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      To my husband.

      Thank you for taking care of our home and its many inhabitants while I follow this silly dream of mine.
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      One dead. One risen. One caught in between.

      For more than thirteen years, Winter Black has believed her little brother is dead—kidnapped and murdered by the same lunatic who killed her parents. The news of a lead into Justin’s whereabouts brings her out of her hiatus and back to work at the Richmond FBI office. And face to face with the co-workers she’s been avoiding.

      Winter can’t avoid them for long because a body is discovered in a fifty-five-gallon drum, and the team soon realizes that they aren’t hunting your typical serial killer. Whoever killed this man isn’t just a murderer—they are a skilled surgeon, and John Doe is just one of many. And now, the killer is after her friend, Autumn.

      Welcome to book four of Mary Stone’s debut crime fiction series. If you love a throat-clutching thriller with unexpected villains and riveting mystery, Winter’s Rise will keep you turning pages until the end.

      Grab your copy of Winter’s Rise and discover that evil doesn’t just hide in the dark.
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      As the haze thinned from Jensen’s thoughts, he opened his eyes a slit. Though he could see a tinge of white light at the edge of his vision, the remainder of the room was cloaked in shadow. At the other end of the space was a door, and from the light of the narrow window, he could see a dim hallway. None of it was familiar.

      Where was he?

      How had he gotten here?

      The recollection trickled back to him as his eyelids drooped closed. He could picture the parking lot of the bar, neon lights from the signs in the windows glinting off the damp asphalt.

      Though he might have had a touch too much to drink last night—was it last night?—he had pushed aside the concern and reminded himself of his plan. A couple blocks away was a restaurant that served breakfast twenty-four hours a day, and that had been where he was headed. After a meal and a couple cups of coffee, he’d planned to return to his car to drive home.

      Was he home?

      No. This sterile room wasn’t part of the house he and his wife had owned for the past ten years.

      Grating his teeth, he forced himself to focus on the fuzzy memory of his trip to the diner. He vaguely remembered walking down the sidewalk, his attention focused on the screen of his smartphone instead of his surroundings.

      In the midst of typing an “I love you” text message to his wife, Faith Leary, the world had gone black.

      That wasn’t where the memory ended, though. At least he didn’t think so. He was sure he had stepped into the restaurant, could swear he had taken a moment to bask in the aroma of roasting coffee and frying bacon as he walked through the familiar double doors.

      He had walked through those doors, hadn’t he?

      No, he hadn’t. As soon as the realization crossed his mind, his eyes snapped open. The world had gone black before he hit the sidewalk, but he knew he hadn’t been drunk enough to blackout.

      He had been drugged. Not in the bar, but right there at the edge of the damn parking lot. A light sting in the back of his neck had given way to utter nothingness.

      When he awoke the first time, his aching head had rested on a pillow, and he almost tricked himself into believing he had made it home. As he’d shifted on the hard surface beneath the light blanket, however, he wondered if he had fallen asleep on the floor beside the bed he shared with his wife.

      Then, he’d opened his eyes.

      He remembered how golden sunlight highlighted a square hatch in the ceiling at the other end of the narrow room. Room? He’d known right away that he’d been in an unfamiliar room.

      Flinging off the sheets, a surge of adrenaline had pushed away the ache in his head as he’d leapt to his feet. In the meager illumination, he’d felt along the walls and hoped, even prayed, that he would find a door handle. Instead, he’d been greeted with nothing more than cool, smooth metal.

      His movements had been fervent and soon bordered on panicked. One question had screamed over and over in his mind—where the hell was he? Even now, as he thought back, he wasn’t sure.

      Once his sight had adjusted to the low light, he saw it, snapping his mind back to another memory. The dark shape of a bubble in the far corner of the ceiling. A camera. Wherever in the hell he was, someone knew he was there. Someone was watching him.

      When the hatch opened, the daylight that spilled through had seemed as bright as a supernova, and he’d been forced to raise a hand to block out the hellish illumination.

      “Who are you?” His voice had been hoarse as he addressed the figure descending into the space. As best as he could, he squared his shoulders.

      Jensen had intended to fight.

      He had grown up in a working-class neighborhood in Philadelphia. He knew how to defend himself, and this wasn’t the first time he had been in peril during his thirty-one years of life. But as the figure had approached him, the two tours in Afghanistan felt like they might as well have occurred in an alternate dimension.

      The resurgence of the headache and weariness had closed in on him at the same pace as the dark figure, and the determination had drained from his disciplined fighting stance. Whatever he had been dosed with the night before had only been temporarily defeated by the flood of adrenaline, and he could have sworn the other man knew how rapidly the energy would melt from Jensen’s tired muscles.

      After another sting, the world had gone black again.

      And now, he was here, in a room that felt like a forgotten throwback to a 1960s asylum.

      “You’re awake,” a voice called out from behind him.

      He tried to turn to face the source, but his head was fixed in place by a contraption he couldn’t see.

      “Who…” It was the only word he could manage. His throat felt raw, and his mouth was as dry as the distant Afghani desert. “Who are you?” The short question felt like a monumental task.

      “Oh, you know me,” the woman chuckled. Even her mirth felt like ice.

      He blinked, tried to focus. Tried to remember. “N-no, I d-don’t.” He hated how nervous he sounded.

      Try as he might, he couldn’t place her voice. In the ensuing silence, he raked through memories of any woman with whom he had crossed paths in recent memory. None of them sounded like her. He didn’t know why she thought she knew him.

      “You’ve got the wrong person,” he managed. The words were small and weak, but even the minimal effort to speak was exhausting.

      “No, Jensen. I’ve got exactly who I want.” There was no doubt in her tone, no room for debate.

      A metallic whir followed her statement. What the hell was that? Was that a drill? A saw?

      The marked increase in his pulse made the pounding in his head more pronounced. Eyes squeezed shut like he was a grade school kid trying to hide from imaginary monsters in the dark corners of his bedroom, Jensen swallowed against the rise of bile in the back of his throat.

      “I’m not going to kill you, Jensen.”

      Her calm words cut through his haphazard thoughts, but he wished they hadn’t.

      “In fact, you might be the lucky one. When we’re done here, you might come out of this even better than you were before. Just relax. I’ve done this plenty of times, and I know what I’m doing. You’re in good hands.”

      He didn’t believe her attempt to placate his mounting anxiety.

      As the metallic sound grew louder, he pictured his wife. For thirteen years, Faith had been at his side. For every celebration, every bump in the road, every new journey, he had always been able to count on her bright smile and that sparkle in her gold-flecked eyes.

      This was it.

      For some reason he couldn’t fathom, he was about to die, and he hadn’t even been able to send the text message to tell his beautiful wife how much he loved her.
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      With a smile and a five-dollar bill, Bree Stafford bade farewell to the driver of the sleek, black sedan. As she stepped onto the sidewalk, she couldn’t help the reflexive glance to the edge of the building.

      Three months earlier, around that same corner, Douglas Kilroy—The Preacher, as the press loved to call him—had knocked her unconscious with a fast-acting sedative. The bastard had then loaded her into the back of a white panel van to drive to the outskirts of a little Virginia town called McCook.

      Maybe the brush with such a notorious killer should have left a definitive mark on her psyche, but when she looked to the dim corner, she could find no semblance of trepidation. After all, Douglas Kilroy was dead, and the man joining her at the bar tonight was responsible for the fatal shot.

      As grateful as she was to have been saved so quickly, Bree knew with a certainty she didn’t fully understand that she would have made it out of Kilroy’s grasp unscathed, one way or another. That night at the dilapidated church wasn’t the first time she had been taken captive, but she hoped it would be the last.

      She turned her attention to a flicker of movement amidst a series of benches and tables to the side of the entryway. The glow of Noah Dalton’s smartphone glinted off the whites of his eyes as he locked the screen to pocket the device.

      When he was outside the office, Bree thought there were few who would have guessed he was an FBI agent. Between the plaid flannel over his gray t-shirt, his worn jeans and dusty work boots, he looked more like he’d just finished up his workday as a contractor.

      As she glanced down to her white button-down shirt and slim-fitting black pants, Bree felt overdressed. “What are you doing in the smoking section?” Raising her brows to offer him a questioning glance, she pulled open one of the double doors and waved him forward.

      “You’re such a gentleman, Bree.” Noah Dalton flashed her one of his patented, disarming grins as he made his way into the bar. “I was playing Mahjong, not smoking, by the way. My sister always told me that the coolest people at the bar were in the smokers’ section. So far, I think I agree. It might smell worse than shit, but I’ve met some pretty cool cats in smoking sections.”

      Bree couldn’t hide her surprise. “Your sister?”

      The black-clad bouncer beside the doorway didn’t rise from his stool to ask for their IDs. Glancing up from his smartphone, he smiled and nodded. He knew them well.

      “Yeah, my sister,” Noah replied.

      “Are you guys not close? I don’t think I’ve ever even heard you say that you had a sister.”

      He lifted one of his broad shoulders. “No, we are. We’re both just busy, I guess. Plus, she’s all the way out in Austin. She owns a tattoo shop out there, and word’s been getting out about how talented she is, so she’s been pretty swamped for the last year or two.” He lifted the shoulder again.

      “So, she’s there and you’re here,” Bree prodded, hoping for more information on this interesting man. If she’d been straight, she thought he might be her type. If nothing else, she knew he was the type to be in her corner.

      He winked. “Nice detective work, Bree. Yep. I’m here, and we’ve been, well…maybe not swamped, but you know what I mean.” As his smile faded, a flicker of despondency passed behind his green eyes.

      That sadness was no small part of the reason for Bree’s proposed outing on a Thursday night. Aside from a call a few days earlier to tell Winter about the lead they’d found into her brother’s disappearance, no one in their office had heard a single word from the woman.

      Though Noah made a valiant effort to conceal the dark cloud in his demeanor, Bree had worked alongside the tall man for long enough to know that Winter’s absence weighed on him, and she had seen enough of his and Winter’s interactions to know he blamed himself for their inability to locate Justin Black.

      Bree’s reminders that he’d made the right decision to shoot Douglas Kilroy had been gentle at first, but in recent weeks, they had become more pointed.

      If he hadn’t fired that shot at that precise moment, Winter would be dead. That was it. That was the end of the story.

      Bree had been front and center for the entire series of events, and the only reason she hadn’t fired the killing shot was because she was worried the larger caliber round would have pierced through Kilroy and hit Winter.

      Winter was smart, and Bree had assured Noah that even if she had harbored a sense of ill will for Kilroy’s untimely death, she would have let the misgivings go by now. Whether he didn’t believe her or he’d decided to shoulder the guilt for an unrelated reason, Bree wasn’t sure.

      “Your sister sounds cool.” Bree offered him a smile, thinking of her fiancée and how talented she was. She leapt on the change of subject like a drowning woman to a raft. “Shelby’s a fantastic artist. You know that painting in our living room, right? The one above the couch?”

      Bree watched Noah’s eyes move as he scanned his memory. “The water lilies and the gator? That one?”

      “Yeah, that one. Shelby painted that. She grew up in Louisiana, so it’s like her little piece of home.”

      “Really?” Noah scratched at the stubble darkening his chin. “Wow, that thing’s really good. It’s like a Bob Ross painting or something. Do you guys have any of her other paintings hanging up?”

      “A couple.” Bree nodded, unable to keep the pride from shining through her words. “I use one of the bedrooms as an office, and she uses one of them as a studio. Her job has been busy lately, so she hasn’t had as much time for painting. But I’m sure as soon as it slows down, she’ll be back at it. You want me to give her a request for you?”

      As they neared the bar, he thrust his hands into his pockets and nodded. “The décor in my place is still, I mean, it’s nonexistent. Might be nice to add a little bit of color somewhere. I can pay her for it.”

      Waving a dismissive hand, Bree shook her head. “No need. You’re our friend. It’s a labor of love.”

      “I’ll come up with something to repay you guys.” His grin widened as he glanced back to her. “I’ve been teaching myself to cook, and I’ve gotten pretty good at it. I can just come over and make you guys food for a week or something.”

      “Hey, don’t say stuff like that unless you mean it, okay?” Bree laughed. “You might not be able to guess, but Shelby’s appetite is a little insane. She’s a swimmer, and that seems to be the norm for them.”

      “Lucky for her, my momma only ever taught me how to cook for an army. I don’t even know how to cook meals for one person, which is why I pretty much never used to cook for myself.”

      “Shelby can eat like an army, so that’s good news.” As Bree chuckled, she turned to offer a quick wave to the woman behind the bar.

      With an easy smile, Noah followed suit. “Do you know her?”

      The redhead returned the gesture before she made her way to greet a couple who had arrived a few minutes after Bree and Noah.

      “Sort of,” Bree answered with a shrug. “Shelby loves her. A few months ago, I had to leave early one night for work, and Shelby just sat up at the bar and talked to her for hours. Now, whenever Shelby sees her, she has to give her a hug. Honestly, it’s pretty adorable.”

      As they took a seat at what had become their favored booth, Noah looked thoughtful. “Huh, I guess that makes sense then.”

      “What?” Bree furrowed her eyebrows. “I think you left off the first part of that, friend.”

      “Oh, right, yeah. She’s the one who pointed out your friends that night that…well…you know.” He left the sentiment unfinished and flashed her a hapless look.

      “Oh…” Bree lifted both eyebrows. “The night Kilroy nabbed me? Yeah, I remember that night.”

      There was a hint of self-deprecation in Noah’s chuckle as he reached for a menu.

      “It’s fine, Dalton.” She laughed. “That’s not even the first time I’ve been kidnapped. I used to work in organized crime, remember? Way back in the day, back when you were probably still in grade school.”

      “Really?” He glanced up from the menu. “You’ve never mentioned that. Looks like we’re learning all sorts of new stuff about each other tonight.”

      “I guess so.” Bree snickered. “I’ll make you a deal. You tell me more about your tattoo artist sister, and I’ll tell you about some of the crazy shit that happened when I worked in organized crime in Baltimore.”

      “Baltimore?”

      “I told you, it was forever ago. Twenty years, my friend. I was in Maryland for about five years, and then I came here. And let me tell you, organized crime is something else. Completely different animal, and definitely not for the faint of heart.”

      He gave her a “you’ve got to be shitting me” look.

      Bree laughed. “Not that any of what we do is for the faint of heart, but the work from organized crime can follow you home if you’re not careful. I never went undercover or anything, but I knew some people who did. That work, that’s either something you’re cut out for, or you’re not. There’s not really any middle ground.”

      “All right, I hope you know what I have to do now.” With a clack, he tapped his menu against the polished tabletop. “I’ll have to start making jokes about The Wire when we’re at work.”

      As she laughed, Bree didn’t bother to conceal the disbelief from her tone. “You’ve seen The Wire? That doesn’t really strike me as your type of show.”

      “I’m not sure how to take that.” He paused to feign a contemplative look, which made him look even younger. “But, to answer your question, of course I’ve seen The Wire. It’s the best show of all time. Why? What did you think I watched?”

      She thought about it for a good ten seconds. “Honestly, I’ve got no idea.” Bree’s smile widened as she spread her hands. “Like you said, we’re learning all sorts of new stuff about one another tonight.”

      As she watched him laugh yet again, Bree figured she would give him a rundown of her entire FBI career as long as it kept his thoughts away from the desolate rut in which he had been stuck for the last few months.
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      The Richmond FBI office was sparsely populated at the evening hour, and the only person SSA Aiden Parrish passed on his way to Max Osbourne’s office was Sun Ming. Even three months after she had taken a bullet to the shoulder, one of her arms still rested in a blue sling.

      She and one other agent from their office had responded to the request for aid on the night Douglas Kilroy was shot and killed. Their assistance hadn’t been requested in the rundown church outside McCook, but at the site of a mass shooting turned hostage situation.

      One of the two assailants had been shot and wounded in the firefight, but not until after he fired off a round that hit Sun’s left shoulder. Cop shows on television made gunshot wounds to the shoulder seem superficial, but complete recoveries were rare, and quick recoveries were rarer still. Even after extensive physical therapy, Sun would be lucky to regain full use of her arm.

      Between Sun’s injury and Winter’s absence, he hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that they would never recover from that fateful night.

      For the past three months, he and Noah Dalton had set aside their differences to search for any trace of Justin Black’s whereabouts. The investigation had been tedious, but at the beginning of the week, their diligence finally paid off.

      They’d been given a tip just a few days ago, and it was exactly the break they’d been needing. A new grandmother who had been out of the country for the past six months to stay with her daughter and new grandbaby remembered seeing Douglas Kilroy at the same storage building they utilized.

      After finally gaining entrance to the storage site, they scoured The Preacher’s meager possessions. They hadn’t found much, but they’d discovered an indication that a high school aged boy had been under Kilroy’s care for an unspecified number of years. Aside from the fact that the kid existed, they had pitiful little else to go on, but Aiden had become so accustomed to uncovering nothing that the vague piece of information seemed monumental.

      Max Osbourne’s door was open as Aiden approached, and he paused to rap his knuckles against the metal frame. The Special Agent in Charge of the Richmond Violent Crimes Task Force’s eyes snapped away from his two computer monitors and up to Aiden. “Parrish. Come in.”

      SAC Osbourne tapped a couple keys before he turned to face the set of chairs in front of his desk. Both elbows propped atop the matte black surface, he scooted forward.

      As Aiden sat, Max’s gaze never wavered. “To what do I owe the pleasure, SSA Parrish?”

      The skepticism in his voice was plain to hear. Aiden and Max didn’t cross paths often, and he could already tell his request for a meeting had piqued the older man’s suspicions.

      “It’s been three days since Noah Dalton contacted Winter Black. Why the hell hasn’t she shown up yet? We can’t move forward in this investigation without her.”

      Aiden figured an upfront query would be less likely to put Max on edge. He didn’t know the seasoned SAC well, but in each dealing he had with his boss, he had gathered that the man appreciated a direct approach.

      “You know I can’t tell you that, Parrish.” Max’s voice was flat, almost as if he had expected the question from the get-go.

      “Since when are you bound to secrecy about situations like this?” He made his best effort to match the unimpressed tone, but Aiden doubted that anyone could exude quite the same blasé air as Max.

      “When my agents take a personal leave of absence, I keep their reasons to myself. It’s not your business unless Agent Black wants it to be your business, Parrish. If you want to know why she’s gone, maybe you should ask her.”

      Aiden barely managed to keep from rolling his eyes. “I tried. She won’t answer any of our calls. Not mine, not Dalton’s, not even Agent Stafford’s.”

      “Did you stop to think that maybe she’s got a good reason for that? You’re a smart guy, Parrish. Head of the damn Behavioral Analysis Unit, so I figure out of all the people here, you’d be able to come up with a reason someone might need a break from their friends and coworkers.”

      Aiden cleared his throat, pissed at the taunt and doing his best not to show it. “There are many reasons someone would isolate themselves, but at this point, it’s interfering with an ongoing investigation.”

      The statement was true, but the need to uncover a new lead wasn’t the main driving force behind his adamancy to bring Winter back to Richmond. He clenched his jaw at the thought and forced himself to pay attention to Osbourne’s movements.

      “Then do what you’d do with any other witness.” Shrugging, Max leaned back in his oversized chair.

      “You want me to get a court order to make a federal agent come back to work?” Aiden surmised, narrowing his eyes at the flicker of amusement on Max’s face.

      “You do what you need to do, Parrish. I trust your instincts. If you think that’s what you’ve got to do to get ahold of Agent Black, then you know where the courthouse is. I won’t stop you.”

      In the silence that descended on the room, it took all of Aiden’s self-control not to dive over the desk and wrap his hands around Max’s throat.

      A day or two after Kilroy’s death, Winter had been officially moved back to Violent Crimes. By the time he’d realized she had no plans to return to work for the foreseeable future, her personnel records were already under Max’s lock and key.

      Though Aiden harbored no real malice toward Max Osbourne, he forced himself to bite back a handful of irritable observations at the man’s unabashed stonewalling. He might as well have been talking to an actual chunk of granite.

      “Damn it, Osbourne,” Aiden nearly growled. “You can’t just tell me when she’s going to be back?”

      “If I thought it’d get you out of my office, it would’ve been the first thing I said,” Max replied. “Because I was just about to leave, and my wife made lasagna for dinner. Maybe that doesn’t mean much to you, but that’s just because you’ve never had Amy’s lasagna. If that lasagna gets cold before I can eat it, I’m going to hold you personally responsible.”

      “For god’s sake,” Aiden muttered.

      “That’s a no, by the way. No, I won’t tell you when she plans to be back. No, I won’t tell you why she’s gone. Think of it this way. Back when you were a field agent, if you had something personal come up that necessitated a leave of absence, would you want your superior telling all his or her colleagues about it? And if they did, would you ever trust them again afterward?” Max leaned forward, pinning Aiden with a hard stare. “If you answer yes to either one of those questions, then I’m going to call bullshit.”

      He was right.

      “Fine,” Aiden ground out as he pushed himself out of the chair. “I’ll make sure I tell Winter what a great job you did protecting her personal information.”

      “You do that,” Max replied, looking satisfied as he linked his hands behind his head. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Yeah. Good night, Osbourne.”

      “One more thing, Parrish.”

      Aiden had just reached the doorway, and he paused, turning back to face the SAC.

      “Winter Black’s a damn fine agent, and I’ve never seen her waver in her commitment to this department. I don’t know what kind of shit you pulled to get her reassigned to BAU or to pull her into the Kilroy investigation, but if you ever do it again, we’re going to have a much bigger problem than cold lasagna.”

      Aiden bristled. “I—”

      Max stood, his knuckles taking his weight on the desk as he leaned forward and bulldozed on. “I don’t know what kind of personal interest you’ve got in her, but you need to check that shit at the door. You’re a leader now, Parrish, not a fucking babysitter. Winter Black is her own person, and she’s capable of making her own decisions.”

      “I realize—”

      Max held up a hand. “I don’t care if you did any of that underhanded shit in the interest of keeping her behind a desk so she’d be safe. Honestly, if that was your logic, then it’s a little chauvinistic, don’t you think? You’re not her keeper. Winter Black is a grown woman, and she doesn’t need a protector. If you keep trying to protect her, you’ll only stifle her. She’s going to do good work here, and you can either hold her back, or you can get out of her way.”
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      As he took a seat at the bar, Noah waved goodbye to Bree and her fiancée, Shelby. Upon Shelby’s arrival, she had wasted no time before she made her way to wrap the bartender in a bear hug. True to Bree’s word, the scene had been adorable.

      Now, Shelby and Bree had decided to head home, but the return to his sparsely decorated apartment still didn’t seem appealing. He knew once he was there that he would check his phone once every two minutes to ensure he hadn’t missed a text message or even a damn email from Winter.

      For the millionth time, he would walk through the last night he had seen her, from the morning briefing about Douglas Kilroy to the awkward kiss in Winter’s kitchen. From the discovery of the Polaroid of Bree to the way the work light had glinted off the spatter of blood as Douglas Kilroy’s lifeless body dropped to the dusty floor.

      If Noah was by himself, not working or socializing, that damned night was the only place his thoughts ever ventured. Some called it rumination, others called it anxiety, but the feeling that weighed on him like a suit of lead was more simple. It was regret.

      Regret that he hadn’t taken a non-fatal shot at Douglas Kilroy. Regret that he had held back when he voiced his affection for Winter. He hadn’t wanted to make her feel uncomfortable, but if he had known the encounter in the little galley kitchen was the last time they would be alone together, he would have done something differently.

      Maybe he should have kept the thoughts to himself. Maybe he shouldn’t have even gone to visit her in the first place.

      Was that the last time he would ever see her? Had she decided to move herself and her grandparents across the country, or to a different country? She’d said she would return to Richmond to help the investigation to find her brother, but in the three days since they spoke, there had been radio silence.

      With one hand, he stifled a resigned sigh as he forced himself back to the present.

      A flicker of movement in the corner of his eye drew his attention to the bartender. As she arched an eyebrow, he didn’t miss the shadow of concern in her bright eyes.

      Shit, how much of the anxious thoughts had been written on his face?

      Damn it, you’re in public. Tone it down a little.

      “You all right, man?” she asked. The query wasn’t tinged with condescension or skepticism but had been spoken with the same sincerity he would expect from an old friend.

      Even as he thought to lie and answer in the affirmative, he couldn’t bring the words to his lips. Her question was genuine, and so was the hint of worry.

      Rather than a verbal response, he shrugged.

      “I hear that,” she replied, the concern still evident in her expression. “Can I get you anything? You’re Shelby and Bree’s friend, so it’s on the house. Just the first one, though. Not to sound like a jerk, I just like to be upfront with my terms and conditions.”

      His chortle sounded closer to a cough, but he nodded his understanding. “I appreciate it. And I don’t know. There’s something like a hundred different beer taps behind you, and I’ve never seen half of them.”

      “Microbrews.” Waving at the row of levers, she tucked a white towel into the back pocket of her dark jeans. “This half, the ones closest to me, they rotate seasonally. The other ones are pretty static.”

      “I hate to be ‘that guy,’ but you got any recommendations?”

      “I do, but I doubt you’ll like it. No one ever does.” She feigned a weary sigh.

      “All right, I like a challenge. Give me one of those, then.”

      “It’s an IPA.” The statement sounded like a warning.

      “IPAs are all right.”

      The dim light caught the pint glass as she filled it from an unassuming tap. Producing a coaster from her back pocket, she set the dark amber beer down in front of him. He could feel her gaze as he picked up the glass to take a tentative sip.

      Though there may have been a flavor beyond the bitterness of the hops, he couldn’t place it. Lips pursed, he wrinkled his nose as he glanced up at her.

      “I told you,” she huffed, crossing her arms.

      “How do you drink this?” Despite the criticism, he took another pull. “Good lord, what is this? Was it brewed in a dirty sock somewhere?”

      “Okay, first.” Rolling her green eyes, she raised a finger. “That’s rude, Agent Mulder. I don’t come into your bar and make fun of your favorite beer, do I?”

      “Your favorite?” he echoed with a laugh. “It tastes like battery acid, darlin’.”

      “You drink battery acid often? You know, for the sake of accurate comparison.” As she fixed him with an expectant look, the corner of her mouth turned up in a smile.

      “I don’t, but with this around, I don’t know why I’d ever need to.” For the second time, he followed his complaint with another drink.

      “Whatever, dude,” she chortled. “You might want to slow down on it, though. It’s nine-percent alcohol.”

      “Damn, woman,” he said with a laugh. “Is that why it’s your favorite?”

      “It might be.” With a shrug, she leaned against the counter at her back. “So, what brings you out to The Lift on a Thursday, Agent Mulder?”

      “I have a name, you know.” He flashed her a matter-of-fact look as he sipped at the bitter IPA.

      “How was I supposed to know that?”

      “That I have a name? I mean, doesn’t everyone?” He grinned and held out a hand. “Noah Dalton, not Mulder.”

      “You’re just lucky I’ve never really seen much of The X-Files, or I’d be asking you all kinds of weird shit about aliens and UFOs. I’m Autumn Trent. Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Agent Dalton, not Mulder.”

      Her amused smile faded as her palm brushed against his. The look only lasted for a split-second, but he didn’t miss the pang of melancholy.

      “Are you…you sure you’re all right?” The volume of her voice was lowered, and she kept her emerald eyes on his as she returned her arm to her side. She spoke with the same concern, the same sincerity with which she had first addressed him.

      If he had not been so sure her worry was real, he might have brushed off the question.

      Before he could answer, she laughed and waved a dismissive hand. “I’m sorry, I’m being weird, aren’t I? It’s just, I’m a doctorate student studying clinical psychology. So, sometimes when I see someone who looks a little bummed out, I guess I trip all over myself trying to be helpful.”

      Though the abrupt change threw him off-balance, he returned her smile. “There’re worse ways to be awkward, I’d imagine. Being awkwardly nice isn’t so bad.”

      “Spoken like a person who’s never been awkward a day in their life. Awkward niceness comes across as being a creep most of the time.”

      “Well, you don’t look like a creep,” he offered with a shrug.

      She grinned. “Spoken like a creep.”

      He laughed at her seamless sarcasm, and for the next forty-five minutes, he nursed the bitter IPA, chasing it with a glass of water. The weekday crowd had all but dispersed, and aside from the occasional patron who stopped by to pay their tab or order a refill, he and Autumn were the only two occupants of the bar.

      As far as conversational partners went, he figured he couldn’t have done much better than Autumn Trent. She was quick with a joke and a smile, and she employed as much sarcasm in her dialogue as anyone he knew.

      He was sure Winter would love her.

      While he and Autumn exchanged stories about their respective hometowns, he could almost push the anxiety over Winter out of his head altogether.

      He learned that Autumn—what the hell was with women and their seasonal names?—had been born and raised in Minnetonka, Minnesota and that she had moved to Virginia for graduate school. As a transplant from the Lone Star State, he could sympathize, though the change in climate had come as much less of a shock to him.

      “Don’t get me wrong, it’s mostly good.” A small smile played on her pretty face. “The beach is pretty close, and unlike the beaches in Minnesota, it’s, well, it’s a real beach. Not just one that’s responsible for ten feet of lake effect snow every winter. But I don’t know. I miss the cold sometimes.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone say that before.”

      “It sounded a little weird when it came out of my mouth,” she agreed, and disappeared into an office at the other end of the shelves of liquor bottles, then shrugged into a light gray canvas jacket as she made her way out from behind the bar.

      “Anyway, my aunt is here ‘til close if you need anything else. She’s not actually my aunt, but she’s my adopted mom’s best friend, so I call her my aunt. It’s been a long week, and since I don’t have class or anything tomorrow, I’m going to go home and sleep for sixteen hours straight.”

      “I have no idea how anyone can do that.” With a quiet chuckle, he hopped down from the stool. “I sleep for more than nine hours, and I feel like a slug. You’re like a cat. Cats sleep for sixteen hours a day.”

      “Cats have it made,” Autumn replied. “If reincarnation is real, I hope I come back as a pampered house cat. A dog would be okay too. My dog has a pretty cushy life. He just has to listen to me bitch about geeky stuff like statistical power and a slow internet connection.”

      Noah laughed. “A slow internet connection can turn even a lady as nice as my grandma into the Incredible Hulk. And that woman is one of the nicest people I think I’ve ever met, ever, and that’s not just because she’s my grandma. She fosters kittens, and I don’t think you get a lot nicer than someone who fosters kittens.”

      At the thought of Eileen Dalton and her penchant for rescuing and caring for stray animals, Noah wished he was back home. The only other time he had been so far away from his family was during two deployments to the Middle East. Until he moved to Virginia, he had always been able to count on a visit to his grandma to help him through the darker points in his life.

      Aside from words of wisdom, she provided encouragement, no matter the life path he walked. He could quit his job at the FBI to become a full-time rodeo clown, and Grandma Eileen would still encourage him if she knew it made him happy.

      “You all right?”

      Autumn’s voice snapped him away from the reverie and back to the sparsely populated bar. Forcing the twinge of sadness off his face, he glanced at her and nodded.

      “Sorry, that’s the third time I’ve asked you that.” Shouldering a black handbag, she offered a strained smile. “I should go before I start asking you to look at gray blobs and tell me what you see.”

      “Do you need a ride home?”

      He blurted out the question before he could think it through. Despite the hour of lighthearted banter, he was still a stranger to this pretty redhead. FBI agent or not, a man’s offer to drive a single woman home was only likely to be interpreted one way.

      But was he so sure he didn’t mean it that way? The unmistakable sting of guilt clawed at his stomach as he mulled over the idea. Autumn Trent was funny and kind, and even in a worn band t-shirt, dark jeans, and motorcycle boots, her good looks were undeniable.

      He and Winter were not in a relationship, he reminded himself. Not even close. They’d had one drunk kiss and one awkward sober kiss, and that was it.

      And then, without a word, she had disappeared. Dropped off the face of the planet without so much as a text message to explain her absence.

      Didn’t he have a right to be upset?

      Hell, since he and Winter had become friends, this wouldn’t even be the first time he had dated or slept with another woman. Though his two-week fling with a server named Jessie felt like it had occurred in another lifetime. He was only a little over six months removed from the fleeting relationship.

      He’d told Winter that Jessie had dumped him for the bartender at the restaurant where she worked, but the confession wasn’t entirely true. Jessie had broken up with him, but not just because she wanted to date her bartender friend. According to her, Noah’s interest was quite clearly in another woman. He’d seen no reason to deny the observation, so he had merely agreed to an amicable breakup.

      “A ride?” Autumn echoed. The grin had vanished from her lips, and he wondered how long they had stood in silence. “I’m fine. I drove myself.”

      “You just told me that you like your new apartment because you can walk to work when it’s nice outside. The high today was seventy-five.”

      He didn’t know why he chose to defend his choice, but like the question itself, the words left his mouth before he could think to stop them.

      “I’m from Minnesota,” she started, her tone one step below haughty. “Maybe seventy-five is too warm.”

      “I seriously doubt that.” He couldn’t seem to keep himself from talking. “Seventy-five is about perfect for anyone.”

      “Dude, you’re being a creep.” The statement was as flat as a worn-out couch cushion.

      “I am, aren’t I?” He sighed as he raised a hand to rub his eyes.

      “Little bit, yeah.” She opened her stance and faced him head-on. “Tell you what. I’ll just shoot straight with you. I’m not interested in that, like, at all. This whole dynamic, the whole picking up someone at the bar, it’s not my thing. No offense if it’s yours, to each their own.”

      Noah felt like an ass. “Shit. Sorry, I—”

      She held up a finger. “It’s not you, I promise. This August, I’ll be defending my dissertation, and I’ve barely even started writing it. I’ve been too damn busy trying to get in all the practicum hours humanly possible, but now that those are almost over with, I’ve got to write a two-hundred-page research paper in the span of something like five months.”

      Noah straightened. “Damn, that’s a lot of work.”

      She nodded, seeming to relax a little. “It sounds doable, but when you factor in trying to help my aunt out here at the bar and squeezing in the rest of those practicum hours, it gets a little fucking stressful.”

      He wanted to reach out and give her shoulder a friendly squeeze, but he kept his hands to his damn self. “I’m sure it is.”

      Her face fell, and she pushed a hand through her hair. “Damn it, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ramble on about my life story, but there you go. I’m also about seven months removed from a really nasty breakup, so I’ll call that icing on the cake.”

      He scratched his chin. “Damn, I’m the dumbass here, so why does it feel like you’re apologizing to me?”

      “Honestly?” She fiddled with the silver zipper of her jacket as her green eyes darted back up to meet his. “I’ve had guys say some pretty nasty shit to me after I turned them down. Anymore, I just try to cover all my bases and get ahead of it, so none of them decide to follow me home. Which has happened before.”

      “Wow.” He cleared his throat. “Now, I definitely want to give you a ride home, but more as a form of hazard pay, you know? Police escort back to your place so no creeps follow you.”

      With a laugh that sounded more like a snort, she shook her head. “I go to Krav Maga lessons twice a week. I’ll be all right.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll be honest now.” Though he made an effort to give her a matter-of-fact smile, he was sure the look came across as more wistful than sarcastic. “I don’t know why I said that. That was stupid, and I’m sorry. I’m not fit to deal with any of that shit right now, either. It’s just, it feels like I’m a million miles away from home, and my best friend, she’s going through some shit that I don’t even know about. I don’t know about it because she dropped off the face of the planet, and now I’ve got no idea what the hell is going on. All I know is that I can’t fix it, and I think I’m losing my mind a little.”

      Her expression softened, and he could almost hear the tension leave her body.

      “A compromise, then,” she said as she stuck out her hand. “Because I could seriously use a friend that isn’t another Ph.D. student working on their own dissertation. Plus, you’re Shelby and Bree’s friend, so you’ve already got that going for you.”

      Noah placed a hand over his heart. “Your trust brings me honor.”

      Autumn rolled her eyes, but the smile got a little bit bigger. “I’ll accept that ride home, but I’m going to ask for one favor. There’s this Mexican place a few blocks away that’s open twenty-four hours a day, Alonso’s, and they’ve got a drive-thru. If you could swing through there so I can buy myself some food, I’ll even throw in a burrito.”

      As Noah accepted her handshake, he nodded and grinned. “I could go for a chimichanga.”

      “Chimichanga eating contest, then,” she proclaimed, raising her arm for a high-five.

      “Winner pays the bill?”

      She snorted. “Oh, hell no. I’m a graduate student, dude. I don’t have bottomless chimichanga money.”
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      The scent of wet asphalt followed Winter as she pushed open a set of tinted glass double doors to make her way into the building. A recent storm had left the summer air heavy and damp, and even now, a new mass of leaden clouds pushed in to obscure the morning sunlight. She was almost half an hour early, but apparently, she wasn’t the only agent in Violent Crimes who’d thought to get a head start on their day.

      Fortunately, the only greeting Sun Ming offered was a half-smile and a slight nod. As Winter returned the gesture, she found for the first time that she was glad for Sun’s standoffish persona.

      With Sun, she didn’t have to worry about a barrage of questions regarding her whereabouts over the last few months, or an interrogation into the reason she’d taken more than two weeks to come to the office after she received Noah’s phone call.

      Sun wanted to have the conversation as much as Winter did, and this morning, that suited Winter just fine.

      After she retrieved a bottle of water and a steaming mug of coffee that could double as paint thinner, Winter slunk out of the break area and to her cubicle. Her movements were hurried, and she figured she looked more like a jewel thief than an agent on her first day back at work.

      Instead of laser alarm systems and security cameras, Winter sought to avoid friends.

      She knew she couldn’t avoid them forever, but she told herself she at least needed a little time to settle in, to let the caffeine work its way through her system. With a tentative sip from the mug of battery acid, she logged in to the computer to sift through the emails she had missed during her absence.

      Though she clicked and scrolled like a person who was paying attention to the screen, her thoughts wandered. To the best of her knowledge, the only person in the entire building who knew the reason for her sudden departure was her boss, Max Osbourne.

      Max had been thoroughly unimpressed by her involvement in the Douglas Kilroy investigation, but the mass shooting a few hours outside McCook had created more than enough work to divert his attention. Aside from a pointed, “What the hell were you thinking,” he had brushed past the topic altogether. Even if the SAC had been angry with her, she knew he wouldn’t betray the trust of any of the agents under his command.

      The day after Noah’s phone call, she and her grandmother had taken Grampa Jack to the hospital after he experienced a spike in lower back pain. Though neither Winter nor Beth would admit it, they were prepared for the worst.

      For hours, they sat in the waiting room beneath a blanket of silence.

      When the doctor had pushed her way through the double doors beside the reception desk, Winter and Gramma Beth had leapt to their feet. The woman’s smile had warmed at the anxious movement, and the kind expression was one Winter was sure she would never forget.

      After a series of tests, the doctor determined that Grampa Jack was in the midst of a flare-up brought on by an autoimmune disorder. Though lupus was more common in women than men, the doctor had established that it was the cause of Jack’s chronic pain. The condition didn’t have a cure, but treatment with corticosteroids and anti-inflammatory medication could manage flare-ups.

      Due in part to Jack’s age, the doctor recommended he stay in the hospital for a couple days to ensure his kidneys hadn’t suffered permanent damage. A week and a half later, when Winter was satisfied that there was no secondary disease beneath the lupus, she’d finally felt comfortable enough to head to Richmond.

      The explanation she had given Gramma Beth about the request for her return to the office was vague. She didn’t want to elevate Beth’s hope just to return a week later to advise they had hit a dead end. Hell, she didn’t even want to raise her own hopes.

      As she took another sip from her half-emptied mug, Winter grimaced. Her sleep the night before had been fretful, and she reminded herself that she needed the caffeine boost.

      “Agent Black,” a gravelly voice called.

      Wordlessly, she turned in her chair to face the SAC of Violent Crimes. Max Osbourne’s gray buzz cut and his scrutinizing gaze were just the same as when she left.

      “Sir,” she greeted, her voice quiet but filled with purpose.

      His features didn’t change. “Conference room in ten minutes.”

      Winter nodded. As her boss disappeared around the corner, she returned her vacant stare to the computer monitor. She could hear her pulse as it rushed in her ears, and she didn’t think the mug of gasoline was responsible for the churning weight in her stomach.

      With a resigned sigh, she planted both palms on the desk and pushed herself out of the chair. She thought she could handle an awkward reunion with her coworkers and friends or a meeting about her brother’s whereabouts, but she wasn’t so sure she was ready to deal with both in one sitting.

      By the time she stepped through the doorway to the small room, she was ready to turn around, throw up, or both.

      White light glinted off Noah’s eyes as he looked up from the laptop. Shadows moved along his scruffy face as he clenched his jaw and snapped his attention back to the screen.

      “Long time no see,” he muttered. “Glad you could make it.”

      At the flat sarcasm, she felt the first pinpricks of adrenaline on the back of her neck.

      She deserved the sardonic greeting, but the tone still took her aback. Rather than offer a rebuttal, Winter was silent as she dropped down to sit beside Bree Stafford. Though Bree’s smile was warm, the comforting look did little to ease the sting of Noah’s offhand remark.

      A flicker of movement in the doorway drew both Bree and Winter’s attention, but as soon as she looked up at the tall figure, she wished she hadn’t.

      “Oh, you’re here.” Aiden’s voice was as flat and unimpressed as Noah’s.

      Though she wanted to crawl beneath the table to avoid their scrutiny, Winter straightened in her chair and crossed both arms over her chest.

      “Get it out of your systems,” she ordered. “We’ve got work to do.”

      Aiden rolled his eyes as he eased the glass and metal door closed behind himself. “Right. Work.”

      From where he sat in the shadows off to the side, Max cleared his throat. “Dalton, Parrish, stop acting like a couple pissy teenagers and get to it. I’ve got a meeting in fifteen minutes.”

      Winter had to stop herself from jumping at the sudden disturbance. She’d been so preoccupied with Noah’s sarcastic greeting that she hadn’t even noticed her boss.

      “Roger that,” Noah grumbled.

      “What did you find?” Bree’s calm demeanor was a stark contrast from the tension that permeated every other square inch of the damn room.

      Glancing from Bree to Winter and then back, Aiden took a seat in the chair beside Noah’s.

      “A month and a half ago,” Noah bit out, his gaze fixed on the glowing screen, “we ran a picture of Justin Black through a new age progression software prototype to generate an image of what he’d look like now. The program is clearly new and still in beta, but its algorithms let you add photos of family members to make the image more accurate. Its primary use will be in missing persons cases and to generate images of fugitives who’ve been on the run for years at a time.”

      Winter wanted to ask what he meant when he said “we” ran the picture through age progression software, wanted to ask why they hadn’t thought to make use of the program sooner, but every word coming from her brain got caught in her throat as he turned the laptop to face her and Bree.

      “That’s him,” was all she could manage.

      Blue eyes the same unusual hue as her own stared back at her, and the light shadow of facial hair darkened the young man’s cheeks. His black hair was short but styled. Where she remembered a goofy, gap-toothed grin, the smile now showed off straight, white teeth.

      Though Bill Black, Winter’s father, had braces during his early high school years, Winter and Justin’s mother was born with a perfect smile. Without a doubt, Winter had inherited her mother’s dental genes, but she, of course, never knew how Justin had fared.

      Noah met Winter’s gaze for the shortest of moments. “We went through all the shit Kilroy left behind.” Any irritability or sarcasm was gone.

      “And then we went through it again,” Aiden put in.

      Winter’s intent stare was on the computer screen, but she saw Noah nod from the corner of her eye.

      “And again,” Aiden said before lifting his shoulders in a heavy shrug. “We caught a break when a woman who’d been out of the country for six months returned home and recognized Kilroy’s picture as someone who utilized a storage unit close to her own.”

      Winter leaned forward, her breath barely wanting to leave her lungs. “What did you find?”

      Aiden’s glance flicked to her for the space of a second. “Among boxes of useless shit, he had a folder full of mostly useless shit. Newspaper clippings of other crimes like Ted Bundy and John Wayne Gacy’s murders. But there was something else in there, something that just didn’t look like it belonged.”

      Winter felt a new energy crackle in the air. It was hope. She knew the feeling well, and most often, despised it.

      Aiden went on. “It was an unmarked envelope containing a letter about parent-teacher conferences at Bowling Green High School, the home of the Bowling Green Timberwolves. I thought it might’ve been Bowling Green, Kentucky at first, but none of their high schools have a team called the Timberwolves. But there’s a town a little bit north of here, Bowling Green, Virginia, and their high school mascot is a wolf.” Aiden he tapped a couple keys on his laptop. “We looked through the school’s records.”

      When he pushed the computer toward her, another photo lit up the screen. The young man was almost identical to the first, right down to the creases at the corners of his eyes.

      “Holy shit,” Bree murmured.

      Winter opened and closed her mouth, but she couldn’t summon a single word to her lips. As she shifted her focus down to the name below the school picture, her stomach lurched.

      “Jaime Peterson,” she breathed. Even to her own ears, her voice sounded harried and weary, almost like she’d spent the previous night shouting.

      No matter what the photograph said, she knew the kid who stared back at her was not Jaime Peterson.

      He was her baby brother. He was Justin Black.
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      Dr. Robert Ladwig hated making phone calls. He never knew what to do with himself during the conversation, and he often resorted to picking at a label or a sticker, anything that would give his fingers something to do.

      The majority of the outbound calls made to his patients were handled by one of the two full-time desk clerks, but the dial tone that buzzed in his ear was not a routine phone call.

      Months had passed since the so-called football player, Brady Lomond, had all but run out of his office. Robert’s curiosity had been piqued, but when he went to double-check the man’s intake form, he learned that Lomond had faked almost every piece of information.

      Lomond wasn’t the first person to falsify personal details, and Robert doubted he’d be the last, but the similarity of Lomond’s alleged symptoms to Winter Black’s was too striking to ignore.

      For the fifth time in the past two weeks, Robert sat at his desk and listened to the monotonous buzz as he waited for the voicemail he was sure would come. He had been surprised to learn that “Brady’s” phone number was active, and though he doubted the repeat calls would yield any useful information, he would be remiss if he didn’t try.

      Just as he was prepared to leave yet another generic message for whoever in the hell owned the number, he heard a light click. He pulled the smartphone away from his face to check if the line had been disconnected, but he froze in place.

      The call had connected.

      “Hello?” a voice finally asked.

      “Yes, hello.” Robert’s voice was warm and soothing. The man was not Brady Lomond, but there was a real possibility that the Texan had scrawled out contact information for a friend or family member without realizing the mistake.

      “Who is this?” The man sounded equal parts annoyed and skeptical.

      “Hi, I’m sorry, this is Dr. Ladwig, and I’m looking for Brady Lomond. Do I have the right number?”

      “Brady who? No, dude. Look, you’ve called this number like fifteen times and left me seven voicemails. I don’t know who in the hell you are, and I don’t know who in the hell Brady Lomond is. Please, take this number off your list. I’m not going to sign up for a credit card or buy a case of whatever in the hell you’re selling.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Robert said. He made sure to keep his tone pleasant. He still represented his practice. “Someone must’ve put down the wrong phone number. I’ll make sure you don’t get any more calls from us. Thank you for letting me know.”

      “All right, no worries. Thanks.”

      As Robert dropped the phone back to the wooden desk, he combed the fingers of one hand through his hair and heaved a sigh.

      “Well, this isn’t good, is it?” he asked the empty room.

      Lomond’s condition might have piqued Robert’s curiosity, but he didn’t want to locate Brady Lomond—or whoever in the hell he actually was—strictly for his own sake.

      As if on cue, his work phone buzzed against the polished surface. He hadn’t saved the caller’s contact information, but he knew that number. With every damn call, he had committed the number to memory as he stared at the screen and forced himself to pick up the device.

      “This is Dr. Ladwig.” He made the formal greeting out of habit. The caller knew who he was.

      “Hello, Robert,” the woman purred.

      Her calming voice was punctuated with just enough of a northern accent to give homage to the fact that she was not a native of Virginia or the surrounding area. The folksy pronunciations were disarming, and they belied little of her formidable intellect.

      She sounded like an extra from the set of Fargo, not a neurosurgeon.

      “Doctor Evans,” he replied. He suspected the name was fake, but he honestly wasn’t sure he wanted to know her real name.

      “It’s been a few days since we talked, so I thought I’d give you a call to check and see if you’ve made any progress on getting through to that Brady Lomond fellow.”

      Rubbing his eyes with one hand, Robert leaned back in his chair and suppressed a groan. “Yes and no. The only progress I’ve made is to officially establish a lack of progress.”

      “Well, that’s interesting,” she said with a laugh. The sound contained a hint of mirth, but whenever Dr. Evans laughed, he was sure the humor she found had a darker meaning.

      “All the information Lomond provided was fake, right down to the address and the insurance information. I’ve looked seven ways from Sunday to see if any of it is affiliated with someone related to him in some way, but it seems like it was all random. The address he provided is a pizza place at the edge of downtown Richmond, and his parents’ names are Al and Peggy, probably from Married with Children.”

      That light laugh again. It lifted the hair on his arms. “Clever.”

      He suppressed a sigh. “The phone number was valid, but it was another dead end. I ran it through a couple different databases, and it looks like it’s been affiliated with a few different people, none of whom have any connection to a guy named Lomond. As I said, it’s a dead end, Dr. Evans.”

      “It’s curious, though, isn’t it?” She didn’t wait for him to answer the question before asking the next. “Why would someone come to your office with the exact same symptoms as your other patient and forge all his contact information? Do you suppose he’s law enforcement?”

      Robert gritted his teeth. “It crossed my mind. Everything for my practice is in order, though. The police would have no reason to be here, and I think the fact that he hasn’t shown back up is testament that they weren’t conducting an investigation. At least not into my staff or me.”

      “Right, of course. Well, Robert, I’m afraid I’ve got some disappointing news too. This newest patient, the man from Pennsylvania, has given me a whole lot of nothing. You know, we’d make a lot more progress on this research if I could take a look at someone who’s actually manifested these phenomena, these visions, as you’ve called them.”

      Of course, that was what she wanted. That was what she always wanted. Robert thought he had caught a break when Brady walked into his office, thought he had been given a ticket to get Sandra Evans off his back for longer than a week.

      But he knew what Dr. Evans did to her so-called patients, and he knew what her idea of “progress” entailed. As soon as Sandra had mentioned her interest in examining Winter Black, Robert had purged any mention of Winter from his records, both digital and physical.

      He’d checked, double-checked, and triple-checked to make sure there were no traces of Winter left behind.

      Sandra Evans took every precaution to avoid detection for her gruesome experiments, but Robert didn’t want to put her stealth to the test by handing her an FBI agent.

      The feds took the kidnapping or harm of their own as a personal affront. As smart and well-connected as Evans was, Robert wasn’t about to risk the bureau breathing down his neck.

      If Winter Black had presented with brain abnormalities after she sustained severe trauma to the head, then there had to be others who experienced the same phenomenon.

      And right now, Robert would much rather take his chances with someone like Brady Lomond.

      “No,” he said to return his attention to the conversation. “You know that Patient Zero isn’t an option.”

      The term “patient zero” was used to refer to the person responsible for the start of a disease outbreak, but Patient Zero was his preferred method to refer to Winter Black when Dr. Evans brought up the topic.

      Evans didn’t know if Patient Zero was a man or a woman. All she knew was that the symptoms had begun after a traumatic brain injury at approximately age thirteen.

      “Fine, Ladwig.” She pronounced each word slowly, and he felt the start of a chill creep down the back of his neck. “But I hope you know this is starting to test my patience. If you won’t give me Patient Zero’s information, then you’d better come up with a replacement soon.”

      With a light chime, the call was disconnected before he could formulate a rebuttal.

      If he didn’t reach a viable alternative soon, he would be forced to decide whether he wanted to test the wrath of the Federal Bureau of Investigation or the wrath of Sandra Evans.

      After his dealings with Dr. Evans over the past seven years, there was no doubt about whose ire he would rather face.
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      By the time midafternoon rolled around, Noah thought he had done an admirable job avoiding Winter. Since their little group dispersed from the conference room, he hadn’t even seen his friend.

      His former friend? Honestly, he didn’t know. He didn’t pretend to understand what went through Winter’s head on any given day.

      At the irascible thought, his stomach dropped.

      He was so sure he had the right to be upset with her for the unannounced departure and silent treatment, but when her face fell at the announcement of their theory that Douglas Kilroy had followed Justin Black’s entire life, he felt like an idiot.

      Even Autumn’s words of wisdom, words honed by almost eight years of intense study of human behavior, couldn’t drive the pang of guilt from his head.

      “You’re permitted your feelings,” she’d told him over dinner one evening, “and you shouldn’t minimize them just because you think you understand why she did what she did. What’s important is what you do with those feelings, how you express them. But it’s not healthy just to pretend they don’t exist.”

      He could almost hear Autumn’s voice as he stepped into a hallway to make his way back to his home department.

      For most of the day, he had spent his time talking to members of the tech department. They had scoured the internet for social media accounts that might have been affiliated with Justin Black, now also known as Jaime Peterson, but they’d come up empty-handed.

      As he approached the elevator at the end of the corridor, he tapped the down button with one hand and stifled a yawn with the other. Stealth was exhausting. Maybe he would call it good and head home for the day. He might not understand how Autumn was capable of sleeping for twelve hours straight, but right now, he’d be more than happy to try.

      With a cheery ding, the silver doors slid open.

      As his gaze fell on the single occupant, his mouth suddenly felt like it had been stuffed with cotton balls. He clenched one hand into a fist to ward off the tremble that came with the unexpected rush of adrenaline.

      When Winter’s blue eyes flicked up to meet his, he felt like they were suspended in their own isolated bubble of space time.

      Shit.

      He wasn’t ready for this. He hadn’t prepared, had no idea how to broach the topic of her absence without sounding like a needy asshole.

      “Afternoon, Dalton.” Her voice was soft, and he expected her to brush past him without another word, but instead, she stepped back and waved a hand to the empty space at her side.

      “You’re not…” he started, pausing to glance over his shoulder. To his chagrin, the hall was empty. “You’re not down here for something?”

      When he returned his attention to her, she narrowed her eyes.

      “Okay then,” he muttered under his breath.

      His hope that another agent would rush over to the elevator at the last minute was dashed as the doors eased closed. Their ascent had only just started when Winter moved forward to smack one of the plastic buttons.

      As the car lurched to a stop, he shot her a fervent look. “Is that a good idea? An unexpected elevator stop in an FBI building?” He tried to keep the accusatory tinge out of the question, but he wasn’t sure how effective his effort had been. To his surprise, the shrill alarm of the elevator didn’t go off. Just what he needed, to be stuck in a busted elevator with an enraged Winter.

      “I don’t give a shit,” she spat, flicking her long braid over her shoulder. “It’ll just take a second, anyway. Apparently, that’s about all the time you can stand to be around me, isn’t it?”

      “What?” He gawked at her, truly stunned. “Is that really what you think?”

      She was projecting. He was sure of it. He’d only ever been glad for her presence, but he couldn’t say the same for how she felt about him.

      “Right now, Dalton, yeah. Yeah, it is.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” he exclaimed, throwing both arms in the air.

      So much for Autumn’s words of wisdom. There was only so much of these dejected, run-down feelings he could take, and Winter’s petulant observation had just pushed him over the limit.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off. “Do you have any idea what that did to me? What you did to me?”

      For the second time, she tried to talk, and for the second time, he cut her off.

      “No, Winter…just, no. If you want to do this, then we’ll do it. But right now, here’s the thing. I get what you went through. I mean, I don’t entirely get it, but there’s this thing I like to use called empathy. I know you’ve walked through your whole life like you’re the only one who understands what you’re dealing with, and you’re not wrong. But this shit you’re pulling now, this playing the victim bullshit, I’m fucking tired of it.”

      Her mouth popped open again, an angry glint sparking in her eyes.

      He didn’t care. He plowed on, unable to stop the words now that they had started. “You shut out all the people who want to help you because you don’t think they can possibly get a grasp on what you’ve been through. Just because we didn’t experience the exact same thing, you think we’re incapable of helping you. Honestly, darlin’, it’s a little insulting. It’s like you’re telling your friends that they aren’t good enough. Like you’re waitin’ around for someone who’ll fit the bill, and it sure as shit ain’t any of us! You know when the last time I saw you was?”

      When he paused this time, she didn’t try to respond.

      “Last time I saw you was in that damn church with Douglas Kilroy’s blood splattered all over one side of your face. And then after that, you just, you what? You disappeared! Did you stop to think for a fucking second what that might have felt like to me? To Bree? To Parrish?”

      In the silence that ensued, the rush of vehemence started to subside, and he felt the first pangs of guilt cut through the righteous indignation.

      With a sigh, he ran a hand through his shaggy hair. He needed a damn haircut, he thought as he tilted his head back to stare at the ceiling.

      “I’m sorry,” he managed. “That was shitty and mean, and I didn’t want any of it to come out that way.”

      “Maybe,” Winter’s voice was quiet and strained, “but it’s not inaccurate. I’ve been such an asshole to you, and you’ve only ever been nice and understanding to me. I’ve been such a shitty friend.”

      Eyes wide, he glanced back to her just as she swiped at her cheeks with the sleeve of her black blazer. Tears. The woman who didn’t cry had tears gleaming in her eyes.

      The sight nearly brought him to his knees. “What? No, you haven’t.” He fisted his hands to keep from reaching for her. “Winter, you opened up and brought me into your family because you knew I didn’t have anyone around here. You’re the first friend I made after I moved east, and you’re part of the reason I don’t feel homesick. I’ve got you here, so it doesn’t feel like I left everything I cared about behind in Texas.”

      Her eyes grew shiny again. “Noah, I—”

      “None of what I said came out the right way,” he continued, needing to say what needed to be said. “It’s just, with you leaving like you did, it didn’t feel like I was important to you. And you’re so important to me, and that difference, that disparity, it seemed like it was this fucking canyon, this giant hole in the earth, and I didn’t have any way to cross it. And if I tried, I’d fall into that massive pit of nothingness, and I’d be lost trying to find something that was never there in the first place.”

      Amber light caught the droplets in the corners of her eyes before she had a chance to wipe them away.

      Noah could feel the sting of tears, and he sniffled as he dabbed at the glassiness in his own eyes.

      “They need to do something about this,” Winter started, her voice scarcely above a whisper.

      He gave his head a little shake, trying to figure out what she was talking about. “About what?”

      She sniffed and gave a little embarrassed-looking grin. “The onions in this damn elevator. I don’t know who in the hell cuts onions in an elevator, but they need to knock it off.” The conviction in the quiet statement was so sincere, he thought for a split-second that the remark was genuine.

      “Oh my god.” He laughed, and the feel of it caused most of his muscles to relax. “I missed you, Winter.”

      With a wistful smile, she met his eyes. “I missed you too.”

      Just as he was about to ask whether or not she should press the button to resume the elevator’s movement, she took a swift step forward and threw her arms around his shoulders. He knew hugs were not in Winter’s normal repertoire, but he wasted no time wrapping her in a tight embrace.

      The familiar scent of her hair, of strawberries and citrus, was more than enough to drive away any lingering doubts about their friendship. Even if their relationship never went beyond platonic, he knew he would just be glad to have her in his life.

      “We should see if this elevator will start back up before the fire department gets here.” He offered a light kiss to the top of her head before pulling away from her, stuffing his hands in his pockets.

      “Right,” she agreed. Nodding, she reached out to tap the glowing button. “Do you want to go get some coffee? I’ve been drinking the stuff from the breakroom all day, and it’s, well, I’m not really sure it’s fit for human consumption.”

      He grimaced. “You’ve been drinking that?”

      As she snickered in response, some of the leaden weight appeared to have lifted from her shoulders. “It’s nice outside again today too. Seems like a good day for a walk.”

      And just like that…they were friends again. The awkwardness began to disappear, almost as if it had never been there.

      On their way through the office, he gave her a summary of the mostly uneventful months since Kilroy’s death. Aside from Sun Ming’s injury and the information he and Aiden Parrish had unearthed on Justin, they had gone about business as usual.

      Once the commotion from the mass shooting died down, Noah’s main focus had shifted to the items and documents left behind by Douglas Kilroy. Aside from a letter that pointed them in the direction of Bowling Green High, Kilroy’s belongings were all but useless.

      Even after an extensive examination of Kilroy’s life, the conclusion about his motives had changed little. Kilroy was a sociopath, and both he and his father had exhibited symptoms consistent with paranoid schizophrenia. Their breaks from reality came in the form of religious experiences, and according to Aiden Parrish, such a manifestation wasn’t uncommon with schizophrenia.

      The conversation between him and Winter didn’t become personal again until they were out of the coffee shop, drinks in hand, and away from the prying ears of any bystanders. Their route to the café had been straightforward, but the path they decided to take back to work wound through a handful of residential neighborhoods and passed by a park. Winter dubbed it “the scenic route.”

      “So, are you officially back? At work?” he asked, glancing over as she took a sip from the paper cup.

      “Not quite. I talked to Max about it earlier. I was gone for so long because, well, there are a lot of reasons, but my grandpa wasn’t doing so well. He was having a lot of pain, and the doctors ran a ton of tests looking for anything they could find, but they didn’t get anywhere. I was staying with him and Gramma Beth so I could help them and just recuperate, I guess.”

      Noah was immediately concerned. He liked the old man. “He’s all right, though?”

      Before he finished the question, Winter nodded. “Yeah, that’s why it took me a little while to get here, actually. He was in the hospital, and that’s when they found out that he has lupus. He’s probably had it for a long time but didn’t realize it. It sounds bad, but it’s a relief to have an actual diagnosis. I hung around while he started treatment, and when I left for Richmond, he seemed like he was doing a lot better.”

      “Lupus,” he echoed. “Yeah, my aunt has that. She’s been dealing with it since she was thirty-something, though. We aren’t blood related, so I guess that’s good news for me.”

      “Wait, what? What do you mean you and your aunt aren’t blood related?” There was a twinkle of amusement in her eyes when she looked up from the sidewalk.

      “She’s my stepdad’s sister, my Aunt Hazel.”

      “Your parents are divorced?”

      “Since I was five.” He lifted a shoulder. “Dad, Eric, moved away and married the woman he’d been cheating on my mom with. Started a new family, you know the type. Mom didn’t get married again until I was something like ten. I was too old to be the ringbearer, I remember that.”

      “Wow.” Winter stared at him, the paper cup resting on her lower lip, but she didn’t drink. “I’m sorry, Noah. I had no idea.”

      “Please,” he laughed as he waved away the sympathetic words, “don’t be. Chris, my stepdad, he’s a great dude. His sister, Hazel, used to be a concert pianist. If my mom hadn’t divorced my dumbass father, she’d never have met Chris and his family.”

      A flash of pain passed over Winter’s expression, but she hid it with a smile. “They sound wonderful.”

      Noah nodded. “The Alvarez family is like the epitome of what a family ought to be. Nothing but love from them, which is more than I can say for any of my dad or his kin. They’re a bunch of stuck up pricks like…” He trailed off and shrugged before he could say the man’s name. Like Aiden Parrish.

      “Huh, all right.” Winter offered him a thoughtful glance. “Well, good for your mom, then. I’m glad it all worked out for you guys. You’ll definitely have to tell me more about your family because I didn’t know any of your history.” She laughed, her cheeks turning pink. “Shit, have I really been taking up that much of our conversation space? So much that all we’ve done is talk about my family, but I didn’t even know that your parents were divorced? Or that you had a stepdad? Or that your biological father is an asshole?”

      “Knock it off, Winter.” He grinned, giving his head a little shake. “That’s how friendship works. When one friend is going through some rough shit like you have been, the other one’s there for them. I know you’d do the same for me, right?”

      “Of course.” There was no hesitation, no pause, and all he wanted to do was hug her again.

      “See. Now, any time you’re feeling guilty, just remember that. Just because it hasn’t happened yet doesn’t mean it’s not going to. Someday, I’ll be the one apologizing to you about, what did you call it? Hogging all the conversation?”

      Her laugh sounded closer to a snort as she nodded. “Yeah, basically.”

      For close to an entire block, they walked in silence. The din of the nearby busy street melded into the whisper of the summer breeze, and birds chirped from the branches overhead.

      “I’m worried about Justin.” The quiet statement snapped his attention away from the scenery and back to the woman at his side.

      He reached out and squeezed her shoulder, but only for a quick moment. “We’ll find him.”

      “I know.” Even though the response was reassuring, there was a flicker of darkness on her face as her eyes fell on his. “But I think that’s part of what I’m worried about. We’ll find him, but who will we find when we do?”
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      Lips pursed, Aiden glanced over Jaime Peterson’s meager school records for what felt like the fifteenth time. The kid was smart, and the only grade lower than a B was during his senior year chemistry class. Otherwise, his academic record was impeccable.

      Well, at least we don’t have to worry about him throwing together a bomb, Aiden thought, frustrated beyond measure.

      The conclusion did little to stifle the unease that clung to the darker recesses of his mind. Aside from the records of his graduation at Bowling Green High, searches for a nineteen-year-old named Jaime Peterson turned up little and less. Aiden had checked colleges throughout the state, even bordering states, but none had records of a Jaime Peterson matching Justin Black’s description.

      As far as Aiden was concerned, the null search results were an ominous sign.

      He knew from his research on Douglas Kilroy’s formative years that the Kilroy family had been just short of nomadic. None of their stops lasted even two years, and based on the year and a half that Justin had spent at Bowling Green High, the pattern still fit.

      Had Justin been raised by Douglas Kilroy? Or had Kilroy spared the young boy because of some deeply ingrained sense of misogyny that insisted he could brutalize women, but that he spare males whenever possible? Had he intercepted the letter about parent-teacher conferences from the people who had actually raised Justin?

      If Kilroy had been a bystander during Justin’s adolescence, then the kid might have stood a chance. But there were too many question marks, too many aspects of the discovery that didn’t make sense.

      Aiden was careful to keep the sentiment to himself. The pained glint behind Winter’s eyes had been plain for him to see, and he hadn’t wanted to add his pessimistic theory to her bereaved mind.

      When the hell had he started that? Since when did he withhold pertinent information in an effort to spare someone’s feelings? Facts were facts, and the way they made someone feel wasn’t supposed to matter.

      And maybe those feelings didn’t matter most of the time, but with Winter, it was different.

      When it came to her wellbeing, he felt like he tripped over himself in his effort to ensure she was okay. But of all the people he knew, she deserved a sense of peace.

      He would keep the theory about Kilroy’s motivation for kidnapping Justin Black to himself until he had more to backup his assessment than a hunch.

      In the world of research, the absence of evidence was a poor method to prove a theory. But no matter the number of hours he’d sunk into familiarizing himself with statistical analyses and behavioral research, he already knew he was right.

      Kilroy hadn’t left Justin alive because of a soft spot, not even because of his set of twisted ideals that insisted men were superior to women. The Preacher, the man responsible for a body count that rivaled any serial killer in existence had not decided to spare Justin’s life because he cared about that life.

      In fact, Aiden wasn’t so sure that his goal had even been to spare Justin’s life in the first place.

      Serial killers as entrenched in their methodology as Douglas Kilroy didn’t decide one day to change their routine. Those men and women adhered to a ritual, and the only deviation from the established modus operandi occurred gradually over a number of years and a number of bodies.

      The brutal murder of the Black family and the disappearance of six-year-old Justin Black was far too different from Kilroy’s previous crimes to be a change in the man’s MO.

      There had been a reason he targeted Jeanette and Bill, and that reason was Justin Black.

      Aiden was sure of it. And he was beginning to think that he understood why.

      Sure, Kilroy had intended to kill Jeanette and Bill, but his selection of a family with children was no accident. Kilroy had never married, and he had never procreated, that anyone knew of, at least. But the man was a fanatic, and like his father before him, he was not about to leave his work half-finished.

      In the twilight of his life, Kilroy had searched for a young boy to become his protégé.

      Even if Justin had spent the first six years of his life in the loving environment provided by his parents, he wouldn’t have stood a chance under the guardianship of someone like Douglas Kilroy. Any semblance of morality the boy possessed would have been malleable at his tender age, and Kilroy would have exploited the early stage of development.

      If Justin, or Jaime, or whatever the hell he was called now, had been raised by Douglas Kilroy for the past thirteen years, there was no doubt in Aiden’s mind that the kid was just as fucked up as the man who had kidnapped him.
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      When she got the text message from her new friend, Autumn groaned. She had planned to eat a sleeve of Saltines, drink a glass of ginger ale, and then sleep for sixteen hours in hopes that when she awoke, the pain in her stomach would be gone.

      Though she had only just turned twenty-eight, she was convinced that the stress from her final year as a Ph.D. student had given her an ulcer.

      In the last two weeks, she had dropped a full five pounds, and aside from the impromptu chimichanga eating contest with Noah Dalton, she couldn’t remember the last real meal she’d eaten. She had always prided herself on her ability to eat as much in one sitting as a linebacker, but she had tapped out well before her Texan friend.

      And, to top off her decreased appetite, she had tossed and turned all night as she fought against throwing up the three chimichangas she’d eaten.

      I’m meeting Bree at The Lift tonight. You should come hang out with us. My friend Winter will be there. Noah’s text message ended with a smiling cat emoji and another emoji that was just a pint glass of beer.

      She’d expected the muscular, broad-shouldered Texan to be a dog person, but his adamant love of cats had taken her by surprise. Apparently, his grandmother’s affinity for kittens had worn off on her grandson.

      Before she could rationalize an excuse to avoid going out to meet Noah’s best friend, she composed a response to advise him she would be on her way within the next fifteen minutes.

      The clatter of nails against the hardwood floor drew her attention, and she rolled to her side and stretched out an arm to waggle her fingers at the little dog that approached. Her cat, Peach, was asleep at the other end of the sectional couch.

      “Come here, Toad,” Autumn cooed.

      Wagging his fluffy tail, the Pomeranian mix trotted over and hopped up to sit beside her.

      Toad’s namesake wasn’t the Mario Brothers character of the same name, and as far as Autumn was concerned, her cat wasn’t named after Princess Peach.

      Peach was a ginger tabby with fur roughly the same color as a peach, and Toad was a fluffy mutt with an overbite. Some people might have thought Toad’s goofy face made him ugly, but Autumn thought his less than flattering jaw made him just the right combination of ugly and cute. Thus, the name Toad had been born.

      After she scratched behind his pointy ears, she pushed herself to sit, and then to stand. Maybe while she was at The Lift, she would make another attempt to eat real food. Pedialyte and plain Cheerios provided adequate nutrition, but the flavor profile left a lot to be desired.

      Though Autumn walked to the nearby bar as often as she could, she didn’t feel up to the trek while her stomach turned and twisted with each lance of pain. She pushed the grimace off her face as she shoved through the familiar set of double doors.

      Seated at the same booth he and Bree usually selected, Noah waved as a wide grin brightened his face. Chuckling to herself, she returned the gesture as she made her way to the little group. Bree scooted to the wall to make room for Autumn as the third member of their entourage watched her approach. The woman’s dark blue eyes were vivid, and her stare was intense despite the slight smile on her pretty face.

      Autumn liked her already.

      “You must be Winter,” Autumn started before Bree or Noah could make the introduction. With a grin, she extended a hand to the woman.

      As Winter leaned forward to accept the handshake, the amber light caught her glossy black hair. “I am. You’re Autumn, right?”

      “Right.” Though Autumn’s smile didn’t falter, she fought against grating her teeth together as her hand met Winter’s. Sometimes her “gift” for reading people was a blessing, and other times it was a curse.

      Winter Black had seen some shit, and she’d been through a hell most people could only imagine. But amidst all the turmoil, there was a calm resolve. A resolve to close the dark chapter of her life, to heal the open wound and find her place in the world. It was a feeling Autumn Trent knew well.

      “It’s nice to meet another seasonally named person.” Winter’s smile seemed lighter as she spoke, and Autumn didn’t have to touch her to know that the words were sincere.

      “So, Noah, Bree, what in the hell is this?” Autumn arched an eyebrow at one friend and then the other. “It’s my night off, from this and school, teaching, whatever in the hell you want to call it. And you guys decide to meet up at my work?”

      The corners of Bree’s eyes creased as she laughed, and Winter chuckled while the man beside her offered a wide grin.

      “Hey, you said it yourself, all right?” Noah tapped the plastic menu with an index finger. “This place has the best damn chili cheese fries in town, and you know how seriously I take my chili cheese fries.”

      “Okay.” Autumn held up a hand in surrender. “Next time we get together, I expect we’ll be at the FBI building, you hear me?”

      Winter’s quiet chortle turned into full-blown laughter at the offhand remark. “As long as we aren’t there for coffee,” the dark-haired woman said. “That shit tastes like, well, like shit.”

      “Like it was brewed in a dirty sock,” Noah put in with a noncommittal shrug.

      “That’s what you said about my beer!” Autumn held out her hands to feign exasperation.

      “More than one thing can be brewed in a dirty sock.” His tone was so matter-of-fact, she thought he might have been answering a math problem.

      For what was far from the last time that night, Autumn covered her mouth to stifle an outburst of laughter.

      And, god, it felt good.
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      Robert Ladwig had never received two calls from Sandra Evans in a span of less than twenty-four hours before, and as he stared at the screen, he thought about returning the ringing phone to the polished surface of his desk. Maybe she meant to dial another person. Maybe her phone was in a pocket, and his number had been selected because of their recent contact.

      Right, and maybe that lotto ticket I bought yesterday is a jackpot winner, he thought.

      At the last second, he swiped his thumb across the green key and raised the device to his ear. “This is Dr. Ladwig,” he answered.

      “Good morning, Robert,” Dr. Evans replied, her voice as velvety and warm as fresh caramel.

      “What can I do you for, Evans?” The effort required to keep his tone level was monumental. This conversation would have to be short, or he was liable to lose his mind.

      “I’m sure you need to get to work soon, so I’ll only keep you a moment. I’ve been thinking about Patient Zero.”

      He gritted his teeth. “And?”

      “And I’ve been thinking about the lack of success I’ve had replicating Patient Zero’s particular brain abnormality. Brain structure is a funny thing, but I’m sure you know that. You went to medical school, too, didn’t you, Robert?” She laughed. “More or less.”

      Though her query was casual, there was a sinister undertone to each and every word. Then again, wasn’t there always a sinister undertone with Sandra Evans these days?

      “I did,” he answered, then snapped his mouth closed.

      “Basic brain structure doesn’t vary dramatically from person to person, but when it does, it can cause some significant outcomes. Take schizophrenia, for instance. Schizophrenics have a different brain structure than people without symptoms of schizophrenia. Now, there are many elements that can affect someone’s brain structure after they’re born.”

      It grated Ladwig to be lectured like this, but he held his silence, unwilling to stir this woman’s wrath.

      “Things like stress, environmental agents, and genetics,” she said, continuing her lecture. “Genetics can predispose someone’s brain to behave a certain way when it encounters a specific type of stressor. Diathesis-stress is what it’s called, right?”

      “That’s a simplified version of it, but yes.” He knew where her anatomy lesson was headed, and he felt like a cold hand had clamped down on his stomach.

      “In any case, life events and environments are only half of the story.” She sounded even more excited now. “The other half comes from a person’s genetics, and sometimes, I think our little realm of the scientific community forgets just how powerful genes can be.”

      “You think there’s something in Patient Zero’s DNA that predisposed them to the abnormalities they experienced after their head trauma?” he surmised.

      “I do.” Her laconic response bordered on venomous, and even though he was alone in his office, he wanted to crawl under the desk to hide.

      In the agonizing seconds that followed, he considered blurting out Winter’s name. He could let Dr. Evans deal with Winter Black and the fallout that would accompany the disappearance of a federal agent.

      Evans was smart, but more than that, she was ruthless. If anyone was fit to contend with the feds, it was her. But if she was caught, the damn woman would drag him down with her. Probably even use him as a scape goat. Push him off a cliff.

      But his own personal safety wasn’t the only thing that worried him. For some reason he couldn’t understand, he didn’t want to lead the little dark-haired girl he used to talk to every week to slaughter.

      But would it be slaughter?

      Surely, Evans wouldn’t kill Winter. Would she? The sadist doctor needed her alive to monitor her brain function, to parse through the inner workings of her mind. But Robert had seen Sandra’s handiwork. If Winter fell into the surgeon’s custody, death would be a kindness. And if Robert didn’t come up with a way to appease Dr. Evans soon, he would be on the receiving end of ire he couldn’t begin to fathom.

      For a split-second, Ladwig wished Douglas Kilroy, The Preacher, was still alive so he could punch the killing bastard for ever starting the series of events that led Ladwig to cross paths with Dr. Evans. If the delusional psychopath hadn’t slaughtered Winter’s family, she wouldn’t have suffered the traumatic brain injury that gave rise to her unique abilities.

      But Kilroy hadn’t murdered her entire family, had he?

      “Patient Zero has a sibling.” Ladwig felt like someone else had made the statement in his voice. Self-preservation was a powerful force.

      “Really?” To his relief, curiosity had replaced Sandra’s anger.

      “Yes. A brother. His whereabouts are unknown, but I can begin searching for him.”

      During her time as Ladwig’s patient, Winter had recalled the last time she had seen her brother in detail, but the FBI had no leads on Justin Black’s fate. Though he kept the notion to himself, Ladwig had his own theory on the younger Black sibling’s disappearance.

      The Preacher had wanted Justin.

      Alive or dead? That was the question, but Dr. Ladwig thought it was the former.

      Sure, Sandra might be able to trace back to Winter through her younger brother, but Ladwig would cross that bridge when he came to it. For now, he needed a way to appease Dr. Evans before she turned her wrath on him.

      “All right,” Dr. Sandra Evans finally agreed. “Find the brother.”
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        * * *

      

      Winter had just pulled her car key from the ignition when she felt the faint vibration from the pocket of her black slacks. Narrowing her eyes at the unfamiliar number, she swiped the screen and raised it to her ear.

      “Agent Black,” she answered.

      “Hello, Winter.” Dr. Robert Ladwig’s voice was as smooth and calm as it had ever been, but the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end at the sound.

      “Do you remember what I told you the last time you called me?” Her voice was a lethal hiss. “I mean it, Ladwig. If you don’t leave me the hell alone, I will ruin you, do you understand me?”

      “There’s no need for that.” His response was flat, but somehow, the hint of irritability was less unnerving than the soothing tone in which he had greeted her.

      “Really?” she bit back. “Because, based on the fact that you’re literally on the phone with me right now, I’d say there is a need for it!”

      “This won’t take long. Like it or not, we have a history, my dear. I’m up to date on the news, and I wanted to wish you well now that Douglas Kilroy is dead. I hope that learning more about your brother’s fate will bring you some peace.”

      She could feel the rush of her pulse at the offhand mention of Justin. “My brother’s fate?” she echoed. “What in the hell does that mean, Ladwig?”

      “Well, there wasn’t anything about it in the news articles I read, but I just assumed you’d found something after The Preacher was killed.” He sounded puzzled, but not puzzled enough for her to dismiss the question as an innocent inquiry.

      “I don’t know what in the hell you’re trying to accomplish here, but I’ve about reached the end of my tolerance for your enigmatic bullshit. If you don’t have anything useful to tell me, then this conversation is over. I’ve got work to do, you know, in the FBI building. Want me to tell anyone hello for you while I’m in the office or no?” Her knuckles had turned white from her iron grip on the steering wheel, and the tips of her fingers tingled from the lack of blood flow.

      “I guess well-wishing or condolences don’t count as useful, do they? Fine, fair enough, then. Best of luck to you, Agent Black.”

      Just as she opened her mouth to tell him where he could cram his condolences, the familiar chime indicated the call had ended. Jaw clenched, she pulled the phone away and glared at the glass screen like it was responsible for the conversation.

      Was Ladwig just a creep, or was there more to his call than just an unhealthy obsession with a client he hadn’t seen in almost thirteen years?

      With an irritable groan, Winter pocketed her phone and pushed open the driver’s side door of her tried-and-true Civic.

      As she glanced at the car, she remembered Autumn’s bout of laughter when Winter and Noah had discussed the little Honda the night before. Noah had asked when Winter finally intended to purchase a “grown-up” vehicle, and Autumn had been quick to side with Winter to defend the Civic’s honor.

      At the recollection, she felt the tenseness melt away from her shoulders. Winter had been skeptical when Noah told her that his new friend was a doctoral student in psychology, but as soon as she met Autumn, her unease had been put to rest. Though the woman was a self-proclaimed nerd, she didn’t exhibit the same studious, untouchable demeanor as Aiden Parrish.

      If Winter had met Autumn Trent on the street, she wouldn’t have guessed she would be referred to as Dr. Trent before the end of the year. Maybe the title would change Autumn into a mysterious figure like the SSA of the BAU, but somehow, Winter doubted it.

      When she rounded a corner to the cluster of cubicles that belonged to Violent Crimes, she thought for a fraction of a second that her musings had summoned the tall, well-dressed man who blocked her path. His pale blue eyes flicked up from his phone to her, and that fleeting look was enough to bring on the sudden uptick in her heart rate.

      And just like that, the minutes-old conversation with Dr. Ladwig was the farthest thing from her mind.

      If Noah had been frustrated enough for a vehement outburst, she could only imagine what might have been running through Aiden’s head as she came to a stop in front of him.

      Not only had she ignored his attempts at communication for the past three and a half months, but ADD Ramirez had approved her transfer back to Violent Crimes. After Aiden’s carefully planned effort to move her to the BAU, she was right back where she started.

      Right back where she wanted to be.

      “Agent Black,” he greeted. His crisp, professional tone bordered on irritable.

      “SSA Parrish,” was her robotic response.

      “I don’t suppose I could get a few minutes of your time?” With an expectant glance, he pointed to an open doorway at her side.

      Winter offered him a stiff nod. “Sure.”

      His countenance was unreadable as he followed her into the shadowy conference room. The glass and metal door latched closed with a metallic click, and the golden lights overhead came to life in short order.

      Arms crossed over his chest, Aiden shifted his calm, scrutinizing gaze to her as silence descended over the small space.

      “Are we just going to stand here and have a staring contest or something?” Winter blurted. “Loser owes the other one a soda, or what? The air in here dries out my eyes pretty fast, so maybe we ought to just skip the contest, and I’ll head to the vending machine to get you a Mountain Dew. Or whatever in the hell you drink, I don’t even know. Is it Mountain Dew?”

      “Code Red,” he answered with a slight smirk. “And if you tell anyone, I’ll deny it. It’s a guilty pleasure leftover from when I was in college.”

      Winter wrinkled her nose. “That stuff tastes like cough syrup.”

      “No, it’s delicious,” Aiden countered, his mouth still a flat line. “But that’s not why I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Really, you didn’t want to talk about how you drank straight from a two-liter of Mountain Dew Code Red while you and your college buddies played Call of Duty for sixteen hours straight?” Brows raised, she feigned a look of skepticism. Though his air of professionalism rarely faltered to hint at his sense of humor, Winter had known the man for long enough to understand his distinct brand of sarcasm.

      “First of all, it was Halo. Call of Duty didn’t even exist back then. And second of all, we drank beer. It was college.”

      He didn’t miss a beat, and Winter felt the smile tug at the corner of her mouth. Just when she thought she had a handle on Aiden Parrish’s persona, he added another layer.

      The man was a damned mystery.

      As he flashed her a smirk, she could have fooled herself into thinking only three days had passed since she had a conversation with him, not three months. The weight in the air between them vanished like it had never even been there, and all it had taken was a sarcastic conversation about soda.

      “But no.” His voice snapped her from the reverie, and she wondered how long she’d been silent. “None of those things are what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “All right, what’s up?”

      She tried to make her voice sound casual, but she almost cringed at the sound. To her ears, the query sounded fit for a sorority sister, not an FBI agent who had never even been close to a frat house.

      Either Aiden didn’t notice the over-the-top tone, or he didn’t care.

      “You and Dalton plan to talk to the Bowling Green principal today, don’t you?”

      She nodded. Fortunately, Noah’d had the foresight to call the school in advance so they could have anything else they’d dug up on Justin in order.

      “Look, I know what a big deal this is to you.” His expression had turned solemn, but the look in his pale eyes was sincere. “And I want to be clear that I’m not discouraging you when I say this, all right?”

      For the second time, she nodded.

      “I’m not discouraging you, but I want your expectations to be realistic. The Justin you remember might not be the Justin we find. I don’t doubt that the thought’s crossed your mind already, so don’t take any of this the wrong way.”

      From his look of concern, her throat tightened, leaving her to feel like a ball of lead had dropped in her stomach. Glancing down to her shiny flats, she bit down on her tongue to keep the sadness from her face.

      “Just be careful, Winter.” The words were hushed, his tone grave.

      Clearing her throat, she returned her gaze to his as she nodded for the third time.

      “I will,” she managed.
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      As Noah and Winter walked past the series of rectangular tables lining the high school’s cafeteria, he caught the faint whiff of cooking food. Try as he might, he couldn’t discern the type of food. He had never been able to tell the scent of one school lunch apart from the next. Flavorless steamed vegetables, questionable ground-up meats pressed into one of six different shapes, and a blob of gelatinous gunk for dessert. He shivered at the memory.

      High school had been an agonizing four years for Noah, and even now, thirteen years later and easily a thousand miles away from the town where he had graduated, the taste in his mouth still soured as he walked through the halls of Bowling Green High.

      He made an effort to displace some of the disdain as they passed a lanky girl and her shorter friend. Wide-eyed, the taller of the duo stuffed her phone into the side pocket of her backpack before she feigned nonchalance.

      Like we’re the damn phone police.

      He had been lucky. Social media hadn’t existed in its present form until shortly after he had graduated and joined the military. By then, he had been too busy getting shot at on the other side of the world to care much about Myspace or Facebook. Some of the men and women with whom he’d served had been thrilled to keep in touch with their loved ones via the online platforms, but the method of communication hadn’t stuck for much longer than a month for him.

      All he ever got from perusing his friends and family’s status updates was a healthy dose of homesickness.

      If he wanted to connect with someone from back home, he would call, text, or video chat with them. The passivity of scrolling through a Facebook timeline was not conducive to his mental health.

      “What was it like?” he wondered as they approached the closed door of the school office.

      “Huh?” Winter furrowed her brows as she shot him a quizzical look.

      “Being in high school with social media,” he answered. “What was that even like?”

      With a shrug, Winter rapped her knuckles against the wooden door. “Hard to say. I don’t have anything to compare it to, really. But I guess social media was just never really my thing. I had an account, but I might have updated it, like, ten times during the entire time I was in high school. People would tag me in stuff sometimes, I guess, but I never paid attention to it. I closed my Facebook account a few years ago.”

      “I guess that explains why we aren’t Facebook friends.” For the first time since they had pulled into the battered parking lot, he grinned.

      “Have you added my grandpa yet?” Her eyes lit up as she returned the wide smile, almost like she had stumbled across the answer to an age-old mystery.

      “Your grandpa?” he echoed. “Jack’s on Facebook?”

      “He is.” She laughed at the look on Noah’s face, which probably closely resembled her own. “Gramma said he used to play those farm games, and he’d bombard her with requests for crops and stuff.”

      Just as he was about to join in her mirth, a shadow passed behind the closed blinds, and the door swung inward.

      “I’m so sorry about that,” the woman in the doorway started, brushing off her short-sleeved blouse as she offered them a strained smile. “Sometimes running this place during summer classes can be even more work than it is during the regular school year. Please, come on in. I’m Principal Amanda Williamson. You must be the agent I spoke to yesterday.”

      “That’s me. Agent Dalton.” With a smile, Noah stepped into the sunny office to extend a hand.

      As Principal Williamson brushed a piece of dark hair from her eyes, some of the trepidation left her face as she accepted the handshake. When she turned to clasp Winter’s outstretched hand, the rest of the worry dissipated.

      “Agent Black,” Winter offered.

      “Pleasure to meet you both.” Beckoning for them to follow, the shorter woman made her way past the receptionist and into a modest office. She paused at the edge of her wooden desk, and as she moved to sit in a black office chair, the scent of hand sanitizer wafted past him.

      “Sorry. No offense,” the principal offered, rubbing her hands together. “When you work in a high school, you get used to sanitizing your hands after just about everything you touch. I never realized before I had my own kids how gross teenagers could be. Or maybe it’s just my teenagers, I’m not sure.”

      “Oh, I don’t think it’s just you.” Noah chuckled as he eased the door closed behind himself. “I’ve got a couple cousins who graduated high school not too long ago, and my aunt used to say the same thing.”

      “Well, thank you. That makes me feel a little bit better,” she replied as she sat. “Please, have a seat.”

      With an appreciative smile, he dropped down to one of two squat, armless chairs.

      “I think my partner here has given you a pretty good idea of why we’re here,” Winter started. Though her expression was laser-focused, her voice was calm and non-accusatory.

      His partner was learning, he mused.

      “Yes.” Principal Williamson slid a manila envelope across the polished surface of the desk. “This is everything we’ve got on Jaime Peterson. I made photocopies of all the documents we had so you can take them with you.”

      “Thank you,” Noah replied with a pleasant smile.

      Winter’s blue eyes shifted over to him, and he merely nodded at her unasked question. A less astute observer might have missed the tremor in her hand as she reached out to pick up the folder.

      “What questions can I answer for you today? Bowling Green isn’t an awfully big town, so visits from any kind of law enforcement are rare, much less from FBI agents. Is Jaime all right?” A flicker of concern passed behind her dark eyes as she glanced from him to Winter and back.

      “We aren’t sure.”

      He broke his gaze away from the principal’s just long enough to catch a glimpse of what he assumed was Justin Black’s senior picture. He had stared at photos of the young man for long enough that he didn’t need to see a color picture to know the youth’s eyes were the same vivid shade of blue as his sister’s.

      “Jaime was a great student,” Principal Williamson began and fiddled with one of the many ink pens on her desk.

      “I saw that. Impressive grades. Did he talk about where he wanted to go to school? He could have gotten into some pretty good colleges.” Noah finally pried his eyes away from the black and white copies and back to the principal’s worried gaze.

      “Not to me,” she answered. “I might have heard something about Notre Dame, but I can’t honestly remember if that was Jaime or one of his friends.”

      “Are any of his friends still enrolled that we could talk to?” Noah asked.

      Before he finished the question, Principal Williamson shook her head. “No, they’ve all graduated. We don’t have very big classes, usually only around fifteen to twenty kids. I included the names of the boys I saw him around the most often. His schedule is in there, too, so you’ll have the names of his teachers. Small school or not, I’ve got a lot of hormonal teenagers I’ve got to keep an eye on, so I don’t usually get to know the students as well as some of my faculty. But, well, you know how teenagers are, right? It’s not like they usually share a lot with their teachers, at least not in high school.”

      “A fair point.” He flashed her another grin as he reached into the pocket of his suit jacket. The formal wear wasn’t ideal for a summer day in the state of Virginia, but it beat military dress blues.

      “Could you tell us a little bit about what he was like?” Winter asked before he had unlocked the screen of his phone.

      Some of the anxiety dissipated from Principal Williamson’s face, and she nodded. “Of course. Well, you already know he was a great student. He was a smart young man, and not just book smart, either. I’ve never been a big fan of the term, but a couple of the faculty here referred to him as an old soul. He was never much for social media, and I’m not even sure that he had a smartphone.”

      “Is that unusual?” Noah asked.

      The principal nodded. “Very. But he was outgoing, and I don’t know that there was anyone in his class who didn’t like him. He might not have been into all the same music and online stuff that his classmates were, but that didn’t keep him from making friends.”

      Winter’s smile was wistful as she turned her attention to the transcripts in her lap.

      “What about his parents?” Noah wanted to offer Winter words of reassurance, but he would have to wait until after they had returned to the parking lot.

      “I can’t say I ever remember meeting them,” Principal Williamson replied. “And I can only really recall him mentioning them in passing. But that’s not all that unusual. Unless they’re complaining, I don’t think there are a lot of high school kids who talk to their classmates about their parents.”

      “I know I never did.” Despite the pinpricks of adrenaline on the back of his neck, Noah kept his expression pleasant as he set his phone on the desk. Pushing it toward the principal with an index finger, he kept his attention on the woman and away from the DMV photo of Douglas Kilroy.

      “How about this fellow? He familiar at all?” He had to make a concerted effort to refer to Kilroy as a “fellow” rather than a “sick sack of shit” or an “evil bastard.”

      Lips pursed, Amanda tapped her chin as she considered the picture. “You know, yeah, he is familiar. I can’t remember his name, but he did some odd jobs around the building a couple summers ago. Southern accent, sort of soft-spoken, seemed nice enough.”

      Noah fought against a reflexive recoil at the reference to Douglas Kilroy, the fucking Preacher, as “nice enough.”

      If you only knew, lady. You’re lucky to be sitting here right now. Lucky he didn’t decide to paint the walls of your room with your blood after he raped you and carved your body up beyond recognition.

      The flash of anger surprised him.

      She didn’t know any better. It wasn’t Amanda Williamson’s fault that Douglas Kilroy had wreaked havoc on the American South for the better part of three decades.

      He swallowed the rage before he dared to speak again. “Do you ever remember seeing him around Ju…” He cleared his throat. “Around Jaime?”

      “No, I can’t say I do.” With a hapless shrug, she pushed the smartphone back to him.

      Noah turned to Winter, and she nodded her agreement to the unspoken question.

      “Okay, Mrs. Williamson,” Winter started, producing a card from the inside of her blazer. “That’s my card. If you remember anything else about Jaime or about that man, please let us know as soon as you get a chance. Otherwise, if we’ve got any other questions, we’ll be in touch.”

      Pushing herself to stand, the woman nodded. “Of course, agents. I hope I was at least a little helpful.”

      “Absolutely,” Noah replied.

      “Yes, thank you for everything,” Winter put in. “And please, any little bit of information helps. Even if you think it’s something insignificant, just shoot me an email.”

      “Of course.” A trace of the pleasant smile returned to Amanda’s face as she reached out for a parting handshake.

      Noah didn’t need Winter’s sixth sense to know they had gotten all the information they could get from Amanda Williamson and Bowling Green High.

      He could only hope some of the names she’d provided would have a better idea of Justin Black’s extracurricular activities.
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      So many thoughts and feelings had whipped through Winter’s head since she arrived at work that morning, she had almost forgotten about the odd phone call from Dr. Robert Ladwig. The conversation didn’t even cross her mind until Noah pulled the giant pickup into the parking garage. Winter didn’t believe in coincidences, and the man’s bizarre inquiry hung in the back of her head like a leftover Christmas decoration.

      “Hey…” She worried her bottom lip, wanting to bring this up the right way.

      “What’s up?” His green eyes flicked to her as he shifted the truck into park.

      That’s how I wanted to sound earlier, she thought to herself. Brushing aside the awkward memory, she straightened and unfastened her seatbelt.

      “I think I got a weird call from Dr. Ladwig earlier. And no, I’m not trying to dredge anything up. That’s all done and over with.” For emphasis, she waved a dismissive hand.

      “Okay?” He turned to face her. “But what do you mean you think you got a call from him?”

      “Is that what I said? That’s not how I meant it. I meant that I think it’s weird. The fact that he’d call me at all is pretty weird, but he was saying shit about my brother and trying to tell me he hoped I’d found peace or something now that Kilroy’s dead.”

      “That’s a little weird, yeah. But I don’t know. He was your shrink for a few years, wasn’t he?”

      “Yeah, but it’s not like we were close.”

      “Maybe not, but darlin’, you tend to leave an impression on people.”

      Almost half a year had passed since she had seen the mischievous twinkle in this man’s eyes, and she’d forgotten how much she loved it. In the ensuing moment of quiet, she almost forgot what in the hell they were talking about. She tried to mask her low-key infatuation with feigned ire, but she could tell by the look on his face that she was unsuccessful.

      As a last resort, she threw a playful jab at his upper arm.

      “Damn it, Dalton,” she muttered. “I was starting to think there was this big conspiracy going on, but you had to go and ruin it all by making sense.”

      “I’m sorry.” He laughed. “I’ll take your feedback into consideration and try to be more of a dumbass next time.”

      “You’d better.” Despite the stressful events of the day so far, she snickered at the sarcastic comment.

      Noah had a knack for lightening her darker moods, and she suddenly realized she had only ever given him grief for it. Before the wave of guilt could wash over her, she reminded herself that she didn’t have to succumb to the sensation.

      She could do better. She would do better. She would be a better friend because, of all the people she’d crossed paths with throughout her life, Noah Dalton deserved a better friend.

      “Thank you,” she finally said. “For being such an awesome friend, and for always being here to crack a joke and make me laugh when I’m about to cry or just lose my mind or something. I don’t think I tell you that enough, so thank you.”

      The corners of his eyes creased as a warm smile overtook his handsome face. “Don’t say it too much, though. We don’t need it to go to my head.” For emphasis, he tapped his temple.

      “Of course not.” She snickered as she reached for the door handle. “You coming in?” Brows raised, she glanced over to him.

      “Nope. I’ve got an optometrist appointment in about a half-hour.”

      “An eye doctor?” She couldn’t keep the surprise from her voice.

      “Have you seriously not noticed that? After all the staredowns we’ve had, you haven’t noticed that I wear contacts?” By the time he finished the question, he had lapsed back into a fit of laughter. “My god, Winter. You might be the least observant FBI agent I’ve ever met.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Okay, now you’re just being mean. I don’t have to put up with this shit.” She raised her middle finger as she pushed open the passenger side door.

      “Oh, now who’s being mean, huh?”

      “Shut up and go get your eyes fixed, Dalton,” she shot back. Despite the hostile words, the tinge of amusement was unmistakable.
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        * * *

      

      By the time four o’clock rolled around, Winter was tired of phone calls. On any given day, she was indifferent about outbound calls, but when she reached the end of Principal Williamson’s list of names, she wanted to throw her phone against a wall.

      Since Noah was out for the day, Winter and Bree had divided up the names—Bree contacted the teachers while Winter contacted the friends. Winter had scribbled out notes during her discussion with each person, and even though she could now say who had taken math or history with Justin, or who sat at the table with him during lunch, or who had always been on his team during gym class, she was no closer to pinning down his location. Or his current state of mind.

      With a groan, she squeezed her eyes closed as she massaged her temples. She hadn’t caught so much as a glimpse of a vision since Douglas Kilroy’s death.

      Her senses had not dulled, though, and a few weeks ago, she’d seen a glimmer of red between the cushions of her grandparents’ couch after she misplaced her car keys.

      Despite her frustration, she had almost laughed aloud at the unmistakable red glow. Maybe stress was the key, or if not stress, a sense of urgency. How else would her brain know which items to direct her toward?

      Before she could nod off, she snapped open her eyes and stretched both arms above her head. Suppressing another groan, she glanced to the clock in the bottom corner of her computer monitor. Quarter after four.

      She and Bree planned to meet up to compare notes at four-thirty, but Winter suspected that Bree’s search had been as unhelpful as hers. Chances were, if Bree had come across a piece of helpful information, she would have already come to Winter.

      As she turned her focus to the list of crossed out names, she frowned.

      Eleven kids, and not a single one had so much as an inkling of where Jaime Peterson had gone. According to each of them, they had simply lost contact with Jaime after he graduated. No one thought the loss of communication was abnormal, especially considering Jaime’s penchant for avoiding social media.

      Pushing aside the piece of legal paper, a tinge of red caught her eye.

      “Speak of the devil,” she muttered to herself, the words barely audible.

      The only pen she’d used to keep track of her progress—or lack thereof—was black, and she knew she hadn’t outlined any of the text in red.

      Peterson.

      Why was “Peterson” important? They’d already looked through public records, criminal records, even financial records in an effort to find a hint of a nineteen-year-old named Jaime Peterson, but their search had turned up nothing.

      So why was the surname so familiar? Had she merely stared at the name for so long that it now seemed familiar?

      No, the nagging sensation in the back of her mind was more significant. Peterson was familiar for a reason, but the only case in which she had been involved over the last six months was Douglas Kilroy’s. Was Peterson associated with Kilroy?

      Scooting her office chair forward, Winter brushed aside the documents and notes as she pulled up the FBI database of closed cases.

      She gritted her teeth as Kilroy’s DMV photo appeared on the screen, but pushed past the knee-jerk anger as she scrolled down to view the details. Douglas Kilroy, born November twenty-second, 1949. His postal address had been listed in McCook, though the house to which it belonged had been condemned five years earlier. He had a P.O. box, but that too had been empty.

      The man had as many aliases as Winter’s grandmother had shoes.

      Douglas Kilroy, also known as Barney Fife in Harrisonburg, Jared Kingston in North Carolina, George Brooks in Lynchburg, Alan Jefferson in Lynchburg and Norfolk, Harold Lee in Richmond, Robert Young in Richmond, and…

      Her breath caught in her throat as she reached the seventh in the list. Thomas Peterson, referred to by friends and neighbors as Tommy.

      According to the case file, he had used the alias in and around Savannah, Georgia, back during the 1990s. Tommy had worked as a locksmith, and there were a handful of his personal details available from his year and a half of employment.

      Winter scribbled down the name and the social security number, her heart pounding in her chest. She typed the information into a new search bar, and though she half-expected a blank page of results, the screen was soon populated by a list of addresses and phone numbers.

      A Thomas Peterson now lived in the same house in Quinton, Virginia and had done so for the past decade. The man was ten years younger than Douglas Kilroy, and he had been married for thirty-five years.

      With all the questions flashing through her mind, Winter was surprised she managed to coherently write down the man’s current address and phone number.

      Was it possible?

      Had Thomas Peterson, the real Thomas Peterson raised Justin? Did Thomas know Kilroy? Had Kilroy pawned Justin off on them after he murdered her parents, or had they come across Justin in another way?

      The link was slim, but she needed answers, and the desperation to know Thomas Peterson’s involvement in her brother’s life was so strong that her breathing had become labored.

      The township of Quinton wasn’t far outside Richmond, but before she went to get Bree to leave for a face-to-face meeting with Thomas Peterson, she needed to pull herself together. Right now, she would be surprised if she could form a sentence that didn’t make her sound like a caveman.

      As she took a deep breath in through her nose, she counted to four, held still for a few seconds, and then slowly exhaled through her mouth.

      What was important was that Justin was alive and healthy. All the people who had known him said he was personable, friendly, and kind. It was possible that the boy could have survived The Preacher’s machinations, growing into a reasonably stable adult. Right?

      Had he gone to study at a college overseas? Or had he simply moved to a more rural area to avoid the everyday hassles of the cities?

      Either was a viable scenario, and in either case, he would turn up.

      Once she was satisfied that the moment of blind panic had abated, she folded up the slip of paper with Thomas’s address, pushed herself to stand, and started off toward Bree’s cubicle at the other end of the room.

      And with each step she took, she knew she was kidding herself.

      But she had to try.
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      By quarter ‘til four, Dr. Robert Ladwig had finally gotten a call back from a former patient, who also happened to work for the FBI. Though taken aback by his request for information on the Kilroy case, his informant had actually seemed touched that the good doctor wanted to help.

      After the call with Sandra Evans, he had rescheduled all but one of his appointments for the day. Holed away in his office, Ladwig had been holding his breath until the phone rang. If this little former emotional cutter turned FBI secretary didn’t come through, he would be at a loss as to how he would ever fulfill Dr. Evan’s request.

      He was sweating bullets.

      Over the course of the afternoon, he’d been gathering his passport and important papers. He’d even been preparing to transfer money from his numerous accounts into multiple accounts overseas. He’d been ready to run when his phone rang, and his little secretary came through.

      Two words were all that had been said. Two words had been all it took.

      Jaime Peterson.

      While he’d been waiting for that call, Ladwig had been sifting through all Douglas Kilroy’s known aliases, at least the ones the media had splashed over every headline the past few months. The name the secretary gave him sounded familiar. Flipping back through his notes, he found what he was looking for…Thomas Peterson.

      He ran the surname through any medical database he could find. He filtered the searches by age, gender, ethnicity, and even eye color. Less than an hour later, he had stumbled across Jaime Peterson of Bowling Green, Virginia.

      Was this the one?

      How did Justin Black connect to Jaime Peterson?

      Was it one of many aliases The Preacher had given the boy over the years?

      Puzzling through the mystery, Ladwig came to the conclusion that it was possible and continued to search for anything he could find on Jaime.

      It wasn’t much.

      Toward the end of the boy’s senior year, Jaime had broken his arm while playing football. Aside from the details of the emergency room visit, his findings were minimal.

      The age progression software in which Ladwig had access might not have been as advanced as the program used by federal law enforcement, but he had recognized the young man almost immediately.

      It had to be Justin Black. It just had to be.

      Energy stoked, Ladwig continued to search, going meticulously through page after page of search engine results. Though Jaime had no known address listed, Thomas Peterson was labeled as a possible relative.

      Not a Preacher alias. A real, living Thomas Peterson.

      Ladwig researched the address, looked at the house on Google Maps. He needed to go there.

      He still wasn’t sure how a discussion with Thomas would bring him closer to Justin Black, but right now, Thomas was the only lead he had. If nothing else, the man might have an idea who Jaime Peterson actually was.

      “It damn well better,” he muttered to himself as he flicked off the light switch.

      He offered a departing wave to his receptionist, and the older woman smiled and nodded in response.

      Any time he considered his affiliation with Sandra Evans while he was in Sue’s presence, he was overcome with a wave of guilt. Sue reminded him of his mom, and Serena Ladwig was the reason he had chosen psychiatry as a career path in the first place.

      His mother had only studied psychology during her undergraduate, and she had dropped out in her junior year when she got pregnant with him. She married his father, Dale Ladwig, and then she swapped her love of academia and research for the mantra of a homemaker.

      When Ladwig was three, his sister had been born. Little Felicia was happy, healthy, and strong, and when his parents brought her home, it felt like she was exactly who they had waited for, like she was the perfect addition to their family.

      For a month and a half, their lives were picturesque. A husband and father with a good job and an even better education, a stay-at-home mother who had enrolled in school to finish her degree, and two happy children. To top off the idyllic image, they even had a couple cats and a dog.

      But in the span of two weeks, the entire world changed for young Robert Ladwig’ s family.

      Their dog, a fourteen-year-old blue heeler mix named Rosie, had been with Dale and his family since he was in high school. Rosie was a fighter, but one of Ladwig’s first memories was of his father crying into the dog’s fur as they said their goodbyes.

      The loss was hard enough, but Rosie had been an omen of darker times to come.

      Dale had been distraught at first, but Rosie had lived a long life full of love and affection. Both Dale and Serena agreed that they would soon adopt a dog to provide the same companionship for their young children.

      The three of them visited a shelter once, but they never went back.

      Less than two weeks after they lost Rosie, he had awoken in the wee hours of the morning to his mother’s shrieks of terror. He could still remember the way the red and blue lights from the ambulance had glinted off the plastic surface of the poster beside his bedroom window.

      Felicia had died in her sleep, and even after an autopsy, the medical examiner was no closer to unearthing the reason for her untimely death. The official cause of death had been listed as sudden infant death syndrome. At four years old, Young Robert had known they wouldn’t recover from Felicia’s death like they had Rosie’s.

      And they hadn’t.

      A year later, his parents divorced, and a year after the divorce was finalized, Dale won full custody of their son.

      Serena had succumbed to addiction, and three years after the custody hearing, almost to the damn day, she had overdosed.

      She’d needed help, and instead, everyone who was supposed to care for her had turned their backs.

      Ladwig never forgave his father for his role in his mother’s death, but he doubted the man even noticed. Dale had remarried well before Serena died, and he had shifted his energy to his new family.

      Since the seventh grade, Robert’s determination had steered him to the mental health field so he could help people, people like Serena Ladwig.

      As he dropped down to sit behind the wheel of his Mercedes coupe, he marveled at how far he had fallen.

      Ladwig knew he should have felt a sense of shame or regret, but after seven years of Sandra Evans, he couldn’t drum up so much as a pang of repentance.

      To be sure, he wasn’t proud of his actions. Instead, where the feelings should have been, there was nothing.

      That part of him was dead, and he was sure nothing could bring it back to life.
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        * * *

      

      Aside from the fact that Thomas Peterson hated to be called Tommy, Winter learned nothing from the half-hour she and Bree spent in the living room of the house Tom shared with his wife of thirty-five years.

      When Winter provided Tom a picture of Douglas Kilroy, the man shook his head and advised he had never met him. Then, she produced Justin’s senior picture, and Tom shook his head again.

      After Winter double-checked to make sure they had run into every conceivable dead end, she and Bree bade the Petersons farewell and made their way back to Bree’s gunmetal sedan.

      “One brick wall after another.” Leaning against the headrest, Winter blew a couple stray strands of hair from her face. “Looks like it’s back to the damn drawing board.”

      “I guess so. None of the teachers I talked to had any insight on where Justin might have gone. He never talked much about college, aside from Notre Dame a couple times. One of the guys I talked to thought that might have just been because he liked basketball, though. Notre Dame was his favorite college team.”

      “Basketball,” Winter echoed. “Can’t say I was ever really a fan of it. Or any sport, honestly. I ran track for a little bit in high school, but there’s no way I’d ever go to a track meet just to watch it for entertainment.”

      “You and me both.” Bree chuckled. “I played softball. Freshman through senior year, all four summers. Softball or baseball are things I throw on if I want to take a nap or something, though. Going to the games is fun, but that’s as much about the environment as anything.”

      “I like the Olympics,” Winter put in. “The gymnastics always blew my mind. Still do, I suppose.”

      “Just about everything at the Olympics blows my mind. Oh, shit, that reminds me. You know Autumn’s aunt, right? Or at least you’ve heard us mention her? She owns The Lift.”

      “I think I saw her when we were there the other night, yeah.” The mention of the auburn-haired graduate student came with an unfamiliar twinge of worry. Irrational, stupid worry that Noah had developed an affinity for the redhead that went beyond platonic.

      “She was in the Winter Olympics a while back, in snowboarding. She didn’t win a medal or anything, but she was still in the Olympics. Which is pretty badass, if you ask me.”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty cool,” Winter managed.

      As they sped away from the quiet, small-town neighborhood, the only sounds were the quiet voices from the radio and the drone of the road.

      How long had Noah known Autumn? How had he befriended her?

      The pang of jealousy was stupid and immature, but try as she might, she couldn’t push the sentiment from her mind. If she knew more, maybe then she could put her sudden concern to rest.

      “Can I ask you something?” She enunciated each word with the same precision she would use in a surgical procedure.

      Bree’s dark eyes flicked over to Winter as she nodded. “Of course.”

      “Is there something going on with Noah and Autumn? Going on as in, like, well, you know.”

      Smooth, Winter. Real smooth. As she repeated the question in her head, she winced.

      A glint of amusement flitted over Bree’s face. “No, there isn’t. And you don’t have to ask twice, because I’m one-hundred-percent sure about that. Autumn told Shelby about the night they met, or at least the first time they talked to one another about something that wasn’t a missing person.”

      In spite of the wave of awkward anxiety, Winter let out a quiet snort of laughter. Bree’s ability to laugh at herself was uncanny, and in truth, Winter admired the quirk. Someday, she hoped she could be as light-hearted as the seasoned agent in the driver’s seat.

      “Anyway, Shelby told me about it,” Bree went on, her lips curled into a slight smile. “I almost felt bad for Dalton. I mean, almost.”

      “What do you mean?” Winter asked, wrinkling her nose as she flashed Bree a puzzled look.

      “Well, he stayed at The Lift one night after Shelby and I left, and he went up to hang out at the bar. They shot the shit for a little while, and when Autumn’s shift was over, she got her stuff and went to head out. She told Dalton to let her aunt know if he needed anything, and that’s when he offered her a ride home.”

      “Really?” Winter scoffed. “For the love of god. I mean, trying to pick up the bartender at a place you guys go on a regular basis doesn’t seem real smart, does it?”

      “No, not a bit.” Bree laughed. “He’s lucky Autumn’s a bartender, and that she’s nice. I tended bar for a little bit back when I was in college, and you get really good at turning dudes down. It was easy for me, though. I’d just tell them I was into chicks, and then they’d usually back off. Or…” she paused to hold up an index finger, “and this happened more than you’d think, but they’d just double down and get extra creepy.”

      “I don’t know how you guys do it.” With a sigh, Winter propped her elbow along the doorframe to rest her cheek in one hand. “What happened then? Did she tell him to go fuck himself?”

      Bree raised a hand to her mouth to stifle a sudden fit of laughter. “Kind of, yeah. She shut him down with rugged quickness, just laid down the law like it was her damn job.”

      “Sounds like it kind of is her job.”

      “Kind of.” Bree snickered. “You’re not wrong. She told him he was being a creep, and I don’t know how she did it, but she got him to agree that he was being a creep. Then, they went to this Mexican place down the street, and she almost ate as many chimichangas as he did.”

      “Damn, really?” The words felt perfunctory. Her mind had already begun to wander away from the conversation.

      “Yeah,” Bree confirmed with a nod. To Winter’s relief, she didn’t add to the response.

      By just about anyone’s standards, Noah was an attractive guy. But as much as Winter puzzled over Autumn’s reason for shooting down the advance without so much as a lingering doubt, she was glad for the woman’s rebuff.

      She didn’t feel she was entitled to envy. Even if Autumn had accepted the offer, even if the attraction had spanned more than one night, Winter didn’t think she was allowed to be jealous.

      Sure, the lines between her and Noah’s friendship had started to blur, but as long as she was uncertain, she couldn’t hold him accountable to an unrealistic set of expectations. She couldn’t expect him to wait around while she made up her mind, while she decided what she wanted from her life.

      Autumn had shot him down, but how many other women had said yes?

      At the realization, the cold clasp of adrenaline settled in beside her heart, and her mouth felt like it might have been a desert.

      Was that what he had been doing for the entire time she was gone? Had he been picking up women to take home for the last three and a half months? And if he had been, why did she care?

      Noah was an adult, and he could be a barfly if he wanted. He didn’t owe her anything. Didn’t owe her his loyalty. Didn’t owe her some bizarre vow of chastity.

      So why in the hell did it sting so much to think of someone else in his warm embrace, smelling the familiar scent of fabric softener and peppermint that so often clung to him?

      She could try to reason with herself and dismiss the ugly twinge of jealousy, but the effort was for naught.

      The sentiment was there, and it was there to stay.
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        * * *

      

      Robert Ladwig heaved a sigh as he watched the gunmetal Audi back out of the driveway. Even from the distance, the dejected expression on Winter Black’s face was obvious. Thomas and Jaime Peterson had been a dead end.

      The sedan had long since vanished from sight by the time Robert managed to turn the key over in the ignition.

      Tomorrow, he would be forced to tell Sandra Evans that he had been unable to find Patient Zero’s brother, and he would have to come up with a damn good reason to withhold Winter’s name.

      Or maybe he just needed to transfer those funds and brush off that passport after all.
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      Autumn’s morning class had been canceled the night before, and she thought the happiest moments of her adult life occurred when she tapped the “dismiss” button on her first alarm. If there was one feeling she could bottle up for an emergency, she would choose going back to sleep after shutting off an alarm.

      She drifted back to sleep in short order, and the next time she awoke, she did so of her own volition. With a contented sigh, she stretched both arms above her head before she went about her morning routine.

      If she hadn’t scheduled an appointment to look into the pain in her stomach, she would have lounged around on the couch while plugging away at her dissertation.

      Maybe that was why she felt sick all the time, she thought. Maybe the stress of graduate school had started to eat its way through her stomach. She needed a vacation or at least a week off where she didn’t feel obligated to work on an extensive research project.

      The topic was fascinating, and clinical psychology was a lifelong goal, but she needed time to herself. She wanted to lounge on the couch and watch television, to watch a competitive cooking show, not write about the differences in offending patterns between male and female serial killers.

      Snatching her car keys from their hook next to the front door, she glanced over to where Peach had curled up into a ball on the center of the sectional. On the cushion beside the ginger tabby, Toad watched Autumn as she bade them farewell and slipped out into the hall.

      More often than not, the hallways in her apartment complex smelled like dirty socks, but today, the only scent she caught on her way out was a hint of citrus. Someone had finally cleaned, and she hoped the scent was a good sign for the remainder of her day.

      Given her choice in career, her distaste for doctors’ offices might have seemed counterintuitive to a casual observer.

      After all, hadn’t she devoted her life—not to mention a substantial sum of money—to working in a healthcare field? And which type of doctor did people dislike more, a regular physician or a shrink?

      Most of the time, she was pretty sure the average person trusted a witch doctor more than a psychologist. It was a thankless job, but she figured it was one that someone ought to do. Never mind that her specific line of study would lead her to a career wherein her clientele were hardened criminals bound to the justice system.

      After she had received her Juris Doctorate as part of the Ph.D. program for forensic psychology, she had debated dropping the clinical program to become a lawyer. But then, she realized that if there was an occupation the average person hated more and trusted less than a psychiatrist, it was a lawyer.

      She might not have been the only person who was leery of the doctor’s office, but Autumn’s reservations were atypical.

      Her insurance was good, and she was fortunate enough not to have to worry about the expense. But each time she visited a new physician, she had to go through her entire family and medical history all over again. And each time, she had to put on a face to pretend that the topic didn’t bother her.

      The drive to the sleek office was uneventful, and for much of the trip, she let her mind wander. Only when a nurse stepped into the waiting area to call her name did she return her focus to the present.

      “Autumn?” the woman called.

      With a practiced smile and a nod, Autumn pushed herself to stand and made her way to follow the blue-clad nurse down a quiet hallway and into an exam room.

      “So, what brings you in today, Ms. Trent?” Clipboard in hand, the corners of the woman’s green-flecked eyes creased as she offered a warm smile.

      “My stomach,” Autumn answered as she rested a hand over her belly. “I’ve been experiencing a lot of stomach pain and nausea.”

      “Are you on any medications?”

      Autumn shook her head. “Just the occasional allergy pill. For pollen, though. I’m not allergic to anything else that I know of.”

      “When’s the last time you had sex?”

      Even though she had expected the question, she still couldn’t help a snort of laughter. “I’m a grad student, so I don’t know exactly, but my ex and I broke up before Thanksgiving, if that’s any indication. Nothing since.”

      “So, seven months?” the nurse surmised.

      “Sure.” Autumn shrugged. She didn’t mind the topic of discussion when she was around one of her girlfriends, but with a perfect stranger, she always felt like she was being judged.

      “Any history of surgical procedures or any chronic illnesses?”

      HIPAA or not, she was always reluctant to answer the question.

      “Yeah,” she started. “No chronic illness, but I had a traumatic brain injury when I was eleven. I had to have surgery to relieve the pressure. I was in a medically induced coma for a couple weeks.”

      She left out that she had to repeat the sixth grade because she spent so long in the hospital, and she left out that during those months, her only visitor was her math teacher.

      She also left out that, when she awoke, her senses had been overloaded to the point she thought she was losing her mind, or that she had woken from her coma in a different dimension. It took years for her to get a handle on the newfound keenness.

      Even before the injury and the subsequent surgery, Autumn hadn’t been fond of physical contact, especially with people she didn’t know. But after she woke from the medically induced coma, she avoided touches even as innocuous as a handshake.

      She hadn’t known what was happening when she touched another person, but the onslaught of foreign emotions—feelings that were most definitely not hers—made her even more uneasy.

      In the seventeen years since the head injury, she hadn’t told a soul about the inexplicable sixth sense.

      But Autumn was nothing if not determined, and she had learned to use the ability to her advantage by the time she was a sophomore in high school.

      “Any family history of serious illnesses? Stroke or heart attack, cancer, anything like that?” The nurse’s question snapped her out of the reverie and back to the little exam room.

      Biting back a knee-jerk hell if I know, she shrugged. “I’m not sure. I think there might have been a stroke or something on my mom’s side, her great-grandfather, but it wasn’t until he was getting close to a hundred. Both my parents are dead, but not because of a medical issue.”

      Not unless you count a syringe or a bullet to the chest.

      Autumn glanced down to where she had folded her hands in her lap.

      If the pain from the last few months hadn’t been so pervasive, she would have stayed at home. And if the nurse asked her how she had sustained the head injury, she would be inclined to hop down from the exam chair to walk out the doors altogether.

      To her relief, no such inquiry was forthcoming. The nurse took her blood pressure, her pulse, and asked for a more in-depth description of the stomach pain. After a quick smile and a promise that the doctor would be with her shortly, the shorter woman departed.

      There, she thought. The worst part is over.

      None of her experiences with doctors had been bad, and she wondered how realistic the fear that her ability would be discovered was.

      She’d been through so many MRI and CT scans of her head that she’d lost count, and none of the tests or images had revealed an abnormality that might have pointed to her enhanced senses or her ability to size someone up with a touch.

      Whatever in the hell had happened to her was not easily captured in an image, even with the aid of modern medical technology.

      Regardless of what her rational mind knew, Autumn’s fear of being discovered and subjected to a series of experimental procedures was still persistent. And every time she stepped foot into a hospital or a doctor’s office, that trepidation reared up to smack her logic and reasoning away like it had never been there in the first place.

      If anyone had the know-how to discover the abnormality, it would have been the woman who had performed Autumn’s surgery in the first place.

      Despite the impression conveyed by her folksy, northern accent, Dr. Catherine Schmidt was one of the best pediatric neurosurgeons in the entire state of Minnesota.

      Dr. Schmidt took a personal interest in many of her patients, especially those who didn’t have much in the way of a support system. Once Autumn awoke from the medically induced coma, Dr. Schmidt had been the second person to visit her.

      The bedside table in Autumn’s room had been sparse—the only items were a couple cards and flowers from the hospital staff, and then a potted African violet from her math teacher. Autumn still had the flower, and she had even topped the soil with rocks so her animals wouldn’t dig at it.

      A couple hours after Dr. Schmidt had gone through a handful of medical questions with Autumn, she had returned with a box of cookies and a bouquet comprised of candy. Autumn hadn’t been able to conceal her excitement, and despite her tendency to avoid any form of physical affection, she threw her arms around the surgeon’s shoulders.

      Though Dr. Schmidt’s warm smile remained, Autumn could still remember the sensation that had overtaken her at the close contact. At the time, she was still unfamiliar with her new sixth sense, but she knew enough about what she felt to keep the sentiment to herself.

      Before the embrace with Dr. Schmidt, a couple different nurses had taken Autumn’s pulse and listened to her breathing with a stethoscope. Their slight touches had conveyed a deeply ingrained sense of kindness and sympathy that had helped to put her at ease.

      When her math teacher, Mr. Sellers, had hugged her, she had been struck by a fatherly affection she doubted she would have received from her biological father.

      But with Dr. Catherine Schmidt, Autumn’s mind had plummeted into a shifting abyss, a place of eerie nothingness tinged with little more than ambition and anger.

      Autumn might not have known much about her ability at the time, but she knew that Dr. Schmidt was not what she seemed.
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      As Aiden replaced the stout glass atop the coffee table, the last swig of the pricey scotch burned its way down his throat before it settled in to warm his stomach. Though he had started to compile the information while he was still in his office, he realized soon that this was the type of sensitive work he would be wise to keep out of the building.

      The ability to throw back a stiff drink as he sifted through the files was an added bonus.

      The day’s search for Justin Black had turned up little and less, aside from confirmation that Jaime Peterson was a stolen identity.

      No matter Aiden’s personal distaste for the man, he knew Noah Dalton was a keen observer, and he knew that regardless of her personal stake in the outcome of the investigation, Winter was just as sharp as her Texan friend.

      And then, of course, there was Bree.

      From organized crime in Baltimore to violent crimes in Richmond, the woman had seen it all. She’d put away murderers whose notoriety rivaled, even surpassed, that of Douglas Kilroy, and she’d landed the arrests before most of them had even thought to pursue an FBI career.

      Bree Stafford had put away mob bosses. Over a career that spanned more than twenty years, she’d been face to face with the worst of the worst, the lowest of the low.

      All three of them—Noah, Winter, and Bree—were better than good. They were some of the best.

      But when it came to Justin Black, he couldn’t help but wonder if they were blinded by the potential to find the kid intact, both physically and mentally. Aiden did not doubt that Justin was physically healthy. After all, Douglas Kilroy wouldn’t have harmed his protégé.

      Or had all Aiden’s years analyzing the motivations of mass murderers and psychopaths jaded his perception? Was he the one who was biased? As he scrolled through Bree and Winter’s handwritten notes, he doubted it.

      By all accounts, Justin—or Jaime, as he had been referred—was outgoing and personable. None of the friends who Winter contacted had a bad word to say about Jaime, and only one teacher had vocalized even a hint of concern. However, the older man’s worry had more to do with the fact that he had never met Jaime’s parents than anything.

      High school hadn’t been a joyous experience for Aiden. He had been tall, thin, and awkward. He had no interest in sports, and he was too shy to approach his classmates to make new friends. Until he graduated, his only friends were the same group of geeky outcasts he had associated with since the fifth grade.

      His high grade point average gave him a way out, and he took the opportunity as soon as it arose.

      In a new city, surrounded by unfamiliar faces, by people who did not know about his social standing in high school, he reinvented himself.

      The loss of his older sister, Emily, came with a new, cynical outlook, and with that outlook, the awkward Aiden Parrish from South Chicago vanished.

      More outspoken and assertive, he found himself with a new circle of friends almost overnight. He changed his major from engineering to a double major in criminal justice and psychology. At first, he had been determined to maintain a spotless academic record to earn a spot in a competitive graduate program for clinical forensic psychology.

      However, after a handful of discussions with the graduate students who oversaw behavioral research at the university, he formulated a backup plan.

      Clinical psychology programs were among the most competitive Ph.D. tracks, and often, students who “knew somebody” were selected for the coveted spots. No one in Aiden’s family had even gone to college, so he decided not to hedge his bets on a path that was so full of uncertainty.

      All in all, the realization had been for the best.

      Forensic psychologists were not profilers, they did not carry a badge and wear a Glock on their hip. Though the profession was responsible for much of the understanding of criminals’ motives, he hadn’t wanted a career in a clinical setting.

      After Emily’s murder, he wanted the badge, and he wanted the Glock.

      Sure, he still wanted to understand the motivation that drove murderers like Emily’s husband, Dave Lemke, but he did not want to try to treat them.

      He wanted to put them away. And if Justin was one of them, then Aiden would put him away too.

      Swallowing against the sour taste in his mouth, he forced his attention back to the laptop.

      From what Aiden had dug up via social media websites, Justin’s friends at Bowling Green High had belonged to a few distinctly different sets of social cliques. By itself, the knowledge was not damning, but when he sifted through the differing accounts of Justin’s personality, a clearer picture formed.

      Around one set of friends, Justin was soft-spoken and humble. He went to Wednesday night youth groups and even joined their families for dinner.

      Then, with another group of friends, he had been brash and daring, cocky, and rebellious. He’d tell those friends stories about his antics in previous school districts, about how he had gotten into fights and openly disobeyed his teachers.

      With yet another cluster of friends, Justin had been creative and thoughtful.

      Justin Black, also known as Jaime Peterson, was a chameleon.

      All his friends loved him because they all thought that he was just like them, and they didn’t know that he was pretending to be someone else when he was in the company of a different group. As luck would have it, Justin hadn’t stuck around Bowling Green long enough for all his classmates to compare notes.

      But as luck would also have it, Aiden could compare those notes to form a more complete picture of the true nature of Justin Black.

      So far, the picture was bleak.
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      Robert Ladwig didn’t have a client scheduled that morning, and when Sue called back to his office to tell him he had a visitor, his stomach dropped.

      The night before, he had ripped off the band-aid and called Sandra Evans as soon as he returned home from the trip to Quinton. Each statement he made had been greeted with a laconic response that bordered on curt. By the time the call ended, his hands shook.

      He spent more of the night tossing and turning than he had sleeping, and as he strode out to admit the visitor, his only goal was to get the meeting over with.

      As he suspected, the only occupant of the waiting area was a familiar woman.

      Her amber, gold-flecked eyes were fixed on the saltwater fish tank that his other receptionist, Kiera, had convinced him to install. Even as she watched a little octopus scuttle along the colorful rocks, he could tell that she had noticed his arrival.

      “Dr. Evans,” he declared. “It’s been a while.”

      With the slightest smirk, she nodded as she turned to face him. “It sure has. Looks like you’re doing pretty well for yourself here, eh, Robert?”

      He fought against bristling at the cool indifference in her voice. Nodding, he swept his arm toward the hall. “Come on back, Sandra. I just brewed some coffee if you’d like some.”

      “Of course, that sounds great.” Sandra flashed the woman behind the reception desk a quick smile.” Thanks again, Sue. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “You, too, Dr. Evans.” Sue returned the pleasant expression as if nothing was amiss.

      Then again, as far as Sue was concerned, nothing was amiss. As far as Sue knew, Sandra was just another colleague from the medical community. As far as Sue knew, the blonde, middle-aged surgeon was just another visitor.

      “What are you doing here, Evans?” Though he had closed and latched the heavy wooden door, Ladwig kept his voice hushed as he spun around to face her.

      “Wow, that’s not much of a greeting.” With feigned exasperation, she crossed both arms over her white button-down blouse.

      Every emotion Sandra Evans had was feigned, Ladwig knew. The woman was a fucking sociopath.

      “Cut the bullshit, Evans. You know how risky this is, don’t you?” He made sure to keep his tone cool and dismissive. The pediatric neurosurgeon might have terrified him, but he wouldn’t reveal the abject fear in her presence.

      “I’m aware.” Her response was flat, and he didn’t miss the dangerous glint behind her gold-flecked eyes. “But we need to talk, and it’s about time we had a face-to-face discussion about Patient Zero.”

      “Fine. Sit down.” Grating his teeth together, he made his way around the desk and dropped to sit.

      The ghost of a smug smile was on her lips as she took a seat in one of the two chairs that faced him.

      “You want Patient Zero’s name, don’t you, Evans.” The vocalization wasn’t a question. Not at all.

      “The people I do this work for are starting to get impatient, Robert. And believe me when I say that when they get impatient, bad things happen.”

      If it hadn’t been for the grave look that replaced her self-assuredness, he might have been inclined to think she was lying.

      He knew there were others involved, and though he tried not to give the idea too much consideration, the discovery of how Winter came into her enhanced senses would be a lucrative breakthrough for Sandra’s associates.

      “What do you want me to do about it?” he finally asked.

      “I think you know the answer to that.”

      “And you know my answer to that. Patient Zero is off-limits, and for a good fucking reason. Listen, Sandra. If you and your employers want me to take your word about this ‘research,’ then you’ll have to do the same for me. You have to trust that I’m keeping Patient Zero’s identity a secret because involving this individual would be a bad idea. A very bad idea.”

      Eyes narrowed, she leaned forward. “And why might that be?”

      “He’s in federal law enforcement,” Rob answered through clenched teeth.

      Despite the changing demographics of the last decade, the vast majority of law enforcement agents were men. Referring to Patient Zero as a man would throw Sandra far enough off the correct trail that the likelihood of discovering Winter would be minimal.

      At the same time, the lie held enough truth to come across as believable.

      “Federal law enforcement?” Sandra echoed. To his relief, her tone was free of doubt or suspicion.

      “Yes.”

      “Which agency?”

      “Does it matter? Do the people we work for have a preference? Would they be all right with starting a fight with, say, the ATF as opposed to Homeland Security? Or vice versa?”

      “No.” She tapped her lower lip with a carefully manicured finger. “You were right, Robert. I’m enough of an adult to admit that. Well-connected or not, none of us want to pique the interest of a federal law enforcement agency. Homeland, ATF, FBI, it doesn’t matter which. We don’t want to be caught, and poking the bear seems like a sure-fire way to get caught.”

      “I appreciate your understanding, Evans.” Even as he forced the agreeable look to his face, he wanted to shout at her to get the hell out of his building.

      “Do you suppose you could give me an overview of how you came across this man? Of what events led up to these unique abilities of his?”

      With a sigh, Robert leaned back in his chair and brushed a hand through his hair. Fortunately, he had become a good liar.

      “He was about thirteen when it happened,” Robert started. “It was an accident on a merry-go-round. You’re familiar with how much teenage boys like to do stupid shit, aren’t you?”

      The corner of her mouth turned up in what would be known as amusement for most human beings, but Ladwig knew this woman wasn’t amused. She nodded, and he rushed to go on.

      “Based on how he told it, he tried to jump onto the merry-go-round after one of his friends pushed it to get it to spin as fast as he could. He said he must have tripped, because he hit the back of his head on one of the metal handles. His friend thought he was dead, but after a three-month long coma, he woke up with the abnormalities you already know about.”

      “Do you think you could send me a synopsis of his treatment?” she asked, tapping a slender finger against her cheek.

      “Sure. But that’s all I’m sending you.”

      He wanted her to leave, and once she was gone, he intended to update the go-bag he had thrown together a year earlier. More money. Not just the financial transfers, but more cash. And a fucking shotgun.

      “Of course,” she replied with a smile.

      And that look was all he needed to confirm his suspicion.

      If she suspected he was lying, she would have simply picked up her phone and ordered his death. If he was lucky, his death would be mercifully quick. If he wasn’t lucky—and Robert was rarely lucky—she would knock him out, have one of her goons load him into a van, and drive him out to wherever in the hell she kept her victims.

      He wondered how many men and women had seen that same smile in the final seconds before they died.
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      Once the dinner rush died down, The Lift’s flow of business returned to its usual weekday tedium. Autumn had come in at the last minute to help the servers and the bartender after one of the women scheduled had to take her nephew to the doctor.

      According to Autumn’s Aunt Leah, the poor woman worked two jobs, attended college classes at VCU, and babysat her nephew while her sister worked the night shift.

      “The struggle is real,” Leah had told her.

      And if anyone would know, Autumn figured it would be Leah. From Olympic athlete to small business owner, Leah had worked her ass off for everything she had. And in an economy that was stagnant, Leah’s everything wasn’t much.

      With a sip from her glass of soda, Autumn forced herself to focus on the short essay she had started to grade. During the summer months, she earned her graduate stipend by teaching two different sections of Abnormal Psychology.

      This week’s assignment had been straightforward enough, but she was still taken aback by the lack of effort put forth by some students.

      To those who weren’t psychology majors or minors, Abnormal Psych was like a novelty. They could “ooh” and “ahh” at all the mental health maladies listed in their manual, and they could use the fleeting knowledge to diagnose their crazy uncle. And when the time came to grade papers—even short article summaries—she could tell who those students were.

      “Damn it,” she muttered to herself.

      She had spaced off again, had retreated to her private headspace to avoid the half-assed attempt to summarize an academic journal article about schizophrenia. If she was at home, she suspected she would have passed out with her face on the keyboard by now.

      A flicker of movement caught her eye as the double doors swung open to admit a new patron. Pushing the slim laptop closed, she rose to her feet to greet the woman. The closing bartender was lounging in a booth for his lunch break, and as soon as he returned, Autumn would be clear to go home to suffer through the remainder of the papers.

      As her gaze settled on the familiar set of vivid blue eyes, she expected to see either Bree or Noah on the newcomer’s heels. Autumn slid the computer into her messenger bag, but when she looked back up, the dark-haired woman was still alone. She made no effort to conceal the puzzlement from her face.

      “Hey, Winter. Is it just you?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” Winter nodded and hopped up to sit on a stool at the edge of the horseshoe-shaped bar.

      “Are Bree and Noah busy chasing down UFOs tonight or something?” Eyebrow arched, Autumn took another drink of her soda.

      “Some kind of lake monster, I think,” Winter replied without missing a beat. “I’m not sure. They didn’t tell me much about it.”

      “That explains it.” Autumn nodded as she leaned against the counter. She didn’t have to reach out to shake Winter’s hand to know that something weighed on her mind. “You want a shot? On the house.”

      “It’s been a long week.” Winter’s eyes skimmed the choices behind Autumn’s shoulder. “Yeah, a shot sounds just about perfect right now.”

      “I hear that. Whiskey all right?” As she produced a couple shot glasses, she offered Winter a questioning glance.

      “You read my mind.”

      The overhead lights glinted off the polished glass as she and Winter tapped the shots together with a merry clink. Quality booze or not, Autumn still grimaced at the potent flavor. Her stomach had been calm for the past twenty-four hours, and she hoped she wasn’t pressing her luck by drinking straight whiskey.

      To her chagrin, the doctor she’d seen the day before had referred her to a specialist. He agreed that stress was the most likely cause, but based on the persistence and the sheer level of pain, he wanted to err on the side of caution. Autumn couldn’t find it within herself to argue, but she’d scheduled the appointment two months out in hopes that the pain would disappear and she would be spared from another office visit.

      “So,” she started, pulling herself back to the present. “Do you want anything to drink?” Still no nausea or stabbing pain. Well, that was good, wasn’t it?

      “If I say I want a beer, it looks like there are about six hundred possibilities.” Winter’s blue eyes were fixed on the line of taps as she scooted forward in her seat. Her gaze flicked back over to Autumn, and she offered a hapless shrug. “Any recommendations?”

      “I hate when people ask me that,” she muttered. “I always recommend my personal favorite, but I’m starting to think I ought to just respond to everyone with ‘Bud Lite’ or something standard like that.”

      “Boring.” Wrinkling her nose, Winter shook her head.

      “I know, right? But really, I can tell you what the majority of normal human beings order, or I can tell you what I usually drink. I’ll let you decide.”

      “Red pill or blue pill.” A faint smile crept onto Winter’s face. “Sorry. I watched all those movies with my grandpa when I was a sophomore in high school. He doesn’t seem like a sci-fi kind of guy, but he loves some Star Trek and Matrix. He was Captain Picard for Halloween one year, but I don’t think any of the kids who showed up at our door knew who the hell he was.”

      “Well, if he was here, or if I was there, he’d be in good company.” Autumn chuckled, poking herself in the chest for emphasis. “I’ve been in college for eight years, so I guess it’s not a huge surprise that I’m a giant nerd.”

      “You know, I was so damn focused on a career while I was in school that I never really ventured into too much of that stuff. It always seemed like it was cool, but I guess I never really sat down to consider it.”

      “So, you focused on school during school? That’s arguably even nerdier.” Shrugging, Autumn retrieved a pint glass.

      With a half-laugh, half-snort, Winter nodded. “Apparently, if I wanted to be cool, I needed to be playing Halo and drinking beer.”

      “I did that in high school. It was Halo 3 by then, though.”

      “I don’t suppose you happen to be a fan of Code Red Mountain Dew?” The grin that crept to Winter’s face insisted there was more to the question than Autumn knew, but she returned the expression.

      “I feel like I’m playing into an inside joke here, but yeah, that stuff is great.”

      “No, you’re not.” Winter snickered. “It’s just a fun fact I found out about an old friend today. And believe me, if you knew the guy, you would not have guessed.”

      “Fair enough. All right, Neo. Red pill or blue pill?”

      “Red. Definitely red. Let’s see what this beer everyone hates is all about.”

      “According to Noah, it tastes like it was brewed in a dirty sock. At least that’s what he said when he tried it for the first time. But if you were wondering, it’s called Black Star IPA. They sell it in cans at some liquor stores.” Dropping a coaster atop the polished wooden bar, Autumn set down the glass and pushed it to Winter.

      Brushing a piece of jet-black hair from her eyes, she gingerly picked up the beer and took a tentative drink. Rather than fix Autumn with a sour look, Winter flashed a thumbs-up.

      “Really?” Autumn’s response was more reflexive than doubtful.

      Winter took another, longer drink. “Yeah, I like it. It’s like a punch in the mouth, but in a good way. I mean, if I was sleepy and I was at the bar with my friends, I could get one of these, and I feel like it’d wake me up and give me a buzz.”

      “It’s nine-percent alcohol,” Autumn advised.

      “Even better.” For emphasis, Winter took a deep drink. By the time she set the glass down, almost half the dark beer was gone.

      “Damn, girl.” Autumn laughed. “You looking to get blitzed tonight or something?”

      “I wouldn’t be opposed to it,” Winter muttered. The edginess Autumn had spotted upon her arrival was back, and she couldn’t help but wonder what had motivated her to venture out to a bar by herself.

      She bit back the curiosity and gestured over to the other bartender as he stepped out of his shadowy booth and stretched. “If you can hold that thought for a couple minutes, that’ll give Eli over there plenty of time to go have a smoke before he comes back in here to take over for me. Then we can grab a couple drinks and decide how plastered we want to get.”

      With a quiet chuckle, the dark-haired woman nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Autumn offered her a wide grin and stuck out her hand.

      Some of Winter’s wariness had worn away, but the brief physical contact came with an onslaught of different emotions. Of contentment, frustration, regret, and trepidation. Winter’s solo trip out to The Lift had not been made because she wanted to drink away her problems.

      To Autumn’s surprise, the driving force was to speak to her. There was no malice to be found, but the lack of anger only made Autumn more curious.

      They made casual conversation while she waited for Eli. She learned where Winter was from as well as the names of her grandparents, and in exchange, she offered up the names of her adopted parents. Before their conversation could venture too near their respective families, Autumn switched the topic.

      There was a flicker of relief in Winter’s eyes at the abrupt change.

      Though Autumn could admit to a polite curiosity about Winter’s reluctance to discuss her family, she was the last person who would dig into such a sensitive subject. Outside the psychiatric couch, at least. And as far as Autumn was concerned, the further away they stayed from talking about their families, the better.

      Once Eli made his way back behind the bar, Autumn filled a pitcher with the dark IPA and retrieved a pair of chilled pint glasses. Shouldering her messenger bag, she nodded in the direction of the corner booth where Bree and Noah usually sat.

      “I’ll take those glasses,” Winter offered.

      “And I won’t argue with you.”

      As Winter reached out to accept the cold glasses, her index finger brushed against the back of Autumn’s hand. The frustration had abated, and as best as she could tell, the anxiety had been replaced with a twinge of optimism.

      Autumn couldn’t help the smile that crept to her lips at the simple act of friendship.

      By the time the conversation shifted to their college careers, Autumn’s head felt lighter, and she noted that Winter had become more talkative.

      “I went to SUNY,” Winter started as she poured some more beer into her glass. “In Albany. It was pretty good, at least aside from the dude who robbed a bunch of students at gunpoint.”

      “Wait, what?” Autumn chortled. “Holy shit, really? I applied to grad school there, and they turned me down.”

      “Yeah, it was a big deal. Some rich jackass, probably just doing it for kicks or to support his coke habit. Who the hell knows. I was the one who found his last victim. I thought she was dead for a second, but she pulled through. The news made it sound like I was some kind of superhero, but really, it was just a lucky hunch.”

      “Well, you are a federal agent, so my guess is there was some skill involved there too.” Grinning, Autumn held up her glass.

      “Thanks.” Winter tapped their glasses together. “What about you? What exactly are you going to do when you’re a forensic psychologist?”

      “It’s not quite what they make it look like in Criminal Minds.” She lifted both shoulders. “No private planes, no badge and gun, no field work.”

      “Will you be doing any profiling? Or, I guess, is that what you want to do? Because if it is, you know, you’ve got a few FBI friends now.” With an exaggerated wink, Winter sipped her drink.

      “I’ll admit, it’s pretty cool to have friends like that. I had no idea that The Lift would be the place to meet Feds, but here we are. To answer your question, though, no. That’s not the plan. It’ll probably sound weird, especially since you’re in law enforcement, but the reason I went into this field is that I think there are a lot of people who’ve been branded ‘criminals’ who could just use some help.”

      She waited for a scoff or a snort, but Winter just looked at her solemnly. “At times, I’m sure you’re right.”

      “It’s a little more scientific and a lot more treatment oriented than profiling. I mean, it’s one thing to pin a list of attributes to an offender in the interest of understanding their motive, but it’s another thing entirely to understand that motive and find a way to prevent it from happening in the future, you know? It’s being proactive versus being reactive.”

      Tapping an index finger against her glass, Winter paused, her blue eyes thoughtful. “That’s admirable. And for what it’s worth, I think you’ll be really good at it. You’re down to earth, and I don’t think that’s a quality that a lot of shrinks have.”

      “I think you’ve been associating with the wrong shrinks if that’s been your impression.” Autumn laughed into her glass as she polished off the remaining beer.

      When Winter joined in her mirth, Autumn felt her smile widen. In her entire life, she had never been able to call more than two people a friend at any given time. Now, with the addition of Winter Black, she had four friends.
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      As Beth dropped down to sit across from her granddaughter, she stretched her legs and sighed. Winter had been back at the house for almost a week, and Beth could tell she had already grown restless.

      At the disturbance, Winter’s vivid blue eyes snapped up from her smartphone.

      “What’s on your mind, honey? And don’t even say nothing. I know that look.” Beth made sure her knowing glance was over the top, and Winter’s slight smile told her she had been successful.

      The past six days had been markedly different from the three and a half months Winter had spent with them after Douglas Kilroy was shot. Winter and Jack had competed with one another for the higher score in a silly mobile game about slicing fruit, and every night, they all ate popcorn and sat together in the living room to watch Star Trek: The Next Generation.

      Though Winter had only spent a few days in Richmond, she soon revealed that she had made a new friend, and that the new friend was not another federal agent. Beth had been thrilled at the news, but she knew better than to show Winter the full extent of her joy.

      “Do you think it’s weird that I want to go back to work?” Winter’s gaze had returned to the cup of coffee beside her phone.

      “It’s not weird,” Beth started. “It’s not like you work in a call center or something. Then, I think it’d be weird. But you know how important the work you do is. It’s more than just work.”

      The smile remained as Winter nodded her understanding. “And no offense, but I think I’m getting stir-crazy. Max, my boss, told me that I could come back whenever I was ready, but that I didn’t have to rush into it. It’s hard to explain, but while we were working on that investigation when I was there, it just felt like everything made sense. Like I was doing something right by being there. It’s been a couple weeks since we ran out of leads, but I think maybe I ought to go back anyway. Even if we aren’t looking for Justin.”

      “It makes sense to me.” Beth returned Winter’s faint smile with a grin. “Go ahead, sweetie. Your grandfather is doing much better. The only reason he isn’t awake and out here with us is because he stayed up too late last night watching Jean-Luc Picard and the Enterprise.”

      “Okay,” Winter chuckled. “Well, maybe this will sound weird then. Watching that show has been like a weird source of inspiration. They’re just a bunch of good people out helping others around the galaxy, and no matter what, they always do the right thing.”

      Six months ago, Beth might have bit back the words she was about to speak. She might have kept them to herself for fear of the despondency they would bring to her granddaughter.

      Now, however, she knew how silly such a line of thought was.

      “You know, Winter,” Beth started, raising an index finger. “Your mother used to do the same thing. She’d stay up with Jack until twelve on a school night watching Star Trek. They’d always sneak out to the living room after I went to bed, like I didn’t know what they were doing. And then the next day, they’d both be a couple zombies.”

      “Really?” Though there was a wistful tinge in Winter’s eyes, her smile widened, and Beth knew she had made the right decision.

      “Really,” she answered. “Your grandpa and your mom were a couple of nerds. When Jean was old enough, Jack bought her all the Lord of the Rings books. I don’t know how many months it was, it might’ve even been a year, but they’d walk around talking to one another in Elvish. It was the most ridiculous, adorable thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “I had no idea.” The sound of Winter’s laugh filled Beth’s heart with joy. “She must have hidden it pretty well.”

      “I’m not so sure about that, honey.” Beth waved a dismissive hand. “She married a college professor.”

      Winter covered her mouth to stifle a burst of laughter.

      Beth wasn’t sure how long they sat at the circular table while they recalled stories of Jeanette and Bill, of Jeanette and Jack, or of all three. But by the time she made her way around the living room and kitchen to shut off the lights for the night, she felt like an impossible burden had been lightened.
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      I never wanted any of my patients to die. To watch them close their eyes that one last time was a testament to my failure, and in some ways, I mourned their loss.

      Human beings were fragile creatures, their lives fleeting and ultimately insignificant. But every time I watched one of them die under my care, I thought of what they could have been. Of the greatness they could have achieved, and the lasting effect they could have had.

      Jensen Leary had shown promise, but promise didn’t always equal progress. And in Jensen’s case, I suspected he had simply not been equipped with the right genetic profile.

      A person’s genetic makeup was responsible for so many of their physical attributes. I was sure there had to be a marker that determined whether or not they had the capacity to develop the same abnormalities as Robert Ladwig’s Patient Zero.

      Unfortunately, Jensen had not been in possession of the ever-elusive marker.

      With a sigh, I pulled down the plastic face shield I used during autopsies.

      There were a number of television shows that depicted surgeons as a studious lot who listened to classical melodies while they tended to both the living and the dead. And sure, there were some of my colleagues who played Beethoven or some other dead man’s compositions while they prepared for surgery.

      But, to be honest, I’d always thought it made them look pretentious.

      Just because I had the letters “MD” behind my name didn’t make me a classical music aficionado, and just because I could remove a brain tumor from a six-year-old kid’s head didn’t mean I could tell Beethoven apart from any other famous composer. As far as I was concerned, Sebastian Bach was the front man for an ‘80s hair band, not a classical composer.

      I used different playlists for different occasions. For surgeries performed on the living, specifically in a hospital, I preferred upbeat tunes.

      Though I was sure it drove the other doctors and nurses insane, my latest preference was Korean pop. Anything more down-tempo than K-Pop was not conducive to the right train of thought for surgery, in my opinion.

      Autopsies, on the other hand. Those were different. Sure, cutting into a dead man’s brain to discern what had led to his untimely death took precision, but precision was second nature to me. I was about to turn fifty-three, and I’d been performing surgeries since I was in medical school.

      When I conducted an autopsy, I liked to take a stroll down memory lane. The follow-up song was different each time, but I always started the procedure with one of my favorite songs to come out of the ‘90s, “Kiss from a Rose.”

      The process was long and messy, and if it had not been for the mix of tunes from the ‘90s and the present, I didn’t think I could stand to finish it all in one sitting.

      In addition to examining the brain and a handful of other vital organs to check for damage and abnormalities, I had to remove any pieces or parts that could be used to easily identify the poor son of a bitch.

      In the past, that had only meant teeth and surgical implants. Now, pacemakers and other devices were all outfitted with serial numbers that could make identifying the deceased as easy as if they had been buried with their driver’s license. Killers had been identified with less, I reminded myself.

      I wasn’t a killer, but I knew better than to think the police would agree. They were incapable of stepping back to view the bigger picture. They couldn’t tell the forest from the trees.

      The strongest acids were monitored heavily due to their use in explosive devices, but lye was still just as easy to buy as plant fertilizer. Though potent, lye by itself or with water was not quite enough to eliminate human bone. Methods existed to speed up the process of dissolution, but they required much more water along with large, expensive pieces of equipment that would raise more than a few eyebrows.

      For the time being, I’d have to make do with a fifty-five-gallon drum, a few pounds of lye, and a healthy dash of water. It was still risky. For a human skeleton to completely decompose in such circumstances, it would take at least four years for no DNA or RNA to remain. Which was the end goal, needless to say.

      So, I had to be clever and bury the barrels in places they wouldn’t be discovered. As luck would have it, I was very clever.

      Even the men and women in charge of the larger operation would never know where I buried the bodies.

      There was one person I trusted with that knowledge.

      Myself.
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      Brad Rathbun thought he would head to the construction site at the edge of town like he did every day. He thought he’d ride around in a Bobcat to dig space for future basements like he always did. He’d been in the construction business for more than twenty years, and he had seen almost every little oddity and quirk that came with the occupation.

      Once, about six years back, he and his crew had even come across a body.

      It had been a skeleton, and the old-timey dress and shoes were stained and frayed. According to the medical examiner, the lady had been dead for over a hundred years.

      A single gunshot to the back of the head left little doubt that she’d been murdered. Brad looked up the old case on occasion, but they still hadn’t identified the poor woman, much less discovered her killer.

      After that, he was sure he had seen everything, but on this ordinary Tuesday morning, he was about to be proven wrong.

      A flicker of movement snapped his attention away from the panel of gear shifts and controls and up to the windshield. Pete’s neon yellow vest glimmered in the sunlight as he waved his arms. He looked like he was making an attempt to fly away, but Brad curbed his amused chuckle as soon as he saw the man’s expression.

      “What is it?” Leaning his head out the window, he glanced from Pete and then over to the new guy, Will.

      “I don’t know,” Will answered with a shrug. “Pete, what the hell’s going on?”

      “There’s something here. You hit it, Rathbun! I think you dented it, but I can’t tell if it’s broke open or not.” Pete hopped up from the wide, shallow dirt pit and made his way to stand beside Will. “Back that thing up, will you?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Brad muttered.

      He and Pete had been friends for years, and his feigned exasperation was all in good fun. Turning the key over to kill the engine, Brad climbed down to the grass.

      “It’s a barrel,” Will announced as Brad returned. “Fifty-five gallon, by the looks of it.”

      Brad raised his hardhat to scratch at his sweaty head. “You think it’s full of oil?”

      “Shut up, guys.” Pete reached into the pocket of his well-worn jeans to produce his phone. “Nothing good ever comes in a fifty-five-gallon drum buried out on the edge of town. I’m calling the cops.”

      Pete was normally a jovial guy, and his grave tone was more than enough to set Brad and Will on edge.

      As it turned out, this Tuesday morning was anything but ordinary.
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      Three weeks earlier, Aiden had come to the conclusion that Justin Black was a sociopath. And three weeks earlier, Bree and Winter had hit a brick wall in their pursuit of Justin’s whereabouts. For three weeks, the only reason Aiden went home was to sleep.

      His time hadn’t been spent chasing after Jaime Peterson or Justin Black. He’d bounced from case to case in his own department as he provided much-needed insight to the members of the BAU.

      For three weeks, he’d done his damn job, and that was all he’d done.

      Even after all the work they’d put in to find just a trace of evidence to lead them to Justin, Aiden had only crossed paths with Noah Dalton on a handful of occasions. And on none of them had he felt it necessary to strike up a conversation.

      Unlike Winter’s disappearance after Kilroy’s death, she had left them all with a brief email to announce her absence. The explanation was half-assed, but he figured it was better than nothing.

      Before the login screen on his computer had even finished loading, a shadow of movement behind the closed blinds of the door was followed by a sharp clatter as the visitor knocked.

      “It’s unlocked,” he called.

      As the door creaked open, he reached for his usual cup of coffee. When he swiped at air, he was abruptly reminded that he had not bothered to stop at a café on his way to the office. In the interest of saving a few minutes, he had convinced himself that he could subsist on the breakroom muck until he had a chance to walk to the coffeehouse down the street.

      At the thought of the bitter brew provided for free in the office, he wondered what the hell he had been thinking.

      He felt the corner of his mouth turn down in a scowl, and when the morning visitor stepped into the dim room, the expression of distaste deepened.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure, SAC Osbourne?” His tone was laden with sarcasm.

      He might not have had a personal issue with Max Osbourne at the beginning of summer, but a month had passed since their pointed conversation about Winter’s absence.

      Though he would never admit it to Max—or anyone, for that matter—the seasoned SAC’s words about Aiden’s behavior toward Winter had hit a nerve. And unflattering observations only hit a nerve with Aiden when they were accurate.

      A twitch of amusement passed over the man’s lined face as he took a seat in front of the polished, wooden desk.

      “Good morning to you, too, Parrish.”

      Leaning back in his chair, Aiden crossed his arms over his black suit jacket as he fixed Max with a flat look. “Good morning, SAC Osbourne. Now, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Right down to brass tacks. That’s one thing I’ve always liked about you.” For emphasis, Max held up a manila folder before setting it down in front of Aiden.

      “What’s this? A case file?” He flashed Max a questioning look before he flipped to the first page.

      An autopsy report with more blank spaces than filled. Beneath the diagram were a handful of glossy, eight-by-ten photographs of a human skeleton. Well, the majority of a human skeleton. The bones were brittle and worn, almost like they had been retrieved from an archaeological dig site. Flashes of memory poured through Aiden’s mind as he shifted through the folder’s contents.

      “This is the new one.” Max’s voice snapped Aiden’s attention away from the picture as the man produced a folder nearly identical to the first.

      This folder, however, held even less information than the other. Rather than a skeleton, the solo photograph showed a fifty-five-gallon drum amidst a heap of fresh earth.

      Tapping a finger on the newer folder, he shifted his gaze back up to Max. “How old is this?”

      “Found on Tuesday morning. So, about twenty-four hours since discovery. That’s why there aren’t any autopsy charts or pictures of the body. We don’t have them yet.”

      “All right. Now, aside from the fifty-five-gallon drums, what else do these two cases have in common? Disposing of a body in a barrel isn’t exactly unique. The cartels and the mafia all like to dump bodies in barrels like this, so what’s to say this isn’t some cartel shit?”

      “That first one, I guess you didn’t get to the back of it. You’re right, Parrish. You usually are.” Max didn’t pause long enough for Aiden to soak up the compliment. “Cartels and Italian crime families do like their barrels, but they also like to leave calling cards. Warnings for other gangs not to fuck with them. There was nothing like that at either of these sites, and considering who worked on the first one, I’d say it’s a safe bet that organized crime doesn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “Who worked it?” Even as he asked the question, he already knew. Even so, he turned to the agents’ notes at the back of the file.

      “You and Agent Stafford,” Max answered.

      “Thirteen years ago.” Aiden glanced up at the SAC and then back down to the chicken scratches he recognized as Bree’s handwriting. “Stafford was the case agent. Shit, we never even figured out who the victim was. Based on the fact that her name’s still listed as Jane Doe, it doesn’t look like much has changed.”

      “It hasn’t,” Max admitted. “But it might now. I just got word from the ME’s office that your John Doe there has the same precise marks on his bones as Jane Doe. Some of them are even in the same spots. And, just like Jane Doe, someone cut open his damn head.”

      Aiden nodded, remembering the marks vividly.

      “I’m bringing it to you first because I figured you’d want to take it,” Max went on. “Stafford’s already on board, and I’m going to assign a couple more of my people to it too. Because whoever the hell is doing this has a lot of experience doing it, and I sincerely doubt that these are the only two bodies like this out there. Sheriff already handed it over to us. They don’t have the resources to identify bodies in this state of decomp.”

      The golden light from Aiden’s desk lamp glinted off the silver band of Max’s watch as he raised his arm to check the time. “Fifteen minutes, Parrish. Downstairs, in the briefing room. Provided you want in on this, that is.”

      With a self-deprecating chortle, Aiden stacked the folders to hand them back to Max. “You know the answer to that, Osbourne. I’ll see you down there.”

      “Oh, real quick,” Max started, glancing back to Aiden as he pulled open the glass and metal door. “Agent Black is back for good starting today. Stafford ran out to get a cake, even though I told her not to. Hope you like German chocolate, because apparently, that’s Agent Black’s favorite.”

      He ignored the cold creep of adrenaline as he nodded. “German chocolate is good.”

      “Great. See you in a few.”

      In the minutes he had to spare before the trip down to VC, he drank a cup of breakroom coffee as fast as he dared. The brew tasted just as foul as he remembered, and he mentally vowed never to make the same mistake again. After fishing a piece of gum from a desk drawer, he made his way to the VC briefing room.

      Like they were guided by a laser, Winter’s eyes snapped over to him as soon as he stepped through the doorway. He offered her a practiced smile and nod before he took a seat beside Bree.

      When Noah Dalton walked into the room, Aiden didn’t miss the taller man’s eyes go wide as he spotted Winter.

      Apparently, Winter’s return was a surprise to everyone. Everyone other than Max, at least.

      Brian Camp and Miguel Vasquez filtered in not long after Noah, but as soon as Aiden caught a glimpse of the next attendee, he purposefully averted his gaze. There was a light clatter as Sun Ming eased the door closed behind herself, but he didn’t look back to make note of her arrival.

      Dropping a little paper plate into the trash can at the front of the room, Max dusted off his hands and glanced around.

      “Looks like that’s everyone,” he said. “This case is going to be anything but, so I’ll try to keep this briefing short. Yesterday morning, a construction crew building new houses at the edge of the city was digging up a lot to start laying foundation.” Max paused to press a button on the remote in his hand.

      From where it was projected onto the whiteboard at the man’s back, the dark earth and the navy-blue drum seemed washed out and faded.

      “A fifty-five-gallon barrel buried underground,” Miguel remarked. “Never a precursor to anything good.”

      “It sure isn’t, Agent Vasquez,” Max replied. “In all my years with the bureau, I’ve never gotten a call from the local PD to tell me about a barrel they dug up and cracked open that was full of candy. I’m still holding out hope, but it’s looking less and less likely as the years go by.”

      Vasquez’s tanned skin darkened even more. “No doubt, sir,” he said with a little salute thrown in.

      “Anyway, I’m sure no one’s surprised that there was a decomposed body in that drum. The Haz-Mat people geared up and went in to check it out after one of the guys at the construction site mentioned a nasty smell. And it’s a good thing they did because John Doe’s body had been doused in lye.”

      No one said a word, but Aiden felt more than saw the grimaces.

      “To say it was a mess is a serious understatement. I don’t know how they did it, but they got what was left in that barrel to the ME’s office. They’re still processing the scene, trying to find something that whoever put John Doe there might’ve left behind, but so far it doesn’t look promising.”

      “Shit,” Vasquez muttered.

      “You’re not all working on this.” Max pressed the remote, and a picture of a different barrel in a different mound of dirt lit up the whiteboard. “But I wanted you all in here so you know what we’re dealing with. Because John Doe isn’t the first body we’ve found like this.”

      “It’s not uncommon for the mob to get rid of bodies like this.” To her credit, Sun always managed to keep the tinge of condescension out of her voice when she spoke to someone she liked or respected.

      “It’s not the mob.” Bree’s tone left no room for debate, and Aiden fought against a smirk.

      “How can you be sure?” Sun pressed. Aiden had expected a respectful tone when she addressed Max, but he was surprised by the lack of condescension in her question to Bree.

      “Because the mob leaves calling cards.” It might have been his imagination, but he swore he saw a self-assured smirk flit across Bree’s face as she answered. “The mob, the cartels, the Russians, they all leave calling cards. When someone comes across a body, they want them to know who put it there.”

      “How do we know there isn’t one here?”

      “Because I worked the Jane Doe case.” Bree finally paused to glance back to Sun.

      “You did,” Max proclaimed. “You and Parrish both did. Which is why you’re working it now too. And you two.” He waved a hand toward Noah and Winter. “Agent Black, Agent Dalton. You’re going to help them. They’ll be expecting you out at the dump site soon. Don’t worry, you’ve got plenty of time to get some of the cake that Agent Stafford brought in.”

      The man shifted his gaze over to Sun, his countenance flat. Max expected Sun to put up a fight to be assigned to the John and Jane Doe case, but Aiden knew better. Sun wanted to improve her record, and a decomposed body in a vat of lye with little to no physical evidence was not an effective method to get another case closure under her belt.

      “That’s all I’ve got for now. Make sure you pay attention to what’s going on with this one because there’s a good possibility you’ll be helping in some way or another. Otherwise, you’re dismissed.”

      As the others rose to stand, Bree turned her head to offer Aiden a smile. “You want some cake?”

      “Sure,” he replied. “I might as well have something in my stomach to throw up when we go to check out John Doe at the ME’s office.”

      Bree wrinkled her nose. “Dry heaving is the worst.”
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        * * *

      

      The string of four-letter words Bree spat out as the stench of decay greeted them was almost enough to make Aiden do a double-take. Instead, he threw in a few colorful phrases of his own and tightened the flimsy paper mask over his nose. The basement of the medical examiner’s office wasn’t usually a place for welcoming aromas, but the odor of human flesh rotting away beneath a layer of lye was overbearing even for a veritable morgue.

      “Damn, agents,” the medical examiner started. His voice was muffled from beneath his own mask, but the corners of his dark eyes creased in amusement. “I was in the Navy for six years, and I think you’d make a lot of those guys blush. Don’t get me wrong, that’s a compliment. Impressive wording.”

      “Thanks, Dr. Nguyen,” Bree muttered.

      “Aiden, it’s been a while. Congrats on the promotion. I had a feeling it wouldn’t take you long to get there.”

      “Thanks, Dan,” he managed through the abundance of saliva in his mouth. “Congratulations on yours too.”

      “I fully expect that Agent Stafford over here will just leapfrog over both of us one of these days. We’ll wake up, and suddenly she’ll be the director of the whole damn FBI.” Chuckling, Dan beckoned them toward a stainless-steel table with one gloved hand.

      “I don’t know about that, but I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Bree replied, swallowing hard as the stench increased by degrees.

      “Fuck me.” Aiden couldn’t help the exclamation as he spotted the remains of their John Doe.

      The body, or what was left of it, had been laid out atop the metal surface much as an intact corpse might have been. However, the shape of the skeleton was where any resemblance to a human being ended. Rather than sallow, decayed skin, John Doe’s soft tissue—again, what was left of it—resembled gelatin.

      “Shit,” Bree murmured, pressing the paper mask closer to her nostrils. “How long do you think he was in that barrel, Doc?”

      “It’s hard to say exactly.” Dan shrugged. “It’d depend on the temperature of the environment around the drum, the amount and quality of the water they poured in with the lye. But if I had to make an educated guess based on what I’ve seen so far, I’d say he’s been in the ground for somewhere in the neighborhood of six months to a year. Lye will definitely eat through skin, but unless it’s got water and heat to speed it up, it takes a little while. You guys ever heard of alkaline hydrolysis?”

      Aiden and Bree both shook their heads.

      “Well, it looks to me like that’s what the person who dumped him in here was going for. A less sophisticated version of it. Basically, alkaline hydrolysis is the process of cremating a body using water, lye, and a fair amount of heat. For it to work most effectively, the solution has to get to about three-hundred-degrees. The vats they use for that look like giant pressure cookers. You’ve got to have permits, registrations, all kinds of shit to get one. And if our killer had one, I doubt we’d be here talking about John Doe right now.”

      “What types of injuries have you found so far?” Aiden asked, careful to keep his gaze on Dan Nguyen and away from the putrid sight of John Doe’s corpse.

      “Yeah, honestly.” The trace of mirth vanished from Dan’s face. “That’s what I think is the most troubling about this whole thing. I’ve been doing and assisting with autopsies now for almost twenty years, and believe me, I’ve seen my fair share of people dissolved in lye in a fifty-five-gallon drum. But this guy’s wounds, the marks on his bones, these aren’t injuries I forget. I know why you guys are here instead of someone else, and honestly, that’s the reason I’m down here instead of someone else.”

      Aiden looked grim. “These types of cases are hard to forget.”

      “Whoever our John Doe was, he went through some serious surgery. Brain surgery. It was harder to tell on the Jane Doe case I worked with you guys a while back, but I think the same thing happened to her.”

      “And that is?” Aiden pressed.

      Heaving a sigh, Dan glanced down to the silver table and shook his head. “Someone autopsied this guy after they killed him. I’ll know more once I can get a better look at the bones, but the marks I’ve seen so far, they were made from something capable of precision. Not something your average Joe keeps sitting around in their garage at home. And, here’s the really weird part.”

      “The rest of that wasn’t weird?” This time, the remark came from Bree.

      Aiden expected at least a quiet chuckle or a smile from Dan, but instead, there was just more wariness.

      “Agents,” he said, “John Doe’s brain is missing.”
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      “You don’t see anything?” Noah asked as he turned his quizzical glance to Winter.

      Her blue eyes flicked over to his, and she shook her head. She knew what he meant by the emphasis. “No. I’ve seen nothing. I even walked around the perimeter over by where they’re starting to build the house next to this one. Nothing.”

      “Shit,” he spat. “All right. Well, we already talked to the guys who found that barrel. Looks like this trip was a bust.”

      “Looks like it,” Winter sighed. “You ready to head back?”

      Noah nodded his response. They handed business cards out to the three men who had made the initial discovery, bade them farewell, and started back toward the gravel parking lot.

      For the duration of the trek, neither he nor Winter spoke.

      He’d made his best effort to respect her boundaries, but the past few months had been, for lack of a better term, a fucking roller-coaster.

      First, there had been the awkward kiss in the kitchen of her apartment, a kiss that he did not initiate. Sure, he had hoped that she would respond to his professed feelings with some enthusiasm, but he hadn’t wanted that.

      Then, for three months, she might as well have moved to the moon.

      Complete and total radio silence for three damn months. Once she returned, they’d had a heated dialogue that ended with Winter tearing up and wrapping him in a bear hug.

      And two days after their stop in the elevator, she had vanished again. This time, at least, she’d responded to his attempts to reach out to her.

      Every time he and Winter’s friendship took a step forward, it was followed abruptly by two steps back. Noah tried to be understanding, tried to give her time and patience, but it had become exhausting.

      As he took his place in the driver’s side of the nondescript sedan, he stopped short of turning the key over in the ignition. Maybe he needed to be just a little more persistent, he thought. Persistent enough to show he cared, but not so persistent that he was overbearing.

      “Hey,” he started as he glanced over to her. “You want to grab a drink tonight after work? Catch up?”

      “I can’t tonight, I’m sorry.” There was no deception on her face, nor was there uncertainty in her voice.

      “Got a hot date?” He asked the question before he stopped to think it through. He really needed to work on that.

      With a trademark half-snort, half-laugh, she shrugged.

      In the seconds before she elaborated, he thought he felt his heart stop. Every muscle in his body tensed as if in preparation for a physical confrontation. Pulse hammering in his ears, he tightened his grip on the steering wheel until the tips of his fingers tingled.

      “I don’t want to say no because I think it’d almost be insulting to Autumn,” Winter finally answered.

      All at once, the strain vanished, and the first waves of relief rolled over his tired muscles. Even though he had been sure that Winter and Autumn would get along, there had still been a pang of worry when the two women were introduced. Worry that Winter would feel like he was forcing a friendship on her when she just wanted to be left alone. Just because he’d learned how helpful the support of a friend could be didn’t mean that Winter would be inclined to the same feel-good sentiments.

      But to his surprise, the women’s steadfast friendship defied any of his lingering doubts. Apparently, they had become such good friends that they planned outings about which he did not even know. The sting of disappointment was accompanied by a hint of jealousy, and he almost scoffed aloud at himself. Winter and Autumn didn’t have to involve him in everything they did just because he had introduced them.

      To think he held a monopoly over their friendship was chauvinistic at best and outright mean at worst. No, the twinge of envy wasn’t due to some need for control or a possessive streak. He simply missed his friends.

      As he pulled himself out of the reverie, he glanced over to her. The glint of petulance in her eyes was unmistakable, and the first chill of adrenaline rushed up to greet him.

      “I’m sure you agree that Autumn’s a hot date, right?” She spat the question as much as spoke it.

      Even as he nodded, he narrowed his eyes. “This seems like a trap, but alright. I’ll spring it. Yeah, Autumn’s a good-looking lady. So are you. So is Bree, and so is Shelby. What’re you getting at here, darlin’?”

      Winter paused as her expression turned thoughtful. The venom was still there, he noted, but unlike him, she carefully contemplated her next words.

      “You’ve got a point.” She blew out a long breath. “That’s the wrong way to go about this, isn’t it? She’s just doing what we all do, trying to look and feel good about herself. It’s not her fault that she gets creeped on by guys while she’s working. Bree used to be a bartender too. I guess there are a lot of guys who don’t really give a shit when a woman says she’s not into them.”

      “You’re still being pretty vague here. Are you pissed that Autumn has to deal with creeps at work? I mean, on some level, we should all be pissed about that, shouldn’t we? What was it Autumn said? Something like ‘creeps are just representative of our society’s tolerance for their creepy bullshit.’ Something like that. I think she had a better technical term than ‘creepy bullshit,’ though.”

      “Damn it, Noah!” Winter exclaimed. “You’re the creep here! You! You’re the one who creeped on her!”

      “Oh.” As he scratched his unshaven cheek, he hoped the shadow of stubble would be enough to hide the flush. Maybe I should grow a beard, he thought.

      “Oh?” Winter echoed. Enough venom dripped from that single syllable to kill ten full-grown men.

      “Did she tell you that?” The weak question was all he could manage.

      “For the love of…does it matter?” she snapped. “But no, she didn’t rat you out. No one ratted you out! I asked Bree if there was something going on between you and Autumn, and she told me about how Autumn shut you down when you tried to creep on her.”

      Fuck.

      He didn’t think he had uttered the word aloud, but when Winter glowered at him, he realized he had.

      “And just in case it’s crossed your mind, don’t try to blame any of this on Bree or Autumn. If you didn’t want anyone to know about you being a sleazy jackass, you shouldn’t have been a sleazy jackass. Is that your thing now, Dalton? Just picking up women when you go to the bar? Or, I guess in this case, trying to pick up women.”

      “That’s not,” he started. But the words sounded so stupid, he hesitated before he went on. “That’s not what that was. It’s not what it sounds like.”

      “For shit’s sake,” she spat, rolling her eyes. “Is that it? That’s all you’ve got to explain this? You come to me and tell me that you have these feelings for me, and then, what? I don’t know what in the hell you thought that was, or how in the hell you thought I took it, but I took what you said to me pretty damn seriously!”

      If he’d had enough oxygen in his lungs, he would have snorted.

      “Believe it or not, I really, really thought about it,” she railed on. “I thought about it because I thought you meant it, but then a few weeks later, and I guess it slipped your mind. Or was that just how long it took for you to lose interest? Is that just the norm for you? It’s fine if you’re out picking up women and getting laid, but if I do it, you’d lose your fucking mind, wouldn’t you?”

      He managed to open his mouth. “I—”

      “You’d take it as some kind of personal slight.” She poked him in the arm with an index finger that felt like a knife. “Well? Tell me I’m wrong, Dalton! Tell me that isn’t what your pissing match with Aiden is all about!”

      He was damn sure going to get a word in now. “No,” he practically shouted. “It’s…no, the guy’s just an asshole. He’s not an asshole to you because you’ve got history with him, but he is an asshole. No, Winter, that’s not what any of this is about. I didn’t even, I had no idea you…took it seriously.” He paused to grit his teeth to will away the stammering. “The next day, you were just gone, and no. I didn’t think you took it seriously or honestly gave a hot damn.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and managed a snort that was loud and long.

      “It’s always been easy for me to talk to people,” he went on before the snort could turn into words. “I like talking to people, getting to know them, all that shit. But just because I can do that doesn’t mean I’ve got a menagerie of best friends in my back pocket that I can turn to when life gets hard. I’m a thousand miles from home, Winter. I’ve been a thousand miles from home for years, and with you just disappearing like that, it felt, I don’t know. Lonely doesn’t really cover it, but I guess that’s it.”

      “Noah, I—”

      “And yeah, maybe it sounds pathetic to you, but that’s why I tried to get Autumn to go home with me. But she didn’t, and it’s a good thing because she’s been a damn good friend. And it turns out that’s what I needed. I needed a damn friend, and I lucked out and got one even though I acted like a dumbass.”

      As Winter leaned back in her seat and turned her gaze to the windshield, he watched the bluster drain from her face. In the wake of the anger, the shadows beneath her eyes seemed more pronounced.

      The silence that descended on them felt like a noxious haze, and once he was sure she didn’t intend to break it, he turned the key over in the ignition.

      He was done with this day.

      The digital clock read 12:17, but unless they returned to a major development in the John Doe case, he was finished. Maybe he would go make good on Winter’s less than flattering observation about his penchant for picking up chicks.

      Never mind that he could count on both hands the number of times he had even made an attempt at a casual hookup, or a one-night stand, or whatever in the hell people called it.

      But if that was the impression he gave to one of the most important people in his life, he figured he might as well live up to it.
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      Winter was still reeling from the unexpected, emotional conversation with Noah a few hours earlier. Their drive back to the FBI office had been made in complete and utter silence, and Winter was sure that in all her twenty-six years of life, those twenty minutes were among the most strained she had ever experienced.

      After Noah had explained the driving force behind his decision to try to go home with Autumn, the unmistakable burn of shame had overtaken the ire that had motivated her to bring up the topic in the first place.

      When Winter showed up at Autumn’s door later that afternoon, she was greeted with a warm embrace. Her eyes widened at the unexpected gesture. Over the past few weeks, she and Autumn had at least one conversation about how neither of them was keen on hugs.

      In fact, as best as Winter could tell, Autumn was not a fan of most physical contact. Half the time, she was even leery of a handshake.

      “What was that for?” Winter asked as she handed Autumn her contribution to their meal that night: popcorn kernels and a jug of Hawaiian Punch.

      Autumn flashed her a quick smile before she turned to make her way across the open floor plan to the kitchen. “I’m basically a shrink, remember? I’ve gotten pretty good at reading people. You seemed like you could use a hug.”

      With a sigh, Winter nodded and brushed the ebony hair from her eyes. “Yeah, it’s been a day, all right.”

      “Disagreement with someone?” Autumn asked. Her expression was curious but understanding.

      “Something like that,” Winter muttered.

      “Well, you know I’m here if you want to talk about it, but you also know that you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” As she stepped out from behind the breakfast bar, Autumn offered her a reassuring smile and held out a glass of bright red punch.

      Winter’s smile was weak as she nodded her understanding. She thought to ask Autumn for her perspective on Noah’s self-proclaimed jackass behavior, but she realized suddenly that the mention would only make the woman feel guilty. And even though Winter may not have known the full breadth of Autumn’s history, she could tell there was enough on her plate.

      “We’re starting season three today, right?” Winter asked as they dropped down to sit at their usual spots on the long sectional.

      The clatter of nails on the hardwood was followed in short order by a quiet huff and the jingle of Toad’s collar. The little ball of fluff always had to greet Winter before he returned to his human mother’s side.

      “Hi, Toad,” Winter cooed, scratching behind one pointed ear.

      “Yeah, season three,” Autumn confirmed. “The final one is season eight, so we’ve got a ways to go.”

      “We going to try to guess how many people die again?” As Toad scuttled across the couch, Winter reached for her drink. Three weeks earlier, Autumn had proposed that they watch the entire Game of Thrones series together. Winter had heard Bree mention her and Shelby’s obsession with the show, and aside from providing her with another topic to discuss with Bree, binging six hours of television at a time was a good way for her and Autumn to unwind.

      Laughing, Autumn shook her head. “I don’t even want to try.”

      Just as the screen flickered to life, a loud knock at the front door snapped both their attention over to the short hallway. Though Toad’s ears perked up, the pup did not make a sound at the disturbance. Unless Autumn purposefully incited it, Toad rarely barked. Between his size and his pointy ears, Winter thought Toad behaved more like a cat than a dog.

      “Were you expecting someone?” she asked.

      Autumn’s gaze flicked back to Winter as she shook her head. “Probably someone trying to sell me something or convert me. Just a sec, I’ll take care of it.”

      After a couple metallic clicks, Winter heard the door creak open. Scooting to the center cushion, she leaned over until she could see around the edge of the hallway. As she caught sight of the visitor, the icy clutch of adrenaline edged its way in beside her rapidly beating heart. When Noah’s green eyes settled on hers, all she could manage was a half-assed wave.

      Why in the hell was he here? Was this some ploy of Autumn’s to get Winter and Noah back on good terms with one another? No, that didn’t make any sense. Autumn didn’t even know about the heated conversation outside the dig site. Unless, of course, Noah told her about it.

      Even if he had, Autumn wouldn’t have staged a surprise visit for them to hash out their differences. She would have encouraged them to be honest with themselves and to communicate their feelings, as she often did, but she wouldn’t have tried to trick anyone into divulging information they didn’t wish to share.

      “Hey,” Autumn greeted. Her voice snapped Winter away from her fixation on Noah, though the man’s gaze had already returned to Autumn.

      “Hey,” he replied, his voice hushed. “Uh, is this a bad time?”

      “What?” Autumn looked confused, wrinkling her nose as she waved the taller man into the hall. “Why would you say…” She trailed off as she and Noah stepped into the living room. “Oh.”

      “It’s all right, I can go.” Noah held up his hands and took a step backward.

      “Tell you what,” Autumn started, gesturing from Winter to Noah. “Clearly something’s going on right here, and something tells me it doesn’t involve me. Not directly, at least. Right?”

      “Um.” Now it was Noah’s turn to look confused. “No, I guess not. Are you trying to read our minds or something?”

      Autumn’s cheeks grew pink. “No, but I’m observant. Not that it takes an observant person to see that the tension in here is so thick I could spread it on a piece of toast. You know what, Toad probably wants to go for a walk. You two stay here, figure out whatever the hell is going on. As much as I like toast, I’m not a big fan of the air in here right now.”

      Brushing off the front of her loose-fitting t-shirt, Autumn stepped into a pair of moccasins and retrieved a retractable leash. With an excited snort, Toad leapt off the couch and ran over to her.

      Once the door latched closed, the room lapsed into silence.

      Noah made no move to advance from where he stood beside a small end table, and Winter kept her gaze fixed on her hands.

      “I didn’t know you’d be here. I thought you meant you two were going out…” His voice was strained and quiet, and she felt a stab of guilt at the dejected tone.

      “I’m sorry.” Winter finally managed, the volume of the words scarcely above a whisper.

      “Yeah.” As she glanced up at him, shadows shifted along his face as he clenched and unclenched his jaw.

      “I’m sorry, Noah. I rushed to judgment, and I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “It’s all right,” he replied with a slight shrug. The words sounded perfunctory.

      “No, it’s not,” Winter said, shaking her head. “It’s just like, for all those years, ever since I was thirteen, my life’s had this singular purpose. All I’d been determined to do was either put Kilroy in a prison cell or put a bullet between his eyes. But then after that was done, it felt like I had all this unresolved shit to deal with, shit I’d just been pushing to the side, and I didn’t even know where to start.”

      Compassion etched itself across Noah’s handsome features.

      “Grampa wasn’t doing well…” Damn, the burn of emotion had her blinking hard. “And we didn’t know what was going on with him. At the time, it really felt like I might lose him, and that, that just broke something in my head, I think. I didn’t want to burden you with it, but more than that, I think I was ashamed of myself for it. For not knowing how to deal with it. I mean, that was the point I’d wanted to get to for my entire life, but once I was there, then what?”

      With a tired sigh, he nodded his understanding as he moved to sit beside her on the arm of the couch. His expression was still strained, but the suspicion had vanished. “I get it. Look, I know I’ll never understand how it felt to lose your family like that, but that feeling you just described. Not knowing how you fit into anything anywhere after you’re finished with your task, I know how that feels.”

      “You do?” Before he could respond, she held up a hand and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound like I doubted you. It’s just hard to picture you not fitting in, you know?”

      His gaze fell to the cat, who’d chosen that moment to go batshit crazy and shoot across the room. “I guess. But yeah, I do. It wasn’t as bad for me as it was for some of the other guys I was overseas with. That’s one of the big problems a lot of combat vets have when they get back to the States. They’re used to being on high alert all the time. Their brains are tuned into that frequency, and some people have a harder time tuning out of it than others.”

      She looked at him. Really looked at him. This was the first time he’d really talked about his experience in the military.

      “We came back from a warzone, from a place where we had to kill to survive, and everyone just expected us to fit right back in like we’d never left. Believe it or not, the skills you learn as an infantryman aren’t compatible with a lot of civilian jobs. Not with jobs that aren’t some entry level nonsense, anyway.”

      He turned to face her, then reached for her hand. When he was only inches from touching her, he pulled away, rubbing his palms on his pants.

      “You just got back from a combat zone, darlin’, and you don’t need to be ashamed of not knowing what to do next. It’s normal, and you’re not alone. I’m sorry I acted like a jackass. I knew you were going through some shit, and I just threw myself a pity party like some kind of butthurt teenager.”

      Winter felt the corner of her mouth turn up in a smile. “Apology accepted. And I’m sorry I just took off without telling you anything about, well, about anything. That was a jerk move, and I don’t think you were the only one who threw yourself a pity party like a butthurt teenager.”

      “I guess not.” He chuckled. As his eyes met hers, his wistful smile was more noticeable. “It’s all right to not be all right. I’m your friend, and I’ll never think any less of you because you’re not all right.”

      She felt the telltale pinpricks in the corners of her eyes as she leaned over to wrap her arms around his shoulders.

      “Thank you,” she murmured as she tightened her grasp.

      “You know,” he said, breaking a spell of quiet. “If you keep doing this, keep hugging me, you’re going to have to change your mantra about not being a hugger.”

      She chuckled softly as she glanced up at him. “Only for you, Noah.”

      Had it not been for the metallic click of the door latch, Winter wasn’t sure what might have happened next. Part of her was glad for the interruption, and part of her was disappointed.

      The creak of the front door was followed by the clatter of paws on the hardwood as Toad rushed over to greet them.

      “Toad is happy to see you,” Autumn said.

      Noah crouched down and straightened the pineapple print bandana around Toad’s neck before he scratched behind one fluffy ear.

      “You know,” Autumn said, her green eyes flicking from Winter to Noah and then back. “It’s the first time you’ve both been over to hang out with me at the same time. Maybe that’s not exciting to you guys, but for me, it’s kind of a big deal. This is the most people that’ve been in my apartment at one time since I moved here two years ago. And if there was one more person here, that’d be an all-time high for me since I moved to Virginia.”

      “Come to think of it,” Winter chuckled, “I think three other people in my apartment would be an all-time high for me too.”

      “Same here,” Noah put in.

      Autumn arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Why does everyone think that I’ve got like a hundred friends?” He threw his arms up and sighed in feigned exasperation.

      Flashing him a smug look, Winter crossed her arms over her chest. “See, I’m not the only one.”

      “I’ve only got ninety,” he huffed. “Get it straight, ladies. Autumn, where’s your cat?”

      With a sarcastic grin, she raised the popcorn kernels to gesture to the short hallway to the side of the front door. “Pretty sure she’s on my bed.”

      The open invitation to wander unaccompanied into their host’s bedroom might have struck Winter as odd if their host was anyone other than Autumn Trent. The woman’s level of tidiness surpassed even Aiden’s, and it rivaled Bree’s.

      For the first visit, Winter had felt like the place was so orderly that she should refrain from touching anything. When she returned home that day, she had cleaned her apartment from top to bottom.

      “Are you a cat person, Noah?” Winter asked.

      “I feel like there’s a lot of stereotyping going on here right now,” he replied as he made his way to the hall. “And I don’t appreciate it. Yes, Winter, I like cats. My Grandma Eileen has been fostering kittens since I was in grade school. Little dogs like Toad are cool, too, but big dogs, not so much. There were some dogs that hung around Grandma and Grandpa’s ranch, and those things were mean.”

      Winter laughed. “Hard to believe you’re afraid of anything.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Might be a little unconventional, but that’s when I learned to shoot a gun. Once we got rid of the mean-ass dogs, we started seeing feral cats around more often. Feral cats are a whole different story. They just run away from you and hiss if you get too close. Plus, they’d keep all the critters under control, mice and ground squirrels and shit. In a roundabout kind of way, the cats were great for Grandma and Grandpa’s garden. Grandma and I used to catch some of the cats and take them in to get them fixed and vaccinated.”

      “A whole family of cat people,” Winter remarked with a grin.

      He returned the pleasant expression and nodded. “A whole family of cat people.”

      At the look, at that perfect, disarming smile, she felt the start of an unfamiliar flutter in her stomach. But no matter her lack of experience with the sensation, she knew what it meant. Something between them had shifted, and the change was irreversible.

      Whether the shift was good or bad, she wasn’t sure.
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        * * *

      

      The main reason Ladwig turned on the news during dinner that night was to learn more about the thunderstorms that were slated for later in the week. Richmond wasn’t usually tornado territory, but Sue and Kiera had discussed tornadoes for the better part of the morning. He had been skeptical at first, but the weather app on his phone had supported the weather women’s observations.

      White and blue light from the flickering screen glinted off the end of his metal chopsticks as he stuffed another pot sticker in his mouth.

      Ladwig liked to cook, but as the years dragged on, he found the motivation to make a meal for no one but himself had all but vanished. So much time had passed, he assumed he would have to season his cast iron cookware all over again before he used any of it to prepare a meal.

      “In what is still a developing story, authorities yesterday unearthed the remains of a man whose body had been sealed in a fifty-five-gallon drum.” The young man on the screen looked like he was merely reciting a recipe for marinara sauce. “Police have said that lye was used to speed up the decomposition process. We go now to our field reporter, Jenny Harris. Jenny?”

      The screen flipped over to a dark-eyed woman who held a microphone in one hand as she nodded.

      “Thanks, Clark. I’m just outside the city limits where workers are preparing to start the construction of some new homes. Yesterday, while they were digging out the basement for one of these houses, Brad Rathbun and Pete Timson came across a metal drum. According to the two men, the lid was still sealed, though the equipment used in the dig had dented the side of the barrel.

      “Now, the county sheriff’s office has handed the investigation over to the Federal Bureau of Investigation. At this point, the victim’s identity remains unknown, but I did have a chance to talk to one of the deputies earlier today. According to the medical examiner, there are marks on the skull of the deceased that indicate they went through a series of surgeries not long before their death.”

      Though the woman still spoke, all her words turned to dust before they had a chance to drift into Ladwig’s ears.

      Lye. A sealed drum. Surgical marks on the skull.

      And now the FBI was involved?

      If the Feds had taken over the investigation, that meant they likely had another body. Surgical tools left distinctive marks on bone. They left precise marks.

      Ladwig didn’t know the full extent of the weight behind Sandra Evans’ work, but he knew enough to understand that the men and women who called the shots held positions of considerable power. Maybe they could have dealt with a county or a city investigation, but he doubted any of them could contend with the resources of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

      His mouth had gone dry, and he knew the arid sensation wasn’t the result of the salty takeout he had picked up for dinner. With a desperate drink from his glass of water, he tried to sort through the litany of thoughts that flew through his mind.

      Now that he was thinking more clearly, he knew he couldn’t just leave.

      He’d dealt with Sandra Evans for seven years, but he’d opened his practice more than a decade ago. That practice, coupled with the years he’d spent as a physician and a psychiatrist in the military, had paid off not only his extensive student loans but the cost of the building out of which he worked.

      That practice paid for him to live comfortably. That practice was his whole damn life, it was all he had left, and even though he’d been ready to flee a couple days ago…

      Not now. He wanted to stay.

      Sandra and her people had to have safeguards in place for an eventuality such as this. They’d be stupid not to, and if there was one thing Sandra Evans was not, it was stupid. He would let her and whoever in the hell employed her deal with the unidentified body in the barrel. This wasn’t Ladwig’s fight.

      It had never been his fight.

      As the television cut to an earlier interview of a sheriff’s deputy, Ladwig swore he felt his heart stop.

      Before the scene could switch away, he snatched the television remote from the coffee table and pressed pause. Even though they were not in focus, the man and woman standing at the edge of the dig site were clearly visible thanks to the high resolution of Ladwig’s new television.

      The afternoon sunlight glinted off the woman’s sunglasses as she pushed them to rest atop her head, and the man’s aviators had been clipped to the breast pocket of his black jacket. The sight of Winter wasn’t a surprise, but the man was a different story.

      The man at Winter’s side was Brady fucking Lomond.
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      Max Osbourne was in a meeting about a different matter, and he had tasked Aiden with updating their little group about the John and Jane Doe cases. Behind the same podium from which he had announced Douglas Kilroy’s identity, from which he had effectively solved the case that had stumped them all for decades, he prepared to advise that same group of people of the scant evidence they had uncovered for their newest case.

      All three agents—Bree, Noah, and Winter—were seated, but a flicker of movement at the doorway drew their attention as Dan Nguyen strode into the room. He wore his usual agreeable expression, and the casual smile was a far cry from the gravity of their most recent encounter.

      “I think you all know Dr. Nguyen already,” Aiden started as the newcomer moved to stand at his side. Though Dan was an inch or two shorter than Aiden, he always forgot how tall the man was. During a typical interaction, Dan was either seated beside a body, behind a desk, or hunched over an exam table.

      “Agents.” Dan offered Winter and Noah a quick smile. “Nice to see you again, even though I wish it was under better circumstances. I was in the area, so I figured I’d come by and make sense of what I’ve included in my report so far.”

      Aiden nodded and stepped aside. “You’re the one with the medical degree. Go ahead.”

      “Warm welcome as always, Mr. Parrish.” Dan chuckled, but his expression remained grim. “To start with, I’m sorry to say that we still don’t have any idea who John Doe is. All his teeth were pulled, and none of his skin was intact enough to pull any kind of print. We’ll be lucky if we can get DNA from any of the tissue that was left. Lye degrades DNA, and John Doe was doused with a hell of a lot of lye. We’ll test bone, of course, but even so, DNA only helps us if he’s in the database. And, I’ll be honest, the odds aren’t in our favor there.”

      “Any update on the cause of death?” Aiden asked.

      “None. With the tissue as decayed as it is, we aren’t likely to get much from a tox screen, but we’re going to try to run one anyway. I’ve got a theory, but at this point, that’s all it is.”

      “That’s about all we can ask for right now,” Aiden put in. “Let’s hear it.”

      “There were some interesting marks on John Doe’s bones. Specifically, the bones here.” He paused to draw the shape of a Y over his black suit jacket. With his vintage hairstyle and pricey watch, Dan almost looked like he was in the employ of a marketing firm, not the medical examiner’s office.

      “Like an autopsy.” Bree’s words were not a question.

      “Exactly like an autopsy. And the tools that were used to make those marks weren’t just some set of knives in a psychopath’s garage. Those marks were made by precise surgical tools. They’re the same marks left behind after an autopsy. An autopsy performed by a professional, by someone with a medical degree and years of experience. And that’s not even the weirdest or worst part of it.”

      “It’s not?” Noah furrowed his brows.

      “Nope.” Bree sighed and leaned back in her chair.

      “No, it’s not. John Doe’s head was split open like a coconut, and his brain was gone.” Dan’s dark eyes shifted from agent to agent as the shocking realization registered on their faces. “That’s still not it, though. There was a lot going on with John Doe’s head, as it turns out. He’d recently undergone a surgery that involved cutting open the back of his skull.”

      “You’re saying someone performed brain surgery on him before he was killed?” Winter surmised. Her laser focus didn’t drift from Dr. Nguyen.

      Even under the intense stare, Dan didn’t so much as miss a beat. “I can’t say with complete accuracy when it happened, but yes, more or less. The surgery is recent, within the last few months before he died, at least. Now, that was on the back of his skull, the parietal bone, but at the front, right in above the temporal bone on his left side, there was an old, healed injury. There were some marks to indicate that he’d undergone surgery for that injury too.”

      “As a child?” Winter asked, the hair raising on her arms.

      Nguyen nodded. “My theory is that whoever killed him and took his brain would have wanted it intact. Rather than a bullet or another type of physical injury, I think they euthanized him in the same way a veterinarian would euthanize a sick animal. John Doe was anywhere from thirty to fifty years old, probably Caucasian.”

      “Sick bastards,” Noah muttered.

      “Jane Doe, the case from thirteen years ago, she’s got the same autopsy marks as John Doe. A forensic anthropologist estimated at the time that she was between twenty and thirty. Also consistent with John Doe, Jane’s head was split open. The body was too decomposed to tell, but I’d be willing to bet that her brain had been taken too.

      “They didn’t make a lot from it at the time, but she had an old head wound as well. Hers was on the back of her head, near the occipital bone. I think it stands to reason that you’ve got two murders with a really distinct pattern, but I’m just here to relay the physical evidence. Making a behavioral sketch is SSA Parrish’s job.”

      “Thanks for stopping in, Dr. Nguyen.” Aiden reached out to clasp the man’s hand in a parting shake.

      With a grin, Dan nodded. “Always a pleasure working with you guys. I’ll keep you in the loop as to what we find. The autopsy, if that’s what you want to call it, has been a mess, but we’re not leaving any stone unturned. Hopefully, I’ll have more for you guys soon.”

      Dan waved to them as he pulled the glass and metal door closed behind himself.

      “Well, shit,” Noah muttered.

      Aiden suppressed a sigh. “Yeah. ‘Well, shit,’ about sums it up.”

      “What do you have so far?” Winter asked.

      “Not much.” Aiden stepped behind the wooden podium and flipped open the manila folder. “As we just learned, both victims had similar surgical procedures conducted on their heads. The wounds had started to heal in both cases, so those surgeries were conducted while they were still alive. An autopsy was performed on both victims, but it centered around their head.

      “We don’t have a lot here in terms of physical evidence, but these deaths were both really, really specific. The killer has a specific set of skills, and based on how recent John Doe’s body is, they’re still in the city somewhere. They’ve been using lye to dissolve their victims’ bodies for at least thirteen years, and they added water to John Doe’s to speed up the process.

      “This is someone who knows what they’re doing, both in terms of the procedures performed during and after the victims’ lives. They know how to destroy identifying evidence, and they know how to keep a person alive after they cut open their head and poke around in their brain.”

      “You think we’re looking for a surgeon?” Bree surmised.

      “Yes,” he answered. “Most likely a neurosurgeon. This isn’t another Jeffrey Dahmer chopping people up in his bathtub. This is someone with a medical degree, at the very least. Probably someone with specific experience performing surgery on the brain. The surgical tools used to make these cuts and to saw open the skulls were medical grade, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that our surgeon is practicing. They could have been fired for malpractice.”

      “Or happily cutting into patients at a hospital right now,” Noah muttered.

      Aiden nodded. “It is likely they are still practicing, still seen as a competent physician. Considering the previous head trauma experienced by both victims, there are a couple different ways the killer could have found them. They could’ve looked through medical records and decided they wanted these specific people, or these people could be previous patients of theirs. There’s no doubt here that we’re dealing with a serial killer, and I don’t think there’s any doubt that Jane and John Doe are just two of many.”

      Drumming her fingers atop the polished table, Bree glanced over to Noah and Winter and then back to him. “We pull missing persons reports from the past year with a focus on those submitted in the past seven months. Check through those people to see if any of them have any history of traumatic brain injuries. Meanwhile, we look through hospital personnel records to see what kinds of brain surgeons around here have been slapped with malpractice suits.”

      “Sounds like we’re sleeping here tonight, then.” Noah leaned back in his chair, his jawline grim. “I hope someone has their own coffee maker because, if we’re all relying on the shit in the breakroom, we’ll be dead before we can find out who John Doe is.”
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      In the past forty-eight hours, Winter estimated that she had managed approximately three hours of sleep. As soon as her head hit the plush pillow of her bed—as opposed to the scratchy couch cushions in the breakroom—she was out. Despite the soft mattress and the warm blankets, her fretful slumber was marked by bizarre, vivid dreams.

      Though the digital clock at her bedside indicated she had slept for almost a full seven hours, she felt like she had rested for only two out of the seven. Pushing herself to sit, Winter rubbed her eyes and yawned. She could feel a dull ache at the base of her head, but she wasn’t all that surprised to wake up with the start of a headache after a night of such fitful rest.

      Before she could scoot over to swing her legs off the edge of the bed, the room blurred as the pain sharpened to a stab. Months had passed since her last vision, but the sensation was so unlike any other that it was easy to differentiate.

      As darkness ate away the edge of her vision, she reached one clumsy hand over to the tissue box on the nightstand. She had only just pressed the balled-up tissue to her nose when the world went black.
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        * * *

      

      Through the dusty glass of an old window, Winter watched a flurry of fat, white snowflakes whip by on a mournful gust of wind. The beige windowsill was specked with dirt, and chips of paint had begun to peel away from the cheap wood.

      She snapped her gaze away from the snowy scene as she heard the faint whisper of music. The sound grew clearer as her senses tuned her into the little bedroom, and she soon recognized the song as a popular rock anthem during the late 1990s.

      Atop an overturned milk crate was the clunky, old-school boombox that blasted the well-known tune, and beside the makeshift nightstand, a girl sat cross-legged on a twin-sized bed. The bright greens and blues of the comforter were faded, and the edges were frayed in spots.

      As Winter stepped away from the window, the girl’s attention didn’t break away from where it was fixed on the book in her lap. Though she was no older than ten, she wasn’t reading a children’s book or even a comic book.

      This ten-year-old kid was reading a full-length novel.

      The clatter of a door snapped the little girl’s gaze up to the shadowy hall at the other end of the room. Even in the muddy gray daylight, her green eyes shone like a pair of emeralds. As soon as Winter saw those eyes, she knew who the girl was.

      “Autumn,” a woman called, her voice muffled. There was an unmistakable slur to her voice. Whoever she was, she was three sheets to the wind.

      Shoving the paperback closed, Autumn scrambled to the end of the mattress to press the power button on the radio with a shaking hand. She scooted back to the corner where the bed met the wall, grabbed a stuffed kitten from the pillow, and clutched the cat to her chest.

      As Winter glanced back and forth between the doorway and the young girl, she could feel her heart rate pick up, each beat pushing the chill of adrenaline throughout her body. Autumn was terrified, and now Winter was terrified too.

      She wanted to tell herself that she was standing in the middle of an event that had never transpired in the real world, that the fear she felt was a nightmare Autumn had experienced when she was young. But Winter couldn’t so much as entertain the idea.

      Whatever in the hell she was watching had happened. Whatever caused the sickly sense of fright to hang low and heavy in the air was real.

      A flicker of movement drew Winter’s gaze away from Autumn and over to the doorway, and she took in a sharp breath as the woman shambled into the room.

      The resemblance between her and the Autumn that Winter knew was uncanny, but what surprised Winter the most was how young she looked. She was hardly halfway through her twenties.

      “Autumn,” the woman repeated, “why are you looking at me like that?” The query was as weary as it was accusatory.

      The dull afternoon light glinted off the tears as they streaked down Autumn’s pale cheeks. With a sniffle, she brushed the droplets away and shook her head.

      “You’re drunk.” Autumn’s words were little more than a whisper, and Winter could feel the pinpricks at the corners of her eyes.

      There was more melancholy in the little girl’s voice than there ever should have been in someone her age. At ten, Autumn had already seen more pain and suffering than most adults would witness in their entire lives.

      “I’m not drunk.” The slur with which she spoke was almost ironic.

      Heaving a tired sigh, the woman brushed off the front of her denim miniskirt as she dropped down to sit at the end of the bed. With one hand, she combed the pieces of bleached blonde hair away from her hazel eyes.

      “Okay,” she giggled, “maybe I’m a little tipsy.”

      In response to the lessened distance between them, Autumn’s grasp on her orange stuffed kitten tightened.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, sweetie.” As she reached a hand toward her daughter, Autumn jammed herself farther into the corner.

      “That’s what you always say,” Autumn whispered.

      If Winter hadn’t been in the midst of a memory, she would have pushed the woman off the bed, punched her in the jaw, or both.

      “I know.” Shadows along the woman’s throat shifted as she swallowed.

      “Why do you hate me, Mom?”

      As the woman shook her head, Winter caught the glassiness in her green-flecked eyes. “I don’t hate you. I’m just, I’m going through a hard time right now. But it’s about to get better. I promise it’s about to get better. We’re going to get better. I’m going to stop using, I’m going to stop drinking. I just had to go out one last time before I got well, okay?”

      Autumn’s only response was another quiet sniffle.

      “Honey, your dad is going to move back in with us.”

      “W-w-what?” Autumn stammered. “When? Why? He can’t, we can’t.” Shaking her head vehemently, Autumn tucked her knees up to her chest. She looked like a cornered animal. If she was frightened of her mother, then she was outright terrified of her father.

      “He’s going to help me.” The woman made another tentative move toward her daughter, but when Autumn bristled, she stopped in place. “We aren’t going to drink anymore. We’re going to go back to school, and we’re going to get good jobs. Everything’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      Winter half-expected the young Autumn to nod and accept her mother’s reassurance, but the look of abject terror didn’t even lessen.

      “You never keep your promises, and neither does he.”

      There was a glint of ire behind the woman’s hazel eyes, but before Winter could watch the rest of the interaction play out, the scene shimmered out of existence. When she blinked, she was suddenly outdoors. The stairs to the splintered porch were worn, and a handful of persistent weeds pierced through the cracks in the concrete.

      She could tell right away that the girl who walked down the pockmarked sidewalk to the rundown house was the same girl she had just seen. And like the scene in Autumn’s room, Winter knew she was in the midst of another memory.

      Tightening her grip on the straps of her purple backpack, Autumn paused before she climbed up the first step. The afternoon sunlight gave her caramel-colored hair a golden tinge, and Winter was reminded that she was not a natural redhead.

      Ever since she was a freshman in high school, Autumn had dyed her hair. She had even shown Winter a picture of the vivid purple and blue hues she used before she moved to Virginia to start her postgraduate work.

      By the time Winter pulled herself from the short reverie, Autumn had opened the tarnished front door. In spite of the shouts she heard from inside the house, or perhaps because of them, Winter didn’t hesitate to follow the girl.

      A blond, muscular man with a handful of tattoos printed on each arm stood beside a plush couch, and in front of him was Autumn’s mother.

      Her hair was now a deep, chocolate brown, and the dark circles beneath her eyes were more pronounced. Maybe she had made good on her promise to quit drinking, but whatever her new substance of choice, Winter suspected its effects were far worse.

      Try as she might, Winter couldn’t focus on the words the two hollered back and forth at one another, but without warning, the man snapped one arm up to crack the back of his hand across the woman’s face. Reflexively, Winter covered her mouth to stifle the sound of her sharp gasp.

      Autumn’s words were just as indistinguishable as her parents’ as she set her books atop the coffee table to rush over to her mother.

      “Go to your room, Autumn!” the man ordered, jabbing an index finger at a set of stairs beside the entrance to the kitchen.

      “Leave Mom alone!” Autumn returned as she positioned herself between the two adults.

      “Get the hell out of here!” His voice was just below an outright shout.

      “Fuck you, Jeff!” the young girl shot back. “Why don’t you just leave? I know that’s what you want to do anyway, so why don’t you just get it over with?”

      “I’m your father, Autumn,” he grated in response. “You’d best watch your damn mouth, you hear me?” His green eyes had narrowed, and his dangerous expression made the hair on the back of Winter’s neck stand on end.

      “Whatever you’re going to do,” Autumn ground out, her tone strained, “just get it over with, you piece of shit!”

      Curling his right hand into a fist, Jeff took a swift step forward, arced his arm backward, and swung.

      At the precise moment the blow landed on Autumn’s cheek, Winter felt a searing pain just above her forehead. Autumn’s lids fluttered closed, and with a sickening crack, her head struck the corner of the sturdy, wooden coffee table.

      If Winter didn’t know better, she would have thought she had just witnessed Autumn Trent’s death.

      But before the pool of blood could grow, before the mother’s shrieks could echo through Winter’s ears, the scene changed again.

      The environment was calm and tranquil, a far cry from the chaos of the cramped living room she had just left. Autumn held the same stuffed kitten to her chest as she pulled up the blankets on her hospital bed. White gauze wrapped around her head, and to her side, the light of the television glinted off a metal IV stand.

      Winter’s breath caught in her throat as the heavy door cracked open.

      Vision or not, if either of Autumn’s parents walked through the doorway, she would find a way to push them back out.

      To her relief, the visitor was a middle-aged woman clad in navy blue scrubs and a white lab coat. The corners of her amber, gold-flecked eyes creased as her gaze met Autumn’s. Brushing away a piece of blonde hair that had fallen over the girl’s forehead, she made her way to the cushioned chair beside the bed.

      “Dr. Schmidt,” Autumn greeted, a portion of the doctor’s warm smile reflected in her face. “I didn’t think you were going to be here. The nurse told me I’d be doing all the rest of my checkups with her or a different doctor.”

      “Maybe some of them,” Dr. Schmidt replied, her smile unfaltering. “But I always like to check in to make sure my patients are okay after surgery.”

      Autumn nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      As the doctor asked the young girl a series of questions, the rest of the room faded to a listless gray.

      By the time the darkness crept back into the edge of Winter’s vision, everything other than Dr. Schmidt was black and white.
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        * * *

      

      Winter sat bolt upright and sucked in a deep breath. The headache was gone, and not even a twinge of the sharp, stabbing pain had been left behind. Only a smudge of red dotted the tissue, but when she looked to the digital clock, she groaned.

      She might have only been out for fifteen minutes, but she and Noah had agreed to carpool to work in an effort to save a little cash. They made decent money, but scholarships or not, Winter still had her fair share of student loans to repay.

      If she had been unconscious for fifteen minutes, that meant Noah was fifteen minutes ahead of her.

      As she hastened through her morning routine, Winter mulled over the events she had just watched. There was still no doubt in her mind that the visions were memories, and that those memories indeed belonged to Autumn Trent.

      But why?

      So far, all her visions had been relevant to a case. Even without the profile put together by Aiden and Bree, Winter knew Autumn wasn’t responsible for the body they’d found earlier that week.

      The Jane Doe case was more than thirteen years old, and as smart and capable as Autumn was, Winter doubted the woman would have been able to pull off a brain surgery turned murder when she’d just been fifteen.

      So, why had Winter just watched three distinct snippets of Autumn’s past? If Autumn wasn’t the perpetrator, then it meant she was…

      “Shit,” Winter spat as she unlocked the screen of her phone.

      If Autumn wasn’t the perpetrator, then she was a potential victim. Like Kayla Bennett, like the armored car personnel in the Presley case, or like Bree in the Kilroy investigation.

      I’m in the parking lot, Noah had written.

      Her fingers flew across the screen. Be right there. I need to talk to you.

      She was so wrapped up in the possibility of a cold-blooded murderer gunning for her friend that she hadn’t considered how the sentence “I need to talk to you” might have been construed.

      About the case, she added quickly.

      Dropping the phone into her handbag, she went through a mental checklist of essential items—her phone, wallet, badge, weapon—and then scooped up her keys and made her way out into the summer morning.

      The sun was blanketed by a layer of clouds, and to the west, the sky darkened with the first hints of the forecasted storms. Gray daylight glinted off the lenses of Noah’s aviator sunglasses as he turned them over in his hand. His gaze was fixed on the horizon, but as soon as she stepped onto the lot, his green eyes flicked to her.

      “Mornin’,” he greeted, stifling a yawn with one hand.

      “Did you sleep like shit too?” she asked as she pulled open the passenger side door of the red pickup.

      He only managed a nod in response as he yawned again.

      “It’s stress, probably.” With a sigh, Winter squeezed her eyes closed and rubbed her temples.

      “Maybe we should ask Autumn if she’s got any recommendations. She’s a double expert when it comes to stress, you know? She’s a grad student, which is stressful, and then she’s a clinical psych major.” He glanced to her and offered a noncommittal shrug.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Winter muttered as she fastened her seatbelt. “But that’s part of what I wanted to talk to you about. I think she’s involved in this John Doe case we’re working.”

      Eyes going wide, he shot her a questioning look as he turned the key over in the ignition. “Involved? How?”

      She wanted to know what was going on, but the vision hadn’t been forthcoming. Winter took in a deep breath to push past the sudden bout of impatience. “I had a headache. You know, one of those headaches.”

      He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, she held up a hand.

      “I’m fine. Honestly, compared to some of the other ones, this wasn’t even really that bad. Plus, I was sitting on my bed when I lost consciousness, so I fell onto a pillow instead of the floor.” She emphasized her point with a sarcastic smile.

      She wasn’t worried about herself. She’d dealt with these visions for years, and right now, she was concerned for her friend.

      It was a strange feeling, she thought suddenly.

      For the first chunk of the Douglas Kilroy investigation, her actions had been driven as much by a lust for revenge as worry for the wellbeing of others.

      Winter wasn’t proud of her motivation in those months, nor did she like how she had behaved toward her friends and colleagues. Maybe the whole Machiavellian attitude worked for Aiden Parrish or Sun Ming, but manipulating people to get what she wanted was not Winter’s scene.

      How in the hell those two had ever sustained a romantic relationship for anything longer than a week was beyond her comprehension. At the thought, she felt a twinge of irritability. The feeling bordered dangerously on envy, and she pried herself from the introspection and glanced to Noah.

      “A vision?” he surmised.

      “Yeah.” Winter nodded. “It was weird. Not that any of them are normal, so to speak, but this one was like I was skipping through time to watch different events.”

      As they pulled out of the parking lot, she walked through each scene she had viewed, and she spared no detail. For all she knew, what seemed trivial to her might have struck someone else as important.

      And she was right.

      By the time she finished the recollection, they had pulled into the drive-thru of a Starbucks. Noah was clean-shaven, and Winter could swear she watched most of the color drain from his cheeks as she went through the memories.

      As he rolled down the window to give the barista their orders, he looked like he had just come face to face with a ghost.

      “Jesus Christ,” he muttered, raking the fingers of one hand through his dark hair.

      “Yeah.” Winter sighed and leaned against the headrest. “You remember the vision I had with Kilroy’s victim, Officer Delosreyes? During that one, it was like I was her, like I lived through that trauma just like she had. This one was almost the same way. I mean, I didn’t see it through Autumn’s eyes, but I was right there, and I felt every single thing she did. When she was scared, so was I, and when she hit her head on the edge of that coffee table, it hurt.”

      “Yeah, I remember that. And I think what we should do right now is try to set aside a lot of that. Set aside the knowledge that her parents are a couple serious, high-grade pieces of shit, and just try to figure out what the stuff you saw has to do with the John Doe case. Because if she’s a target here, we need to take care of that before we can even really think about all the rest of it. Not trying to sound like a dick, either. Because, believe me, I’m not about to just forget about the rest of it.”

      “Me neither,” Winter all but spat. “But you’re right. I agree completely. We need to figure out what she’s got to do with this case first so we can make sure she’s safe.”

      “She hit her head, right?”

      “Right. And if I hadn’t known she was still alive, I would’ve thought that it had killed her.”

      Noah inched closer to the pick-up window. “Traumatic brain injury, right?”

      “Right.” She saw the connection already, but she didn’t interrupt him.

      “John Doe and Jane Doe both had traumatic brain injuries too. From what the ME said, the injuries were older. And he said that they’d undergone surgery for those, plus the surgery that the killer, or at least we assume the killer did before they overdosed them on morphine or whatever in the hell it was they used to kill them. So, since they were able to keep these people alive after a damn brain surgery, we’re looking for a brain surgeon, right?”

      Winter stared at him. “Do you think…?” It was like the rest of the words were stuck in her throat.

      “That doctor you saw,” he finished for her. “Yeah. Dr. Schmidt, right? Schmidt is a common name, and we don’t know where the hospital was.”

      “Yeah, Autumn grew up in Minnesota, but for procedures like that, sometimes people get life flighted pretty far away from where they were when they got hurt.”

      “We don’t have enough for a subpoena.” Thoughtful gaze fixed on the windshield, he tapped the steering wheel with an index finger. “Could we just ask her?”

      “How?” Winter held out her hands as she shook her head.

      There were only a few people alive who knew about her sixth sense and her visions, and one of them was bound by a Hippocratic Oath. As much as Winter liked Autumn, and as much potential as she saw for the future of their friendship, she could not take the risk.

      Not only would revealing her so-called ability put her career in jeopardy, but there was a real chance that Autumn would think she was insane.

      To her relief, Noah needed no elaboration. “Good point.”

      “I feel bad about it, but I can’t think of another way. We need to find out who Dr. Schmidt is. And you’re right, we don’t have enough for a subpoena, especially not for medical records. But we can look through what we do have, and then we can get enough for a subpoena.”

      “If we look hard enough, we might not even need a subpoena.”
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      The search for background information about Autumn Trent started out slow and tedious. For a student with a massive amount of loan debt, Autumn’s credit score was good. In fact, Winter thought it might have been higher than hers.

      Her academic record was spotless—she had been on the Dean’s List for every semester of her undergrad. Autumn had graduated with “highest distinction” after she wrote an honor’s thesis about bystander intervention. A couple years ago, she’d been awarded her Juris Doctorate, and once again, she had been at the top of her class.

      None of the school records were news to Winter. She and Autumn had engaged in plenty of discussions about their respective college careers.

      A list of addresses and potential relatives gleaned from public records indicated that Autumn’s adopted father had passed away, and that her adopted mother, Kimberly Trent, still lived in Minnesota.

      Again, Winter already knew about Autumn’s adopted parents.

      Before they were even twenty-four hours into their search, Winter and Noah had hit a dead end. They didn’t know the surname in which Autumn had been born, and despite sifting through at least seven different databases, they hadn’t even found a clue to point them in the right direction. Her adoption records were sealed, and all they could discern was that she had been thirteen at the time.

      There were Child Protective Services records, but they were closed up even tighter than the adoption documents. Other than the fact that Autumn was labeled “victim” in each case, they weren’t even given a date or a year when the events had taken place.

      When they left the office on the first day, Winter had been sure they would come back in the morning with a refreshed perspective. She was sure they would find something.

      But when they departed on the second day, her conviction had begun to waver.

      Concocting a series of lies so she could ask Autumn about her past was an absolute last resort. But as Winter dropped down to sit on her couch, she figured her time would be better utilized by coming up with a believable cover story.

      The idea left a sour taste in her mouth, but she would rather lie to her friend than watch her get hurt, especially if she knew she could have prevented it.

      A clatter sounded from the wooden coffee table as the screen of her smartphone lit up the shadowy living room. She spotted Noah’s contact picture as she leaned forward, and she swiped the answer key before the device had a chance to buzz again.

      “Hey,” she greeted. “What’s up?”

      “I’ve got something.” His breathing was labored, and she wondered what he had been doing.

      “About the case?”

      “Yeah. Is it cool if I stop over?”

      “Of course.” She pushed herself out of her seat and started toward the kitchen.

      “Good, because I’m already here.”

      When he rapped his knuckles against the nearby door, she couldn’t help but laugh.

      Flicking the deadbolt, she pulled open the door and stepped aside to give him room to enter. He had abandoned the black suit and blue tie he wore to work that day in favor of gym shorts and a worn band t-shirt.

      “Nirvana?” she asked, furrowing her brows to flash him a puzzled glance. “You don’t strike me as a Nirvana type of guy.”

      “There you go stereotyping me again,” he huffed with feigned exasperation. “I listen to everything, thank you very much.”

      “Kurt Cobain did lead us out of the darkness of the hair band era.” Winter grinned at him. She couldn’t stand ‘80s hair bands, and Noah had been subjected to a couple of her tirades when they accidentally came across Poison or Def Leppard on the radio.

      “They’re not all terrible, I’m telling you. You’ve got to have an open mind sometimes, Winter.” With one of the matter-of-fact looks he had perfected over the last year, he produced a silver laptop from beneath an arm. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to use this to pull up a ten-hour loop of ‘Unskinny Bop.’ I found something about our case.” When he paused, she didn’t miss the flicker of guilt behind his green eyes.

      “About Autumn.” She kept her tone gentle, but she was relieved to know that she wasn’t the only one who felt like an asshole for snooping around in their friend’s past.

      “Yeah.”

      “You want something to drink?” Winter jerked a thumb over her shoulder as he dropped down to sit in the center of the couch.

      “Sure.”

      “Okay, what do you want?” she prodded.

      Shrugging, he glanced up from the computer. “Surprise me.”

      As she made her way to the refrigerator at the end of the galley kitchen, she entertained the idea of pouring him a mug of Southern Comfort.

      She went so far as to open the cupboard where she kept the coffee cups before remembering why he was here in the first place. He was here so they could rip open their friend’s dark past in hopes they would be able to connect her to a serial killer who happened to be a brain surgeon.

      Her stomach dropped, and she wondered if she should pour herself a mug of Southern Comfort.

      With a sigh, she pried open the stainless-steel fridge and retrieved two bottles of beer. Autumn had recommended the seasonal brew, and now Winter and Noah were obsessed.

      “Thanks.” Noah accepted the bottle from her outstretched hand and took a quick swig.

      “What did you find?” she asked as she dropped down to sit at his side.

      “Her name.”

      Winter tightened her grasp on the cool glass. “Her last name?”

      “Yeah. She and her adopted parents changed it at the same time they officially adopted her. Her last name before then was Nichol, and her parents were Regina Petzke and Jeffrey Nichol. And their records.” Shaking his head, he left the observation unfinished as he opened a new window. “I didn’t spend very long on them before I came over here, but from what I saw, neither of them were good people.”

      “Her mom looked really young,” Winter put in.

      “Sixteen.” Noah tapped a few keys. “And her dad was nineteen when she was born. So, based on the age you thought Autumn was when you saw her, I looked through his criminal record. The dude dropped off the face of the planet after the state pressed charges. And I mean, he really dropped off the face of the planet. Didn’t leave so much as a breadcrumb behind when he did.”

      “Fuck him,” Winter muttered.

      Noah nodded. “Hopefully, he got eaten by a shark or sucked up by a tornado or something. I found the date that it happened, April twenty-third, 2002. Little less than a month before Autumn’s eleventh birthday. And that’s when I called you to tell you I found something.”

      Winter reached for her notepad. “Now, we look for news articles and other reports from that day. There ought to be something out there that’ll mention which hospital they took her to.”

      “And then we look up their personnel records and find the woman you saw.”

      “And then we’ve got a suspect, right?”

      He paused to offer her a noncommittal shrug. “I don’t know about that. I mean, obviously we’ll know she’s a suspect, but I’m not sure how we explain that to anyone else. Especially Autumn.”

      Winter hesitated before she made the next suggestion. She knew he wouldn’t like the idea, but at this point, she figured they were desperate enough that he would still agree.

      “We can take it to Aiden,” Winter finally said, then held up a finger. “I know, but before you say anything.”

      Propping both elbows on his knees, Noah shifted his green eyes to hers. “You’re right,” he started. “No offense because I know he’s your friend, or mentor. Whatever. But the guy’s manipulative as shit. If anyone’ll be able to come up with something to use for us to talk to Autumn, it’ll be him.”

      Though Winter’s first inclination was to protest, she stopped herself before the words had formed on her lips.

      Well, he wasn’t wrong, was he?

      “All right,” she replied. “Yeah, something like that. I’m going to go get my laptop so I can help.”
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      Though they spent over an hour sifting through the records of the hospital, the time was minimal compared to the two days that had yielded no useful information.

      Winter was the first to locate records for the surgical staff during the month of April in 2002, and as soon as her eyes had settled on the familiar blonde woman, she took in a sharp breath.

      Noah’s attention snapped over to her laptop screen before she even announced her finding.

      “That’s her.” Winter gently tapped the woman’s picture with an index finger. “Dr. Catherine Schmidt. Pediatric Neurosurgeon. It says she only worked there for a couple more years after 2002.”

      “I’ll see what I can find in the FBI databases.”

      Her fingers were already moving. “Okay, I’ll see what I can find online.”

      A silence enveloped them, but it was broken within a matter of minutes as Noah heaved a sigh.

      “What?” Winter asked, pulling her focus away from the screen and over to her friend. “Did you find something?”

      “Yes and no,” he muttered. “You said she only worked there for a couple more years, right? So, she would have left there about fifteen years ago. As luck would have it, all her records left right along with her. No utilities registered in her name, no cell phone, no car, nothing. She just disappeared like she was never even there to begin with.”

      “Did she have any family? Anyone else we could follow to maybe get to her?”

      “No. She’s divorced, but her ex-husband died last year of natural causes. Her parents are both gone too. Cancer in both cases.” Running a hand through his hair, he flopped back in his seat and groaned. “It’s one dead end right after another.”

      “Do you think she could have died too?” Winter suspected she knew the answer, but they were grasping at straws.

      “If she did, it happened off the grid. No records of anything. It’s just, one day she was there, and then the next.” He paused to snap his fingers. “She was gone.”

      “Our luck, huh?”

      With a dry chuckle, he nodded. “Pretty much.”

      “You should take a break.” Winter waved her hand toward the kitchen. “Get yourself another beer and kick back for a little bit. I’ll keep looking.”

      Eyebrow arched in feigned suspicion, he returned his laptop to the coffee table. “Do you want a beer? Is that why you think I should take a break?”

      Despite the strain from a frustrating, morally questionable search into Autumn’s past, Winter laughed at his dripping sarcasm.

      “It’s not,” she managed, “but yes. I’d appreciate it.”

      Flashing her a grin, he pushed himself to stand. As he made his way to the kitchen, Winter returned her focus to the search.

      When she first caught the glimmer of red, she thought the screen of her laptop might have been acting up. The computer wasn’t even a year old, and if she had to jump through a series of hoops to get a replacement due to a manufacturer’s defect, wouldn’t that just be the icing on the damn cake?

      But as she scrolled, the out of place glow moved with the text.

      “A study,” she muttered to herself. The link led to the abstract of an academic journal article. As a bright, crimson glow crept along one of the authors’ names, she felt her jaw go slack.

      “What?” From the corner of her eye, she saw Noah approach, a beer in each hand.

      She wished he had retrieved the Southern Comfort from the top of the fridge instead.

      Wordlessly, she turned the screen to face him and pointed to the second to last author.

      “Holy shit,” he managed.

      As she met his wide-eyed stare, she nodded. “Dr. Robert Ladwig.”
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      Glancing from the two people at the circular table and then back to the hallway, Noah eased the glass and metal door closed. As he approached Winter and Aiden, he felt like he should have walked on his tiptoes.

      He didn’t make a hobby of sneaking around the FBI office, but as of late, it had become unnervingly common. Noah took his seat, and Aiden’s pale eyes flicked from him to Winter and back before he spoke.

      “What did you find?” His tone was just as cool and casual as if he was asking for directions to the breakroom.

      “Robert Ladwig,” Winter told him. “He’s the shrink I saw after I started getting these weird headaches and visions, or whatever in the hell you want to call them.”

      Wordlessly, Aiden nodded for her to continue.

      “Maybe we should start at the beginning,” Noah suggested.

      “Probably,” Winter muttered. “Speaking of those visions…I had one a few days ago.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Aiden rested both elbows atop the polished wooden surface as he narrowed his eyes.

      The flash of indignation on Winter’s face was unmistakable, and Noah had to fight to keep himself from smirking.

      Before she could reprimand the patronizing query, Aiden shook his head. “Don’t answer that. That was a stupid question. Go on.”

      Noah was almost impressed. Maybe Parrish had finally learned that Winter was capable of making adult decisions. He bit down on his tongue to stifle an amused chortle.

      “It was about our friend.” Winter folded her hands in front of herself.

      Noah’s mirth was short-lived as she went over every detail of the recollection, just like she had when she told him.

      When Winter finished, Parrish clenched and unclenched his jaw, a spark of ire simmering beneath his composed exterior. It was the most human behavior Noah thought he had ever seen from the man.

      Maybe he wasn’t an automaton, after all.

      With a reassuring smile and a nod, Noah took over for Winter and regaled their painstaking search for the doctor’s identity. By the time he explained the significance of discovering Robert Ladwig’s name on a scholarly journal article co-authored by Catherine Schmidt, Aiden’s cool visage had returned.

      “She could be using a fake identity,” the man proposed. “We’ve been seeing a fair amount of those lately.”

      “Or, she could be dead,” Winter put in. “We did some more digging in Dr. Ladwig’s history this morning, and he was in the military for close to ten years. He got his medical degree while he was working as a medic in the Army.”

      “He’s got the skillset.” Parrish said the words more to himself than Noah or Winter.

      “He might,” Winter replied. “And he called me out of the blue a few weeks ago. I didn’t think too much of it at the time, but it was a little…off.”

      “Maybe he’s the killer.” Even as he said it, Noah didn’t think it was the right answer. But what else did they have? “And maybe that’s why Catherine Schmidt dropped off the face of the planet. What if he killed her because she found him out? Or what if she was one of his victims?”

      To his surprise, Aiden nodded his agreement. “It’s always seemed like there was something off about that guy. What about your friend?”

      Noah frowned as he leaned back in his chair. “Do we really even need to bring her in for an interview at this point?”

      “Yeah, I don’t really know what we’d get from it,” Winter agreed.

      Parrish was shaking his head before she even finished. “Just because we like Ladwig for this doesn’t mean that’s the only route we pursue. Your visions have all been right so far, and Ladwig wasn’t in that vision. Your friend and her surgeon were.” Winter opened her mouth again, but Parrish raised a finger, and she snapped it shut. “Look, you two are her friends, so you bring her here and I’ll talk to her.”

      Noah couldn’t help a derisive snort. “You’re going to interrogate her?”

      “She’s a witness.” Aiden’s response was so flat that it bordered on outright irritable.

      “Right,” he replied with a roll of his eyes. “Tell you what, Parrish. Since you’re such a delightful guy, I’ll ask her to be nice to you.”

      “You’re sweet, Dalton.” Unsurprisingly, the man’s response was laden with condescension.

      They both turned their attention to Winter as she covered her mouth to stifle a sudden bout of laughter. “You know,” she started, pausing for another chortle. “Usually, you guys are just annoying when you do this shit, but this was actually pretty funny. So, thanks, I guess.”
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      When Aiden made his way to meet Winter’s friend on the first floor, he wasn’t sure what to expect. But when he stepped into the tiled hallway just past the main entrance, he realized he hadn’t expected this.

      Both women sat on a wooden bench against the wall, but before he spotted them, he heard their laughter. There was a brightness on Winter’s face that he didn’t think he’d seen since before she started her FBI career. Or maybe ever.

      And then there was her laugh. Not dry, not sarcastic, not mocking. This laugh was genuine. After Douglas Kilroy, he was sure he’d never hear that sound again.

      The other woman held a smartphone, and both her and Winter’s attention was fixed on the device. The corners of Winter’s eyes creased as she and her friend both lapsed back into their fit of laughter.

      “Where do you find this shit?” Winter managed, holding her hand low on her belly.

      “One of my students told me about it,” the friend snickered.

      She opened her mouth to add to the explanation, but then her gaze flicked away from the screen as he approached. As the lighthearted expression started to dissipate, he almost considered backing away to let her and Winter return their focus to whatever had given them so much amusement.

      Winter turned her head to regard the source of her friend’s sudden distraction. “Afternoon, SSA Parrish. That was fast.”

      “It’s important.” He forced an agreeable expression to his face as he inclined his chin toward the other woman. “I didn’t want to waste your friend’s time.”

      “Right.”

      Winter was clearly unconvinced, but he brushed away the skepticism.

      Autumn Trent, formerly Nichol, stood just a touch taller than Winter’s five-seven, and he realized in short order that her DMV photo didn’t do her justice.

      As her emerald eyes flicked over to Winter, he let his gaze linger. Her auburn hair contrasted with her fair skin in a way that was almost ethereal. A teal shirt beneath her black and white striped cardigan clung to the hourglass shape of her body like it had been made specifically for her, and her slim-fitting jeans gave the same impression.

      When Winter cleared her throat, he snapped his attention back to her.

      Based on the malevolent glint in her blue eyes, she hadn’t missed his less than polite observation of her friend. Autumn, on the other hand, seemed oblivious to the exchange. He didn’t personally know the redhead, but he thought he would have rather had her notice the drawn-out look than Winter.

      “You must be Miss Trent,” he said to pull himself out of the sudden haze. With a slight smile, he extended a hand.

      “I am, but please call me Autumn.” She nodded as she accepted the handshake. The smile that crept to her lips was sugary sweet, but there was a cunning behind her bright eyes that made him second-guess his assertion from moments earlier.

      “Since you’re such a delightful guy, I’ll ask her to be nice to you,” Noah Dalton had said the day before.

      “I’m Aiden Parrish, Supervisory Special Agent of the Behavioral Analysis Unit here at the Richmond office of the FBI.”

      “That’s a hell of a title,” Autumn chuckled. “I hope it’s got an abbreviation.”

      “SSA,” Winter offered, “and BAU.”

      “Alphabet soup.” Glancing over to Winter, Autumn shrugged. “All right, well, I suppose I’ll see you back here in a few. Thanks again for the ride. I don’t know what the hell is wrong with my car, but I’m really hoping it isn’t something to do with the transmission. I definitely do not have transmission money.”

      “I wish I knew enough about cars to be helpful,” Winter replied. “I’m going to go get a coffee from down the street. Do you want anything?”

      “Actually.” Autumn tapped a finger against her cheek. “Yes. Salted caramel mocha. The biggest one they have. If they’ve got one of those giant gas station cups, fill that.”

      Winter grinned, and once again, Aiden was surprised at how relaxed she looked around the other woman. “I wish.”

      “I’ll pay you when I’m done with this.” For emphasis, she gestured to him.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Winter waved a dismissive hand. “Consider it a payment for having to deal with the FBI.”

      If he hadn’t known better, Aiden would have thought the two women had been friends for their entire lives.

      Before she turned around to make her way to the exit, Winter flashed him a dangerous look.

      Ignoring the implied threat, he led Autumn back into the heart of the building, and he paused in front of the silver elevator doors.

      “I’ve got an office upstairs,” he said as he met her curious glance. “Or there are a few interview rooms down the hall. Wherever you’re more comfortable.”

      “You know,” she offered him a sarcastic grin, “I think I’ll take the interrogation room. I’ve been in a few of those, but I’ve never been in a Fed’s office.”

      “What is life if not the opportunity for new experiences?” With an exaggerated shrug, he waved toward the corridor.

      “Thanks, Socrates, but it just seems like it’d feel too much like a job interview,” she replied, unfazed. “After you. I don’t know where the hell I’m going.”

      Chuckling lightly, he nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Despite the moment of amusement, he started to wonder about Dalton’s sarcastic comment the day before. Federal agent friends or not, he had expected Autumn to be intimidated by a stroll through the FBI office. Even as he held the door for her to enter a windowless interrogation room, her calm didn’t waver.

      “I overheard you say something about one of your students earlier.” He pulled out a rickety metal chair to sit. “What do you teach?”

      “Teach?” she echoed. “Oh, right, that. I’m not a teacher. I’m a graduate student, and I teach so the school will give me my stipend.”

      “What are you studying?”

      “I half-expected you to know all this stuff already,” she laughed. “Or do you know it, and you’re just screwing with me?”

      “I am not,” he replied as he rested his arms atop the stainless-steel table. “And no, I don’t know anything about your academic record. Winter and Agent Dalton didn’t tell me any of that.”

      The corner of her mouth turned up in the start of a knowing smirk. “Clinical forensic psychology. I defend my dissertation at the end of August, but I’ve already gotten my JD.”

      “A law degree?” No wonder she wasn’t nervous. In a couple months, she would have more letters behind her name than he had in front of his.

      “Oh, don’t worry. I haven’t passed the bar or anything. It’s just part of the forensic psych track at VCU.”

      Try as he might, he couldn’t tell whether she was mocking him or merely being informative. “I have a master’s in social cognitive psychology. I did some work toward a Ph.D., but I never finished it.”

      “I love social psychology.” For the first time, he was sure her pleasant smile did not hold an ulterior meaning. “What did you study for your dissertation?”

      “Diffusion of responsibility.”

      “An oldie but a goodie. Well, you seem like you’re a pretty busy guy, so I won’t bother you by asking questions about your postgrad. Winter wasn’t too specific, but she said you’re here to ask me about my doctor from seventeen years ago. Dr. Schmidt.”

      “Right.” He nodded and reached into a pocket to retrieve his phone. After a couple taps, he slid the picture of Robert Ladwig over to her side of the table. “Do you recognize him?”

      She paused to study the photo before she shook her head. “No, I’ve never seen him before.”

      “What about Dr. Schmidt? What can you tell me about her?”

      Shrugging, she crossed her arms over her chest. “She was a good doctor. One of the best neurosurgeons in the country, if I remember right. People would fly their kids in from all over the place to see her, but I guess I was lucky enough to live in Minnesota.”

      “Did you stay in touch with her afterwards?”

      He hadn’t even finished the question before she shook her head. “No.”

      There was more to her succinct response, and he could tell he was getting close to a nerve.

      “Honestly?” she started before he could speak. “She gave me the creeps. She was a good doctor, but she was fucking weird.”

      “Fucking weird how?” he pressed.

      “The kind of weird that makes an eleven-year-old kid nervous. There are a lot of types of weird that can fit that bill. Maybe she collected something weird like Beanie Babies or those creepy porcelain dolls. But it seemed just as likely that she had a collection of moose heads on the walls of her rec room. It’s hard to say. She was just off.”

      “Did she ever mention any of her other patients, or say anything that might have indicated she was doing work that was unethical?”

      At first, she looked like she was about to shake her head, but she stopped short. “No, she didn’t,” she finally answered. “But she did ask me some weird questions. At the time I figured they were just specific to brain surgeries, the type of questions that only made sense to neurosurgeons.”

      The chill of adrenaline crept along the back of his neck as he leaned forward. “Like what?”

      Lips pursed, she shifted her green eyes over to meet his intent stare. At the lessened distance, he could see the faint flecks of gold that ringed her pupils.

      “The questions aren’t what weirded me out,” she prefaced. “But she’d ask me about how well my senses were, whether or not they’d been dulled by the head injury. Which doesn’t make any sense to me now because the injury was to the frontal lobe, not the temporal or occipital lobes, but who knows. For all I know, it might’ve just been a standard question they had to ask everyone with a TBI.”

      “How did that happen? Your head, I mean.”

      Her mouth twitched with the first hint of a scowl. “I don’t see how that’s relevant to Catherine Schmidt.”

      There it was, he thought. The nerve he had brushed only moments earlier. “Did your parents know her, or was she recommended by anyone they know? I’m just trying to find out if you or your family had any connection to her, anything we could follow to find out where she is now, or what happened to her.”

      “No one recommended her, and my parents didn’t know her.” The response was curt, almost hostile.

      “Did they meet her? Is there any chance we could ask them if they know anything about her?” Though he had looked over the scant information Winter and Noah had given him about Autumn’s history, there had been no mention of her parents’ fate—only that her mother’s ex-husband had won full custody of Autumn’s younger half-sister, Sarah.

      “They’re dead. They’ve been dead,” she advised flatly.

      “Oh.” He grated his teeth as he pushed through the split-second of awkward shame. “Agent Black and Agent Dalton didn’t mention that. I’m sorry.”

      “What did they mention?” she asked. “How did any of you even know that I was a patient of Dr. Schmidt? Shouldn’t all that be protected by HIPAA? Is there something you aren’t telling me, Mr. Parrish?”

      His pulse rushed in his ears as he shook his head, and the cold touch of adrenaline had become a stranglehold. “They found her when they were looking through records on Dr. Robert Ladwig, and they found an academic journal article that Dr. Schmidt co-authored with Dr. Ladwig.”

      Hands folded atop the table, she leaned forward as she narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t answer a single one of my questions, Mr. Parrish.”

      This wasn’t the first time he’d confronted a clever witness, but there was a glint in her stare that suggested she already knew the answers to her questions.

      Even as the laughter built up in his throat, he didn’t know what the hell was so funny. Based on her unimpressed expression, she didn’t either.

      “You’re good at that,” he offered. “Attention to detail and persistence, two hallmarks of a good interrogation. I don’t suppose you’re looking for a career in law enforcement?”

      Rolling her eyes, she crossed her arms and straightened. “No. I doubt you’d pay me enough.”

      “This is the FBI, and federal agents make quite a bit more than a city cop.” With a smirk, he shrugged. “Just something to consider.”

      “I doubt they make as much as a forensic psychologist,” she shot back. “But thanks. You going to answer my questions, or nah?”

      He let a good fifteen ticks of the clock pass. “An article on a news website that caters to the scientific community. I know that the surgery was part of a hot streak for Dr. Schmidt and that a lot of other surgeons were really impressed with her. And no, there’s not anything I’m holding back from you.”

      With a mirthless chuckle, she fixed her eyes on his. “You’re full of shit. There’s no way the head of the behavioral analysis department at the FBI would personally sit down to ask me about my doctor from seventeen years ago just because you guys found a news article about how successful the surgery was. I know you don’t know me, so I won’t give you the spiel I save for when people insult my intelligence. But I will say this, Mr. Parrish. Don’t insult my intelligence. I didn’t study business law or real estate law. I studied criminal law.”

      “I’m not holding back any more than I need to in order to avoid compromising this investigation,” he returned. The moment of surprise had passed. “And I didn’t find any of this shit. If you want to know more about it, you’ll have to ask the people who did. The reason you’re here talking to me is because you’re friends with two federal agents, and I wanted to make sure this interview was impartial. I don’t doubt that you’ve got a great deal of respect for impartiality, right?”

      “Of course.” The sweet smile laced with cunning was back. The look was as sexy as it was infuriating. “Did you have any other questions for me, or am I free to go?”

      “You’ve been free to go this whole time.” Before she could retort, he held up an index finger. “And yes, I know you knew that. Forgive me for not knowing the proper etiquette here. The only people with law degrees I’m used to talking to are lawyers. I’m not used to witnesses with Juris Doctorates. So, I’m not insulting your intelligence because, believe me, it’s not lost on me.”

      When she laughed, the hostility dissipated. “Fair enough. Well, I hope that was useful, but I sort of doubt it. If that’s all you had, then I think it’s time for me to go get that giant coffee Winter’s bringing me.”

      In the short walk back to the lobby, he thought to ask her about the subject of her dissertation research, but he decided not to press his luck.

      Aiden didn’t normally have a problem burning bridges with people he’d never see again, but in addition to the fact that she was Winter’s friend, Autumn Trent was different.

      The job offer he’d made to her hadn’t entirely been sarcastic.

      As soon as they stepped through the set of double doors and into the hall, Winter leapt up from the wooden bench. He didn’t miss the scrutiny in her eyes as she glanced at him.

      “Here,” he said, holding out a business card as he looked back to Autumn. “If you think of anything else, just let me know. Or if you change your mind about working in law enforcement…” He raised an eyebrow.

      With a chuckle, she accepted the card and nodded. “You’ll be the first person I call if I decide I want to be a Fed.”
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        * * *

      

      Autumn held her cool visage together until she flicked the deadbolt of her apartment door into place. As soon as the pressure to maintain a cool façade dissipated, her stomach lurched. She hardly managed a greeting to her pets as she hastened down the short hallway to the bathroom.

      Up came the last third of the salted caramel mocha Winter had bought for her, but aside from the latte, there was no food for her to throw up. She had spent the previous night waking in fits and starts as her sleeping brain dragged her through one nightmare after another, and the lingering anxiety made the idea of a meal laughable.

      What happened when her friends learned about her past? Would they look at her with the same expression of pity as any other friend in whom she’d confided over the years?

      Or would they decide that she was not one of them, that her messy upbringing, that the real Autumn Trent was not fit for their company? When they found out she was trailer trash from just another broken home, what then?

      When.

      There was no doubt that they would find out. The only question that remained was when.

      For god’s sake, they were federal agents. Just because all the records of her juvenile experiences were sealed didn’t mean they would stay that way. Especially not now that Dr. Catherine Schmidt had become the subject of an ongoing investigation.

      Hell, they probably knew already.

      Her ability to tune into another person’s emotions and motivations tended to lessen as she got to know them, though she had no idea why. Maybe as she honed her perception of them, the bizarre, lizard part of her brain grew less keen.

      But as soon as she’d clasped Aiden Parrish’s hand, she knew their proposed reason for questioning her was bullshit. They might have been in search of information about Catherine Schmidt, but they had not come across the surgeon’s name during a review of Robert Ladwig.

      She wasn’t sure of the real method of the discovery, but she was sure it involved her past.
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      For six weeks, Winter, Bree, Noah, and even Aiden chased their collective tails as they tried to make sense of Catherine Schmidt and Robert Ladwig’s connection. And for almost the entirety of those six weeks, a law enforcement agent had followed Dr. Ladwig’s every waking move.

      Winter was sick of thinking about the psychiatrist, sick of looking at pictures of a fifty-five-gallon drum, even sick of looking at the forensic anthropologist’s rendition of their two victims.

      They’d searched through Virginia’s missing persons reports but hadn’t found a victim that matched the picture of John or Jane Doe. Though none of them had said it, they all knew they would have to shelve the case if they didn’t uncover a lead soon.

      No matter how many times she reassured herself there was nothing she could do at work, she still felt guilty for her decision to take the weekend off.

      In a show of solidarity, and in an attempt to alleviate some of her guilt, Noah had even decided to follow suit. When she asked what he planned to do with his time off, he had suggested he use the entire weekend to catch up to her and Autumn in Game of Thrones.

      Winter knew that the man held no love for science fiction—no matter how many times Autumn tried to explain Star Wars to him, he merely shrugged and said he didn’t get it. She expected the same would ring true for medieval fantasy, but she had been sorely mistaken.

      Though Grampa Jack would give Noah an endless stream of grief for his unwillingness to immerse himself in the world of Star Trek and Jean-Luc Picard, Winter knew Noah’s newfound affinity for Lord of the Rings style fantasy would only endear him more.

      Pulling herself from the reverie, Winter glanced up to offer her grandmother a wide smile as she set a steaming mug of coffee atop the polished table. “Thanks, Gramma.”

      “Of course, honey. So, what brings you to our neck of the woods on this lovely Friday morning?”

      With a sigh, Winter rubbed her eyes. “I needed to get out of the city, away from work for a few days. We’re working on this case, and it’s…it’s just a mess. Well, maybe it isn’t really, but that’s because we don’t have any information about anything.”

      “You’ve got to step away sometimes,” Beth replied with a dismissive wave. “You’re not doing anyone any good if you’re running yourself ragged, honey. You’ve got to regroup and come back with a fresh perspective.”

      Winter paused as she took a sip of the coffee-hot chocolate mixture. “You know, you’re right.”

      “I know I am,” her grandma laughed. “You don’t get to be my age without learning a few things about how to manage stress.”

      Before Winter could open her mouth to reply, her phone buzzed against the tabletop. Though she hadn’t saved the number to her contacts list, the area code was local to Richmond.

      “I think it might be work.” As she scooped up the device, she glanced to her grandma.

      “Don’t look at me,” Beth chuckled. “It might be important. Don’t ignore it on my account.”

      “Thanks, Gramma.” Winter flashed her grandmother a grateful smile as she rose to stand. Swiping the green answer key, she stepped around the table to let herself out into the warm summer morning. The sliding glass door hissed along the metal track as she eased it closed.

      “This is Agent Black.” Though she used her phone for private calls, she preferred a formal greeting for unsaved numbers.

      “Agent Black,” a familiar man replied. His tone was cheerful, almost excited.

      Dan Nguyen wasn’t what an average person pictured when they thought of a medical examiner. The man was tall, in good shape, and was always prepared with a lighthearted joke or comment. For the duration of her time with the Bureau, Winter didn’t think she had ever seen Dr. Nguyen in poor spirits.

      “Dr. Nguyen.” Winter felt the corner of her mouth turn up in the start of a smile. Noah was right, the weekend away had been a good idea. Even after only a couple hours, her mood was better than it had been for most of the past month and a half. “You sound like you’ve got some good news.”

      “You’re right,” he said. “I do. You know, I had a whole preamble planned to explain how much work we put into this, but I think you’re already aware of it, so I’ll just start with the good part. We’ve got John Doe’s identity.”

      “What?” The response was reflexive, and she almost laughed at how awestruck she sounded.

      “I know, right?” He chuckled. “I’d taken marrow from his femur, and we ran it through the system. No surprise, there wasn’t a match, but I had our tech run it again every couple days to see if the states might have finally uploaded to the system.”

      Winter held her breath. Like everything, CODIS was only as good as the information uploaded to it, and as understaffed as many sheriff and police departments were, it sometimes took a while for all evidence to be filtered into the Combined DNA Index System.

      “Your tech got a hit.” Winter’s hand hurt from grasping her phone so hard.

      He laughed. “Damned right we did.”

      “You are my favorite person on the entire planet right now.”

      The observation only elicited more laughter. “I didn’t do the analysis, I just dug out the DNA and gave it to one of the ladies in forensics. She did the rest.”

      “Then text me her name when we’re done, and I’ll send her a fruit basket.”

      The identity of one victim might not have been a guarantee that they would find the killer soon, or even at all, but Winter liked their odds a lot better now. Based on the lengths the perpetrator had gone to conceal their victim’s identity, chances seemed good that they would be able to discover a link between John Doe and the killer.

      “Vic’s name is Jenson Leary,” Dan started. “The reason you guys didn’t find him when you looked through missing persons is because he didn’t live in Virginia. He lived in North Carolina. His wife reported him missing about nine months ago, right around Thanksgiving. Turns out, the forensic anthropologist did a damn fine job. The picture they came up with matched Jenson almost exactly.”

      “Holy shit,” she breathed. “Send whatever you’ve got on him to me. I’m a couple hours away right now, but I’m about to head back.”

      “Already done. I sent it to you and the other agents working the case.”

      “Perfect. Okay, I’ll stop short of writing you a sonnet here and let you get back to work. Let me know if you find anything else.”

      “Sounds good.” He chuckled. “Safe travels, Agent Black.”

      “Talk to you later.”

      As soon as she ended the call, she pulled up Noah’s number and dialed. Apparently, she hadn’t needed a full vacation in order to stumble upon a viable lead.
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        * * *

      

      “I still don’t know why you needed me here.” Hands on her hips, Autumn glanced away from the sleek dining set to flash him one of her patented, knowing looks.

      “Because,” Noah started, sweeping an arm to the host of tastefully decorated clusters of tables and chairs. “Your place looks good, and mine, well. You’ve seen it. It sucks. Figured if there was anyone I’d want with me furniture shopping, it’d be the person who knows how to put a room together without it looking like a college dorm. Which is how Winter’s place looks. She’s got a mini fridge in her room, for the love of god.”

      He left off the part about how he and Winter had scarcely seen her over the past six weeks.

      Supposedly, Autumn had been dedicating the majority of her waking moments to her dissertation. In less than two weeks, she was scheduled to defend the extensive research project, but Noah and Winter suspected that wasn’t the only reason.

      Noah had been the first to bring up the timeline, and he was sure that Autumn’s conversation with Aiden Parrish was behind her recent absence. He had come close to confronting the man about it a couple times that week, but Winter had encouraged him to talk to Autumn instead.

      And today, that was what he intended to do.

      Both he and Winter had taken the day off to give themselves a three-day weekend, and as luck would have it, Autumn had given herself the day off for a doctor’s appointment that afternoon.

      With a faint smile and a chuckle, she shook her head. “All right, all right.” She rolled her eyes. “Well, what do you want your place to look like? Like mine?”

      “Like a place where an adult human being lives.” He flashed her a grin. “Like the person who lives there is capable of cooking something more than boxed mac and cheese, you know? Which I am, thank you. I taught myself to cook at the beginning of the year. And now, I’ve got all kinds of shit in my kitchen, but every other room looks like someone put it together with furniture they found lying on the side of the road.”

      “So, that’s not the look you’re going for? Furniture roadkill?”

      “Hey, it might not be coordinated or even really nice at all, but it’s functional, dammit.” He crossed his arms and huffed.

      “Noah, you use a file cabinet as an end table. A file cabinet you got when the FBI decided to do some remodeling,” she reminded him. Finally, there was a familiar flicker of amusement in her green eyes.

      “But it’s functional.” Raising his eyebrows, he offered her an expectant smile.

      “I mean, I guess. If you need to do some filing while you’re watching TV.”

      “See? I knew you’d understand.”

      “In that case, do you want to go buy all your furniture from the office supply part of the store?” She was biting back laughter, which made him laugh too. “Instead of a dining room table, we could just put four file cabinets together in a square, and then get shorter file cabinets for the chairs.”

      “You’re getting a little extreme now, darlin’,” he snickered. “I don’t do that much filing, all right?”

      “Okay.” She waved a dismissive hand. “We’ll find a balance, then. Balance your need for filing with your need for style.”

      “There we go.” Before he could add to their sarcastic conversation, he felt a buzz against his leg. Raising a hand, he retrieved the smartphone from the pocket of his worn jeans. “It’s Winter.”

      “Tell her I said hi.”

      “Will do,” he replied, swiping the screen. “Hey,” he greeted as he raised the phone to his ear.

      “Noah,” Winter said, her cadence hurried. “I just got a call from Dr. Nguyen. Forensics identified John Doe. He already sent you all the information about the guy. Listen, I’m in Fredericksburg right now, but I’m about to head back to town.”

      “Holy shit,” he managed, eyes wide. “All right, yeah. I’ll meet you at the office. I’ll see what else I can dig up before you get back.”

      As he bade Winter goodbye, Autumn’s expression turned curious, and he was struck by an unexpected pang of guilt.

      So much for reconnecting with his friend.
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      As Aiden rapped his knuckles against the wooden door, he grated his teeth. He’d never been to the apartment complex before today, and the GPS on his phone had directed him in circles twice before he found the damn parking lot. The building wasn’t in poor shape, but neither could it be classified as upscale.

      Based on the whiff of must and stale cigarettes in the hallway, the monthly rent for a one-bedroom was right in line with the income of a graduate student.

      Just before the door creaked inward, he thought he heard a resigned sigh. Leaning one shoulder against the wall, Autumn Trent eased the door open with her other hand. As the opening widened, he spotted a little pointy-eared dog tucked against her chest. The pup’s eyes followed his movements, but it didn’t bark.

      “Can I help you?” There was more than a little suspicion in her tone, or maybe it was impatience. Either way, his hopes for an easy dialogue were dashed.

      “Yeah, actually.” Brows raised, he gestured to the hallway at her back. “You mind if I come in?”

      Green eyes narrowed, she stepped aside to give him room to enter.

      “Shoes off,” she ordered. “This complex might be a shithole, but that doesn’t mean my place has to be.”

      The light scent of pineapple and vanilla was a far cry from the sour odor they left behind in the dim hall. As he glanced around the spacious living room, he could almost trick himself into believing the complex catered to well-off hipsters instead of debt-ridden college students.

      A rustic, stone surfaced coffee table sat in front of an expansive sectional couch, and the television on the matching stand was at least as large as his. Rather than a table and chairs, the dining area off to the side of the open kitchen had been set up like an office.

      “I’ve got a doctor’s appointment in an hour.” Her voice snapped him out of the intent observation. “And my car’s in the shop, so I’ve got to take the bus or an Uber. So, make it quick, Mr. Parrish.”

      Paws clattered against the hardwood floor as the little dog trotted over to sniff Aiden’s legs. Dropping down to a crouch, he held out a hand before he looked back up to where Autumn leaned against the breakfast bar. “Give me a half hour, and I’ll drive you to your appointment myself.”

      Her olive-green shorts ended just above mid-thigh, and the start of a tattoo was visible from beneath the hem. Printed on her loose, black t-shirt were the letters NIN—the logo of a band he knew well from his days in high school and college.

      Maybe he’d finally found a piece of common ground that would alleviate some of her suspicions.

      Scratching one of the dog’s fluffy ears, he gestured to her shirt with his free hand. “When I was in my undergrad, I saw them in Chicago. They played Hurt, and Johnny Cash walked out onto the stage at the start of it. Easily the best show I’ve ever seen.”

      Though he half-expected her to brush off the recollection and ask him to hurry up and get to the point, the impatience dissipated from her pretty face. She now looked incredulous. “Really?”

      “What does that mean?” Despite the pointed question, he felt the start of a smile on his lips.

      “It means I didn’t pick you for a Nine Inch Nails fan,” she answered with a slight shake of her head. “I don’t know what the hell I thought you listened to, but it wasn’t Trent Reznor or Johnny Cash.”

      “First, who doesn’t like Johnny Cash? And second, you didn’t know what you thought I listened to, or you don’t want to tell me?” Now, the touch of amusement had turned into a full-blown smirk.

      “Little of both, honestly.”

      “All right. I’m curious now.” With one last pat on the dog’s head, he rose to his full height. “What did you think I listened to?”

      She shrugged as if the answer should have been obvious. “Shit. Either shit, or some indie stuff I’ve never heard of.”

      “You think I’m a hipster?” he pressed, eyebrows raised as he offered her an expectant look.

      “Your words, not mine.” She shook her head again, but he could see the first trace of amusement in her eyes. “All right. Well, if you’re going to chauffeur me to my doctor’s office, then I guess I’ve got a little time. I’m not going to turn down a chance to ditch the bus. What was it you wanted to ask me?”

      With a nod, he retrieved his phone as he made his way to the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the living room. “Jenson Leary,” he said. He watched her expression as he raised the device for her to view the screen. “Do you know him?”

      She squinted and leaned closer, but there was no flicker of recognition on her face.

      “No,” she finally answered, shaking her head. “Sorry. I’ve never seen him. The name doesn’t sound familiar, either.”

      “Here.” He held out the phone for her to take. “There are some older pictures of him there too. Look through them, maybe you knew him when you were younger.”

      “Yeah, all right.” As she accepted the phone, her fingertips brushed against the back of his hand.

      The touch was feathery light, and based on the focused look she wore, the gesture had not been intentional. Now, why that disappointed him, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to know.

      What was important, he reminded himself, was that the borderline hostility with which she had greeted him had finally worn away. All it had taken was the mention of a concert from seventeen years ago.

      White light glinted off her eyes as she sighed and shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. He doesn’t look familiar. Who is he?”

      “Well, he was born and raised in Minneapolis and Minnetonka.”

      Based on their interaction six weeks earlier, if he wanted to delve into her past, he would have to be careful in his choice of words.

      She shrugged and passed the smartphone back to him. “Minneapolis is a big city, and Minnetonka is decent sized too.”

      “He had a traumatic brain injury when he was twelve years old. He had to have surgery, and his surgeon was Dr. Catherine Schmidt.”

      She stiffened minutely. “And?” she prodded.

      “He was found dead in a fifty-five-gallon drum a little over a month and a half ago.”

      Though the look was fleeting, her eyes widened. “Oh.”

      “We believe that whoever killed him also killed a woman we found about thirteen years ago. We still haven’t identified her, but she had a healed injury on her skull too. We were able to retain a partial list of Dr. Schmidt’s surgical patients from one particular hospital, and we’re getting a court order for a list of patients in other hospitals in which she had surgical privileges. After that, I’m already pretty sure that we’ll find Jane Doe in that list.”

      Autumn crossed her arms over her chest, and Aiden noticed goose bumps raise on her skin. She just stared at him, saying nothing, the blood draining from her pretty face as he spoke.

      “Whoever she was,” he went on, “the medical examiner says that both she and Jenson Leary underwent brain surgery shortly before they were killed. And whoever performed the surgery knew what they were doing, because both of them stayed alive long enough for the surgical wounds to start to heal.”

      “And you think Dr. Schmidt killed them?” Her green eyes flicked back to his, and he saw a hint of anxiety beneath the calm demeanor.

      “We aren’t sure. Dr. Schmidt dropped off the face of the planet fifteen years ago. No death certificate, no obituary, no nothing. One day she was there, and then the next day, she was gone.”

      “But whoever they are, they’re targeting Dr. Schmidt’s patients. Is that what I’m picking up here?”

      “We think so.”

      As they lapsed into silence, she tapped her fingers against the back of the tall chair at her side. “This is going to sound really weird,” she started, shifting her attention to him.

      “I can deal with weird. Try me.”

      “It was just a weird feeling I got when she’d come check up on me after the surgery. After I came out of the coma, it was like, like I was just better at socializing, I guess. I could get a read on people like I hadn’t been able to before. That sort of reaction isn’t unheard of with frontal lobe injuries.”

      Aiden nodded. “That’s the part of the brain that’s essentially responsible for your personality.”

      Autumn nodded in return. “Exactly. I was shy and quiet before, but after.” She sighed and shook her head. “It’s like I wasn’t beholden to any of the doubts that had been holding me back before, and that, being able to read people, that was a big part of it. But like I told you, she just creeped me out. There was something off whenever she talked to me, like she had an ulterior motive for everything she asked. I didn’t know what it was, I still don’t know what it was. But, you want my honest opinion?”

      He nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “And don’t put too much weight on it. Memory, it’s not as reliable as people like to think it is. We learn new information, and that biases the way we look at our memories. Memories aren’t static, they’re subject to change just like everything else in our brain.”

      The corner of his mouth turned up in the start of a smirk. “I know.”

      She flushed a little. “Right, master’s in social cognitive, my bad.”

      “You remembered.”

      “Of course I remembered.” She rolled her eyes, but the amusement in her tone was unmistakable. “Meeting the dude who runs the behavioral analysis section of the FBI is a pretty memorable experience to us plebeians, Mr. Parrish.”

      “Oh, okay. The woman who’ll have a Ph.D. and a Juris Doctorate by the end of the month calls herself a plebeian. Whatever you say, Doctor Trent.”

      With a matter-of-fact smile, she held up an index finger. “Not Dr. Trent yet. I’ve still got to defend my dissertation, and that’s all provided I don’t keel over between now and then. Or I guess now it’s all provided I don’t get nabbed by a serial killer and murdered into an oil drum, huh?”

      “It’s a very real concern for all of us.” He offered her a shrug and a knowing smile.

      “Okay.” The word was a cross between a snort and a laugh. “Well, thanks for the moment of levity. That’s probably the best way to tell someone you think they might be the target of a mad scientist murderer.”

      “I do what I can.”

      “You’re doing a great job.”

      “That’s nice of you to say,” he chuckled. “What was it you were saying about memory?”

      As the mirth behind her eyes gave way to unease, he was taken aback by a rush of disappointment.

      “Right. Sorry. Memories, they’re unreliable, even flashbulb memories. But in my honest opinion,” she shivered again, “based on my interactions with Dr. Schmidt and the knowledge I’ve got now, I think she was a sociopath.”
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      By the time he saw Winter stride into the cluster of cubicles reserved for the violent crimes division, Noah had unearthed just about every imaginable piece of information about Jenson Leary

      And, as best as he could tell, Jenson was a regular guy who had lived a regular life before he was kidnapped and murdered by a deranged killer.

      “Hey,” he greeted, pushing himself out of the office chair to stand. “How was the drive?”

      “Slow.” The word was practically a groan as she readjusted the aviator sunglasses atop her head. “Any luck? What did you find about our victim?”

      With a sigh, he dropped down to sit. “Pull up a chair.”

      “That good, huh?” She nodded as she shoved the other office chair to rest beside his. “What did you find?” As she sat, her blue eyes flicked over to take in the spread of pictures and documents on top of his desk.

      “Jenson Leary was a normal dude. He was thirty-one, married, no kids, no record. Former military with a bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering from Old Dominion. He was working on his master’s when he disappeared. His wife, Faith Leary, is a supervisor in a call center for a cell phone carrier. She’s got a degree, too, but hers is in chemistry. It’s from Old Dominion as well, which was how they met.”

      Winter picked up a picture, studying the man’s face. “Sad.”

      Noah had to agree. “A month or two before he disappeared, the local cops in Fayetteville were looking for a serial rapist around the neighborhood where Jenson and Faith lived. Jenson gave them a DNA sample to rule him out as a suspect, but they found their man before it was entered into the database, and no one thought to enter the info after the fact. A new chief came onboard and began whipping the department into shape. Had them update records, and the DNA was finally entered.”

      “Way to go, chief,” Winter muttered, thinking of how much time that could have been saved had the information been available weeks ago.

      “Since learning of Jenson’s identification, we also learned that his head injury occurred when he was twelve. He was riding a bike without a helmet, and he wrecked it. Nothing suspicious, no foul play, just a legitimate accident.”

      “But?”

      “But he lived in Sioux City, Iowa at the time, and they life flighted him to a hospital in Minneapolis. The same hospital where Autumn had her surgery, and I’ll give you one guess who his surgeon was.”

      “Catherine Schmidt,” Winter breathed. “What about Ladwig? Did this guy have any connection to him?”

      “He saw a psychiatrist while he was at Old Dominion, something to do with recurring migraines. He went to a shrink because he thought it might’ve had to do with stress. At least that’s what his wife said, so that’s what he told her. It wasn’t Ladwig, but…” he paused to hold up an index finger, “I looked them up, and surprise, surprise. Guess who was at the same conference as them?”

      “Ladwig.”

      “Right. Now, conferences about psychiatric topics don’t necessarily mean that everyone there knows one another, but I think it’s enough.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Enough for what?”

      “Enough to go have a chat with our favorite psychiatrist,” he answered, closing the folder with a slap. “See what he knows about Catherine Schmidt and Jenson Leary.”

      “What about Jane Doe?” she wondered after a brief moment of quiet.

      “Nothing yet, but Bree just finished getting a court order from a judge. We should have a list of all Dr. Schmidt’s patients by the end of the day. Then, it’s just a matter of matching up the one who fits the forensic anthropologist’s picture of Jane Doe. We match that, plus the type of head injury and the approximate time she went missing, and we should have a tentative ID. Enough to dig around some more to find a connection between her and Ladwig too.”

      Propping an elbow atop the desk, she met his gaze as she leaned in closer. “What if it’s not Ladwig? I didn’t see him, so what if he’s not who we’re looking for?”

      “You saw his name, though. When you were looking for information about Catherine Schmidt. That’s something, right?”

      “I suppose,” she sighed.

      “‘I suppose is just about as good as we’ve got right now, darlin’. We’ve had someone following Ladwig every day for the last month and a half, but he hasn’t given us anything. We don’t have probable cause to arrest him, but now that we’ve got a victim’s name, we can ask him what he knows and get a feel for whether or not we’re headed in the right direction.”

      Winter rubbed her temple but didn’t seem in any distress as she answered, “True.”

      “If not, if we still think Catherine Schmidt is our primary suspect, we can get ahold of someone in white collar crimes and see if they can help us track down something that’ll tell us where in the hell she went.” As he offered her a reassuring smile, he hoped the look was convincing.

      Victim identification or not, they were grasping at straws, and they all knew it. Unless Ladwig gave them something, their trail would go cold again.

      It would go cold until they found the next man or woman dissolving in a fifty-five-gallon drum.

      Lips pursed, Winter finally nodded her agreement. “All right. Yeah. We should go talk to Ladwig.”

      “Let’s do a little more digging around in Jenson’s history first. Find out everything we can about him, and then see what we can find out about the conference Ladwig and Catherine Schmidt attended. The more we know, the more likely we are to get something out of him.”

      “Right, yeah. He’s a weird guy, but he’s smart. We need to make sure we’ve got all our bases covered.”

      His smile felt a little more genuine as Winter’s skepticism gave way to cool determination. “The more we know about Jenson, the harder it will be for Ladwig to pull the wool over our eyes.”
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      Hands folded in her lap, Autumn sat at the edge of an exam chair as she stared absently at a poster affixed to the back of the closed door. The infographic gave a rundown of the benefits of vaccines, and at the bottom-right corner was a list of sources used for the data.

      After an ultrasound of her abdomen had revealed a foreign object pressing on the side of her stomach, the doctor had ordered an x-ray. If the images still didn’t reveal specifics about the anomaly, then she would send Autumn to a different part of the hospital for a CT scan.

      The whole process was familiar, but the familiarity was as much the reason for her unease as anything.

      As the door creaked open, Autumn pulled herself from the moment of contemplation to offer a slight smile to the woman who stepped into the room. Her thoughts threatened to spiral into a mass of anxiety, but she pushed past the rush of worry.

      “Well, I’ve got some good news,” the doctor announced as she tucked a translucent, black and white print into a lighted fixture on the wall. Her blue eyes flicked over to Autumn as she tapped the circular shape of the unknown object. “It’s not any sort of cancer or infection or anything of that nature. Now, you said you had surgery when you were younger, could you elaborate on that? Is there any way some piece of a medical tool could have broken off and lodged itself somewhere in your body?”

      Autumn was already shaking her head before the woman finished. “No.” She blinked rapidly. Was that a possibility? “Surely not.”

      “Have you ever had any other surgery? Anything even close to the abdominal area?” There was skepticism in her visage, and the adrenaline that hit her system made her muscles feel like they had turned to stone.

      “No.” Her response was flat, her stare unwavering.

      “I only ask because, as best as I can tell, this isn’t organic.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning someone had to put it there.”

      “Beg pardon?” Autumn found herself continuing to blink repeatedly as if the gesture would change the doctor’s assessment.

      “There’s no other way it could have gotten there. Interestingly enough, I don’t believe it’s the source of your stomach pain. That’s something we’ll have to wait on a few test results for.”

      Autumn opened and closed her mouth, but all she could do was shake her head. What the hell did that even mean, someone had put it there?

      If the discussion with Aiden Parrish wasn’t so fresh in her mind, she doubted she would have made the sudden connection.

      After all, it was the stuff of fiction. Real neurosurgeons didn’t implant strange medical devices in their young patients, but real neurosurgeons also didn’t perform brain surgery on unwilling victims before they killed them and disposed of their bodies in an oil drum.

      “Shit,” she spat. She could feel the color drain from her cheeks. “Shit, shit.”

      “Autumn,” the doctor said, a shadow of concern in her pale eyes, “what is it?”

      “I don’t know.” She paused to take in a deep breath. “I don’t know what it is, but I think I know who might’ve put it there, and when. We’re in a wing of a hospital, right?” She held up a hand, hating how her fingers trembled. “Don’t answer that, I know we are, sorry. How soon can I get scheduled for someone to take this thing out of me?”

      “I’m not sure.” Brows furrowed, the woman tapped a finger against the clipboard in her arms. “If you think it might be dangerous, we can get you over to the ER.”

      “Yeah,” Autumn replied without hesitation. “Yeah, the ER. Let’s do it.”
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      As the haze of unconsciousness slipped away, the air smelled…sterile.

      The scent of bleach was faint, but it was enough to tell Autumn that the room in which she lay was clean. But what room was she in? Was she at home?

      No, Autumn told herself. She wasn’t at home. With a groan, she raised a hand to rub her eyes as she yawned. There was a light tug against the inside of her elbow at the motion, and suddenly, the cobwebs in her brain made sense.

      Though it was minimally invasive, laparoscopic surgery still required anesthesia, and the first few minutes of consciousness afterward were always fuzzy. Details drifted back one by one as she blinked to clear the film of sleep from her vision.

      Aside from the quiet drone of the heartbeat monitor, the room was silent, the din of the hospital muffled by the heavy wooden door at the other end of the dim room.

      Along with her wits, her senses returned, and she froze in place as she realized she wasn’t the only occupant of the small space. Before the whirlwind of paranoia could rise up to drown her, she glanced over to the solitary chair beside the bed.

      Pale eyes fixed on the glowing screen of his smartphone, caramel colored hair neatly styled, tailored suit just as sharp as she remembered, Aiden was the last person she expected to see upon her return to the waking world.

      “What are you doing here?” She meant for the question to sound pointed, but her voice was still thick with sleep.

      Snapping his gaze away from the device, Aiden Parrish straightened in his seat as his eyes met hers. “You sent me a text.”

      Autumn drew her brows together. “I did?”

      With the faintest smile on his face, he glanced to the phone, tapped the screen a couple times, and held it out for her to see.

      The words were blurry at first, but after she blinked a few times and squinted, she could make out the text.

      Hey, this is Autumn Trent. You told me to get ahold of you if anything else came up, and even though I’m not 100% sure yet, I think something just came up. I tried to call Noah Dalton, but he didn’t answer.

      The message then went on to list the address of the hospital as well as the details of her upcoming surgery. As the lingering fog from the anesthesia rolled away, she could begin to recall when she had sent the message.

      “Shit,” she muttered, pushing herself to sit. A deep sting on her stomach marked the location the surgeon had made for the laparoscopic procedure. At the reminder of the reason for the impromptu surgery, her breath caught in her throat.

      “Agent Dalton is following up on a lead right now,” Aiden said, pushing up from his chair. “Agent Black is with him. That’s probably why they didn’t answer your calls.”

      “A lead?” Autumn echoed as she returned her attention to him.

      He nodded. “One of our two suspects, and the only one we can follow-up on right now considering the other one’s been missing for fifteen years.”

      “So, do you have any idea what the hell they pulled out of my stomach just now?” All manner of possibilities had crossed her mind—everything from a literal nickel she could have swallowed as a child to an alien monitoring device.

      When he nodded again, his expression turned grave. “It’s in the FBI’s forensics department now. It’s…” He hesitated. As his blue eyes flicked away from hers, he raised one hand to scratch the side of his face. A nervous tic, she noted. She’d have to remember that. “It’s a GPS tracking device.”

      She gaped at him. “A what?”

      “It’s designed for the long-term. It’s the same type of technology that biologists use to track animals in the wild, to study their migration and mating patterns. Instead of an ear tag, it’s just a little disk, about the size of a watch battery. Our tech people will try to see what they can get from it, but chances are, they won’t find much. Those things don’t store detailed data, just approximate locations.”

      Eyes wide, she continued to gape at him as they were blanketed by silence. “What the fuck?” she finally managed.

      He shook his head. “I think it’s safe to say that you just went from possibly being the target of a serial killer to definitely being the target of a serial killer.”

      “But you said that Winter and Noah are following up on a lead, right?” she pressed, pain and exhaustion warring with worry and deep fear. And anger. So much anger. “I don’t have time for this shit. I defend my dissertation in less than two weeks, and I’ve still got another week of teaching. Why in the hell couldn’t this have happened during my undergrad? Or three weeks from now when I was done with all this shit?”

      With an exaggerated shrug, he held out his hands with a hapless look Autumn had never expected to see from the man. “I’ve never met a killer who’s conscientious about their victim’s schedule, and I’ve met a lot of killers. I’m not saying they don’t exist. I’m just saying they probably don’t exist.”

      At the matter-of-fact tone and the accompanying expression, she couldn’t help the laughter from bubbling up her throat. The sound was strained, a bit panicked, but her muscles felt a little less taut afterward.

      From her first introduction to the tall, well-dressed man, she had been willingly able to admit to herself how physically attractive he was. In fact, Autumn figured that if she could build a man, he would look a lot like Aiden Parrish.

      But until today, she had been sure he was an uptight prick.

      To her chagrin, the more she interacted with him, the more attractive he became. The sentiment should have brought her a sense of giddiness, but instead, all she felt was unease. She’d picked up on enough clues to determine he was single, but she could tell he was grappling with a conflicted sense of affection for someone else. Then again, if she was honest with herself, wasn’t she doing the same thing?

      Black Friday—the day she and her fiancé split up—might have been over eight months ago, but the loss still stung when she let her thoughts dwell on the man. Clenching one hand into a fist, she pulled herself away from the moment of solipsism and back to the dim hospital room.

      There was a brain surgeon turned serial killer after her, and she had to defend a lengthy research project in less than two weeks. She didn’t have time to think about the man on whom she’d wasted over four years of her life, nor did she have time to contemplate the emotional nuances of her dealings with Aiden Parrish.

      I don’t have time for any of this shit.

      “All right,” she said instead. “What now?”
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      As they made their way up the short set of stairs, Winter shot a quick glance to Noah. Neither of them had bothered to change into attire more suited for their profession, and between Noah’s plaid button-down shirt and Winter’s ripped jeans, they looked like a couple college students who had made off with a pair of FBI jackets.

      At least she’d been able to exchange her gladiator sandals for a pair of riding boots stashed away in her trunk. They were far from the most comfortable footwear she owned, but they beat walking up to a suspect’s house in open-toed black and silver sandals.

      One hand rested casually on the grip of his holstered service weapon, Noah raised the other to rap his knuckles against the rich wooden door.

      “Open up,” he called. His second knock was more forceful than the first. “Robert Ladwig, this is the Federal Bureau of Investigation. We know you’re in there, so open the damn door.”

      Just as Noah arced his hand back to knock again, Winter heard the metallic lock disengage. Though a crack at first, the door creaked open to reveal a familiar set of green eyes ringed with amber.

      Dr. Ladwig had abandoned his glasses in favor of contacts, and the man was still better dressed on his day off than either she or Noah.

      “Mr. Lomond,” the psychiatrist offered. Each syllable dripped with condescension and sarcasm, and she didn’t think his tone could have been any flatter if it had been run over by a steamroller.

      As Noah flashed him a disarming smile in response, Winter almost laughed aloud. More than once, she’d been on the receiving end of Noah’s aggravating charm.

      “Howdy, Dr. Ladwig.” His native Texan drawl was thicker, his voice bright and folksy.

      Unless his goal was to irritate someone or throw them off guard, she could count on both hands the number of times she’d heard Noah say “howdy.”

      “What can I do for you, agents?” Leaning against the doorframe, Ladwig crossed both arms over his pale blue dress shirt. His hazel eyes flitted up and down as he took in her and Noah’s attire. “Is it casual Friday at the FBI?”

      “Sure is,” she replied.

      “It’s part of the bureau’s effort to maintain a friendly work environment,” Noah explained. “It’s the little things, you know?”

      “Whatever you say, Agent Lomond.”

      Noah replied to the skepticism with a wide smile. “You mind if we come in?”

      “Tell me what you want, and I’ll think about it.”

      Well, Winter would give credit where it was due. Robert Ladwig didn’t display so much as a hint of apprehension at the unexpected visit from two FBI agents.

      “We’re here to talk to you about one of your colleagues,” Winter advised. “We think they’re involved in a case we’ve been investigating.”

      “With all due respect, Agent Black, that doesn’t tell me much. I have many colleagues. Maybe you and Mr. Lomond here could be a little more specific?”

      “All right.” Noah chuckled as he pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head. “You can cut the shit, Ladwig. You know who I am, don’t you?”

      “Nope.” The word might as well have been acid, and Dr. Ladwig might as well have been a lizard.

      Reaching into the back pocket of his dark jeans, Noah offered him a sarcastic smile. When he flipped open his badge, Dr. Ladwig’s countenance changed little.

      “Special Agent Noah Dalton. Sorry for any confusion.”

      Ladwig rolled his eyes.

      If she let them, Winter assumed Dr. Ladwig and Noah would have stood on the covered porch and exchanged verbal blows with one another until the sun went down.

      “Catherine Schmidt,” she said.

      Noah and the doctor both snapped their heads to regard her with puzzled stares.

      “Who?” the psychiatrist asked, his brows furrowed. As best as Winter could tell, the confusion was genuine.

      What in the hell was going on?

      “A pediatric neurosurgeon.” She kept her intent stare on him. “Blonde hair, light brown eyes. About five-five. Mid-fifties by now. We’ve got a picture if you think that’d help. And, just real quick, it’s supposed to get up to about ninety degrees today, so it’d be great if we could have this discussion indoors.”

      Long minutes passed before Ladwig responded with, “I’m perfectly comfortable here.”

      Winter shrugged. “It’s still up to you, but if you want to let us bake out here on your porch, then I’ll have to make some calls and get a warrant to search your place a little later today. I might just do it out of spite, to be honest. These jackets don’t do much to keep us cool.”

      Stepping to the side, Dr. Ladwig pulled open the door. “Come on in, agents.” He waved a hand to the foyer, his attempt to hide a scowl unsuccessful.

      From the entrance, through the spacious kitchen and to the dining room, the place was spotless.

      Golden rays from the midafternoon sun caught the polished granite of the breakfast bar, and just beyond the French doors, the turquoise waters of an in-ground pool glittered.

      “Nice place,” Noah remarked.

      “Thanks.” The irritability had not so much as lessened from Dr. Ladwig’s voice.

      As Winter leaned forward to peer around the arched doorway that separated the dining room from the living area, she could feel Ladwig’s stare on her. She hated how much he knew about her history.

      Splayed open at one end of a gray sectional was a carry-on travel bag.

      “Going somewhere?” She didn’t bother to look over to him as she posed the question.

      Atop a coffee table was a laptop, and though she couldn’t be sure from the distance, she thought she spotted a red glow on the side of the computer.

      “I am,” Ladwig answered. From her periphery, she saw him glance back and forth between her and Noah.

      “Where’re you headed?” Noah asked.

      When her eyes met his, she inclined her chin in the direction of the computer.

      “Maine.” The doctor’s response was crisp and curt.

      “Where in Maine?”

      “The southern part,” he replied. “Agent Black, is there something I can help you with?”

      She shrugged as she stepped beneath the arch. “Any particular reason you’re headed to southern Maine, Dr. Ladwig?”

      “I grew up there.”

      “That laptop.” She waved a hand at the coffee table. “That’s an ASUS touchscreen, right? Sorry, I’m looking into getting a new laptop, and Best Buy sold its floor model, so I haven’t been able to take a look at it. Would you mind if I?” She pointed from the computer to herself and back as she edged her way past Noah and into the high-ceilinged room.

      “I’d really rather you didn’t.” But he made no move to stop her. “It’s the computer I use for work, so I’d just as soon you didn’t poke around on it.” He narrowed his eyes as she continued in the laptop’s direction. “But it doesn’t look like you’re going to listen to me, so go right ahead. Yes, it’s an ASUS touchscreen. I bought it at Costco, not Best Buy.”

      “Costco?” Noah echoed. “I wouldn’t have guessed. I’ve been looking for some new furniture, so I’ll have to keep it in mind.”

      As Winter neared the couch and the open laptop, the red glow was unmistakable.

      There was something on the flash drive plugged into the side.

      Though she was sure Ladwig’s attention was still fixed on her, she tuned out his and Noah’s one-sided conversation as she dropped to sit.

      In the center of the standard issued Windows background was a box, and in that box was a progress bar. As she leaned closer to read the text, she took in a sharp breath.

      Deleting files, 77% complete.

      “Shit,” she spat.

      Tapping a finger against the trackpad, she pressed the “cancel” button at least six times, though the progress bar stopped after the first frenzied click. Her pulse rushed in her ears as she pulled up the contents of the flash drive—the same contents Ladwig had been more than three-quarters of the way through deleting.

      Each file was labeled with a series of numbers and letters, and while some of them corresponded to recent dates, there was plenty that made little sense. Less than halfway down the page, she saw a red glow manifest around the edges of an icon labeled “bl0715192145.”

      She felt the rush of ice water through her veins as the document lit up the screen. At the top, each photograph was marked with a timestamp. The first was July fifteenth at quarter ‘til ten at night.

      Keys in one hand, green eyes fixed on the distance, was Noah. Though no buildings were in the shot, Winter could tell that the picture had been taken in the parking lot of their apartment complex.

      The next photo was stamped a minute later as Noah pulled open the driver’s side door of his pickup.

      Winter remembered that night. They had been awake since five in the morning, and as they combed through the case file for the seven-hundredth time, Noah offered to go pick up some late dinner.

      “What the fuck,” she murmured to herself.

      “What?” Noah asked.

      “He’s been stalking you.” With one hand on the textured grip of the Glock at her side, she rose to her feet.

      “He’s been stalking me?” Noah echoed, his voice incredulous.

      “Yes. Seventy-seven percent of the information on that flash drive was deleted, but there are a whole lot of pictures still left. Pictures taken at our complex.”

      Noah snapped his wide-eyed stare from her to Dr. Ladwig. “What? Dude, why? What the hell?”

      “Am I under arrest?” Dr. Ladwig grated. There was an unmistakable glint of indignation in his green and amber eyes, but behind the anger was a sentiment Winter had expected less.

      Fear. Genuine, unabashed fright.

      “You’ve been stalking a federal agent.” Silver flashed as Noah produced a pair of stainless-steel handcuffs.

      When Dr. Ladwig spoke again, the word came from between clenched teeth.

      “Lawyer.”
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      Weeks had passed since I performed Jensen Leary’s autopsy. Weeks without so much as a new hypothesis. Robert had done a piss poor job of locating the second patient he’d seen with the same brain abnormality as Patient Zero, and I was back to the starting line.

      I’d decided to let some time pass after the body of Jenson Leary was unearthed at the edge of the city, but the monotony of the last month and a half had finally ground away my last nerve.

      If they’d figured out anything from Jenson’s body, I’d have heard about it by now.

      After all, thirteen years had passed since they discovered Megan Helfer, and they were no closer to uncovering her identity.

      I did my due diligence to ensure the bodies wouldn’t be traced back to me. Even if they were identified, the trail would lead back to Catherine Schmidt, not Sandra Evans. The change in identity had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, but not a day went by when I wasn’t glad I’d done it.

      Catherine had been slapped with a hefty malpractice suit after one of my patient’s parents found the little tracking device I left in their son’s abdomen.

      The slip-up was entirely on me. I had decided to try a new spot for the implant in hopes that there would be less risk of discovery. As it turned out, the complete opposite was true.

      But I owned my mistakes. I learned from them, and I never made the same error twice.

      With a sip from a glass of homemade iced tea, I refreshed the webpage. There were two of them nearby, one within a two hour drive, and the other right here in the city of Richmond.

      It seemed convenient to go for the young woman in town, but I’d learned long ago that convenience was rarely, if ever, convenient. If it was too good to be true, then it wasn’t true.

      Though I never truly forgot any of the children on whom I performed surgeries, this young woman occupied a special part of my memory.

      She had been handed over to the state while in a medically induced coma, and not long after she was discharged from the hospital, her mother had overdosed on heroin and died.

      But despite the turbulence of her upbringing, there had been a spark in Autumn Nichols’ eyes that I seldom saw in someone her age.

      She was resilient, and someday, she’d make it out of her little corner of hell.

      I knew it then, and now, seventeen years later, she’d proven me right. She was a Ph.D. student in a track of study that was one of the most competitive graduate programs in any school. Forensic psychology.

      No, I didn’t want Autumn.

      Not yet.

      I still hadn’t progressed far enough in my research, and I didn’t want Autumn to die. I wanted her to be a success story, to present her to academic circles as a prime example of how brilliance could shine through the gray sludge of adversity.

      I could make the drive.

      As I set my glass of tea on a cloth coaster, the front screen of an archaic flip-phone lit up. The device buzzed an annoying dance on the glass table, but I scooped it up and opened it before the second ring.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “It’s me,” replied a familiar, gruff voice.

      “Mr. Parker.”

      I kept my response as cool and composed as always, but the truth was that the man set my teeth on edge. He was a pretentious asshole, and every time I was forced to deal with him, I liked him a little less.

      “They’ve got the psychiatrist in custody,” the man started. “You’re going to want to lay low, Sandra. I just got a call from Ladwig. He hasn’t said anything to the Feds, not yet.”

      My tongue felt thick in my mouth as I echoed, “Not yet?”

      “They’ve got something. I don’t know what it is, but they’ve got something solid, something they can hang their hat on. We need to get their eyes off you, and we need to do it permanently.”

      “You’re going to have him take the fall for it?” she surmised, her voice flat. “He’s got the information I need, Mr. Parker.”

      “And he’ll still be able to get it to you when he’s in a prison cell.” Parker’s response left no room for debate.

      “A prison cell? That’s not like you, Mr. Parker.”

      “For now.” His response was cryptic, but its meaning wasn’t lost on me.

      Robert Ladwig was about to confess to the murder of Jensen Leary. And then, after he’d given us all the useful information he possessed, he would die.
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      “Why am I still with you?” Autumn asked.

      Locking the screen of his phone, Aiden turned to regard her.

      The shadows beneath her green eyes had become more prominent as the evening wore on, but she had gone through some effort to keep the disheveled look at bay. Her ponytail was neat, and her subtle cat-eye eyeliner had not so much as smudged.

      “You’re still with me because there was a serial killer tracking you for seventeen years,” he answered after a brief spell of quiet. “Sorry to say, Ms. Trent, but you’re going to be seeing a lot more of us from now on.”

      “Motherfucker,” she muttered under her breath. “I just got out of the hospital. I just had surgery a few hours ago. Isn’t there some kind of law against keeping me in the waiting room at the FBI building for an unspecified amount of time?”

      He flashed her a sarcastic smile. “You’re the one with the Juris Doctorate. You tell me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’ve got the tracking device now, don’t you? I don’t really see what else you need me for.”

      “We’ve got it,” he confirmed with a nod. “But that doesn’t mean you’re in the clear. They’ve been watching you for a long time, and they not only know where you live, but your daily routine, probably down to the minute. The plan is to leave it on in hopes we’ll draw them to us. Not you. But still…” He left the statement unfinished and glanced back to her.

      With a resigned sigh, she leaned back in her chair and stretched her legs. “But still, they’re a serial killer with a medical degree, and they’ve been stalking me for seventeen years. How long am I going to need a babysitter, then?”

      Now, it was his turn to sigh. “I don’t know. I’m waiting to hear back from Agent Dalton and Agent Black. Hopefully, their lead gave them something worthwhile.”

      “And I’m just stuck here waiting until they get back?”

      “I’m here too,” he reminded her, tapping an index finger against his chest for emphasis.

      “This is your job. You’re getting paid for this.” She crossed her arms over her zip-up hoodie.

      “Well, yes and no. I’m salary, so, not really. It’s not like I’m getting overtime for staying past four.”

      “Then why are you just hanging out in the waiting room with me? Don’t you have some super secret FBI stuff you ought to be doing right now instead of babysitting a witness? I figured this would be above your paygrade, SSA Parrish.”

      “This case…” He waited until she met his gaze. “It started thirteen years ago. A colleague and I worked it, and we couldn’t even figure out who our victim was. It got shelved until Jenson Leary turned up outside town. I don’t think there’s any way that Jane Doe and Jenson are the only two people this person has killed. Based on the precision and how damn thorough they were, they aren’t new to this.”

      Autumn lifted her chin. “I think that’s pretty clear.”

      “We might have that tracking device now, but I’m not willing to bet that’ll be enough to stop them from searching for you. That’s not to say I doubt another agent could do this, but I’m here to see this through. And right now, it looks like that means ‘babysitting a witness.’”

      In the silence that followed, her green eyes remained fixed on his. For the most part, he had been truthful in his explanation. Her dry sense of humor and her good looks were just an added bonus.

      There was no doubt that Autumn Trent was a beautiful woman, but he had to wonder if he felt so drawn to her because she reminded him of someone else. Someone who, with each passing day, seemed to drift farther and farther away.

      “Okay,” she finally said. “But, just a fair warning, I’m probably going to keep pissing and moaning until I get some food. I haven’t eaten at all today.”

      He pushed aside the doubts about Winter—doubts about himself—to offer her a slight smile. “Then, while we wait for them to get back, let’s go get some food.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Aside from asking Robert Ladwig if he wanted something to drink, neither Noah nor Winter had spoken a word to the man since his arrival in the FBI building. For two hours, Ladwig was alone in an interview room while he waited for his lawyer. And for most of those two hours, Noah and Winter had watched the man from behind a pane of one-way mirrored glass.

      They’d stepped away after the pricey defense attorney arrived, and at least another twenty minutes passed before the man indicated that his client was ready to talk to them. Their case was almost entirely circumstantial, and the successful interrogation of Robert Ladwig was the only way to lend weight to the evidence they did have.

      The interview had to be flawless.

      In an effort to maintain impartiality, Winter had suggested that Noah and Bree take over. She and Aiden Parrish would watch the exchange to provide backup and ensure no aspect of Ladwig’s dialogue was overlooked.

      As soon as the SSA came to mind, a flicker of movement from the open doorway snapped Noah’s attention away from the one-way glass.

      Fluorescence from the hallway caught the silver band of the man’s pricey watch as he raised a plastic baggie for them to see. Though Noah’s first inclination was to mentally berate Parrish for the absurd amount of money he’d undoubtedly spent on the timepiece, he stopped himself. Watches had never caught Noah’s interest, but his granddad had a whole collection, and any one of them could rival the value of Parrish’s.

      “What’s that?” Bree’s query drew him back to the dim room.

      “A GPS tracking device,” Aiden answered as he set the bag on top of a wooden table. “It’s what our perp used to keep tabs on their victims.”

      “Shit,” Noah muttered. “Where’d you get it?”

      Parrish’s blue eyes flitted from him to Winter and then Bree before he answered. “From your friend, Autumn.”

      “What?” he and Winter asked simultaneously.

      Aiden ignored their outburst. “There’s only one person who could’ve put it there, and that person wasn’t Robert Ladwig. That means that at the least, Catherine Schmidt is or was a co-conspirator. Your theory still holds. He might have worked with her and then killed her after she lost her usefulness.”

      A determined glint in her dark eyes, Bree pushed herself to stand and glanced over to Noah.

      Wordlessly, he nodded.

      Showtime.

      Rolling up the sleeves of his white dress shirt, Noah followed Bree to the interrogation room. She rapped her knuckles against the metal surface as she pushed open the heavy door. With a wide smile that was mostly feigned, Noah nodded a greeting to the psychiatrist and his lawyer.

      For the first time since they’d seen him that afternoon, the man looked worried. Until now, his visage had been cold and steely, and he hadn’t so much as twitched when he was handcuffed.

      Maybe his attorney had gone over the situation, and he’d realized he was cornered. But was he cornered?

      Not even close, Noah thought.

      They had found barely enough to arrest him, much less press charges. Sure, he had hired a private investigator to follow Noah around for the better part of six weeks, but that was hardly illegal. After all, Noah had provided false contact information, false insurance information, and false medical information to Dr. Ladwig.

      Hiring a PI to figure out why Brady Lomond had falsified all those records was well within the realm of possibility.

      But Noah knew there was more to the story. He knew there was something they’d missed, a detail that would put all the little pieces together like a damn puzzle, and he knew that Robert Ladwig was involved.

      When he turned his attention to the lawyer, the feigned amiability vanished from Noah’s face. The man was well-dressed—his tailored suit had likely cost as much as Parrish’s—but that was where any resemblance to a white-collar professional ended.

      Though he was seated, Noah could tell the man stood close to his six-four. His lean frame filled out enough of the expensive suit to show that he kept in peak physical shape. Jet-black hair was brushed straight away from his face, and then there were his eyes.

      They were dark brown, and they brimmed with the same malicious cunning he would have expected from Charles Manson or Jim Jones. Even as he looked away from the unnerving sight, he tensed at the cold caress of a shiver that threatened.

      “Evening, Dr. Ladwig.” He forced the agreeable expression back to his face. “I know we’ve already met, but I’m Agent Dalton. This…” he paused to gesture to where Bree stood in one shadowy corner, “is Agent Stafford.”

      “Agents,” the lawyer said. “Pleasure to meet you. I’m Chase Parker, and I’ll be representing Dr. Ladwig.”

      “Then you know why we’re here, right?” Bree’s voice was as sweet as her smile was condescending.

      Chase nodded. “I do.” He turned to Robert Ladwig with an expectant look. “We’ve discussed it, and my client and I would like to make a deal.”

      Noah could hardly keep the stupefied look at bay. “A deal?” he echoed after the stunned silence. “What kind of deal?”

      “A plea deal.” The lawyer’s smile was full of teeth. “A full confession in exchange for a guarantee that the death penalty is off the table.”

      This didn’t make any sense. There wasn’t enough evidence to frighten a competent lawyer into a full confession, not unless…

      The flash drive. Ladwig might have made a valiant effort to erase the data, but the Bureau’s tech department would be able to restore the majority of the information.

      “All right.” The clatter of the chair legs against tile followed Bree’s laconic agreement.

      As Bree sat at Noah’s side, he still couldn’t shake the feeling that there was an important aspect of the case they were missing. Something with the lawyer was wrong, something with Ladwig was wrong, something with this whole damn investigation was wrong.

      “Let’s hear it.” Bree’s composure hadn’t faltered.

      Coughing into one hand to clear his throat, metal clattered against metal as Ladwig rested his arms atop the table. “Jenson Leary.” His green and amber eyes shifted from Noah to Bree and back. “And Megan Helfer.”

      He could almost hear Winter and Aiden scramble to check Ladwig’s statement for accuracy.

      And sure enough, as Ladwig continued on, there were aspects of his story that hadn’t been released to the public. Information only the killer could have known, such as both victims’ history of head trauma, the missing brains, and the precision with which they had been cut apart.

      His alleged motive was straightforward enough: scientific curiosity.

      Though he’d hesitated when they brought up his relationship with Catherine Schmidt, he admitted that her work as a neurosurgeon had been behind the need to know more about the inner workings of human brains. He’d listened to her talk about changes in personality after damages to different lobes, and Ladwig had become obsessed with the idea that he could correct deviant behavior with the right surgical procedure.

      Noah pointed out that scientists at the beginning of the 1900s had already come up with a specific surgery to alleviate criminality. A lobotomy.

      At the mention of the draconian method, Ladwig only scoffed.

      He hadn’t wanted to give his patients a lobotomy. He wanted them to come out of the procedure as functioning members of society, not drooling messes. When the psychiatrist speculated on the barbarity of a lobotomy, Noah almost laughed aloud.

      As the recount drew to a close, he and Bree exchanged glances. He didn’t miss the wariness behind her dark eyes.

      “All right, gentlemen,” Noah said, tapping his palm against the stainless-steel table as he stood. “This is quite a bit of information, so if you’ll excuse us for just a second.”

      Ladwig followed their movements with his eyes, and try as he might, Noah couldn’t get a read on the man’s emotional state.

      Robert Ladwig was like a brick wall. Maybe he was a sociopath.

      Noah had no substantive reason to doubt him, especially when he considered all the details Ladwig had revealed about the two murders.

      Before he and Bree even stepped into the adjoining room, Parrish was already shaking his head. Winter sat at the table in front of the one-way mirror, her lips pursed, blue eyes fixed on the psychiatrist and his lawyer.

      “What?” Noah asked.

      “I don’t believe him.” Parrish reached out to grab the baggie with the coin-sized tracking device. “He didn’t say a single word about this. Not even a vague mention of it when you two asked him how he found his victims. Seems like an important piece to leave out, don’t you think?”

      “A little,” Noah said through gritted teeth. As much as he was loath to admit, the man was right. He usually was.

      “We’ll ask him about it,” Bree decided. “You said that’s from Autumn, right?”

      “Right.” Parrish nodded. “Ask him about the tracking devices he planted in his patients’ heads.”

      “That was in Autumn’s head?” Noah’s eyes widened as he looked back up to Parrish.

      “No.” Aiden’s voice was flat. “It was in her abdomen. Which is why you’re going to say it was in her head. Then if he agrees with it, or goes along with it, we know he’s not the one who put it there.”

      Jaw clenched, Noah nodded, looked to Bree, and tilted his chin in the direction of the doorway.

      He pushed past the sudden wave of concern for Autumn. Though he and Winter had each missed a call and a text from her earlier that afternoon, the messages were vague. They sure as hell hadn’t alluded to a tracking device that was surgically implanted in her body.

      First, he had been pulled away from their outing, and then he’d failed to answer an urgent call.

      And since he and Winter hadn’t picked up, Autumn had been forced to resort to Aiden Parrish, of all people. He wouldn’t be surprised if she hated all three of them by the time this debacle was over.

      But he would have to deal with the pang of guilt later. Right now, he had a series of lies to peel away from a messy truth that was not even guaranteed to get them closer to the killer.

      “Sorry about that.” He flashed a quick smile to Ladwig and his lawyer.

      “So, Dr. Ladwig,” Bree started as she took her seat. “These ‘patients’ of yours, you said you kept track of them from when they were patients of Dr. Schmidt. How did you do that, exactly? I mean, did you actively follow them throughout their lives? That seems like a hell of a lot of work.”

      The dark-haired lawyer leaned forward, and as he spoke to Ladwig in hushed tones, the psychiatrist’s grim countenance didn’t change.

      “I tracked them,” Ladwig said.

      “How?” Noah pressed.

      “With a GPS tracking device.”

      “In their head?” he asked.

      This time, Ladwig merely nodded.

      “Why would you put it in their head? And how’d you put it in their head?” Bree’s voice was as tense as Noah’s muscles felt.

      “That’s where they had surgery,” Ladwig replied as if the answer should have been obvious. “I went to med school, too, agents. Implanting a tracking device in someone’s head after they had surgery wasn’t hard.”

      Bree pursed her lips and tapped an index finger against her cheek. “Why their head, though? You had to know that after a traumatic head injury they’d have MRIs, PET scans, CT scans of their head. Wouldn’t one of those find it? Not to mention, if it’s metal and they went through an MRI.” With a cluck of her tongue, she shook her head. “Well, you’ve got a medical degree. I’m sure I don’t need to elaborate, do I?”

      Aside from a flicker of wariness in the man’s green and amber eyes, he didn’t balk.

      “Are you covering for someone, Ladwig?” Propping both elbows atop the table, Noah leaned forward and narrowed his eyes at the man. “Why would you give us a false confession?”

      “False?” the lawyer echoed. “You heard what my client said.”

      “We did.” Noah offered the man a wry smile as he nodded. “And maybe it seems like an easy open and shut case, but that’s not how we operate around here. See, we like to put away the people who actually did the crime. And your client is full of shit. We’ve got one of your tracking devices.”

      Ladwig gasped. “How?”

      Even the attorney looked stunned.

      “Pulled it out of a woman’s stomach earlier today. And I mean, honestly, Ladwig, can you even do brain surgery? Much less keep someone alive after you cut into their head? It was a stretch, I’ll be honest. Pinning you as the mastermind mad scientist here.” Noah laughed, and Ladwig’s face turned just the shade of purple he’d been hoping for.

      “That’s quite—”

      The doctor let out a whoosh of air as his lawyer elbowed him in the ribs.

      A part of Noah smirked, but the other part couldn’t stop staring at the attorney. What the hell was going on?

      He looked at Ladwig again. “Now, I’ll tell you what, gentlemen. When we do find the killer, and we will find them, this can go one of two ways.”

      Chase Parker regained his composure first. “Do tell.” He looked bored, but his pupils were still dilated, Noah noted.

      “First,” he held up one finger, “your client can tell us who he’s covering for and we’ll go easy on him when it comes time for sentencing. Or,” he raised a second finger, “you can keep your mouth shut, and then when the real killer’s case goes to trial, you’ll go on trial right along with them. And I’m afraid our ‘no death penalty’ deal won’t extend that far.”

      For what felt like an eternity, Ladwig’s intent stare was on Noah. The silence was so complete, so pervasive, that they could have heard a pin drop in the next room over.

      “You’ve got twenty-four hours.” Bree’s voice broke through the quiet like a thunderclap.

      Twenty-four hours or twenty-four minutes, Noah thought. It wouldn’t make a difference. Ladwig’s stare told him everything he needed to know about the level of cooperation they could expect.

      They were on their own.

      He just didn’t understand why the man was offering himself up as the scapegoat.
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      Autumn leapt from her seat as soon as Aiden Parrish stepped through the doorway, then immediately regretted the movement. Her stomach hurt like a son of a bitch, but she’d be damned if she let the BAU chief witness it.

      She had been seated in the same waiting area for the past forty-five minutes, and she was about to lose her mind. There were only so many games of solitaire a person could play before their sanity slipped away.

      Despite the target a serial killer had painted on her back, she had decided to leave if no one came to update her in the next fifteen minutes.

      There was more to Aiden Parrish’s motivation to keep her around than he let on, but she couldn’t be sure of the precise reason for the man’s sudden interest in her. All she knew was that his motive was less than professional.

      Maybe the attention should have made her giddy. Maybe the idea that such a smart, handsome man had taken an interest in her should have made her cheeks flush, her stomach flutter, and her mind wander. And maybe it would have if Autumn was a normal twenty-eight-year-old woman.

      She was far from naïve, and she suspected that even without the sixth sense that gave her insight into other people’s behavior, she would still have been suspicious.

      When Winter rounded the corner after Aiden, she was so surprised by the wave of relief that she had to keep herself from stalking over to wrap the woman in a bear hug.

      As she made note of Winter’s stony expression, however, the cold claw around her stomach kept her rooted in place. Winter looked like she had come from a funeral to discover that someone had wrecked her car.

      “What?” Autumn blurted, glancing back and forth between her and Aiden.

      “He’s not our guy.” Even though Autumn’s attention was fixed on Winter, Aiden was the first to respond.

      Furrowing her brows, she turned to meet the man’s steely gaze. “Wait, what? Who the hell did you bring in, then?”

      “He is only an accomplice,” he answered. “Whoever did the actual killings is still out there.”

      With a sigh, Winter rubbed her eyes. “I’m sorry, Autumn,” she offered.

      As the implication became clearer, Autumn only opened and closed her mouth.

      So, there was still a serial killer out there who had painted a target on her back. Whether or not the Bureau had the tracking device, the killer had watched her movements for long enough to have a detailed outline of her routine, of her address, of her whole damn life.

      She cleared her throat. “Then what does that mean for me?”

      “For now, it means we’re going to make sure there’s an agent or a local cop keeping an eye out for you.” Though Winter’s tone was reassuring and kind, Autumn’s stomach dropped.

      “For now?” she echoed.

      Aiden crossed his arms as he shook his head. “It’s not a permanent solution. It’s expensive, and it’s not a joyous experience for you or anyone else involved.”

      “But we’ll find them,” Winter added quickly. She shot an irritable look at the taller man, but Aiden either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Catherine Schmidt is our prime suspect now. We just have to find her. Bree has a couple contacts in White Collar Crimes who can expedite the investigation to find out where she went, since it looks like we’re dealing with a person who’s using a stolen identity.”

      “Motherfucker,” Autumn spat. “Well, can I go home now, or do I get a sleeping bag so I can stay in the FBI waiting room?” She knew Aiden and Winter both wanted to keep her safe, but she couldn’t help the petulance. She was exhausted and hurting. She’d just had surgery, for heaven’s sake.

      “No,” Aiden started, “I can take you home. We’ll get ahold of the local PD and have someone post up outside your apartment building.”

      Though Winter’s glance to Aiden was fleeting, Autumn thought there was enough venom behind her eyes to kill a regiment of soldiers.

      She didn’t have to touch them to recognize the tension in their dynamic. There were as many unresolved issues between them as there were between Autumn and her most recent ex.

      Was that it? Had Winter and Aiden dated?

      No, the man would have come up in conversation between either her and Noah or her and Winter. Autumn could tell Noah’s affection for Winter went beyond platonic, but he was respectful of her boundaries and valued her friendship.

      As Autumn turned her attention back to Aiden, the picture became clearer. Aiden’s affection for Winter went beyond platonic too. Unlike Noah, however, he was still at war with himself over the feelings. She could see it in the way he looked at her, could hear it in his voice when he addressed her.

      But what about Winter? Was she at war with herself over her feelings for Aiden Parrish?

      When the corner of Winter’s mouth twitched in a faint scowl, she thought she had her answer.

      “It’s fine.” Autumn waved a dismissive hand. “I’ll take an Uber. I need to check my stitches, and I’m so sick of this building I don’t think I ever want to see it again.”

      “I was about to leave.” Winter took a step toward her. “I’ll take you home. If it’s alright with you, I’ll stay at your place so you don’t have to deal with a stranger outside your door all night.”

      Autumn bit off a weary sigh and nodded. “Yeah, that’s fine. Sorry, Mr. Parrish. I’m going to have to go with my friend on this one, even if it means riding in a Civic instead of a Mercedes.”

      At first, the man looked like he might protest. Why in the hell were he and Winter fighting over her? Were they really fighting over her, or was this some sort of pissing match that went with their ill-perceived affections for one another?

      She fought against a groan. She had never wanted to be at home as much as she did right now.

      “Okay,” Aiden finally replied.

      Propelled by a sick sense of curiosity, Autumn extended a hand to him and feigned an amiable smile. “Thanks again for the food.”

      As he accepted the handshake, she wanted to release her grip and sprint out the door, but she held the agreeable expression together until she and Winter turned to leave.

      Aiden Parrish might have had an ulterior motive for his actions toward Autumn, but mixed in was a sense of intrigue she hadn’t expected. She could only assume that the draw he felt to her was the basis for the conflict that raged in his mind.

      Still, she couldn’t fault him for the sentiment. The inner turmoil was just one more thing she and Aiden Parrish had in common.

      Only, in her case, the bridge had already been burned. Aiden still had a chance to pursue the woman who captivated him so, and Autumn did not have such a luxury.

      Neither she nor Winter spoke on their trek out to the familiar little Honda. As Winter turned the key over in the ignition, Autumn fastened her seatbelt and rolled down the window.

      “So,” she started, her tone as casual as she could manage. “How long have you and Parrish known one another? Seems like you guys must go way back.”

      A less keen observer might not have noticed how Winter stiffened at the question. “Yeah,” she answered. “Um, I’ve known him since I was about thirteen. So, thirteen years, give or take a couple months.”

      “Really? How’d you meet an FBI agent when you were thirteen?”

      Shadows from the ruddy streetlights shifted along Winter’s face as she clenched and unclenched her jaw, and Autumn felt a twinge of guilt. She was prying, and she hated when people pried into her past.

      “I told you that my parents died when I was younger, right?” Winter’s blue eyes flicked over to Autumn as they pulled up to a red light.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring that up. I guess I just thought it might’ve been a funny story or something.”

      As Winter shook her head, a faint smile passed over her face. “No, it’s all right. Part of being friends is sharing stuff, right?”

      Autumn returned the smile and nodded.

      “Well, that’s how I met Aiden. My parents were both killed when I was thirteen and he, the guy who killed them, he hit me in the back of the head really hard. I think he was trying to kill me, but I woke up from a coma after three months.”

      “No way.” Autumn kept her tone light in hopes it would alleviate some of the wistfulness she saw on Winter’s face. “You had a traumatic brain injury too?” Before the light could turn green, Autumn pushed aside some of her auburn hair to point at a jagged scar on the side of her forehead. “I was in a medically induced coma for two weeks.”

      “Really?” Winter gawked, her eyes wide. “Holy shit. How’d it happen? Did you get smacked in the head by a serial killer too?”

      With a snort of laughter, Autumn shook her head. “No. I tripped and fell into the edge of a coffee table.”

      The lie was so practiced that, these days, it rolled off her lips like it was the truth. But in that moment, she suspected she wasn’t the only one of them withholding something.

      Winter’s moment of wide-eyed disbelief hadn’t been the level of surprise Autumn expected. She’d expected a string of four-letter words, repeated utterances of sympathy, or a stunned silence. Instead, Winter reacted the same way Autumn would have expected if she’d announced they had the same favorite flavor of ice cream.

      “Well, still.” Winter flashed her a smile. “TBIs suck. It sucks that you had one too.”

      “They do suck.” Autumn chuckled, pushing her friend’s demeanor out of her thoughts. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”

      Winter shook her head. “No, I appreciate the levity. It’s been a long time since it happened, but it can still be hard to talk about. My parents, they were both killed by a serial killer named Douglas Kilroy. His moniker was The Preacher.”

      Though Autumn wanted to gawk at her friend, to vocalize her awe, she swallowed the sentiment down and merely nodded instead. Douglas Kilroy might have been fascinating from a psychological perspective, but the man had killed the parents of Autumn’s good friend.

      “I followed that case,” she replied. “That guy was a serious piece of work. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      “It was hard,” Winter said, her voice lowered. “I won’t lie about that. But my grandparents raised me, and they’re both wonderful. They took me in like I was their own kid. That’s why I wanted to be an FBI agent, though. So I could track down Kilroy and put him away.”

      Autumn could tell the recollection had become more difficult. “Maybe someday you can tell me about it.”

      With a wistful smile, Winter nodded. “Yeah, someday.”

      Autumn hesitated before she spoke again.

      She wanted her friend to know she wasn’t alone, but at the same time, she didn’t want to reveal all the messy details of her relationship with her biological parents. Maybe she should have been proud of how far she’d come, but when she thought back to her childhood, all she felt was shame and isolation.

      “My parents are gone too.” She was sure at least a full minute of silence had passed before she broke the spell.

      At the last possible second, she’d decided she didn’t want Winter to feel like she was alone.

      Autumn knew the feeling well, and as long as she could help it, none of her friends would be forced to contend with that level of isolation when she was around them. She might have felt like Winter was holding something back, but she didn’t know what that something was.

      For all she knew, it could have been a case detail kept secret for her safety, or to avoid compromising the integrity of their investigation.

      “I’m sorry,” Winter murmured.

      “It’s okay.” Autumn’s tone was just as quiet. “I was eleven at the time. Honestly, they weren’t great parents. Mom overdosed on heroin, and I don’t even know what happened to my dad. He just up and disappeared. Probably got killed and buried in the woods somewhere for ripping off a dealer or something. But, like you said about your grandparents, my adopted parents took me in like I was theirs.”

      Winter’s smile was tiny. “I’m glad they were good to you.”

      “They were my foster parents to begin with, and they were just like those foster parents you see in feel-good movies. They’d never had any kids of their own, and they took their duties as fosters really seriously. I remember them getting a steady flow of thank-you letters from kids who were the first in their families to graduate high school or get accepted into college.”

      “Wow,” Winter said, her voice a bit thick. She cleared her throat. “That sucks, but it’s amazing all at the same time. They sound like great people.”

      “Probably the type of people who would be friends with your grandparents.” Autumn grinned as Winter looked over to her.

      “Probably,” Winter laughed.

      The only person with whom Autumn had ever discussed details of her parents was her ex, and they had been in a committed relationship for close to a year before she offered up as much as she had told Winter. Though she told herself she should be nervous about confiding in another person, she was relieved.
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      With my back propped against a pile of pillows, I’d just opened my newest, hefty paperback novel when I heard the obnoxious clatter of my burner phone. I couldn’t remember the last time it had received so many calls in a single day, and I felt the corner of my mouth turn down at the thought.

      As I scooped up the device to glance at the screen, my scowl deepened. The number was the same that had called me earlier.

      “Yes,” I greeted, my voice as flat as I could manage.

      “We need to talk,” the man replied.

      “About what, Mr. Parker?”

      “They know about the tracking devices. They recovered one from a woman, and they brought it up during the interrogation. How many of those things do you have out there?”

      My heart picked up speed, and I willed it down to its normal rate.  “Only a few.” I’d only been willing to take the risk with the patients who were most auspicious. Jensen had been one, and now there were only three left. One was an hour north of the city, one was in the city, and the other was still in Minnesota.

      Which meant if the FBI had discovered one, there was only one likely source.

      “Did they say who?” I didn’t want it to be Autumn. She was so resilient, so promising.

      “No, but everything I gathered from them indicates that whoever it is, they’re local. They had the device in their possession, and it’d have to be someone near here for them to have gotten ahold of it so fast.” There was a rare note of foreboding in Mr. Parker’s words, and I didn’t like the implications of his tone.

      But if I lied, if I kept Autumn’s name to myself, he would know. Parker always knew. I didn’t know the first thing about the man, but he knew everything about almost anyone with whom he worked. It was a one-sided relationship, and it always had been, but what choice did I have? As much as I disliked him, I knew well enough how dangerous Parker was.

      “I need their name, Sandra. I need their name, and I need to know how well they knew you so I can figure out how much we’ve got to worry about.” The chill was back in his voice, and honestly, I thought I preferred that to the menace.

      Autumn might have been promising, but she wasn’t nearly enough for me to compromise my own wellbeing.

      “Don’t kill her if you can manage it.” I closed my eyes. “Her name is Autumn Nichol. She’s in Richmond. She was a patient of mine seventeen years ago. I doubt she has a better recollection of me than anyone else.”

      “You’re going to need to lay low. Even lower than you are now. Take some time off work, and I’ll call you back when it’s clear.”

      I clenched my jaw. How was I supposed to manage that? Maybe Parker could take time off work whenever he wanted, but that wasn’t how hospital jobs worked.

      “I can’t just ‘take some time off,’” I grated.

      “You’re smart, Sandra. You’ll figure it out.”
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      Winter’s sore muscles protested with each step she took toward her couch. In part to offer security and in part because she was interested, Winter had gone with Autumn to her Krav Maga classes over the past few days. Even though her friend was still healing from surgery, Autumn still pushed herself further than most post-op patients should.

      Despite Winter’s disciplined workout routine, the hand-to-hand combat technique employed muscles she didn’t normally utilize during her morning run. She didn’t care. Part of her enjoyed the pain. Needed it, even. It helped with the frustration building through her system.

      In the eight days since the arrest of Robert Ladwig, the man hadn’t offered another word. The majority of their communication with the psychiatrist had been conducted through his lawyer, Chase Parker.

      Neither Ladwig nor Parker’s adamancy of Ladwig’s guilt had so much as waivered in the last week. Any time one of them poked a hole in his statement, he put up a brick wall.

      Aiden had been the first to propose that the disgraced psychiatrist was frightened. According to Aiden, there was no other reason a person would take the fall for a crime they hadn’t committed.

      While Winter agreed with his assessment to some extent, she also thought the story was more complicated than Robert Ladwig being scared.

      Besides, she reasoned, Ladwig had spent ten years of his adult life in the armed forces. The details of his combat record were still a mystery to them—the military was loath to release such sensitive information, even when it was associated with a murder suspect—but there was no doubt that the man had seen combat.

      With ten years of military experience, what exactly would scare Dr. Ladwig so much that he would willingly submit himself to a life sentence in a federal prison?

      Winter’s theory held that Ladwig was just as guilty of the murders as his co-conspirator, and he had decided not to give them up due to some twisted sense of honor. Though Bree agreed, Noah was reluctant.

      For how often he and Aiden wound up on the same side of an argument, she was surprised they hadn’t become friends. Then again, maybe the commonalities were as much the reason for their dislike of one another than anything.

      According to Autumn, Aiden had a “thing” for Winter. She was unwilling to elaborate beyond the cryptic remark, and Winter had merely laughed off the suggestion.

      As the week progressed, she became even more certain that Autumn’s observation was inaccurate. The thought frustrated her, but she wasn’t sure it should have been so frustrating.

      Why would she want Aiden to have a “thing” for her?

      Sure, her attraction to the tall, dark, and handsome Aiden Parrish had been inexorable during her high school years, but since then, she’d learned the necessary components for a good relationship. Trust, common ground, shared values, all were part of the foundation for a relationship that was lasting.

      If she pictured herself with Aiden, could she tick off a single item on that short list?

      She’d been given no reason to doubt his motives since after the Douglas Kilroy investigation, but the Machiavellian tactics they’d both employed in those months was not easy to forget.

      And did she even know any of Aiden’s interests outside his professional life, much less share them with him? Even though she’d known him for thirteen years, the majority of their discussions had revolved around work, or at least around topics related to the criminal justice system.

      But she couldn’t shake the recollection of their first interaction after she returned from her three-month hiatus. When he’d made a sarcastic remark about his secret love of Mountain Dew Code Red, it was like no time had passed between them at all.

      That was always how it felt with Aiden. No matter how long they were apart, they could always pick up where they’d left off, and the transition was seamless. Still, that was hardly enough to form the basis for a lasting relationship.

      Then, there was Noah.

      She knew Noah. She knew he adored cats, that he didn’t care for big dogs, that his favorite music genre was country but he held a lesser known love for alternative and grunge rock from the 1990s. She knew he had a special place in his heart for Italian food, and she had watched him tear up at the end of the third Lord of the Rings movie.

      He didn’t hide his emotions like Aiden. If Noah was angry, sad, or a combination of both, she knew about it. She didn’t have to drag an emotional response out of him like she did with Aiden. In fact, most of the time, it was the other way around with her and Noah.

      Maybe Aiden’s interest in Autumn was for the best. If anyone could understand what was running through that man’s head, it would be the soon-to-be doctor.

      Still, Aiden’s excuses and logic for his routine visits to Winter’s friend did not sit well.

      Shit.

      Was she jealous?

      And if she was, who was the object of her envy?

      Was she jealous because she had hardly seen Autumn over the last week and Aiden had? Or was she jealous because she suspected Aiden had a “thing” for her friend? Or did she just want him to have a thing for Autumn and not her?

      With a groan, she leaned back and covered her face with both hands. She wanted to run the thoughts by someone, but she couldn’t bring the topic up to Noah or Autumn.

      When the knock sounded out from the front door, she heaved a sigh of relief.

      Her tired muscles ached as she pushed herself to stand, and she almost chuckled at how ridiculous she must have looked. She looked like a ninety-year-old as she hobbled toward the entryway. The pain was always worse the day after the workout.

      “Hold on,” she called to the person on the other side of the front door. Hopefully, that person was Noah, and hopefully, he’d already stopped to pick up the Thai food he had promised earlier in the day.

      When she spotted his green eyes through the peephole, she couldn’t help the smile that crept to her lips. Flicking back the deadbolt, she pulled open the door and stepped aside.

      After another day of dead ends in the search for Catherine Schmidt, Winter had departed the FBI office on time. Based on the suit and tie Noah still wore, he had stayed at work several hours past the typical five o’clock end time. The scent of garlic and curry wafted from him, and she felt her stomach grumble.

      “You look as tired as I feel,” she remarked as he stepped out of his shoes.

      “I feel as tired as I look.” With a disarming smile, he held up the brown paper bag. “I’m going to eat all this food I bought for myself then lapse into a food coma while we watch some TV. But I’ll be completely honest with you, darlin’, I need a break from this damn case. If I keep staring at shit about Catherine Schmidt, I’m going to start to think I am Catherine Schmidt.”

      “Hey.” She held up her hands as they made their way to the galley kitchen. “You’re preaching to the choir. I could use a break too. We’ll eat this delicious food while we work on getting you caught up to where Autumn and I are in Game of Thrones.”

      “Oh, perfect.” He rolled his eyes in feigned exasperation. “So instead of being stressed about finding Catherine Schmidt, I get to be stressed about which one of my favorite characters is going to die next.”

      Winter laughed. “Pretty much.”

      “I’ll let you get the food figured out.” He loosened the black tie around his neck. “I’m going to go change.”

      Winter flashed him a thumbs-up as she retrieved a couple plates and forks. By the time she returned to the kitchen to retrieve a bottle of beer for each of them, she heard a knock at the door before Noah announced he had returned.

      Though she had almost hoped to see another one of his surprising band shirts, he wore a plain gray t-shirt and gym shorts instead.

      Her appetite seldom matched his, but repeated attempts to disarm a seasoned hand-to-hand combat student like Autumn Trent had made her hungrier than any other workout she’d tried so far. Now, she thought she understood how Autumn was able to match Noah in a chimichanga eating contest.

      Even with the stomach pain she’d been fighting since before Winter met her, Autumn’s ability to put away food was impressive.

      As Noah watched the end of the second season unfold, her mind wandered back to Autumn’s assertion that Aiden had feelings for her.

      Part of her wanted the observation to be accurate, but now, with the warmth of Noah’s body so close to hers, she doubted the knee-jerk reaction. Did she want Aiden to have a “thing” for her, or was that just a leftover part of the high school girl who had been convinced she was in love with the dashing federal agent?

      Maybe that was why she didn’t want Autumn to be right.

      Whenever she thought of any sense of romantic affection for Aiden, she felt like she was a naïve kid all over again. Like she was that starry-eyed teenager who revered the same man with whom she’d exchanged verbal blows on a regular basis.

      Sure, Aiden was smart, handsome, and capable, but he was human. He was flawed, just like any other human being, and she hated that thoughts of his alleged feelings for her transported her back to a place where she had been unable to see those flaws.

      There was no hope when she imagined herself with Aiden Parrish.

      No matter the lingering sense of affection she felt for him, any sort of relationship would be doomed to failure. She cared for him, but he was a reminder of her past, a reminder of a place to which she never wanted to return.

      But what if Autumn was right? What if he wanted more than a platonic relationship, and she didn’t?

      As polished as Aiden was, she found it hard to believe that he took rejection gracefully. If Autumn was right, did that mean Winter and Aiden’s friendship was at stake?

      The realization made her stomach turn. Even though she didn’t want to risk that friendship, she wouldn’t lie to herself or him to maintain an amiable air.

      A pronounced groan at her side snapped her out of the solipsism. As the television darkened and the credits rolled, Noah glanced away from the screen and over to her.

      “Tell me that asshole dies,” he groused.

      Despite the emotional quandary she had just departed, she laughed. “Which one?”

      “There are a lot of them, aren’t there?”

      “Oh, you don’t even know the half of it yet. That wasn’t even the season two finale. Come on, Dalton. Get your head in the game.”

      “Sometimes, watching this show feels like an exercise in masochism,” he muttered as he leaned back in his seat.

      She waved a dismissive hand and flashed him a grin. “That’s every good show, isn’t it?”

      “I guess so, yeah.” As his green eyes flicked back to her, the start of a smile worked its way to his face. In the silence that followed, she held the tentative gaze.

      Even as she fought against the urge to lean forward, to close the distance between them and breathe in the familiar, comforting scent of peppermint and fabric softener, she suspected her affinity for Noah had far surpassed platonic.

      But no matter her suspicions, she was determined not to create another awkward hiccup in their friendship. Noah was a good friend, a loyal friend, and a damn lifesaver. Until she was one-hundred-percent sure any lingering fondness for Aiden had vanished, she refused to risk her and Noah’s friendship.

      No matter how much her heart pitter-pattered at the thought of the taste of his kiss, no matter how keenly aware she was of his close presence, she would refrain. Noah deserved that, she thought.

      He deserved certainty.
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      On seven of the last eight days, Autumn had been visited by none other than Aiden Parrish himself.

      The excuses he used to stop by in person were half-assed at best, but she still hadn’t summoned up the mental fortitude to call out his less than professional curiosity.

      She’d asked him about it on a couple occasions, but his response was much the same as what he’d told her in the FBI waiting room more than a week earlier. This was an old case of his, and he intended to personally see it through, blah, blah, blah.

      By now, she had turned the rationalization into a joke between the two of them. The fact that she had an inside joke with Aiden Parrish felt strange, but she used it as an outlet for the mounting frustration that came with being shadowed by a law enforcement agent whenever she so much as breathed.

      Though, considering her car was out of commission until she could drum up the cash to fix the transmission, maybe the constant presence of a cop or a Federal Agent had a silver lining: reliable transportation.

      As she glanced to the man in the driver’s side of the black sedan, she tucked her messenger bag beside her feet and fastened her seatbelt.

      Only a couple years older than Autumn, Agent Bobby Weyrick was a six-year veteran of the United States Army and a self-proclaimed nerd. He was also her second favorite federal bodyguard. Her favorite, whether or not she liked to admit it, was still Aiden Parrish.

      At the beginning of the year, Bobby and his wife—an EMT named Kara—had closed on a house. They’d adopted two German Shepherd puppies from a shelter a few weeks earlier, and each time she saw him, he had new pictures of the growing dogs. According to Bobby, his two cats were “teaching the pups to cat.”

      The man was also a habitual smoker, and even though Autumn had rid herself of the nasty habit a few years ago, the frustration of the past week, coupled with the tantalizing scent of second-hand smoke in the car, had pushed her to her breaking point.

      “Hey, Bobby.” She flashed him a guilty grin.

      Turning the key over in the ignition, he glanced up to her. “What’s up?”

      “Do you think you could swing by a gas station on the way back to my place? I need some damn nicotine.”

      “You can just have one of mine.” He held out a cardboard pack of smokes.

      Autumn wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “You smoke menthols, man. I want nicotine, not to feel like I’ve got the flu.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” With a slight smile, he shook his head. “That’s fine. I could use some coffee and a taquito, anyway.”

      “So,” she started as they pulled out of the student parking garage, “you’ve been at the FBI for a few years now, right?”

      “Yep.” He nodded. “Since I got out of the military four years ago.”

      “What do you know about Aiden Parrish?” She blurted out the question before she could consider why she even wanted to know.

      He flashed her a curious look. “Head of BAU? Not much. I’ve been in Violent Crimes since I started, stuck on the damn night shift. But it’s what Kara works, too, so I don’t complain. This is like my morning right now, hence my need for coffee. I don’t hardly ever run across any of those weird day shift people.” Bobby’s native Tennessee twang was different from Noah’s drawl, but until recently, Autumn had been unable to tell one southern accent from another.

      “Huh, all right. Fair enough. Night shift, though? That sounds rough.”

      “It’s not all that bad.” Shrugging, he flicked on the signal to turn into a bustling gas station. “Plus, it keeps me and Kara on the same schedule.”

      “True. Okay, well, I’ve been drinking coffee all day, and I need to run to the bathroom so I’m not doing a weird dance while we’re waiting in line.”

      With a chuckle, Bobby nodded his understanding as they stepped out of the car. Autumn made a beeline back to the ladies’ room, and her federal agent shadow posted up at the opening of the hallway where he pretended to look interested in the selection of coffee.

      As far as any outsiders were concerned, she and Bobby were just two friends at a quick pit stop on their way home from class. Though Aiden Parrish was perpetually well-dressed, Bobby opted for inconspicuous attire.

      A couple days ago, Aiden had accompanied her to the night class she taught. She’d been quick to point out that his tailored suit, expensive watch, and equally pricey shoes would make him stick out like, well, like a federal agent on a college campus.

      “You look like such a Fed,” she had told him. “You’re going to sit in the back of the room like that and freak all my students out, so they talk even less than they usually do. They’re going to think you’re from the IRS or that you’re a hitman or something.”

      “Can’t you just tell them that I’m from the university to sit in on the class for some administrative reason?” he had suggested.

      Autumn had offered a snort of laughter in response. “No one who works for a public University dresses as well as you. Believe me. I’ve been in school for a long time.”

      He looked down at himself. “Well, I left all my band t-shirts at home, so you’ll have to figure something out.” There was still a clear picture in her memory of the little self-assured smirk he’d worn. It was a look that made her knees weak, and she had started to wonder if he knew it.

      If there was one thing she did not want him to know, it was how attracted to him she had become.

      Rather than have him sit at the back of the classroom, she’d introduced him as a guest speaker at the last possible moment. He’d been startled for a split-second, but like always, his recovery was quick.

      Flicking water from her hands into the bowl of the sink, she glanced up to her reflection and heaved a sigh.

      At two years away from thirty, she was too damn old for a crush, but here she was. Infatuated with a man whose affections quite clearly lay with another woman.

      With her friend.

      Emotionally unavailable had always been her type.

      As she pulled a couple paper towels free to dry her hands, she froze in place. Though the sound was muffled, she heard a shout from beyond the closed door. Balling the damp paper towels up in one hand, she held her breath and strained her hearing as the first shot of adrenaline worked its way up her back.

      Something was wrong. The air was wrong.

      She needed to grab Bobby and get the hell out of this building. She would make him coffee and taquitos, and she would smoke a menthol cigarette. The pit stop had been a mistake.

      Opening the door, she stepped into the hall, fully prepared to set off in a run. Before she could take one step, an arm came around her throat just as the cold metal of a gun pressed against her temple. She tried to kick…scream…anything, but the arm tightened on her carotid arteries even harder as the man yanked her backward toward what she was certain was an exit.

      Autumn felt like she was suspended in a stasis bubble, like each movement she made was forced through a vat of molasses. Worse, her vision was growing darker by degrees.

      Where was Bobby? Anyone? Surely a place as large as this would have numerous people milling about, buying potato chips and sugary drinks. But no. She was being taken…alone…and…

      Stop it!

      Even as her body panicked, a deeper more rational voice entered her mind.

      Fight!

      

      Much of her desire to learn the hand-to-hand combat technique of Krav Maga had been based in her knowledge of the dangers of the forensic psychology profession—after all, much of her time as a forensic psychologist would be spent alone in rooms with men who’d committed heinous crimes.

      But even as she was dragged backwards, she realized she had not truly expected to use her extensive knowledge of close-quarters combat training.

      She needed to use it now.

      When she snapped out a hand to take hold of the assailant’s wrist, the moment of trepidation vanished. She’d fought against more sparring partners than she could count. Granted, none of them had pointed a live weapon at her head, but Autumn had always been adept at handling herself under pressure.

      She shoved his arm to the side until the barrel of the handgun pointed harmlessly away. As she used her grip to turn, she took a swift step forward and slammed her knee into his stomach.

      A sharp exhale told her the wind had been knocked from his lungs, but she didn’t stop. She tightened her grasp on his wrist until she thought her fingers would break the skin, and then she twisted until she felt the crunch of cartilage. The clatter of the weapon against the tiled floor followed, and before she could give the move a second thought, she crouched down to retrieve the handgun.

      As she turned back to face him, the glint of malevolence in his gray eyes took her aback. She’d never met this man in her life, so what the hell had brought on such an obvious display of anger?

      The overhead fluorescence glinted off the polished silver of a wicked hunting knife in his functional hand. Apparently, he thought that the slender, twenty-something-year-old in front of him would balk at the prospect of using his own handgun on him. He either expected to take the firearm from her grasp, or he expected to stab her.

      In either case, as she glared down the sights and took aim, all she could think was that he had brought a knife to a gun fight.

      She squeezed the trigger and watched his body jerk backward from the force of the first shot that hit his chest. The entire scene was surreal. She could hardly believe she was about to kill someone, and that all the physical effort required from her was a slight motion of her index finger.

      The second shot spattered the wall at his back with dark splotches of blood and brain matter as crimson blossomed from the center of his forehead. As his body crumpled into a graceless heap, she realized she’d been holding her breath.

      As she inhaled sharply, a flicker of movement snapped her attention back to the hallway’s entrance. She leveled the handgun at the space, but as soon as she saw the newcomer’s face, she dropped her hand with a sigh of relief.

      “Bobby,” she breathed.
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      Aiden had only just dropped down to sit on the sectional couch at Autumn’s side when his phone buzzed from the pocket of his slacks. With a quick glance to his hostess, he retrieved the device and swiped a key to answer the call.

      “Yeah.” His greeting bordered on irritable, but he didn’t particularly care.

      “Aiden,” the caller replied. “It’s Dan Nguyen at the ME’s office. We got an ID on your guy, and I figured you’d want to know before anyone else.”

      “You figured right. Who is he?”

      “Nicolas Culetti. Goes by Nico. He’s a contract killer for the Russo family. Or, at least, that’s what the general understanding is. The Russos are mostly based out of D.C., but they’ve been poking around Richmond for the last few years.”

      “All right. Send me what you’ve got on him and let me know if anything else comes up.” Aiden suppressed a sigh as he lifted a hand to rub his eyes. It was barely nine at night, and already he felt like he’d been awake for a full twenty-four hours.

      “Will do. Talk to you soon, I’d imagine.”

      “Yeah. Later.” Swiping the screen, he dropped the phone to the stone surface of the coffee table with a clatter.

      “What?” Autumn asked. He could feel her curious stare on the side of his face.

      “The ME identified the guy who tried to kill you.” Though he tried to keep his tone neutral, he heard the tinge of foreboding.

      To her credit, Autumn’s expression changed little. “And?” she pressed. “Who was he? One of my crazy exes?”

      Did her brand of sarcasm ever completely disappear? Even as he looked over to gauge her reaction, the corner of his mouth twitched in a slight smile. “Not unless you dated a contract killer for the Russo family.”

      She paused to wrinkle her nose. “I’ve made some bad choices when it comes to men, but that was never one of them, no.”

      I wonder if you’d be willing to make another one tonight.

      The thought came to him unbidden, and he was glad she hadn’t turned on the floor lamp. When he finally dared to look back at her, the light from the flickering television glinted off the whites of her eyes.

      Stifling a yawn, she scooted away from him to rest her head on an assortment of throw pillows. Both animals perked up at the movement, but they settled back onto their cushions as Autumn tucked her knees to her chest.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      She shifted in her spot until her green eyes met his. “I’m fine. Do I look like I’m not fine or something?”

      “No, but you just killed someone a few hours ago. Someone who was trying to kill you, and now you know that someone was a mafia hitman.”

      “You just answered part of that yourself.” She ran both hands through her hair. “He was trying to kill me. Should I feel bad about taking him down first? And now you’re telling me he was a hitman, so, really? Should I feel bad about it?”

      “No.” He felt like a parrot. “But there are a lot of people who still would. Plus, guilt or not, you just went through something traumatic.”

      “I’m not ‘a lot of people.’” She raised her hands to add the quotes as she pushed herself to sit. “And believe me, I know what just happened. But I also know how the human brain works, and I know that there are plenty of people who don’t have stress reactions when shit like this happens. I get that there was a gun in my face, but there wasn’t a single point where I genuinely thought I was going to die. I’ve been going to Krav Maga lessons for years, and everything I did was just second nature.”

      “You’re lucky he didn’t know that.”

      Fire flashed in her eyes. “I’ve been making my own luck for years.”

      He inclined his head. “You did good, Autumn, but the stress—”

      She snorted. “The fear, the actual stress, that’s what’s at the root of adverse stress reactions. And since I didn’t experience it, I’d say I’m more than likely in the clear. And if I’m not, I happen to know the names of plenty of counselors and psychiatrists around town. I’m not trying to sound like a know-it-all or a jerk, I just want to make sure you know that I know what happened and how it usually affects people. I also want you to know that I’m genuinely fine. I’m just tired.” As if to emphasize her point, she stifled a yawn.

      With a slight smile, he nodded. “All right. I believe you. You’re resilient. That’s the technical term, right?”

      “It is.” She returned the expression as she leaned back into the pile of pillows.

      His attraction to Autumn felt disingenuous, he realized. Sure, she was smart, witty, and stunning, but he thought he was drawn to her for all the wrong reasons. He was drawn to her because she reminded him of someone, someone he doubted he could ever have.

      That someone might have been out of reach, but Autumn was right here, and Autumn wasn’t associated with the emotional baggage and memories of failure that came with thoughts of Winter.

      “Do you think it’s a good idea for you to stay here tonight?” he asked after another spell of quiet. He didn’t know what in the hell he thought to accomplish with the line of dialogue, but he knew his intent was anything but professional.

      “As long as Bobby’s outside.” Her response was flat, and for a split-second, he wondered if she had read his damn mind.

      “Wasn’t Bobby with you when Nico Culetti tried to shoot you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Nico paid some heroin addict to get in a fistfight with someone else to distract Bobby so he could try to shoot me. Nico was a good hitman, I’ll give him that. Just wasn’t all that great in the hand-to-hand combat department.”

      “But you know there’s a hitman after you, right? As in, someone paid to have you killed? Probably the same person who had that tracking device implanted in your stomach. Obviously, they know who you are and, more importantly, where you are if they were following you and Agent Weyrick back from your class. Nico or his people had probably been tailing you for days.”

      “And?” She sat up and narrowed her eyes at him. “What exactly am I supposed to do here? Every spare penny I’ve got is going to fixing my damn car, and now, what? Did you think I was serious when I suggested I roll a sleeping bag out in the FBI waiting area? Or am I supposed to go stay at a fucking hotel? Please, tell me how I should pay for that.”

      Now he knew where his suggestion had been headed. “I have a spare bedroom. And a couch. Or, we can stop at a sporting goods store to get you a sleeping bag. If that’s what we’re doing, we’d better hurry because I think most of those places close at ten.”

      Despite his attempt at levity, her eyes were slits. “Is that protocol? To invite a witness to spend the night with you?”

      “It’s protocol to keep you alive.”

      With a derisive snort, she crossed her arms. “Right. That’s what you’re trying to do right now.”

      Was she a fucking mind reader? He was sure he’d kept his expression neutral, his tone unassuming. But based on the dangerous glint in her eyes, he might as well have announced every little thing he wanted to do to her.

      “Tell you what.” Extending a hand, she scooted closer to him and tucked one leg beneath herself. “I’ll make you a deal.” Brows raised, she made a show of glancing to her hand, to him, and then back.

      As he accepted the handshake, he made no effort to conceal his confusion. “Okay?”

      “I’m going to tell you what I think is going on right now, and if I’m wrong, then we can swing by Dick’s on the way to your place.”

      Nervousness wasn’t a sensation in which Aiden was familiar, but as his pulse rushed through his ears, all he could manage was a nod.

      The steeliness behind her eyes softened, and she rested her other hand on the back of his hand.

      He didn’t know how much time elapsed before she spoke again, but for all he knew, they’d spent an entire hour staring one another down. He could tell she was warring with herself, but he didn’t feel authorized to give his opinion.

      “You know what,” she started, holding up both hands. “Never mind. Deal’s off. Honestly, what the hell is it with you people?”

      Furrowing his brows, he opened his mouth to respond, but she cut him off before he could form the question.

      “No, Aiden. I’ll tell you exactly what I told Noah about four or five months ago. No. I’m not interested in going home with you. You’ve clearly got some unresolved shit clattering around in your head, and I don’t want anything to do with it. I’ve got plenty of my own unresolved shit to deal with, okay? I don’t need to take on yours too!”

      “Wait.” He held up a hand to stave off a rebuttal. “Wait, what? What you told Noah? What the hell does that mean?”

      “Take it at face value,” she scoffed. “This shit you’re doing, the same shit that he was doing, it’s unbelievably unhealthy. You could even call it toxic. Whatever’s rattling around in your head, whatever spurned lover you’re avoiding thinking of, you need to deal…with…it. Talk to a counselor, talk to your friend, talk to a stranger on the bus, I don’t care!”

      He tried again. “I—”

      She held up a hand. “But stop trying to do this, whatever the hell this is. Stop trying to take your emotional baggage out on someone else because you think it might help you in the short-term, and deal with your shit! I’m dealing with mine, all right? I’m not trying to get you to sleep with me so I can get over someone, so I’d like to kindly request that you politely knock that shit off.”

      He opened and closed his mouth, but he couldn’t summon a coherent sentence to his lips. What in the fuck had just happened?

      Forensic psychologist, he reminded himself. That’s what just happened. You tried to pull a move on a forensic psychologist, and it backfired.

      As he started to chuckle, he shook his head. “Wow. I guess that’s what being on the other end of an interrogation must feel like. Are you sure you don’t want to work for the FBI?”

      To his relief, the irascibility melted away from her face as her lips curled into a smile. “I’m sure.” She sighed and pushed both hands through her hair. “Like I said, I don’t think you’d pay me enough. I’ve got a hundred grand in student loans to pay back starting in a few months.”

      “Speaking of.” He paused to gesture to her laptop. “I’ve been meaning to ask you if I could look at your dissertation. Maybe I can help you with it.”

      She offered him a thoughtful glance as she reached for the computer. “Maybe, yeah. I defend it next week.”

      “Then if you don’t want to sleep on my couch, I’ll sleep on yours.”
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      Winter wasn’t sure when the sounds from the television had turned into dreams, but she could distinctly recall the warmth of Noah’s arm around her as she rested her head on his shoulder.

      By the time she drifted back toward the waking world, the television was quiet. Noah had reclined in his seat, and now her cheek rested on his chest. She could feel the rhythmic cadence of his breathing along with the faint beat of his heart.

      Nestling her face into his shirt, she let the calm sounds lull her back to sleep.

      She thought maybe she should have been surprised or even disconcerted by the physical contact, but to her surprise, she felt the opposite. The warmth of his body was a comfort, not a source of unease.

      As sleep crept back to the edge of her consciousness, she wondered what it would be like to wake up beside him every day.

      When a jagged pulse of pain blossomed from her temples, she thought at first that the sensation was part of a dream. She’d dreamt about headaches before, and more often than not, she awoke from them with a headache.

      But when the image in her mind came into focus, she realized she wasn’t in a dream. She was in a vision.

      Aside from the red tinge to the light fixture over the table, the entire scene was exactly as it had been little more than a week earlier. Dr. Ladwig’s handcuffed wrists rested atop the scratched, metal surface, and to his side, a familiar dark-haired man with eyes that brimmed with the sort of cunning that was more suited to a cult leader than an attorney.

      As she approached the two men, neither so much as cast a sideways glance in her direction. She was in a memory, just like she had been when she watched Autumn’s head injury.

      “They have something,” the lawyer said, his tone quiet but hurried. “We don’t know what it is, but we know they have something, or else you wouldn’t be here.”

      Robert Ladwig shook his head. “I don’t know what it is. There wasn’t anything on the flash drive I took, aside from pictures and files about a guy who tried to use false information on his insurance forms. Last I checked, hiring a legitimate PI to track down someone who tried to screw me over isn’t illegal.”

      “No, it’s not illegal,” Chase confirmed. “But that’s not what we’re worried about. It’s good that there wasn’t anything on that flash drive, but that just means that we’re back to square one. We don’t know what they have, but based on the fact that you’re still here, it’s something solid.”

      “So, what then?” Ladwig’s hazel eyes snapped over to the well-dressed man at his side. “How do we handle this?”

      “We can’t let them get to her. She knows too much.”

      At the mention of her, the color drained from Ladwig’s cheeks. After an uneasy pause, he nodded. “Okay. What do you need from me, then?”

      “A confession.” Chase Parker’s expression was grave as he leaned in closer to Dr. Ladwig. “We take the death penalty off the table. Look, I know it isn’t ideal, but you have to trust me on this, Robert. We’ll make sure you’re taken care of when you’re on the inside.”

      She saw the shadows move along Ladwig’s face as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. What was the attorney holding over the doctor to make him even consider such a deal?

      “Fine,” Ladwig finally said on a breath of released air. “Tell me what I need to do.”

      The attorney seemed pleased and more than a little relieved. “Jenson Leary and Megan Helfer. Those are the names of the two victims they’ve found.”

      As the man rattled off the rest of the details—such as where each body was found, when the person disappeared, how they had been killed—Winter was dumbfounded.

      How the hell did Chase Parker know so much about the victims if he wasn’t the person who had killed them? And what did he mean when he said we’ll make sure you’re taken care of in prison? Who the hell was we?

      With a sharp intake of breath, she sat bolt upright as she was whipped through time and space to the shadowy living room of her apartment.

      The air felt cooler beneath her nose, and when she dabbed at the spot, she was unsurprised to see a splotch of crimson on her fingertips.

      As she reached out for a tissue, she caught a glimpse of movement in the corner of her eye.

      “Are you all right?” Noah’s voice was still thick with sleep, and she could feel the warmth of his hand on the small of her back. The touch was a comfort, and she offered him a slight smile as she nodded.

      “I’m fine.” She knew that recalling her vision would drag him fully out of his slumber, and from there, the countdown to his departure would begin. But as much as she wanted him to stay, she didn’t think she could keep the realization about Ladwig’s lawyer to herself.

      “You have a nightmare or something?” he asked when she didn’t elaborate.

      “No, not a nightmare. A…a headache. A vision.” She wiggled her fingers to add the air quotes. Naming the vivid recollections still felt too sci-fi, but she didn’t know a better term.

      Blinking repeatedly, he shifted to sit upright. “About the case?”

      “Yeah. I think I know why Ladwig confessed.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah. It’s that lawyer, Chase Parker. Parker told him to confess.” Her frown deepened. “And we have no way to prove it.”
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        * * *

      

      My parents had been wealthy and educated, and as long as I have lived, I’ve never wanted for anything. Deb and Tim Schmidt, my mother and father, made their living in the financial industry as hedge fund managers. Even to this day, I wasn’t entirely sure they had even liked one another. In my opinion, the only reason they stayed together was to keep up appearances in their circle of well-to-do friends.

      I thought my mother had tried to be a parent in those first few years of my life, but even at that tender age, I could tell her actions toward me were always forced. Eventually, as I grew older, I stopped caring about the lack of attention.

      Deb had been close to forty when she had me, and it was only a matter of time until the drinking and the drugs caught up to her. When they were gone, I’d inherit their veritable fortune, and that would be the end of it. I tried to care about them, tried to care for them, but I’d never been successful.

      When my father got drunk and drove them off the side of a ravine, I swear I tried to grieve. I tried to summon up memories of the good times to make myself sad, but the only good memories I had were of the housekeepers and me.

      My father screwed around with at least two of the women, but the infidelity didn’t change the fondness I had for my surrogate family.

      After all, what in the hell were those women supposed to do when Tim Schmidt made an advance toward them? Were they supposed to rebuff him? Go to the police?

      Considering almost all the women were undocumented Russian and Ukrainian immigrants who hardly spoke a word of English, such defiance seemed unlikely. And when I learned of his string of adultery, it only put more distance between me, him, and my mother.

      When I was sixteen, my mother caught my father with one of the cooks, and afterward, he fired the woman. By then, I had a healthy understanding of all the twisted shit that went on under our roof.

      My father didn’t know it, but I also knew the combination to the safe in which he stored a hefty sum of cash. One night while he and my mother were asleep—in separate rooms, of course—I unlocked the stash and pulled out close to a quarter-million to give to Svetlana, the cook.

      To make sure they noticed the missing cash, I cleaned out the entire safe.

      When they awoke the next day, I waited for them to come to where I sat beside the fire pit in the backyard. There had been no snow on the ground at the time, but the air was crisp with the first of the season’s chill.

      Before either of them could protest, I lit a book of matches and dropped it down to the cash I’d soaked with lighter fluid.

      I could still remember the way the heat from the flames had distorted their faces as I watched them from the other side of the blaze.

      There was only one thing Tim and Deb understood, and that was money. As much as I’d wanted to give the rest of the stash to the other housekeepers, I’d wanted to hit my father in a way he couldn’t get it back.

      They threatened me, but I had expected the bluster. It wouldn’t make a difference.

      I was untouchable. All my schoolmates and my teachers adored me, our housekeepers adored me, everyone except for them adored me. If they tried to ship me off to a boarding school like they assured me they would, I would drag them down into a spiral of darkness and shame they’d never escape.

      We reached an understanding that day, and my father never touched any of the staff again.

      My mother sponsored Svetlana for her work visa, and she and my father paid for all the other workers to obtain their citizenship.

      After I left for college, the only reason I came back home was to ensure that my parents had not slipped back into their abusive ways.

      When they died, I sold the house and divided up the profits among all the men and women who had worked on the grounds over the years. I kept a small percentage of the estate for myself, but the sum was more than enough for me to live comfortably, even if I hadn’t gone to medical school.

      Money had never been a draw for me. That wasn’t why I conducted my research—I conducted it in hopes of achieving a scientific breakthrough. Fame. Accolades. That was a reward.

      Should have been my reward, anyway.

      Without ever actually meeting the man in person, however, I knew Mr. Parker was motivated by the same greed, the same lust for wealth as my parents.

      When I received the call from him to tell me that the hit he had ordered on Autumn had failed, I could hear the same ire in his voice that I’d heard in my father’s so many years before. But as much as I loathed the man, I knew that the order to kill Autumn had not come from Parker.

      Even now, after more than twenty years of this work, I wasn’t entirely sure the extent of the hierarchy, nor was I so sure I wanted to know.

      As glad as I was to hear that Autumn hadn’t been killed, I knew the failed hit meant that there was a storm on the horizon. And if I stayed to weather it out, I knew without a doubt I’d be swept away by the storm surge.
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      As Autumn made her way back to the living room, she passed off an unopened toothbrush to Aiden Parrish like it was a baton. He had accompanied her for Toad’s evening walk around the block, and now, after almost three hours of discussion about her dissertation, Autumn had announced that it was her bedtime.

      The only bathroom in the apartment was through her bedroom, so she had told him he could brush his teeth now, or forever hold his peace.

      When she glanced away from the rerun of Supernatural to where he reappeared from the shadowy hallway, she stifled a yawn.

      As far as Autumn was concerned, the past twenty-four hours had lasted for an entire week.

      Between the failed hit and Aiden’s constant presence afterward, she thought for sure she was about to crack. After all the trouble she went through to stop at that damn gas station, she hadn’t even been able to buy a pack of cigarettes.

      She inhaled deeply through her clean lungs. Not getting the cancer sticks was probably for the damn best.

      “How much longer will I need a babysitter?” She hadn’t wanted the query to sound accusatory or irritable, but at this point, she was too tired to care.

      As he dropped down to sit at her side, Aiden’s blue eyes met hers. “Until the moment after we catch whoever ordered that hit on you.”

      “And if you don’t?”

      He kept his intent stare on her in the silence that followed. Shaking his head, he combed a hand through his hair and sighed. “Honestly?”

      “Yeah,” she replied. “Honestly.”

      “Witness protection, more than likely. Nico was the real deal, Autumn. He was a seasoned contract killer for one of the larger Italian crime families in the D.C. area. Whoever hired him had resources, because I can’t imagine his rates are affordable. He was connected, and that means whoever paid him to kill you is just as connected. You don’t get in touch with a Mafia hitman unless you were already into some shady shit to begin with.”

      Her eyes widened, and she made no effort to conceal the shock from her face.

      After everything she’d dealt with in her life, after all the suffering she’d experienced at the hands of her parents and the foster care system alike, she was about to be forced into witness protection because some unknown goon or some elusive serial killer wanted her dead?

      “Witness…witness protection?” she echoed. “Did I hear you right?”

      Expression grave, he nodded. “Yeah, you did. It’s the only way you’re guaranteed safety. Otherwise, if we don’t find out who sent Nico after you, who knows what else they might try.”

      She shook her head. “No, I can’t do that.”

      As the look on his face softened, he held up an index finger. “That’s only if we don’t find them.”

      “Even if you don’t, I can’t just run away and hide from my problems. Look, without going into all the details, I’ll just tell you that I’ve been through a lot to get where I am right now. None of it was handed to me. I worked for everything I have, and I’ll be damned if I’ll throw it away so I can move to the middle of nowhere in Nebraska to manage a fucking fast food restaurant.”

      She could feel her heart as it hammered in her chest, and she fought against the sting in the corners of her eyes. She’d be damned if she shed a tear in front of someone like him. Someone so polished, someone whose life was so orderly and accomplished, someone who had no idea the type of struggle she’d endured.

      But as a shadow of hesitation passed behind his eyes, she wondered about the accuracy of her assumption.

      Aside from the fact that he was from Chicago, she knew little of Aiden Parrish’s upbringing. Apparently, he was about as forthcoming with his background as she was with hers.

      “You know,” her voice was softer now, “when I was still in my undergrad in Minnesota, I went to a Q & A session with a forensic psychologist from the University of California out in Irvine. It’s one of the schools I applied to, and honestly, I was a little disappointed that I didn’t get in. That lady, the psychologist, she was a really interesting person. She’d been working in the field for something like thirty years, and she had a lot of stories to tell.”

      His gaze was focused on her. “I’m sure.”

      “But one thing she really stressed was what a dangerous job it could be. Not all convicts will be glad to see a shrink, that’s the basis of what she told us. She had been married, and she had a couple kids, but she never changed her last name. Her kids used her husband’s last name. You know why? It was so it’d be harder for people to track her family down if they found her on social media.”

      “Good thinking.”

      Autumn rubbed at her tired eyes. “She’d been physically present when one of her colleagues was killed, and she’d personally known two others who were murdered. She received death threats on a regular basis, and plenty of them were credible. I’ve known since I was twenty-two what a dangerous line of work I was getting into, and I don’t really see what difference a couple hitmen here and there are going to make.”

      A silence descended on them in the wake of her tirade, and she studied the change in his expression as the seconds dragged on.

      She was acutely aware of his closeness, but she wasn’t overcome by the uncertainty she knew she should have felt. As he reached a hand toward her, the motion was tentative, almost like he sought permission for the physical contact.

      Though she should have backed away or leaped to her feet, she didn’t so much as shift in her spot on the couch. The tips of his fingers felt feathery light as he brushed a piece of auburn hair from her face, but even the slight touch was enough to remind her of the same uncertainty she’d called him out on earlier.

      All she had to do was lean forward. She could satiate the bizarre attraction she felt to him, and at the same time, she could distract herself.

      Wasn’t he using her as a distraction, anyway? She wasn’t sure.

      She’d spent enough time around him that the sharpness of her ability to read him had begun to dull. And with Aiden Parrish, she didn’t think it would be wise to let down that part of her guard.

      He wasn’t a bad person, to be sure, but his motive in that moment—in every interaction since they’d met—was questionable. Maybe he didn’t realize the ignoble intent himself, but to Autumn, it had been clear from the start.

      Rather than put into motion a series of events she was almost certain she would regret, she took hold of his wrist. Her grip was gentle but resolute as she guided his hand back to his lap.

      Rising to stand, she pointed to a microfiber blanket draped over the cushion at his side. “If that’s not enough, there are more in the linen closet in the hallway.”

      “It’s still warm outside,” he replied. The disheartened look in his eyes was fleeting. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “Peach, my cat, she likes to sleep on the couch. She’s persistent, so I hope you don’t mind cats.”

      “I don’t. Cats are fine.” There was a wistful tinge to his slight smile as she made her way over to the hall. “Sleep well, Autumn. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She forced a smile to her lips, though all she wanted to do was swear at him. If she wasn’t drawn to him, rejecting an advance, even one as innocuous as what had just happened, would be easy. She could tell him she wasn’t interested, that he was acting like a creep, or both.

      “You too. Thanks again for, you know, being my babysitter.”

      With a quiet chuckle, he nodded. “Any time.”
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      The last time Autumn remembered catching a glimpse of her alarm clock, the glowing numbers had advised her that it was after two in the morning. When her eyes snapped open at quarter ‘til six, she flopped an arm over her face and groaned. For another hour, she tossed and turned as she tried to fall back to sleep, but the effort was for naught.

      As she muttered a string of four-letter words under her breath, she shrugged into a zip-up hoodie. Toad’s little feet clattered against the hardwood as he followed her down the hall to the coat hooks.

      If the person lying on her couch had been Winter or Noah, she would have made a concerted effort to keep any noise to a minimum. She would have carried Toad to his leash to avoid the sound of his steps, and she would have eased the door shut as she let herself out into the musty corridor.

      Even when the attempt on her life from the night before popped to mind, she trudged out to the grassy courtyard by herself.

      She shouldn’t have been outside alone, but she was sure she had closed the door with enough force to wake both Aiden and her cat. For the duration of the short trip, she glanced around the surrounding area, one hand easily within reach of the folded knife she’d tucked into the pocket of her running shorts.

      When she returned to the foyer and unclipped Toad’s leash, she caught a glimpse of movement in her periphery.

      Though she entertained the idea of stomping across the wooden floor, her steps were little more than a whisper of sound as she padded to the kitchen.

      But what she missed out on while walking, she made up for as she retrieved a red container of coffee from a cabinet. The wooden door fell closed with a clatter, and she made sure to smack the serving spoon against the side of the canister when she was done.

      “Jesus Christ,” Aiden spat.

      At the muffled outburst, she felt the corner of her mouth turn up in satisfaction. “Sorry, did I wake you? One of the detriments of having an open floorplan, I guess.”

      Propped up with both elbows, Aiden narrowed his eyes. His caramel brown hair was disheveled, and she realized it was the first time she had seen him look like anything other than an attendee at a black-tie event.

      In response, she offered him a sugary sweet smile.

      “My sister used to do this shit all the time,” he muttered. “She was ten years older than me, and when I was eight and she was a senior in high school, my mom made her take me to school. Instead of just waking me up, half the time, she’d stomp around and slam kitchen cabinets, much like you’re doing right now.”

      She chuckled at the dry sarcasm as she made her way back to the living room. “I never had to worry about that.”

      “Must’ve been nice having a younger sister.”

      Autumn froze mid-step.

      She knew she’d never mentioned Sarah to him.

      She’d never mentioned Sarah to anyone.

      Part of the reason she kept her past records sealed so tightly was to avoid the mention of Sarah or her stepfather. Unlike Autumn’s biological dad, Ryan Petzke had beaten the scourge of addiction. The last time Autumn ever saw Ryan or her little sister, the man had been determined to make a better life for his daughter. He’d even gone so far as to tell Autumn that he would try to sue for custody of her too.

      Whether he never tried or was simply unsuccessful, she still didn’t know.

      The mirth on Aiden’s face turned grave, but he didn’t speak.

      She didn’t know what expression she wore, probably a combination of ire and outright terror, she figured. Enough to tell him he’d fucked up.

      No matter how many times she swallowed, she couldn’t will away the tightness in her throat or the sting of bile as her stomach turned.

      She shouldn’t have been surprised. Aiden Parrish was a Supervisory Special Agent at the damn FBI. It was his job to know anything and everything about a witness or a suspect’s background.

      But if he knew, then who else? Who else had dug around in her past? Who had dug so deep they’d come across Sarah?

      As much as she wanted to shout the questions at him, the edges of her vision started to blur as a sudden twinge of pain speared through her stomach. Clutching the site of the pang with one hand, she grimaced as she dropped down to sit at the edge of the couch.

      “Are you…” In a rush of movement, he pushed away the plush blanket as he straightened. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” She managed a nod. “It’s just my stomach. That’s why I was in the doctor’s office a week ago when they found that GPS tracker.”

      “Did you find out what was causing it?” His tone was quiet and gentle enough to displace some of her anger, and she was left with only fear.

      She nodded again. It was endometriosis, but she didn’t want to discuss her uterus with a federal agent. As it stood, he already knew far more about her than she was comfortable.

      “How much do you know?” she asked instead.

      “Everything.” The response was just as hushed as his question had been.

      “Who else knows?” she pressed.

      When he didn’t reply right away, she pried her attention away from the floor to fix her stare on him. The early morning sunlight made the pale blue color of his eyes look almost iridescent as he finally met her gaze.

      “You know you can’t lie to me, right?” As much as she wanted the statement to sound like a threat, she just sounded tired. Defeated.

      “I’ve gathered as much.” He sighed, long and deep. “They’re the ones who told me.”

      Her stomach turned again, and she thought for sure she was about to throw up.
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      The sun had barely crested the horizon by the time Noah and Winter walked through the doors of the city jail. They handed their weapons and badges to the corrections officer behind the glass at the entrance, and then a different man led them to the windowless room where Robert Ladwig waited.

      Even in the harsh fluorescence overhead, the dark circles beneath Ladwig’s eyes were pronounced. As Noah took a seat beside Winter, the psychiatrist crossed both arms over his bright orange shirt.

      “Where’s my lawyer?” he asked. Despite his unshaven cheeks and haggard appearance, there was still a defiant glint in his green and amber eyes.

      “We’re not here to talk to you as a suspect,” Noah advised.

      Though he normally would have been inclined to add a wide smile to the statement just to set the man on edge, he maintained his grave expression.

      If Winter’s vision was accurate—and so far, none of them had been wrong—then Ladwig was innocent, and even their theory that he had led Catherine Schmidt to her victims was inaccurate. From what Winter saw, Ladwig hadn’t even known the victims’ names. Chase Parker had provided them so Robert Ladwig could craft a believable confession.

      “Really?” Ladwig scoffed. “I find that hard to believe. Right now, it just looks like you’re here to violate the Sixth Amendment.”

      “No, we’re not,” Winter replied, folding both her hands atop the tarnished metal table. “We’re here to talk to you as a witness, and you don’t need to have an attorney present for that unless you feel it’s necessary. The Sixth Amendment doesn’t apply here. And before you cut me off and tell me you want your lawyer, I want you to hear me out.” She waited until he met her gaze before adding, “Will you?”

      In the silence that blanketed the cramped space, Ladwig kept his petulant stare fixed on Winter.

      On the drive over, Noah and Winter had agreed that Ladwig would be more receptive to her suggestions than to his. They had a history, and Noah’s only history with the doctor was his half-assed attempt to goad the man into elaborating on Winter’s visions.

      “Fine,” Ladwig grated. “I’ll listen, but that’s all I’m doing.”

      “That’s all I’m asking.”

      “Then, by all means.” He gestured to her with one hand.

      “We know you’re innocent,” Winter started. “And personally, I don’t like to see innocent people go to prison. I don’t know why you’re willing to take the fall for something you didn’t do, but I’ll tell you what I think. I think you know who actually did it, and you’re copping to these murders so you don’t have to risk ratting them out.”

      She paused, giving him a moment to respond. He didn’t. The only sign of his anxiety was the rapid flutter of his pulse beating overtime in his throat.

      After half a minute, she went on. “And I’m here to tell you today that I get it. If she’s in on it, and if your lawyer is in on it, that doesn’t leave you with a lot of options, does it? If you dismiss your lawyer, then she’ll find out about it, and if you give her up, then Parker will know about it. You’re stuck between a rock and a hard place.”

      The doctor mumbled something that sounded like “no shit” but didn’t elaborate.

      “But here’s a third alternative, Dr. Ladwig.” For emphasis, Winter held up three fingers. “You tell us who she is right now, we make a call, and then one of us waits here with you until the US Marshals arrive. We’re offering you witness protection. No trial, no nothing. All we want is a name, and then you can disappear.”

      As Ladwig clenched and unclenched his jaw, they lapsed into a spell of eerie quiet.

      “When you say disappear…?” He left the question unfinished as he glanced to Noah and then back to Winter.

      “We mean disappear,” Noah put in. “As in no trace left behind. The Marshals handle it, so even we don’t know where you are. They give you a new name, a new identity. It might not be as glamorous as what you’re doing right now, but you’ll be safe.”

      When Ladwig’s eyes broke away from Noah’s, the man heaved a sigh. “You were in the military, weren’t you, Dalton?”

      Noah pushed aside his surprise at the unexpected query. “Yeah,” he answered. “Marine Corps for six years. You were Army, right?”

      “I was.” There was a distant look in Ladwig’s eyes, and he kept his vacant stare fixed on the door as he spoke. “Ten years, but you knew that. You probably knew that I was a medic too. The Army was the only reason I wasn’t flat broke by the time I finished med school. You were in the Corps, so you’ve heard about the Battle of Fallujah, right?”

      Noah’s face was grim. “Yeah,” he answered.

      “I wasn’t there for the First Battle of Fallujah, but I was there for the second. They said it was the bloodiest battle since Vietnam.”

      Noah leaned forward, memories churning in his gut. “Urban warfare is brutal.”

      Ladwig nodded, finally looking at the other man for longer than a second. “It’s fucking excruciating, it’s exhausting, and you’re right, it’s brutal. While I was there stitching up gunshot wounds and trying to save twenty-some-year-old kids from dying, it didn’t occur to me that I was part of a historical battle.” He paused, seeming to be expecting a response.

      “The movies make it more glamorous than it is,” Noah said, his face tight.

      Ladwig’s nostrils flared. “Damned right. There wasn’t anything even remotely glamorous about it. I was just there to pay for my damn med school, and there sure as hell isn’t anything valiant or heroic about that, is there? That fight lasted for a month and a half, and I was there for every damn day of it.”

      “That’s where you met them,” Winter said, speaking so softly that Noah almost missed it.

      Ladwig looked startled. “Yes.” Surprise turned to chagrin, then anger. “None of this shit was supposed to go like this. When I met these people, I thought they were after the greater good too.” With a mirthless chuckle, Ladwig shook his head.

      “What do you mean?” Noah asked. “What greater good?”

      “I know you know about it too, Dalton.” The psychiatrist inclined his chin in Winter’s direction. “Agent Black’s…” He studied her more closely, eyes narrowed. “How do you say it? Agent Black’s brain abnormality. The same thing you tried to tell me had happened to you when you pretended you were Brady Lomond. The visions, the heightened senses, the way your mind directs you to important items.”

      Winter shifted in her seat, looking uncomfortable.

      Ladwig barked out a sound that resembled a laugh. “Yeah, HIPAA, I know. But, look at me.” He gestured to the orange shirt and matching pants. “You think I give a shit about HIPAA right now? I’m staring down the barrel of a death sentence, for god’s sake. But that’s it, agents. That’s what they wanted to find. They wanted to find out what made that happen. And I was the dumbass who confirmed that the abnormality existed. Before me, all they had to go on were rumors from some shady medical circles.”

      A hallowed shadow passed behind Winter’s blue eyes, and her fair face looked even paler.

      “I wanted them to figure it out.” Ladwig shifted his gaze back to Noah, and there was a hint of defeat in his expression that hadn’t been there during any of their meetings. “I wanted them to replicate it so they could pass it over to the military. I didn’t give a shit what kind of edge it’d give them in combat. All I could think of was how many of those kids wouldn’t have died in Fallujah.”

      In the art of interrogation, silence was golden. Noah held his tongue and kept his face carefully neutral while he waited for the doctor to go on with his story. Thankfully, Winter was quiet too.

      “But I can’t even use that as an excuse anymore, can I?” Another bark of sound. “This has gone so damn far from what I thought it was, I can’t even recognize it anymore. I just kept clinging to the fucking greater good, like it gave me an out. You know how the saying goes, right? The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”

      Noah didn’t even bother to try to process the admission that the killer was in pursuit of Winter’s so-called brain abnormality. Even if he tried, he was sure the effort would only give him a headache.

      No matter the motive, they still had a serial killer to find.

      “Then make it right.” Noah’s voice was soft. Supportive. Agreeable. Urging. “Tell us who she is, and if you can, tell us where she is. We put her away, and you go put all this shit behind you.”

      Minutes passed, and the only sound Noah heard was the beating of his own heart.

      Tell us, tell us, tell us, his heartbeat seemed to say. As another minute passed, he thought he’d begin screaming out the words.

      “I wish it was as easy as you make it sound, agent. But even if it isn’t, yeah, I’ll do it.” Ladwig dropped his hands to rest atop the table. “I don’t know who in the hell Chase Parker is, or if Chase Parker is even his real name, so you’re on your own for that one. But I also know that he’s not the one who’s been killing these people.”

      More minutes passed, and this time, Noah knew the silence needed to be filled. The doctor needed just a bit more encouragement. Winter seemed to sense this too.

      “Who’s the killer, Dr. Ladwig?” she asked in a gentle voice.

      Ladwig sighed, then inhaled deeply again. As that breath released, he exhaled the words they needed to hear. “Sandra Evans.”
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      Aiden had tried to explain to Autumn that Winter and Noah had only dug around in her history so they could try to keep her safe, but he walked a dangerous line. One wrong word and he would give away Winter’s secret, just like he’d blurted out the comment about Autumn’s younger sister.

      He was still pissed at himself for that. He hardly ever made such stupid mistakes.

      But no matter what he told her, he already knew he couldn’t lessen the sting of betrayal. Unless he could tell her the fucking truth, any endeavor to assuage her unease was pointless.

      Elbows propped on her knees, Autumn kept her unseeing stare fixed on the black screen of the television. He had watched the clock, and before she spoke again, a full three minutes had passed.

      “I can’t do this,” she finally managed. As she shook her head, she still didn’t return her gaze to him.

      “What do you mean, can’t do what?” he pressed.

      “I can’t be friends with people who thought it was fine to dig around in my fucking past without so much as a heads-up! Is there anything you don’t want people to know about you, Aiden? Anything about your past that you’re not all that proud to share with other people? Now, what if someone you trusted went snooping around without your permission?”

      “That’s not the same thing, and you know it,” he returned. Though the affection he’d fostered for her over the last week and a half had acted as a buffer for his usual mantra of brutal honesty, he had hit a dead end. He couldn’t tell her the truth, and he had no other route to take. “They were investigating a serial killer.”

      “You know what they say about the road to hell, right?” she shot back. Green eyes narrowed, she turned her glare to him. “Paved with good intentions and all that bullshit.”

      Before he launched into a rebuttal, he told himself the harsh words were as much to distance himself from her as anything. She was right, after all. He had plenty of inner turmoil of his own. He didn’t need to make another stupid decision so he could spend years regretting it too.

      “Is it just because you actually were a victim that you’ve gotten so damn good at playing the victim?” he snapped. At least if she was pissed at him, Winter’s secret would be safe. “Because there are at least two dead people, people whose bodies were dissolving in a fifty-five-gallon drum of lye for who knows how long before we found them. Those poor souls might take exception to your delicate sensibilities right now!”

      Her eyes widened as she took in a sudden breath, but the shock was replaced in short order by malice.

      Before either of them could speak another word, his phone buzzed against his leg. “Just in case you forgot, Ms. Trent, that’s what your friends were doing. They were chasing a fucking serial killer!”

      As he rose to stand, he pulled the phone from his pocket and swiped the screen to answer the call. He hadn’t even bothered to pay attention to the caller ID.

      “SSA Parrish,” he grated.

      “Aiden, it’s me,” Winter replied, her voice breathless. “We’ve got a name and a location for Catherine Schmidt.”

      Based on the venomous glint in Autumn’s eyes, he would have better odds of survival at the takedown of a serial killer than he would if he stayed.
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      The soft dirt and moss beneath the cover of the cluster of trees muffled Winter’s footsteps as she and Aiden circled around to cover the back exit of a rustic cabin. Just as Robert Ladwig had promised, Catherine Schmidt, also known as Sandra Evans, had absconded to an isolated patch of land in the neighboring Henrico County.

      Ladwig had been clear that he had never been to the property, and he had prefaced the information by saying he shouldn’t have even known about the location. But in the years he had known Sandra, he had connected a series of dots to gauge an approximation of the hiding place.

      Though Noah had offered to stay behind to brief the US Marshals who would take on the task of ensuring Robert Ladwig’s safety, they had assembled a full tactical team to accompany them to the Virginia woodland.

      Then again, as she glanced over to make note of Aiden’s persistent scowl, she wasn’t so sure they needed the tactical team. At any point, she fully expected the BAU director’s skin to turn green as he transformed into the Incredible Hulk.

      Aiden wasn’t a chipper person on an average day, but ever since his arrival at the FBI office that morning, Winter had been keenly aware of the air of petulance that surrounded him. Even if they didn’t have a task, she knew better than to ask the reason for his ire.

      She felt a tickle on the side of her face as another droplet of sweat rolled down her cheek.

      The black jackets emblazoned with bright block print were necessary to distinguish friendly counterparties from foes, but the temperature that day was slated to reach ninety-four.

      The sooner they cuffed Catherine Schmidt, the sooner they could return to air-conditioning.

      “We’re in place at the southern and eastern edges.” The man’s voice in her ear was tinny, like someone had spoken through an old radio.

      As she flattened her back against the trunk of an old oak, she glanced over to where Aiden stood behind another tree. His pale eyes were fixed on the cabin as he raised a hand to cover his mouth.

      “The north exit is covered,” he advised.

      “The west side of the house is covered too,” Bree chimed in.

      “Roger that,” the first man replied. “We breach the front door in five.”

      Winter tucked the stock of her M4 Carbine against her shoulder, the barrel still pointed at the ground. As the seconds ticked away, she held her breath to strain her hearing for the telltale clatter of splintering wood. She had expected the disturbance to be muffled by the distance, but the battering ram smashed into the front door with the same force as a gunshot.

      A handful of shouts identified the intruders as FBI agents, and then two different men shouted for the occupants to drop their weapons. Abruptly after the second request, a series of raucous pops sounded out in rapid succession. Those were gunshots, she knew. She could only hope they had been fired by the team that had breached the door.

      In tandem, her and Aiden’s gazes snapped over to a flicker of movement. The wooden door at the back of the cabin flew open in a blur of movement.

      A woman emerged, shrugging on a backpack as her panicked eyes darted around to take stock of the tree line. With one last glance over her shoulder, she sprinted across the lush grass. The afternoon sunlight caught the lustrous shine of her golden hair, and even from a distance, Winter immediately knew who she was.

      When Winter glanced to Aiden, he raised a hand before he jabbed a finger into the Kevlar over his chest.

      To her chagrin, the malevolent glint in his pale eyes had not so much as lessened. Where she would have normally protested, she nodded instead.

      As Catherine Schmidt closed the distance, the sound of her labored breathing became clearer. Once she crossed over into the shade beneath the canopy of leaves, she paused for a fervent look back to the property. She set off into the wooded area at a jog.

      But before she reached safety, she had to pass by Winter and Aiden’s post.

      A twig snapped beneath one of the woman’s booted feet, and even the quiet disturbance rose above the drone of the summer wildlife.

      Aiden flipped the matte black rifle over in his hands, stepped out from behind the tree, and swung the M4 in a single, fluid arc. The wet crack of the weapon’s stock against Catherine’s skull stood out in such stark contrast from the breaking twig that Winter thought it was almost poetic.

      With a muffled clump, the woman’s stainless-steel handgun fell to the damp earth as she crumpled into an unceremonious heap.

      “We’ve got her,” Winter announced. “At the north exit. She’s unconscious.”

      “Roger that,” a man replied. “Two hostiles killed inside, but the rest of the house is clear.”

      “Shed out back is clear, but it looks like we’ve got a cellar door out here.” Winter recognized the speaker as Miguel Vasquez.

      “That might be where they kept the victims,” Bree suggested. “Wait to open it until we get some forensics people out here.”

      “Roger that,” Miguel responded. “In that case, we’re all clear, ladies and gents.”

      “Holy shit,” Winter murmured to herself. She glanced to Catherine’s unconscious form and then to Aiden. “We got her.”

      For the first time that day, some of his irascibility dissipated as he nodded.

      They got her.

      The main spider of this dangerous web.

      But what about all the flies?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      After four days without a single word from Autumn, Winter finally badgered Aiden into telling her what had happened. She had been in his office at the time, and her first thought was to snatch up the nearest item and hurl it at his head.

      A stapler, a little jar of paperclips, a pen, a damn handgun, whatever she grabbed first. She didn’t care, and he’d deserve worse.

      She wasn’t upset that he had told Autumn the truth—Autumn deserved that. Winter could have lived with that. But why he felt the need to hurl a slew of inflammatory remarks, remarks that were far from accurate, Winter had no idea.

      He assured her his intent was only to ensure that Winter’s secret wasn’t revealed, but Winter brushed aside the rationalization like the veiled excuse it was.

      She didn’t pretend to know what went through the director of the BAU’s head on most days, but she knew without a doubt that there was more to his knee-jerk hostility toward her friend than he let on.

      The confrontation ended with Winter throwing her hands into the air as she let out a laugh that sounded closer to a cough.

      “I can’t believe you.” The words were low and deadly calm, but she refused to lose her cool and be some emotional female.

      Without waiting for a rebuttal, she had flung open the glass and metal door and stalked through the series of cubicles that housed the BAU. Okay…maybe a little emotional.

      Rather than puzzle over Aiden’s motives, she spent her drive to Autumn’s apartment contemplating how to approach her explanation.

      As she pulled into the pockmarked lot and parked, she felt like she stood at a crossroads, a point in her life on which she could either look back proudly or look back with shame.

      Aside from Aiden and Noah, she didn’t have any other friends. Hell, she didn’t even like many people, much less count them as friends. Who even was there for her to befriend? Sun Ming?

      At the thought, Winter rolled her eyes.

      Yeah. Right.

      Pushing open the car door to step out into the abundant sunshine, she realized the only way she could avoid the loss of her friend was by telling the truth. Not the version of the truth that Aiden had tried to convey, but the real truth.

      Maybe revealing her “ability,” her “woo-woo,” or her “sixth sense” would lead Autumn to look at her with the same disdain as her old friend Sam. That was the worst-case scenario, wasn’t it?

      But if that was Autumn’s reaction, then Winter would know she had never been friend material in the first place.

      With a sigh, she made her way to Autumn’s building, climbed a set of stairs, and knocked on the familiar door before she could second-guess herself.

      “Hold on,” a muffled voice called.

      There was a moment of hesitancy before the deadbolt clicked and the door creaked inward. Fluffy dog beneath one arm, Autumn offered Winter a wary glance before she moved aside to give her room to enter.

      The apartment was as presentable as it always was, and today, the air smelled like citrus and coconut.

      “I was hoping you’d have a minute to talk,” Winter said as she followed Autumn to the living room.

      “Sure,” she replied, shrugging. “Have a seat.”

      “I need to tell you something,” Winter blurted.

      Before her thoughts could spiral into a flurry of doubt, she glanced up to meet her friend’s weary gaze. “Okay.” Autumn’s quiet voice gave her the last little push she needed.

      “I’m going to tell you this, and it’s going to sound insane. It’ll sound like I’ve lost my damn mind, but I swear, it’s the truth.”

      There was a flicker of curiosity behind Autumn’s green eyes as she nodded her understanding.

      “When I got hit in the head by the Preach…” She cleared her throat. “I mean, by Douglas Kilroy, the man who killed my parents, he was trying to kill me. He left me there for dead, but I didn’t die. I was in a coma for three months, and when I woke up, it was like I was on a different planet.”

      Autumn crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m sorry.”

      Winter nodded. “I was just overwhelmed with every single thing, my senses were completely overloaded all the time. And now, I see things. Things like…” She ran a hand through her hair.

      Compassion mixed with the curiosity in Autumn’s eyes. “Things like what? You can tell me.”

      Their gazes met, and Winter knew it was true.

      “At this burial site on the first homicide case I worked with Noah, I could see a red haze on certain parts of the ground. No one else could see them, but I knew what it was.”

      Autumn shivered and crossed her arms tighter over her chest. “Graves?”

      Winter blew out a breath. “Yes. The graves glowed red for me. And that…that’s not it.”

      She took in a measured breath to calm her nerves before she dared another glance at Autumn. Though she expected to see disbelief, mocking amusement, or even fear, she was relieved by the belief that had brightened her friend’s face.

      “Sometimes, I get these weird headaches out of nowhere. It’ll feel like someone put my head in a vice, and there are still times when I’ll get them, and I’ll be convinced I’m about to die. But then I’ll lose consciousness, and I’ll see things. Sometimes things that are real, things that really happened, and sometimes things that point me in the direction of something that hasn’t happened yet.”

      Autumn blinked. “That’s—”

      “Insane,” Winter finished for her. “I know it sounds insane, but I swear, this is the God’s honest truth. That’s how I knew that Catherine Schmidt had something to do with this case. I just, I woke up one day, had this massive migraine, and then it was like I was walking through these points in your life. I saw you with an orange stuffed cat while you read a book. I can’t remember what the book was, but the song was Scar Tissue by the Red Hot Chili Peppers.”

      To Winter’s surprise, there was no skepticism on Autumn’s face as she averted her gaze. “That song still makes me sad. It makes me think of my mom. She played that album all the damn time after it came out. When she was high, she’d always tell me about how she was going to take me to see them at Red Rocks in Colorado.”

      “You,” Winter inhaled a deep breath, “you believe me?”

      In response, Autumn nodded, but her countenance didn’t change. “Yeah,” she murmured. “Yeah, I believe you. I get it, as well as I can without being a Fed, anyway. And for the record, I was going to say remarkable, not insane.”

      “But you’re still upset with us.” Winter made sure to keep her tone gentle and non-accusatory. “With me.”

      “You all know,” Autumn started as her green eyes flicked up to the blank screen of the television. “You all know everything. Everything I’ve worked my ass off to keep hidden from everyone I’ve ever been friends with. You saw my dad, then, right? Saw how I got this?” She brushed aside her auburn hair and pointed to the faint scar.

      “Yeah. I saw it.”

      With a wistful smile, she shrugged. “Then I guess you all know that I’m not one of you. That none of you are broken like I am. You’ve all got families, you all had parents that didn’t scare the shit out of you and let you down at every feasible fucking opportunity.”

      “Maybe we didn’t go through the same thing, but we’ve all got our battle scars. We’ve all got stuff we don’t want other people to know about, but as luck would have it, you found yourself friends with FBI agents and then you found yourself the target for a crazy woman. It was that combination that forced us to dig through your past.”

      Autumn snorted, but she didn’t add anything to it.

      “But one thing we do all know, or at least that I know is what it feels like to be all alone. To feel like there isn’t a single person on the face of the planet who knows what you’re dealing with. Douglas Kilroy shot my dad in the head, and then he raped and mutilated my mom. He literally painted the walls with her blood, and I still can’t get that image out of my head. And maybe your family are a bunch of colossal assholes, and mine are gone, but come on. We ought to know better than anyone that family means more than a genetic similarity.”

      Autumn covered her eyes with one hand, and for one horrifying second, Winter thought her friend would cry. Instead, she chuckled quietly.

      Winter had no idea what could be funny. “What?”

      “You.” She scrubbed her face with her hands before dropping them to her sides. “You’re ruining my pity party, you know that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      When Winter suggested he visit Autumn to apologize, Aiden wondered at first if the woman was trying to trick him. Was Autumn going to open her door to immediately put him in a headlock? Or would she just skip the wrestling move and punch him straight in the face?

      Honestly, he thought there was a real possibility that he deserved a violent greeting. And honestly, he was glad Winter had made the request. Otherwise, he wasn’t sure he would have ever initiated the conversation himself.

      As the wooden door creaked open to reveal the woman who was the object of so much of his recent contemplation, he had to force a neutral expression to his face. Though Autumn’s eyes glinted with suspicion, the dog in her arms perked up his ears and cocked his head.

      With a sigh, she waved a hand at the hall as she stepped to the side.

      “What do you want?” she asked as she set Toad on the hardwood floor. Straightening to her full height, she brushed off the front of her gray t-shirt and crossed her arms.

      “Did Winter not tell you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “She said she was going to say something to you. Not that she was going to bribe you to come over here to, well, whatever in the hell you’re here for.”

      “I’m here to apologize, and no, Winter didn’t bribe me.” Admissions of wrongdoing were not Aiden’s strong suit, but as much as he was tempted to turn around to leave, he met her expectant stare instead.

      “Okay.” She shrugged. “Apology accepted. Thanks for stopping by. Have a good night. Don’t let the door hit you. Drive safe. Sweet dreams.”

      He held out a hand to block the door from closing. “You were right.”

      She opened it back up a couple of inches, a lone eyebrow raised to her hairline. “Nice beginning. Go on.”

      He actually felt his face grow a bit warm, which startled him a little. Refusing to be sidetracked from his embarrassment, he barreled on, “When you said that I had unresolved shit I had to deal with. You were right. And I took some of that shit out on you, and I shouldn’t have. Look, I always thought my childhood was garbage, and I always thought there couldn’t be a lot of people who had it worse than I did. We were dirt poor, my mom dated a series of serious douchebags while I was growing up, and then my sister started doing meth, and it, it was just a shitshow.”

      The cynical eyebrow lowered, and Autumn’s expression transformed into compassion. “I’m sorry.”

      He waved the apology away. “I’m not trying to make this about me and my problems. I don’t know, maybe that and the unresolved shit in my head made me defensive, I’m not sure. Winter told me that she filled you in on everything, but at the time, I didn’t want to say anything about it. I didn’t think it was my place to tell anyone about it, but that’s still not an excuse. And if it’s worth anything now, it was all bullshit. I was just being an asshole to be an asshole.”

      She dropped down to sit at the end of the couch as she heaved a sigh. “You were an asshole. But I get it. She means a lot to you, and you were trying to keep her confidence.”

      “Yeah, but you know what they say about the road to hell.” He stepped past her to take a seat at her side.

      “Maybe, but intentions are also what separate premeditated murders from accidental deaths.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Funny how you didn’t mention that the other day.”

      With a sweet smile, she shrugged. “It didn’t suit me the other day. It suits me now.”

      “Wow, you know, I can definitely see why you and Winter get along so well.” He feigned a look of exasperation and shook his head. “I’ve also got some news for you about the Schmidt case.”

      “Did she escape from prison or something?” Autumn muttered.

      “No, at least not in the traditional sense.”

      Her brows drew together. “Then what?”

      “She’s dead. She hung herself in her cell after she was remanded.”

      Autumn’s lips formed a perfect circle. “Well, I say justice was served.”

      Aiden shook his head. “Not really. I feel certain that there were more than two victims. Many more. And with her dead, we’ll—”

      “Never know the extent of her evil,” Autumn finished for him. When he only nodded, she studied him even closer. “There’s something more, isn’t there?” she prodded.

      There it was again, he thought. The mind reading.

      “If you ask me, based on the case file I saw and what I know about her, I don’t think it was a suicide. That lawyer, the guy who represented Robert Ladwig, Chase Parker. I looked to see what I could find on him, and it turned up a whole lot of nothing. As far as our records are concerned, the guy never existed. And he wasn’t at the cabin where we found Schmidt.”

      “Shit,” she breathed. “I’m still not going into witness protection, if that’s what you’re hinting at.”

      “It’s not.” He chuckled then decided to change the subject. The other would only end in an argument. “There’s something else I wanted to ask you, though. If you’ve got a minute. Something psychology related.”

      “All right, shoot.”

      “There’s this kid, a missing person of sorts. When he was a kid, five or six years old, he was taken in by a sociopath. And I mean that literally, not just that the man who took him in was an asshole. He was a bona fide sociopath with signs of paranoid schizophrenia to boot.

      “As best as I can tell, when the kid was in high school, he blended in with a few distinctly different social groups. He’d tell one group of friends all the crazy shit he’d done and all the fights he’d gotten into in his old schools, and then he’d turn around and attend Wednesday evening youth group with another group. And they were all completely convinced that this kid was one of them. That’s how well he blended in.”

      Autumn tapped a finger against her lips as she paused, looking thoughtful. “He moved around a lot, then?”

      “He did.”

      “Well,” her eyes flicked back to his, “based on what you’ve told me, I’d say you were reciting a textbook case of antisocial personality disorder. Also referred to as psychopathy or sociopathy.”

      “No, this is a real case,” he assured her.

      “Then, still based on what you’ve told me, it sounds like you might well be looking at a sociopath. Now, I can’t say for sure without talking to the kid in a clinical setting. Just so we’re clear on that, all right?”

      “Absolutely. Thank you.”

      The fact that a forensic psychologist had reached the same conclusion he had drawn about Justin Black was validating, but at the same time, he had almost hoped she would tell him that the young man’s development was completely normal.

      Wish in one hand, shit in the other.
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      When Winter took in a sharp breath, Noah snapped his attention to where she sat beside him in their favored booth. He felt like an entire lifetime had elapsed since the last time they spent a lighthearted night at The Lift with their friends. Though he and Winter had beaten their companions to the bar, Bree and Autumn had both sent text messages to advise that they weren’t far behind.

      But when he noticed the haunted look in Winter’s blue eyes, he wondered how lighthearted the night would be.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      In response, she merely turned her phone for him to see. On the screen was an email, the title of which was “no subject.” As he looked down to the body of the message, he felt his eyes widen.

      Hey, sis. Heard you’ve been looking for me.

      “Holy shit.” Noah’s mouth gaped open at the same time a duo of familiar women came into view. The amusement vanished from Bree and Autumn’s faces as they spotted him and Winter.

      “Everything all right?” Bree scooted into the booth, Autumn close behind.

      “It’s Justin, my brother,” Winter managed to say past the emotion in her throat. “He knows we’re looking for him. He sent me an email.”

      The fleeting surprise on Bree’s face gave way to a reassuring smile. “Hey, we just closed the Schmidt case, right? Why don’t we take a look at Justin’s case while we’ve got downtime? We can send that email to the tech people, and I’ll touch base with my contact in White Collar Crimes to see if they can give us some help looking into a stolen identity. That type of thing is their bread and butter.”

      When Winter’s pang of worry slowly dissipated, Noah thought he could have reached across the table to give Bree a bear hug. “Then let’s order a round and watch some pre-season football,” he said. “Or whatever other sport they’re playing in here tonight. I don’t really care.”

      “I can ask my aunt for the remote,” Autumn replied with a chuckle.

      Noah winked at her. “You can?”

      “Dude, yes.” She pushed herself out of the booth with an amused smirk. True to her word, when she returned, she held a sleek television remote. “So, what do you want to watch, Noah? A cooking show? Some SpongeBob?”

      “Honestly? Either one’s preferable to professional football. I like college ball, but when you get to the professional league, they just suck all the fun out of it.”

      Bree leveled an appreciative finger at him. “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      “I don’t mind professional football,” Winter put in with a hapless shrug, glad for the distraction from her baby brother. “They’re playing the game at the absolute highest level. It’s impressive.”

      “I’ve got to back Winter on this one,” Autumn added, her green eyes fixed on the nearest television as she flicked through channels. “It’s not something I go out of my way to watch, but it is impressive.”

      “Whoa, Autumn, go back.” Bree leaned forward to get a better view of the flickering screen mounted above the bar. “One more. There.”

      “CNN?” Autumn arched an eyebrow.

      Beside the news anchor, the mugshot of a twenty-some-year-old man switched over to a photo of the same man taken from social media. Though Noah couldn’t place him, he knew the face was familiar.

      “Oh my god,” Bree managed. Her dark eyes flicked over to him and then to Winter. “You remember the two guys who held a bunch of people hostage the night we found Kilroy?”

      Even before she went on, he realized where he’d seen the man’s face.

      “That’s one of them.” She raised an arm to gesture to the television. “He’s dead, murdered.”

      When Noah’s phone buzzed in his pocket, he wondered if the word “murder” held an ancient power to summon a call from someone at the FBI. “Shit,” he spat, “it’s Osbourne.”

      Three sets of eyes were trained intently on him as he raised the device to his ear.

      “Agent Dalton,” he answered.

      “Dalton,” Max started. “One of the suspects we had in custody for the mass shooting earlier in the year was just killed. The guy was in federal custody, so it’s federal jurisdiction.”

      Noah bit back a derogatory comment about expending valuable federal budget to investigate the killing of a mass murderer. “He had to have been surrounded by cops. Do they have someone in custody?”

      “No.” Max hesitated. “They’ve got no leads, no nothing.”

      “How?”

      “Because whoever killed him was a sniper.”

      
        
        The End

        To be continued…
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      Some ghosts still live and breathe...

      Six months ago, on the night Winter Black and her fellow agents took down The Preacher, a mall massacre occurred.

      Today, one of the gunmen responsible for taking fifteen innocent lives that night is killed-with a well-placed bullet fired from nearly a mile away. Clearly a professional, either military or law enforcement, the sniper leaves zero evidence, other than a note.

      When more suspected rapists and murderers turn up dead, the killer's pattern becomes clear: they're acting as judge, jury, and executioner for a series of cases that were brushed off by the cops. How could a person not cheer a little? Until the spotlight is shone on one of the FBI's own.

      Ultimately, it's a matter of right or wrong. Winter knows just where the line is-she learned the night her parents were slaughtered and her baby brother disappeared. After all, that night made her who she is, and she'll uphold the law, even for the scumbags who deserve to die. Even while the ghosts of her past grow closer and closer.

      Book five of Mary Stone's breakthrough Winter Black series, Winter's Ghost is an ingeniously conceived psychological thriller that will keep readers enthralled while making sure their door is locked-and pick proof.
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      Tyler Haldane grimaced as the sheriff’s deputy fastened the final strap of his Kevlar vest. As he tried to take in a deep breath, his ribs were constricted by the tight binds. Between the vest and the silver shackles that bound his wrists to his ankles, he was surprised he could even move.

      Well, he’d been surprised at first. Now, almost six months after he and his friend Kent Strickland were captured, the deputy’s gruff motions were part of a routine.

      Any time Tyler was transported from his jail cell to a meeting at the psychiatric hospital or the courthouse, the level of security that accompanied him must have rivaled that of a sitting United States president. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

      Tyler still couldn’t believe six months had passed since he and Kent donned their own bulletproof vests, combat boots, and camouflage fatigues. Six long assed months since they’d carried out the plan they’d hatched the summer before.

      Toward the end of their junior year in college, Tyler had gone with Kent to visit his father’s house in Bowling Green. In the week of spring break, they had been introduced to the kid Kent’s father paid to mow the lawn.

      Jaime was a few years younger than Kent and Tyler, but as luck would have it, his school’s spring break overlapped with theirs. Their new friend had an intriguing set of ideals, almost all of which aligned with Tyler and his best friend.

      Tyler’s mother had taken some convincing, but she eventually gave him her blessing to spend the summer with Kent out at his father’s acreage. George Strickland had possessed an impressive collection of firearms, and he and Kent went target shooting almost every day.

      Once the sun went down, they would gather around a firepit as they discussed their visions for the future of American society. Each time they were joined by Jaime, the high schooler encouraged and reinforced Kent and Tyler’s ideations.

      They all wanted the same thing—a return to the old ways. A return to the time when a family was comprised of a man, a woman, and their children. When hardworking men could provide for their families, and when they could be men without having to worry about the whims of women who overstepped their bounds.

      The conversations evolved to plans, the plans evolved to actions, and before the beginning of the school year, Kent and Tyler had crafted a detailed outline of their plans for the Riverside Mall in Danville, Virginia.

      Though the obvious choice for a target would have been the nearby metropolis of Richmond, the city was also home to an office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. In an effort to prolong the response time of well-equipped tactical teams, Tyler and Kent selected a location several hours away from their summertime home in Bowling Green.

      Neither Tyler nor Kent expected to make it out of the Riverside Mall with their freedom, but they had been there to send a message, not get away with a crime. The SS armbands had been a last-minute addition, and even though Kent and Tyler didn’t necessarily subscribe to the neo-Nazi ideals, they knew the red and black Swastika would draw media attention.

      And at the end of the day, that was what they wanted: attention.

      The shitty thing was, they would’ve gotten all the attention they could have ever dreamed of, if it hadn’t been for the son of a bitch, The Preacher. It still galled Tyler that their spotlight had been dimmed by an old man.

      But how could they have known that the takedown of a serial killer would hog as many headlines as a mass shooting? That fool’s victims had been dead long ago…and they all probably deserved it.

      Fucking society was messed up.

      Although it hadn’t gone exactly as they’d planned it, Tyler Haldane and Kent Strickland were still household names across the South, and the event at the Riverside Mall had become the topic of international dialogue. From Virginia to Maine and all the way over to the European Union, everyone was talking about the fifteen deaths in an unassuming Virginia mall.

      Perfect or not, Tyler and Kent had made history.

      Thirteen people had been killed at the mall, and two more succumbed to their injuries within the next twenty-four hours. The number was lower than he and Kent had envisioned, and before they could make it higher, Kent had been shot in the head. When Tyler saw his friend go down, he thought for sure he was dead.

      Tyler had immediately turned his sights to the FBI agent who fired the shot, but he’d only been able to hit her in the shoulder before the air was forced from his lungs as he was tackled to the floor.

      When he awoke the next day, he was met with the drab gray concrete of a prison cell. Later that afternoon, the defense attorney in charge of his case had told him that Kent had survived an extensive operation to minimize damage to his brain.

      He was in a medically induced coma, and the doctors put his odds of survival at fifty-fifty. But a couple weeks later, he’d been roused from the deep state of unconsciousness. According to the most recent medical estimates, Kent was expected to make a full recovery.

      God’s sign of approval, if Tyler’d ever seen one.

      A cacophonous buzz jerked Tyler’s attention back to the present. An armed deputy to either side, their procession started down the hall. The overhead fluorescent lights seemed to sap the vividness from any color they touched. Even Tyler’s bright orange shirt and pants looked muted under the harsh glow.

      His shackles clattered as they advanced through the first set of doors and to the second. The psychiatric facility was almost as secure as a prison, but no matter the level of security, Tyler knew there would be reporters and onlookers crowded around a chain-link fence in hopes he would respond to one of their inquiries.

      And maybe, one of these trips, he would, but not today. He hadn’t prepared a statement, and he wanted to wait until he knew the weight of his words were worthy of the harsh reprimand he would receive from the deputies at his sides.

      The din of muffled voices grew clearer as the double doors parted to reveal the late-afternoon sunlight. As expected, a hoard of onlookers milled about the perimeter, their cameras and wide-eyed stares fixed on Tyler.

      His smirk came unbidden, and despite the discomfort of the metal that bit into his wrists, he felt at ease. Without a doubt, their message was being circulated throughout the country, through the internet, even inadvertently through nationally syndicated news networks.

      A change was on the horizon. He could feel it.

      Regardless of whether he had to watch the shift from behind bars, he could take pride in his role, could vicariously reap the fruits of his labor. No matter the sentence handed down at his trial, he was only at the beginning of his life. There was much to see, many changes to witness, ideals to spread.

      As he inhaled a deep breath of fresh air, he thought he had an entire lifetime ahead of him, but then…pop.

      Before he could even place the sound, his world went black forever.
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      Glancing around the dusty workspace, Noah Dalton raised a hand to his mouth to stifle a yawn. At quarter ‘til eleven, a crime scene was among the last places he wanted to be.

      A couple ballistics experts had directed him and Bree Stafford to the six-story apartment building, minutes after they provided a rundown of the trigonometric jargon that had led them to the conclusion. Some type of messy equation about Tyler Haldane’s height and the bullet’s point of entry in his head was all Noah had bothered to retain.

      On the top-most floor, he and Bree made their way from room to room along the side of the building that faced the psychiatric hospital. From three-quarters of a mile away, the facility looked as unassuming as the strip mall across the street.

      The light crunch of dust and debris beneath footsteps drew his attention to the wide doorway at his back. White fluorescence caught the face of Bree’s watch as she produced a pair of binoculars.

      The apartment complex was undergoing renovations, and electricity had not yet been restored to the building. They relied on a series of industrial battery-powered work lights to navigate their way throughout the rooms.

      “You talk to the site manager yet?” Noah asked.

      “Yeah.” Bree nodded as she handed off the binoculars. “He didn’t have anything. Since the place is under construction, there aren’t any security cameras around here that would’ve caught anything helpful. The gas station and that strip mall aren’t at the right angles, but we can try them tomorrow. The construction manager said everyone at the work site left before five. In the interest of preventing injuries, no one stays behind alone to do extra work or overtime.”

      Noah swiped an arm over his sweaty forehead. “And Haldane was shot at closer to seven, of course. Forensics is on their way, but I haven’t seen anything out of place. No shell casing, and since this is a construction site, there will be a shitload of prints all over everything.”

      Bree’s dark eyes flicked over to the wall-spanning window. There was no glass in place, so in addition to the litany of fingerprints, the forensics team would have to contend with the elements.

      “Well,” she said, gesturing to the view of the sprawling city. “What about this? That psychiatric facility is almost a mile away from here, isn’t it? And from what Ted told us during that trigonometry lesson earlier, none of the other buildings between here and there would have been the right height for the shot.”

      Noah nodded as he peered through the binoculars. At the highest zoom setting, he could see the crime scene techs mill about the dark splotch of blood still staining the sidewalk. Somewhere among them was Winter, but he didn’t spot her in his cursory examination.

      With a low whistle, Noah glanced back to Bree as he passed the binoculars to her.

      “That sounds like an impressed whistle.” Bree offered him a quick smile before she turned her attention to the window.

      “It was. That’s a hell of a shot, even for a trained sniper. There are some rifles designed just for shots like that, but they’re not cheap, and they can be difficult to get ahold of. Hopefully, they’ll find the bullet, so we’ll at least know what we’re dealing with.”

      “They’d have to prep for this.” Bree was still scanning the building before them. “You don’t just find a place to post up for a sniper shot at the drop of a hat. Whoever fired that shot had to have planned this.”

      Noah agreed. A sniper shot was 99 percent preparation, 1 percent execution.

      Distance. Wind speed. Barometric pressure. Even temperature could affect a sniper shot in unexpected ways.

      “What are you thinking?”

      Bree pursed her lips as she tapped a finger against the binoculars. “For motive? It’s got to be something related to the shooting in Danville. I seriously doubt anyone with a personal grudge or an ax to grind with Tyler Haldane would wait to settle their score until after he’s in police custody with four armed guards escorting him back to prison.”

      “He and Kent Strickland did kill fifteen people, and I doubt those SS armbands they were wearing made them a lot of fans. We sure as shit aren’t going to be lacking for suspects.” With a sigh, he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Shit,” she spat in agreement.

      He glanced over to his partner, reading the confusion on her face. “What are you thinking?” he asked again.

      She was tapping her finger against the binoculars again. She often fidgeted when she was annoyed. It was a tell she needed to work on. Even after more than twenty years as an agent, she didn’t always hide her irritation. “What kinds of people usually get taken out by a sniper from almost a mile away?”

      When she paused for a response, he merely shrugged.

      Her finger started tapping again, answering her own question. “The kinds that are tied to a whole bunch of nasty shit, or the kinds who have enemies in some seriously high places. Even back in Baltimore and D.C., the mobsters didn’t usually take out their rivals with a damn sniper.”

      Noah nodded. Bree would know. She’d worked in the Organizational Crime Division for years.

      “Some of them did,” she went on, “but the shots were almost never from a distance like this. So, either Haldane’s got an enemy with a great deal of disposable income, or someone was pretty desperate to tie up a loose end.”

      “You think Haldane’s part of something bigger?”

      The thought that there might be a whole club of people with violent tendencies and Tyler Haldane’s twisted ideals made him sick to his stomach. But he wasn’t surprised. In his years in law enforcement and when he’d been in the military before joining the FBI, he’d learned there were plenty of twisted people with equally twisted ideals.

      “I think he might be,” Bree replied with a slow nod. “But if he is, then that means they’ll probably want Kent Strickland next.”

      “Strickland’s still in the hospital. He’s guarded twenty-four-seven.”

      She snorted. “Just make sure he’s not close to any windows.”

      Sarcasm dripped from her words, and he barely stifled a bark of laughter before he lifted his phone to pass her warning down the line.

      Sarcasm or not, she wasn’t wrong.
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      Hey, sis. Heard you’ve been looking for me.

      Those eight words hadn’t left Special Agent Winter Black’s mind for more than a second since she received the email containing them early that evening.

      Was it her little brother?

      His ghost come to haunt her?

      A nutjob with a warped sense of humor?

      Someone close to her who simply wanted to torment her?

      Winter had scarcely been given enough time to think all her questions through. She’d just forwarded the email to the FBI cyber division, explaining her thoughts in a quick rush of words. Then  she, Bree, and Noah had headed out to the psychiatric treatment facility.

      As much as she wanted to stay at the office to follow-up on the email from Justin—to find out if it was even real—Max had ordered all hands on deck for the investigation of Tyler Haldane’s death.

      Local news networks had barely been able to cut their live footage as the long-range shot ripped through Haldane’s head, spattering the sidewalk with gore. There had been plenty of cameras that caught the carnage, and by now, the video had circulated far and wide. Australian media networks had awoken to news of the brutal footage, and by now, the killing of a mass murderer had undoubtedly been covered by broadcasts across the globe.

      A mass shooting in the United States didn’t always make international news, but the deliberate, premeditated murder of a mass shooter did.

      For the time being, Winter had done all she could with the suspicious email from Justin. She wasn’t equipped to track the origins of an electronic message, but the cyber division was. If anyone could locate more information about the source, it was the men and women in cyber. Like Autumn had become fond of saying, Winter “didn’t have to do everything by herself.”

      Right now, she had a job to do.

      Despite their host of personal misgivings with Tyler Haldane and his extremist ideology, Max wanted the threat of a media circus off their doorstep. According to the SAC, sensationalized cases like the murder of Haldane brought out nutjobs from all walks of life, journalists and civilians alike.

      With or without Max’s unique brand of encouragement, Winter had no desire to be at the center of a media frenzy. She liked her privacy, and the fewer eyes on her, the lower the likelihood of anyone stumbling upon her sixth sense.

      As she ducked down beneath the ribbon of yellow crime scene tape, she nodded a greeting to a familiar forensic ballistics examiner.

      “Agent Black,” the man greeted, reaching out for a handshake.

      She accepted the gesture. “Ted. Where is everyone?”

      “Pretty sparse here, yeah. Once we figured out which building the shot was fired from, most of the crime scene people headed that way. Jo and I are still here trying to find the damn bullet, though.”

      With a shrug, he produced a clipboard from beneath one arm and held it up for her to see.

      From a distance, the marks on the lined paper looked like they might have been Chinese, but even when she squinted and leaned closer, she was unable to decipher the rows of numbers and equations.

      Knitting her brows together, she looked back up to him. “None of that makes any sense to me. Even if I could read your handwriting, I doubt I’d understand it any better.”

      The harsh glow of a nearby work light glinted off the plastic as he pulled the clipboard away to glance back down to the page.

      “Shit,” he muttered. “Right. My bad. Well, here’s what I’ve got so far.” As he moved to stand at her side, he pointed to a tall building in the distance. “That’s where the shot was fired from. Based on where the bullet hit and what we saw from the video, there’s no doubt about that. It’s the only structure around here that’s tall enough for the right angle.”

      She looked around. “How can you tell?”

      “The bullet came from the north, and aside from that building, everything else in a two-mile radius is three stories at the max. That apartment building is six stories. I based my calculations on Haldane’s height, factored in how much the bullet would have dropped over that distance, determined wind speed and such. That put our shooter in the sixth floor.”

      Winter squinted. “Isn’t that building something like a mile away?” She had enough knowledge about firearms to know that such a shot was difficult but possible. For an expert, which would narrow their suspect list considerably.

      “It’s close to a mile, yeah. A little over three-fourths of a mile and the wind was blowing about seven miles per hour from the west.” Clipboard in hand, he gestured to the dark shape of blood spatter on the concrete. “We know the shot was through and through, but I’ll be damned if I can find that bullet.”

      When Winter looked up from the splotch of burgundy, she noticed the predicament. Based on the trajectory of the blood spatter, there was a good chance the wayward bullet had continued unimpeded past the corner of the psychiatric building. It could be blocks away, embedded in the asphalt of a parking lot, the side of a car, or even in the trunk of a tree.

      Just as she was about to return her attention to Ted, she caught a faint glimpse of red. The glimmer was no larger than a pinprick in the concrete edge of the building, and she figured it was the glow of a security camera or another electronic device.

      No, it wouldn’t be a camera. The glow was level with the middle of her stomach.

      Pushing the sudden rush of excitement down, she cleared her throat before turning back to Ted. In an effort to feign nonchalance, she shrugged. “What if it hit the side of the building?”

      He heaved a sigh as his blue eyes flicked down to the paper and then back to her. “There’s a slight possibility, if the bullet glanced off the skull in an unexpected way. Guess it’s worth checking out before we start creeping through the neighborhood, huh?”

      With a slight smile, she nodded. “Definitely. Rule out the easy stuff first.”

      He looked thoughtful as he scratched his scruffy cheek. When his attention shifted back to her, he returned the nod. “Fair enough. Let’s go check it out. It was Jo’s turn to go get coffee, but she ought to be back pretty soon. Or at least I hope she will because I sure could use a second wind.”

      Winter stifled a yawn. “You and me both.”

      They made the short trek in silence, and as the distance to the edge of the building lessened, the air of anticipation became even more palpable.

      Though Winter could already see the red glow intensify, she bit down on her tongue to keep any potential exclamation to herself. Her pulse picked up, and she clenched and unclenched one hand against the cool touch of adrenaline.

      When she’d only been thirteen years old, a madman had broken into her childhood home, slaughtering her father and brutalizing her mother. Winter had only gotten a glimpse of the man before he hit her on the head, almost killing her too.

      After weeks in a coma, she’d awoken to learn that her baby brother was missing. She’d also learned that the blow to the head had given her special abilities she couldn’t understand.

      Abilities like knowing where a tiny bullet was hiding.

      Now, if only Ted had the same bit of intuitive wisdom.

      Pretending to search a farther off section of the brick, she was starting to grow annoyed that it was taking so long when Ted took in a sharp breath.

      “That looks like a bullet hole to me,” she said, giving him a congratulatory slap on the back when she walked over to investigate with him.

      Dropping down to crouch beside the drab concrete, he squinted and leaned in until his face was less than a foot from the pockmark.

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “Yeah, agent. That looks like a bullet hole.”

      “You’ve got it from here, right?” Winter asked after a moment of silence.

      Max had sent her to the site of Haldane’s death with the understanding that she would take statements from the sheriff’s deputies who still lingered at the scene. Discovery of the bullet or not, the SAC would be unimpressed if she returned to the office before she completed her task.

      “Hey!” a woman called, snapping her and Ted’s attention back to the sidewalk. A paper cup in each hand, the dark-haired woman approached them with a quizzical look on her face. “Did you find something?”

      “Sure did, Jo,” Ted said as he rose to his full height. “We found the damn bullet.”

      “Nice!” Although Jo’s word was full of enthusiasm, her face carried a hint of bemusement. “Not exactly where I’d have started the search, but I’m glad we didn’t have to scour every inch of the next few blocks.” She handed Ted his coffee. “I’ll go get our kits, and we’ll dig that thing out.”

      Winter realized that Ted was looking at her strangely, and a shiver ran down her back. Did he know of her special abilities? As hard as she’d tried to hide them from the world, she hadn’t always been successful. And people talked.

      Feeling a wave of embarrassment begin to spread up her neck, she stuck her hands in her pockets. “I’ll let you all get to work.”

      Hurrying away, she still felt Ted’s eyes boring into her back. Her unease didn’t waver as she made her way to the brown and gold clad deputies. Though engrossed in a conversation she couldn’t hear, both men trailed off before she came within earshot.

      “Deputies…” She reached into her black blazer, retrieved her badge, and flashed it at the pair as she closed the remaining distance. “I’m Special Agent Black with the FBI. I’m sure you’re both aware that Tyler Haldane’s case was federal, so we’ll be handling the investigation.”

      The taller of the two crossed his muscular arms over his chest and shrugged. The nameplate on his uniform listed his name as Peterson. “Well, we sure as shit don’t want it, so go nuts.”

      That surprised her. Law enforcement teams were normally very territorial. “You don’t want it? Why’s that?”

      At his side, the second deputy, Ortiz, replied with a dry chuckle. “We’ve got more important work to do than investigate the murder of some shit bag like Tyler Haldane. No disrespect to the bureau. I mean, someone’s got to do it, right? But when you find whoever it was, tell him the sheriff’s department says thanks.”

      Deep inside, she couldn’t blame them for their attitude, but still, she kept a carefully neutral face. “I take it none of you were fans of Mr. Haldane.”

      “Look, agent,” Peterson replied. “We’ve both been doing this for a while, you know. The sheriff’s department is almost always in charge of prisoner transport, and we’ve both been part of that team for more than ten years now. We’ve escorted some seriously nasty dudes, but that little shit takes the cake.”

      Curious now, Winter took a step closer. “Is there any particular reason why?” She smiled and watched both men blush a little. “Aside from the obvious, of course.”

      Ortiz snorted and shook his head, turning his gaze until he was looking over her shoulder. “Couldn’t get the little bastard to shut up half the time. Going on about his mission and all the shit he thought was going to happen now that he and his buddy had killed all those people in Danville. I’ve seen paranoid schizophrenics and dudes high as a kite ramble on about weird shit before, but Haldane was no schizophrenic or meth head. Kid was stone cold sober, and you could tell he wasn’t saying all that shit because he was hallucinating.”

      “Plus,” Peterson added, “that’s the whole reason he was here today, anyway. He was here so some psychologist could ask him questions and see if he was even fit to stand trial.”

      “Was he?” Winter asked.

      Peterson nodded. “Sure was. Doc said the bastard knew exactly what he was doing. He and Kent Strickland had been planning it for almost a year.”

      “Did he ever say anything about anyone else? Anyone involved in it other than him and Strickland?”

      “No, nothing,” Ortiz answered. “If we’d heard anything like that, we would’ve let y’all know.”

      “Right.” Winter bit back a sigh.

      They had the bullet, she reminded herself. And if she was given the choice, she would take a piece of physical evidence over the ramblings of a mass murderer any day.
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      Aiden Parrish knew that Dan Nguyen had only been in possession of Tyler Haldane’s body for an hour or two, but he hadn’t wanted to sit on his hands in the formative hours of the investigation. And if anyone could give him a useful piece of information after such a short time, it would be the tenured ME.

      As Aiden pushed his way through a set of double doors, the medical examiner’s dark eyes snapped up from the clipboard he held in one hand. On top of the silver table in front of him, its head a mangled mess of shattered bone and ruined tissue, was the body of who Aiden assumed was Tyler Haldane. Though, with the damage done to the face, he couldn’t say with complete certainty who in the hell it was.

      “Parrish,” Dan said, drawing Aiden’s attention away from the gory sight. “Didn’t expect to see you here so soon.”

      “Yeah, well, the bureau’s trying to get a jump-start on this whole thing before it spirals into a full-blown media circus. Mass murderer shot in the head by a sniper is going to be one hell of a headline.” With one hand, he gestured to the body. “Anything you can tell me about him yet?”

      Sighing, Dan placed the clipboard on a metal table to his side. As he produced a pen from the pocket of his white lab coat, he stepped over to the body.

      The fluorescence overhead shone on his neatly styled hair, and beneath the jacket was a pastel blue button-down shirt complete with a shiny black and silver striped tie. No matter the time of day Aiden saw the man, he always looked like he was ready for a day at work on Wall Street, not a morgue.

      “I haven’t cut him open yet.” Dan waved the pen over the site of Haldane’s fatal wound. “But I think it’s safe to say that this is what killed him.”

      With a groan, Aiden rubbed his eyes. “Thanks, Dan. That’s informative.”

      “You’re welcome.” Dan chuckled as he pocketed the pen. “Anything else right now is mostly an educated guess, but from what I’m seeing here, I think your shooter was a trained sniper.”

      Although Aiden thought that was a pretty accurate guess, he still asked, “How do you figure?” He glanced back down to the remnants of the head. The face was gone, and only the bottom portion of the jaw remained intact.

      A sniper with a big damn bullet. The man was unrecognizable.

      “You see where he was shot, right?”

      “It’s hard to miss,” Aiden replied flatly.

      “No, but I’m not being a smartass this time.” Dan flashed him a quick grin. “Really, though. I might not be able to tell you the exact point of entry, but I think the shot hit him about right between the eyes, probably a little bit lower. That’s the shot they train SEAL snipers to make. With a weapon this caliber, you’ve just got to hit someone in this general region.” He paused to tap a finger against the tip of his nose. “And it blows their brainstem out the back of their head. Instantly ceases all nerve function, and there’s not even a twitch afterward.”

      “That sounds familiar, yeah. I’ve heard it before.” Aiden nodded. He left off from whom he’d most recently heard it. The last person he wanted to talk about right now was Douglas Kilroy. Just thinking the name of The Preacher made Aiden’s teeth want to grit together. “Any guesses on what he was shot with? Caliber, anything like that?”

      Dan shrugged. “Any caliber capable of distance like that will be reasonably high. I don’t think it was a .50 caliber round, though. If it was, there wouldn’t even be this much of his head left. Could be a .330 Winchester Mag or a .338 Lapua Magnum. We’ll find out on closer examination.”

      “You sound like an arms encyclopedia right now. What in the hell did you do when you were in the Navy?”

      “Intelligence,” Dan answered with a knowing smirk. “I was here when Haldane was shot, by the way. Just in case you were wondering.”

      “Why would I wonder that?” There was no accusatory tinge to Aiden’s question, only curiosity.

      “Because I’m pretty sure you’re looking for someone with military or law enforcement experience, my friend. Good training too. Not just someone who sat behind a desk. Whoever made this shot from that distance has done it before, probably more than once. And even though I know it’s taboo to speak ill of the dead, I’m glad someone wiped this shit stain off the face of the planet. This little fucker didn’t deserve the air he breathed.”

      “No argument here,” Aiden muttered. He was a little relieved to know he wasn’t the only person who shared Dan’s view of Tyler Haldane. “Any other Navy related knowledge you’ve got for me right now? Can your firearm spidey sense tell you what kind of weapon it was?”

      “Hey.” Dan held up both hands in feigned defensiveness. “Almost twenty years I’ve been doing this, all right? I haven’t seen very many people killed with a long-distance high caliber shot like this, and the ones I do recall are pretty memorable. Assassinations, I think that’s what we called them.”

      Aiden chuckled. “Fair enough. That everything for now, then?”

      “That’s all I’ve got, yeah.” Even as Dan nodded, Aiden could tell there was another question on the tip of his tongue.

      “But?” he prodded.

      Seconds ticked by as the ME clearly considered the wisdom of speaking up. Finally, he asked, “You mind if I ask you something? About that case you guys just wrapped up? You know, the one with the mad scientist brain surgeon who dumped her victims in fifty-five-gallon drums after she doused them with lye. That one?”

      “Do you even know how to not be sarcastic?” Despite the feigned admonishment, Aiden could feel a smirk tug at the corner of his mouth. In a basement room with a corpse that was virtually headless, he much preferred Dan’s off-color sarcasm to a grave tone and a deadpan expression.

      “I don’t think so, no. That’s another thing you can thank the military for.”

      “Right, the military. That’s who we’ll blame.” Aiden waved a hand like he was swatting away an invisible insect. “All right, the Schmidt case. What about it?”

      “How’s Autumn Trent doing? I mean, after Nico Culetti tried to kill her.” There was a glint of concern in Dan’s dark eyes that Aiden hadn’t expected.

      “She’s fine.” Aiden fought to keep the look of skepticism at bay. “Why? Do you know her?”

      Dan ignored the question and scratched at his temple. “No witness protection?”

      “No,” Aiden replied slowly, his curiosity growing. “She refused it. How do you know her, anyway?”

      Dan shrugged. “She was in a class I taught at VCU Law School years back. I don’t teach there anymore, got enough shit to deal with after the promotion here. She was a good student, and I still hear from her now and then. She’s up for her Ph.D. in a few days, defending her dissertation.”

      Though he was unconvinced of Dan’s dismissive explanation, Aiden nodded. “Yeah, she is. She’s friends with Noah Dalton and Winter.”

      “All right, well, that’s good to hear. They’re good people.”

      Aiden’s first inclination was to ask Dan what exactly drove his interest in Autumn Trent, but he bit back the query and merely nodded again. His curiosity would have to wait.

      Right now, he had a vigilante sniper to find.
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      A month earlier, Sun Ming had finally been given the okay to forgo the sling she’d been ordered to wear while her shoulder healed. Though she had regained much of her arm’s former strength, her range of movement was still hindered by a sharp pain.

      Whenever she raised her arm out to her side, the muscles and tendons felt like they might rip apart from the bone. Her physical therapist told her the sensation was normal, and while it would never entirely disappear, routine exercises could keep the discomfort at bay.

      In truth, the therapist’s kindness and encouragement were some of her life’s only bright spots in the last six or so months. Well, that, and a certain someone she couldn’t yet name.

      Because her life was mostly shit.

      But she guessed it could have been worse.

      Her twin brother, Lee, had traveled down from his home in Washington D.C. to visit her, but Lee had enough on his plate. His wife of eight years had filed for divorce only a day before Sun had been called to the Riverside Mall in Danville on that fateful day. He tried to be supportive, but Sun could tell how heartbroken he was, and she’d ended up trying to support him instead.

      Sure, Sun had been shot, but the wound wasn’t fatal. It wasn’t even life-threatening.

      From the time the bullet ripped through her shoulder to the point where she laid down on the operating room table, she had even been conscious and lucid for the entire experience. Physically, Sun was fine, or at least as fine as she could expect to be after such a near miss.

      Mentally? Well, that was a different story.

      She might not have been fine, but she didn’t think a few nightmares and a twinge of lingering anxiety superseded Lee’s divorce.

      Sun had been hurt by the little mass murdering shit, Haldane, but the wound would heal. Lee, on the other hand, had his entire life ripped out from beneath him. The woman to whom he’d devoted all of his adult life had found someone new, had fallen out of love with her husband of nearly a decade.

      No matter the sluggish progress of her healing, Sun figured she’d be ready to pitch at softball tournaments before her brother’s heartache healed. She knew what he was dealing with. She was familiar with the feelings of hopelessness, of worthlessness that accompanied the failure of a long-term relationship.

      As she glanced to where Aiden Parrish sat at the other end of the briefing room, she thought she’d rather take another bullet than deal with that kind of emotional fallout again.

      Before Aiden’s pale eyes flicked to her, she returned her attention to Max Osbourne and the podium at which he stood.

      At Max’s side was a less familiar man, one whose name Sun couldn’t recall, although his tall build and expensive suit reminded her too much of Aiden Parrish. Though she’d seen this man around the building, she couldn’t remember his role within the bureau.

      Max swept his steely gaze over the room before he nodded a greeting to the woman who had just stepped through the doorway.

      Why all the strangers? Sun wondered, keeping her expression carefully neutral. What’s going on? Sun didn’t like being out of the loop. Not at all.

      “Close that behind you,” Max barked.

      The newcomer nodded and eased the glass and metal portal closed. Her lustrous chocolate brown hair and jade green eyes should have jogged Sun’s memory, but for the second time, she couldn’t remember a person’s name. This woman was new, though. Sun knew that much.

      Apparently, the death of a malignant tumor like Tyler Haldane brought FBI agents out of the woodwork. When Sun pictured the smug little shit, the corner of her mouth twitched in the first hint of a scowl.

      She remembered that day so clearly.

      Sun had been pissed that she had been called away from the Douglas Kilroy case to work the hostage situation at the Riverside Mall. It had been her luck that she’d only been a few miles outside of Danville when the call came in, and even though she’d wanted to be the one to take The Preacher down, she’d found herself sitting behind a potted plant instead, waiting for her best shot at the murdering little bastards.

      And you could bet your ass, she’d been the one to take the shot.

      Though she’d landed what she’d hoped was a fatal shot at Kent Strickland, she’d wondered on more than one occasion if she should have aimed for Haldane instead. Maybe she would have gotten lucky, and Haldane would have died from the same wound Strickland had miraculously survived.

      It still pissed her off and hurt her pride that the bastard survived. She was better than that.

      Just as it pissed her off that some of the Richmond office’s best and brightest were gathered in a briefing room to put their various skill sets to use in the search for a person who had arguably done them all a favor by shooting Tyler Haldane.

      How much money had the killer saved the federal government anyway? Tens of thousands? Hundreds of thousands? Millions?

      “All right,” Max grumbled as he looked from one agent to the next. “Looks like that’s all of us.”

      Judges had a gavel to begin their meetings, and Max had the phrase “looks like that’s everyone.” Sun couldn’t recall a briefing where the SAC had deviated from his usual opening line.

      To her side was Miguel Vasquez, and at the table in front of them was Noah Dalton and Winter Black. Behind Sun and Miguel sat Bree Stafford and another agent from the Violent Crimes Division, though he worked the night shift and they didn’t often cross paths. The woman whose name eluded her had taken a seat at the same table as Aiden.

      Other than the occasional all-hands meeting, Sun couldn’t recall the last time she’d been at a briefing with so many attendees.

      “You might have seen Agent Levi Brandt around.” Max gestured to the tall man at his side. “He’s with the victim services division, and he’s here because there’s a good chance we’ll be talking to a lot of victims.”

      “All this for Tyler Haldane,” Sun muttered to herself.

      At least she thought she’d muttered it to herself.

      “I’m aware, Agent Ming,” Max said, his voice as flat as his expression. Sun lifted her chin, accepting the reproach with as much grace as she could muster. “But sure, let’s start there. We’re all here on this lovely afternoon to discuss how to approach the investigation into the murder of a mass shooter. No one in here has any love for Tyler Haldane, but we’ve still got a job to do. This is going to be a media shitshow.”

      “Hell, it already is a media shitshow,” Noah Dalton said, and it pissed Sun off a little more when the SAC only nodded. No death stare for the golden boy.

      Max went on. “And, I hate to break it to you, but the only way to get them off our backs is to figure out who killed Haldane. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover, and each of you will be responsible for covering some of it. But first, let’s get through what we already know. Stella Norcott is our new leading expert in ballistics.”

      As he waved a hand to the woman with the dark hair and green eyes, she nodded. “Nice to meet you all,” she said, her green eyes flicking from person to person. “Guess I’ll get right to it then. Forensics found the bullet in the side of the psychiatric building where Haldane was shot. If the angle had been just a little more to the side, we probably wouldn’t have been able to recover it. But I guess we can save all our thanks for the awards ceremony once we wrap this thing up.”

      The ballistic expert paused, clearly hoping for a few laughs. When she didn’t get any, she went on.

      “Haldane was shot from a distance of almost a mile. My colleague, Ted, established that the shooter was on the sixth floor of an apartment building that’s currently being renovated. There wasn’t much physical evidence there, but the bullet was a good find.

      “Haldane was killed by a .338 Lapua Magnum round, and after comparing the striations with what we have on file, I’m almost certain the weapon used was a Barrett Model 98 Bravo sniper rifle chambered for the .338 ammunition.”

      Sun felt her eyes go wide for a split-second, but she forced an expression of nonchalance back to her face. Ever since high school, she and her brother had competed in marksman competitions, but only she carried on the hobby into adulthood.

      Though the Barrett M98B was expensive and military grade, Virginia’s firearm restrictions were nil, and Sun had bought one of the rifles for herself years earlier.

      “Barrett Model 98 Bravo rifles are primarily used in the military,” Stella went on, snapping Sun’s attention back to the room. “They’re used by snipers in the Army Rangers, to be more specific. There are some law enforcement agencies across the country that use them too. And even though it’s not as common as some other high-powered rifles, M98Bs are sometimes used for hunting big game.”

      Stella was right. The M98B wasn’t a weapon typically handled by novices. It also wasn’t cheap, Sun knew.

      “What can you tell us about that shot?” Max asked, his gray eyes fixed on the woman.

      “It was a hell of a shot,” Stella replied with a shrug. “The wind was moving that night, not much, but at that distance, you’d have to be an expert to contend with it.”

      “Expert is right. It’s not a shot you just wake up one day and make,” Sun put in, then wished she’d stayed silent when all eyes turned on her.

      Stella nodded her agreement.

      “You have to be really familiar with the weapon you’re using. Familiar with the bullet’s velocity, with the drop, with everything. And when you throw in even a light breeze, you’re seriously impacting all of that.” Sun absentmindedly reached to rub her shoulder. “The caliber makes a big difference too. The fact that the shooter was using a .338 Lapua Magnum means they were going for accuracy.”

      “That’s what Dan Nguyen said too.” Aiden’s eyes shifted from Stella to Max, but he didn’t pause to regard Sun.

      “The medical examiner?” Sun didn’t hide the skepticism from her query. “How would he know that?”

      “Dan Nguyen was Navy Intelligence for six years,” Max answered before Aiden could respond.

      The tenured SAC had a rough idea of her and Aiden’s past, and his gravelly tone told her he wasn’t in a mood to deal with a squabble between the two of them.

      Sun bit off a sarcastic comment and nodded her understanding instead. “I didn’t know that,” she said, although it goaded her to no end to admit it.

      Max stared at her. “Let’s move this along.”

      “Right,” Stella agreed. “Well, the striations on the bullet recovered from the scene match the marks from another .338 Lapua Magnum bullet in a different case.”

      With a click, Max brought the overhead projector to life.

      On the whiteboard to his back was a DMV photo of a middle-aged man with a close-cropped salt and pepper beard. His mouth was set in a straight line, and his blue eyes seemed about as enthusiastic as someone at the DMV ought to be.

      “Mitch Stockley,” Max advised. “Killed about six months ago a little ways outside Norfolk. Ironically, he was out target shooting when he was shot in the head. Same shot that took out Haldane.” The SAC paused to tap between his eyes. “Right here.”

      “It’s a precise shot,” Aiden added. “That’s another thing I got from Dan Nguyen. It’s the same shot they train military and law enforcement snipers to make. It takes out the brainstem, so there’s not so much as a twitch when the person dies. Keeps them from pulling a trigger or a detonation switch, anything like that.”

      “I’d have someone ask the BAU what that meant, but it looks like we’re in luck.”

      Sun didn’t miss the dry sarcasm in Max’s offhand comment. Apparently, the tenured SAC was about as thrilled to spend his time investigating the death of a mass murderer as Sun was.

      “You are,” was Aiden’s flat response. “It means that whoever we’re looking for very likely has experience in either the military or law enforcement. Based on the fact that they took the shell casing with them, I’d say they’ve got some familiarity with forensic investigations. They probably wanted the bullet to go a little bit off to the side so we wouldn’t find it as well.”

      “What about the second victim, Mitch Stockley?” Winter asked, her dark blue eyes shifting from Aiden to Max and then back. “What do we know about his murder?”

      Sun grated her teeth together at the sound of the woman’s voice.

      She knew there was more between Winter and Aiden than just a professional familiarity, and despite the two and a half years since Sun and Aiden’s split, their bond left a bad taste in her mouth.

      Winter had already captured the attention of Noah Dalton. What in the hell did she have over Aiden too? And why? Biting back a groan, Sun crossed both arms over her chest.

      “Not a lot,” Max replied. “Local LEOs handled it at the time. They didn’t realize they were dealing with a precision sniper. I think they chalked it up to a hunting accident or something. But same as this one, there wasn’t a shell casing. No trace evidence, just a bullet in the trunk of a tree.

      “Agent Ming, Agent Vasquez.” Max turned his intent stare to her. “You’re looking into Stockley. The sheriff’s department outside Norfolk already sent everything they’ve got over, and they’ll be here to drop off the physical evidence in an hour or so. You can talk to them when they get here. Find out if Stockley has anything in common with Haldane. Maybe he’s a distant relative, or maybe we’re dealing with an expensive hitman, and they’ve never even met.”

      Straightening in her chair, Sun nodded.

      “Agent Dalton, Agent Black, you’re going to the hospital to talk to Kent Strickland. He’s been under armed surveillance ever since Haldane got shot. Ask him if they’ve got any co-conspirators that might be trying to tie up a loose end, someone who might’ve been worried that Haldane would talk.”

      Even if he was irritable about devoting his unit’s time to Tyler Haldane, Max’s laser focus had returned.

      “Agent Brandt,” the SAC went on. “You and Agent Stafford talk to the victims of the Riverside shooting. Agent Weyrick, thanks again for coming in on such short notice. I know this is something like three in the morning for you, so once you’re in later tonight, I’ll have you following up on what Agent Stafford and Brandt found.”

      “Copy that,” Brandt replied.

      “All right, everyone. That’s it. I already sent you all everything we’ve got so far. Let’s figure out who in the hell shot Haldane so we can get the media off our doorstep.”
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      During her brief tenure with the FBI, Winter had come face-to-face with a handful of cold-blooded killers—Scott Kennedy, Heidi Presley, Catherine Schmidt, and of course, Douglas Kilroy. But as she and Noah stepped into a pristine hospital room to flash their badges at a man in a tailored suit, she realized Strickland was the first mass shooter she’d encountered.

      As much as she hoped he’d be the last, she knew how naïve the thought was.

      A mass shooting was any event where more than four people were shot. The bureau only handled the worst of them: those involving a sniper, a high body count, or military grade weaponry. Thanks to Tyler Haldane, she could officially check off all three requirements in just one case. Maybe she would update her resume when she got home that night, she thought bitterly.

      “Mr. Strickland,” Noah said as they returned their badges to their jackets. Winter didn’t miss that the usual cheer and amiable air had vanished from his demeanor. He must have been as thrilled to tick off the boxes as she was. “I’m Agent Dalton, and this is Agent Black. We’re with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

      From where he was seated on the hospital bed, one arm shackled to the side while a handful of cream-colored blankets covered his lap, Strickland shifted his dark eyes from Noah to Winter and then back.

      As he glanced over to the well-dressed lawyer, the older man nodded his bald head.

      “I’m Kent’s attorney, Harold Lisman. What can I help you with?”

      “You?” Noah raised his eyebrows at the man. “You, probably not much. It’s your client we’re here to talk to, Mr. Lisman.”

      “You’re not going to violate my son’s constitutional rights,” said a woman seated to Strickland’s side. The dark shadows beneath her eyes were pronounced, and her fair skin was tinged with an unhealthy pallor.

      The corners of Winter’s mouth tightened. I guess that’s what life is like when your son is a mass shooter, she thought to herself.

      “We’re not here to violate anyone’s constitutional rights,” Winter returned. “We’re here because, less than twenty-four hours ago, a sniper shot and killed Tyler Haldane.”

      “That boy was always trouble,” the woman huffed as she pulled her gray cardigan tighter around herself.

      “Tyler’s dead?” Strickland blurted, his mouth agape. “How? A sniper? What does that mean?”

      “Sorry.” Noah shook his head. “Can’t discuss an ongoing case. We’re here to ask you who might’ve wanted your friend dead. Aside from, you know, the obvious.”

      “What?” Strickland’s mother exclaimed. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Mrs. Strickland,” the lawyer began, holding up his hands. “I—”

      “It means your son doesn’t have a lot of fans, Mrs. Strickland.” Noah’s response was flat, and for a second, Winter wondered if he was Noah at all.

      Maybe the man at her side was Aiden Parrish, and she had officially lost her damn mind. He sounded like Aiden Parrish, not the younger Texan.

      “Haven’t you people ever heard of ‘innocent until proven guilty?’ Habeas Corpus? Any of it?” the woman snapped, her gold and green eyes alight with ire.

      “I sure have, ma’am,” Noah shot back.

      Winter marveled at how his Texan drawl could sound so condescending and folksy at the same time.

      “That’s not what we’re here for,” she interjected before Strickland’s mother could respond. “We’re here to find out if your son knows of anyone who might’ve wanted his friend dead. And yes, ma’am, that does extend to co-conspirators. Here’s the deal, all right? There are literally hundreds of eyewitnesses, including plenty of federal agents and other law enforcement personnel who saw your son at the scene.”

      The lawyer shot to his feet, but Winter went on.

      “There’s absolutely no doubt that he was there, but we aren’t here to argue over who pulled the trigger or why. Your son was there, and so was Tyler Haldane. The event was planned, meticulously planned, and we want to know if your son is aware of anyone else who might’ve known about it. Anyone who might’ve wanted to make sure Haldane didn’t say anything to the authorities.”

      “He wouldn’t,” Tyler’s mother said, her face growing pale as death. “He couldn’t. He—”

      Winter lifted a hand. “Before you go off on another tirade, Mrs. Strickland, let me just phrase it this way. If that’s the case, if the person who killed Tyler Haldane wanted him dead because he or she is worried that they might be implicated, then it stands to reason that they’ll be after Kent next. And from what we’ve been able to gather so far in our investigation, whoever this person is, if they want someone dead, there isn’t much that can stop them. So, Mrs. Strickland, you’ve got two options.”

      Winter paused, waiting to see if the woman was really listening to her. Several seconds passed before the older woman met her eye. And nodded.

      Winter raised a finger. “You and your son can help us, or…” she raised the second finger, “you can keep being obstinate and prevent us from doing our job. In this case, that means that you’ll just be making it easier for whoever killed Tyler to get to your son too. I’ll give you a few seconds to think it over, but honestly, we’re pressed for time, so you’d better make it snappy.”

      Hazel eyes wide, Strickland’s mother opened and closed her mouth before she finally glanced to her son and his lawyer. From the corner of her eye, Winter saw Noah flash her an appreciative glance. As much as she wanted to offer him a smile in response, she was on a roll, and she didn’t want to risk a crack in the steely veneer she had donned.

      As Strickland glanced back and forth between his mother and the lawyer, he started to shake his head, slow at first before gaining speed. The silence had grown so thick and pervasive that Winter felt like she would have to hack away at it with a machete if someone didn’t speak soon.

      Rather than answer her and Noah’s question, Strickland leaned to whisper in his lawyer’s ear. She doubted the softly spoken words were audible to Noah, but Winter heard him as clearly as if he’d addressed the entire room.

      “No, there wasn’t anyone else,” Strickland murmured to the man at his side.

      “Are you sure there wasn’t anyone else,” the lawyer asked, and Winter couldn’t blame him for needing to ask the question.

      “Have you received any death threats in the past few weeks?” Winter prodded.

      The lawyer was shaking his head before she finished the question. “Anything we’ve received, we send straight to the FBI.”

      Regardless of whether or not she had hit her stride, Winter knew they wouldn’t get any more useful information from the three people in the hospital room.

      “Keep doing that, then,” she said as she reached into a pocket for a business card. “Here’s my card. If you think of anything, call me or send me an email. Otherwise, we’ll be in touch if anything changes.”

      Without another word, Winter looked to Noah before they strode by an armed guard and into the quiet hallway. Two more black-clad men stood to either side of the doorway, and they nodded as Winter and Noah made their way past.

      Winter held in her resigned sigh until she had closed the passenger side door of the sedan.

      “Hey, you did a damn fine job,” Noah said as he turned the key over in the ignition. “Seriously, you were great. All I wanted to do was swear at those two idiots for thinking that kid’s some innocent fucking bystander.”

      “Isn’t it usually the other way around when we go to talk to people?” she asked. A grin spread over her face as she glanced to him.

      A faint smile on his lips, he nodded. “Maybe. Either way, I bet my ass they won’t be giving us anything useful. Even if they’ve got anything to begin with.”

      “Yeah, I got that feeling too.” She pushed a stray strand of long hair behind her ear. “What a waste of time.”

      “Honestly, darlin’, if it wasn’t for this other guy, this Stockley guy, I’d say this whole damn thing was a waste of time. We’re investigating the murder of a neo-Nazi mass shooter. I mean, for just Haldane, our line of suspects would look like the line waiting for a Six Flags rollercoaster on a Saturday in the middle of June.”

      Winter looked at him curiously. “What are you thinking?”

      “Stockley either narrows it down, or it just means that the rifle changed hands in those six months. It’s an expensive weapon, so I wouldn’t rule that out just yet. Could be that the first killer decided to sell it instead of scrap it after he offed Stockley.”

      Winter nodded. “You’re right. That’s a real possibility. But why would they sell it without at least trying to scrape the barrel and make the next round more difficult to trace?”

      “Good question.”

      “And based on that look on your face, you’ve got a good answer,” she quipped.

      The entire day had been strained and weird, but the air of discomfort slipped away when his slight smile brightened to a grin. From the creases at the corners of his eyes to the way the shadows played along his jaw, she loved everything about that smile.

      “It’s acceptable.” Attention fixed on the road, he shrugged. “But I think the reason they didn’t alter the barrel was because they wanted it capable of making the shot that killed Haldane. And when you get to distances like that, every little detail matters. A screwed-up barrel might knock your aim off by just enough for you to miss your target.”

      “Good point.”

      Truth be told, in that moment, her mind had wandered far away from the subject of the military-grade rifle used to kill Tyler Haldane. At just the sight of Noah’s smile, Winter was drawn back to the night she’d fallen asleep with her head on his chest. She could almost feel the warmth of his body, the faint beat of his heart, the slow cadence of his breathing.

      When she thought that she might never wake up like that again, her throat tightened.

      How did she even begin to broach the subject? Last time she had tried to express her feelings, she came within an inch of ruining their friendship.

      She didn’t want a hasty kiss in the middle of her kitchen, she reminded herself. She wanted dialogue, but she didn’t have the first idea of how to open that dialogue. What in the hell did she even want from him? A cuddle buddy? How old was she, thirteen?

      If she couldn’t form a coherent question or make a request that made sense, then she would be wise to keep her mouth shut. She could feel the yawning chasm open in her mind, could feel herself slipping down into the swirling void of what-ifs and anxiety.

      What if that had been it? What if that had been her last chance? What if he’d changed his mind?

      No, damn it, she told herself, clenching one hand until her nails bit into her palm.

      Noah wasn’t going anywhere, and now she could say without a doubt that she wasn’t going anywhere, either. Not as long as she could help it. There would be a time for her to bring up the new flurry of emotions that had begun to whisper through her mind when she looked at him, when she saw him smile or heard him laugh.

      But right now, at the start of a case that would likely devolve into a media free-for-all before the end of the week, wasn’t the time. On the trip back from a visit with a mass murderer wasn’t the place.

      Their workday wasn’t even half over, and neither of them needed the distraction if they wanted to make any headway in the venture to find the sniper who had shot and killed Tyler Haldane.

      Or was Haldane’s murder just a convenient excuse for her to remain silent?

      Damn it, she thought.

      If she didn’t find a new focus for her racing thoughts soon, she would undoubtedly succumb to the mounting panic attack.

      “So…” She didn’t know how long they’d been quiet, but she felt like she had just interrupted a moment of prayer at a funeral. “What do you think about this whole thing? About investigating the murder of a neo-Nazi mass shooter?”

      Tapping a finger against the steering wheel, he blew out a long, slow breath. Though they’d known one another for well over a year, she had only recently noticed the tic. When Noah tapped his finger against something—the steering wheel, a glass of water, a tabletop—he was in the midst of contemplation.

      “I don’t know,” he finally replied. “It’s not really what I expected to be doing when I joined the bureau. I mean, don’t get me wrong. When I was in the Dallas PD, we’d investigate the murder of drug dealers and shit, but…”

      When he didn’t go on, she prompted, “But…?”

      He shrugged. “It’s different, you know. Most drug dealers, when you get right down to it, are just people who’d been dealt one shitty hand right after the other. They started down at the bottom, and they didn’t have any way out, so they did what they had to do.”

      “So…you sympathize a little?”

      Another little shrug. “In a way, I think I understand what they did, why they did it. For most of them, it was all they’d ever known. They didn’t grow up with parents who made their money working in real estate or managing a grocery store. Their parents dealt drugs, did drugs, and they just followed suit. Not calling it an excuse, but it’s an explanation. And when you think about it, it makes sense.”

      Winter worried her lower lip. “And now?”

      “Now, no matter how I spin it in my head, Tyler Haldane and Kent Strickland don’t make a damn bit of sense. They came from middle-class backgrounds, they were college students. So, I don’t know. I’m not trying to focus on who the victim was, I’m just trying to keep myself focused on the idea that there’s a lunatic out there with a Barrett M98B sniper rifle taking out civilians from close to a mile away.”

      With a half-snort, half-laugh, she nodded. “When you put it that way, this case actually makes a lot more sense.”
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      Though Bree Stafford and Levi Brandt had done the heavy lifting to sift through the list of Tyler Haldane and Kent Strickland’s victims to rule out suspects, Noah and Winter had been tasked with verifying the various alibis.

      Noah didn’t envy Bree and Levi, but reaching out to confirm whether or not a person was where they said they were on the eve of Haldane’s death was tedious. By the time he took a seat in the briefing room for their evening meeting, he felt more like a telemarketer than an FBI agent.

      Max looked over the gathering—the same as earlier in the afternoon, minus Stella from ballistics—before he eased the door closed behind himself.

      “Everyone’s here, so what’ve we got?” the man said as he made his way to the front of the room.

      Bree and Agent Brandt exchanged resigned looks before Bree shook her head. “Nothing, sir. We made it through everyone on the list, and we ruled them all out. If they had a reliable alibi, then they weren’t capable of making the shot that killed Haldane.”

      “Well, that seems like par for the course for today,” Max muttered. “Agent Dalton, Agent Black, what about you?”

      Now, it was Noah’s turn to shake his head. “Nothing. Strickland said there wasn’t anyone else in on it.”

      “And you believe him?” Max’s query wasn’t accusatory but hovered closer to a deep weariness.

      Noah spread his hands and leaned back in his chair. “I trust that little shit as far as I can throw him, but I don’t think he knew anything useful. Until we got there, it looked like he didn’t even know that his buddy was dead, much less that he was taken out by a professional sniper.”

      To his side, Winter nodded. “Yeah, he didn’t know anything.”

      “Ming, Vasquez.” Max’s gray eyes shifted over to the two agents. “Please tell me you’ve got something other than nothing.”

      Sun coughed into her hand to clear her throat. “We do, sir, but it’s not…I don’t know if it’s good news.”

      “Of course it’s not. Let’s hear it.” The SAC leaned against the whiteboard and crossed his arms.

      “We looked into Mitch Stockley.” Miguel Vasquez shook his head. “Mitch Stockley was a real estate broker in Norfolk. He lived in the ‘burbs, divorced, two kids both living with their mother. As far as we can tell, the custody battle was vicious, but…” He glanced over to Sun.

      “I think we know why,” she finished for him. “Aside from a DUI from ten years ago, Stockley’s record was clean, but that didn’t mean he was clean. He’d had his fair share of run-ins with the cops in Norfolk, but they never had enough to press charges. He was suspected in the disappearance of a few girls from Old Dominion, but none of their bodies were ever found.”

      As if they’d practiced their speech, Miguel picked up the story, “About eight years ago, there was a college girl who claimed she escaped while Stockley was trying to knock her out and kidnap her. But Stockley denied it, and there wasn’t anything to corroborate the victim’s statement, so they couldn’t do anything with it. Or, at least, that’s what they said. She’d been drinking that night, and honestly, I think the cops over there might’ve rushed to judgment.”

      Sun nodded vigorously. “But when a girl went missing a few months later, and then another one about a year after her, they started to think that the first victim might’ve been onto something.”

      The distaste on Sun’s face was as plain to see as the color of her shirt. Normally, Noah thought she was too harsh when it came to her interactions with other law enforcement departments. But this time, he was inclined to agree with her. He could only hope she’d given them an earful when they handed her the files on Mitch Stockley.

      “Fortunately for us,” Miguel went on, “the Norfolk PD kept their records nice and pristine. I think they were hoping that they’d nail him one of these days, but then he turned up dead. The guy was heavy into coke, so for the past six months, they’ve just assumed he crossed the wrong dealer, maybe a cartel, and got his head blown off.”

      “We could be looking for two people,” Noah put in. “Ballistics said the weapon was a Barrett M98B, and those things aren’t cheap. Instead of scrapping it, whoever killed Stockley might’ve decided to sell it instead. The M98B is made for precision, so they wouldn’t have tried to alter the barrel. If they’d altered the barrel, it would have thrown off the aim and defeated the purpose of the entire rifle.”

      “Great,” Max muttered. “Got any thoughts, Parrish? Any idea what type of person, or people, we’re looking for?”

      “That depends.” Aiden’s pale eyes flicked to Noah. “Agent Dalton makes a good point. If Stockley and Haldane were each killed by a different person, then it’s hard to say what their motives might have been. Could be a cartel that took out Stockley and a pissed off bystander that took out Haldane.”

      “What if we’re only looking for one killer?” Winter asked.

      When she looked over at Parrish, Noah thought he saw a different glint in her eyes. The fleeting look wasn’t the same reverence, the same attraction, with which she had regarded him during the hunt for Douglas Kilroy.

      Though she and Aiden had a pointed conversation several days earlier, Noah hadn’t prodded her for the details. He knew the topic had involved Autumn, but he knew little else.

      “If we’re only looking for one person,” Aiden said. “Then we have to look at what Stockley and Haldane had in common.”

      “We looked into that too,” Sun jumped in. “They aren’t related, and from what we could tell, they’ve never even met. Tyler Haldane hadn’t ever even been to Norfolk. He and Kent went to Virginia Tech, not Old Dominion. So, as far as similarities go, they—”

      “They’re both pieces of shit,” Bree suggested.

      In the silence that followed her casual observation, every set of eyes in the room shifted to her. She was either unperturbed by the sudden spotlight, or she didn’t care.

      Why should she care? She was right.

      “Agent Stafford,” Max said, breaking the spell of quiet. “You’re suggesting that we’re dealing with a vigilante, right?”

      In response, Bree nodded.

      “It makes sense,” Aiden put in. “If there’s nothing else that the two of them have in common, then it makes sense. Stockley was a real estate broker, late forties, lived in the suburbs. Haldane was a college kid from a middle-class household, young enough to be Stockley’s kid. Neither of them look anything alike, and they didn’t even live in the same geographic area.”

      Max nodded. “And what do we know about the killer so far?”

      “We know that there’s a good chance they’ve got military or law enforcement training,” Aiden said. “No one fits the profile of vigilante quite like a pissed off, disillusioned cop.”

      “You know what?” Max glanced back and forth between Bree and Aiden. “I’ve been with the bureau for almost thirty years, and I never thought I’d say this…”

      “Say what?” Bree prodded when he didn’t immediately elaborate.

      With a mirthless chuckle, Max grabbed a blue dry-erase marker. “I hope we’re dealing with a cartel.”

      “Me too,” Noah muttered.

      “Based on what we’ve got so far,” Max pulled the cap off the marker, “we’ve got a few different angles we can work. First,” he raised his arm and started to write, “we’ve got the vigilante theory for both victims. That Haldane and Stockley were killed by someone because they’re both killers. Second, we’ve got the idea that there were two different killers.”

      He scrawled out Haldane, then Stockley, and drew a line beneath each. “For this, there are two likely possibilities for Haldane, and only one for Stockley. If Stockley and Haldane were each killed by someone else, then right now, we’re thinking that Stockley was deep into the drug scene and he pissed off the wrong dealer. Does anyone have any other theories on who might’ve wanted to kill him?”

      Beside Noah, Winter propped her elbows atop the table and leaned forward. “A pissed off victim, or a pissed off victim’s family. Might be that one of his victims was related to someone with law enforcement or military experience. Since the cops couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do anything about her disappearance, they took matters into their own hands.”

      With an approving nod, Max scrawled “pissed off victim/vigilante” beneath Stockley’s name.

      At the sight of the stoic SAC writing such an unprofessional observation, Noah could barely suppress a snort of laughter. That was Max’s humor—he struck when his audience least expected it.

      “Now, what about Haldane?” Max asked. “We’ve got co-conspirator, but we’re in the process of ruling out pissed off victim, right?”

      “Right,” Bree replied. “We’re close to being done with the list, and so far, we haven’t found anyone feasible.”

      “That leaves us with co-conspirator and vigilante,” Aiden surmised.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do, ladies and gentlemen,” Max said, waving the marker at the gathering. “The top one, the theory that the same vigilante killed both of them, we’re going to put a pin in this until we eliminate everything else. Because statistically speaking, an unknown, unrelated third party taking out Haldane and Strickland is the least likely scenario. Dalton made a good point about that weapon. A Barrett anything is expensive if you’re buying it legally, and if you’re looking for one on the black market, it’s really expensive.”

      “Plus,” Aiden put in. “If it was bought on the black market, it stands to reason that the person who bought it would be familiar with the process enough to sell it.”

      “Agreed,” Max replied. “So, for right now, we’re going to look at Haldane and Stockley as two different cases. Divide and conquer, agents. Black, Vasquez, you’ve got Stockley. You take the cartel hit angle. Brandt, Ming, you take the pissed off victim angle. Stafford, you and Brandt have done a lot of the groundwork for the Haldane murder already. Weyrick, Stafford, and Dalton, you divvy up what you’ve got left to look into for Haldane.”

      Everyone shuffled in their chairs, ready to get to work.

      Everyone except Max. He wasn’t quite finished yet. “I’m shifting a couple of you around so we’ve got fresh eyes on each case. I doubt I’ve got to say it, but I will anyway. Give priority to any victims or family members with military or law enforcement experience. Parrish and the BAU will be helping you, so don’t leave anything off the table.”
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      Aiden looked from Cassidy Ramirez to Max Osbourne and then back before he took his seat in front of the ADD’s polished desk. He and Max were fresh from the briefing with the agents involved in the Tyler Haldane case, and Aiden suddenly wished the work environment at the FBI was more akin to the office in Madmen. Then, at least, he wouldn’t have to wait until he returned home to pour himself a stiff drink. He hadn’t smoked a cigarette in close to fifteen years, but right now, he would have accepted one if it was handed to him.

      Maybe the theory was far-fetched, but he was stuck on Bree’s casual statement.

      They’re both pieces of shit.

      Well, she wasn’t wrong.

      A vigilante was enough to deal with on its own, but a vigilante with a military or law enforcement background was a damn nightmare. As soon as word worked its way to the press, they’d all drown in cameras and microphones before they could ever solve the case.

      They needed to get a handle on the Tyler Haldane investigation, and they needed to do it soon. He could only assume that was why ADD Ramirez had called him and Max to her office so they could update her.

      Damage control.

      “Evening, gentlemen,” Ramirez greeted as her dark eyes shifted from him and over to Max. “Thanks for staying late to meet with me. I appreciate it.”

      “It’s no problem,” Aiden replied.

      It’d be better if you had a bottle of bourbon to pass around, though.

      Even though he knew Cassidy well enough to be sure she would chuckle at the remark, he kept the sentiment to himself. He wasn’t in a humorous mood.

      “Yeah, no problem,” Max seconded.

      “You two look like you just got back from a funeral.” Cassidy leaned forward as she folded her hands atop the mahogany desk.

      Max leaned forward in his chair, mirroring her position. “We think we’re looking for a vigilante.”

      Aiden nodded as the man’s gray eyes flicked over to him. “It seems just as likely as the alternative.”

      “And what’s the alternative?” Cassidy asked, one sculpted eyebrow arched.

      Aiden shrugged. “A cartel hit and a vigilante.”

      There were so many possibilities for their perpetrators, he wasn’t sure which direction to pursue in his head.

      Of all the feelings that had been thrown at him over the past couple weeks, uncertainty was by far his least favorite. He was a decision maker, he picked a course of action and stuck to it. His decisions were made with confidence, and he didn’t waver.

      Normally.

      But between Autumn Trent and the level of enigma associated with the Haldane and Stockley cases, he was swimming in a treacherous gray sea of indecision.

      He couldn’t fucking stand it.

      Seven o’clock had not yet rolled around, but he was already confident he would manage little sleep that night. Not unless he drank himself into a stupor.

      “What do you mean? A cartel hit and a vigilante?” Cassidy pressed. “Is this something we’ll have to hand off to organized crime?”

      Max heaved a sigh as he shook his head. “I don’t know. We don’t know much of anything right now.”

      “Well, let’s start with what you do know.” She turned her scrutinizing gaze from Max to Aiden and then back. “Theories, evidence, all of it. We’ve got half the press in the entire country breathing down our necks right now, stalking the damn FBI so they can get a little tidbit of information for their story about Tyler Haldane.” She snorted. “I just got done watching a little bit of CNN, and they’re already speculating on whether or not we’re going to see an outbreak of violence directed at the perpetrators of mass shootings. The ones that don’t kill themselves at the end of their rampage, anyway.”

      “Can’t say I’d be opposed to it,” Max muttered.

      In what had become an increasingly rare occurrence, Aiden agreed with the SAC. “It’d save the Bureau some time and effort.”

      “Like all the time and effort we’re putting into finding out who killed Tyler fucking Haldane,” Max grated. “You know there are real victims out there, right? Victims who could actually use the bureau’s help, people like the men, women, and children that Tyler Haldane and his neo-Nazi buddy massacred six months ago.”

      Though Aiden half-expected to see a flicker of annoyance pass over Cassidy’s face, she merely frowned. The look of exasperation was insincere, and the feigned ire didn’t reach her eyes.

      She was trying to be their boss, but when it came to Tyler Haldane, even the perpetually level-headed Cassidy Ramirez was hard-pressed to maintain a poker face.

      “We don’t get to pick the victims, Max,” she replied. “I’m about as fond of Tyler Haldane as you are, but we’ve still got a job to do. What about co-conspirators? Other neo-Nazis in Strickland and Haldane’s inner circle?”

      “Based on what we’ve got so far, it’s unlikely,” Max advised. “Agent Black and Agent Dalton went to talk to Strickland today, and they seemed pretty confident that he didn’t know anything about other members of their neo-Nazi brigade.”

      Cassidy’s dark eyes shifted to Aiden. “Parrish?”

      Aiden kept his expression blank. His mind was a mess right now, but Cassidy and Max didn’t need to know about his mental turmoil. “We’re not going to get anything from Kent Strickland. He’s been lawyered up since he came out of a medically induced coma a few months ago. He’s been shackled to a hospital bed ever since, and when Dalton and Black showed up, his lawyer and his mother were both there.

      “He’s got the wool pulled over both their eyes, from the sound of it. He’s probably looking to use his condition as a defense in his trial, something to get a more lenient sentence or avoid the death penalty. There’s no way he’s going to compromise that now to cooperate with the Feds.”

      Lips pursed, Cassidy flexed her fingers but didn’t unfold them from where they lay on her desk. “We could offer him leniency if he gives up his co-conspirator. If we’re certain there is a co-conspirator.”

      Max had already begun to shake his head before she finished. “No. We aren’t giving that piece of shit anything. And it isn’t just me you’d have to convince. The US Attorney for this case is a take no prisoners Texan, so good luck trying to convince her not to stick a needle in Strickland’s arm.”

      Aiden was nodding. “Not to mention it’d be a publicity nightmare. I’d rather deal with the press being stuck on a vigilante than them fixating on how the bureau made a deal with a neo-Nazi mass murderer. That trial is going to be a nightmare enough as it is. Strickland’s parents have money, and they’re throwing a hell of a lot of it at their only son’s defense.”

      “And what about the other victim, Mitch Stockley?” Cassidy pressed.

      Aiden and Max exchanged glances before the older man launched into a recap of their most recent meeting. They took turns to explain the various angles at which they viewed the men’s murders, and they gave a rough outline of what the agents assigned to the investigations would evaluate.

      To her credit, the ADD maintained a neutral expression.

      “All right.” She didn’t look pleased. “I understand your reasoning for keeping the single killer theory until after you’ve ruled out all the theories that are more likely, and I agree. It’s what I would’ve done. But for a second, let’s just suppose that we’re looking for the same shooter in both cases. What exactly does that mean for our investigation? We’re all but certain that Haldane’s killer had military or law enforcement experience, so what does that mean, exactly?”

      “It means we’re probably looking for a pissed off cop or a pissed off soldier who just so happens to be an expert marksman,” Max answered before Aiden could open his mouth to respond.

      “A pissed off cop or soldier who can hit someone between the eyes from almost a mile away,” Aiden added.

      “This is a really specific profile, gentlemen.” Ramirez ran a ballpoint pen along the fingers of one hand as a contemplative look spread over her face.

      “You’d think it’d make our job easier,” Max muttered. “But so far, it’s had the opposite effect.”

      “We had a really specific profile for the Catherine Schmidt case too,” Aiden reminded them, his voice flat. “That’s the problem with really specific profiles, or just generally when we’re dealing with a suspect who’s an expert in something. Whether they’re a brain surgeon or a sniper, it means they’re skilled. And if they’re skilled, it means they’re even better at eluding law enforcement.”

      “Especially if they were law enforcement,” Max added.

      As she tightened her grip on the pen, Cassidy’s expression turned grave, almost haunted. Aiden knew that look. It was a look reserved for only the darkest moments of her work, a look he hadn’t seen in over a decade.

      “It means we can’t rule anyone out. Anyone. That includes FBI agents. This office was called to the Riverside Mall, and Mitch Stockley was in our backyard. If there’s going to be a pissed off cop who’s got a grudge against Stockley and Haldane, there’s a real possibility it’s someone in this office.”
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      Sun Ming had been hesitant to leave the FBI office that night. She had done an admirable job of keeping the metaphorical devil at bay, but by the time she closed and locked her apartment door, she knew the façade had come to an end.

      Swallowing against the bile that rose in the back of her throat, she squeezed her eyes closed and massaged the site of the months old gunshot wound. It was a terrible reminder of her many failures.

      It pissed her off and scared her simultaneously.

      If her aim had been off by just an inch or two, her shot would have missed Kent Strickland entirely. He would have finished his reach for the trigger of his rifle, and Sun would have been done. She wouldn’t have even been given a chance to make a miraculous recovery like Kent Strickland: she would have been dead.

      What kind of poetic irony would that have been, anyway? An FBI agent shot and killed while a mass murderer was saved by some of the most skilled surgeons in the country.

      Once upon a time, Sun had been an adamant believer in karma.

      After all, she was an important part of the karmic circle, wasn’t she? She made sure that the scumbags who hurt other people got what was coming for them. She kept the karmic ideal alive, brought killers and rapists to justice.

      But what kind of justice had saved Kent Strickland from a shot to the head—a shot that she had fired, a shot she intended to be fatal—when two of the man’s victims had succumbed to their injuries in the same damn hospital?

      What if she had aimed a couple inches to the right?

      What if she had put the round between Strickland’s eyes, just like the shot that had killed his friend six months later? Would one of the two victims have won their battle in the intensive care unit if she had taken another split-second to perfect her aim?

      Don’t be stupid, she told herself.

      That wasn’t how the world worked. That had never been how the world worked.

      With a shaky sigh, she finally stepped away from the front door and made her way to the kitchen. Though she hadn’t managed to eat more than a couple crackers since breakfast, she went straight for the bottle of vodka on top of the fridge. She retrieved a pint glass from the cupboard beside the sink, but before she poured any of the liquor, she twisted off the top and took a deep drink.

      Grimacing as the alcohol burned its way down to her stomach, she filled the bottom fourth of the glass, dumped in a few ice cubes, and finished with cranberry juice. She wasted no time before she sipped at the beverage in an effort to cool the fire in her throat.

      Vodka and cranberry used to be her drink of choice when she went out to a bar, but anymore, she could hardly stand to be around a group of more than four people she didn’t know. Aside from cranberry juice, beer, and leftover Italian takeout, her refrigerator was bare.

      Sun loved to cook, even just for herself, but she couldn’t summon up the mental fortitude to venture out to the store. On the rare occasions she convinced herself to go somewhere larger than a gas station, she went at one or two in the morning.

      As she replaced the bottle of juice, she lamented that necessity would soon dictate that she undertake just such a trip.

      The Fourth of July had been a nightmare. The sound of fireworks had renewed her hyper-awareness, and weeks passed before the tension dissipated. With each pop and crack, she had seen an innocent person’s body drop to the floor of the Riverside Mall.

      During the start of the Presley case, Sun and the reaper had crossed paths for the first time. On the polished tile in front of a boutique clothing store at the mall, she had her second real brush with death.

      Sure, she’d been in her fair share of risky scenarios before then, but she’d never stared death in the face like she had on the California coast. And when the challenge presented itself all those months ago, she had frozen. Like some brand-spanking-new recruit fresh out of Quantico, she’d completely locked up, mind and body.

      Though she had been bound and determined to redeem herself in her own eyes—and in the eyes of her colleagues at the bureau—she had not anticipated her opportunity would come so soon. She had been called in to help Danville authorities with a situation at the Riverside Mall, but when she received the call from Max Osbourne, no blood had yet been spilled.

      In the time it took her and Bobby Weyrick to get to the mall, the scenario had devolved into a hostage situation. Haldane and Strickland had a strategic position near the host of computer monitors that displayed footage from each security camera set along the perimeter.

      If they saw any law enforcement personnel try to enter the building without their explicit permission, they would kill a hostage. By the time the tech teams had accessed each camera to set it on a loop, the first civilian was shot and killed.

      Eleven more died before she, Bobby, and the rest of the tactical response team got to them, and one officer was shot in the head in the ensuing scuffle.

      Another law enforcement agent was hit with a shot that nicked his femoral artery, and he didn’t survive the night. A stray bullet caught a frightened teenager in the stomach, and she clung to life for only another fourteen hours.

      In those same fourteen hours, one of the most renowned brain surgeons in the entire country had performed the surgery that would ultimately save Kent Strickland’s life.

      With a sharp intake of breath, Sun jerked herself back to the dim kitchen. As she raised the pint glass to her lips, she spotted a slight tremor in her hand. Without pausing, she drained the rest of the potent cocktail.

      Sun should have been a better shot. Kent Strickland should have died.

      Karma demanded it.
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      Aside from a remark about the dreary weather as they pulled out of the parking garage, neither Winter nor Noah spoke on their journey back to their shared apartment complex.

      On a normal day, Noah would have made a good-natured joke about the lack of leg room when she drove them to work, or he would have asked her when she finally planned to buy a “grown-up” vehicle like the rest of her coworkers.

      Until the silence settled in between them, however, she hadn’t realized how much she looked forward to the exchanges.

      His green eyes were fixed on the windshield, but his stare was vacant. He was lost in thought, and the more Winter tried to decipher what those thoughts were, the tighter the knot in her stomach became.

      Finally, after they were more than halfway home, she broke the eerie quiet.

      “Are you all right?” she blurted, glancing over to him as she came to a stop at a red light.

      He blinked as he turned his head to offer her a nod. If she didn’t know any better, she would have thought he’d just awoken from a trance.

      “I’m fine,” he replied.

      No sarcastic comment. No smile. No laugh, no joke, no tirade about the most recent episode of Game of Thrones.

      Just I’m fine.

      As she opened her mouth to prod him for a real answer, a sudden realization dawned on her. Rather than the planned question, she forced a smile to her lips. The look was strained, and she doubted it conveyed any sort of reassurance, but it was the best she could do.

      “Okay.” It was the only word she could manage.

      Damn it.

      Was this how he’d felt every time she had pushed him out to arms’ length? All this trepidation, all this sadness—had the same feelings struck him whenever she uttered those same two words in response to a genuine inquiry into her wellbeing?

      The thought that she might have put him through the same heartache on more occasions than she cared to count almost brought on the sting of tears.

      She couldn’t cry, not now, not in front of him. She wasn’t worried about displaying a so-called weakness, nor was she concerned that he would think less of her.

      But she knew he wasn’t fine. If there was enough weight on his mind to prevent even a strained smile, then the last thing she wanted was to force herself into the spotlight by bursting into tears. She wanted to be as good a friend to him as he had always been to her.

      As they pulled into a parking space, the only sound was the tinny song that played through the speakers, which was weird inside the little Civic. Ever since they had started to carpool, they’d established a rule that dictated who got to pick the music for their morning and evening commutes. The edict seemed straightforward enough: whoever drove was in charge of the radio.

      Winter hadn’t expected the decision to extend to their trips for work, but when she thought back to Noah’s defensive spiel about order and chaos, she felt a smile tug at the corner of her mouth. She could only imagine the wide grin that would split Grampa Jack’s face if she told him country music had begun to grow on her.

      Well, the type of country music Noah listened to had grown on her, but she still couldn’t stand most of the tunes played on the popular stations. Not unless it was Chris Stapleton, anyway. Grampa Jack was a steadfast fan of artists like Merle Haggard and Johnny Cash, but Winter suspected even he would like Chris Stapleton.

      “Hey,” she said as they neared her door. She wanted to prod him for more information about what was on his mind, but she bit off the query as his green eyes flicked over to her.

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you want to, uh, have a drink or something? Watch another episode of Game of Thrones?” She wanted to sound nonchalant, but she sounded hurried and weary.

      He pulled his gaze away as he shook his head. “It’s been a long day. I think I’m just going to shower and space off to a History Channel show about aliens or something.”

      “You could do that here.” She waved to her door for emphasis.

      “And have you catch me drooling on myself? Nah, thanks anyway, darlin’.” His smile seemed a little brighter, and for the first time since they left the office, he sounded like himself.

      She didn’t pause to think the act through before she closed the distance between them to wrap both arms around his shoulders. Rather than appalled at her emotionally charged decision, she was content. As she nestled her head against his chest, she felt the warmth of his touch on her back. She tightened her grasp and took in a steadying breath.

      This wasn’t a friendly embrace or even an embrace to offer comfort. She knew it, and she knew he knew it too. She wanted the closeness, the familiar scent of his clothes, of his skin, and she didn’t want to let it go. She didn’t want to let him go.

      As she brought one hand to rest on the side of his face, she gently pressed her lips to his other cheek.

      When he met her gaze, there was a look of dumbfounded awe behind his eyes. “What was that for?”

      With a wistful smile, she dropped her hand back to his shoulder. “I know you’re not fine,” she said, her voice as hushed as his. “I know something’s bothering you, but I can tell you don’t want to talk about it. And that’s all right. Really, I mean it. You need time to…to…what does Autumn call it?”

      “Think?”

      Rolling her eyes to feign exasperation, she balled her hand into a fist and landed a playful punch to his chest. “No, smartass.”

      “Hey, that was funny, all right? She’d laugh if she was here,” he shot back with a knowing smile.

      “You know what,” she said, her tone as matter-of-fact as she could manage. For emphasis, she punched him again. “I was trying to be all nice and shit, and you had to go and ruin it by being a smartass. This is why I’m never nice to you.”

      His laugh sounded more like a snort as he nodded. “Whatever you say, darlin’.”

      “Now, what’s that supposed to mean?” Try as she might, she couldn’t keep her smile at bay.

      “It means,” he said, brushing a wayward piece of ebony hair behind her ear. At the feathery touch, she felt like a pleasant breeze had flitted down her back. “I think you’re plenty nice to me.”

      When she smiled up at him this time, the expression was genuine. Between the sarcastic comments and the pleasant touch, she had almost forgotten what she had intended to say.

      “If you don’t want to talk about what’s on your mind, that’s all right,” she assured him. “But whenever you want to, I’ll be here, all right?”

      A warm smile crept to his face as he nodded. “All right.”

      As he turned to make his way to his apartment, there was an unfamiliar twinge of longing in her chest. Sure, she’d dated before, but this feeling—a cross somewhere between trepidation and anticipation—was new.

      She didn’t know if she should welcome it or run from it.
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      Before she stepped into the hallway to await the committee’s decision, Autumn Trent had shaken hands with each of the three members. Her smile grew wider with each, and she knew before she pushed open the door that the presentation had been a success.

      But still, as she started the fourth game of Minesweeper on her phone, a series of “what-ifs” started to claw at the edge of her thoughts. Her rational mind insisted that the fifteen minutes she’d waited on the uncomfortable wooden bench was to be expected, but the spiral of anxiety never paid attention to what her rational mind knew.

      More often than not, dissertation committees requested a handful of revisions before they officially awarded the candidate with their doctorate. Based on her brief physical contact with the three professors, she was confident her presentation had been successful, but she didn’t know the level of revision she would be required to make.

      She could tell them that the SSA of the Behavioral Analysis Unit at the FBI had already helped her to elaborate in a couple spots, but she doubted the Fed’s stamp of approval would negate their request for changes. Besides, forensic psychologists were not profilers, and profilers were not forensic psychologists.

      When the door to her side creaked open, she almost leapt from her seat. As her pulse picked up and her breath caught in her throat, she was reminded that she had come face-to-face with a mafia hitman a week earlier. Apparently, she was still on high alert.

      Autumn had shot and killed a man, but no matter the different angles at which she analyzed the scenario, she couldn’t find within herself the capacity to feel guilty.

      At first, she’d been worried that the lack of remorse might have been a façade, that one day she would wake up with an insurmountable mountain of regret at her feet, or that she’d see Nico Culetti in her damn dreams. But so far, none of the concerns had come to fruition. The confrontation with the contract killer felt as distant and dulled as the host of traumatic events from her childhood.

      Maybe she’d file away Nico Culetti with the rest of her biological family. She’d tuck Nico into the same crevasse as every miserable, drug-addled friend her parents let into their house, into their daughter’s life.

      And maybe, one day, all the memories would coalesce into the unrelenting grasp of posttraumatic stress.

      And maybe, one day, she’d drown beneath that crushing wave of guilt, shame, and regret.

      But as she returned the smile of the middle-aged professor who had stepped into the hall, she pushed the notion to the back of her mind.

      Whatever had happened to her brain when her father knocked her into the edge of that coffee table had made her resilient. He was gone. Her mother was gone. Her younger half-sister, Sarah, was gone.

      But Autumn was here. Alive. Thriving.

      Autumn knew she would always wonder what might have been, but she had been blessed with a new family long ago, and now she had friends. For the first time, she felt like the life she’d envisioned for herself was within reach.

      Despite the eight years of intense study and the hundred grand she’d dumped into tuition expenses, as she walked back down the long hallway to face the people who had control of her future, she realized that she never truly thought the pursuit would pan out. After all, nothing ever went right for Autumn Trent, did it?

      She gave herself a mental shake. Her old, negative way of thinking was creeping back into her mind, just like the ghosts of her past. But right now, she couldn’t seem to shake the negativity.

      She shivered.

      She didn’t know what she’d expected, but she knew she’d expected something. Whether it was a freak hurricane to wash her out into the Atlantic or maybe the apocalypse, she had expected a monumental obstacle. She had expected rejection, but instead, she was greeted with the warm smile of a tenured psychology professor at Virginia Commonwealth University.

      Holy shit, she told herself as she followed the woman back into the classroom. This is real.

      “Thank you so much for waiting, Ms. Trent,” Dr. Monahan greeted.

      Autumn nodded and dropped down to sit at the circular table. “Of course.”

      To Dr. Monahan’s side, Autumn’s advisor, Irene Harris, slid a piece of paper across the polished wooden surface. “Congratulations, Autumn.”

      As Autumn glanced down to the document, she expected a caveat.

      Hell, she was ready for a caveat. She had even set aside time over the next couple weeks to make the revisions requested by the committee. But according to the bolded text at the top of the paper, she needed to change her plans.

      “That was one of the best presentations I’ve seen in a while,” Dr. Monahan said. When Autumn looked up, his smile matched Irene’s. “Well done, Dr. Autumn Trent.”

      Autumn wanted to make a lighthearted quip in response, but all she managed was an awestruck smile that threatened to break her face.

      There was no caveat. This was real.

      “And…” The woman from the hall, Dr. Laura Santiago held up an index finger as she reached into the pocket of her black cardigan. When she produced a business card, she set it beside the sheet of paper. “This is the contact information for a colleague of mine. He’s the co-founder of a threat assessment firm here in Richmond, and based on your presentation, I think you’ve got a skill set he’d be interested in. I’m sure you’ve got other interviews lined up, but in the event you want to stay in Virginia, give him a call.”

      “I would,” Autumn managed, swallowing down the desire to squeal in pure delight. “I would love to stay in Richmond. Thank you, Dr. Santiago. I will definitely get in touch with him.”

      “I’ll let him know to keep an eye out for it,” the woman replied.

      A Ph.D. and a job prospect? This wasn’t Autumn’s luck.

      Was the sky going to fall when she walked outside? Would she be struck by lightning? Or would another hitman chase her down while she walked her dog or took out the trash?

      Honestly, she thought she could deal with the disappointment. Disappointment had been the name of the game since she was able to walk.

      Once Autumn’s father taught her mother to shoot up, that had been the beginning of the end of her childhood.

      But she wasn’t a child any longer.

      Although Autumn was well-versed in pain and disappointment, as she stood to shake the hands of each professor for the second time, she realized she was ill-prepared to deal with success.
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      If there hadn’t been other people nearby, Noah would have dropped his head to rest in his hands. Instead, he kept his unseeing stare fixed on the white glow of his computer monitor. He reminded himself that his job afforded him the autonomy to leave if he was under the weather or to work from home if he needed peace and quiet.

      Though he wasn’t physically ill, he couldn’t focus on any one item for longer than thirty seconds before a whirlwind of unease tore his attention away.

      For the first half of the day, he and Bree had sorted through the information they’d gathered on all the victims of Tyler Haldane and Kent Strickland’s bloody rampage. Of the fifteen who were killed, four had an immediate family member with military experience, and one had a family member who worked in law enforcement.

      All five had airtight alibis for the time Tyler Haldane was shot and killed.

      They’d expanded their search to everyone who had been present at the shooting, law enforcement personnel included.

      The Danville police officers had been easy to exclude. Even if their alibis weren’t airtight for the precise time of Haldane’s shooting, there was enough to show that they couldn’t have made the trip to Richmond and back in time. The same could be said for most bystanders, and by the time they reached the end of the list, the likelihood that Haldane had been killed by a victim in search of revenge seemed slim.

      The night before, Bobby Weyrick had finally gotten in touch with Kent Strickland’s father. George Strickland owned an acreage north of Richmond, and according to Bobby’s handoff notes, the man sure liked to rant and rave about conspiracy theories. The piece of paper was decorated with doodles of aliens and UFOs in the margins, and Noah wondered how long Bobby had suffered through the rantings and ravings before he finally threw in the towel.

      But regardless of Bobby’s valiant effort to withstand an extended conversation with George, the older Strickland had been another dead end. Haldane had stayed with George and Strickland over the summer, but other than befriending the kid who mowed George’s lawn and meeting up with the occasional high school friend, Haldane and Strickland kept to themselves.

      Noah and Bree had run headlong into another dead end, but the lack of progress wasn’t the driving force behind the unease simmering beneath Noah’s thoughts.

      He had double and triple checked his work, but only after he came to the conclusion that he was half-assing the investigation. Though he was disappointed in himself for the lack of effort, he found it more and more difficult to justify any effort as he went through the list of victims and family members.

      All these people’s lives had been irreparably damaged by the lunatic whose murder they now sought to solve.

      Why in the hell did they even want to find the killer? So they could offer them a medal and a handshake?

      Noah hated the persistent buzz of doubt with which he’d contended since the start of the case, and he hated how damn ambivalent he had become.

      Neo-Nazi mass shooter or not, Tyler Haldane had been murdered, potentially by the same person who had murdered another man six months earlier.

      Haldane and Stockley were, as Bree had so eloquently put, colossal pieces of shit. But they had been murdered. Shot with a military-grade sniper rifle by a man or woman who had likely been trained by the United States government to kill people.

      A person who had given themselves permission to be judge, jury, and executioner.

      He knew he shouldn’t have to justify his own damn job, and in truth, he figured that was the reason for the knot in his stomach. He expected more from himself, and he could only assume that his friends and coworkers expected more too.

      Whenever Bree made a callous observation about Stockley or Haldane, he bit his tongue to keep his less than flattering sentiments about the two men to himself.

      Sympathizing with a victim shouldn’t have been a prerequisite for him to find a damn murderer, but here he was.

      If they never found the killer, how would he look back at the Haldane case ten years from now? If an innocent person turned up dead at the hands of the same person who’d shot Haldane and Stockley, what then?

      With a quiet groan, Noah finally succumbed and leaned forward to cover his face with both hands.

      Maybe he could find a way to get himself unassigned from the investigation. He could fabricate a conflict of interest or play hooky for the next month. Or maybe he could slip away in the night and start a new life down in North Carolina or Florida. Hell, maybe he’d go all-out and settle down in Iceland or Sweden.

      They got a discount on the Rosetta Stone software through work, so he could buy the program before he disappeared. After a few months of dedicated study, he would be fluent and could interact with the locals like he belonged.

      Until the light tap of knuckles against hardwood jerked him out of the fantasy world and back to his desk, he didn’t realize he had begun to drift off to sleep.

      Shit. He really did need to call it a day.

      “Hey,” Winter’s quiet voice greeted.

      In all his contemplation, he hadn’t even made it to Winter. Any time his thoughts ventured too near the warm embrace from the day before, he stuffed down the memory and reminded himself he had a job to do. A job he had only half-assed so far.

      Rubbing his eyes with one hand, he turned to her and tried to force a smile to his face. He was sure his effort was an epic failure.

      “Hey,” he managed.

      “Did you sleep at all last night?” she asked, eyebrow arched.

      “I think so,” he answered. For emphasis, he stifled a yawn.

      “Come on,” she said as she stepped away from the cubicle. “Let’s go get you some caffeine. We’ve got work to do.” There was a glimmer of contentment in her blue eyes, and his curiosity only intensified.

      “Work.” Noah practically groaned the word. “You seem, I don’t know, happy about that.”

      “Oh.” She shook her head as her lips curled into a smile. “No, not work-work. When’s the last time you looked at your phone?”

      “I don’t know,” he muttered, patting his black suit jacket to assure himself the device hadn’t disappeared. “Why?”

      “Autumn defended her dissertation this morning.”

      His eyes widened. He’d forgotten about that. “Oh, shit.”

      “Oh, shit is right,” Winter chuckled. “She’s officially Dr. Autumn Trent now, and she said we’re invited over to have pizza and beer with her tonight to celebrate. She’s not going to the commencement ceremony, and she told me she just wants to keep it low-key. So, me, you, Bree, and Shelby probably. Us and pizza, beer, and a game called Superfight.”

      With a nod, he brushed off the front of his jacket. “I’ve heard of that game. If you get the right people together, it’s pretty damn funny.”

      Winter took another step backward and motioned for him to follow.

      “Where are we going?” Noah asked, pushing himself to his feet.

      “This is basically Autumn’s graduation party, so we need to go buy her a present. Haldane and Stockley will still be dead tomorrow.”

      He barely managed to stifle an unflattering snort of laughter. “Jesus, darlin’. You’re terrible, you know that?”

      She grinned. “Really, though, we hit a dead end. We’ve been at it for almost two days straight, so it’s time to step away for a second and give ourselves a break. It’s a little after two now, so let’s just call it a day and go do something fun for a little bit.”

      His smile widened as he nodded his understanding. Six months ago, she would have run herself ragged chasing down any and every lead on a case. In fact, she had run herself ragged during the search for The Preacher.

      But now, she was the one who had pulled him away from the frustration of one dead end after another. She was here to remind him that there was life outside of the FBI office, to remind him that no matter how frustrated he might have been with himself, there were still people who cared.

      As they stepped out into the parking garage, he turned to look at Winter. The afternoon sunlight caught the shine of the ebony braid she’d tossed over her shoulder, and her already vivid eyes seemed even brighter.

      “Thank you, Winter. You’re a good friend. I don’t know if I tell you that enough.”

      When she smiled up at him in response, he would have wrapped her in a bear hug if they hadn’t been in the FBI parking garage.

      “What did you have in mind to get Autumn, anyway?” He asked the question as much in an effort to pull himself away from the thought of yesterday’s warm embrace as anything.

      “Well,” she wrinkled her nose, “I’m not a great gift buyer, so I texted Shelby to ask what she thought Autumn would like. I just want to make sure I give credit where it’s due, you know?”

      With a chuckle, he nodded. “Roger that. What’d Shelby say?”

      “Well, Autumn really likes to cook, but since she’s a broke college student, Shelby said she hasn’t been able to buy a lot of the cool kitchen gadgets she wants.”

      “We’re going to get her kitchen stuff? Isn’t that more in the ‘wedding present’ department?”

      “See, Noah, you can’t box yourself in like that.” She flashed him a matter-of-fact look as she raised an index finger. “You’ve got to get your friends the stuff they want, not the stuff that tradition says is okay to give them.”

      “Oh, okay, I see what happened there.” He paused at the driver’s side door of his pickup to fix her with a knowing smile. “That’s what you said to Shelby, isn’t it? About the wedding present? And then she told you not to pay attention to tradition?”

      Winter waved a hand like she was swatting at an insect. “That’s beside the point. Autumn wants a stand mixer.”

      “Like the KitchenAid stand mixers they’re always using on Iron Chef?” he asked as they climbed into the truck.

      “You watch Iron Chef?”

      “I’m a man of many interests,” he replied, resting a hand over his heart. “And yes, I watch a number of different cooking shows, including Iron Chef. Alton Brown is my boy.”

      When Winter burst into laughter, he joined her in short order.

      Within the span of ten minutes, his day had gone from absolute shit to a moment he was sure he would remember fondly for years.
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      To Sun’s relief, Levi Brandt wasn’t a chatty man. He was friendly and quick with a smile, but unless his conversational partner made it clear they were interested in a dialogue, he kept quiet.

      His slate gray eyes remained fixed on the road as he tapped a finger against the steering wheel in time with the beat of the song on the radio. Sun wasn’t sure she wanted to strike up a conversation, but they had sat in silence for almost the entire trip to Norfolk. The lasting quiet felt off.

      “Do you like this song?” she finally asked.

      His eyes flicked to her and then back to the road as a slight smile touched his face. “Who doesn’t like Tom Petty?”

      She nodded. “Good point.”

      Sun’s musical preferences were eclectic, but there was some merit to Levi’s response. Even after she’d discovered hip hop and industrial rock, she had always kept a spot in her playlists for a handful of Tom Petty tunes. And as she raked through her mind, she couldn’t recall meeting a person who disliked Tom Petty. Even her brother, a diehard metal fan, loved the man.

      Though she expected Levi to pose another question, he remained quiet as the song drew to a close. He must have been able to read Sun’s dislike for small talk. Then again, the man was an agent with the victim services division. Aside from the BAU, victim services agents dealt with the nuances of human behavior more than any other department.

      Dealing with and putting people at ease was Levi Brandt’s job, and as far as Sun could tell, he was damn good at it.

      She had volunteered to go alone to talk to the woman who had escaped Mitch Stockley all those years ago, but for the first time, she was glad that Agent Brandt had insisted he accompany her.

      As the opening guitar riff for the next song sounded out through the car’s speakers, Levi groaned. Arching an eyebrow, Sun glanced over to him.

      “Not a fan of Van Halen?” she asked.

      Shaking his head, he reached out to change the station. “I can’t stand them. I’m pretty indifferent about most ‘80s hair bands, but for some reason, this one just grates on my nerves.”

      “I thought I was the only one,” she chuckled. “They were simply too popular for my tastes.”

      “Very true.” He shook his head. “I can’t stand a lot of stuff that other people love. My friends in college would call me Buzz Killington.”

      For the first time in weeks, Sun’s laugh wasn’t forced or strained. “No one ever called me that, but I’m the same way.”

      “I’d always ruin stuff that’s just universally loved. Like Harry Potter. I don’t hate it, but I never understood the draw. I tried to get into it because all my friends were, but I couldn’t get past the first book.”

      “I made it to the second,” she replied. “But I’m more of a Dresden Files person, myself.”

      “Dresden Files is great,” he agreed with a nod.

      She relaxed back into her seat. “I don’t like superhero movies, either.”

      “Me either, and it’s weird because I love over the top action movies. Anything with Jason Statham in it, I’ll at least watch.”

      “John Wick. That’s a comic book movie, but I don’t think you can classify it as a superhero film.”

      “No.” He grinned. “Definitely not a superhero anything.”

      For the next twenty minutes, she and Agent Brandt listed off popular franchises, filmmakers, and musicians they both liked and disliked. To her surprise, she and Levi held many of the same unpopular opinions about their media preferences.

      If any more road trips were required during the remainder of the case, Sun knew who she would choose to accompany her.

      Their conversation trailed off as they pulled into a residential neighborhood near the outskirts of Norfolk.

      Following the directions provided by her smartphone’s GPS application, Levi pulled over to the curb in front of a modest, two-story house.

      Most of the other homes in the area were similar, and Sun figured most of the occupants were working-class families. They weren’t far from a large naval base, and she had spotted a few Navy stickers on the rear windshields of the parked cars they passed.

      Though a few weeds had sprouted throughout the front yard, the lawn was well-kept. A bed of flowers rested beneath a picture window to the side of the door, and the pleasant scent wafted past as she and Levi made their way to the porch.

      If Sun had a house, she thought she would keep a similar garden. For the time being, however, she would have to settle for her saltwater aquarium. The tedium of maintaining appropriate PH levels in the water, cleaning the tank on a regular basis, and even feeding the finicky fish was calming to Sun.

      When she and her brother were young, they made a tradition of helping their father with the vegetable garden in the backyard. Decades later, he still maintained a robust, albeit smaller, patch of plants and flowers. The climate in Florida was a stark difference from their native Washington, D.C., and Sun could still remember how excited he had been when he learned of all the new plants he could grow.

      As Levi rapped his knuckles against the wooden door, Sun pulled herself from the reverie. A slew of barks followed the knock, and she thought she heard someone mutter to the dog before the excited outburst tapered off.

      “Who is it?” a woman’s muffled voice called.

      “FBI, ma’am. Agent Brandt, we spoke on the phone earlier today.” He held his badge up to the peephole, and Sun followed suit.

      “Oh, right. Just a second.”

      After a brief pause, a couple metallic clicks were followed by a light creak as the door swung inward. With her free hand, the woman held the collar of a German Shepherd, though the dog didn’t move from where it sat back on its haunches.

      “Good girl, Ripley.” The woman’s amber eyes flicked back to the shepherd as she released her hold to scratch behind one pointed ear. “Sorry, agents. She’s not quite two yet, so she can get pretty excitable. She’s a good dog, though. You’ve got nothing to worry about. Come on in.”

      Levi flashed her a smile as he tucked his badge back into his suit jacket. “My family had a German Shepherd when I was growing up. Retired service dog, super smart.”

      “They’re very smart dogs,” their hostess replied as she eased the door closed behind Sun. “I have a couple cats too, but I doubt they’ll come out. They’re pretty shy.”

      “Is it just you here, then?” Sun asked, glancing around the space as they made their way to the living area.

      “Yeah, just me, Ripley, and the cats.” She waved a hand to the couch. “Have a seat. Do either of you want anything to drink?”

      Sun and Levi shook their heads. “No, thank you,” Sun answered.

      As the woman dropped down to sit, she forced a smile to her face and brushed a piece of strawberry blonde hair from her forehead. The dog sat beside her, head up, on guard. Though the German had done nothing threatening, Sun knew that could change at any moment.

      “I know we talked a little on the phone, but I’m Agent Brandt, and this is my partner, Agent Ming. Thanks again for meeting with us on such short notice, Ms. Timson. We’re trying to sort through this case as quickly as we can.”

      “Of course,” she replied with a quick nod. “You can call me Anne, or just Timson. I’ve been in the Navy for almost eight years, so Ms. Timson just sounds odd.”

      “No problem, Anne.” Levi offered her a smile, but the tenseness in her posture didn’t dissipate.

      “What do you do in the Navy?” Sun asked, trying to ease the woman’s trepidation. The desire to do so was surprising, mostly to herself. Maybe some of Noah’s friendly demeanor was rubbing off on her. God, she hoped not. “Have you been stationed here for very long?”

      “I work on guided missile systems and anti-mortar tech. I’m an engineer. I just moved in here a couple months ago. I was overseas in the Middle East until May, but before then, I was stationed in Hawaii. The only reason I was willing to come back here is because I found out that Mitch Stockley was dead.”

      Stockley had been killed six months ago, and Anne Timson had been in Iraq or Afghanistan at the time. Alibis didn’t get much more airtight than military service in a different country.

      “You didn’t want to be in Norfolk while he was alive?” Sun asked. “Were you worried he was going to try to hurt you, or kill you?”

      “Of course I was.” Anne laughed, but the sound was dry, almost brittle. “He killed those other girls, didn’t he? And they hadn’t even had the chance to try to go to the police, but I was stupid enough to try. Obviously, I know better now, but at the time I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      “You did the right thing.” Sun’s reassurance was hushed, and she met the woman’s amber eyes before she went on. “You didn’t know how it’d turn out. And just because it turned out shitty doesn’t mean you did anything wrong.”

      “Two more college girls went missing after I told the cops about him,” Anne said, her gaze shifting from her to Levi and back. The dog bristled, looking from Anne to both agents, trying to understand the tension he was clearly feeling. “Two more, agents. I tried to tell them, but they wouldn’t believe me until they had, I don’t know, hard evidence? Whatever in the hell that means. Apparently, it means they needed more than just the word of some dumb, drunk college girl who claimed she’d been sexually assaulted.”

      Sun grated her teeth together, but her frustration wasn’t directed at Anne. She was frustrated with the system that had failed this woman.

      She could only assume the injustice was thanks to the same fucked up cosmic force that had saved Kent Strickland’s life while a seventh-grade girl went into cardiac arrest on an operating room table. The same force that had granted that mass murderer a complete recovery while Sun would never regain the full range of motion in her left arm.

      “It’s great, though,” Anne said, blowing out a breath. “Great that someone’s finally looking into it now that that prick is dead. But you’re not even looking into him, are you? You’re trying to find who killed that piece of shit. No one gave a damn when I swallowed down all that shame to ‘do the right thing’ and report him to the police, but by god, now that he’s dead, everyone’s interested in solving it.”

      Sun understood the woman’s fury. Matched it. She didn’t even attempt to stop her from venting whatever she needed to say.

      “You know, agents. I didn’t kill him. That’s pretty easy to prove. I was in Afghanistan trying to keep some Navy SEALs from getting blown up by mortars while they slept. I can’t give you their names since that’s classified, but I was there, and my personnel record will confirm it. I’m not close to any of my family, so I seriously doubt that any of them decided to kill Mitch Stockley to defend my honor. The only reason I’m back here is because one of my friends got stationed in Norfolk. And before you ask, they were with me in Afghanistan.”

      “Look, I get it.” Sun held out her hands. She dropped them back into her lap when the dog growled. “More than you know, I get it. You weren’t in the States when it happened, but I’m sure you’ve heard about the shooting at the Riverside Mall in Danville. About Tyler Haldane and Kent Strickland, right?”

      Lips pursed, Anne nodded.

      “I was there. Tyler Haldane shot me in the shoulder.” For emphasis, Sun patted the site of her injury. “And I got to watch his asshole friend Kent Strickland make a miraculous recovery after I shot him in the head. All that while a thirteen-year-old girl died in an operating room just down the hall from him. I’m sorry that the system failed you. I’m sorry that you had to go through any of that. And I’m sorry that all I can do now is say ‘I’m sorry.’ Because you’re right. The only reason we’re here is because Mitch Stockley is dead. Otherwise, who knows if the Norfolk PD would have ever brought the bureau into their case.”

      Connecting with witnesses on a personal level had never been Sun’s strong suit. After all, that was why Levi was here in the first place. But Anne Timson was different. Sun and Anne shared the same righteous indignation.

      With a sigh, Anne shrugged and patted the dog’s head where he’d laid it in her lap, clearly trying to comfort his mistress. “It’s done and over, I guess. Or it was, at least, until someone blew Stockley’s head off. Honestly, agents, I hope you find whoever killed that asshole so I can shake their hand.”
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      Winter couldn’t remember a more informal graduation party than the get together at Autumn’s apartment.

      The atmosphere suited Winter just fine. She had never been keen on formal event celebrations. Her attendance at the commencement for her own graduation had been more for her grandparents than anything.

      As luck would have it, Autumn and Winter shared the same love for German chocolate cake. When she spotted the rich dessert, Winter could hardly contain her excitement.

      Bree had picked up the cake from the same bakery she had used for Winter’s return to the FBI office several months earlier. The place was family owned and operated, and Bree and Shelby had commissioned them to make the cake for their upcoming wedding.

      Once the pizzas arrived, the five of them shared a champagne toast, but even the formality of the fancy drink was downplayed by the mismatched glasses they all held. Shelby and Bree brought the bottle, so Autumn let them use the only two wine glasses she owned. Noah poured his into a plastic Spiderman cup, and Winter and Autumn’s cups both featured all the members of the Avengers.

      The first time they raised their drinks for a toast, Noah had burst into laughter, and Autumn followed suit in short order.

      When they touched their cups and glasses together for the second time, Winter thought that Autumn or Noah might spit out their champagne as they took the first drink. They held themselves together, but then it was Winter’s turn to succumb to a giggling fit. The sight of Noah’s amused smile was such a relief from the past twenty-four hours that she hardly knew what to do with her giddiness.

      Giddy. Her. Winter Black.

      It still amazed her that she could feel anything other than the oppressive darkness that had pressed on her shoulders for so long.

      The ghost of her brother.

      And now, the ghost of the man who had haunted her every waking hour for years.

      No, she said to herself. Don’t think of either of them right now.

      There were still shadows of uncertainty that threatened to engulf her in darkness, but that night, surrounded by the laughter of her friends, she felt for the first time that everything might pan out.

      She still wasn’t sure what “everything” entailed, but based on the pitter-patter in her chest whenever her eyes met Noah’s, she could safely say it involved him.

      No matter what her future held, she wanted it to involve him. As a friend or more, she wanted him there.

      She didn’t know what that meant for her relationship with Aiden, but tonight wasn’t the time to deal with those lingering doubts. The lighthearted atmosphere in Autumn’s apartment was a much-needed reprieve from the stress and tension that had abounded in the FBI office over the last few days.

      Ever since Tyler Haldane was shot and killed, they’d been in a race against the clock. As each hour, each minute ticked by, more speculation about the nature of Haldane’s death circulated throughout national and international news networks.

      Was Tyler Haldane’s death just the start? Would others around the United States take the killer’s lead and execute other mass murderers?

      The country’s political climate was strained almost to its breaking point, and there was no shortage of those who clung to and sensationalized Haldane’s death to capture the attention of their audience.

      But that night, neither Tyler Haldane nor Kent Strickland were mentioned, not even in passing.

      When Winter and Noah presented their joint graduation gift, Autumn wrapped them each in a bear hug. Shelby and Bree’s present was an unassuming envelope, inside of which was a gift card to a department store Shelby swore by.

      “It’s for two hundred and fifty,” Shelby said with a wide smile. “Figured you could use a little boost to help with the wardrobe changes you’ll have to make after you get this job.”

      Autumn’s eyes widened, and Shelby’s grin only brightened.

      “Oh my god,” Autumn managed, tears causing her eyes to gleam. “Well, now I guess I really have to nail that interview tomorrow, huh?”

      Shelby waved a dismissive hand. “That was a given.”

      “Okay, well,” Autumn laughed. “We’re going to have to have another one of these get-togethers again soon so I can thank you all for these awesome gifts. I’ll show off all my new clothes and make us a bunch of food in this super sweet stand mixer.”

      “You could make a German chocolate cake,” Winter suggested with a grin.

      “I could, and I will. We’ll have cake for dinner, as long as everyone’s okay with that.”

      “I could eat cake for every meal of the day,” Bree put in, rubbing her belly for emphasis.

      “I’ll make each of you your own cake.” Autumn’s eyes seemed brighter as she glanced to each of them. “Winter gets a German chocolate cake, obviously. Noah, what’s your favorite flavor?”

      The smile on Winter’s lips didn’t waver as she looked to where Noah sat at her side. When his eyes met hers, a mirror of her warm expression made its way to his face.

      “Pineapple upside down,” he answered. “Unless we’re counting cheesecake, then cheesecake. Doesn’t matter what kind, just cheesecake.”

      “Everyone loves cheesecake,” Winter agreed. “But we’ve got to give regular cake its credit. It’s still delicious.”

      “You’re not wrong.” Autumn knelt down to scoop up the fluffy little dog with the underbite. “Even Toad likes cheesecake. And speaking of, I should take him out. You guys think you can hold down the fort while we’re gone?”

      “I’ll go with you.” Winter pushed to her feet. “You guys all sort through your opinions on cake, all right?”

      With a snort of laughter, Noah nodded.

      After Autumn clipped the retractable leash to Toad’s collar and grabbed a plastic baggie, she and Winter set out into the balmy evening.

      The persistent dampness of humidity still hung in the air, but with the slight breeze came the first hints of the changing seasons. In a month, there would be Halloween candy in stores, people would have hung up their pumpkin decorations, and pumpkin spice everything would be available in coffee shops and restaurants alike.

      Even if the change in weather wasn’t as dramatic as it had been in Albany, Winter still looked forward to the shift. As much as she liked the warmth and sunshine of the summer months, by the end of August, she was ready for a new season.

      And this year was already different.

      This year would be the first seasonal shift where The Preacher, where Kilroy, wasn’t front and center in her mind.

      She was glad the man was dead, but what did that mean for her future plans? After all, the entire reason she was here was because of Douglas Kilroy.

      Without him, where did that leave her?

      It leaves me as an FBI agent with plenty of other scumbags to put away, she reminded herself. Before the uncertainty took over, she decided it was time to change her train of thought.

      “Hey.” She glanced over to Autumn.

      “Yeah?” Autumn asked as she met Winter’s curious gaze.

      “I don’t think I got a chance to ask you about it, but how did that, that thing with Aiden go?”

      Even as she posed the query, Winter wasn’t sure what had sparked her curiosity. What puzzled her even more was her sudden hope that Autumn’s face would brighten as she regaled her and Aiden’s renewed friendship.

      Then it dawned on her.

      She wanted her old friend to have an interest in Autumn so he wouldn’t be hurt or angered when he discovered that Winter was getting over her teenage crush and hero worship of him.

      Even though she’d known Aiden for thirteen years, she couldn’t honestly say she knew his “type.” Hell, she didn’t even know if he had a type. But regardless of the host of question marks, she suspected that a woman with a doctoral degree in forensic psychology ought to be right up his alley. Winter had never played matchmaker before, but she thought she ought to brush up on the skill set.

      Autumn shrugged as Winter pulled herself away from the moment of contemplation.

      “It was fine,” she answered. “He wasn’t a dick, so I guess that’s progress. He sent me a text this afternoon to say congrats, but I still don’t think I’d call us friends. Besides, something tells me I’m not quite the right type of person to be friends with that guy.”

      Furrowing her brows, Winter looked over to Autumn. “What do you mean?”

      “He’s too…” she paused to wave her hand as she searched for the term, “polished, I guess. Put together. It’s like he’s got all his shit together, and I most definitely don’t. I tried to date a guy like that, and I guess it went all right for four years, but then it crashed and burned like a Michael Bay explosion. So, based on that, I’d say it probably extends to friendships too.”

      As the next thought popped into her mind, Winter could hardly suppress a chortle. “You think you’d be a bad influence on Aiden if you guys were friends?”

      The corners of Autumn’s eyes creased as her lips parted in a grin. “You know what, yeah. We’ll go with that.”

      Toad trotted from a patch of grass to the sidewalk, and Winter and Autumn took their cue to return to the apartment building.

      “How about that whole Nico Culetti thing?” Winter asked as she pulled open the heavy glass door.

      “Haven’t seen anyone creeping around here, and believe me, I’ve been looking. I’m hoping that the mob looks at failed hits like that the same way you’d look at a failed business venture. Hopefully, they’re pissed at whoever hired Nico, and not so much at me for, well, you know. For actually killing him.”

      “If there isn’t any money in it for them, I doubt they’d come all the way down here from D.C. just to put themselves on the FBI’s radar by antagonizing someone who was under the bureau’s protection.”

      Thoughts of both Nico Culetti and Aiden Parrish were abandoned as Winter and Autumn made their way inside and joined their friends around the stone surfaced coffee table.

      They resumed the discussion about cake, and Winter learned that Bree’s favorite flavor was lemon while Shelby’s was red velvet.

      When eleven o’clock rolled around, Shelby and Bree bade them farewell. Bree proclaimed her role as designated driver, and Winter realized that neither she nor Noah had taken on the responsibility. No one was flat-out drunk, but based on the overall air of chattiness, no one was sober, either.

      By the time they decided to take an Uber back to their shared apartment complex, it was almost midnight.

      For the duration of the trip, Winter contemplated whether or not to bring up her idea to try to set Autumn up with Aiden. She knew Noah wasn’t a fan of the man, but she also suspected that he viewed Aiden as a sort of competition. Whether that competition was driven by friendship or something more, she was less sure.

      If his concern was based in friendship—if he thought Aiden was a bad person and worried he might hurt her somehow—then Winter didn’t want to broach the subject. But if the concern had more to do with jealousy, then a casual mention of her plan to set Aiden up with someone else would be a source of relief for Noah.

      Despite the weightless sensation of the alcohol’s buzz, she couldn’t summon up the fortitude to broach the subject by the time their driver pulled up to their building.

      As they stepped out of the sedan and waved goodbye to the young man, Winter was overcome with a sudden bout of nervousness. Her heartbeat hammered in her ears, and she licked her lips against the sudden dryness in her mouth.

      The night air was still, and in the late hour, no other residents of the complex milled about the area. In that moment, she was pointedly aware of how alone she and Noah were.

      She wanted to say something charming and complimentary, but as the seconds of silence passed, she couldn’t put together a string of words that sounded more compelling than what a third grader might say to their crush.

      When his green eyes flicked over to hers, she abandoned the effort altogether.

      Would this be the last time they had a moment like this?

      Life was chaos, and who knew where they’d be a week from now. Maybe he’d meet the woman of his dreams on a trip to the grocery store, or maybe he’d decide to request a transfer to Dallas or Houston—some city closer to his family. Maybe an old flame would surface, and Winter would be all but forgotten.

      The thought made her stomach drop, and she was sure the mental image spurred on her next question. “Do you want to have another beer and maybe watch an episode of Game of Thrones?” she asked before she lost her nerve.

      As soon as the words left her mouth, she wanted to vacuum them back up. He was smart and observant, and more than that, he knew her better than almost anyone. If he didn’t pick up on the real nature of her query, she would have been more than surprised.

      But they had been here before, hadn’t they?

      Not long after she first moved to the apartment, they’d gone out to a bar together for a long night of drinking. When they got back to the door of her home—the same spot where they now stood—they had both been three sheets to the wind. She had made the same offer then, and months later, she still felt like a jackass.

      There was a wistful tinge in his smile as he shook his head. “I don’t think that’d be a great idea, darlin’. It’s past midnight now, and we’ve got work tomorrow bright and early. I don’t need to be hungover while we work on this dumpster fire of a case, you know?”

      “Right,” she agreed quickly. “Yeah, good point. As long as I drink a bunch of water right now, I don’t think I’ll be hungover tomorrow. But you’re right, if I keep drinking, I probably will be.”

      “Exactly.” He grinned as he tapped his temple. “See, you can drink on a work night, you’ve just got to be a little smart about it.”

      Winter liked to think she knew Noah as well as he knew her, and she was confident that the hangover to which he referred wasn’t an actual hangover.

      Shit.

      Even as she offered him a smile and a departing hug, she knew she wouldn’t sleep well that night.

      She’d toss and turn as she tried desperately to think of a way to curb the awkwardness she knew loomed on the horizon.
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        * * *

      

      Ben Ormund and Mitch Stockley shared so much common ground that I was almost surprised to learn they were two different people.

      The men looked nothing alike, but they shared the same predatory characteristics: they preyed on young, vulnerable women. Ormund and Stockley both stalked their victims on college campuses before they lured them into a vehicle to abduct and sexually assault them. Where Stockley had used his profession in real estate to attend seminars and scope out future victims, the college campus was Ben Ormund’s home turf.

      Once upon a time, Ormund had been a counselor. Allegations of sexual misconduct with clients led to the revocation of his license to practice, but no criminal charges were ever pressed.

      As best as I could tell, Ormund had used a few of his connections in the world of psychiatry to sweep the entire debacle under the figurative rug.

      When he returned to Christopher Newport University as a faculty member in the psychology department, it was like nothing had ever happened.

      After a couple years as a professor, Ormund made even more money than he had as a private counselor. And now, twenty years and countless victims later, I watched him flick off the light in the foyer before he strode into the kitchen.

      The miserable son of a bitch lived by himself in the house, and his property was all alone on a plot of land near a rocky portion of the coast.

      I’d been inside a few times, and as much as I hated Ben Ormund’s existence, I could admit that the interior was tasteful. But I was also sure Ormund hadn’t been responsible for the modern décor.

      The east side of the house was comprised mostly of glass to showcase its unique, modern architecture. Apparently, Ormund didn’t think he had much to worry about in terms of security.

      Maybe the glass was sturdy, but I doubted it was made well enough to withstand a .338 Lapua Magnum.

      Huddled in a rocky outcropping a couple hundred yards from the expensive house, I peered through the lens of the long-range scope as Ormund pried open the stainless-steel refrigerator.

      I could have broken in again. I could have waited in the shadows until he stuck his head in the fridge to search for dinner, and then I could have stabbed him in the back with a hunting knife.

      I could have, but by now, I knew the Feds would have realized that the same rifle I held in my hands had been used to kill Mitch Stockley and Tyler Haldane.

      Whether or not they’d drawn the conclusion that I was the only killer, I still wasn’t sure. But if they hadn’t figured it out yet, they would know by the time the sun rose into the sky the following day.

      And tomorrow, I’d make sure they knew this was only the start.

      Though I had no personal vendetta with the Federal Bureau of Investigation—they were a force for good, after all—I wanted them to know that the same person had wiped Mitch Stockley, Tyler Haldane, and Ben Ormund off the face of the planet.

      I wasn’t under any illusion that I was about to start a revolution—I knew that the sleazy underbelly of society was here to stay. I knew the men I killed were only a drop in the bucket, but I’d be damned if I didn’t do something.

      No one had looked out for the women and girls Ormund and Stockley had brutalized, and the ideals espoused by men like Haldane emboldened the creeps to act on their perverse impulses.

      But for as long as I was able, I would make sure some of those men paid for what they had done.

      And in my world, there was only one price I would accept.

      I wanted their lives.
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      Other than their usual morning greeting, Noah and Winter spoke little on the short trip it took to the FBI office. Like he’d anticipated the night before, he wasn’t hungover, but thanks to the litany of “what-if” scenarios that had flitted through his head as he tried to sleep, he wasn’t well rested, either.

      They’d Ubered back to get his truck since he didn’t want to stuff himself into Winter’s little Civic, which had caused her to roll her eyes. Stifling a yawn with one hand, he flicked on the blinker with the other. “I don’t know about you, but I need coffee,” he said.

      From the corner of his eye, he caught Winter’s nod. “Me too. I slept like shit.”

      “You too, huh?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice was quiet, even strained.

      He pulled up as close as he dared to the last car in line. When he went to run a hand through his hair, he stopped the motion short of his forehead. Since he’d become so negligent in visiting a barber, he had figured a few weeks ago that he ought to at least style his hair, lest it turn into a shaggy mess.

      At least five days out of the week, he wore a suit and tie to work, and a haphazard mop of hair didn’t accompany the professional air that federal agents were supposed to exude.

      Then again, if he’d ever remember to get a damn haircut, he wouldn’t have to bother.

      “I’m sorry.” Winter’s sudden apology was hurried, almost weary.

      Her voice snapped his thoughts away from his sense of fashion as he turned to look at her. Fidgeting with the hair at the end of her braid, her blue eyes darted back and forth.

      “What for?” he asked.

      “Last night.” With a sigh, she shook her head. “I didn’t mean to, you know, make anything weird. I’ve got a knack for doing that, don’t I?”

      As much as he wanted to know more about her motivation for the offer, he bit his tongue and gave her a quick smile.

      In all honesty, his uncertainty about her motivation was the main reason he had turned her down in the first place. They’d established that neither of them was drunk, but at the same time, he didn’t want to risk an act that either of them might regret. He didn’t want to risk an act that would drive a wedge between them.

      He had only recently begun to feel like their friendship was on steady ground.

      Before, he’d wondered almost every day if she would up and disappear like she had at the end of the Kilroy investigation. He never doubted Winter’s convictions. Loyalty and duty to those for whom she cared came before almost anything else, but those ideals had taken a back seat to her desire to find Douglas Kilroy.

      Both Winter and Aiden had played the people around them like a set of pawns on a chessboard, but in the end, each of their master plans fell apart.

      When he thought of the Machiavellian tactics she’d pulled out of her hat during the Kilroy investigation, he realized they had still not talked about those dark months. And as much as he didn’t want to bring up the painful memories, he knew they’d have to have the conversation one of these days, especially in light of the idea that their friendship might become more than platonic.

      But if he was going to rip open that old wound, he needed to be damn sure there was a good reason. Though he wanted to think that she was interested in the same type of relationship development as he, he wasn’t about to hazard another guess.

      He wouldn’t make another emotional confession unless she was the first to reveal her feelings.

      In the meantime, the last thing he wanted to be was the creepy friend who kept pushing boundaries. The start might have been rocky, but he valued their friendship, and he respected Winter too much to turn into the guy whose advances she had to turn down twice a week.

      “Nothing’s weird, darlin’,” he finally managed. “Don’t sweat it, all right?”

      “This might sound weird, but,” she paused to sigh again, “I think I like it when you fall asleep on my couch. There’s something comforting about waking up with your best friend so close by. It’s just, working this job, putting as many hours into it as we do some weeks, it feels isolating sometimes. But when you’re around someone you care about in just some of those little places, like when you wake up in the morning, it makes you feel a little less alone. At least that’s how it feels for me, I guess I can’t say the same for you.”

      He kept his expression nonchalant and thoughtful as he shrugged.

      The words were among the last he’d expected to hear from her, and he knew he’d need more than just a few seconds to parse through the meaning.

      “I think I’m used to living alone,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “But I see what you’re saying. It’s keeping that connection, right? It’s easier to keep it if your friend is actually there, if you can actually see them.”

      “Right,” she replied with a nod. “Yeah, I think that’s it. Almost like it’s a reminder or something. A reminder that I’ve actually got a friend. Or friends.”

      “Maybe you need a roommate.” He chuckled. “You should see if Autumn’s planning to move to a new place once she nails this interview and gets that job.”

      “Are you kidding?” When Winter chortled at the remark, the tenseness and uncertainty seemed to vanish from the air. “I looked up how much money private forensic psychologists make. Even when they’re new, they can make more than a SAC, unless the SAC has been there forever. She’s going to be loaded.”

      “So? Then you can mooch off her. Shit, maybe we should all be roommates. I’ll live in the basement.”

      “Oh my god.” Winter’s laugh made him smile even bigger. “She’s pretty sharp. I think she’d catch on, and I don’t know how much she’d appreciate a couple FBI agents freeloading, even if she is raking in the cash.”

      “Now, I never said anything about freeloadin’,” he proclaimed, raising a hand. “I’ll cook, and I’ll clean the pool.”

      “So, you’re a pool boy now, huh, Dalton? You know, I think right now we’re getting pretty close to the intro to some cheesy romance novel or a Lifetime movie.”

      “Easy way to avoid that,” he said with a dismissive wave. “I’ll just put on some coveralls whenever I go out to clean it. That way neither of you ladies has to worry about drooling on yourselves.” He turned to offer her an exaggerated wink.

      “Well, that’s boring,” she scoffed. “Here we were on the cusp of a reality show that’d land us a gig on MTV, and you had to go and ruin it by putting a shirt on.”

      “What?” His face was beginning to hurt from smiling so much. “I don’t know how I should take that. You think people would pay money to see me without a shirt on?”

      The little smirk on her lips was just short of wicked, the glint in her eyes mischievous. He’d never seen her wear such a look before. In fact, he realized he’d never seen any remotely flirtatious side of the stoic woman at his side. Until now, he wasn’t even sure she knew how to come across as playful, but he liked it.

      He really liked it.
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        * * *

      

      He and Winter hardly had enough time to get settled at their desks before they were summoned to a meeting with the Associate Deputy Director, Cassidy Ramirez. On their way up to the woman’s office, they were both quiet, and Noah could only assume that the same litany of scenarios was running through Winter’s head too.

      “Probably one of the people we got in touch with over the past few days,” he suggested, his voice an octave lower than usual.

      Winter’s blue eyes snapped over to him, and she nodded. “Probably.”

      “But being called up to a meeting with the ADD isn’t exactly my preferred way to start the day,” he muttered as an afterthought.

      “Could be something to do with the press too,” she put in. “Maybe the media coverage of this thing is ramping up, and the bureau needs someone to look pretty for the camera.”

      “Man,” he said with a quiet snort of laughter. “You’re really on a roll today, aren’t you?”

      As a light chime sounded out, she flashed him a knowing smile.

      The rest of the journey was made in silence, and as soon as they neared the doorway of Ramirez’s office, any air of amusement that might have survived was snuffed out by the woman’s grave countenance.

      To the side of her polished mahogany desk, Aiden Parrish stood with his arms crossed over his chest. As his icy blue eyes flicked from him to Winter, the man’s irritation was plain to see.

      Whatever the purpose of the unscheduled meeting, Parrish was none too happy about it.

      “Agents,” the Associate Deputy Director greeted with a slight smile. “Close the door behind you, please.”

      Nodding, Noah eased the glass and metal door closed behind himself. When he turned, Ramirez waved a hand at the two squat chairs in front of her spacious desk.

      “Have a seat.”

      He and Winter exchanged glances before they accepted the offer. There was so much strain in the air, Noah almost thought he could taste it. If Ramirez or Parrish didn’t start talking soon, he was sure he might lose his mind.

      “Thanks for coming on such short notice,” Ramirez finally said, folding both hands atop the desk in front of her. “I’m sure you’ve already been able to pick up that the reason you’re here isn’t necessarily one that’s chock-full of joy.”

      When neither he nor Winter replied, a ghost of a smile passed over Ramirez’s face as she nodded. “Fair enough. Let’s just get right down to it, then. You guys have been working for Max for a while, so I’m sure you’re used to his no-nonsense approach to meetings. He and I started with the bureau around the same time, and I can tell you he’s always been like that.”

      She paused, seeming to expect some comment. “Yes, ma’am,” was all Noah could think to offer.

      It seemed to be enough because she went on. “He was a Marine before he joined the FBI, I don’t know if you two knew that or not. We worked together for quite a while before we took on our respective leadership positions, but he never mentioned any more about his service than that.” She paused, pursed her lips, and then laughed quietly. “I’m sorry. I just said I wanted to get right down to the point, and then I went off on a spiel about something else.”

      Noah forced an agreeable expression to his face.

      Someone needed to say something. Now.

      “It’s about our case,” she said. “And I’m sure neither of you are real optimistic about a surprise meeting with your ADD, so I’ll nip that in the bud right now and tell you that neither of you have done anything wrong. This isn’t a reprimand. Actually, it’s pretty much the farthest thing from a reprimand.”

      Noah relaxed. “That’s good to hear.”

      Ramirez smiled. “You two have done excellent work in the short time you’ve been here. I know you’ve heard me say that, and I don’t doubt you’ve heard it from Max too. You’ve been working hard on this case, the Haldane and Stockley case, and that’s why you’re here.”

      Noah’s ball sac tightened. They were getting to the point, and the point wasn’t good. Shit. What had happened now?

      Ramirez didn’t make him wait for long. “This morning, a housecleaner arrived for work at the same place she’d been working for the last six years, and she found the homeowner dead.”

      “And you think it’s related to Haldane and Stockley?” Winter surmised.

      The ADD nodded. “We know it is. It’s the same weapon, and based on the trajectory of the bullet, or at least what they’ve been able to analyze so far, he was shot from a distance of about a half-mile. No one heard it, so there’s a possibility they used a sound suppressor. Then again, the house was pretty isolated, so that’s not necessarily set in stone.”

      Noah nodded his understanding, but he knew they wouldn’t be in a meeting with the ADD just to go over a new crime scene, even if the scene was affiliated with the same person who had killed Haldane and Stockley.

      Teeth grated together, a forced countenance of neutrality on his face, he waited for Ramirez to drop the bombshell. To tell them why they were really there.

      “I know what’s been established about those shots,” Ramirez advised. This time, her dark eyes flicked over to Aiden. “That the person who fired them had to have been trained by either the military or law enforcement. And, Agent Black, Agent Dalton, that’s why you’re here. You’re here because we think the person responsible is involved in law enforcement.”

      Jaw clenched, he merely nodded. He’d known all along there was a real possibility that the killer of Tyler Haldane and Mitch Stockley was a disillusioned law enforcement agent. The bombshell was close, but that wasn’t it.

      “When we consider that, and we consider that all three of the victims we’ve got now are local to the state of Virginia and that Stockley and Haldane’s crimes fall within our jurisdiction, we can’t rule out agents in this office.” For emphasis, Ramirez jabbed her index finger at the surface of the wooden desk.

      “This office?” Noah echoed. “Like who? You think one of us might’ve done this?”

      The ADD nodded slowly. “Look at the shot that killed Haldane. It was made from a distance of over three-fourths of a mile in a light breeze. The weapon used was a Barrett Model 98 Bravo sniper rifle. I know I don’t have to tell you two that’s a military-grade weapon. There aren’t even very many law enforcement agencies that use M98Bs, but when they do, they’re usually handled by a designated marksman.”

      “A sniper.” Noah managed a quick glance to Aiden Parrish.

      The look of distaste on the man’s face had only deepened. What the hell kind of announcement had they walked into, anyway?

      “A sniper, right.” Ramirez tapped her fingers on the desk. Just once, then she appeared to catch herself and folded them together again. She was nervous, Noah realized. He’d never seen her nervous before. It caused his own anxiety to rachet up.

      She cleared her throat. “We have several skilled marksmen in our tactical team, but other than them, that only leaves a few others who are capable of the kind of shot that killed Haldane. You were in the military, weren’t you, Agent Dalton?”

      He kept his expression blank as he nodded. “There was always more math involved in that sort of thing than I cared for.” Was he a suspect? Sweat bloomed in his armpits as he forced a lazy drawl to his voice. “Lot of off-the-cuff trigonometry. Not exactly my scene.”

      “Don’t worry,” she replied, the faintest hint of mirth in her dark eyes. “You weren’t on the short list. No, other than the tactical folks, there’re only four others who have a documented history of being able to land a shot like that. One in organized crime, but we can rule her out because she’s been out in Chicago for the past few weeks. Another in white collar crimes, but he was here when Haldane was shot, so that rules him out too.”

      Beside him, Winter leaned forward. Noah could practically hear her heart beating.

      “Then there’s Agent Weyrick in Violent Crimes. He works the night shift, so aside from this case, you might not have had a lot of previous interactions with him. He was in the military for six years before he joined the bureau, and I remember one of his recommendations mentioned what a skilled marksman he was. But he was here when Haldane was killed, and he was here when our most recent victim was killed too. That leaves us with one.”

      When Noah dared another look at Aiden Parrish, he swore he could almost hear the man’s teeth grind together. “Agent Ming,” he grated.

      “Sun Ming?” Noah echoed, furrowing his brows. “I knew she’d won a lot of awards for marksmanship, but you really think she would’ve up and killed three people?”

      “It’s not a matter of what I think, or even what I feel,” Cassidy replied with a shake of her head. “It’s a matter of where the evidence leads us. And at this point, a great deal of it is pointed in Agent Ming’s direction.”

      Winter looked as stunned as he felt. “How so?”

      Ramirez glanced at Aiden, but he didn’t open his mouth.

      With a look of consternation, the ADD spelled it out. “First, Agent Ming doesn’t have an alibi for the Haldane murder, and she was in Norfolk yesterday to follow-up with a victim. The man who was shot last night was in Newport News.”

      The silence that settled in seemed to permeate every crack, every crevasse, every pore. It was suffocating, and the only reason Noah spoke was so he would not drown under its leaden weight. “What else?”

      “The most damning at this juncture is how vocal Agent Ming has been regarding what she considers to be a grievous miscarriage of karmic justice that both Kent Strickland and Tyler Haldane lived while so many perished or received a permanent injury, including herself.”

      Noah swallowed the bile that wanted to backtrack up his throat. He had no love for Sun Ming, but she was a fellow agent. He hated this. “Why us?” he asked.

      “You know Agent Ming well enough, but at the same time, neither of you are friends of hers. You’re close enough to her to pick up on any little cues or oddities, and you’re far enough away from her that you won’t be biased by your own perceptions.” Ramirez laced her fingers together. “I’m not saying with one-hundred-percent certainty that the killer is Agent Ming, but what I am saying with one-hundred-percent certainty is this…”

      Blood roared in Noah’s ears as the ADD leaned forward.

      “We can’t rule her out. She might be one of us, but we’ve known from the start that was a possibility. And until we can rule her out as a possibility, I need you two to be on your toes.”
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      The calm air and the cozy scent of coffee and baked goods was a stark contrast to the wariness that simmered in Aiden’s mind.

      He still didn’t know why Cassidy Ramirez had called on him after she’d parsed through personnel records to establish the likelihood that Sun Ming was involved in the deaths of Mitch Stockley and Tyler Haldane. Did Ramirez think that he held a grudge against Sun and that his distaste would lead him to take a particularly critical view of her actions? Did she think he wanted revenge?

      To be sure, the end of his and Sun’s relationship was far from amicable. There had been plenty of four-letter words and threats, but in the end, Aiden and Sun were professionals. Their vendetta with one another had not bled over to the FBI office, even when their dynamic was at its worst.

      And now, after more than two years, enough time had passed since the messy split that he could say with some confidence that he was indifferent toward Sun. Whether or not the attitude was shared, he was unsure.

      He doubted that Ramirez had been motivated by such a petty sentiment. Cassidy Ramirez was also a professional, not an angsty teenager. The ADD had needed an expert in human behavior, and that was why she had called him, not due to a lingering misgiving about Sun Ming.

      And now, he needed an expert in human behavior.

      Sun Ming had not gone rogue; he was sure of it. Or, at least, he wanted to be sure of it. She was ambitious, but he knew that becoming a vigilante wasn’t on her list of job prospects.

      As he took a tentative sip of the chai latte he’d ordered, he glanced up to where the newest patron pushed their way through the glass double doors.

      Some of her hair had been pinned back with a shiny clip, and the rest fell over her shoulders in loose waves. Though it had been less than a week since he last saw her, he could tell that her hair was a darker shade of auburn.

      He’d never fully understood people—men and women alike—who dyed their hair, but when he thought of Autumn’s response to the question, he felt the faintest hint of a smile tug at the corner of his mouth.

      “Why does anyone do anything for their appearance?” she had said, fixing him with a matter-of-fact look as she held her hands out to the side. “For vanity, duh. Why do you always dress like you’re headed to the Oscars? Seems like a band t-shirt and a pair of cargo shorts would take a lot less effort. You’d cut twenty minutes off your morning routine, easy. Not to mention all the money you’d save at the dry cleaners.”

      With the same hand he now raised in greeting, he had tipped an invisible hat to her logic.

      He had gone on to speculate about how he should handle casual Fridays at the FBI office, much to her amusement. Self-deprecating humor wasn’t in his usual sarcastic repertoire, but it never ceased to elicit a laugh or a smile from her.

      She waved back before she gestured to the counter and the barista.

      At half-past eleven in the morning on a weekday, there were only a handful of people seated throughout the open space. He’d picked a table in the far corner, well out of the range of any curious listeners.

      As he waited for her to receive her drink, he checked his phone for any new communication.

      Winter and Noah were on their way to Newport News, and Winter had assured him she would keep him updated with any pertinent details as they arose.

      He had considered calling off the last-minute meet up with Autumn in favor of personally viewing the newest crime scene, but he’d shot down the idea almost as soon as it formed. He was the SSA for the Behavioral Analysis Unit, and there was much more to a murder investigation than just the examination of physical evidence.

      If Ramirez wanted to label Sun Ming a suspect, then he would leave no stone unturned, no avenue unexplored.

      Not because they had a history—if anything, their sordid past would have dissuaded him from making the effort—but because she was a tenured federal agent who had taken a bullet in the line of duty. The victims so far might not have warranted going above and beyond the normal investigative expectations, but the ADD’s alleged suspect was a different story entirely.

      Pocketing the smartphone, he snapped himself out of the contemplation as Autumn picked her way across the room.

      For only the second time since he’d met her, he didn’t feel overdressed. The light green of her patterned, button-down shirt matched her eyes, and the gray cardigan matched her flats. He pulled his gaze away from her black slacks, away from where the fabric clung to her hips and offered her a smile.

      “Hey,” she greeted.

      He didn’t miss an unfamiliar wariness in her eyes. Was it hesitance, or suspicion? Or was it lingering nerves from the interview she’d only just finished?

      “Hey,” he replied. “You seem edgy. How’d the interview go?”

      There was only one way to approach Autumn Trent, and that was to be straightforward. Any time he had tried to subtly prod her for information, she had seen right through the words.

      As she sipped at her drink, she nodded. “It went well.”

      “Seems like a pretty fast turnaround. You just got your Ph.D. like five minutes ago, right?”

      “Well.” She paused to look thoughtful. “Not really. A lot of Ph.D. candidates have jobs lined up before they even graduate. They did the interview so quickly because they need someone soon. Their work is really specialized, so it can be hard to find replacements on short notice.”

      “Replacements? So, you’re replacing someone?”

      Her eyes flitted away from his as she shrugged. “Yeah, they lost one of their people recently.”

      “Lost?” he echoed. “As in?”

      “They died.”

      “Wait, what?” he managed. She had explained the risk of a career as a forensic psychologist while she had been under the protective supervision of the bureau, but even though he believed her, he hadn’t expected the dangers to hit so close to home so soon. “One of the psychologists at this firm was killed recently, and now you’re going to take their spot?”

      She was already shaking her head before he finished. “No, not murdered. She killed herself.”

      He felt a pang of guilt for the relief that came with the short explanation.

      Though he hadn’t figured out what to do with his affinity for this redheaded beauty, he couldn’t deny its existence. Even in the limited time since they had been introduced, he had discovered more common ground with her than anyone he’d met in recent memory. Hell, she even shared his secret love of Code Red Mountain Dew. Unlike him, however, she openly admitted it.

      At the absolute least, he hoped she would be a long-term professional colleague. Aiden had worked damn hard to get where he was, and that included all he’d learned about psychology and criminology, but he could admit when someone knew more than him.

      Autumn Trent had been granted her Ph.D. without the usual request that she revise or otherwise change parts of her dissertation. Between her unquestionable intelligence, her intensive field of study, and the unnerving ability she had to see straight through someone, he figured he couldn’t ask for a better consultant for behavioral questions.

      “I’m not going to get murdered,” she said, breaking a spell of quiet. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed since he spoke, but her green eyes were back on him.

      With a slight smile, he took a drink of the chai latte. “I know. Someone already tried and failed.”

      “But,” she took a sip of her drink, “they did offer me the job. I haven’t told anyone else yet, but I filled out the regulatory hiring paperwork before I left to come here. I also got a chai, and you’re right. It’s delicious. Thanks for the recommendation.”

      In truth, he wasn’t surprised by the announcement. She was brilliant, and any employer would have to be inept to turn her away.

      “In that case,” he said as he extended a hand to her. “Let me be the first person to say congratulations, Dr. Trent.”

      As he had hoped, a wide smile brightened her face, but the expression seemed to dim when she accepted the handshake. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. For that, and for the chai recommendation. Just so you know, though, not every place makes good chai. You’ve been warned.” He pushed her sudden wariness out of his thoughts and offered her a quick smile before he straightened in his chair.

      “Fair enough.” She chuckled, but he thought the sound didn’t hold the joy it usually did. “So, what’s up, Aiden?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why did you want to have coffee, or chai, I guess, with me?” She arched an eyebrow and took another long sip of her drink.

      “To tell you congratulations. I mean, you just got a Ph.D. That’s a pretty significant event, isn’t it? Seems like something worthy of a drink. I would’ve made it alcoholic, but we’re inundated with work right now.” He feigned an innocent look and shrugged.

      Christ, it really was pointless to try to be anything other than straightforward with her, wasn’t it?

      “Uh-huh.” The corner of her mouth moved into a hint of a smile as she rolled her eyes. “A congratulatory meetup where I’ve got to buy my own latte. Seems legit.”

      “I can give you five dollars,” he replied with a smirk.

      The joy in her laugh was back. “No, it’s fine. I’m fine, thank you.”

      He slowly reached to his pocket as he met her gaze. “Are you sure?” he prodded.

      “Fine,” she huffed, reaching out to wave her fingers expectantly. “Cough it up, Parrish.”

      The smirk turned into a full-blown grin. “I don’t have any cash.”

      “You are the worst.” With a cross between a snort and a laugh, she stacked her arms over her chest and shook her head.

      “I can go to an ATM.” He made a show of glancing around the café. “If they don’t have one here, I saw one outside the place next door.”

      “I’ll send you an invoice.” She waved a dismissive hand. “But you’re lucky today. I’m actually not busy, so I’ve got time for whatever the real reason you asked me to meet you here is.”

      Nope. He couldn’t get anything across this woman.

      “Honestly? I was curious what you were going to be doing now that you graduated. I heard Winter mention it, or at least mention that you had an interview with a private firm. I do have something I wanted to ask you about too.”

      “Efficiency,” she surmised with a slight smirk. “I can respect that.”

      “Plus, it seemed like a good opportunity to double-check to see if you’d consider a career at the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

      “Efficiency and persistence. I can see why you’ve made it so high up the FBI’s food chain.”

      Though her wink was mostly sarcastic, there was another sentiment hidden behind the casual gesture. In that moment, he wished he had her uncanny knack for reading people. If he kept trying to puzzle over her motives, he would only drive himself insane.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he replied instead. “You’re going to be doing a threat assessment, right?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “Workplace violence, recidivism, sexual assault, things like that. It’s similar to what you do, I guess, but it’s usually proactive versus reactive. And, hey,” holding out both hands, she flashed a wide smile, “the partners at this firm said that they get contracted to do work for the government, and that includes the FBI. So, pretty soon, these Q-and-A sessions will be on the clock.”

      “I’m guessing my five bucks won’t take me very far then, will it?”

      “Nope,” she said on a laugh. Her expression softened, and for a split-second, she almost looked vulnerable. “I know I’ve been giving you a lot of shit about it, but I actually like having someone to talk with about this kind of stuff. Someone other than another grad student or a professor, I mean. Someone with real-world experience in the field, someone who’s actually had to interact with offenders on a regular basis.”

      He wasn’t sure he could have kept the smile from his face if he tried. There had been an unfamiliar pang of guilt at the half-assed effort to coax her to a coffee shop under the guise of congratulations for her impressive academic feat. He was used to employing whatever tactics were necessary to get the answers he needed to clear a case, but whether it was due to the near disastrous exchange less than a week ago or the strange bond they’d formed, she was different.

      “I’m glad. I’d hate for you to start billing me by the hour.”

      “If you saw the number that was on the job offer they gave me today, yeah, you really would.” She hugged herself as she laughed this time, delight exuding from every pore. “Really, though, I’m happy to help.” She turned serious again. “What’s up?”

      His smile faded as he turned his thoughts back to the Tyler Haldane case.

      He could keep up the lighthearted dialogue with Autumn for longer than he could sustain a conversation with most people, but she was right.

      “Based on that look, whatever it is, it isn’t good.” Her tone had sobered, and she propped her elbows on top of the wooden table as she fixed her attention on him.

      “No,” he replied. “No, it’s not.”

      “Does it have anything to do with Tyler Haldane?”

      “Yeah, kind of.” In spite of the feeling of trust she invoked in him, he still had to be careful to keep the sensitive details of their case to himself. “In your knowledge, how common is it to run across something like, I don’t know, like Frank Castle, The Punisher? An ex-military or ex-cop who just got fed up with everything and decided to take the law into their own hands, that sort of thing?”

      She studied his face, frowned at whatever she read there. “Not all that common.”

      “It sounds like there’s more to it than that,” he pressed.

      She sighed. “Maybe, but it’s not usually something that cops like to hear.”

      “You ought to know by now that I’m not a usual cop,” he advised, his stare unwavering.

      “No, I suppose you’re not.”

      “Let’s hear it, then.”

      Shaking her head, she sighed again. “Based on everything I’ve studied, it’s uncommon because most disgruntled cops tend to find a way to express their anger in their job. They bend rules, break rules, and just generally do shady shit, and a lot of the time that’s enough of a release that they don’t tend to go all Frank Castle.”

      “That makes sense,” he replied.

      “Well, like you said.” A faint smile flitted across her face. “You’re not a usual cop.”

      “Nope,” he answered. “What about the people that do? The cops that go rogue, what’s your take on that?”

      As she drummed her fingertips against the table, she took a long drink from the paper cup. “I’m making sweeping generalizations here, and I feel kind of weird about it. I’m sorry, and this isn’t a question of your integrity, but I really don’t like answering stuff like this unless I know the context. Do you think a cop went rogue and killed Tyler Haldane? Or what?”

      He glanced around to ensure no one had settled nearby while they conversed. “It’s not just Haldane. They killed another man outside Norfolk about six months ago, and today someone else turned up dead in Newport News. All three were killed with the same weapon, a military grade sniper rifle. Haldane was shot from almost a mile away, and the shooter hit him right between the eyes.”

      “Shit,” Autumn breathed, pausing her fingers mid-tap.

      “Whoever the killer is, they’ve got extensive marksmanship training. They’re either ex-law enforcement or ex-military, or both. I wanted to know what you thought might drive a good cop to do something like that, or just a decent person, in the event we’re dealing with someone who’s got military training. And honestly, anything helps me at this point. We’re working off little and less right now.”

      “Yikes,” she muttered. “Okay, well, in the absence of a specific suspect, like I said, I’ve got to make sweeping generalizations, which I don’t necessarily like to do. But I’ll throw a few ideas out there for you.”

      “That’s all I’m asking,” he assured her, nodding to solidify the words.

      “Okay, well, first.” She leaned back in her chair and reached to fidget with the owl-shaped pendant of her gold necklace. “If it’s someone younger, it could be the onset of paranoid schizophrenia. Or even someone older, but that’s less common. In that case, you’d be looking for a genetic predisposition and a recent source of stress to bring on the symptoms. There isn’t always a stressor that cues it, but there is one on enough occasions to make it more or less expected.

      “Either way, in this case, if the person just recently snapped, there are going to be some signs. If they’ve become reclusive, if their attendance at work has dropped, or if they’ve been fired altogether. Changes in their personality too. They might’ve started making some dark comments or might’ve become more pessimistic. People don’t usually snap like that without leaving a trail, I think is what I’m getting at.”

      “What kind of trail?”

      She shrugged. “You look for the event first. Could be a diagnosis of a major, incurable illness like Multiple Sclerosis or cancer, loss of a loved one, a sexual assault, something like that. Then, after that, there would be a variation in their behavior. But…” She raised an index finger as her gaze met his.

      “But?”

      “And this is important, all right?” Her green eyes were fixed on his, and the intensity of her stare didn’t diminish until he nodded his understanding.

      “All right,” he replied.

      “All those ‘signs’ or ‘symptoms’ I just listed off, those are also indicative of posttraumatic stress disorder. And the likelihood that someone who experienced a traumatic event turning into a Frank Castle type vigilante is infinitely smaller than them developing a long-term stress reaction.”

      That was it, he thought.

      All the oddities Cassidy Ramirez had mentioned about Sun’s behavior over the past six months, everything she’d used to establish the potential for Sun to snap, it was posttraumatic stress disorder.

      “Whoever killed Tyler Haldane had to plan for it,” Aiden said. “They had to have monitored his routine for weeks or months to know exactly where they’d be able to get a clean shot at him.”

      Autumn nodded. “So, whoever this is, you’re looking for someone who probably experienced a traumatic event a long time ago.”
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      Golden sunlight streamed in through the wall-spanning window, and the rays glinted off the polished granite countertops, the stainless-steel appliances, and the syrupy splotch of drying blood and vaporized brain matter spattered along the tiled floor. But no matter how gruesome the scene of Ben Ormund’s death, Winter had seen worse during their investigation of Douglas Kilroy.

      Hell, she had seen worse before she was even in high school.

      Ben Ormund hadn’t been raped or mutilated, and whoever killed him hadn’t painted the walls with his blood. Like Mitch Stockley and Tyler Haldane, Ormund’s death had been painless. One shot that he likely didn’t even see coming and Ormund’s world had gone black.

      “Agents,” a brown and gold clad sheriff’s deputy greeted.

      He was young, likely no older than Noah, but his reaction to the gore was no more pronounced than Winter’s. Based on the close-cropped military style of his dark blond hair, he had seen worse too.

      “Morning, deputy,” Noah greeted. “I’m Agent Dalton, and this is my partner, Agent Black.”

      “Morning.” Winter’s salutation was stiff, but she lacked the wherewithal to force herself to come across as amiable.

      “I’m Deputy Eckley,” he replied, extending a hand to Noah first, and then to Winter.

      “Guess we’re outside the city limits, huh?” Noah observed.

      The deputy nodded. “Yeah, by a few miles. Along the coast here is a pretty wealthy area, and I’m sure you can imagine, there isn’t a lot of this around here.”

      “Doesn’t seem like it’s bothering you all that much,” Winter put in.

      She made sure to keep her tone non-accusatory. In truth, after their unscheduled meeting with ADD Ramirez a couple hours earlier, she had started to wonder if they would have to resort to questioning every law enforcement agent in the Richmond and Norfolk areas.

      They needed to narrow down their suspect pool, but so far, each crime scene had been immaculate.

      With a smile that contained more than a hint of sarcasm, the deputy nodded again. “Two tours in Iraq, agent. A guy with his head blown off ain’t nothing new to me, no disrespect to the dead. And this area might be pretty quiet, but Norfolk’s a big city with a big Naval base. Plenty of folks up to no good wander outside the city limits and wind up dead in my jurisdiction.”

      Winter smiled, liking this man’s forthrightness. “I’m sure.”

      “Now, this one here?” Eckley paused to gesture to the pool of coagulated blood. “I’m more’n happy to hand this off to the Feds. Guy shot in the head from a distance, not a shred of forensic evidence, no thank you. It’s all yours, and for right now, I’m here to help you.”

      “Shot from a distance,” Noah repeated before Winter could respond. “Any idea where the shooter might’ve posted up?”

      The deputy pointed at the bullet hole in the otherwise pristine glass. “See those rocks out there that sort of hug the edge of that cliff type thing?”

      Winter followed his outstretched hand and nodded. “You think that’s where he was?”

      “More’n likely, yeah. We’ve got a couple people out there working on backtracking the trajectory right now.”

      “I’d say you’re right.” Noah glanced from Winter to the deputy and back. “I can see them out there, and it looks like there are only a couple of those boulders big enough to hide a full-grown man. Unless our guy was dressed up like a rock to blend in, or unless he was wearing a ghillie suit laying in the grass out there, I’d say he was hiding behind one of them.”

      “Well,” the deputy chuckled, “I’d bet my right nut that our perp wasn’t wearing a ghillie suit, but we’ll let the pros determine that.”

      Noah offered the man one of his patented, disarming grins, and Winter fought against rolling her eyes. Even when he employed it on someone else, his charm was still so damn effective that it was aggravating.

      “Shall we go see?” Winter asked, forcing the edge from her tone.

      “After you then, agents,” Eckley said. “Let’s go see what we can see.”

      The two men shared the basic details of their respective military careers with one another as they walked through the lush grass of the yard and then to the more unruly vegetation beyond.

      As the late morning sun gradually warmed the top of her head, she wished she had a hat. A giant, obnoxious floppy hat like Autumn had worn on the one occasion they’d driven out to the coast. Winter didn’t know how the woman did it, but somehow, she made the hat look good.

      Before the three of them had closed the distance to the rocky outcropping, a woman’s voice cut through Winter’s thoughts.

      “Hey, deputy!” she called. When Winter glanced up from the tall grass, the woman waved an arm above her head. “We’ve got something. You…you need to see this.”

      Winter and Noah exchanged fervent looks and increased their gait to just below an outright jog. Deputy Eckley kept pace, and once they reached the crime scene tech, the sunlight glinted off a light sheen of sweat on his brow.

      Beneath the standard, navy blue jacket emblazoned with the yellow block “FBI” letters, Winter was sure she had begun to roast. She could already feel her button-down blouse stick to her body, and she could only hope that the visible part of her shirt wouldn’t be stained with sweat before they were finished.

      “Amy.” Eckley nodded to the woman. “These are the Feds, Agent Dalton and Agent Black.”

      “Agents,” Amy replied. “You’re going to want to see this too. I’ve been doing this for almost thirty years. I even worked in Miami for ten of that, and I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      Miami? The Florida metropolis was a hotbed for cartel activity, and almost every other organized crime group had set up shop in the last few decades.

      Pablo Escobar’s reign had only been the start of what was to become of Miami, and if Amy had spent ten years in the city, Winter wasn’t even sure she wanted to know what she had seen.

      But they’d already found their victim, so what in the hell was left that could cause the unabashed wariness behind Amy’s dark eyes?

      As they picked their way through the rocks and debris behind the shorter woman, the only sound was the distant rush of the Atlantic Ocean.

      Winter’s heart rate had picked up, but now, she knew the source wasn’t physical exertion. Every step felt like it took a full minute, and by the time they arrived at the boulder beside which a second crime scene tech stood, Winter was sure an entire hour had elapsed.

      She had imagined everything from a severed head on a pike to a Satanic altar, but when her eyes settled on the object of the tech’s awe, she took in a sharp breath.

      “Is that….?” Deputy Eckley began but didn’t finish.

      In response, Amy nodded as she brushed a piece of ebony hair from her face. “Yes, deputy. It is.”

      “Fuck me,” Noah breathed.
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      With a sigh, Winter wiped the beads of sweat from her brow. Over the past hour, her hopes that perspiration would not show through her pastel blue shirt had been dashed. She’d zipped up the lightweight FBI jacket to hide her sweaty shirt, and now she thought she knew what a pan felt like when it was covered in foil and stuffed in the oven.

      As Noah and the sheriff’s deputy conversed inside the air-conditioned house, she had slunk into a patch of shade to call Aiden Parrish to provide him with an update. He’d told her and Noah that he had a meeting scheduled for that morning, but by the time they returned to the house, it was close to one in the afternoon. After only one and a half rings, he picked up.

      “Parrish.”

      “It’s me.” Even to her own ears, her voice sounded strained.

      “How’s it going out there?” There was a note of what she could only describe as a cross between curiosity and concern in his voice.

      “It…it’s going.”

      “Did you find anything?”

      She couldn’t help the dry chuckle that slipped from her lips at the question. “You could say that.”

      “Are we playing twenty questions?” Though pointed, the query wasn’t hostile. Not yet, anyway.

      “No, sorry. I’m just still trying to wrap my head around it.”

      “Jesus, what the hell happened out there? The victim was shot in the head, wasn’t he? Wait, he didn’t have family there, did he? No one said anything about that.”

      “No, no, nothing like that.” Squeezing her eyes closed, Winter massaged her temple with her free hand. “You’re not going to believe this. If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I don’t think I’d believe it, either.”

      When she paused, there was silence on the other end of the line. She pulled the phone away from her face to check if the call had been disconnected, but the sweat smeared screen told her the call was still live.

      “Aiden?” she asked.

      “I’m waiting on you. We’ve already established that I’m not playing twenty questions.” His voice was as flat as she’d ever heard it, and she was reminded of their meeting with ADD Ramirez. Aiden had left the office before her or Noah, and she hadn’t interacted with him since. Apparently, plenty of the irritability remained.

      “Right,” she sighed. “It was the weapon. The rifle used to kill Stockley and Haldane. We—”

      “Wait,” Aiden interjected. “Wait, you found the murder weapon? Where?”

      “In the same spot where we believe the killer took the shot at Ormund.”

      “They left the murder weapon at the crime scene?” She could tell he still thought she was fucking with him. “Winter, I swear to god, you’d better not be—”

      “I’m not,” she replied quickly. “I told you it was crazy. But, yeah…a Barrett M98 Bravo was sitting behind a bolder that matches the trajectory our guys determined to be the sniper hide.”

      “A Barrett M98 Bravo was just sitting out there in the rocks when our shooter didn’t even leave behind a shell casing at either of the other murders?”

      “A disassembled Barrett M98 Bravo,” she corrected. “And the shell casings were there.”

      “Casings, as in plural?”

      “Yes. All three. And before you ask, we checked. No prints, no trace evidence. No footprints, absolutely nothing. As far as we can tell, we might be hunting a damn ghost. And, you know what else? You know what one piece of the rifle was missing? The firing pin. Our shooter kept the damn firing pin, or they tossed it off the cliff into the damn ocean.”

      Winter could almost hear Aiden shaking his head.

      She lifted her braid from her sweat sticky neck. “That’s not it, either.”

      “Christ, what else?”

      “They left a note for us. It—”

      For the second time, Aiden cut her off before she could elaborate. “A note? As in a BTK, Zodiac Killer, Ted Kaczynski note?”

      “Not a manifesto.” She was getting irritated now and knew it came across in her voice, but she was too sweaty and dehydrated to care. “A note. On a notecard. All three shell casings were lined up beside it. It was typed, so we won’t be able to do any kind of handwriting comparison. It’s on its way to forensics now to check for ink type, etc.”

      “What did the note say?” The sharpness had vanished from his voice, and he sounded as fed up with the day as she felt.

      “It said, and this is verbatim: ‘Stockley, Haldane, Ormund. This is just the beginning. Good luck, agents.’”
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      Noah glanced up as Winter made her way into the spacious kitchen. The click of a camera shutter was punctuated by the din of quiet voices as a pair of crime scene techs worked to wrap up their initial analysis of the area.

      Strands of Winter’s ebony hair had come loose from the neat braid, and he caught the glint of beaded sweat on her forehead as she pushed the matted pieces away from her face. He wondered how much of the flush on her cheeks was from the heat and how much was the start of a sunburn. After all the years spent at his grandparents’ ranch, Noah had become accustomed to long-term exposure to the sun, and the occasions he suffered a burn were few and far between.

      For the beginning six months of his first tour of Afghanistan, he’d been among the few Marines in his unit who had been able to withstand the bright sunlight without complaint. Between the ranch and the Middle East, he had sweated so much that he hardly paid any attention to the sensation these days.

      “How are you not dying?” Winter asked as she approached.

      With a grin he knew would make her at least a little crazy, he shrugged. “Good genetics, I guess. It’s weird, you know. You’re the one who’s always cold too.”

      She crossed her arms over her dark jacket and huffed. “I guess that’s bad genetics, then. What’s going on here? What’s our next step?”

      “These guys are working on wrapping this up,” he said, gesturing to where the techs milled around the breakfast bar. “There isn’t much here, though. They’re already pretty confident we aren’t going to get much from in here. They’ll do some more print dusting and picture taking, but that’s about it.”

      “What do we know about Ben Ormund?” she asked. “So far, the killer’s targeted other killers.”

      “That’s our next step. We’ve got to figure out how Ormund fits the profile. He was a psychology professor at Christopher Newport University. I suppose we’ll start there.”

      “If we’re going to go talk to a bunch of college faculty members, then I need to change or take a shower or something.” Gesturing to herself, she flashed him a flat look. “I’m pretty sure I smell like a week-old gym sock right now.”

      His sudden laughter drew the attention of the two techs, and he bit his tongue to stifle the sound. “That’s graphic. You keep a change of clothes in the car, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “All right, then we’ll stop by the cop shop, and you can do whatever you need to do there while I see what they’ve got on Ben Ormund. Two birds, one stone.”
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        * * *

      

      When Noah came across the report of a sexual assault Ben Ormund had been accused of some two decades earlier, he wasn’t sure if he should be relieved or apprehensive. He consulted with a couple deputies while Winter donned fresh clothes, and they were all under the impression that the woman who had filed the report had moved to the other end of the country.

      However, when Noah searched for her records in the federal database, there wasn’t a thing. If she had moved to California or Washington, she lived completely off the grid. There were no utility records, no financial records, no housing records, or government welfare records. Nothing. According to his search, she had simply vanished.

      Grating his teeth together, he closed the laptop as Winter emerged from a hallway at the other end of the room. A handful of sheriff’s deputies sat at desks throughout the space, but no one paid any special attention to their FBI visitors.

      The overhead light caught a droplet of water as it rolled from the end of her braid to streak down her blazer. Her cheeks were still tinged with pink, but the outright flush from earlier had lessened. Tucking the slim computer beneath one arm, he rose to stand.

      “You took an entire shower?” he asked.

      “As opposed to half a shower?” she replied, scrunching up her nose. “Or a quarter of a shower?”

      “Well, you smell great now. Definitely not like a week-old gym sock.”

      “Uh, thanks, I guess?”

      “Any time, it’s what I’m here for. Moral support, compliments, you name it.” He raised one arm to check the time. “Quarter after two. Plenty of time.”

      “I’ve never noticed that before.” Winter’s attention shifted to his wrist as she took hold of his arm and squinted at the watch. “Is it new?”

      Even through the material of his suit jacket, he felt the unmistakable warmth of her grasp. As his pulse rushed in his ears, he fought to maintain his neutral expression.

      How did this make any damn sense? How did an innocuous touch evoke so much nervousness and anticipation?

      They were in the middle of a station full of sheriff’s deputies, and all he could picture was wrapping his arms around her shoulders to kiss her, to taste her tongue on his, to get lost in the warmth of her closeness. The pervasive image was as frustrating as it was tantalizing.

      But when her blue eyes flicked up to his, he was overcome by a realization that made his breath catch in his throat. The seemingly innocent physical contact had been made with purpose, and if they hadn’t been surrounded by sheriff’s deputies, he would have leaned in to press his lips to hers.

      Clearing his throat, he ripped himself out of the space-time bubble in which he and Winter had just been suspended.

      “Noticed what before?” he asked.

      “Your watch. I don’t know a ton about watches, but I learned a little bit growing up with Grampa Jack.” The corner of her mouth turned up in a smile as she released her hold. “And, from what I can tell, that sure is a fancy watch.”

      “It is,” he confirmed. “My granddad collects them. He gave me this one back when I got out of the military. It’s been in the shop for a while now, just got it back a few days ago.”

      “How much is it worth?”

      He shrugged. “A lot. I never bothered to check. It’s old, vintage, I guess. Probably part of some limited collection from the ‘60s or ‘70s or something.”

      Her smile was more pronounced, but he didn’t miss the mischievous glint in her eyes. “I didn’t know that. That’s pretty cool, though. Between that and your hair, it seems like you’ve got this sharp dressed thing down pretty well.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re teasing me or giving me a compliment.”

      “Might be a little bit of both.” She gave him an uncharacteristic wink. “All right, enough fashion talk. Did you find anything about Ormund?”

      Right. Ben fucking Ormund.

      He barely suppressed a groan. “Yeah, I did. Got an address for the ex-wife, so I’ll tell you the rest on our way to her.”

      She headed for the door. “Sounds like a plan.”

      On the short drive to Linda Cahill, formerly Ormund, he ran through all the information he’d unearthed on the sexual assault allegation from twenty years earlier.

      The victim, a woman named Paula Detrick, had been a client at the counseling practice that employed Ormund. According to police records, during one of their sessions, Ormund had drugged and assaulted her and then tried to convince her the entire experience had not really occurred.

      Like the case of Anne Timson, there hadn’t been enough evidence for the police to pursue formal criminal charges against Ormund. However, there had been enough for the state to revoke his license to practice.

      From there, the details became fuzzier, but in the long run, the black mark had been all but erased from Ormund’s record. He went on to teach psychology at Christopher Newport University until he was shot and killed the night before.

      By the time Noah rapped his knuckles against a wooden door, any semblance of amusement or flirtation had been thoroughly squashed. The portal opened a crack at first, and then wider after he and Winter flashed their badges at the teenage girl.

      “I’m Agent Dalton, this is Agent Black. We’re with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. We’re here to talk to Linda Cahill. Is she home?”

      In response, the girl nodded.

      “Can we talk to her?” Winter pressed.

      “Hold on,” the girl replied as she turned her head. “Mom,” she called. “It’s for you. It’s the FBI.”

      “The what?” a woman exclaimed from the background. “Lucy, if you’re screwing with me right now.” The voice grew louder as the orator neared.

      “No,” Lucy chuckled. “Definitely not screwing with you, Mom.”

      “I’m Linda Cahill,” the woman said, resting a protective hand on her daughter’s shoulder. Her pale blue eyes flicked back and forth between him and Winter, but her expression was unreadable. “How can I help you, agents?”

      “We’ve got some questions about your ex-husband,” Winter said. “Do you mind if we come in? Honestly, I’ve been out in this hundred-degree nonsense all day, and I’d really appreciate a break.”

      Lips pursed, Linda nodded as she and her daughter stepped aside. “Come on in. We can chat in the living room. Can I get either of you anything to drink?”

      “You should take her up on that,” Lucy said from the foot of a stairwell. “Mom’s lemonade is the shit. And she just made some.”

      “Thanks, Lucy,” Linda returned. As she waved a dismissive hand, her daughter grinned and made her way up the steps. “But yes, agents. If you’d like some lemonade, I’d be happy to share. Why don’t we just head to the kitchen and talk in there.”

      “Kitchen’s my favorite room in the house,” Noah replied with a grin.

      “Smart man,” Linda commented, waving an appreciative finger.

      “This is a nice place,” Winter said as they followed Linda into the sun-drenched kitchen. “Is it just you and your daughter here?”

      “It sure is,” their hostess replied. “Been that way for about ten years now. I guess marriage just isn’t really my strong suit. Married and divorced three times.” She set a couple glasses atop the granite counter and brushed a piece of golden hair from her face.

      “So,” she said as she pried open the stainless-steel refrigerator door. “What’d that shithead do now?”

      “What?” Noah and Winter replied at the same time.

      “I’m assuming that’s why you’re here,” she answered, shrugging as she filled each glass from a plastic pitcher.

      “You mean Ben Ormund, right?” Noah managed to ask.

      “I do.” Linda nodded. “What’d that prick do now?”

      “No love lost there, huh?” Winter remarked as she took a sip from her glass. “Wow, your daughter wasn’t kidding. This lemonade is amazing.”

      Mid-drink, Noah nodded his agreement. There was a balance between sweet and sour that he didn’t realize could even be achieved with regular lemonade.

      “Thanks. It’s my mother’s recipe. The trick is to make it with simple syrup instead of just sugar. You can put strawberries in the syrup, or raspberries, blueberries, whatever you feel like.” Leaning against the counter, Linda crossed her arms. “And no, there’s definitely no love lost between me and that asshole.”

      “Has he bothered you since you’ve been divorced?” Winter asked.

      “Really?” Linda gawked. “You really don’t know? Are you sure you’re FBI?”

      Noah drew his brows together. “Know what?”

      “Three different times.” She held up three fingers for emphasis. “Three damn times I tried to file a restraining order on that son of a bitch. Not for me, but for Lucy. That bastard is convinced that Lucy is his. He’s got a Ph.D., but apparently, they didn’t have any mathematic requirements for him to get that degree, because he can’t figure out that there’s no possible way she’s his!”

      Linda threw up her hands, a flush pinkening her pretty face.

      “And considering it’s my body, I’d say I’m the expert on the topic, right? But, oh, no.” She laughed, a bitter sound. “Not to Ormund. He’s been trying for the past two years to get a DNA test. And if I wasn’t privileged enough to make the kind of money I do, the financial burden alone would’ve been enough to make me snap. I don’t want my daughter to have to deal with that shit. I tried shielding her from it, but eventually, I had to tell her.”

      “Tell her what?” Winter asked.

      “Tell her that some crazy dipshit thinks she’s his!” Linda closed her eyes and raised both hands to massage her temples. “She knows all about it now, and her father’s known since it started. Even he agrees with me that Ormund’s a damn nutcase.”

      He and Winter exchanged looks of blatant confusion before either of them dared to speak again.

      How in the hell had none of this shown up in the state or federal databases? How had none of the sheriff’s deputies known about Ben Ormund’s harassment of his ex-wife? Were they even at the right house? Was there a different Ben Ormund and Linda Cahill in Newport News?

      “Ms. Cahill,” Winter said, her tone as careful and measured as Noah had ever heard. “Where were you last night between eight and ten?”

      “Last night? It’s the last week before school starts, so I took a few days off to spend with Lucy. We went to a movie last night, and we didn’t get home until around eleven. It was a long one, the new Tarantino movie.”

      If awards existed for “coolest mom,” Noah thought that Linda Cahill would be a fierce competitor.

      “Why? Wait, if you’re not here because of all his court-ordered DNA test bullshit, and you’re not here about the restraining orders I’ve tried and failed to get, then what’s going on?”

      “Ben Ormund is dead,” Noah said, ripping the bandage off quickly. “He was shot and killed last night.”

      That seemed to take a little heat from Linda’s sails, but only for a second. The moment the surprised had passed, Linda smiled. “Well, I’ll be honest, agents. I didn’t kill him, but I’m sure as hell not sad he’s gone.”

      “Were you ever in the military, Ms. Cahill?” he pressed.

      “No.”

      “Law enforcement?”

      “No. I’m a real estate lawyer. So, unless that counts, then no.”

      “Are you familiar with a Barrett M98B?” He already knew the answer, but he felt obligated to ask.

      “No. Look, do I need my lawyer?” She raised an eyebrow as her expression turned skeptical.

      “No,” he answered with a shake of his head. “But would you mind telling us what you know about Paula Detrick? If that name’s familiar, I mean.”

      At the mention of the young woman, the sass on Linda’s unlined face was abruptly overshadowed by a dark cloud. “What? Is someone finally going to actually investigate that poor girl’s disappearance?”

      “What do you mean, disappearance?” Winter prodded.

      “Exactly what it sounds like. My shithead ex-husband assaulted that poor girl, and then she went missing. Everyone said she moved to the West Coast, but hell if I know where they got that idea from.”

      “You and Ben were married at the time, weren’t you?” Winter asked. “Paula made the report twenty years ago, and you and Ben’s divorce wasn’t final until three years after that.”

      Whatever melancholy had come over her was pushed aside by the glint of malevolence in her pale eyes. “I’ll tell you what I tell everyone else who says that same thing to me. Yeah, I was married to him for three years after it happened. And yeah, I was perfectly aware of what had happened. But you know what? At the time, I was trying to raise my son from my previous marriage, and I was trying to go to law school. I didn’t have any money of my own. I didn’t have any family, and all my friends were his friends. I was completely dependent on Ben. I didn’t have job experience. I didn’t have anything.”

      Noah was tempted to jump in and ask questions but decided to let the woman rant.

      And rant she did. “But even if I’d had the means, I don’t think either of you understand exactly how terrifying that situation is to a young woman. He’d raped and murdered a perfect stranger, so what in the hell would he do to me? Or my son? There’s not a doubt in my mind that if I hadn’t approached the end of that relationship exactly like I did, if I hadn’t bided my time and waited until I had my JD, that I wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “You were afraid.”

      Linda’s snort was answer enough. She waved a hand. “And this, you coming here, investigating Ben’s death, that’s just great. You know, I thought about practicing criminal law, but I’m glad I stuck to the boring real estate. Because I don’t think I’d be able to handle dealing with shit like this on a daily basis. Like I said, I didn’t kill him. But if you find whoever did…” she pushed to her feet, “tell them I said thanks.”
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      Just as soon as Cassidy had taken a seat behind her desk, the retort of knuckles against the metal doorframe sounded out. She bit back a sigh and rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      “It’s unlocked. Come in,” she announced.

      As Max Osbourne stepped into the room, Cassidy could swear the temperature dropped by at least five degrees.

      His slate gray eyes were alight with suspicion and ire, but as the door latched behind him, he still didn’t speak. Cassidy had worked with the man for close to three decades, and she knew that look.

      She had seen that glint of righteous indignation before. The storm that brewed behind that glint could sink ships and reduce entire cities to rubble. Tightening her grip on a ballpoint pen, Cassidy scooted forward in her seat to brace herself for the category five shitstorm coming in her direction.

      Her decision to leave Max out of the initial discussion about the possibility of Agent Sun Ming as their prime suspect had been purposeful.

      It would have made sense to include Ming’s boss in the dialogue, but the group in the Violent Crimes Division was tight-knit. Max was protective of the agents under his command, and while the quality was admirable, Cassidy suspected his loyalty would only hinder a thorough review of Ming’s activity in recent months.

      To be sure, she hadn’t intended to keep the news from him for long, and his presence in her office this afternoon was more or less expected.

      “Have a seat, SAC Osbourne,” she said after a prolonged silence.

      Crossing both arms over his black suit jacket, the SAC shook his head. “I’ve been sitting all day. I’m fine.”

      Cassidy bit back a sigh as she nodded. “Understood. What can I help you with, Osbourne?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You’re smart, Ramirez. I’m sure you already know why I’m here.”

      “You’re here about Agent Ming.” Cassidy twirled the pen between her fingers.

      More than almost anyone else in the entire Richmond FBI office, she respected Max Osbourne. She knew he could have ascended to the Associate Deputy Director spot, but the position had never been his goal. He had a knack for bringing out the best in the agents under his tutelage, and that was where he had decided to stay.

      But as shady as Cassidy felt for keeping such a volatile piece of information from him, she knew she had done what was best for the bureau, and for the victims.

      The victims.

      Two rapists and a mass murderer.

      She pushed the thought to the back of her mind as she met SAC Osbourne’s intense stare. No matter their crimes, the three men had all been murdered, and the FBI had a duty to investigate their deaths.

      “I’m here about Agent Ming,” Max said when she didn’t elaborate. “And I’m curious why I’m just now learning about this when it seems like the inquiry into her has been ongoing for at least a couple days.”

      “No one other than an internal investigator and I knew about it until this morning. I needed to look over everything before I could make a decision to establish Agent Ming as a suspect. I’ve looked it over, and I’ve made my decision.”

      “Yeah? When did you plan to tell her about it?” Max shot back.

      “Soon, but we need to finish gathering and processing evidence from the newest crime scene. Until then, I expect you’ll keep this to yourself.”

      Cassidy’s tone didn’t so much as falter. High stress conversations weren’t new territory for her, and she’d learned long ago that any display of weakness during a tense dialogue was like the scent of blood to a shark.

      “You know I will. But I’d like to know, do you have any hard evidence, or is it just a pile of circumstantial bullshit?”

      She clenched her jaw before she replied. “We’re looking for someone with a very specific set of skills. Someone who’s familiar enough with crime scene investigation to ensure nothing’s left behind, and I mean nothing. And on top of that, we’re looking for someone who can hit a target between the eyes from almost a mile away.”

      The muscles in Max’s jaw popped, and she knew he knew what she was going to say next.

      “Aside from the tactical team, all of whom have alibis for at least one of the murders, there are only four people in this entire office that are capable of making a shot like that. Three of them also have alibis. Agent Ming is the only one without an alibi for any of the deaths. She was in Norfolk yesterday, and the victim killed that night was in Newport News.”

      “She was there with Agent Brandt,” Max returned. “And they left together.”

      “Only after they went to the local PD to talk to them about Anne Timson’s case.”

      “That’s what they should have done.”

      “You’re right. But based on what I’ve heard from the Norfolk PD, Agent Ming took a particular interest in the case. She was overly critical, and one of the detectives said that her attitude bordered on outright hostile.”

      “She should have been,” Max spat. “Have you seen the Timson case, Ramirez? Have you seen the detectives’ notes from when they took her statement?”

      He paused as if he expected her to respond, but he went on before she could speak.

      “Anne Timson was sexually assaulted and escaped from a lunatic who went on to kill God only knows how many more women, and when she reported her assault to the Norfolk PD, they all but laughed her out of their office. Drunk college girl, probably hooked up with an older guy and regretted it later. I think that’s almost verbatim what their notes said.”

      Cassidy nodded. He wasn’t wrong.

      “They didn’t take any of what she said seriously until another girl disappeared a few months later. But by then, Anne was across the country in boot camp for the Navy. I know your values well enough to know you don’t buy into that kind of victim blaming bullshit. Nobody in this office buys into that shit, especially not Agent Ming. I think that’s pretty plain to see given her work so far to investigate the person who killed these three sorry excuses for human beings.”

      “That isn’t our job to—”

      The SAC held up a hand, his face growing redder. “Because if there are any victims that deserve to be blamed for what happened to them, they’re Tyler Haldane, Ben Ormund, and Mitch Stockley. Agent Ming took a bullet for this office, and if she hadn’t been there to make that shot and take out Kent Strickland, a hell of a lot more people would’ve died.”

      “I know what Agent Ming did,” Cassidy said with a stiff nod. “And she was highly commended for it. But a traumatic event like that can bring out a different side to a person. I’ve seen it happen before, and I know you have too. Sun has gone off on her own before. During the Presley investigation, she kept a key piece of information to herself so she could be the one to close the case. We have to look at the context here, Max. We’re not throwing her in a prison cell yet, all right? She’s a suspect, not a defendant.”

      The seconds ticked away as Max kept his glare locked on hers, but Cassidy didn’t balk. She had no idea how long they stared one another down, but she suspected close to a minute had passed by the time he finally spoke.

      “Fine,” he grated. “Keep me updated and let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. And I will help because I know that Agent Ming didn’t do any of this.”
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      The recollection was so vivid that Sun could smell the faint aroma of fried food and cookies as it wafted over from the nearby food court. She’d never set foot into the Riverside Mall before that day, but whenever her sleeping brain took her back to that night, she felt like she had returned home.

      Not the type of home that welcomed and provided shelter, but the type of home where a piece of her had been broken and left behind. The type of home that had changed everything. Almost like it was a monument or a shrine, a revered place where only a select few could set foot.

      But it wasn’t a privilege to go to this home. It was an obligation, a reminder, and a testament to her failure.

      Sun knew she was in a dream, but no matter the effort she put into waking herself, she always witnessed the first part of the exchange.

      The mannequins in the windows of the boutique clothing store were dressed in the newest spring styles, and on a normal day, Sun might have paused to consider the looks.

      Tonight was far from normal, however, and her attention was fixed on the line of people seated on the polished floor in front of the shop. Their hands had been bound behind their backs, and the same hallowed look darkened each of their faces.

      Even from the distance where she’d crouched behind the ceramic pot of a decorative tree, she could see the malevolence in the eyes of the only two people who stood upright.

      Each was clad in a Kevlar vest, a dated camouflage jacket, and matching cargo pants. But amidst the unremarkable shades of olive drab, a red armband stood out in stark contrast. In the center of the band was the SS insignia used by Nazi officers during World War II.

      Bobby Weyrick was hunched down behind another tree on the opposite side of the wide hall, an M4 Carbine tucked tight against his shoulder.

      When his eyes snapped up to hers, she knew they were out of time.

      The corridor in which they hid sloped downward from the two gunmen and their hostages, but at any other angle, there hadn’t been adequate cover to conceal their movements. If they had come in through the boutique, they would have been spotted almost immediately.

      Maybe, if the damn mall had been two stories, Sun could have gone to the second floor with a couple members of the SWAT team to get a clean shot at one of the two men.

      But she knew that Tyler Haldane and Kent Strickland had meticulously planned their offensive. They chose the front of the boutique because it bordered a security station that sported footage from each camera throughout the entire premises, and the store itself was open and had no alcoves or barriers behind which a law enforcement agent could hide.

      They were at a tactical disadvantage in more than one way. Not only were they downhill from the hostages and the captors, but there was no way for them to advance for a clearer shot without making themselves an easy target. And as the two gunmen strode back and forth in front of the captives, they needed a clearer shot. If the angle was off, if they missed, the bullet was likely to hit a civilian.

      But they were out of time.

      The crack of a gunshot ripped through the uneasy quiet of the building like a machete through jungle foliage. A handful of terrified cries followed, and when Sun dared a glance past her cover, another shot rang out.

      The newest victim had knelt, and the harsh fluorescence caught the crimson spatter that exploded from the side of her head.

      Sun felt her stomach lurch at the sight of the blood, but the typical anxious reaction was overruled by the adrenaline that pumped through her body with every rapid beat of her heart.

      It wasn’t the sight of the blood that unnerved her when she looked out onto the scene. It was the woman’s eyes.

      Pale blue or gray, Sun couldn’t tell from the distance. As her body slumped to the floor, Sun could see the life vanish from her features. The abject terror, the sadness, the apprehension, it all fell away, and what was left was…nothing.

      “That was two!” one of the two gunmen called. “And if we go another sixty seconds without you giving us what we want, then two more are going to die! And two more after that!”

      Now, Sun knew the voice belonged to Tyler Haldane, but at the time, she hadn’t known which one of them had spoken.

      Neither the local PD nor the FBI response teams had even entertained the idea of caving in to the shooters’ demands.

      They wanted to be broadcasted live by every major news network in the country, supposedly so they could rally like-minded men to their cause. Before the tech team had been able to loop all the security cameras, the shooters had rambled off a list of supposed justifications for their crusade against modern society.

      Among the top of their list of grievances was technology, and Bobby Weyrick had made more than one comment about the Unabomber.

      Sure enough, the two assailants had cited Ted Kaczynski as a source of inspiration. But then, what had taken Sun aback was the next man to whom they paid homage.

      The Preacher.

      Sun knew the man’s real name, but neither of the shooters had. And none of them knew that Douglas Kilroy would die before the night was over.

      “We’re running out of time,” a tinny voice in her earpiece advised. “It’s pretty obvious that they weren’t lying. With those two, the body count is up to five.”

      “If we go in there with our guns blazing, five is going to look like nothing,” Bobby put in, his tone hushed. “We need precision.”

      “Which is why you two are in there,” the voice, Max Osbourne’s voice, replied.

      Two more shots rang out after Max’s statement, but in the dream, the sounds were always muffled.

      “Okay,” she said, fervently glancing over to Bobby. “Weyrick, can you lay down some covering fire for me? Aim high, but low enough that they’ll realize they need to try to duck and cover.”

      He nodded. “The hostages are sitting, so that gives us a little bit of leeway, even if they’ve got the higher ground.” She spotted a flicker of movement as the agent readjusted his rifle.

      “I have to make a headshot,” Sun advised. The volume with which she spoke was barely a whisper. She was surprised Bobby could hear her at all.

      “You’re cleared for it, agents,” Max put in. “Shoot to kill.”

      She’d never heard those words used during the line of duty until that night.

      The minutes that followed were a blur, and until she awoke, she could never recall what exactly had transpired.

      Next thing she knew, she was out from behind the potted tree as she lined up the sights of her handgun with Kent Strickland’s head. The man was midway through raising his rifle when she squeezed the trigger, and as soon as his eyelids drooped, she thought for sure he was dead.

      Only in the dream, the series of events never quite played out that way, and tonight was no exception.

      Despite the care with which she’d targeted the center of Strickland’s head, the projectile whipped harmlessly past the side of his face. Sometimes, even after crimson blossomed from beside his temple, he would continue to raise the military-grade rifle to take his shot.

      Mercifully, every time he fired the high-powered weapon, she jerked awake.

      As Sun sat bolt upright in her bed, her breathing came in short, labored gasps, and the night air was cool against the sheen of sweat on her forehead. Grasping at the site of the wound she’d sustained from Tyler Haldane’s gun, she pulled her knees to her chest and took in as deep a breath as she could manage.

      She had heard of soldiers, cops, or firefighters who had recurring nightmares, but every man or woman’s recollection varied. Some relived the entire event in vivid detail, some only relived portions, and still others, like Sun, experienced a slightly different series of events each time.

      The start was always the same: the scent of fried food and baking cookies from the food court, and then the execution of the woman Sun later learned was a high school chemistry teacher.

      No matter what else occurred, even if the dream took a different turn entirely, she always saw the woman’s face as the bullet from Tyler Haldane’s weapon—the same weapon he had used to shoot Sun—blew through her head.

      On some nights, she woke up as soon as the woman hit the ground, but on most, she lived through some bizarre rendition of the rest of the event.

      Max hadn’t been in Danville that night, but she so often heard him speak in the dream that she had to double-check to make sure she hadn’t lost her grip on reality. On the other side of the hall, a couple black-clad SWAT members had been crouched.

      Bobby Weyrick had been at her side, and when he raised his rifle to fire the first few rounds into the distance, a chunk of the ceramic pot had been ripped away by the abrupt return fire from Kent Strickland.

      He had been forced to duck back down to cover, and as soon as he did, two more hostages were killed. Haldane and Strickland chided the attempt at a surprise offensive, but Bobby hadn’t waited to hear the spiel before he’d raised his weapon and fired again.

      Both gunmen had dropped to their knees to make themselves smaller targets and to put the line of hostages at their backs.

      At the sight, Sun had been overcome with a cold resolve, the likes of which she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to feel again. In that moment, she had been ready to die. If it meant the lives of the men and women at Haldane and Strickland’s mercy would be spared, then she would die.

      She had slung the more powerful M4 over her shoulder and retrieved her service weapon. As long as she didn’t miss her target, the nine-mil had a far lower chance of piercing through to wound a civilian.

      Sun never missed.

      The row of medals in her house was proof of that.

      As soon as Kent Strickland had slumped to the polished floor, a searing pain ripped through her shoulder. Weyrick had risen to his full height to fire two shots into the center of Haldane’s vest. The Kevlar ensured the wounds were not fatal, but the force had been enough to knock Haldane off-balance.

      In a blur of movement, a middle-aged man from the row of hostages had leapt up from the floor to tackle Haldane to the ground. Haldane’s head bounced off the tile with a sickening crack, and just like that, the fight was over. Thirteen were dead, two critically injured, and seven more wounded.

      It could have been worse.

      It also could have been better.

      Tightening her grip on her shoulder, Sun forced herself to focus on the feeling of the plush mattress, on the light scent of pineapple from the candle warmer on the nightstand, on the slats of moonlight that pierced through the blinds.

      The technique was referred to as grounding, and she had learned it not from the FBI mandated counselor, but from Bobby Weyrick.

      To this day, he was the only other person who knew about the lingering hardships she still faced. And even though the man had seen more than his share of combat during his tours of duty in the military, she knew the toll that night had taken on him as well.

      But in the midst of the pervasive feelings of isolation, she and the agent from the night shift had formed a bond.

      As she glanced to the glowing blue numbers of the alarm clock, she reached for her smartphone. At half-past two in the morning, Bobby would still be at the FBI office. He hated the night shift, but he stuck to the routine in a half-hearted attempt to keep his sinking marriage afloat.

      For almost a year, he’d been convinced that his wife was having an affair, but he didn’t have the heart to invade her privacy to confirm the suspicion.

      Had another nightmare, she typed. Doubt I’ll be going back to sleep any time soon.

      His response was almost immediate. I’m sorry. That sucks. I’m about to fall asleep at my desk—wish we could swap places.

      Me too. Want to take a break from work and stop over? I can make some coffee for you so you don’t have to drink the poison from the breakroom.

      Yes. Please. You are a lifesaver!!! The exclamation was followed by a heart emoji and a happy cat emoji.

      In spite of herself, Sun chuckled.

      For now, at least, their secret was safe.
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      Winter could sympathize with Noah’s assessment that he felt more like an employee in a call center than a federal agent. Two days after Ben Ormund’s murder, almost all she had done was call around to check alibis.

      Their list of suspects wasn’t so much a list of suspects as it was a list of people who matched the necessary skillset to shoot and kill Tyler Haldane from almost a mile away. Though casting a wide net was often useful to revitalize a case and keep it from becoming cold, a wide net also meant a hell of a lot of tedious work.

      Twice, including earlier that morning, Winter and Noah had met with ADD Ramirez and Max Osbourne to answer a handful of questions about Sun Ming.

      Has she been jumpy or especially irritable lately? No.

      Has she taken a major interest in any one part of the case, like the murder weapon? No.

      Have there been periods of time where her absence has seemed unnecessary or suspicious? No.

      Even though she hadn’t provided any incriminating information about Sun’s activities, Winter still felt like a narc.

      And for what? To find whoever had killed Ben Ormund?

      The crestfallen look in Linda Cahill’s pale eyes as she explained the reason she hadn’t reported Ormund to the police was still ingrained on Winter’s mind.

      As far as she could tell, Linda Cahill was a decent person, a good mother, and a tough woman. The fact that she hadn’t been able to seek protection from the agency whose sole purpose was to protect and serve had struck a chord for Winter and, as best as she could tell, for Noah.

      They had dug around in Ormund’s records some more, and they learned he had been in the same fraternity as a state supreme court judge, as well as a couple of tenured criminal attorneys.

      Just like that, the mystery of how Ormund managed to get away with so many despicable acts had been solved.

      If the press hadn’t been breathing down the bureau’s neck, Winter would have dug in deeper to the histories of Ormund’s judge and lawyer friends.

      She would have dredged up anything and everything she could use to pin them with an obstruction charge for sweeping away Linda Cahill’s requests for a restraining order. Even if she couldn’t charge them, she would make the acts so well-known that the men’s jobs would be jeopardized.

      Instead, she jotted their names and pertinent information down in a notepad and stowed it away in her desk. Once the case was behind them, she would follow-up on the three men. The publicity from Ormund’s murder and the speculation that the killer was a vigilante would be more than enough leverage to draw their transgressions out into the light.

      Between the unease from her task to effectively spy on Sun Ming to the irritability that bubbled into her thoughts whenever she so much as glanced at Ben Ormund’s name, the air in the Violent Crimes area of the building was all but suffocating.

      It was a quarter after ten, but she felt like she’d been seated at her desk for at least twelve hours.

      Whether due to the visit with Linda Cahill or another unknown reason, Noah’s demeanor had returned to just a step away from brooding. Even outside the office, a little storm cloud had followed him around for the past couple days.

      From the corner of her eye, she spotted a flash as the smartphone lit up to notify her of a new text message. She snatched up the device to unlock the screen as soon as she saw Autumn’s name. At the hurried movement, she realized how desperate she was for a distraction.

      All the paperwork went through! It’s official. I get to start working tomorrow!

      The announcement was a much-needed reprieve from the aggravating tedium of the day so far. Plus, now Winter had an excuse to leave the office for a long lunch.

      That’s great news! Let’s get lunch to celebrate. I really need to get out of here right now. I feel like I’m in a fishbowl or something.

      Yikes, Autumn replied. Yeah, you definitely need to get out of there, then. Is Noah still being weird, or will he be there too?

      Winter couldn’t help the sigh that slipped from her lips. He’s being weird, but he’ll still be there. I’ll drag him if necessary.

      Pocketing her phone, she pushed herself away from the cubicle and glanced up and down the short row. There was no one, and as she stood to peer over the partition that separated her row from the next over, Noah’s desk was empty.

      Yeah, I definitely feel like I work in a call center right now.

      She had been employed by a small center for a few months during college, and the experience had been just short of soul crushing.

      Before she could grab her phone to send Noah a text message to find out where in the hell he was, the first twinge of pain pulsed through her head.

      Shit. It wasn’t just a headache—the pain was too sharp for a regular headache.

      Gritting her teeth, she spun around on her heel and set off for the bathroom at as rapid a pace as she could manage without drawing attention to herself.

      Her vision swam, but she managed to lock the stall door before she dropped down to sit on the cold tile floor. After gathering a ball of tissue, she closed her eyes and gave in to the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The crackle of burning wood drew Winter’s attention to the flames of a tall bonfire as they clawed their way up into the night sky. Pale moonlight glinted off a tarnished metal mug as a pair of women toasted one another.

      Right away, Winter knew she was far from the modern world, and she was far from North America.

      They were outside, and beyond the orange glow of the fire, she saw a shadowy line of trees. Near the blaze, a handful of people danced to the beat of a drum and the melodic sound of a woman’s voice.

      To avoid burning the lush grass, a circle of stones and earth had been erected around the bonfire. The barrier came up to Winter’s waist, and she figured the pit was used regularly.

      She was at a festival, and based on the attire of the men and women who milled about, she was in Ancient Greece. As she glanced over her shoulder, she spotted the gate of the community to which the festival’s attendees belonged.

      In the center of an arch above the open doors, a familiar symbol was carved into the rich wood—the same symbol that adorned the pair of shields that rested on the stones around the fire.

      The crescent-shaped bow and accompanying arrow were not only on the two shields and the arch, but it was featured prominently on rest of the décor, including the attendees’ clothes.

      “Artemis,” she murmured to herself.

      In lieu of an American history course, Winter had fulfilled her general education requirement with a class about Ancient Greece. She’d always enjoyed the stories of Greek deities on Mount Olympus, and she had fallen in love with the television show Xena: Warrior Princess when she was younger.

      Artemis was the twin sister of Apollo, and she had sworn off marriage to be a hunter. Her weapon of choice was a crescent-shaped bow, and depictions of her often included the moon. In Ancient Greece, Artemis was the revered goddess of the hunt, and…

      Winter took in a sharp breath.

      Goddess of the hunt and…protector of girls and women.
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      When her eyes snapped open, there was no trace of the headache left, and only a slight splotch of red on the balled-up toilet paper. Blinking to clear her vision, she pushed to her feet.

      She hadn’t been unconscious for long, but as she washed her hands, she hoped enough time had passed for Noah to return to his desk.

      Aside from the knowledge that the Ancient Greeks had dubbed Artemis the protector of women and girls, Winter had no idea how the goddess fit into their case.

      Was the killer a deranged lunatic who thought they were Artemis? Or were they a worshipper of the Ancient Greek Pantheon? Or were they just Greek?

      Ever since the death of Douglas Kilroy, her headaches and the visions that accompanied them had become less and less intense. And with the decrease in intensity came a decrease in specificity, at least this time.

      Was this how they would be from here on out? Vague depictions with some hidden symbolism she wouldn’t unearth until after it was too late?

      Usually, a vision gave her peace of mind and a direction for a case, but now she was more fed up than she had been before.

      Even her damn brain wouldn’t cooperate with their investigation.

      When she spotted Noah’s empty chair, she almost groaned aloud. She needed to tell someone about what she had just seen, needed to throw out ideas that might point her the right way. Because if she had to make outbound calls for another workday, she thought she may well play hooky for the next month.

      Then again, if she cracked and went insane, she wouldn’t need to play hooky.

      Rather than loaf around the VC cubicles, she started for the elevator. There was one other person in the building who knew about her sixth sense, and maybe he would actually be at his desk. For good measure, she typed a quick text message to advise Aiden she was headed in his direction.

      His affirmative response came before the silver doors slid open, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

      She still wasn’t entirely sure how to act around Aiden anymore, but whether she wanted to delve into the subject or not, she was about to find out. The door to his office was open, and his pale eyes snapped away from the computer monitor as she stepped into the entryway.

      “Hey.”

      “Morning.” He waved her in. “Come in, have a seat.”

      For good measure, she flicked the lock into place after shutting the door. Within the walls of the FBI office, she took any and every precaution to ensure she wasn’t overheard when she discussed her sixth sense. The last thing she needed was for someone like…well, someone like Sun Ming to overhear her. She’d already gone spastic enough around the other agent to give her some idea of how different Winter was.

      “So.”

      When he spoke, she realized she had been silent since she entered.

      She flipped her braid until it rested along her spine, then was angry at herself for fidgeting. “Sorry.”

      “It sounded like it was something important,” he surmised. “Or did I read that message the wrong way?”

      “No, well, maybe.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Want to be a little more specific?”

      “I had a headache, or a ‘vision,’ whatever you want to call it,” she explained, using air quotes because the term still embarrassed her.

      A flicker of understanding softened his skeptical expression as he nodded. “You all right?”

      “Yeah, fine. It wasn’t a, a big one, I guess. I don’t really know how to quantify these things. But it only lasted for maybe a minute or two. It was really short, and honestly, it didn’t make a lot of sense. Or maybe it does. I’m not completely sure.”

      Straightening in his chair, he propped both elbows atop the polished wooden desk. “Let’s hear it, then. Maybe I can help.”

      “Honestly,” she said as she met his intent gaze. “I don’t even know if it has to do with the case. I mean, so far all my ‘visions’ have been about cases I’ve been working. Autumn said that might have something to do with my conscious thoughts being mostly focused on the case. So, if I was thinking really hard about something else, maybe I’d have visions about that too.”

      “Wait, Autumn said that?” he echoed, raising both eyebrows to fix her with a disbelieving stare. “You told her about it? What, when? And why?”

      Winter’s eye roll was all but involuntary. “A few days after we arrested Catherine Schmidt. And I told her because she’s my friend, and I basically lied to her about snooping around in her past. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she knows the truth now, but I’m not the one who screwed that up and then acted like a huge dick about it.” She narrowed her eyes for emphasis.

      Now, it was his turn to roll his eyes. “I told you, I talked to her about it. I apologized, and she accepted my apology. We’re fine with one another now, at least as far as I know.”

      “Whatever,” she muttered. “And just so we’re clear, it’s my brain, and I’ll tell whoever in the hell I want about it, all right?”

      “Yeah, I got it.” He held up his hands in a surrendering gesture she didn’t believe. “I didn’t mean to sound like an ass. I was just surprised, that’s all.”

      “All right, yeah.” She blew out a breath, wanting to get back to the subject at hand. “Fair enough. But, anyway, this one just didn’t make a lot of sense. It wasn’t even anything from this century, even this millennium. It was like I was at this party in Ancient Greece. There was a bonfire, music, wine. There was a full moon, and everyone was wearing this crest around their necks.”

      Aiden’s stare was intense.

      She cleared her throat but didn’t look away. “It was over the front of the gate to their village, and on a couple of the shields that were sitting by the fire. It was a bow and arrow, but the bow was shaped like a crescent, like the moon. That symbol, that was the symbol for Artemis. The goddess of the hunt, and…” his eyes were already wide, but she paused for dramatic effect, “the protector of women and girls.”

      “Holy shit,” he murmured.

      Winter had expected a countenance of puzzlement, skepticism, or even outright frustration. After all, what in the hell did an ancient festival have to do with the murder of a mass shooter and two rapists? But she hadn’t expected the unabashed awe on his face.

      “What?” she asked. “Is there something I’m missing? Is there a cult I don’t know about or something?”

      He had already started to shake his head before she finished the questions. “No, at least not that I know of. But that, Artemis, I’m familiar with her too. Sun has a tattoo of Artemis on her back, between her shoulder blades.”

      Winter’s mouth gaped open. “What?” she managed.

      “She’s got a twin brother.” His face had paled just a little. “And he has a tattoo of Apollo on his arm. It’s been representative of their dynamic since they were kids. She’s had it for years.”

      “Oh my god,” Winter breathed. “There’s no way. It can’t be Sun. I know she and I aren’t going to be friends any time soon, but there’s no way she’s a murderer. There’s got to be some other explanation.”

      “I don’t know,” he sighed. “I agree with you. I don’t think it fits her at all. She might be a bitch a lot of the time, but she’s not a killer. She’s not even really a bad person, she’s just introverted, and I think she masks her awkwardness with attitude.”

      “Like one of those fish that puffs itself up when there are predators around,” Winter suggested. As soon as she spoke the words, she realized how stupid they sounded. “I’m sorry.” She squeezed her eyes closed and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “No, don’t be.” There was a hint of amusement in his voice. “That’s an accurate comparison. And those fish aren’t predators, at least not for the most part. Puffing up is a defense mechanism.”

      “Right. But, shit, Aiden. How do we even start to prove it’s not her?”

      Pursing his lips, Aiden leaned back in his chair. “I’ve got an idea.”
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      Autumn felt like she had been lagging behind schedule all day, and even though she was on time to lunch with Noah and Winter, she hustled across the parking lot to the entrance of the café like she was about to miss a flight.

      Though the two cafés had distinct interiors, she still managed to confuse the place with the coffee house where she had met Aiden Parrish earlier in the week.

      As soon as she spotted her two friends seated in a corner booth, she could tell they were stressed. Not long after her suggestion that they meet for lunch, Winter had sent a text message to ask if she and Noah could pick Autumn’s brain for some insight on their current investigation.

      Winter hadn’t provided much in the way of detail, but Autumn suspected the questions involved the same case that Aiden had mentioned.

      Licensed forensic psychologist or not, Autumn didn’t care to speculate on a person’s behavior when she was unaware of the context. If Winter and Noah wanted to discuss the same topic as Aiden, she would give them the same answers she gave him.

      “Hey, guys,” she greeted as she approached her friends.

      Though they each offered a smile in response, Autumn could tell the gestures were strained, maybe even feigned altogether.

      Her ability to tap into their emotional states with a touch might have been hindered by her familiarity with them, but she suspected that even an average Joe would have been able to tell they were stressed.

      “Hey, congratulations.” Winter scooted to the side to give Autumn room to sit. “You look good. Are those some of the new clothes you got with the gift card Shelby and Bree gave you?”

      Glancing down to her teal semi-sheer blouse and accompanying gray slacks, Autumn nodded. “I had to go sign some paperwork earlier, licensing stuff. Figured I shouldn’t show up in a band shirt and jeans, you know?”

      “Good call,” Winter chuckled.

      As much as Autumn wanted to ask them what weighed so heavily on their minds, she bit back the inquiry and glanced over the laminated lunch menu.

      Despite the medication prescribed by her doctor, her stomach had been a source of constant pain over the last few days. All she had managed to keep down in the last twenty-four hours was half a sleeve of saltines and some toast, and she realized that she was half-starved.

      “So,” she said, looking up to flash Noah a grin. “Are we going to have a scone eating contest? Winter said this place has pretty amazing scones.”

      His smile in response was only half-hearted, and her curiosity grew. If there was one thing on the planet that could cheer up Noah Dalton, it was food.

      “Probably not right now.” He shrugged, and she didn’t miss the forlorn shadow behind his green eyes. “We’ve still got to go back to work, and if I’m all full of scones, I’m liable to fall asleep while I’m going through all these damn phone numbers.”

      At the mention of the calls, Winter groaned and rubbed her eyes. “He’s not wrong,” she muttered. “I was thinking about double fisting espressos on my way back to the office.”

      “That bad, huh?” Autumn chuckled. Her need to know what in the hell was going on had reached critical mass, and if she didn’t ask a question to shift the dialogue, she thought her head might explode. “Well, what’s on your minds, guys? You both seem, I don’t know…weird.”

      Heaving a sigh, Noah shifted his gaze to the window at her and Winter’s backs as he shook his head.

      “Well.” Winter paused to look thoughtful. “I know you said that you’re going to be doing threat assessment at your new job. Aiden told me a little bit of what he knows about it, and I was wondering if we could get an expert’s opinion on something we’re working right now?”

      This time, it was Autumn’s turn to heave a sigh. “I’m guessing this is the same thing I talked to Aiden about a couple days ago, isn’t it?”

      “Wait.” Winter raised an eyebrow. “You already talked to him about this?”

      With a shrug, Autumn leaned her back against the cushioned booth. “Sort of. It was all pretty vague. He just wanted to know more about what might motivate someone to become a vigilante. I told him that people turning into Frank Castle isn’t all that common, and that most disgruntled law enforcement agents find ways to take out their anger in the job. Bending rules, breaking rules, or just generally doing shady stuff. They don’t usually break away from everything and go rogue, though.”

      “So, what about your job, then?” Winter asked. “The threat assessment part. It’s like a proactive version of profiling, isn’t it?”

      Autumn shrugged again and nodded. “That’s a simplified way to put it, yeah.”

      “And what if we had someone we wanted you to, you know, assess?” Winter’s expectant gaze was fixed on Autumn.

      She bit down on her tongue to keep the wide-eyed stare off her face.

      Now, this wasn’t what she had expected. She’d expected more vague queries and hypothetical situations, not a job proposition.

      “Well, yeah,” Autumn said after a brief silence. “My new boss said that they have a history of working with the Richmond PD and the FBI. It’s a case by case thing, for the most part. They get the requests from the cops or the Feds, and after they sign some paperwork to agree on payment and confidentiality, they help them with whatever they’re asking for.”

      Some of the strain on Noah’s face was replaced with curiosity as he glanced to Winter. “I think that might be what we need, actually.”

      Winter nodded her agreement. “Yeah, I think so too.”

      “For what?” Autumn managed, furrowing her brows. “Are you guys trying to hire me for something?”

      For the first time since she had arrived, the typical good nature returned to Noah’s grin as Winter chuckled.

      “I think so, yeah,” Winter answered. “We’ve got the budget approval from a SAC.”

      “Wait a second.” Autumn held up her hands as she turned her incredulous stare from Noah to Winter and then back. “Wait, hold on. My first day of work isn’t until tomorrow. And as far as I know, that’s just like a getting-to-know-you day. They show me around the building, hook me up with an office, that sort of thing.”

      “Might as well hit the ground running, though, right?” Noah asked with a wide smile. “You’ve got friends that’re Feds, remember? You’ve got to get some kind of bonus for putting up with us.”

      “Oh my god,” Autumn muttered. “I thought the ‘all you can eat scones’ were the bonus.”

      He lifted a lazy shoulder. “It’s part of it.”

      “We could really use your help.” When Winter looked at Noah, he nodded.

      “Yeah, actually,” he confirmed. “We really could.”

      “Look,” Winter said. “Right now, we’ve got jack squat for suspects, and the only evidence we’ve got to work with is…it’s just…it’s basically nothing. Everything we’re going off of so far is circumstantial, and right now, our boss is looking at one of the agents in our division as a possible suspect. So, we need someone to evaluate that person to tell us how likely it is that they’re capable of committing these murders.”

      When they laid out the scenario so plainly, Autumn found it was difficult to argue with their logic. Plus, in a competitive field like forensic psychology, she would be silly not to make use of every possible advantage she had.

      Like Noah said, her friendship with a handful of federal agents was a distinct advantage. For most in her field, a reliable connection to the bureau was only established after years of experience. Rare were the instances where a person fresh out of graduate school walked into the job with connections that took an entire career to develop.

      Then again, what were the odds that her boss would be comfortable sending a brand-new hire to work a high profile case like the murder of Tyler Haldane?

      Chances were good that if she relayed the offer to one of the partners of the firm, they would assign the task to a more tenured psychologist. They might let her tag along, but Autumn doubted she would be given full control over the job.

      “All right,” she finally conceded. “Let me call my boss.”

      As she fished the smartphone out of her black handbag, she could almost feel their relief.

      “Thank you,” Winter said as Autumn pushed to her feet.

      With a quick nod, Autumn forced a smile to her lips. “There’d better be a platter of scones waiting for me when I get back.” For emphasis, she jabbed a finger at the laminate tabletop.

      Noah chuckled. “I think we can work something out.”

      As Autumn made her way back out into the sunny afternoon and toward her car, she wished she had a cigarette.

      Ever since she had submitted the handful of applications to graduate school, she had been confident in her psychology-related knowledge. Her grades were always straight As, and her grade point average had been a perfect 4.0 since her undergrad.

      Whenever an opportunity to learn outside the classroom had presented itself, Autumn had leapt at the chance. She was well-versed in clinical sessions and research, and she had plenty of hours racked up in both arenas.

      Hell, her dissertation had been accepted without a request for revisions. She knew what she was doing, so why couldn’t she seem to shake this ridiculous lack of confidence?

      Earlier in the day, both partners at the firm had commended the work she’d done on her dissertation, and they had been impressed with the practicum work and internships she had under her belt.

      So why in the hell did she want the man on the other end of the line to assign the request from the FBI to someone else?

      “This is Doctor Shadley,” a familiar voice answered after the second ring.

      “Hello, Dr. Shadley,” Autumn said once she was satisfied she had pushed the jitters out of her voice. “This is Autumn. Autumn Trent.”

      “Good afternoon, Dr. Trent,” the man replied.

      To Autumn, Dr. Mike Shadley came across like a cool uncle or a long-time family friend. Even through the phone, she could hear the smile in his words, and she felt at ease.

      She was glad she had been able to get ahold of him instead of the other partner, Adam Latham. Dr. Latham smiled just as often as Dr. Shadley, but there was an undertone to the man’s expression that made Autumn’s skin crawl. As much as she wanted to convince herself that she was paranoid as a result of her upbringing, by now, she knew better than to question her intuition.

      Pushing past the thoughts of Dr. Latham, she leaned against the passenger side of her car and rattled off all the details she had been given by Winter and Noah. Both Adam and Mike knew about her connection to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and she figured it had been her competitive edge.

      “All right,” Dr. Shadley said once she finished her explanation.

      “All right?” she echoed, her tone carefully neutral.

      “Yeah, all right.” He chuckled. “I’ll send the paperwork over to the bureau. We’ve worked with SSA Parrish and the BAU before. What time is it right now? Little after noon? Everything should be sent over and signed before the end of the day. Congratulations on your first job, Dr. Trent.”

      There was no hesitance in his proclamation, no stipulation that she report each and every move of hers back to him and Adam, no suggestion that she be accompanied by a more tenured psychologist. Apparently, Dr. Shadley had the utmost confidence in Autumn’s capabilities.

      She was still in a state of dumbfounded shock as she swiped the screen to disconnect the call.

      “What. The hell.” Squeezing her eyes closed, she massaged her temples.

      On the bright side, she would have a chance to rip off the figurative band-aid on her first day of work.

      The “sink or swim” methodology had always been conducive to Autumn’s learning style, and she had never been keen on hand-holding or micro-managing.

      If her discussion with Dr. Shadley was any indication, she would fit in her new role at the firm just fine.
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      When Aiden saw Mike Shadley’s name on the electronic form sent over on Autumn’s behalf, his eyes widened.

      He knew she had been hired by a private firm, but he hadn’t known which firm.

      Shadley and Latham was a nationally renowned organization, and though their staff wasn’t numerous, those they employed commanded a certain level of prestige that was difficult to find elsewhere.

      Shadley and Latham wasn’t an entry-level employer for newly minted graduate students.

      He had the utmost confidence in Autumn, but the fact that she’d been offered the job straight out of graduate school begged more than one question.

      Intelligence and hard work weren’t enough to land such a lofty career. Maybe they should have been enough, but in reality, positions like those at Shadley and Latham were only obtained via personal and professional networks.

      In short, if a brand-new Ph.D. graduate wanted a job like the one Autumn had been given, they had to know someone.

      Like Aiden, Autumn had come from nothing. She hadn’t been born into the elite academic circles that comprised most of those employed at the elite firm.

      Who in the hell did she know? It seemed clear to him now that, no matter the research they’d done into her past during the Schmidt investigation, there was much about Autumn Trent that he still hadn’t learned.

      Was her aunt well-connected? Her adopted parents? A college roommate?

      A knock at his office door snapped him from the contemplation. He was tempted to send Autumn a text message to ask her about the curious nature of her employment, but he shot the idea down and cleared his throat.

      “It’s unlocked.”

      The door swung inward with a creak to reveal his unlikely visitor.

      There was an unmistakable glint of irritability in Max Osbourne’s gray eyes, but Aiden already knew the reason for the irascibility. And for the first time in recent memory, Aiden wasn’t part of the cause of Max’s sour mood.

      In fact, when Aiden had proposed his idea to have a forensic psychologist evaluate Sun Ming, Max had grunted out his approval.

      The tenured SAC had taken on the task of informing Sun of the interview they’d scheduled for the following day.

      Aiden wasn’t foolhardy enough to try to broach the subject of Ramirez’s suspicion with Sun. Fortunately, she wasn’t under his supervision.

      “Parrish,” Max said as he eased the door closed. “I talked to Agent Ming.”

      “How’d it go?”

      “How do you think it went?” Max’s response was flat.

      Aiden drummed his fingers on his desk. “Yeah, fair enough.”

      “I didn’t tell her everything. I figure Ramirez can do that herself if she wants to. But I told her that she’s expected here for an evaluation tomorrow morning, and I sent her home for the night. You’re sure this is going to help her, right?”

      He nodded. “I’m sure. This’ll prove to Ramirez that there’s no motive. Even if it doesn’t convince her outright, it’ll take the heat off Sun. Ramirez won’t be breathing down her neck anymore.”

      At least Aiden hoped so.

      “Good. Because we need Agent Ming on this case.”

      “Agreed. We need just about any help we can get on this case.” Aiden tapped his finger against the wooden desk as he gave Max a grave look. “It might not be Agent Ming, but whoever’s doing this does have experience in law enforcement. Just because it’s not her doesn’t mean that it isn’t someone just as competent as her. Someone competent enough to leave behind a murder weapon that’s virtually useless as evidence.”

      “What’re you thinking so far?” Max asked as he crossed his arms.

      Aiden shook his head. “I don’t know. Hopefully, the forensic psychologist tomorrow can be of some help there too. Obviously, whoever the killer is, they’re familiar with crime scene investigation. The weapon we recovered didn’t just have a serial number that was scratched out, it didn’t have a serial number.”

      “So, it’s someone who’s familiar with the black market sale of firearms?”

      “It’d go hand in hand with them having law enforcement experience. If they’re a cop, they know where to go to buy weapons like that. That was a Barrett rifle, but I don’t think it was made by Barrett.”

      Running a hand over his buzzcut, Max blew out a sigh. “Seems like the more we find out, the more damn questions we wind up with. There’s no telling where that weapon came from. Could’ve been made in the Philippines, in Indonesia, in fucking Afghanistan. Shipped over here and sold by one of the cartels or the Russians. Either way, trying to trace it won’t get us anywhere. It’s just going to spiral into a bigger and bigger mess.”

      “Then hand the rifle over to the ATF,” Aiden suggested. “They’ve got the databases for arms dealers. They’d probably have someone who knows where it came from, if nothing else. If we can establish a general geographic area where we think the weapon was sold from, or even just the organization that sold it, it might help once we have a suspect.”

      Max had started to nod before Aiden finished. “That’s a good idea. I already told Amy I’d be here late tonight, so I’ll head down to forensics and get it started.”

      Aiden relaxed a little. “All right.”

      The SAC paused just short of the door handle. “Real quick, Parrish.” His gray eyes flicked back over to Aiden. “I appreciate you backing me up on this. I know you and Agent Ming don’t like one another all that much, and it says something that you can set that aside.”

      Aiden was seldom at a loss for words, but at the unexpected compliment, all he could manage was a nod and a stiff, “Thank you.”
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      Before her visitor could knock, Sun turned the deadbolt and pulled open the heavy door. He had sent her a text message to advise that he’d left work for the night, but she still had only half-expected to see him so soon.

      Bobby Weyrick’s amber eyes shifted up to meet hers as a slight smile crept to his unshaven face, the scruff just a shade darker than his dark blond hair.

      For the past few months, that smile was one of the only bright spots in her life. She returned the expression as well as she could before she stepped aside to wave him into the dim apartment.

      “You still not turning on your lights?” he asked, the words laden with his native Tennessee accent.

      “I was just lying on the couch, watching the fish,” she answered with a shrug. “Do you want anything to drink?”

      “Got any of that beer left?” He propped one hand against the drywall as he stepped out of his shiny black dress shoes.

      Sun wrinkled her nose. “That Black Star stuff? What, you think I drank that shit? I figured you’d know better than that by now, Bobby.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” His grin did something funny to her insides.

      “Yes,” she confirmed. At his lighthearted tone, her smile came a little easier.

      “Then I’ll take one of those off your hands.”

      “I almost drank one when I got home tonight.” With a sigh, she made her way to the kitchen. Behind her, Bobby’s footsteps were little more than a whisper of sound.

      “Why?”

      “I was out of vodka,” she muttered, prying open the stainless-steel refrigerator door.

      As she handed him a cold glass bottle, she didn’t miss the flicker of concern in his gold-flecked eyes. It wasn’t the same type of condescending concern to which she’d become accustomed in the last six months.

      It was genuine, and she knew it was genuine.

      Though Bobby Weyrick was only a month older than Sun, he was a self-proclaimed old soul. When he had first pointed out the quirk, her immediate response had been to ask him if he was the reincarnated avatar of an Ancient Egyptian deity.

      She’d never been a fan of the term “old soul,” and whenever a person used it in conversation, her first thought was of the sun god, Ra. Rather than huff and puff, however, Bobby had burst into laughter.

      With a hiss and a light clink, he twisted off the top of the brew and dropped the cap on the granite counter. She pulled herself from the recollection to flash him a quick smirk.

      “I didn’t drink that gross ass beer because I went and got more vodka,” she admitted as she pulled open a cabinet door to retrieve a clear bottle of mid-grade vodka.

      The announcement might have sounded hum-drum to anyone else, but Bobby knew the challenges with which she’d been faced since the shooting at the Riverside Mall.

      The corner of his mouth turned up into the start of a smile. “It’s a little ironic, you know. You calling my beer gross while you’re talking about going out to buy that nasty stuff.”

      Sun rolled her eyes in feigned exasperation. “That’s why you mix it with something else. What kind of monster do you think I am, anyway?”

      “The kind that drinks straight vodka, apparently,” he chuckled, though the sound held a worried edge.

      “Turns out it’s easy to get over anxiety when you’re pissed,” she said as she plucked a clean glass from the dish drainer in one of the two stainless-steel sinks.

      “I saw your message,” he replied, nodding as he took a swig of the bitter IPA. “You said Max sent you home early. Why?”

      Lips pursed, she dropped a handful of ice cubes into the pint glass before she returned her gaze to Bobby’s gold-flecked eyes. She was surprised at her reluctance to mention the reason for her unexpected meeting with the Violent Crimes’ SAC.

      What would Bobby think of her if she said that the Associate Deputy Director had labeled her a suspect in the murders of Tyler Haldane and the two others? Would the pieces click together in his mind like they had in ADD Ramirez’s?

      No. She ought to know better by now.

      Of all the discussions she and Bobby had over the last few months, he’d never once become judgmental. Arguably, he knew her better than anyone else in the Violent Crimes Division, and maybe anyone else in the entire Federal Bureau of Investigation.

      If there was anyone who would side with her against the allegations, it would be Bobby Weyrick.

      “Sun,” he murmured. “Are you all right? What’s going on?”

      As he reached out to clasp her shoulder, she finally snapped her attention away from the glass of ice and vodka. The warmth of his touch elicited a long-forgotten flutter in her stomach, and she wasn’t sure whether she should recoil from the sensation, or revel in it.

      Resting one hand against the back of his hand, she nodded. “I’m fine. I was a little pissed, and I guess maybe I still am, but I’m all right.”

      “What happened?”

      She heaved a sigh as she squeezed his hand. “They think that I might’ve had something to do with the Haldane murder.”

      As she twisted open a bottle of cranberry juice, he took in a sharp breath.

      “Why?” he asked after a pause.

      “Because…you know how Haldane was shot from almost a mile away, right?”

      “Right.”

      “And the weapon that was used was a Barrett M98 Bravo. Not a weapon that most civilians have just lying around in their gun safes. Not really something you take out to the range.”

      “Not unless your range is at a military base,” he put in. “Rangers use M98Bs.”

      “Were you a ranger?” she asked, glancing over to him as she topped off her drink.

      She knew Bobby had spent more than six years in the army, but aside from some of his specific experiences, they’d never broached the subject of his job in the military. Each time she had tried, he changed the topic, and she respected his decision to keep that part of his life in the past.

      Shaking his head, he took another long drink from the brown bottle of beer.

      “Something like that,” he answered. “That’s why I didn’t join straight out of high school. You’ve got to be twenty-one to be in Special Forces, unless you’re some kind of hotshot, I guess. But I knew that’s what I wanted to do, so I worked a bunch of bullshit jobs in restaurants until I was old enough.”

      “Why’d you leave?”

      They had drifted away from the initial topic—from the damn Haldane investigation—but she wasn’t in a hurry to circle back.

      He shrugged as his eyes met hers. “Just got tired of the military life, I guess. Moving around all the damn time, taking orders from guys who didn’t know what the hell they were doing. I was stationed in Fayetteville to start, and I liked that well enough. But then they moved me out to Fort Riley in Kansas, and Fort Hood after that. And I don’t know what it is about it, but I can’t handle that Midwest climate.”

      She smiled. He’d bitched enough about the temperature in Virginia too.

      “My NCO was friends with an FBI recruiter at Quantico, so I started asking him what he knew about working at the bureau. The more he told me, the more I thought it was time to make a career change. Working for the bureau seemed like it’d be rewarding, you know?”

      Sun forced the smile to stay in place. She remembered feeling that sense of altruism.

      “Being able to help people and make a difference, feel good shit like that. My NCO said he could hook me up with a spot in Richmond, and that was that. I might be on the night shift, but it beats the hell out of living in Texas. Do me a solid and don’t tell Dalton I said that.”

      Despite the stressful end to her day, Sun laughed at the request. “Don’t worry. My lips are sealed.”

      In the ensuing silence, she sipped at her vodka cranberry. She could almost gauge how badly her day had gone by the strength of the drink she mixed when she returned home from work. Today, the beverage was potent enough to warm her throat as she drank.

      “Is that why they think you’ve got something to do with Haldane?” he finally asked. “Because you’ve got experience making shots like that?”

      Wordlessly, she nodded. “I don’t have an alibi for the times when any of the three of them were killed, either.”

      “But when Haldane was killed, weren’t you…” He paused to fix her with a knowing look. “You were here, and I was with you.”

      “I know,” she managed, though her voice was hardly above a whisper.

      How could she forget?

      She had never done anything like that before, didn’t even think she could do anything like that. No matter the reassurances Bobby offered her, the guilt still gnawed at the back of her mind.

      Bobby and Kara Weyrick’s marriage might have been over in all but a legal sense, but the fact remained that he was married.

      It didn’t matter that his wife’s affair had started well over a year ago and that it still hadn’t stopped. It didn’t matter that he’d abandoned his wedding ring a few weeks earlier, or that whenever someone asked about it, he merely advised that the band had been damaged.

      The man was married. Period. End of story.

      Sun was almost thirty-one, and by now, she should have known better. After all, how many stories—how many damn Lifetime movies—had been made about the married man who led his mistress on for months or years with the promise that he planned to divorce his wife? And in all those stories, how many of the men actually followed through with their promise?

      She grated her teeth at the thought and took an even longer pull from the potent cocktail.

      For god’s sake, she wasn’t a starry-eyed twenty-something who had her head stuck in a fantasy that would never come true. In a month and a half, she would be thirty-one. She wasn’t a college student or a damn intern—she was a federal agent with an impressive record of arrests and case closures.

      “Just tell them, Sun.”

      His soft statement jerked her out of the spiral of self-loathing as she flashed him a wide-eyed stare.

      “What do you mean?” she managed.

      Though intent, his expression had softened, and the wistful tinge was back in his amber eyes. “Max, ADD Ramirez, whoever you need to tell to get them off your back. Just tell them.”

      She was already shaking her head. “I don’t want to drag you into this. What if I tell them, and then they label you as a suspect too? Or an accomplice?”

      “I doubt it,” he replied. “I was at the office when Ormund was killed, and I was out of town the entire week of Stockley’s murder.”

      “But they might think we’re partners in crime or something,” she reasoned. “Plus, if I mention that, then your marriage is definitely doomed.”

      With a self-deprecating chuckle, he shook his head. “That ship’s sailed, honey. Might as well rip off the band-aid, hammer the final nail in the coffin, break the camel’s back, whatever saying you want to use. Might as well just make it official and get it the hell over with.”

      She pushed past the unexpected wave of hopefulness. Though he’d become increasingly more cynical about his marriage, this was the first time she had heard him dismiss the union altogether.

      “I still don’t want to drag you into it,” she decided. “I’m not worried that I’ll go to prison. I didn’t have anything to do with any of those scumbags getting killed. At this point, all I’m worried about is what will happen at work until they figure out who actually killed those assholes.

      “Don’t get me wrong. I’m pissed. But,” she paused to hold up a hand as he snickered, “I’m not worried. I know I’m innocent, and so do you. Max told me himself that he doesn’t buy into any of it, either. He said they just have to find something to eliminate me, and he knows they will. He set me up with a meeting with a forensic psychologist tomorrow morning. An evaluation or something like that, something he hopes will get Ramirez off my back so they can figure out who their actual suspect might be.”

      “A forensic psychologist?” Bobby echoed, raising his eyebrows. “Huh, I know a forensic psychologist. She’s the one who told me about this beer.” For emphasis, he held up the bottle and took a long drink.

      “I still can’t really believe there are other people who drink that.”

      “Lots of people,” he answered with a wink. Setting the bottle on the granite counter, he held her gaze as he stepped forward to close the distance.

      As much as she wanted to bring up the litany of doubts and worries she had for the future of their friendship—or whatever in the hell it had become—she didn’t want to break the spell.

      Rather than ask what their future held, she followed his lead. She was mesmerized, even enthralled by his closeness, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d succumbed to such a hypnotic lull.

      They had only slept together once, on the night of Tyler Haldane’s death. But when he brushed his hand over her cheek, she felt like they had known one another their entire lives.

      When he leaned in to kiss her, she didn’t hesitate to circle her arms around his shoulders as she parted her lips. With the warmth of his body so close to hers, the worries of the outside world seemed distant and insignificant.

      “I want you to know something,” he murmured, his breath tickling the side of her face as he separated from the kiss. “This means more to me than just a fling. You mean more to me than that. I don’t want you to think that this is some sort of distraction for me. I really care about you, Sun, and I don’t want you to doubt that.”

      With a slight nod and a smile, she pulled away to meet his gaze. Like everything else about the man, his words were genuine.
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      Noah couldn’t remember the last time Winter had been the one to show up at his door with food. More often than not, their dinner time was driven by his appetite. But tonight, their roles had been reversed.

      The scent of garlic wafted past as she made her way into the galley kitchen of his apartment. Aside from the color of the wooden cabinets and the tile in the kitchen and bathroom, their places were almost identical.

      He pried open the refrigerator door and picked out two glass bottles of the same craft beer they’d been stuck on since Autumn introduced them to it months earlier.

      As he handed one of the brews to Winter, her expression was a cross between concern and curiosity. At the look, he realized he hadn’t spoken since she arrived, not even to offer a greeting.

      “Are you all right?” Her tone was gentle, but she kept her eyes on him as she sipped her beer.

      He wasn’t.

      Even if Sun Ming wasn’t responsible for the murders of Tyler Haldane, Ben Ormund, and Mitch Stockley, there was a real possibility that a fellow federal agent had been involved. If not a Fed, then an officer in another law enforcement agency or a veteran of the armed forces.

      Since the start of the case, he had kept his thoughts on the injustice of the whole situation to himself, but now he was sure the musings had reached a breaking point. If he didn’t talk to someone about them, he knew he would lose the sense of direction that had motivated him to pursue a career with the FBI in the first place.

      “No,” he finally replied. With a sigh, he raked his fingers through his hair. “No. Not really.”

      “Well,” she said, leaning her hip against the counter. “It seems like it’s been bothering you for a while. At least since we started this case. What’s up? Is it anything I can help with?”

      Squeezing his eyes closed, he rubbed his face with both hands. “I don’t know.”

      “Might as well give it a shot then.” When he dropped his arms back to his sides to look at her, she offered a reassuring smile.

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “We don’t have to stand in here, though. Let’s go sit on the couch.”

      “It’s a sweet couch.”

      “Thanks,” he replied as he scooped up the foil container of fettuccine alfredo. “Autumn helped me pick it out. It was on clearance.”

      She nodded her understanding and followed him into the living room.

      Rather than parse through décor at a home furnishing store, he had dug out a few posters, framed them, and hung them on the walls. Though he didn’t have a knack for interior design, he still hated bare walls. But at thirty-two, he figured the time to tape band and movie posters on the wall had passed. He was an adult now, and he could afford a damn frame.

      “Your posters get me every time,” Winter chuckled as they dropped down to sit.

      “I’ve told you before,” he said with an upraised hand. “I’m a man of many interests. Don’t judge.”

      “Oh, no judgment. It’s just weird to see Johnny Cash next to Kurt Cobain, and Scarface next to John Wayne next to The Wire. It never gets old.”

      “I’m eclectic.” He twirled a huge bite of his pasta onto his fork. “I’ve got a Deadwood poster somewhere, but I still need to buy a frame for it. That one might go in the kitchen.”

      “The one with Calamity Jane?” Winter asked before she shoveled a bite of ravioli covered with tomato sauce into her mouth.

      “Yeah, that one. She’s my favorite character in that show.”

      “I can see that. If she was around today, I feel like you guys would be friends.”

      “I think so too,” he agreed.

      The room lapsed into silence as they ate their Italian takeout, only the soft drone of the television in the background. Though Noah had never been keen on paying an absurd monthly fee for the ability to tune into the three channels he’d actually watch, cable had come free with the apartment. Before Winter showed up with dinner, he had stared absentmindedly at a rerun of a competitive cooking show.

      Try as he might, by the time they’d each finished most of their food, he had been unable to come up with a way to approach the subject of the bizarre guilt that had wracked his mind over the last week.

      “It’s this case,” he blurted.

      “That’s what’s been bothering you?”

      He was glad he hadn’t needed to elaborate. “Yeah.”

      “How so?” Her query was gentle, and he could see the concern in her blue eyes.

      Heaving a weary sigh, he flopped back in his seat and shook his head. “It’s the whole damn thing, honestly. All of it. Everything from how shitty Anne Timson and Linda Cahill were treated by the police, the people who were supposed to protect them, all the way down to Ramirez asking us to narc on Sun.”

      “Not to change the subject,” Winter said, a glimmer of determination on her fair face. “But once we wrap this case up and get the press off our backs, I’m going to look into the people who helped Ormund push all his dirty secrets under the rug. Linda and her daughter deserve some kind of justice.”

      He made a sound that was close to a growl. “They got it, though, didn’t they? Not from the cops. I mean, those guys didn’t do a damn thing, but whoever shot Ormund in his perverted head was looking out for them more than the damn sheriff’s department.”

      Winter sighed. “You’re not wrong.”

      “And that’s part of it. Part of what’s wrong with this whole thing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’re trying to track down someone who’s looking out for real victims. I don’t think it’s Sun, and I know you don’t either, but what if it’s someone like Sun? What if it’s a federal agent or a sheriff’s deputy who just got sick of watching all this shit happen and decided to do something about it? How does it make any damn sense that we’re trying to lock them up for life or execute them?”

      Winter lifted an eyebrow. “Because it’s illegal?”

      He grunted. “I know it’s illegal, and I know that even if they are in law enforcement, it doesn’t give them free rein to go rogue and start shooting suspects in the head. The Constitution is there for a reason, and we adhere to it. I get all that, but how is what they’re doing any different from what I’ve done, you know? Scott Kennedy and Douglas Kilroy. I shot them both, killed them. I don’t feel bad about it. I don’t think I’ll ever feel bad about it. You know I did two tours when I was in the military, right?”

      She nodded and swallowed a bite of pasta before she answered. “Afghanistan and Iraq, right?”

      “Yeah. Afghanistan was the second one, and Iraq was the first. Then I was in the Dallas PD for four years after I got back to the States. I’ve seen people like Ben Ormund and Tyler Haldane. I responded to two different active shooter situations while I was in Dallas. One was downtown, and the other one was on a college campus. The one downtown, no one died except the shooter. A couple people got hurt, but they made it through. The gunman blew his own head off before we could get to him.”

      Winter reached for his hand, gave it a quick squeeze. He wanted to link their fingers together, take comfort from the contact, but he didn’t. He just dealt with the sense of loss when she moved her hand away.

      “The one on the campus, though, that one was different. I got a bead on the guy, and I didn’t even give it a second thought. I just pulled the trigger. And if I hadn’t, I don’t know how many people would’ve died. But I didn’t get arrested or sent to prison or even reprimanded. The brass gave me a damn medal and a recommendation when I applied to the bureau. How’s that any different? How many women do you think this person saved by taking out Ormund and Stockley?”

      “Yeah, I get it.” Winter shrugged as she reached out to clasp his shoulder. As she kneaded her fingers against the fabric of his shirt, the warmth of her touch seemed to radiate through his tired muscles.

      He scrubbed his hands over his face. “It just feels like we’re hunting the good guy.”

      “I think it’s all right for us to feel like that,” she said. “I don’t think feeling that way and wanting to find them are mutually exclusive, you know? We can acknowledge that they might not be a bad person, but we still have to do our jobs. Even if they’re decent, we can’t let vigilantes run around killing people. But just because we know we have to put them away doesn’t mean we can’t sympathize with what they’re doing, at least a little bit.”

      “I hate it,” he muttered.

      She squeezed him again. “I do too, but we’ve got to play by the rules, and so do they. Kennedy and Kilroy were both guilty, and they were both killed to save someone’s life. My life, actually. Society doesn’t work if we all just go off and do our own thing. I mean, maybe we agree with this person’s morals, but who’s to say some other asshole out there won’t start killing people based on some messed up set of ideals like Tyler Haldane and Kent Strickland? And I hate what Linda and Anne had to deal with, but we don’t fix that by letting people get away with murder.”

      “We won’t,” he rushed to assure her. “We fix that by doing our jobs and holding the people who fucked up accountable.”

      She nodded. “We fix that by doing our best, not by letting someone make up their own rules. And, honestly, we both know there’s no way this guy or gal is going to be executed, right? There are mitigating circumstances out the wazoo, and I doubt any judge in their right mind will give the death penalty to someone who’s only killed murderers and rapists. My best guess? I doubt it even goes to trial. I bet the US Attorney pleads it down to life in prison without parole, and that’s that.”

      As she released her grip on his shoulder, she leaned forward to pick up the dinner roll that had come with her meal. She tore off a piece and used it to mop up some of the leftover sauce.

      Each movement was fluid and nonchalant, like she hadn’t just made one of the most profound observations he’d ever heard in his law enforcement career.

      “You’re really going to do that?” he finally asked. “Follow-up on Ormund, I mean.”

      “Yeah.” She nodded as she swallowed the first bite from the roll. “And if Max won’t let me work it, then I’ll hand it to someone who can. Everyone and their brother will know about this case by the time we’re done working it, and I intend to make sure that everything those scumbags did gets dragged out into the light. Even if I’ve got to do it on my own time.”

      A crumb was glued to her lower lip, and Noah had to look away in order to fight the temptation to not lean in and lick it off.

      She didn’t seem to notice his predicament. “Like I said, just because I’m trying to find the person who killed them doesn’t mean I have to like or even tolerate Ormund or Stockley. They were pieces of shit, and they deserved to be put in prison a long time ago. Same with anyone who helped them get away with what they did. I might not be able to put Ormund and Stockley away now, but I can make sure their buddies pay for letting them get away with it.”

      “Yeah.” He took a drink of his beer. “You know I’ll help you, right?”

      She turned her head and flashed him a warm smile. “Of course. And you know I wouldn’t exclude you, right?”

      He laughed. “Right.”

      An impossible burden—a burden that had called into question the same set of ideals around which he’d based his entire life—had been lifted, but he couldn’t think of anything to say that would convey the depth of his gratitude.

      “Thank you, Winter.” He thought the statement sounded silly after what she had just said to him, but she smiled back at him just the same.

      “Any time.”

      “I told you,” he said with a grin. “Remember that day you felt bad, like you’d been hogging all our conversations?”

      She smiled, a gentle curving of her lips. “Yeah, I remember.”

      “I told you that, someday, I’d be the one who needed help.”

      Her eyes grew shiny. “And today is that day?”

      He reached out and squeezed her hand. “Yeah. Today is that day.”
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      When Winter made her way to the main entrance of the FBI office, she could tell right away that Autumn was antsy. Once Autumn had been provided a visitor’s badge, Winter gave her a quick tour of the building or at least the part of the building used by the Violent Crimes Division.

      Though some of the nervousness left Autumn’s demeanor after Winter introduced her to Max Osbourne, she was still on edge.

      “Your boss is a good dude,” Autumn observed as they made their way to a breakroom. “He really looks out for you guys, doesn’t he?”

      The first memory that came to Winter’s mind was Max’s refusal to let her in on the Douglas Kilroy investigation, but she bit back the knee-jerk irritability.

      No matter her personal stake in the case, she knew Max had made the right decision. He knew the danger that Douglas Kilroy had posed, and he had only kept her off the case to ensure the cleanest possible investigation.

      “He does,” she replied.

      “Oh, this must be the fabled breakroom coffee I’ve heard so much about.” Autumn gestured to a half-full pot of dark liquid that resembled tar more than coffee.

      Wrinkling her nose, Winter nodded. “Yeah, that’s it. If you’ve got any furniture you need to strip paint from, I think that stuff’ll do the trick. And it’s free, so that’s a bonus.”

      “Sure, I’ll just go grab my paint bucket real quick, if that’s all right with you?” Arching an eyebrow, Autumn jerked a thumb over her shoulder.

      “If it’ll save you a trip to the hardware store, then sure.” Winter laughed. “You’ve got a little while before your interview, right?”

      “Technically, I can do it whenever I want as long as the person’s here,” she replied with a shrug.

      “Okay, then let’s skip the paint bucket.” Winter waved a hand at the coffee maker. “There’s a place in walking distance that Noah and I always go to. Let’s go grab some coffee and a scone. It’s still really nice outside too. It’s a good time for a walk, so we can take the long way back. Noah calls it the scenic route.”

      “Where is he, anyway?”

      Winter flicked off the overhead light as they stepped back into the hall. “I think he had some calls to make, something to follow-up on. We’ve basically been telemarketers for the last week.”

      “Yikes,” Autumn replied. “I worked a telemarketing job when I was in my undergrad. It was probably the most soul-sucking experience I’ve ever had. But every day when I’d go home from work, I’d be super motivated to do my homework.”

      “You did, really?”

      “Yep. For a whole four months. Worst four months of my adult life, and that’s not just because I was taking calculus at the time.”

      “Calculus was rough.” Winter wrinkled her nose. “I worked at a call center too. We did inbound customer service, and it was still terrible. I’d always be extra motivated to do my homework too. It’s like that job reminded me how terrible everything would be if I didn’t put some effort into school.”

      “Exactly,” Autumn snickered.

      As they walked through the Violent Crimes department and out into the cloudy morning, they exchanged call center horror stories. From their coworkers to the customers to their bosses, there hadn’t been a single aspect of the job they had enjoyed.

      At the early morning hour, the inside of the coffee shop was sparsely populated. Most patrons were stopping by to pick up a caffeinated drink on their way to work, so not many had seated themselves throughout the space.

      Winter and Autumn accepted their drinks and their scones, a chocolate chip scone for Winter and a blueberry scone for Autumn, and made their way to a table near the corner.

      After the first bite, Autumn nodded her approval and complimented Winter for her breakfast decision.

      “I should make scones more often,” she mused. “They can be kind of a pain, though. You have to cut the butter into the flour and stuff, and when you’ve got the start of carpal tunnel like I do, it hurts your hand.”

      “You really need to meet my grandmother,” Winter replied. “She would love you. I was interested in cooking for a little while when I was in high school, but I think that’s because I was more interested in eating, honestly.”

      “Why do you think I like cooking so much?” Autumn asked with a grin. “It makes it a lot easier and a lot cheaper to stuff my face.”

      “I bet that’s why Noah taught himself how to cook earlier this year.”

      “No doubt about that.” Autumn nodded and sipped at her latte.

      “So,” Winter said after a short silence. “How are you feeling about your first job?”

      “I don’t know. All right, I suppose. It’s not like I’ve never interviewed someone in a clinical setting before, you know. But, it’s just a little weird since it’s one of your coworkers. Not that it’s a conflict of interest, I double-checked that. Since I don’t know her and you guys aren’t necessarily friends with her, that part’s fine.”

      “That’s good.” Winter offered her friend a warm smile. “You’ve got this, then.”

      Her green eyes darted back and forth as she tapped the side of her paper cup. “Can I tell you something? Ask you something, I guess. About, you know, your sixth sense, or whatever you want to call it.”

      Once she glanced around to make sure no one could overhear them, Winter nodded. “Of course.”

      “Okay, this is going to sound really weird, so I’m just going to say it. That thing with your senses, that same thing happened to me.”

      Winter’s mouth drooped open, and she didn’t bother to conceal the awe from her dumbfounded stare. Before she could ask for an elaboration, Autumn went on.

      “There was that, and then this other thing. Kind of like your headaches, I guess, but it’s different. And no matter how many classes I’ve taken about cognition and brain function, I’ve never been able to find anything detailed about something like this happening. It’s not uncommon for people to come out of serious head injuries with a different personality or something like that, but not, you know. Abilities.”

      Winter made a soft snorting sound. “That makes us sound like the X-Men.”

      Autumn laughed and seemed to relax. “It kind of does. Sorry, I talk a lot when I’m nervous, and I guess I’m a little nervous. I’ve never really told anyone this before. I kind of told my ex, but I didn’t tell him the extent of it. But, well, you said that sometimes you’ll see something and it’ll kind of jump out at you, right?”

      Winter had managed to swallow most of her shock, and she nodded. “Right. It’s like it’ll almost glow red. It does glow, but it’s not like a normal glow, you know what I mean? Because I don’t see it lighting up anything around it, it’ll just be that one thing that’s lit up.”

      “That makes sense. Well, as much as it can make sense anyway.” Autumn paused to take a drink of her latte and shrug. “For me, it’s different. When I touch someone, like shake their hand or something, it’s almost like I can feel what they’re feeling. Their motivation, their emotions, whether or not they’re lying. It’s all really vague, but it’s hard to explain.”

      “Wait a second,” Winter said. “You can tell if someone’s lying just by shaking their hand?”

      “I can usually tell more than that.” Autumn twisted her fingers together. “And sometimes, it’s stronger than others. That probably has something to do with how strong the emotion is for the person, though.”

      “So, you could tell me what’s going through my head right now if you shook my hand?” Winter asked, eyebrow arched.

      “No.” Autumn shook her head. “Not after I’ve gotten to know someone, or after I’ve spent a lot of time around them. I think that might be because by then I’ve got my own perception of them, and it messes with what I can pick up on. Jesus, I sound like I’m a damn weather balloon or something.”

      Winter snapped one hand up to cover her mouth as she swallowed the drink of mocha before she had a chance to spit it all over the table. “A weather balloon?” she managed to say without snorting coffee through her nose.

      “Hey, that’s what it sounded like to me, all right? Talking about interference and whatever.” Waving a dismissive hand, Autumn took another sip of coffee.

      “Wow, though, that’s a pretty useful ability, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” she sighed. “I suppose. Sometimes I’d rather not know what people are thinking when I shake their hand, though. It makes you keenly aware of how many creeps are out there.”

      Winter wrinkled her nose. “I guess that’s a downside.”

      “I’m just wondering, though. How do you do it? Obviously, it helps you with your work, right? So, how do you balance it? Or keep other people from finding out about it?”

      “It’s not always easy,” Winter admitted. “Especially with the headaches. They got really intense while we were looking for, well, while we were trying to find who killed my parents. But the other part, for me, it’s just a matter of making sure I’ve got a reason for why I found something that I probably wouldn’t have if I didn’t have this sixth sense. Usually, I just call it a hunch or say it’s instinct. Because I guess, in a way, that’s what it is.”

      With a thoughtful look, Autumn leaned back in her chair and nodded. “That makes sense. Yeah, I think I see it. For me, I’d just have to almost tailor my questions to what I already know.”

      “Exactly.”

      Winter smiled. For the second time in the past twenty-four hours, one of her close friends had sought her out to ask for her advice. And for the second time, she had been able to deliver.
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      Autumn took in a steadying breath and brushed off the front of her button-down blouse before she pushed down on the metal lever and shoved open the door.

      She had been told by the special agent in charge of Violent Crimes that the woman she was scheduled to interview would meet her in the cramped conference room. There were plenty of free interrogation rooms, but Autumn had been clear that she didn’t want their discussion to feel like an interrogation.

      She wasn’t a cop; she was a psychologist. And she wasn’t here to interrogate a federal agent. She was here to collect information.

      As Autumn stepped into the dim space, a pair of dark eyes snapped up from the polished tabletop to scrutinize her.

      She didn’t have to touch the woman to know that mistrust and flat-out paranoia brewed beneath her otherwise calm veneer.

      Pocketing her phone, the shorter woman pushed to her feet. The overhead light caught the shine of her shoulder-length ebony hair. Each movement stiff, almost reluctant, she stuck out a hand and nodded at Autumn.

      Here it was. The moment of truth.

      Autumn forced a smile to her face as she accepted the handshake.

      The suspicion alight in the woman’s eyes had been expected, but what she hadn’t anticipated was the feeling of anxiety that lurked beneath the irritability. Right away, Autumn knew she had a secret, but at the same time, she knew the secret wasn’t on the level of first-degree murder.

      No, this woman’s secret had to do with a romantic interest. She had hidden her conflicted thoughts about a man, not a crime.

      “Special Agent Ming,” Autumn said as she took a seat on the opposite side of the circular table, “I’m Dr. Autumn Trent. You have some idea why we’re here today, don’t you?”

      The agent nodded. “I do. This is about the Haldane case. Specifically, about whether or not I killed the little shit.”

      “Right,” Autumn replied once she had pushed down her chortle. “And you know that your Fifth Amendment right to silence still applies here, right? This isn’t a clinical session, and anything you tell me can be used in a court of law.”

      For the second time, Sun nodded.

      She already knew Sun Ming had not killed Tyler Haldane, and by proxy that she had not killed Ben Ormund or Mitch Stockley. Now, like Winter had suggested, she had to backtrack to obtain evidence to prove what she had already discovered.

      Sun’s thoughts were wrapped up in a romantic conflict, so maybe all Autumn had to do was reveal the office romance to clear the woman from the list of suspects? That felt like the right direction.

      “I’ll start simple, then. Agent Ming, did you kill Tyler Haldane?” Autumn clicked the end of her pen as she met the woman’s intense gaze.

      “No,” Sun answered. “I didn’t.”

      Autumn couldn’t help but wonder what the agent’s expression would look like if she gathered up her notepad and pen, thanked her for her time, and left.

      Instead, she continued on through a series of questions, the answers to which had been proven to yield valuable insight in threat assessment. Unsurprisingly, all Agent Ming’s responses—combined with what Autumn had learned of her temperament and her history at the bureau—were consistent with low risk.

      “All right, Agent Ming,” she said, flashing the other woman a quick smile. “I’d like to ask a couple personal questions, if you don’t mind. Are you in a romantic relationship?”

      Though the gesture was slow, Sun shook her head. “No.” Either Sun had lied, or she was unsure of her standing with her romantic interest.

      Until she spotted the fib, Autumn had not intended to pry into Ming’s interpersonal relationships, but now, she wanted to know why the woman had lied.

      Autumn clicked her pen and set the utensil atop the notepad. She kept each motion measured and slow as she folded her hands atop the table and glanced up to Sun. So far, Autumn had been relaxed and agreeable, but now, the sudden shift to stern and disciplined was designed to throw Sun off-balance. And as far as Autumn could tell, the tactic had worked.

      “Have you ever dated someone from work? From the FBI office?” Fingers interlocked, Autumn didn’t let her stare waver.

      Maybe she should have used an interrogation room.

      When Sun started to shake her head, Autumn raised her eyebrows.

      “Who the hell are you?” the agent managed as she narrowed her eyes. “And what do these questions have to do with anything?”

      “Relationship status has been associated with predictors for violent behavior. Whether or not you’ve dated a coworker establishes the type of environment where you work. Hostility toward coworkers, grudges, things of that nature.” The statement was sweeping and broad, but technically, it was true. There was a reason car insurance rates declined when a person got married. “Of course, you’re still entitled to your Fifth Amendment protections, Agent Ming.”

      The shadows shifted along Agent Ming’s face as she clenched and unclenched her jaw. “I’m not dating anyone right now, but…” She paused to sigh. “There is someone. It’s just, it’s complicated.”

      “Complicated how?”

      “Complicated as in he’s at the tail end of a failing marriage, and I feel like I’m just some kind of fucking reprieve!” she snapped. Wide-eyed, she raised a hand to cover her mouth.

      “It’s all right,” Autumn replied, spreading her hands. “Look, no notes, see? This isn’t being recorded, and unless there’s something I don’t know about, no one’s listening in. Off the record, I know the feeling.”

      This time, she had not exaggerated or otherwise stretched the truth. Not long after she moved to Virginia, she had been in the same situation that clearly weighed so heavily on Sun’s mind.

      Now, almost a year after their split, Autumn attributed the entire debacle to her youth and the naivety that came with it. He was twelve years her senior, and at the time, she thought the idea of dating such a smart, savvy man was thrilling. And maybe it still was, but she was no longer the starry-eyed graduate student who had just moved from the Midwest to the coast.

      “Well, thanks,” Sun muttered. “To answer your question, yes, I’ve dated a coworker. That relationship ended a while ago, and we weren’t ever in the same division. He’s in the BAU, and I’ve always been in VC.”

      “He was in the BAU?” Autumn echoed, raising an eyebrow.

      “Still is,” she confirmed.

      So, maybe the work environment at the Richmond FBI office wasn’t conducive to an agent’s violent tendencies, but there were plenty of unorthodox dynamics that lurked beneath the polished surface.
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      As Autumn flipped to the second page of her notepad, her expression was thoughtful but calm. Aiden couldn’t remember the last federal agent who had been as relaxed in the presence of the SAC and the Associate Deputy Director, much less a brand-new Ph.D. graduate.

      But try as he might, he could not spot so much as a hint of unease in her demeanor.

      “You said Agent Ming has been acting bizarre, isn’t that right?” Autumn asked, glancing up to Cassidy Ramirez.

      Ramirez nodded. “She’s always been standoffish, but lately, it seems like she isolates herself more. Like she’s been more cut off from her coworkers. You had a chance to speak to Agent Vasquez and Agent Camp, didn’t you, Dr. Trent?”

      “I did,” Autumn replied with a quick smile. “And it does seem like she’s been markedly less sociable since the Riverside Mall, but…” Before Max could interject, Autumn held up a hand. “I don’t think it’s because she’s snapped and become a vigilante. Everything Agents Camp and Vasquez told me, plus what I heard from Agent Ming herself points to posttraumatic stress.”

      “Are you—”

      Autumn powered on. “How tall is Agent Ming?” When her emerald eyes settled on him, he didn’t miss the knowing glint. “A few inches over five foot? She’s petite, and a Barrett M98 Bravo isn’t a small weapon. It’s not as dramatic as some others, but considering Agent Ming’s recent shoulder injury, I don’t think it’s all that likely that she lugged a weapon of that size around with her up six flights of stairs.”

      “But—”

      Autumn wasn’t finished. “And Mitch Stockley was killed before the shooting at the Riverside Mall, correct?”

      The question was rhetorical, but Ramirez nodded. “Yes. A week before.”

      “But the working theory here is that the Riverside Mall was Agent Ming’s breaking point, isn’t that right?”

      Aiden could almost hear Cassidy’s teeth grind together as she nodded for the second time, and he struggled to keep the expression of awe off his face.

      The smirk that tugged at the corner of Max’s mouth was unmistakable. He was right, and he now had the word of a psychologist from an elite firm to back his assertion.

      “Then if Agent Ming is still a suspect, the Riverside Mall doesn’t explain Mitch Stockley. In addition, Agent Ming is almost thirty-one. That’s past the usual age for the onset of disorders like paranoid schizophrenia, so the likelihood that she suffered a psychotic break is slim. There’s no history of schizophrenia in her family, either, and schizophrenia is usually precluded by some sort of genetic predisposition.”

      The ADD raised a brow. “People snap.”

      “With all due respect, ADD Ramirez, people don’t snap and decide to go on a killing spree without leaving a trail that spans months, even years. There’s nothing else in Agent Ming’s history to suggest that she was nearing a breakdown before the Riverside Mall. She was raised in a middle-class, two-parent household with a twin brother, pets, and a close extended family.

      “She’s well-established at this office, and despite the recent reports of social isolation, she has a strong connection to what she does at the bureau. It’s my professional opinion that Agent Ming poses a low risk of violent behavior, and it’s my professional opinion that she’s not responsible for the murder of Tyler Haldane, Mitch Stockley, or Ben Ormund. I’ll have a written synopsis sent to you by the end of the day, but those are the highlights.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Trent,” Ramirez replied as she rose from her seat to extend a hand to Autumn. Autumn’s smile wobbled a bit as they touched, then brightened through what looked like some effort.

      What was that all about?

      When Autumn stepped to the side to shake Max’s hand, Aiden half-expected the man to offer her a high-five instead.

      With a kindly smile, the likes of which Aiden seldom saw the tenured SAC wear, Max defied Aiden’s expectations and merely shook her hand. Her expression was unreadable as she bade Aiden farewell, but the blank look only invited more questions.

      He excused himself before he could bear witness to Max’s victory stretch—the same exaggerated, casual motion he made whenever his point was proven.

      As he hurried around the corner, he caught the glint of the overhead lights on the polished silver doors of the elevator as they started to ease shut. Attention fixed on her phone, Autumn leaned against a metal handrail.

      “Hey,” he called, waving an arm for emphasis.

      Her bright eyes snapped up from the screen, and for a split-second, he thought she intended to let the elevator shut before he could close the distance. At the last possible instant, she stepped forward and stretched out one hand to halt the motion of the doors.

      “Do you have a minute?” he asked as he moved to stand at her side.

      She shrugged and pocketed her phone. “That depends.”

      “It depends on what?”

      “On what you want to talk to me about,” she replied with a sweet smile.

      “What do you think I want to talk to you about?”

      Another shrug.

      “Seriously? Did I miss something?” He furrowed his brows and turned to flash her an exasperated look. “Well, did I?”

      “Isn’t this a conflict of interest?” she asked once the doors had closed.

      “What? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You, right now.” She turned to face him full-on. “Asking me about a forensic risk assessment I just did for your ex-girlfriend. Isn’t that a conflict of interest, or do you guys operate under different rules here at the bureau? Should you have even been in that meeting?”

      “For the love of…” Snapping his mouth shut, he squeezed his eyes closed, searching for calm. After a second deep breath, he said, “That relationship ended two years ago. So, no, Autumn. It’s not a damned conflict of interest.” He should have known she would figure out his and Sun’s history. There was no way to keep a secret from the woman, was there?

      “So, then it’s just unprofessional?”

      “What?” He came very close to sputtering, then managed to calm himself. “Why do you care?”

      “I’m just trying to make sure you aren’t prying into her personal life. Two years or not, an ex-girlfriend’s an ex-girlfriend. Honestly, if someone did a forensic interview with my ex, I think I’d still be a little curious. Granted, that only ended one year ago, and not two.” There was a hint of petulance as she offered him a sarcastic smile.

      He decided to turn the tables. “How did you get a job at Shadley and Latham?”

      When she narrowed her eyes, he knew he’d hit a nerve. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Take it at face value,” he shot back. The number beside the control panel changed from a three to a two, and he doubted she would stick around for long once they had reached the main floor. “You’re accusing me of being unethical, so it only seemed fair. Doesn’t feel great, does it?”

      “Oh my god,” she muttered. “Point taken. Really, though, you could have mentioned it before I went to talk to her. Could have saved me a whole series of questions.”

      “Maybe. I’ll keep that in mind next time. You know, just in case you wind up interviewing another murder suspect I used to date.”

      Her laugh sounded more like a snort as she glanced back to him. “Do you have a type, Aiden? Or do you just make a habit of picking up chicks from the FBI office?”

      “Yes, I do, but it’s not murder suspects. And no, I don’t. Now, could I ask you a real question?”

      She made a show of appearing thoughtful. “I guess so. What’s up, chief?”

      “Chief? No, can we not do that? Please?”

      Feigning an exasperated sigh, she planted her hands on her hips. “Fine. What’s your question?”

      “Now that you’ve got all the details of this investigation, and now that I don’t have to talk to you in hypotheticals, could I get your opinion on what we have so far? We, meaning the BAU.”

      “Sure.” She leaned against the wall. “I’ve got a little time.”

      “I appreciate it.” Even as he spoke, he was unsure of his motivation. He wanted to know who had recommended her for the position at Shadley and Latham, but at the same time, he valued her input.

      And then, of course, there was the inexorable draw he felt to her.

      He was well and truly on the way to being fucked.
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      As I watched a man push open his car door to step beneath the neon glow of a vacancy sign of the Greendale Motel, I dropped my finished cigarette into the ashtray in the cupholder.

      After six years in forensic science, I knew better than to leave behind any piece of evidence, even if it was as innocuous as a cigarette butt. The pock-marked parking lot of the shabby hotel might have been littered with cigarette butts, but I wasn’t about to take the chance.

      It was a nasty habit I had picked up during basic training for the army. Once my daughter was born, I finally found the motivation to quit.

      My wife had given up smoking during her pregnancy, but since I had been overseas for half of it, I hadn’t followed suit right away. That had been a stressful time, and I doubted I would have been able to quit even if I’d tried.

      Tina had said as much when she called me to tell me the news. She had suggested I wait until I was back in the States, but that was just the type of person Tina was. She was always more understanding than I deserved, and there wasn’t a day that went by where I didn’t miss her and my little girl with every fiber of my being.

      Life had been good. Hell, it had been better than I ever thought it could be.

      But then, a man like James Bauman—the sleaze I had tailed for the last couple days—had taken it all away from me.

      Once Tina and Evie were gone, I didn’t see any reason to stay away from the nasty nicotine habit. In those dark days, I had wanted to die right along with them, and with every drag, I got a little bit closer.

      But as long as I was here, I’d make good use of the skills the army had given me.

      Before I lost Tina and Evie, I had been sure I would make my career in the Army Rangers. I was a lieutenant before I turned thirty, and a captain before I turned forty. The military taught me to work as a part of a team, but it had also taught me to be a leader.

      More than anything, it taught me how to kill.

      There were few groups in the world more skilled at the art of death than the elite factions of the United States military.

      While I was in the army, I’d never focused on how good I was at killing. What was more important to me was ensuring all the soldiers under my command made it home to see their families again.

      It was ironic, but I never gave much consideration to my unorthodox skill set until after I left the military. Over in the desert, we all knew how to kill, but over here, well…

      That was a different story.

      Men like Mitch Stockley, Tyler Haldane, and Ben Ormund might have dabbled in death, but I was death.

      Those three men thought they held the balance of life and death in the palm of their hands, but they didn’t know anything.

      Haldane knew how to fire a gun, Stockley knew how to strangle someone to death, and Ormund knew how to smother someone while they were unconscious. Maybe if they had familiarized themselves more with the innumerable methods to snuff out a human being’s life, they wouldn’t have died so easily.

      Sometimes, I wondered if a day would come where I would learn that one of the men on my list met my level of physical prowess, but I doubted it.

      Those with a firm handle on the ability to kill weren’t the same types who stooped to the level of Ben Ormund. To be as effective as I was required discipline, and men like Tyler Haldane were far from disciplined. Plus, if they wanted to face me and live to tell the tale, they needed a physique that far surpassed that of Mitch Stockley.

      I knew that today would not be the day I met my match, and James Bauman would not be that person.

      Despite his six-foot-two, broad-shouldered frame, Bauman was a peon. He was a pitiable excuse for a human being, and he took out his insecurities on some of the most vulnerable, the part of society for whom the media held little sympathy. The part that had been thrown to the wayside by the decent folks of the surface world.

      To me, that made James Bauman the worst of the worst, and tonight, I intended to make that perfectly clear to him.

      Bauman was a drop in the bucket, and I knew none of what I did would start a revolution in the streets. More than likely, it wouldn’t make an average person look twice.

      Not until I made my way through a few more of the names on my list, at least.

      Once Bauman obtained his room key from the clerk, he made his way back to the door numbered eight and let himself into the room. When he reemerged, he cast a quick glance up and down the parking lot, but I was slumped down too far in my seat for him to see me.

      After the thud of a car door, the quiet drone of an engine came to life. I waited until the sound grew faint and eventually faded away altogether. As I straightened myself, I saw the vacant spot where Bauman’s car had been.

      Clenching and unclenching my gloved hands, I patted the sheathed hunting knife inside my zip-up hoodie and double-checked to make sure the lockpick was still in my pocket.

      It was showtime.

      I kept my hood up and my head down as I strode across the parking lot. The place was a shithole, but there were still a handful of security cameras set up around the perimeter. I didn’t know if they were for show or if they were active, but like I’d decided with my cigarette, there was no need to take the chance.

      To any passersby—though there were none, not at this hour—I didn’t look like someone picking a lock. I had picked more locks than I could count, and it took the same amount of time it would have taken if I had a key.

      In the relative cover of the dingy room, I pushed the hood away from my face. As I retrieved a matte black nine-mil from beneath my sweatshirt, I stepped back into the shadowy bathroom. There, I waited.

      When the metallic click from the door told me that Bauman had returned, I reflexively tightened the sound suppressor I had attached to the barrel of my weapon. I didn’t intend to shoot James Bauman, not unless he made the act necessary.

      From where I stood just inside the doorway to the bathroom, I could see Bauman’s tall form block out the lamplight as he led his female companion into the space.

      Her green eyes flicked back and forth, her posture stiff, movements rigid. Her denim miniskirt ended at mid-thigh, and her halter top was so low-cut that the red lace of her bra peeked out from the neckline.

      By my best estimate, she was barely legal.

      That was Bauman’s preference. He liked girls—and they were girls, not women—that were far too young for him. Bauman had turned forty-seven earlier in the year, and he and his wife had been married for sixteen years.

      What a miserable union that must have been.

      From the way the working girls around the area told it, Bauman had a penchant for luring prostitutes to his hotel room where he inflicted all manner of horror on them. None of the women ever went to the police, and that was precisely why the asshole continued to target them.

      At least two, both under seventeen years old, had disappeared after they had been tortured and raped by the lunatic.

      Though most of the prostitutes in this part of the city knew to avoid Bauman, there were still plenty of newcomers who weren’t aware of the man’s reputation. He knew it, and he counted on their unfamiliarity. He counted on their desperation.

      In one fluid motion, I stepped out into the light and leveled the nine-mil at Bauman’s head. He had been speaking, but I didn’t especially give a shit what he had to say.

      “Whoa!” he exclaimed as he threw his hands into the air.

      At his side, the girl’s mouth gaped open as she glanced from me to Bauman and back.

      “Who the hell are you?” he asked. His voice was high-pitched and panicky, and the tone brought the start of a scowl to my face.

      I didn’t answer. I preferred to let him stew.

      “What do you want?”

      “Take out your wallet. Keep the movements nice and slow, James. Or do you prefer Jim?”

      “Money?” His question sounded more like a squeak, and I almost laughed aloud. When he produced his wallet, he shot me a pleading look.

      “I don’t want your fucking money. Give all your cash to her.” I inclined my chin in the girl’s direction.

      “Wh-what?” he stammered.

      “Did I stutter?” I kept my voice level. Calm. Dangerous. “Give her your money, or I’ll blow your fucking head off, James.”

      His hands shook as he opened the leather wallet and pulled out a wad of twenties. The girl’s wide-eyed stare hardly wavered from me as she accepted the cash.

      “All right, kid,” I said. “Get out of here.”

      She didn’t pause to question my motive before she pocketed the money, pulled open the door, and sprinted out into the night.

      Now, it was just Bauman and me.

      James Bauman owed me, and it was time to collect.
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      Noah and Winter hadn’t made it halfway to the office before Max Osbourne called to redirect them to a shabby hotel close to the edge of town. According to what Noah could hear of Max’s dialogue, the Greendale Motel was a shithole just off the exit ramp for the interstate. Drifters and vagrants frequented the area, and murders weren’t uncommon.

      This murder, however, was different.

      “The guy was killed some time in the middle of the night. There’s another index card,” Winter advised after she returned the phone to the pocket of her blazer. “Osbourne wants us to swing by and talk to Dan Nguyen after we leave the scene. He said Dan got called in in the middle of the night, so he might be a little grouchy.”

      Noah was feeling a little grouchy himself. “Should we stop and get him a coffee?”

      “Not a bad idea,” Winter replied with a yawn. “And a scone. It’s physically impossible to be angry while you’re eating a scone.”

      Noah nodded. “That’s a scientific fact.”

      If an outside observer had witnessed their conversation about scones and baked goods on the drive to a gruesome crime scene, they would have thought Winter and Noah were insane.

      But as soon as they flashed their badges to the crime scene tech at the door of room number eight, their focus returned, and they walked through the crime scene with keen eyes and clear heads.

      “What does it say this time?” Noah asked as Winter retrieved the evidence bag that contained the index card.

      “There are a couple of names on it,” Winter replied, holding the card up to the light. “And dates. It’s typed, just like the last one. Same font and everything.”

      Noah leaned in to squint at the writing. “Alicia Perez, June twentieth, 2015. Melody Harrison, October thirtieth, 2017.”

      “We’ve already sent the names over to have someone take a look at them,” one of the crime scene techs, a woman with a platinum blonde pixie cut, advised. “That was just a little bit ago, but chances are good they’ll have something for you soon. That’s pretty specific information.”

      “Victims.” Winter’s tone was grave as she shifted her blue eyes back to Noah. “They’re James Bauman’s victims, I guarantee it.”

      “It fits,” Noah agreed. “Is the person who worked the front desk still here?”

      The tech nodded. “She is. She’s out in the lobby.”

      Winter headed for the door. “Let’s go talk to her.”

      They ducked under the yellow crime scene tape and made their way to the end of the row of hotel rooms. The silvery tinkle of a bell sounded out as he pushed open the glass and metal door, and a gray-haired woman and the Richmond police officer at her side both snapped their attention over to the entrance.

      Reaching into his suit jacket for his badge, Noah offered them both a smile and a nod.

      Though faint, the woman returned the expression.

      “Good morning,” he said. “I’m Agent Dalton with the FBI, and this is Agent Black. I know you’ve probably been answering questions all morning, but if you don’t mind, we’ve got a few quick ones for you before we head out.”

      “Of course,” the woman replied, straightening in her office chair.

      “What can you tell us about the victim? Is he someone you’ve seen around here before? Anyone you’re familiar with?” Noah asked.

      She shrugged her bony shoulders. “I’ve seen him around a few times, I think. Always pays in cash up-front, always leaves well before checkout the next day. I’ve been doing this job a while, agents, and I can tell when folks who come through here don’t quite fit in. Mostly business types, you know? Guys with a tan line on their left ring finger come to dip into the slums for a little fun.”

      Winter smiled at the woman. “I know their type.”

      The woman’s smile warmed a few degrees. “Don’t we all, honey. They don’t give a shit about anyone around these parts. They just come to get what they want, use us up, and then forget we exist until the next time they need their fix. They might walk and talk like they’re better’n me and mine, but they ain’t no different.”

      “And that’s what this guy was?” Noah asked. “James Bauman, that was his name. He was one of those?”

      Crossing both arms over her chest, she nodded. “He was. A wolf in sheep’s clothing, that’s what he was. Like I said, agents. I’ve been doing this job a long time, and I know the dangerous ones when I see ‘em.”

      “Was there anyone with him?” Winter asked.

      “Not when he checked in, no. That’s the only time I saw him, and he was alone. They usually are when they pay for the room.”

      “Do you have any security cameras around here?” Noah gestured to the doorway. “I saw some on the parking lot lights. Do they work?”

      “They do,” she answered with a stiff nod.

      “We’ve already got all the footage sent over to the bureau,” the officer put in. “We know this is your jurisdiction, but we’re here to help.”

      “Appreciate it,” Noah replied. “All right, ma’am. That’s all the questions we’ve got for you for now. I’ll give you my card, and you just give me a call if you remember anything else, all right?”

      Jaw clenched, the woman accepted the business card from his outstretched hand. “Yeah, all right, agent, but I have to say…the world is a better place with the likes of him no longer in it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Noah felt strange bringing food to the medical examiner’s office, but he and Winter had stopped at a café to purchase a peace offering for Dan Nguyen.

      In all his interactions with Dan, Noah had never seen the man in a sour mood, but he suspected that was a bridge he didn’t want to cross. Even if Dan wasn’t grouchy, the scone and caramel latte would keep the potential for grouchiness at bay.

      “Agents.” Dan’s dark eyes flicked away from the computer monitor as he turned in his chair to face them.

      The man’s office was impeccable, but then again, the space was minimally decorated. Aside from the computer monitor and a wireless keyboard, a notepad, and a cup of pens, his desk was unadorned. There were a couple succulent plants on the windowsill at his back, and his medical degree and various certifications decorated one wall. Other than the two chairs that faced the desk, the space was unadorned.

      “You should get a potted plant or something in here,” Noah said as he held out the paper cup of coffee.

      “I put up a tree for Christmas,” Dan replied with a shrug. “I usually put it up at the beginning of September and hang little ghosts and stuff on it. Then I switch them out for turkeys, and then actual Christmas ornaments after that. My ex suggested I keep it up year-round and just decorate it for each season, but I’m not sure if that’d be tacky.”

      Winter laughed. “Tacky, but awesome.”

      The suggestion sounded familiar, but Noah couldn’t place where he had heard it before. They had a long day of sifting through security camera footage and criminal records ahead of them, and he decided to drop the topic altogether.

      “We’re here with peace offerings,” he said instead. “A caramel latte and a chocolate chip scone.”

      “You guys spoil me.” Dan chuckled as he accepted the brown paper bag from Winter. “My guess is you want to see James Bauman, though, don’t you?”

      With a grin, Noah nodded. “You guessed right, my friend.”

      “Right.” Dan pressed both palms against the polished wooden surface and pushed to his feet. “You can leave your coffees in here if you want.” He made his way around the desk and beckoned them to follow.

      “It looked like there was a lot of blood on the carpet in that room,” Winter observed.

      Dan sighed. “Yeah. If there hadn’t been an index card with this guy, I wouldn’t have guessed it was the same killer. This one was up close and personal, not like the last two.”

      “Serial killers vary,” Winter said. “They vary in how strict their ritual is, and how many details they include in it. Same with the way they pick victims. Some serial killers will fixate on a certain appearance and age, others fixate on a profession. And while a lot of them kill their victims the same way each time, there are some that just kill their victims without a real ritual. They’re still serial killers since they’re targeting a specific type of person, and the thought process is probably the same for each time they kill someone.”

      Dan was nodding. “Sounds about right.”

      “Like our killer, here,” Winter went on. “He shot the first three, and even though those three were pretty distinct from one another, they shared one common thread. For our guy, that’s what he really fixates on. It’s not about the way he kills them or what they look like, or their lifestyle, at least not for the most part. Even though Ben Ormund and Mitch Stockley were a lot alike, Tyler Haldane didn’t really fit with them, at least not at first glance.”

      “Damn,” Noah breathed, glancing over to her as they descended a set of steps. “Did you get that from Parrish?”

      She shook her head. “No. From Autumn. We talked about it last night after you went home and went to bed.”

      “Shit, remind me not to do that anymore.”

      “She’s right,” Dan put in. “Some serial killers are opportunistic, and some are really methodical. They’ve all got rituals, they just vary in where they apply that ritual. For this guy, the only ritual is that he kills them. It’s quick and clean. He doesn’t kick their ass or torture them, doesn’t sit down to have a long conversation, doesn’t do anything sexual. He just kills them.”

      “He executes them,” Noah surmised.

      Dan nodded as he pushed open a set of double doors. “Exactly.”

      Snatching a pair of latex gloves from a box on a stainless-steel counter, they were bathed in a harsh fluorescent glow as Dan flicked on the remaining overhead lights.

      “How did this guy die?” Winter asked. They followed Dan to the silver exam table.

      As Dan pulled down the white sheet, his mouth was set in a straight line. For the first time, Noah thought he might have caught a glimpse of the man’s irritability.

      Good thing we brought those scones, he thought.

      “There aren’t any other wounds, just the stab wound that killed him.” Dan glanced up to them as he clamped one hand down on the dead man’s shoulder to roll him to his side. With one gloved hand, he gestured to a single red slash. “One incision, right here. Blade entered between the middle two ribs, sliced through the lung, and then nicked the bottom of his heart.”

      Noah leaned in for a closer look. “That’s a little different than a bullet to the head.”

      “Yes and no,” Dan replied, shrugging. “There’s one distinct similarity between this wound and the shots that killed Haldane and Ormund.”

      Winter studied the ME. “Which is?”

      “They’re both indicative of elite military experience.” Dan eased Bauman’s shoulder back to the silver table before he pulled the sheet back up to cover his lifeless face.

      “How so?” Winter asked. “And what do you mean by elite military?”

      “Special Forces,” Noah answered. “Navy SEALs, Rangers, groups like that.”

      With a snap, Dan removed the latex gloves and tossed them into a biohazard bin. “Exactly. I wasn’t a SEAL, but I was around enough of them while I was in the Navy that I picked up a few things. This stab wound, this was one of them. It’s a technique that the special warfare factions of the military would use when they needed stealth. The knife cuts through the person’s lung, so they can’t shout or scream, and as soon as it nicks their heart, they die. Usually, they’d hold one hand down over the person’s mouth just to make sure they couldn’t make a sound, just in case.”

      “Shit,” Winter managed. “That’s hardcore.”

      Dan nodded. “Whoever you’re looking for is hardcore too. Look, I know I’m not part of the BAU, but I spent enough time around the military life to say with some certainty that whoever you’re looking for, they’ve got elite military training. They can handle a Barrett rifle well enough to hit someone between the eyes from almost a mile away, and now this.”

      He paused to wave a hand at Bauman. “I know Parrish has been looking at this from the pissed off cop angle, but I think you need to add ‘elite military’ to that descriptor. But, like I said.” He held up both hands as if to show them he was unarmed. “I’m just the ME.”

      “Great.” Noah shoved his hands into his pockets. “It’s one thing to have a disgruntled cop running around, but a disgruntled cop that’s a Navy SEAL too?” He sighed and shook his head.

      Winter shrugged. “It makes sense. It fits with everything else we’ve got so far, and it narrows down our suspects.”

      “You’re looking for a combat veteran, without a doubt,” Dan advised, his expression flat as he crossed his arms over his chest. Let me know once you find out why James Bauman was in this guy’s crosshairs. Based on where his body was found, he’s got some skeletons in his closet.”
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      A twinge of guilt followed the wave of relief that rolled over Sun when she received the announcement about James Bauman’s murder.

      Bauman had been killed at approximately three in the morning. Sun hadn’t been able to sleep, and she had asked Bobby if he needed help with anything at the office. That had been at two, and she hadn’t left the office again until she went to get coffee at six.

      There weren’t many alibis better than the FBI office.

      Ever since her interview with the redhead psychologist, she had felt the scrutiny on her actions lessen, but until now, she hadn’t allowed herself to breathe a sigh of relief.

      And as soon as she was relieved of the stress and frustration, the energy that had kept her from sleep that night dissipated like a cloud of smoke on a temperate breeze. It was only nine in the morning, but she needed a damn nap if she wanted to be useful for the rest of the day.

      Stifling a yawn with one hand, she ignored her better judgment and typed a text message to Bobby. She knew he was still in the building, but she hadn’t spoken to him in a couple hours.

      I’m going to head home and take a nap, she wrote. How much longer are you going to be here?

      Any time she sent him a message that had to do with more than just an aspect of their job, she felt like a naïve kid again.

      Sure, his wife had been cheating on him for more than a year, and sure, his marriage was over in all but name, but what in the hell was Sun doing? She was in uncharted territory, and she had lost her compass sometime after their first kiss.

      I was going to leave in the next half-hour, he answered. Do you think I could get in on that nap?

      Something curled deep and low in her belly as she composed her succinct response. Of course.

      Good. I’ve got something I want to tell you too. Good news.

      Good news? She could use some of that.

      Her thumbs flew over the screen. Hurry.
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        * * *

      

      For the next hour, Sun had to fight to keep herself from biting her freshly painted fingernails. She knew Bobby well enough that she was confident his text message had not been sarcastic or misleading, but her imagination had started to run rampant before she even left the FBI building.

      Was he going to propose to her? No, that was ridiculous.

      Had he been promoted? Transferred? Offered a job as a private investigator for some ritzy firm? Or had he found a kitten on his way home the day before?

      By the time he followed her into the living room, she thought an explosion in her head was imminent.

      “What’s this good news you told me about?” she blurted before they had a chance to sit.

      His amber eyes flicked away from the blue glow of the fish tank and over to her, the start of a wistful smile on his lips. Even when his dark blond hair was messy and tired shadows darkened his eyes, he still looked like he had just walked off a Hollywood set.

      Blowing out a sigh, he combed a hand through his hair and dropped to the couch. “I’ve never been real great at shit like this,” he admitted. “Telling people stuff like this, at least unless it’s part of the job.”

      “Stuff like what?” she prodded. Her steps toward the sectional couch were slow and tentative, but she closed the distance when he smiled up at her.

      “I don’t know if this is supposed to be a happy announcement or not, but I didn’t want to say anything until it was official. The day before yesterday, I talked to Kara.”

      Sun felt the moisture vanish from her mouth as she took a seat at his side.

      Why couldn’t he have just found a kitten?

      Her family had taken in a handful of stray cats over her lifetime, but since Sun’s fifteen-year-old cat, Noodle, had passed, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to adopt another.

      “Yesterday,” Bobby went on, jerking her attention back to the present. “I had her served.”

      “Served?” Sun echoed. As the realization dawned on her tired brain, her mouth drooped open. “Served? As in?”

      “As in a sheriff’s deputy went to her boyfriend’s house and handed her divorce paperwork,” he answered. “I’ve known the deputy since I moved to Virginia, so I gave him the guy’s address, and he went with it. I told her about it the day before, but I don’t think she believed me. She didn’t try to lie about any of it, I’ll give her that.”

      “What about you?” Sun asked, her voice hushed. “What did you tell her? You know, about this.” She gestured to him and then to herself for emphasis.

      Shrugging, he leaned back against the plush couch. “I told her I’d moved on. No hard feelings.”

      “You did,” she managed to say with what little breath remained in her lungs. “Oh my god, you did?”

      He flashed her a wide smile as he nodded. “Yep. We bought a house at the beginning of the year. Both our names are on it, but I told her I don’t want the damn thing. The whole reason we got it was so she could get a dog. Speaking of which, my cats are going to need somewhere to stay sometime soon. Do you think you could—”

      Before he could elaborate, she reached out to touch the sides of his scruffy face, leaned in, and pressed her lips to his. There was a tickle against her lower back as she felt the warmth of his touch against her skin.

      “Yes,” she murmured once they separated. The corner of her mouth turned up in the start of a smile as she met his eyes and nodded.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. “For everything. For dealing with this bullshit, all of it. I’m sorry I dragged you into the end of my stupid marriage. I wish I’d at least figured out what in the hell I was doing before any of this happened. But thank you for sticking with me while I did.”

      “Of course.” The breathless response was all she could manage. She had hoped he felt the same way about their unorthodox relationship as she, but until now, all she had was hope.

      “Now,” he said, brushing a piece of hair from her eyes. “How about that nap?”

      “A nap?” She leaned in and kissed him until they were both out of breath. “I don’t really think I’m tired anymore.”
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      As Noah taped the final picture to the whiteboard, Winter stepped back to admire their handiwork. All the printouts had been taken from the security footage they had been provided by the hotel where James Bauman’s body was found. Hands on her hips, Winter scanned over the still shots and sighed.

      Noah glanced to her and then back to the last of six printouts.

      “That’s him,” he said, rapping a knuckle against the whiteboard. “Can’t see a damn thing, but this is the best shot we got of him.”

      The man’s shadowy figure had stalked across the worn parking lot to James Bauman’s hotel room, but the man had not glanced up from where he had fixed his gaze on the asphalt. When he made the return trip to his car, the story was the same.

      Whoever he was, he knew how to avoid security cameras, and he knew how to avoid leaving any trace forensic evidence. They’d managed to see the very front corner of his car, but other than that…nothing but shadows.

      “What about her?” a voice asked from one of the tables at their backs.

      Winter spun around to face the newcomer to the briefing room. His pale eyes flitted over the series of photos before he met her gaze.

      “Her?” Noah asked, tapping the photo of a woman’s panicked face. Where their killer had been savvy enough to avoid the cameras, the young woman’s face had been in plain view. The local vice squad hadn’t taken longer than a minute to identify her as a prostitute who worked a nearby corner.

      Aiden nodded. “Any idea who she is?”

      “She’s a working girl,” Bree put in. She sat atop the table closest to the whiteboard as she leafed through a manila envelope.

      Bree pulled out a paper. “I looked through the files on the two girls named on our killer’s notecard, Alicia Perez and Melody Harrison. We got a lucky break, because it turns out our girl up there got busted for prostitution in the same sting as Melody back in summer 2017. Her name’s Gina Traeger, and she was only sixteen when she got popped with her first solicitation charge. She wound up going to a juvenile detention facility, but as soon as she turned eighteen, she was back out on the streets.”

      “As much as I hate to say it, her story’s pretty typical for working girls as young as she is,” Aiden said.

      Bree nodded. “She dropped out of high school after her sophomore year when she ran away from home. Her father had been molesting her since she was eleven, and her mother was in and out of rehab. For her and a lot of the girls like her, the street is a better alternative than what they have to deal with at home. Minus a couple of the details, Alicia and Melody’s stories are just about the same.”

      Winter’s mind was abruptly drawn to her vision of Autumn’s childhood, and she wondered how close her friend had come to a fate like Gina’s.

      “What about the dates on the notecard, what did those mean?” Aiden asked after a short silence.

      Bree flipped to another page. “Those are the dates the girls were reported missing. From what I can tell, they were reported missing by some of the other women around that area. The cops couldn’t do much about it. They said Melody and Alicia had probably moved to another part of town or left Virginia altogether. Which isn’t unheard of. It makes it hard to find and identify working girls when they go missing. That’s why people like James Bauman go after them.”

      “Do we have anything to tie Bauman to their disappearances other than this notecard?” Noah asked. “Not saying I don’t believe it, it’s just nice to have evidence that didn’t come from a serial killer, you know?”

      Bree pressed her fingertips to her temple, a sarcastic smirk of agreement playing on her lips. “Bauman has a few priors. One for solicitation, and one for a domestic disturbance. That was back about twenty years ago, and he was in Charlotte at the time. The victim dropped the charges, and that was the end of that.”

      Noah’s eyes were on the whiteboard. “If he targeted working girls, there won’t be nice, neat case files about it. That’s why Ted Bundy got away with killing women for so long. He targeted prostitutes. Same with guys like the Cleveland Strangler. It takes a while for law enforcement to catch on.”

      “So, we should go talk to the girls?” Winter proposed.

      “Sounds like it,” Noah replied with a nod.

      “You two?” Bree snorted, shaking her head. “Have either of you ever tried to interview a working girl before? Dalton? Did you deal with any of that while you were in Dallas?”

      “Not really.” He sighed. “I wasn’t involved with Vice.”

      “Then one of you take either Agent Stafford or Agent Brandt with you,” Aiden decided. “Someone who speaks the language.”
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        * * *

      

      Through the light cloud cover, Winter could see the faint glow of the sun as it hovered near the horizon. Finally, after more than three hours and four different women, she and Levi Brandt had been able to start a dialogue with a young woman who went by the pseudonym, Alice. As they’d approached each wary prostitute, Winter had been glad to have the victim services agent by her side. The man oozed assurance and calm.

      Alice was petite, and her blue eyes seemed almost too big for her face. She had accompanied Winter and Levi out of the neighborhood after they had settled on a deal: they would give her fifty bucks, buy her dinner and a coffee, and she would tell them what she knew about James Bauman as well as his victims, Alicia Perez, Melody Harrison, and Gina Traeger.

      “Wow,” Alice managed, glancing around the space with a slight smile on her lips. “It’s been years since I’ve been in a place like this. It’s pretty retro.”

      “My wife told me about it,” Levi put in. “She and a couple of her girlfriends meet up here every month for lunch.”

      “It’s a nice place,” Winter said, smiling warmly at the girl. “Smells good, and it’s got that homey feel you don’t get from a lot of the chain places.”

      Levi nodded his agreement. “From what my wife says, their triple berry pie is killer.”

      Winter made a mental note to bring a piece back to Noah. A week or two earlier, he and Bree had engaged in a heated debate about pie versus cake, and Noah had been staunchly pro-pie.

      They gave their drink order to a young man who couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old, and once he disappeared, Alice’s expression turned grave.

      “You guys probably don’t just want to talk about pie though, do you?” she murmured.

      “Personally,” Winter said, spreading her hands, “I’d be fine with just talking about pie, but you’re right. We’re technically here to ask you some questions, and they’re not about any type of dessert.”

      “Right.” Alice’s smile was strained, but she nodded her understanding. “And you’re sure this won’t get any of the other girls in trouble, right?”

      “That’s right,” Levi replied. “Agent Black and I are with the FBI, Alice. We aren’t looking to get any of you or the other ladies in any kind of a bind. You won’t have to give us an official statement unless you witnessed something. We just want to know more about this guy, James Bauman.”

      The girl licked her lips, clearly nervous. “Okay.”

      Winter watched as the girl swallowed her uncertainty and replaced the worry with a look of determination. What kind of past had Alice run from? Had she been assaulted by a family member like Gina had? Or had she been tossed around like a ragdoll like Autumn?

      Biting back the twinge of rage, Winter forced herself to maintain an amiable visage.

      “He went by Jim,” Alice said after their server had dropped off their drinks and taken their orders. “Jim the brute, that’s what some of the girls called him.”

      “You guys knew about him, then?” Levi asked.

      “Yeah.” Alice paused to sip at her soda. “Big guy, burly, bearded, the whole thing. I only ever ran into him once, and I was lucky that one of the more experienced girls was there with me. He always offered a whole lot of cash, but Toni said that’s how he tricked them. They’d see that wad of twenties and get tunnel vision.”

      “Tricked them?” Levi echoed. “What did he do to them?”

      With a shaky sigh, Alice took another drink. “Beat them up. Cut them.”

      “Raped them?” Winter asked when the girl paused.

      Alice looked confused. “Isn’t that what we’re paid for?”

      Compassion made Winter’s sinuses burn. “No, honey. There’s a difference.”

      Alice just shrugged. “Anyway, it all depended on what kind of mood he was in, I guess. Some of the girls said he didn’t do anything like that to them, but they still said he gave them the creeps.”

      “Why didn’t you go to the cops?” Winter blurted out the question and immediately wished she could take it back. “I’m sorry,” she said before Levi or Alice could speak. “I didn’t mean it like that, didn’t mean to sound like I was accusing you of anything. I’m not. Promise. I guess I just want to know a little more about everything, if you don’t mind.”

      “There are some cops that come around,” Alice said. “A couple women and a guy. They’re good people. They’ll drop off food and blankets when it’s cold, and they’ll ask around to see if anyone’s been bothering us. They do their best, you know. But they can’t be everywhere, and there’s only so much that three Richmond police officers can do.”

      Levi unlocked the screen of his phone and slid the device across the table for Alice to see. “Do you recognize her?”

      Pursing her lips, Alice shifted her blue eyes from the picture of Alicia Perez and back up to Levi before she shook her head. “No.”

      With a finger, Levi swiped to the next photo—a high school picture of Melody Harrison. “How about her?”

      Alice stiffened in her side of the booth. “That’s Mel,” she breathed. “She…she went missing a while back. The cops, the ones who come around to help us out sometimes, they couldn’t find anything out about where she went. They filed a missing person’s report for her, but eventually, we stopped asking them for updates.”

      “Is she the first girl to go missing?” Levi pressed a button on the side of his phone, and the screen went dark.

      “No.” Alice still looked shocked. “Girls come and go a lot. They’ll move to different parts of town, or they’ll just leave the life altogether. That doesn’t happen very often, though, and when it does, they usually come back. But, I don’t know how to explain it, but it was just different with Melody. Usually, you can tell when someone’s about to pack up and hit the road, you know?”

      “What about the last time you saw her?” Winter asked.

      Alice stared at the wall to Winter’s back, clearly searching her memory banks. “Mel just acted like she always did, like I’d be seeing her the next day or something. And when she was gone, she was just gone. None of her stuff was gone, it was just her. I mean, for shit’s sake, she was only seventeen, you know. We never want to see girls like that out there, but when we do, we do what we can to help them.”

      “We?” Levi asked, sliding a glance to Winter. “Meaning you and the other women who’ve been out there for a while?”

      “Yeah, exactly. We tell them what we know, who to avoid, what types of places are more dangerous, stuff like that.”

      “Was James Bauman part of that? Part of what you warned other girls about?”

      The shadows shifted along her throat as she swallowed. “Yeah. He was.”

      For the rest of their time at the diner, Winter and Levi tried to shift the discussion to a more lighthearted topic. Alice had taken a few classes at a community college when she was younger, and she had planned to transfer to VCU to study psychology.

      Winter tried to offer encouragement, tried to lift Alice’s spirits and point her in a direction that would lead away from the dangerous line of work into which she’d fallen.

      But regardless of Alice’s smiles and nods, Winter knew the effort was futile. There was more at play in Alice’s background than just financial trouble, and a few feel-good words from an FBI agent wouldn’t be enough to make that turbulence disappear.

      As promised, Winter and Levi bought Alice a bus ticket to take her back to the area where she and the other girls worked and lived. Winter gave her a business card, along with the usual spiel to either call or email if she remembered any other details that might help their investigation.

      As they waved goodbye to the young woman, Winter wasn’t hopeful.

      Her heart ached for Alice and all the other young women and girls like her, but more than that, her heart ached because she knew she couldn’t help them.

      She hadn’t expected the sudden dejected feeling, but as she plodded toward the black sedan, she wanted nothing more than to go home and pour herself a stiff drink.

      Winter had taken on the task of driving them back to the office, and she had half a mind to drive them to a bar instead. As she pulled to a stop at a red light, she spotted a flicker of movement at her side.

      The red glow flashed on the screen of Levi’s smartphone as he raised the device to his ear. “Agent Brandt.”

      A tinny voice replied to the curt greeting, but Winter couldn’t make out their words.

      “Yeah, that’s her,” he said.

      The caller rattled off another response, and Levi’s eyes widened. “You what?” he snapped. “You’ve got to be kidding me! She’s a federal witness, detective! And you booked her? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Whoa,” Winter mouthed. She didn’t envy the person on the other end of the line.

      “I’ll be there in ten. Why don’t you use that time to pull your head out of your ass!”

      She half-expected Levi to toss the phone out the open window, but he clenched his teeth and swiped a thumb across the screen instead.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Downtown,” Levi grated. “The Richmond PD just arrested the only witness who’s ever seen our killer’s face and lived.”
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, Levi and the detective who booked Gina Traeger had a history of disagreements.

      Detective Olson was the polar opposite of Levi Brandt: the man was short, rotund, and bald. Though Olson wore a navy-blue suit and tie, he might as well have been dressed in a tracksuit when he stood beside Levi.

      Agent Brandt might not have been as perpetually well-dressed as Aiden Parrish, but the man had a sharp sense of style.

      Winter stood on the sidelines as Levi pointedly explained to the precinct captain the reason for the bureau’s interest in Gina.

      “What did you guys even pop her for?” Though calm, Levi’s tone was laden with condescension. “Prostitution? A little bit of weed?”

      The middle-aged man behind the polished wooden desk clenched his jaw, but he didn’t respond.

      “Do you know what she witnessed, Captain?” Agent Brandt hissed.

      “My detectives didn’t know she was a federal witness until after they booked her. We’ll release her to your custody, and we’re sorry for the misunderstanding,” the captain replied.

      “Didn’t know?” Levi sputtered, waving his hand at the notices tacked to the bulletin boards. He knew they’d also gone out to every computer, every phone. “Does your detective live in a hole? That would be the only way he didn’t know.”

      The captain reddened and opened his mouth to speak.

      “Oh, it’s too late for that.” Levi waved a dismissive hand and took a deep breath. “You think she’s going to say a damn thing to us now? She saw the man who shot Tyler Haldane, Captain. The serial killer who’s been all over the local news lately, that’s who she saw. And if you think she’s going to cooperate with us now that you hauled her in here and charged her, then I’d like to know what planet you live on.”

      The older man grumbled out another apology before he escorted them to the interrogation room with Gina Traeger. He advised them where they could find the necessary paperwork to take with them back to the bureau to have her transferred to their custody once she could be officially released, and then he bade them a stiff farewell.

      “So, wait,” Winter said before Levi could reach for the doorknob. “We can’t even take her back to the office?”

      “Nope,” Levi grated. “We might have jurisdiction in this case, but we can’t release someone after the local cops have charged them for a crime. The cops or the DA have to drop the charges, and that takes hours at best. Our hands are tied.”

      “Wow,” Winter sighed. “What a day.”

      “That’s no kidding,” he muttered. “I doubt we’ll get much from her, but we ought to at least give it a shot before they throw her in holding for the rest of the night.”

      Winter nodded her understanding. The heavy door creaked as Levi pulled it open, and the woman seated at the rickety table took in a sharp breath at the sudden disturbance.

      “Sorry,” Levi said, “we didn’t mean to scare you. You’re Gina Traeger, right?”

      As the door latched closed, Winter and Levi pulled out a couple of metal chairs to sit across from the redhead.

      “Who the hell are you?” Her eyes darted back and forth between Winter and Levi.

      “We’re with the Federal Bureau of Investigation,” Winter replied. For what felt like the hundredth time that day, she flashed her badge. “I’m Special Agent Black, and this is Special Agent Brandt. We’re just here to ask you a few questions.”

      “You’re not in any trouble with the FBI,” Levi added. “But we’re following up something.” He paused to slide a picture of James Bauman over to Gina.

      Narrowing her eyes at the picture and then at them, she pursed her lips. “What do you want?”

      “Do you know this man?” Winter asked.

      Though the gesture was stiff, Gina nodded. “I’ve seen him. Why? What’d he do?”

      “He’s dead.” Levi’s voice was flat. “We know you didn’t kill him.”

      There was a touch of cautious relief on Gina’s face, but she made no move to speak.

      “We want to hear what happened when you went with him to the Greendale Motel,” Levi said. “And we know you were there, Gina. We have you on camera. We know you walked into room eight for about thirty seconds, and then you ran back out.”

      “Yeah,” Gina returned, crossing her arms as she leaned back in her chair. “The guy was a creep. Soon as we got in that room, he said some weird shit about how he wanted to cut me, so I got the hell out of there. He was alive when I left.”

      “Who was the other man in the room with you and James Bauman?” Winter pressed. She propped her elbows atop the metal table and leaned forward. “We know there was someone else there. He’s on camera too.”

      Gina’s expression was blank as she shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Ms. Traeger…” The warning was clear in Levi’s voice.

      “Just Gina,” she shot back.

      “Gina,” he corrected. “The man you saw, whoever was in that room with you. He killed James Bauman. And we’ve got reason to believe he’s killed other people too.”

      “What, you mean like some kind of serial killer or something?” she huffed.

      “Exactly like that. He’s killed three other people that we know of,” Winter replied.

      Levi nodded. “Which makes him a serial killer.”

      The seconds felt like they stretched into minutes as Winter watched Gina’s facial expression. Though Gina was only a little over eighteen, her arrest tonight was far from her first brush with the law. But even more than that, she had dealt with her abusive father for close to six years before she finally ran away from home. To someone who had been through a hell Winter couldn’t even imagine, the sight of two federal agents must have seemed like a cake walk.

      Levi had been right in his admonishment of the precinct captain. The arrest had shaken her, but not in a way that was conducive to a cooperative witness. Instead, her brush with the Richmond PD had the opposite effect.

      If Winter and Levi had reached Gina before she was slapped with a pair of cuffs and read her Miranda rights, they could have made a deal with her. The US Attorney would have been more than happy to provide witness protection or any other means of security for an eyewitness to provide a description of the man who had killed James Bauman and three other people.

      But now, even if they obtained a meeting with Gina and the US Attorney, Winter doubted the girl would cooperate. If there was anything Winter had learned today, it was that the balance between law enforcement and the groups of people who survived on the periphery of society—people like Gina Traeger and Alice—was precarious at best. One wrong move and that relationship could be shattered like a piece of cheap glass.

      “I didn’t see anyone,” Gina said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I was drunk, so maybe I’m remembering it wrong. Either way, I hate to break it to you, agents. But I didn’t see a damn thing.”
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      Aiden crossed his arms over his chest as he watched Bree Stafford tape a new photograph to the whiteboard.

      Over the last two weeks, they had added four more pictures. There had been a break of a few days between James Bauman’s murder and the next victim, but after that, the deaths of the other three had occurred every other day.

      Tom Cotman, the newest addition to the whiteboard, had been killed last night. If the current pattern held, tonight would be quiet.

      Each of the four subsequent victims—if that was what they could even be called—had shared the same traits as the first four. They were wolves hidden in sheep’s clothing.

      Under the guise of an electrician, a customer service manager, a long-haul truck driver, and even a sous chef, each man had painted a picture of normalcy. But when Aiden leaned in to scrutinize the picture, the image changed.

      Though formal charges had never been pressed against any of the four, each had left a trail of victims in their wake.

      Like James Bauman, two of the men had targeted prostitutes. One had been in Norfolk, and the other had been in Lynchburg. The other two relied more on opportunity than a set ritual, but they were predators just the same.

      Extensive searches into the backgrounds of the four men’s victims had yielded a couple promising leads, but neither had panned out. They had run into one dead end right after another, and Aiden could only assume they would see more of the same as they delved into Tom Cotman’s case.

      “Agent Brandt and Agent Ming are at the scene.” Bree’s announcement interrupted Aiden’s pessimistic speculation.

      “Did he leave another notecard?” Winter asked, leaning back to sit atop the table closest to the whiteboard.

      To her side, white light glinted off Noah Dalton’s eyes as he scrolled through his smartphone.

      “He did,” Bree confirmed. “Same thing as the others. Names and dates, all typed, no prints. Standard index card with no special markings. Ever since the press found out a few days ago, they’ve been writing articles about how he’s ‘taunting’ the bureau. But, personally, I wouldn’t call this taunting. I’d call it something more like ‘being informative,’ or ‘leaving an explanation.’” She ended the statement with a shrug.

      Aiden swept his gaze over the photographs of the notecards that were left with the bodies of the six most recent victims. “Every time he tells us what one of these guys did, he’s telling the press by proxy. He wants everyone to know why he’s doing what he’s doing.”

      “They’re calling him The Norfolk Executioner,” Noah put in as he glanced up from his phone. “And let me tell you, the comment sections for these articles are something else. The only other time I see people at each other’s throats like this anymore are in political debates. But these aren’t really political. I mean, there’s people from both sides who think the FBI ought to pin a medal to this dude’s chest when we find him, and then there’s people on both sides who think he ought to be locked up just like any other serial killer.”

      Winter rubbed her face with both hands. “Might be the first time you get people from opposite sides of the political spectrum to agree on something.”

      “With elections coming up, you’d better believe we’re going to hear about it from whoever’s running for whatever office.” Noah sighed and pocketed his phone. “Sooner we find this guy, the sooner we get the press off our backs. I’m getting sick of going to press briefings every other damn day.”

      “Well,” Bree said, “when we finally do catch him, there’s going to be a pretty long line of people who want to shake his hand. Or her hand.”

      “There’ll be more than a few federal agents in that line. Plus, the medical examiner,” Aiden advised. “If it weren’t for the press on our backs, I doubt the bureau would even allocate the funding to catch this person.”

      Bree stepped away from the whiteboard to observe her handiwork. “You’re not kidding. He’s doing half of our job for us, and he’s saving the state of Virginia a lot in trial costs. How much do you suppose he’s saved us all in tax dollars, anyway? That’s eight cases that never have to go to trial. It’s got to be in the millions by now, right?”

      “A killer’s still a killer.” Winter’s voice was as flat as her unimpressed stare. She was clearly tired of this same old argument.

      “At least this one’s doing us a favor,” Aiden shot back.

      “By making us look bad?” There was a glint of petulance in Winter’s blue eyes as she shifted her attention to him. “There are just as many people talking shit about the FBI and the cops as anything. He’s pointing out what these guys have done, and it makes law enforcement look like they don’t know what they’re doing. I mean, if one guy can figure out all these cases, then why the hell didn’t the cops?”

      “That’s not on the bureau,” Aiden reminded her. “None of these would’ve been federal jurisdiction, at least not at first.”

      “And besides,” Bree said. “If the local PD, or even if the Bureau was missing all these cases, cases that are apparently so obvious even a civilian can find them, then maybe we deserve for them to be dragged out from under the rug. Seems like LEOs dropped the ball more than once, and that deserves to be pointed out, especially since it cost these young women their lives. It just goes to show that even when we pat ourselves on the back for doing a good job, there’s still room for improvement.”

      Bree’s stony expression took him aback. Even in the midst of a case as stressful as the hunt for Douglas Kilroy, Bree’s mood had been amiable and even upbeat. She was quick with a smile, and he had yet to witness her humor falter.

      Until now, that was.

      Though Winter’s countenance softened in understanding, the spark of determination didn’t so much as waver. “Maybe, but I don’t think a vigilante serial killer is the best way to shine a light on what needs to be fixed.”

      “Seems to me that the only thing everyone’s willing to stop and take note of is a vigilante serial killer,” Bree replied as she straightened a stack of papers. “Because God knows they didn’t pay attention when all those girls went missing.”

      “Yeah,” Aiden answered the unspoken question when the argument appeared to be over. “That’s everything. You’re all free to go. I’ll update Agent Brandt and Agent Ming when they get back. By then, Agent Weyrick should be in the office too.”

      “Looks like we’re right on time for me to make another phone call,” Noah Dalton muttered as he rose to stand. Noah followed Bree into the hall, but Aiden stopped Winter before she could step out of the conference room.

      “Hey.”

      One eyebrow arched, she turned to meet Aiden’s gaze. “Yeah? What’s up?”

      “You really think we should treat this guy like any other killer?” he asked before he could think to refine the question.

      She crossed her arms over her black blazer. “What’s that supposed to mean? You don’t think we should work this like a normal case?”

      “It’s not a normal case.” His response was so dry it might have crumbled if it was touched. “It’s a case where the perpetrator probably has experience in law enforcement, and where the perp is more than likely a decorated combat veteran. All the victims are, for lack of a better term, pieces of shit. So, no, Winter. I don’t think this is a normal case.”

      “We can’t hold back or work something differently just because we don’t like the victims,” she returned, her eyes narrowed. “What we do isn’t always black and white. I’m pretty sure you’re the one who told me that when I got out of Quantico, aren’t you? It’s hardly ever black and white. We’re almost always in the gray area. That was you, right?”

      Aiden narrowed his eyes. “How is what he’s doing any different from what you were gunning for during the Kilroy investigation? Hell, if Kilroy had been identified while this guy was around, we would have found his body next to a notecard too.”

      If there was one surefire way to grate on Winter Black’s nerves, it was by mentioning Douglas Kilroy.

      “But the difference is that I didn’t do that,” she bit back. “I didn’t go all cowboy and start murdering people. I pulled my head out of my ass and played by the damn rules, Aiden. Besides, if I remember right, I wasn’t the only one who acted like a jackass during the Kilroy investigation, was I?”

      He clenched his jaw at the candid observation. She wasn’t wrong.

      “And if I can control myself and keep myself from going rogue on the guy who killed my family, who raped and mutilated my mother, then I don’t think it’s too much to ask that someone else restrain their anger too. I know what you’re going to say, Aiden. I’ve seen the profile, and I know you think that the killer went through something like that as well. And that’s exactly what I’m saying. There’s a right way and a wrong way to deal with all that pent-up aggression, and murdering people isn’t the right way.”

      Before he could offer another rebuttal, she turned on her heel and stalked out into the hall.

      He hadn’t expected such a convicted stance from the same woman who had thrown morality to the wind to sniff out even a tentative lead on Douglas Kilroy.

      Apparently, he had misjudged her ideals. He had assumed she would fall in line with his assertion.

      After all, hadn’t he been one of the main sources of her inspiration to join the Federal Bureau of Investigation in the first place?

      So much of her life had been modeled after her idolization of him that he assumed she would defer to his stance in a moral gray area. And until now, he had not even realized the bias through which he viewed Special Agent Winter Black.

      Six months ago, he might have been disheartened by her break away from his expectation, but today he could find no such holdup.

      Today, the smirk that crept to his lips was borne of pride.

      The emotion was alien to him, and he could only assume the sentiment was akin to what a parent might feel when their kid graduated with a perfect grade point average.

      He and Winter may not have shared the same view of The Norfolk Executioner, but they still shared one major trait: they didn’t waver in their commitment to a given principle.

      He had taught her well.
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      I didn’t like to think of myself as a serial killer, but that was exactly what the media had labeled me.

      The term “serial killer” evoked images of a man who had lost touch with reality, a man who killed for no better reason than the dirty thrill.

      Even though I was sure my actions wouldn’t lead to a revolution, I picked my targets for a damn good reason. After I collected the debt they owed me and the rest of humanity, the world was a little less dark.

      Maybe I was technically a serial killer, but I preferred the term “vigilante.”

      At the least, the writers of all these damn articles could add “vigilante” in front of “serial killer” to differentiate me from scum like Ted Bundy, Richard Ramirez, or more recently, like Douglas Kilroy. It was a good thing the Feds had put down Kilroy. Otherwise, I would have had to find a way into prison to kill him myself.

      I hadn’t been to mass in an age, but I had been raised in a religious household. Until the day she died, my mother had been a devout Catholic, and her faith had gotten her through some hardships that most people could only imagine.

      She didn’t gain her citizenship until I was already in the military, and there were more times than I cared to count where we were shielded from deportation by my mother’s friends from church.

      Even though I might not have been devout like my mother, I knew the good that could come from religious communities. Every breath drawn by men like Douglas Kilroy—men who used their so-called faith to justify rape and murder—was a slap in the face to those communities.

      I glanced down to the crescent-shaped bow and arrow tattooed on the inside of my forearm to pry myself from the unsavory thoughts.

      Raking one hand through my hair, I unlocked my smartphone with the other. The photo that lit up the screen was old—there wasn’t any silver sprinkled throughout my hair like there was now. Tina’s dark, wavy locks had been pulled away from her face in a ponytail, but Evie’s fell over her shoulders like it always did.

      The day we took that picture was still etched clearly in my mind, almost like it had happened yesterday and not more than a decade ago.

      If Evie was still alive, she would be in college by now. Maybe she would have turned her obsession with Greek mythology into a degree in history. By now, she could have even been a graduate student.

      Evie was the reason for the tattoo on my arm. She had been in seventh grade, and their history class spent an entire semester on Ancient Greece and Rome. Evie was already a Greek mythology buff, so it was no surprise that she hadn’t learned much new material from the course.

      I could still remember the day she came home and huffed about how the teacher had glossed over the story of the goddess Artemis.

      “I’m sorry, girls,” I murmured to the photo as I sat in the empty living room, dropping my face into my hands.

      Even I wasn’t sure why I made the apology. I knew it wasn’t my fault that Tina’s brother, Brian, had crept into Evie’s room that summer, but I don’t think Tina ever realized that it wasn’t her fault, either.

      For some fucked up reason, Tina’s parents blamed me, but Tina only ever blamed herself.

      We thought we were such a great family when we offered that prick a room to stay for a few months so he could get back on his feet financially. We thought we had done a good deed, thought we had stepped in to help someone who needed it, but all we had done was lead a predator to his prey.

      He was down on his luck at the time—his wife of five years had filed for divorce, and they had been in the midst of a vicious custody battle over their two children. A custody battle that, thankfully, the children’s mother won.

      I came back on leave over the Fourth of July that year, and the atmosphere in the house felt off.

      I wrote it off as change, but I should have trusted my gut. I should have dug deeper, should have asked the right questions, should have made it clear to my little girl that, even though I would be across the Atlantic for the next few months, I was still just a phone call away.

      Then again, if I could travel back in time, I knew exactly what I would do.

      I wouldn’t hesitate, wouldn’t second-guess myself, wouldn’t wait until after that scum had killed my little girl. Before he could lay another finger on Evie, I’d slit Brian’s throat from ear to ear. I would still dismember his body and bury the parts in five different Texas fields, but I would do it sooner.

      That was why I did this.

      I killed men like Ben Ormund, Tom Cotman, and Mitch Stockley so that another mother and father wouldn’t have to face the same pain. I killed those men so they couldn’t hurt anyone else, though they had done their share of damage by the time I got to them.

      Like the saying went, it was better late than never.

      Tonight, I had another debt to collect.
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      “Matt Lewin, age forty-three, was murdered in his home late last night.”

      Noah hardly suppressed a groan as Bobby Weyrick recited an early morning news article.

      “Authorities believe Lewin was allegedly killed by the same person who has been involved in eight other murders over the past six months,” Bobby went on as he leaned back in his chair. “Hold on, y’all. We haven’t even gotten to the good part yet.”

      Noah linked his fingers behind his head. “The good part?”

      “That’s right, Agent Dalton.” Bobby chuckled. For emphasis, he waved his phone at the small gathering before he began to read, “The killer, also known as The Norfolk Executioner, has amassed a cult-like following in his short tenure as a serial killer. Sources indicate that Matt Lewin was targeted due to reports of his alleged attraction to underage girls.”

      “Wait,” Winter interjected, her blue eyes wide. “What? How the hell do they know that and we don’t? I didn’t see anything like that in Lewin’s file.”

      “Because none of it’s official,” Sun Ming answered before Bobby could speak.

      The Tennessee native nodded. “Exactly. They don’t need probable cause to put something in an article. They get it on decent authority, and if they slap the word ‘alleged’ on it, they can publish it wherever the hell they want. Only thing at risk for them is their credibility, and if they’re really unlucky, maybe a libel lawsuit.”

      As Noah glanced back to the front of the room, Max Osbourne cleared his throat. “Agent Weyrick’s right. That’s how our killer has known about all these guys’ crimes even when we didn’t. He can snoop around and break the law, and he doesn’t need probable cause. But what I’m more interested in is why he hit someone last night. Parrish? Any ideas?”

      From where he sat in the corner of the dim room, Aiden Parrish looked like he had just been roused from sleep. His attire and his hair were as neat as always, but there was a weariness in his pale eyes with which Noah had become well acquainted.

      Truth be told, he suspected they had all been hit with the same level of fatigue. Once the case was over, Noah planned to sleep for sixteen hours straight.

      “It means he’s getting close to the end of his list,” Aiden replied after he stifled a yawn. “We know he’s had a list. There’s no other way he could’ve been prepared with the names and the dates of these men’s victims. But his list is finite, and it has an end. The murders have all been spaced out, but now that they aren’t, it could mean he’s getting close to the end of the list.”

      A silence descended on the space as he and Winter exchanged paranoid glances.

      “What happens when he gets to the end of the list?” Winter asked. “Does he move to another state? Like he did after finishing his ten in Texas?”

      Aiden adjusted the silver band of his watch as he shrugged. “It depends. Based on what we know about it, and based on the profile we’ve put together, there’s a possibility he’ll just stop. He might start looking for more rapists and pedophiles so he can make a new list, but there’s no telling if he’ll stay in Virginia. A lot of serial killers are transient.”

      “Shit,” Noah spat. “Then our window to find him is about to close, isn’t it?”

      In response, Aiden Parrish merely nodded.

      “Crime scene was clean,” Bobby Weyrick put in. “Just as clean as all the other ones. No security cameras, no witnesses. ME estimated the vic’s time of death was somewhere around four in the morning.”

      Winter stretched her neck to one side, trying to work out a knot. “Explains why there weren’t any witnesses.”

      “What about the index card?” Sun asked, her dark eyes flicking to the man at her side.

      “It was there. Two names and two dates, same as the last ones.”

      “All right, then,” Max said as he uncrossed his arms. “You know the drill, agents. Same drill we’ve done four other times in the past two weeks. Research the victims, look through friends and family members, so on and so forth.”

      By now, the fact that the killings were impersonal had been well established, but the lack of forensic evidence meant there were no alternative leads to pursue.

      None of the men who had been killed shared any social or professional connections, and virtually, the only common thread among them was their penchant for abusing women and girls.

      So far, each name typed on the index cards had led them to a woman or a girl who had been forgotten, whose file had been dropped into the “cold case” catalog. But that was only if the police had investigated their disappearance or assault in the first place.

      Though almost all the so-called victims had killed at least once, there were only a couple who could be classified as serial killers: Ben Ormund and Mitch Stockley.

      James Bauman had killed two underage prostitutes, but his motive had been the desire to avoid the potential for a statutory rape charge. The concept of irony must have eluded the asshole.

      The remainder were run of the mill predators, if there was such a thing.

      Noah had learned over the past two weeks that the majority of sexual assaults were perpetrated by a small number of repeat offenders. Statistically speaking, chances were good that once a person committed a rape, they would offend again, especially if they hadn’t ever been caught.

      And until now, none of The Norfolk Executioner’s victims had been caught.

      As Noah stepped into the hall, the light sensation of a hand on his shoulder jerked him out of the musings and back to the present. He barely suppressed a surprised jump as he snapped his head to the side.

      “Hey,” Winter said, a faint smile on her lips. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s all right.” He waved a dismissive hand before he was forced to stifle a yawn. “At this time of day, it’s pretty easy to do.”

      “I hear that.” She leaned against the doorframe. “You want to go take a coffee break before we get started with our telemarketing for the day?”

      With a groan, he scratched his scruffy cheek. “I think that’s pretty much a requirement anymore, darlin’.”

      “Do you think we could write this off on our taxes?” she asked. “As a work-related expense, you know. Seems to me like coffee is pretty critical to us doing our jobs.”

      When he laughed, some of the strain lifted from his shoulders.
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      After close to four hours on the phone with law enforcement agents and relatives of Matt Lewin’s victims, Noah confirmed what he had suspected in the briefing that morning. All the roads for a normal investigation led to nowhere.

      By the time he dropped the smartphone atop the laminate surface of his desk, he was ready for a drink. Today, he fully understood why the bureau had adopted a mandatory retirement age of fifty-seven.

      Like each of the four prior to Matt Lewin, the notecard left by the killer had been accurate.

      Levi Brandt was assigned the unenviable task of reaching out to Lewin’s victims, only one of whom was still alive. The other victim, Maria Hernandez, had disappeared shortly before her fifteenth birthday.

      The investigation into her absence had been half-assed at best. Relatives and friends reported that Maria had fallen in with a bad crowd, and her father was too strung out to notice.

      When Maria was only eleven, her mother and her younger brother had been killed in a car accident.

      Before the loss of her mother, Maria had been a good student and a loving daughter and sister. Her parents were divorced, and her father was uninvolved in her and her brother’s life, but by all accounts, Maria’s mother had more than picked up the man’s slack.

      The little family wasn’t wealthy, but they had been happy.

      That all changed when Yolanda Hernandez’s little Honda sedan had been hit by a drunk driver in a Lincoln sports utility vehicle. The man in the expensive SUV had survived, but Yolanda and her son were pronounced dead at the scene.

      Almost all Yolanda’s family still lived in their native El Salvador, so custody of Maria had been granted to her drug-addicted father. For a short time, the man cleaned up his act, but the charade didn’t last.

      Little more than a month before she had gone missing, Maria had been caught in possession of marijuana at a house party. Based on Levi’s writeup, the tone of which exuded only a fraction of the irascibility Noah knew must have been present in the man’s eyes, there was a good chance Maria had met Lewin at the party.

      At the time, Lewin had been twenty-nine, and his younger cousin—a senior at Maria’s high school—had hosted the party. There were a number of other drugs passed around that night, including methamphetamine and cocaine.

      Five weeks later, Maria Hernandez dropped off the face of the planet.

      Classmates had expressed concern about her attendance at school, and some of her friends indicated that Maria and a few other freshmen had started to use harder substances like meth and coke.

      When Maria was reported missing by her father, police assumed she must have run away. They made a half-assed effort to find her, but ultimately, the disappearance of a lower-class teenager whose father was a drug addict didn’t appeal to the mainstream press.

      Over the past couple weeks, Noah had worked with and learned more about Levi Brandt, including his motivation for obtaining a position in the Victim Services Division of the FBI. Levi’s background was similar to Autumn Trent’s, and he worked in Victim Services to make sure that people like Maria Hernandez didn’t fall through the cracks.

      Levi was a good man and a damn fine agent, but if Noah was honest with himself, the man was scary as hell when he was mad.

      Winter told him about the incident with Gina Traeger and the Richmond PD, but Noah had been convinced that her description was exaggerated.

      Some people swore a lot when they were angry, and some had difficulty focusing themselves enough to form comprehensive statements, but not Levi. Agent Brandt was as articulate when he was pissed as he was when he was calm. According to Bree, Levi would have made a good mob boss.

      When the screen of Noah’s phone lit up, he blinked a couple times to ensure he had not fallen asleep.

      No, he was still awake.

      With a quiet groan, he grabbed the device to squint at the number. Though he assumed the caller was a follow-up on one of the six-thousand outbound calls he had made that month, the area code didn’t belong to Virginia.

      “A Texas area code,” he muttered to himself. Maybe his mom or his sister had gotten a new phone number, he thought. Either way, his curiosity was piqued, and he swiped the green key at the last second.

      “This is Agent Dalton.”

      “Agent Dalton,” a man drawled in response. His tone was upbeat, almost excited, but Noah couldn’t place his voice.

      “Who is this?” Noah asked.

      “Mark Quesada, SAC from the Violent Crimes Division of the Dallas office. One of our friends in the Dallas PD, Detective Jake Nielson, put me in touch with you. You used to be in the Dallas PD, right?”

      “That’s right.” Noah rubbed his eyes with his free hand. “I was in the Dallas PD for four years. Tactical response for most of it. Detective Nielson was in narcotics, so we ran into one another whenever he’d be doing a raid on some cartel facility. What can I do for you, SAC Quesada?”

      The SAC chuckled. “That’s exactly what Detective Nielson said, and you’re right. I’m not just calling to shoot the shit with you. Like I said, I’m with Violent Crimes. That’s your division too, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Noah confirmed, but he guessed the SAC already knew every detail of his life, down to his shoe size.

      “Great. We’ve been looking into what you guys are working on out there in Virginia, The Norfolk Executioner. He’s been killing rapists and pedophiles, is that right?”

      “Yeah. Murderers too.”

      “Right, right,” Quesada replied. “That’s what we saw out here too.”

      Noah sat up straighter, grabbing his pen to take notes. “Go on.”

      “It’s about five years old now, at least the most recent one is,” the SAC explained. “But, yeah. We popped open some old case files out of curiosity, and it seems like we might be looking for the same guy. About five or six years ago, we had a series of murders just like you’re looking at in Richmond and Norfolk.”

      “How many victims total?” Noah asked.

      “Ten that we know of. One about six months before the rest. The weird part about it all was that he shot the first ones. The first four, actually. All with the same weapon, but when we found the fourth body, the weapon was there. A Heckler and Koch G36 automatic rifle. No serial number, no nothing. Far as we could tell, he made the damn thing himself.”

      The hair on the back of Noah’s neck stood up. “We found a Barrett Model 98 Bravo sniper rifle at the scene of the third murder. He killed the first three with the same weapon, and after he got rid of it, he’s been—”

      “Killing them with a hunting knife,” Quesada finished for him. “Yeah, Agent Dalton, that’s exactly what happened here too. About half the bodies were around Killeen, and the other half were closer to Dallas. They weren’t all necessarily in an urban area, though. Some were in rural areas outside the city.”

      “There’s no pattern to the location, at least not as far as we can tell,” Noah replied.

      “Bingo. The only pattern is the victims’ pasts. And the notes that are left behind. Believe it or not, they were like those ransom notes you used to see in movies. Letters cut out of a magazine or newspaper.”

      “Notecards this time, and the words are typed.”

      “Guess our vigilante has gotten more efficient over the years,” Quesada mused. “Sure seems like we’re looking at the same killer, don’t you think, Agent Dalton?”

      Noah leaned back in his chair. “I’d say so, yeah.”

      “We’ll send you everything we’ve got from those murders, including our BAU people’s profile and all the suspects we ruled out. I’ll also have one of my agents fly out to Richmond this evening to help you and your people go through it. She worked on the Killeen Executioner case right after she got out of Quantico. She’s Special Agent Chloe Villaruz, and she’ll be there a little after supper time.”
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      There were more people in the briefing room than Winter had ever seen at one time. Considering the amount of news coverage devoted to The Norfolk Executioner case, however, the manpower was warranted.

      After her evaluation of Sun Ming, Autumn had been called back for a consultation on the new information about the killer’s activity around Killeen. Her green eyes flicked back and forth as Winter eased the glass door closed behind herself.

      Even as she felt a pang of sympathy for her friend, she was glad for her presence at the early morning o’clock meeting. Like Aiden, Autumn had a keen eye for details that a normal person might overlook.

      As Winter took a seat beside Noah, she didn’t miss the scrutinizing glance Sun cast to her friend. If Sun flashed any more of the venomous looks at Autumn, Winter would make a mental note to ask the tenured agent what in the hell her problem was.

      Chances were good Sun’s issue had to do with the slight tilt of Aiden’s head as he leaned in to say something to Autumn, or with the way Autumn’s lips curled into a faint smirk at the softly spoken comment.

      Over the drone of the handful of conversations in the room, Winter couldn’t make out what Aiden said, but apparently, the fact that he had uttered a private word to another woman was enough to set Sun on edge.

      Winter fought against an eye roll as she lifted her paper mug of coffee to her lips.

      Well, at least Sun’s anxiety from her brush with the business end of their investigation had worn away. The woman seemed to be back to her usual prickly self.

      The chatter died down as Max cleared his throat, and within moments, all eyes were fixed on the front of the room. The SAC stood beside a tall, willowy woman whose green and amber eyes seemed to sparkle beneath the light overhead. She had pinned her ebony hair back in a neat ponytail, and she held a black leather jacket in one arm.

      When Winter glanced over to Noah, she felt as if a hand might have constricted around her throat. The corner of his mouth had turned up into the start of a smile, and there was an unmistakable glint in his eyes.

      Brushing a stray piece of hair from her face, Winter swallowed against the tightness in her throat and forced her focus back to Special Agent Chloe Villaruz.

      She hardly heard a word the woman said.

      A chasm had opened up in Winter’s mind, and the pit of darkness threatened to swallow her whole.

      Stomach in knots, the burn of bile in the back of her throat, Winter went through the perfunctory motion of note-taking as Max talked them through the murders that had occurred five years earlier around Dallas, Texas.

      When she looked down to read over what she had written, all the material felt new. She could hardly recall hearing the words she had scrawled, much less writing them.

      She was in one of the most important briefings so far in her career, and her thoughts would not stay put.

      Her gaze was fixed on Max, but all she could see was that damn look on Noah’s face. As she paused to consider her visceral reaction, she wasn’t so sure she could label the sentiment as jealousy.

      That’s what she should have felt, wasn’t it? Was that what a normal woman would have felt if they watched their friend—a friend who they had begun to view in an entirely different light—gawk at an attractive woman?

      Had Noah even gawked?

      The more thought she gave his fleeting expression, the more unsure she became.

      Despite the new light in which she had started to view her friend, the fact remained that Winter and Noah were not together.

      In fact, until recently, she had done a damn fine job of making sure he knew they weren’t together. Just because something in her head had shifted didn’t mean that same thing had shifted in Noah’s mind.

      As far as he knew, they were still friends with a couple of awkward kisses under their belt.

      Winter knew they weren’t the only pair of friends who had shared an awkward kiss—she could still picture Autumn’s sarcastic grin when she first told her the story.

      During her undergraduate, Autumn had been friends with a grad student who studied Industrial Organizational Psychology. Though their relationship was platonic, there had been at least one misunderstanding between them that had resulted in a kiss.

      They laughed off the misstep, and now, they still communicated regularly through text messages and emails.

      Autumn’s friend was married now, and he and his wife expected the arrival of their first child in January or February.

      Was that how Winter and Noah’s friendship would go?

      A year from now, two years from now, would they be connected only through a series of electronic messages? An occasional video chat? Would Noah send her an invitation to his wedding through email, or would she receive a physical copy?

      She didn’t want that. She didn’t want any of it. She didn’t want to type out a periodic update to send to him after he had moved back home to Texas, didn’t want to add him on Skype just so she could see his bright smile, and she sure as hell didn’t want to watch him marry a veritable stranger.

      But whenever she looked to Chloe Villaruz, all she could see was his inevitable absence in her life.

      No one stayed single forever, especially not someone like Noah. And when he found the woman of his dreams, what would that mean for Winter?

      The thought was selfish, she knew. She should want what was best for her friend, and if that was another woman, then so be it.

      She wanted him to be happy, but for the first time, she realized she wanted the cause of that happiness to be her. Not Chloe Villaruz, not a woman he had yet to meet, but Winter.

      She didn’t want to lose him, but she reminded herself what had happened the last time she was overcome with the same type of anxiety. In a panic brought on by the thought that he might vanish from her life, she had initiated their second awkward kiss.

      At the time, she had stepped away, horrified that she might have ruined the only real friendship she’d had since grade school. Now, if they were back in the galley kitchen of her apartment, she would have wrapped her arms around his shoulders and held on like it was the last chance she would ever get to be so close to him.

      Because, as far as she knew, the evening in her kitchen might have been the last opportunity.

      “Agent Black.”

      Max’s gravelly voice jerked her out of the darkening pit of anxiety like a flare brought to life in the dead of night.

      Rather than vocalize a response, she met his steely gaze and nodded.

      “You and Agent Villaruz head to the ME’s office and see what you can find out about our newest victim, Alex Rolaz. Dr. Nguyen should’ve had enough time to look over the body by now.”

      Without a glance to Chloe Villaruz, Winter nodded again. She felt like an alien who had just stepped off their spacecraft for the first time.

      As Max delegated tasks to the remainder of the room—aside from Autumn, at least—Winter brushed a finger along the adhesive at the top of her notepad. She paid special attention to each indentation and scratch, and at the same time, she focused on the faint strawberry and vanilla of her body spray.

      It was a scent Noah often complimented, but she forced the thought from her head as soon as it surfaced.

      The entire purpose of grounding was to avoid a panic attack, not instigate one. Maybe tomorrow she would use the lime and coconut fragrance Autumn had given her for Best Friend’s Day. Autumn had gifted Noah with a candle from the same store, and ever since, he went back to buy a replacement each time the wax was gone.

      Damn it.

      She barely prevented herself from uttering the words aloud. Grounding didn’t work when every damn thought led her back to the person she was trying to forget.

      “Thanks again for coming by, Dr. Trent,” she heard Max say when she managed to focus her hearing.

      “No problem,” Autumn replied. With a smile, she extended a hand to the tenured SAC. As Max accepted the handshake, Autumn’s pleasant expression didn’t waver.

      There, she told herself. Think about Autumn, or Max, or even Aiden. They’re all over there smiling at one another, and you’re here with your head stuck in the clouds like some kind of high schooler with a crush on the homecoming king.

      No, Noah had never been crowned homecoming king, nor prom king, nor any other type of teenage royalty. He had hated high school, and he’d spent the majority of his time on his grandparents’ ranch as they helped set his uncle up to take over the property.

      Then, as soon as he graduated, he joined the military to follow in the footsteps of his stepfather, Chris.

      Damn it, she thought. You’re doing it again. Stop it.

      “Agent Black?” a woman’s voice asked.

      Winter snapped her attention away from Autumn, Aiden, and Max as she and Noah looked over to the speaker.

      “Hi, that’s me,” Winter said. Good lord, she sounded like a bumbling idiot. “Sorry, it’s early, and I haven’t had very much caffeine yet today. It’s nice to meet you.” With a practiced smile, Winter shoved to her feet and offered her hand to the woman.

      “I can sympathize,” Chloe laughed. The sound was pleasant, almost melodic. “I’m a caffeine junkie, so you’re in good company. We can swing by a Starbucks on our way to the ME’s office.”

      “Just stay away from the coffee in the breakroom,” Noah advised.

      Winter wanted to put a hand over his mouth to keep his usual charm at bay, but she forced herself to maintain a smile instead. “Yeah, it’s pretty disgusting.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” the agent replied with a grin. “We all pitched in and bought a coffee maker to put on one of our desks. Our SAC has one in his office that he lets us use too. When some of the higher-ups were there a couple years back, they asked us why in the hell we needed a coffee maker when there was one in the breakroom. We told them to try that sludge, and after that, they didn’t give us any grief for keeping a coffee maker on hand. I think each shift even has its own by now.”

      “We’ve got one.” Winter almost jumped at Bobby Weyrick’s voice. “Sorry, wasn’t eavesdropping. Or at least I didn’t think I was, anyway. It’s past my bedtime, that’s about all I know for sure.” For emphasis, he stifled a yawn.

      “Wait,” Noah said, narrowing his eyes at the agent from the night shift. “Y’all have a coffee maker that you’ve never told us about?”

      “Hey, you heard the woman.” A smirk tugged at the corner of Bobby’s mouth as he spread his hands. “Each shift gets its own. Y’all want one, y’all go get one. Or, you know, come to the night shift.”

      “No, thank you.” Noah looked appalled at the thought. “I’m good. I did that for two years while I was in Dallas.”

      When Chloe flashed a smile at Bobby, Winter was almost relieved.

      She learned a couple days earlier that Bobby and his wife had decided to divorce, but as far as she knew, the man didn’t have a new love interest.

      Weyrick was a year younger than Noah, and for the first time, she let herself take stock of his appearance.

      If it hadn’t been styled, the ends of his dark blond hair would have hung just past his earlobes. His black suit was tailored, though she doubted the price of Bobby’s attire surpassed that of Aiden Parrish’s.

      Winter wondered if part of the men’s training at Quantico had involved suit selection.

      Without a doubt, Bobby Weyrick was a good-looking guy. Autumn had mentioned as much from the weeks she had been under Bobby’s protection, but until now, Winter had merely taken Autumn at her word.

      A quick glance to Noah confirmed that he had noticed her inspection of Bobby, but the disheartened shadow behind his eyes hadn’t been the reaction for which she had hoped.

      Why couldn’t he just roll his eyes or huff at her like a normal guy?

      Rather than elicit any form of reassurance, her stupid stunt only made the knot in her stomach tighten. She wished she could hug him, or at least offer him a comforting smile. But they were in a briefing room in the heart of the FBI building, and she had to maintain some semblance of professionalism.

      Fortunately, neither Bobby nor Chloe noticed the exchange as they struck up a discussion about their preferred coffee beverages.

      The dialogue had rolled around to coffee flavored ice cream when Winter excused herself to the bathroom. She half-expected Noah to follow her to ask what in the hell her problem was, but when she glanced over her shoulder, the hall was empty.

      She had announced that she was headed to the bathroom. No matter Noah’s curiosity or his stake in the outcome of their exchange, he wouldn’t follow her to the ladies’ room.

      And if he did, who knew what might happen.

      To her relief, she was the only occupant of the bathroom as the sudden flush enveloped her cheeks. What in the hell was wrong with her this morning? Her thoughts oscillated between despondent and dirty so quickly that she didn’t have time to consider how her mind had gotten there in the first place.

      As she turned on the faucet, she wondered if she should splash water on her face, or if she should slap herself in the face instead.
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      A wide, dark red gash ran from beneath one of the man’s ears to the other, and the cut was so deep that Winter could see the severed cartilage and ligaments of his throat. Despite the corpse on the exam table, Dan Nguyen was as hospitable as he always was.

      If Winter closed her eyes to listen to Dan’s greeting, she could have tricked herself into thinking she had walked into a bakery and not a morgue.

      “Same cause of death as the others,” Dan advised as he waved a hand at Alex Rolaz’s lifeless body. “Aside from James Bauman, that is.”

      Chloe nodded as she shifted her green flecked eyes up to Dan. “That’s the same way the men in Killeen and Dallas were killed. Throat slit. As far as we could tell, they were all taken by surprise. Are there any defensive wounds or anything else that might’ve indicated a struggle?”

      “No, I didn’t find anything. Based on that, and based on what we know about him, I’d say you’re right. He’s taking them all by surprise.”

      “What about Bauman?” Winter asked. “You said he was stabbed in the back, right?”

      “Right. That’s true. Were any of the victims from Texas stabbed in the back?”

      “No,” Chloe answered. “The first four were shot, and the final six were just like Rolaz here. Throat slit, the cut so deep that it almost decapitated them.”

      “So, why was Bauman different?” Winter asked, glancing from Dan to Chloe and back.

      “Maybe Bauman put up a fight,” the agent from Dallas suggested. “Dr. Nguyen, do you remember if you found any defensive wounds on James Bauman’s body?”

      “A bruise on the bridge of his nose.” Dan looked thoughtful as he shrugged. “Could have been from being shoved against a wall.”

      “And instead of slitting his throat, the killer stabbed him before he could do anything to try to fight back any more than he already had,” Chloe said with the lift of both shoulders.

      “It was a precise wound,” Dan reminded them. “Right between the middle two ribs, up through the lung to nick the bottom of the heart. It’s the same technique the Navy teaches to SEALs, which means there’s a good chance the person you’re looking for has elite military training.”

      This time, it was Chloe’s turn to draw her brows together. “How do you know that?”

      “I was Navy Intelligence for six years,” Dan answered. “Spent a lot of time around SEALs and Special Forces people, picked up a few things. I’ve got an alibi, by the way. It’s already been vetted.”

      As Agent Villaruz opened her mouth to protest, Winter couldn’t help her burst of laughter.

      “I’m sorry, Villaruz,” she said, “I’m not laughing at you. I’m laughing at Dan. He’s got a weird sense of humor.”

      Dan looked pleased. “You would too, if you dug around in dead people’s bodies all day.”

      Chloe joined in the mirth as they said their farewells. Though they had learned more about the case, they hadn’t gleaned any useful information from their visit to the medical examiner’s office.

      Business as usual.

      “The ME we usually wind up with is a stuffy old guy,” Chloe said. The unexpected comment drew Winter’s attention over to the passenger seat.

      “That must suck,” Winter replied. Even though she thought her voice sounded stiff, she hoped Chloe didn’t notice.

      “We’re all pretty used to it by now, so it only really sucks when we realize that not all the medical examiners out there are stuffy old guys. Especially not the ME here in Richmond.” Though Chloe’s words were devoid of the same prominent twang with which Noah spoke, there was enough of an accent to give homage to her Southern heritage.

      “Dan’s pretty cool.” Winter’s response was absentminded as she flicked on the blinker.

      “If I met him in a bar or somewhere, I’d never guess he was a medical examiner.”

      Winter frowned. She was beginning to like the tall, willowy, beautiful agent. Dammit. “Yeah, me neither.”

      Before Chloe could reply, the first few guitar riffs of a familiar song sounded out on the car’s radio. As the woman snapped one hand out to the radio dial, Winter gritted her teeth in preparation for a marked increase in volume.

      To her relief, the song fizzled out of existence as Chloe changed the station.

      “Sorry,” she blurted, patting the air with her hands. “No offense or anything, I just can’t stand ‘80s hair bands.”

      “Really?” Winter laughed. “Me either.”

      “Thank god,” Chloe sighed. “I don’t know what it is, maybe it’s something in the water, but all the guys in the Dallas office just love hair bands. It drives me absolutely batshit. I’m always the one who offers to drive because I want to be in charge of the radio. I don’t give a damn if we listen to AM talk radio, but we sure as hell ain’t going to listen to that hellacious screeching. Not if I’m driving, hell no.”

      “NPR.” Winter glanced to the other woman and shrugged. “That’s what I’ll throw on sometimes. Usually, the local rock station doesn’t play a lot of hair bands, but for some reason, they sure love Motley Crüe.”

      With a groan, Chloe leaned back in her seat as she shook her head. “I’m so glad that Nirvana and grunge music killed the hair band era. I don’t think I’d be able to function in a place pre-1991.”

      “That’s what killed hair bands?” Winter flashed Chloe a puzzled look. “I had no idea.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Chloe answered with a vehement nod. “When Nirvana got big, everyone started thinking about what songs actually meant, and it turned out that folks like tunes that have a little more meaning than some strip club jam. Vince Neil, the lead dude in Motley Crüe, he hates grunge music. Which, honestly, is part of why I love it so much. It did us all a huge favor.”

      “Holy shit,” Winter laughed. “I didn’t know that. I might have to go out and buy a Nirvana shirt now. I mean, I like ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit,’ but I wouldn’t say I’m a Nirvana expert. That’s Noah, Agent Dalton.” As she trailed off, she felt her smile fade.

      “You guys are cute together,” Chloe observed after a spell of silence. “Relationship goals, isn’t that what all the kids are saying?”

      “Oh.” Winter felt her eyes widen. “No, we, we aren’t together. We’re just good friends.”

      “Really?”

      Winter bristled in preparation for the agent to ask if Noah was single, but the remark never came.

      “That’s too bad,” Chloe replied instead. “What about your ME? Is he single?”

      “Dan?” Winter coughed as she strangled on the name. “I’m not sure. I’ve never seen him wearing a ring, but I’ve never heard him mention anything about a girlfriend. Just an ex.”

      Chloe picked a piece of lint off her pants. “He seems like a pretty cool guy.”

      “Yeah.” Winter slid the other agent a look. Was she attracted to the man? “Dan’s pretty funny.”

      Winter smiled and considered what else she could say to build Dan up in Chloe’s mind. After all, if Chloe’s attention was fixed on Dan, then it wasn’t fixed on Noah.

      For the love of…

      What sort of childish nonsense had wriggled into Winter’s head, anyway? Better yet, how in the hell was she supposed to get rid of the childish nonsense? Another awkward kiss in the kitchen?

      Her fingers gripped the steering wheel so hard they began to hurt.

      She was seriously driving herself crazy. Was it because she no longer had The Preacher to focus on? Was it because she was doing her damnedest not to think of her lost baby brother?

      For someone with enhanced intuition, she didn’t have a clue when it came to herself.

      Maybe…

      Maybe she didn’t have to do this by herself. It was a strange thought.

      She had become so accustomed to facing all life’s challenges on her own, she had all but forgotten that Noah wasn’t her only friend.

      If anyone would be able to shed light on Winter’s predicament, it was Autumn Trent.
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      School had only been back in session for a few weeks, and Emma Olmsted had already decided to stay late after volleyball practice.

      Her friends on the team laughed and shook their heads, but Emma reminded them that she was a junior this year. College was right around the corner, and if Emma wanted to make it through Virginia Tech with a degree and without a lifetime of student debt, she had to be at the top of her game.

      The girls’ volleyball coach, Irene Spring, was out on maternity leave for the next few months, but she had still put Emma in touch with a recruiter from Virginia Tech. If Emma kept up her performance, she was all but guaranteed a full-ride scholarship and a spot on the Virginia Tech volleyball team.

      As much as Emma enjoyed volleyball, her dedication was for practical reasons more than any real desire to play the game at a high level.

      Her parents had divorced when she was young, and they both maintained blue-collar jobs to support their families. Emma’s mother had recently explained the concept of “paycheck to paycheck,” and the realization that it was how her parents survived was a dose of reality.

      Now, Emma was determined not to strain her parents’ finances, and that meant she had to make her own way into college. Coach Spring was a feisty woman with a sharp sense of humor and the uncanny ability to laugh at herself. Emma and almost all the other players loved her, and their affinity for their coach was no small part of what made them such a cohesive team.

      But with Irene on leave to look after her first child, they were stuck with the assistant coach, Marco Yarr.

      Mr. Yarr was the tenth-grade biology teacher, but even the pirate jokes hadn’t taken long to wear thin when Emma was in his class.

      The guy was a creep.

      Brushing the wayward strands of curly hair from her face, Emma glanced around the spacious gymnasium as she thought of Mr. Yarr.

      She half-expected to see him in a corner, his beady little eyes trained on her every move. When she didn’t spot the balding creep, she trotted across the polished floor to scoop up a volleyball.

      Though she had intended to stay until seven to practice her serve, the glowing screen of her smartphone advised her it wasn’t even quarter ‘til seven.

      Goose bumps raised on her arms. It was time to go.

      She had a volleyball at home, and she would drag her little sister to the park with her to practice if she had to. Her mom worked the night shift as the manager at a diner not far from their house, and the responsibility to look after her twelve-year-old sister fell on Emma six days out of the week.

      At first, she had hated the babysitting duty, even though Jenny was asleep for almost the entire time their mom was gone. Ever since Jenny hit her growth spurt, however, she and Emma had found games and activities they both enjoyed. Of course, volleyball was one of their shared interests.

      Was that really why Emma had chosen to stay after school? Had she really decided to subject herself to the perpetually creepy Marco Yarr just because she didn’t want to hang out with her little sister?

      At the thought, she snorted aloud.

      She was used to Coach Spring, not Mr. Yarr. When Coach Spring was around, Emma could stay late to ask for advice and pointers. With Yarr, on the other hand, Emma was loath to ask just about anything.

      When she first told her mom about the weird feeling she got around Mr. Yarr, her mom had dismissed the vibe as some type of hormone-driven paranoia. Emma had been a freshman at the time, and their family was brand new to the school district.

      By the end of that school year, Emma had heard more than her fair share of stories about the creepy coach.

      Like her mom, she had dismissed the accounts as outlandish at first, but there were too many of the rumors for them all to be false.

      Marco Yarr was new to the district as well, and word in the rumor mill was that a girl at his previous school had gone missing right before he moved to Richmond. Then, there was the way he looked at Emma’s teammates when he didn’t think anyone was watching him.

      Despite her parents’ divorce, Emma’s life had been good, but she knew the predatory glint in the man’s eyes the second she saw it.

      A handful of Emma’s classmates had quit the team, and whenever they were asked for the reason for their departure, they would get nervous and change the subject.

      But as sure as Emma was that Marco Yarr was a rapist and a predator, she didn’t reveal the breadth of the situation to her mom. If she did, Mom would pull her off the team, but only after she went for Yarr’s throat—figuratively or literally. Each was a distinct possibility with Amber Olmsted.

      Emma didn’t hide the ugly truth from her mom because she was worried that her ire would be a source of embarrassment. She hid the secrets about Marco Yarr because she couldn’t get a scholarship for volleyball if she wasn’t on the damn team.

      With one hand clamped down on her phone, Emma dropped the ball into a plastic container. As she picked her way past the bleachers and to the hall, she felt like she was walking in the midst of a minefield. At any second, the shadows might explode into motion to carry her off into the bowels of the school.

      Once she was past the rickety wooden bleachers, she trotted down the hall to the girls’ locker room. Now, she felt like the idiot in a horror movie who made the mistake of going back for their stuff when it was obvious they were about to be killed. Her palms were damp, and she heard the rush of her pulse as her heart hammered in her chest.

      She couldn’t leave her backpack in the locker room—her house key was in the outside pocket. Mom and Jenny were both home, but she would never hear the end of it if her mom found out she had left the key to their damn house in a locker.

      Emma glanced to every corner, every crevasse, every inch of space in the dim room. Before she reached her locker, she was sure she had cast a paranoid glance over her shoulder at least fifty times. Aside from the drone of the fluorescent lights overhead, the air was quiet. No, it wasn’t just quiet, it was silent.

      She was definitely in a horror movie. In the background somewhere, a person was shouting at her to get the hell out of there while another leaned over to their friend to ask why that stupid girl had gone back for her bookbag in the first place.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Why hadn’t she used the buddy system? Since second grade, her teachers had preached the gospel of the buddy system, but Emma either hadn’t cared or hadn’t listened.

      Though Emma’s mom permitted her to carry pepper spray during the summer months, a can of mace would be enough to expel her during the school year. As she shouldered her backpack and crept away from the short row of lockers, she wished she had taken the chance. Instead, she would have to make do with her smartphone.

      She dared a glance down to the screen only long enough to type in the PIN. Then another to tap the phone icon. And finally, a third to type the numbers 9-1-1. She moved her thumb to hover over the call button.

      There. Now, if any creepy assistant coach leapt at her, the cops would show up to knock down the doors in less than ten minutes.

      Each step Emma took was measured, and even her footfalls were soundless as she pushed open the metal door. She glanced up and down the hall before she willed herself to ease the door wide enough to let herself out of the locker room.

      The set of double doors at the end of the corridor were automatically locked after five, and she mentally berated herself for the oversight. Since she couldn’t use the main exit—the doorway that led straight out into the parking lot—she had to walk the other direction. The alternate route would take her past the boys’ locker room, the entrance to the gym, and then the faculty offices. Any student who stuck around later than five had to checkout with the security guard in the principal’s office.

      After a quick swipe to make sure the touchscreen didn’t go dark, she started on her painstaking journey. Another set of heavy double doors separated the hall from the main portion of the school, and Emma could only assume they would muffle any shouts or cries for help.

      Swallowing against the sudden dryness in her mouth, Emma forced one foot in front of the other. A slat of golden light fell across the drab concrete floor, a slat of light that hadn’t been there before.

      An hour earlier, the overhead lights had dimmed to a faint glow, and the brighter illumination stood out in stark contrast. The office was shared by a couple different assistant coaches, but this time of year, there was only one likely occupant.

      She snapped her head around to take stock of the corridor, but nothing stirred. If Emma didn’t get out of that hallway soon, she was liable to lose her damn mind. Someone was here—she could hear them as they shuffled around the office.

      “Mr. Yarr?” she called, her eyes flicking from her phone to the doorway and then back.

      The crack between the door and the frame didn’t yield Emma a wide glimpse to the interior of the office, but her attention was drawn right away to the splotch of vivid crimson.

      At first, she thought the red pool must have been a decoration or a prop.

      Maybe one of the assistant coaches had taken it upon themselves to put out an early Halloween decoration.

      If it was a prop, what in the hell was it supposed to be? A zombie? A dead person seated behind the coach’s desk?

      As the door creaked inward, she heard herself take in a sharp breath.

      The figure that blocked out the light from the doorway wasn’t Marco Yarr.

      This man wore a black hoodie and dark wash jeans, not the polo and khakis that comprised the entirety of Yarr’s wardrobe. His eyes were dark, not the pale shade of blue she so often saw linger on the other volleyball players. From beneath the hood, she could see his ebony hair, could see that he hadn’t been stricken with the same receding hairline as Mr. Yarr.

      But the cause of her gasp wasn’t the stranger, it was the way the white light glinted off the bald patch on the top of Marco’s head as he lay facedown in a growing pool of his own blood.

      Every nerve ending in Emma’s body told her to run, to push open the heavy doors and sprint out past the principal’s office and into the parking lot.

      She had saved money diligently over the past few years to buy her own car, and she wanted to find out how fast she could drive it away from this damn building.

      Beneath the icy stranglehold of adrenaline, she struggled to breathe, much less manage an escape.

      “I won’t hurt you.” Though the man’s tone was hushed, the bass in his voice gave the words a commanding edge.

      “Y-you won’t?” she stammered.

      He shook his head. “Nope.”

      He was playing her. Again, she could hear the imagined movie watchers screaming at her to run. Instead, she found herself stammering, “B-but, I-I mean, I s-saw you, d-didn’t I?”

      The slightest smile played across his clean-shaven face. “You did. And I’m sure you’ll do what you think is right once I leave.”

      “What do you mean? Y-you, you killed…” Her eyes flitted past the man, and she had to swallow back bile. “Who are you?”

      He chuckled softly as he held up both gloved hands. “Me? I’m no one. I got who I came for, and it wasn’t you.”

      “You mean Mr. Yarr?”

      Why was she conversing with a killer? She could hear the movie audience moaning at her stupidity.

      As he nodded, the corner of his mouth turned down in a scowl. “That’s right. Marco Yarr was a predator. He preyed on the weak and the vulnerable, and he exploited his position of authority to keep his victims quiet. But Marco didn’t know that there are deadlier predators out there.”

      “Holy shit,” Emma breathed. “Y-you killed him because he…because of what he did to those girls? That was all real?”

      “It was,” the stranger confirmed.

      She was curious now. Although she was still afraid, she wasn’t as afraid as she probably should have been. Was this man a hero? Saving her and others from the creep who could never ever hurt any girl again?

      “But why?” she asked, her voice steadier now. “Did you know one of them? Are you one of the girls’ fathers?”

      “No. You’ve heard the story of Artemis, right? The goddess of the hunt?”

      She didn’t have to stray back far in her memory banks. She loved history. It was one of her favorite subjects. “Yeah. I have.”

      “Artemis wasn’t just the goddess of the hunt,” he said, showing her the tattoo of Artemis on his forearm. “She was a protector for girls and women, for those who the scum of society might have preyed on otherwise. There’s no one like that in our society anymore. No one to catch the victims who fall through the cracks. The police do the best they can, but they can’t be everywhere, can’t know everything. So, that’s what I do. I take out the trash.”

      “Oh my god,” she managed.

      Though Emma didn’t pay much attention to the news, she’d spent enough time online to familiarize herself with The Norfolk Executioner. The last time he had been mentioned on television, Emma’s mom had muttered a comment about how the police should give him a job once they caught him.

      The smirk was back as he stepped out of the doorway and turned to make his way to the double doors. As he pushed his way into the main cafeteria beyond, all Emma could do was follow his movements with her dumbfounded stare.

      She could leave, she thought. She could forget what she had seen, and she could follow the tall man’s path out past the principal’s office and into the night. He would go on to live his life, and she would go about hers.

      There were security cameras throughout the school, but based on the snippets she had read about him, he knew how to avoid detection.

      Emma didn’t.

      Once the cops reviewed the footage, it would be obvious that she had been in the same place as the killer.

      Thinking hard, she thought through every cop show she’d ever watched.

      She had to play this just right.

      Just because she knew she had to call the police eventually didn’t mean she had to dial the number right away. After all, she had just witnessed the tail end of a murder.

      Sinking to the floor, she began to wail.

      She was traumatized, after all.
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      Noah had been stretched out on his couch when he got the call from Max Osbourne. After he asked Max to repeat himself a couple times, he leapt to his feet to get ready to leave.

      Winter was at Autumn’s apartment, and he called her on his way out the door to advise that they had another witness.

      She had just finished a call with Max, and the SAC had given her the same option to stay home or come to the office that he had offered Noah. Bobby Weyrick, Sun Ming, Miguel Vasquez, Max Osbourne, and Chloe Villaruz were already at the FBI building, and Winter suspected there would be too many agents left to sit around and twiddle their thumbs.

      Her assessment was accurate, and Noah mulled over her words even as he sped through a yellow light.

      Based on what Max had told him, Sun was in charge of questioning the witness once her parents arrived. On a good day, the woman came across with the same level of hospitality he would expect from a cactus, and on a bad day, her demeanor was closer to a stick of dynamite.

      Even if she was in a great mood, that left their only cooperative witness in the company of a prickly desert plant.

      Had Levi Brandt already been present, Noah would have opted to stay home. He needed a break from the investigation and the FBI office as a whole. Tomorrow was Friday, but weekends didn’t mean much when they had a serial killer to track down. But in Levi’s absence, someone had to ensure the cactus didn’t get too close to their witness.

      With a sigh, he shifted his pickup into park. He glanced up to the rearview mirror to make an effort to tame his hair, pulled the key from the ignition, and stepped out into the parking garage.

      “Agent Dalton,” Max Osbourne greeted as Noah neared the cluster of desks that belonged to the Violent Crimes Division.

      “Sir,” Noah replied with a nod. “Where’s everyone else?”

      “The witness’s parents just got here. Come on, I’m headed to the interview rooms now. Agent Ming is usually good in the interrogation room.”

      Noah wasn’t so sure. “She’s good at getting information from suspects, but with all due respect, Agent Ming’s strong suit isn’t talking to witnesses. Or, honestly, anyone we need to cooperate with us. Agent Black told me what happened with Gina Traeger and the Richmond PD, and we can’t afford to have that happen again.”

      The SAC slid him a look. “Go on.”

      “This isn’t a normal case with normal witnesses. We aren’t talking to a witness who saw someone like Ted Bundy out on the prowl. This guy, The Norfolk Executioner, or whatever in the hell people are calling him, he’s got a lot of sympathy from people in the community. Shit, he’s got a lot of sympathy from people in the bureau.”

      “And you think Ming will fuck it up?”

      Noah was on a slippery slope, and he knew it. “Again, with all due respect, Agent Ming can’t charge in there like her normal self. If she does, she’ll fuck this up for us like Detective Olson did with Gina Traeger. We’ve tried two more times in the past couple weeks to get something from Gina, and she stonewalled us both times. Someone needs to go into that interview room and talk to this kid and her family like they’re fellow human beings, not suspects.”

      Max narrowed his eyes, but he nodded. “You’re right, Agent Dalton. Good call. You’re with Agent Ming, then.”

      Noah’s intent had been to remove Sun Ming from the interview equation altogether, but he could tell by the SAC’s expression that he had made all the progress he could. Jaw clenched, he strode into the room behind the one-way glass.

      “Evening, Agent Dalton,” Bobby Weyrick greeted. “Welcome to the night shift.”

      “You’re the only person here who’s actually on the night shift,” Chloe Villaruz reminded him.

      When the agent from Dallas flashed a grin at Bobby, Noah thought he saw a twitch of irritability on Sun’s face. As much as he wanted to dismiss the look as a figment of his imagination, he knew better.

      Great, he thought. First Sun’s got a chip on her shoulder from the case, and now she’s pissy about Agent Villaruz smiling at Bobby Weyrick.

      This was going to be a fun day. Night. Whatever.

      He wished Winter was here, and for a split-second, he thought to excuse himself to call and beg for her to drive to the office.

      Winter valued her time with Autumn, and ever since the start of the Haldane case, there hadn’t been many opportunities for the two women to get together outside the context of work. Plus, there were five other FBI agents present.

      Too many cooks, he told himself.

      If Winter was here, she would be relegated to the sidelines where she would lose her damn mind.

      Instead, he decided he would make a mental note of all the awkward glances and uncomfortable pauses so he could regale the story to Winter later. In the meantime, he needed to study the school footage closely so he didn’t walk into that room sounding like an idiot.

      “Agent Ming,” Max’s gravelly voice called out fifteen minutes later. “Agent Dalton. You’re both here, and the witness’s mother is with her. The rest of you, go look over that security camera footage again and get ahold of Agent Brandt if you need to walk through the scene. He’s at the school with the local cops, but he already sent us the two names on the index card. You know the drill, agents.”

      More phone calls. Damn, it really was a good thing Winter wasn’t here.

      The three Agents—Bobby Weyrick, Chloe Villaruz, and Miguel Vasquez—nodded their understanding before they let themselves out into the hall.

      “All right,” Noah said as he glanced over to Sun. “Showtime.”

      Two pairs of dark brown eyes shifted to the doorway as Noah stepped into the drab room, Sun close on his heels. He flashed the two a smile, and he could only hope the warm look was enough to counteract whatever glare they had received from his fellow agent.

      “You’re Amber Olmsted, right?” Noah said. “I’m Agent Dalton, and this is Agent Ming.”

      Sun offered a stiff nod as he gestured to her.

      Biting back a sigh, he pulled out a rickety metal chair and dropped to sit.

      “Agents,” the mother replied. Her posture was stiff, but there was no hint of malice on her unlined face. She might have been on guard, but she wasn’t hostile.

      Not yet.

      He forced himself to look amiable as Sun took a seat at his side.

      Amber kept one protective hand clasped on Emma’s shoulder as she and her daughter exchanged glances. “You’ve got some questions for my daughter?” she asked.

      “We do,” Noah confirmed.

      “All right,” Ms. Olmsted said, squeezing her daughter’s shoulder. “Go ahead, Emma.”

      Emma tucked a piece of wayward curly hair behind her ear and nodded. “Okay. What did you want to know, agents?”

      As he folded his hands atop the table, Noah offered the teenager a reassuring smile. “Just start by walking us through your day after school ended.”

      “Okay.” The girl took a deep breath. “Well, I, uh, I’m starting my junior year, and my coach, Coach Spring, not Mr. Yarr, he’s just the assistant coach. Coach Spring was helping me work on a scholarship to play volleyball at Virginia Tech. I wouldn’t have to take out any student loans, and I could study whatever I wanted.”

      “What are you thinking of studying?” Noah asked.

      He could feel Sun’s scrutinizing glare on the side of his face, but he ignored the petulant glance. They needed rapport with Emma Olmsted.

      With a shrug, Emma took a sip from her bottled water. “I was thinking about actuarial science, but now I’m starting to think more about engineering. I’ve always been good at math.”

      Amber Olmsted’s stony expression softened at the mention of her daughter’s college plans.

      “My friend is really good at math too,” Noah replied. “But she went to school for psychology. They use a lot of statistics, at least in school. I never knew it, but there’s a lot you can do if you’re good at math. We even have stats people at the bureau.”

      Emma’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Really. They do data analysis. You should check it out. Data analysis jobs are popping up all the time, and they’re out there in just about any industry you can think of. Law enforcement, medicine, business logistics, even agriculture. Being able to crunch numbers is a good skill to have.”

      The start of a smile worked its way to Emma’s face, and for the first time, Noah thought the interview had a fighting chance. If Sun morphed into a cactus, at least Noah had established some semblance of rapport with the girl.

      “He’s right,” Sun said, her voice icy but still professional. “It’s a versatile field. Is that why you stayed after school? To talk to your coach?”

      Emma shook her head. “No. Coach Spring is on maternity leave. Mr. Yarr…” She paused and visibly shuddered. Noah wondered if it was because she’d seen the man’s body, or from something else. “Mr. Yarr is, was, just the assistant coach, but no. I wasn’t there to talk to him, either. I’m a little rusty from summer break, so I stayed to work on my serve.”

      “Was there anyone else there with you?” Sun asked. “Isn’t it against school rules to stay alone that late?”

      Emma frowned at Sun. “No, it was just me, and no, it isn’t against the rules or I wouldn’t have been there. Janitorial staff and security staff are there late, plus, there was another girl, but she left about a half-hour before I finished up.”

      “Do you stay after school to practice a lot?” Sun’s intent stare was fixed on Emma.

      “Yeah, well, mostly when Coach Spring is there. She helps me figure out what I need to work on, and then she’ll help me come up with a plan to get better at it.”

      “She sounds like a good coach,” Noah put in.

      Emma’s smile brightened a little. “Yeah, she’s pretty great.”

      “But you don’t stay late as often when Mr. Yarr is in charge? Why not?” Sun was chomping at the bit, winding up to pounce on the girl. Great.

      As Emma glanced to her mother, the woman nodded. “Tell them what you’ve told me, honey.”

      “Okay.” Emma returned her wary eyes to him and Sun. “We moved to this school district a couple years ago, and at first I thought everyone was just making up ghost stories, you know? Lots of kids in my school like to do that. They like to cause drama, stuff like that. But they said that there was a girl at the school where Mr. Yarr used to teach that went missing.”

      “Do you know what her name is?” Noah asked.

      “No, no one ever called her by her real name. They’d always make something up, like Mary Jane or something. But, well, that wasn’t it.”

      When Ms. Olmsted’s eyes went wide, Noah propped his elbows on the table and leaned forward to meet Emma’s nervous glance. “What else?”

      “I’ve been on the team since I was a freshman, and there have been some of the girls who quit just out of the blue. And whenever I’d go to ask them about why they quit like that, they’d sort of freak out. The rumors were that Mr. Yarr had sex with them, and that was why they quit.”

      “What?” the elder Olmsted exclaimed, her hand going to her throat. “He’s been raping teenage girls? You’ve got to be shitting me! Where were you people, huh?” She waved an index finger at him and Sun. “A teacher is running around raping high school girls, and, and what? We’ve just got to wait for a vigilante to swoop in and slit his throat? Is that how the legal system works these days?”

      This wasn’t good. He darted a fervent glance to Sun, and as he suspected, her lips were pressed into a tight line, her eyes narrowed.

      “Ms. Olmsted,” Noah said before Sun could butt in. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but we’re the Federal Bureau of Investigation and his crimes weren’t under our jurisdiction, so we weren’t aware of his offenses until he, himself, became a victim. I understand why you’re upset. Believe me, it pisses me off too.”

      Ms. Olmsted opened her mouth to say something more, but instead swiped angrily at the tears that had begun to spill down her face.

      Noah went on. “One thing I’ve learned from doing this job is that guys like Yarr have a really specific method. They use their position of influence or authority to make sure their victims are too intimidated to speak up. And if they do speak up, like that missing girl from Yarr’s old school probably did, it doesn’t always go like it should. But trust me, Ms. Olmsted, there’s a lot more at play in these situations than just the police dropping the ball.”

      Amber Olmsted’s eyes still glinted with a mixture of grief, irritability, and great sadness, but after an agonizing bout of silence, she nodded her understanding. “You’re right. I’m sorry, agents. This is just a topic I feel very strongly about. I have two daughters, and I sometimes worry what kind of a world I brought them into.”

      “I understand completely,” Noah replied with another reassuring smile. “Emma, you were by yourself at the gym then, right? No friends or anyone else with you?”

      “No, it was just me. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure that Mr. Yarr was there until I left.”

      “All right,” Noah said. “Walk us through that, then.”

      “Okay. Well, I just put the ball away in the crate like I always do, and then I went back to the girls’ locker room to get my backpack so I could go home. I didn’t see anything when I went into the locker room, but when I got back out, that’s when I saw that Mr. Yarr’s office was open.”

      “What happened next?” Noah prompted after the girl paused for a little too long.

      “I didn’t even know he was there, so as I was walking by to leave, I looked in the room, and that’s when I saw him. He was dead, face down on the desk, just like you guys found him.”

      “Did you try to do anything to help him?” Sun asked.

      Noah swallowed a sarcastic comment and kept his gaze on Emma.

      “I, no, I didn’t. I mean, you saw all the blood, right? It seemed pretty obvious that he was dead.”

      “We looked over the security camera footage,” Sun went on, unperturbed. “You didn’t call the police until the suspect had been gone for close to ten minutes. Why’d you wait so long to call 9-1-1?”

      Emma’s dark eyes darted back and forth as she shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I was scared.”

      “Scared of what?” Sun pressed.

      “Scared that the guy might come back for me, or I m-mean, I d-don’t know,” Emma stammered.

      “For the love of god,” Emma’s mother snapped. “She’s a sixteen-year-old girl! She saw a man facedown in a pool of his own blood, and you want to know why she didn’t call the cops sooner? What planet do you live on?”

      Sun ignored the outburst and forged on. “You saw the killer, didn’t you, Emma?”

      The shadows shifted along the girl’s throat as she swallowed. “Yeah.” Her voice was hushed.

      “What did he look like?” Sun was on the warpath. And apparently, she had never realized they could catch more flies with honey. Or if she had, she hadn’t taken the concept to heart.

      “I didn’t really get a good look.” Emma shook her head. “The overhead lights all dim after six o’clock, so it wasn’t bright enough for me to make out what he looked like under his hood.”

      “I thought you said the light in Mr. Yarr’s office was on?”

      “It was,” Emma swallowed hard again, “but it didn’t really help me see him.”

      “How so?”

      Emma opened and closed her mouth, but she only shrugged in response.

      “You know, Emma,” Sun said, her voice deathly calm. “If you’re lying to us, we can charge you with obstruction of justice. How do you suppose that’ll impact your scholarship to Virginia Tech?”

      Before Emma could reply, Noah cleared his throat. They were headed full speed into a brick wall if Sun didn’t dial back her hostility.

      “Agent Ming,” he said, waving a hand to the closed door. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

      Sun’s dark eyes glinted with malevolence, but she nodded and pushed herself to stand.

      “We’ll be right back.” He offered Emma and her mother a quick smile.

      As soon as the door latched closed, Sun whirled around to face him. “What do you want, Dalton?” she hissed.

      “I want you to get yourself in check, Ming,” he returned. Any semblance of amiability had vanished. He wasn’t going to let Sun ruin what might be their last chance to identify and catch The Norfolk Executioner. “This isn’t Guantanamo Bay, and unless you think that girl in there can shoot someone between the eyes with a Barrett M98B from almost a mile away, she isn’t a damned suspect!”

      “She’s holding something back,” Sun replied. “She’s lying. She saw more than what she’s telling us. She might know the killer.”

      “I doubt she knows him. You know what happened with Gina Traeger, right? I’m sure by now you’ve heard about how Detective Olson screwed that whole thing up for us, right? About how he was a complete asshole to the only witness who’d ever seen The Norfolk Executioner and lived, and about how she won’t say a damn word to us now, right? You’ve heard that story?”

      On any given day, Noah had a long fuse.

      He could laugh at his own misfortunes, and he rarely took off-color comments as a personal affront. But as he stared Sun Ming down while he waited for her response, he was close to the end of his fuse.

      If she ruined their only opportunity to identify a man responsible for at least twenty murders—none of which had turned up a single, solitary shred of forensic evidence—he would snap.

      “She’s lying, Agent Dalton,” Sun repeated.

      He straightened to his full height as he narrowed his eyes. “If you fuck this up, Sun, you’d damn well better believe you won’t skate away from it scot-free like you did on the Presley case. You might still think I’m some damn newbie fresh from Quantico, but I’ve been here long enough to understand how this shit works. We’ve got one more shot to find this guy, and if we don’t, that’s going to be on you. You understand me?”

      Jaw clenched, she glowered at him. “She’s facing a federal obstruction charge. She’ll cooperate now, Dalton. Trust me. I’ve been doing this for a while.”

      There was an unmistakable condescending tinge to her voice, but he could see the shadow of anxiety behind her eyes. She knew she had made a mistake, and now she was trying to convince herself that the act wouldn’t cost them the entire case.

      “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” With one last scowl, he dropped his hand to the metal lever and pushed open the door. “Sorry about that,” he said as they stepped back into the room.

      “It’s fine.” Amber Olmsted’s voice sounded like it could cut through a chunk of cinderblock. “My daughter is scared, agents. She watched a serial killer walk away after he slit a man’s throat. She’s lucky she’s alive. I hope you’ve at least got enough empathy to understand why a teenage girl would be scared to describe someone like that.”

      Noah glanced to Sun.

      Though the motion was stiff, she nodded. He felt the tension ease just a bit from his shoulders. “Yes. I do. Emma, did he say anything to you?”

      “Just something about Greek mythology,” Emma replied with a slight shake of her head.  “About how Artemis was a protector of girls and women and how that’s what he’s doing.”

      He barely kept his sharp intake of breath in check. Winter had seen a festival celebrating Artemis in her vision not long ago.

      “He was wearing a hoodie, but I think…” Emma paused to look to her mother. When the older woman nodded, she continued. “I think I could probably describe him a little. I don’t know how accurate it’d be, though.”

      “What did he show you on his arm?” Sun asked, but her voice was as gentle as Noah had ever heard it. “We saw him show you something on the video.”

      The girl swallowed. “A tattoo.”

      Sun’s voice was still gentle. Noah was actually proud of her sensitivity. He hadn’t known she had it in her. “Of what, Emma?”

      Noah watched the conflict at war on her face. Finally, she sighed, tears slipping down her cheeks. “Artemis.”

      “Have Emma sit down with one of your sketch artists,” Ms. Olmsted suggested. “We can do that tonight, but after this…” her gaze slid to Sun, “anything you want to ask us had better come through our lawyer.”
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      When Autumn saw the determined glint in Winter’s eyes as she took the call from Noah Dalton, she half-expected her friend to pack up and dash out the door. Instead, she thanked Noah for the update and told him she would see him in the morning. Winter leaned back and propped both stocking feet atop the stone coffee table.

      “You’re not going to go in?” Autumn asked, arching an eyebrow as she took another swig of beer.

      Winter shook her head. “Not right now, no. Noah said they’re having the witness talk to a sketch artist, and that usually takes a little while. Not much I could do there in the meantime, you know? Even Noah’s heading home.”

      “Got it,” Autumn replied with a nod.

      “I mean, I guess I could go in and sift through a hundred and fifty more names and phone numbers,” Winter muttered. “But I’ll leave the telemarketing for the daytime.”

      “How’d the interview with the witness go? Sounded like it might’ve been a little dicey.”

      Winter snorted a laugh. “Noah said he’d tell me about it tomorrow, but yeah, he said it got iffy as soon as Sun decided to take over. She threw an obstruction charge out there, and I guess they got lucky. They’re doing the sketch artist thing right now, but the kid’s mom lawyered up from here on out.”

      Stretching her legs along the couch, Autumn shrugged. “Even a broken clock’s right twice a day.”

      “Plus, at least we have confirmation that the killer’s a man. That ought to cut down on the number of alibi phone calls I get to make every damn day.”

      “Wow,” Autumn laughed. “Is that normal? Do you have to call seven hundred people to check their alibis on every case?”

      “Oh, hell no.” Winter looked stricken. “Don’t get me wrong, there’s a lot of tedious work in every investigation, but this one’s just a special kind of tedious. I can deal with sorting through databases or searching through old case files, stuff like that, but when it comes to making boring phone calls to see if someone was at the place they said they were at? That’s something else. If I could go the rest of my life without making an outbound call to anyone who isn’t a friend or family member, believe me, I’d do it.”

      “So, there’s just a wider pool of suspects for this case, then, right?”

      “Right,” Winter replied. “And I swear, we’ve looked through every damn law enforcement official in the state of Virginia, and none of them match up with the guy we’re looking for. There are a couple who don’t have alibis and who we might be able to classify as a suspect, but the evidence is still all circumstantial. It wouldn’t even hold up in front of a grand jury, much less in a trial. That’s the whole reason we’re even looking at LEOs, honestly. Because whoever this guy is, he hasn’t left a damn bit of evidence behind.”

      Autumn whistled through her teeth before she drained the rest of her beer. “Could be a crime scene tech too. I mean, if there’s anyone who knows how not to leave behind forensic evidence, it’d be a forensic scientist.”

      She expected a chuckle or a sarcastic observation about how Winter would add crime scene techs to her telemarketing list. But as Winter opened her mouth to respond, her blue eyes snapped open wide as a look of sudden realization passed over her face.

      “You’re right,” Winter breathed. “We talked about that in one of our briefings but had relegated them to after we’d finished the law enforcement list, since it seemed more important to find someone who could make that kind of shot first.”

      Autumn leaned forward. “They keep databases of forensics people, just like they do with cops, right?”

      Winter nodded and reached for her bag. “Looks like I’ve got a new list to start going through.” She paused in her hurried movements and faced her friend again. “I really wanted to talk to you about something tonight, but it’s going to have to wait. Don’t let me forget about it, though, all right?”

      “I’ll pencil you in,” Autumn replied with a grin.
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      Winter thought she should have felt guilty for abandoning her friend out of the blue, but Autumn had become as much a part of their case as the agents in Violent Crimes.

      Winter sent Noah a text message before she left the parking lot of Autumn’s apartment building, and his response was almost immediate.

      It’s better than having to call people, his first message said. I’ll help you with it. Sounds like it might be a long night, so I’m going to shower before we head out. We should probably stop at a gas station and get coffee.

      No need, Winter wrote in response. It’s the night shift. Weyrick’s got that coffee maker, remember?

      You trust Weyrick’s coffee maker? Starbucks, darlin’.

      The drive home felt like it took an hour.

      At every red light and stop sign, she had to stifle a groan. Her pace was just below an outright sprint as she made her way from the car to her front door.

      Though she wanted to change, grab her laptop, and run back out the door, Noah was right.

      Just because the forensic techs in the state of Virginia had been compiled into a database didn’t mean the work would be any less tedious than the plethora of phone calls they had made so far. No matter how revolutionary their new evidence, the search for the killer would still be painstaking.

      With the remainder of the boring search ahead, she slowed her breathing and calmed her racing heart. The killer wouldn’t materialize as soon as she and Noah walked through the doors of the FBI office—they would put in hours, maybe even days of work before they finally found the object of their search.

      The shower relaxed her tired muscles, and by the time she rinsed the conditioner from her hair, clarity had returned to her thoughts.

      She could deal with her depressing realization—a realization about which she was reminded whenever she thought of Noah—some other time. She had a serial killer to catch.

      She repeated the mantra to herself, but the little voice in the back of her mind was persistent. The idea was faint, almost like a whisper beneath the shouts of another group of people, but she couldn’t silence it.

      What would she do if he left? What would she do if he found someone? Did she really expect him to put his entire life on hold while she worked out her conflicted feelings?

      Were the feelings even conflicted anymore?

      She had seen Aiden plenty over the last couple weeks, but the encounters hadn’t come with the usual rush of adrenaline. When he smiled at her, there was nothing more than a twinge of something akin to pride in his pale blue eyes.

      For the first time in recent memory, their interactions weren’t nerve-racking, they were…what? Friendly. Calm. Normal.

      As she stepped out of the water’s warm embrace and dragged a comb through her hair, she mulled over the slow-moving shift in their dynamic. Ever since the start of the Haldane case, Aiden and Noah’s pissing match had dwindled to little more than an occasional sarcastic comment. Even then, Winter suspected the remarks were more akin to an inside joke than any actual insult.

      Twenty minutes later, leaving Noah in the vehicle, she was walking into her favorite coffee house. And almost got knocked on her ass as she dug into her purse for her wallet.

      Strong hands wrapped around her upper arms, steadying her. “Sorry, ma’am. I—”

      “I wasn’t paying attention,” she said at the same time.

      The man was wearing combat fatigues. And as her gaze swept up from his sand-colored boots, up his camouflaged legs to his smooth-shaven face, the pulse of pain in her temples took her off guard.

      The hands tightened around her arms as she felt herself tilt to her left. Concern etched across the blue-eyed soldier’s expression. “Are you okay, ma’am?”

      No, she wasn’t. But not for the reason this man was thinking.

      She forced a laugh. “Of course. Sorry again for not paying attention.”

      And she bolted for the restroom.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      She didn’t have time for a damn vision, but by now, she knew better than to make an attempt to stop the inevitable.

      She was turning the lock just as the searing sensation edged its way farther into her brain. She dropped down to the tiled floor. She had bounced her head off the floor enough to learn her lesson. The closer she got to the ground, nasty public bathroom or not, the shorter the fall and any resulting injury.

      When her eyelids fluttered closed, she was no longer in the bathroom. The sun’s burning heat touched her face, and she blinked repeatedly to clear the dust from her vision as a breeze whispered along the desert.

      Aside from the move to New York for college, Winter hadn’t traveled much in her twenty-six years of life. Though she had never been to a desert, she knew the desolate landscape and searing sunlight for what it was.

      She was on a bluff, and below, a sprawling stretch of sand, rocks, and scrubby plants went on as far as she could see.

      Above the wind’s mournful cry, she heard another sound. A weary sigh.

      The sound had come from a man at the edge of the bluff, and when she spotted his attire, the desert setting made sense.

      Tan, digital camouflage fatigues, a matching Kevlar vest, and sandy colored boots. In one hand, he clutched the grip of a matte gray rifle as he ran the other through his black, disheveled hair. Winter wanted to approach him to catch a glimpse of his face, but she was rooted in place.

      It was him.

      Not the man she’d bumped into moments before.

      The man who stood with his back to her was The Norfolk Executioner.

      A distant crack drew the man’s attention, and as he turned, she squinted to read the insignia on his shoulder. No matter how hard she tried, however, she couldn’t focus her gaze on his face.

      With a sharp gasp, Winter’s eyes flew open as she sat bolt upright. She reflexively dabbed beneath her nose and was relieved when she spotted only a slight smudge of crimson.

      She may not have seen the man’s face, but whoever he was, his uniform had labeled him as a US Army Ranger. There was no doubt in her mind that she had just seen the man responsible for the murder of Tyler Haldane—The Norfolk Executioner.

      After splashing water on her face and pulling herself together, she smiled at the anxious soldier hovering outside the bathroom.

      “Are you okay, ma’am?”

      She wanted to throw her arms around him. Not just for his obvious concern for her wellbeing, but this man had given her a gift she could never tell him about.

      “I’m wonderful. Promise.”

      And she was.

      Because of him, the length of her painstaking search would be dramatically shortened.

      Now, she just had to mentally justify taking out a man who proclaimed himself to be the protector of women and girls.

      Her stomach soured, and she didn’t want her coffee anymore.
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      As he watched Winter step up to the wooden podium at the front of the briefing room—a place he had begun to think of as a second home—Aiden felt his lips curl into a smile.

      Though Winter credited Autumn with planting the idea in her head, she had been the one to crack open the case, to put all the puzzle pieces into their proper places. This was Winter’s moment, but he had helped her get here.

      The path had been twisted and messy, but after all the conflicted feelings, all the spite and irritability, all the bickering, all the pointless competitions, they had emerged on the other side. And now, she was about to announce to some of the FBI’s brightest that she had discovered the identity of the serial killer they’d been hunting.

      Despite the pressure of the media circus through which they had tiptoed since the death of Tyler Haldane, Winter had prevailed. He was proud of how far she had come, and he could only imagine how much further she had left to go.

      She looked so poised and professional as she began to speak. “The Norfolk Executioner is why we’re here. Last night, he killed his tenth victim in the state of Virginia, and his twentieth in the country as a whole…that we know of. But last night, he left a witness. Today, just before this briefing, that witness picked this man out of a photo lineup.”

      What Winter didn’t share was that, once she’d narrowed down the list of suspects to Army Rangers with Artemis tattoos, the rest of the investigation had been easy. To put icing on the cake, young Emma did indeed point to their suspect only an hour ago, tears pouring down her face.

      The girl was as conflicted about the killer as the rest of them.

      But she’d done the right thing.

      With a light click, the overhead projector brought to life the image of a driver’s license.

      “That’s him,” Sun said. She was seated across the room at the side of Bobby Weyrick, a man she had been close to in almost every meeting they’d had about the case so far. But even as Aiden mulled over the possibility that the two had engaged in a secretive affair, he couldn’t bring himself to care.

      Winter nodded. “Yeah, that’s him. That’s Augusto Lopez, a twenty-year veteran of the Army Rangers. He left the military about nine years ago when he was thirty-eight, and ever since then, he’s worked in forensics. He was stationed in Fort Hood when he left, which is why he stuck around the Dallas area.

      “Not too long before Augusto retired from the Army, his daughter went missing. The main suspect was the man she’d accused of molesting her over the summer that year, her maternal uncle. The cops in Killeen weren’t able to find anything they could use to tie him to the crime, but they still tried to push it through a grand jury. The guy denied everything from the get-go, and since it had taken her a little while to come forward about it, there wasn’t much physical evidence.

      “The grand jury didn’t have enough to indict, and about nine months after that, Augusto’s wife, Tina Lopez, killed herself. She committed suicide while he was deployed to Afghanistan, and from what I heard from a couple family friends, he blamed himself for it. He took the loss of his family pretty hard, and he became withdrawn. Honestly, I don’t think any of us can blame him for that.

      “The cops questioned Augusto once his wife’s brother went missing, but they never found the guy’s body. A year after that, the first rapist outside Killeen was shot in the head with a Heckler & Koch G36 rifle. No shell casing, no footprints, fingerprints, nothing. Then, six months later.” Winter paused to glance at Chloe Villaruz.

      “Same weapon,” Villaruz put in. “He killed three more with the same weapon, and then he left it at the scene of the fourth murder. Same as that Barrett rifle you guys found. No serial number, just absolutely nothing. Our theory was that if he was involved in law enforcement, he might’ve known an arms dealer affiliated with one of the cartels. That might be where he got the G36 and the M98B.”

      “Right.” Winter nodded. “We’ve handed both weapons off to the ATF. Chances are, they won’t get anywhere with them, but the arms dealer that sold them to Augusto isn’t our jurisdiction.”

      Aiden kept the sentiment to himself, but he was glad that they didn’t have to deal with the Mexican drug cartels.

      Chasing a serial killer was one thing but chasing after someone like Pablo Escobar was an entirely different ballgame. Their office had been thrown into enough of a tizzy when Sun was labeled as a potential suspect for Tyler Haldane’s murder. He couldn’t imagine work in a field so dangerous and volatile that even other federal agents were untrustworthy.

      “Emma Olmsted said that he talked about the Greek goddess Artemis,” Winter added, pressing the controller to bring up the next photo. “This is a tattoo on the inside of Augusto’s forearm. It’s a bow and arrow, and it’s a symbol associated with Artemis.”

      “Good work, Agent Black,” Max announced. “We’ve got a warrant for Augusto Lopez’s arrest, and we’ll be meeting with the tactical team in about ten minutes to discuss how we’ll be executing that warrant. I think by now we all know how dangerous this man can be. We might’ve found him, but we aren’t out of the woods just yet.”

      Aiden had started to shake his head before the older SAC even finished. “No,” he said. “He might be dangerous, but I don’t think he’s dangerous to us. Emma Olmsted told us he saw her, and he let her go. If he was really dead set on escaping, we would have found her dead along with Marco Yarr. Same with Gina Traeger. She might not have cooperated with us, but we know that she saw him too.”

      “He’s right,” Autumn put in. “I’ve been here all morning looking over this guy’s information. I’m here for threat assessment, remember? Augusto Lopez is only a threat to the people on his list. He told Emma Olmsted to ‘do what you think is right.’ Does that sound like a man who’s going to open fire on a bunch of cops to you?”

      As he glanced over to Autumn, Aiden could hardly keep the self-assured smirk from his face. Nine o’clock had not yet rolled around, but he knew today would be a good day.
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      When I saw the black van circle the block the first time, I knew what was about to happen. I had already made my peace with my fate, be it life in prison or the death penalty.

      My advice for Emma Olmsted to do the right thing had been sincere, and the girl hadn’t disappointed. It would have been easy enough for her to bury her head in the sand and pretend that nothing had happened, but she had chosen the more difficult path—the right path.

      How could I fault her for that?

      I didn’t like to follow the news articles about the men I’d killed. When I crossed out their names, I was done with them. But no matter how hard I tried to avoid the television segments and online news updates, I knew the level of attention I had attracted.

      The entire country was fixated on Richmond, and I was the reason for their obsession.

      As I straightened the photo of me, Tina, and Evie on the mantle of the fireplace, I paused.

      There wasn’t a place for someone like me in a civilized society. I had been promoted a couple times in the lab where I worked, but there was only one skill at which I had ever truly excelled.

      That skill was death, and there was no place for a killer like me in the civilized world.

      Before I lost my girls, I had a family to tether me to reality. But now, it felt like I drifted from place to place like an apparition. My ties to the moral world were gone, and the time had come for me to face my fate.

      Even though there hadn’t been a BOLO put out on me yet, I’d been doing this long enough to understand what the cops weren’t saying…they were coming for me.

      But first, I had a few more things to attend to.

      Before the door of the black panel van that had just pulled up outside slid open, I shot Greg Winstead in the head and pushed him from the second story window where I’d taken up residence as soon as the chatter on the police scanner grew more excited. I’d already pinned a notecard to the rapist’s shirt, listing the names of his victims.

      Honoring all six of the girls this man had emotionally and physically destroyed.

      Maybe those women might be able to sleep a little better tonight.

      I sure hoped so.

      Because as I turned and looked into the eyes of the terrified men shackled to the steel pole I’d installed along the wall of the bedroom, I knew I’d sleep a little better tonight too.

      I grinned.

      “Russell Peterson…it’s time to pay for your crimes.”
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      Winter’s heart slammed in her chest as the sound of a gunshot echoed in her ears.

      Before she could respond, she was yanked back into the van, the heavy metal door narrowly missing her sneakered toes as it slammed shut.

      Scrambling to her feet, Winter caught the blur of something dropping from the pristine farmhouse they’d just approached.

      “Shit,” Noah muttered, his fist still holding the back of her Kevlar vest.

      Even while he tried to yank her down, Winter fought to look out the window. “Let me go!”

      He didn’t, but he loosened his hold. “Who the fuck is that?”

      Who?

      Getting a better look at the thing on the ground, Winter realized Noah was right. It was a who. A person. More specifically, a man.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.” She looked harder, trying to see past the blood and gore. “But it’s not Augusto Lopez.”

      Even through the walls of the van, Winter heard a noise that raised the hair on her arms.

      Screaming. Terrible screaming.

      “What—” Noah shouted.

      Another gunshot drowned out whatever else he was going to say. Everyone in the van grew quiet, watching, waiting. Seconds later, another body fell.

      This time, Winter noticed the notecard pinned to the front of the man’s shirt. She immediately knew what it was.

      Shit.

      “He’s finishing what he started,” Winter said before yelling at the driver, “Fall back, fall back,” then held on tight as the van spun in the gravel before catching surface and jerking backward at rapid speed.

      Other vans, police cars…a virtual army of law enforcement vehicles converged on the scene. Noah grabbed the radio, ordering the others to fall back as well. The next few moments were chaos as the situation was assessed.

      “Agent Black, report.” She recognized Aiden’s voice right away.

      Scrambling to get out of the stifling van, using it as a shield, she inhaled a deep breath of air before lifting her mic to her lips. “Black reporting.”

      But before she could finish the words, Aiden was at her side, sweat dotting his temples from his dash from the second van on the scene. She was about to tell him that he hadn’t needed to hurry because, while Augusto Lopez had killing on his mind, she didn’t think his targets were on this side of that window.

      Another gunshot vibrated through the air.

      Another body fell.

      “Shit,” she muttered. “We have to do something.”

      She looked around.

      The house was a perfect sniper hide, she realized. Sitting high on a hill, the lovely farmhouse had been stripped of all the trees that would have given it shade over the past century. Neat stacks of wood set beside a small outbuilding to the side.

      The stumps where those trees once stood looked fresh, and Winter could almost see the soldier cutting them down. Whether it was to take away any tactical advantage law enforcement would gain to access the upper story of the home or remove an avenue of escape for the hostages he held, she wasn’t sure.

      Probably both.

      Noah stepped out of the van, still talking rapidly into his mic, directing the teams.

      They would be too late, she knew.

      Another gunshot.

      Winter whipped her head around, squinting against the sun as she watched another body fall from the upper window. She also saw the shadow of Lopez, but only for the slightest moment.

      Pain ripped through her skull, and she teetered to one side.

      Hands caught her arms, but she didn’t need them to steady her. The vision was gone almost as quickly as it appeared.

      “Seven more,” she whispered into Aiden’s concerned eyes.

      Noah whipped around, his gaze flicking between her and the SSA. Annoyance was replaced by the same mask of concern.

      It pissed her off.

      Ripping her arm out of Aiden’s grip, she forced her legs to hold her up, swiping at the drop of blood she felt run down to her upper lip.

      “We don’t have much time,” she said, relieved that her voice held more strength.

      She could still see the men shackled to the steel pole. Still see the three sets of shackles that now lay on the floor. The men were terrified, but Winter couldn’t find it in herself to feel sorry for them.

      Murderers.

      Rapists.

      Child molesters.

      Augusto Lopez was taking out the trash.

      While one part of her wanted to cheer him on, she knew he had to be stopped.

      No man could be judge, jury, and executioner.

      If they let one man get away with it, how many would follow?

      Laws were there for a reason, she reminded herself, thinking back to the criminal justice classes she’d sat through not all that long ago. The six main functions of law were to keep peace in a country, shape moral standards, promote social justice, facilitate orderly change, provide a basis for compromise, and to help in facilitating a plan.

      Winter had promised to, “Well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter. So help me God.”

      A lawless land was a peaceless land. And more than anything, Winter wanted peace.

      Though Winter wasn’t sure what she thought of the subject, she muttered, “God, help me now.”

      Both Aiden and Noah stared at her, concern still clear in their eyes.

      Aiden spoke first. “What are you thinking?”

      A gunshot.

      Winter didn’t even turn, just closed her eyes when the body slammed into the ground.

      “I’m thinking six. And I’m thinking we don’t have much time until there are zero.”

      “What does Lopez want?” Noah asked.

      He was thinking in terms of a hostage situation, but Winter knew better.

      “He wants to finish this, finish them.”

      Aiden was scanning the landscape. “There’s no tactical advantage. We’ll have to ram the door.”

      Winter straightened. “That won’t be necessary.”

      Before either man could say a word or grab her, she took off in a sprint, heading toward the covered porch. She feared having another dead body fall on her more than she feared being shot at. But she was on the porch before another gunshot sounded, and the body she feared splattered on the ground well behind her.

      Five.

      “Winter!”

      She heard approaching footsteps but didn’t wait, instead opening the front door. It wasn’t locked.

      Noah burst in behind her, cursing words that would normally make her ears burn, but she was taking the steps two at a time. She was only halfway up when another gunshot made her jump, automatically crouch, if nothing more than from instinct.

      “Four,” she muttered. A countdown of the worse kind.

      Or the best. Winter didn’t like the little voice whispering in her ear.

      Noah was right behind her now, and she could hear other footsteps running into the home.

      Bam!

      Three.

      Winter wasn’t foolish enough to run straight into the room. Lopez didn’t appear to be interested in hurting anyone besides the people he held hostage, but she didn’t know how attached he’d be to finishing the job, stopping anyone who might get in his way of handing out the justice he so very clearly thought these men deserved.

      She placed her back to one side of the door while Noah moved into position on the other side, gun at the ready, daggers of pure anger hurtling her way.

      “Augusto Lopez!” she called. “FBI. Drop your weapon. You’re surr—”

      Bam!

      Two.

      “Shit,” Noah said before adding a few other choice words.

      SWAT was coming up the stairs, and Winter knew they’d do their job with deadly force. Even while Noah shook his head furiously at her, she reached for the doorknob.

      Bam!

      One.

      Closing her eyes, she turned the knob and pushed the door in. Still growling under his breath, Noah went in first before she could stop him. She was on his heels, stopping in her tracks at the carnage before her.

      Knowing his time was close to an end, Lopez had stopped pushing the men from the windows. Hell, he apparently no longer cared that they were shackled. The last two slumped, only their chains holding them up.

      “Drop your weapon,” Noah shouted.

      Lopez just smiled, kept his gun at the last man’s head. And pulled the trigger.
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      I’d done what I’d set out to do. Not all of it, maybe. I could have helped society so much more. But I could leave this earth knowing I’d done the very best I could.

      I knew this day was coming, and a part of me wished I’d thought of chaining these bastards up sooner. One bullet through their heads from a distance wasn’t really punishment enough. But luring them to my house—and they were so easily lured—had them pissing their pants like the little pussies they were.

      I’d managed to get ten before this day arrived. I’d hoped to have twenty. Fifty. A hundred.

      Ten would have to do.

      When the agents burst into the bedroom, I’d made my peace with God. I’d smiled up to the heavens, whispering to Tina and Evie that I’d see them real soon.

      I was ready.

      Well, almost. I had to distribute justice to Amanda Harris, Jillian Sizemore, Amy Rebstock, and Sandra Palmer first. Even as I stared down the barrel of two weapons, I pulled the trigger of mine, wiping the whimpering scum ball who’d raped and molested those innocent girls from the face of the earth.

      Then I waited.

      Waited for the explosion of pain. Waited for my world to go black.

      Waited for the peace of death to remove me from the pain of life.

      When peace didn’t come, I stared at the agents still pointing their guns at me.

      “Thank you for letting me finish,” I said, dropping my gun.

      Their paralysis broke, and they rushed me, kicking the gun away, taking me down.

      This was an unexpected development. I was alive.

      As they cuffed me, I began to laugh.

      This was unexpected…but good.

      I might have run out of targets out in the real world, but where I was going…prison…was full of men just like the predators I’d killed.

      Possibilities raced through my mind as the female agent read me my rights.

      Endless possibilities.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn had been so relieved to see the stress lifted from her friends’ shoulders, she almost forgot that they had captured a serial killer.

      In the press conference to announce Augusto Lopez’s arrest, the bureau had given Shadley and Latham credit for their role in locating the man. Specifically, the SAC of Violent Crimes had given Autumn credit.

      Due to her familiarity with the case, she had been assigned the psychiatric evaluation of Augusto, though the interview wasn’t for another few days.

      The purpose was straightforward and simple enough, but Autumn was loath to admit to her FBI friends how giddy she was to meet The Norfolk Executioner. She had been fascinated by serial killers since she was in high school, but so far, she had never been granted the opportunity to conduct an in-depth discussion with such a notorious offender.

      When she was summoned to Adam Latham’s office, she assumed the unscheduled meeting had to do with her upcoming session with Augusto Lopez.

      As she made her way down a hallway, she glanced out the floor-to-ceiling windows that composed one side of the corridor. The sun cast an orange and gold halo on the city skyline as it sunk down into the horizon.

      Autumn blinked against the glow as she returned her focus to the hall.

      Damn, when had it gotten so late?

      She was scheduled to meet her friends for Shelby’s birthday dinner that night, but she had set an alarm to give her ample time to make it to the restaurant. For good measure, she pulled her phone from a pocket and double-checked the time.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when she noted that she had fifteen minutes before the alarm was set to go off.

      The glass and metal door to Adam Latham’s office was cracked, but Autumn rapped her knuckles against the frame for good measure.

      Shadley and Latham boasted dual coast offices. One here in Virginia while the other resided in Arizona. During her initial interview and during all meetings up until now, Dr. Latham had participated via video chat from the Phoenix office. This would be her first face-to-face meeting with this particular boss.

      “Dr. Latham?” she called.

      He looked up from his desk, and through the glass, she watched him wave her in. “My apologies,” he said. “I thought you’d be another minute.”

      With a practiced smile, Autumn stepped onto the carpeted floor. “No problem.”

      As he glanced up from his laptop, there was a glint in the man’s blue eyes that she could only describe as predatory. She had seen the look before. In the foster care system, on the faces of college frat boys, anywhere someone could exert their power over a weaker, more vulnerable person in their control.

      Though her initial reaction was to assure herself she was just paranoid, she had learned to trust her instincts when it came to the motivations of other people. Her sixth sense had saved her from the same naivety that led so many other young men and women into peril. She wasn’t about to question it now.

      “Did you need me for something, Dr. Latham?” Autumn asked, forcing a smile back to her lips as she folded her hands in front of herself.

      “Need? No,” he chuckled with a dismissive wave. With a light tap, he closed the laptop and pushed the computer to the side. “I just wanted to congratulate you. I know you’re still working on the Augusto Lopez case, but I wanted to tell you how impressed I am at your start here. There aren’t many folks we hire right out of grad school who start off quite like you. You got this firm a hell of a lot of publicity, and good publicity at that.”

      She inclined her head. “Thank you, sir.”

      “At the least, I thought that warranted an in-person thanks. I know I speak for Mike when I say that we’re glad to have you on board with us, Dr. Trent. We’re both looking forward to working with you from here on out. You bring a lot to the table, and that’s not easy for someone your age. Now, if you have a minute, I was wondering if you’d join me for a quick drink?”

      Was that even a real question? Did he honestly think she would feel comfortable turning down the offer?

      “Sure,” she replied as she took a seat in one of the armchairs in front of his mahogany desk. “I have to make it quick, though. My friend’s birthday is today, and I’m meeting her and her fiancée for dinner soon.”

      Latham’s grin widened to reveal his straight, white teeth. He was in his fifties, but aside from the touch of silver at his temples, his appearance didn’t belie a single year over forty. Despite the age difference, Autumn could still admit he was a decent-looking man. Or, at least he would be if he wasn’t so damn creepy.

      “What great timing, then,” he commented, ducking down to retrieve a corked bottle of brown liquor.

      Before he poured the scotch into two crystal glasses, Autumn had already decided she would watch him take a sip before she followed suit. She didn’t know much about Dr. Adam Latham but based on the crawling sensation on the back of her neck, she wouldn’t put it past him to drug her drink.

      To her relief, the only questions he asked had to do with the Lopez investigation. She wasn’t sure she had the mental capacity to offer a polite refusal if he decided to take a more personal approach in their conversation.

      “Thank you for the drink.” With a light clunk, she set the polished glass atop the desk and rose to stand.

      Latham pushed out of his seat at the same time, and he flashed another of those disarming grins as he extended a hand.

      Shit.

      Autumn gritted her teeth and forced herself to look pleasant as she accepted the handshake. The instant her palm touched his, she wanted to yank her arm away and sprint out the door.

      And in that instant, she wished Augusto Lopez was still a free man.
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      Winter hustled down the hallway to the elevator. She could still make it to Shelby’s birthday dinner on time, but she had to hurry. The doors opened just a few moments after she’d pushed the down button, but she groaned when the cheery ding sounded as she came to a halt on the third floor. When the doors parted to reveal the newest passenger, she stuffed down the flash of annoyance.

      “Aiden,” she said, keeping her voice level. “You’re here late.”

      She immediately hated herself for saying something so stupid.

      She hated herself more when he gave her a curious, slightly concerned glance. For a second, she worried he might reach and place his hand on her forehead to take her temperature. “I’m always here late.”

      “True. I guess I’m never here late enough to see you here late. If that even made sense.”

      “Good point.” He laughed, but it had an “are you all right” edge to it. He cleared his throat. “You look good. Where are you headed?”

      She glanced down to her flowy teal and silver blouse, black leggings, and silver flats. She felt distinctly uncomfortable in something so girly. “Thanks. I went shopping with Autumn last week. Everything I’m wearing came from a clearance rack and at her insistence…I mean, suggestion.”

      He chuckled. “That sounds like Autumn.”

      There was a touch of wistfulness in his smile, and Winter was more convinced than ever that he had taken a less than professional interest in her friend. Unlike the times she had noticed the sentiment before, however, there was no pang of sadness or irritability.

      “You like her, don’t you?” Winter asked, the corner of her mouth turning up in a smirk. When he started to shake his head, she poked him in the chest. “You do. No, don’t even deny it. I’ve known you for how long? Thirteen, almost fourteen years, Parrish. Nuh-uh, you can’t hide that. Come on.”

      Even as he rolled his eyes, he had started to chuckle at her vehemence. “We’re not talking about this right now. It’s been a long month, and I’m going to go home, by myself, and sleep for a week. I just wanted to tell you something before I left, so I’m glad I caught you. And no, it doesn’t have anything to do with Autumn.”

      She couldn’t stop herself from teasing him one more time. “Yeah, yeah.”

      He ignored her. “You’ve probably heard it from fifteen different people by now, but you did a damn good job. I know the headaches, or visions, whatever you want to call them. I know they might have helped, but all the real work, that was you. I want to say I’m proud, except…”

      He narrowed his eyes at her, and she knew what was coming next. Her ass had already been half chewed off by Noah, the SAC, and the ADD for running into the farmhouse so recklessly. But she’d do it again, even though she’d promised each of them that she’d be more careful in the future.

      “If you ever pull a stunt like running into that house again, I’ll have your ass back in the BAU before you can say ‘serial killer.’”

      She rolled her eyes, then smiled as a smile played on Aiden’s lips. “You can try.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Let’s not argue. Let me say what I need to say.” At her lifted eyebrow, he went on, “I’m impressed. I’m looking forward to seeing what you’re going to do at the bureau.”

      She felt her cheeks grow warm. Aiden didn’t offer compliments often.

      “And…” he paused to raise an index finger, “this might not be all that professional, but I just wanted to say I’m sorry for all the bickering and bullshit with Dalton. He’s a good guy, and I know it doesn’t matter what I think, but I think he’s good for you. Whenever he’s around, you seem, I don’t know. Better. Happier.”

      As her smile widened, she felt the first pinpricks at the corners of her eyes. She had applied mascara for the first time in recent memory, and she didn’t want to test the limits of the mid-tier cosmetic by crying right before she left for a public gathering.

      “You know,” she said, elbowing his upper arm as she grinned. “I could say the same thing about you and a certain someone.”

      “Oh my god.” He raised a hand to rub his eyes and groaned, and Winter only laughed harder.
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      Winter’s decline over the next couple weeks was gradual but no less painful. As much as she and Noah complained about the number of phone calls they had to make during the Lopez investigation, she wished they could go back to those days. At least then, she had a purpose.

      Now, she spent her days at the courthouse or at her desk. Paperwork, court testimony, and the occasional training class had become the new routine.

      Cyber Crimes hadn’t come any closer to discovering the source of the email she received, though they hadn’t given up. She could feel her mind as it slipped closer and closer to the inky black chasm of hopelessness and despair, but she couldn’t bring herself to burden her friends with her problems. For the most part, she didn’t even know what her problem was. Not until she skimmed past a news article about the serial killers captured in Richmond over the past year.

      Augusto Lopez led the pack in terms of media coverage, but next in line was Douglas Kilroy. As her eyes fell on the man’s name—the name of the menace that had plagued her for more than half of her entire life—she realized what had given birth to the yawning canyon of nothingness in her mind.

      As she stuffed her phone into the pocket of her leather jacket, she snatched up her keys and walked out to her car. For the duration of the trip to the cemetery, her movements and decisions were carried out by little more than her brainstem.

      She’d never leapt off the couch in the middle of a movie to drive to the site where her parents were buried. Over the years, she had been to their graves in Harrisonburg more times than she could count, but this was the first time she’d felt the need to stand on the ground where the damn bastard who’d killed them was buried.

      The leaden daylight caught the driver’s side window as she pushed the door closed. Her booted feet crunched against gravel, but her steps quieted as she crossed over to a patch of lush grass. In this seldom traversed part of the cemetery, none of the headstones were labeled with names, only numbers. But Winter didn’t need to see the man’s name. She knew which grave was his.

      “Douglas Kilroy,” she said to the empty clearing. “You’re the whole reason I’m here, you know that? And I guess that means you’re the whole reason you’re here too. You should have killed me when you had the chance, you stupid piece of shit.”

      She raised her face to the sky when the sun broke through the clouds for a moment. As it warmed her face, she thought of her mother and father, of her baby brother. The brother who haunted her days. Her nights.

      Winter had always thought that Kilroy was the ghost in her closet, but she knew better now.

      Winter’s ghost was her baby brother.

      “But you didn’t.” There was an unmistakable tremor in her voice, and she glanced around the area to ensure she was by herself. “You didn’t kill me, but even when you’re dead, you still find ways to ruin my life! You were the whole reason I joined the FBI in the first place. All I ever wanted was to put your stupid ass in a prison cell or put a bullet between your eyes, but I didn’t do either, did I?”

      The wind picked up, and if she believed in spirits or ghosts, she would have thought he was laughing in her face. The thought made her even madder.

      “Maybe I should have just done what Augusto Lopez did. Maybe I should have said ‘fuck it,’ and just come for you myself. At least then I’d know that I was the one who chose my life. But now, was I? Was it me who picked this, did I do any of this for myself, or was it all just for you?”

      The silence was eerie as she stared down at the unadorned headstone. She felt herself teeter backward, and she wondered how much longer she could keep herself from falling into the dismal canyon. With no one but herself for company, the plummet was inevitable.

      “I’m not alone,” she said, her voice stronger. “You were alone, Kilroy, but I’m not. You were alone because you were a miserable excuse for a human being. Every breath you took was an abomination to the god you thought you were.”

      With one trembling hand, she retrieved her phone. A droplet fell to the screen as she typed the code to unlock the device. Though her first inclination was to think the afternoon showers had started early, she realized that she had started to cry.

      The tears weren’t for Douglas Kilroy. He didn’t deserve her tears.

      She could only assume they were for her, for the person she might have been if he hadn’t taken away her family.

      Her mom. Her dad. Her baby brother.

      More tears fell as she thought of him.

      “Where are you, Justin?” she whispered.

      In the distance, thunder rumbled.

      She thought that was answer enough.
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        * * *

      

      Noah opened his eyes a slit at the first buzz from his phone, and when it sounded out a second time, he groped at the surface of the coffee table until he found the device. Shit. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep.

      Blinking to clear the film from his eyes, he swiped at the screen to open the messages. They were both from Winter, and as he read the first sentence, he pushed himself to sit upright.

      “Shit,” he spat. She was at the cemetery where Douglas Kilroy’s ashes had been buried, and according to the second message, she was about to lose her mind. “Shit,” he repeated, shoving away a plaid microfiber blanket.

      I’ll be right there, he replied.

      Rather than focus on the reason for her sudden breakdown, he focused on how many traffic laws he could break without putting other drivers at risk. For a normal person, the drive to the cemetery at the edge of town took close to twenty minutes. For Noah today, the trip took twelve.

      He didn’t know where Douglas Kilroy’s remains had been put, but the mass of gray clouds overhead meant there were few other visitors. To his relief, he spotted the little Civic after he turned around the second bend past the entrance. The roar of his truck’s engine had barely stopped by the time he hopped down to the ground and shoved the door closed.

      “Winter,” he called as he neared the patch of grass.

      With a faint sniffle, she pulled her stare away from the gravestone. The muddy daylight glinted off the glassiness in her eyes as she swiped at her cheeks.

      “Oh my god.” He was surprised he managed to speak through the sudden tightness in his throat. “Winter, sweetheart, what’s wrong?” Before she could respond, he closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms.

      “I don’t know.” Her quiet voice was muffled as she rested her face against his shoulder. “I don’t know what I’m doing here. I don’t just mean at the cemetery, I mean, I don’t know. Everything. Why am I even in the FBI? Did I really do all this for Kilroy? Because of Kilroy?”

      He stroked her long hair, just letting her talk, say whatever she needed to say.

      “Noah…I based my entire life around finding that asshole, and I never bothered to stop and think what I’d do once he was dead. Maybe I just thought everything would magically fall into place like some Hallmark movie, I don’t know. I just, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing anymore.”

      “Darlin’, just because Kilroy’s dead doesn’t mean the shit he did just goes away. That’s the fucked up thing about all of this, honestly. He’s gone, but all the people he hurt, they’re all still here trying to find their way.”

      He paused, checking to see if she was even able to hear him through her sobs. When she looked up at him with those blue eyes rimmed in red, it nearly broke his heart.

      “What do I do?”

      He pressed his lips to her forehead. “You refuse to give him power over you, and you give yourself some time to adjust to this new normal. Be kind to yourself. It’s all right to be a mess.”

      She barked out a laugh that was mostly a sob. “I’ve got that one down.”

      Vulnerable like this, he didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone so beautiful. He had to look away.

      “We’ve all got to figure out the reason we do what we do, darlin’, and sometimes, it just sucks. I’ve been there, sweetheart. When I got back to the States after being in the military so long, I didn’t know what the hell to do.”

      “But,” she sniffed, “you figured it out.”

      “Yeah,” he replied, brushing his fingers through the soft strands of her hair. “And so will you.”

      She tightened her grasp on the front of his shirt. “I don’t want you to leave.”

      “Leave?” He made a snorting sound. “Who said I’m leaving?”

      In a split-second of panic, he wondered if she was privy to a piece of information he hadn’t yet heard. Was he about to be transferred? With his luck, he’d wind up in Florida, someplace where even the landscape was hostile.

      “What if you find someone?” she managed around a swallow.

      “Oh,” he said, relaxing a little, “that kind of leave. Trust me, darlin’, that ain’t about to happen any time soon, either. I can’t even remember the last time I went on a real date, and right now, I’m not even remotely interested in tying myself down.”

      “Isn’t that usually when you find someone,” she murmured in response, “when you aren’t searching?”

      “Not if you don’t want to.”

      Her sniffle sounded a little like a laugh, and he took the moment of reprieve to pull away from the despondent embrace. As he tipped up her chin to meet her bloodshot eyes, his grasp was gentle, almost reverent.

      “I’m not going anywhere. You’ll get through this, and I’ll still be here while you work on it.”

      The seconds ticked away as she held his gaze, and even though he thought an eternity might have passed, he didn’t break his eyes away until a fat raindrop landed on the bridge of his nose. On cue, a clap of thunder rumbled in the distance.

      “Come on,” he said, circling an arm around her shoulders as he turned to face their parked vehicles. “It’s supposed to pour today. Seems like a good time to catch up on some TV. We can go to my place and order some pizza. My couch is way better than yours.”

      With a half-laugh, half-snort, she nodded. “You’re not wrong.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As much as he was sure he had stumbled upon an opportunity to turn their friendship into something more, Noah had vowed months ago not to make the first move. The ball was in Winter’s court now, and he had sworn he wouldn’t renege on his conviction. But when she fell asleep with her face tucked into the crook of his neck and an arm around his waist, he wondered how wise the decision was in the first place.

      She had just as much a reason to be scared of a change in their relationship as he. Neither of them wanted to jeopardize their friendship, but at what point did they take the risk?

      Now?

      Never?

      The whirlwind of thoughts had finally died down enough for him to drift toward the start of sleep. In his mind, he walked along a sidewalk. The concrete was smooth and unbroken, but as soon as he glanced up, his foot smacked into an unseen barrier, and he started to fall.

      Before he could finish his graceless descent to the imaginary sidewalk, he took in a sharp breath and snapped open his eyes. Winter issued a tired groan and shifted in place, but before he could close his eyes, he heard the buzz of his phone atop the coffee table.

      He knew the device was his—Winter had set hers on the carpet.

      “Dammit,” he breathed after the second buzz. It was a phone call, and at one in the morning, he could only assume it was important.

      With as little movement as he could manage, he reached out to scoop up the device. He didn’t recognize the number, nor did he recognize the area code.

      If this is a wrong number, I swear to god…

      “This is Agent Dalton,” he answered, keeping his voice low.

      “Noah?” a man’s panicked voice asked.

      Though he hadn’t heard the man speak in years, he knew that voice. That voice belonged to Eric Dalton, his biological father.

      “Eric…” he said sharply. After all this time, this man didn’t deserve the label of dad. Because he had no idea what else to say, he went with the inane. “Do you know what time it is? What the—”

      Winter stirred, and Noah closed his eyes, willing his temper to recede.

      “Noah, I-I need your help.”

      He sat up straighter, frowned when Winter murmured in her sleep.

      “You what?”

      Winter snapped awake, even though he hadn’t raised his voice. At least he thought he hadn’t, anyway. She rested her hand on his arm, giving him a worried look. He shook his head and mouthed, my father.

      Her eyes widened, and she shifted positions as he went to stand up, needing to pace off the manic energy that now seemed to clog his every pore. From the corner of his eye, he watched her pick up her own phone, praying to all that was holy that she wasn’t about to leave. He needed her, he realized. Needed her here.

      “I messed up, Noah,” Eric said.

      Noah snorted. “I’m shocked.” Sarcasm was his most powerful tool in this moment.

      “Son…”

      Noah gritted his teeth, opened his mouth to tell the sperm donor he was talking to that he wasn’t his son. To never call him that again. To…

      “I messed up bad,” Eric went on, his voice cracking now. The man was truly scared.

      Noah turned in his pacing and looked at Winter. She was staring at her own phone. She was pale. She looked stricken, almost like she’d seen a ghost.

      But he could do nothing because his own ghost from his past was saying, “Noah, if you don’t help me, they’re going to kill me for it.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been a nice dream.

      A nice, normal dream of a nice, normal run through a field of sunflowers, the warmth of the day shining on her face. Noah had been behind her, running too, a picnic basket in his hands.

      That was what normal couples did. At least she thought so.

      They went on dates. Went on picnics. Held hands. Kissed. Made love.

      But Winter was awake now, and there was nothing normal going on inside Noah’s apartment.

      He looked like he’d seen a ghost when he mouthed, my father.

      In the time they’d known each other, she was ashamed that it had taken her more than a few moments to call up a name. Eric Dalton.

      The man who had abandoned his son was now calling in the middle of the night. For what? Winter couldn’t tell.

      What time was it anyway?

      Reaching for her phone, she noted the time and something else. A missed text message from her friend in the IT department.

      As Noah paced, Winter slid her thumb across the screen. Seconds later, the text appeared. She felt herself pale as she read the words.

      Email location confirmed. Origination: Harrisonburg, Virginia

      Her hometown.

      Her heart knocked in her chest, and her breathing went shallow.

      The email she’d received from someone saying he was her brother—Hey, sis. Heard you’ve been looking for me—had come from her hometown.

      The place where her parents had been slaughtered, and her baby brother went missing.

      
        
        The End

        To be continued…
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      Some secrets hurt; others can kill...

      The Preacher is dead, the case solved, but now Special Agent Winter Black’s missing brother seems to be taunting her, leaving a trail that leads back to their old house in Harrisonburg. As she learns more, Winter must fight the urge to revert back to that primal part of herself that was set on secrecy and vengeance during the investigation of her parents’ murder. Especially now that her best friend and partner, Noah Dalton’s, own past has come back to play.

      Noah’s father, Eric, has borrowed money from the Russian mob, but won’t give the FBI the whole story, even though his daughter and son-in-law have been kidnapped and the clock is ticking on their lives. What is he hiding? And who will pay the price?

      A dirty cop, a RICO case, and more lies than truth. Can Winter and Noah sort out the pieces and put the puzzle together before the hostages’ expiration date? Or has it been too late from the beginning?

      Book six of Mary Stone’s page-turning Winter Black Series, Winter's Secret is a twisty, roller-coaster of a ride that doesn't let up until the very last page.
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      Horror movies always made Natalie nervous, especially if she watched them late at night. Though she assured herself that the unease wouldn’t follow her home from the theater, a chill flitted down her back as she pushed open the front door to her house.

      She paused to turn around and wave to her friend, but when the quiet engine hummed to life, she remembered she was on her own.

      Rather than focus on the supernatural scenes that had made the film they’d just seen so unnerving, she tried to mentally take stock of the cinematography and the acting. Sometimes, if she examined a scary movie to admire all its separate parts, she could alleviate the creep of anxiety.

      In fact, the friends she’d accompanied to the theater that night had given her the suggestion. They were both horror aficionados, and about once a month, they would pile on her couch to watch movies and eat popcorn and other snacks. Their comments on the plot and characters tended to keep Natalie’s fright at bay while in the comfort of her home. But they’d gone out this time.

      And she, nearly thirty years old or not, was now officially spooked.

      She rubbed at the goose bumps rising on her arms as the red taillights of the car faded away.

      “Stop it,” she scolded herself, firmly shutting the door. She was a married woman, after all. Nearly thirty years old. She no longer believed that monsters hid in her closet.

      She didn’t, dammit.

      But the thoughts wouldn’t stop. It was probably because they had been in a public theater, and both friends had, rightfully so, remained silent as they ate their popcorn. Natalie could only assume the lack of commentary was the reason for the overwhelming rush of nervousness as she flicked the silver deadbolt into place.

      Stepping out of her flats, she retrieved the phone from her back pocket to check for a new message from her husband. Jon’s normal shift extended into the mid to late evening hours, but he was often roped into staying to help the late-night shift supervisor fill out paperwork, take inventory, or any number of responsibilities.

      Sure enough, the last message had been received a half-hour before the movie. The message advised her he wouldn’t be home until late that night, but he hadn’t sent a follow-up to estimate a time.

      With a sigh, Natalie turned on each light as she made her way out of the foyer and into the kitchen. The fact that her husband, a retail manager, worked longer and more erratic hours than Natalie did as a flight attendant never ceased to amaze her. Chances were good that, by the time Jon returned home from a twelve-hour shift, she would be asleep on the couch, a half-eaten bowl of chips on the coffee table in front of her.

      As she reached to open the cabinet where they kept the snacks, she paused. Then she smiled.

      No, tonight she didn’t have to eat chips for dinner. Jon had made enough chicken parmesan to feed an army, and they had leftovers that would last well into the apocalypse.

      The smile remained as she stepped over to the next cabinet. But as soon as she opened the door and retrieved a plate, the smallest of sounds caught her attention.

      It was the sound of someone breathing.

      Close.

      Right behind her.

      Her heart all but leaped into her throat as the icy rush of adrenaline surged through her body, but before she could move or even shout, a sharp sting bloomed at the base of her neck.

      It’s just a bee, she thought. But only for a second.

      Even as she raised a hand to slap at the source of the pain, darkness enveloped her vision. All the muscles in her body went slack, and she felt the plate slip from her grasp. Just as soon as the ceramic shattered against the floor, she felt herself falling, though she couldn’t be sure she was actually falling. The sensation was dreamlike, almost as if she were suspended in an unfeeling void.

      The next thing she felt was her head hitting the floor, then merciful nothingness.
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        * * *

      

      With a sharp breath, Natalie jerked back to consciousness. Her sleep had been deep and dreamless, and at first, she assumed she had just woken from a nightmare.

      She had fallen asleep, at least she thought that must be what happened.

      But if she’d only fallen asleep, then where was she now?

      The faint scent of must and mildew in the air mingled with another smell she couldn’t place. Iron? Maybe copper? Why would the air in her house smell so musty, and why would it smell like metal?

      As she squeezed her eyes closed in an effort to clear her vision, to think, she reached to rub her temples…or tried to, at least. The binding around her wrist clinked as something sharp and cold dug into her skin.

      “What…?” she breathed, pulling harder, then harder still. She didn’t stop until the bite of the metal into her wrist was too much to bear.

      Panic clawed its way in to overtake her rational thoughts as she tried to make out the few details of the surrounding area. With her free hand, she touched the cool metal that still cut into her flesh.

      A pair of handcuffs, one closed around her arm, and the other around a pipe or a pole—she couldn’t tell. She thought she could see the shape of her arm, but for all she knew, the sight might have been a figment of her imagination.

      Unless the house she shared with Jon held a secret room that the realtor hadn’t mentioned, Natalie was certain she was no longer at home. The basement of their split-level residence was finished, and even the cement floor of the laundry room was more refined than the rough surface where she now lay.

      Biting her tongue to stifle a surprised cry at the realization, she pushed herself to sit. Each motion was more arduous than the last, her limbs feeling as if they were trapped in a vat of molasses.

      The fingers of her bound hand were cold and tingled from the lack of circulation. Strands of her shoulder-length hair were matted to the side of her face with sweat, and her head pounded with every beat of her heart.

      This must be a dream. Any second, she would wake up to the drone of the television as another rerun of a cooking show came to an end.

      Teeth clamped together, she pulled her knees up to her chest and closed her eyes.

      Was she in hell? Had she died in her sleep? Had she ever really bought a house or married Jonathan Falkner, or was this where she had been the entire time? Had their uneventful, albeit peaceful life in Baltimore been an illusion?

      No, that was ridiculous.

      She needed to get her thoughts under control if she wanted any chance to figure out where she actually was.

      Eyes closed, she relaxed her shoulders, inhaled, and counted to eight. Clenching and unclenching her hands, she exhaled and repeated the process. Eight in, four out. Eight in, four out.

      The icy tinge of adrenaline and fear still chilled her, and her palms were still clammy, but the swirling vortex of farfetched scenarios had calmed enough to allow room for rational thought.

      Before she started to walk back through her most recent memories, her breath caught in her throat.

      There was someone else in the room with her.

      She had been unable to hear their breathing over the rush of her pulse, and even now, she had to strain her ears to make out the sound.

      “Hello?” she managed through chattering teeth. The word was little more than a squeak. “I-is someone there?”

      No matter how diligently she tuned in to the still world around her, the silence was deafening. There was only more of the quiet, ragged breathing accompanied by an occasional gurgle that wasn’t natural.

      Natalie had never been an expert in the health field, but even she could tell that the person at the other end of the room was in bad shape.

      “Can you hear me?” she asked.

      A low moan was her only response.

      How had it come to this?

      As hard as she tried, she couldn’t remember a single event after the plate had slipped out of her grasp. Without a doubt, the sting she’d felt in her neck had to do with the inky darkness by which she was now surrounded.

      But why? And better yet, where? Who? What in the hell was going on?

      As if on cue, a muffled thud sounded out in the distance. The slat of light that pierced through the gaps in the doorframe seemed as bright as an overhead fixture. The door eased open with a rusty creak, and she thought she might have been witness to the explosive death of a star.

      Tears rolled down her cheeks from the sudden sting of the light. She used her free hand to block out a portion of the glow as the sound of footsteps grew nearer. Through her eyelids, the illumination changed again as the visitor flicked a switch to bathe them in light.

      The light was like razor blades slicing through her pupils.

      She was desperate to see this person, to learn who they were and make sense of this musty room, but she hadn’t had a chance to let her sensitive eyes adjust before the man spoke.

      “You are awake.”

      The simple observation was tinged with a heavy accent. Russian? She didn’t know anyone who spoke with a Russian accent. None that she could think of.

      Desperate to clear her vision, she blinked rapidly as she squinted up at the man. His face was rugged with a five o’clock shadow that darkened his cheeks. His close-cropped hair was styled, and with the leather jacket, button-down shirt, and dark wash jeans, he looked like he might have just come from a nightclub.

      “Who are you?” Natalie was ashamed at how weak her voice sounded. How stricken. She blinked a few more times before she could stand to meet his gaze as she swallowed in an effort to work up enough saliva to speak clearly.

      “You can call me Alek.”

      Before she could think of another question, she caught the first glimpse of the other prisoner.

      Crimson smeared the dingy floor, and more had spattered against the wall. Like Natalie, one of the man’s wrists was handcuffed to a metal pole that extended from the floor to the ceiling. The sickly overhead light caught the shiny spots of fresh blood along his arms and his stomach. As her gaze finally settled on her husband’s face, a startled cry burst from her throat.

      “No…” Horror and grief gripped at her chest as tears burned their way into her eyes. “No, Jon, no.”

      Anxiety closed around her heart and pressed on her lungs as she tried to take in a breath of air, but it felt like someone might have been sitting on her chest. She glanced to the silver handcuffs that bound her wrist to a rust-specked radiator. If she had taken a second to consider the bind, she would have known she couldn’t break free. The radiator might have been in sorry shape, but it was sturdy.

      But as time slowed to a crawl, she knew one thing for sure…she had to try to get to her husband. Wheezing for breath, she jerked her arm forward. The metal bit into her already abraded wrist as she strained against the shackle.

      The pain was excruciating.

      Like a thousand needles scraping already raw nerves, she sobbed when the first drop of blood appeared. Gritting her teeth, she tried harder.

      “You can do this,” she whispered to herself.

      She bit back a scream when the man laughed at her efforts.

      No, she couldn’t displace the heavy radiator, but she had a petite frame like her mother. Maybe she could pull her wrist through the handcuff, especially with the blood to lubricate the way. As she tucked her thumb beneath her palm and flattened her fingers, another low chuckle froze her in place.

      “Those are small handcuffs.” His accent was thicker now. “Same handcuffs your American police use for, how do you say? Juveniles.”

      With a fervent headshake, she snapped her attention back to the well-dressed Russian. “That’s not…” She paused. She was out of breath, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t fill her lungs with precious air. “You…you can’t do this.” As much as she wanted to scream at the man, her voice was little more than a hoarse croak.

      Her struggle clearly amused him.

      “I can.” Scratching the side of his face, he glanced back to the still form and shrugged. “Your husband, Jon, yes?”

      “Why are you doing this?” The question was hardly a whisper, and she doubted the man even heard her.

      If he had, he didn’t react.

      “He is shot. In his stomach.” His conversational manner made her want to scream. “Most people do not survive injuries such as this unless they are transported to a hospital right away. You are aware of this, yes?”

      “I don’t understand.” She wanted to demand answers from him, but all she could manage were dumbfounded statements of shock.

      “Let me simplify. He is dying. Slowly. And by morning, he will be past saving.”

      A sob burst from her lips. “Why?”

      Again, he ignored her. “Of course, he was never meant to survive. Jonathan Falkner is nothing more than the message.”

      “What?” She opened and closed her mouth several times before she could form another coherent remark. “Message? What message? Who are you? What do you want from us?” She was babbling now, but she couldn’t make herself stop, her volume rising as her panic grew. “Please, just tell me! Whatever it is, I’ll give it to you. Anything. Just get him, please, get him to a hospital!”

      The Russian had started to shake his head before she even finished, the evil smile still playing on his lips. “No. We want nothing from you, Natalie. Your father is, how you say, a different story. He owes me and my people.”

      “My father?” she echoed, the word reflecting just how incredulous she was. “What could you possibly want from him? He’s an airline pilot!”

      “Eric Dalton.” Only the brief flare of his nostrils betrayed his annoyance. “That is your father, yes?”

      She could only gape at him.

      Eric Dalton was a commercial airline pilot, not a criminal. He was a family man. A good man. In fact, he’d done nothing but take excellent care of Natalie’s mother as she recovered from a traumatic car accident. What could this Alek person want from him?

      Did he mean her brother? Ethan was still in college. To her knowledge, neither he nor any member of her family had any history with the…damn…whoever this man’s “people” were. A gang? The mafia?

      She shook her head. Surely not. She must have indeed watched too many movies.

      Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm herself. Think. What did she know so far?

      She knew that her captor was Russian, or from a country with a very similar accent. Thinking hard, Natalie wondered if his country of origin had anything to do with this? Earlier that year, Natalie had purchased a kit to trace the genetics of her ancestry. There was Dutch, Polish, Scandinavian, but no Russian, so she didn’t think that could be a connection.

      Was this about money? Her family had always been financially comfortable. The combined incomes of her mother and father put them solidly in the upper-middle class, and even when her father was furloughed on a couple occasions in the past, they held their finances together. What could any of them possibly owe to someone like this man?

      “You have the wrong person,” she finally managed. “This isn’t right. Please, you’ve got the wrong person. Just let me go, and I swear, I won’t say anything. Just, just let me take Jon to a hospital. I’ll say we were mugged, that we didn’t see who did it. I’m not the person you want, okay? But if you just let us go, we can pretend like none of this happened.”

      With the same unsettling chuckle, he shook his head. “No, we have the right person. You are Natalie Falkner, and your husband is Jonathan Falkner.”

      “There must be others with the same name,” she wheezed. Her parents were as straitlaced as they came, and her brother had graduated high school at the top of his class. Ethan was a quiet, thoughtful young man, and there was no way in hell he’d be mixed up with any of this.

      But she had a half-brother too. She had only met him on a handful of occasions, but she knew he was in law enforcement. No. Not just law enforcement. Noah Dalton was a special agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

      “You don’t want my father.” Her voice was stronger now. Panicked. Too loud. She didn’t care. “You have to have him confused with someone else. With…with Noah Dalton. My father’s a pilot. Please, you’ve got the wrong person. You want Noah, my half-brother. I-I can help you, just, please. Help him.” With a pleading look, she tilted her chin toward Jon’s still form.

      Another chuckle. The sound was devoid of mirth, and his smirk was as chilling an expression as she had ever seen. “I do not make mistakes, and you are already helping me. See him?” Brows raised, the Russian extended a hand to point at Jon. “He is the message. And you, Natalie, you are…how do you say it?” He paused to snap his fingers, but she could tell it was just an act. “Collateral. You are collateral.”

      “Collateral?” The word felt almost foreign on her tongue. “What does that mean? Collateral for what? What are you talking about? You want Noah, not me, not my father. Not Jon!”

      Some of the grim amusement vanished from his eyes as he lowered his arm. “No. Eric Dalton has seven days to keep his word, or you will die just as your husband will die. We shall discover during that time how much your father loves you, yes?”

      The rusted, metal door at his back was latched closed to block both sight and sound from the world beyond, but she was out of options.

      “Help!” she yelled, screaming at the top of her lungs. “Please, someone, help! My husband has been shot!”

      With a groan, the Russian rolled his eyes and reached into his jacket. The polished steel of the handgun glinted in the eerie light, but he held the weapon by the barrel as he approached.

      Fear became a living thing that crept over her like a hungry beast. “No, please, no!”

      The pleas fell on deaf ears.

      He didn’t bother to reply before he snapped his arm forward to smash the grip of the weapon into her temple. A burst of white light flooded her periphery, and then the world was still.
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      Though Winter Black only heard half the conversation, she could tell that Noah’s late-night phone call was more than some random drunk dial. What time was it anyway?

      As she watched her friend and fellow FBI partner, Noah Dalton, pace his apartment, his body language was as tense as she’d ever seen it. When he practically growled at whoever had called, she glanced down to her phone and pushed herself to sit.

      She could scarcely believe the text notification on her screen. The IT department at the Federal Bureau of Investigation had sent her a message:

      Email location confirmed. Origination: Harrisonburg, Virginia

      Her heart hammered in her chest as she read the message a second time. Could it be true?

      The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s computer gurus were letting her know that the email she’d received at the end of the Schmidt investigation a few weeks ago—the email from her baby brother—had been sent from her hometown. The same town where her parents had been brutally murdered, and the same town where her little brother had been taken from their family home in the middle of the night. Taken by Douglas Kilroy, The Preacher. The same man who had butchered her parents in their bed had stolen away with six-year-old Justin Black in the middle of that horrific night.

      Then, out of the blue, she’d received an email that read simply, “Hey, sis. Heard you’ve been looking for me.”

      Now that she had learned the location of the email’s origin, there was no doubt in her mind. The message had been sent by Justin. To Winter, there could be no alternative explanation.

      “What do you mean?” Noah’s voice jerked her out of the grim reverie. He had paused in the middle of his pacing, and the flickering light of the television caught the silver band of his watch as he rubbed his eyes with his free hand.

      A tinny voice responded to the inquiry, but try as she might, Winter couldn’t make out the words. She tucked her knees up to her chest and leaned back against the couch. She could only hope that the call was unimportant and that Noah’s mounting frustration was just the result of being roused from sleep at such a late hour.

      As she reluctantly locked the screen of her phone, she kept her vacant stare on the coffee table.

      She didn’t need to be nosy, she reminded herself. If the call was important, Noah would give her a rundown of the conversation when it was over. Forcing her attention back to the television, she combed the fingers of one hand through her disheveled hair.

      For some reason, the feel of the long strands made her think of her friend, Dr. Autumn Trent, whose deep shade of auburn was a stark contrast to Winter’s black locks.

      Autumn had recently gained her doctoral degree in forensic psychology and had helped them solve their last case.

      What advice would Autumn give her now? Winter wondered. Would she agree that the email must have come from Justin? Or would she think that Winter was reaching for the conclusion her heart wanted most?

      Except, Winter didn’t actually know what her heart wanted when it came to her little brother.

      More than anything, she wanted to find him alive and happy, but in the secret recesses of her heart, she worried about what she would actually find.

      The boy would have been raised by a monster, after all. Some psychopaths were born, but some were made.

      Was that her brother?

      Winter closed her eyes, trying not to imagine how the past thirteen years of his life had been. Had Justin witnessed other atrocious acts that the FBI knew nothing about? Other murders where The Preacher didn’t leave his signature so the boy could learn? Or participate? Had he sat on Douglas Kilroy’s knee, listening with rapt attention about how the world was filled with sinners, and how it was Justin’s duty to eliminate them all from this earth?

      The thought made Winter shiver, and she opened her eyes when Noah spat, “I’m shocked,” the words dripping with a biting sarcasm she didn’t often witness in him.

      As Winter’s attention shifted from thoughts of her brother to Noah, she let out a long breath. Whatever happened or didn’t happen in her search for Justin, she had friends. She was no longer alone.

      “Fine,” Noah growled. “Text me the flight information, and I’ll pick you up from the airport.”

      As intent as she had been to not listen in on his call, the statements had her ears perking up. Who was Noah talking to? What was making him so unhappy?

      A few seconds later, Noah tossed his phone onto the couch but continued to pace.

      Winter cleared her throat. “You okay?” She made sure to keep her tone gentle. She might not have paid attention to the full extent of his conversation, but she could tell when Noah was agitated.

      The shadows moved along his face as he clenched his jaw and shook his head. “I’m not really sure.”

      So many thoughts whipped through her mind, she had a difficult time picking one on which she wanted to focus.

      She wanted to ask him about how or why she had fallen asleep at his side for the second time, and she wanted to know what the sleeping situation meant for the future of their friendship. At the same time, she felt as though she needed to tell him what the IT department had just confirmed about Justin’s email.

      But when he dropped his hand back down to his side, she saw a glint in his eyes that she could only describe as a cross between irritation and melancholy.

      She swallowed the trepidation about their relationship and about Justin’s email as she straightened in her seat.

      “Who was it?” Though her voice was quiet, the words cut through the still air like a gunshot.

      Heaving another sigh, Noah flopped back onto the couch. He slowly shook his head. “I don’t really know what to call him.”

      Winter turned to face him more fully. “What?”

      Well, that ruled out Max or anyone else at the bureau.

      With one hand, he rubbed his eyes. “Nothing,” he muttered. “It’s all right. It’s not work, at least not technically. I can tell you about it tomorrow. You should head home and get some sleep.”

      Winter bit her tongue to keep her exasperated sigh at bay. “I guess I’m getting a taste of my own medicine, aren’t I?”

      His green eyes flicked to her as he flashed her a puzzled look. “Huh?”

      “It’s pretty obvious it’s not ‘all right,’ and if you think I can just go home and fall asleep after this, you’ve lost your damn mind. You remember when I used to do that to you, right? Keep all that shit to myself and bottle it up until it made my head explode?” She didn’t pause to consider the irony of those words.

      “Oh.” He shifted his gaze back to the coffee table and ran a hand through his hair. As the unease lifted from his face, he opened his mouth to elaborate, but she cut him off.

      “No.” She shook her head for emphasis. “No, I know that look. I know that look means you’re about to go on a spiel about something to defend yourself. So help me, Noah, if you’re about to try to tell me how this is different than when I was keeping stuff from you, I’m going to shove you off this damn couch.”

      She ignored the flicker of amusement on his face at her less than menacing threat. She would tell him about the email, but this was not the time or the place. Though she could tell he had masked part of his frustration, she hadn’t missed the pang of melancholy that had gone along with the irritability. There would be a better time to bring up the topic of Justin, she just had to wait for it.

      Crossing her arms, she flashed him a look. “You just got a phone call at one in the morning from someone that doesn’t have anything to do with work, and now you look like you just saw a ghost. Nothing about that says ‘it’s all right’ to me. I get it, you know. You know I had a hard day, and you don’t want to tell me because you think I’m dealing with enough already. But I can deal with whatever’s going on in my head and be your friend at the same time.”

      His defensiveness appeared to slip away in the quiet moments that followed. The first hint of a wistful smile was on his lips as he turned his vacant stare away from the hall and to her.

      As he spread his hands, he shrugged. “You’re right. I already know I won’t be getting back to sleep, so I don’t know why I thought it’d be any different for you.”

      Every second of silence that followed his words was just short of unbearable. But as much as she wanted to reiterate her concern, as much as she wanted to prod him for an answer, she bit back the slew of questions.

      “That call.”

      At the quiet sound of his voice, she snapped her attention away from the clock to meet his gaze.

      “I still don’t really know what to call that guy.” He shrugged, clearly at a loss. “Haven’t heard a damn word from him in years, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t on purpose. That was Eric Dalton.”

      Winter scanned through her mental Rolodex. “Dalton?”

      The name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t recall any in-depth conversations where he had mentioned members of his father’s side of the family. She knew his family history was complicated, but she had never pried into the specifics. For the most part, he didn’t mention them, and Winter didn’t ask.

      “Yeah. He’s my biological father. He ditched me, my sister, and Mom when I was little, five or six. I don’t know why he split, but if I had to guess, I’d say it had something to do with a pretty lady he knocked up in Baltimore. And considering Natalie’s only a couple years younger than me, I’d say that happened while he was still married to my mom. Don’t know why in the hell it took him so long to leave, but once he did, he was gone.”

      Winter’s heart squeezed in compassion. “Ahh, I’m sorry.”

      Noah lifted a nonchalant shoulder, although the expression on his face was a clear indication that he still held strong feelings regarding their abandonment. It made Winter’s heart ache for him even more.

      “My sister and I would see him once or twice a year for holidays, but whenever we stayed with him and his new wife and kids, it was pretty obvious we didn’t belong. They lived in some cookie-cutter house in the ‘burbs, part of a homeowner’s association. Storybook shit.”

      She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “I know the type.”

      The scowl was back. “One year, when I was in eighth grade and my sister was a sophomore, we just stopped going to visit him. Honestly, I don’t even think he noticed. Ever since then, I’ve maybe talked to him a grand total of five times. Once in person, the other ones on the phone.”

      “Wow.” Winter tucked one leg beneath herself, twisting her hands together to stop from reaching for him. “What an asshole. I’m sorry. I mean, I knew he was an ass, but I didn’t know how bad it was.”

      “Don’t worry about it, darlin’. My sister and I had Chris, and we still had Mom. Even compared to when Eric was actually around, my stepfather was a way better dad. You know, one of these days, you’ll have to come with me when I visit home so you can meet them. Plus, if you want a tattoo, my sister’s shop is one of the best in Austin.”

      Winter gaped at him. “Your sister is a tattoo artist?”

      His face brightened as he laughed at her awestruck remark. “Wouldn’t guess, huh? Yeah, she’s been tattooing people since she got out of the Navy. Her and my mom are both artists, but I guess it skipped me.”

      She couldn’t seem to make her mouth close. “That’s no kidding. I’ve played Pictionary with you before, remember?”

      He waggled his eyebrows at her. “I have other skills that I can do with my hands.”

      Something deep and low in her belly twisted as she tried to not think of what all those skills were. She punched his shoulder. “Be serious. And I’m seriously sorry that your stepfamily was so shitty.”

      Another shrug. “There are kids out there who grow up without a dad or a father figure, but I never felt that way. I never felt like my family was ‘broken’ or whatever else people want to call it. Honestly, this random-ass phone call is more weird and annoying than anything else.”

      Leaning back in her seat, Winter tugged at the ends of her long hair. “Now that you explain it, yeah. It seems a little weird. What did he want? I doubt he called to apologize for being an asshole.”

      “No, he sure didn’t,” Noah muttered. “He said he needed my help, something about how he fucked up and now he thought someone was trying to kill him. And guess what…?” He looked at her expectantly.

      “What?”

      “He’s catching the first flight into Richmond this morning.”

      Winter chewed on the edge of her thumbnail. “He seriously thinks someone’s trying to kill him, and his first thought is to fly to Richmond to ask for help from the son he hasn’t talked to in literally years? Does he think he’ll get some kind of special treatment just because his biological son is in the FBI?”

      He growled low in his throat. “Probably. That’s all I can think of. I don’t know why else he wouldn’t just go to the cops in Baltimore. Either that, or he’ll ask me for money when he gets here.”

      “But isn’t he a pilot? And aren’t pilots pretty loaded? Has he asked you for money before?”

      Noah scrubbed his face with his hands. “No, but I wouldn’t put anything past him at this point.”

      “I don’t suppose he mentioned why he’s in trouble? Or who he’s in trouble with?”

      “Said he didn’t want to go into detail on the phone.”

      Winter fought against an eye roll. “Why? Was he worried that the FBI was spying on him?”

      Shaking his head, Noah reached to readjust the band of his vintage watch. “Who knows. I don’t even really know what in the hell he thinks he’ll get from coming out here.”

      “It’s been a long time since you’ve seen him, right?”

      Noah nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Maybe he’s changed. I don’t mean a total one-eighty, but maybe he’s not that same asshole you remember. Maybe he’s just a little less of an asshole.” Even as the words left her lips, Winter didn’t believe her own bullshit. The mention of Eric’s poor treatment of Noah and his sister had brought out an unexpected pang of something close to maternal that made her want to soothe all his hurts away.

      Noah gave her a you’ve got to be kidding me look.

      She lifted both hands in surrender. “Yeah, okay. Fair enough. That was dumb.”

      As much as she wanted to paint an optimistic picture of the upcoming reunion with Eric Dalton, the petulance in Noah’s voice whenever he mentioned the man was unmistakable. She knew the knee-jerk comments about positivity and change were to help her friend, but she also knew that she trusted his judgment. If he still held on to so much hostility after all these years, then there was a damn good reason for it.

      She didn’t know Eric Dalton at all, so she couldn’t assess if he was lying, but if the man wanted to rush into the arms of the FBI in hopes of special treatment, he was about to be sorely disappointed.

      “He must think he’s in danger, right?” she asked.

      Noah nodded. “He sounded like it too. At least as far as I could tell from a phone conversation. He was talking really fast.”

      “If he’s in danger, then we’d better bring him to the office. Make it official so we can open up a proper investigation.” Winter had never met Eric Dalton, but she already knew she didn’t like him.

      Noah was one of the best people she’d ever met. He was kind, honest, smart, and funny. There was a certain down-home charm that came with his charming smiles and his folksy comments, but behind those green eyes was an unmistakable keenness that most people tended to underestimate.

      Though Noah brushed off Eric’s sudden reappearance as an annoyance, Winter knew that much of his aloof demeanor was feigned. To be sure, he held no sense of affection for his father, but the man’s betrayal still stung even after all these years.

      He has enough on his plate.

      Plus, the email was probably a dead end, anyway. During the first leg of their initial investigation into Justin’s whereabouts, Winter had been hopeful that they would find a substantial clue to point them in the right direction.

      Instead, they ran headlong into one dead end right after another.

      Why would the email be any different?

      She didn’t want to get her hopes up again only to have them dashed, and she didn’t want to heap more conflict onto Noah’s plate for no good reason. For the time being, she would keep the email to herself until she was sure the message had the potential to actually lead them somewhere.

      But despite the rationalizations, the pang of guilt was persistent.

      If she was keeping the news about Justin a secret for the benefit of Noah’s mental health, then why did it feel so much like she was lying to him?
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      There was little more than a tinge of light blue on the horizon when Noah and Winter pulled into the parking garage at the Richmond airport. Aside from a short nap, neither of them had managed any more sleep.

      The coffee shop had only just opened when he’d pulled into the drive-thru, and he had entertained the idea of ordering a cup of espresso. Instead, he settled for an extra shot of espresso in his seasonal drink.

      Winter’s lips curled into a smile, and the ruddy orange lights of the parking garage caught the shine of her glossy hair as she turned her attention to him. “Pumpkin spice. I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      The smile and the comment came as a relief. Ever since he’d been woken up by Eric’s phone call, Winter had seemed edgy. At first, he attributed the tension to the mention of Eric Dalton, but now he wasn’t so sure. She had gradually relaxed since they left for the airport, but the anxious glint in her eyes remained.

      Rather than give voice to the concern, he flashed her a grin. He had to trust her, to trust that she would tell him if something was wrong. “It’s the next best thing to drinking a pumpkin pie. Have you ever even had one? They’re great.”

      Nodding, she sipped at her mocha. “I like them, but nothing will ever surpass chocolate in my book. So, are we going into the airport, or are we going to wait for him out here?”

      He leaned back in his seat and took a drink of the festive latte. “I told him where we are.”

      There was only so much effort he was willing to expend for Eric Dalton and sifting through the early morning crowd at an airport far surpassed his limit.

      “What does he look like?” Winter grinned, lifting his spirits. “Just so I don’t pull out my weapon and point it at him when I see a stranger wander up to your truck.”

      He bit back a derisive comment about Eric and nodded his understanding. “Little over six foot. Full head of hair, at least last I knew. Lighter than mine, probably some gray by now. And I think he’s usually got a beard, or at least he’s got one in every picture I’ve ever seen of him.”

      “You’re taller than him then, right?”

      “Yeah. My sister and I got our height from mom. She’s almost six-feet even and my sister’s five-eleven. We both got Mom’s eyes too.”

      Another smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “That’s good. I like your eyes.”

      At the compliment, he could suddenly recall the warmth of her body curled against his, the slow cadence of her breathing, the faint scent of strawberries and vanilla. In the low light, he hoped she didn’t notice the movement in his pants as he returned her smile.

      Dammit. He adjusted himself in his seat, needing to cool that shit down.

      He wanted to continue their lighthearted banter, to swap flattering comments about one another’s appearance, but Winter’s blue eyes snapped over to the passenger side window.

      “Beard.” She squinted at the sideview mirror. “Looks sort of tall, but it’s hard to tell. Well-dressed. Looks like he’s wearing a suit jacket, dress shirt, and slacks. Dark hair, but not quite as dark as yours.”

      Noah let out a quiet sigh. “Dammit. Yeah, that sounds like him.” As he set the barely touched latte in the cupholder, he flashed a quick glance to Winter.

      She replied with a nod as any semblance of mirth dissolved from her expression.

      Noah suppressed a groan as he pushed open the door to step out onto the drab concrete. The scent of car exhaust wafted past on the early morning breeze. For a meeting with Eric Dalton, the obnoxious odor seemed fitting. Crossing both arms over his chest, Noah leaned against the rear fender of the pickup, Winter at his side.

      He grinned. She looked like she was prepared to tackle the man if he so much as said a negative word.

      Sure enough, the man who trudged up the slight incline of the ramp was none other than Captain Eric Dalton.

      After a stint in the Air Force after high school, Eric had landed a position as a commercial airline pilot. The pay wasn’t exceptional at first, but by the time he left Olivia Dalton and her two children, his income had risen sharply.

      Noah could only guess that the increased cash flow was part of what drove him to abandon his first family in search of a new wife and children. By that point, Eric wanted something other than the Texas farm girl he had married right after high school.

      Liv wasn’t refined or polished enough for his new world, for country clubs and skiing expeditions.

      Never mind that Liv Raeburn had come within a couple points of a perfect score on her ACT, or the fact that she could have attended an ivy league school if she hadn’t decided to move to Bellevue, Nebraska when Eric joined the Air Force.

      She had given up everything for Eric, and he returned the favor by abandoning her and their two children.

      As Eric closed the distance between him and the two federal agents, the tension in Noah’s body increased with each and every step. He scowled. With Eric around, the expression was all but involuntary.

      He hadn’t lied or even exaggerated to Winter—he didn’t feel like he had grown up without a father. Chris Alvarez was a great man and an even better stepfather. Noah’s disdain for Eric Dalton had more to do with the way the man had treated his mother than the fact that he had abandoned his children.

      What Eric had put Liv through was unforgivable. He had used her like an accessory to his wardrobe and discarded her just as easily. He had left her to rot in a life that he’d ruined.

      “Noah.” The man’s voice was familiar and alien all at the same time. Eric’s gray eyes flicked from Noah to Winter and then back as he paused to stand in front of them. His expression was harried and weary, and Noah wondered when he had last slept. “It’s, it’s been a long time. You look good.”

      “Eric.” Noah’s tone was cool and crisp. “You look like shit.”

      With a weary sigh, Eric shook his head. “I know. It’s been a long day, and I really can’t wait to get a few hours of shut-eye.”

      “That’s too bad.” Noah paused to gesture to Winter. “This is Special Agent Black. We’re taking you to the field office so you can answer a few questions, help us better understand the threat you’re facing.”

      For a split-second, a crestfallen look passed over Eric’s face, but he recovered in short order. “Of course,” he replied. “It’s just, I was hoping…” He left the sentiment unfinished as he looked to Winter.

      “Your safety is our primary concern, Mr. Dalton.” Winter’s response was so polished and cool, it could have chilled an entire bottle of wine.

      “Right.” Eric nodded again. “Yeah, I mean, of course. That makes sense.”

      As the three of them took their seats in the spacious pickup, Noah kept Eric in the corner of his eye. The man’s movements were just short of jittery, and he was more undone than Noah had ever seen, but none of it seemed right.

      Like Winter had asked, why would Eric reach out to his estranged son if he was in trouble?

      Eric was an asshole, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew the differences between federal jurisdiction and local, so why would he be so sure that the threat to his life was a responsibility that fell to the bureau? Or, did he know, and that was why he had sought out a federal agent instead of a local cop? Still, the entire line of reasoning was ridiculous.

      Eric and his second wife and children had lived in Baltimore for more than twenty-six years. Without a doubt, the Daltons had their fair share of contacts affiliated with law enforcement. Plus, Eric was a commercial pilot. Wouldn’t he have regular contact with federal agencies?

      Glancing up to the rearview mirror as he shifted the pickup into reverse, Noah decided Eric hadn’t been entirely forthcoming about his predicament.

      If Eric intended to squeeze any special treatment out of Noah just because they shared roughly fifty percent of their DNA, the man was about to be disappointed.

      As far as Noah was concerned, Eric was just another civilian who had come to the bureau for help.

      No more, and no less.
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      Bree Stafford eased the heavy door closed with an elbow before she turned to offer a quick grin to the man seated at a square table. As his gray eyes shifted up to hers, he returned her pleasant expression with a strained smile. The shadows beneath his eyes were more pronounced, though Bree wasn’t sure if the contrast was the result of the harsh overhead light or the two hours he had been in the interview room.

      She held out a paper cup. “I brought you some coffee. No cream or anything, I wasn’t sure how you preferred it.”

      “This is fine.” His fingers trembled a little as he wrapped them around the steaming cup. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Mr. Dalton.” Metal scratched against the concrete floor as she pulled out a rickety chair to sit across from the older man. His neatly kempt beard was roughly the same color as his hair, though the silver flecks on his face were more noticeable than those at his temples. If it hadn’t been for the gray, he could have passed for a man in his early forties, not his late fifties.

      “Is Noah going to be here?” Eric asked after a tentative sip of the coffee.

      Bree shook her head. “No. This is a formal interview, Mr. Dalton. I’m here to get your statement and ask you some questions so we can better understand what type of threat you’re facing. Agent Dalton’s presence would be a conflict of interest.”

      He mouthed the word “oh” before he took another drink.

      “Why?” Bree arched an eyebrow. Noah and Winter had given her a rundown of their interactions with Eric so far, and both agents were sure that there was more to Eric Dalton’s presence than met the eye.

      “It’s just…” As he paused, she didn’t miss the forlorn shadow that passed over his bearded face. “Nothing. You’re right, it would be a conflict of interest. I guess, I mean, I think I just hoped that he could get it expedited somehow, something like that.”

      “Mr. Dalton.” Bree’s voice was as flat as her stare. “We don’t give priority to people based on their relationships with agents within the bureau. We give priority to the most dangerous and life-threatening issues. Anything less would be unprofessional at best, and outright immoral at worst.”

      With a sharp nod, he shifted his gaze back to the paper cup. “Of course, Agent. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how that sounded.”

      “It’s all right.” She extended a hand across the table and smiled. “I’m Special Agent Stafford, by the way.”

      “Agent Stafford,” he replied as he accepted the handshake. “You already know, but I’m Eric Dalton.”

      Bree knew little and less about the man seated across from her in the cramped, windowless room, but based on Noah’s irritable demeanor, the younger Dalton didn’t care for his biological father. Bree couldn’t let the son’s impressions blur her own, so she pushed Noah from her mind.

      “Well, Mr. Dalton, like I said. I’m here to get your statement and learn a little bit more about your situation. Agent Dalton said you called him late in the night because your life was in danger.” She settled her intent stare on him as she folded her hands atop the table. “We need to know who’s threatening your wellbeing, and we need your best guess as to why.”

      Clenching his jaw, he nodded. “I’m not proud of this. Of any of it. I made a mistake. I’ve been furloughed for the past six months, and we’ve had to rely on my wife’s income. She’s a small business owner. She owns a yoga studio in Baltimore, and it’s been getting more popular as the years go by. We were worried we’d have to dip into our savings, and that…” he sighed, “would have been fine.”

      It didn’t sound like the man was “fine” with it. Bree just looked at him, keeping a carefully neutral expression.

      “With your many years of experience, may I ask why you were furloughed, Mr. Dalton?”

      He lifted a shoulder. “I made the mistake of changing airlines a couple years ago, grass is greener, that kind of thing, so while I have seniority as a pilot, I don’t have seniority with the airline, so when cuts needed to happen…” He made a slicing motion across his throat.

      Bree pulled a pen from the pocket of her canvas jacket. Septembers in Virginia were far more moderate than what she’d grown accustomed to in Maryland, but she was always freezing when she was in the FBI office. She made a note to double-check his story, then nodded for him to go on.

      “Kelly, my wife, she’s good with money. She always has been. She made it work, and I drove for Uber for some extra cash. We couldn’t afford quite everything we’d been used to, but we were okay. The airline still gave insurance options for those of us who were furloughed, but I couldn’t afford the same plan we’d been on. I had to drop it down to one of the really basic ones. You know what I mean, right?”

      “I do.”

      “Kelly and I figured we’d be all right for a few months with just bare-bones insurance.” His eyes shifted back down to the tabletop. “We just said we’d have to cut back on all those extreme sports we’d been planning. No more BMX or cliff diving. We were kidding. Those were just the type of jokes we made to one another.”

      He paused, clearly waiting for Bree to laugh. When she didn’t, he cleared his throat and took another sip of coffee before continuing.

      “But then, back in May, Kelly got in a car accident. The cops and the insurance company ruled that she was at fault, but it wasn’t like she was being negligent or anything. It was just one of those freak things, you know. The other driver had a concussion, but otherwise, they were okay.” The shadows shifted along his throat as he swallowed, but he didn’t meet her gaze.

      “What happened to your wife?”

      “Kelly got hurt pretty bad. She had to be life-flighted, and they had to do a few different surgeries just to get her stabilized. She lost a lot of blood, and for a second there, it was pretty scary. But once they told me that she’d pull through, all I could think of was how we were going to pay for this.”

      “That’s understandable.” Bree nodded slightly.

      “My son, Ethan, he had to have his appendix removed when he was in high school. I had insurance at the time, but I still got the statement from the hospital. It was something like ten thousand dollars, just for that. I couldn’t even imagine what the bill would look like for six days in the ICU. And multiple surgeries. Plus, they…they had to amputate her leg.”

      As she scribbled down a couple notes, she glanced up to Eric. His vacant stare was fixed on the coffee cup, the sadness in his gray eyes plain to see. But there was more to that forlorn look than just sadness. Bree kept her attention on him until he finally met her gaze.

      She had a suspicion where his tale was headed, but even then, she wondered if he would tell the whole truth. Or was he just ashamed that he had to crawl back to the son who so clearly disliked him? Was he disappointed because he hadn’t been able to handle his wife’s accident like he had hoped?

      There was a distinct possibility that the reason for Eric’s wariness was due to a battle the man fought in his mind, that the explanation was as innocuous as lingering guilt.

      Bree was not one to assume the simplest explanation. No one in the FBI was.

      “What happened then?” Bree made sure to keep her tone calm and reassuring.

      “I had to do something,” he managed. “I couldn’t let us lose everything just because I didn’t have a job. I thought about a loan, thought about selling all my expensive watches, but none of that would’ve come close to touching the number on that first bill.”

      “How much was it?”

      “Eight hundred thousand,” he answered.

      In spite of the air of professionalism she had maintained so far, Bree’s eyes widened. “Eight hundred thousand dollars?”

      “Yeah. That’s everything, at least for right now. Kelly’s been to a few different specialists, and she’s still going to physical therapy. That bare-bones insurance I told you about, it didn’t cover stuff like that. I tried to apply for some assistance through the hospital, but even though I was furloughed, Kelly’s income made it so we didn’t qualify. Filing bankruptcy would have ruined my wife’s business, and that business is Kelly’s livelihood.”

      When he paused to swallow, Bree nodded for him to continue.

      He sighed. “There’s some of the hands-on work she can’t do anymore, but she’s still able to be around the studio. She can still be active in her business. She’s got some great people who work for her, and they helped out a ton after the accident. But, still, being able to participate in it meant everything to Kelly.”

      Bree nodded her understanding. “Then what?”

      He rubbed his eyes with one hand. “I started getting calls and letters in the mail last month to tell me they were going to send the debt to collections if I didn’t start making the payments on time. I worked out a payment plan with the hospital, but that monthly payment is more than my mortgage. Kelly’s been so busy and so stressed lately, and I couldn’t bring myself to burden her with it. But if it went into collections, I would have had to tell her.”

      Probably should have told her anyway. Bree kept the thought to herself.

      “It seemed like I was the one who got us in this mess, so I had to do something to get us out. I tried everything, but nothing came close. Baltimore’s a big city, you know. There’s a lot that goes on there, and even though I’d always known that, I never really considered it until then. I asked around, and someone I knew, a guy who made a habit of gambling his paychecks away in Atlantic City, pointed me to some people who could help.”

      Bree locked her stare on his. “What people?”

      “Some people who bailed him out when he got in a little too deep at the casino. They were pretty new in town, but they had connections. At least that’s what he said.”

      “What people?” Bree repeated, her tone flat.

      “They were Russian.” He finally pulled his eyes from hers. “I didn’t know what else to do. We would have lost everything. My wife’s business, her entire life, our house, all of it.”

      “You were worried about being able to pay back a hospital, so instead, you decided it’d be a better idea to be in debt to the Russian mafia?” She wasn’t entirely successful at keeping the incredulity out of her tone.

      “I thought I’d be able to pay it back.” His response was hurried, and he opened and closed his mouth several times before he went on. “I thought I’d start working, and we could just pinch our pennies and I’d pay them back. But then the airline told us that the furlough was going to last another three months, and that’s when I panicked. I only asked them for five hundred thousand. I thought if I could pay off that chunk, then the rest would be manageable.”

      “Five hundred thousand dollars?” Crossing her arms over her chest, Bree leaned back in her chair. “You thought you’d be able to repay the Russian mob five hundred thousand dollars with the kind of interest outfits like them charge?”

      “Yes.” He clenched his jaw. “That’s what I told myself. I know how stupid it sounds, believe me.”

      “The Russians.” She gave him a hard stare. “Well, I’ll give you one thing, Mr. Dalton. You definitely didn’t half-ass this. Now, I’d like to know how in the hell you managed to convince them to give you half a million dollars.”

      He swallowed again, but he didn’t answer right away. As the silence dragged on, Bree thought she would have to ask the question a second time.

      “I have a life insurance policy.” He turned his gaze down to the tabletop. “It’s for a million dollars. I told them if I couldn’t pay them back, then they could collect it.”

      “Hold on.” Bree held up a hand and narrowed her eyes. “You’re telling me that you told the Russians they could kill you and then take the insurance money that was supposed to go to your wife?”

      Jaw clenched, he nodded.
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        * * *

      

      As Bree stepped through the door to the small conference room, three sets of eyes snapped over to meet her arrival. Noah was already tired of discussing Eric Dalton, but he was pointedly aware that the conversations had only just begun. If the expression of puzzlement on Bree’s face was any indication, they had a long way to go.

      “Agent Stafford,” Max Osbourne greeted Bree with a crisp nod. “How’d the interview go?” The Special Agent in Charge of the Richmond Violent Crimes Task Force was as direct as usual.

      “It was interesting,” she answered, glancing to Winter, and then to Noah. “He borrowed money from the Russians to pay off the medical bills for his wife.” As she dropped down to sit beside Winter, Bree heaved a sigh. “He thought he’d work out a payment plan with them or something. And I know how stupid that sounds, but this guy’s never had to deal with that side of the tracks in his entire life. He doesn’t know how people like that work.”

      “Why would anyone give him that much money?” Max asked. “The guy must’ve had one hell of a sales pitch if he got the Russian mob to cough up a shit ton of money.”

      “He said he only asked them for five hundred thousand,” Bree replied with a shrug. “And, yeah, I don’t really get it, either. He said he was under the impression that he’d start paying them back when he went to work in a month, but the airline told him the furlough would be extended. Now, they want their money back in the next week, or they’re going to kill him so they can collect his life insurance payout.”

      “What does he want us to do about it?” Noah muttered to himself. “Take down the whole damn Russian mafia?”

      A faint smirk flitted over Bree’s face. “To answer that, I think we can circle back to how ignorant someone like him is when it comes to the way organized crime operates.”

      “All right,” Max replied. “For the time being, maintaining Eric Dalton’s safety is our priority. Until we can figure out how exactly we tackle this thing for good, we just have to make sure no one blows his head off. Did he give you any names, descriptions, anything?”

      Tucking a piece of curly hair behind her ear, Bree shook her head. “No, he didn’t. All the names were fake, and all his descriptions were pretty generic. They describe about fifty percent of white men with Slavic ancestry.”

      “Stafford, you worked in Baltimore for a while.” Max turned his full attention to Bree. “What do you know about the Russians? They don’t have much of a presence in Richmond, at least that’s what I’ve gathered from the folks over in organized crime.”

      “Not much,” she answered. “When I was in Baltimore, they were just starting to get a foothold. I didn’t deal with them much, since I was usually investigating the Italian crime families. The Russians are quite a bit different. The Italians can be pretty traditional, but the Russians don’t care about tradition, unless it’s profitable.”

      Noah wanted to ask what sort of business model included lending half a million dollars to someone who lacked the ability to repay the debt, but he kept the sentiment to himself.

      Bree had worked in the organized crime division of the Baltimore field office, and her knowledge of the mob world was far more extensive than his. Though he couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that there was more to Eric’s story than had been revealed so far, he would trust Bree’s judgment until he had evidence to back up his doubts. Bree Stafford was a smart woman and an experienced federal agent, so he was sure any oddities about Eric Dalton would not elude her.

      Plus, if Noah was honest with himself, he was biased. His perception of his biological father had been tainted by nearly thirty years of negligence. Thirty years of being treated like a knock-off variant of Eric’s real family. Thirty years since he had betrayed Liv and left her to raise two children as a single mother.

      He could still remember the moment he and Lucy had fully realized for the first time how unwanted their presence had been in the Eric and Kelly Dalton household.

      They had flown from Dallas to Baltimore at the start of Christmas vacation. The plan was for them to fly back to Texas on the day after Christmas so they could spend New Year’s with their mom and Chris, but neither Noah nor Lucy had been enthusiastic about the trip.

      Liv had tried to reassure him and his sister that their father would be happy to see them for the holiday, but they knew better. Their mother’s kind reassurances were the only reason they relented. Noah was thirteen, and Lucy was fifteen, and they had both drawn the conclusion that just because Eric was their father didn’t mean that they had to like him. However, it wasn’t until years later that Noah realized Liv’s encouragement for them to visit the man was to ensure they formed their own opinion about him.

      And that year, they did.

      None of the conversations between Kelly, Eric, or their two kids, Natalie and Ethan, involved Noah or Lucy.

      Hell, the topics were so far from what Lucy and Noah knew that they might as well have spoken in a different language. Worse, Natalie and Ethan were always critical of the way Lucy and Noah dressed, the way they spoke, the way they looked. In a sense, they were more akin to schoolyard bullies than siblings.

      And then, of course, there was Eric and Kelly. Eric seldom made an effort to engage his two oldest children in a conversation, much less an activity. During gatherings with the Raeburn or Alvarez side of their family, they all laughed and played games like Uno or Pictionary. But during gatherings with the Dalton side of their family, they watched television.

      That year, Lucy had dyed her hair for the first time—jet-black with blue underneath.

      Though he wasn’t sure if Lucy remembered the remark, Noah knew he would never forget the way Kelly Dalton had reacted when she saw the unnatural color.

      There had been a look of unabashed disapproval as she made a comment about how Lucy would never be able to get a job or find a husband with hair like that. Kelly droned on about how pretty Lucy’s face was, but how she would have to watch her figure lest she gain weight and “get fat.”

      Not once in all his thirteen years of life had he heard his mother utter a single disparaging comment about Lucy or Noah’s appearance, and then this woman—a veritable stranger—felt authorized to critique his sister’s hair, makeup, fashion sense, and even her body.

      Eric Dalton had been within earshot the entire time, and he hadn’t felt the need to defend his teenage daughter.

      That night, Noah and Lucy stayed up after the Dalton family went to sleep. They called their mom from the basement phone of Eric and Kelly’s house and pleaded with her to let them leave early.

      To their relief, Liv hadn’t taken much convincing. She contacted the airline to adjust their flights, and they returned home three days before Christmas.

      And now, nineteen years later, Eric Dalton was down the hall in an FBI interview room where he had all but begged for his estranged son’s help.

      “Dalton.” Bree’s voice snapped him out of the reverie and back to the circular table where he sat.

      “Yeah.” He dragged a hand down his face. “Sorry. Didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”

      “Thank you for bringing this to me, Agent Dalton,” SAC Osbourne said. “I’ve gathered that you and Mr. Eric Dalton aren’t close, but it’s still a potential conflict of interest, so I’m going to put Agent Stafford and Agent Black on this.”

      “Of course,” Noah replied, nodding. “Understood, sir.”

      Thank god.

      “One more thing,” Bree started as the little group rose to stand. “I don’t have a ton of in-depth knowledge about the Russians and their specific operation, but I do know they’re dangerous. Any investigation into organized crime is dangerous. Noah, I know you and Eric aren’t besties, but you’ve still got the same last name. We’re going to have some agents in Baltimore keep an eye on the other Daltons, but you should be careful, all right?”

      Every four-letter word in existence flashed through his thoughts, but instead of cursing his father, he forced a smile to his face as he nodded. “You bet.”
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      Winter stifled a yawn as she hopped out of the passenger side of Noah’s pickup. A patch of fat gray clouds had moved in to obscure the sun’s rays, and as the day grew darker, she grew more and more tired.

      After their briefing about Eric Dalton, she had slunk away from Violent Crimes to visit her friend upstairs in the Cyber Department. Part of her was convinced that Doug was wrong about the origin of the email, but he confirmed that he’d double-checked and even triple-checked the IP address.

      Aside from the fact that the message had been sent from somewhere in Harrisonburg, they hadn’t gleaned much else from the close-up examination. The internet service provider was one of only two that even serviced the city of Harrisonburg, and they had determined that the message was sent using a wireless internet connection, either from a computer or a mobile phone.

      However, the device identification number—a unique series of numbers that helped to differentiate one computer from another—had been masked. Winter’s friend advised her that concealing a device’s identifier was simple enough. From that information, Winter surmised that Justin might not be a master hacker, but he was clearly cautious.

      But if he had gone through the trouble to conceal the device ID number, then why hadn’t he used a proxy server to mask the IP address?

      To Winter, the answer was simple enough.

      He wanted her to find his location.

      Though she’d hoped that the trip to the Cyber Crimes Division would assuage a portion of her mounting anxiety, the discussion only left her with more questions than she’d had before. But otherwise, the majority of her day had been occupied by Eric Dalton.

      She and Bree had set the man up at a hotel with a federal agent just down the hall to keep an eye out for any suspicious activity.

      They had spent the majority of the day retracing Eric’s steps leading up to the threatening message he received the day before. The threat had been sent via email, but the tech team at the FBI had been unable to glean much useful information from the sender. Whoever sent it had used a disposable email domain, and the address had since been canceled. Plus, they bounced the IP address, unlike her brother.

      After a day full of dead ends, she and Bree had decided to pick up the investigation in the morning after they’d each had a chance to rest and refresh. Winter wasn’t sure how much refreshing she would be able to accomplish. Between Justin’s email and the leaden weight on Noah’s broad shoulders, she had far too much to occupy her thoughts.

      In all the time Winter had known Noah, she had never seen him so irritable for so long. None of his irascibility was directed at her or Bree, and there was no doubt about the cause of his sour mood.

      As much as she wanted to ask him to talk more about why there was so much venom in his eyes whenever he looked at Eric Dalton, she bit back each question before it formed.

      She pulled herself from the contemplation as she stepped around the front of Noah’s truck. When he turned his head to face her, she offered her best effort at a reassuring smile.

      “Hey,” she said.

      The gray afternoon light glinted off the lenses of his aviators as he pushed the sunglasses to rest atop his head. “Yeah?”

      “Are you all right?” When she reached out to touch his shoulder, she wished she had Autumn’s ability to read people.

      In response, he shrugged. When she lifted an eyebrow, he blew out a breath. “Yeah, I’m fine. Tired, maybe a little irritated, but I’m fine. What about you?”

      She dropped her hand back to her side as they started toward the apartment building. I’m losing my mind. Instead, she swallowed the offhand comment and returned his shrug with one of her own. “I’m all right. Are you okay with not working this case?”

      Though the sound was mirthless, he chuckled. “More than all right, darlin’. I’m glad I’m not on that case.”

      She swung her head to look at him. “Seriously?”

      “That came out worse than I expected. I’m not saying that just because Eric’s an idiot who shouldn’t get our help, I’m just saying that Max is right. It’d be a conflict of interest. I don’t like Eric. Not even a little, and with what we do, that’s not a good attitude to have when you’re trying to keep someone safe.”

      Her warm smile came unbidden. Now, that sounded more like the Noah she knew.

      “What?” He raised his eyebrows. “What’s that look for?”

      Winter laughed. “Nothing. It’s just, you’ve been pissy all day, and that’s the first time you sounded like you since you got that phone call last night. It made me happy.”

      When he flashed her a grin, she felt the start of the unfamiliar flutter in her stomach. Unfamiliar, but welcome. It was the feeling of anticipation, and she could only hope it wasn’t unfounded.

      “What are you doing tonight?” she asked, more to draw herself out of the contemplation than anything.

      “Honestly? I think I’m just going to bed. Pull an Autumn and sleep for sixteen hours straight.”

      Winter was relieved. Apparently, the farther Noah was away from Eric Dalton, the more he acted like himself. The sooner they figured out a way to keep Eric and his family safe, the sooner the man would leave, and the sooner she would have her friend back.

      Then, once that stressor was gone from Noah’s life, she could confide in him about Justin’s email and its origin.

      She hated keeping the secret.

      She glanced over to him as they neared the entrance to the building. “Speaking of Autumn, I think I’ll go hang out with her a little later tonight. Probably going to take a nap first, though. Do you want to go with me?”

      The corner of his mouth turned up in a smile. “Darlin’, I was serious. I’m going to sleep for a solid sixteen hours. I don’t even feel like a real person right now. More like some kind of apparition or something.”

      Winter chuckled to hide her disappointment. “Fair enough. Speaking of apparitions, I started watching that show you told me about. The one Autumn told you about, with the two brothers and all the demons and ghosts and whatnot.”

      “Supernatural? Good, so now when I say that I think I want to rock a haircut like Sam Winchester, you know what I’m talking about.”

      “I could see it. You do kind of look like him.” She offered him a mostly sarcastic wink. “Anyway, I’ll let you head home to your sixteen hours of sleep. I just thought you should know that I’ll finally be able to understand all the Supernatural references you make at work now. Especially the stuff about the Impala.”

      He laughed, and Winter couldn’t help but grin in return.

      “You know what,” he said, “that might be the best news I’ve heard all damn day. Thank you.”

      The tension in her tired muscles slipped away at the comment, but the moment of relief was short-lived. As soon as Winter waved her final goodbye and stepped into the shadows of her apartment, the stress was back with a vengeance.

      Now that she was away from Eric Dalton’s case, she could puzzle over the meaning of Justin’s email. Well, the email itself hadn’t been all that informative, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that the location where the message had been sent was significant.

      It had to be significant.

      How could it possibly be so difficult to track down a nineteen-year-old kid? Even if he avoided social media and the internet, there had to be some trace of his existence. A clue to point them to where he might have gone, a snippet overheard by a high school friend that gave some insight into his goals and ambitions.

      She had to remind herself that his memories of her were limited. He had been only six when their parents were murdered, and the trauma of that night might have made the remembrances even fainter.

      But if he couldn’t remember her, then how in the hell did he even know she was searching for him? The entire point of his email had been to tell her that he knew. But how? And why did he care?

      There were so many questions flitting through her head that an effort to count or write them down would be fruitless.

      Why had he used a fake identity to begin with? Was he hiding from someone, from Douglas Kilroy? Did he even know that Kilroy was dead?

      Though she hated the uncertainty and the countless question marks, she hated the idea that she had purposefully kept the information away from her best friend even more.

      She ignored the pang of guilt that nestled its way into her thoughts. Her decision to keep the information from Noah, for the time being, was the right one. It had to be the right one.

      Without bothering to change out of her work clothes, Winter dropped down to sit in the center of her couch as she retrieved her phone. She had been truthful when she told Noah that she had plans to visit Autumn that night, but now, she wondered if she would even be capable of maintaining a conversation with her friend. And with Autumn’s knack for reading people, coupled with her unique ability, she would see straight through any of Winter’s attempts to feign nonchalance.

      As she unlocked her phone, she prepared to type a message to Autumn to cancel their evening plans.

      Hey, I’m exhausted, so I’m going to call it a night and stay at home to sleep. She hovered her thumb above the send button.

      Was this what she was doing now? Was she really about to revert back to the secretive, manipulative mode of operation under which she’d operated during the Kilroy investigation? It had been bad enough when she purposefully kept information about Douglas Kilroy from Noah, Aiden, and the rest of the team, but now she was about to outright lie to one of her best friends?

      She yawned, her mouth opening so wide that her jaw joints cracked. Maybe she should follow Noah’s lead and go to sleep. She ruled that possibility out almost as fast as she considered it. Though a nap sounded divine, she knew there were too many thoughts whirling around in her mind for her to fall asleep even for a couple hours.

      Instead, maybe she could drive to Harrisonburg and visit her old house. No one even had to know about it—she’d be there and back within four or five hours. Although she was certain she wouldn’t find anything, especially her brother standing in the middle of their old living room with his arms wide open for a hug, the desire to go there was strong. She needed to see it for herself.

      But should she see it by herself?

      Trying to come to a decision, Winter glanced back down to the phone. Her thumb was still perilously close to the send button, but she moved her finger to the backspace key.

      As the words disappeared, she actually felt relieved. She wasn’t the same person she’d been during the Kilroy investigation. Kilroy brought out the worst in her, and now he was dead. Just the other day, in the midst of a breakdown over the fear that she had lost her direction in life now that Kilroy, The Preacher, was dead, she’d spat on his grave.

      If he was dead, she didn’t need that Machiavellian part of herself anymore. She wouldn’t let Kilroy take any more from her than he’d already taken.

      Once she deleted the excuse to bail on their planned evening, Winter sent Autumn a text message to ask if she could stop by a bit earlier than they had planned.

      Autumn’s response had come almost immediately: Sure. I’m making baked ziti, so you can help me put a dent in it. I always make way too much.

      Italian was the type of cuisine Autumn preferred to cook, and for the first time, Winter had developed a real appreciation for pasta. Before Autumn, the extent of her experience with Italian food was limited to a couple chain restaurants and a handful of local joints. The local places were by far the better choice, but now that she’d honed her palette, the difference was even more noticeable.

      How had she survived for so long without friends like Autumn and Noah? Now that she knew how valuable those connections were, she doubted she’d ever be able to manage without them again.

      And she had come damn close to putting an uncomfortable distance between her and Autumn.

      She would do better. For herself, and for her friends, she would do better.

      She had to do better.
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        * * *

      

      Though she had put Bree and Shelby’s clothing store gift card to good use for her new job, Autumn never hesitated to change into a band t-shirt and shorts or leggings when she was at home. Even after she had been adopted by Ron and Kim Trent, she and her family hadn’t been especially well-off. Despite the numbers she had seen on her contract with Shadley and Latham, there were plenty of the frugal habits from her childhood that she couldn’t shake.

      During middle school and even into high school, Autumn had made a habit of changing out of her so-called good clothes once she returned home from school. Though much of her time at that point was spent playing video games or reading, she didn’t want to risk the wellbeing of her “good clothes.”

      Eyes fixed on her reflection in the bathroom mirror, she pulled her dark auburn hair away from her face in a low ponytail to reveal silver hoop earrings—the one part of her wardrobe she hadn’t yet abandoned.

      Autumn had always loved earrings—it was an infatuation she and her friend Bree Stafford shared. As far as she was concerned, the bigger and tackier, the better.

      Just as she flicked off the bathroom light and stepped back into the hallway, a rap against the front door drew her attention. Ever since she had been almost killed by a hitman, Autumn was automatically paranoid whenever she heard someone at her door. Nico Culetti, the contract killer who had tried to drag her out the back of a gas station to shoot her in the head, was dead, but the anxiety that came with a failed mob hit was still alive and well with her.

      Out of habit, Autumn squinted at the peephole to make note of the visitor. Normally, the sight of her friend would have brought a smile to Autumn’s face, but even through the door, she could tell that Winter was on edge.

      Flicking the deadbolt, Autumn scooped up her little dog and pulled open the door. Toad was a good dog most of the time, but he would still take the opportunity to bolt out into the hallway if she didn’t pick him up.

      She made her best effort at a welcoming smile, but she didn’t have to see herself in a mirror to know she had failed. Whatever weighed so heavily on Winter’s mind wasn’t the run of the mill workplace drama, if there was such a thing at the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

      Autumn maintained her smile as she eased the door closed and locked it behind Winter, but the expression faded when she turned back to her friend.

      “Hey,” Winter said, stepping out of her flats.

      As she set Toad on the floor, Autumn reached to take her jacket. “You look like hell.”

      With a nervous chuckle, Winter followed Autumn out of the foyer. “It’s that obvious, huh?”

      The corner of Autumn’s mouth turned up in a smirk as she dropped to sit on the couch. “Remember who you’re talking to.”

      Though her smile was still strained, some of the haunted shadows on Winter’s face seemed to dissipate as she cuddled down into the comfy cushions. “Good point.”

      During the intense training she’d received while acquiring her Ph.D. in forensic psychology, Autumn had learned the most important secret to getting someone to open up. Silence.

      Autumn propped her feet atop the stone coffee table and leaned back in her seat. She nearly smiled when Winter broke the spell of quiet.

      Twirling a piece of ebony hair around an index finger, Winter sighed. “It’s been a really, really weird twenty-four hours.”

      Autumn offered her friend a knowing smile. “Then you’ve come to the right place. Weird is my bread and butter.”

      Winter’s laugh was strained, but it was progress. “I don’t even know where to start. The thing that was bothering me the most yesterday seems like it hardly even matters now.”

      “Well, just because other stuff has happened since then doesn’t mean it’s not still important.”

      As she took in a shaky breath, Winter shrugged. “I guess. But that’s just me being out of my mind. And the stuff that’s happened since then, well, it might involve the welfare of actual people, you know? It feels like helping them should be my priority, and I should just deal with the rest of this some other time.”

      Before Winter had even finished, Autumn was shaking her head. “No, that’s not quite how that works. How do you expect to be helpful to people if you’ve got this other thing weighing you down? You can’t help the people you care about if you don’t know how to take care of yourself. We like to think we can, but even if we might be able to make it work in the short-term, we still have to take care of ourselves if we want to be remotely useful in the long-term.”

      Lips pursed, Winter paused to look thoughtful. “I guess,” she finally said.

      “No.” Autumn shook her head again. “Not ‘I guess.’ It’s true. Stress has a million and a half negative effects on the body, not to mention what it does to your brain. When you’re stressed, your brain defaults to its ‘fight or flight’ response. We used to be a bunch of cavemen hunting wooly mammoths, so a stress response is, physically speaking, still roughly the same. Immune system suppression, heightened blood pressure, slower metabolism, all kinds of physical attributes.”

      Winter squeezed her eyes closed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “It’s just, you know what happened to my family, right?”

      Autumn nodded.

      “Well, I guess that’s at the start of this whole thing. Douglas Kilroy.” When Winter glanced back to Autumn, she looked even more tired than she had before, as if saying The Preacher’s real name drained some of the life from her. “Him killing my parents and taking Justin is the whole reason I was so determined to join the FBI. He’s why I put aside everything remotely normal for myself and just focused on passing the physical exam and making it through Quantico. I wanted to track him down, and I knew that the bureau had the most resources out of all the different law enforcement agencies across the country.”

      Tucking one leg beneath herself, Autumn turned more fully to face her friend. “That makes sense to me, honestly. Everyone deals with trauma in different ways. Your way of dealing with it was to do something about it.”

      Winter tugged on a lock of her long hair. “I based my whole life on him, though. And now that he’s dead, I just can’t help but wonder if I’m even doing what I should be doing at this point. I just feel…rudderless. Or, at least I did until I got, um, another case to work.”

      Autumn could tell there was more to Winter’s “other case,” but she would circle back to that. “And that’s a totally valid way to feel. What Kilroy did was a big part of your motivation to join the FBI, but if that revenge was all that was driving you, I don’t think you’d have made it as far as you have. Plus, Kilroy wasn’t the only part of it, you know? I don’t think you give yourself enough credit. You like working for the bureau, right?”

      Winter didn’t seem quite so tired when she nodded. “Of course. It’s stressful as hell, but it’s rewarding.”

      “See.” Autumn flashed her a grin. “This might seem like pretty weird advice from someone with a Ph.D. in psychology, but honestly, just roll with it. The path you took to get where you are might be a weird one, but as long as you’re in a place where you can build a life for yourself, then you must’ve done something right.”

      Leaning against the cushion at her back, Winter turned her gaze to the ceiling. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever thought of it that way. In my mind, it was always black and white. Either that’s what I was there for, or it wasn’t.”

      “Wanting that vengeance, that closure, and wanting to help people aren’t mutually exclusive. You know those people’s pain better than anyone, so it seems to me that you’re a great person to help them. And it doesn’t mean you can’t change too. You’re not a robot or a ghost. Just because you carried out your mission or resolved your turmoil doesn’t mean you vanish. Maybe you’ve got to find out a little more about who you are, but that’s not a bad thing. Don’t beat yourself up for it.”

      Winter chuckled, though the sound was quiet. “I can definitely see why you’re doing so well as a psychologist. I guess that’s as good a way to bring up the rest of this as anything.”

      The haunted shadow had moved back in behind Winter’s blue eyes. Whatever was on her mind was much more palpable than questioning her life’s path.

      A shiver worked its way down Autumn’s back, and she reflexively rubbed her bare forearms. Her so-called sixth sense was useful, but sometimes, she wished she had the brain of a normal person. She could deal without the foreboding chills and unexpected rushes of anxiety—especially other people’s anxiety.

      “The rest of this?” Autumn prompted.

      Fidgeting with the drawstring of her gray hoodie, Winter shifted her gaze back to Autumn. “A couple weeks ago, just before Tyler Haldane was shot and killed, I got an email. It said, ‘hey sis, heard you’ve been looking for me.’”

      The hair on Autumn’s arms stood on end. “Sis? You think the email is from your missing brother?” She tried to think through everything she knew. “Weren’t you guys looking for him before the Catherine Schmidt case?”

      The expression on Winter’s face turned grave as she nodded. “Yeah. We couldn’t find him. And the kid we thought might be him was using a fake ID, and no one at the high school he graduated from knew where he went. I handed that email off to Cyber Crimes, and they traced the location it was sent from.”

      As Autumn met Winter’s eyes, she forced herself to not look as anxious as she felt. “Where?”

      “Harrisonburg.”

      Autumn didn’t have to ask for an elaboration. She knew where Winter had lived when her parents were murdered and her brother kidnapped.

      “This is going to sound crazy, but I need to go to that town. To the house. I don’t know how I know it. I didn’t get a vision or anything, but I know there’s going to be something at that house. The tech people said that Justin masked the device ID he used to send the email, and he could’ve masked his location. But he didn’t.”

      The chill of apprehension coursed freely through Autumn’s veins. “That doesn’t sound crazy.”

      But just because Winter’s theory had sound reasoning didn’t mean that her mental state was solid. Whether due to her sixth sense or not, Autumn could tell that Winter was in a precarious emotional space. As disconcerting as the cryptic email felt and as much as her knee-jerk reaction was to stay as far away from that house as possible, her friend needed help.

      Autumn swallowed against the rising bile in the back of her throat. “Is there some sort of protocol we should follow? Since it’s part of an investigation and all?”

      Winter shook her head. “No, if I try to take this to anyone at the bureau, they’ll think I’m insane. It’s just a hunch, and I’ve got nothing substantial to back it up. If I see anything suspicious, then I’ll call it in. But right now, honestly, I just need to know if anything is there.”

      “Okay,” Autumn replied before she could think more about what she was about to agree to do. “I’ll go with you. In fact, I’ll even drive. I got a new car, and it gets ridiculous gas mileage.”

      Though slight, Winter’s lips curved into a smile. “You know you don’t have to do this, right? I can go myself and just let you know what I find. If I find anything at all.”

      Autumn waved a dismissive hand as she rose to stand. “Please, it’s what friends are for. If I remember right, you tracked down a serial killer mad scientist who was trying to cut open my head to steal my brain. The least I can do is go with you to some creepy old house to look for clues.”

      At the remark, Winter’s smile seemed less strained.

      Autumn could only hope that all they were about to do was look for clues.

      She knew that Winter wanted to find her brother, but Autumn hoped they didn’t. Not there, not at that house.

      The loss and the uncertainty around her brother’s disappearance weighed heavily on Winter, but the Justin Black Winter once knew had died on the same night as their parents.

      Who she would find in Justin’s stead? Autumn honestly didn’t want to know.
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      The jingle of a cheery ringtone jerked Eric Dalton out of his slumber as his phone buzzed against the wooden surface of a nightstand. He wondered for a second if he was home, if the entire trip to Virginia had been some type of fever-induced dream. But before he even opened his eyes, he knew the sentiments were wishful thinking.

      With a groan, he reached to the nightstand and groped for the archaic flip phone. The screen of his smartphone was still dark, but the front-facing display of the prepaid phone glowed as another jingle sounded out. He didn’t recognize the number, but with them, he never did.

      “Hello?” he answered, his voice still thick with sleep.

      “Hello, Mr. Dalton,” a familiar voice replied.

      The greeting was laden with the man’s native Russian accent, and even though Eric had never met him in person, the same picture popped into his mind for each of their interactions.

      A tall, burly fellow dressed in a three-piece suit, cigar in one hand, cell phone in the other, reclined against an expensive leather chair. Maybe there was a tiger curled up at his feet, or maybe it was a lion. Either way, the tone of the man’s voice and the foreboding edge with which he spoke each word instilled an image of a figure that was only one step removed from a dictator.

      “I’m in Richmond,” Eric blurted. “I told you, I’m going to keep up my end of this thing. But my…” he licked his lips, “my son, we aren’t exactly close. I still have a week, don’t I?”

      “You have only six days.” The response was equal parts icy and amused. God, Eric hoped he never had to meet this man in person. Moreover, he hoped his daughter never had to meet the man in person.

      “I’ll get it done. I’ll get you that address.”

      “Yes, you will. If you fail, your daughter will die just as your son-in-law will die.”

      “What?” The word burst from Eric on a rush of surprise. The night that Natalie had been kidnapped, he had received a call from a different Russian to advise that she would be held until he completed his end of their agreement. But they hadn’t mentioned Jonathan. “That wasn’t part of this! He wasn’t supposed to be involved in any of this!”

      “Maybe,” the Russian replied. “But that has now changed. He was shot in the stomach, Mr. Dalton. You were in the military, were you not? You know what happens when a person receives a wound such as this and does not make it to the hospital, yes?”

      “Oh my god,” was all Eric could manage.

      “Maybe, just maybe,” the Russian went on. “If you prove to be fast enough, you can save his life too. You should hurry, though. It was a low caliber shot, but he has lost much blood. I do not imagine he has much time left.”

      With a light click, the line went silent.

      Eric snapped a long string of words he once used on a daily basis during his military days. He flipped the cheap phone closed and dropped it to the carpeted floor with a thud. Squeezing his eyes closed, he covered his face with both hands.

      How had he let all this happen?

      He told Special Agent Stafford the truth the day before. He did owe the Russians money because he and Kelly had been saddled with a mountain of debt after her accident.

      What he hadn’t fully shared, what he hadn’t told even Kelly, was that the bill should have been much, much lower. The intensive surgeries were expensive enough, but after Kelly lost her leg, she’d been devastated.

      His interest in the outdoors and in sports had come from his wife. Ever since they were first introduced during a layover in Baltimore, she had been an active woman. Her passion for physical activity, fitness, and helping others had been the driving force behind her decision to open a yoga studio. After she quit her job as a tax accountant, she rented out a cramped section of a strip mall, and the rest was history.

      Their bottom tier insurance had covered a portion of the treatment in the intensive care unit, but the minimal plan didn’t extend to the physical therapy, the prosthetic leg, and prosthetic adjustments that came after the amputation of a major appendage.

      So, he had lied to his wife.

      He’d told Kelly that the more extensive physical therapy was covered, and he’d changed the address on all the statements to direct them to a P.O. box so she wouldn’t stumble across a past due notification.

      If he hadn’t, if she had been forced to return home in a wheelchair or a pair of crutches, Eric wasn’t so sure she would still be alive today. Being active was as much a part of Kelly as flying was to Eric. If she couldn’t do what she loved, her outlook for the future would have been bleak.

      Physical therapy was a new form of activity for Kelly, and a new challenge. A challenge she had risen to accept with no second thought. The doctors routinely praised her tenacity, and the physical therapist told Eric that she admired Kelly’s persistence and discipline.

      None of those interactions would have been possible if he hadn’t made a deal with the Russians. Maybe he could have sold their house, emptied their retirement savings accounts, or taken on a lower paying job to make the hefty payments, but he had earned his place in the world. He’d been born into abject poverty, and he had seen the toll that financial stress could take on a human being.

      He had been there once, and he intended never to go back. For his entire life, he’d worked to provide his family with the finer things. They might not have been upper-class, but they could afford the nice things—designer clothes, name-brand electronics, expensive jewelry—that Eric’s parents had never had. He was here now, and he wouldn’t go back. He couldn’t go back. He didn’t like to think of himself as materialistic, but maybe, on some level, he was.

      With Liv, Noah, and Lucy, he hadn’t been able to envision the same type of future for himself that he’d found with Kelly. When he met her on a layover in Baltimore, he had realized almost immediately that he wanted a different lifestyle for himself. He wasn’t proud of his infidelity, but in the end, he was glad for the decision.

      In fact, he was pleased with most of the decisions in his life.

      Except one. And this one happened to be the mother of all bad decisions.

      Eric knew there was no way in hell he would be able to pay back the five hundred thousand dollars he had borrowed from the Russians, but the plan had never been to repay them in money.

      They wanted something else. And he needed to deliver.

      The Russian operation in Baltimore was up against a RICO case that had been brought on by the Federal Bureau of Investigation some six months earlier. From what they had gleaned from their lawyers, the entire Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations case hinged on the testimony of one key witness, who was now in protective custody.

      Since the Russians hadn’t been in Baltimore for long, they didn’t have the same types of law enforcement connections as the Italian crime families or the other organized criminal enterprises that occupied the city.

      To them, Eric was their connection.

      More specifically, Noah was their connection.

      A week. Eric had been granted a week to convince his estranged son to locate a witness in a federal RICO case. The Russians hadn’t elaborated on what would happen once they found the witness, but Eric had seen enough crime shows to use his imagination. Chances were good, their first interaction with Noah wouldn’t be their last, either. They would have dirt on him, and without a doubt, they would leverage that blackmail for all it was worth.

      But if Eric didn’t follow through with his end of the arrangement, Natalie would die a slow, painful death.

      He had to believe that he’d made the right choice. Noah’s career might be forfeited, but Natalie’s life would be spared. That had to be right.
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      Winter had managed a couple hours of shut-eye on the drive to her hometown, but as soon as they crossed the city limits, she was awake. The drone of the road and the radio were the only sounds. She couldn’t remember the name of the band that played over the speakers of Autumn’s sporty car, but the singer’s eerie voice was fitting.

      As they pulled away from a stop sign, Winter glanced down to watch Autumn shift gears. “I think—”

      With a sharp intake of breath, Autumn jumped in her seat. “Jesus, Winter. You scared the shit out of me!”

      Winter held her hands up in surrender. “Sorry! I was just going to say that you’re the only person I know who drives a manual.”

      The green glow from the dashboard caught her silver hoop earrings as Autumn shook her head. “It’s all right. I’ve just been jumpy since we left.”

      Winter took in her surroundings and rubbed her tired eyes. “We’re really close.” They rode for another ten minutes or so in relative silence before she gestured to an upcoming intersection. “Take a right at this stop sign, and then it’s just up that hill a little bit.”

      A silence enveloped them as they made the final leg of the journey. The sense of unease in the air between them was palpable. Autumn’s clenched jaw and stiff posture were curious, but Winter didn’t have a chance to give voice to her concern before her eyes settled on it.

      It was exactly the same as when she’d last seen it.

      The same dusty for-sale sign in the front yard, the same peeling paint, the same boards nailed over the living room window. Claw-like branches of an old maple swayed with the night breeze like a collection of bony fingers grasping at the ruined shingles. Though the light at the end of the street had been fixed, the two-story house still seemed to be cloaked in inky black shadows.

      Try as she might, Winter couldn’t pry her stare away from her childhood home. If it was any other house, the sight would be unremarkable. Hell, it could have passed for just another residence that had been foreclosed during the housing market crash of 2008. The timeframe matched.

      But Winter knew all too well what had happened behind the nondescript beige walls of that house. She knew the bloodshed, the heartache, and the fear that permeated each and every inch of the two-thousand square feet. Unless the flooring and the drywall had been replaced, the master bedroom would likely still light up like a Christmas tree with a blacklight and a little Luminol.

      She’d thought she was past this. She thought she had conquered the unrelenting sense of loss when she watched the back of Douglas Kilroy’s head spatter the dusty floor of an abandoned church.

      The man—if he could even be called a man—had been less than two feet from her when he met his untimely end. Winter had personally watched the life vanish from his eyes as the shot from an M4 Carbine ripped through his head. To this day, she still replayed the moment in her head when she woke up from a nightmare about the night her parents were killed, or the night Bree was kidnapped, or any other number of her brushes with the madman the press liked to call The Preacher.

      She thought she had moved past the sense of loss, but here she was.

      Swallowing hard against the tightness in her throat, she finally pried her stare away from the shadow house to glance over to Autumn. The woman’s green eyes were narrowed, her attention fixed on the house. She looked like she was about to bear witness to her own death. Even in the low light, Autumn’s fair face was even paler, and her knuckles had turned white from her grip on the steering wheel.

      Before she spoke, Winter made sure to move enough so Autumn would catch the motion in her periphery. She didn’t want to scare her friend again, and it was obvious that Autumn was on guard.

      Winter cleared her throat for good measure. “You don’t have to go in there with me if you don’t want to.”

      All at once, the haunted look vanished from Autumn’s face. “No, I’ll go with you. I said I’d come with, and that includes going in the house. You said the last time you were here you got hit with a pretty intense vision, right?”

      Winter’s stomach churned at the memory. “Yeah. I passed out, and Noah and Bree found me in a pool of blood.” As Autumn’s eyes widened, Winter rush to clarify. “From a nasty nosebleed. No one attacked me or anything, and, well…I didn’t see any ghosts or anything. No vengeful spirits.”

      Though fleeting, a flicker of amusement passed over Autumn’s green eyes. “So, you’re telling me I brought all that salt and holy water in my trunk for nothing?”

      Her lighthearted words pushed away part of the heavy haze of grief that had settled in Winter’s mind. For most of her life, she’d been too paranoid, too afraid to share such a vulnerable part of herself with another person. When she had come to the house during the Kilroy investigation, she hadn’t even told anyone about her plan, much less asked them to accompany her.

      But tonight, she was grateful for Autumn’s presence.

      “Are you all right?” Autumn’s voice had softened.

      Tugging at the ends of her long hair, Winter nodded. “I’m okay. As well as I can be, anyway. You ready?”

      It was Autumn’s turn to nod. “Yeah, but I’ll be honest. This place gives me the creeps. You know how I can tell how people are feeling by touching them, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Well, I haven’t really had much of a chance to confirm it one-hundred-percent, but the same thing sort of happens to me when I go to places where something stressful has happened. Not quite like your visions, but similar.” With a nervous chuckle, Autumn brushed the hair from her forehead. “Good lord, that makes me sound like some kind of crazy psychic or something, doesn’t it? I swear, I was joking about the rock salt and the holy water.”

      A little more of the melancholy lifted as Winter offered her friend a slight smile. “No. You don’t sound crazy. Besides, even if you did,” she paused to jab herself in the chest with a finger, “I’m the queen of crazy, okay?”

      Autumn let out a quiet snort of laughter before she turned to push open her door, Winter following suit in short order. As they approached the cracked sidewalk, they exchanged glances.

      Squaring her shoulders, Winter nodded. “All right. Let’s do this.”

      Without any further prompting, Autumn reached into her jacket to produce a black Maglite. “I don’t have a Glock like you, but this thing is solid.” For emphasis, she smacked the end into her open palm. “Pretty sure it could kill someone.”

      The corner of Winter’s mouth turned up in the start of a smile, but the moment of mirth was short-lived.

      As they made their way down the sidewalk, Winter glanced down to a familiar concrete square. Sure enough, there it was. The signature of five-year-old Winter Black effectively etched in stone like she had signed a contract with this damn house. A contract that bound a part of her there forever.

      Her steps were as slow as if she were walking through quicksand, and the temperate night air felt like it had dropped by at least ten degrees.

      The dilapidated wooden stairs groaned in protest as she and Autumn ascended to the porch. Beneath her feet, the planks shifted. If she stomped one booted foot down, she would be liable to fall through to the patch of dirt below.

      When she had come to the house during the Kilroy investigation, Winter had pulled a page from Chuck Norris’s playbook and kicked in the rickety front door. A dent still marred the splintering surface, but a padlock had been installed. The shining silver lock was a stark contrast from all the other worn surfaces of the exterior of the house.

      Winter glanced to Autumn. “Last time I was here, I just kicked down the door. I think I was actually wearing these same boots. But that was in the middle of the day, and right now, I can’t help but think it’ll draw attention to us.”

      Autumn nodded. “You’ve got your badge though, right?”

      Reaching into an interior pocket of her leather jacket, the ruddy orange streetlight glinted off the metallic FBI insignia as she flashed her badge at her friend.

      “Well, if you don’t mind, Bruce Lee.”

      When Autumn produced an item from her pocket, Winter’s eyes widened. “A lock pick?” she asked incredulously.

      With a nonchalant shrug, Autumn turned to the padlocked door and went to work. “You know, in case I get locked out of my house or something.”

      In the rush of curiosity, Winter almost forgot where they were. Almost. “Where’d you learn how to do that?”

      “Well…” she paused, and Winter heard a light click, “I grew up on the bad side of town, remember? My mom was a junkie, and I’ll give you two guesses as to how she supported her habit.”

      “She was a thief?”

      “A petty thief, and a burglar.” The next click was more pronounced. “She taught me to pick locks when I was nine. She figured I could help her out, I guess. Believe it or not, in my school district, picking locks made you one of the cool kids. Then, when Kim and Ron adopted me, I turned it into an entrepreneurial venture at my new school. It was a nicer district, and none of the kids there knew how to pick locks. But I did, and I charged those rich little bastards an arm and a leg every time they wanted me to break into something for them.”

      As if to punctuate the end of her story, Autumn gave the splintering door a shove. With a rusted creek, it swung inward. Though Winter wanted to hear more about her friend’s teenage years, the sight of the shadowed foyer stole the words from her tongue.

      Autumn brought the Maglite to life with a quiet click.

      The house was as quiet as a tomb.

      It was a tomb.

      No one would ever live here again. No one should ever live here again.

      “Shine the light on the floor.” Winter hardly recognized her own voice. She sounded so…calm. Composed. But within the confines of her mind, she was anything but.

      Autumn flicked the halo of light to the tarnished wooden floor, but the dust was undisturbed. There was the faint shape of footprints leading to the stairwell, but for all Winter knew, they might have been hers from the last time she was here. Aside from replacing the door handle with a padlock, she could already tell no one else had been inside, at least from this doorway.

      “We’re looking for signs that anyone was here, right?” Autumn’s voice cut through the fog of messy emotions that had started to bubble up in Winter’s thoughts.

      Winter nodded. “Right.”

      Pausing mid-step, Autumn’s green eyes flicked over to Winter’s. “Hey, you doing okay?”

      Winter swallowed, but as much as she wanted to say yes or even just offer a nod, she could bring herself to do neither.

      Her movement slow and deliberate, Autumn clasped Winter’s shoulder. “There’s nothing wrong with feeling overwhelmed right now. This is a big deal to you, and that’s completely justified. Try to keep yourself here with me, okay? We’re looking for clues, remember? Try to focus on that. I know you’re good at it.”

      This time, Winter managed a slight nod.

      The circle of illumination flicked from the floor to the walls as they stepped past the foyer. As soon as they were out of the bubble of fresh air, a pungent odor wafted past them as if it was desperate to escape out into the night.

      Winter knew that smell. That was the smell of decay.

      The smell of death.

      Raising the neck of her t-shirt to cover her nose, Winter didn’t bother to acknowledge the cloying odor. Aside from wrinkling her nose, Autumn remained silent.

      In the relative stillness of the night, the only sound was the gentle creak of the floorboards beneath their feet. Part of her thought she and Autumn were both afraid to speak. They were afraid they would bring their fears to life if they talked.

      But as they approached the area that had once been a living room, Winter wondered what in the hell they expected to find.

      A body? A crazed hermit living in the basement? A demon in the attic?

      Winter clenched her jaw as she and Autumn stopped to stand in the center of the space. Autumn shone the flashlight over the musty drywall, and Winter glanced over her shoulder to the faint halo of orange light that spilled through the open doorway. Reflexively, she reached to the holster beneath her left arm.

      She didn’t know what she expected to find, but she was prepared for the worst.

      “What the actual hell?” Autumn’s voice was a little louder than a hiss, but the volume cut through to Winter like a thunderclap.

      Following Autumn’s outstretched hand to the circle of white light on the blue-gray drywall, Winter took in a sharp breath.

      Scrawled across the far wall in a reddish-brown substance was a line of neat handwriting she didn’t recognize. But she didn’t have to recognize the writing to know who had written it.

      The hairs on the back of Winter’s neck abruptly stood on end. She didn’t know when it had happened, but her service weapon was in her hand.

      Hey sis, you just missed me.

      Justin. It had to be Justin. No one else would call her “sis.”

      He’d even included the punctuation.

      As for the substance in which the cryptic comment had been written, well…

      “It’s blood.” The words rolled off Winter’s tongue before she could even contemplate the meaning.

      “There’s nothing on the floor in here. I think that nasty smell is coming from upstairs.”

      Upstairs. Where her parents had been killed.

      Her stomach did a series of rolls and flips, but she swallowed the sudden bout of nausea.

      We’re looking for clues, she reminded herself. This wouldn’t be a repeat of last time. She wouldn’t wake on the side of the street in a fog of uncertainty and despondency.

      “Let’s go,” Winter said. “Stay behind me. I don’t think anyone or anything is here, but you never know.”

      Jaw clenched, Autumn nodded.

      With every creak of the wooden steps beneath their feet, Winter inwardly cringed. She had been truthful to Autumn—she didn’t think anyone was here. The house was so quiet, they would have heard the disturbance of another person as soon as they entered.

      Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched. On the agonizingly slow trip up the stairs, she glanced to every nook and cranny in search of a hidden camera. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had installed a webcam to spy on her. During her and Noah’s first investigation together, Douglas Kilroy himself had snuck into her hotel room to place a camera behind a painting in the wall.

      These walls were bare, though. Aside from cobwebs, the corners of the ceiling were empty. Nothing stirred in the shadows at the corner of her eyes.

      As she and Autumn stepped onto the second-floor hall, she saw it. The door to the master bedroom.

      Glancing over her shoulder to Autumn, Winter inclined her head in the direction of the closed door. When Autumn nodded, she returned her attention to the hall. Step by agonizing step, she neared the entrance to the veritable hell she’d discovered almost fourteen years ago.

      She felt like she was moving in slow motion as she reached out for the door handle. When she turned the knob, she half-expected it to be locked. But when the hinges creaked, she raised the Glock. Staring down the sights of the weapon, she took the first step, and then the second.

      Before she could make the third, a wall of the foul stench rose up to greet her. The air was viscous. All she could do was hold her breath.

      Clasping one hand over her nose, Autumn raised the flashlight and swung the beam around the dark room. A faint sound emanated from a corner, and as soon as the area was lit up, Winter let out a string of four-letter words.

      Flies buzzed around a feast that had been prepared for them days—maybe even a week—earlier. At least four rats of varying sizes were piled one on top of another, each disemboweled and decapitated.

      The heads were nowhere to be found.

      She didn’t know what had happened here, and she didn’t have time to sort through the possibilities before her attention snapped to the drywall beside the broken window.

      See you soon.

      The same neat handwriting. The same reddish-brown hue.

      Justin. Her baby brother.
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      By this point in her career, Autumn was still impressed with her ability to remain calm in the face of an unsettling scene. And the heap of eviscerated headless rats in the corner of an old double murder site was more than unsettling. Even once she and Winter were back on the curb in front of the house, the surge of adrenaline in Autumn’s veins hadn’t abated.

      Since she’d called the local crime scene unit in to sweep the premises, Winter hadn’t uttered a word.

      A million and one thoughts were whipping through Autumn’s head, not the least of which was what kind of psychopath had left the gruesome message inside. But as each sentiment surfaced, she shoved it back down. She was here for a reason, to support her friend, and she wouldn’t let Winter down just because she’d gotten a little queasy at the scene of a fourteen-year-old double homicide and a quadruple rat murder.

      Jaw clenched, she took a firm hold of herself and pulled her attention back to the present. “How are you hanging in?”

      Finally, Winter dropped her gaze away from where she had been staring vacantly at the house across the street. Her countenance was grim, but there was a determined edge, a glint of fixation. A look Autumn knew well.

      It was the same look her mother had worn when she set out to secure stolen valuables so she could sell them for drug money. It was the same look her father wore before he pulled on a ski mask to go hold up a gas station.

      It was single-minded determination, and if it wasn’t curbed before it had a chance to take a firm hold, it would consume the Winter that Autumn had come to know and love.

      But of all the people who could have accompanied Winter tonight, Autumn was glad she had chosen her. As much as she respected and adored Noah Dalton, this would have been uncharted territory for him.

      For Autumn, aside from the grisly scene, it was just another day at the office.

      Maybe I should have been a hostage negotiator.

      Propping both elbows on her knees, Autumn glanced over to her friend. “You’re going to make me put on my psychologist hat if you don’t say something soon.”

      “He was here.” Her voice was quiet but unwavering.

      Autumn nodded. “It would seem so. I can tell from that look on your face that you’re planning something, or you’re thinking of planning something.”

      As Winter opened her mouth to object, Autumn held up a hand.

      “You can’t lie to me. You know that by now, right? Even Aiden can’t lie to me, and he’s a good liar.”

      She could practically hear Winter’s teeth grind together. “Douglas Kilroy took Justin when he was six. I don’t know what happened after that, but I need to find him so I can know.”

      “How are you going to find him?”

      Straightforward questions were always Autumn’s preference. More often than not, to someone who was overanalyzing a situation, a straightforward inquiry would knock them on their figurative ass.

      More teeth grating. As Winter’s eyes darted away, she shook her head. “There has to be something in there. Something that’ll point me in the right direction.”

      “And you’re going to sift through all the potential evidence they collect in there?” Autumn lifted an eyebrow.

      “No, I…” Winter pursed her lips together so hard they turned white for a few seconds. “We had to have missed something in the initial investigation. I’ll go back through it.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Yes…I mean, I wasn’t the only one who worked it, but…” Leaving the statement unfinished, she shrugged again. The glint of irritation behind her eyes told Autumn her technique was working.

      “If you weren’t the only one who worked it in the first place, why would you solo it now?”

      Winter gave her a flat stare. “I thought you said you weren’t going to put on your psychologist hat.”

      With a grin, Autumn nodded. “I haven’t pulled out any pictures of gray blobs and asked you to tell me what you see yet, but don’t tempt me.”

      As Winter rolled her eyes, much of her exasperation appeared to be feigned.

      “Look, I get it. I understand the need to be in control of something that’s so important to you, and not wanting to let it out of your sight if there’s even a slight chance you can figure out a solution. Or, in this case, if there’s even a slight chance you can find your brother. And the ability to take charge like that can be a good quality, but after a certain point, it becomes self-destructive.”

      Winter combed her fingers through the ends of her low ponytail. “I just can’t help but wonder if I missed something.”

      Holding out her hands, Autumn offered her a hapless look and shrugged. “Honestly? You probably didn’t. And even if you did, I doubt Noah and Aiden did too. I could show you the math if you want me to, but suffice it to say, the odds of all three of you missing a piece of information that critical are slim to none.”

      For a moment, Winter looked thoughtful. “I guess you’re right. Noah’s a hell of a lot sharper than he lets on, and Aiden, well. You’ve met him.”

      With a laugh that was more of a snort than anything else, Autumn nodded. “Exactly. And they’re both your friends. They both care about you, and you know they won’t abandon you or let you down if they do find something. Maybe you felt alone when you started this journey, but you aren’t alone anymore. You’ve got me, you’ve got Bree and Shelby, Noah, Aiden. The FBI crime scene unit. Even your boss, Max Osbourne. He’s a good dude, and believe me, he’s got your back. It seemed more like he was your uncle than your boss.”

      Winter let out a quiet chuckle. “He can be a hard-ass, but you’re right. He’s a good person.”

      As she met Winter’s eyes, Autumn grew more serious. “I suppose what I’m getting at is this. I saw that look on your face just now, and I’ve seen it before. And let me tell you, none of the times I saw it were indicative of anything good. Not even close. Now, obviously you can throw yourself at this thing with abandon, and there’s nothing I can do to stop you.” Her lips bent into the smallest of grins. “Short of committing you to a psych ward for a seventy-two-hour hold, anyway.”

      “Maybe that’s what I need. Three days in a padded room.”

      “For real, though.” Autumn stretched out her legs. “That path, the one where you throw everyone who cares about you to the wayside so you can keep the control over something important to you, it doesn’t lead anywhere good. You won’t be more effective if you wear yourself down to the bone, but you will be more effective if you let the people who care about you help you.”

      As Winter’s expression turned wistful, Autumn reached out to clasp her shoulder.

      “I know it’s easier said than done. Trusting people is hard. I had to teach myself how to do it all over again, but the alternative? It might seem easier in the short-term, but if you push everyone away, you eventually look around, and no one’s there. We’re resources, you know. We’re resources, and we’re all here to help you.”

      For a long moment, a silence settled in on them. Winter’s face was thoughtful, her gaze back on the house across the street.

      After what might have been thirty seconds or five minutes, Winter’s eyes flicked back to Autumn. “You’re right. I know I’ve told you a little about the Kilroy investigation, and I’m sure Noah’s told you some too. It was a pretty dark time for me, and I did some shit I’m not proud of. I did my damnedest to push away the people, or the person, who cared about me, all because I thought it’d get me closer to Kilroy. But like you said…” She shrugged, tucking a stray hair behind her ear.

      “They helped you get there,” Autumn finished for her.

      Winter’s expression brightened a little. “I couldn’t have done it without them.”

      As Autumn squeezed her friend’s hand, she kept her thoughts about Justin Black to herself.

      Months earlier, Aiden Parrish had come to ask her a theoretical question about what would happen if a young kid was taken and raised by a sociopath. Her outlook for the hypothetical kid was bleak. No matter how resilient, no matter his genetic makeup, even if he came from a long line of literal saints, the kid’s prospects for normal mental and emotional functioning were bleak.

      Gazing back at the house, Autumn now knew who that hypothetical child was.
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      When Bree met with Winter that morning to discuss their approach to the investigation for the day, she half-expected to see Noah seated at her side. Instead, Winter was the only occupant of the conference room.

      Winter’s bright eyes flicked up from the screen of her laptop as she lifted a distracted hand. “Morning.”

      “Good morning.” Bree returned the pleasant look and pulled out a chair to sit across the circular table from her friend and fellow agent. “So, anything new about this whole Eric Dalton thing?”

      With a sigh, Winter pushed back in her seat, stretching her arms above her head. “No. I heard back from the agents in Baltimore, and they said nothing seems out of the ordinary. They can’t find Natalie or her husband, but they got ahold of Jon’s boss. Sounds like Natalie had a couple days off work, and she and Jon were going on a trip up to New York. They haven’t answered any phone calls, but that doesn’t seem all that out of the ordinary for a couple on vacation.”

      “No, not really. But…I don’t know.” Thinking everything through, Bree drummed her fingers against the polished surface.

      Winter leaned forward. “What is it?”

      “I worked in organized crime for a while. I didn’t deal with the Russians, but I’ve got a pretty good idea of how organized crime works. There are many parts of Eric Dalton’s story that just don’t make sense when you look at them from an organized crime angle.”

      Winter closed her laptop and turned her curious stare to Bree. “Which parts?”

      Bree laughed. “Honestly? Just about all of it. Okay, maybe not quite all of it, but a lot of it.”

      Winter pulled over a notepad to make some notes. “Do you think he’s just making it all up? I don’t know why, maybe Munchausen syndrome or something? Something where he’s just desperate for attention.”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Bree slid one of the folders across the table for Winter to review. “We saw all the hospital statements and the doctor bills. That part of it is real, there’s no doubt about that. What I don’t understand is how he convinced them to give him that much money. Even to the Russians, half a million dollars isn’t chump change.”

      Winter whistled as she leafed through the hospital bills. “What about his life insurance policy? If he’s got a one-million-dollar policy, wouldn’t they turn a profit if they had to kill him?”

      “They would, yeah.” Bree nodded. “Even then, it’s a stretch. Not only would they have to kill Eric, but they’d have to go through the effort to collect the payout. He said that was his collateral, but I don’t know. I can’t explain it, but it just doesn’t seem right.”

      “Yeah.” Winter tapped a pensive finger against her cheek. “I don’t know. I agree with you, though. There’s something going on here that we’re missing.”

      “I’ve got a friend who works in the Baltimore field office.” Bree tapped the other folder she’d brought into the room with her. “That’s what I was going to bring to you today. I plan to talk to Max once we’re out of here, and with his approval, I’m going to head up to Baltimore and pick my friend’s brain.”

      “That’s fantastic.”

      Bree nodded, hoping she was doing the right thing. “He’s worked in organized crime since he got out of Quantico fifteen years ago, so he knows his shit. None of us here know all that much about how the Russians work, but my friend has spent time undercover, so I believe he’ll have some insight for us. No doubt about it.”

      Whether the news would be good or not, Bree was less sure.
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      When Aiden received an email update about recent evidence collected in the kidnapping case of Justin Black, he rubbed his thumbs into his tired eyes before squinting at the computer monitor. To the best of his knowledge, there were no agents actively assigned to Justin’s case. Much of the Violent Crimes Division’s focus was on Eric Dalton and the mess he’d gotten himself into, and the remaining agents were looking into a multitude of other cases.

      He opened the digital record of the Justin Black case, and sure enough, there was no one actively assigned to work the investigation.

      Why, then, had the Harrisonburg PD sent a handful of trace evidence to the Richmond FBI office for analysis?

      His suspicions fell solidly on Winter. He hadn’t talked to her much over the last couple weeks, but he was fairly certain he would have gotten word if she had gone rogue to look after her brother’s disappearance. She was assigned to the Eric Dalton case, and at the beginning stage of the investigation, Aiden doubted Max Osbourne would sanction a side project into Justin’s disappearance unless there was a damn good reason.

      And if there was a damn good reason, Aiden would have heard it. After all, Aiden had been a part of Justin’s case since the young boy was kidnapped after his parents’ murder.

      As he glanced over the recent addition of the potential evidence from Harrisonburg, his eyes widened.

      “What the hell?” he muttered to himself.

      According to the scanned copies of the evidence release forms, Winter had been the agent on site when the crime scene techs arrived. And the address.

      He doubted he’d ever forget that damn address. For years, that address had haunted his dreams.

      Heaving a sigh, he leaned back in his chair and fixed his stare on the dimpled ceiling of his office. He could recall the last time Winter had visited her childhood home. Specifically, he remembered the pitiable shape she’d been in when Noah Dalton carried her out of that damn house.

      A litany of questions about Winter’s motive for visiting the house flitted through his head, but he would only find reliable answers if he went directly to the source herself.

      Pushing himself from the comfortable seat, he stretched his arms and legs before heading toward the door. But as he stepped into the hallway, he wondered if she would even be here today. During the Kilroy case, she had skipped more days of work than she’d been present for.

      Part of him expected to make it down to the Violent Crimes section to be told that no one had heard from her. That same part of him anticipated a return to the same state of mind he’d occupied all those months ago. He was used to charming and manipulating the occasional person to further his ambitions, but even he could admit he’d gone too far.

      Lost in the midst of his contemplation, he had to do a double take when he stepped off the elevator. Though her attention was fixed on her phone, Winter stood off to the side of the hallway. Before she had a chance to notice the scrutiny, he took stock of her appearance.

      Her long, glossy hair was fashioned into a neat braid that hung over one shoulder of her white, button-down dress shirt. The shirt itself was spotless, and she’d completed the ensemble with a pair of dressy black slacks and shiny flats.

      She looked normal.

      As he took the first few steps off the elevator, her bright blue eyes snapped up to meet his. “Oh. Morning, Aiden. What brings you down here?”

      Her greeting was normal.

      She seemed fine.

      What the hell was going on?

      He didn’t see any reason to dance around the subject. “I got a message about an update to your brother’s case. Figured I’d come down here to see how that came about.”

      A flicker of recognition passed behind her eyes, but he spotted no hint of the anxiety or irritability he had expected.

      Seriously. What in the hell was going on?

      With a quick glance in either direction, Winter gestured to the open doorway of a nearby conference room.

      Wordlessly, he nodded.

      After he followed her into the small space, he flicked on the light and eased the door closed.

      He half-expected to see the same cold, unfeeling look in her eyes that had been so commonplace during the Kilroy investigation. Instead, she still looked normal. Intense, but not on a level that was disconcerting.

      Crossing both arms over his chest, he pinned her with a matching stare. “Well, let’s hear it.”

      She tucked the smartphone into the pocket of her slacks and nodded. “You know that email I got a couple weeks after the end of the Lopez investigation? The one that called me ‘sis?’” At the mention of the message, her expression turned grim.

      Aiden didn’t let his gaze waver. “I remember it. You sent it to Cyber Crimes, right?”

      “Right. Well, they sent me a message the night before last to tell me that they’d been able to trace the geographic location from where it was sent. They didn’t get anything else, but…”

      He clenched his jaw. “But what?”

      “It was sent from Harrisonburg, on a wireless connection. The email domain was disposable, so they didn’t get anything else from it. The sender also hid their device, so there’s no telling if it was sent from a phone, a laptop, tablet, or what have you.” The cadence of her voice was hurried.

      “Harrisonburg?” Aiden echoed. “Is that why you went back to that house? To see if he had been there too?”

      Slowly, she nodded. “Look, he disguised the email address and the device he sent the message from, so why wouldn’t he use a proxy server to conceal the geographic location? He could’ve used a proxy to make it look like he’d logged in from Norway or China or anywhere else in the world, but he didn’t. He let them find the location.”

      Well, there was no point in arguing her logic now. She had been right, after all. “What did you find?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I thought you said you got the message from forensics? Don’t you know all of this already?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t look that closely at it. I figured I’d come to find the source and get the information firsthand.”

      Lips pursed, she studied him in the moments of silence that ensued. “You think I can’t handle it or something?”

      There it was. There was the self-righteous indignation he’d seen so often during the search for Douglas Kilroy.

      With a slight sigh, he rubbed his eyes. “I can tell you expect me to refute that, but honestly? It’s accurate. You’re not the only one who lost their shit a little during the Kilroy investigation, remember? Dedication is one thing, but obsession is something completely different.”

      For what had to be the fifth time, he was surprised at the lack of ire. Her blue eyes were wary and even a bit rundown, but the fire of hostility had fizzled out.

      Slowly, almost reluctantly, she nodded her understanding. “Autumn was with me. That’s basically what she told me too.”

      His eyes flicked back to hers as his pulse spiked. “Autumn? Why?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Because she’s my friend, and she wanted to help me. Because I asked her to help me.”

      For several seconds, he merely stood there, transfixed in a rare moment of surprise. Winter had asked Autumn to help her with the single most sensitive aspect of her entire life.

      A pang of guilt edged its way in beside the surprise. Winter wasn’t a volatile newbie who needed his constant attention. She wasn’t the single-minded, self-destructive vengeance machine she’d been during the Kilroy case. He should have known better. He should have trusted her.

      After a long moment of awkward silence, he cleared his throat and nodded. “You’re still on the Eric Dalton case right now, aren’t you?”

      Her visage was still steely as she nodded. “I am. But right now, it’s still not really clear where it’s going. Could be something that just takes until the end of the week for all we know right now. I’m going to focus on his…issue while CSU works through what they found at the house.”

      A weight seemed to lift from Aiden’s shoulders. As he met her determined gaze, he was struck by another twinge of pride. Winter had come a hell of a long way since the beginning of the year, and he was glad to see that her progress still held up in the face of what was, to her, the ultimate stressor.

      He nodded his approval. “That’s a good plan. In the meantime, I’ll keep an eye on what’s happening in your brother’s case. If anything comes up or anything changes, I’ll let you know as soon as it does. I’ve got some free time this week, so I’ll look back over what we gathered the first time around.”

      All at once, her tense demeanor slipped away. Her eyes still held the same glint of determination, but the grim expression was gone. “Okay. That sounds like a plan.”

      With a slight smile, she extended a hand.

      As he accepted the handshake, he returned the expression.

      He was right. She was going to be a damn fine agent.
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      In an effort to allay at least a portion of Noah’s suffering, Winter had offered to accompany him to dinner with his father that night. According to Noah, he hadn’t been able to concoct a suitable excuse to turn down the unexpected offer, but he didn’t want to add to her misery by asking her to join him either.

      Winter had dropped Bree off at the airport earlier that afternoon, and by now, she had landed in Baltimore. Autumn was inundated with follow-up paperwork from an evaluation she had conducted that day, though she’d assured Winter she would be available if anything came up. But otherwise, Winter was on her own for the night.

      She hadn’t yet told Noah about the message from Justin. Throughout almost all their interactions that day, his demeanor had been marked by the same irritability and strain as the day before. Though Noah didn’t want Eric’s presence in his life, the man’s presence was undoubtedly marked by a slew of painful memories and feelings of betrayal.

      So, even though Eric Dalton’s case didn’t yet warrant a tremendous amount of mental bandwidth, Winter was glad for Aiden and Autumn’s help. If she knew that discovering Justin’s whereabouts was in good hands, she could focus her efforts on being a good friend to Noah.

      The knowledge that they’d obtained a lead into Justin’s disappearance would have only been a new source of stress for Noah. In addition to the discomfort of his biological father’s presence, he would be worried about Winter. And right now, Winter was confident she had the situation under control.

      To her relief, Noah offered a running commentary of his night out with his biological father. Before he summoned an Uber to take him to the restaurant, he had told her that he was certain he would be hammered drunk by the end of the night. Now, three hours later, he sent her a text message to lament his sobriety.

      If I knew I was going to be stuck being mostly sober for this whole damn thing, I would’ve at least driven myself so I could make up an excuse and leave when I wanted to. The message ended with a couple angry cat emojis.

      Winter’s lips curled into a smirk. Why are you staying sober?

      You should see the prices on this drink menu. I’d have to take out a loan just to get a buzz.

      Winter stifled a chuckle with one hand as she leaned back in her seat on the couch. You should have brought a flask, she wrote.

      Tell me about it. Seriously, this is the most awkward dinner conversation of literally my entire life. I’m surprised we haven’t devolved to chatting about the weather or the color of the leaves. My god, I want to leave.

      Her thumbs stabbed at the screen. Do you need a chauffeur?

      If you’re offering, then yes, please, for the love of god, yes.

      All right, I’ll leave the excuse part to you. I’ll be there soon. Send me the address.

      Chuckling to herself, Winter pushed to her feet and made her way to the front door. She slid on her favorite leather jacket, a pair of flats that didn’t go with her casual t-shirt and leggings combination, and grabbed her keys.

      At almost eight in the evening, traffic was light enough, and she pulled into the parking lot within fifteen minutes. Most of the dinnertime diners had already dispersed, and there weren’t many other cars in front of the upscale eatery. As Winter glanced from one shiny vehicle to the next, she suddenly felt out of place.

      Based on the brief description that had accompanied her search for directions, the restaurant catered to a wealthy demographic. Still, she hadn’t expected the place to be quite so elegant.

      “Hoity-toity,” she murmured to herself as she shifted her gaze from a Lexus to a Mercedes and then a Tesla.

      Hoity-toity was exactly how Gramma Beth would describe the restaurant and its patrons.

      Winter hadn’t seen her grandmother in a couple months, but now that it was mid-September, she and her Gramma would be due for their annual apple orchard expedition. They would load up with fresh apples, and when they returned to the house, Winter would help Gramma dice the apples into little slices so they could stash them away in the freezer.

      As the fall season took hold, Beth would cook all manner of apple desserts—apple pie, apple crisp, apple cake, apple Danish.

      Maybe this year, Winter would finally take the time to learn her Gramma’s trade secrets. Winter had never been much of a cook, but based on Autumn’s musings, cooking and baking were two different beasts. Cooking required a great deal of improvisation, but baking was specific and orderly. According to Autumn, baking was a great way to alleviate stress and anxiety.

      Plus, at the end of it, she would have a delicious treat to eat.

      She was so caught up in the idea of learning to bake that she didn’t see Noah until he was almost at the car.

      Flashing him a quick smile, she pressed a button to unlock the doors.

      As he dropped down to situate his six-foot-four frame in the passenger side of the little Civic, he glanced over to her. “Hey,” he greeted. “You look like you’re in a good mood.”

      “No.” The denial popped out of her mouth before she could stop it, and she had to backpedal. “Well, yes, sort of. I just had an idea.”

      He paused in the process of fastening his seatbelt. “An idea? Does it involve us going to a bar and doing a line of tequila shots? Because that sounds like a downright amazing idea after dealing with that man for three hours.”

      She wagged a playful finger at him, enjoying how much lighter she felt. “No, it doesn’t. You know how Gramma Beth and I always go to different apple orchards in the fall, right?”

      He gave his lips an exaggerated lick. “Right.”

      “Well, it’s more like I go with her and help carry the apples, but it’s something we’ve done since I started living with them when I was a kid. I was just thinking that, this year, I might have her teach me how to bake. And maybe I can bring Autumn with me so she can take home a bunch of apples for herself. You can come with us if you want, or you and Grampa can hold down the fort and play poker while we’re gone.”

      The last bit of tension seemed to drain from his face. “Poker and pie are two of my favorite things.” He patted his flat belly for emphasis.

      In that moment, Winter realized how similar Noah and Autumn behaved when they were under stress. Both of them diffused tension with humor, often made at their expense.

      Winter returned his smile and shrugged. “Autumn says that when you’re going through a tough time, it’s good to make plans that you can look forward to. I’ll call Gramma tomorrow and set it all up. That way we’ve all got something to look forward to in the next couple weeks.”

      There was a wistful glint in his eyes as he nodded. “That’s perfect, Winter. Thank you.”

      She gave him one last smile before she turned her attention back to the car. Though she wasn’t entirely sure what the newest strained shadow behind his eyes meant, the sentiment was shared between them.

      Any time she spotted a pang of unease or sadness in Noah’s eyes brought on by the recent reconnection with his sperm donor of a father, she was torn between her desire to punch Eric in the face or give Noah a hug.

      Maybe I could do both, she thought bitterly.

      Tapping a finger on the steering wheel, she pulled her thoughts back to the present. “So, did that go better than you expected, or worse?”

      “Oh my god.” The words were muffled as he rubbed his eyes with both hands. “I don’t know if he asked me to come to that restaurant because he’s just genuinely that damn out of touch, or if he was trying to prove something. He’s one of those people who has to constantly remind everyone he knows of how damn well he’s done for himself. He’s in debt to the damn mafia right now, but he just had to find a fancy restaurant where he knew the owner. Couldn’t settle for someplace where the normal peasants go, you know what I mean?”

      With a snort, Winter nodded. “Oh, I do.”

      “He’s more like one of those people who try to one-up everything you say, and not the types like Aiden Parrish. Parrish doesn’t have to remind anyone of anything, and if I had to guess, I’d say that’s because he probably doesn’t really give a shit about his social status. You know, I’d almost like to get those two together. I bet Parrish would make Eric feel like a dumb little kid.”

      She put the car into drive and pulled away from the curb. “You have no idea how accurate that is.”

      “But that…” he mimicked sipping from a teacup with his pinky sticking out, “that whole upper-class yacht, country club bullshit, that’s the whole reason that asshole ditched us in the first place.”

      She glanced over to him when she was forced to stop at a red light almost immediately. “Really?”

      The ruddy yellow streetlights shifted along his face as he scowled into the distance. “I’ve never asked him specifically, but it seems pretty obvious. Mom’s a Texas farm girl, and she’s always been content with her roots. Eric’s from the same damn small town, but I guess he wasn’t all right with that. Like he hides behind all this nice shit and all these expensive places and fancy cars so he can try to forget that he grew up in a single-wide trailer in the middle of rural Texas.”

      She fought the urge to reach over and squeeze his hand. “It’s one thing to be proud of what you’ve accomplished, but it’s another to rub other people’s faces in it.”

      “Exactly! Thank you! And that’s something that none of them can wrap their heads around. Not him, not his wife, not his kids, none of them. They’re all just like him. They’re up at the top of the food chain now, and they don’t want anyone to forget it, even if it meant borrowing money from the damn devil himself.”

      She glanced to him and then back to the windshield as the light turned green. “You think that’s part of it, then? His obsession with being a rich person is part of the reason he decided to be an idiot and ask the Russians for money?”

      “You know, I wasn’t really sure he could be that stupid until he had me come to this place for dinner tonight. The guy’s up to his eyeballs in debt, and he’s eating out at restaurants with menus that don’t even list the prices. I mean, granted, he paid with gift certificates and got a discount because he knows the owner, but still.”

      Flicking on her turn signal, Winter nodded. “That makes a little more sense, then. He was desperate to maintain his social standing.”

      Noah propped an elbow on the doorframe and dropped his head to rest in his hand. “That man is something else,” he muttered. “Honestly, I’m glad he bailed when he did. I’m glad my mom and Chris raised Lucy and me. If they hadn’t, if Eric had stuck around, we’d be a couple uptight little shits like Natalie and Ethan.”

      At the thought of Noah Dalton as an “uptight little shit,” a series of images flashed through her imagination. Noah in tennis whites. Or wearing an ascot while pouring top label bourbon from a crystal decanter. She couldn’t suppress her snort of laughter. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m not laughing at you. It’s just, you said that, and I pictured you playing tennis at a country club, and it was hilarious.”

      With a groan, he scrubbed a hand over his face. “Oh, god help me if that day ever comes. If it does, I want you to take that tennis racket and hit me in the head with it, all right?”

      Winter laughed at the newest visual. “Absolutely, and I’ll get Autumn to set up an intervention too.”

      He clapped his hands together. “Perfect. You guys are the best.”

      They lapsed into silence for the rest of the car ride, though Noah reached down to change the radio station when a familiar ‘80s power ballad started. The swift action brought a smile to her face as she pulled the Civic into a parking spot.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She turned off the ignition and offered him a curious look. “Why?”

      Heaving a sigh, he sagged against the passenger side seat. “All this bitching about Eric. Even calling him Eric instead of ‘dad’ makes me feel like I’m some snotty emo kid from the early 2000s. I’ve been so worked up about what an asshole he is that it slipped my mind that you’re dealing with your own plate of bullshit right now too.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Oh. You’re worried that you’re hogging all the conversation?”

      “Something like that, yeah. Hogging it with all my high school emo nonsense.”

      She settled back into her seat, smiling at a memory.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You remember a few months ago when we were walking back to the office? The day we yelled at one another in the elevator? That’s what I said to you. I said I felt guilty for hogging the conversation. It’s all right, Noah. That’s what I’m here for. I’m feeling a little better, anyway. Autumn said some stuff yesterday that made a lot of sense to me, and it helped.”

      Rather than wistful or strained, his smile in response was warm, almost content. She didn’t think she would ever get sick of seeing that smile.

      The flutter in her stomach was back in full force, and before she could pause to reconsider the action, she turned in her seat and leaned into him. Even though she was nervous, there were no doubts in her mind. She worried he might recoil, might stop her in place and ask what in the hell had gotten into her, or that he might fling open the door and run off into the night, but she didn’t doubt that she wanted this.

      Didn’t doubt that she wanted to try.

      When he closed the remaining distance, she thought her heart might have stopped. Sure, she had kissed guys before, she had even kissed Noah before, but this was different. This was the type of kiss that musicians wrote songs about, the type of feeling that inspired romance novels. In that moment, everything was good.

      The kiss was tentative at first, almost like they each wanted to make sure the moment was real and not another regrettable accident. His lips were soft, and the warmth of his hand on the back of her neck was just short of intoxicating. As the kissed deepened, she reached to brush her fingers along his cheek.

      Even when the stubble on his face scratched her skin, it was like it served as a reminder of who he was and why she was here. As she parted her lips, she could taste the faint trace of mint on his tongue. She tightened her grip on the taut muscle of his upper arm and scooted as close to him as she could manage.

      Just like that, she was swept away. In that moment, she was far from the real world and all its problems, and all that mattered was the overwhelming desire to be as close to this man as she could. Why in the hell had she waited so long to do this? If she had known it would make her feel like this, she would have done it months earlier.

      But when the thud of a nearby car door sounded out, the spell was broken. At half-past eight in the evening, they were in the front seat of her car in the middle of an apartment complex parking lot. None of the windows were tinted, and any passersby would have been granted a front row seat to each and every movement they made.

      Part of the thought was thrilling, but she suspected the rush of anticipation that coursed through her body was responsible for the excitement.

      As they separated, the movements belied none of the split-second of anxiety that had been brought on by the sound of another person. The motions were slow, almost reluctant. She didn’t want this to stop, but neither did she want one of their neighbors to see them making out in her car like a couple teenagers on prom night.

      She could feel his increased heart rate beneath her fingertips as their eyes met, and she suspected she had gotten her point across.

      She wanted him, and no one else.

      “That was…” he paused to look pensive as he flexed his fingers against her neck, “unexpected.”

      A slight smirk played across her lips. “Good unexpected or bad unexpected?”

      He chuckled quietly. “Definitely good.”

      Though she spotted a hint of trepidation in his green eyes, she bit her tongue to keep the slew of questions to herself. Why would he be nervous? Did he think she would confess her regret to him the next day? Had he come to realize he didn’t want that with her?

      “Good,” she said instead. With one more quick smile, she pulled the key from the ignition and shoved open the driver’s side door. A temperate breeze carried the first trace of fall past them as they made their way to the apartment building.

      Though she was sure she could ask him if she could accompany him home, she swallowed down the question before she could blurt it out.

      She remembered the abject sense of embarrassment she felt the last time she had posed such an idea when they returned home late at night. If it hadn’t been for the flicker of anxiety she’d spotted when they separated, she would have gone through with the proposition.

      “Okay, well.” She shoved her hands into the pocket of her leather jacket.

      “I guess I’ve got a lot of Supernatural to watch, so I’m going to go do that.”

      He grinned in response. “Good plan.”

      It might have been a figment of her imagination, but she thought he stood closer to her than usual. Before she could blurt out any one of the hundreds of questions that flitted through her head, she stood on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

      He smelled so good as he pulled her into the embrace.

      “Goodnight, darlin’,” he murmured.

      His breath was warm on the side of her face, and she was half-tempted to drag him right along with her when she went to her apartment.

      “Night, Noah,” she managed as she stepped out to arms’ length. “See you in the morning.”

      When he flashed her one of his trademarked grins, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to crawl into a hole in the ground or throw her arms up in celebration, so she did neither.

      God, she hoped she was right about this.
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      “Special Agent Stafford.”

      Bree stopped mid-step to turn around to face the owner of the familiar voice, a friend she hadn’t seen since close to the beginning of the year, and a long-time investigator of Baltimore’s organized crime.

      “Drew,” she said, genuinely pleased to see him. “Wow, it feels like it’s been forever. You look good.”

      He chuckled. “You’re always too nice to me. I’ve got a two-year-old, so I know I always look like I just woke up from being dead for half a century. It’s okay, you can say it.”

      “Whatever.” She laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “If you did just wake up from being dead for half a century, then you’re definitely rocking it. You make undead look good, my friend.”

      Drew’s pale blue eyes glittered with amusement as he spread his hands and shrugged. “If you say so, Stafford. You’re the one who’s going to marry a model, so I’ll take your discriminating taste into account.”

      The thought of Shelby made her smile. “You know, I’ve never thought of it, but I bet I’d make the guys I went to high school with pretty jealous. They all wanted to marry models, but here I am engaged to one. How’s Amelia, anyway? And little Emma? I haven’t seen her since she was a teeny tiny baby.” With a wide smile, Bree held up her arms like she held an invisible baby.

      “Wow, it has been that long, hasn’t it?” Drew tapped a pensive finger against his chin. “Time flies when you’ve got a tiny human running around wreaking havoc, I guess. She’s good, though. So is Amelia. She got her degree about a year ago, and now she’s a children’s counselor. I’ll have to show you some pictures of Emma with Amelia’s cat. Sometimes, I think the cat thinks that Emma is her kitten. Honestly, it’s pretty great. If I thought I could get away with it, I’d pay Bob to babysit her.”

      “Bob?”

      Drew chuckled. “Bob is the cat’s name. Amelia’s had him for five years now, since he was a kitten. He’s surprisingly maternal. We have to leave Emma’s door open at night so Bob can go sleep curled around her head. I’ve got pictures, but I know that’s not why you’re here.”

      “I want to see all of them.” Bree laughed. “But you’re not entirely wrong. I’m here working a case.”

      “Well, you caught me at a good time. I’m in a lull right now. Come on.” He beckoned for her to follow him down the row of cubicles. “Let’s grab some coffee. I don’t know about you, but I need it at seven in the morning.”

      “Oh, definitely.”

      “So, what’s this case you’re working on?” He lifted an eyebrow as they stepped into the breakroom. The white light overhead caught the faint tinge of red in his dark blond hair.

      “One of the guys in our office, Special Agent Noah Dalton, his, well…” She paused as she accepted a ceramic mug from Drew’s outstretched hand. “His biological father. They aren’t close. From what I’ve gathered, the guy hasn’t even really been around since Noah was a little kid, and Noah doesn’t seem real keen on his company. He’s from here, or at least, he lives in Baltimore currently. He’s from Texas originally, but he’s been here for the last twenty-plus years.”

      Drew glanced to the counter as he filled his mug. “The case is about him, then? About the jackass father?”

      “Right.” Bree couldn’t help her amused smile. “He called Noah in the middle of the night a couple days ago, and he said that he was in trouble with some bad people.”

      “Bad people in Baltimore?”

      Bree nodded and poured the suspiciously dark coffee into her own mug. She hoped the brew wasn’t as stomach dissolving as the muck that came out of the breakroom in the Richmond field office.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Do you still work on the Russians, by chance? I know you were one of the first few here who investigated them when they started showing up in town.”

      He flashed her a quick smile. “Sure do. They’ve been pretty quiet lately. There’s a big RICO case pending against a bunch of them, and if we can get it to stick, it’ll make a pretty big dent in their operation.”

      “RICO?” The Racketeer Influence and Corrupt Organizations Act had given the FBI the authority to link together a pattern of crime to form one comprehensive case against a criminal organization. “Wow, that’s impressive. RICO against the Russians? How’d you manage that?”

      Drew shrugged. “Got one of them to roll over. I don’t even know if our snitch knew the full extent of what they gave us, honestly. Dates, locations, you name it.”

      “Well, I guess I’m late to the party, but congratulations.” She held out her mug for a toast. “Nice work, Agent Hansford.”

      He tapped the ceramic edge against hers with a light clink. “Thank you, Agent Stafford.”

      “That’s good, then. I think you’re just the person I’m looking for right now.” She took a tentative sip of the coffee. As she suspected, it was no better than the battery acid in Richmond. “Our guy, Eric Dalton, he’s in debt to the Russians. I’ll spare you his life story, but he wound up with a metric ton of medical bills after his wife got in a nasty car accident. Something to the tune of eight hundred grand.”

      Whistling through his teeth, Drew shook his head. “And let me guess. He went to the mob for money?”

      “He did.” Bree took another drink. The breakroom coffee was like liquor. The first drink always stung, but each subsequent pull hurt a little less. “But there’s something about it that doesn’t seem quite right to me. I don’t know a lot about the Russians, so I want you to tell me how feasible this all sounds.”

      “All right.”

      “This guy went to them to ask for a half a million dollars. I know they rake in money hand over fist, but even so, that’s a little more than a drop in the bucket for them, right?”

      Drew nodded. “Right.”

      “And this guy’s from rural Texas, so there’s definitely no hidden connection to the Russians there. We ran background checks on his wife and all her extended family is Polish or German. Not even a smidge of Russian. She’s been a goody-two-shoes her whole life. Graduated high school with honors, cheerleader, prom queen. Got a scholarship to play volleyball here in Baltimore, not that she needed it.”

      Shrugging, Drew sipped his coffee. “Rich people need help sometimes too.”

      Bree rolled her eyes at the sarcasm. “Her parents live in Upstate New York, so there’re no ties to the Russians there, either. So, that rules out the possibility that they might’ve been doing a favor for an extended family member or an associate. That makes this guy a perfect stranger to them, so he’d have to offer collateral, right?”

      “Oh, yeah. Serious collateral, no doubt about it.”

      “From the way he tells it, he offered them his life insurance payout as collateral. So, I guess if he didn’t pay them back, he made an agreement with them that they’d kill him and collect the payout for themselves. It’s a one-million-dollar policy, so they’d walk away with a profit, but it just seems, I don’t know. It seems off. Like I said, I didn’t deal with the Russians while I was here, but I know none of the Italians worked that way.”

      Drew’s face turned thoughtful as he tapped an index finger against his coffee mug. “No, the Italians don’t work that way, and neither do the Russians. They might be a bunch of criminals, but they aren’t stupid. They don’t take unnecessary risks when it comes to their bottom line. They wouldn’t run the risk of handing this guy all that money.”

      Bree didn’t always like being right. “That’s what I thought.”

      “Yeah. The risk is high. He could’ve run, could’ve gone to the cops, could’ve changed the policy, could’ve done all kinds of shit to get out of them cashing in on their collateral. No way. They wouldn’t make that deal, I can almost promise you that.”

      “So, what do you think, then? He had to give them collateral, so what the hell would it be?”

      “The Russians, they’re something else. They’re almost like the Mexican drug cartels. They make money from all sorts of nasty stuff, kidnapping for ransom, human trafficking, that kind of shit. If someone owes them and they want to collect, then they’ll absolutely collect. If they can’t get to him directly, then they’ll get to him by proxy. They’ll go for his family.”

      Bree leaned back in her chair. “Shit.”

      “Now, I know some of the other crime families around here resort to that too, but the Russians are notorious for it. Just like the Mexican cartels. If someone crosses them, they’ll kill that person’s entire family and leave them alive just to send a message. They operate on a whole different level.”

      Bree nodded her understanding. The Russians might have been new to Baltimore, but they weren’t new to organized crime.

      Drew scratched the side of his face. “My question is this. How exactly did he say he was going to pay them back? Because there’s no way in hell they’d lend him money if they didn’t know they’d get it back with interest. What does he do for a living? If he’s a hedge fund manager, then that makes perfect sense. But if he’s just about anything else, then, well.” He left the sentiment unfinished and shrugged as he took another sip from the white mug.

      “He’s a commercial airline pilot. I’ve seen his W-2 forms from the last decade. He makes about two-hundred grand a year, and his wife pulls in about a hundred. She owns a yoga studio here in Baltimore, but it’s valued at about a quarter of a million. Not even close.”

      Drew shook his head. “No, not even close. He’s lying about something. He had to agree to repay them somehow, but I’m not really sure what types of favors a local business owner or an airline pilot could manage.”

      “Wait.” Bree snapped her gaze back to Drew, her eyes wide. “His wife’s a business owner. What if he agreed to start working for them, to start laundering money for them?”

      As he extended an appreciative finger in her direction, he nodded. “That, Agent Stafford, is a distinct possibility. And it’d explain why he doesn’t want to tell you guys about it. Tell you what. I’ve still got an in with the Russians. I’ve been undercover with them a few times over the past few years. Just for little shit, nothing big-time or super risky. But my cover’s never been blown, so maybe if you give me a day or two, I can do some poking around for you and see if anyone’s gotten word of a new business partner they’ve invested in.”

      “I’d owe you.” She offered him a wide grin for emphasis. “You know, just in case you ever need a serial killer tracked down or something. That seems to be a lot of what we deal with down in Virginia.”

      He chuckled. “We get some of them around here too. All right, well. Let’s go see if we can find SAC Judd and get this thing moving.”

      Bree pushed to her feet. “We can ask her about getting Eric’s wife and kids into a safe house too.” As best as she could tell, Eric Dalton’s family was unaware of his dealings with the Russian mob. How they’d react when the bureau showed up to cart them off to a safe house was anyone’s guess, but Bree didn’t especially care.

      “Absolutely.” It was his turn to smile sarcastically. “If she’s not there, then we can just go sit in front of her office like a couple creeps.”

      Bree laughed, but even as she followed Drew out of the breakroom, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling in the back of her mind that something was very wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      As Winter glanced over to Bree, the other woman nodded and raised one arm to rap her knuckles against the beige door labeled room “315.”

      Though Bree was fresh off her flight from Baltimore, she looked as awake and alert as if she’d spent the entire morning lounging in the sun while completing Sudoku puzzles. Winter was convinced that it was impossible to stress out Bree Stafford.

      They had departed the field office at quarter past noon, but for the four and a half hours Winter spent at her desk before then, she hadn’t caught so much as a glimpse of Noah. Their carpool that morning felt normal enough. Noah actually seemed like he was in the best mood he had been in since Eric’s arrival.

      Still, neither of them had brought up the impassioned kiss from the night before.

      Before Winter’s mind wandered down a well-traveled road of what-ifs and doubts, the heavy door swung inward to reveal a tall man with a neatly kempt beard and a head full of dark hair.

      His gray eyes shifted from Winter to Bree and then back before he stepped aside to permit them entry. He was dressed like he was about to go to dinner at a five-star restaurant, not like he was about to spend a day tucked away in the room of a mid-grade hotel.

      Did he sleep in a white dress shirt and black slacks?

      Wow. I guess Noah wasn’t kidding. The guy maintains his appearance no matter what.

      “Agents.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “What can I do for you? Is everything all right?”

      Winter glanced at Bree, and they both shrugged.

      Eric looked between the two of them, his expression a combination of anger and concern. “Wait, what does that mean?”

      “You haven’t told your wife and kids about any of this, have you?” Bree’s query was cool and professional, a far cry from her usual cheery demeanor. There was a reason she had done so well at the FBI.

      His expression gave them their answer, even before he opened his mouth. “No.” He lifted his chin. “I haven’t. I wanted to keep them out of it.”

      Winter pushed down the reflexive urge to call him an idiot. “You were hoping to keep your debt to the Russian mafia a secret from your wife and kids?” she asked instead, the incredulity in her tone saying the words for her. “The half-million you borrowed from the damn mob. You legitimately thought you’d be able to keep that a secret? While you…what? While you took out a second mortgage so you could pay them back? Tell me, Mr. Dalton. How does that work exactly?”

      Eric collapsed into a nearby chair. The desk at which he sat was empty aside from a local phone book. But even though Eric’s legs had given out, the physical weakness seemed to have fueled his anger.

      “I didn’t tell them so I could protect them!” The words were like bullets coming from his mouth.

      “Mr. Dalton.” Bree braced both hands on the mahogany surface of the unadorned desk and pinned him to the chair with her intense stare. “We know you aren’t telling us everything. What I want you to know is that, one way or another, we’re going to find out. And one way or another, they’re going to find out too.”

      His panicked gaze flicked back and forth between Winter and Bree. “What do you mean? I told you everything!”

      Bree scoffed and waved a dismissive hand. “No, you haven’t. You said that your agreement with the Russians was that you’d use your life insurance policy as collateral while you paid them back. So, if you missed a payment, they’d come kill you and take the money after the insurance company paid it out, right?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed once…twice. “Yes. That’s right.”

      “That’s bullshit, Mr. Dalton.” Bree’s glare was as icy as her tone.

      Anger flickered back to life in his gray eyes as he shoved to his feet. “What?”

      Winter bit back a smile as she watched her fellow agent get ready to take this bastard down. In a blur of movement, Bree was in his face, and although she was much shorter than the man, she seemed to tower over him.

      “If you say ‘what’ to me one more time,” Bree’s tone was light and sharp, like a thin blade used for precise incisions, “I’m going to cuff you and throw you in a holding cell instead of a safe house. Obstruction of justice, Mr. Dalton. That’s what you’re doing right now.”

      Winter pushed away from the door she’d been leaning against and joined her partner. The sooner they got Eric to tell them the truth, the sooner she could focus her efforts on helping Aiden with the investigation into Justin’s kidnapping.

      “We have agents headed to pick up your wife and your kids,” Winter said. “They’ve probably already picked them up by now, actually.”

      Eric cursed and raked both hands through his hair, pulling at the roots, like those fragile roots could ground him. “Oh my god. Oh my god.”

      A hasty effort at a prayer couldn’t save him now. Maybe Winter should have felt a pang of sympathy, but she was unable to drum up even a shred of empathy for this man.

      “The Russians wouldn’t just agree to set up a payment plan with you.” Bree’s tone sounded so matter of fact, she might as well have been providing them with the time. “They’re the Russian mafia, Mr. Dalton, not J.P. Morgan Chase. And your story about the life insurance policy is total, complete…”

      Winter had to suppress a smirk as Bree paused until Eric turned his anxious gaze to hers.

      “Bullshit,” she finished. “You could’ve run from them, which you did. You could’ve gone to the cops, which you also did. The Russians might be a lot of things, Mr. Dalton, but when it comes to their bottom line, they aren’t stupid. What did you actually agree to?”

      “Dammit.” With a weary shake of his head, he dropped down to sit at the edge of one of the two beds.

      Winter kept her gaze fixed on the man even as he glanced to the floor. “Spit it out. The sooner you tell us what in the hell is going on, the sooner we can make sure these assholes don’t hurt your family.”

      Bree had given her a full rundown of Drew Hansford’s assessment that morning, including the theory that Eric had agreed to work with the Russians to launder money in lieu of paying back the entire half-million dollars. They’d also toyed with the idea that they might use Eric Dalton as a mule. Having an airline pilot indebted to you would be handy.

      “How about this,” Bree announced. “I’ll tell you what I think you agreed to do, and you can tell me if I’m right. I think you told the Russians that you’d pay off your debt to them by helping them, by working with them.”

      With a groan, Eric raised a hand to cover his eyes. As he held the stance, Winter half-expected him to cover his ears and belt out “Mary Had a Little Lamb.”

      “Your wife owns a yoga studio, right?” Bree paused, but she didn’t give him a chance to answer. “That’s a pretty low-risk business, and on paper, you’re both solid, upper-middle-class people. There’s no way anyone would think that you were laundering money for the Russian mafia through something as innocuous as a yoga studio, right? So, instead of actually paying them back the entire five-hundred grand, you told them you’d work off the debt. At least part of it, anyway.”

      Winter stepped in. “How many trips did you promise them in return, Captain Dalton? A little money laundering here, a little drug or weapon smuggling on an airplane there.”

      Eric’s face was buried in both his hands now, and Winter wanted to yank his head back to force him to look at her partner.

      Bree shot Winter a knowing look and offered her a quick wink.

      Winter winked back. They had the bastard.

      Bree’s tone didn’t change. “There were too many ifs about them accepting your life insurance as collateral while you paid them back month by month. But I’ll hand it to you, that was a good story. There wasn’t really anything illegal about it, nothing that’d land you in jail, anyway. So, as long as we thought that’s what they were after, you didn’t have to worry about facing criminal charges, right?”

      Bree paused, letting the silence stretch until Eric lifted his head, his face deathly white in contrast to his darker beard. He didn’t look like the same person he had been five minutes ago. He looked…dejected. Worn down. Defeated.

      Lifting an index finger, Bree kept her stare on the man. “But here’s the thing. There was too much you could do to mess that up for them. Now, they haven’t been in Baltimore for that long, so they’re still looking for connections to help them with stuff like, oh, I don’t know. Stuff like money laundering, for example. Does that sound about right, Mr. Dalton?”

      Eyes wide, he opened and closed his mouth as he glanced from Winter to Bree. Rather than press for an answer, Winter stood beside Bree in silence. Eric’s shock was plain to see, and gradually, nervousness edged its way into his expression.

      “Please don’t tell Kelly.” He raised his pleading face up to them, and as he shook his head, the sunlight caught the glassiness in his eyes.

      Winter and Bree exchanged knowing looks. Apparently, their theory had been right on the money.

      With a sigh, Bree gestured to the partially unpacked suitcase sprawled on top of the second bed. “All right, Mr. Dalton. Get your shit together. We’re leaving.”

      “For where?” He looked confused but still rose to comply with the order.

      “A safe house,” Winter answered.

      His entire body stiffened. “For how long?”

      Winter offered him an exaggerated shrug. “For however long it takes to neutralize the threat to you and your family. You made an agreement with the Russian mafia to launder illicit funds through your wife’s business and serve as a pet mule to smuggle whatever they told you to smuggle. I know you’re a pilot and not a lawyer, but what you did is illegal.”

      “Then why in the hell should I have even come to you people for help?” Indignation flickered in his gray eyes as he threw both arms in the air.

      Bree offered him a sweet smile. “Honestly, that’s the only smart thing you’ve done so far, Mr. Dalton. You could have come to us ‘people,’ or you could have wound up facedown in a gutter on the wrong side of the tracks, next to your family. You might wind up in a cell when this is all said and done, that’s up to the US Attorney. But, honestly, I doubt it. You’ll be charged, might do a little time, and then they’ll fine you. Mitigating circumstances and all that. So, in the end, that’s what it comes down to. Either you wind up dead in a gutter, or you get slapped on the wrist for being a first-class idiot.”

      This time, Winter couldn’t help her chortle. “Personally, I think you made the right choice.”
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      Eric Dalton scrubbed his hands over his face, hating how dry and unkempt his beard had become. How unkempt his life had become in such a short amount of time.

      Ever since Agents Stafford and Black had made their little visit to his hotel room, Eric’s mind had done nothing but spin. They’d pretty much handed Eric a viable explanation on a silver platter for the sheer amount of money he had borrowed from the Russians. Before the agents showed up at his hotel room, he’d felt like the story about his life insurance policy had worn thin.

      Like Agent Stafford had mentioned, the use of a life insurance payout as collateral didn’t make sense. There were too many holes in that story. Too many different ways he could have eluded the repayment of his debt.

      But the idea of being used as a mule made sense as well as the idea of offering the Russian mob an outlet by which they could launder money. Both options had crossed his mind, but only fleetingly. Especially the second.

      This was Eric’s mess, not Kelly’s, and he wouldn’t jeopardize her business—the same business he intended to save through his dealings with the Russians. Even if her day to day activities at the studio had been hampered by the loss of her leg, the business was still a source of pride and livelihood for Kelly. Eric wouldn’t offer to launder illicit funds through the establishment that gave his wife’s life purpose. He couldn’t.

      But the story made sense, and it kept the Feds away from the real agreement he’d made with the Russians. A number of their people were at risk of hefty prison sentences from a pending RICO case. The case hinged on the testimony of a key witness, and it was Eric’s job to point them in the direction of the man or woman who had flipped on them.

      This deal was all or nothing.

      More importantly, it was a one-time deal. Eric either satisfied the terms of the agreement, and his daughter’s life was spared, or he failed, and Natalie died. But as the days wore on, he wondered if the Russians would stop at just Natalie and Jon. Moreover, he wondered if they would stop at this one deal.

      If the week ended and they received the location of their witness, would they come back for more? Would they use the transaction as blackmail to keep Noah on their payroll?

      Eric couldn’t worry about that.

      He would rather see Noah forced to work with the Russians until the end of time than see Natalie’s broken body in a casket.

      A knock against the door snapped Eric out of the restless contemplation. From the recliner at the other end of the couch, a man sighed and pushed to his feet. Between his worn jeans and plaid shirt, Bobby Weyrick didn’t look like a federal agent. But then again, that was the entire point.

      Agent Weyrick had been tasked with overseeing the safe house at night, and a different agent would relieve him in the morning. The digital clock below the television indicated that it was only eight in the evening. Bobby Weyrick had only been at the house for an hour and a half, so the visitor wasn’t here to take over his shift.

      When the man went straight for the door, Eric almost leapt up to protest. Wasn’t the whole point of a safe house to ensure that he was safe? How in the hell was opening up to a visitor safe?

      “Relax, man.” Bobby held up a hand. “It’s your…I mean, it’s Agent Dalton. You’re the one who wanted him to stop by, remember? Besides, I’m out of smokes, so it gives me a chance to run to the gas station.”

      As Eric straightened in his seat, all he could manage was a nod.

      “Good, let me get the damn door, then.”

      Despite the reassurance, Bobby still tucked his service weapon into the waistband of his jeans before he approached the dim foyer. Staring at the screen that cycled through the video camera views from around the house, Bobby flashed Eric a thumbs-up and pulled open the door.

      “Evening,” a familiar voice greeted.

      “Hey, man. You hold down the fort for a couple minutes, all right? I’m going to need nicotine if I’m spending the whole damn night here.”

      With a slight smirk on his lips, Noah stepped through the doorway and nodded. But when his eyes shifted over to Eric, any semblance of amusement vanished. “All right, Weyrick. See you in a few.”

      The other man clapped Noah on the shoulder before he disappeared out into the night. Noah eased the door closed and flicked the deadbolt into place, but even as he strode into the living room, he made no move to sit.

      His eyes were the same shade of forest green as Olivia’s, and he looked more like Liv’s father than he looked like Eric. Thanks to their Nordic ancestry, the Raeburn family all exceeded average height by more than a significant margin. Liv was just short of six-foot herself, and her mother wasn’t far behind.

      Like his grandfather, Noah had the build of a linebacker, but the black suit he wore was tailored for his frame. As he stuffed both hands into the pockets of his slacks, the light from the corner lamp caught the face of a vintage watch. When Eric’s first thought was that the timepiece must have been a knockoff, he almost cringed at himself.

      “You want to sit?” Eric finally forced himself to ask.

      Noah shook his head. “Not really. I want to know why you wanted me to stop over here. You’re lucky Bobby needed to run to the store, or else I’d have already turned around and left.”

      “Where’d you get that watch? It looks…” he almost said expensive, “nice.” The question fell from his lips before he could stuff it away. Dammit.

      The corner of Noah’s mouth twitched in the start of a scowl. “It is nice. Why? You surprised? Damn thing’s probably worth as much as whatever car you’re driving around these days. Let’s see, it’s, how old is it? Made in the 1950s, I think. That’s what Granddad said when he gave it to me, anyway.”

      “Noah, I—”

      Noah ignored him and barreled on. “Part of a limited collection, I believe. Grandma Eileen got it for him with her Christmas bonus from work one year. I think she said it cost around a grand back then, and there were only a couple hundred of them made. Not sure how many are around now. They gave it to me when I got back from my second tour in the Middle East.”

      Eric’s eyes widened. “That has to be worth close to fifty-thousand now. Or more. Who made it?”

      As Noah rubbed his forehead, the gold light caught the silver and black band. “Oh my god,” he muttered. “If you even think of trying to steal the watches my granddad gave me so you can pay those Russian fucks, I will shoot you in the ass. I don’t give a shit how much it’s worth, Eric.”

      Shaking his head, Eric opened his mouth to refute the candid observation, but the words hadn’t so much as formed on his lips before Noah continued.

      “It was a symbol of Gram’s love for Granddad, and now it’s a symbol of their love for me. I know, I know. That’s hard for you to grasp. Just drop it, all right?” Pointedly, he looked at the watch in question. “No thanks to you, I have a very successful career, which means I’m a busy guy, and I’ve got places to be. So, unless my watch was the reason you wanted me to come over here, then you’d better get to talking.”

      “No.” Eric’s voice was hurried as he shook his head.

      He couldn’t help it, could he?

      It seemed that any chance he had for an interaction with his eldest son, he couldn’t help but make himself look like a complete and total asshole. How in the hell was he supposed to get to a point where he could confide in him if Noah couldn’t even stand to be in the same room as him?

      “Then what do you want, Eric?” Noah’s tone was deathly calm, his expression unreadable.

      In that moment, he wasn’t Eric’s son. He was a hardened combat veteran, an agent of one of the most influential government agencies in the country.

      This wasn’t going to be easy. But maybe, just maybe, even if Noah didn’t have any sympathy for his father, maybe he would feel differently about his sister. What was clear was that he wouldn’t be able to win Noah over by establishing that his own life was in danger, but if he explained that Natalie’s life hung in the balance, maybe he could earn enough sympathy to sway his estranged son.

      He had to try.

      Wringing his hands in his lap, Eric glanced back to the floor. “Natalie’s been kidnapped.”

      Noah narrowed his eyes. “Come again?”

      “I, I got a message from them. From the Russians. They kidnapped Natalie, and they’re going to kill her unless I can pay them back. They’ve got her husband, too, and he’s hurt. He’s going to die unless we can get to them soon. They told me that if I get the cops involved, they’d kill her. Please, you have to help me with this.”

      Noah locked those hauntingly familiar green eyes on Eric, then he did something completely unexpected. He laughed. The sound wasn’t amused or warm. It was on the verge of petulant. “You’re serious?”

      Eric leapt to his feet. “Noah, they’re going to kill her! And I know you can help me, but th-the bureau, th-they can’t. Th-they’ll know.” He paused, gritting his teeth against the stutter. “The Russians will know that the cops are involved, and they’ll kill her. Please, you can’t tell the FBI about this.”

      With another scowl, Noah shook his head. “No, Eric. That’s not how this is going to go down. I refuse to jeopardize my career by keeping this secret between you and me. You know what that is, right? That’s obstruction of justice. I won’t do anything that could land me in prison just so I can help you get out of the mess you waded into. What the fuck do you think we’re going to do, anyway?”

      “I—” Eric started to reply, but Noah forged ahead as if he’d been silent.

      “You think we’re just going to roll in there like Rambo and start murdering our way through Russian mobsters until we find the princess in the castle? Until we can rescue your daughter? By which I mean the daughter you actually gave a shit about. Is that what you’re trying to tell me, Eric?”

      “No, that’s not…no.”

      The stammering, the blubbering, none of it had been part of Eric’s plan.

      Crossing both arms over his chest, Noah pinned him with a venomous stare. “Because here’s what I’ve got to say about that. No. Fuck no. I’m not doing any of that, and as soon as Weyrick gets back here, I’m going to go tell my boss that your daughter was kidnapped. Because, even if I was Rambo, there’s no way in hell I’d be willing to risk my life for some half-cocked pipe dream just so you can come out as the hero.”

      “That’s not—”

      “We’re going to do this the right way. The way that actually works. We’re going to investigate and find out where she is so we can get her out safely. That’s how this works, Eric. That’s how the real world works, you got it? Keep your sob stories to yourself. I know Bobby Weyrick, and if you try to plead with him, there’s a good chance he’ll duct tape your mouth shut.”

      All Eric could do in response was nod. With a weary sigh, he dropped back down to sit.

      When he made the initial agreement with the Russians, he had been sure he would be able to coax his estranged son into helping him, into helping Natalie.

      Now, he realized what a grave mistake he had made.

      The years had taken their toll, and he doubted any amount of pleading would change the unabashed malice in Noah’s eyes when he looked at Eric.

      Three days had elapsed since Natalie was taken by the Russian enforcer who called himself Alek. Eric didn’t know if Alek was the man’s real name, but he doubted it. The man had given Eric a week to uphold his end of their bargain.

      That week was almost half gone.

      Rather than advance his cause, the attempt to plead with Noah had shoved him backward two steps. He was at square one, and he had no idea how to move ahead.

      If he didn’t figure it out soon, Natalie would die.

      Jon would die.

      If the Russians caught wind of the FBI investigating Natalie and Jon’s kidnapping, Natalie and Jon would die. Then they could come after him.

      He had no choice.

      He had to warn Alek that an official federal investigation into Natalie and Jon’s abduction was incoming.
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        * * *

      

      When Noah finally walked through the door to his shadowy apartment, it was almost eleven. As soon as he left the safe house and Eric, he had met up with Max at the office, where he’d given up every detail of Eric’s plea. Bobby had been given the order to keep an especially close eye on Eric Dalton throughout the night.

      During Max’s call to Bobby, Max had gone so far as to give Bobby permission to sit in the corner of the room while Eric slept. Though Bobby’s voice was tinny and small, Noah still heard the man make a remark about how that would make him similar to a creep in a horror film.

      The hit of levity was a much-needed reprieve from the tense conversation with his damned father.

      If it hadn’t been so damn late, he would have called or texted Winter, but she had sent him a goodnight message an hour ago.

      Besides, he could tell there was something weighing on her mind. Throughout the day, she had seemed preoccupied, even a little edgy.

      Then again, they’d shared a passionate kiss in the parking lot of their apartment building, and neither of them had mentioned word one about the incident.

      He needed someone to talk to, or he would lose his damn mind.

      As he flicked on the lights, he remembered that the time in Austin was an hour earlier than the East Coast. Even if it hadn’t been, Lucy Dalton had always been a night owl.

      Draping the black suit jacket over the back of a dining room chair, he retrieved his phone and unlocked the screen. He hadn’t talked to Lucy on the phone in months, though the lapse in communication wasn’t out of the ordinary. They had the occasional text message exchange, but for the most part, they were both busy people.

      With a weary sigh, he dropped down to sit in the center of the spacious couch.

      Not long after she turned eighteen, Lucy had tried to mend the gap between her, Eric, and the rest of the Dalton family. Her efforts had been short-lived, and she’d walked away from the experience even warier than she had been before.

      Maybe she would have better insight on why Eric had sought out Noah.

      As he tapped the phone-shaped icon beside Lucy’s name, he propped his stocking feet atop the coffee table and leaned into the cushion at his back.

      Lucy picked up halfway through the second ring, and her cheery tone was confirmation of his hunch that she was still awake.

      “Hey, little bro.”

      The warm greeting eased some of the tension from his tired muscles. “Hey, how’s it going?”

      She chuckled. “Oh, you know. Busy, busy. I’m in Santa Monica for a few days at a tattoo show. These things are always wild. They’re a blast, but they’re exhausting. When I get back, Mom’s coming to visit. I’ve got Kevin holding down the fort in Austin until I get back. How about you?”

      Kevin Chen was a longtime friend of Lucy’s, and of their entire family. Three years earlier, Lucy had been Kevin’s best “man” when he married his partner, Jeremy. Jeremy was about as artistically inclined as Noah, but Kevin and Lucy had honed their talents together over the years.

      Jeremy and Kevin’s wedding was the last time Noah had been home to visit his family.

      Noah pulled himself out of the recollection before he had time to dwell. “I’m all right, I guess.” He pushed down another sigh.

      “You guess?” Lucy echoed. “What does that mean?”

      “It means it’s been a weird-ass week so far.” He paused to rub his scruffy face with one hand. Dammit. He needed to shave. “Guess who showed up a couple days ago out of the blue?”

      He could almost hear Lucy’s eyes roll back in her head. “I don’t know. An ex-girlfriend?”

      Wouldn’t that be some shit? “No, and I’m not really sure if that’d be better than this or not. Guess it depends on which ex.”

      Lucy snorted. “Personally, with the exception of Mary Sue, I’d run for the hills if any of your other exes showed up unannounced on my doorstep.”

      His laughter was all but involuntary. “You and me both. But no, it wasn’t one of my exes. It’s Eric.”

      “The other fifty percent of our DNA, that Eric?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her groan was muffled, but he still caught it. “What for? He need money or something?”

      “No.” Noah’s chuckle was flat, almost mirthless. “He got the money he needed. He just borrowed it from the wrong people, and now he’s here in Richmond because he thinks he’ll get some red-carpet bullshit because we’ve got the same last name.”

      This time, it was Lucy’s turn to sigh. “You don’t get much more out of touch than that. What about the rest of his brood? He leave them behind?”

      “Something like that, yeah.” Noah knew he couldn’t discuss the details of the case with someone outside the bureau, but Lucy didn’t need the specifics to understand the type of strain Eric’s sudden appearance could cause.

      “What kind of idiot does that?” The exasperation in Lucy’s voice was plain. “What kind of certifiable, out of touch moron just shows up out of the blue to ask for a favor from the kid he threw to the wayside almost thirty years ago?”

      Though Lucy couldn’t see him, Noah shook his head. “Hell if I know. One that’s entitled. One that’s used to getting whatever in the hell they ask for.”

      “Why didn’t he just get some of his Baltimore PD buddies to help him? A guy like Eric, you know he’s got to go golfing with half the precinct captains in the damn city. Why not go crawling to one of them?”

      Noah slumped down in his seat. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s such an idiot that he sees this as some stupid way to try to bond with me.”

      “You mean, something he’s shown zero interest in over the past thirty-two years?”

      Lucy’s straightforward question felt like a slap to the face.

      Not the type of slap that was underscored by anger, but the type a sibling used to bring their younger brother or sister to their senses. Until then, Noah hadn’t realized how much he’d actually bought into the rationalization.

      Somewhere in his subconscious, he had convinced himself that Eric had shown up to obtain his special treatment from the FBI while also making a vain effort to mend the charred remnants of the bridge between him and his oldest son.

      But Lucy was right.

      That wasn’t how Eric Dalton operated, at least not when it came to his former family.

      He opened and closed his mouth several times before he found his voice. “What do you mean?”

      “Look, you know how I tried to get back in touch with him after I graduated high school, right?” Some of the sharpness in her tone had been replaced by weariness. “I thought that maybe if I was the one to put in the effort, I’d get something out of it. I figured maybe that was Eric’s hang-up, anyway. Maybe he just couldn’t get past that initial outreach. So, I did it for him, and look what I got out of it.”

      “Nothing.”

      “Exactly. Nothing. I guess that’s my point. Even when I was the one who put in the effort to get ahold of him, he didn’t give a shit. Short of him getting ass cancer and laying on his deathbed, I don’t know what in the hell would be enough to motivate him to mend fences with either of us.”

      Noah thought he should have felt a twinge of sadness, of anger, of something at Lucy’s blunt observation, but there was just more nothing.

      He was tired of the nothing.

      “You think he’s up to something, don’t you?” he finally managed to ask.

      “Yeah. I do. I don’t believe for a damn second that he’d come to Richmond to ask for your office’s help if he didn’t have an ulterior motive. He’d be at some fancy-ass restaurant with the chief of the Baltimore PD asking for their help, but instead, he’s in Virginia. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      As he scratched the side of his face, Noah mulled over the words. “No. It doesn’t.”

      Her next statement chilled him the bone.

      “Be careful around him.”

      The hair on the back of his neck stood on end as he took in a deep breath. “Yeah, I will.”

      He didn’t have to press the issue any further. He knew what Lucy’s warning meant.

      Right now, Eric was a cornered animal. He was desperate.

      And desperation brought out the worst in anyone.
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      Aiden had decided to attend the briefing in Violent Crimes that morning as much to keep himself in the loop of the goings-on around the office as anything. As of now, the Behavioral Analysis Unit hadn’t been involved in the Eric Dalton case. But now that a kidnapping had been thrown into the mix, his department’s role was likely to change.

      Aside from the update about Natalie Falkner and her husband’s potential abduction, not much of the information provided by Max Osbourne was new to Aiden. Eric was Noah Dalton’s biological father, but any time the man was mentioned in detail, there was an unmistakable glint of petulance in Noah’s green eyes.

      In all honesty, Aiden could relate. He was eight years younger than his brother, and ten years younger than his sister. He’d never been especially close to either of his siblings, but the age difference wasn’t the only culprit in their emotional distance from one another.

      His mother had divorced their father after years of physical and emotional abuse, but when she married Aiden’s biological father, her situation hadn’t improved much. Aiden didn’t have any memories of his father, but he was glad for the lack of the man’s involvement in his life. From the stories he’d heard from his brother and sister, the guy had been just as big a piece of shit as their father.

      Amy Parrish had a knack for picking out the worst possible men. She’d caught a break for close to ten years when she was with Mark Avery, but she had eventually left Mark for another abusive asshole.

      Until Mark passed away from an aggressive form of lung cancer, he and Aiden had stayed in communication. As far as Aiden was concerned, Mark was the only real father figure he’d ever had.

      So, he could sympathize with Noah Dalton. He and the taller man didn’t have much in the way of common ground, but now, Aiden had started to second-guess the assertion. Maybe he and Noah weren’t as different as he’d initially assumed.

      Max’s gravelly voice snapped him out of the contemplation and back to the briefing room.

      “Agent Black, Agent Stafford.” The SAC glanced from Bree to Winter. “You’re both headed to Baltimore in a couple hours. You’re going to help them with the investigation into Natalie’s alleged abduction. Their office is stretched thin as it is, and it only seems fair that we pull our own weight. Otherwise, that’s it. Dismissed.”

      As Aiden looked over to Winter, there was an unmistakable glint of indignation behind her blue eyes. He didn’t have to stretch his imagination far to know that the irritability had to do with her brother’s case.

      Before she could make her way out into the hall behind Bree Stafford as the room cleared, he cleared his throat. “Agent Black.”

      Winter spun around until her bright eyes met his.

      “A word?” He gestured to the door as he offered her an expectant look.

      To his relief, the exasperation had waned by the time she eased the door closed and turned to face him.

      Leaning against the edge of the sturdy rectangular table, he crossed both arms over his chest. “You’re pissed because Osbourne sent you to Baltimore, aren’t you?”

      Shadows shifted along her face as she clenched and unclenched her jaw. Finally, she shook her head. “It’s part of the case. I’ll go where I’m needed most. It’s fine.”

      “Really? Could’ve fooled me.” As she opened her mouth to offer a rebuttal, he raised a hand. “I know you’re itching to wrap up the Eric Dalton case so you can focus on the search for your brother. But here’s the thing about that. Forensics hasn’t even finished processing what they picked up from that house. You know how they work, right? The most urgent cases first?”

      Another flicker of irritation. Another jaw clench.

      “They’re processing evidence so they can put away people who are actively murdering other people.” His tone was as flat as he could manage. “Don’t be pissed at them. They’ll get to it as soon as they can.”

      She pushed a stray strand of hair away from her face with a grudging nod. “I know. And I know I have to go to Baltimore. I don’t plan to sneak away in the middle of the night or something, okay?”

      “I didn’t think you were. But you need to go to Baltimore. And I mean all of you. You’re a damn fine investigator, and Bree can’t do this all on her own. I know this case seems straightforward right now, but…do you want my honest opinion?”

      A look of puzzlement flitted over her face before she nodded. “Of course.”

      “I think this is just the tip of the Eric Dalton iceberg. Now, I’m not as involved in this case as you are, but I think it’s just getting started. He’s tangled up with the Russians, right?”

      Winter nodded again.

      He let out a low whistle. “Nothing with the Russian mafia is ever straightforward. They aren’t some old-school, small-time Italian crime family that meets up in the back of a laundry mat like they’re in some ‘80s movie.”

      Resting both hands on her hips, Winter sighed. “I know. It’s just…it seems like there’s so much going on right now, and me being in Maryland will make it even harder to keep up with.”

      “You’re not moving there. You’ll be there for a day, two tops. By the time you get back, there ought to be an update from the lab. I’m still looking through everything we’ve kept track of up until now, and believe me, you’ll be the first person who’ll know if I find something.”

      Winter rubbed at her forehead, and after a moment of quiet, her head dipped a little in what he could only hope was agreement.

      Aiden straightened. The next piece of advice he had for her was more personal, and he hesitated. Winter’s love life wasn’t any of his business unless she wanted to make it his business, but he was nothing if not observant. He hadn’t missed the way she looked at Noah when she didn’t think anyone else was paying attention.

      But to his continued surprise, he felt no pang of jealousy when he caught the reverent glances. She needed someone like Noah Dalton—someone who made her laugh, who didn’t remind her of her tumultuous past. Besides, his attention these days was fixed on a different woman.

      He pushed the sentiment aside. “Look, I know that Dalton doesn’t show it, but he’s having a rough time right now. Just because he doesn’t like Eric Dalton doesn’t mean that the guy’s presence isn’t stressful. I’ve got personal experience in the shitty father arena, so trust me. Dalton…the son, he needs you right now.”

      The steeliness vanished from her face, and the lack of it made her seem almost vulnerable. Tugging at the end of her neat braid, she nodded. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “Don’t worry about your brother’s case. Okay, maybe ‘don’t worry’ isn’t quite the right phrase, but let me worry about most of it, okay? You said that Autumn went with you to the house, so if I need to, I’ll reach out to her. We’ll handle it.”

      Winter let out a long, low sigh, but the frustration she’d shown minutes earlier had faded. “Okay. Yeah, Autumn was there with me. She knows what’s going on. I’m sure she could work some of that psychologist magic to help you out.”

      With a slight smile, he nodded. “I don’t doubt it. I’m still a little disappointed she didn’t take my job offer.”

      Winter snorted a laugh as she reached for the door handle. “I was actually thinking the same thing when we were in Harrisonburg. It’s not too late, though. Call her in here, give her a tour. Act like you’re just going to talk to her about the case, but then shove a job offer on her lap. She told me how much she makes, so I can help you make her a competitive offer.”

      In spite of his moment of worry, he laughed at the sarcasm. “I know. She told me too. I don’t think anyone here would ever let me offer her that much to work for a government agency.”

      Snickering, Winter pulled open the glass and metal door. “Probably not, but you won’t know until you try.”

      Though he’d never admit as much to Winter, her lighthearted comments put him more at ease than the entirety of their dialogue. Her tone and her demeanor were calm, and he had no doubt of her sincerity.

      But on some level, the conclusion he’d drawn about Eric Dalton’s case was almost as disconcerting as the potential for Winter to go rogue in the search for Justin.

      If another agent had asked him why or how he thought Eric’s debt to the Russians was a tangled web—the likes of which they’d only begun to unravel—he wouldn’t have been able to provide a suitable explanation.

      He didn’t know how, he just knew.

      He’d been doing this job long enough to realize when there was more to a story than met the eye.

      Whatever in the hell it was, he would just have to wait and see.
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        * * *

      

      Though Autumn had only spent a half day at the office of the psychological consultation firm where she worked, she was ready to fall asleep as soon as she walked through the door of her apartment. In the time she’d been employed at Shadley and Latham, she’d learned that she had a tendency to go after her work in one grueling session rather than space it throughout the week. And now that she’d finished the follow-up paperwork from the evaluations she’d conducted, she was out of work. For the moment, at least.

      As she changed into a band t-shirt and a pair of running shorts, she wondered whether or not she should make an effort to break the habit. Though she liked to have free time at the end of the week, she came close to working herself to death on Mondays and Tuesdays.

      After letting Toad outside to do his business, she heated up a hunk of the leftover baked ziti and went to lounge on the spacious couch. Once she’d finished her lunch, her eyelids soon grew heavy, and her thoughts ventured away from the realistic and into the realm of dreams.

      When a sudden knock jerked her out of the light slumber, she took in a sharp breath. The rush of adrenaline dissolved any remaining haze of sleep, and in the midst of a moment of quiet panic, she glanced around the living room for a makeshift weapon.

      I should really buy a gun. Or a sword. Or a bayonet. Something.

      Her tussle with the hitman, Nico Culetti, hadn’t left her with much in the way of emotional distress, but she had become hyper-vigilant at virtually all hours of the day. Though Catherine Schmidt—the neurosurgeon turned serial killer who had kept tabs on Autumn for decades via a subdermal GPS monitoring device—was dead, Autumn didn’t think it was out of the realm of possibility to consider herself on the Russo family’s bad side. After all, she’d shot and killed one of their most reliable contract killers. She still couldn’t believe that she’d killed a man, or that she’d been able to even get the upper hand.

      She’d learned some very important lessons from that experience. Never underestimate someone smaller and less powerful than you. And…the will to live was very strong.

      With a groan, Autumn combed a hand through her disheveled hair as well as she could manage. Maybe if she ignored the knock, the person would go away.

      Even though she expected it, she still jumped at the second knock.

      So much for that.

      Pushing herself to stand, she made an attempt to smooth her hair in the reflection of the television screen. “Just a second,” she called. Hopefully, the acknowledgment would be enough to keep them from knocking again.

      Though Toad’s fluffy tail wagged back and forth at approximately fifty miles-per-hour, the little Pomeranian mix didn’t bark. Unless he was outside, Toad almost never barked.

      She knelt down to scoop him up. Scratching behind one pointed ear, she looked at him and shook her head. “You’re the worst guard dog, Toad. If someone broke in here, you’d probably just help them carry all my shit out, wouldn’t you?”

      His tongue lolled in an unspoken confirmation of her assessment.

      Once she picked her way out of the living room and to the front door, she squinted at the peephole.

      With a manila envelope under one arm, her visitor had tucked one hand into the pocket of his tailored suit jacket. As he glanced back to the hall, his pale blue eyes flitted back and forth. Not a single caramel brown hair out of place, Aiden Parrish looked as presentable as ever.

      Before Autumn reached to the deadbolt, she glanced down at her shirt and shorts, then over to the hall that led to her room. If he hadn’t already been standing in front of her apartment for so long, there was a distinct possibility that she would have hurried to change back into the black pencil skirt and emerald blouse she’d worn to work.

      Alas, the opportunity had passed.

      Pushing back a sigh, she disengaged the lock and pulled open the door.

      It might have been her imagination, but she thought his pale eyes lingered on her before he made his greeting. The unsolicited glance from any other man would have put her on guard, but she felt a flush rise to her cheeks as her pulsed picked up. She could only hope he wouldn’t spot the pink tinge on her cheeks in the low light.

      She jerked herself out of the thoughts and waved him inside.

      He stepped out of his shoes as she closed and locked the door. “I sent you a text message to let you know I was stopping by.”

      Autumn knelt to deposit her dog on the floor. “Oh. I was asleep, and I never have the volume on my phone turned on unless I’m expecting something from work.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched in a slight smile. “It kind of defeats the purpose of having a phone, doesn’t it?”

      With a quick eye roll, she waved away the remark. “I just respond to people on my own time. There’s less pressure that way.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Pressure? To respond to a text message?”

      Autumn huffed in a show of feigned exasperation. “You know what, I didn’t ask for you to critique my phone setting preferences, all right?”

      Now, it was his turn to roll his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. That’s not why I’m here, anyway.” He paused at the entrance of the living room to lift the envelope. “This is.”

      “Is that my rap sheet?” The sarcastic comment rolled off her tongue before she could reconsider.

      To her relief, the self-deprecating quip only made his smile more pronounced. Autumn knew the man well enough to understand that an amused smile wasn’t an expression he often donned when he was in the presence of others. But when it was just the two of them, she had grown accustomed to the charming countenance.

      “No, it’s not your rap sheet.” He flashed her a curious glance as he followed her to the kitchen. “Do you have a rap sheet?”

      She tapped her temple. “No. I was clever enough not to get caught.”

      He chuckled as he set the envelope down on the polished breakfast bar. “That’s a story I definitely want to hear. But, sadly, this isn’t the time. I need your help with something.”

      Autumn lifted an eyebrow at him. “Does this something have anything to do with the FBI? Or…?” She left the query unfinished.

      “Something with the FBI, yeah. A case you already know about. Winter’s brother, Justin Black.” The good humor vanished from his features like it hadn’t been there.

      As memories of the shadowy, two-story house flitted back to her, Autumn’s mouth felt like it had been stuffed with cotton balls. Nodding, she gestured to the fridge. “Do you want anything to drink?”

      He shook his head. “I’m fine. I polished off an entire Chai latte on my way here.”

      Autumn wanted to make a joke, but her good humor had also vanished at the mention of Winter’s missing brother. With another nod, she pulled open the fridge to retrieve a can of caffeinated soda.

      “Winter’s working a case that has to do with Noah’s father, Eric Dalton. I told her while she’s doing that, I’d follow up with whatever the CSU found at that house, and I’d dig through the old Justin Black files.”

      “And?” Autumn took the first sip from her drink as she met his eyes.

      He broke away from the look as he shook his head. “There’s something about it I don’t like. I already had the paperwork sent to Shadley and Latham. They signed their part, so all I need is for you to sign yours.”

      Her eyes widened as he slid a folded sheet of paper across the bar to her. “Shit, this is official-official, then?”

      His nod was slow, his expression grim. “Yeah. It’s an official threat assessment. We haven’t found any solid leads to Justin Black yet, but I need to know what I’m getting myself and the rest of the bureau into when I do.”

      Autumn was in a daze as she reached for a pen. As she scrawled her signature along the dotted line at the bottom of the paper, she felt like she had just signed away any unprofessional thoughts she might have had about Aiden Parrish.

      Biting back a sigh, she held out the paper for him to tuck away. “Okay. So, now it’s officially official.”

      His eyes scanned her face before he took it from her hand. “I saw the CSU’s report, but I’m curious to hear your take on what you saw in that house. First impression, I suppose.”

      She couldn’t hold back the sigh this time. Raking the fingers of one hand through her hair, she forced herself not to shiver. “It was weird. Just…weird. Creepy, more like it was a haunted house than an old crime scene. Not that those things are mutually exclusive, but you get my point, right?”

      He nodded as he sat at the nearest barstool and propped both elbows atop the granite counter. “Any thoughts on what kind of person might have left a message like that?”

      She rubbed her eye, which had started to twitch a little. “That’s a loaded question, don’t you think?”

      With a slight shake of his head, he spread his hands. “I’m not going to take any of this back to Winter. I need an honest assessment of what this kid is like now.”

      She brought an index finger to her lips to bite her nail, but she dropped the hand just as fast. The day before, she had painted her nails for that express purpose—to stop the nervous habit that she’d only just developed in the past few weeks.

      “An honest assessment,” she echoed.

      “Yes. Based on what you saw when you were at that house with Winter the other night.”

      She didn’t have to stop to mull over the scene of her friend’s childhood house—over the past twenty-four hours or more, she had run through the scene more times than she could count. And in that time, she’d put her extensive studies in abnormal psychology to work.

      She didn’t have to take the time to come up with an answer to Aiden’s question because she’d already come up with an honest assessment.

      Tapping a finger against the can of soda, she looked back to Aiden. “He wrote two different messages to Winter in rat’s blood, and he left a pile of mutilated rat carcasses in a corner of the room where their parents were brutally murdered. The content of the messages might be a little cryptic, but the motive seems pretty clear to me.”

      Aiden was quiet as he watched her, waiting. There was a tinge of seldom seen trepidation in his pale eyes, and the uncharacteristic look made her consider relocating to a bunker in the middle of a desert.

      She swallowed the nervousness, and when she spoke, her voice was steady and calm. “He’s taunting her.”
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      After her discussion with Aiden that morning, Winter had renewed her dedication to the Eric Dalton—and now, Natalie and Jon Falkner—case. Like he so often was, Aiden had been right, and his reassurance had been more effective than even Winter had anticipated.

      Winter glanced over to Bree as the other woman shifted the sedan into park at the top of a sloped driveway. After a chaotic jaunt through the airport, a flight from Richmond to Baltimore, and then a rushed effort to get to Natalie and Jon Falkner’s house, Bree still looked like she’d just woken up from a solid eight hours of sleep. Someday—not at the scene of a potential kidnapping—Winter would ask for the woman’s secret.

      As Bree pulled the key from the ignition, she met Winter’s gaze and raised a sculpted brow. “You ready? The Baltimore cops have been waiting for us before they go inside.”

      Reaching for the door handle, Winter nodded. “Yeah, definitely. Let’s do this.”

      Normally, the FBI office in Baltimore would handle a kidnapping in their own city, but since the alleged abduction was associated with an active case from Richmond, they had been more than willing to bring in Bree and Winter. Max wanted the two agents from his office to physically visit the potential crime scene, and the Baltimore SAC, Marie Judd, had personally welcomed them to the city.

      Even from the short interaction, Winter could safely say the Baltimore SAC was a fascinating person. She’d been a Naval Intelligence Analyst for a decade before she joined the FBI, but she was still one of the youngest women to ever attain the lofty status of Special Agent in Charge.

      Winter and Bree produced their badges as they neared the front porch. The two detectives, one clad in a charcoal suit, the other in a teal dress shirt and a black blazer, both nodded a greeting.

      “Detectives.” Bree flashed her badge one more time before she tucked it back into the pocket of her jacket. “I’m Agent Stafford, this is Agent Black.”

      As she held up her own badge, Winter shifted her gaze from the man to the woman.

      Though they appeared alert, shadows darkened the skin beneath their eyes. Baltimore was a large city, and even though its crime rate was in a steady decline, the occurrence of violent acts still surpassed much of the country. Winter could only imagine how thin the two detectives were stretched.

      The man met Winter’s eyes first, then Bree’s. “I’m Detective Schaeffer, and this is my partner, Detective Vinson.”

      With a faint smile, the woman nodded. “We’re with the Major Crimes Division. We work with the bureau quite a bit.”

      Brushing a piece of curly hair from her eyes, Bree offered the duo a quick smile. “That’s good to hear. I can spare you the usual spiel.”

      Bree’s smile was infectious, and Winter soon wore a matching expression. “Have you guys found anything yet? Anything that looks off from the outside?”

      Detective Vinson shook her head. “No, nothing out of the ordinary. We called Mr. and Mrs. Falkner’s bosses, but they didn’t have much to say. Mrs. Falkner apparently sent an email to tell her boss that she’d be out for a few days of personal time. She’s a flight attendant, and the manager we talked to said she hardly ever used her time off. He thought it was weird, but he didn’t question it. I guess he figured she needed the vacation.”

      The man next to her made a sound that crossed somewhere between a laugh and a snort. “He’s probably not wrong. But Mr. Falkner’s absence was a little more abrupt. He didn’t give quite as much notice. He’s a manager at a retail store, and one of the other managers said he just sent a text message to tell them he was sick.”

      Winter glanced over to Bree. “Seems like a little more than a coincidence, don’t you think?”

      Bree nodded. “Definitely. So, I don’t suppose the door’s unlocked?”

      The man reached into his suit jacket. “No, it’s locked, but I’ve got the key.”

      The muddy daylight glinted off the silver as he held out the key for them to observe.

      The detective was being so smirky that Winter chuckled. “Do I want to know how you got that?”

      Detective Schaeffer grinned. “See that gnome by the flowers at the base of the stairs?”

      As she followed his outstretched hand, she nodded. The gnome held a shovel in its hands, and its pleasant smile and rosy cheeks insisted nothing was amiss. To the side of the nonchalant garden sentry, a patch of yellow chrysanthemums had started to bloom.

      “I used to have one just like it at my house.” This time, the comment came from Detective Vinson. The corners of her green eyes creased as she smiled. “It was for my kid. She’d forget her head if it wasn’t attached to her body. It looks like a regular garden gnome, but one of its shoes comes apart so you can store a key inside.”

      Winter returned her gaze to the pair and nodded. “A fake garden gnome. I’d be afraid some bad guy would have one just like it and target every house with a gnome.” Though she worried for a second that the comment might have come across as derisive, both detectives snickered.

      Vinson nodded. “That’s why I also have a security system and changed all the outside doors to keyless locks.”

      “Good thinking,” Winter said as Schaeffer pulled open the screen door. Once the lock disengaged with a metallic click, he gave the interior door a tentative shove.

      The air around them seemed to freeze as they all peered into the shadowy foyer.

      A handful of coats hung from hooks mounted to one wall, and on a mat beneath the jackets were several pairs of shoes. Two pairs clearly belonged to Jon Falkner, and the remaining three—boots and two pairs of tennis shoes—must have been Natalie’s.

      “Hello?” Detective Schaeffer called. “Hello? Is anyone home? This is the Baltimore Police Department. We’re here to check to see if you’re okay.”

      Detective Vinson’s green eyes flicked over to Winter and Bree. “We already knocked for a solid ten minutes, and there was no answer. Unless the person in there just took a handful of Ambien, I doubt anyone’s inside.”

      Bree’s expression turned grim. “No one alive, anyway.”

      Detective Vinson merely nodded.

      Glancing back to his partner, Detective Schaeffer dropped one hand to his service weapon and unsnapped the holster. Vinson followed suit as the two took the first few steps into the foyer.

      Bree and Winter each brandished their respective handguns and followed the detectives into the gloom. None of them actually thought there were Russian gangsters hiding in the shadows, but Winter wasn’t willing to take the chance with such a formidable adversary.

      As the screen door slammed closed, Winter’s breath caught in her throat.

      Her pulse began to hammer in her ears, and she could hardly hear as Detective Schaeffer announced that the immediate area was clear. The icy rush of danger surged through her veins, specks of darkness dancing along the edges of her periphery.

      Something was wrong.

      She opened her mouth to provide a warning to Bree and the detectives, but her tongue felt thick and fuzzy.

      Swallowing in a desperate effort to return some of the moisture to her mouth, Winter squeezed her eyes closed against the encroaching darkness at the edge of her vision.

      That had to be what was wrong. She was about to have a vision.

      But there had been no headache. No warning. No semblance of the usual tip-off her body provided before she lapsed into unconsciousness.

      Instead, she was overwhelmed with paranoia and anxiety. Her palms were clammy, her breathing labored.

      Someone stood behind her. She could hear them as they breathed.

      Whirling around on one foot to face the attacker she was sure was there, her heart pounded a merciless rhythm against her chest.

      The muddy daylight streamed in through the screen door as a handful of dust motes floated through the air. All five pairs of shoes sat on the gray and green mat, and all the coats hung on their hooks.

      Aside from the dust, the area was still. Empty.

      There had been someone there. She had heard them.

      The panic that raced through her body wasn’t the result of unfounded nervousness. That overwhelming anxiety had been real.

      Winter couldn’t recall a time when she’d felt such a visceral reaction to…nothing.

      “Winter?”

      She barely stopped herself from leveling her Glock in the direction of the woman’s voice.

      Bree’s brows drew together. “Is everything okay? Did you see something?”

      Nothing visible to you.

      Forcing a smile, Winter kept both arms at her sides to conceal the tremor in her hands. Rather than give voice to the bizarre rush of panic, she shook her head. “No, nothing.”

      Bree tapped a finger beneath one nostril. “You’ve got a bloody nose.”

      Winter bit back a string of four-letter words as she reached into the pocket of her jacket for a tissue. “Shit. Thanks. It’s probably the dry air up here.”

      Bree didn’t look convinced, but before she could question Winter more, Detective Schaeffer rounded a corner at the edge of the living room. “It’s clear. No one’s here, and nothing seems to be out of place.”

      “Something happened here.” Bree’s voice was calm and certain. She sounded like she had just given them the answer to a basic math question.

      Schaeffer returned his matte black handgun to its holster. “I don’t doubt it. The Russians are good at this type of thing, though. Kidnapping for ransom is part of their business model, and whenever someone owes them, they love to use family members as collateral. It’s not surprising that they’d leave it without a trace.”

      Winter pulled a pair of gloves from the collection bag she kept in her pocket and began to put them on. “There’s always a trace.”

      The detective shrugged. “True enough. We’ve got some officers keeping an eye on Mrs. Dalton and her son, but the brass doesn’t like us pulling people into federal safe houses unless we’ve got something to indicate that they’re in danger.”

      Bree scoffed and pulled out her own gloves. “Eric Dalton’s deal with the Russians isn’t enough for that? You said yourself that they’ve got a habit of abducting family members.”

      For the second time, Schaeffer shrugged. “You’re right, but this city’s budget is stretched thin enough as it is. If we threw everyone in a safe house when we thought they might be in trouble, we’d be bankrupt before the first fiscal quarter ended.”

      Despite the reassuring presence of Bree and the two city detectives, Winter couldn’t shake the lingering haze of paranoia.

      When unbidden images of a newly released horror film began to surface in her thoughts, she squeezed her eyes closed and pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d watched the trailer for the film a few weeks earlier—it had been a welcome distraction from the veritable mountain of paperwork with which she had been saddled.

      Even though she’d expressed interest to Noah and Autumn about going to see the movie once it came out in theaters, Winter and Noah had been sucked into their newest case before they had a chance to make plans.

      She was certain the images in her head were scenes from the film, but she didn’t know how in the hell they’d gotten there.

      Now, her sixth sense was responsible for spoiling movies. Great.

      She suppressed a groan as she dabbed a few tissues under her nose, making sure the bleeding had stopped. All she needed was to contaminate the scene with her own DNA. She’d have some explaining to do then.

      When she stepped closer to the kitchen, her vision became clearer. Winter hadn’t experienced the terror, the breathing. But Natalie had.

      With feet that felt like lead, Winter made her way to the ceramic tile that marked the start of the modest kitchen. From beneath the closed lid of the trash can, she spotted an unmistakable red glow. A red glow that didn’t illuminate the drywall behind the can.

      Her breathing grew labored as she stepped farther into the kitchen, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. But she didn’t stop moving forward. Instead, she kept her eyes fixed on the red glow.

      Reaching out, she gripped the trash can’s lid and lifted. Although she braced herself, expecting to find something horrible like a decapitated head, she breathed out a sigh of relief when only the broken shards of a plate glowed red like they were fragments from a radioactive disaster.

      The din of Bree and the detectives’ voices drifted over to her, but she didn’t pause to try to make out their words. As she turned to face the row of cabinets above the sink, she heard it again.

      The breathing, its cadence calm and measured.

      Now that she was sure the sound had been manufactured by the part of her brain responsible for the headaches and visions that had plagued her since she was attacked by Douglas Kilroy, she was able to push past most of the rush of fright and anxiety.

      Even with this knowledge, as she advanced to the sink, she might as well have been trudging through quicksand.

      Every instinct instilled in her since even before she’d joined the bureau told her to turn around and run, but she pointedly reminded herself that the paranoia was part of the strange vision.

      A sharp sting in the side of her neck jerked her attention away from the careful examination of the pristine countertop. She winced as she snapped a hand up to clasp at the site of the pain. Though she half-expected to see her palm smeared with the remnants of a wasp or a hornet, her hand was clean.

      It was clean because Natalie hadn’t been stung by a wasp. She had been drugged with a syringe.

      Winter finally turned her attention back to Bree and the detectives in the other room. To her relief, only Bree’s eyes were on her.

      The taller woman raised an eyebrow. “What are you thinking?”

      With a slight shake of her head, Winter looked back to the wooden cabinet. “There’s a broken plate in the trash can. I think Natalie dropped it.”

      She stopped herself before she could elaborate on how the attack had occurred. Though Bree had caught on to Winter’s uncanny ability to spot details in the environment while they worked the Douglas Kilroy case, she’d never asked about the specifics.

      And as long as she didn’t ask, Winter had no intent to share.

      Like she told Autumn earlier in the month, she had to take stock of what her mind had revealed and work backward. Winter knew that Natalie had been stabbed in the neck with a hypodermic needle, but she couldn’t well blurt that out without a reasonable shred of proof to back it up.

      Pulling herself from the contemplation, Winter glanced between Vinson and Schaeffer. “Detectives, you asked around to see if any of the neighbors saw something unusual, right?”

      Detective Vinson emerged from behind the kitchen island to stand at Bree’s side. “Yeah. None of the neighbors saw anything bizarre that night, but none of them said they really paid attention to the comings and goings of the Falkner’s.”

      Winter nodded. “What about the garage? Were either of their cars there?”

      “There’s one inside, but without looking it up, I can’t be sure if it’s Natalie’s or Jon’s,” the detective replied.

      As she stepped away from the counter, Winter glanced to the carpeted hallway that led to a set of stairs and a bathroom. At the end, a beige door was closed—the door to the garage.

      “What about the plate?” Bree’s voice snapped Winter’s focus back to the edge of the kitchen.

      Swallowing against the pit of anxiety that wouldn’t relent, Winter nodded and gestured to the trash can. “Well, I think it’s possible that Natalie was holding that plate when she was…attacked. Could’ve been something fast-acting like a sedative administered in a syringe, or a substance she inhaled. Something like that. Or this whole kitchen would be a mess.”

      Detectives Vinson and Schaeffer exchanged glances, but after a brief pause, they both nodded their approval.

      Bree tilted her chin in Winter’s direction as a request for her to continue.

      “Right.” Winter waved a hand at the trash can. Suppressing the consistent onslaught of fear and panic was just short of exhausting, and she was doing well to maintain a coherent dialogue. “The plate. I think that whoever attacked her, the Russians most likely, cleaned it up. Natalie and Jon sent messages to say they were going to be out of the office, so I think it’s a safe bet that the Russians didn’t want anyone to realize the couple had been kidnapped. At least not right away.”

      “That’s not uncommon with them,” Detective Vinson said.

      As Winter neared the carpet, every muscle in her body tensed in preparation for a fight.

      Though she knew the confrontation was a thing of the past, she still couldn’t push past the damn anxiety. There was a prominent ringing in her ears, and she squeezed her eyes closed as she swallowed the bile that stung her throat.

      Before either of the detectives or Bree could catch on to her fragile physical state, she forced open her eyes and took in a deep breath.

      Gesturing to the carpet with an outstretched hand, she dabbed at a new dribble of blood running to her upper lip. “Here. Look at this.”

      Bree’s footsteps were little more than a whisper of sound as she crossed the tiled floor. “Drag marks.”

      “Yeah.” Winter nodded. “Drag marks. I think that Natalie got home that night, and her husband was already gone. I doubt the Russians grabbed him from here, but they had someone waiting for her until she got home from seeing a movie with her friends. She went to get herself something to eat, right over there.”

      Both detectives’ eyes followed Winter’s outstretched hand as she pointed to the sink.

      When neither of them offered a word of dissent, Winter forged ahead. “She was standing there when someone came up from behind and drugged her. It had to have been something fast-acting, or we’d see more broken items in here than just a plate. She either dropped the plate or knocked it off the counter when she fell, and it shattered. The kidnapper dragged her body down this hallway, loaded her into a car, cleaned up the scene, and took off.”

      Bree’s eyes studied Winter’s face intently before shifting her gaze back to the carpet. “The car would’ve been in the garage, right? Otherwise, they’d have risked the neighbors seeing them drag an unconscious person across the driveway.”

      Detective Vinson cleared her throat. “They’ve got a security system. Its software might keep tabs on who opens the garage and when. We’ll call the security company and have them send you guys whatever they’ve got.”

      Winter offered the woman an appreciative nod. Finally, the adrenaline had started to recede. “In the meantime, I think we ought to get some crime scene techs over here to check for trace evidence. There’s a possibility that the kidnappers used Natalie’s car to drive her to wherever they took her, so we should check on that too.”

      As the other three nodded, Winter didn’t have to hope she was right about her brief reenactment of Natalie’s abduction.

      She knew she was right.
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      When she spotted the flicker of movement as the silver sedan approached, Bree blew out a sigh of relief.

      Hers and Winter’s flight back to Richmond was scheduled to depart in an hour and a half, and if she wanted any chance to fight through the security checkpoint with enough time to sprint to her gate, Bree needed to leave soon.

      As Special Agent Drew Hansford pulled up to park beside her in the dilapidated lot of an abandoned warehouse, she raised one hand to offer him a quick wave.

      With a smile, he returned the gesture of greeting and stepped out onto the pockmarked asphalt. Bree pressed a button to disengage the locks as he reached for the passenger side door.

      The cool afternoon air rushed in with Drew, and Bree was glad for her jacket. She’d lived in Baltimore for years, but by now, she had adjusted to the more temperate climate of Virginia.

      Drew raked a hand through his sandy hair, his face a scowl of disgust. “I don’t know if I’ve mentioned it lately, but I really hate hanging out with the Russians.”

      Bree’s burst of laughter was almost involuntary. “I can’t imagine they make for great company unless you’re in the mob. Have you found anything yet?”

      He leaned back heavily in his seat. “Not sure. Honestly, I think what I haven’t found is a little more peculiar. You said Eric Dalton claims he made a deal with the Russians to start laundering money for them as a way to pay for part of the five-hundred grand they gave him, right?”

      Bree nodded. “Right.”

      “See, that’s the weird thing.” As his pale eyes met hers, the glint of good humor dissipated. “I’ve heard a lot of shit about what’s going on with the Russians. Just high-level shit, real basic information, but none of it has involved a yoga studio. I haven’t even heard any of them mention a new partner for getting their dirty money clean. Either they’re really making an effort to keep this shit on the down-low, or…”

      He left the statement unfinished and shrugged.

      Tapping a pensive finger against the steering wheel, Bree pursed her lips. “They might be. We figured the secrecy was part of the reason they’d be after a business relationship with Eric Dalton anyway, right? Maybe they’re keeping a tight leash on the whole thing.”

      Drew shook his head again. “Still. It’s just weird that I haven’t heard anything. I’ve been undercover with these guys plenty of times before, and I’ve got rapport with them. Not for anything really hardcore, but the basic financial stuff.” He poked himself in the chest. “I’d hear about that. I’m not saying you’re wrong, I’m just saying it’s weird.”

      Bree blew a piece of hair out of her eyes. “That’s the thing about the Russians, though, isn’t it? They don’t operate traditionally like the Italians or even the Irish. They’re more like the cartels, you know. They’re…innovative, I guess. Maybe this is like a new prototype for their money-laundering operation. Hell, maybe they plan to launder money for other syndicates.”

      “It’s definitely possible. If they think they can turn a profit from it, they’ll try it at least once. Plus…” A thoughtful look flitted over his unshaven face. The stubble gave him a dangerous edge, and Bree could see why he fit in so well undercover.

      “Plus?” Bree raised an eyebrow.

      “You know, it just occurred to me. But maybe you’re right.”

      “You already said I might be right.” She waved a dismissive hand.

      The corners of his eyes creased as he grinned. “I did. But I mean it. Remember how I told you about that pending RICO case?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It might be that case is making them a little more cautious. I don’t doubt they’re on the hunt for our witness. They know that the whole thing hinges on that guy, so they’re a little preoccupied looking for some way to get their hands on him right now. But that might be why they’re keeping a tighter lid on this new venture with Eric Dalton and his wife’s yoga studio. A bunch of their people’s heads are on the chopping block.”

      Bree tried to puzzle the pieces together, but something didn’t fit. “But if they were trying to be more cautious, why would they be reaching out to a brand-new business partner? A business partner who’s never had anything to do with any kind of organized crime ever in his suburban, cookie-cutter life?”

      He inclined his head in a slight nod. “Also a valid point. I don’t know. This whole thing is just odd.”

      “Tell me about it,” she muttered.

      “We could go around in circles about this for hours. The list of pros and cons for starting a new money laundering gig with a squeaky-clean airline pilot and his yoga instructor wife is about fifty-fifty. I’m meeting up with an old buddy of mine tonight, though. He’s done pretty well for himself, and I think he’ll know a little more about what we ought to be looking for.”

      With another nod, Bree forced a smile to her lips. She hoped the look was reassuring and not strained. “That’s good.”

      A shadow of concern passed over his face, and her hopes were dashed. “All right, you look like something’s off. What is it?”

      Sighing, Bree tilted her head to look at the gray upholstery of the ceiling. “It’s nothing. Just this weird feeling I haven’t been able to shake.”

      “Feeling about what?”

      “This case.” She straightened to meet his gaze. “And Eric Dalton. If you can’t find anything out tonight from your guy, I think you ought to just head back to the FBI office, and we’ll regroup. Maybe then I can figure out what’s been bothering me about this thing.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” He winked and flashed her a smile that practically dripped sarcasm.

      “Watch your back tonight, okay?”

      One hand hovering above the silver door handle, he turned his head and gave her a little salute. “Always, Agent Stafford.”

      Between Winter’s behavior at the Falkner house earlier that day and the lack of information on Eric Dalton’s relationship with the Russians, Bree was all but certain they had overlooked a key piece of the puzzle.

      “Be safe, Drew,” she whispered to his retreating back.

      She just hoped that missing puzzle piece wouldn’t spell disaster for her friend.
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      Special Agent Drew Hansford raised a hand and tilted his chin as a familiar man pushed his way through a set of glass double doors and out into the night. Drew glanced back to the bartender and then to his wallet as he shuffled through a few small bills.

      He dropped a twenty atop the bar and grinned at the shorter man. “Don’t need the change. Thanks, Ivan.”

      With a pleasant smile, Ivan collected the payment and nodded. “Thank you, friend.”

      Rapping his knuckles against the tarnished wooden surface, Drew turned to make his way to the same door through which Sergei Kolesov had just walked.

      Tonight, Drew wasn’t Drew Hansford.

      He was Misha Pelevin, a small-time trafficker and drug dealer for the Russian mob in Washington D.C. and Baltimore. Over the years, he’d maintained his cover under the guise of a brief stint in prison.

      He kept his backstory simple. Once Misha was released, he had tried and failed to pursue a legitimate career outside the seedy world of the Russian mafia. Now, supposedly, he was back and ready to try his hand in the drug dealing scene after a hiatus.

      Using the need for a connection for drug suppliers and money launderers as an excuse, he’d spent the last couple days prodding his old contacts for information about the most recent goings-on.

      But now, thanks to his conversation with Sergei, he was almost certain the answer to his and Bree’s inquiry had been right in front of their faces all along.

      The pending RICO case was at the forefront of everyone’s conversations.

      Two Bratva commanders—or brigadiers, as they were called—were facing life sentences for extortion and murder for hire. Along with the foot soldiers who had been taken down at their side, the number totaled nine. As far as convictions against those affiliated with the Russian mob went, nine was a damn impressive number, especially in one fell swoop.

      They didn’t have the connections in Baltimore to find the location of the key witness—a former enforcer with a guilty conscience. The man had turned coat and offered his testimony in exchange for the safety of him and his family.

      If the Russians managed to find him, Drew shuddered to think the veritable atrocities they would enact in the interest of revenge.

      When he kept in mind the upcoming trial, the answer to his and Bree’s question about the details of Eric Dalton’s agreement with the Russians seemed obvious.

      Eric’s estranged son was a federal agent, and since RICO convictions were within federal jurisdiction, Eric Dalton must have promised the men after him that his son could locate the prosecution’s star witness.

      Fucking idiot.

      Drew’s first thought was to abscond to the bathroom to call Bree Stafford and provide a rundown of what he’d learned, but he had refrained. The little dive bar where he’d met up with Sergei was owned and operated by the Russians, and he wasn’t willing to risk the possibility that the conversation would be overheard.

      Once he was in his car and headed away from the damn bar, he would be free and clear to contact his friend.

      He flicked his wrist in a departing wave to the bartender as he pushed his way through the second set of double doors. As he remembered Bree’s ominous warning from earlier in the day, the little hairs on the back of his neck rose to attention. The sensation of goose bumps on his arms wasn’t the result of the brisk evening air. His well-worn, olive drab jacket was still insulated just as thoroughly as it had been when he’d bought it almost a decade ago.

      Bree’s hunch was correct, but he still wasn’t sure he saw the same danger that she had.

      Ever since they first started working together during Bree’s stint in organized crime, she’d been privy to the same types of hunches.

      When he asked her about the instinctual reactions, she had told him that the women on the maternal side of her family were sensitive. At first, Drew thought she’d referred to some sort of hacky psychic capability, but she laughed off the suggestion. They weren’t psychic, she had said, they were just in tune with their instincts.

      Psychologists called the phenomenon “rapid cognition,” and Drew could count Bree’s inaccurate hunches on one hand. If she suspected trouble was amiss in their case, then there was a high likelihood she was right.

      Drew cast a hurried glance over his shoulder and jammed his hands in his pockets.

      To stay consistent with Misha’s backstory, he didn’t carry a weapon aside from the hunting knife sheathed at his back. However, in a close-quarters fight, the blade was an effective weapon in the hands of someone who knew how to properly wield it.

      A flicker of movement in the corner of his eye froze him in place.

      The shadowy figure of a man leaned against the driver’s side door of a car, arms crossed over his chest. Drew’s car was in the lot catty-corner to the bar parking area. All he had to do was keep moving.

      If the man wanted to kill him, he would have already brandished a firearm.

      He had just departed the discussion with Sergei, and he’d watched the man drive down the street only moments after he left. If Sergei had picked up on Drew’s identity, he wouldn’t have told him about Eric Dalton’s potential connection to the RICO witness.

      Long story short…his cover hadn’t been blown.

      All he had to do was make it to the damn parking lot.

      Pulse pounding in his ears, Drew started back in his trek with renewed vigor. He had to refrain from an outright sprint as he hustled past the entrance to the lot.

      Though his head was turned straight forward, he kept the strange figure in his periphery for as long as he could manage. As soon as the man disappeared from his vision, he thought he was in the clear.

      He thought wrong.

      “Excuse me,” a voice called out from the darkness at his back.

      Ignore it. He’s probably a bum or a druggie trying to beg for cash. Drew didn’t slow his pace.

      “Excuse me, Misha Pelevin.” The volume of the man’s voice was no higher than conversational, but the bass reverberated off the concrete and carried over to Drew like the words had been uttered at his side.

      Drew paused mid-step. He wondered if he could sprint to the end of the block and across the street before the stranger caught him. But it didn’t matter if the man could keep pace with him or not. A bullet could easily close the distance.

      Each motion was agony. Drew clenched and unclenched his fists as he turned his head to the approaching figure.

      Ruddy orange streetlight glinted off the silver badge in one of the man’s gloved hands. “Mr. Pelevin, I’m Detective Smith with the Baltimore City Police Department. I’m going to need you to come with me, please.”

      Bile stung the back of Drew’s throat.

      He swallowed hard against the sudden bout of nausea, but before he could rebuke the alleged detective’s request, he spotted it. The matte black service weapon in the man’s other hand.

      But the detective had called him Misha. His cover still hadn’t been blown.

      He needed to act the part of a Russian gangster, and Russian gangsters didn’t willingly follow cops’ orders.

      With a scowl, Drew spat on the dusty concrete. Misha Pelevin didn’t have time for this shit. “What do you want, pig?”

      “I told you.” The man’s voice was as calm as the eye of a hurricane, and just as ominous. “I want you to come with me, Mr. Pelevin. We can do this the easy way, or…” He waved the Glock to finish the threat.

      “Or you’ll shoot me?” Drew’s expression of distaste intensified, and the effort wasn’t entirely feigned.

      Between all the organized criminal empires that called Baltimore home, Drew wouldn’t be surprised if half the city’s police force was dirty. If he was a betting man, he would bet that this man’s loyalty didn’t lie with the city of Baltimore, or even the state of Maryland.

      His loyalty was tied to the number in his bank account. Nothing less, and nothing more.

      But the question remained. Who had sent him? The Italians? The Armenians? The Irish? The Russians weren’t at a loss for adversaries. Still, none of them would be ballsy enough to go after a Russian foot soldier on their home turf. And the dive bar at the detective’s back was deep in Russian territory.

      “Don’t test me, Mr. Pelevin,” the detective hissed, his eyes narrowed.

      “Fuck,” Drew muttered under his breath.

      Call it a hunch, call it rapid cognition, call it instinct. It didn’t matter. Drew knew the black-clad detective wasn’t bluffing.

      As he closed the distance, Drew studied the man’s features. If he made it out of this alive, Detective Smith would be at the top of his shit list.

      They were close to the same six-one height. As the detective pocketed his badge, he shifted the Glock to his other hand. Either he was left-handed, or he was right-handed, and he used his left hand to shoot. Both hands were gloved, and beneath the black peacoat, the man was clad in a suit.

      His eyes, a pale shade of blue, followed each of Drew’s tentative movements with the expertise instilled by years of training in a dangerous environment. Either he was far older than his youthful appearance suggested, or he had seen combat before he joined the Baltimore police.

      Once Drew was within arm’s length, the detective took a gruff hold on his shoulder and shoved him toward the nondescript sedan. The man jammed the barrel of the nine-mil against the base of Drew’s neck, and he couldn’t help but wonder if the motion would leave a bruise.

      Though the detective was silent as he patted down one side of Drew’s coat and then the other, his breathing was heavy. If Drew hadn’t been so certain the good detective was trigger happy, he would have fought back.

      He wanted to fight back.

      Every instinct instilled in him throughout his FBI career told him to fight back. He could take the man by surprise. Could smash his elbow into his nose before he even knew what the hell had happened.

      But that was all provided his index finger didn’t twitch backward against the trigger of that Glock.

      Dirty cops were nothing if not paranoid, and paranoia often translated to a jumpy demeanor.

      The man relieved him of the hunting knife and a smartphone, but he missed the prepaid fossil Drew had tucked into a secret pocket of his boot.

      Then again, if Drew’s cover hadn’t been blown and the detective thought he was part of the Russian mob, the man wouldn’t be worried about an emergency phone call.

      Russian gangsters didn’t call the police for help. If the Bratva had decided their fate, they accepted it. With the exception of a few—such as the RICO witness—the Russians were loyal to a fault.

      After he shoved Drew into the backseat of the unmarked cruiser, the detective took his seat and brought the engine to life.

      From now until they arrived at their destination was Drew’s only shot. If he wanted a way out, he had to search for it now.

      He let out an irritable grunt as he shifted in place. In the fleeting moments of movement, Drew reached into his boot for the prepaid phone.

      Meanwhile, the driver was as silent as an executioner.

      Drew made no effort to calm his racing heartbeat. The adrenaline that coursed through his bloodstream was more than warranted.

      That was the tricky part about adrenaline.

      Popular media, like films and television, made adrenaline out to be a savior when someone was thrust into a life-or-death situation, but the portrayal couldn’t be farther from the truth. Adrenaline had its share of perks where survival was concerned, but it had to be controlled to glean any semblance of benefit. Otherwise, a person fighting for their life was merely left with trembling hands and sweaty palms.

      But after more than fifteen years in the FBI, Drew knew adrenaline. He knew how to steady his hands. How to keep his racing thoughts in check.

      As he made a show of shifting in his seat again, Drew glanced down to the archaic device. If he didn’t want Detective Smith to catch on to his plan, he had to mute the speaker. Aside from the drone of the road, there was no other sound to mask the tinny voice of a 911 operator.

      The seconds of silence ticked away as the orange glow of the streetlights came and went.

      Once Drew was satisfied he’d located the correct buttons, he returned his attention to the stone-faced man in the driver’s seat.

      “Where are we going, copper?” His voice was little more than a growl.

      The man let out a derisive snort. “You’ve been sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, Mr. Pelevin. Some of your colleagues have taken issue with your snooping.”

      First, the phone button.

      “Colleagues?” Drew all but spat the word. “Are we in an office, Detective?”

      Then the mute button.

      Detective Smith’s eerie blue eyes snapped up to the rearview mirror, but he didn’t respond.

      “O’Donnell Street.” Drew made a show of glancing out the window. As they drove past a cemetery, the hair on the back of his neck stood on end.

      Ahead loomed the shadowy figures of two impressive cement columns. Like a pair of sentinels, they bore the weight of the overpass above. “And that must be I-95.”

      More silence.

      He didn’t care. He couldn’t hear the 911 operator, but he knew they could hear him. And now, they knew where he was.

      As he tucked the phone back into his pocket, he left the call connected. The sounds would be muffled, but his location could be traced, and the 911 recording would catch at least part of the dialogue that was about to be exchanged.

      Catch it for what? To play at the trial of his murder?

      The sting of bile returned to his throat. The rhythm of his heart was frantic as it hammered against his chest.

      This was it.

      This was the end of the road, literally and figuratively. As the car lurched to a stop, he thought he might throw up.

      No.

      Russian gangsters didn’t vomit all over themselves when they were brought in front of their commanders. And if Drew had a prayer’s chance of making it out of this meeting alive, he had to convince them that he was one of their own. Russians held their tongue, and they took their admonishment, no matter the form.

      But Drew wasn’t a Russian gangster.

      He was an undercover federal agent. He was a father. He was a husband. He was a friend.

      At ten at night, he was sure Amelia had already fallen asleep. Bob the cat was curled around their daughter’s head.

      If she was roused from sleep by a nightmare, Emma could roll over and reach for Bob. Bob wouldn’t let anything happen to Emma, or to Amelia.

      “Hold down the fort,” he’d said to Bob before he left home that morning. Amelia’s gold-flecked eyes had lit up at the remark, and her lips parted in a wide smile. Seated at her side, Emma followed her mother’s lead and offered Drew a grin.

      One way or another, Amelia and Emma’s smiles would be the last thing he saw before he died.

      Detective Smith flung open the rear driver’s side door and snapped Drew from the spell of reverie. The matte black Glock was leveled at his head again.

      “Out,” Smith commanded.

      Without responding, Drew slid to the edge of the seat and swung his legs out of the car, glaring at the man the entire time. Two more men waited in front of another sedan, each with their arms crossed over their chest.

      When his eyes met those of the shorter man, Drew’s mouth was suddenly devoid of moisture.

      He didn’t recognize the taller of the pair, but he knew this man.

      “Sergei Kolesov,” he managed. “What the fuck, Sergei? They sent you here to kill me?”

      Detective Smith jabbed Drew forward one more time before he stepped aside.

      As he set his mouth in a hard line, Sergei shook his head.

      “Not kill you.” Sergei spoke the words in Russian, a language in which Drew had become fluent thanks to his mother.

      Holding both arms out to his sides, Drew chuckled. The sound was mirthless and dry. “Then what? Am I getting a promotion?”

      Drew kept his expression blank, but in truth, a twinge of hope had started to blossom in the back of his mind. If they hadn’t planned to put a bullet in his skull, then all he had to do was hang on until the cavalry arrived.

      Sergei’s gray eyes flicked to his superior—a Russian enforcer and one of the most intimidating human beings Drew had ever had the displeasure to meet.

      The taller man clucked his tongue as he shook his head. “You’ve been nosy lately, Misha. Sticking your nose in places it doesn’t belong. You’re here because you’ve made a bad habit, and we intend to break you of it.”

      In one swift motion, Sergei arced his arm behind his head and stepped forward.

      The man’s movements were a blur. Even if he’d anticipated the sudden right hook, Drew wasn’t sure he would have been able to avoid the blow.

      With a blinding explosion of pain and a wet crack, the Russian henchman’s knuckles smashed into the center of Drew’s face.

      He felt himself fall backward as darkness rushed up to greet him.

      Amelia’s golden eyes seemed to sparkle as her lips parted in a wide smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I could hardly believe what I’d just witnessed. That idiot Sergei had landed a heavy blow just above Misha’s nose.

      As soon as I spotted the whites of Misha’s eyes as his lids fluttered closed, I knew Sergei had fucked up.

      The thump of the Russian’s knuckles paled in comparison to the sickening crack of Misha’s skull smashing into the edge of a jagged rock. The glare of the streetlights glinted off the droplets of blood that spattered the concrete, and I knew.

      The stone had rolled down from the sloping incline that led up to the interstate overpass. There were many more scattered around the edge of the asphalt, but Sergei hadn’t bothered to consider the implications.

      Sergei’s gray eyes flicked from Misha’s still form to his boss and then, finally, to me.

      “What the hell are you looking at me for?” I threw every ounce of vitriol I could manage into the question. “Check his pulse!”

      I already knew it. It was just my luck when I had to deal with these sons of bitches.

      They’d fucking killed him.

      “You heard him, Sergei.” The enforcer’s voice was barely more than a growl. Alek, or at least that’s what the man called himself. I didn’t know his real name, and I didn’t want to.

      Even from the distance, I could see the tremble in Sergei’s hand as he reached down to Misha’s neck.

      “Chyort voz’mi!” Sergei stammered. “Shit! He’s dead!”

      I found it exceedingly difficult not to reach for my gun.

      Now, instead of the beating intended to warn Misha to stop prying, Sergei had killed the man. And now, instead of letting the Russians load their beat-up compatriot into their car to cart him off to only god knew where, I had to help these assholes clean up a crime scene.

      Just as I opened my mouth to bark a series of orders at the moron, I heard it. The sound was distant, but it grew nearer with each passing second.

      Alek’s eyes widened in surprise. “Shit,” he spat. “We need to leave. Now.”

      I had no idea how the police had caught on to our location, had no idea why they’d even give a shit, but I’d figure it out from somewhere else.

      It was time to go.

      “So much for an easy cleanup,” I muttered to myself.

      Nothing with the Russians was ever easy.
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      Even though she’d received the news the night before, Bree hardly heard Max’s voice as he went through the most recent updates for their investigation.

      Officers had found Drew Hansford’s body after a bizarre 911 call led them to the underside of an I-95 overpass.

      The cause of death was blunt force trauma to the back of the head, but what was less clear was why.

      Agents in the Baltimore office would soon have access to the audio of Drew’s call to the city’s emergency services, but for right now, they were all in the dark. Though Bree’s first inclination was to believe that Drew’s cover had been blown, she wasn’t entirely convinced.

      The fact that Drew had been killed as he looked into Eric Dalton’s involvement with the Russians was no coincidence.

      “Agent Stafford.” The familiar, gravelly voice cut through the fog that swirled in her thoughts.

      She snapped her vacant stare away from the whiteboard to meet Max’s gaze. “Sir?”

      “I know that you and Agent Hansford were good friends.”

      Bree swallowed, and emotion threatened to burn her face, but she managed a nod.

      “I’m sorry, Agent Stafford, but I can’t assign you to this case. You’re still on the Eric Dalton case, but I’m sending Agent Black and Agent Dalton to help the Baltimore office with Agent Hansford’s murder.” Though his visage was steely as it always was, there was a pang of sympathy behind his gray eyes.

      “Understood.” The word wasn’t much more than a whisper.

      If she was honest with herself, she didn’t think she would have been fit to investigate Drew’s murder even if she had been given the green light. As soon as she found whichever Russian prick was responsible for her friend’s death, she would wrap her hands around their throat, and she wouldn’t let go until the life drained from their eyes.

      All of this was for what? To save Eric Dalton’s hide?

      The taste in her mouth turned bitter as she thought of Noah’s biological father.

      What in the hell had he done?

      His desperation to save his wife from being confined to a wheelchair had cost a good man his life. Eric’s idiotic decision had killed a woman’s husband and a child’s father.

      Unbidden, she pictured the warm smile on Drew’s face as he regaled her with stories of his daughter with his wife’s cat.

      Bob. The cat’s name was Bob. Bob was orange and white, and Emma Hansford looked like a tiny clone of her mother. Drew had sworn that the only attribute she’d inherited from him was the color of her eyes.

      And now, that poor girl and her mother had been robbed of the source of so much of their joy. Because of one man’s stupidity and naivety, Emma and Amelia would never see Drew again.

      Bree was still shrouded by a haze of disbelief as she stood to excuse herself to the ladies’ room. She double-checked to ensure she was the only occupant before she stepped into the farthest stall.

      The flurry of her emotions oscillated between ire and sadness. Between blind rage and a crushing melancholy.

      She didn’t know which she should give priority.

      If she let the sadness take over, she would curl into a blubbering mess on the floor of the women’s bathroom. But if she gave in to the rage, she would be liable to join Augusto Lopez in prison before the end of the month.

      After the murder of his daughter and the loss of his wife to suicide, Augusto had dedicated his life to tracking down the scum of the earth. Between his elite military training and his knowledge of crime scene forensics, the man had almost eluded capture entirely. Not long before his capture, news reporters had given him the moniker “The Norfolk Executioner.”

      Because Augusto was judge, jury, and executioner.

      This was how he had gotten his start.

      The noxious combination of festering rage had overtaken his despondence and driven him on a bloody path to vengeance. She didn’t know if he had found his solace, if he had purged the demon of anger from his heart.

      In that moment, she understood.

      He had arguably lost more than Bree could even comprehend. In the span of a year, his entire life had been yanked out from beneath him.

      All he was left with was a searing rage he could only quench with blood.

      Even though the thought gave her a grim sense of satisfaction, Bree wouldn’t follow in Augusto’s footsteps.

      She still had her life. She still had her brother, her parents, her fiancée, her friends. She wouldn’t let them down just for the fleeting rush of consummation that would accompany wiping Drew’s killer off the face of the planet.

      But in the dark recesses of her mind, she knew she was no better than the man the media had dubbed The Norfolk Executioner.

      The only difference was that she had a badge.

      And unless the Russians had discovered that Drew was an undercover federal agent, his death made Eric Dalton’s story even less believable.

      If—and she knew how significant that caveat was—he had been killed by the Russians because he had asked too many questions about Eric Dalton, then she could safely say there was a large portion of Eric’s tale that was either missing or was altogether false.

      The Russians wouldn’t have smashed one of their people’s heads into a rock beneath an interstate overpass just for a handful of inquiries into a new money laundering arrangement. They were a ruthless group, but they didn’t kill their own unless they had a damn good reason.

      In fact, the lack of information about Kelly Dalton’s business as a front to clean dirty money was bizarre all by itself.

      That the Russians would kill one of their own to keep the secret?

      That was bullshit.
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        * * *

      

      Noah could have sworn he saw Autumn in the FBI building not long before their briefing, but he wrote off the sighting as a lack of caffeine. After he tucked his work computer into a black bag and double-checked his desk for any essentials he might have forgotten, he started off for the elevator.

      Honestly, he was glad for the unexpected trip to Baltimore. The more distance he put between him and Eric Dalton, the better. Even just knowing the man was in the same city was enough to dampen his mood.

      As he neared the end of the hallway, a familiar redhead rounded the corner. Her charcoal pencil skirt was belted at her waist, and the hem ended at her knees. Though her semi-sheer button-down shirt was unadorned white, a turquoise pendant rested at her throat while a matching bracelet adorned her wrist. The last time Noah had seen Autumn, she’d been clad in long-sleeved flannel, a band t-shirt, well-worn jeans, and flip-flops.

      He felt like she had just walked off the set of one of those reality shows where the hosts helped a person pick out a new wardrobe. From 1990s grunge rocker to well-dressed professional, the transformation was striking. That was why he hadn’t recognized her from a distance. When he thought about Autumn Trent, he pictured a Nine Inch Nails t-shirt and ripped jeans, not five-inch designer heels and a pencil skirt.

      Shouldering the laptop bag, he pulled himself back to reality. “Autumn? What’re you doing here?”

      She jerked around to face him with a start.

      Reflexively, he held up both hands as if to show he was unarmed. “Whoa, sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      With a sigh, she rubbed the bridge of her nose and shook her head. “It’s all right. I’ve been jumpy lately. Seems like I can’t come across someone I know without jumping three feet in the damn air.”

      He chuckled. “Must be something in the water. I think I scared the crap out of Winter two different times yesterday.” He paused to gesture to the visitor’s badge around her neck. “What brings you to the FBI office, anyway?”

      A flicker of something that resembled nervousness flitted behind her green eyes. “Nothing, I’m just…helping Aiden Parrish with something.”

      The succinct response was curious, and her demeanor only invited more questions.

      “Helping Parrish with what?” He kept his eyes on her. Her heels narrowed the gap in their height to a mere three or four inches, but he took full advantage as he stood in front of her.

      Her green eyes narrowed. “What makes you think I can tell you?”

      If he hadn’t been sure she was hiding something before, he was certain now. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he stepped into the conference room at their side and beckoned her to follow.

      As she rolled her eyes, her heels clacked against the tiled floor before the sound was muffled by the carpeting of the shadowy room. She eased the door closed behind herself, but she didn’t let the latch click into place.

      Crossing both arms over her white blouse, she fixed him with an unimpressed stare. “Well? You can quit looking at me like I’ve got two heads any ole day now.”

      “Winter’s been acting weird lately.” He made the statement before he’d even stopped to consider the words. “And now you’re here on some secret mission for Parrish. You see why I’m a little suspicious, don’t you?”

      For the second time in the last minute, she rolled her eyes. Beneath the casual dismissal, the same glimmer of uneasiness remained.

      “Why are you here, Autumn?” He made his inquiry as pointed as he could manage without sounding outright hostile.

      Her inner debate continued as she finally met his intense stare.

      “Does it have something to do with why Winter’s been acting weird?” His voice had sharpened, but he didn’t pause to consider the fact that he was effectively interrogating his friend. Not just his friend, but a forensic psychologist. If she wanted to flip the heated line of questioning around to her advantage, he didn’t doubt she could.

      “What the hell is this?” The question was like the strike of a venomous snake. “Did you pull me into a conference room so you can interrogate me to find out if something’s going on with Winter? Is that what this is?”

      He held his ground, though he wasn’t sure standing in place was a wise move when he’d cornered a viper. Based on the petulance in her eyes, he had hit a nerve. Not to mention, she’d all but jumped out of her skin when he called her name in the hall.

      Autumn was on edge. Winter was on edge. What in the fresh hell was going on around here? He felt like there was some in-depth conspiracy afoot, and he was the only person in the damn building who didn’t know the truth.

      Grating his teeth together, Noah forced himself to speak more calmly. “It’s just us here right now, and all I’m doing is connecting a few dots.” He paused to gesture from himself to her and back. “This, what you’re doing right here, it’s telling me a hell of a lot more than you think. It’s telling me that there is something going on. You could’ve just as easily said there wasn’t, but instead, you’re getting pissed.”

      With a swift step forward, she jabbed a finger in his chest. The motion was so forceful, he was sure he’d have a bruise.

      “Maybe I’m pissed because I don’t want to fucking lie to you!”

      The forceful response seemed to take all the air out of the small room.

      Wide-eyed, all he could do was gape at her in response. As soon as he opened his mouth to reply, she cut him off with a sharp wave.

      “No. I’m done with this. We aren’t having this conversation. If you want to know what’s going on with Winter, ask Winter, not me. I told you why I’m here, and you can take it or leave it. But this.” She pointed vehemently to the ground between them. “Right now, this is done.”

      Before he could react in one way or another, she flung open the glass and metal door and brushed past him into the hall. By the time she disappeared around the corner, he still hadn’t managed to form a comprehensive response.
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        * * *

      

      Winter wanted to kick down the door and barrel into the safe house to berate Eric Dalton for his stupidity, but she swallowed the rage as Agent Miguel Vasquez opened the front door and waved her inside.

      She grunted out a thank-you before she made her way across the living room and into the modest kitchen.

      In the midst of a sip from his morning coffee, Eric froze in place as soon as he spotted her.

      “Good morning, Mr. Dalton.” She kept her voice cool and crisp but added enough venom to convey to him that her intent was anything but friendly.

      As he set his mug atop the dining room table, he nodded. “Good morning. I…I’m sorry, but I can’t remember your name.”

      “Agent Black,” she said from between clenched teeth. “I just thought I’d stop by to give you an update. Your wife and your son are safe. A couple officers with the Baltimore PD picked them up yesterday and took them to a safe house. But, from the sounds of it, your wife has quite a few questions for you.”

      A crestfallen look passed behind his eyes as he nodded again. “I can imagine. She’s all right, though? What about Natalie and…and Jon?”

      Winter crossed her arms over her chest. “You said yourself that the Russians told you they shot him, right?”

      For the third time, he nodded.

      “Well, Natalie wasn’t at home. And, obviously, neither was her husband. Whoever took them didn’t leave a trace.” She let the bleak statement hang in the air as she fixed Eric with an intent stare.

      His eyes flicked up to hers, and his mouth opened and closed several times before he spoke. “What else?”

      She pursed her lips and bit back a knee-jerk insult. “There was a federal agent in Baltimore who was looking into your…situation.”

      As the unmistakable spark of anxiety flickered to life in his visage, she was tempted to let him stew for a solid twenty minutes. But she had a flight to catch.

      The shadows along Eric’s throat shifted as he swallowed.

      “What did they find?” There was an unmistakable waver in his voice.

      “I don’t know.” Each word Winter spoke was laden with venom. “He’s dead.”

      Eric’s eyes snapped open wide. “What? Dead? How?”

      “We aren’t sure,” she lied. “But we think that he was close to something that the Russians didn’t want him to know. Mr. Dalton, if you’ve got anything you’re hiding from us, you might want to reconsider.”

      He scratched at the beard, which had started looking remarkably scraggly. “No, I—”

      She waved away his protest. “Save it. You haven’t exactly been upfront with us since you showed up on our doorstep a few days ago, you know that? First, it was the bullshit about your life insurance, and now this whole thing about how you were going to start laundering money for the Russian mob.”

      “It’s—”

      “Like I said.” Winter narrowed her eyes. “I don’t care. Save your defensive horse shit for someone who does. I’m just here to tell you that, whatever was involved with this situation to begin with, whatever stakes you thought you were facing, they’ve just gotten a hell of a lot higher. A federal agent is dead. A woman lost her husband, and a child lost her father.”

      When she paused this time, he didn’t bother to try to interject.

      “If you’re hiding something, I want you to keep that in mind. Because when we find out whatever it is you’re hiding, and we will find out, I will personally bury you underneath any and every criminal charge I can even conceive of. If I can petition the governor to come up with a new law just to make sure you’re fucked for the rest of your life, I’ll do it. I don’t expect anything from you right now, but this is your last warning.”

      Without bothering to wait for a reply, she turned on her heel and stalked out of the room.

      Winter had never met Drew Hansford, but the haunted look on Bree’s face was unlike any expression she’d seen the woman wear in all the time she’d known her.

      And then, there was Noah.

      Ever since Eric’s arrival, a black cloud had followed Noah around to block out the brightness to which she’d grown accustomed.

      In the midst of her own mental turmoil over the realization that Douglas Kilroy—the driving force behind her entire damn career, her entire life—was gone, she had to be the strong one.

      Compared to the loss of a good friend or the reappearance of a ghost from the past, she didn’t think her problems were even worthy of mention on most days.

      So, she did what she’d always done.

      She shoved the festering despondency to the back of her mind where she could ignore it, and she masked any semblance of sadness with anger.

      She could hardly imagine the lecture she’d receive from Autumn if she gave voice to her thoughts in the woman’s—a freaking psychologist’s—presence.

      If Winter shook Autumn’s hand right now, there was a real possibility that the other woman would suplex her into the damn floor. They had both watched professional wrestling in their younger years, and Autumn was just as fit as any agent at the FBI. Winter didn’t doubt she was physically capable of suplexing another adult human being.

      The image of the slender redhead wrapping her arms around another person to toss them backward onto a rug brought a much-needed smile to Winter’s lips as she turned the key over in the ignition of her tried and true Civic.

      She’d hardly seen Autumn since Eric Dalton had arrived in Richmond. Now, for the remainder of the investigation, she’d likely bounce back and forth between Baltimore and Richmond as the two offices combined their efforts to track down the murderer of one of their own.

      As she shifted the car into reverse, Winter bit back a sigh.

      Eric Dalton might be a dipshit, but his daughter and her husband had been kidnapped. Winter had felt Natalie’s fear when she’d walked through the house.

      This wasn’t about Eric Dalton’s stupidity, not anymore. This was about finding Natalie and Jonathan. This was about making sure another friend didn’t don the same heartbroken expression that had crossed Bree Stafford’s face earlier in the day.

      Once they found Natalie and Jonathan, then Winter could give in to her feud with Eric. Then she could make good on her promise.

      Once Natalie and her husband were safe, she would bury Eric Dalton.
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      Though the exterior of the Baltimore FBI office couldn’t have looked more different from the Richmond office, the floor of the spacious building that housed the Violent Crimes Division was remarkably similar.

      Noah glanced over to the cluster of cubicles as he and Winter followed the Special Agent in Charge, Marie Judd, to a briefing room at the end of the hall. If the office décor wasn’t different—the agents in Baltimore were clearly more festive than their Virginian counterparts—he could have tricked himself into thinking he was in Richmond.

      His and Winter’s flight to Baltimore had been punctuated by a grand total of three sentences.

      After his heated conversation with Autumn, his thoughts had spiraled down into a vortex of worst-case scenarios.

      The short trip was the closest they had gotten to being alone with one another since she had surprised him with an impassioned kiss after Eric’s failed attempt to bond. If he was honest with himself, he still wasn’t sure what to make of the show of affection.

      Was that the reason for her odd behavior over the past couple days? Had she realized that she made a mistake, and now she was looking for a way to fix it without ruining their friendship?

      He wanted to let himself believe it meant she held the same feelings for him that he’d long ago realized he had for her. But whenever he felt himself slip into the comforting lull, he was reminded of the end of the Kilroy investigation.

      Specifically of the three months when she hadn’t so much as sent him a text message.

      As a friend, Winter occupied a vital part of his heart. He didn’t want to patronize her by repeatedly asking if she was sure she knew what she was doing, but he wanted her to be sure.

      He wanted her to feel as certain as he did.

      At first, he’d been certain that the kiss was the source of all the oddities he’d noticed, but if Winter’s conflicting feelings were the cause of her edginess, then why in the hell had Autumn been so secretive about the reason she was at the Richmond field office?

      Though he had no idea what she was keeping from him, he was certain that Autumn was keeping a secret. No, not just any secret. Winter’s secret. And knowing that made him feel like they were in the midst of the Kilroy investigation all over again.

      Swallowing against a sudden tightness in his throat, Noah forced his thoughts back to the present. Back to the highly renowned SAC in front of him and the brilliant, stunning woman at his side.

      The woman who always seemed to have a secret.

      Three people were seated at a rectangular table in the center of the room, two men and a woman. The white light of a laptop screen glinted off the woman’s glasses as she looked up to make note of their arrival.

      All three wore grim expressions, though a portion of the darkness dissipated as the SAC led him and Winter into the space.

      With a reassuring smile, Marie Judd waved Noah and Winter forward.

      The SAC’s silver hoop earrings caught the glow of the overhead fluorescence as she eased the door closed behind them. Though no slivers of gray were present in her close-cropped black hair, her dark eyes glittered with the type of wisdom Noah would only expect to find in someone more than twenty years her senior.

      SAC Judd was the first woman of color to attain the lofty title of Special Agent in Charge of the Baltimore office, and she was the second youngest SAC in Baltimore’s history.

      According to Max’s accounts of the Maryland SAC, Marie Judd was on track to become a major authority within the bureau.

      As she took a seat at Winter’s side, Marie folded her hands atop the table. “Thank you all for making it here. I know this meeting was a little last minute, but we’re here for two reasons. First,” she paused to gesture to the two men, “Agent Gibbs, Agent McClary, this is Special Agent Black, and that’s Special Agent Dalton. They’re our help from the Richmond field office.”

      The older of the two men, Agent McClary, lifted a bushy eyebrow. “Dalton? Like Natalie Falkner, formerly Dalton?”

      Noah gritted his teeth and fought against punching the damn desk. “Yeah, but I’m not here about her. We’re here because y’all are already stretched thin, and now you’ve got a fellow agent’s murder piled on top of it all.”

      As the older man nodded, his countenance softened. “Of course. We appreciate it. I didn’t mean to sound like an asshole. It’s just…it’s been a long day.”

      Noah returned the nod. “No doubt. We’re here to help.”

      Clearing her throat, Winter leaned forward in her chair. “One of our people, Agent Stafford, was really good friends with Agent Hansford. They go way back.”

      Though slight, SAC Judd’s expression brightened at the mention of Bree. “I was still a field agent when Agent Stafford was in Baltimore. She’s a damn fine investigator. But that brings me to the second reason we’re all here. We have an update on the Natalie Falkner case. Naomi Clanahan is our lead forensics expert on the Falkner kidnappings and Agent Hansford’s murder.”

      The woman at the end of the table nodded and offered a small smile to him and Winter. “Nice to meet you, Agents. I wish it was under better circumstances, but you know what Keith Richards says about getting what you want.”

      In spite of the somber air, Noah almost let out a laugh at the silly reference.

      “Anyway.” Naomi pushed a piece of auburn hair away from her forehead. “Yes, we’ve got an update about the Falkner kidnappings. Agent Black, you were at the scene, weren’t you?”

      “I was,” Winter replied.

      “Then I’d like to be the first to tell you, well done. We brought in her car and combed through it, and it looks like you were right.”

      Noah raised his eyebrows to flash Naomi an incredulous glance. “Wait. They used Natalie’s car? Why?”

      Naomi shrugged, her expression nonchalant. Like the perpetrator’s use of a victim’s car to abduct them was an everyday occurrence. Were kidnappings really that common in this city?

      The woman’s voice cut through the contemplation. “Personally, agents, I think the Russians used her car because they didn’t want anyone to see a strange car pulling into their garage. They didn’t want to risk someone jotting down a plate number or catching sight of a make and model. They’re good at cleaning up forensic evidence most of the time, so they probably weren’t too worried about that.”

      Though he was still puzzled, Noah nodded. “The risk outweighed the reward.”

      “Exactly. We didn’t find any prints aside from hers, Jonathan’s, or their friends’, but there was some of her hair found caught in a seatbelt in the back seat. Which is a bit odd all on its own, but in the driver’s seat, we found something even more interesting.”

      Winter’s blue eyes glinted with the intensity she so often expressed during an investigation. “What is it?”

      Pushing the laptop around for the group to view, Naomi glanced up to Winter. “We’re still processing it right now, but I think I’ve seen it before. It looks like dust at first blush, but based on the shape of the particles, I think they’re tiny flakes of metal. In metalworking jobs or automotive repair, that sort of thing, there are little bits of liquid metal that get propelled through the air. Depending on the velocity, they cool into oval or cylindrical shapes.”

      A spark of recognition flickered in the back of Noah’s mind as he squinted at the magnified photo on the laptop. “I’ve heard of that before. There was a case in Dallas years back that found the same thing. They found it on the victim’s clothes, and it’s how they tied them to the killer.”

      Naomi straightened her black-rimmed glasses. “It’s a pretty unique marking, especially when you’re able to analyze the chemical composition. It’s just about as good as a fingerprint, honestly.” She looked over to the two Baltimore agents. “You two were at the meeting this morning, so you already knew that. But we had a chance to look over the trace evidence from Agent Hansford’s clothing a little bit ago. We’ll know with more certainty after we’ve had some time to thoroughly process it, but right now, it looks like the same particles were on Drew’s clothes.”

      SAC Judd pursed her lips. “Then it’s like we suspected.”

      The first chill of excitement flitted down Noah’s back. “They’re connected. Whoever killed Agent Hansford was involved in the Falkner kidnappings.” And whatever heaping pile of shit Eric’s buried himself under. Noah kept the second part to himself.

      He couldn’t say he was surprised.

      After four years with the Dallas PD, a stint in the military, and his tenure at the bureau, Noah didn’t believe in coincidences. Drew Hansford had delved into Eric’s involvement with the Russians, and he had lost his life as a result.

      Noah looked from one agent to the next. “What else do you have on the Falkner kidnappings? If these two cases are connected, then we can’t overlook anything.”

      Agent Gibbs nodded his bald head. “The Falkners had a security system, but someone accessed it online and turned it off for about thirty minutes. We had Cyber Crimes pull the login records, but the login that turned off the system was made from a proxy server out of Shenzhen, China. Whoever it was made sure to cover their tracks, or just avoided making them in the first place.”

      “We’ve got the 911 call too,” SAC Judd said. “A lot of the audio is fuzzy and difficult to make out, but our tech team is working on it. It might take a day or so, but they said they’re sure they can clear it up enough for it to be useful.”

      “How long did it record?” Winter asked.

      A shadow passed over the SAC’s face. “Until the officers got there.”

      Noah had to fight to keep the shock from his expression.

      Agent Hansford had recorded his own death.
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        * * *

      

      By the time he and Winter arrived at their hotel, Noah was ready to either down a bottle of whiskey or sleep for seventeen hours. They had only been in Baltimore for three or four hours, but he felt like at least a week had passed since their flight landed.

      So far, the only positive aspect of the entire damn trip was the hotel.

      Though he half-expected a shoebox similar to the hotel they’d stayed in during their first investigation together in Harrisonburg, the thirty-story building near the heart of downtown Baltimore was a pleasant surprise.

      He caught a whiff of chlorine from the pool on the main floor, and for about a half a second, he entertained the idea of a soak in the hot tub. But as soon as he remembered that other hotel guests would be there too, he dismissed the idea.

      If he opted for the bottle of booze instead of sleeping for seventeen hours, he would revisit the thought once he was good and plastered. Because right then, as he and Winter headed to an elevator, being plastered sounded just short of divine. After all his years in the military and law enforcement, he finally understood why so many cops hit the bar at the end of their shift.

      As Winter cleared her throat, he pulled himself from the contemplation to offer her a quizzical glance.

      Her lips curved into the start of a smile. “This hotel is a little bit nicer than the one we stayed in while we were in Harrisonburg, isn’t it?”

      His chuckle sounded more like a cough. Great minds think alike. “A little bit.”

      With a light sigh, she leaned against the metal handrail. A flicker of worry passed over her face, but the expression was short-lived. “I can’t believe that was a year ago.”

      “Yeah, well. Time flies when you’re having fun,” he muttered.

      A cheery ding sounded out overhead as the car came to a stop on the fifteenth floor. With a quiet hiss, the silver doors slid open to reveal a hall that, compared to Harrisonburg, was pristine.

      Winter jabbed an elbow at his upper arm as they stepped out of the elevator. “You can’t even smell the carpet. We’re moving up in the world.”

      On a normal day, he would have laughed at the sarcastic observation. But today, all he could manage was a strained smile. “I’m not sleeping on the floor this time.”

      When she smiled up at him, the look was as wistful as it was reassuring. “But if you did, it’d be a hell of a lot more comfortable. Face it, this is a quality floor.”

      For emphasis, she tapped her foot against the patterned carpet.

      He wanted to continue the lighthearted banter as they approached their rooms. He wanted to add to her joking comments about the floor, about their stay in Harrisonburg a year ago. But try as he might, he couldn’t summon up so much as a hint of humor.

      Before he could consider his approach to the topic, he turned to face her. “You’re hiding something.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact.

      For a split-second, her eyes widened, and he had his answer before she even spoke. Opening and closing her mouth, she shook her head.

      “What is it, Winter?” He intended the question to be cool and composed, but his voice came out raw, scarcely above a whisper.

      Here it came. Here came her regret at their impassioned kiss. Here came her announcement that she’d found someone else. He would have been inclined to think she had changed her tune about Aiden Parrish, but he’d heard her talk excitedly about how she was sure the SSA had taken an interest in Autumn. Plus, based on Autumn’s mode of dress earlier that day, Noah thought there was a great deal of merit to Winter’s theory.

      Who was it, then? Bobby Weyrick? Bobby was a six-year veteran of the United States Army, a seasoned federal agent, and an objectively good-looking guy.

      When she heaved a sigh, he returned himself firmly to the present. “Is there someone else?” he asked. For the second time in their conversation, the words had rolled from his lips before he paused to consider them. He needed to be more careful. Even if Winter found another romantic interest, she was still his friend. He’d rather have her in his life as a friend and coworker than lose her altogether.

      Her blue eyes went wide. “What? You mean…no, oh my god, no.”

      Relief and anxiety rushed up to greet him in equal parts. “Then what?”

      The shadows moved along her throat as she swallowed. “It’s about Justin.”

      Noah’s blood froze in his veins. As his pulse rushed in his ears, all he could do was stare at her.

      When he didn’t speak, she went on. “About that email. My friend in Cyber Crimes sent me a message when he found out where it’d been sent from. I got that message on the same night that Eric called you. I wanted to tell you, but you…you just seemed so sad and frustrated. I knew that telling you about how that email had come from Harrisonburg would only stress you out more. I know what it’s like to be overwhelmed, and I didn’t want that for you.”

      He wished he could wipe the stupefied look from his face. “Wait. Harrisonburg? You got an email from Justin, and it was sent from Harrisonburg? Jesus Christ, Winter! What is this, is this the Kilroy investigation part two? Are you going to be in BAU next week, or are you going to drop off the face of the planet for another three months?”

      When her face fell, he immediately regretted the harsh tone. “That’s why I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want you to worry about that, to worry about me leaving or not being there for you. That’s why I went to Autumn instead and asked for her help. She was there with me the whole time, and Aiden offered to keep an eye on the case while I stuck to your father’s case.”

      At the mention of Autumn, any remaining bluster was whipped away like a haze of smoke on a windy day. “You went to Autumn? And Aiden?” His voice sounded choked and hoarse. He hated himself for it.

      She nodded, but her eyes were fixed on the floor. “I thought they could help me figure it out, and then I wouldn’t have to stress you out with it. I’m sorry.”

      After an uneasy silence, he let out a weary sigh. Her logic made sense, and she couldn’t have asked for better help than Autumn. If anyone could talk sense into Winter before she went off the deep end, it would be Dr. Autumn Trent.

      But as reassuring as it was to think that she had the help of two people who cared about her, he couldn’t help the nagging sensation in the back of his head. The nagging that insisted they’d returned to the days of the Kilroy case, back when Douglas Kilroy was still known only as The Preacher. Back when he was a faceless apparition, a harbinger of death. Before they’d learned that he was an old man whose grasp on reality had begun to slip from his fingers.

      He shook himself out of the reverie. No, he still couldn’t get rid of the paranoia. Back in those dark few months, she had been willing to throw all those who cared about her to the wayside in the interest of chasing after a ghost from her past. Noah hadn’t realized it until now, but ever since he’d shot and killed The Preacher, he had been waiting for her to leave again.

      That’s why this stung so fucking bad.

      There was no doubt that what she had experienced that night had changed the course of her entire life. And in the back of his mind, he always suspected that she valued the idea of her past—of her vengeance—more than she valued any of the people she had in the present. He hadn’t realized it, but he had fully expected her to disappear into the shadows as soon as the chance to find her brother appeared.

      He scrubbed one hand over his face and shook his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound like an asshole. But I…I just need to be by myself for the rest of the night, all right?”

      It might have been his imagination, but he thought the light caught glassiness in her eyes as she nodded. “I understand.”

      The words were hardly a whisper, and the sharp pang of guilt stabbed at him again.

      As she made her way to the door beside his, he let himself into the chilly room.

      Once the door latched, he let out a long sigh. Even if he tried, he couldn’t be truly upset with Winter for keeping another source of stress from him, especially if she’d enlisted the help of two of her close friends. But the entire situation felt too familiar.

      Now, it was a little after seven in the evening, and he had the rest of the damn night to ruminate. He was torn between the desire to find a bar and the need to just shut out the whole world and sleep.

      After he’d changed into gym shorts and a band shirt, he sprawled out on the king-sized bed and reached for the remote.

      At least they hadn’t been put up in bargain rate rooms this time. Unlike Harrisonburg, this hotel had proper televisions and a whole host of cable channels.

      Before he could settle on any show in particular, the buzz of his smartphone snapped his attention to the nightstand. When he spotted the caller’s identity, he straightened in his seat and muted the television. Scooping the phone off the wooden surface, he swiped the answer key and raised the device to his ear.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hi, honey. How are you?” He could hear the smile in Liv Alvarez’s words. It was the first happy voice he’d heard all damn day.

      Rubbing his eyes with one hand, he chuckled. “I’m all right, I guess. Little stressed about this case I’m working, but I’m all right. How about you?”

      “I’m good.” He could tell by her suddenly strained tone that there was more to the simple statement.

      “But?”

      She sighed. “Lucy got back from Santa Monica yesterday, so I went to visit her. She said that Eric showed up out of the blue in Richmond.”

      Dammit.

      He hadn’t wanted his mom to be forced to deal with Eric’s dramatic bullshit. He’d hoped to keep the situation away from her until it was resolved, and he could just tell her the story someday.

      “Yeah,” he finally answered. “He did. It’s…it’s messier than I thought it was at first. I thought it was just him being an entitled dipshit, but now. I’m not so sure anymore.”

      “That’s what Lucy said.” To his relief, the strain was gone. “She said she told you to keep your guard up around him, and she said she doesn’t think he’s telling the truth about why he’s there.”

      Noah barely suppressed a groan. “She’s right. He’s definitely been keeping shit to himself.”

      “He does that.”

      The unabashed sarcasm brought a slight smile to his lips. “Yeah, he does, doesn’t he? Don’t worry about it, though. I know he’s a slippery bastard, and I know better than to believe he’s got any real interest in mending fences.”

      His mom laughed. “That sounds more like a child of mine.”

      “Hey, you raised an FBI agent.” He chuckled. “Between the bureau and the Middle East, watching over my shoulder is probably ingrained in my DNA by now.”

      “Eric, though.” Some of the gravity had returned to her voice. “I always tried not to say anything bad about him while you guys were kids. I didn’t want my negative opinion of him to taint how you two saw your father, but you’re adults now, and I think you’ve caught on to the type of person Eric Dalton is.”

      “No doubt about that,” Noah muttered.

      “I don’t want to say that he’s emotionless. He cares about some things, but, well…those things aren’t us, honey. They’ve never been us. He puts his wife and his other two kids on a pedestal, but there’s something about me, you, and Lucy that never quite worked for him. I swear, he didn’t start out that way. When we were in high school, he was different. But once he got a taste of how the other half of the world lived, that changed something in him.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’ve gathered.” Noah’s voice was hushed.

      He didn’t give much of a shit about Eric, but he still hated what the man had put his mother through. There weren’t many people kinder or more down to earth than Olivia Alvarez, and she didn’t deserve the second-class treatment she’d received from Eric.

      “Lucy said you told her he owes someone money?”

      Noah leaned back against the headboard. “He sure does. Some seriously nasty people, in fact.”

      “Huh. I can’t say I’m surprised. I always thought he’d dig himself into some sort of financial pit. I just figured it’d be with a bank, and not someone who wants to shoot him in the kneecaps.”

      Noah laughed. That was the funniest damn thing he’d heard all day.

      But even through the humor, there was one thing that Noah found uncertain.

      If all the Russians wanted was to shoot Eric in the kneecaps, he wasn’t so sure he’d stand in their way anymore.
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      The streetlight glinted off the face of my watch as I checked the time. As much as I wanted to pace back and forth beside my car, I swallowed the compulsion and gritted my teeth.

      The quiet crunch of tires against asphalt and the drone of an engine drew nearer, but the headlights had been turned off before the driver even pulled into the vacant lot.

      A temperate breeze carried the salty scent of the ocean as it wafted past. Clenching and unclenching one gloved hand, I didn’t let my glare drift away from the figure of the man behind the steering wheel.

      I’d been prepared for him to show up with a couple henchmen, but for once, he’d heeded my request to meet alone.

      He might not have known the significance of his adherence, but I did.

      Tonight was not the time to test my patience.

      If Alek had shown up with two or three of his underlings, I’d have been tempted to shoot them all. I didn’t know if I’d emerge from such a firefight victorious, but right now, I didn’t especially give a shit.

      The corner of my mouth twitched as Alek shoved the driver’s side door closed.

      As he approached, I could tell from the rigidity of his gait that he was every bit as on edge as I was.

      Though it might have been counterintuitive, his nervousness alleviated some of my own paranoia. Which was strange because, if Alek was nervous, then there was a damn good reason for me to be nervous too.

      The Russian enforcer was six-four, broad-shouldered, and tattooed. In the warmer months, I’d caught sight of enough old-school Russian prison tattoos to establish that Alek was as battle-hardened as mafia men came. I didn’t know much about his past, but my instincts told me I didn’t want to know.

      Born in the USSR during the early 1980s, Alek had been orphaned at a young age. He’d never said as much, but the tattoos on his hands told me more than I knew he ever would. Every piece of artwork on Alek’s skin told a story.

      On the back of his left hand, the letters SLON were an acronym that roughly translated to “from my early years, nothing but misery.” Another tattoo around his middle finger was a symbol associated with orphans—a reminder to trust no one.

      A reminder that he was alone.

      Fabric rustled as Alek crossed both arms over his broad chest. “Detective Smith. You said you have news for me?”

      I nodded. “Based on that look, you’ve already got an idea what it is.”

      He shrugged. “Humor me.”

      “The man your guy Sergei killed last night.” I had to pause to keep my voice from becoming a guttural growl. “Misha Pelevin. He wasn’t Misha.”

      Alek’s posture stiffened, and I felt the tension radiate from him as he waited for me to continue.

      “He was an undercover federal agent. Jesus, you weren’t supposed to kill him!” There it was, I thought. There was all the stress and rage that had festered beneath my otherwise calm exterior all damn day.

      With a sigh, Alek’s gray eyes shifted to the nearby harbor. “I know. Sergei got…how do you say? Carried off?”

      “Carried away,” I said through clenched teeth. “Yeah, he did. Look, this isn’t the Baltimore PD we’re dealing with anymore, all right? This isn’t the police department with a budget stretched thinner than a piece of cheap toilet paper. This is the federal government! What did Misha know?”

      Alek shook his head. “Not much. He had only been around for a few days. You know as much about him as I do. He was asking about Eric Dalton, about what Eric Dalton owed us.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Alek might have been several inches taller than me and built like a brick shithouse, but I’d been in the Baltimore police department for almost my entire adult life.

      I’d held my own against guys his size before, and if he gave me a reason, I’d do it again.

      “And what did Eric Dalton owe you?” My words were deathly calm.

      Until now, I’d kept my nose out of whatever in the hell the Russians had cooked up with Eric Dalton’s help. I helped the Russians find routes to pump drugs into the city, and I gave their dealers and suppliers a heads-up when the department was planning a raid.

      But until now, I hadn’t fucked with their real business.

      Rubbing his eyes with one hand, Alek let out another sigh. “A rat.”

      “He was going to help you find a rat? A traitor, not a literal rodent, right?”

      Alek’s mouth was a hard line. “Traitor, yes. There is a RICO case, and the traitor is a witness. There are many of my people in prison right now because of this case. If the witness lives, they will stay in prison.”

      “What does that have to do with Eric Dalton?”

      In the split-second of hesitation before Alek spoke, all I could hear was the rush of my pulse. My hands were clammy, and I was freezing and suffocating all at the same time.

      It didn’t matter what Alek’s answer was.

      Whatever in the hell the Russians wanted with Eric Dalton had the potential to spell disaster. Alek didn’t need to tell me as much.

      I could feel it in the damn air, in the salty ocean breeze.

      Shadows moved along Alek’s unshaven face as he clenched his jaw. “Eric Dalton’s son is FBI. He can get us to their witness.”

      Should’ve just asked Misha, I thought bitterly. “What’s his son’s name? And how much longer will it take for him to get you to this witness?”

      “His son is Noah Dalton. Eric has two days left.” The malevolent glint in Alek’s eyes told me I was getting dangerously close to a guarded secret.

      I didn’t care.

      Eric Dalton might not have been my problem before Misha was killed, but he was damn sure my problem now.

      “What happens in two days?”

      When Alek didn’t respond right away, I couldn’t help the derisive chuckle that slipped from my lips.

      I locked my eyes on Alek’s before I forged ahead. “Misha, or I guess I should say Agent Hansford, wanted to know about your deal with Eric Dalton. Now, if you want me to help you and Sergei stay out of this shitstorm, you’d better tell me what I’m up against, you follow me?”

      Alek blew out a long breath as he ran a hand through his dark hair. “We have his daughter and her husband. Husband has been dead for two days, but Eric doesn’t know. If he doesn’t get us the witness, his daughter dies.”

      “How is Eric planning to pull this off? Is he just going to ask his son for a favor?” I kept my tone calm. Nothing good would come from a shouting match with a Russian mafia enforcer.

      After what I could only assume was an internal debate, the anger slipped away from Alek’s visage. “He and his son are not close. He said he would…convince him.”

      “What do you do if he can’t ‘convince him?’” This had begun to feel like an interrogation.

      “We go to his son ourselves.”

      I almost laughed in his face. “Your backup plan is to kidnap a federal agent and make him tell you where your rat is?”

      “Do you have a better plan?” The rage hadn’t returned to Alek’s eyes, but there was a different type of indignation on his face. The type that bordered on desperate.

      I ground my teeth together and shook my head. “No. But you need to think really, really hard before you go through with this. You’re talking about going directly after a federal agent.”

      A hint of self-satisfaction edged its way onto Alek’s face. “Let me worry about that, Detective Smith.”

      I almost rolled my eyes. If I didn’t have such a long-standing rapport with Alek, I suspected he would have punched me in the throat by now. “Why the hell didn’t you come to me with this first?”

      He shrugged. “Lawyer said that this witness is federal, not state. Baltimore cops can’t access federal witnesses.”

      Well, he wasn’t wrong.

      “Fair enough. I’ll find out what I can on my end. I’ve got a contact in the bureau. I’ll see if he can give me an update on their investigation.” Agent Tim Gibbs hadn’t gotten his hands dirty like me, but he had a tendency to be helpful.

      In the last few years, I’d learned how to use Tim’s penchant for helpfulness to my advantage. Now, thanks to Sergei, I’d have to dust off the old machinations.

      Though I knew the easiest option to avoid being implicated in Agent Hansford’s death was to eliminate the loose end—Sergei—I also knew better than to bring up the idea to someone as loyal to the Russian syndicate as Alek. There was a good chance the enforcer would shoot me just for the suggestion.

      “Stay away from Noah Dalton.” I tried to keep the threatening edge out of my voice. Just because I was confident in my ability to hold my own in a brawl with Alek didn’t mean I wanted to poke the beast. “We’re already dealing with the murder of one federal agent. We don’t need to add another body to the count.”

      Alek lifted his chin. “We’ll do what we need to do, Detective.”

      I didn’t bother to offer another rebuttal. There was no point.

      If Alek and his people got the bright idea to go after Noah Dalton, I’d be sure to have my go-bag ready for a last-minute flight to Panama.

      At this point, I was in far too deep to make an argument in favor of sparing a law enforcement official’s life.

      The Russians paid me handsomely for the information I provided. But the risk was about to outweigh the reward.

      Eric Dalton had damn well better pull through.
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      Agent Black’s words had echoed relentlessly through Eric Dalton’s head for the entire day.

      A federal agent was dead. A wife had been widowed, and a child had been left without a father.

      None of this was supposed to happen. Noah was supposed to give the Russians their witness. That was all. That was supposed to be the end of Eric’s involvement with the Russian mob.

      But now, a man was dead.

      A federal agent was dead.

      There was no coming back from the murder of an officer of the law. Even if Noah personally hand delivered the witness to the Russians, the stain of the other agent’s death would never come clean. That man’s ghost would follow Eric for the rest of his life.

      And then…then there was Jon.

      If what the Russians said was true, Jon had been shot in the stomach five days ago, and if Eric was honest with himself, he knew Jon was dead. He didn’t want to believe it, but it was the only possible outcome.

      But in spite of the conclusion he’d drawn, his blood still froze in his veins when he saw the screen of his secret phone come to life. He’d been holding it in his hands…hoping…waiting…dreading.

      With a fervent glance around the master bedroom, he swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He kept the open doorway in his periphery as he slunk to the bathroom.

      Flicking a switch to turn on the overhead vent fan, he finally flipped open the prepaid phone.

      “Hello?” The word was no more than a hoarse whisper.

      “Hello, Eric.” The Russian accent and the bass of the man’s voice was familiar. He called himself Alek, but that was all Eric knew about the Russian. On any of the previous occasions Eric had spoken to him, his tone had been deathly calm. Tonight, there was an unmistakable air of petulance that simmered beneath that composed veneer.

      Alek was on edge.

      Eric had only seen the man once in person, but intimidating wasn’t an adequate enough term for the rough-looking Russian gangster. Alek lived and breathed the criminal underworld, and Eric didn’t want to know what in the hell might have riled him.

      Before he could devote any more contemplation to the oddity, Alek continued. “This is just a reminder. You have two days, Eric. Two days before your daughter dies just like your son-in-law. You remember how he died, don’t you?”

      All Eric could do was swallow the bile that had risen in his throat. Alek’s bleak statement blasted all his rationalizations about Jon’s wellbeing, and hope vanished into a cloud of nothingness.

      Jon was dead.

      Alek took his silence as a cue to continue. “He did well. He lasted almost twenty-four hours. I haven’t seen many people last that long. How long do you think Natalie will last? It’s been a few days since she had a meal, and she’s probably dehydrated. I don’t think she’d last as long as her husband.”

      He wanted to shout, to scream. To berate the son of a bitch until his throat was raw.

      If they were in the same room, he would have lunged for the prick’s throat. He would have been rebuffed, likely killed, but he would have tried.

      Instead, all he could do was fight to keep himself from throwing up.

      “Two days.” The Russian’s voice was clipped and impatient. “Two days and she dies just like her husband.”

      With a light click, the line went dead.

      If Eric didn’t know better, he would think that Alek was running out of time too.

      Perhaps the thought should have been a source of comfort. Perhaps Eric should have taken solace in the fact that Alek might have been fighting for his life. Perhaps the knowledge should have served as a twisted sort of revenge. It should have, but Alek and Eric’s fates were now intertwined.

      If Alek was cornered, he was that much more unpredictable.

      Eric didn’t want to find out what happened when Alek’s time ran out.
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      After all that had happened in the past day, Winter didn’t understand how she was still awake at almost ten at night. She’d been up since close to five, and she’d only managed a few hours of sleep the night before. Though she might have drifted off at a couple points, each time she was snapped back to consciousness before sleep could fully take hold.

      She had tried to force her thoughts back to the case, but the effort was for naught.

      No matter the direction she tried to steer her contemplation, she wound up back in the same place.

      She wound up in the driver’s side of her Civic with Noah in the passenger seat. He turned his head to meet her gaze, the faint glimmer of contentedness in his green eyes as his lips curved into a slight smile. A smile that made her knees weak and her face flush.

      For so long, she’d pushed aside the feelings that his smile had evoked, but now, she wanted to revel in them.

      She wanted to, but now she was almost certain that Noah didn’t want the same. Even if he still harbored those same feelings for her, she had kept something important from him, and she did it in a way that brought back unpleasant memories. Memories that were a reminder that she wasn’t trustworthy, and that he shouldn’t trust his heart in her hands.

      What’s more, she had involved Autumn—their mutual friend. She’d put Autumn in the line of fire, and although her intent had been good, she could almost hear Autumn’s take on good intentions.

      The road to hell is paved with them.

      Winter wondered if that had been the woman’s senior quote in her high school yearbook.

      With a groan, she flopped onto her stomach and buried her face in a pillow. She had come clean with Noah, but she didn’t feel the relief that was supposed to accompany such honesty.

      All she felt now was more anxiety.

      So far, he still hadn’t even mentioned the kiss. He hadn’t asked her about her motive, hadn’t even cracked an offhand joke to steer their discussion to the topic.

      Then again, she hadn’t either. Maybe he was respecting her boundaries. And now, she’d be lucky if he ever confided in her again.

      Grasping the plush comforter with one hand, Winter groaned as she flung the blankets to the side. The crisp air left a trail of goose bumps on the exposed skin of her legs.

      When she flicked on the table lamp beside the bed, her eyes were drawn to a couple shooters she’d bought when they stopped at a gas station earlier.

      She thought a stiff drink would relax her racing mind and tense muscles so she could sleep, but she’d been so disheartened by the strained conversation with Noah that she hadn’t bothered to test the theory before she crawled into bed.

      The feeling of relief hadn’t washed over her yet because she hadn’t sat down to have a real conversation about her motive for keeping the information about the email to herself. If she did that, she was sure he would understand her point of view. It didn’t mean she was in the right—she could accept that she’d screwed up. But Noah wasn’t unreasonable. He’d understand.

      He had to understand.

      She took a deep breath to steady her nerves as she brushed both hands down the front of her loose-fitting t-shirt. Before she could give the idea a second thought, she snatched one of the little bottles off the television stand and twisted off the cap.

      Ever since her college years, Winter tended to rotate through her preferred liquor. She didn’t drink to excess more than any average person, and compared to most law enforcement agents, she didn’t drink much at all.

      Whether her drinking habits would change over the course of her career, she had yet to see.

      Working for the bureau was a stressful job if it was done right, and a preferred method to alleviate stress among her colleagues was to crack open a bottle of booze. Hell, Aiden’s kitchen was just as well stocked as an average bar, and Autumn had worked as a bartender for four years.

      Winter clenched her jaw, disgusted with herself.

      There she went again—she was stalling by thinking about liquor. Before her thoughts could wander down another winding path, she brought the bottle of Southern Comfort to her lips and tilted back her head.

      As the liquor burned its way down her throat, she realized she didn’t have a chaser.

      “Son of a bitch,” she grated out as all the air left her lungs.

      Squeezing her eyes closed, she swallowed in vain against the pervasive sting. She held the position as the seconds ticked away, and gradually, the burn receded to a comforting warmth.

      Blinking away the blur in her vision, she glanced to the second shooter, to the empty bottle in her hand, and then back. Though she could have used the liquid courage, she didn’t want to subject herself to another shot of Southern Comfort with no chaser. She wasn’t a seasoned drinker.

      After another steadying breath, she nodded to the empty room and started for the door. Her head felt lighter, and some of the tension had slipped away from her body. She paused in front of a floor-length mirror to smooth her disheveled hair and wipe away the smudged liner beneath her eyes.

      Running shorts, an old t-shirt, and flip-flops. Could Noah really expect any more from her at ten at night?

      Why do you even care? She frowned as the question entered her mind. Why did she care? She was headed to his room to apologize, not do a striptease.

      She caught herself before her brain latched onto the subject of her appearance in a subconscious effort to sidetrack her yet again. After one last glance to the disheveled bed, she pulled open the heavy door and stepped out into the hall.

      But as she stood in front of his room, she realized she hadn’t even planned out what she wanted to say.

      You don’t need a plan, dammit.

      Blowing out a breath, she rapped her knuckles against the wooden door and waited.

      And waited.

      Great. He’d fallen asleep, and she’d suffered through a shot of straight Southern Comfort for absolutely nothing.

      She should have sent him a damn text message.
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      Before she could heave a sigh and turn around, the door swung inward with a light creak. Noah squinted against the light from the hall and ran a hand through his messy hair.

      For what felt like the first time, she allowed herself to fully take stock of his appearance. She’d always thought he was handsome, but there was now another level to the attraction. The shadows played along his toned forearms all the way up to the sleeve of his shirt. A day’s worth of stubble darkened his cheeks, but rather than messy, he looked rugged and mysterious. Dangerous, like he’d spent the day hunting down a demon or a werewolf.

      She didn’t know when he had gotten so damn sexy, but it was downright distracting.

      You’re here to apologize, not do a striptease, and not to ogle him. Maybe the Southern Comfort hadn’t been a good idea after all.

      As she offered him her best effort at a smile, Winter hoped the strain on her face wasn’t as obvious as it felt. “Hey.”

      Anxiety was written plainly across his face. “Hey.”

      “Can I…” She had to pause to swallow against the sudden dryness in her mouth. “Can I come in? To talk?”

      With a slight nod, he held open the door and stepped to the side.

      The flickering light of the television was the only illumination left once the door closed.

      “Shit, did I wake you up?” The sudden uptick in her pulse was borne of equal parts embarrassment and anxiety.

      I should have stayed in my room. What the hell am I doing?

      She tried to push back the thoughts as she turned to face him.

      Noah shook his head. “No. I was trying to pretend I was asleep.”

      She searched his face in the dim light. “I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic.”

      “No, I wasn’t being sarcastic.” He moved past her to sit at the edge of the bed. “I thought if I pretended I was asleep, maybe I could actually fall asleep.”

      She managed another strained smile as she nodded. “Makes sense.”

      A silence settled in between them in the dark room, the only sound the quiet din of the television. A cooking show, she noticed.

      Tugging on the ends of her hair with one hand, she dropped her gaze to the carpeted floor. Even with the aid of the Southern Comfort, she couldn’t figure out where to start.

      “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “I can see why you’re worried, and I get it. You’ve got every right to be pissed at me, but…” She finally turned her gaze back to him. The effort was Herculean, and in the seconds that ensued, she wanted to look to the wall, the television, anywhere else.

      Raking the fingers of one hand through his disheveled hair, he shook his head. “I didn’t mean to be a dick about it. I didn’t even realize what a sensitive subject it was until now, honestly. I figured the whole fucked up dynamic we had during the Kilroy case was in the past, and that was that. That’s how they make it seem in movies and books and shit, you know? Put it behind you, move on.”

      “But it’s not that easy,” she finished for him. “None of it happens in a vacuum. That’s a quote straight from our favorite psychologist, by the way.”

      A shadow of guilt passed behind his eyes. “Pretty sure she ain’t that keen on me anymore, either.”

      “What? Why would you think that?”

      He groaned and rubbed his eyes. “I saw her at the office this morning, and I may or may not have bit her head off because I thought she was hiding something.”

      Winter blinked a few times at the confession. “Well, honestly? I’m sure she threw it right back at you, so you guys are probably square by now.”

      From beneath his hand, he started to make a quiet noise that Winter couldn’t immediately place. Was he crying? God, she hoped not.

      But when he dropped his hand back down to his lap, the corners of his eyes were creased as he chuckled. For a second, Winter was so relieved she thought she might be the one to cry.

      When his green eyes met hers, his smile didn’t waver. “Are you sure you and Autumn aren’t long lost sisters or something? Sometimes, y’all are so much alike I wonder if you aren’t secretly clones of each other. Maybe whoever cloned you guys just gave her green eyes and whatever the hell hair color she has to throw off suspicion.”

      Even as Winter rolled her eyes in feigned exasperation, she laughed a single “ha-ha.”

      As she dropped down to sit, she caught the faint scent of his cologne—or soap, she honestly wasn’t sure. All she knew was that she had become infatuated with the woodsy smell since he’d started to use it.

      Or maybe she was just infatuated with it now that her heart pounded a forceful cadence against her chest.

      Just as soon as the humor had come to life, it drifted away on the wings of the silence that rushed up to greet them in the ensuing seconds. Minutes. She didn’t know.

      “I’m sorry, Noah.” She glanced down to where she’d folded her hands in her lap. “I should have just told you. It’s not my job to censor what’s going on around you.”

      “I get why you did it, darlin’.”

      “Still.” She dragged her eyes back to meet his gaze. “It was the wrong call. I just want you to know that I know that, and I didn’t have any intention to abandon you. I treated you like shit during the Kilroy case, and I won’t ever let that happen again.”

      Shadows played along his face as he offered her a wistful smile.

      When the warmth of his hand settled between her shoulder blades, her breath caught in her throat.

      All of a sudden, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this nervous. The touch was welcome—it was more than welcome—but her mind raced with the implications of their closeness.

      With a simple touch, he’d sent a jolt of anticipation through her. She was suddenly aware of the warmth of his body beside hers, the mattress beneath them both. Her thoughts had done a complete one-eighty. From worried and sad to nervous and…what? Excited?

      Whatever the other feeling was, the nervousness drowned it out like a drunk shouting over his friends at a bar. She’d come face-to-face with serial killers, mass murderers, and she hadn’t felt nervousness like this. Apparently, she was comfortable under professional pressure, but when it came to her love life, she turned into a starry-eyed teenager.

      As she licked her lips, she tasted a hint of Southern Comfort. Though she had intended to sit down for a grown-up discussion about her feelings for him, she couldn’t form a coherent thought that involved anything other than stripping off all his clothes.

      Well, that was one way to convey affection. If he wasn’t into it, then she’d have her answer.

      Swallowing the twinge of trepidation, she started to raise a hand to touch him when she realized that her palms were clammy. She couldn’t reach out and touch him with cold, clammy hands. Son of a bitch.

      His gaze was fixed on hers, a flicker of curiosity behind his green eyes. If she didn’t do something soon, the nerves would get the better of her. She wanted more than just a few fervent kisses, satisfying though they might have been. But she couldn’t convey the way he made her feel by just making out with him.

      This wasn’t her first time, but this was the first time the stakes had been so high. Whether or not she wanted to admit it, this was the first time she’d been invested in the outcome.

      Until recently, her life had a singular purpose—find The Preacher and avenge the murder of her family. She hadn’t needed a man at her side to succeed in her goal, and she had been so certain of her solitary purpose that she hadn’t stopped to ponder much beyond the physical aspect of a relationship. She’d been too busy, too focused, too wrapped up in the cold world of vengeance.

      Now, she might not have known all the details, but she wanted more.

      For the first time that night, she shut all the doubts and the what-ifs out of her head, and she forced her focus back to the dim hotel room. Back to the way the flickering light of the television cast exaggerated shadows along Noah’s handsome face.

      As she reached out to touch his scruffy cheek, she scooted over to his side. Even through the fabric of his clothes, his body was warm against her leg.

      The curiosity in his eyes gave way to understanding, and within that understanding was a spark of the same desire that coursed through her veins.

      The mischievous glint was more than enough to encourage her next move.

      Strands of her long hair spilled over her shoulders as she leaned in to press her lips to his. As her tongue wrapped around his for the first time, she dropped her hand to rest over his heart. A measure of contentment crept to her mind at the rapid cadence of his pulse.

      He combed his fingers through her hair to grasp the base of her neck as he pulled away from the fervent kiss. His nose brushed against hers as he tilted his head back to peer at her.

      “Have you been drinking?” The softly spoken question was laden with amusement, but beneath the humor, there was concern.

      Breathing hard, she shook her head. “No. I mean, yes, but…I’m not drunk. I was nervous, and I had those shooters I got at the gas station earlier, so I drank one before I came over here.”

      He tucked a piece of ebony hair behind her ear. His breathing was still labored as he offered her a questioning glance. “You were nervous about talking to me?”

      “Because I didn’t know if you’d want to do this,” she blurted.

      With a quiet chuckle, he slid his free hand up the exposed skin of her leg to clasp her thigh. The touch sent a tingle of anticipation through her body. No, not just a tingle, a one-thousand-watt shock. If he could elicit such a visceral reaction with just a touch, she could only imagine what else he could do with that hand.

      As she pried her eyes away from the sight of his hand against the smooth skin of her thigh, his lips curled into the start of a smirk.

      He lifted one eyebrow. “If I’d want to do this? What’s this, darlin’? Make out on my bed in front of a rerun of Iron Chef?”

      Even if she had tried, she wasn’t sure she could have stopped her burst of laughter.

      She shook her head. “No, that’s not quite what I had in mind.”

      He kneaded his fingertips against the nape of her neck as his smile took on a knowing edge. “Then what did you have in mind? Sex? It’s all right, sweetheart. You can say it out loud. We’re both grown-ups.”

      Though she tried her best to look exasperated, a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Do you ever stop being sarcastic?”

      His eyes seemed to glitter in the flickering light. “Nope.”

      Tightening his grasp on her neck, he pulled her into another impassioned kiss. His movements were more purposeful, and she offered no resistance as he guided her down to the bed. When her back met the plush mattress, he broke away from the kiss to trail his lips along her cheek.

      The warmth of his breath tickled her ear, and she felt the start of goose bumps along her arms. She snaked both hands beneath the fabric of his t-shirt to run her fingertips along the curves of his back. She’d seen him without a shirt once before, but at the time, she hadn’t permitted herself to let her gaze linger.

      This time, she would.

      As if he could sense her thoughts, he propped himself up to pull the shirt over his head. Without hesitation, she followed suit and tossed the garment to the floor.

      She took in a breath as her eyes settled on his shirtless form. His body might as well have been carved from marble. This sweet, charming, funny man from rural Texas was built like a Greek god.

      “My god,” she breathed. “You’re perfect.”

      His mouth curved into a smile as he leaned back in for another drawn-out kiss.

      Winter couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so enthralled by a man’s touch, and if she was honest, she didn’t think she’d ever been this enthralled by anything. The warmth of his bare skin against hers was blissful all on its own, but when the sensation was combined with his teasing caress, she was spellbound.

      When he pulled his lips away from hers and cupped her cheek with one hand, she snapped open her eyes to meet his gaze. Trepidation had edged its way in to compete with the lust on his face.

      She held her breath. “What?” The word was barely a whisper.

      Shaking his head ever so slightly, he propped himself up with an elbow as he ran his thumb along her cheekbone.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he finally asked. “I mean, I think you can tell by now that I definitely want to.”

      She reached up to run her fingers through his messy hair. God, she’d wanted to do that for so long. As she trailed her other hand down his bare chest, she pressed her lips against his in a light kiss.

      “I’ll put it this way.” She pressed her body harder into his, indeed feeling how much he wanted her. “If we don’t take off the rest of our clothes soon, I think I might lose my mind.”
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      Noah couldn’t remember the last time he woke up with someone in bed beside him. Even during his stinted two-week relationship with a waitress named Jessie, he couldn’t recall spending the night with her.

      One of them always found a reason to go back home after they had sex. Which, in retrospect, should have been his first indication that the relationship was headed nowhere.

      In the first few moments after he woke, he was convinced he hadn’t actually woken up. Until the cobwebs cleared from his thoughts, he was certain that the warmth of Winter’s body at his side was a figment of his imagination.

      Even if last night had been a dream, he couldn’t be angry with himself. If it had been a dream, it was a damn good dream.

      As the fog rolled away from his brain, he knew last night was real. Winter had actually visited his room to apologize. From there, one thing had led to another, and here they were. To emphasize the point to himself, he tightened his grip around her bare shoulders.

      She let out a light moan and shifted her head where she had nestled her face in the crook of his neck.

      Yep. She was real.

      Sure, they’d fallen asleep together before after watching lengthy television marathons, but they had always awoken fully clothed.

      As best as he could tell without reaching down to check, neither of them wore a single article of clothing. And if that wasn’t enough proof, the faint sting of scratch marks along his back was yet another reminder.

      Though he wanted nothing more than to let himself drift off to sleep again, he had a sinking feeling that an alarm would soon snap them both out of the blissful, relaxed stance. He’d drawn the heavy curtains over the picture window the night before, but as he opened his eyes, he spotted a sliver of light in his periphery.

      Winter’s long hair was splayed over his chest like a handful of ebony ribbons. Her dark lashes twitched as her eyes moved beneath the lids in the throes of sleep. Her fair skin was smooth and unlined, and if it hadn’t been for the eye movements, she would have looked serene.

      To hell with it. He’d let the alarm wake her.

      The sooner she opened her eyes, the sooner they had to get out of bed. And the sooner they got out of bed, the sooner he would be overcome with uncertainty. Uncertainty about their future, uncertainty about her motivation for the nighttime visit, uncertainty about their friendship.

      Not to mention he’d just had sex with a fellow agent. He’d have to read the human resource manual to see if this could get both of their asses canned.

      To be sure, he didn’t regret it. Or, at least, he wouldn’t regret it as long as she felt the same way.

      When they had arrived at the hotel the night before, he’d been certain that their current position was the absolute least likely scenario for the next twenty-four hours. Even now, he couldn’t fully retrace the movements that had led them here.

      It had just happened.

      He let his eyes drift closed, and as his thoughts wandered back to the land of dreams, he all but forgot about the alarm that was set for seven-thirty.

      As the high-pitched chime sounded out, he felt like someone had reached into the dream world and violently yanked him back to consciousness. With a sharp breath, he sat bolt upright.

      In the first few seconds, he panicked as he struggled to remember where in the hell he was. Squeezing his eyes closed, he groped for the phone on the nightstand as he forced the cobwebs away from his thoughts.

      Winter’s grasp on his upper arm tightened as she groaned. “What time is it?”

      Slumping back down to the plush mattress, he heaved a sigh. “Seven-thirty.”

      Her eyes flicked open wide. “Seven-thirty? Aren’t we supposed to be at the office at eight-thirty?”

      He didn’t bother to hide the confusion from his face. “Yeah. Why?”

      “Dammit!” She flung the comforter to the side, and he caught little more than a glimpse of her porcelain skin as she hunched over to pick up her discarded clothes.

      He leaned forward to get a better glimpse of her ass. “I’m confused. Did I do something wrong?”

      Pulling the black shorts up her smooth legs, her eyes flicked up to meet his puzzled stare. “No. No, not at all. I just forgot to set my own alarm. I usually set it for an hour and a half before I have to be somewhere.” She paused to hold out a piece of her glossy hair. “You see all this, right? I shower in the morning, and it takes, like twenty minutes just to wash my hair. I mean, unless I want to leave half the conditioner in all day.”

      Female shit. He didn’t really understand so he just nodded like a good boyfriend should.

      Not that he was her boyfriend, he reminded himself quickly.

      “But, no, to answer your question. You definitely didn’t do anything wrong. I’m not familiar with this whole thing.” She gestured back and forth between them. “So, I don’t know. Is it tacky to say thank you? Or is ‘that was awesome’ more twentieth century?”

      Relieved to the marrow, he dropped back onto the pillow with a light laugh. “No, darlin’. That’s not tacky. It’s…unusual, but not tacky.”

      She shrugged. “Well, you know how much I like to stick out from the crowd.”

      He fixed her with a stare of feigned indignance. “A crowd? What the hell do you think I do in my spare time?”

      She snorted a laugh. “Oh my god. That’s not how I meant it. You’re ridiculous. But, seriously, I need to get in the shower, or we’ll be late for sure.”

      Though he expected her to offer him a quick wave before she turned to make her way out the door, she planted a knee at the edge of the bed to lower herself down to his level. Her hair tickled the sides of his face as she brushed her lips along his.

      With one hand, he clasped the base of her neck to bring her closer, but she tried to pull away. “My teeth…”

      Morning breath or not, he deepened the kiss, tightening his grip to keep her in this bubble for as long as he could.

      He’d never wanted to play hooky from work so badly before.

      When she separated from him with a groan of reluctance, her blue eyes seemed brighter. He hoped the glint of longing in those eyes wasn’t just wishful thinking. Biting down on her bottom lip, she slowly pushed herself back to stand.

      No, that glint hadn’t been his imagination.
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      Leaning back in the office chair, Bree tapped a couple keys on the laptop to bring up a video messaging app. She glanced from her phone to the screen a few times as she entered in Winter Black’s phone number.

      After some much-needed alone time and a good night of sleep, Bree was confident that her hunch about Eric Dalton was right. The man hadn’t shown up to ask for Noah’s help. He had come to Richmond because he wanted something from his estranged son.

      Though she hadn’t been able to figure out what that something was, she was sure enough in her theory that she’d brought it to Max Osbourne as soon as she arrived at the office that morning. After only a few seconds of contemplation, Max had nodded his agreement. They’d gotten word from Baltimore that the same trace evidence found on Drew’s clothes had been found in Natalie Falkner’s house and car.

      There was no doubt that Natalie had been taken by the same people who killed Drew, but she hadn’t been taken as collateral for a cash debt. Eric owed the Russians something much darker.

      Nothing else made sense.

      Why else would the Russians have brutally murdered one of their own? And she absolutely believed that, even in the end, they’d believed Drew had been one of their own. All her contacts in the Baltimore FBI office and the Baltimore PD alike hadn’t caught wind of Drew’s cover being blown. And if things would have been different, she would have heard by now.

      So, what was it?

      The Russians’ agreement with Eric to launder money through his wife’s yoga studio wasn’t sensitive enough information for them to kill a loyal soldier, even if he had been asking questions about the arrangement. They might have roughed him up to make sure he stopped sticking his nose where it didn’t belong, but they wouldn’t have killed him.

      However, if their agreement with Eric Dalton involved more sensitive information, or information that was of dire consequence to them, then maybe the Russians would have thought to kill the nosy foot soldier.

      The more sensitive the agreement, the harsher the penalty would have been for snooping around to learn the specifics.

      And if the penalty for the curiosity was death, then the information must have been dire indeed.

      Just as Bree thought Winter didn’t intend to answer the video call, the screen flickered to life. Her damp hair was freshly combed, but the strands still spilled over the shirt of her white blouse.

      Bree offered her a smile and a little wave. “Morning. How are you?”

      Winter shrugged as she scooted away from the camera. She was in a hotel room, and only a sliver of light pierced through the gap in the heavy curtains at her back. “I’m good. How are you? You holding up okay?”

      At the concern on the younger woman’s face, Bree’s smile turned wistful. “You’re sweet. I’m all right, thank you for asking. Is Noah with you?”

      Glancing to her side, Winter turned the camera of her phone to face a rich wooden desk against the wall. With the chair situated at an angle, Noah had propped his stocking feet atop the polished surface.

      The corner of his mouth turned up in a smile as he raised a hand. “Hey.”

      “Hey. Sorry, I didn’t realize how early in the morning it still was. Didn’t mean to interrupt you guys getting ready or anything.”

      Did the agent turn a little bit pink?

      Winter waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “You’re fine. You aren’t interrupting anything. What’s up?”

      Protest too much?

      Forcing herself to focus back on the case, Bree tapped the edge of the laptop with an index finger. “It’s about the case.”

      Glancing over to Noah and then back to the camera, Winter nodded. “We’re all ears. Shoot.”

      “I don’t think Eric’s here because he owes the Russians money.”

      Winter leaned forward, clearly not missing the hidden meaning in Bree’s comment. “What do you think he owes them?”

      Bree yawned, not even bothering to cover her mouth. “I’m not sure, honestly. But whatever it is, it’s a big deal. And whatever it is, Noah, your father is in Richmond to get it from you.”

      A heavy silence enveloped their digital interaction before Noah finally nodded.

      “Something didn’t make sense about him being here,” Noah said. “Him here just to ask for help seemed farfetched, if I’m being honest. My sister and I talked about it the other day, and she didn’t think he was here just for help, either.”

      Bree nodded her agreement. “I think Drew found out what it was, and I think that’s why the Russians killed him.” Even just the mention of her old friend’s name was enough to make her stomach churn.

      “You think he wants something from me, and I’m inclined to agree.” Noah straightened in his chair and rested his feet on the floor as his green eyes met the camera. “I know I’m not officially on this investigation, at least not the part about Eric specifically, but I think I ought to be the one to ask him why the fuck he’s here.”

      Clenching and unclenching one hand, Bree gritted her teeth. “I think so too. Let me go run it by Max, and I’ll get back to you. We can have someone come up to Baltimore to take your place, and then you can come back here to help me deal with Eric’s stupid ass. Because, anymore, I don’t see your involvement as a liability. I see it as an asset. Anything we can leverage against Eric Dalton, we need to use it.”

      Noah’s mouth was set in a hard line as he nodded.

      She didn’t need to speculate on whether or not Max would agree.

      They needed to turn up the heat on Eric Dalton, and they needed to do it before anyone else got killed.

      The man wasn’t a victim anymore. He was a suspect.
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      Swallowing the unexpected bout of nervousness, Noah turned away from the line to the Baltimore airport’s security checkpoint.

      Winter lifted a manicured brow. “Got everything?”

      He patted the pocket of his jacket to check for his phone. When he felt the shape of the device, he nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      Though neither of them had given voice to the sentiment, there was an unspoken understanding between them that the case into Eric Dalton’s involvement with the Russians had taken a darker turn that morning. Whether that was the reason they hadn’t broached the subject of their night together or not, he wasn’t entirely sure.

      Well, no time like the present, he thought.

      Clearing his throat, he readjusted the travel bag slung over one shoulder. “So. Last night.” He sounded like an idiot. He knew it, but he couldn’t form a more eloquent sentence to save his damn life.

      Winter scanned his face, a smile in her eyes. “No regrets. Don’t worry about it, okay? Let’s figure out what’s going on with Eric, then we can be grown-ups and have a grown-up conversation.”

      His laugh sounded closer to a snort. “Good call, darlin’.”

      As the next few seconds ticked away, the only sound was the drone of the airport in the background. He still couldn’t come up with anything to say that wouldn’t make him sound like a moron.

      “Be careful.” Winter’s quiet statement snapped him out of the contemplation.

      Clasping her shoulder with one hand, he offered her a reassuring smile as he nodded. “I will. You be careful too, all right? And tell Weyrick I said hey.”

      She took a tiny step closer to him and reached up to squeeze the hand resting over her collarbone. “Will do. I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”

      With one more gentle squeeze to her shoulder, he nodded again. “You will. Take care, sweetheart.”

      Though he knew logically that he would keep himself in touch with Winter through the coming days, he couldn’t help the sinking feeling in his stomach as he turned to take his place in the bustling line.

      Even if he knew he would see her again, he wasn’t so sure he would see her again like this. With the warm familiarity of a lover, or the comforting lull of hope.

      He trusted Winter, and he trusted that she knew what she wanted.

      But that didn’t mean that she would feel the same after she’d been given a few days of contemplation.

      As he prepared himself for the series of security measures up ahead, he was struck with a sudden reality. Last night, they’d crossed the point of no return. If one of them backed away now, he wasn’t so sure their friendship would survive.

      At this point, all he could do was hope. And god, he hoped the risk had been worth it.
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      Winter had no way to know if her nervousness about the uncertainty of her and Noah’s future was a mutual worry, but despite the lingering pang of anxiety, she felt as if a leaden weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She’d received a text message from Aiden to advise her that he’d made no headway into Justin’s case, and for the first time, Winter wasn’t assailed by guilt when she read the message.

      Though the sensation wasn’t as noticeable as it had been earlier in the day, Winter had to put forth an effort to keep her walk at an even gait. Otherwise, she was sure she would have hobbled around like a cowboy or an old woman.

      To be sure, the soreness between her thighs wasn’t obnoxious or frustrating, though the sensation had distracted her a handful of times. Even then, the thoughts and images that came to mind—the recollection of the dirty things Noah had whispered in her ear, for instance—brought the faint traces of a smile to her lips.

      Whoever had coined the saying about everything being bigger in Texas hadn’t lied.

      She only hoped that the first time they had sex wouldn’t be the last. The whole experience had been far too blissful to mark down as a one-off.

      Males—some of them, at least—had a reputation for focusing strictly on their own needs in bed, but Noah was as far from the stereotype as a man could get. Just the thought was enough to make her insides tighten up with need.

      Though the thought struck her as odd, she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d been that way with all the women he’d slept with. Just because Winter didn’t have much experience in the romantic relationship department didn’t mean she was naïve. A good-looking guy with a charming smile like Noah had probably been fighting off women for all his adult life.

      As Winter mulled over the possibility, she was surprised by a pang of jealousy. Not an angry sense of envy, but a twinge of jealousy that she’d been dumb enough to wait this long when other women hadn’t hesitated at the opportunity.

      Better late than never.

      For the first chunk of the afternoon, Winter’s mind kept wandering. But when Bobby Weyrick strolled into the Baltimore field office, she finally managed to reign in her drifting thoughts.

      To her surprise, Bobby wasn’t alone. At Bobby’s side, his tailored suit and his caramel brown hair as immaculate as ever, was Aiden Parrish. Winter double-checked her text message history, but nowhere had Aiden mentioned his intent to travel to Maryland. So far, the BAU hadn’t been all that involved in the Eric Dalton case, but after the death of one of their own, the bureau had decided to pull out all the stops. And, apparently, that included the Richmond BAU Supervisory Special Agent himself.

      By the time Bobby and Aiden landed at the Baltimore airport, the audio forensics team had cleaned up the first chunk of Drew Hansford’s 911 call. So far, they’d only uncovered the identity of one speaker, but the man—a Russian mafia foot soldier—had been on the Baltimore PD’s shit list for years.

      They knew his address, and by the time a pair of uniformed officers dragged the man into the office for questioning, Bobby and Aiden had settled in and made their introductions.

      Now, Winter stood with Bobby, Aiden, and Marie Judd behind a pane of one-way glass. Since they had arrived, the man seated at the chipped table in the interview room hadn’t moved. If Winter didn’t know any better, she would have thought he hadn’t even blinked.

      “Sergei Kolesov,” Marie Judd announced. “Even just getting his information was like talking to a brick wall. Forensics took his clothes, though. It’s too early to be one-hundred-percent sure, but Naomi said it looks like he had the same metal particles on his jacket.”

      Bobby’s amber eyes flitted back to the glass as he crossed his arms. “Sounds like we’ll have him dead to rights, then. Any lead on who the other two voices with him might’ve been?”

      Marie shook her head. “Not yet. They’re still cleaning up the rest of the audio file. Even then, it’s going to be tricky to make an identification with just a voice recording.”

      Winter glanced from Marie to Bobby. “Sergei knows who the two people were, though.”

      “He does.” Marie shrugged. “But, like I said, it’s been like talking to a literal block of concrete so far.”

      Pale eyes fixed on the glass, Aiden stuck his hands in the pockets of his slacks. “That’s not surprising. These guys, the Russians especially, they hold loyalty in high regard. To them, it’s better to go to prison than it is to be seen as disloyal. More often than not, they even think it’s better to die than become a rat. It’s a lot of cognitive dissonance and conformity.”

      Winter nodded her understanding. She knew someone who could pry answers from the man, but Autumn was back in Richmond.

      Not long after Autumn had confided in Winter about her sixth sense—her ability to size someone up with little more than a touch—Winter had asked her about the potential to conduct interrogations with suspects in custody. Not only did Autumn have the ability to sense a person’s motives, but she also had a Juris Doctorate.

      It had been surprising, then, when Autumn’d shook her head and dismissed the idea. Not only did she lack the training necessary for suspect interviews, but her knack wouldn’t hold up under the scrutiny of a court of law. At best, using the ability in a criminal investigation was ill-advised, and at worst, it was unconstitutional.

      Still, with the death of one federal agent and the potential risk to another—the man she’d just slept with—Winter would have been willing to roll the figurative dice.

      “You know.” Bobby’s voice jerked Winter back to the dim room. The first hint of a smirk played along his face as his amber eyes shifted from Aiden to Marie Judd and then to Winter. “I was in the Special Forces for six years, and I learned a couple things from all those black ops guys I was around in the Middle East. There’s still a lot of hubbub about it for some reason, but the military’s known for a long time that torture isn’t effective. People are just as willing to lie about what they did or didn’t do to make the pain stop as they are to tell the truth.”

      Winter turned to face him, one eyebrow arched. “I’ve heard that. There are scientific studies about it too, aren’t there?” Thanks to Autumn, she knew the answer to her own question, but she was still compelled to ask.

      Bobby offered her an appreciative nod. “There are. But you know what is effective?”

      Winter and Marie remained quiet as they waited for Bobby to elaborate.

      “Leverage,” Aiden finished for him.

      Glancing back to the glass, Bobby nodded. “Leverage.”

      “Leverage?” Winter echoed.

      Bobby gazed back at the man sitting on the other side of the glass. “Let’s take a look at Mr. Kolesov and see if we can’t find us some leverage.”

      Though Winter could hardly imagine what type of leverage would be necessary to get answers from a battle-hardened Russian mobster, she kept the thought to herself.

      Right now, Sergei was their best and only lead to figuring out what in the hell Eric Dalton was actually after.
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      No one knew Jon Falkner was dead. Ever since he’d received the news from Alek, Eric had kept the knowledge to himself.

      As far as everyone else was concerned, Eric hadn’t heard from the Russians since they told him they’d kidnapped Natalie.

      Of course, that had been a lie.

      Less than an hour ago, Eric had received a text from one of the Russians—he couldn’t be sure if the sender was Alek or one of the man’s goons. The message was clear. Eric had little more than thirty hours to deliver his promise, or Natalie would die. They’d even attached a picture of Jon. Eric had deleted the image immediately, unable to look into his son-in-law’s dead eyes.

      Until he received the text, he hadn’t stopped to consider what else would happen if he failed to uphold his end of the arrangement. He knew without a doubt that the Russians would kill Natalie.

      But what of the witness they so desperately wanted to find?

      Based on Alek’s hurried tone and clear agitation the last time they’d spoken on the phone, the witness was critical to their organization’s wellbeing. They wouldn’t give up their search for the man just because Eric had been unable to deliver.

      If Eric couldn’t convince Noah to give the location of the witness to Alek and his people, then they would go after Noah themselves.

      At the thought, a pit formed in Eric’s stomach. He and Noah weren’t close, but he didn’t want his estranged son to become a target for the Russian mob. Risking Noah’s job was one thing, but risking his life?

      Swallowing past the lump in his throat, Eric stuffed the anxious thoughts into the back of his mind. For the first time, the bureau had facilitated a secure phone connection to allow Eric to speak with his wife. He didn’t want his voice to sound panicked or frightened. He wanted to reassure Kelly that they would be okay, even if he wasn’t sure of the statement himself.

      Eric cast one last nervous glance to Special Agent Stafford before he raised the smartphone to his ear. Ever since the start of his debacle with the FBI, he hadn’t exchanged so much as a text message with his wife or his son, Ethan. He had the hidden prepaid phone to communicate with Alek and his people, but his own smartphone had been abandoned when he was shuttled off to the safe house.

      He dreaded the conversation that was about to unfold.

      In the interest of their safety, he hadn’t mentioned word one about his agreement with the Russians to Kelly, Ethan, or Natalie. Now, Natalie had been kidnapped, her husband was dead, and Kelly and Ethan had been locked away only God knew where.

      Secrets had gotten him nowhere.

      Swallowing in a vain effort to alleviate the dryness in his mouth, Eric willed himself to speak. “Hey, honey.”

      Even to his own ears, the greeting sounded asinine. Hey, honey? Their daughter had been kidnapped, and he had the audacity to greet his wife like he was just returning home from a day of work.

      He’d been so sure he could handle the agreement with Alek. He’d been so sure that his and Kelly’s and Natalie’s and Jon’s lives would go back to normal once he’d upheld his end of the arrangement. He’d been so sure he could convince Noah to see the situation from his perspective. He’d been sure of everything, and now it was all crumbling around him.

      In less than a day and a half, the Russians would execute his daughter, unless he came through for them.

      No, they wouldn’t just execute her, they’d shoot her in the stomach and let her die an agonizing death.

      Just like his son-in-law.

      “Eric?” Kelly’s hurried tone jerked him back to reality.

      “Yeah, honey, it’s me. I’m…I’m sorry.” His voice cracked, and he had to stop because of the tightness in his throat.

      “You’re sorry?” Kelly let out an incredulous laugh. “I don’t think that quite covers all this, does it? Our daughter has been kidnapped, and you didn’t think you needed to tell me? No, no, wait. Our daughter was kidnapped because you made a deal with the fucking mob, and you didn’t feel the need to tell me? Honestly, Eric, I can’t even begin to try to piece this shit together. What the hell did you do?”

      He propped an elbow atop the dining room table and dropped his face into his hand. “I tried to fix it. The medical bills, everything that piled up after the accident, I tried to fix it, but I just made it worse.”

      “Medical bills?” she echoed. “What the hell are you talking about? You told me they were manageable!”

      At her strained tone, he winced. He hadn’t wanted her to find out about the gap in their insurance. She’d blame herself—that’s just how Kelly Dalton was. She tended to shoulder the responsibility for far more than she should.

      Clearing his throat, he straightened in his seat and raked a hand through his hair. “They weren’t. The physical therapy, the visits to the specialist, none of it was covered.”

      “What?” She guffawed, a loud, bitter sound. “Three-hundred grand, that’s how much you said we owed. What, are you saying that you just hid all those statements from me and let that debt pile up while I kept going to those appointments? What in the hell is wrong with you?”

      “The three hundred was after.”

      “After what?” The sharpness had left her voice. Now, she sounded nervous. Frightened.

      “After the money they gave me.” He had to grate the words out from between clenched teeth. Every instinct told him to keep the truth to himself, but he had come far past the point of no return.

      “They? The mob?”

      “I’m sorry.” There was nothing else he could say. No matter how he thought to rationalize his decision to himself, he couldn’t bring himself to speak the words aloud.

      “We’re way past that now.” Her voice was quiet, the words little more than a whisper. “You should have told me. We could have figured something out. You didn’t have to…to do this. You put our whole family, our entire lives at risk, and...” Her voice broke, and he could hear a muffled cry he knew she was desperate to hide.

      He wanted to say something to assure her they would be okay, but if he couldn’t even convince himself, then how in the hell was he supposed to convince her?

      Kelly took in a shaky breath. “I’m not even mad right now, I’m just…just disappointed. I don’t know if I can forgive you for this.”

      The statement was calm and matter of fact.

      He dropped his face in his hands.

      He’d been so sure he could handle this.
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      Noah half-expected Autumn to ignore his text message altogether, but her response was almost immediate. He’d asked her about her plans for the evening, and whether or not she’d be interested in a nostalgic trip to her old place of employment—a ski-lodge-themed bar called The Lift. The bar was owned and operated by a long-time family friend of Autumn’s adopted parents, a woman Autumn referred to as her aunt. Autumn had since moved on to a far more lucrative career than part-time bartender, and ever since, their trips to The Lift had tapered off.

      Sure. Just leave the interrogation bullshit at home.

      He almost groaned aloud at the message. I deserved that. Meet you there at 7:30?

      Her reply lit up the screen before he even had a chance to set the phone back on the coffee table. See you then.

      Though the sentiment might have been premature, he blew out a sigh of relief. Maybe she didn’t hate him completely after all.

      Ever since he’d departed Winter’s company at the Baltimore airport earlier, his thoughts had been scattered to the four corners of the earth. Unless it was related to the case, he couldn’t focus on any one line of thought for what felt like more than thirty seconds.

      By now, he’d lost count of the number of times he’d patted the scratch marks on his back to reassure himself his night with Winter had been real. If she hadn’t dug her nails into his shoulders, he likely would have convinced himself that the whole thing was a vivid dream.

      Shaking himself out of the recollection, he forced his attention back to the television. He had an hour before he had to leave to meet with Autumn, and he spent the entire sixty minutes trying in vain to focus on Anthony Bourdain. Even then, all he could do was lament the tragic circumstances of Bourdain’s death.

      Though he wasn’t likely to admit as much to anyone he didn’t know, Noah had moped around his apartment for a solid two days after he learned of Anthony Bourdain’s suicide. He’d been a follower of Bourdain for years, and he’d always hoped to meet the renowned chef and travel enthusiast.

      If his thoughts weren’t fixated on Winter or Anthony Bourdain, then they drifted to Eric Dalton. Specifically, Bree’s ominous warning from that morning.

      As soon as the digital clock of the cable box switched to seven o’clock, he all but leapt from his seat to turn off the television and leave for The Lift. With any luck, apologizing to Autumn would alleviate a portion of the stress that plagued him.

      He didn’t think much of the black sedan that pulled out of the parking lot after him until he realized that the car had followed him past a second turn. Narrowing his eyes at the rearview mirror, he made a mental note of the make and model. A Mazda sedan with lightly tinted windows, a man behind the wheel, and a license plate he couldn’t quite discern. Though his first thought was to write the sighting off as paranoia, his pulse picked up as he neared the bar.

      Glancing from the mirror to the road, he flicked on his turn signal as he prepared to turn into the parking lot. The driver slowed behind him, but no blinker flashed to life.

      People neglected to use their blinkers all the time.

      As he rounded the sharp turn into the worn lot, the Mazda sped off down the street. Until the car was out of his vision, Noah hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath.

      Good lord, he was starting to lose it. If it hadn’t been for the early workday tomorrow, he would have ordered himself a couple shots as soon as he walked through the familiar double doors.

      Despite his early departure, Autumn had still beat him there. From where she was seated in the same booth they’d always used during their frequent visits in the past, she raised a hand and waved. With as much of a smile as he could muster, Noah returned the gesture as he approached the bar.

      Since it was a weeknight, he didn’t have to wait long before he had a fresh pint glass of seasonal beer in hand. As he approached Autumn, she locked the screen of her smartphone and set the device on top of the wooden table. From just above the rim of her glass, she fixed her eyes on him as he took his seat.

      There was more to her gaze than mere scrutiny. Whenever she looked at him like that, Noah was sure she could see straight through any façade he might think to enact.

      And she thought he was the interrogation expert.

      Sliding into the cushioned booth, he bit back a sigh. “All right, let’s just address the elephant in the room and get that out of the way.”

      She folded her arms on the table in front of herself, but she didn’t speak. There was just more of that unsettling stare.

      “I’m sorry I grilled you when I saw you at the office. You’re right. If I wanted to know what was going on with Winter, I should’ve asked Winter. It wasn’t cool of me to put you in that position, and I’m sorry.”

      The corner of her mouth turned up in a smile. “I appreciate you saying so. Thank you, and apology accepted.”

      For the first time since he’d spotted the black Mazda, his pulse started to return to normal. Returning her smile, he held out his glass of beer. A light clink sounded out as she tapped the edge of her glass to his.

      After another swig of the pumpkin-based brew, he set the drink to the side and returned his attention to Autumn. “For what it’s worth now, I asked her about it, and she told me. I get why she kept the whole creepy email thing between you guys. It’s just that, back when we were looking for The Preacher, before we knew he was Douglas Kilroy…”

      He paused to scratch the side of his face. He didn’t know how much Winter had told her about the Kilroy investigation, nor was he sure how much she was comfortable with him revealing. But if he didn’t give voice to the source of his trepidation, he thought his head might implode.

      When Autumn’s green eyes narrowed, he suddenly realized how long he’d been silent.

      “Wait,” she said. “Did you guys bang or something?”

      Warmth spread over his cheeks as his eyes widened. “What?”

      Leaning back in her seat, she offered him an exaggerated shrug. “Hey, no judgment, man. It’s been a long time coming, if you ask me.”

      “What?” He sounded like a trained parakeet. “Jesus, woman, who are you?” The question wasn’t quite what he had in mind, but it’d have to work.

      To his relief, Autumn started to snicker. “Would you believe me if I said I was created in a lab in Area 51?”

      He nodded like the answer should have been obvious. “Yes.”

      As her laughter intensified, he couldn’t help but join in the amused outburst. Finally, after damn near an entire week, he felt some semblance of ease return.

      “Okay, okay.” She patted the air with a hand as she took another drink. “I’m sorry. I interrupted you. You were saying something about what it was like during the Kilroy investigation.”

      Thanks to the moment of levity, he didn’t feel so unsure about bringing up those dark days. As he launched into the explanation, Autumn remained quiet aside from the occasional “mm-hmm.”

      Noah was surprised at how cathartic it felt to finally reveal his take on the events to someone else—someone who knew Winter almost as well as he did. He went through virtually the entire Kilroy case. From Tala Delosreyes, to Winter’s surprise transition to the BAU, to the fatal shot that wiped the stain that was Douglas Kilroy off the face of the planet. As he went over Winter’s abrupt departure after the end of the case, he noted a glint of sympathy in Autumn’s eyes.

      Straightening in her seat, Autumn polished off the rest of her beer. “You’re worried that’ll happen again.” The words were a statement, not a question. “Worried that she’ll abruptly cut you out so she can chase after her brother by herself.”

      All he could offer in response was a nod.

      She reached over and gave his hand a quick squeeze. “That’s a valid concern, and, honestly, you’re totally justified in feeling that way. But I don’t think this is the same type of pursuit. The motivation for finding Justin is much different than it was searching for Douglas Kilroy. There’s none of that anger or hate, none of that need for revenge left anymore. It’s more a pursuit of closure.”

      “Closure,” he echoed. Just like that, all the puzzle pieces dropped into place.

      “Yeah. Revenge is personal. It’s something that you have to do by yourself to really achieve it. But closure’s different. That feeling will still be the same no matter who finds Justin. Even if it’s some random Richmond police officer, the end result will be the same. Winter just wants to make sure it’s all being handled right, and she was frustrated because she had to deal with the case she’d been assigned.”

      “Can’t say I blame her,” he muttered into his glass.

      Autumn mouthed the word “oh” as she nodded. “Right, I forgot that her current case is Eric Dalton. The donor of half your DNA. Which probably added to her irritation, needing to protect a man who’d been a bastard to her friend.”

      Heaving a sigh, he pushed the emptied pint to the edge of the table. “Yeah. He’s in debt to the mob, believe it or not. And despite absolutely no communication with me for, oh, I don’t know,” he paused to make a show of counting on his fingers, “nearly twenty years, he’s here in town because he thinks I’ll drop everything I’m doing and help his stupid ass.”

      Autumn wrinkled her nose. “Help him with what?”

      At the simple inquiry, he laughed and spread his hands. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? He claims he made some agreement to start laundering money for the mob, and now they’ve kidnapped his daughter, my half-sister, as collateral, but the more we dig into this thing, the less and less likely that seems.”

      She tapped a finger against her pursed lips.

      “What? What’s that look for? You got an idea what he’s here for?”

      With a shake of her head, she dropped her arm back to the table. “No, not without talking to the guy.”

      He nearly sprang to his feet, grabbed her hand, and raced with her to the safe house. Instead, he leaned forward, looking at her intently. “You should.”

      “I should what?”

      “Talk to him. Ask him why he’s here. Ask him what’s rattling around in that damn head of his.”

      Before he’d even finished the suggestion, she was shaking her head. “No. Unless you need a clinical psychological interview, no. I’m a psychologist, not an interrogation specialist. Get Aiden to help you with it. He’s got a badge, and I don’t.”

      He flashed her a grin. “But you’ve got a law degree, and he doesn’t.”

      Crossing both arms over her black t-shirt, she rolled her eyes.

      He raised a hand before she could launch into her counterpoint. “No, no. I’m just kidding.”

      Their banter for the next half-hour turned more lighthearted, and by the time they both stood to don their jackets, he felt like a monumental weight had been lifted from his tired shoulders. As they continued a conversation about the television shows they were planning to watch over the coming weeks, they paid their tabs and made their way past the bouncer and out into the night.

      Virtually the second Noah stepped onto the sidewalk, the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He didn’t know how, he didn’t know why, but he was certain someone was watching them. Glancing back and forth, he spotted a couple college-aged girls walking to their car, but otherwise, the lot was still.

      Just before he was about to look back to Autumn, he saw it.

      Parked in the row behind the girls’ car was a black Mazda sedan.

      The chill of adrenaline flowed freely through his veins as his pulse pounded in his ears. Clenching and unclenching one hand, he gritted his teeth.

      “What is it?” The gravity in Autumn’s voice took him aback.

      He inclined his chin in the direction of the car. “You see that black Mazda?”

      “Yeah, I see it. Looks like there’s someone sitting in it.”

      He finally glanced over to Autumn. “That car followed me out of my apartment complex when I left to come here. They didn’t follow me in here, but that’s definitely the same car.”

      Her green eyes flicked back over to his. “Who do you think they’re watching? Me or you?”

      Furrowing his brows, he pulled his keys from a pocket. “Why would someone be watching you?”

      She snort-laughed. “Because I shot and killed a mafia hitman not all that long ago. Seems like something they might take personally.”

      His sarcastic chuckle came unbidden. “Fair enough. But since they followed me here, I think it’s safe to say they’re creeping on me. You walked here tonight, didn’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay, come on. I’ll give you a lift home.”

      As diligently as he tried to hide the unease from his demeanor, he doubted the effort was much of a success.

      Just like that, all the worries about his and Winter’s relationship were shoved to the backburner.

      He could only hope that, whoever in the hell they were, they kept their sights fixed on him, and not Autumn.

      But over the last several days, he’d learned how the Russians operated. He knew about their penchant for using friends and loved ones to get to their target.

      He knew his hope was wishful thinking.
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      With a sigh, I leaned back against the couch and turned my vacant stare to the ceiling. I hadn’t even bothered to turn on the lights since I got home.

      I’d learned earlier in the day that the investigation of the federal agent Sergei killed had been completely handed over to the FBI. It didn’t matter what resources I tried to tap into at the police station, no one in the Baltimore PD was privy to the inner workings of a federal investigation unless the Feds wanted them to be.

      Apparently, the Feds didn’t want us involved.

      I couldn’t say I blamed them. I’d been a detective in the narcotics department of the Baltimore city police for sixteen years. After all that time, I knew damn good and well how many other detectives moonlighted by making nice with the gangs and syndicates that called this city home.

      But I couldn’t say I blamed them, either. Cops in this city were overworked, underpaid, and underappreciated. Living in this city on a beat cop’s salary was barely one step above the poverty line.

      Alek wasn’t happy that I’d been cut out of the investigation, and he hadn’t heard from Sergei in close to a day. Though my first thought was to take a grim sense of satisfaction in the fact that Alek was anxious, I shoved that sentiment as far away as I could manage. If Alek was nervous, then the whole fucking city should be quaking in their shoes.

      The man was chomping at the bit to get to Eric Dalton’s son, the federal agent. And to be honest, I didn’t want Alek anywhere near Noah Dalton. Alek had a tendency to use violence without bothering to consider a diplomatic solution first.

      The RICO case against Alek’s people was bad enough, but the death or grave injury of another federal agent would be just the excuse the Feds needed to knock down the door of every Russian in Baltimore.

      In most cases, the credible threat of violence to a friend or loved one was enough to scare people into submission. The last thing I needed right now was for Alek or Sergei to kidnap one of Noah Dalton’s friends or family members.

      But if Eric didn’t persuade Noah to give up the location of the RICO witness, then that was exactly what would happen. Alek had been in this business a long time—even longer than me.

      He knew how to hit people where it hurt. And he enjoyed inflicting the pain.

      The flash of light in the corner of my eye jerked me from the contemplation and back to the shadowy living room. Though the brightness from the screen of my smartphone brought tears to my sensitive eyes, I welcomed the moment of discomfort when I spotted the name of the caller.

      Swiping the answer key, I raised the device to my ear. “Agent Gibbs,” I greeted. “How are you?”

      Gibbs chuckled quietly. “I’m all right, Tony. Thanks for asking. Sorry it took me so long to get back to you, it’s been a long day. How are you?”

      I’m seriously fucked. “I’m doing all right too.”

      “Good to hear. I got your email from earlier. You said you’ve got something you think might help us with the Drew Hansford case?”

      “Well, I don’t know how much help it’ll be, but I heard about it and figured I’d reach out to see if I could help. I’ve dealt with the Russians before. Mostly from a narcotics perspective, but maybe I can fill in some of the gaps in what you guys know. I know I’d seen Agent Hansford before, I just didn’t know he was part of the bureau at the time.”

      “Really?” Gibbs paused for so long that my nut sac drew up in my body. This had to work. It had to. “That might be helpful, actually. Yeah, you know, it’d be pretty useful to get an idea what his routine was like when he was undercover.”

      I was almost giddy with relief and had to force my voice to stay neutral. “I thought it might. Are you free tomorrow morning?”

      “I can make some time, yeah. I’ll swing by the precinct around nine.”

      “Perfect. I’ll see you then.”

      Disconnecting the call, I dropped my face in my hands and let out the breath that had been growing stale in my lungs.

      Agent Tim Gibbs was a good man. He’d been in the bureau for longer than I’d been a detective, and he was always willing to go the extra mile to be helpful.

      And that was the thing about good men.

      They were predictable.
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      After two hours of poring through federal and state records, Winter found no new information to use as leverage in an interview with Sergei Kolesov. The search was tedious, and more than once, her mind had wandered.

      Though she’d been content to read Aiden’s update about the progress—or lack thereof—on his search for Justin’s whereabouts, seeing the head of the BAU in Baltimore soon brought on a pang of impatience. If Aiden was in Baltimore, it meant he wasn’t looking for a lead in Justin’s case.

      When the frustration first crept into her thoughts, she’d cringed at herself.

      Of all those involved in the Falkner kidnappings, she knew best the type of fear Natalie had experienced. She knew because she had experienced that same fear when she and Bree looked through Natalie and Jon’s house.

      A woman and her husband had been forcibly taken by the damn mafia, and she was pissed because her friend and mentor had taken time away from a decades-old cold case to help them.

      But even as she’d refocused herself on sifting through Sergei’s background to uncover a potential lead they could use as leverage, her thoughts kept circling back to her brother. Aiden hadn’t been in Harrisonburg, in that house, but she had.

      After an internal debate, she’d finally sought out Aiden. Though she’d approached him under the guise of requesting an update about Justin’s case, she wondered if he understood her motives better than she did. His tone had been pointed but understanding when he advised that there was no new information for him to research. The forensics team was still working on a couple active homicide cases, and they hadn’t yet gotten a chance to review the evidence collected from Winter’s childhood home.

      When she left their short discussion, she’d felt like a temperamental child.

      Aiden had a knack for making people feel like that.

      Despite the mild embarrassment, the answer to her query had been enough to give her the focus she needed to dig back into Sergei Kolesov’s history. The man had lived in the United States for the past fifteen years, and despite his reputation among the Baltimore PD, his record was surprisingly clean. He was a naturalized American citizen, and all the petty crimes on his rap sheet had occurred after he gained citizenship.

      So, first and foremost, they couldn’t use the threat of deportation. All Sergei’s arrests were misdemeanors, so they couldn’t use the Three Strikes laws. Not that they needed to. Like Bobby had said earlier, they had him dead to rights on a murder charge.

      But if a life sentence with no chance for parole wasn’t enough to sway Sergei to give them an accurate account of Drew’s murder and Natalie Falkner’s kidnapping, Winter didn’t know what would be enough. Sure, Sergei had a wife and two children, but they were the FBI, not the damn knee-cracking mafia.

      As Marie Judd strode through the door, Winter returned her attention to the room.

      On the other side of the one-way glass, Sergei had hardly moved.

      “Ladies, gentlemen.” The Baltimore SAC swept her gaze over the room’s occupants—Winter, Bobby, and Aiden. “I take it we didn’t have any sort of breakthrough with Mr. Kolesov?”

      Winter shook her head. “I looked, and there wasn’t anything new that came up. He’s married, two kids, and he’s a naturalized citizen. All that he’s been arrested for so far are petty theft and drug charges.”

      Marie nodded. “Well, I just talked to Agent Gibbs, and he’s got a connection in the Baltimore PD he thinks can help give us some insight.”

      Aiden lifted an eyebrow. “I thought this was being handled exclusively by the bureau?”

      “It was.” Marie sighed. “But if we can’t get anywhere with it, then we don’t have much choice. We’ll share what we’ve got with the Baltimore police, and hopefully, they’ll be able to tell us something new.”

      Though Aiden pursed his lips, he didn’t respond.

      Crossing her arms over her chest, Marie glanced to the glass and then back to the little gathering. “He hasn’t asked for a lawyer yet?”

      Bobby Weyrick shook his head. “He hasn’t said anything yet. I think he’s asleep right now.”

      Winter scoffed. “How in the hell do you just fall asleep in an FBI interrogation room?”

      With a shrug, Bobby leaned back in his chair. “In the military, they teach you techniques to fall asleep in inhospitable terrain. Maybe they do the same thing in the mob.”

      Marie’s dark eyes shifted from Bobby to Winter before landing on Aiden, who was leaning against the wall at the other end of the room. “SSA Parrish, any insights?”

      Brushing off the front of his suit jacket, Aiden straightened. “He hasn’t asked for a lawyer because he’s sure he won’t need one. He seems to be under the impression that there’s nothing that will get him to talk, and that he’s displaying his loyalty by sitting in there like a stone.”

      Marie held out her hands. “So, what, then? No one found anything new about the guy, so we’re right back to where we started.”

      Before she’d finished, Aiden was already shaking his head. “No, not necessarily.”

      Winter recognized the glint in Aiden’s pale eyes. He had a plan.

      “What are you thinking?” Winter asked.

      Though his expression didn’t change, the glint was more noticeable as he looked over to her. “Let me talk to him.”

      SAC Judd waved a hand at the glass. “Knock yourself out. Not like the rest of us will get anywhere with him any time soon.”

      With a nod, Aiden made his way to the open doorway.

      Glancing back to Sergei, Winter almost felt bad for the Russian.

      She’d been on the receiving end of Aiden’s hostility. Even though she’d known the SSA for almost fourteen years, he was still downright intimidating when he wanted to be.

      Sergei had no idea what he’d gotten himself into.

      He should have asked for a lawyer.
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      Sergei’s eyes snapped over to Aiden as he pushed open the windowless door. The space was plain—beige, beige, and more beige. The wooden table was just as beige as the walls, and the tiled floor was a slightly darker shade.

      Blinking repeatedly, Sergei watched Aiden approach to set a paper cup of coffee within reach of his cuffed hands. Apparently, Bobby was right—Sergei had been asleep.

      Aiden didn’t bother to offer the man a handshake. Not only was he sure the Russian would rebuff the gesture, Sergei’s handcuffs had been threaded through a ring bolted to the table.

      Rather than take a seat across from him, Aiden rested his back against the painted concrete beside the one-way glass. Without turning his attention away from Sergei, he sipped at his own drink. As the man’s gray eyes flicked around the room, Aiden knew the unnerving silence was doing its job. Sergei didn’t want to say anything, but the awkward presence of a silent visitor raised more than a few questions.

      The seconds ticked away. Aiden’s stance was as relaxed as if he were merely in line at the grocery store, but his gaze remained fixed on the man.

      This wasn’t the first time Aiden had done this. He could stand here and stare the Russian foot soldier down all damn night. Though he was in a different field office, Aiden was still on his home turf. Sergei, on the other hand, didn’t know what to expect.

      After a few nervous sips of his own coffee, Sergei finally laid both palms flat atop the table. “Okay. What the hell do you want?”

      Aiden offered him a noncommittal shrug in response. “I’ve come for the first round of suicide watch.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Sergei shifted in his seat. “What do you mean?”

      “The signs are all here, Mr. Kolesov, which is certainly understandable under the circumstances.”

      Sergei bristled. “I am no coward to do suicide as you say.” He was losing his grip on English, his accent becoming thicker.

      Aiden lifted a shoulder and took a sip of his coffee…and waited.

      A minute passed. Then five. Then ten.

      By the time Aiden had waited eleven, the Russian was sweating profusely.

      Sergei was off-kilter. Good.

      Twelve.

      Fifteen.

      Twenty-two.

      “I’ve got nothing to say to you, Fed,” Sergei barked, mopping his dripping forehead on the shoulder of his shirt. “Just save yourself the time and throw me in a holding cell.”

      Aiden barely reacted besides to murmur, “Interesting.”

      Like a fish to a hooked worm, Sergei bit. “Interesting how, Fed?”

      As he tapped an index finger against the paper cup, Aiden made a show of appearing thoughtful. “I may have it wrong. Your mother’s religion prohibits suicide, yes?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “So you prefer to be suicided instead.”

      Sergei blustered. “I do not know this suicided.”

      Aiden laughed, authentically amused. “I’m sure you’ve never dirtied your hands in such a way, but to be suicided means to be killed in a way that looks like you committed suicide. For example, we do as you ask and throw you in a holding cell. I’m sure your compatriots will find a way to relieve you of your life so that you’ll be unable to talk, and they’ll be creative in all the ways in which they can make it appear as if you’d killed yourself willingly. Hanging. Pencil through the eye. Overdose. A gun that was missed during the search.” Aiden shrugged and took another sip of his cold coffee.

      Sergei’s lips moved, like the words were in his mouth, but his jaw wouldn’t allow them out.

      “But don’t worry, Sergei. If you’re in a holding cell, then I’ll personally sit with you for as long as it takes to keep you safe. You see, I am very invested in keeping you safe.”

      Sergei furrowed his brows and sweat dripped into his eyes. He blinked and rubbed his face on his shoulder again. “What do you mean?”

      Aiden let the first trace of a smirk work its way to his lips. “Good things come to those who wait.”

      “You talk in riddles.”

      Aiden forced his eyes to go dead. “But this isn’t a fairy tale. Is it, Sergei?”

      Sergei’s eyes were slits. “What kind of Fed are you?”

      “What kind of gangster are you?” He followed the query with a quick sip of coffee.

      Lips pursed, Sergei merely shook his head.

      As Aiden took a step away from the wall, he gestured to Sergei with his free hand. “You smashed the back of a federal agent’s head into a rock and killed him. A federal agent. We know you weren’t the only one there, so why are you the only one here?”

      Though Sergei scoffed at the observation, Aiden didn’t miss the nervous glint behind his eyes.

      “You’re here all by yourself, not even a lawyer to keep you company.”

      Spreading his hands, Sergei leaned back in his chair. “I have nothing to tell you. Do not need a lawyer to tell me that.”

      Aiden feigned a look of disbelief. “Really? Your boss is willing to risk you being in here without someone to babysit you? You know, if you can’t afford an attorney, one will be provided for you, right? You’re an American citizen, Sergei. In here, you’re protected by the Constitution. Out there.” He waved a hand at the door. “Well, there’s no one to protect you out there, is there?”

      Shadows moved along Sergei’s unshaven cheeks as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. Aiden was close to a nerve.

      “Fifteen years you’ve been in the States, isn’t that right?” Aiden paused like he expected a response. “Fifteen years, all of it in this beautiful city. No wonder all the cops around here know who you are. You’re on their shit list. And that’s an official term, straight from one of them. But what about your people? Fifteen years, Sergei, and you’re still at the bottom of the totem pole.”

      The petulance in the man’s gray eyes deepened.

      With a cluck of his tongue, Aiden shook his head. “Fifteen years of loyalty, and where’s it gotten you? It’s gotten you here. In an interrogation room with me, all alone, about to take the fall for a murder when we both know good and well there were two other people present. But you’re willing to throw away your family.”

      Sergei’s eyes flickered again.

      “Your wife, your kids. They’re both young, aren’t they? Grade school? You’ll never be there to watch them graduate, to teach them to drive, to walk your daughter down the aisle when she gets married. They’ll either visit you in prison or at your grave. There are no other choices.”

      Sergei swallowed, his jaw still clenched. If he wasn’t bound, Aiden would have fully expected him to leap across the table in a half-cocked effort to get him to shut up.

      And the only reason he’d greet Aiden’s observations with such hostility was if the remarks were accurate.

      Aiden held out his arms and offered the man a mirthless chuckle. “All for what, anyway? All to cover for someone who would never stoop low enough to cover for someone like you. You think they would? If it was them in here instead of you, do you think they’d stay quiet? Or do you think they’d leap at the opportunity to take some of the heat off themselves by throwing you to the wolves? Shit rolls downhill, Sergei. Which you should know since we’ve already determined that you’re at the bottom of this shit pile”

      The man shook his head. “No, they would not. Loyalty is everything. It is the reason we breathe, the reason we bleed. We bleed for our brothers. They would never give me up.”

      “Are you willing to bet your life on it? Because that’s what’s at stake right now. It’s not just blood you’ll shed. You’ll have to give your life to these people. You’ll never see your children again unless it’s from the other side of a wall of bulletproof glass. The only way you’ll be able to talk to your wife is through a phone wired through that wall. Do you think they’d give all that up for you? And if you think your friends will take care of your wife and children, do you really believe that?” Aiden snorted. “They’ll take care of them alright. Which of your buddies will force your wife to sleep with him in exchange for a hot meal for your son and daughter? Which of your buddies likes little girls? Little boys?”

      Sergei grew pale, and Aiden took another careful sip of his coffee, allowing the man to envision the atrocities his family faced without his protection.

      “They’ll hurt them, won’t they, Sergei? Use them. If you think they won’t, then you’re naïve. And if you think they’ll stand up and take note of your brave sacrifice here tonight, then you’re in denial. You can try to rationalize it to yourself all you want, but I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. You want to hear it?”

      The venomous glare was expected. Aiden hadn’t just hit a nerve, he was tap dancing on several.

      “You probably don’t. You probably want to live in that world of denial you seem so keen on clinging to. You know what denial is for, right? It’s for someone who’s too weak to face reality. You’re scared, so you just keep hiding under that rock while you pretend everything’s all right.”

      “I am not—”

      “No, of course not. You’re not weak, right?”

      “No.” Sergei uttered the word through clenched teeth. “I am not.”

      In the long moment of silence that followed, Aiden didn’t let his eyes drift away from Sergei. “You’re not weak, but you’ll let your so-called brothers step on you and your family to keep themselves afloat. Does that sound like something a strong man would do?”

      He could almost hear Sergei’s teeth grind together in the ensuing stillness that enveloped them. “What do you want?”

      “I want to know who else was there when Agent Hansford was killed.”

      Taking in an unsteady breath, Sergei focused his eyes on his hands. “And what do I get?”

      Aiden propped his own hands on the table, just inches from the other man’s, and leaned forward. “That depends on what you give me. I can go get you a pack of Starburst from the vending machine, or I can make sure your family’s safe and you get out of prison before your kids kill themselves in a brothel.”

      With a spark of desperation evident in his tense demeanor, Sergei scooted forward in his chair. “I want something in writing.”

      Shaking his head, Aiden rose to his full height. “Not until I know what you’re giving me. Once you give me something and it checks out, then I’ll get you your contract.”

      The gesture was grudging, but Sergei nodded. “Fine. I do not know of his name. That night was the first time I saw him, but I know he is a pig. He called himself ‘Detective Smith,’ but I am not stupid enough to think that this was his real name.”

      Aiden swallowed his distaste at the idea that they were dealing with a corrupt Baltimore detective. “What did he look like?”

      “It was hard to get good look at him. It was dark. Maybe over six feet, dark hair, well-dressed. White or Hispanic, I was not able to tell. Like I said, I never saw him before.”

      “Who else?” Aiden crossed his arms and fixed the man with an intent stare.

      “No one.” For emphasis, Sergei shook his head.

      “No one?” Aiden echoed. “You know, if you lie to me, this whole thing is off the table.”

      Grating his teeth, Sergei nodded. “No one. That is what I say.”

      With another mirthless laugh, Aiden rubbed the bridge of his nose with one hand. “No one? Jesus, Sergei. How fucking stupid do you think I am? I know there was someone else there. Your boss wouldn’t have sent someone as lowly as you all by yourself to meet with someone as high value as a dirty cop. One more chance. Who else was there?”

      Seconds dragged on as Sergei sat, his jaw clenched, posture as stiff as a statue.

      Shrugging, Aiden turned to make his way to the door. “Suit yourself, Sergei. We’ll find them the old-fashioned way.” He stopped when his hand was on the knob. “I hope for your sake that it isn’t a pencil in the eye. I’ve heard that’s exceedingly painful.”

      As soon as the door opened a crack, Sergei broke his stone-like silence.

      “Aleksander Mirnov.”

      Pulling open the door, Aiden glanced over his shoulder. “Someone will be in to get your statement within the next hour.”

      So much for collaboration with the Baltimore PD.

      Instead, the detectives in Baltimore were suspects. Aiden grated his teeth as the door latched closed behind him.

      Down the rabbit hole they went.
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      Ever since Noah had pointed out the suspicious Mazda the night before, he hadn’t caught sight of the stalker. Though part of him was relieved, the other part preferred to know where the driver was. At least then he could prepare for an attack.

      Stifling a yawn with one hand, he reached for his pumpkin spice latte with the other. He’d eventually managed to fall asleep, but he estimated he’d gotten a grand total of four hours of shut-eye at best. He couldn’t help but wonder if he should just spend his entire workday in the coffee shop where he and Bree had met up before they went into the office.

      “Sounds like you had a long night.”

      Noah glanced to where Bree sat across the table and nodded. “Thought about asking for three shots of espresso instead of just the one.”

      She tapped her finger on her extra-large cup. “I know the feeling.”

      Before he could force his tired brain to form an intelligent question about their plans for the Eric Dalton investigation that day, his phone buzzed against the laminate tabletop. When he glanced down and spotted Winter’s contact photo on the screen, his pulse rushed in his ears. He’d sent her a message not long after he and Bree arrived at the coffee shop to bemoan his lack of sleep, but he hadn’t expected her to call him.

      Glancing to the short line of customers at the counter and then back to Bree, he picked up the phone. “It’s Winter. Might be about the case.”

      As he pushed to his feet, Bree nodded her understanding. “Okay. I’ll be here.”

      He offered her a quick smile before he started off for the front door. Swiping the answer key, he raised the phone to his ear. “Hey,” he greeted. Thanks to the sudden rush of adrenaline, he no longer sounded like he’d just woken up.

      “Good morning.” Her voice was light, maybe even upbeat. Apparently, someone had gotten more sleep than he had.

      He swallowed down the twinge of nervousness. “How’s Baltimore?”

      She blew out a short sigh. “That’s part of why I decided just to call you.”

      Noah stepped out into the cool morning air and made his way to the edge of the building, away from any curious ears. “Did you guys find something?”

      “Yeah, we did. A couple things, good and bad. Yesterday, the Baltimore PD brought in a Russian foot soldier named Sergei Kolesov. Kolesov had the same metal particles on his clothes that were found in Natalie’s car and house, and as best as we can tell, they’re the same particles that were found on Agent Hansford’s body.”

      Jamming a hand in his pocket, Noah suppressed a weary sigh. “That’s the good news, then, right? What’s the bad?”

      “Aiden questioned Sergei last night, and we got some more information about who else was there when Agent Hansford was killed. The audio techs are getting close to finished with cleaning up the recording, but even when it was fuzzy, it was enough to tell that there were three people there. Sergei was one of them, and then there’s another Russian named Aleksander Mirnov that the Baltimore PD is searching for right now.”

      The discovery still didn’t sound like bad news. “Who was the third person?”

      “That’s the bad news.” She paused, and he could almost picture her rubbing her temples. “We don’t know who he is, but we know he’s a detective in the Baltimore PD. Sergei claims it was dark, and he wasn’t able to give much in the way of a description.”

      “A detective?” Noah let out a string of four-letter words that would have had his mama washing his mouth out with soap. He was well aware that corrupt law enforcement officials existed, but so far during his tenure with the bureau, he hadn’t personally come across any.

      “Yeah. Aiden tried showing Sergei some pictures, but he wasn’t sure if the guy was in one of them. Baltimore is a big city, and it’ll take an age to go through all the detectives to find one that jogs Sergei’s memory, but—”

      “Eyewitness identification isn’t all that reliable, especially if the person saw the suspect in the dark,” Noah finished for her.

      “Exactly.”

      Rubbing his tired eyes with one hand, Noah leaned back against the concrete wall. “Well, I guess I’ve got some news too. I told Bree already, but someone was following me when I went to The Lift to hang out with Autumn last night.”

      “What?”

      The tinge of defensiveness in her voice brought a slight smile to his lips. “Haven’t seen them since I got home last night, but I think that gives Bree’s theory a little validity.”

      “Oh my god.” She heaved another sigh. “Okay, I’ll tell everyone here about that too.”

      “We’re just grabbing some coffee before we go to the office to do that exact same thing.” He chuckled.

      After a short pause, she cleared her throat. “Really quick, before I let you go.”

      A chill rushed through his veins. Here it came, he thought. The regret. The awkward apology.

      He swallowed hard against the tightness in his throat. “What’s up?”

      “I’m really glad I stayed with you the other night. We should do it again sometime.”

      Relief and complete damn happiness had him smiling. “Yeah, I’m glad you stayed too. And yeah, we should absolutely do it again. Any time. Any place.”

      When she laughed, his smile grew face-breaking wide. That sound always seemed to put him at ease, and he suspected it always would.

      “That’s good to hear. Watch your back, okay?”

      “Always, darlin’. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      As much as he wanted to revel in the feeling of relief that had washed over him, he reminded himself that he couldn’t let himself lose focus. Scanning the street for the Mazda, he knew there was a real possibility that he was being stalked by a Russian gangster.

      For the first time, he was glad his family was in Texas.
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      The night before, I’d been almost elated when Agent Tim Gibbs had agreed to meet up with me to discuss the state of the FBI’s investigation.

      I shouldn’t have been.

      Late morning sunlight caught the polished face of my watch as I raked a hand through my hair. Gibbs hadn’t given me a damn thing, and now I had to relay that failure to Alek Mirnov—one of the most battled-hardened Russian enforcers in the entire city of Baltimore.

      As the taller man approached, I caught sight of the familiar Russian lettering on the back of his left hand.

      From my early days, nothing but misery.

      Alek leaned against the car at my side as he shifted his piercing stare to me. “I hope you have good news, Detective Smith. Eric Dalton has twelve hours left, and so far, he’s given us nothing. You know what that means, right?”

      Gritting my teeth, I nodded. “I know. It means that you’ll go to Noah Dalton directly. Hold his father as collateral, get the location from him, and then kill Eric.”

      Shrugging as if the answer didn’t matter, Alek produced a cigarette from the inside of his jacket, hunched over, and lit it. “Close, but not quite. We will kill Eric, but he’s not collateral. He and his son aren’t close. There is someone else, though.”

      “His mother and sister are in Texas. Are you prepared to go that far?”

      Alek shook his head. “No need. Most of his friends are Feds, but one isn’t. A pretty redhead, in fact. His friend or girlfriend, hard to tell.” The corner of his mouth twitched in a devilish smirk. “You know, I almost hope Eric fails. I could use a few days with a pretty girl like that.”

      My blood had turned to ice. So much for letting me handle Noah Dalton.

      Right then, I considered giving the man a false lead, but didn’t dare.

      Coughing into one hand to clear my throat, I met his gaze. “You’d better be careful if you’re going after a federal agent. It’s one thing to go to him through his father, but if you’re going to him directly, you’d better make damn sure there isn’t a trace to tie you back to any of it. Like there was with Natalie.”

      Alek furrowed his brows. “What do you mean? There was no trace. We cleaned the house.”

      I shook my head. “Not well enough. The Feds have something. I’m trying to figure out what it is, but they have something solid. You’d better take a step back from this and find another way to break open the RICO case.”

      He waved a hand as he took a long drag. “Someone else is handling it, don’t worry. I’m leaving town for a few days. I’ll come back when Eric gives us the rat or when my people have to deal with his son.”

      If I were in a room with Eric Dalton right now, I’d throttle the man. Clearly, the pilot was in over his head.

      He had no idea the type of shit storm into which he’d just thrown his family and everyone he knew.

      Estranged or not, the Russians didn’t care.

      They’d burn the entire city to the ground to find their rat.
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      Eric’s hand shook as he flipped open the prepaid phone. He didn’t want to answer the call. Right now, he wanted to crawl under a rock and pretend that the Russians and the FBI didn’t exist.

      But right now, what he wanted didn’t really matter.

      Slowly, reluctantly, he raised the device to his ear. “Hello?”

      “Eric.” The caller was none other than Alek himself. Anymore, Eric always had to deal with Alek. “Do you know how much time you have left?”

      Eric swallowed as he leaned against the cool drywall. He always took these calls in the bathroom so he could disguise the sound of his voice with the vent fan, and he was starting to loathe the room.

      Pinching the bridge of his nose with one hand, Eric took in a shuddery breath before he dared to respond. “Ten hours.”

      “That is right. Ten hours. Ten hours, and then your daughter dies just like her husband. One shot to the stomach.” Alek’s voice was as jagged and unwelcoming as concrete.

      Ten hours, a million hours, by this point, Eric was convinced there was no way he could possibly meet Alek’s demands. Noah hadn’t even been to the damn safe house since his first brief visit. The only two federal agents he saw were Agents Stafford and Vasquez.

      “I need more time.”

      “We gave you a week.” Alek’s response was like bullets piercing his skin. “That is one-hundred sixty-eight hours. So far, you have wasted a hundred and fifty-eight of those, yes? Now, what? You want me to give you more hours to waste?”

      “Not waste, no. Noah, my son, he’s been gone. He’s been in Baltimore. He was gone for at least a day, and I can’t leave this house. That’s an entire twenty-four hours I lost that I could’ve used to get your information.” To his surprise, his voice didn’t waver.

      “That is your problem, Eric. Not mine.” Alek clucked his tongue. “Hold on. Hold on.”

      There was a light clatter on the other end of the line, and then the faint sound of Alek’s voice. But Alek’s voice wasn’t what froze Eric in place. It was a woman’s voice.

      Her words were distant and tinny, but he would recognize that voice at any volume.

      “Nata…?” His voice broke, and he had to try again. “Natalie, sweetheart, is that you?”

      When the bloodcurdling scream pierced through the speaker of the archaic phone, Eric almost lost his grip on the device. The cool touch of adrenaline in his veins had turned into a frozen stranglehold, and he needed all his willpower just to keep himself breathing.

      As another scream rang out after the first, he felt himself slump down to the linoleum floor. His stomach turned, and he had to swallow the sting of bile in the back of his throat lest he vomit.

      He wanted to scream and berate the Russian, to throw every conceivable insult at him in hopes that one might strike some feeling Eric doubted the man even had. Alek was a sociopath. He had to be.

      But as much as Eric wanted to scream obscenities into the phone, he was hunched in the bathroom for a reason. Any suspicious shouts would undoubtedly draw the attention of Agent Vasquez, and then any chance for Eric to sway Noah and save his daughter would be gone.

      So instead, Eric bit down on his tongue until he tasted iron.

      The clatter at the other end of the line sounded minute compared to the shriek from only moments ago. “Did you hear that?” Alek asked.

      Eric dropped his face into his hand. Of course he’d fucking heard it. In fact, he was still hearing it now, the screams echoing over and over in his head.

      “Two fingers, both from her left hand. For now, at least. I do not think she will need her wedding ring anymore, do you?” There was a hint of mirth in Alek’s voice that only made the pit in Eric’s stomach more noticeable.

      Still, try as he might, he couldn’t formulate a response to the psychopath’s callous observation.

      “Ten hours, Eric. Do not disappoint me.”

      The line went dead.

      For several long, agonizing moments, Eric held his position—slumped down on the bathroom floor, knees bent, face in his hands.

      He had to get the Russians their witness. One way or the other, he had to save his daughter.

      If he had access to Noah’s credentials for the bureau’s databases, then maybe he could look up the RICO case. No, that wouldn’t work. Eric knew enough about technology to be sure that he’d have to sign into the FBI server from a secure VPN unless he was in the building.

      What about Agent Vasquez? Vasquez seemed amiable enough, but no, that wouldn’t work either. Amiable or not, he and Miguel were just short of perfect strangers.

      Getting in touch with Noah was the only option. Eric had wanted to sway Noah to see the situation from his perspective, but it seemed increasingly obvious that the effort was a lost cause. Eric’s hope had been to keep himself from serving time in prison by convincing Noah to keep the entire agreement between the two of them.

      Now, the idea seemed asinine. For all the good it had done him so far, Eric might as well buy a rifle and storm the Russian compound—or whatever in the hell it was—by himself.

      As the analog clock above the towel rack ticked away the seconds, Eric realized for the first time how truly hopeless the situation had become.

      Alek had been adamant that Eric not involve the FBI any more than was necessary to get to Noah. If he and the Russians caught wind of him enlisting the bureau’s help to find his daughter, they would execute her. Not only would they kill her, but they’d seek out and systematically murder Eric’s entire family.

      But if Eric didn’t get Alek the location of his witness, then the end result would be the same.

      Did he risk Kelly and Ethan’s lives by gambling on the bureau’s ability to track down Natalie within the next ten hours, or did Eric roll the figurative dice on his ability to uphold Alek’s demands?

      Neither option was ideal, but he had left “ideal” a long time ago.

      Now, he sought survival, and nothing else.
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      A flicker of movement at the entrance to the conference room drew Bree’s focus away from the screen of her laptop as Noah strode through the doorway. After she offered her friend a quick smile, Bree closed the lid of the computer and scooted forward in her chair.

      They’d spent the afternoon catching up on all the details gleaned by their fellow agents in Baltimore, but aside from certainty that Natalie Falkner’s kidnapping was connected to Drew’s murder, they hadn’t broken any new ground.

      Bree had even gone so far as to stop by the safe house to speak with Eric Dalton, but the man hadn’t offered any useful insights—just more of the same tried and true bullshit.

      Once he eased the door closed, Noah took a seat at the circular table. “I just talked to Winter. She said that they’re still looking for Aleksander, and they still aren’t any closer to figuring out who Detective ‘Smith’ is. The audio techs are getting close to the end of the recording, but so far they’ve only heard the three voices, two with Russian accents.”

      Tapping a finger against the matte silver laptop, Bree nodded. “Eric didn’t seem in much of a mood to talk earlier. Just more of the same shit about his money laundering adventure with his Russian comrades.”

      With a snort, Noah shook his head. “Figures.”

      “Any sign of that black Mazda? Or anyone else, I suppose.”

      Noah shook his head again. “No. And believe me, I’ve been looking. Haven’t seen anyone out of the ordinary.”

      “What about Autumn?”

      He shot her a curious look. “What about her?”

      Bree folded her hands atop the table. “They’ve seen the two of you together. We’re talking about the Russians here. If they want something from you and they’ve gleaned that she’s important to you, then…” She left the statement unfinished and merely shrugged.

      “Oh my god.” With one hand, Noah covered his face and groaned. “Are we going to need someone to babysit her again? She’s never going to want to talk to any of us. She’ll just pack up and move to Alaska or something.”

      In spite of the grave situation, Bree snickered. “I wouldn’t worry about it just yet. She’s been paranoid ever since Nico Culetti. Honestly, I’ve been meaning to talk to her about it, but now it seems like I ought to just leave it be.”

      “She’s a psychologist who counsels murderers and psychopaths, and she’s friends with a bunch of FBI agents.” Noah’s expression turned matter of fact. “She probably should be paranoid.”

      Bree propped her chin in one hand. “Probably. Anyway, did Winter say anything else about what they’ve found so far? I know it happened beneath an overpass, but were there any security cameras nearby that might’ve caught someone driving to or from the scene?”

      “She mentioned checking for that, actually. But, to answer your question, no. There weren’t any witnesses nearby, nothing like that. We’ve got good physical evidence, and we’ve got the recording, but otherwise.” He paused to shrug. “No definitive answers about Detective ‘Smith.’”

      Of course, there weren’t any witnesses. The Russians didn’t leave witnesses. If there was the threat of a potential witness who could bring harm to their operation, they eliminated the threat.

      Bree took in a sharp breath as she snapped her stare back to Noah. “Wait. No witnesses. Holy shit. That’s it.”

      A glint of curiosity came to light in his green eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “A witness. When I talked to Drew the day before he was killed, he mentioned a case that the Baltimore office made against the Russians. A RICO case.” She paused to meet his curious stare. “A RICO case that hinged on the testimony of one witness. A Russian enforcer who grew a conscience and decided to flip in exchange for him and his family’s safety. Drew said that the Russians were preoccupied by the pending RICO case. That’s what they want. They want that witness.”

      Noah’s expression darkened. “That’s the deal they made with Eric, isn’t it?”

      Bree nodded. “It has to be. They made a deal with him to find their witness because they knew his son was an FBI agent. It’s a federal case, and the witness is in federal custody. That’s why their errand boy in the BPD couldn’t help them.”

      He was going to kill his father.

      But something didn’t make sense. “The US Marshals handle witness protection, though. Even if I wanted, I’m not on that case so there’s no way I could find that damn witness. Why would they even begin to think I could access someone like that?”

      “Because your father is a liar who lies to save his ass. He probably promised them the stars and the moon, then thought he could sob story you into doing something you aren’t able to do.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “Plus,  there are ways around it. You just have to know the right people, and apparently, the Russians thought you knew the right people.”

      Noah rolled his eyes. “I’m flattered that they think I’m so well-connected.”

      Pushing herself to stand, Bree tucked the slim laptop under her arm. “Come on, we need to get this to Winter and Bobby.”

      With a nod, Noah followed her out the door.

      The knowledge that Eric had been enlisted to persuade his estranged son into coughing up the location of a federally protected witness wasn’t necessarily useful in finding the dirty cop involved in Drew’s death, but at least one piece of the puzzle had finally fallen into place.

      Though one piece was better than none, they were still a long way from the finish line.
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      The object of their veritable manhunt had only been in custody for a whopping fifteen minutes, but the Baltimore field office was already abuzz. The man had been caught on his way out of town, and if the clothes and personal items stashed in his trunk were any indication, he didn’t intend to come back for at least a week. Winter and Bobby had walked into the interview room where they’d been met with the hard stare of a man who’d seen and done things Winter didn’t even want to consider.

      After watching Aiden’s impressive interrogation of Sergei Kolesov, Winter had been amped up to try to get inside Aleksander Mirnov’s head. But before she or Bobby made it through two questions, Alek demanded a lawyer, and the interview ended as quickly as it started.

      However, just because the man wouldn’t talk didn’t mean they were unable to tie him to Agent Hansford’s murder and Natalie and Jon Falkner’s kidnapping. Much like they had with Sergei, the forensics team had confiscated Alek’s clothes, and a couple Baltimore agents were in the process of executing a search warrant for the man’s apartment.

      At two in the afternoon, Winter felt like the day had already lasted a full twenty-four hours. She was sure they’d spend the rest of their day sifting through the items obtained from Alek’s residence, but to her surprise, she’d received a call from Bree only moments after she and Bobby gave up on their interrogation.

      Well, Winter wasn’t surprised that she’d received a call from Bree, but she had been surprised by the reason for the call.

      When she relayed the information—the realization that Eric’s debt to the Russians was slated to be repaid by providing them with the location of a federal witness—to Bobby, the man’s eyes had widened as his mouth gaped open.

      Sure, there was some organized crime in Richmond, but nothing on the level of the assassination of a federal witness. They were in uncharted territory, and they’d wasted no time seeking out Marie Judd herself.

      Once the door closed behind them, Marie glanced from her to Bobby as she took a seat behind her desk.

      Marie lifted an eyebrow. “The Russians wanted Eric Dalton to get them a witness for a RICO case?”

      Winter nodded. “We think so. Agent Stafford said that RICO case had the Russians on edge. We can ask Sergei if we need to confirm it.”

      The SAC shook her head. “No, I trust Agent Stafford’s judgment. Right now, we’ve got a dirty cop to track down and a kidnapped young man and woman to find. I take it Alek didn’t give you anything?”

      Bobby scoffed. “Asked for a lawyer before we’d been in there two minutes.”

      “Can’t say I’m surprised.” Marie took a sip of her coffee. “He’s a little higher up in the food chain than Sergei. They’re willing to spend the big bucks for his lawyer.”

      Winter wrinkled her nose. “Shouldn’t that be the other way around? The little guys are easier to get to than the bosses.”

      With a shrug, Marie straightened herself to stand. “Maybe. Just don’t tell them that. What’s the plan, Agents?” Her dark eyes flitted back and forth between Winter and Bobby.

      Bobby tapped a pensive finger against his chin. “Well, whoever this dirty cop is, he’s got to be sweating a little bit by now. His two buddies are both in federal custody, and we’ve kept almost the whole investigation to ourselves. Maybe we go to the station that was in charge of Agent Hansford’s case before they handed it to us, and we dangle a little bit of information out there. See who bites.”

      Winter offered Bobby an approving nod.

      It seemed Noah wasn’t the only one who was more clever than he let on.

      As Marie gave Bobby a similar approving nod, she looked grim. “One dirty cop undermined all the hard work of a thousand dedicated ones. I hope your plan catches him or her quickly. I’m sure this goes without saying by now, but just let us know if you need our help. Our audio techs are still working on the 911 call. By their best estimate, they ought to have it finished later tonight or sometime tomorrow.”

      Winter hesitated before she asked the next question. She knew how sensitive the pending RICO case against the Russians was—so far, two people had been kidnapped and a federal agent had been killed over it. “What can you tell us about that RICO case? Is there anything about it that might point us in the right direction?”

      Pursing her lips, Marie looked thoughtful. “I’m not sure that there is, honestly. It’s the biggest case we’ve managed to pull together against the Russians since they moved into Baltimore. There are a couple Russian bosses, or brigadiers, that we put away. They’re being held without bail right now, and so are a handful of others. About half of them are in the country illegally, so they’re looking at the potential for deportation to a Russian prison if they’re convicted.”

      Bobby blew out a long breath. “Like SSA Parrish said, shit rolls downhill.”

      The SAC’s entire face grew rigid as she leaned forward, pinning both Winter and Bobby to their seats. “I hate dirty cops, and trust me, they are everywhere. It’s time to send a message. Find this so called ‘Detective Smith.’ When we find him, we can tie him to this RICO case. Chances are good, if we get him to talk, he can point us in the direction of any other dirty cops he knows about.”

      Winter and Bobby both nodded their understanding.

      Perfect, Winter thought as they turned around to leave.

      Now, the stakes were even higher.
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      I’d been at the precinct for less than a half-hour when I got word that Alek had been arrested. The officers who’d taken him in had brought him straight to the FBI field office without so much as a pit stop to the police station.

      My concern wasn’t that Alek would talk—I knew damn well he wouldn’t—but rather the evidence that had led the FBI to him in the first place. I’d entertained the idea of taking the opportunity to fly to Panama, a country notorious for its lack of extradition laws. But in spite of its flaws, Baltimore was my home. I wasn’t going to tuck my tail between my legs and run from my home unless I discovered for myself that the situation was hopeless.

      If it turned hopeless…I was ready.

      Under the guise of helping the homicide detectives piece together information about Alek and his operation, I decided to head upstairs. Though the majority of the department’s records about Agent Hansford’s murder had been shipped off to the FBI, I knew the men and women who had been present for the initial sweep of the crime scene.

      To my relief, Detective Vinson was in a briefing room by herself when I arrived. My questions were benign to start. I knew I couldn’t immediately ask what she thought the FBI had on Alek and Sergei.

      “So,” I said as I draped my gray peacoat over the back of the chair at her side. I glanced to the glossy eight-by-ten photographs she’d splayed along the table as I sat. “What are you working on? I heard the Feds snagged a homicide case from you guys a couple days ago.”

      She shrugged. “We didn’t complain. It looked like a doozy, honestly. They thought it might’ve been connected to another of their cases, and then it turned out that the vic was an undercover agent. Captain wants us to get our clearance rates up before the end of the quarter, so he was fine with letting it go too.”

      I covertly studied the files on her desk. “Connected with another case? Which other case? One of yours?”

      Her eyes flicked to the photos as she shook her head. “No, this isn’t related. This is something else I’ve been working on since the Feds grabbed that case from us. Double homicide, starting to look like a jealousy love triangle type situation.”

      I nodded my understanding. “At least those are usually open and shut. Jealous husband caught his wife with someone else, killed them both, end of story.”

      Vinson tossed the photos on the desk and rubbed the space between her eyes. “Pretty much, yeah. But they help the clearance rate, so I don’t complain when I get them. They make me look good.”

      “Unlike the cases where undercover Feds are killed with no witnesses and no apparent motive.” I had to play this right, not giving away my interest. “And when they’re tied to another case.”

      Blowing out a sigh, she leaned back in her chair. “That’s no kidding. Sounds like they did all right with it, though. Arrested two Russians so far, or at least that’s what I’ve heard.”

      I bit back the sudden rush of trepidation and forced an air of nonchalance to my tone. “Do they think those two guys were involved with the other case too?”

      Vinson nodded. “Even if they haven’t said so, I’d bet my ass they are. There’s some kind of physical evidence from the kidnapping case that links them to the agent’s murder too. I was at the house with a couple agents that were here from Richmond. That place was immaculate, but, man.” She paused for another quiet chuckle. “Those two, I can definitely see why they’re Feds. They knew exactly where to look, almost like the shit just lit up for them.”

      I made my best effort to look impressed. “Guess that’s why they’re paid the big bucks, huh?”

      “I suppose, but it was weird and interesting how zoned in they were.” Vinson picked the photos back up. I was losing her.

      I tapped the folders on her desk. “It’s a good thing they took over that agent’s murder case then, huh?”

      Before she could refute or confirm my remark, Vinson’s gaze snapped over to the open doorway. I turned to the newcomers as the corners of her eyes creased in a smile.

      Vinson pushed herself to stand. “Speak of the devil.”

      Even if the duo weren’t unfamiliar, I would have been able to tell them apart from the city cops by their mode of dress. Not just the man’s sharp black suit or the woman’s slacks and pale blue dress shirt, but the way they held themselves. Their strides were purposeful. Even their smiles were purposeful.

      I didn’t have to hear their introductions to know that they were Feds.

      The woman’s eerie blue eyes shifted from Vinson to me and then back as she clasped the detective’s hand. The fluorescence overhead caught the shine of glossy, raven black hair that she’d fashioned into a neat braid that fell over one shoulder. I’d realized long ago that women weren’t for me, but between her dark hair and fair complexion, even I could admit that she was good-looking.

      Though she was easily four or five inches taller than Detective Vinson, her male companion stood at least six inches taller than she. Now, this one was more my type. Tiger eyes, fashionably styled dark blond hair, and a tall, leanly muscled frame.

      Was being attractive a prerequisite to join the FBI?

      I brushed aside the thought before I could dwell on it. I couldn’t afford to be distracted, not right now. Despite the folksy drawl with which he spoke, there was an unmistakable keenness in his amber-colored eyes.

      The bureau hadn’t sent their second-string agents.

      These were the A-team—the best and brightest the FBI had to offer.

      And while they hadn’t announced the reason for their presence, the chill that crept up my back told me I didn’t want to know.

      It was weird and interesting how zoned in they were.

      When the female agent turned those blue eyes back on me, I knew I needed to get the hell out of there, and I needed to do it now.
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      Though Winter was pleasantly surprised to see Detective Vinson at her and Bobby’s first stop for the afternoon, her attention was drawn abruptly to the man at her side. He hadn’t let his attention drift away from them as he shrugged into his coat. That wasn’t unusual, though. There were a whole host of city detectives who were leery of the FBI.

      With a pleasant smile, Winter sidestepped Detective Vinson and extended a hand to the man. “Afternoon. I’m Agent Black, and this is my partner.” She paused to wave a hand at Bobby. “Agent Weyrick. We’re just here doing a little follow-up on a case.”

      As he clasped her hand, the detective nodded.

      That was when Winter saw it.

      At first, she thought her eyes were playing tricks on her, or that the specks of red were part of the fabric of the gray peacoat.

      But the red color was only visible on his arms.

      She had to put forth a Herculean effort to maintain a neutral expression as the significance dawned on her. So far, Natalie and Jon’s kidnapping had been connected to Drew Hansford’s death by the tiny metal particles found at each scene.

      Until now, all the items illuminated by Winter’s sixth sense had been just that—items. This was the first time her brain had pointed her to trace evidence.

      All at once, she snapped out of the contemplation.

      The detective offered her a nod as he returned her smile. “Nice to meet you, Agent Black. Agent Weyrick. I’m Detective Johansson. I was just stopping by to see how Detective Vinson was doing before I headed out for the day.”

      Winter turned her head to regard Bobby and dropped the feigned smile to flash him a look. He drew his eyebrows together as he shifted his gaze back to Detectives Johansson and Vinson.

      She offered the two detectives another smile as she returned her attention to them. “We won’t be here for too long. We were honestly just hoping to get a little more perspective on the city. Can you both stay and help us out?”

      Detective Vinson seemed pleased. “Sure, not a problem.”

      When Winter shifted her gaze back to Detective Johansson, his lips curved into a slight smile. She hadn’t been sure before, but now she was certain that the expression was feigned. “Yeah, no problem.”

      Stepping back to Bobby’s side, Winter spread her hands. “Great. Let us just grab a couple pens and some paper.” Once she was sure the detectives couldn’t see her, Winter threw Bobby another vehement glance.

      “What?” Bobby asked as soon as they were out of sight. “You keep looking at me like that. Am I missing something?”

      Dammit.

      Now came the hard part—the part where she had to explain to another federal agent why they should be suspicious of someone that her weird-ass ability had pointed out.

      Winter cast a paranoid glance in either direction before she leaned in to reply. “Detective Johansson. When we walked in, Vinson said ‘speak of the devil.’ That meant they were talking about the bureau or even us before we got here. He matches Sergei’s description. He’s tall, white, and he’s got dark hair. Sergei said something about a gray coat, too, didn’t he?”

      She knew he hadn’t, but she was desperate. They couldn’t let Detective Johansson leave, and she needed Bobby’s help.

      Bobby furrowed his brows as he cast a puzzled glance at her. “Maybe? I’m not sure. I can’t remember it, but if you do, then I guess so.”

      “We stick to your plan. We dangle something about Drew’s murder, something about our case, and we see how he reacts. In the meantime, I’ll grab some tape or something and get a sample of what’s on his coat.”

      Blowing out a quiet breath, Bobby nodded. “Okay. We told them we were getting paper and pens, so we’d better go grab those before we go back in there or he’ll know something’s up.”

      Winter nodded. “Good catch.”

      After they retrieved a few pieces of paper from the tray of a nearby printer and a piece of double-sided tape used for collecting trace evidence, she and Bobby made their way back to the two detectives. Though the method was unorthodox, Winter hid the sealed tape by stuffing it down the front of her shirt. Bobby’s expression turned curious, but he didn’t comment.

      Waving the sheet of paper for the detectives to see, Bobby pulled up a chair to sit across the table. The sunlight that streamed in through the picture window on the other side of the room caught the face of his watch as he pulled the cap off his pen.

      “Okay, well.” Bobby’s amber eyes flicked over to Winter as she made herself a seat at his side. “Y’all probably know a little bit about what we’re looking into, don’t you?”

      Winter had to do a double take to make sure that the source of the down-home charm was Bobby and not Noah. If their accents weren’t slightly different, Winter might have been convinced she had stepped into The Twilight Zone to meet Noah’s twin brother.

      Detective Vinson nodded. “A little. I was with Agent Black at the Falkner house. You guys think the same people who kidnapped her are the ones who killed the agent, right?”

      With a charming smile, Bobby returned her nod. “We do.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      When Detective Johansson posed the question, Winter’s pulse picked up. His question pushed any lingering doubts out of her mind.

      As Bobby leaned back in his chair, he shrugged. “There’s some evidence we picked up that ties them together, but honestly, we’re a little bit stumped on the motive. We can’t quite make out why the people who killed Agent Hansford would’ve wanted to kidnap Natalie Falkner. And Natalie was kidnapped before Agent Hansford was killed.”

      Winter dared a glance at Detective Johansson. The glint of curiosity in his pale blue eyes was unmistakable.

      Bobby’s gaze flitted from the detectives to the whiteboard. “You know what? Here, maybe this’ll help.” With one more look to Winter, he pushed himself to stand.

      At the wordless comment, she nodded.

      Even if Bobby could capture Detective Johansson’s attention, they still needed him to take off his damn coat.

      As Winter took in a sharp breath, she made a show of rubbing her upper arms. “I’m so used to Virginia’s weather. I forgot my coat at the hotel this morning. Do you guys have access to the thermostat by chance? I’m freezing my ass off.”

      Detective Vinson gave her a sympathetic smile and gestured to the doorway. “Beside the door. People are always messing with it this time of year, so someone probably turned it down.”

      Winter bit back a curse of frustration as she rose to stand, but once she faced away from the detectives to adjust the thermometer, she grated her teeth.

      She was sure Bobby would have more than a few questions about her logical connections, but she shoved the thoughts from her mind.

      The clock was ticking, and they had a corrupt cop to nail.
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      A panicked phone call from Eric Dalton was close to the last experience Noah wanted for himself that day. He’d just gotten word from the Baltimore office that the remainder of Drew Hansford’s 911 call had been cleaned, and his initial plan had been to head to the office to listen to the recording.

      Before he’d even had a chance to wake up his laptop, he’d received the panicked call from Eric. Then again, panicked didn’t quite encompass Eric’s desperate tone and flurry of words. Noah had half-expected the man to hyperventilate in the middle of their short phone call.

      “Please, Noah. I need to see you. Can you come here right away?”

      If it hadn’t been for the blatant desperation, he would have been inclined to tell Eric where exactly he could put his request. Clearly, something was wrong, but Eric had been unwilling to elaborate over the phone. Instead, he’d assured Noah that he would fill him in as soon as he arrived. But not before he stopped by his place and changed out of his monkey suit. The last thing a safe house needed was a bunch of suit-clad people going in and out, drawing unwanted attention.

      Clad in worn jeans, a Chris Stapleton concert t-shirt, and black and white flannel, he greeted Miguel Vasquez and stepped into the living room, where he found his father. Eric’s eyes were hallowed, his expression one that bordered somewhere between unadulterated fear and paranoia.

      As soon as he spotted Noah, Eric leapt to his feet.

      Miguel cleared his throat. “You want me to leave, Dalton?”

      Without glancing back to him, Noah raised a hand. “Just a second. I don’t think you need to go anywhere. What in the hell is going on, Eric?”

      The skin-crawling sensation that Noah got when he felt he was being watched—the slight chill of unease mixed with hyper-awareness—rushed up to greet him as soon as his eyes met those of his father’s.

      This wasn’t right.

      Nothing about this entire damn room was right.

      To reassure himself, Noah glanced over his shoulder to Miguel. Agent Vasquez had been with the bureau for close to twenty years. Though his carefree demeanor made him seem like a jovial uncle, there was the same sharpness behind his dark eyes as there was behind Bree’s or Aiden’s.

      “All right, Eric.” Noah retrieved his phone and raised the device for Eric to see. “I’m giving you one chance to tell me what in the actual fuck is going on right now, okay? And if you lie to me again, like you’ve been doing all damn week, I’ll have the city cops drag you out of here in cuffs. You understand?”

      As Eric dropped back down to sit, he managed a weak nod.

      “Good. Talk.” Noah didn’t let his intent stare falter.

      Eric’s gray eyes flitted over to Miguel. “Could we, I mean…could you give us a minute, Agent Vasquez?”

      Before Miguel could confirm his willingness to comply with the request, Noah waved a dismissive hand. “No, Vasquez. You can stay. This isn’t personal between me and you, Eric. I don’t know what in the hell made you ever think it was. This isn’t between you and your son. This is between you and the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Whatever you want to tell me, you can tell the bureau. You got me, Pops?”

      Shadows shifted along his throat as he swallowed. Finally, Eric Dalton nodded. “Okay. Yeah. It’s Natalie, your…your sister. She was kidnapped a week ago. That’s…that’s how long they gave me. And t-they killed Jon. Jon’s dead. Oh my god, Jon’s been dead for days.” Pinching the bridge of his nose, Eric covered his eyes with one hand as he slowly shook his head.

      “What the fuck.” Miguel’s voice was quiet, and Noah doubted Eric could hear the remark.

      Noah clenched and unclenched one hand. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      A portion of the bluster returned to Eric’s eyes as he looked back up to Noah. “Because they’d already killed Jon, and they said they’d kill Natalie if I told you. If I told the FBI. I was supposed to tell you, not the entire damn bureau!”

      Narrowing his eyes, Noah crossed both arms over his chest.

      He knew it. Lucy knew it. His mom knew it.

      Even when his daughter’s—the daughter he actually gave a shit about—life was on the line, he couldn’t help but step on her to get where he thought he needed to be. He thought it was some kind of God-given right, thought that he had earned his status because he’d struggled during the first portion of his life. He thought that gave him a free pass to manipulate and use those he was supposed to protect.

      The sting of bile crept up the back of Noah’s throat, but he ignored the unpleasant sensation.

      “Why didn’t you want to tell the bureau?” He let a tinge of condescension find its way into his tone. “What, exactly, led you to believe that I would help you?”

      “Because she’s your sister!” Eric’s voice was just below an outright shout.

      Noah feigned surprise. “Really? You thought I’d do the Russian mob’s dirty work just because I happen to share half my DNA with your daughter? Is that what you’re telling me? You wanted me to facilitate the execution of a federal witness in a high-value RICO case because, well…what? Because you thought that I had some hidden soft spot for your kids?”

      Eric shook his head, but Noah cut him off before he could speak.

      “No, don’t bother with an excuse, okay? You wanted to turn me into a disposable asset for the Russian mob so they’d let your daughter go. What do you think would’ve happened after I gave them that witness, anyway? You think they’d just shake my hand and be on their merry way? Because, wow, if that’s how your mind works, you really are naïve.”

      “I don’t, that’s not—”

      He raised a hand. “Save it. I know you’re not stupid. I know you knew damn good and well what you were going to sign me up for. How long do you think it would’ve been before they started to go after the people I cared about?”

      “That’s not—”

      “No!” Noah barked, the word sounding like a whip. “Eric, this is done. I’m sick of you, I’m sick of your bullshit façade of nobility, I’m sick of all of it. Agent Vasquez, could you do me a favor and escort Mr. Dalton to the field office?”

      He could tell that Miguel’s befuddlement hadn’t lessened, but the man nodded. “Yeah. We’ll get an official statement out of him and send it up to Baltimore.”

      Noah’s face was a deadly mask of anger as he looked upon the man half responsible for giving him life. “I suggest you cooperate with them. You tell them everything you know so they can make the best possible effort to save your daughter’s life.”

      As Miguel led Eric through the foyer and out into the night, Noah wasn’t sure what had just snapped in the back of his mind.

      Eric was right—Natalie was his sister.

      Maybe he should have been more distraught at the thought that she might get hurt. If he was honest, he wanted to be more distraught. He felt like he should be distraught. He should be anxious, something.

      Instead, he felt no more anxiety than he did when he worked a case for a perfect stranger.

      His half-sister was a civilian who needed the bureau’s help.

      She’d never been anything less, and to Noah, she’d never be anything more.

      But dammit…he had vowed to serve and damn protect.

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he waited for Max Osbourne to pick up the line. He had a request to make, and if SAC Osbourne didn’t approve him heading straight back to Baltimore to work the case, he’d take a couple days off and pay for the trip himself.

      He was going to Baltimore if he had to steal a bicycle and peddle the entire way there.
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      Special Agent Bobby Weyrick had been rambling on about the Hansford and Falkner cases for only fifteen minutes, but Bobby felt like he’d been posted up at the whiteboard for closer to an hour. He’d been sure to avoid any pertinent information, but he doubted he could keep Detective Johansson’s attention for much longer before the man decided he was a bumbling idiot.

      Winter better be right about this, Bobby thought to himself.

      Her logic made sense, but he wondered if the chance they’d decided to take was worth it. Because no matter how hard he tried, Bobby couldn’t recall Sergei Kolesov mentioning a gray coat.

      If it hadn’t been for the unabashed certainty in her eyes, Bobby would have given voice to his suspicions, to the blatant uncertainty.

      But as he’d rambled on for the past fifteen minutes, he second-guessed his own skepticism. Despite the number of times Bobby had repeated the same line of reasoning or piece of evidence, Detective Johansson’s intent stare remained fixed on him.

      There were only two reasons a city cop would be so interested in a shitty rundown of a federal case. Either they had a personal stake in the outcome, or they were only pretending to be interested so they could get on the FBI’s good side.

      From what little he’d seen of Detective Johansson, Bobby doubted the man was here to brownnose the Feds. He’d worked for the Boston PD for sixteen years, and he’d worked with plenty of federal agents in his tenure. So, by that logic—which was arguably a stronger line of reasoning than Agent Black’s justification—Detective Johansson had a personal stake in the Drew Hansford or Falkner cases.

      As he glanced back to the chicken scratches on the whiteboard, Bobby prepared to launch into another round of pointless musing. He’d been told by friends and family members that he was the most charismatic person they knew, but until now, he’d thought they were all full of shit.

      Apparently, they were right.

      Before Bobby could open his mouth to blather on about some nonsensical theory he had scraped off the top of his head, Detective Johansson rose to stand. For a split-second, Bobby’s mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton. He racked his brain for something that would keep the detective interested as his heart rate climbed.

      No, Bobby couldn’t let the detective leave. Not yet. Not when he’d become convinced that Agent Black’s farfetched theory wasn’t wishful thinking.

      But what could they do? If the man grabbed all his belongings and slunk out the briefing room door, what could they do? They couldn’t demand that he hand over his coat—they had no probable cause. Just because he believed Agent Black’s theory didn’t mean he could convince another agent, much less a judge.

      If he left now, they were screwed.

      The dirty cop would be back on the streets. He’d be on his way to the airport to fly to Timbuktu or Papua New Guinea.

      Sergei didn’t even know who Natalie Falkner was, and Alek had already made it clear he intended to remain silent.

      Mr. Bad Lieutenant was their only viable lead to find Eric Dalton’s daughter and her husband.

      Grating his teeth, Bobby watched in slow motion as Detective Johansson shrugged out of his light coat.

      Holy shit.

      He wasn’t about to leave. He’d finally taken off the godforsaken coat. The coat that Agent Black was convinced held the same trace evidence they’d found in the Falkner house. The same evidence they’d found on a fellow agent’s corpse.

      Bobby shot Winter a vehement glance. It was now or never. He needed to get Detective Johansson away from that damn coat.

      Where in the hell were they supposed to go? Should he ask for a tour of the precinct?

      The evidence room.

      Not a tour, but close.

      Painting an enlightened expression on his face, Bobby turned back to Detectives Johansson and Vinson. “I just thought of something.” He hoped he didn’t sound too close to a game show announcer.

      Vinson arched an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

      Bobby glanced to Winter, and she nodded. He didn’t know what in the hell the gesture meant, but he assumed she’d given him the green light to work his magic. “We’ve got the names of a couple suspects. Do y’all suppose I could take a trip down to the evidence storage with you? Maybe there’s something from one of these guys down there.”

      A glint of something akin to nervousness flickered in Detective Johansson’s eyes, but he nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

      With a shrug, Bobby looked over to Winter. “Shouldn’t take too long. You good to hold down the fort, Agent Black?”

      Her smile was sudden and bright. “Of course. Good luck. Hope you guys find something.”

      The ease with which she spoke was more than enough to drive away any of Bobby’s remaining doubts.

      They were about to find something.
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      As soon as she had been satisfied that Bobby and the two detectives were gone, Winter had wasted no time using the evidence tape to collect the fibers and dust particles from Detective Johansson’s coat. She’d just been glad the man hadn’t taken it with him.

      Soon after, she and Bobby made their hasty goodbyes, then contacted Marie Judd to ask her to assign an agent to track Detective Johansson’s movements. They needed to keep an eye on the good detective until they had a chance to obtain a search warrant.

      The tape was taken directly to Naomi Clanahan, and she confirmed that the metallic particles on Detective Johansson’s coat were microscopically similar to those found on Drew Hansford’s clothes.

      Detective Tony Johansson was the third person present at Agent Hansford’s murder.

      SAC Judd had contacted a friend of hers—a Baltimore county judge—and presented the evidence to obtain a search warrant for Johansson’s residence.

      Winter glanced down to the digital clock in the center console and then over to where Bobby Weyrick sat in the driver’s seat. At just past six, they’d arrived with an entire crew of FBI employees. There were crime scene techs, special agents, tactical responders, and then there was Bobby and Winter. Baltimore may not have been their city, but this was their case as much as it was theirs.

      As Bobby snapped out of whatever haze had enveloped him, he shifted his attention to Winter. “I don’t know how you did that, but whatever in the hell it was, good work.”

      Swallowing in an effort to return some of the moisture to her mouth, she nodded. “Thanks. Like I said, just connected a few dots. Seemed like it fit with everything we were looking for. One of those hunches, you know? The ones you can’t ignore.”

      He offered her a slight smile, but he was reminded of all the times Agent Sun Ming had spoken about Winter and her spooky “hunches” while they’d laid in bed after a satisfying bout of sex. Hunches. Nosebleeds. Blackouts. Yes, there was something going on with the young agent, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what it was.

      He smiled at Winter.  “Yeah, I know the type. All right, come on, it looks like they’re getting ready to breach the door.”

      With another nod, Winter shoved open her door and stepped into the early evening. The temperature, though still relatively mild, was much cooler than the balmy fall air to which she’d grown accustomed. Zipping up the front of her navy blue jacket—the jacket with block lettering on the back that read FEDERAL AGENT, that never seemed to keep her warm when she was cold but always made her sweat during the summer—Winter followed Bobby up to the two-story house.

      The black clad man at the head of the procession beat his fist against the beige door. “Open up, Mr. Johansson! This is the Federal Bureau of Investigation. We have a warrant to search the premises.”

      Winter and Bobby exchanged nervous glances.

      According to the agent that Marie Judd had assigned to Tony Johansson, the man hadn’t left since he arrived home an hour earlier.

      In tandem, she and Bobby retrieved their respective service weapons.

      As he stepped to the side of the door, the tactical response agent looked to the pair of similarly dressed men that held a cylindrical battering ram.

      In the midst of the quiet neighborhood, the blow to the door sounded out like a gunshot. Automatic rifles leading the way, another pair of agents hurried into the house, followed by the two who’d held the battering ram, and then their apparent leader.

      Had they all just run into a trap? Or would they find Tony Johansson dead by his own hand?

      As Winter and Bobby stood on the covered porch beside a couple crime scene techs, they remained silent. Winter’s heart hammered a rapid cadence in her chest as she pictured a litany of worst-case scenarios. Seconds turned to minutes, and the minutes felt like hours.

      Though faint, the occasional shout of “clear!” filtered down to them as the tactical team swept the area. If it hadn’t been for the reassurance of the team calling out to one another, she would have been tempted to barge into the house herself to back them up.

      Contrary to what was often displayed on television or in popular media, unless they had experience working together, field agents rarely joined the tactical team in the initial sweep of a place. Even in Richmond, she was inclined to let the men and women of the specialized FBI response team do their job. If she tried to help them, chances were good she’d only get in their way.

      The creak of the wooden floor drew her attention back to the open door and the space beyond.

      Scratching the side of his scruffy face, the tactical team’s apparent leader shook his head as he approached. “It’s all clear, Agents. No sign of Johansson anywhere. He must’ve gotten away.”

      At Winter’s side, Bobby groaned. “Dammit,” he spat.

      Winter raised a hand to cut off whatever complaint the man was about to make. “Hold on. He left the precinct an hour ago, and we know for sure he came back here. We don’t know when he disappeared after that, but either way we’re looking at a window of under an hour, not a week. He can’t have gotten far.”

      Bobby leveled an appreciative index finger at her. “That’s true. We need to put out an all-points bulletin for Tony Johansson.”

      With a staticky hiss, the tactical agent rattled off Johansson’s information to the radio attached to his Kevlar vest.

      Bobby’s amber eyes flicked over to Winter. “Where do you think he went?”

      Airport.

      The thought was sudden and unbidden, like an object that had materialized out of thin air. “He might’ve gone to the airport,” she said, ignoring Bobby when he gave her a questioning look. “Or the bus station,” she added lamely.

      Nodding, Bobby started for the short set of steps to the sidewalk. “You’re right. Well, even if you’re not, there aren’t a lot of other places we can check, are there?”

      Winter jogged down the steps. “No, not really. I think we’d have a hell of a time checking the interstate routes out of the city. We’ll leave that to the Baltimore PD.”

      With a grin, Bobby pulled open the driver’s side door. “Let’s go see if we can’t interrupt Mr. Johansson’s flight plan.”

      For Natalie and Jon Falkner’s sakes, they’d better do just that.
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      Even though I’d spotted the federal agent the bureau sent to tail me more than an hour and a half ago, I was still sure I’d beaten them to the so-called punch. With a fake passport and a ticket to Panama, all I had to do was make it past the security checkpoint. They might have put an alert out for Tony Johansson, but they hadn’t notified the authorities to look for Brendan Sellers.

      And right now, I was Brendan Jonathan Sellers.

      In the short span of time, it was unlikely that my likeness would have been filtered all the way to the TSA. To be sure, the TSA was thorough, but being thorough still took time. And time was one luxury I made sure the FBI didn’t have.

      My bag had been packed and ready well before I returned home from the bizarre meeting with Detective Vinson and the two Feds. While some of the agents’ behavior struck me as odd, they would have arrested me right then and there if they had anything solid. When I walked out the front doors of the precinct, I was sure I was about to be in the clear.

      Glancing up from my passport—from Brendan’s passport—to the line of travelers waiting to make their way past the x-ray scans, I swallowed an irritable sigh.

      The pace of the people in front of me was agonizingly casual. Each time someone was asked to remove the items from their pockets, to keep their boarding pass and their identification in hand, I had to bite back a string of four-letter words.

      Breaking my gaze away from the frustrating sight, I looked around the area behind me. When I spotted the same man seated at a bench against the wall, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Though the man pretended to observe his phone, it was clear that his interest lay elsewhere.

      Did he work for the TSA, or was he here for me?

      As I swallowed down the bile in the back of my throat, I spotted another suspicious person. A blonde woman, and like the man by the wall, she was engrossed in the screen in her hands.

      The TSA might have had one plainclothes security official, but I doubted they’d have two.

      And if there were two cops, there was no doubt there were more nearby.

      Kneeling down to unzip my travel bag, I kept my movements as measured and even as I could manage. If I escaped the airport with no money and no way to obtain money, the effort would be pointless. I’d already been forced to leave my weapons behind. I wasn’t about to take off with no money, either.

      My hand settled on an envelope, and then a small bag I’d stuffed with prepaid cards. Between those two items and the documents I already had in my wallet, I would be able to lay low outside the city until the heat died down.

      I cast one more glance to the man and woman. I hoped they’d be gone, or that they would have convened with their family or friends.

      But they hadn’t.

      They were still there. In fact, they had moved closer. The man no longer sat at his bench—he had started his nonchalant advance to where I stood.

      I clenched my jaw and rose back to my full height.

      And then, I ran.
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      Bobby watched Tony Johansson’s body language from the video feed on his phone’s screen. Even though Bobby was certain Tony never saw him enter the airport, something had spooked the man. Bobby could see it in the way Tony’s shoulders had tensed, his facial expression as he took everything in.

      It wouldn’t have been Winter. He knew she was being just as careful as he was. But still…

      Pressing down on the button to the microphone clipped to his jacket, he kept his eyes on the screen as he crept closer to the security gate. “He’s spooked. We should just take him down now.”

      As the crooked detective stood, Bobby hardly heard Winter’s staticky response. With one last paranoid glance, he leapt over one of the bands that was used to create a single winding path to the security checkpoint. Bobby burst from around the corner he’d hidden behind, but to his chagrin, Detective Johansson was already sprinting toward the entrance to a skywalk.

      The elevated hall led to a massive parking garage, at the bottom of which was a route to exit the airport grounds.

      Almost as an afterthought, Bobby clicked the microphone as he took off after Tony. “He’s headed to the parking garage.”

      “Okay, I’m heading down to try to cut him off.” Winter’s tone was calm and determined.

      As Bobby’s footsteps echoed over the polished floor, he lamented his neglect to change to a pair of shoes more conducive to foot pursuit of a suspect. He zigzagged through a throng of puzzled travelers, a handful of gasps left in his wake. The block text on the back of his jacket would tell them all they needed to know.

      When he sprinted to the start of the skywalk, he looked into the distance and the shadowy entrance to the parking garage. The instant he spotted a fast-moving man among the group of otherwise slow-moving patrons, he ran to the set of glass doors as fast as his legs could carry him. There were fewer people to dodge here, but Bobby wasn’t above shoving them out of his way if they didn’t clear a damn path.

      The stench of car exhaust greeted him like an unwanted embrace as he pushed his way to the veritable concrete fortress. He snapped his gaze left, then right.

      With hardly a pause, Tony Johansson planted both hands on a concrete barrier between two sections of the same downward sloping road. As he leapt, Bobby took in a deep breath and sprinted after him. There were a handful of confused shouts from the civilians at his back, but he ignored them.

      As Bobby approached the cement divider, he slowed his gait to a jog. Grasping the top of the four-foot wall with both hands, he used the momentum from his sprint to haul him over to the other side. He hit the ground running, and he noted with some satisfaction that the gap between him and Tony Johansson had narrowed a bit.

      But unless Winter had found a quicker route to the ground floor, Bobby needed to close the rest of the distance. Gritting his teeth against the burn in his side, he forced his tired legs to move faster. He wasn’t in the same shape he’d maintained during his time in the Special Forces, but Bobby still worked to maintain a level of physical fitness that far surpassed the average Joe.

      Apparently, so did Tony Johansson.

      Rather than continue down the sloping concrete, Johansson took a sharp turn to the set of glass and metal doors that led to the stairwell. As Bobby followed the man’s path, he pinched the mic. “He’s headed down the stairwell. The southeast corner.”

      “Shit,” Winter spat. “All right, I’m on my way. I’m on the main floor. I’m at the northwest corner, though. I’ll get there as quickly as I can.”

      Bobby didn’t bother to offer a response.

      He needed what little precious air he could pull into his lungs. His feet pounded against the concrete as he closed the distance to the stairwell, each jolt a pointed reminder that he wasn’t the twenty-two-year-old soldier he’d been during his second tour of Afghanistan.

      Flinging open the nearest door, he launched himself toward the staircase. Though faint, he could hear the echo of Johansson’s steps as the man desperately tried to stay ahead of his pursuer.

      With one hand, Bobby brushed the railing as he took the stairs down two at a time. He thought to shout at Johansson to stop, but he knew better than to think the man would heed his command. Tony Johansson had gone all or nothing. He either escaped, or he was caught and imprisoned. No caveat, no gray area.

      Do or die. Sink or swim.

      As he dared a glance over the side of the railing, he noted that there was a gap of less than a floor between them. The impact of his feet on the concrete steps was just as jarring, if not more so, than the sprint across flat asphalt.

      The stairwell was a square, and if Bobby could close a little more of the distance between them, he might be able to use his higher position to his advantage. He looked over to a large plaque with the number two printed in the center.

      Whatever he was going to do, he had to do it soon.

      His side was on fire, and his breathing came in short, desperate gasps. He needed to catch this bastard soon, or he’d be liable to collapse into a heap at the bottom of the stairs.

      Screw it all, he thought.

      Clamping both hands down on the metal railing, he leapt off the fifth or sixth step and swung himself down to the landing. A few more steps, and then he took hold of the rail again. This time, however, he hauled himself over the corner of empty space between the landing and the next set of stairs.

      There were a million and one different ways he could have messed up the maneuver and gone ass for appetite down the concrete stairwell, but even if he wasn’t in the same shape he’d been during his tenure in the military, Bobby’s reflexes were just as sharp as ever.

      His feet had only just met the stairs as Johansson stepped onto the next landing. The disgraced detective snapped his wide-eyed stare to Bobby, though only for a split-second.

      A split-second was all Bobby needed.

      As Bobby took hold of the railing with his vice-like grip and lifted himself onto the metal handhold, he almost felt like he was a kid about to slide down the banister to hurry to the dining room for breakfast.

      Only for this trip, he didn’t have eggs or waffles waiting. All he had at the figurative finish line was a dirty cop who’d sold out Drew Hansford and led the FBI agent to his death.

      When Bobby was halfway down his descent of the handrail, Johansson finally thought to continue his descent to the main floor, to his supposed salvation.

      But the decision came too late.

      Bobby had him.

      Rather than ride the railing to the landing, Bobby made use of his leftover momentum as he shoved himself away with both hands. If Tony Johansson hadn’t been at the edge of the landing, Bobby would have catapulted facefirst into the damn floor.

      To his relief, Tony broke his fall.

      The impact was at least ten times as jarring as the jolts that went through his legs while he’d sprinted down the stairs. Johansson’s face smashed into the arm he’d only just managed to throw in front of himself as he crumpled to the cement below.

      Before the descent of the tackle had even finished, Bobby wrenched the man’s other arm behind his back. Still gasping for breath, he reached to his back to produce a pair of silver handcuffs. The sickly yellow light of the garage glinted off the polished metal as he closed one cuff around Tony’s wrist.

      Jamming one knee into the center of the man’s back, he propped himself up and reached for the arm that had barely prevented Tony’s face from colliding with the landing. As he closed the second cuff to bind both the traitorous bastard’s hands behind his back, he took a deep breath.

      “Tony Johansson.” He had to pause for another desperate gulp of air. “You’re under arrest. You have the right to remain silent, as anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney, and if you can’t afford one, one will be provided to you. Do you understand these rights as I have read them?”

      Amidst Johansson’s labored breathing, the man grunted. “Yes.”

      With one more breath, Bobby pressed the button on the microphone. “I’ve got him. Southeast stairwell, first level.”

      Winter’s breathing was almost as labored as Bobby’s. “I’m on my way.”

      Glancing down to the back of Tony’s head, Bobby ran a hand through his sweat-dampened hair.

      The foot pursuit had been the easy part.

      Now, they had to try to convince Tony Johansson to tell them where Natalie and Jon Falkner were.

      Now came the hard part.
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      Aside from a bruise on the side of his forehead, Winter was surprised to see that Tony Johansson was unscathed. According to Bobby, he’d leapt off a railing to tackle Johansson to the ground. Although she didn’t care much if Bobby had squashed the man into a greasy spot on the concrete floor, she was glad the detective was alive and well. He wouldn’t be able to tell them the location of Eric Dalton’s daughter if he was in a coma or dead.

      Before Bobby had joined her behind the familiar pane of one-way glass, he’d stopped by his hotel room to shower and change his clothes. According to him, he didn’t want to subject her to an extended period of time in close quarters with a sweaty man who smelled like a week-old gym sock.

      As she caught a whiff of the woodsy scent of his shampoo and conditioner, she was suddenly glad for his attention to vanity. The light scent of soap was a vast improvement from body odor and smelly feet.

      They had been forced to wait for Tony Johansson’s lawyer to arrive, and Bobby had made good use of the time. While she had waited for the agent to return to the office, Winter had sent a message to Noah, checking in with him. He hadn’t replied yet, and she was starting to worry. If he didn’t reply soon, she thought she’d send out an all-point bulletin.

      She’d also exchanged a handful of text messages with Aiden to check on the status of Justin’s case. Forensics in Richmond was in the process of wrapping up the examination of evidence from a homicide, and next on their docket were the items they’d taken from the house in Harrisonburg.

      Meanwhile, the forensics department in the Baltimore office had suddenly been inundated with evidence secured from Alek’s residence, and now Tony Johansson’s. Marie Judd was nowhere to be found, and Winter could only assume she was busy helping the crime scene techs and agents sort through their findings.

      Bobby’s alert eyes flicked over to her as he lifted a brow. “You ready?”

      Winter nodded.

      “Too bad Parrish isn’t here, huh?” A ghost of a smile passed over Bobby’s face as he cast one last glance to the glass.

      She clapped Bobby’s shoulder. “We’ll be fine. Aiden was sort of my mentor, so I’ll try to make him proud.”

      Bobby chuckled as they stepped out into the hall. “Ready?”

      Winter dropped one hand down to the metal handle. “Ready.”

      A light creak accompanied the motion as she shoved the door inward. She shifted her gaze from the well-dressed lawyer to his disheveled client. “Mr. Johansson, we’ve already met. Mr. Thorton, I’m Agent Black and this is my partner, Agent Weyrick.”

      Bobby offered the pair a charming smile. “Gentlemen.”

      The lawyer nodded. “What can I do for you, Agents?”

      As the door latched closed, Winter took up residence against the same wall where Aiden had stood the night before.

      “Well,” Bobby paused to pull out a chair across from Tony and his lawyer, “we think your client might be able to help us with something, and in exchange…” He left the thought unfinished and shrugged.

      Before Winter could add her piece, a sharp pain lanced from her temple through her head. The sensation was so sudden, she hardly managed to hold back a wince. Not now, dammit. Not now.

      Thorton narrowed his eyes at Bobby. “What exactly is it you think my client did that he’d need your help, anyway?”

      With a chortle, Bobby shook his head. “Really? We’ve got physical evidence that ties your client to a double kidnapping and the murder of a federal agent. Your client’s staring down the barrel of the death penalty unless he gives us something we want to know.”

      The lawyer turned his incredulous stare from Bobby to Winter and back. “The death penalty? How exactly do you figure you’re going to get a seasoned, decorated detective in the narcotics department of the Baltimore PD sentenced to death, Agent?”

      Bobby’s shrug was as noncommittal as his expression. “Even if he had a purple heart hanging from his balls, that’s the normal penalty when you’re responsible for the death of a law enforcement agent. That, plus the kidnappings, plus your client’s ties to the Russian mob ought to do the trick. Doubt any judge in his right mind would think any of those were mitigating circumstances.”

      “The Russian mob?” Thorton paused to laugh, though the mirth didn’t reach his dark eyes. “You’re kidding, right? Do you have any proof of that?”

      Winter was more prepared for the second lance of pain. As the warmth trickled from her nose, her heart hammered in her chest. With one hand, she reached into the pocket of her slacks for a tissue. Even though the headaches were few and far between these days, she was grateful she still carried a tissue with her at all times.

      Johansson’s blue eyes followed the motion as she dabbed at her nose. “Sorry.” She wasn’t actually sorry. “It’s the dry air. I’m used to the Virginia humidity.”

      Johansson looked unconvinced, but he returned his focus to Bobby.

      “Agents.” Thorton sighed. “If you keep throwing around ridiculous accusations like this, you’d better be prepared to show us some evidence. Yeah, I know you’ve got the particles. And you should also know that the Russians deal in automotive work quite a bit, and it’s entirely likely that the particles were transferred to Mr. Johansson’s jacket when he was doing his job.”

      Winter could hardly make sense of the thoughts that flooded her mind in those next few moments. Her pulse rushed in her ears, but there was no new twinge of pain.

      Just names—Russian names. Names she’d caught a glimpse of while in the police station. She’d wondered about them then, but she knew about them now.

      An offshore account located in the Cayman Islands, far away from the prying eyes of the IRS.

      And then, there were the victims.

      Women’s names, men’s names, young, old, all at the start of a news article about a suspicious death or a mysterious disappearance. All their names scrawled along a whiteboard in the Baltimore police station, along with dates and case numbers. She watched as an officer rewrote some of the names and dates in a black marker to indicate the case had been closed, but more often than not, the text remained red.

      But one name stood out above the rest—Alena.

      Winter had read that Alena was an immigrant from the Ukraine, and she’d been brought to the States with the aid of her brother, Ilya Gulin. Her brother, a Russian mafia enforcer.

      The nameless, faceless RICO witness.

      Winter knew it as well as she knew her last name.

      “What about Ilya Gulin?” She felt like someone else had voiced the question, but she recognized the voice as her own. “Or Ivan Tokarev? Ivan’s wife and Ilya’s sister, Alena, what about her?”

      The shock on Tony Johansson’s face would have been funny if she hadn’t wanted to punch him in the throat.

      “What?” Johansson managed.

      When Winter squeezed her eyes closed to rub the bridge of her nose, she saw a woman she knew instinctively was Alena Tokarev, Ivan’s wife. No, not his wife. Alena Chekhova was Ivan’s mistress. And Ivan was one of the two brigadiers who had been imprisoned without bail as they awaited a RICO trial that would likely send them to prison for the rest of their lives.

      Winter could hear Alena’s voice as she pleaded with Ivan to just let her leave. The woman’s pale blue eyes filled with tears as a tall, broad-shouldered man wrapped her golden hair around one hand and jerked her head backward.

      They’d been in Alena’s house, standing in front of the open suitcases that she’d been midway through packing when Ivan arrived.

      Alena Chekhova had been killed—murdered by Ivan after she’d become pregnant with his child. He’d beat her to death in a fit of rage, and who better to help him clean the scene than a Baltimore detective?

      “Ivan Tokarev,” Winter repeated. “You helped him, didn’t you? Helped him wipe Alena Chekhova’s blood off the walls of her bedroom, helped bleach all the spots where her brain matter stained the hardwood floor. Bleach makes it so blood doesn’t show up with luminol, that’s what you told him, wasn’t it?”

      As she watched, the remaining color drained from the detective’s face. The shadows beneath his eyes were so pronounced, he looked as if he’d just risen from the dead. “How…how did you know that?”

      The lawyer flashed Johansson an incredulous glance. “Tony, you don’t have to talk to them.”

      Winter ignored the man. She ignored how much of her secret she was giving away with all these insights. She didn’t let her glare waver from Tony Johansson. “You didn’t know she was pregnant, did you? You didn’t know until the cops found her body six months later. Then, you spent a week drinking yourself into a stupor every night because you couldn’t get her face out of your head.”

      Shock making his mouth grow slack, Johansson shoved his lawyer’s hand off his arm. “You can’t know that. It’s not possible. Who…who the hell are you?”

      She’d have to deal with the fallout of this little performance later, she knew. “You thought the cops wouldn’t be able to identify her body if you cut off her hands and her head, didn’t you? The next best thing to incineration, isn’t that what Ivan said? But you didn’t know about her surgeries. She’d been hit by a car when she was younger, and all the pins and the steel rods in her legs were easy enough to trace back to her. Then, it was on the news, and that’s when you found out that she was pregnant.”

      Where he’d been a flurry of frantic movement just a moment before, Johansson now seemed carved from stone. “This is impossible. She was in the water for weeks, months before they found her.”

      Thorton grasped at his client’s shoulder. “Tony—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Mark!” Johansson turned his glare to the lawyer. “Shut the fuck up, or just get out, all right?”

      Now, Mark Thorton looked pale too.

      Winter dabbed at her nose again. “You’ve got a conscience, don’t you, Detective? Earlier today, you tried to talk Alek out of…of.” She had to pause to swallow down a twinge of rage. “You tried to talk him out of going after Noah Dalton, didn’t you?”

      Bobby’s head snapped around, his eyes wide. In spite of the expression of shock, he didn’t speak.

      “There’s no way.” Johansson’s voice was scarcely above a whisper. “There’s no way you could know that.”

      “But here we are.” She narrowed her eyes. “You tried to talk Alek out of kidnapping Noah Dalton’s…what? His friend, his girlfriend? Seemed like Alek was pretty excited about that, about having that ‘pretty redhead’ all to himself for a couple days.”

      In the silence that ensued, Winter thought Tony Johansson might either faint or throw up. She let the unsettling moment drag on until she was satisfied that the man would remain conscious when she spoke again.

      “You’ve got a conscience, Tony. I don’t think you would’ve brought Agent Hansford to Alek that night if you’d known who he was. You were the one who told Sergei to check his pulse, weren’t you? And right now, we’re looking for Natalie Falkner and her husband, Jonathan. I know you know where they are, and I hope you’ve figured out that you can’t hide anything from me, so there’s no point in denying it. Tell us where they are, and we’ll make sure you sit down with the US Attorney to work out a deal on that death sentence my partner mentioned.”

      The shadows moved along his throat as he swallowed repeatedly.

      “If you don’t tell us where they are, Natalie is going to die.” Winter suspected the additional pressure was unnecessary, but she wanted to make sure Johansson knew what the hell he’d done.

      She also had a sinking feeling they were too late, but she let the seconds of disquieting silence drag on.

      Jaw clenched, Johansson’s eyes flicked up to hers.

      “Okay. I’ll help you. Just…just get to her. Make sure she’s safe from that fucking psychopath. I don’t want more blood on my hands.”

      Despite her inexplicable knowledge to the contrary, Winter nodded and glanced at the clock.

      Ten after nine.

      Shit.

      She was sure they were too late, but they had to try.
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        * * *

      

      The tactical team—the same group of men who had accompanied Winter and Bobby to execute the search warrant on Tony Johansson’s house earlier that day—had been ready to leave within fifteen minutes of the interview’s conclusion. This time, the leader, Agent Bevins, advised Winter and Bobby that they would follow the team to make sure each room had been thoroughly swept and cleared.

      She and Bobby had both accepted M4 rifles almost identical to those used by the tactical unit. Coupled with their black Kevlar, they could almost pass for members of the elite squad.

      Winter nearly jumped out of her skin when a hand came down on her shoulder. She whirled around and stared into familiar green eyes.

      “Sorry, darlin’. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Winter was so glad to see Noah that she nearly flung herself into his arms. She settled on poking a finger in his chest, then immediately regretted it when she only poked the tactical gear.

      “How did you get here?”

      “Bicycle,” he deadpanned, looking serious as a monk. When she narrowed her eyes at him, he smiled. “Got lucky with a late flight.”

      She was glad he was here, but…

      “Are you sure you should be here?” she asked, concern tightening her shoulders. “We don’t know what we’ll find in there.” She nodded at the warehouse. “Natalie might be…”

      She didn’t finish. She didn’t think “might be” was correct, and she didn’t want to lie to him or get his hopes up.

      He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “I need to be here. No matter what.”

      Before they could talk further, it was time to go in. The time to worry was over. It was time to face reality.

      As they made their way to each room after the agents called out that it was clear, Winter half-expected to be met with a veritable army of Russian gangsters.

      The setting was conducive to a bloody conflict. The entire warehouse looked like it had been ripped straight from the set of a horror film. The doors were rusted, the concrete floor was worn and dirty, and more windows were shattered than remained intact.

      As they neared the far end of the building, a familiar stench drifted on the stale air.

      It was the sickening scent of decay. The same smell that had greeted her in Harrisonburg a week ago.

      But today, she doubted they’d be lucky enough to find a pile of headless rats.

      Swallowing against the cloying scent, Winter glanced to Bobby. “Someone died in here, didn’t they?”

      His expression was as grim as she’d ever seen when he nodded. Noah didn’t nod, but he looked equally grim.

      A flicker of movement at the end of the hall jerked her attention to where Agent Bevins waved vehemently. “We found her.”

      Lowering the rifle to carry it with one hand, they each increased their steady walk to a jog. With each passing step, the smell of death grew stronger.

      A ray of sickly light spilled out onto the dingy floor, and when Winter stepped into the illumination, she almost wished she hadn’t.

      “She’s alive,” Bevins said. “But he’s been dead for at least a couple days.”

      Winter’s stomach turned as her eyes fell on the man crumpled in a heap at the opposite end of the room as Natalie. His skin was pallid, and even the blood that stained his abdomen had darkened to a hue closer to brown than red.

      When she jerked her eyes away from the man’s body, the sight of Natalie Falkner wasn’t much better.

      In all the photos Winter had seen of Natalie, her skin had glowed with a healthy tan. She’d always looked energetic and put together, almost like she was one of those online fitness and health personalities.

      Now, however, she stood on death’s doorstep.

      Winter had to do a double take. At first, she didn’t even think the woman crumpled on the dusty concrete was Natalie Falkner.

      Her dark hair was matted to the sides of her face with sweat and blood. Sweat even glistened on her closed eyelids. Any of her meticulously applied eyeliner had been smudged off days ago, and her skin was pale as death.

      One of the agents from the tactical team knelt at her side, pressing a white towel to the center of Natalie’s abdomen. Well, the towel had been white, but now it was stained with crimson as the agent tried in vain to stem the bleeding from the wound he couldn’t close. It was quickly becoming the same color as the towel wrapped around the woman’s hand.

      Winter had seen gruesome crime scenes, but she’d never seen anything like this.

      She hardly heard Bevins as he raised the radio to request an ambulance and a team of paramedics. All she could do was watch Noah kneel next to his sister.
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      Even under the circumstances, Noah’s half-sister still looked familiar to him. Beyond the mask of gore, she looked very much like the girl he’d known so many years ago.

      Back then, her mouth was so often twisted in a sneer. She’d been a brat and had reveled in her position of princess of her daddy’s house.

      He remembered her cruel words, to both him and Lucy.

      He remembered her lies.

      But now…none of that mattered.

      Now, he’d never get the chance to learn if she’d grown into a person he might actually like.

      Now, he’d never get to ask why she’d been so intent on being so shitty to them. What had motivated her. Was it true bitchiness or was it fear?

      Because now…his half-sister was barely clinging to life. And if the expression on the people’s faces around him was any indication, she didn’t have long.

      “Natalie.” The word was cracked and raw from an emotion he didn’t expect. “It’s me. Noah. Your brother.”

      Unless he was mistaken, her eyelashes flickered a little.

      A hand came down on his shoulder, and he didn’t even need to look to see who it was. He felt Winter’s warmth. Her comfort. Her support. Maybe something more.

      Very carefully, he levered an arm under Natalie’s head and pulled her up until she was lying in his arms.

      Not all of their visits had been terrible, he remembered. It was almost like a black veil of bad times had been laid over the good. But looking in Natalie’s face, he smiled a bittersweet smile at the memories.

      “Remember when we played Pictionary and you thought the car I’d drawn was a dick?”

      God, they’d laughed as only children could each time a body part was a topic of discussion.

      “And what had we been thinking when we filled that stupid balloon with deodorant spray, put it in a bucket and lit it on fire.” He smiled. “It took months for my eyebrows to grow back.”

      She groaned, the lids flickering again. He willed her to open them, then smiled when they did.

      “No…ah.” His name was just a whisper of breath.

      “Yeah, Nat, it’s me. Hang in there, okay? We’ve got help on the way.”

      “Ja…Jon.”

      He didn’t allow himself to glance at the decaying man on the other side of the room.

      “We’re going to take care of him too, okay? Don’t worry about anything except fighting, you hear me?”

      He remembered the times they danced in the living room.

      He remembered the food fight that had been worth getting grounded.

      Yeah…they’d had a few good times tossed in with the bad.

      “D-d-dad?”

      Anger was like a fist around his heart. Their bastard of a father was the cause of all of this.

      “He’s fine. He’s been worried about you. You need to get better so you can kick his ass.”

      Her pale tongue darted out to lick at her dry lips. “Lo…lo…love. I…”

      Noah waited for her to finish. Watched her take in a shuddering breath.

      Then…nothing.

      He waited a minute. Longer.

      There, on the floor of a dirty warehouse, the sister he barely knew grew still as her heart beat its last.

      He shouldn’t have felt anything. He knew that he shouldn’t. They were strangers. She was just another victim.

      But he did. An ache of anger and grief that hit him unexpectedly.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, pulling Natalie against his chest.

      For what, he wasn’t sure.
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        * * *

      

      Noah didn’t know why he was here. He didn’t know what had compelled him to seek out Eric to personally deliver the news of Natalie’s passing, but here he was.

      He’d held Winter’s hand on the flight, and she’d let him, her head resting on his arm.

      She’d given him strength to do what he needed—no, had been driven—to do next.

      For the past four hours, Eric had been tucked away in an interview room in the heart of the Richmond field office. He’d given a full, detailed statement to Miguel Vasquez.

      Not long afterwards, he’d been read his rights and officially arrested. Vasquez would transfer him to a holding cell for the rest of the night. Then, at the start of the next business day, Eric would start down the well-traveled path of the criminal justice system.

      With a deep breath to steady himself, Noah smiled at Winter, who leaned on the wall before he shoved open the door to the interview room. Eric’s weary gaze jerked over to the doorway at the sudden disturbance.

      “Did you find her?”

      Noah expected to see a glimmer of naïve hope in his eyes, but in its place was only misery. Maybe Eric wasn’t as stupid as Noah had initially assumed.

      “Yeah.” He pulled out a chair and dropped down to sit with a long sigh. All the fight had gone out of him. Sure, he could be angry, but what good would that do? “We found her.”

      Though the color drained from Eric’s cheeks, his expression changed little.

      He’d been prepared for the news.

      He’d finally learned who he had been dealing with. Finally learned the extent of the Russians’ callousness. Finally recognized just how foolish he’d been.

      Reluctantly, Noah met Eric’s eyes. “I’m sorry, but she didn’t make it.”

      The overhead fluorescence glinted off the first tear as it streaked down Eric’s bearded face.

      For the first time in his life, Noah felt a twinge of sympathy for the man.

      In a week, he’d lost virtually everything important in his life. His daughter, his son-in-law, his job, his freedom, and possibly even his marriage.

      All it took was one bad decision, and Eric had been left with nothing.
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      As Bree settled into her spot on the couch, she blew on the hot cup of tea. To Bree’s side, Shelby reached out to touch her shoulder.

      “What’s wrong?” Shelby asked.

      “They got the guys.” Bree was surprised her voice didn’t crack. In the past thirty minutes, ever since she’d gotten the call from Max Osbourne himself to advise that the suspects involved in Drew’s murder were in federal custody, she’d been assailed by a host of feelings she could only assume she’d kept at bay for the last few days.

      Shelby nodded. “Good. I hope they rot.”

      Bree took a tentative sip from the mug. “I still can’t believe he’s gone. It’s not like we saw one another all the time, but I knew he was always there, you know. I’d check Facebook or whatever, and there’d be pictures of him and his wife and daughter.”

      “Drew was a low-maintenance friend.” Shelby squeezed her shoulder and offered a wistful smile.

      With a shaky sigh, Bree nodded. “Yeah. He was. I just hope Amelia and Emma are doing okay.”

      Shelby turned to face her more fully. “Why don’t we go visit with them? We can each take a little time off work and make sure they’re doing okay.”

      Bree’s sinuses burned at the thought, but she smiled as tears filled her eyes. “That’s a good idea. Yeah, let’s do that. I’ll talk to Max about it when I’m back in the office next.”

      She knew there was nothing she or Shelby could do to ease the pain of Drew’s passing for Amelia and her daughter, but the least they could do was remind the pair that they weren’t alone.

      And maybe, somewhere along the way, Bree wouldn’t feel so alone, either.
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      After Autumn dropped her off at her apartment, all Winter wanted to do was flop facefirst onto her bed and sleep for the next week. She estimated that she’d managed about three and a half hours of sleep the night before—a far cry from the state of hibernation she had hoped to achieve.

      But now that she was home, her thoughts weren’t any less scattered. The case was behind them now. Alek faced a life sentence with no possibility for parole, Sergei had been transferred to a different state with his family, and Tony Johansson was cooperating with the US Attorney in their pursuit to add more to the pending RICO case.

      Though he’d been arrested, Winter doubted Eric Dalton would serve much, if any, jail time. The man had lost enough already, anyway. Winter still thought the man was a colossal asshole, but she couldn’t help the twinge of sympathy she felt when her thoughts drifted to what had happened to his family.

      Even now, the Dalton family wasn’t out of the figurative woods. Like Sergei, Eric would be moved to a different part of the country to keep him out of the Russians’ crosshairs. His wife and son would be provided with new identities and shipped off to another state where they’d start their lives from scratch. Winter still didn’t know if Eric would be in the same location as his wife and son or not.

      But when it was all said and done, three people had lost their lives because of one man’s poor decision.

      On the drive back to her apartment, Winter had told Autumn to be especially cautious in the coming weeks.

      Autumn was already paranoid enough, but Winter couldn’t keep the information from her friend. As much as she doubted the Russians would have a reason to seek Autumn out, she wasn’t about to leave her friend’s welfare to chance.

      With a groan, Winter flopped onto her back. She’d spent another full day at the Baltimore office, and now, at ten-thirty, she was finally home. And, of course, she had to go to work tomorrow.

      Without turning, she groped at the surface of the nightstand until she felt her smartphone. Squinting at the bright screen, she typed out a text message to ask if Noah was still awake.

      His response was almost immediate. Unfortunately, yeah. I’m awake.

      Winter pushed herself to sit. Was she really about to schedule a booty call? I can be there in a couple minutes??

      In reply, he sent a couple smiling cat emojis.

      After a languid stretch, Winter flicked off the lights, stepped into a pair of flip-flops, and grabbed her keys.

      For the short walk to Noah’s apartment, she glanced around the shadowy parking lot. She was on the lookout for any anomaly, any person or vehicle that even seemed remotely like it didn’t belong.

      But the scene was still.

      Disgusted with herself, she raised a hand to rap her knuckles against the familiar door. After a light click, the door swung inward. Despite his disheveled hair and wrinkled t-shirt and gym shorts, Noah’s green eyes were alert. Apparently, Winter wasn’t the only one who had become paranoid.

      With a slight smile, he stepped to the side so she could enter. “Hey.”

      She returned the expression as well as she could manage. “Hey.”

      A hint of concern flitted over his face as he closed and locked the door. “I heard about your interview with that detective, Tony Johansson.”

      Winter blinked a couple times. She didn’t want to talk about work, but she could tell by the worry in his eyes that this was important. “What about it?”

      Combing a hand through his hair, he shrugged. “Bobby was wondering about how you knew so much. Said he thought he must’ve missed something important since he stopped by his room to take a shower. I wasn’t really sure what the hell he was talking about, so I lied like a giant dog and told him that I’d told you about the 911 call and stuff.”

      Winter’s mouth went dry. The pace of the investigation had been so chaotic, she’d been forced to give little consideration to the fallout after she’d spouted off about old cold cases during the interview with Tony Johansson. “Did he believe you? Did he say anything else?”

      Noah nodded. “Yeah. He asked if we’d been looking through some murder case, a woman named Alena Chekhova? I just told him yes again.”

      Rubbing her eyes with both hands, Winter heaved a sigh. “I’m so sorry you had to lie. That was close. During that interview I…I had a vision, I guess. But it wasn’t like the other ones. I didn’t pass out or anything, my head just hurt a little and I got a nosebleed. Although I’d gotten a glimpse of some of that information earlier, it was like what I’d seen had been imprinted in my mind.”

      Noah snorted. “Wish I had that ability.”

      She gave him a soft elbow to his ribs, then leaned into him when he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I could see all these names, all these dates and case numbers on a whiteboard in the Baltimore police precinct. And this woman, Alena, I saw her too. And as soon as I saw her, it was like I just knew what had happened to her.”

      As he scratched his chin, Noah’s expression turned contemplative. “Damn, well. I guess that’s an improvement, right?”

      Winter’s laugh sounded strained, but the tension melted from her tired muscles. “I’m so glad to see you right now.”

      As a smile brightened his weary face, Winter thought she might weep tears of joy. The familiar sight was such a welcome reprieve from the darkness by which she’d been enveloped the last few days. Her heart felt lighter, and the tangled web of thoughts didn’t seem so unmanageable.

      In terms of a relationship, she didn’t know what those feelings meant.

      She didn’t know, but she knew she would be wise to welcome them.

      Without thinking anymore about it, she wrapped her arms around him as tightly as she could manage. He wasted no time pulling her into a warm embrace. She took in the familiar scent of fabric softener and the faint, woodsy scent of his shampoo and conditioner.

      As much as she wanted to tell him about the feelings his smile evoked, she wasn’t sure she had the energy for a grown-up discussion. The past week had been more than taxing, both physically and emotionally. For a little while, she just wanted to be happy.

      “I missed you,” she murmured. The words were muffled from where she’d tucked her face into the crook of his neck.

      “I missed you too, darlin’.” The bass in his voice reverberated against the side of her face.

      Winter tightened her hold on him before she tilted her head back to peer up into his green eyes. As she traced the fingers of one hand down his scruffy cheek, the corner of his mouth turned up in a slight smile.

      She wanted those lips, and without the need for some rambling spiel beforehand, she felt that she could just be present. She could just enjoy his closeness.

      Pulling his head down, she pressed her lips to his, and surrendered herself to the deliciousness of it.

      When they separated, her smile came more easily. “Can I stay with you tonight?”

      Lifting an eyebrow, he tilted his head in the direction of the television. “You thinking what I’m thinking? Supernatural marathon?”

      She laughed and shook her head, her hands moving under the hem of his shirt. “No, that’s definitely not what I want to do with you. If that’s all you want to do, then I’ll be fine with it. But…” she swept her hands over his warm skin, “I was hoping we could do that thing we did the other night.” She moved until she was straddling him and leaned in to kiss his throat. “You know the one, right?”

      “No idea.” He pulled her tighter against him, feeling the heat of her through their clothes. “Guess you’ll have to enlighten me.”

      Circling an arm around his shoulders, she tilted her head for another drawn-out kiss. “I’d be more than happy to enlighten you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      When Winter woke beside Noah the next morning, she was certain there was no possible way the day could be bad. Though they had to go to work, there wasn’t a pressing issue that required they show up at the butt crack of dawn. They had paperwork, paperwork, and more paperwork waiting for them once they walked through the doors of the Richmond field office.

      For what might have been the first time in her FBI career, Winter wasn’t bothered by the idea that she would spend the majority of her day behind the screen of her computer. She needed a damn break.

      Since there was no apocalypse level event waiting for them that morning, Winter opted to take a shower with Noah. Unsurprisingly, one thing led to another, and they barely made it out before the water turned cold.

      With the soreness in her thighs renewed, she pulled on her leggings and t-shirt to make her way back to her apartment. Once she was dressed for work, their morning routine played out much as it did every morning. On the way to the office, they swung through the drive-thru of a local coffee shop and ordered two seasonal lattes.

      Though they hadn’t hurried, they still arrived at the office before eight.

      As they neared the Violent Crimes section of the building, Winter was surprised to see Bobby Weyrick leaned back in a chair. He’d flipped his tie up to cover his eyes, and until he reached to lift the blue fabric, she thought he was asleep.

      “Morning.” Bobby ended the greeting by stifling a yawn.

      “Weren’t you supposed to be out of here, like, two hours ago?” Winter lifted an eyebrow to fix him with a curious look.

      Bobby nodded. “Something like that, yeah. Come on, y’all. Walk with me, talk with me.”

      Noah’s brows drew together. “About what?”

      “I sent you each a text message about this, so if you’re surprised, it’s on you.” He held up his hands and offered them an exaggerated shrug.

      “Surprised?” Winter echoed, a feeling of dread pressing down on her.

      “I’ve been waiting for you guys to get here. Since, you know, you didn’t respond to my text. Someone had to keep an eye on the place and make sure the dude didn’t sweet-talk his way straight on out of the damn building. I didn’t work that case, but I’ve heard stories.” He flashed her a matter-of-fact look and waved a finger.

      Noah gave him a wary glance, clearly as disconcerted as Winter felt. “You need to go to sleep, don’t you?”

      “Dude. You have no idea.” With a sigh, Bobby raked the fingers of one hand through his dark blond hair. “I’ve been awake for twenty-four hours, but no. I’m serious. Y’all have a visitor. Well, Agent Black, you have a visitor. He asked for you specifically, but I’m sure he’d be happy to see Dalton here too.”

      Winter’s heart leapt into her throat. After all the hours they’d poured into making phone calls, interviewing potential leads, and sifting through one database after another, had he finally come to them? Had Justin shown up at the FBI office to seek out her help?

      She swallowed the sudden rush of excitement. No, Bobby would have called her hours ago if the visitor was her brother. Aiden and Max would be here, and so would Bree and even Autumn.

      “Who?” she finally asked.

      Throwing up his hands, Bobby paused in the hallway. “You neither one seriously looked at my text, did you?”

      As she sipped at her latte, Winter shrugged. “Apparently not.” Her anxiety was ratcheting up by degrees. If the agent mentioned Justin’s name, she was quite sure she might pass out at his feet.

      “Your visitor is Ryan O’Connelly.”

      Winter almost swayed on her feet anyway.

      No, the visitor wasn’t her long-lost brother, but this one was certainly a blast from the not so distant past.

      “Son of a bitch,” Noah muttered, his eyes as wide as hers felt.

      They both knew the name very well. Ryan had been one of a pair of masterminds intent on replicating the highest-profile heists of the twentieth century earlier that year. But Ryan had managed to slip away like a ghost, and Winter’d envisioned the man sipping fruity cocktails on some exotic beach for the rest of his life.

      So, why was he here now?

      It made no sense.

      The glint of amusement fell away, and Bobby’s gaze was steely. “He’s got something. From the way he tells it, he’s been slinking around a group of aristocrats, and they’ve got more than a few skeletons in their closets. There’ve been a handful of girls around town that’ve gone missing lately, and he says he’s pretty sure he can help figure out who’s been abducting them.”

      Even once he finished, Bobby’s shoulders were still tense, his countenance grim.

      “What else?” Winter asked. She knew he hadn’t yet told her everything.

      “He’s got news about, well, something he stumbled across. Something about Kent Strickland and Tyler Haldane.”

      Tyler Haldane and Kent Strickland. The two shooters who had killed thirteen people at a shopping mall in Danville, Virginia.

      The mass shooting that had occurred on the same night Douglas Kilroy met his end.

      The same mass shooting for which Bobby Weyrick and Sun Ming had been on the front lines.

      Winter swallowed against the sudden bitterness on her tongue. “Okay,” she managed. “Let’s see what he’s got.”

      
        
        The End

        To be continued…
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        Want to Read More About Winter?

      

      

      When Ryan O’Connelly—the unwilling accomplice of a bank robber turned mass murderer—slipped out of the FBI’s grasp, no one expected to hear from him again. Yet, while he takes the team into the deep, dark web of sinister secrets, Winter receives an even more disturbing message from her brother than the last. All this and more in Book Seven, Winter's Web. Now available! Find it on Amazon Now! Click HERE to get your copy now!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Click HERE to get your copy of Winter’s Web!
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      If you like the Winter Black Series, I’d love to introduce you to my Kylie Hatfield Series.

      Deadly Act (Kylie Hatfield Series Book 1)

      Kylie’s new job is turning out to be a real killer...

      Nothing is going to stop Kylie Hatfield from becoming a full-fledged private investigator--not the police, her boss, or Linc Coulter, the maddeningly sexy ex-soldier who’s training (or trying to train) her nutty Newfoundland dog, Vader…not even the threat of an unexpected murderer, who wants to take more than just her life. Click HERE to Get Your Copy Now!
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        Download Deadly Act Now - Click HERE!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        FREE Book Offer!

        How did it all start for Winter Black?

      

      

      I hope you enjoyed Winter’s Ghost. I have a very special and exclusive FREE Book offer for you! Winter’s Origin is the prequel to the Winter Black series which introduces you to Winter and her team. And, how they all came together to hunt down The Preacher.  Interested? CLICK HERE to Get Your FREE Copy Now!

      
        
        **Available Nowhere Else!**
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        You’ll also be the first to know when each book in the Winter Black Series is available!

        Download for FREE HERE!
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      Winter’s Curse (Winter Black Series: Book Two)
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      How does one properly thank everyone involved in taking a dream and making it a reality? Let me try.

      In addition to my family, whose unending support provided the foundation for me to find the time and energy to put these thoughts on paper, I want to thank the editors who polished my words and made them shine.

      Many thanks to my publisher for risking taking on a newbie and giving me the confidence to become a bona fide author.

      More than anyone, I want to thank you, my reader, for clicking on a nobody and sharing your most important asset, your time, with this book. I hope with all my heart I made it worthwhile.

      Much love,

      Mary

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary Stone lives among the majestic Blue Ridge Mountains of East Tennessee with her two dogs, four cats, a couple of energetic boys, and a very patient husband.

      As a young girl, she would go to bed every night, wondering what type of creature might be lurking underneath. It wasn’t until she was older that she learned that the creatures she needed to most fear were human.

      Today, she creates vivid stories with courageous, strong heroines and dastardly villains. She invites you to enter her world of serial killers, FBI agents but never damsels in distress. Her female characters can handle themselves, going toe-to-toe with any male character, protagonist or antagonist.

      

      
        
        Discover more about Mary Stone on her website.

        www.authormarystone.com
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