before it stopped moving, running to the station entrance. Police blocked his way. He flashed his ID and shouldered past them. A few firemen and Drew followed him down the dust-shrouded steps into the terminal. The lights were out and the smell of cement dust, sulfur, and ammonia filled the air and coated his throat.

      In the ten minutes since the explosion, the emergency responders had gotten all of the civilians out of the station.

      He stopped. “Which train?”

      Drew pointed to a set of platform stairs ahead of them leading down into darkness. Zach pulled a pen light from his pocket and ran ahead. He swore when he saw the condition of the stairs. The bottom steps were cracked and debris covered them.

      A fireman shouted at them. “Hey, don’t go down there. We don’t know if it’s stable yet.”

      Screw stability. Alyssa could still be down there. He ran down the steps.

      The scene was surreal and looked like something from a war zone. Dust coated everything and floated in the air, reflecting in the beam of his penlight. A shallow blackened crater carved out the center of the platform.

      Drew swore beside him. Zach looked where Drew shone his flashlight. A severed hand lay feet from them, the congealed blood around it looking almost black.

      “Alyssa!” Zach called. He crouched by the hand, forcing himself to look. The fingers were thick and blunt, the nails dirty and ragged. “It’s a man’s hand,” he said to Drew. “It’s probably from the bomber.

      “It’s not her,” he said, more to himself.

      “She must have gotten out,” Drew said.

      Zach’s grip tightened on the penlight. “Then where the hell is she?” He ran back up the stairs and grabbed the first fireman he saw. “Where are the survivors?”

      Something in Zach’s expression made the man’s eyes widen. “Outside. Triage area near the alley.”

      Zach and Drew raced back outside.

      He found Alyssa huddled by the brick wall of a building, a paramedic crouched near her.

      Something in his chest loosened. “Alyssa,” he called.

      The paramedic, a young Asian man, stood up and blocked him. “Hold up, man,” he said. “She’s in shock and not responding. I wouldn’t advise touching her yet.”

      Zach frowned. Alyssa’s eyes were open, staring at nothing. She had dried blood down one side of her face from a cut by her eyebrow, and she was covered in dust. She knelt on the ground close to the brick wall of the building. Her fingers dug into the pavement. She rocked slightly and murmured to herself.

      Zach crouched slowly in front of her. He’d seen this before with one of his buddies. She was deep in a flashback.

      

      The blast throws her backwards. She crashes into something and cracks her head. Pain roars through her arm and shoulder.

      What happened?

      Dust shrouds everything. Her headscarf is missing and something wet drips down her face. A high-pitched buzzing muffles everything, except for the harsh sound of her breathing.

      She puts her hand down to push herself up and her forearm screams at her. An odd bulge has formed on it. She traces it gently with her other hand. Compound fracture, she thinks.

      She blinks. She should be screaming in pain.

      Shock. She must be in shock.

      Her sidearm lies on the ground near her. She grabs it and manages to get to her feet. It takes her three tries to holster her weapon.

      The market is gone. Stalls literally blown away, leaving only scraps of cloth and chunks of wood behind. Her ears ring. She can’t focus. Images kaleidoscope around her.

      A man lies face down covered in debris. His dark hair turned gray with dust. His arm is missing from the elbow down. Blood pools around him.

      She stumbles forward. Looking for someone. She blinks.

      Scott. Brian.

      She moves faster, past other bodies and debris.

      “Scott! Brian!” Her voice echoes inside her head. Her throat feels raw as she screams the names again.

      Someone lies on the ground, face turned away from her. He wears the distinctive camouflage pattern of the Army’s Combat Uniform, recognizable even covered in dust. He isn’t moving.

      She staggers to him and drops to her knees. She turns his head toward her. It’s Brian. His helmet is gone and so is part of his head. The dirt beneath them soaks up his blood.

      No.

      Her breath comes too fast. The fingers of her good hand clench his shirt and she stares at his dust-covered face.

      “Brian? No, please.” She wipes some of the dirt away, streaking blood across his cheek instead. She can’t get enough air.

      Don’t think. Don’t think.

      She needs to find Scott. He will help.

      She stands and scans the area. Sounds penetrate the ringing in her ears, as if they come from somewhere far away.

      Someone is screaming. She frowns, searching the area.

      There. A young girl clutches a woman’s hand. The woman lies sprawled in the dirt and doesn’t move. Another woman—a white woman, her hair covered in a hijab—stands on the edge of the scene. Not moving, just staring.

      Alyssa looks back down at Brian, her friend since Basic. “I’m so sorry. We shouldn’t have come.”

      

      Zach watched Alyssa dig her fingers harder into the pavement, her gaze haunted by things only she saw.

      “I’m so sorry, Brian,” she whispered. “We shouldn’t have come. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have come.”

      “Alyssa,” Zach said in a calm voice. “You’re safe. It’s over now.”

      She kept murmuring and rocking, though he thought he saw a flicker in her eyes. He repeated his words, using her name often.

      “Alyssa, you’re safe. You’re in New York. Alyssa.”

      Gradually she stopped rocking. Her gaze inched up from the ground, over his body to his face. Her eyes held horror and sorrow in equal measure. His heart ached to see it. He reached out a hand toward her. “May I?”

      She gave a single nod. He slid his hand over one of her cold ones. She shuddered at the simple contact. He noticed her palms were scraped and bleeding. He squeezed her fingers gently. “Alyssa, you’re safe.”

      She looked at their entwined hands and then back up at him, wordlessly pleading for something. He shifted closer and she leaned toward him. He did what his instincts demanded and gathered her in his arms. She burrowed her face into his neck, her breath hitching, and he knew she fought her demons for control. He’d never felt so powerless. All he could do was keep saying her name and reassuring her that she was safe.

      They knelt there in the dirty alley while the chaos of the scene continued around them. Drew had disappeared, probably to liaise with the emergency personnel on scene. The paramedic had said he’d check back in with them, but he had others he needed to triage.

      Which brought Zach’s mind back to a point. He needed to know if Alyssa was hurt. His gut twisted to see this strong woman hiding in his arms. He wanted to carry her away somewhere quiet and safe, and protect her from the world.

      “Alyssa,” he said gently. “Are you hurt anywhere? Do you need a doctor?”

      “No.” Her voice was hoarse and low, as if it hurt her to talk. “But I could use a drink.”

      He smiled. She would be okay. Nothing could break his Alyssa.

      His Alyssa.

      She pulled herself from his arms. He wanted to tighten them around her, not ready to let her go. But she wasn’t his. He had to remember that. She was his friend’s sister and he had to keep her safe or Jake would never forgive him. He clenched his jaw. He would protect her, whether she wanted him to or not.

      Someone shouted his name. Drew waved to him from beside a patrol car, holding a radio up.

      “You’re being paged,” Alyssa said, nodding her head at Drew.

      “We’ll see about getting you that drink later,” Zach told her. “Can you stand?”

      After a brief hesitation, she stood up. He saw the tightness around her eyes and knew she still struggled for control. He wanted to pull her right back into his arms, but he couldn’t.

      She avoided his gaze. “Thanks.”

      He put a finger under her chin and lifted so he could look into her eyes. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

      She swallowed and stepped back. “I’m not.”

      But her hunched shoulders and fisted hands betrayed her lie.

      “Zach,” Drew called again.

      “Go,” Alyssa said. I’m okay.”

      Zach sighed in frustration. “Go get checked out by the paramedics.”

      She nodded, but he noticed she didn’t actually say yes. “Alyssa,” he warned. “Get checked out. That’s an order.”

      He jogged off toward Drew, but not before he heard her mutter, “You’re not my boss.”

      It cheered him to see her rebellion even as he blocked off his emotions concerning her. He had to make some hard decisions—decisions she wouldn’t like. She’d been targeted today because of him. Zach was going to fix that. He would protect her, whether she wanted him to or not.
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      After Alyssa had been okayed for duty by a paramedic, she’d stopped at home for a quick shower and change of clothes. She hadn’t been near the blast when the bomb had gone off, but in the choking dust and darkness, she’d tripped and fallen as she’d run from the station. She’d escaped with only scrapes and bruises.

      Unlike Craig Douglas. Another name to add to the list of reasons why she needed to get Al Shabah.

      Now, she sat at a monitor in the Global Intelligence room. Besides the shower, food and caffeine had gone a long way to making her feel human again. She sipped her second vanilla latte while she worked.

      She was going over video footage of the subway platform. Riley sat near her, back-tracing the signal from Al Shabah’s last message. Drew was still on scene coordinating the bomb technician’s results. Masters was trying to track down who Qatil Atfaal was and what he had to do with Al Shabah. The rest of his crew were interviewing everyone who’d been on that platform.

      Everyone was busy and focused, but Zach had disappeared.

      She frowned. It had been over an hour since she’d seen him. He’d been very solicitous on the car ride to her apartment and to the office, but he’d disappeared into the captain’s office as soon as they’d stepped foot in the CTB.

      Her focus sharpened on her monitor. The security film was in black and white. Two people staggered onto the platform. One was Craig. Her gut clenched as she saw him. He’d been another vet, like Rob. The person with him wore a dark hoodie with the hood pulled low to shadow his face.

      She estimated the guy’s height at about 5’8”, just a bit taller than her. He helped Craig sit down and then handed him a bottle of Jack Daniels. The screen showed a glimpse of a pale hand.

      “Caucasian?” She tapped her pen against her desk, thinking.

      Agent Masters strode into the room and surveyed everyone. One of his men walked up to him with a file in hand. “Sir?”

      He showed Masters something in the file.

      “Finally. Progress,” Masters said, before turning to the rest of the staff in the room. “Listen up, people. We have a potential suspect.” He held up a picture of Frank Costa. “This man runs a shelter which both our bombers frequented. He lied to the police.” Alyssa narrowed her eyes. Costa had lied?

      “His real name is Fadi Hajjar, an Iraqi citizen. I want to know everything about him and I want a twenty-four-hour detail on him ASAP.”

      Fadi Hajjar? Could he actually be Al Shabah? She rubbed her temples. Would he have used suicide bombers from his own shelter? And who was the person who’d helped Craig lie down on the platform? Another of Al Shabah’s stooges? That meant they were looking for a cell.

      She needed to show the video to Zach. She’d show Masters after she’d talked out some theories with her partner.

      She almost snorted. She’d have to be careful not to call Zach that again. It’d give him too much satisfaction.

      “Alyssa?” Zach stood at the door, his game face on.

      “Hey,” she said. “I was just coming to find you.”

      “Would you follow me?” His serious manner and formal words set her on edge.

      Riley and the rest of the team watched as she left the room. They must have all gotten the same vibe she had. Something was wrong. “Did something happen?” she asked.

      “No,” Zach said, not looking at her. “We just need to speak with you.”

      “We?” Something in his tone made her stomach sink.

      It started to roil when she saw where he led her: the captain’s office. Dr. Martinez sat on the other side of the large glass window speaking with Captain Marin. She stopped. “What’s going on, Zach?”

      He turned at the door and faced her. “I’m sorry, Alyssa. But it had to be done.”

      She clenched her jaw to keep from shouting questions at him. What did he think had to be done? But in her head she knew.

      “Sit down, Detective Harrison,” Captain Marin said. He waved a hand at the chair beside Dr. Martinez. Zach stood by the door. Did he think she would bolt?

      “I’d rather stand, sir.”

      Dr. Martinez crossed his legs and gave a soft sigh. She grit her teeth and tried to keep her face and thoughts calm.

      “What’s this about, sir?” She directed her question to the captain, but it was Dr. Martinez who answered.

      “It’s come to our attention that you’ve been having…episodes,” he said.

      She put her hands behind her back and gripped them together as if she stood at parade rest. “Episodes?”

      Dr. Martinez’s lips pursed. “Flashbacks. While on the job. Specifically, flashbacks that prevent you from doing your job.”

      “Today was an unusual circumstance,” she said. “It’s not every day a person almost gets blown up.”

      He cocked his head. “I’ve been given the impression that it wasn’t only today. You’ve been misleading me, Alyssa.”

      His words were like a punch to the stomach, making her lose her breath. How did he know?

      She whirled to find Zach watching her, his face stony but his eyes sad. “You told them?” she asked softly.

      “You need help.”

      “I was getting help.”

      “Not enough,” he said, shaking his head.

      “That’s not for you to decide.”

      “No,” Dr. Martinez said, drawing her gaze. “It’s for me to decide.”

      She could hate this man. “So what have you all decided, then? How am I to be punished for doing my job?”

      “Detective,” her captain said. “This is for your own good.”

      “Really? And what exactly is for my own good?”

      Her captain stood. “You’re on medical leave for a week, with daily assessments from Dr. Martinez. After that, if he gives you the go-ahead you’ll return to light duty until further notice.”

      She gasped. Light duty meant stuck behind a desk. Indefinitely. “But what about Al Shabah?”

      “You will hand your case files over to Agent Grayson and Agent Masters. When you’re back on duty, you may handle the research end of things if Agent Masters gives you the go-ahead.”

      Alyssa couldn’t believe this was happening. She’d worked so hard to track and study Al Shabah. She was close to finding him and getting justice for her friends. She shook her head.

      “Are you okay, Detective?” Dr. Martinez asked.

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’m fine,” she said.

      “And that, my dear, is why you’re in this predicament. You won’t admit when you’re not fine. When you need help.”

      She looked first at the captain and then at Zach. “You’re making a mistake.” She stormed out of the office, ignoring Zach when he called after her.

      

      Alyssa took a taxi home. She’d refused a ride from Zach and couldn’t make herself use the subway. A headache pounded behind her eyes as she got out of the cab in front of her building.

      Part of Rob’s cardboard lean-to still resided in the alley, lying flat now that he wasn’t there to keep it propped up. The sight called to her and sadness welled up. Was she as broken as Rob had been?

      She wandered over to the lean-to and crouched down. She lifted the dirty cardboard and peered under it. A sleeping bag leaked feathers, and old newspapers littered the area. The newspapers were weeks old. Rob probably used them as insulation against the cold ground.

      She pulled the sleeping bag aside and found books—about twenty paperbacks with curling edges and ripped covers stacked into three piles. She looked over the titles. “So you liked mysteries,” she murmured, recognizing a few of the authors. “What else do you have in here?”

      Shifting the cardboard further out of the way, she moved into the core of Rob’s space. A coffee cup with change in it sat next to the books. She couldn’t find much else. She turned back to the books and went through them, not sure what she was looking for beyond a distraction from what had just happened.

      Her chest tightened at the thoughts trying to intrude, and she refocused on Rob’s belongings. She found a couple of JD Robb’s suspense books in the pile and highly approved as she moved the books one by one, shaking them to see if any papers came out. She inched forward, kneeling on the newspaper covering the alley floor, and felt an edge against her leg. She pulled newspaper aside and discovered a hardcover journal.

      A cursory flip through it showed legible handwriting in the beginning and entries dating from more than three years ago. Cramped handwriting covered every inch of the pages at the back of the journal, along with heavily scratched-out sections.

      A scrape of a shoe on the pavement behind her made her stand. It was Mr. Almadi.

      “Dear lord, Alyssa. What happened to you?” He waved a hand toward her face.

      She touched the cut above her eye that the paramedic had taped closed with butterfly adhesive. There was a definite lump there now. It was probably coloring up nicely, too.

      “A situation at work,” she said. “I’m okay.”

      “You young women these days are tougher than I was in my prime.” He smiled, but it disappeared as he looked behind her to Rob’s destroyed home. “I haven’t seen young Rob around lately. Do you think he’s gotten off the street finally?”

      From the look on his face, Alyssa could tell that he didn’t believe it. She debated what to tell him and decided on the truth. “Rob was killed a few days ago.”

      Mr. Almadi stepped back. “That poor boy. He had a good soul.”

      Alyssa walked closer to him. “It was four days ago, in the evening. Did you see anyone strange around the alley then?”

      He shook his head. “I’m always inside by dinner. But my wife might have come out with Prince Charming, her poodle.” He waved a hand. “Damn dog looks more like a rat with curly hair.”

      “Will you check with her, sir?”

      “Of course,” he said.

      Her head began to pound in earnest. She waved goodbye and headed up to her apartment with Rob’s journal. After locking the door, she swallowed some Advil and flopped onto her couch.

      Her phone buzzed with a text message from her brother.

      Call me or I’m on the next flight to NYC.

      Crap. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly before dialing his number.

      He answered immediately. “Are you okay?”

      He knew. How could he? She pressed her lips together as the answer came to her. Zach. Interfering bastard.

      “Hi, Jake,” she answered, forcing a light tone. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. You were almost blown up.”

      She gritted her teeth. “Don’t make a big deal about this, Jake.”

      “Are you serious? You were almost killed.”

      “Jake, listen to me. I’m fine. I’m working on a case,” she lied. “I can’t talk right now.”

      There was a pause on the other end of the phone. “We will talk, Lyssa, when your case is over. No more putting me off.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about, Jake.”

      “I’ll see you soon. Stay safe.” He hung up.

      She’d been avoiding Jake since she’d come home. He’d been recuperating from his injuries in the first year and then he’d been busy at his new job at E.D.G.E. It had been easy to steer clear of him. She had a feeling it wouldn’t be so easy anymore.

      She sighed before picking up Rob’s journal. She flipped through his entries from the beginning. Most were of a young soldier adjusting to Army life. It detailed friends, hated sergeants, and girls he liked. She got a sense of who Rob had been before: a fun-loving guy without too much thought for the future, but a large sense of responsibility.

      Then he’d been shipped to Iraq. She frowned. He’d been stationed in Iraq the same time she had.

      She bolted upright on the couch after reading one entry.

      

      I can’t believe it. They’re dead. I would be too if I hadn’t had to take a piss. We’d gone to the fucking market on a whim. The new guy wanted to see it. Fuck! Why did we go?

      

      She checked the date. The day after the bombing at the souq that had changed her life.

      

      The first explosion knocked me unconscious. And the second almost took my arm. It did take all my friends. Who the fuck would do that?

      Why did we go?

      

      Holy shit. Rob had been at the bombing in the souq. That day had ruined so many lives. Sorrow overwhelmed her for the boy he’d been before the war had changed him.

      “I will bring Al Shabah to justice, Rob. I promise.”

      

      Alyssa woke to pounding and buzzing. She blinked, trying to sort out the sounds. She lay on her bed fully dressed. She’d come in to lay down when her head had started to ache too much.

      Her phone buzzed on the bedside table and someone pounded on the front door, while her pulse hammered behind her eyes.

      “Can’t a girl get some peace,” she said, pulling herself out of bed. Judging by the light filtering in her bedroom window, it was early evening. She checked the caller on her phone.

      Zach. She stomped to her door and flung it open. There he stood, phone in one hand, the other a raised fist ready to continue battering her door.

      “What?” she said.

      “You’ve got a possible concussion—”

      “I’m fine.” She turned and marched to her kitchen. More Advil.

      He followed her. “You can’t just go to sleep with no one around to check on you.”

      Damn. She should have closed her door. “You’ve seen me. No brain bleeds here. Now go away.”

      “I’m not letting you hide away without help.”

      She gave him a humorless smile. “You’re going to help me hide?”

      He scowled. “Why are you so infuriating?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “You’re my friend’s sister,” he said. “I told Jake I’d look after you.”

      “Is that why you called him? Thanks for that, by the way,” she said sarcastically.

      His eyes narrowed. “I had to tell him. He’s your brother, and my friend.”

      She crossed her arms. “And what about sneaking behind my back and telling the captain that I have episodes? Is that looking after me?” Her skin radiated heat from the anger building inside her. She pulled a glass and her scotch down from the cupboard.

      “You’re going to drink with a concussion?”

      “I like to live dangerously.” She swallowed some of the fiery liquid, relishing the burn down her throat. “You should try it sometime.”

      “You think I play it safe?”

      She snorted. “Hell yes. You couldn’t take a risk if you were ordered to. How the hell you became a special ops guy is beyond me.”

      He stilled. She swallowed more single malt, glaring at him.

      “You know my background?”

      She shrugged. “Enough. You worked with Jake. You’re obviously tied to special operations. But you play by the rules. That’s not going to catch Al Shabah. You need me, only you’d have to break a rule to get me back on the task force and that you can’t do.”

      He stepped up close, but she refused to back down. She set her drink down and looked up at him. Damn, he was tall. And powerful.

      “You take too many risks,” he said quietly, his intent gaze capturing hers. “Being in the special ops is about calculated risks. I don’t endanger my team. Ever.”

      She sucked in a breath. “I’ve never endangered my team.”

      “We are hunting a bomber. You’re fighting flashbacks every time you get a whiff of black powder. If you freeze, your team has to look after you.”

      “Screw you. You’re so big on loyalty to your team, and yet you betrayed me today.”

      “I didn’t betray you. I protected you.”

      “I don’t need your protection!” she yelled.

      “You were almost killed today. You need protection.” He gripped her arms. “Alyssa, I think Al Shabah is targeting you.”

      She shrugged off his hands. “Bullshit. Why would you think that?”

      “Because I’m Qatil Atfaal.”
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      Zach stepped back from Alyssa, all the anxiety from today draining away and leaving just a hollow shell. He felt brittle. He looked at her scotch. “Pour me one of those?”

      She did and handed him the glass, her face impassive. “Give it up.”

      He took a drink and then set the glass down, staring at the countertop, noting the silver flecks in the creamy marble.

      “It happened three years ago. It was actually my last assignment in JTF2 before I went to E.D.G.E., where I work now with Jake. I was in Iraq on a protection detail for the Canadian ambassador. He had a meeting at city hall. I’d advised against such a public location, but was overruled.”

      He took another swallow of scotch, hating what he needed to tell her. “I was in charge of the outside detail. A man approached. He was holding a little boy’s hand. The boy skipped to keep up with his father.” He paused, recalling the heat of the day, the people pushing past his G-Wagon. The vehicle looked like an armored jeep, and had an opening in the roof where he’d stood watching the crowd, hands on his rifle. “My partner stood at the gate while I watched the perimeter. Two others roamed the street while the other team stayed inside the compound.

      “The boy had caught my attention when he laughed. Then I noticed the father. He hugged his middle with his free arm.”

      He swallowed more scotch. “He walked fast, staring at the gate’s checkpoint. Ten soldiers stood there, as well as a group of local police. I signaled my partner, but he couldn’t see the father and son through the crowd.”

      His senses had gone on alert when he’d seen the tense look on the father’s face. “I fired a warning shot over the crowd. People ducked and ran. Some just huddled where they were. Typical responses.” He took a deep breath. “But not this guy. He just held onto the boy’s hand and kept walking.” Zach’s gut tightened—the same reaction he’d had that day, when he’d seen the man coming toward them. “I can still see that kid’s eyes so clearly,” he whispered. “They were a pale blue. I remember thinking how unusual that was.

      “The boy started crying, but his fucking father dragged him on.” He set the scotch down and put his palms on the cool marble of the counter. “I had to bring up my rifle and target them. I yelled for him to stop.” He looked up at her and then looked away from the pity in her eyes. She’d guessed what he was.

      “I yelled over and over. The guy didn’t stop. So I put him in my sights. I hated having to kill the guy in front of his kid, but I couldn’t let him get any closer.” He stared at the scene in his mind. He’d focused his breathing and lined up a head shot. He couldn’t risk anything else, in case he hit a bomb by accident.

      “I took the shot.” He drew in a ragged breath. “I didn’t know he had a deadman switch in his hand.”

      Alyssa didn’t say anything in the long silence that followed. He couldn’t bring himself to look at her.

      “The explosion wasn’t big enough to do more than kill the man and his son. Everyone else had already cleared away from them.”

      Zach didn’t want to see Alyssa’s face, to see the horror of knowing what he was. A child killer. It was something that happened time and again to soldiers, no matter how they fought against it. Innocent lives were lost in war.

      “A woman in a burqa screamed the name Nasir over and over. Another soldier held her back. She started screaming at me, calling me Qatil Atfaal. Child Killer. Then the whole crowd began chanting death threats at me.” He shook his head. “It was all over the news that a coalition soldier had killed a five-year-old. No one wanted to hear about his father, who’d been wearing a bomb.”

      Alyssa’s hand curled around his shoulder and squeezed. “You had to protect your men.”

      He dropped his head down, unable to agree.

      She filled his glass with more scotch. He looked at her and raised an eyebrow. “You want me to drown my sorrows?”

      Her lips twitched, but then she sobered. “No. I want you to join me in a drink to the dead.”

      She poured more in her glass and then raised it. “To the innocent. They’re why we do what we do.”

      They clinked glasses and drank. She walked to the couch and he followed.

      “So you think Al Shabah was in the crowd that day?”

      Zach shrugged. “Perhaps. My face and the title Qatil Atfaal spread like wildfire. Fucking cell phones. They swore I’d intentionally killed a child with no remorse. Everywhere I went, I got insults and garbage thrown at me. But it was when someone opened fire that I was pulled from the assignment and sent home. I’ve avoided any public assignments in the Middle East since then.”

      She frowned and sipped her scotch. “Even in the first message, Al Shabah mentioned Qatil Atfaal.” She tapped her fingers on her leg. “This is all about you, then.”

      He shook his head. “No, not just me.”

      “But you admit, it’s partly about you.”

      He sighed heavily. “Yes.”

      “So how did Al Shabah know you were in New York?”

      “He must have seen me,” Zach said.

      She nodded. “He probably set up the flashbang incident in Central Park to see if you would show. Which means he’s watching the bombings somehow.”

      Zach smiled grimly. “Then we might have caught him on a security camera.”

      Alyssa faced him with her chin raised. “You should get someone working on that then.” The challenge was evident in her voice.

      “I will,” he said quietly, wishing that they didn’t have to be on opposite sides of this conflict. “I’m sorry.”

      She set her glass down and stood. “About betraying me?”

      He stood too, their truce evidently over. “I didn’t betray you. I never wanted you on medical leave.”

      Her eyes grew stormy. “No, you just wanted me out of the field.”

      “Come in tomorrow,” he said. “See Dr. Martinez, and then come work in the command center. I’ll clear it with Captain Marin. We can use you.” He ached to draw her closer, to make her forgive him.

      “Just get out,” she said.

      He shook his head. “Do you have someone who can stay with you?”

      Her hands clenched into fists. “I was cleared by the paramedic. I’m not a child, and I don’t need you to take care of me. Now get out.”

      He sighed and left without saying anything else, knowing it was over between them before it had even really begun.

      

      Alyssa surveyed the notes she’d made on the case over the last two days. They lay in an organized mess over her coffee table. Her headache was gone, but she still hadn’t slept well since the bombing. That would come in time, she knew.

      Today, she’d woken up at five in the morning and hadn’t been able to sleep. The phone calls had started at eight, which she’d ignored until just now, when she saw the latest text from Zach.

      Tell me you’re okay or I’m going to send a patrol car to check on you.

      Though her head no longer ached, she rubbed her temples anyway as anger rolled through her. Zach had been keeping tabs on her since the incident.

      I’m fine. Now leave me alone.

      She watched her phone, but there was no answering message. She attributed the hollowness inside her to relief. She poured herself a cup of coffee and opened the paper to the crossword, deciding that there was no way she was seeing the smug Dr. Martinez today. She’d call the captain later and see if she could work around this.

      Her cellphone rang again and she threw down the paper, snatching it up. “I told you I’m fine!”

      There was silence on the other end. She quickly checked the caller ID. Unavailable.

      “Hello?” a timid voice said. She recognized it, but couldn’t quite place it. “Detective Harrison?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “This is Beth Reynolds from the shelter? You gave me your card, remember?”

      “Yes, I remember. What can I do for you?”

      “You asked us to report anything suspicious and…well, it’s probably nothing.”

      Alyssa grabbed a pen and paper from her coffee table. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

      “Frank and I asked some of the men who come in, you know, about anyone approaching them on the street to run packages. Like you told me to. And one of them had been approached. By a man with darker skin and a beard. He had some kind of accent. Does that help at all?”

      Excitement curled in Alyssa. “Is the man still there?”

      “No, I don’t think so, but David’s here. I asked him to stay. He’s the man who was approached. Do you want to come speak to him?”

      Alyssa grabbed a pen to jot down information. “I’ll send an officer-”

      “No,” Beth said. “He doesn’t like uniforms. I don’t think I can keep him if he sees one.”

      “Do you think you can keep him there for me?”

      “I’ll try,” she said. “Why don’t you park around back? So he doesn’t get spooked.”

      She dropped the paper and pen back onto the table. “I’m on my way.”

      

      Zach looked again at Alyssa’s text. It was noon, and he hadn’t heard from her since she’d told him to leave her alone.

      “Would you stop looking at that thing?” Marc said from where he sat at the next monitor. “You’re like a teenager with a crush.”

      Zach growled at him.

      “Grayson,” Agent Masters said from the doorway of the Global Intelligence room. “I wanted a progress report. It’s been two days and we have nothing.”

      Zach grit his teeth. He didn’t need to be reminded. “I’ve got nothing to report. The same as you.”

      The man actually puffed out his chest. Marc snickered, but Zach just unfolded himself from his seat and stood over Masters, letting him know without words who was actually in charge.

      Masters took a step back. “Well, I want to know the minute you know anything.”

      “Of course,” Zach said, and turned away. Why the fuck had E.D.G.E. sent him here as an underling to this guy? He grabbed his cell and dialed E.D.G.E.

      Blackwell answered. “Sergeant. What do you need?”

      “You know the situation?”

      “We’ve been monitoring it.”

      “I need backup,” he said. “These people are good, but time is running out. Al Shabah is escalating. Something is going to happen soon.”

      “I have a team on the way. Stay frosty, sergeant. ETA two hours.”

      Relief eased the tight muscles in Zach’s chest. The idea of having his own competent and highly skilled people around him eased his mind. “Thanks, sir.”

      “Zach,” Riley called from across the room. “We’ve got another message.”

      “Fuck,” he said. Their reprieve was up. “Show it to me.”

      Riley put the message up on the main monitor. It showed a black-swathed person wearing sunglasses, who seemed slighter than the figure they’d seen in the previous video. Zach frowned as he heard the voice-modified Arabic coming from the video. It was the typical rhetoric of ‘Death to America.’

      “They’ve never used voice modification before,” he said. “We need the real voice, Riley.”

      Riley nodded. “Working on it. But this is the interesting part.”

      Zach focused on the video.

      “Today, Qatil Atfaal, you will feel some of the pain that you have dealt out over the years. Today is for Nasir.”

      Nasir.

      His chest tightened as the memory of the laughing child with blue eyes forced itself to the surface. He breathed deep, through the constriction.

      “What do you think it means?” Riley asked.

      “It means another attack is coming.”
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      Alyssa debated calling Zach as she ran to her car, but decided she’d just send him a text if the lead panned out. She didn’t want him to tell her to stay off the case. It was too important. She could at least interview a possible witness.

      Her car was parked on the street just past Lattes and More. Mr. Almadi came out just as she strode by the door. “Alyssa,” he called.

      “Mr. Almadi,” she said as she turned and walked backwards. “I got called in. I can’t stop today.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s my wife. She said she saw someone that night.”

      Alyssa stopped and frowned, trying to piece together what he was saying. “You mean the night Rob was murdered?”

      Mr. Almadi nodded. “She said she saw a woman talking to him.”

      “A woman?”

      He nodded. “She was giving him a sandwich.”

      Her heart rate lowered. Probably just a do-gooder. Rob had attracted people who wanted to help him. People like her. She nodded. “Thanks, Mr. Almadi.”

      “Was it helpful?”

      “I’m sure it will be,” she reassured him. “Tell your wife thank you for me. I have to run now.”

      “Okay, but you come by soon for some basbousa. My wife made some yesterday.”

      Alyssa nodded. She loved the light almond cake that Mrs. Almadi made. She waved and hopped in her car. She made it to the shelter within fifteen minutes and parked around back. The rear door was open. It led to a large utilitarian kitchen. No lights were on.

      “Beth?” she called. “It’s Detective Harrison.” She flipped the switch, and light reflected off the stainless steel appliances and counters.  Swinging doors led to the front of the building. Chairs were upside down on top of tables and the blinds were drawn. Surrounded by silence, she felt the hair on the back of her neck rise. Her cop instincts went on alert.

      “Beth?” she called again. “It’s the police.” She placed her hand on her gun, unsnapping the leather strap on the holster.

      The room was empty. She forced her hand away from her weapon. How would she explain shooting the mouse of a woman who worked here? There was no visible threat. She’d had a rough week and it was taking a toll on her.

      She checked the front door. Locked. She didn’t see anything unusual when she peered out through the blinds. She walked back to the kitchen. Another door led to the office. It was cracked open.

      “Beth?”

      The dark office was empty. Irritation flared inside her, until she saw the feet sticking out from behind the desk.

      She pulled out her phone as she went to the body. A man in his late twenties. Ratty jeans, scuffed sneakers, ripped combat jacket, long dirty hair. Everything about him screamed homeless.

      Except for the bomb strapped to his chest, which screamed victim.

      Her heart skipped a beat and then began thundering. She took a step back, then two more before she stopped. She could only see the man’s legs again and somehow not seeing the bomb helped her focus.

      “Fuck,” she said as she dialed the CTB with shaky fingers. “This is Detective Harrison. I’ve got a victim wearing an explosive device and need the bomb disposal unit and backup ASAP.”

      She moved forward and knelt by the man, feeling for a pulse as she gave them the rest of the details. She kept her gaze off the bomb. The man’s heartbeat was slow and regular, his breathing even, though dried blood stained one side of his neck. It still welled from a lump and cut on the back on his head.

      She forced herself to study the bomb. Blood roared in her ears.

      Focus, Alyssa.

      The vest seemed similar to the one that had been on Craig Douglas. She cursed silently. She didn’t want to see another man die.

      Focus.

      There was no timer on this one. Or not that she could see.

      The edges of her vision darkened. She would not faint. She looked away from the bomb and breathed deep and even. She should get outside and wait for the bomb squad to take charge. But could she leave an innocent man behind?

      The man’s breathing changed. His eyes didn’t open, though they flickered slightly. She wouldn’t have noticed had she not been looking right at him.

      “It’s very important you don’t move,” she said to him. “I’m Detective Harrison and I’m here to help.”

      The man’s eyes popped open. He scanned his body, but didn’t move a muscle. “Fuck,” he whispered.

      His calm reaction focused her. “You don’t seem too upset about wearing a bomb,” Alyssa said.

      His hazel eyes widened. “You want me to freak out?”

      “No,” she said. “Just commenting on your reaction.”

      “I’m an ex-soldier,” he said. “Justin.”

      Another vet. He fit Al Shabah’s MO exactly. “Nice to meet you, Justin,” she said. The polite conversation seemed a farce for the situation, but she grasped onto it as a lifeline.

      He still hadn’t moved, not even an inch. “You an explosives expert?” he asked.

      “No,” she said.

      “Then you’d probably better leave. I don’t see a timer and that means this thing could go off at any moment.”

      His words spoke of experience and gave evidence of courage beyond the norm. There was a hint of anxiety around his eyes. His jaw flexed every now and then, but otherwise his face appeared calm and serious.

      It was the look of a man who knew he was going to die, but refused to take others with him.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      A small smile broke onto his rough face. “Like I said, my name’s Justin.”

      “Okay, Justin,” she said. “I’m not leaving you until the bomb squad shows up.”

      His lips compressed, but he didn’t shake his head. “I appreciate what you’re doing, but you need to leave.”

      Like she’d left Craig Douglas? Like she’d left Scott?

      She didn’t know who this man was, but she knew she couldn’t handle having the death of another person on her hands. It wasn’t her that had victimized him, but she was a cop and a soldier, and she couldn’t leave him behind.

      She shook her head. “How about you tell me why you’re so calm?”

      Sirens sounded in the distance.

      “Help is almost here. You should leave.”

      She focused on her questions rather than on her pounding heart and the bomb she refused to look at.

      Her phone rang.

      Zach.

      “Hello, Zach,” she answered. Her hand trembled so badly she almost dropped the phone. She forced herself to maintain an even tone. “You’re on speaker.” She set the phone down between her and Justin.

      There was a pause, and the sound of sirens could be heard over the line. “I hear you’ve gotten yourself into another situation.” Zach’s deep voice seemed to reach out and wrap itself around her. Calm, strong, and steady.

      She looked at Justin. “Yes.”

      “She won’t leave,” Justin said. “Make her leave.”

      “Alyssa, tell me what’s going on,” Zach said.

      “The bomb is a vest similar to the one on Douglas, but there’s no timer that I can see.” She moved closer to Justin.

      “Don’t touch me,” he warned. He still hadn’t moved. “Without a timer, the trigger could be a motion sensor.”

      “Unless it’s a remote activation,” she said, her throat constricting.

      Zach cursed. “I’m almost there, Alyssa. Please get out of the building. I’ll keep talking to Justin.”

      It was a sound plan. Zach could keep Justin calm. But she couldn’t leave. She couldn’t leave another person alone to face their death. A voice on the phone just couldn’t compare to someone there with him.

      She swallowed hard. “Just get the bomb squad in here.”

      “Don’t touch it, Alyssa,” Zach ordered. “Don’t try to move him. Don’t-” His voice cracked, and she heard him swear. “I will be there in two minutes.”

      “We will sit here quietly,” Alyssa said. “Justin was about to tell me why he’s so calm. I don’t think he’s homeless.”

      “If I tell you will you leave?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” she lied.

      The small smile came back and his gaze flicked to her hands clenched together. “No ring. You’re not married.”

      There was a small sound of protest from the phone.

      “Zach’s your boyfriend?” Justin asked.

      “Yes,” Zach answered for her.

      She frowned at the phone. “No, he’s not.” Then she looked at Justin. “Are you trying to ask me out? You do realize you have a bomb strapped to your chest.”

      “A beautiful woman is risking her life for me. Of course I’m going to ask her out,” Justin said.

      A strangled sound seemed to come from the phone.

      Alyssa ignored it. “Tell me who you are,” she said.

      Justin raised an eyebrow. “Who’s ignoring the bomb now?”

      “Undercover,” Alyssa stated. “Did Masters put you on this case?”

      “Courageous, beautiful, and smart,” Justin said.

      The phone was conspicuously silent.

      Alyssa smiled. Then it faded as her gaze went to the vest again. “I wish I could do more,” she said.

      “You can leave,” he said, his eyes serious. “I’m sure your friend on the phone would agree with me.”

      “Don’t worry about him,” she said. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I’m FBI. I’ve been posing as a homeless vet,” he said. “This seemed like the place where the bomber has been getting his vics. I figured the manager, Frank Costa, was involved, though I didn’t have proof. So I came to the office to look for information. Someone, maybe Costa, surprised me and knocked me out from behind.”

      Sirens blared outside, getting louder before they shut off abruptly. Doors slammed and people shouted outside.

      Zach appeared in the doorway moments later, alert and weapon drawn. He nodded at Justin. “Let’s go, Alyssa. The bomb techs are here.”

      Alyssa could see two men in heavy, padded bomb suits waddling through the industrial kitchen to the office. She turned to Justin.

      “It’s okay, beautiful,” he said. “You’ve done everything you can. It’s someone else’s turn.”

      She nodded. “I’ll see you when this is over.”

      Zach grabbed her hand and hurried her from the building. He didn’t stop walking until they’d reached his car parked across the road. He had a radio in his free hand, and they listened to the explosives expert give his report.

      “It’s a motion-sensor switch,” the bomb tech said. They heard him moving around. “We’re lucky. It’s a fairly simple device. I suspect the bomber thought you would move as soon as you woke, which would have set it off.” Another pause over the radio. “I’m removing the detonating wire now.”

      Alyssa thought about Justin lying in there. Please, let us save this one. Please.

      A loud sigh came over the line. “It’s defused. I’m coming out with it now.”

      Justin was safe. Alyssa’s knees almost buckled. They’d done it. They’d managed to stop Al Shabah from killing.

      “Take that, you bastard,” she whispered.

      A smile broke out on her face and everyone around them cheered when Justin came out of the building accompanied by two officers.

      Alyssa took a step forward and waved. Justin grinned at her. He looked at Zach behind her and his grin widened. He nodded and then turned to a paramedic waiting to check him out, accompanying her to the ambulance.

      “He was very brave,” Alyssa said.

      “You were brave,” Zach said. He pulled on her hand and turned her to face him. It surprised her that she still held his hand. “It drove me crazy to think about you in there.” He shook his head. “What were you doing down here?”

      “I was meeting Beth. She said she’d found a potential witness. We need to find them.”

      “Right after you get checked out,” he said.

      She took a deep breath. “I’m okay. For once.”

      His smile was slow, but she saw it and the warmth in his eyes. She smiled back, unable to help herself, not that she wanted to.

      “And just for the record, you’re taken.”

      She shook her head. “You know I’m still pissed at you about getting me kicked off the task force,” she said, not releasing his hand.

      “I know,” he said quietly. He leaned closer. “I’m going to kiss you now, and you can just add it to the list of things you’re pissed at me about.”

      Her heart leapt and her thoughts jolted to a fuzzy silence when his lips touched hers, warming them. She shivered and then his arms were around her, dragging her up against that delicious hard body of his, overwhelming her with his taste, his scent, his touch.

      He pulled back slightly, and she followed. She ran her hands over his strong jaw to the back of his head and pulled him back, opening her mouth to his again. Her heart beat hard in her chest. She felt reckless and wild. Alive.

      She nipped his bottom lip and he growled. “We will finish this later.”

      “I’m still mad,” she whispered against his lips.

      “I think I like you mad,” he said.

      She stepped back. “Time to find this asshole.”

      “Agreed,” he said, and with the steely light in his eyes and his set jaw, he’d never looked so much like a warrior. A warrior willing to battle for her. It made her want to jump into his arms again. Soon.

      But first they had to send Al Shabah to hell.
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      “We have Hajjar in custody,” Agent Masters told Zach and Alyssa back at CTB. Alyssa had had to give a report and ended up staying at the Bureau afterward. No one had said anything yet, and Zach wasn’t about to point it out—he preferred to keep her in sight until Al Shabah was caught.

      “Fadi Hajjar fits the profile,” Masters continued. “He teaches English at the Language Learning Center and has plenty of opportunity there to meet with newly immigrated Middle Easterners. DAS caught him in the vicinity of the shelter near the time my agent was attacked.”

      Masters held up a file. “My guys went through his place and found traces of C-4. He’s our guy. We’re interrogating him now. You might want to come watch.”

      Zach stood close to Alyssa as they viewed the questioning through a large one-way mirror. He couldn’t seem to stop his protective instincts and, to be honest, he didn’t want to try.

      His heart beat hard and fast every time he thought about how he’d seen her kneeling by a bomb. He took a deep breath and released it slowly. And then did it again, calming himself. She was safe beside him.

      Inside the interrogation room, Hajjar sat at a table, his wrists cuffed together with a long chain that threaded through a steel link on the table. The chain was long enough that he could sit in a chair with his hands on the table, but he could scratch his nose only if he leaned over.

      One agent stood by the mirror inside the room while another, an interrogation specialist, sat across from Hajjar.

      “Tell me again why you don’t use your real name, Mr. Hajjar?” the agent asked.

      Hajjar sighed. “I told you. Too many people have a prejudice against anyone from the Middle East. Frank Costa is just a name I use with people at the shelter. I still use my legal name for teaching.”

      The agent leaned forward in his chair. “I understand the pressure you’re under, Mr. Hajjar. You’re only defending your country from the evil influences of the United States.”

      Mr. Hajjar shook his head. “I don’t und—”

      “It makes sense that you want to get back at the country that has sanctioned and invaded yours.”

      Mr. Hajjar opened his mouth, but the agent kept talking in a soothing voice.

      “Tell me about your decision to bomb the VA hospital. Was that something you’d planned in advance, or was it more of a spur-of-the-moment decision?”

      Mr. Hajjar’s eyes widened. The agent kept talking in a soothing voice about why he understood Hajjar’s need to kill Americans after all their country had done to his. Hajjar kept shaking his head. He looked at the other agent in the room.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t do these things.” His voice rose as he spoke.

      “Mr. Hajjar, I need you to stay calm,” the agent interrogating him said. “If you’re not calm, then I’ll have to leave and your side of the story won’t get told. Remember, I’m here for you. I need you to cooperate with me and tell me the truth.”

      Alyssa rolled her shoulders as she kept watching. Within minutes, Hajjar had sweat rolling down his face. A sign of guilt according to the interrogator, who asked him to just tell the truth, but never actually let him speak.

      “They’re using the Reid technique on him,” she said, shaking her head.

      “I know,” Zach said quietly. It was a type of interrogation where the investigator presumed guilt and used loaded questions as well as imagined justifications for the accused’s behavior, all the while speaking almost non-stop. He’d used it himself. It could be effective, but also could lead to false confessions unless the investigator was careful.

      “It could narrow our investigation at this stage,” Alyssa said.

      “He is the main suspect,” Zach said.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Bu—”

      He held up his hands. “I agree with you, Firecracker. This is too important a case to leave in the hands of one investigator.” He pointed at the door. “Let’s go find more evidence.”

      She smiled and his heart clenched at the sight of it. He scowled after she’d walked off. What was this woman doing to him?

      Moments later, Zach stood with Alyssa, Marc, Riley, and Drew in the Global Intelligence room.

      “We need to find Beth Reynolds,” Zach said. “She’s also a teacher at the Language Learning Center with Hajjar, but she didn’t report in to work today. We believe she might be Fadi Hajjar’s girlfriend. He might have done something to her after she called Detective Harrison.”

      “She’s our missing link,” Alyssa said.

      “We’ve got DAS on it,” Drew said. “The parameters being a five-foot-seven Caucasian female. Blonde hair. Blue eyes.”

      Zach hadn’t remembered the color of her eyes from meeting her at the shelter. But then, she’d avoided his gaze. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Next move?” he asked the room in general.

      Alyssa stopped. “DAS might be able to track her, but until then we need to get all the information on her we can.” She grabbed her coat from the back of a chair and headed to the door. She looked over her shoulder at him. “You coming, partner?”

      Well, at least she was finally admitting it.

      

      Captain Marin blocked Alyssa’s path before she got to the entrance of the CTB. He frowned at Zach and Marc, who flanked her. “I assume you’re headed home, Alyssa.”

      She purposefully kept her voice and face calm. “No sir, I’m going to do some background research on Beth Reynolds. I suspect she’s Hajjar’s girlfriend and she might be willing to talk to us.”

      “You’re on medical leave.”

      “Sir, this case is too important. All hands are needed. I am only trying to exhaust all avenues of investigation.”

      He stared at her for a moment, his scowl fierce. Then he sighed. “Fine. You’re one of our best and we need you.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He held up a hand to stop her from continuing. “You will not engage or confront any suspect. You will call for backup.”

      Zach stepped forward. “She has us.”

      Captain Marin’s gaze searched Zach’s face before he nodded and focused back on Alyssa. “Find me proof that Hajjar is our guy.”

      “I’m on it, sir.”

      

      It turned out that Beth Reynolds lived in a brownstone building not far from the shelter. Alyssa, Zach, and Marc followed the apartment manager up the stairs to the second floor of the five-story walk-up. Beth lived in apartment 206.

      They entered the hall in silence. Alyssa’s head ached with the tension. She felt ragged and on edge. Not enough sleep. She blinked.

      Time to focus, Alyssa.

      Zach knocked on the door. “Beth Reynolds, this is the police. Open up.”

      No answer.

      He pounded on the door and then nodded at the manager, who unlocked it. Zach and Alyssa both pulled their weapons and went in silently, leaving Marc to deal with the manager before following.

      The door opened into a small, sparsely furnished living room with a galley kitchen.

      No one.

      “Clear,” she said.

      Zach stalked into the bedroom off the living room. “Clear,” he growled.

      Marc checked the bathroom and came out shaking his head.

      “She’s gone,” Zach said from the bedroom doorway, nodding at something inside.

      Alyssa looked into the room. The dresser drawers hung open and empty. The closet was also empty.

      “She’s not just gone,” Alyssa said. “She ran.”

      Zach nodded. “The question is, who is she running from, us or Fadi Hajjar?”

      Alyssa pulled on a pair of latex gloves from her back pocket and went back into the main room. “Let’s see if she left us any clues.”

      “I’d guess she lived alone,” Zach called from the bedroom. “Only one side of the bed has been used.”

      In the living room, Alyssa scanned the waist-high bookshelf under the main window. Three shelves, but only the top one held books—all the basic book-club titles. Boring. Alyssa would take a romance over a literary book any day. The middle shelf was empty, but the bottom shelf had a small rolled mat.

      She flipped it out onto the floor. Not a mat but a carpet, a small one about a yard long. The intricate pattern of blues and reds reminded her of Middle Eastern designs. Maybe something Beth Reynolds had picked up in her travels. A black silk scarf lay on top of the bookshelf.

      Alyssa frowned and looked out the window. Just an eastern view of another old brick building.

      She strode into the kitchen and opened the fridge.

      “Hungry?” Marc asked from where he checked the sofa cushions.

      She pulled a package of meat out. “It’s halal chicken.”

      “Halal?” Zach asked. He stood blocking the doorway, overwhelming the tiny kitchen. “You sure?”

      Alyssa showed him the package, with the label indicating the meat had been slaughtered a certain way and then blessed. She picked through the rest of the food. “It’s mostly halal,” she said.

      Zach looked back at the small rug Alyssa had unrolled in the middle of the living room and then looked back at her. “That would mean…”

      Alyssa nodded. “That Beth Reynolds is Muslim.”

      “I got something, guys,” Marc called from the bedroom. He came out holding a pile of letters held together with an elastic band. “These letters haven’t been sent.”

      Alyssa frowned. “What?”

      Marc held them up. “There’s no address or return address.” He pulled the letter out of one envelope. “But there are full letters in each one.” He handed one each to Zach and Alyssa.

      Written in Arabic, the letters were to her husband and son.

      “Nasir,” both she and Zach said at the same time.

      “Holy shit,” Alyssa said. “Beth Reynolds is Nasir’s mother.”

      Zach held up his letter signed with an E. “Elizabeth Reynolds.”

      “Like the letter that Rob took. He took it from her. But why? Was it among Hajjar’s things by accident?”

      “From the sounds of these letters, she’s planning on a suicide mission.”

      Marc eyed them both. “Are you two super-cops going to tell me what’s going on, or do I have to guess?”

      “You know I’m Qatil Atfaal,” Zach said. Marc nodded. “The little boy I killed had blue eyes and was named—”

      “Nasir,” Marc finished. “Holy shit is right. What does it mean?”

      “It means,” Alyssa said, “that Beth Reynolds is working for Al Shabah.”

      

      Alyssa paced before the main screen in the Global Intelligence room while the latest message from Al Shabah played.

      She looked over the information she’d gotten on Reynolds. The woman was Brainiac smart, and had gone to London to get a chemical engineering degree. She’d married Omar Khoury not long after and then moved to the Middle East with him. That would explain why a woman from upstate New York converted to Islam.

      What Alyssa couldn’t find out was where Khoury was now, and why Reynolds would be dating Hajjar.

      “So does this mean Hajjar really is Al Shabah?” Drew asked.

      “Maybe,” Alyssa said. She frowned. “But where would they have met? He’s been in the United States for twenty years. We need to find their connection.”

      “I’ve got something,” Riley called from his monitor.

      “Big screen,” Zach said.

      Grainy black-and-white footage of a street scene appeared on the monitor. People walked back and forth in front of a two-table patio which held one older gentleman drinking from a mug.

      “What am I looking at, Riley?” Alyssa asked.

      “This is a coffee shop security camera,” he said, “hooked into DAS. One block from the subway. Thirty seconds before detonation.”

      Alyssa’s fists clenched at the thought of what she’d been doing thirty seconds before the explosion.

      “Watch the person in the hoodie entering the screen now,” Riley continued, pointing to a person wearing a hoodie, leggings, and sneakers—as if they were going out for a run, except they weren’t running. They stopped, pulled out their cell phone, tapped some numbers, and then slid their phone away.

      “And the bomb goes off…now,” Riley said. Alyssa’s stomach roiled. Zach stood beside her now, almost shoulder to shoulder, not looking at her but watching the screen, silently offering his support. She took a deep breath and smelled the subtle scent of him. The nausea receded and she could focus again.

      On screen, pedestrians jumped. All looked toward the subway, and one pointed.  The hoodie person hadn’t jumped, but had stopped at the edge of the screen. The hood fell back and revealed long blonde hair. Beth Reynolds turned to look where someone else pointed back toward the subway.

      A memory flashed through Alyssa’s mind and she stumbled back. Zach grabbed her arm before she’d taken even one step.

      “I’m so stupid,” she whispered.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his gaze searching hers.

      She held up her hands. “I’m fine. Really,” she said when he didn’t let go of her immediately. “I just remembered something from the day of the…the explosion.” She swallowed hard. She could do this.

      “That morning, on the platform. I saw her. It was just a flash. She looked back at me. I didn’t recognize her, but my brain wasn’t…wasn’t processing properly at the time.”

      “No shit,” Drew said. “Having to save a platform of people from a terrorist’s bomb will do that to a person.”

      Her eyebrows rose in surprise.

      Drew snorted. “What? You think you’re Robocop or something, Al? Shit, woman. Give yourself a break.”

      The muscles in her shoulders loosened at his words, and she nodded.

      “Alright,” Zach said. “Back on point: Beth Reynolds is our bomber and our link to Al Shabah. We need to find her fast. Riley, alert the captain and he can tell the feds who we’re looking for. And if we find her, we find Al Shabah.”

      An idea jolted Alyssa and shock rooted her to the ground. Her hand grabbed Zach’s arm without her even knowing it. “She’s not working for Al Shabah.”

      Zach looked at her. “What do you…” He spun back to the black-and-white image of her on the screen. “Fuck me.”

      “What?” Drew said.

      Alyssa wanted to smack herself. “Al Shabah means ‘the ghost,’” she said. “No one has ever seen the Ghost. I always thought the name was given because the person was elusive. But I now believe it was also given because they had pale skin and hair…”

      “So Al Shabah is…” Drew looked at the still picture of the blonde woman on the screen.

      “Beth Reynolds,” Alyssa said. “It fits with everything we know. And that would be why she could move so freely here in the U.S. She’s an American citizen, as well as a white woman. Who would suspect her?”

      “We need to find her,” Zach said.

      “Get that info out to all the precincts ASAP,” Alyssa told Drew. He nodded and began typing on his keyboard.

      She went to the white board where most of their pertinent information was displayed. “Let’s go over everything again, but now knowing who Al Shabah really is.”

      Zach nodded. “Our tango volunteers at a men’s shelter. Why?”

      Drew and Riley joined them at the board. “So she has access to unsuspecting bomb carriers?” Riley said.

      “Yes,” Alyssa said. “But I think there’s more to it than that.”

      “Proximity to her apartment?” Drew said.

      “We’re still missing something,” Zach said, staring at the board. “Okay, place of employment?”

      Riley checked a paper before handing it to Zach. “The Language Learning Center. She’s a teacher. Middle Eastern languages.”

      “Arabic?” Alyssa asked. Riley nodded and Alyssa stared into space, thinking. Something nudged her memory. Why was the Arabic important?

      Alyssa gasped. “That bitch.” She went to a monitor and pulled up the video she’d saved.

      There it was: The security footage from the night Rob died. The others crowded around the screen with her. A slight figure in a hoodie helped Rob to the edge of the platform, then stepped away. Rob wobbled for a moment and then fell onto the tracks. The figure did nothing to help him, but just looked around and walked away. Rob struggled to rise, making it to his hands and knees before collapsing again. He didn’t get up again, though his one hand stretched out as if searching for help.

      Alyssa’s throat tightened as they watched him die. His movements became feebler until they stopped altogether.

      “You think Reynolds killed Rob?” Drew asked.

      “I know it. The Language Learning Center is in my neighborhood. I think Rob saw Reynolds and followed her there.” She cursed softly as she remembered. “A couple of days before he died, he mentioned he’d seen someone who’d been there on the day his friends died. He must have meant Reynolds. He’d seen her in Iraq. At the same bombing that killed my friends. He took papers from her desk hoping to find something to show who she was. He couldn’t read Arabic and so wouldn’t have known that what he’d taken was only teaching material.”

      “Except for the letter,” Zach said.

      She nodded. “Except for the letter. She must have found out and killed him.” She cursed. “And then she broke into my apartment looking for it.”

      Zach closed his eyes for a brief second. “Fuck,” he said. “You have been too close to death too many times this past week, Firecracker.”

      She squeezed his arm briefly before going to her desk to retrieve the envelope with the papers Rob had taken.

      She spread them out, cataloguing them. “Learn-to-read Arabic stories. An Arabic poem. Receipt for a deli. A sheet of Arabic numbers.” She slapped the last one down. “Receipt for Sentinel Storage.”

      Drew typed furiously into his laptop. “A storage rental place in East Harlem.”

      Alyssa nodded at her team. “That’s where we’re headed next.”
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      They sent Riley and Drew to check out the Language Learning Center. They needed as much information as possible, as fast as possible, if they were going to figure out what Reynolds had planned next. Alyssa had no doubt that the woman wasn’t done yet.

      Sentinel Storage was a bright orange building jammed between a deli and a hardware depot. Inside, the teenage clerk behind the counter watched a Big Brother episode on his laptop. He barely glanced at them as he chewed a massive smoked meat sandwich, giving a good impression of a cow chewing cud.

      “Number?” he said.

      Alyssa held up a picture of Reynolds and her badge. “We want to know the locker for Elizabeth Reynolds.”

      The clerk’s jaw hung open. Apparently he liked mustard on his meat. “Umph?”

      Zach leaned close to him, his face stony, and his voice deep with a dangerous edge. “Tell us her locker number now.”

      The clerk dropped his sandwich on the counter and flipped through the pages of a binder. “33, sir. Down the hall. Turn right.”

      Zach nodded, still in scary mode, and turned away. Alyssa pressed her lips together to stop her smile as she followed him. Once they’d turned the corner, she snorted. “I thought that kid was going to piss his pants when you spoke to him.”

      “Sometimes it’s fun to be scary looking,” he said with a grin.

      “You’re not that scary,” she said. “Just tall with lots of muscles.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You like my muscles?”

      Her face heated. “I didn’t say that.” She started looking at the numbers on the lockers. 17. 18.

      “Not with words,” he murmured.

      She heard him, but didn’t respond. She lengthened her stride. “It should be just up here.”

      “Are you trying to ignore me again, Alyssa?”

      She glared at him. “I’m trying to be professional. You should be, too.” She stopped in front of a ten-foot-wide roll-up door. A lock secured it to the floor. She knelt and examined the lock. “It’s one of those combination locks that uses letters. I have bolt cutters in the car, but if we don’t have a warrant that might cause issues later.”

      “How many letters?” Zach crouched beside her.

      “Five,” she said. The answer popped into her head. She met his gaze and smiled just as he did.

      “Nasir,” they said at the same time.

      She quickly spun the letters and the lock popped open. They pulled the door up together and before it was fully open the acrid scent of chemicals assaulted her nose. Ammonia, sulfur, and charcoal were the main scents she could identify. The room was about fifteen feet long. Reynolds had set up a work table with a lamp and chair. A shelving unit stood behind, but nothing else was left.

      “Shit,” Alyssa said. “She’s already cleared it out.”

      Zach ran his fingers along the desk and then smelled them. “This is definitely where she made her bombs.”

      Alyssa ran her hand over her hair. “But how many did she make? Is she done? What’s next for her?”

      “She’s not done,” Zach said quietly. “You know that. Something is coming.”

      “I know.” She slammed her hand onto the table. “We’ve been a step behind her for too long.”

      Zach came close. “We’ll find her and stop her.”

      She gazed up at him, his dark eyes fierce and her heartrate up. She forced her gaze away and back to the empty shelves. “But will it be in time?” she whispered.

      To his credit, Zach didn’t make any false promises. He turned away and pulled out his phone. “I’ll get a forensic team to go over it. Maybe they’ll find something.”

      Alyssa stared at the shelves, thinking of Craig standing on the subway platform begging for her help.

      Zach touched her arm. “Alyssa? You with me?”

      How long had she been lost in thought? She lifted her chin. “Of course.”

      His dark eyes saw too much, but all he did was nod. “I saw two security cameras. I’m going to go ask Boy Wonder out front for the video.”

      He left and she surveyed the room a last time. The empty shelves drew her. They were right behind the chair of the worktable. It didn’t allow a lot of movement. She frowned. Why wouldn’t Beth have put the shelves at the end of the storage room? It would have made it easier to move around in here.

      Unless there had been something else in that spot. She moved to the end of the table. There was room enough here for a lot of boxes. Alyssa bit her lip. How much chemical had been stored here? And what did Beth Reynolds plan to do with it?

      

      Zach strode down the hall toward the front counter and the kid manning it. He must have been scowling, because the kid’s eyes widened and he leaned back. Normally Zach would have smiled to try to put him at ease, but he had no time to be gentle with anyone. The soldier in him had pushed aside emotion and focused on finding the enemy.

      “Video for the cameras?” he said.

      The kid nodded and pointed to an ancient computer on the desk behind the counter.

      “Can you pull up video for the last twenty-four hours?” he asked. “We’re looking for that woman.”

      “I… I just saw her this morning.”

      “You did? Tell me.”

      “She borrowed a dolly and moved a bunch of stuff from her unit.”

      “Do you know what she was driving?”

      The boy’s face scrunched up as if he had to physically dig through his swamp of a brain to access the memory. “Ummm. A light colored van?”

      “Okay, good.” He’d come back to the van. “Do you know what she moved?”

      “Boxes mostly.” His hands waved the vague shape of a box as he spoke. “Did she do something?

      Zach shouted down the hall. “Alyssa.” Then, he returned his attention to the boy. “Can you bring up the security feed for the time period she was here?”

      “Sure.” The kid sat down and began typing. Within moments, a video came up of the back of a woman with blonde hair walking down the hall pushing an empty dolly.

      Alyssa jogged up to stand beside Zach and watched the screen without being told. The kid fast forwarded the video twenty minutes and they saw Reynolds pushing the dolly that held multiple boxes.

      Alyssa cursed softly.

      Zach’s phone rang. He pulled it out. “What’s up, Drew?”

      “Riley and I checked out the Language Learning Center where Hajjar and Reynolds work. Boss said he knew Hajjar went by the name Costa at the shelter. Said too many people had preconceived notions about people from the Middle East.” Drew snorted. “No shit.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. The boss said both were really nice people, he couldn’t believe they were in trouble, blah blah.

      “He did say Reynolds was new and she’d learned her languages over in the Middle East. And she missed work today, but guess what? He said he’d see her tonight.”

      Zach’s interest sharpened. “Why?”

      “Because she’s one of the volunteers at the Hero’s Gala.”

      “Hero’s Gala?” Zach said.

      Alyssa gasped beside him. “Of course.” She started cursing.

      “Good work, Drew. We’ll meet you back at the CTB.” He hung up and gave the kid instructions to send the video to his email account.

      “I’m so stupid,” Alyssa said as they walked to the car.

      “You’re one of the smartest women I know.” Zach settled into the driver’s seat and then pulled out into traffic. “Tell me what this gala is.”

      She ran a hand through her hair. It was coming out of its long braid, with little wisps framing her face. He wanted to tuck one long curl behind her ear but restrained himself, knowing she wouldn’t appreciate it. He hated the distance she forced between them, but he’d respect it, especially when they had a job to do. He drove while she spoke.

      “The Hero’s Gala is a fundraising event that’s been held for the last ten years, and each year it gets bigger and more high profile. It’s to honor our soldiers, and the money raised goes to the VA hospital. Vets are welcome as long as they wear their ribbons. The military higher-ups usually make sure some uniforms are there, looking all spiffy and hero-ish. In fact, it was the Bureau’s turn to make a showing this year.”

      He glanced at her. Her nose had wrinkled as if she smelled something bad as she typed something into her phone.

      “But they don’t want to see any vets with real problems,” he guessed.

      She sighed. “They actually do want the guys who are missing limbs. They’re good for the people donating money to see. But… the soldiers with scars on the inside?” She shook her head. “We can’t let anyone see those soldiers.”

      “Soldiers like Rob,” he said, now understanding her. Soldiers like her. Though he wondered if she knew she was one of those soldiers she spoke about.

      She nodded and touched her screen a couple of times. “I shouldn’t complain. At least they’re raising money and doing something. It just never seems like enough.” She gave a small laugh. “I went the second year it was held. I was serving then, but I hadn’t done my tour yet. It all seemed so glamorous.”

      He didn’t let her dwell on that younger, innocent Alyssa, the one who’d been so drastically changed by Iraq. “Do you know anything about it this year? Where’s it held? Is there a special guest?”

      “I’ve got the website here,” she said. “It’s being held tonight at the Paladin Hotel on the Upper East Side. Oh shit,” she breathed.

      “Tell me.”

      “The Secretary of Defense will be there as the guest of honor.”
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      They met Riley and Drew at the CTB. Alyssa asked one of the FBI peons where Masters was.

      “He’s interviewing Hajjar, trying to get details before we ship him out,” the guy said.

      She strode back to the set of three detention and interrogation rooms in the back of the building. They weren’t used very often. The viewing room was still packed with Masters’ FBI crew and CTB cops. She and Zach muscled their way to the front, where they could see through the one-way mirror to watch the interrogation.

      And interrogation it was.

      Hajjar sagged in the chair he’d been handcuffed to. He shivered, though sweat rolled down the side of his face. Masters was alternating cool air and heat. She wondered if he’d resorted to drugs yet. From the swelling on Hajjar’s cheek, they hadn’t gone easy on him.

      Masters slammed his fist down on the table. Hajjar jumped. “Tell me the names of the others in your cell.”

      He shook his head, looking down at the floor. “There’s no cell.”

      “So I’m supposed to believe you’re working alone?” Masters snarled.

      Hajjar looked up. “No.”

      “So tell me the names.”

      “There are no names!”

      Masters leaned close and whispered something that the microphones didn’t catch. Everyone in the room speculated what he was saying, from threats of life in prison to a slow, painful death. Personally, she thought Masters would go for death.

      “Please. Not again,” Hajjar said brokenly. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Bullshit!”

      Alyssa couldn’t take any more. She rapped sharply on the glass, causing Masters’ head to whip around as he glared at the mirror. The other spectators sucked in their breaths. “Come on,” she said to Zach. “We can’t let this go on any longer.”

      Her statement earned a bunch of mutters from the onlookers, but no one challenged her. She guessed they left that for Masters to do.

      She and Zach waited in the hall for the FBI agent. He came out and shut the door behind him, his face twisted in a ferocious scowl. “There had better be another fucking attack happening. I’m too close to breaking him to stop.”

      “We believe you have the wrong man,” Alyssa said.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? This is the guy.”

      “No, sir,” she said. “We believe the true terrorist is his girlfriend. She—”

      “You believe this as well, Grayson?”

      Zach nodded. “We have evidence.”

      Masters shook his head. “You’re telling me that mouse of a woman…wait. Let me rephrase that. You’re telling me that white American mouse of a woman is our bomber?”

      “We are,” Alyssa said. “She—”

      “This is unbelievable.”

      “Stop interrupting me,” Alyssa said, stepping toward Masters. “Listen to what I have to say.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he finally looked at her. “Give me your evidence.”

      She took a deep breath and tried to expel her anger. The job at hand was more important than getting irritated with this dickhead. She outlined the evidence, from the woman’s dead son and her close ties to the Middle East to the most recent find of suspected chemicals in the storage locker, and everything in between.

      “Your evidence is that the woman speaks Arabic and has a storage locker?”

      “Agent Masters,” Zach said in a deep voice that was almost a growl. “Listen to what she has to say.”

      His scowl deepened. “I’m not releasing Hajjar. He is our main suspect, and a potential threat to the public.”

      “I’m not asking you to release him,” Alyssa said. “But we think Reynolds is Al Shabah and Hajjar has little to no part.”

      “You’re free to pursue any line of reasoning you choose,” Masters said. “Just don’t interfere with my case.”

      “We think she’s going to target the Hero’s Gala at the Paladin Hotel tonight. We could use the help of your men,” Alyssa said.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Fine. I’ll get my men to sweep the hotel and I’ll personally oversee security. I won’t be accused of negligence. But I don’t want either of you inciting anyone to hysterics.” He stomped off.

      Alyssa pinched the bridge of her nose. “He’s competent, but will he do everything that needs to be done?”

      Zach pulled out his phone and tapped out a number before lifting it to his ear. “It’s Grayson. ETA? Good.” He slid it back into his pocket before looking at her. “Masters isn’t completely on board, and frankly we don’t have time to convince him.”

      “But…” Her thoughts raced. How could they stop this? Should they put out a warning to the public? Would anyone even listen to them?

      “I’m not sure I’ve seen you speechless before.” He laughed. “Don’t worry. Backup is here. Now we have to plan.”

      “The gala is tonight. First off, we need to sweep the place.”

      “That’s already being done by the secret service and their K9 unit,” Zach said. “The bomb won’t be something we’ll find easily. We need to focus on finding Reynolds. She’ll be there.”

      “How are we going to do that? Pose as security?”

      Zach laughed again. “Not quite. We’re going as guests.”

      Was he insane? Why was he smiling? “Are you enjoying this?” she asked suspiciously. “Wait… Guests?”

      

      Zach’s friends or co-workers or whatever they were had arrived, and met them at Zach’s hotel. They had an adjoining suite next to Zach and Marc’s rooms. The dining table in the suite held blueprints of the hotel hosting the gala while the coffee table held computer equipment, including two large screens. A dark-haired woman who’d been introduced as Dani—the woman Alyssa’s brother was living with—sat on the floor in front of the setup, typing away.

      A tall woman with wheat-blonde hair and an even taller, wickedly handsome man sorted out a wide array of weapons, including a sniper rifle. Zach had introduced them as Cat and Rhys. The last man on the team was another tall man with the same coloring as Cat. Dylan was his name.

      Alyssa waved a hand at the team. “Did you all come from the land of giants?”

      “Just Canada, sweetheart,” Dylan said, overhearing her. “We breed ‘em big up there. You know, to counter the cold.”

      Alyssa snorted. “Right. And you all live in igloos.”

      Jake came out of the bedroom, dressed in a tux. The woman sitting on the floor looked up and caught his gaze. Something passed between them—something that made Alyssa want to turn away and give them privacy.

      She was about to do just that when Jake looked at her, his brows drawn together. “We need to talk, Lyssa.”

      She squared her shoulders. “No, we don’t.”

      A muscle in his jaw flexed. “Fine. I’m going to talk and you’re going to listen. Do you want to do it in front of everyone?”

      “Asshole,” she muttered, stalking into the bedroom.

      Jake followed her and shut the door. “You have PTSD.”

      She raised her eyebrow. “Yes. What’s your point?”

      “Should you be on this mission? Can you function?”

      She clenched her teeth as her anger spiked. “You’re not Mom.”

      “No,” he said. “I’m the brother she complains to when you never call or come home. You’re in trouble, Lyssa. Let me help.”

      “I’m dealing with it, Jake. Besides, there’s nothing you can do to help me.”

      He took a step toward her. “You honestly don’t think I have nightmares about the shit I’ve seen? That I haven’t dealt with people with these same issues? Jesus, Lyssa. I’m special ops. I know all about PTSD.”

      Her anger drained from her body, leaving her a hollow shell. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I am seeking help. Talking is just…hard.”

      “I know,” he said. “But make sure you do it anyway. It doesn’t have to be me you talk to. Just someone.” He pulled her close into a hard hug. “Love you, sis.”

      “You too,” she said.

      He released her and then frowned. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”

      “Damn straight,” she said. When she saw Jake waver, she shook her head at him. “This is not your decision. I am on this team. We will get Al Shabah. I have to do this for the friends she killed.” He opened his mouth and she held up her hand. “But I need to do this for myself.” She softened her voice. “Don’t try to stop me, Jake.”

      Someone knocked hard on the door before opening it. Zach stood there. “You okay, Alyssa?”

      She nodded. Jake eyed Zach as he stepped to her side. “She’s solid, Jake. And she’s one of our best chances of stopping this tango.”

      Alyssa warmed under his praise. She knew it was true, but it was nice to hear Zach say it. Jake frowned as he looked at Zach.

      “I think we need to have a conversation, Doc.”

      Zach bristled, and Alyssa stepped between them. “No, you don’t. Besides, now is not the time. We have a terrorist to catch.”

      Jake nodded, but she caught him scowling at Zach at different moments throughout their planning. Zach scowled right back. Jake obviously suspected something. She shrugged it off. There was really nothing to suspect anymore.

      Before they’d gone to the hotel, Alyssa had made a quick stop at her place to grab her outfit for the gala. It had been what she’d been planning to wear anyway.

      Now, Zach went to his room to change. He came out wearing a black suit tailored to his broad shoulders and narrow waist. He looked strikingly handsome and still had an aura of danger about him, making for an intoxicating combination.

      She changed next, and emerged to see them surrounding a map of the hotel. No one had noticed her yet.

      Alyssa rolled her shoulders. The halter-style black pant suit made her feel too exposed, with her bare back and the deep V in the front. At least she wore boots rather than spiky heels. No way in hell was she going to a potential terrorist bombing and wobbling around in heels. She’d wear her boots and damn anyone who said anything.

      Zach leaned over the table, pointing to something on the map. The suit strained against his broad shoulders.

      “Why aren’t the rest of you getting ready?” she asked the room, trying to pull her gaze from Zach.

      “I’m on tech,” Dani said. “I’ll be in your ear.”

      “And I’m overwatch,” Cat said. “I’m setting up near the third-floor overlook with my rifle and scope. I’ll let you know what I see.”

      Zach turned to her, and his eyes widened before traveling over her. His gaze lingered briefly on the deep V of the halter before capturing hers, making her pulse leap with the heat in his eyes. She couldn’t help but remember the night at her apartment.

      The rest of the men also had on suits, but none of them made her stomach flutter like Zach. Maybe when this was over, she should have Zach over for a last night together.

      Then she put those thoughts away. Time to work.

      She entered the ballroom of the Paladin Hotel later that evening with five handsome men. Too bad she couldn’t enjoy the reason why.

      She surveyed the ballroom. Zach stood near her, but the others had split off to their assigned zones: kitchen, lobby, stage, as well as the other sides of the room. Drew and Riley were also here. They stood at opposite corners of the room. Alyssa waited near one of the many bars holding a glass of champagne, but not drinking it.

      Her mind went over and over what she knew of Reynolds. As Al Shabah, the woman had terrorized the coalition troops in the Middle East. Now she’d brought that terror to the United States. To New York. She would want to make as big an impact as she could.

      That also meant that whatever she had in mind, it wouldn’t happen until all the guests had arrived—including the guest of honor. The Secretary of Defense was scheduled to speak at eight. That gave them three hours to find the bomb and evacuate the guests.

      Damn, she wished they could stop this event. But not even Zach and his E.D.G.E. team had the ability to cancel the Hero’s Gala, not since the FBI claimed to have the situation in hand. Someone in the Secretary of Defense’s office had given the gala the go-ahead.

      Cat, an explosives expert, spoke to them over the radio bud in her ear.

      “The bomb would have to be big if it’s going to take out a place this size. If it’s big, then it’s going to have signatures. Scent or perhaps an electromagnetic signature from the timing mechanism. If one is used. But I’m not seeing anything.”

      Frustration mounted in Alyssa. This had to be the location. What if they were wrong? What if Al Shabah was going to bomb somewhere else?

      The guests started arriving and began congregating near the three large bars at the edges of the room. It would take a while to get every guest through security. How was Al Shabah going to get a bomb past the front security or the dogs near the kitchen and side entrances? Reynolds must have thought of that already.

      Alyssa silently swore as she scanned the room again.

      “If you hold that glass any tighter, it’s going to break.” Zach stood beside her, also scanning the room with a fierce gaze.

      “You just need a British accent and I’d think you were James Bond.”

      “Except I’m black,” he said.

      She shrugged. “You’re more James Bond than Pierce Brosnan ever was.”

      “I wouldn’t have taken you for a Bond fan.”

      “Just Daniel Craig’s version.”

      His gaze moved over her face, her up-swept hair, and briefly glanced down over her body. “You look lovely.”

      Her stomach fluttered at his words and she glanced down at her champagne, away from his magnetic eyes. “Thank you,” she said. Then she raised her chin. Time to be professional. “Let’s walk the room.”

      He held out his arm and she stared at it for a moment. “Seriously?”

      He grinned. “You want to blend, right?”

      She rolled her eyes but took his offered arm. Her fingers curled around the hard muscle of his bicep, which she could feel even through his suit. She set her champagne down as they passed one of the tables set with china and crystal. She wanted at least one hand free. Her Glock was strapped to her calf, but she still felt vulnerable with her back bare. She should have worn a man’s suit, but her fancy jacket was too tight in the shoulders and she wanted to be able to move.

      They walked a circuit without speaking. More and more people entered the ballroom. The music could barely be heard over the din of conversations.

      “We’re missing something,” she said.

      “I know,” Zach said. He stopped moving and did a sweep with his gaze. “Where would our lady tango hide it?”

      Alyssa sucked in a breath. “She didn’t.”

      Zach looked down at her. “What do you mean?”

      “She wouldn’t hide it here. She’d know that we would turn this place upside down.” Her lips pressed together as she thought. “In fact, she’s counting on it. She wants us to give the room the go-ahead.”

      “So she’ll bring the device in later?”

      “Or it’s big enough that it’ll blow through this room.”

      “All those boxes from the storage locker.”

      “We need to evacuate the room,” Alyssa said.

      Zach looked around, easy enough for him since he stood taller than most in the crowd. “There’s a fire alarm.”

      They started to make their way toward the wall where Zach had spotted the alarm when Agent Masters stepped in front of them.

      “Where are you two off to in such a hurry?”

      “We’re going to pull the fire alarm,” Alyssa stated baldly. “There’s going to be an attack and we need to get people out of here.”

      Master’s scowl was ferocious. “The fire alarm?” He shook his head. “We have Al Shabah in custody.”

      There wasn’t time to convince him Hajjar wasn’t the mastermind, Alyssa decided. She needed a different tack. “What if he’s not working alone?”

      “You mean the girlfriend?” Masters sighed and raised a hand, signaling someone behind him. Four agents in identical navy suits came forward. “We have swept this whole floor, including all conference rooms and the basement. We found nothing. I’m going to ask you to leave now. I won’t have you unnecessarily panicking the public. I don’t care who hired you to consult.”

      The four agents stood around Zach.

      “My men will escort you from the hotel if necessary,” Masters said.

      “Are you serious?” Zach asked. His deep voice vibrated with anger. A woman in red silk took her date’s arm and edged away.

      “My team has everything under control. This will go easier on everyone if you both just walk away now.” Masters nodded at the goons behind him.

      Alyssa had no doubt by the look on Zach’s face that the four agents did nothing to intimidate him. Zach’s arms loosened and his stance sunk just a bit. He almost vibrated with a dangerous energy. He would not be taken, she knew.

      She touched his arm lightly. He glanced at her. She held his gaze, trying to communicate what she wanted. He straightened.

      Alyssa turned to Masters. “We’ll patrol the hallways. That keeps us happy and out of your hair.”

      He narrowed his eyes as he regarded them. “Fine,” he said. “Just don’t disturb any of the guests.”

      Alyssa pushed past the agent goons surrounding them. Zach followed. She could feel his anger beating against her back. She stepped through the open side doors onto plush carpet into a gleaming hallway. Elevator doors chimed in front of them as guests of the hotel got on and off. Two agents, as well as a police officer with a German shepherd, watched the doors. Guests looked over at the ballroom with interest as they flashed key cards at the concierge in order to go up to their rooms.

      “What are we going to do out here?” Zach asked. He stared at the guests in their velvet-cordoned line as they waited to see the concierge, who would verify their key card to let them onto the elevators. One man averted his gaze, while a mother stepped in front of her children, as if shielding them from Zach and his anger.

      Alyssa moved to block Zach’s line of sight. “Stop it, you’re scaring the guests.”

      He focused that intense gaze on her. It didn’t scare her, though maybe it should have. “Zach, we need to think. Reynolds isn’t going to have a simple plan. If there had been a bomb, we would have found it by now. That’s not her game here.”

      “You don’t think she’ll use a bomb?”

      Alyssa frowned as she thought. “No, she’ll use one. Just not the way we’re expecting. We have to think like her.”

      “Well, we need to think faster,” Zach said. “Dinner will be served soon. And the Secretary is en route.”

      Alyssa let her gaze wander. Security personnel stood stationed at each doorway watching the glittering crowd. No bomb had been found. She shook her head slightly. This didn’t make sense.

      “I know it doesn’t make sense,” Zach said. She must have spoken aloud. “Okay, let’s go over this from the beginning. What’s her endgame?”

      She watched through the ballroom doors as Masters greeted an up-and-coming politician, the FBI man smiling broadly like he didn’t have a care in the world. Bastard.

      “She wants people to admit the war was wrong.”

      Zach shook his head. “More. Dig deeper.”

      Alyssa almost felt like she stood with Dr. Martinez. “She wants people to feel the same pain she did.”

      “More.”

      “She wants revenge.”

      Zach nodded. “On top of everything else. She’ll want to kill the men and women who sent the troops to Iraq. She doesn’t just want to kill random citizens, she wants to kill the Secretary of Defense.”

      “She wants to show New York what it’s like in Iraq.” Alyssa turned to the press line, where guests in all their glittering finery paused for pictures on the makeshift red carpet and answered questions thrown at them by the press. “And she’ll want the world to see it.”

      She hurried toward the press line. The men and women there had dressed for the event, but all had lanyards with their credentials around their necks. They lined both sides of the red carpet. “We pulled the press line inside when we did the threat assessment for the gala. Outside, a sniper would have a good line of sight.”

      Zach followed her out of the building. The sunlight shone strongly still and would until late evening. It reflected gold off the windows of cars parked on the street. A space in front of the hotel had been left open for the line of town cars and limousines expunging their passengers. More press lined this short walk. These journalists hadn’t been given passes to be inside the event, and they dressed for the weather rather than the gala. Alyssa watched some model-thin woman in a slinky dress pause before the small crowd and smile. Flashes went off.

      “Pulling the official press inside just allowed more room for others to take their spots outside,” Alyssa murmured.

      Zach didn’t bother questioning her instincts. He pressed the PTT radio button on the mic under his collar. “College, this is Doc, over.” He spoke to her brother Jake.

      Alyssa could hear the conversation in her ear bud.

      “This is College,” Jake said. “Sitrep.”

      “There’s a possibility of a sniper at the front entrance. Can you advise security? Get the Secretary to come to the back?”

      “On it. Stay frosty. Out,” Jake said.

      Alyssa looked over the gathering crowd held back by more velvet ropes, holding up their cell phones to see the headliners. Tall buildings lined the street, their windows glowing in the setting sun.

      Alyssa shifted her feet, her gaze swiveling from one location to the next. The crowd seemed to grow before her eyes. Her heart started to beat faster. Anything could happen in a crowd. They were sitting ducks for a sniper or a bomb. “I really want my bulletproof vest right now.”

      Zach’s eyes flicked over her. “I want you to have it, too. Though I do like the outfit.”

      She knew Zach wore one under his shirt, but her clothes just hadn’t allowed it. At least she had her gun.

      “Let’s go back inside,” Zach said. “We’ll wait for the Secretary by the service entrance.”

      They showed security their IDs and went back to the foyer. More hotel guests lined up under the sparkling chandelier for the elevators, while guests for the gala got backlogged with the security measures. The whole place felt crowded and the pressure of it hammered against her skin.

      Something was going to happen soon. She could feel it. But she didn’t know what…or how to stop it.
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      Zach moved through the crowded foyer, his senses on high alert. Alyssa followed him. She looked pale, but was holding together. He knew the crowd was probably triggering her PTSD, but it couldn’t be helped. He needed her on her game.

      “You with me, Firecracker?” he asked.

      She frowned at him and it made him smile. “Of course,” she said. “Who the hell is in charge of this sea of humanity? Why aren’t they clearing people faster?”

      The Secretary of Defense had arrived and it had caused a backlog of security in the front, as personnel had been pulled to the back to make sure he was safe.

      Alyssa paused in front of a uniformed officer and showed her badge. She spoke with him a moment, pointing to the hotel concierge and the elevator line. The officer nodded, spoke into his radio, and headed toward the man.

      “Let’s move,” she said to Zach.

      Zach cleared a path to the elevators and the side door to the ballroom. Amazing how being a large black man made some people step back without him having to do a thing. At the elevators, they showed their IDs again and then again as they neared the back entrance.

      He shook his head. Agent Masters had actually done a decent job. The place was crawling with FBI. Reynolds would have to be a crazy fool to try something here.

      That made him pause. She was crazy, yes. “But she’s no fool.”

      “No,” Alyssa said. “She isn’t stupid. That’s why this feels off to me, too.”

      He smiled. She was sharp. He’d known having her as a partner would be a benefit.

      He stopped and pinched the bridge of his nose. “We’re running like scared children. What is she doing?”

      “She’s going to blow something.”

      “It’s not here. There’s no way to get anything in.”

      “So she’ll blow something close by.”

      “The basement has been checked.”

      “What about the rest of the hotel?”

      Zach pushed his PPT button. “College, this is Doc, over.”

      “Go ahead, Doc.”

      “We need the hotel checked. Room by room.” His gaze met Alyssa’s. “We’ll start with the first floor.”

      “Copy that. Valkyrie and I will go to the second.”

      Zach consciously had to slow his heartrate as they waited for the hotel concierge at the front desk to get them a maintenance key, which would open all the hotel rooms. They headed for the stairs and had to go past an agent, showing ID again. They finally raced up the stairs to the first floor of rooms.

      “Let’s start with the ones closest to the ballroom,” he said.

      They started pounding on doors, showing ID when someone opened them. Using the maintenance key card when no one did.

      “Anything?” Zach asked Jake over the radio.

      “Negative,” Jake said. “Though Valkyrie has been propositioned twice.”

      Zach snorted. “Tell her to stop playing around.”

      “I heard that, Doc,” her voice came over the line.

      “Do you people joke all the time?” Alyssa asked on the radio.

      Zach rapped on the next door in the hallway they worked down. Alyssa and he approached separate hotel rooms. She stood one door down. He didn’t like her on her own, but he trusted her to take care of herself. Besides, they didn’t have time for him to play protective boyfriend.

      Boyfriend? Where had that thought come from? He pushed it aside. There would be time to delve into that after this was over.

      No one answered at his door. He slid the key card in and out. The door clicked open and he grabbed the handle to twist.

      Another click sounded. The hairs on the back of his neck raised. He looked over at Alyssa, who was just knocking at the next room.

      Fuck.

      He leapt toward her, but a blast of sound, light, and pressure threw him back against the opposite wall. His head struck and the world went dark.

      

      The shocking sound and light stuns her, throwing her back. When she comes to, she wanders the destroyed souq looking for Scott. She needs to find him.

      The dust begins to clear, revealing a surreal scene like something from an apocalyptic movie. Rocks, dirt, and debris lie everywhere, surrounding a ten-foot crater in which nothing has survived. Bodies lay strewn amidst the wreckage, some moving, most of them still. Sounds of wailing and screams begin to penetrate the ringing in her ears. A dog barks. Distant sirens shriek. Ambulances and police are coming.

      Where is Scott?

      She passes other bodies wearing ACUs—the soldiers she’d seen. She checks for pulses if she thinks there’s a chance of survival. Most she passes without stopping, trying not to look too closely.

      “Fucking hell,” a man groans from nearby.

      “Scott!” She runs to where he lies on the cobbled lane, by a push cart loaded with crates. He is further from the blast center than the others. Debris covers him.

      “Thank god you’re alive!”

      He smiles, even as blood trickles from the corner of his mouth. “Al! You’re safe. Where’s Brian?”

      She drops to her knees beside him. “He’s…” She shakes her head.

      “Fuck,” Scott says. He drops his head back onto the ground, pain wracking his features.

      “Let’s get this shit off you,” she says. She starts to move some of the larger pieces of rock. Scott groans every time she jostles him. “Hold on, Scott. I’ll get you out of here.”

      A hunk of stone lies on his left thigh. Blood soaks his pant leg around it. “Crap, Scott. I’m no medic, but I don’t think we should move that one.”

      The sirens are close now. Scott glances around before swallowing so heavily she can see his Adam’s apple rise and fall. “My leg is broken. I’m not walking out of here without a lot of assistance.” He grabs her hand and squeezes. “Go get help.”

      She shakes her head. No way is she leaving him. She takes the first aid kit off her webbing. “Hold tight. I’ll do what I can, but help is coming.”

      “No, Alyssa.” He grips her arm, stopping her from unzipping the IFAK. “Go back to the base. Get real help.”

      She sits back on her heels and opens her kit. “Are you crazy? Help is almost here. I’ll stay with you.” She takes out the tourniquet.

      “Jesus, why do you have to be so stubborn?” He drops back onto the sidewalk, panting. “Al, you’ve got to leave. There’s going to be a second bomb.”

      She glances around. The market square is starting to fill with people helping the injured. The ambulances and police are only moments away.

      “Think, Al. It’s the MO of all these guys. First IED is small—”

      “That wasn’t small.”

      “It draws in people to help. Then the second one goes off. You have to get out of here.”

      She clenches her jaw. “You’re coming with me.” She will have to move the stone and then tie the tourniquet quickly. She only hopes she can do it with one arm.

      “Wait!” He tightens his grip on her arm. “It’s the femoral artery. If you lift that rock, I’ll bleed out in less than ten minutes. I’ll be dead weight in two. You’d have to carry me and you have a broken arm. We’d never make it.” He licks his cracked lips and his eyes dart to the side and then back to her. “Besides, you’re right. There’s probably no secondary bomb. But if you move me I’ll be dead before you can get help to me.”

      She frowns at him. “What are you saying?”

      He tries to smile, but it comes out as a pained grimace. “Leave me for just a few minutes. If there’s no secondary bomb then we’ll laugh about this tomorrow.”

      She stares at her friend’s face, so earnest and strong. Her eyes well. She blinks rapidly. There has to be a way. If she moves him, he’s right—he’ll only have moments before he bleeds out. Still, she has to try. She can’t leave him.

      “Please, Alyssa,” he says. “Just go.”

      “I can’t leave you,” she whispers.

      “It’s only for a few minutes, Al. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      She swallows hard against the tears that threaten. “You had better not fucking die, Scott. I’m giving this stupid idea two minutes. Then I’m bringing you help. We need to get you back to the base.”

      He smiles through the blood and dirt. “Then go get a real fucking ambulance. I don’t want to go to their hospital.”

      Alyssa nods. “I’ll walk past the ambulances and then I’m coming right back. With help.” She holds her broken arm tight against her body.

      Fuck walking, she thinks. She starts to jog as she heads for the ambulances, determined to find Scott help of any sort. She keys the radio she wears on her webbing. Static. It must have been damaged in the blast. She’ll have to use Scott’s when she gets back to him.

      The ambulances cut their sirens as they pull in. The paramedics race out, bags in hand. She reaches them and grabs one. “My friend,” she says in Arabic. “He’s hurt bad.”

      The man nods. “Show me.”

      She turns back and sees the scene of the blast crawling with people trying to help the survivors. Scott has moved. He sits up, leaning against the loaded push cart. He raises a hand to her. She frowns. Why did he move?

      The crates had to be heavy to have kept the cart upright during the blast.

      The crates.

      Her eyes widen.

      A split second of light and sound crash over her. Then she knows no more.

      

      Alyssa opened her eyes to see dust floating in the air. She crouched on scratchy carpet and stared at a white wall. She was in a hallway.

      What the hell?

      Jake knelt beside her, held her hands. His mouth moved and at first she couldn’t hear his voice. The ringing in her ears subsided and she could focus on his words.

      “Alyssa? Come back. Focus on me,” he was saying over and over again. He rubbed her hands.

      “What happened?”

      His face looked grim. “Bomb. Not a huge one, thank god. Are you hurt?”

      A blonde woman dug through a pile of rubble just down the hall. Alyssa knew her. Cat. Her name was Cat.

      Cat lifted a door off the floor and revealed a dark-skinned figure in a suit, who groaned.

      “Zach!” Alyssa threw herself toward him, crawling over splintered wood.

      Jake got in front of her again. “He’s okay, Alyssa. Zach’s alive. Cat’s just checking him out.”

      She didn’t take her eyes off Zach as Cat felt his limbs and asked him what his name was.

      “He must have triggered a bomb,” Jake said. “The door took most of the blast.”

      Security and agents ran down the hall to them, their weapons out and pointed at them.

      Jake stood and showed his ID. He began speaking with them while Alyssa moved to Zach again. He was sitting up and speaking with Cat.

      “…turned the handle and…”

      “You idiot,” Cat said. “There’s much easier ways to disarm a bomb. Next time call me.” She gave him her hand and helped him sit up. He groaned and held his head. “Don’t let him move too much,” Cat told Alyssa as she stood and went to back up Jake.

      Alyssa knelt beside Zach. “So you found the bomb,” she said.

      He shook his head slightly and then groaned. “Helluva way to find it.”

      “I… I thought you were dead.”

      “So did I.” He smiled.

      She tried to smile back, and had to swallow hard against the pressure building in her.

      “Hey,” Zach said, his deep voice soft amidst the chaos around them. He pulled her into his arms. “I’m okay. You’re okay. We survived.”

      She lay her head on his shoulder and just breathed. Content for the moment to let Zach take care of her. His hand rubbed her back as if she were a child he comforted.

      “What the fuck?” The strident voice of Masters made her snap back up into sitting position.

      “What the fuck happened here?” Masters stepped past Jake and towered over them.

      Zach ignored Masters and kept his gaze focused on her. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked quietly.

      She followed his lead and didn’t acknowledge the agent cursing above them. “I’m good,” she said. She swiped at her face, knowing she probably had tear tracks on them. “We need to get back to work. Can you stand?”

      He answered her by getting up and then pulling her to her feet.

      “Tell me what happened,” Agent Masters said.

      Zach stepped around him as if he wasn’t there and then examined the door that had blown. “Shit,” he said quietly.

      Alyssa looked where he did. The door had been rigged to blow outward, but the interior of the room was fine. Cat came up to stand beside them.

      “This isn’t the main bomb,” Alyssa said.

      “Doesn’t look like it by the way it was rigged,” Cat said.

      Her gut churned, but Alyssa forced herself to walk into the room.  As soon as she passed the bathroom, she had a clear view of the whole place. Zach followed her in.

      “That doesn’t look good,” he said.

      Alyssa barely heard him. Her limbs had frozen and her brain went blank for a moment. Then it clicked and went into overdrive, cataloguing the room. Two double beds, curtains drawn on the window overlooking the lot at the back of the hotel. A dark wooden desk stood near the window. On it sat the bomb.

      Three large metal canisters had wires running from them to a black box the size of a shoebox. A timer attached to the outside counted down.

      Masters huffed from the hallway. “Would someone tell me what is going on?”

      Alyssa turned to the doorway. “We’ve found the real bomb. We have seventeen minutes to evacuate the building.”
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      Alyssa ran down the hall to the stairs, Zach right behind her. They left Masters yelling into his radio to evacuate the building. Cat had stayed behind with Jake to see if they could defuse the bomb.

      Alyssa pounded down the stairs to the main floor. Her head thumped in concert, but she pushed it and her body aches away.

      Later. She’d deal with them later.

      Hopefully.

      On the main floor, agents ushered guests from the hall. A team surrounded the Secretary and held him inside the doors to the ballroom as they considered their strategy. The bomb’s location upstairs prevented them from using the back entrance. If it blew early, it could take out the back half of the hotel. Alyssa knew from studying the floor plan that the single side entrance led to a very narrow alley, that even now had guests and staff evacuating though it. A congested mess.

      Alyssa pointed to the Secretary and the swarm of agents around him. “Their only option is going to be through the front doors.”

      “Let’s recce the area,” Zach said. He pushed his way through the crowd, with its air of barely suppressed panic. Sometimes it really helped to be over six feet and two hundred pounds of muscle, she thought.

      Outside, people gathered. Some were in their finery while others were in normal clothes, obviously having been in their hotel rooms when they were told to leave. The crowd, bewildered and scared, grew as she watched, joined by the flow of people from inside. A boy of maybe ten stood in the middle of the street, tears falling as he looked around. A middle-aged woman rushed up to him, hugged him, and ushered him across the road. A dog barked somewhere.

      Agents directed people off the sidewalk in front of the hotel, while the few police officers who had been assigned to the event handled shifting the people as they drifted onto the street and directed them to congregate on the far side. Parked cars lined both sides of the street, impeding the progress of the evacuation, making the crowd flow around them like a stream around boulders.

      The escalating whine of sirens drew closer—more help for the determined officers directing the evacuation. One officer stood in the middle of the street in front of the hotel directing the evacuation, but his German shepherd hindered his progress, refusing to move, staring at the crowd on the far side of the street. Alyssa could sympathize; the swelling crowd made her want to freeze, too.

      “We could clear the sidewalk on this side of the street,” Zach said, “and get the Secretary down the block to a car, but I’m worried about a sniper.”

      They both looked up. A sniper would be able to easily take out anyone out here.

      Alyssa shook her head. “That’s not her MO.”

      Agent Masters and his team came on the scene, forcibly moving the crowd along. The shepherd barked once. The officer snapped a command and the dog heeled.

      Alyssa felt as if time slowed. Memories coalesced in her mind, making every sensation overwhelming. The sirens in the distance. A child crying. The dog barking.

      She grabbed Zach’s arm. “There’s another bomb.”

      “What?” he said. “Where?”

      “Here.” She waved her arm around her. “It’s exactly what she did in Iraq. An initial small bomb. Everyone rushes to the site. Then a secondary and much larger explosion.”

      Zach scanned the crowd. “Where?”

      The dog. It was a sniffer dog. Alyssa turned. The officer spoke with an agent while his dog sat, staring at the street.

      Not the street. The car near it.

      “Car bomb.”

      “Fuck,” Zach said. “Tell Masters. I’ll radio Jake.”

      Alyssa ran to Masters, who spoke into his own radio as his agents cleared a path down the sidewalk on their side. “Get ready to move the Secretary. We’ve almost got a path cleared.”

      “You can’t bring him out,” Alyssa shouted.

      Masters scowled at her. “What now?”

      Alyssa indicated the dog. “Car bomb. At least one. It’s Al Shabah’s MO. You can’t bring him out.”

      “We can’t leave him inside. They haven’t defused the bomb in the hotel yet.”

      Alyssa looked around as if searching for an answer. “We need to find the car bomb. Maybe we can defuse it.”

      “In the eight minutes we have left?” Masters snarled. Alyssa knew he wasn’t angry at her, but frustrated at their situation.

      “Let that dog go,” she ordered the officer who stood near them. He frowned at her, but released the dog’s leash. The dog ran to a silver Ford Escort parked across the street and sat by it. The car’s back end hung low to the ground. Something heavy was in the trunk.

      Alyssa looked through the car window. Closed boxes sat on the backseat. She reached for the front door handle, but Zach stopped her.

      “It could be rigged.” He touched the PTT button by his collarbone. “College, this is Doc. We have a situation.”

      “Another one?” Alyssa heard her brother’s voice in her ear.

      “Car bomb,” she said into her own radio.

      “Fucking hell,” Jake said. “Doc. Take care of it. We can’t leave this one. It’s too close to the stairwell that everyone’s using, the damn building could collapse. Valkyrie and the bomb squad have almost defused it. We’ll be there ASAP.”

      “Copy that. Doc out.” Zach then dropped to the ground and looked under the car. “This is not our day, Firecracker.”

      Alyssa dropped to the ground next to him. The bomb was attached to the undercarriage. “There’s no timer.”

      “There’s got to be an antenna. She’s going to remotely detonate it.”

      “Can we jam it?” Alyssa asked.

      “I can try,” Zach said. “It’s more Cat’s forte than mine, but I know what to look for.”

      “The bomb techs are coming, but with the crowd they’ll be a few minutes.” Masters stood above them listening to their conversation. “We’re evacuating the street. What do you need?”

      Zach listed some tools while Alyssa stood back up. Agents and police corralled people at the ends of the block. A stream of hotel and gala guests continued to exit the building, being hurried to one of the corrals by officers who continued to arrive on scene.

      “She would have to have line of sight, right?” Alyssa asked Zach.

      “From the looks of this, yes,” he said. He shook his head. “She could be in any of these buildings with a decent view. I’m going to work on the bomb. It’s our only chance.”

      He lay on the ground and an officer ran up to them and handed over the tools Zach had asked for. Zach scooted his head and shoulders under the car. He didn’t need to go far. If it blew, there was no way he’d survive. Alyssa swallowed and looked again at the boxes in the backseat. If it blew, no one in the area would survive.

      Zach stuck his head out from under the car. “I’ve got this. The bomb techs will be here soon. Go look for Reynolds. Check inside the buildings.”

      He wanted her to go? But what if he needed help? Besides, Masters already had men checking the buildings around them. She wouldn’t do any good knocking door to door. She frowned at him. His eyes pleaded with her, a plea she’d seen once before on her friend’s face. “You want me away from here,” she said.

      “Go, Firecracker. Please. This could go any second and it’s freaking me out that you’re standing here.”

      “I’m NYPD, Zach. I don’t run from danger.” She forced a light tone to her voice. “Besides, partner, who’s going to save your ass if you get in trouble?”

      His jaw clenched before he smiled grimly. “Stubborn and sexy,” he said. “A combination I can’t resist.” He slid back under the car.

      She pushed away the little thrill his words gave her and focused her gaze on the crowd. She hated standing there feeling helpless, waiting to see if a bomb went off. Nausea rolled through her. Her breathing quickened.

      Focus, Alyssa. Don’t lose it.

      Zach was counting on her.

      “Where are you, Beth Reynolds?” Alyssa said, more to herself.

      “You see her?” Zach’s sharp voice came from under the car.

      “Not yet. But she can’t be far. She wants to see you die as well as the Secretary of Defense. She’s got to be here.” Alyssa ran a hand through her hair.

      Parked behind the Escort was a black SUV. Alyssa hopped up on the hood, thankful yet again she’d insisted on boots, and climbed onto its roof. No car alarm went off, so it was probably a fed’s car, open and ready to use. She turned and looked at both ends of the street.

      People poured from the hotel and streamed down the road and opposite sidewalk in both directions, like a multicolored fountain of water coming from the main doors. Masters’ agents had most of it under control, keeping everyone moving and suppressing panic.

      Alyssa watched for faces. Most people looked where they were going, away from the hotel. She wanted the face that looked back. Not in fear, like the man in the power suit who glanced over his shoulder. She wanted the one who looked at them with calm focus. She swiveled her gaze up and down the street, her heart racing at the crowd swelling around her.

      How would she be able to find Al Shabah? She was literally standing next to her death, waiting for someone to push a button. The street was too narrow to contain everyone. The sirens were getting closer. Alyssa knew that as soon as the emergency personnel got here, Reynolds would set off the bomb. They had a minute at most.

      “How are you doing?” she asked Zach.

      “Almost there,” he said.

      Hurry, Zach. She clenched her fists, fighting her memories as she searched the crowd for her enemy.

      

      Zach took a last glance at Alyssa, who stood on the car behind where he lay. She reminded him of a picture he’d once seen of a Celtic warrior woman as she surveyed those around her. Her silky red hair was coming out of the complicated twist she’d had it in. Her gaze was strong and determined, just like her. She wasn’t going to leave him, no matter what he said. He could see that now.

      So he needed to get his ass in gear and defuse this bomb.

      Now.

      He shifted his head back under the vehicle, a tight squeeze for a big guy like him. At least he had a clear view of the device attached to the gas tank. If the car bomb was anything like what Al Shabah had used in Iraq, then the lethal blast range would be anywhere from 100 to 125 feet.

      He’d already unscrewed the bomb’s cover and detached the motion sensor and the thermocouple for heat changes. Now, Zach held clippers next to the wire he believed needed to be cut. He had to separate the blasting cap from the accelerant. He traced the wires again with his eyes and cautious fingers. Some went behind the box, where he couldn’t see. He reached around and kept following one in particular with his hand.

      He had to be sure. Alyssa still stood over him like a guardian. He couldn’t let anything happen to her. And not just because she was his buddy’s sister. She was a woman he wanted in his life.

      A New York cop and an E.D.G.E. operator would have a tough time making any kind of relationship work, but he knew he wanted to try. Now he had to defuse this bomb so he could convince her to take a chance, too.

      The wire he traced ended at a panel up behind the box. The electrical impulse would travel from this detonator to the blasting cap. He needed to separate the connection between the two.

      “I’m making the cut,” he said.

      Three. Two. One. He clipped the wire.

      Nothing.

      He expelled the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. But he didn’t wait before pulling himself out from under the car. “We’re good. The bomb techs can finish.”

      Alyssa’s face was pinched tight as she scanned the crowd from her perch. She had her hands clenched into fists, but her breathing remained steady. He grabbed one of her fists and forced it open, using both his hands to knead her palm and help her force her memories back.

      She let out a long breath and finally looked down at him. “I’m good. I want to catch this bitch.”

      “You and me both, babe. Keep looking. I’m going to talk to Masters and give your brother an update.”
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      Alyssa kept studying the growing crowd. The bomb had been disabled, but her heart still thundered. They couldn’t let Al Shabah get away again. Zach moved toward the main doors, where Masters stood at the entrance.

      Alyssa turned in the other direction. A slim woman in jeans, sweater, and a Yankees ball cap stood two blocks away typing into her phone. She looked up and Alyssa saw the pale skin of her face. Their gazes connected even at that distance and Alyssa’s muscles tensed. It was her.

      The woman raised her hand with the phone, as if to show Alyssa she had the power. Alyssa’s heart stopped and her breath froze.

      Please let us have found all the bombs.

      Al Shabah pulled her hand back down and typed into the phone again.

      Alyssa wasted no more time. “I see her!” she yelled as she pulled her Glock from the holster on her calf and jumped down from the car. She sprinted down the sidewalk, weaving in and out of the crowd.

      One block left. Reynolds disappeared around the corner. Fuck. Alyssa poured on the speed, pushing people out of her way.

      Her earbud came to life. “Alyssa. Talk to me.” It was Zach’s voice.

      “It’s her. South on Lexington. Jeans, dark sweater, Yankees ball cap. Cut her off.”

      “On it.”

      She could hear Zach coordinating the other E.D.G.E. operators to help with the chase. Her feet pounded the pavement and she spun around the corner. Reynolds had crossed the road and now ran on the other sidewalk. Ahead of her were stairs going underground.

      “She’s heading for the subway,” Alyssa panted into her radio. Her thighs burned trying to close the distance between them. Reynolds rushed down the steps.

      Fuck. She was not going to lose her here. Alyssa made it to the stairs and jumped down four at a time. She leapt over a turnstile and ignored the mutters from the other paying riders. This station had multiple trains running through it in different directions. People bustled everywhere on the open main floor heading for stairways to different platforms to make their train. Spinning in place, Alyssa searched for a running figure.

      Where was she?

      A flash of a pale face and blonde hair. Alyssa raced to a far set of stairs going down. “The number-four line,” she said into her radio. “I repeat, number four.”

      Static crackled back in her ear. Dammit. It would be her luck that she’d found one of the few stations that still had signal problems and dead spots.

      “NYPD! Move!” She thrust people aside as she ran. The stairs led to a long platform with a track on either side. A similar platform ran parallel to it beyond another track. A small crowd of people stood at the far end of the platform, their heads all craning as they looked down the track, pointing. Alyssa could just make out Reynolds running into the darkness.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” she muttered. She called in her position, but again only heard static. The digital sign said the next train was expected in three minutes. She bit her lip.

      I can’t let her get away.

      She leapt past the people watching and down onto the tracks amidst the garbage and muck. A few members of the crowd gasped.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      Al Shabah looked back at Alyssa as she ran. And she smiled.

      Smiled? Crazy bitch.

      Alyssa sprinted harder than she ever had in her life. All her years of running seemed to come down to this moment. She pumped her arms and drove her legs, pounding her feet over the tracks and uneven ground.

      She gained on Reynolds.

      A thundering sound and vibration echoed up the dark tunnel behind her.

      She pushed herself to run faster. Her breath almost a sob. She gained more ground, but the thunder behind her gained as well.

      What have I done?

      She couldn’t think about that. Unbidden, a memory of Zach smiling came to her. She could do this. She would survive. If only to see that smile again.

      She started to look for a door or a way off the track. The next platform wasn’t even in sight. She’d never make it before the train barreled down on her.

      “Reynolds!” she screamed. “The train is coming! We have to get off the track!”

      Laughter echoed above the noise, barely. The thunder grew overwhelming. A horn blared and she almost fell.

      She was going to die.

      The train roared by on the track next to hers. Relief swept over her, so palpable that she stumbled. The crashing sound had a rhythmic quality as each car passed her, like a booming heartbeat. The wind of its passing sucked at her.

      She kept running. It was a short reprieve, she knew. The thunder lessened as the train disappeared down the track, but it didn’t disappear. Instead, it grew again. She looked for Reynolds ahead of her.

      She was gone.

      She was gone, and Alyssa could see lights barreling down on her from behind.

      

      “Where the hell did she go?” Zach asked. He turned on the spot. He’d located the subway station Alyssa had run into, but couldn’t see her. Had she gone to the uptown or downtown side of the tracks? Fuck. Where was she? Horrible scenarios of her being hurt somewhere and waiting for him to help almost overwhelmed him. He hated just standing there.

      Jake stood next to him. He spoke into his phone on speaker since their earbuds had stopped working. “Dani, I need you, babe. Where’s Alyssa?”

      “I’m tracking her cell now,” Dani said. “The signal’s intermittent. There’s a lot of interference. I’m triangulating her last ping… This can’t be right.”

      “Just tell us, Dani,” Zach growled.

      Jake laid a hand on his arm and he shook it off. The subway commuters around them eased away from him, giving him lots of room.

      “If she’s underground, then the coordinates place her in the middle of the four tunnel heading south.”

      “What the— ” Jake said.

      “Stop the train,” Zach ordered, starting to run. “I don’t care what you do, Dani, but stop that train.”

      “I’m trying,” Dani said.

      They raced for the stairs to the number-four line and made it to the platform. “Did you stop it, Dani?” Zach demanded. People crowded the far end of the platform looking down into the dark tunnel.

      What the hell did you do, Alyssa?

      “Dani, di—”

      A vibrating thunder overwhelmed his last words. His heart stopped as an express train zoomed past the platform they stood on and down the tunnel Alyssa had taken.

      

      Fear seared Alyssa’s thoughts. She had no idea if she should jump to the other track or if that would quicken her death. The third rail separated the tracks and if she accidentally touched it, she’d be killed by the 625 volts running through it.

      She kept running, trying to calm her thoughts. She only had seconds.

      Where had Reynolds gone? She couldn’t just disappear. Alyssa slowed as she neared the spot where she’d last seen her. All of her instincts screamed to keep running as fast as she could, because death was coming.

      Darkness hindered her vision, but she could make out graffiti on the brick walls.

      What kind of idiots tagged down here?

      She ran up to the wall. Her fingers moved over the rough brick as she jogged down the track. The rumbling of a train grew closer and she increased her speed, her panting breath harsh in her ears.

      “Where did you go, you crazy bitch?”

      The thunder of another train approached. She chanced a glance over her shoulder. The headlights shone on her track. It was coming so fast.

      Adrenaline spiked and surged through her. She ran.

      A dark patch appeared on the wall ahead. She raced forward. An alcove was cut into the wall. She leapt into it. The train roared past. She braced herself against the sucking wind that tried to rip her from her small niche of safety.

      The train finally passed.

      Her breath shuddered out of her and she dropped to her knees, her legs unable to support her. She focused on breathing.

      Alive. She was alive.

      She tried her radio again. Static.

      Once the train passed, it became dark again. She huddled on her knees, wondering what her next step should be. She’d lost Al Shabah and almost her life in the process. Bitter disappointment surged through her.

      As she started to get to her feet, she noticed a sliver of light where the cement floor met the wall. Her hands probed the area and her fingers met cool metal, not brick.

      A door.

      She couldn’t feel a handle, but she kept searching until she found the crack of the door’s edge. Using her fingernails, she was able to pull the door open. More light rewarded her efforts. It was still dim, but she could just barely see what was beyond the threshold.

      A narrow hallway greeted her. She ran down it, leaving the door open behind her, sure this was the path Al Shabah had taken. But how had the woman known this door was here? How much time had she spent studying the subway tunnels?

      At the other end of the dark hall was another door. Alyssa pushed this one and it creaked open. Another tunnel, but this one had no track. She jumped the three feet down into it. A thick layer of dust coated everything. The humid, dank air and scurrying sounds made her think of a dried-up sewer line. Lights from somewhere further down the tunnel line allowed her to see. She raised her Glock and approached the light.

      An abandoned platform lay ahead. The tiling had been done, but no stairs or escalators led here. No electricity either, from what she could see. Only the lanterns that had been set on the platform allowed her to see in this dusty place. A rolled-up sleeping bag and a camp stove sat beside one of the lanterns.

      Beth Reynolds was nowhere in sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          25

        

      

    
    
      The train thundered past Zach. He stood on the platform beside Jake and, for the first time in his life, he froze. He couldn’t move, couldn’t think. Alyssa was down that tunnel.

      Jake told Dani to stop the trains, but Zach didn’t pay attention. A numbness had settled over him, blocking his feelings and slowing his thoughts. He walked to the edge of the platform and dropped down onto the tracks.

      “Doc!” Jake yelled behind him. “Dani’s still working.”

      Zach didn’t acknowledge him, but pulled out his penlight. He needed to find Alyssa. A sense of urgency thawed the ice around him. He began to jog.

      “Zach!”

      Footsteps sounded behind him. Jake had followed him. Zach ran faster, not trying to get away from Jake, just trying to get to Alyssa quicker. She might need help, or be lying on the tracks hurt or…

      No. He refused to think it. Alyssa was smart and tough. She would have found a way to survive. He pushed his legs to move faster, shining his light along the tracks. Garbage littered the dirt and sludge. Jake kept pace just behind him.

      He didn’t see Alyssa ahead. He stretched his legs and increased his pace. He couldn’t help but look on the tracks, his mind conjuring images of Alyssa dead and torn apart by the train. Pain seared through his chest and he ran faster.

      “Dani stopped the trains,” Jake said from behind him.

      Zach nodded, but didn’t say anything else. She hadn’t stopped the last one. The one that might have k—

      No. He moved faster, pumping his legs hard. He wouldn’t think like that. He shone his flashlight off the walls and the tracks ahead. Nothing but dirt and graffiti.

      Graffiti?

      People came down this far into the tunnel? He slowed, still jogging, but not the desperate sprint of moments before.

      “Zach?” Jake asked. “What do you see?” The sharp question reminded him that Jake searched for his sister out here, just as Zach searched for his lover.

      “Graffiti,” he said, pointing. “Kids come down here. But why? Why would they tag so far down a tunnel? Unless they have somewhere to hang.” He shone his light over the walls, trusting his innate sense of balance to not let him trip.

      His light shone over an alcove in the wall. He ran closer. A metal door hidden inside stood open and waiting. He pulled his weapon and ran inside. At the opposite end of the hall, he paused and listened before chancing a look into the room beyond.

      It was an abandoned platform. Alyssa stood where the tracks should be laid, looking down a dark tunnel.

      She was safe.

      His breath shuddered out of him and he lowered his weapon. He moved toward her compelled by a need to touch her, reassure himself she was alive.

      She turned to him. “I lost her.” Bitter anger laced her voice and it stopped him.

      His relief drained from him, leaving him in a void for a brief moment before anger sparked a light. “You chased her down a subway tunnel,” he said quietly.

      “Not that it did any fucking good.” She scowled at the darkness beyond their lights.

      The anger grew. “The trains were still running.”

      Something in his voice must have warned her. She looked at him. “You would have done the same.”

      “Would I?” he said.

      “Doc?” Jake asked. He laid a hand on Zach’s arm. “She’s safe.”

      He shrugged off Jake’s arm. “No, she’s not. She’s got a fucking death wish.” He holstered his weapon and looked at this woman he cared too much for. “Are you so desperate to die?”

      She took a step back. “No. I was doing my job.”

      Zach looked around the dark and empty platform. “Were you really? Where the fuck is Reynolds? Were you chasing her or a fucking figment of your imagination?”

      Jake stepped between them. “You’re out of line, Doc.”

      Alyssa moved closer. “You think I imagined her? How dare you? You’ve gone too far.”

      His anger shattered and fell around him, leaving him empty and exhausted.

      “No,” he said heavily. “You have.” He left them standing together and didn’t look back.

      

      The sun was beginning to set the next day when Jake pulled up in front of her building. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay with you?”

      Alyssa shook her head and regretted it, as it set her head throbbing again. The ER doctor had said she’d just had too many knocks this week. She agreed.

      “You’ve seen the size of my apartment,” she said. “You’ll be more comfortable at the hotel with your team.” And no matter how much she loved her brother, she wanted to be alone. Though if Zach had asked the same question…

      She clenched her jaw. Zach hadn’t asked the question. In fact, she hadn’t seen him since the subway tunnel yesterday evening. She’d been in the hospital for most of the day, giving her statements to the detectives who’d shown up while she’d been examined. She’d been the last one released.

      “Besides,” she said, “you have to plan the next step. You have to catch her.”

      Jake nodded. “It’ll be a lot easier now that we know who she is. That’s all because of you.”

      She brushed aside his words. She hadn’t done enough. “What about Hajjar? Did he talk?”

      “Masters released him with the FBI’s apology. Turns out the guy really didn’t know anything about Reynolds’ alter ego. He had concrete alibis for the other bombings. It looks like Reynolds set him up to take the fall by planting traces of C4 in his apartment.”

      “And we fell for it because he’s Middle Eastern,” Alyssa said. “Poor guy.”

      Jake nodded. “Yeah, the guy just wanted to go home when he was released.”

      The case was almost closed. They didn’t have Al Shabah in custody yet, but she wouldn’t slip away again. Alyssa doubted she’d even make it out of Manhattan.

      Alyssa was so exhausted she almost didn’t mind being dismissed once again from the case.

      Almost.

      She wasn’t officially off the case, but Masters had ordered her to go home and rest. She’d seen the concern in his eyes. It had annoyed her, but she’d understood it. It was only for twenty-four hours, but it was the most critical time for catching any criminal. She hated that she was stuck at home while others tracked down Al Shabah.

      Others like Zach.

      She expelled her breath harshly. She would not go there right now.

      Jake’s frown of concern made her force a smile. “I’m fine,” she said to his unspoken question.

      “Lyssa,” he said. “Don’t bullshit me. You haven’t been fine in a long time.”

      She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. God, she needed a shower. She focused on Jake again.

      “You’re right,” she finally admitted.

      His eyebrows raised. “Holy shit. Could you repeat that so I can record it on my phone?”

      That brought a real smile out. “Never,” she said. “Mom will never believe I said that.”

      His grin faded. “I’ve missed you, Lyssa. So has Mom.”

      Alyssa didn’t turn away, though she wanted to. “I know. I… I’m going to work harder to deal with the PTSD. I want my life back.”

      “Good,” he said. “Family holidays have sucked without someone to tease.”

      Something inside her eased. “Come see me before you leave. And go kick Beth Reynolds’ ass.”

      She waved to him from the top step of building. Inside, Alyssa unlocked her door and entered her apartment. Dim light came in through the window and she saw the sunlight hitting the Hudson as the sun went down in the west.

      She dumped her messenger bag on the floor by the door and unbuckled her holster as she went to the kitchen. She laid her weapon on the counter. She wanted—no, needed, a glass of wine. She didn’t care what the ER doctor had recommended.

      She still had some of that red that Zach had bought the other night when—

      No. Thinking of that night was only going to make her thoughts slump further. She grabbed a glass from her cupboard and pulled the cork from the wine bottle. Would Zach ever speak to her again? Did she want him to?

      Her heart beat harder just remembering the anger in his face as he’d shouted at her. And the fact that he hadn’t come by yet was probably her answer. He wasn’t coming to apologize.

      She took a gulp of wine and surveyed her bare-bones apartment. A pair of sunglasses lay on the coffee table.

      Awareness prickled her skin and heightened her senses.

      They weren’t hers.

      She heard no sound but her own breathing. Her gun was in its holster, sitting on the counter. She reached for it, barely breathing, her wine glass still in her hand.

      “You’re like a cockroach,” a female voice said from her bathroom. “You just won’t die.” Beth Reynolds stood in the doorway, a scarf wrapped around her head, covering her hair and neck. She wore a black shirt, jeans, and scuffed tennis shoes.

      She had a gun pointed at Alyssa’s chest. “But now you will.”

      Alyssa held up her hands. “Tell me why. Why do you want me dead so badly?” Alyssa didn’t really care, but she knew as long as Beth was talking, she wasn’t shooting.

      “He took my child from me. I will take his woman from him. It’s not the same, but it will be enough for now.”

      “Why all the bombings? Why not just target Zach?”

      Reynolds’ eyes widened. “Because all American soldiers kill innocents. They are all guilty and should pay.” She raised the gun. “Including you.”

      

      Zach stood behind one of the operators of the DAS. The multiple screens on the wall ahead covered all sections of Manhattan. “What are we missing?” he said.

      Marc shrugged and yawned, even as Masters jotted notes on his clipboard. Masters looked up. “We’ve got all the parameters plugged in. She’s gone to ground. As soon as she hits a street we’ll find her.”

      Zach rubbed a hand over his head. Where was she hiding?

      “You’ve been at this for hours,” Marc said quietly to him. “You should rest. I’ll wake you as soon as anything happens.”

      He didn’t want to rest. He didn’t want to stop, because then he’d have to think about something other than the mission.

      He’d have to think about Alyssa.

      And the way he’d lost it. Just like she’d said.

      He was thinking about her. “Fuck,” he muttered.

      “Problem?” Marc asked.

      “Yes. No.” He shook his head.

      “Go grab some sleep,” Marc said. “Now.”

      “Roger that.” Zach left the DAS control room in downtown Manhattan. He hailed a cab and spouted off Alyssa’s address before he thought it through.

      He needed to see her, he decided, even if only to apologize. He’d been raised better than to take out his frustrations on others. Alyssa hadn’t deserved his anger—well, not all of it anyway.

      He gritted his teeth at the thought of her running down the subway track. But she’d been right, he would have done the same thing to catch Al Shabah.

      So he was here to apologize. He wasn’t sure if that would make it right between them. Or even if he wanted it to. In any case, they needed to talk, and talk seriously, about her PTSD. Did she have a death wish? Because he wasn’t sure he could handle a relationship with a woman who did.

      The cab pulled onto her street. Jake’s car sat in front of Alyssa’s building, with him alone in it. Zach made eye contact with Jake as he paid his driver.

      He walked over to him.

      “What are you doing, Doc?” Jake asked in too casual a tone.

      “Back down, College. I’m here to apologize.”

      Jake stared at him. “And if she doesn’t accept it?”

      “I leave. You know me.”

      Jake’s eyes narrowed. “I thought I did. She is my sister, Doc. I won’t allow you to hurt her.”

      Zach didn’t say anything. What could he say? He was pretty positive this situation wouldn’t end well between them. Had he screwed up his friendship with Jake, too?

      “I will do my best,” Zach finally said.

      “Do better than that,” Jake growled. He revved the engine on the rental and took off down the street.

      Zach sighed and then went to Alyssa’s door. She didn’t answer when he buzzed. He frowned. So she was ignoring him, was she?

      He pulled a lock-pick from his pocket and within seconds had the door open. He jogged up the stairs to the third floor and knocked on her door.

      She still didn’t answer. He rolled his eyes, but he guessed he deserved this. He knocked again. “Open up, Alyssa. I know you’re in there. We need to talk.”
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      Alyssa couldn’t help it. She glanced at the door when she heard Zach’s voice. Reynolds’ eyes had lit up like a kid’s on Christmas morning. Alyssa’s stomach sank. This was not good.

      This time, she kept her gaze on Reynolds as she inched her hand toward her holster. If she could just get her gun…

      “Don’t.” The glee was gone from Reynolds’ face, replaced by a cold focus.

      Zach knocked again. “Don’t be like this, Alyssa. I came to apologize.”

      Reynolds used the hand without the gun to point at the door. “Answer him,” she said in a low voice. “Make him go away.”

      “So you can shoot me in peace?”

      “Answer the door, or I will shoot you and then him when he comes in to save you.”

      Alyssa counted three breaths, her mind racing with possibilities. Zach might survive the encounter and kill Reynolds, but she would most likely be dead. Alyssa wanted this maniac caught, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to die. Now that she was in true danger, she found herself again clinging to life.

      The thought almost made her smile. She would have to tell Zach if she got out of this. She wasn’t desperate to die; she wanted to live. Especially if it meant she could spend more time with Zach.

      Zach, who knocked on the door again. “Alyssa, I’m here to apologize. Don’t make me do it in the hallway. Please open your door.”

      Reynolds motioned again toward the door. “Answer him.”

      Alyssa stepped past the woman, briefly considering grabbing the gun, but Reynolds was smart: she’d kept enough distance between them that Alyssa couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t get shot. Her gaze must have lingered too long on the gun, because Reynolds’ finger tightened on the trigger. Did she suspect what Alyssa was thinking? Alyssa lifted her hands, palms out as she passed the woman.

      She walked slowly to the door. Reynolds moved past her and kept her eyes on Alyssa as she slid the chain into place. The woman stepped to the side, directly behind the door.

      “Answer him,” she mouthed.

      Alyssa had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Go away, Zach.”

      Silence on the other side.

      Please don’t go. She really didn’t want to die.

      “Alyssa, open the door.”

      She looked at Reynolds, who nodded slowly. “If you do anything stupid, I will shoot him through the door.” She pointed the weapon at the door. The 9mm bullet from the Beretta pistol would rip through the door and hit Zach easily.

      Reynolds’ knuckles had whitened while holding the trigger at half-depression. It would take very little for the gun to go off.

      Alyssa swallowed. The only thing she could do was try to get Zach to leave. Then she’d deal with Beth Reynolds. She vowed to herself that she wasn’t going to let Reynolds leave her apartment, no matter what happened.

      A brief plan of wrestling for the gun as soon as Zach left entered her head. She needed to get Zach away as soon as possible, before Reynolds decided to kill him out of revenge.

      Her heart beat so hard that she thought it would bruise her chest. She opened the door to see Zach standing there with a frown on his face.

      “What do you want, Zach?”

      The frown didn’t go away. He studied her. “Are you okay?”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Reynolds stiffen at the question.

      Don’t look. Don’t look.

      “I’m fine,” Alyssa said.

      “You don’t look fine,” he said.

      Reynolds positioned her weapon a little higher. Zach’s heart. Dammit, the woman knew how tall he was.

      “Getting almost blown up and run down by a train will do that to a girl,” she said.

      Zach’s lips compressed and he nodded. Alyssa’s shoulders almost slumped in relief, but she caught herself and kept herself straight.

      “I came to apologize,” he said. “I shouldn’t have said what I did. I shouldn’t have gotten so angry.”

      She didn’t say anything. What could she say?

      “Alyssa?” he said, his gaze searching hers. “Will you let me in?”

      God, she wanted to. So badly. But she had to send him away. She shook her head. “I’m sorry.” She started to close the door.

      He put his hand on it, stopping her. Her eyes widened and her breath caught. He couldn’t come in.

      He froze. “You’re scared of me,” he said softly.

      God. This was so hard. Her heart felt like it was being torn in two. That he could ever think she’d be scared of him.

      But then hope lit within her. If he truly knew her… If he remembered who she was…

      She took a deep breath and gave a small nod. “You’re a big guy refusing to leave. Most women would be scared.”

      She left the words unspoken, but hoped he remembered them. I’m not most women.

      Zach’s frown had turned puzzled. He opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it. His shoulders slumped a little.

      “Fine,” he said. “I’ll go. Goodbye, Alyssa.”

      “Goodbye, Zach.”

      His gaze seared her as she shut the door.

      She swallowed and faced Beth Reynolds. Had Zach gotten the message? Would he get help?

      She had no idea. If she died today, would he think for the rest of his life that she’d been afraid of him? That thought more than anything made her determined to survive.

      Beth Reynolds had her back to the door and motioned Alyssa away from it. “Now—”

      The thunderous crack of the door bursting open made Alyssa dive for the floor. Splinters flew. A gunshot sounded. Zach dove into the room, his Sig Sauer up and firing at Beth Reynolds.

      Five shots to the chest.

      “Does she have a bomb?” Zach demanded.

      Alyssa stood. “No, not that I could tell.”

      Zach lowered his weapon but he still stood tense and ready, his presence overwhelming her apartment. Overwhelming her.

      She walked to him and slid her arms around his waist, breathing in his scent. One of his arms hugged her back.

      For a long moment, Alyssa couldn’t speak. She just focused on breathing, trying to calm her racing heart. Zach’s hand rubbing up and down her back went a long way to soothing her. Finally, Alyssa looked up into Zach’s face.

      It hurt her to see his eyes guarded. Had he believed her words?

      “What took you so long?” Alyssa asked.

      Zach raised an eyebrow, but then he gave a hoarse laugh. ”Jesus, you scared me.”

      She hugged him tighter. “You know that I would never be scared of y—”

      He stopped her with a kiss. A warm, soft kiss that soothed as much as it caressed and promised more. He pulled back. “I know. That’s what tipped me off. You’re not the type to hide behind a door. I knew someone was in here with you. And when I figured that out, I’d never been more scared.”

      “But it didn’t stop you.”

      He frowned. “Never.”

      Her fingers kneaded the hard muscles of his back. She could touch this man all day. Every day.

      Sirens could be heard in the distance. Her apartment was a mess. The door hung from its hinges and blood spread in a pool beneath Beth Reynolds. This woman had been responsible for so many deaths, including her friends.

      She hoped they rested easy now.

      

      It was in the early hours of morning before Alyssa made it home again. Exhaustion seeped through her. Beth Reynolds had been positively identified and Zach had been cleared in the shooting. Alyssa had just gotten out of a five-hour debrief, of which Zach and Marc had only been part for the first hour. Jake and the rest of the E.D.G.E. team had never even come back to the CTB.

      When she’d finally gotten out of the briefing, Zach hadn’t been around. She’d called the number she had for him, but it was out of service. She dialed Jake next, but no one answered. They must have all left already. She’d known it wouldn’t last between her and Zach, but leaving without saying goodbye was a little abrupt.

      Her apartment door had been fixed. It had probably been Zach who’d called to have it taken care of. She’d have to tell Jake to thank him for her, knowing that she most likely wouldn’t see him again.

      She opened her new door and flicked on the light. Zach rose to his feet from her couch. It could have been a creepy thing, except two brown paper bags filled with groceries sat on her kitchen counter. The sight of them reassured her. He must be planning to cook for her, even if his face seemed carved from stone.

      “When do you leave?” she asked.

      “I have two days before I have to report back.” His voice held no emotion, either.

      “So we have two days?” A smile tugged at her lips.

      “That depends on you,” he said. He stood still, but almost vibrated with energy.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He ran a hand over his head and, just like that, all of the energy was released. “I’ve seen guys with PTSD. Good men that could no longer function. It’s okay to admit you need help.”

      She held up her hands. “Wait. I am getting help.”

      “But you’re not using it. Tell me the truth. Are you suicidal?”

      “No! Where is this coming from?”

      His eyes widened. “You chased her down the tracks. The subway tracks. Al Shabah had a death wish.” His voice got quiet. “I need to know if you do too.”

      She sighed. “No. In fact, if anything, today reinforced how much I want to live. There were too many moments when I thought I was going to die.” She lifted her chin. “But I would do it all again.”

      He scowled.

      She moved closer to him. “Don’t you see? We saved lives. A lot of lives. And we caught the bad guy. Of course I would do it all again. I’m a cop.” She smiled, but could feel a wave of sadness threatening her composure. Would he really shut her out because of what she chose to do? “I love my job. If you have a problem with it, or how I do it, then this,” she waved her hand between them, “isn’t going to work.”

      The tightness around his eyes eased and he moved closer to her. “No death wish?”

      She shook her head.

      He stepped closer again. “You’ll keep getting help?”

      She nodded.

      He moved so close she felt the heat of him. “I love the fact that you want to serve and protect. But I hate that you put yourself in danger.” His lips compressed and he gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I can’t throw stones. And as for what’s between us?” He moved even closer. One deep breath and their chests would touch. “Because of what I do, I can’t promise that I’ll be around very much.”

      She purposefully took a deep breath, and her body came alive, even as his eyes darkened with need. “That’s okay,” she managed to say. “My job keeps me pretty busy.”

      His hands came up and eased her leather jacket off her shoulders, letting it fall to the ground. “It takes just over an hour to fly to New York from Montreal.”

      She smiled. “It’s a good thing you’ve got pilots in that super-secret company of yours.”

      Zach laughed and wrapped his arms around her. She shivered as she came into contact with him.

      “I’ll be getting my pilot’s license ASAP,” he said, bending his head for a kiss.

      She leaned back. “I have one rule,” she said. “You will be expected to cook dinner for me whenever you come to town.”

      He gave her a hard, short kiss. “Anything for you, Firecracker.”

      “Then I expect to see you as often as possible, partner,” she said, before setting her lips on his and letting herself fall.
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