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    PROLOGUE


    Lightning pierced the dark sky as Misti slid into a parking spot between a rusted Volkswagen and a dented blue pickup truck.


    What the hell?


    She frowned at the cheap motel in front of her. A cheap motel.


    This is where he wanted to meet? She’d been to some sleazy hotels, but this was just plain dirty. She was better than this, for Christ’s sake… Wasn’t she?


    What a crappy way to cap off a wonderful evening.


    She’d just left the most fabulous party, in the dress he’d bought for her… sent in the mail, but that didn’t really matter. She’d gotten an invite to one of the most glamorous galas in town, courtesy of him, and that was all that mattered. During the event, they never spoke, only a few stolen glances as she attempted small talk with some of the wealthiest people in the area. The relationship was usually their fun, dirty little secret, except the look in his eyes tonight had been different. Haunting, almost. Damning. And, for some odd reason, she’d felt like she had eyes on her all evening. Someone else’s eyes—hiding in the shadows watching her.


    And now, he’d asked her to meet him at the dirtiest motel. Of all places.


    It didn’t add up, and despite the two—okay, three—glasses of champagne she’d guzzled, a small warning bell was going off in her head.


    Did he know?


    Had she been caught?


    She knew she was pushing it. Although her attempt to video them during their last rendezvous had been a success—if a tad blurry in spots—she’d had this sick feeling that he’d known. Over the last few days, she’d replayed her covert operation over and over in her head. She’d been very careful and had positioned the camera perfectly behind the tiny cutout in her knock-off designer bag.


    There was no way he could have seen it.


    Right?


    When he’d sent her the text to meet him at the Towering Pines Inn after the party, she almost turned him down. But greed had taken over—as it did so many times—and she thought if she could get one more recording. One more, crystal clear, not blurry. One more to really seal the deal.


    Greed had decided for her once again, and here she was.


    She bit her lip as her fingers nervously tapped the steering wheel, and as if being pulled like a magnet, her hand slid down to the gear shift.


    Reverse.


    Reverse, Misti. You got what you needed last time. Go home.


    A low rumble of thunder sounded in the distance. She glanced up at the pitch-black sky, then shifted her gaze to the dense woods that surrounded the motel—the dark, mysterious, rumored-to-be-haunted Great Shadow Mountains, looking creepier than ever against the stormy night.


    She looked back at the decrepit motel where a grisly murder had taken place no more than a few weeks ago.


    A grisly murder.


    Her pulse picked up. She contemplated leaving, but then her thoughts drifted to the last time she’d been with him. How wild it was—not to mention the best sex she’d ever had in her life. He was selfish, no doubt about that, and a bit lacking where it mattered, but he made up for it by making sure she was pleased at the end of their time together. It was a pride thing, she assumed. He couldn’t fail, at anything, and that was just fine with her. Better than all that, the man was rich. Born into money, and it was no secret. He was a man that got what he wanted, a charismatic, conniving, little snake that always got his way, which was perfect for his day job. Yes, he was spoiled in every way.


    Rich, rich, rich.


    And important, by most people’s standards, anyway.


    Ever since their first hook-up, he’d made her promise not to tell anyone. The press would have a field day, after all. She obliged, of course, and had kept up her end of the deal.


    But that deal didn’t specify no video cameras.


    Or, no blackmail.


    A wicked grin cracked her overly made up face. She could practically smell the hundred dollar bills coming her way. She knew he’d do anything to keep their little affair a secret, including paying her handsomely.


    God, she wanted to be rich. She wanted a life where she didn’t have to worry about money every damn day. No stress, carefree. No drama. Over the last forty-eight hours she’d daydreamed about what she was going to do when she got his money. First, she’d throw away the horrible knock-off she’d been carrying on her shoulder and buy herself a real designer bag.


    A real one.


    Black… no… red. Bright red. Bright red to match the shade of lipstick she was known for. Bright red to match the fiery attitude that drove her to live life on the edge. Bright red to match his fancy little sports car.

A subtle screw you.


    She let go of the gear shift.


    She pulled down the mirror and checked her reflection, smirking at the red gloss that sparkled on her lips. Her dark eyes were lined heavily black, her cheeks lightly dusted pink. She wore her long, blonde hair down—he liked to pull it, which she wasn’t really a fan of, but whatever.


    Okay, she looked good.


    Money and sex. The words chanted through her head like a pep talk. Money and sex.


    The nerves began to fade, replaced with excitement for his touch. His money. If nothing else, she knew she’d have a hell of an hour. As she always did with him.


    She turned off the engine, popped in her favorite little blue pill and grabbed her stupid fake purse.


    The cool wind whipped around her as she stepped out of the car onto the wet pavement. Dead leaves spun around her red high-heels.


    More spring storms on their way.


    She closed the door, and a chill ran up her spine, causing her to pause.


    Why the hell was she hesitating so much? She’d been with him three times already… What was so different about this time?


    She shook her head, waving away the warning bells, and stepped onto the sidewalk, glancing at the room numbers.


    Three-thirteen, three-thirteen…


    She paused at the end of the building where the sidewalk wrapped around and peered into the darkness. The light above the walkway was out, of course, and just a few feet beyond the edge were the woods.


    Thunder boomed. Closer this time.


    She shivered.


    Gripping her purse straps, she rounded the corner and descended into the darkness.


    Three-eleven, three-twelve, and on the very end, three-thirteen.


    A dim light shone through the edges of the window. She paused at the doorway. Her stomach clenched with nerves—again.


    Maybe she shouldn’t…


    The door opened.


    “Hi.” His silhouette filled the doorway.


    She forced a smile. “Hey.”


    “Come in. It’s about to hit.” He’d taken off his suit coat and loosened his tie, and in his eyes were the same dubious spark—like he saw right through her.


    She shouldn’t have come.


    “Let me take your coat.” He said, with a touch of urgency in his voice.


    As she shook out of her fake cashmere, she looked around the dingy motel room. A king-sized bed with an obnoxious multi-colored comforter filled most of the tiny room. Two nightstands—one with a bible on it—a television, small desk, and a bathroom. She wrinkled her nose, imagining what the bathroom looked like. Dear God, she prayed their sexcapade didn’t end up anywhere close to that room. Her gaze shifted to the desk directly in front of the bed—perfect for her camera.


    “Man, you really went all out with this motel.” She walked to the desk, and with her back to him, slid her hand inside her bag and clicked on the camera.


    “Everywhere else was booked.”


    She turned quickly, cocked her head. “Seriously?”


    “Yes.” He avoided eye contact.


    She narrowed her eyes and looked him over. There was definitely something off with him. It wasn’t just that he was abnormally rushed, or the tone of his voice… It was that look in his eyes—something dark.


    He turned to her, locking onto her gaze.


    Goosebumps ran over her arms. She shouldn’t have come. She’d pushed it too far.


    She needed to get the hell out.


    She cleared her throat. “Um, you know… actually, they said the storm might be pretty bad… So maybe…”


    Before she could finish, he quickly closed the inches between them and stared down at her.


    Her heart started to race.


    “Not yet,” he said. “We’ve got some things to do, first.”


    Without preamble, he leaned down and kissed her. Not a soft, sensual kiss, but a greedy, forceful, ravenous kiss, his mouth devouring hers.


    He swept his hands under her sweater and onto her plump breast. He popped her bra, ran his fingers over her nipple and squeezed—hard—sending a sexual shockwave through her body.


    She kissed him back, wildly.


    She ripped off her shirt, and he took off his. He gripped her at the waist and tossed her onto the bed.


    He pulled off her heels, yanked her jeans and panties down, and crawled on top of her naked body.


    He hovered over her, his eyes locked on hers as he licked his fingers, a trail of spit hanging from his mouth as he pulled them away. He leaned into her neck, caressing her skin with his tongue, and swept his hand down her ribcage, down her stomach, and finally between her legs. She released a low groan as his fingers slid over her, slowly at first and then faster and faster.


    She felt his breath heavy on her throat as his fingers worked her below, fast, hard strokes until she released.


    “Oh my God.”


    She felt him move off the bed and when she opened her eyes, he was standing over her, his gaze shifting from her to the desk—where her purse sat.


    Panic momentarily stopped her heart.


    Her eyes rounded as she looked back at him.


    Be cool, Misti, be cool.


    She pushed up on her elbows, noticing the bulge in his pants. She cocked her head and flashed a playful grin. “Your pants are still on.”


    “Come take them off me.” His voice was low and deep. “That’s what you want, right?”


    She swallowed the knot in her throat and pushed off the bed. “Alright.”


    He stood rigid as a stone as she undid his designer belt and tugged down his jeans.


    “What do you want,” she asked, although she already knew.


    “For you to return the favor.”


    Her heart pounded as she slid down his briefs and slowly got onto her knees.


    With his hand firmly on the top of her head, she returned the favor, pleasuring him in his favorite way.


     


    Twenty minutes later, Misti pulled into her driveway, cut the engine and blew out a breath.


    That was close. But, it was done.


    Done.


    A small smile crossed her red, smeared lips.


    Sex and money. Two of life’s greatest gifts.


    She grabbed her crappy purse and pushed out of the car. The rain was coming down in sheets, and it had been a hell of a drive home, especially in the dark.


    She darted across the driveway and jumped onto the porch.


    The reflection of headlights behind her bounced off the front window. She looked over her shoulder and frowned as she inserted the key into the door. Someone had been behind her the entire drive home. Was she being followed?


    Surely not.


    The lights took a curve in the road and slowly faded into the darkness.


    Humph.


    She opened the door and immediately squeezed her face, cringing at the sour scent of spilled wine.


    Damn her roommate!


    The first thing she’d do when she got the bastard’s money was get a designer bag. The second, her own damn place. She didn’t care if it was a trash can. She was sick of living with people.


    She quietly closed the door and locked it. She didn’t want to wake her roommate—not that she could, the drunk was probably passed out, like most evenings. She silently padded across the dark living room and stepped into her bedroom, closing the door behind her.


     


    As she reached for the light, a heavy hand wrapped around her mouth.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    A faint sound of thunder rumbled in the distance as Fiona carefully stepped over a jagged rock, her body numb with pain.


    Rain. Just freaking great.


    The bottom of her feet were ripped to shreds from walking barefoot through the rough terrain all night. Her clothes were torn, her exposed skin including her face, was scratched to hell. More than anything, though, was the splitting headache, like daggers piercing her brain, that had only gotten worse since she’d awoken alone in the middle of the woods.


    In the middle of nowhere.


    And now—now—she was going to have to deal with a damn thunderstorm.


    She crawled up a massive boulder and looked at the angry, ominous clouds above her, then at the steep cliffs enclosing around her.


    She was in the bottom of a ravine.


    How the hell was she going to get out?


    At least it was morning, she thought. A dreary, overcast morning, but morning nonetheless. Anything was better than the inky blackness she’d been walking blindly through all night.


    But, what day was it?


    How long had she been out?


    What the hell had happened?


    The last thing she remembered was finding the Great Shadow Book of Secrets, then turning around to see Krestel, the evil witch who’d penned the legendary spell-book, standing behind her.


    That was it.


    A bright light, then her world went black.


    She had no memory from that moment to when she woke up with the worst headache she’d ever had in her life… and a torn scrap of paper stuffed in her pocket.


    A torn piece of paper that was finally going to end the pain and torment she and her Black Rose sisters had endured over the last few weeks at the hand of the witch. It was the silver lining to a night that was the thing of nightmares.


    After her brain had cleared of the fog and her eyes adjusted to the darkness, Fiona had dusted herself off and began hiking through the woods, praying to find someone, or something, that would tell her where she was. She’d hiked, and hiked, and hiked, alone, with no food, water, and only one Manolo Blahnik. No cell phone, no gun—which was less than ideal when she came across the sparkling, beady eyes of a mountain lion watching her from the bushes. She was sure that was it. Her life was going to end with her head between the lion’s jaws. Instead, though, the massive beast watched her, idly, as she slowly tiptoed away, thanking the good Lord above for not only sparing her but also for the fact that she’d somehow managed not to pee her pants. She could handle the embarrassment of being stupid enough to venture into a secret room in a haunted library alone and being caught off-guard by a witch… but pee pants? No, way. Above all else, a woman needed her dignity.


    It had been the longest night of her life, and now, finally, daybreak was coming.


    Sprinkles of rain dotted the sharp rocks around her. Not a single tree, bush, or plant. Nothing but huge, gray boulders and random sticks.


    And… A shoe?


    She frowned and squinted. Either she was going crazy—which under the circumstance was something to consider—or not six feet from her was a loafer sticking out from behind a boulder.


    What the hell?


    She grabbed the edge of the rock, slid down, and maneuvered between the rocks. Her pulse picked up as she neared the shoe, becoming more and more certain a foot was attached to it.


    The sprinkles turned into a steady rainfall as she stepped up to the boulder hiding the rest of whatever was behind the shoe. She carefully placed her foot alongside the brown loafer and peered over.


    A chill shot up her spine as she looked down at a man, sitting with his back against the gray rock, his legs straight out in front of him and his arms limp against his sides, with his palms facing up as if he were asking for something. He wore khakis, a blue button-up under a brown blazer, and a red, oozing dot between his eyes.


    Holy shit.


    Her eyes widened with recognition as she looked him over—the light brown hair combed to the side, held in place with way too much gel. The dot of an earring hole in his right ear—an unfortunate side-effect of too many tequila shots after finals, and the little scar cutting through his left eyebrow, just above his deep green eyes, now glazed over with the finality of death.


    She knew this man.


    Her mind began to race as she quickly stepped around the lifeless legs and squatted down.


    Joel Davis.


    Freaking Joel Davis—an FBI agent who she’d gone through the academy with before joining the Black Rose Investigations team.


    She swiped the rain pouring down her face. What the hell was Joel doing in the little town of Devil’s Den? More importantly, who had shot him point blank and left him to rot at the bottom of a ravine?


    With the tip of her finger, she carefully lifted his blazer and plucked the wallet from his belt. Definitely not a robbery gone bad.


    Her stomach sank as she looked down at Joel’s smiling face on his Virginia driver’s license, and the memory of her first meeting with him flashed through her head…


     


    “You’re Fiona Monreau, right?”


    Fiona glanced up from the textbook in her hand, and a beer clutched in the other. “One and the same.”


    “Nothing like studying with a drink. Or, studying in a bar for that matter.”


    She cocked her head, looking him over.


    He laughed. “Sorry, I’m Joel.”


    Her gaze shifted to a man passing by.


    “I’m a class under you,” he continued.


    She nodded. “Well, Joel, it’s nice to meet you, and unless you plan on buying the entire bar a drink, I suggest you get back to your buddy in the green shirt who just swiped your wallet from your coat pocket…”


    His eyes widened as his hand patted his pocket.


    She grinned. “I hear you guys were just taught lifts. Always keep your head on a swivel.”


    The newbie shook his head, looked back at his buddies—each also in training and grinning from ear to ear—then looked back at her. “Bastards.” The corner of his lip curled up. “I should Monreau them.”


    “Monreau them?”


    He grinned, a charming twinkle in his green eyes. “Yeah, you’ve become quite the legend around here, starting with you knocking that three-hundred-pound bastard on his ass in Hogan’s Alley. Dude didn’t even see it coming. Heard he got quite the lashing for it.”


    She shrugged. “Like I said… Important to keep your head on a swivel.”


    “A lesson from Fiona Monreau… Not soon to be forgotten… Kind of like your other talent. I hear you can drink most men under the table.” He smirked. “Can I buy you a drink?”


    She glanced at the platter of shots being delivered around the room. “I think you already have.”


    He looked over his shoulder, then shook his head. “Bastards. How about later? Tomorrow night?”


    She slowly sipped her beer. “I don’t date fellow agents.”


    “Damn shame, Monreau.” He swiped a shot from the waitress passing by, swallowed, and tipped up the empty glass. “Until we meet again, then.”


     


    She closed her eyes and shook the image from her head—Joel Davis, so full of life and charisma, so different than the man in front of her now.


    She thumbed through the wallet and pulled a small piece of paper from the side pocket—a receipt for a one night stay at the Towering Pines Inn, one of the seediest hotels in the area.


    What the hell was Joel doing staying there?


    Just then, in the distance—


    “Fioooooona!”


    She surged to her feet, her eyes the size of golf balls. Was she hearing things? Was it possible someone had finally found her?


    “Fiona?!”


    She lunged away from Joel’s body, hopped over the slick rocks and maneuvered her way to a small clearing. The rain blurred her vision as she looked up the steep rock walls and saw the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen—Scarlett Knight staring down at her from the top of the ravine.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    The rain pinged against the window, breaking the heavy silence that filled the room. It was still morning, although the dreary weather made it seem much earlier… or later for that matter. Fiona looked around the room at the concerned faces staring back at her. Roxy, Scar, and Dixie, sisters and owners of Black Rose Investigations, sat on the edge of the couch in front of her. The almost identical-looking sisters wore the same hard expression across their beautiful faces, their long, dark hair pulled back and messy from an evening of hiking through the woods looking for her, their almond-shaped eyes shaded from exhaustion. Their bodies were tense, sick over the fact that one of their own had been kidnapped.


    Their assistants, Harley and Raven, stood stoically behind them, arms crossed over their chests, with the same worried expressions.


    And then there was Ace, the office manager, super-genius, and notorious ladies’ man, standing to the side, angling himself in front of the main entrance of her house. It was a protective stance, in case anyone tried to get in. Dressed in a black T-shirt, khaki tactical pants and black ATAC boots, he looked more like a soldier than someone who could hack into any computer system on the planet.


    Each of them were covered head-to-toe in dirt, each willing to do whatever was necessary to make sure she was safe. That was what she loved about Black Rose. From the moment Roxy had recruited Fiona from the FBI Academy to be her assistant, the team took her in and made her part of their extremely tight-knit family. It was an unspoken understanding that each would do anything for the other.


    Just like they’d done not two hours earlier—going to the ends of the earth to find her.


    There were still so many questions, and although Fiona had tried to answer them all, the team was still wary of what the future held.


    She squeezed the blanket they’d wrapped around her and sipped the Chamomile tea Scar had made for her. Although she was finally dry, she was still chilled to the bone, but it had nothing to do with the temperature outside.


    “So, let me get this straight… Again.” Ace began pacing, which he had been doing off and on since arriving at her house. “You remember walking into a secret room in the library… and you remember seeing someone—Krestel—but that’s it. You go blank.”


    “That’s right. She obviously erased my memory of everything else.”


    “And then burned down the entire building to cover her tracks,” he muttered.


    “And she did this because you found the Great Shadow Book of Secrets. Her book that she trains each of her witches with.” Harley added.


    Dixie, whose head was wrapped in a muddy, red bandana, looked down at the piece of paper in her hand. “But, before she knocked you out, you were able to pull a page from the book—


    Roxy, the oldest and unofficial leader of the group interrupted and stood, unable to sit any longer. “The spell.”


    Fiona slowly nodded.


    Roxy shook her head. “Fi, if I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a hundred damn times… You’re too fearless for your own good. You should’ve called us the moment you found the room. You should have never ventured down in the basement alone.” Her voice raised. “You could’ve gotten yourself killed last night.”


    Scar stood, placing her hand on her sister’s shoulder. “Rox, she knows.” Her voice was soft and calm, reflecting the cool, hippie demeanor she was known for.


    “Do you think Krestel knows,” Harley asked. “Do you think she knows you have the spell?”


    Fiona vehemently shook her head. “No way. I must’ve taken the page before she found me. If she would’ve seen it, you all know she would have taken it from me… and then, taken care of me. She erased my memory, so in her mind, I’m not a threat any longer. No need to kill me if I don’t remember a thing.”


    “Then she dumped you in the middle of the mountains, surely thinking you wouldn’t make it out alive.” Roxy’s face tightened with anger. “No blood on her hands.”


    “She can’t get away with this bullshit much longer,” Ace growled. “She’ll fuck up. Leave a trail. If we won’t get her, Zander will.”


    “Does Zander know?” Fiona sat up. She hadn’t even thought of the Lieutenant, or police department for that matter. “I’ll need to give a statement about Joel as soon—


    “It’s done. The entire department is down in the ravine right now.” Roxy said. “And, yes, he knows.”


    “You told him the truth? Why I was there?”


    “Yes. He knows everything about Krestel, the library—everything. I told him in confidence, not that it mattered, anyway. He’s got another homicide on his hands, and a high profile one at that. He was one the phone with the feds last I spoke with him. He doesn’t have time to worry about Krestel right now.”


    “When was that?”


    “While we were on our way here. I convinced him not to come over, or say anything about what happened with Krestel until we can wrap our heads around the situation.” She clenched her jaw. “Dammit Fiona… you should’ve never gone down there. You should’ve never gone into some hidden room in the library. A building rumored to be run by a witch. I mean, shit, Fi. Use your judgment.”


    Scar flashed a not-so-subtle cool-it glance at her sister. “But because of Fi’s carelessness, or bravery, she was able to get what we’ve been looking for, for weeks now. The spell to finally bring down Krestel. The only spell that can kill her.”


    Harley leaned forward, her chestnut-brown, curly hair a ball of frizz, and pulled the spell from Dixie’s hands. “Dragon’s Breath… Interesting name for a spell.”


    “Fire. Remember, Krestel’s unique power is pyrokinesis, so it makes sense. Fight fire with fire,” Ace said.


    “So what the hell? We’re just supposed to call up and order a dragon to come and blow it’s nasty-ass fire breath on her?”


    Ace shook his head and took the paper from Harley. “No, it says here we need a lock of the witch’s hair—her hair—an article of her clothing, and Dragon’s Breath…”


    “Exactly. Where the hell do we get a dragon?”


    “No, not an actual dragon.” He rolled his eyes. “Dragon’s Breath is a pepper. We get the pepper, hair, clothes, then burn them…”


    Roxy stepped over to Ace. “And she breathes the smoke…”


    He nodded. “And bye-bye Krestel.”


    Raven threw her hands up. “Then what the hell are we doing here? Let’s go.”


    Fiona shook her head. “First, we still don’t know where she is, and second, the spell has to be done on the next full moon.”


    Everyone turned to Ace, who narrowed his steely eyes and said, “Four days. Four days until the next full moon.”


    The team looked around the room, each lingering a moment on each other until finally, Roxy broke the silence. “Okay then, we have four days until this nightmare is over and Krestel is gone from our lives forever.” She took a deep breath. “Okay, so, who’s going to—


    Harley interrupted. “I’ll get the peppers. My uncle is a farmer. If he doesn’t have them, he’ll know where to get them. Fast.”


    “Good.” Roxy frowned and began pacing again. “Now, for her hair and clothes…”


    Fiona set down her tea. “Once we figure out where she’s hiding, we lure her out with the spell and have everything ready. We’ll trap her, get the hair and clothes and light it all on fire.”


    Ace clenched his jaw and nodded. “I like it. Good plan.”


    “How are we going to find her? No one’s seen her since Dixie uncovered her true identity and she hightailed it into the mountains.” Harley raised her eyebrows at Fiona. “Except you.”


    “Exactly. We know she’s close, at least.”


    Scar leaned forward and rubbed her new dog, Sunny’s, massive head. Her braids tumbled down her shoulders. “I’ll go back to Mrs. Thorne. God knows she owes me after finding her daughter. Thorne will know where she is.”


    “Thorne,” Raven shook her head. “A witch in Krestel’s coven. Her seeing eye. You really think she’ll give up her location?”


    “She’s gone.” Ace said.


    “What?”


    “Skipped town with her daughter. Already checked, and confirmed with Zander.”


    Fiona blew out a breath and leaned back. The pain meds they’d given her were beginning to dull her headache, but the exhaustion was beginning to take over. Her head felt swimmy, her stomach queasy.


    Roxy stopped pacing, zeroed in on Fiona, and then addressed the team. “Fi’s had enough for the day. Let’s get her to bed and we’ll meet again this afternoon to lay out the plan about how to find Krestel and lure her out. Sound good?”


    Nods around the room.


    “Okay, then.” She turned to Fiona. “But real quick, about your former FBI buddy—


    “Joel Davis.”


    “Right, Joel. Like I said, Zander and the entire police department are there. They’re dealing with it. I want you to get that out of your head for now, okay? If I know you, your wheels are already spinning trying to figure it out, but Fi, you need to rest for a bit. You’ve been through a lot. We’ve got the whole day ahead of us, and I promise you I’ll be in touch with Zander.”


    “We’re sending his body to Graves for the autopsy, right?” She asked.


    “Yes, and you know they’re the best forensics lab in the country. Everyone’s working on it. For now, you need to focus on recharging your batteries. Now, let’s get you to bed. You need to rest.”


    Scar picked up her empty teacup. “I’ll make Fi some more tea and stay here. You all can go.”


    Fiona shook her head and pushed off the chair, her feet feeling like a thousand pinpricks when they hit the hardwood floor. “No way. You guys—each of you—have been up all night looking for me. You need sleep. Please. Go home.”


    “No way, Fi. I’m not leaving you.” Scar’s tone switched from motherly to I’m-not-having-it.


    “Look, Krestel doesn’t know I have the spell. She thinks I’m dead in the woods somewhere.” She glanced down the hallway. “If not, I’d love to show her the arsenal I’ve got in my room.”


    “Guns won’t kill her, Fi.”


    She heaved out a breath, limped past Ace and yanked open the front door. A gust of wind blew rain in. “I’m not taking no for an answer. Go home, get some rest and I’ll do the same. Go. Please. You guys need sleep.”


    At the defiant stares, she put her hands on her curvy hips and cocked her head. “Okay, if you won’t leave, I’m just going to head to the office and get some work done… God knows I’m behind on my cases.” When they didn’t fall for that, she said, “Listen, I won’t be able to sleep with all of your neurotic asses here, pacing a hole in the floor. Seriously, if you really want me to try to sleep, you’ll leave.”


    Roxy walked to the door. “Dammit, you’re stubborn.” She stared at Fiona for a solid five seconds. “Okay, we’ll go.” She turned to Ace, who tossed her a cell phone. “Here’s your new phone. Keep it close. Call me if you need anything at all. We’ll be back later to check on you.” She leaned forward and kissed Fiona’s forehead. “You’re stubborn but also strong. Love you, Sis.”


    She smiled. “Love you, too.”


     


    After group hugs and a kiss on the cheek from Ace with the promise she’d call at the slightest movement outside her house, she shut the door, closed her eyes and put the full weight of her back against it.


    Silence.


    She took a deep breath.


    Joel Davis.


    What the hell had he gotten himself into?


    She opened her eyes, her lips pursed in a tight line.


    The ladies of Black Rose might have a witch to kill, but Fiona had a murderer to find first.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    Thud, thud, thud.


    Fiona’s eyes shot open. A wave of confusion mixed with full-body pain swept over her. Blinking, she quickly sat up and looked around her bedroom. The light pitter-patter of rain drew her attention to the window. A bluish-gray waning light glowed through the wooden slats of the shutters. Dawn? Or dusk? She looked at the clock—6:24 p.m.


    Holy crap, she’d slept all day.


    Thud, thud.


    Someone was at her door.


    A faint feeling of panic replaced the fuzziness as the memories of the last twenty-four hours flashed through her head. Or, lack thereof, at least. The Great Shadow Book of Secrets, the spell, the night alone in the woods, Joel Davis with a bullet through his head. It had been the scariest night of her life, and now, someone was paying her a visit.


    She yanked back the covers, grabbed her spare gun—the company-issued Glock 19 with a hot-pink handle and the letters BRI etched down the side—and swung her legs over the bed. She kept the light off. Pain shot through her legs as she stood. Scar had cleaned and bandaged the cuts on the bottom of her feet, but the swelling had caused an entirely new kind of pain. She felt like she was standing on balloons.


    She padded across the hardwood floors, paused at the bedroom doorway and peered around the corner. A large silhouette filled the small, beveled glass window at the top of the front door.


    She slid her finger over the trigger, crouched down and crab-walked down the hallway.


    Deep, muffled voices vibrated through the thick wood. She cocked her head, recognizing one of the voices—the agitated one.


    She quickly stood, hid the Glock behind her back and after unlocking three deadbolts, pulled open the door.


    The chatter stopped and two very male, very alpha, very pissed-off faces snapped toward her.


    Her stomach dropped to her feet.


    Directly in front of her stood her former FBI trainer, Special Agent Noah Fox, and directly behind him stood a super pissed-off Ace with his arms crossed over his chest. Her gaze darted back and forth between the two massive men standing on her front porch, trying to make sense of what the heck was going on. She settled on Noah, her stomach responding with another nose dive.


    She hadn’t seen him in years, a decade maybe, but age certainly had agreed with him. He appeared even taller than she remembered, in khaki pants and a light blue button-up under a navy sports coat that hid his sidearm and FBI badge. It also hid the cut—make that shredded—lean body of a man they called Scrapper, for his short temper and aggressive competitiveness. His shaggy, dark hair was just as thick, combed back with that sexy swoop above his cowlick. But now, it was streaked with gray which somehow made him even sexier. And his eyes, the dark, menacing eyes that had gripped her from the moment she met him, were paralyzing her now.


    “You know this guy?” Ace demanded.


    She snapped her attention to her new bodyguard. “Yes. Agent Fox.” Her voice was unsteady, hell, she was unsteady. “He’s a part-time trainer up at Quantico. I was in one of his classes.”


    “Former trainer,” Noah’s deep voice corrected, not any less pissed-off. He glanced back at Ace with a look that Fiona worried might end with a right-hook.


    Ace glowered back at the agent, then turned to Fiona. “I was just passing by and saw him lurking in your driveway.”


    She glanced over Ace’s shoulder. By ‘just passing by’, she had no doubt he meant that he’d been on babysitting duty, sitting in his truck that was parked outside her house, watching over her while she slept.


    “If I was lurking, you wouldn’t have seen me.”


    “Oh yeah? What are you, some kind of—


    “Ace.” Fiona shot him a relax look.


    Ace shut his mouth and took a quick inhale, although the tight lines of his face said anything other than relaxed. “He says he’s here about that dude you found in the ravine.”


    “Joel Davis.” Noah corrected again, pissed and impatient now.


    Her eyebrows tipped up. Joel. “Ah, okay.” She looked at Ace. “Thanks for checking in. You can head on.” She gave a light nod—everything’s okay.


    Her unofficial bodyguard stared back at her for a moment, before mimicking her quick nod, then saying, “Okay. The team’s meeting at the Black Crow at seven to go over our latest case. See you there?”


    She nodded. “See you at seven.”


    After another intimidating once-over aimed at the agent, Ace turned and descended into the rain.


    Noah’s eyes never left hers. “Hell of a guard dog,” he said, loud enough for Ace to hear.


    “Sorry about that.” She flickered a glance over Noah’s shoulder to make sure Ace wasn’t barreling through the rain about to throw a full-body tackle. She opened the door and stepped back. “Come in.”


    He stepped inside, and she caught the softest scent of rain on his skin. She couldn’t believe Noah Fox was at her doorstep. She closed the door behind him and cringed at her old, faded Quantico T-shirt, and even-older pair of baggy sweatpants she’d pulled on after everyone had left earlier.


    Dammit. She looked like a total trainwreck.


    A wave of insecurity had her clearing her throat. “Of all the things I expected to see when I opened my front door...”


    He leaned in, inches from her face and squinted, with an intense gaze that pinned her where she stood. Intimidating, even in her own home, which she quickly remembered was Noah’s MO. Everyone was scared of Noah Fox.


    “What happened to your face?” He asked.


    Shit. She’d forgotten about the scratches. Wow, she officially could not look any worse at the moment. “Ah, I fell down on a hike.” She shifted her weight. “Anyway… You’re here about Joel?”


    He nodded, peeled his eyes off of her and cast a look around her house. Cabin, more like. It was a small, two bedroom, two bathroom rock and log cabin. Quaint, cozy, and upscale despite the outdoorsy appearance. She cut a glance to the living room and winced at the mess of folders and papers scattered across the coffee table, right next to an empty wine glass—one of those big ones, like a goblet. This particular one had the words Cheers, Bitches, written in bright gold cursive around it—a birthday gift from Harley. Fiona had been working day and night on all the cases she and Roxy had going before her world got turned upside down. Her house was a wreck. Not that she was a neat freak, but she definitely would’ve done a sweep-through if she’d known Noah Fox was going to show up at her front door.


    “I got the call this morning, not long after Joel was found,” he said. “Call came from a Lieutenant Zander Stone. Know him?”


    She nodded. “We work with him a lot. Well, alongside him, I should say.”


    “Pays for a PI to be tight with local law enforcement.”


    So he knew she was a PI, which meant he’d looked into her. She shouldn’t be surprised, but she wondered exactly how much he knew about her. And if he’d already gotten all the information about Joel from Zander, why was he at her house, now? As if reading her thoughts, he said—


    “You found him, correct?”


    “That’s right.” Her stomach soured.


    “I’d like you to walk me through everything. From the moment you saw him, to your initial read of the scene.”


    He didn’t ask if she was okay, or if she was up for going through the gruesome details again. Hell, he hadn’t even asked her how she was doing. His tone was brisk, professional, and to the point, and a bit condescending in her opinion.


    Perhaps she wasn’t the only one that was feeling awkward about their past, assuming he even remembered, of course.


    “Yeah, I can walk you through it. You catch the case?”


    “You could say that.”


    You could say that. A vague answer, then again, Scrapper was known to bullshit his way around an investigation to get whatever he needed to close the case. He didn’t like to lose. Ever. She assumed when the homicide involved one of his own, his resolve only became more ruthless.


    Remembering her manners, she turned toward the kitchen and began down the hall, doing her best to hide her limp. “Can I get you a drink?”


    “I’m good.”


    Geez, why did this guy make her feel uncomfortable in her own home—on her turf?


    She picked up her pace and glanced down, feeling the burn of his gaze at her back. Or ass, she wasn’t sure which. Not that it mattered. Her sweatpants were so big it probably looked like her butt sagged down to the back of her knees. She rolled her eyes.


    No drink for him, but she’d led him to the kitchen, so she decided to get herself something. She glanced at the clock and decided it was a fine time for an adult beverage. She grabbed a beer from the fridge, popped the top and leaned against the counter which was cluttered with dirty dishes.


    His dark eyes watched her as she sipped. He stood stoically in the middle of the room and while most people would sit, lean up against something, or need to busy their hands with something, he didn’t. He was here on a mission and didn’t have time to worry about awkward body language. That wasn’t Scrapper. His confidence was the first thing that had attracted her to him years earlier, along with every other warm-blooded female at Quantico.


    “I don’t know what else I can tell you that Zander hasn’t already. I found Joel at the bottom of a ravine early this morning. I’m assuming you went to the scene?”


    “My first stop. They’d already bagged his body.”


    “What time did you get there?”


    “A few hours ago.”


    “You flew from DC?”


    “Yep.”


    So he hadn’t moved, which made sense considering the wife and all. Did he have kids now, she wondered.


    He continued, “Was at the airport an hour after I got the call and caught the next flight. Drove straight to the site. Hell of a drive.”


    “Mountain roads are rough around here.”


    “Made me wonder why you’d be hiking in that terrain. In the woods. Before daybreak.”


    Her mouth clamped shut. Exactly how much had Zander told him? Roxy had made him promise not to say anything about the evil witch, and because Lieutenant Stone was like family to the Knight sisters, his promise was as good as gold.


    “Early morning hike.” She said before taking another quick sip.


    His eyebrow tipped. He didn’t believe her.


    “Anyway,” she continued quickly. “He was leaning against the rock, fully clothed, with a bullet hole through his head. It was as if someone had strategically placed him. Gut says he wasn’t shot there.”


    “Why?” He crossed his arms over his chest and she caught a glimpse of the tattoos that covered his arms. The tattoos. She remembered he had them all over, which added to the sexy, bad-boy allure that was Noah Fox.


    “Well, if he’d been shot standing, his body wouldn’t have perfectly slid down to the seated position he was in. If he’d been told to sit first, the shot would’ve been at an angle because there was a huge boulder directly in front of him. No way he could’ve been shot point blank like he was. Anyway, his wallet was in his pocket. No cell phone.”


    “You said ‘bullet through his head’.”


    “That’s right.”


    “It’s not. The bullet’s still in his brain. He died instantly.” He cocked his head. “You didn’t check him over? Look at the rock behind his head to determine if the bullet went through, and if it had, look for the brass on the ground?”


    She shifted her weight, feeling defensive. What was with the hostility in his voice? If Noah did, indeed, remember their last encounter, it wasn’t a good memory. That much was obvious.


    “My friend showed up within a minute after I found him.”


    “You girls need to choose better hiking locations. And better times of day… and better weather conditions.”


    “She, Scar, short for Scarlett, just got a new dog, so she was taking him out. Wanted to meet up.” Why the heck did she go into that? If you’re lying, offer only limited information. A lesson straight out of Quantico.


    Skepticism washed over his face. The uncomfortableness in the room slid up a notch, but now, she also felt a slight embarrassment that perhaps he was disappointed with her for not checking the back of Joel’s head.


    “I checked his wallet and saw his driver’s license,” she continued. “Then noticed a receipt for a one-night stay at a local motel.”


    “The Towering Pines Inn.”


    “Right. Did the ME say how long he’d been dead?”


    “The official autopsy will be tomorrow morning, but she estimates around six hours from when you found him.”


    Her stomach dipped. “So around midnight last night.”


    He nodded.


    “What about his cell? Have you found it?”


    “No.”


    She shrugged. “Well, there’s really nothing else I can tell you. My friend came, I hiked out, we reported the body, and that was it.”


    “Did you recognize him?”


    “He looked familiar, instantly. I knew I knew him.”


    “Do you have any idea why he’d be here? In Devil’s Den?”


    “No…”


    “You two knew each other in training, right? Friends?”


    She thought back to their brief encounter at the smoky bar years earlier. “He was a year behind me, but I’m assuming you already know that, and friends? No, I don’t think you’d call us friends. I only spoke with him once when we ran into each other at a bar, and then saw him at my graduation. That was it.”


    “Yet he came to Devil’s Den, where you live, and never bothered to reach out?”


    Her eyebrows knitted together. “Why would he?”


    “It’s a small town.”


    “Small town or big one, we barely knew each other so even if he’d been elected mayor or something, it doesn’t mean he’d give me a call.” She set down her beer and narrowed her eyes. “Where are you going with this?”


    He stared at her for a moment. “Joel was a lonely guy. Type that would travel to spark a relationship.”


    She stared back at him, rivaling the intensity in his steely eyes, and this time, stood a little straighter. “I get that it’s a coincidence that we went to Quantico together, then ten years later he happens to travel to the town that I moved to, and gets shot down. But that’s all it is, a coincidence. How do you know he was lonely, anyway?”


    “Because he told me.”


    “Were you two close?”


    “I wouldn’t call us close.”


    “Enough for him to tell you that he was lonely.”


    “Roommates tend to do that.”


    Her mouth dropped. “You two were living—


    “Would you be willing to share your phone records with me?” He interrupted.


    Her eyebrows flew up as the shock—and tone—of his question momentarily stunned her. “Look, Agent Fox, Joel and I have never said more than twenty damn words to each other, and that was a decade ago. I don’t know why the hell he came to Devil’s Den, or who killed him. But I can promise you one thing, he sure as hell didn’t come here to see me and take care of his loneliness.” Her eyes narrowed to slits, and before she could catch herself, she said, “I don’t go around kissing random people, unlike some people I know.”


    His dark eyes flashed with anger. A loaded silence settled between them, and she realized her pulse had picked up sometime during her rant.


    Finally, in an icy-cold tone, he said, “That’ll be it, Miss Monreau.”


    And, with that, he turned and walked out of her house.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    Her heart pounded as she stood in the hall and watched him drive away.


    What. The. Hell?


    She was completely dumbfounded at the last ten minutes. She uncrossed her arms from her chest—her fists so tight her nails pressed into her skin—and stomped back to the kitchen. Her hand was unsteady as she grabbed her beer and sipped—make that chugged—half the bottle. She pressed the cold glass against her chest as the memory from ten long years ago replayed in her head.


    She had just walked out of a grueling three hour behavioral science lecture that had stretched past dinnertime. She decided to blow off some steam at the gym before grabbing dinner and hitting the books—a routine she’d established her first week at the academy. While most of her fellow trainees chose to relax at the bar after a long day, Fiona found much more of a release in the ring.


    She’d stashed her backpack in her locker, changed into a black tank-top and leggings and grabbed her bright orange cotton wraps. She tightly wrapped her knuckles and wrists as she passed through the cardio room where the hum of treadmills drowned out the newscaster on the TV, then through the massive weight room, and finally into her favorite room filled with six boxing rings, centered around punching bags and dozens of mean-looking punching dummies. The lights were dim, the room was hot with the musky smell of sweat and pent-up anger.


    She nodded as she passed two beefed-up agents, soaked in sweat. One sent her a wink, the other fixated on her breasts as they passed. The rock music blaring from their headphones lingered a moment after they stepped out of the room.


    She was alone. Just the way she liked it.


    Already beginning to feel a renewed rush of energy, she slid into the last ring in the corner and focused on the beige dummy grimacing back at her. She’d kicked his polyvinyl ass more times than she could count, but every time she returned, he was right there, unmarked, unfazed by her, and for some odd reason she considered it a challenge. She imagined him as some untouchable evil-doer running around the world killing innocent people, and it was her job to take him down.


    She’d named him The Reap—her spin on Grim Reaper.


    It was go-time.


    She stretched her neck, loosened her arms and shook out her wrists. The Reap was in for one hell of a fight tonight.


    She focused on her opponent, sucked in a breath and sent a jab to his left jaw. A little love peck, a warm-up for what was to come. She stepped back, then lunged forward with a right hook, followed immediately by a left, then a torso kick. Adrenaline burst through her veins.


    She loved it.


    Hand-to-hand combat training had quickly become her favorite class. Something about the rawness of it, no guns, no knives, no tricks, just brute force. Two people engaged in the greatest test of strength, both mental and physical. Someone always had to lose, and luckily for Fiona, that person was rarely her. She’d consistently taken down men double her size, using their strength and weight against them. She’d learned how to use her weakness—her size—and her quickness to her advantage. Combining that with her God-given grit—one of the trainers had once told her she had—she was lethal in the ring.


    Sweat began to bead on her forehead, the stress of the day started to fade, the weight of new agent training lessening, if only for a few minutes.


    Her legs tingled as she practiced kicks, and pounded The Reap over and over again. She was lost in the fight when suddenly—


    “You’re not turning your hips over.”


    It took a minute to register that the voice in the room was not coming from The Reap himself. She dropped her arms, chest heaving, and turned around.


    “And, you’re extending too early.”


    Wearing a navy T-shirt that melted into his sweat-soaked muscular chest, sweatpants, and running shoes, Special Agent Noah Fox stepped into the ring. His handsome—make that incredibly sexy—face was flushed, and his hair drenched. Apparently, he’d skipped dinner to get in some gym time as well. Although he was older, his body rivaled any twenty-something she’d seen in the ring.


    It had been a week since she’d seen him and based on the cut above his eye and bruising on his cheek, he’d been busy working a case that ended with physical contact. Not that she was surprised. Noah had led her class’s first hand-to-hand combat course, and within the first few minutes two things became evident: Every female in the room had trouble focusing on anything other than his bad boy good looks, and the guy lived and breathed the physical fight.


    His dark eyes focused on hers as he walked across the mat.


    A droplet of sweat rolled down her face.


    She worked on catching her breath as he stepped up to her, and without preamble, grabbed her hips. A rush of sexual awareness shot through her. He shifted her weight and slid behind her.


    “To do a roundhouse kick—which is what I’m assuming you were going for…”


    She cocked an eyebrow. “Yes.”


    “To do a roundhouse kick—correctly—your grounded leg needs to be turned away from your opponent.” He tapped her foot with his shoe. She maneuvered, awkwardly, until her toe was pointed away from The Reap. He gripped her hips harder and shifted them forward. “Now, turn your hips over.” She caught the scent of his deodorant as he pressed behind her. She had an urge to look over her shoulder to make sure no one was watching, but Noah didn’t seem to care.


    “Like this?” She asked instead.


    “Yes. Now, when you kick, imagine moving your leg through your opponent. Not popping him like a limp rubber band like you were. Extend your leg the second after impact. Your knee should still be bent when you make the initial contact.” She felt his breath on the back of her neck. Her pulse picked up.


    “Got it?” He asked.


    She nodded, and he stepped away.


    “Do it.”


    She glanced back at him, with his arms crossed over his chest and a stern look on his face.


    Okay, then.


    She turned back, inhaled, and—whack!


    The Reap tipped back, then rocked back and forth.


    “Better. Again.”


    She gave a quick nod, bounced back and forth on her toes, and did it again.


    He shook his head and walked up. “No. You’re still not angling correctly.” He stepped behind her, grabbed her hips again, this time yanking them into position. Her sexual awareness peaked. He was all male—strong, alpha, aggressive, confident, sexy.


    “If you can’t do it right, don’t do it at all.” He said sternly. “You’re only opening yourself up for a solid hit, and expending your energy, and really, just pissing him off even more. Roundhouses are only effective if you do them correctly. Now, shift your weight, and go.”


    She gritted her teeth and kicked as Noah stepped away. At his silence—approval, she assumed—she backed up and tried again, and again.


    And again.


    She felt his eyes boring into her as she implemented his tactics. Over and over again. Knowing that Special Agent Noah Fox was staring at her gave her renewed energy, along with a surprising need to impress him and make him proud.


    Again, her leg slammed into The Reap. And again.


    “Good,” he finally said behind her. “You’re getting better.”


    She stopped, her heart feeling like it was about to explode through her chest.


    “Thanks.” She wiped the sweat from her brow, turned and met his gaze.


    Her stomach erupted with butterflies.


    His gaze on her was so intense, it stunned her. They locked eyes for what seemed like an eternity.


    “Now.” He said, his voice low. Hungry. “Do me.”


    Her eyebrow slowly tipped up.


    He dropped his arms, widened his stance, cocked his head and said, “Let’s go.”


    Her mouth dropped open. “You want to fight?”


    “Practice makes perfect.” He slid a glance to The Reap. “He can’t fight back.”


    She cocked her eyebrow and grinned. “Challenge accepted, Agent Fox.”


    The corner of his lip curled, verifying the sexual tension shooting like electricity between them.


    “Don’t take it easy on me because I’m a girl.”


    “Don’t act like one, then.”


    She smirked, shook her head. “I hope you’ve got insurance,” she muttered as she tightened the straps around her wrists.


    “I hope you don’t mind being on your back.”


    With that, she charged, lunging forward and swung a right hook.


    He dodged, swooped, and delivered back, missing her jaw by a quarter-inch. She immediately swung her left fist. He caught it mid-air, twisted. Pain shot up her arm. Instead of giving in, she shifted her weight, turned her hips and—whack! Her leg connected with his torso, and he stumbled back as a grin spread across his face. Her eyes widened with shock, but before she could react, he crouched and rammed into her, throwing her over his shoulder and dropping her onto the mat. The breath knocked from her lungs as he pinned her, his heavy body on top of hers.


    She blinked, dazed, and focused on the dark eyes boring into her.


    Their chests heaved as they stared at each other, pulse thrumming through veins.


    His gaze slid down to her lips.


    Her heart stopped.


    And then he kissed her. Ravenously, in a way that exploded fireworks in her head.


    Suddenly, voices echoed down the hall. He yanked away and was off of her in seconds-flat.


    A group of trainees entered the room, and as Noah casually extended his hand to help her off the mat, her gaze locked on the wedding ring twinkling on his left hand.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    Noah shifted his gaze to the rearview mirror and narrowed his eyes.


    He was not in the fucking mood.


    The sunlight had slid behind the mountains, leaving just enough light to make out the dark silhouette humped over the steering wheel of the jacked-up dually that had just driven up on his ass.


    Literally, on his ass. He guessed the truck was less than eight inches from his bumper.


    The truck swerved, positioning itself directly in Noah’s side mirror. An overplayed dick move, wanting to make sure Noah knew the driver wanted to get past him.


    Yeah, fucker, I see you.


    The narrow, windy mountain roads of Devil’s Den were less than ideal for road rage. He couldn’t see beyond the sharp corner ahead of him. A jagged cliff hugged the passenger side of his car, a drop off on the other. The roads were still wet in spots from the rain earlier. No, definitely not an ideal scenario for driving erratically, which confirmed what he already knew. Whoever was behind him was an ignorant jackass. The overly dramatic swerve the driver had just done could have cost someone their life coming from the other direction.


    The truck swerved again, inching closer to his bumper.


    Noah ground his teeth, and little warning bells went off in his head. Whispered warnings from his mother, his boss—every boss he’d ever had—and his comrades.


    Pick your battles, Noah. Pick your battles.


    He’d learned over the years, thanks to the maturity that came with age, that he couldn’t kick everyone’s ass. Not because he couldn’t, but because his temper would cost him everything he wanted in his life.


    Pick your battles.


    What he’d give to have his brand-new F-150 right now instead of the dented blue sedan he’d rented from the airport. The damn thing wasn’t even a masculine blue, more like a powder-puff blue. The perfect car for a retired couple on their way to their weekly game of bridge at the local senior’s center. The blueberry on wheels was not the ideal car to intimidate an idiot driver.


    His nostrils flared with anger as his pulse began to pick up, and that very, very familiar lust for blood crept up. God, he loved to fight. Bare-knuckled if he could, knife a close second, but these days guns were a more acceptable choice. What happened to the good ol’ days when a man’s strength was determined by the weight of his fist and the grit in his stomach? Not the number of bullets in his belt? Oh, what he’d do to live back in those days. Terrorist cowards, racists, school-shooting demons wouldn’t stand a chance.


    Not a fucking chance.


    His fingers started to tingle as he glanced in the rearview mirror again. He guessed whoever was behind him had at least twenty pounds on him, if not more. And based on the driver’s orange hat, the condition of his truck, and the rifle sitting securely on the back glass, he’d been out hunting all day. More than likely drunk, and more than likely with a touch of bloodlust, too.


    A small smirk crossed Noah’s face. Maybe it would be a good fight. The beefed-up redneck hunter might give him a run for his money. And, to Noah, that sounded like a damn good ending to a very, very shit day.


    The image of Fiona’s face flashed in his head.


    Fiona Monreau. One of his many mistakes. One of his many poor snap-judgment decisions.


    One of the hottest FBI recruits to ever set foot in Quantico.


    It had been ten years since that stupid, erratic, impromptu kiss. He’d just come off a case hunting a sex-trafficking pedophile that turned into a bloodbath the moment they’d breached the house filled with seven gang members and enough guns to start world war three. He’d caught the bastard though, after dismantling the AK47 in his tattooed hands and knocking three of his teeth out and breaking his nose, but not before a solid two minute fist fight. Turned out the guy had taken enough meth to make a sloth lethal. Son of a bitch had given him a black eye. It had been an exhausting case and by the time it ended, Noah was primed to make some bad decisions. Bad decisions that involved the sexiest woman he’d ever seen in his life. The long, silky brown hair, sultry eyes, plump lips, and toned body with curves in all the right places had caught every warm-blooded man’s attention, including his.


    From the moment she’d walked into his class for the first time, she stirred something in him. Not just in his pants, there was something else that made him do a double-take, and he’d spent his break between classes that day researching her. There was just something about her.


    Ten years since the kiss, and he could still taste the sweetness of her lips, feel the heat radiating off her sweat-soaked skin underneath him, and he could still remember the sparkle in her deep blue eyes as she’d stared back at him moments before he’d let go. Lost himself in her. There was no thinking, no considering, no wondering if it would be okay, he’d just leaned down and kissed her. Like a magnet, pulling him to those lush, pink lips.


    Like another bad decision.


    It had been ten years, and it was still the best kiss he’d ever had. No kiss before, or after, had given him that same feeling, a stirring deep in his heart when his lips touched hers. Not even his wife’s.


    He hadn’t seen or heard from her after that kiss but the moment he saw her standing in the old, ratted Quantico shirt and baggy sweatpants, his heart gave the same soul-stirring kick.


    And that was the last fucking thing he needed in his life right now.


    The hunter swerved again, but this time, clicked on his high beams, blinding Noah.


    That was it.


    Noah gassed it, fishtailing around the corners until he spied a pull over spot carved out of the mountain.


    He slammed the gas, cranked the wheel, and pulled the e-brake. The tires squealed on the pavement as the blueberry skidded parallel, blocking the lane. Precision was of the utmost importance, in case someone was barreling down the other lane. Good thing he’d done that maneuver countless times in his career as a special agent.


    The truck slammed its brakes, squealing on the pavement behind him, and slid into the pull over spot.


    “Hey man, what the—” A voice yelled from the truck.


    He barely heard it. His pulse roared as he jumped out of the car. His body tingled with adrenaline as he stalked across the pavement, eyes locked on the man in the truck, now frozen with surprise.


    Didn’t expect me to get out and face you, did you?


    A gust of wind opened his jacket, the truck’s headlights bouncing off the shiny gold badge on his hip.


    Yeah, fucker, your day just got a hell of a lot worse.


    He flexed his fingers. To pull the guy out and beat him within an inch of his life, or not?


    He fought the internal battle as he neared the truck. Each step beginning to clear the rage coursing his veins.


    Pick your battles, Noah. Not now, Noah.


    He walked up to the window, assessing the man like a piece of meat. He glanced in the cab—an opened case of Busch on the floorboard, empty cans in the back, and an opened container in the drink holder.


    Drunk asshole.


    The driver, now less menacing with a fearful, doe-like expression, gawked at Noah, and for the first time, he wished he’d removed his badge before getting out of the car. He wanted to put that look of fear in the guy’s eyes, not the badge.


    “I’d ask you where the hell you were going in such a hurry, but the truth is, I don’t give a fuck.” Noah reached into the cab, ripped the keys from the ignition and chucked them over the ravine.


    “Hey! What the hell?”


    “Now, here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to call you a cab, and you’re going to sit your drunk ass right here until they come. After you’ve sobered up, you can spend tomorrow morning searching for your keys thinking about what your life would’ve turned into if you would’ve killed someone tonight.”


    God knows he knew about those kinds of sleepless nights.


    “And if I ever catch you driving like that again, I swear to God those keys won’t be the only thing I throw over the ravine.”


    With that, he turned and walked back to his car, leaving the drunk driver speechless.


    He took a deep breath.


    This was already turning out to be one hell of a trip.


    ***


    It was four minutes past seven when Fiona parked in the gravel lot at the peak of Summit Mountain. The darkening sky was a muted blue with stars just beginning to twinkle. Below her, miles and miles of dense woods. She ripped the keys from the ignition and tossed them into her purse. She was edgy, pissed, and couldn’t shake the headache she’d had all day. And after the little run-in she’d just had with Noah Fox, she knew only one thing could take the edge off—an ice-cold beer with her co-workers, aka best friends, aka her family, at the Black Crow Tavern.


    After Noah had left her steaming, she’d taken a cold shower, downed two more ibuprofen and pulled on what she thought passed for appropriate going-out-into-public clothes—ripped skinny-jeans, a vintage Joan Jett T-shirt, and a thin leather jacket... and flip-flops. The only thing more comfortable than flip-flops were her fuzzy slippers, which she’d actually considered.


    A cool breeze swept past her bare toes. Although it was officially Spring in Devil’s Den, the evenings were still chilly. Especially this one.


    She pushed through the front door and was welcomed by the soft moan of old country music, and the savory scent of beer and hickory.


    “Fi!” Harley waved from across the bar. The entire team was there, seated around a large table in the back corner next to a crackling fire.


    Heaven.


    She wound her way through the wooden tables, surrounded by wooden chairs, on top of shiny hardwood floors. The bar had once been a hunting lodge before a former Berry Springs police officer purchased it and turned it into a good ol’ Southern bar complete with antlers on the wall, a custom-made stone bar, an antique jukebox, and a small stage in the back for occasional karaoke.


    The place was packed—especially for a weeknight.


    As she walked up she counted the empty pitchers. Apparently, she was late to the party. She cocked an eyebrow at the faces grinning back at her, except for Ace. His look was more of a disapproving, protective parent.


    “What’s with the looks?” She asked as she looped her purse on the back of a chair and sat down next to Harley.


    With her hair pulled back in a bun and a BRI sweatshirt, Harley cocked her head and looked Fiona over. “Nope,” Harley shook her head, addressing the team. “Her hair’s not messy, lipstick’s still on, no red marks on her neck… Either Fi really was asked about that dead FBI dude, or our girl just had the most boring sex of her life.”


    Fiona’s gaze snapped to Ace, who leaned back with his arms crossed over his chest. Meeting his icy demeanor, she said, “Alright Ace, I didn’t ask you to sit outside my place and babysit me, okay? I can take care of myself. And you didn’t have to run back and report everything to the entire team, either, did you?”


    “What are these red marks on the neck you’re talking about, Harley?” Scar asked with a smirk. “Into a little S&M these days, Har?”


    Harley laughed.


    “Sex, or no sex,” Dixie addressed Fiona with a grin. “That’s all we want to know.”


    “I’m telling you guys, no sex,” Harley said as she sipped her beer. “Or boring, which is the same as none, pretty much.”


    Fiona rolled her eyes. “No sex. Sheesh.” She grabbed Raven’s half-drunk beer, chugged, and handed it back.


    Raven laughed, promptly grabbed the pitcher and re-filled. “Chuck! Gonna need another pitcher.” She gave Fiona the once-over. “And a tequila shot for our gal here.”


    “Make that seven!” Dixie corrected.


    “You got it!” This from a laughing Chuck behind the bar.


    “Come on, you guys should have seen the look on her face when she saw the asshole. Shock and sex.” Ace unraveled his arms and grabbed his beer. “I know that look when I see it.”


    “Hell, I don’t doubt that, Ace,” Fiona said, squaring her shoulders. “It’s the same look on all five of your girlfriends’ faces right after you have your way with them, then dump them.”


    “Shots fired,” Harley muttered over her rim.


    “Jesus,” Ace glanced over his shoulder at the bar. “Someone get her that shot.” He looked back. “I’m just looking out for you. I know you know that, and I’m going to let this little attitude you have right now slide, considering the hell you’ve been through the last twenty-four hours.”


    “Alright, guys, that’s enough.” Scar leaned forward, the bells on the bottom of her long braids jingling. She looked at Fiona and winked. “But, I do think an older man would look good on you.”


    Apparently, Ace had told them everything, right down to Noah’s height, weight, and age.


    Chuck delivered their shots, and she tossed one back. The burn felt good against her throat. Something to focus on beside the pain between her temples.


    Ace was right—he was only looking out for her. She should be grateful, and she was… She was just also stressed the hell out. She took a deep breath and looked at the mountain of a man sitting across from her. “Sorry, okay? I’m sorry.”


    He winked. “Like I said, you get an attitude pass tonight… and maybe asshole was a bit harsh.”


    “No, I’m not sorry about that. I meant about what I said about the five women.” A wicked grin crossed her face. “I meant ten.”


    Laughter ran out around the table, and the corner of Ace’s lip curled up. “Touché, Monreau. Touché.”


    She winked, and with that, the mood lightened. “Okay, so what’s this meeting about? Krestel?”


    Roxy, the worst workaholic of the team, finally glanced up from her cell phone. Catching up on emails, Fiona guessed. The black-haired beauty slid her phone on the table and sent a warning look around the table. “We’re going to figure that out. You don’t need that worry right now.”


    Fiona’s eyebrows shot up. “What? You’ve made the plans without me?” She looked around the group. “Don’t cut me out of this. Look, guys, I’m fine, I promise.”


    “I know you are, but the fact of the matter is that Krestel took you, knocked you out, erased your memory and dumped you in the woods to die. Just take a second. Breathe. We’ve got four days until the next full moon, and we’ve laid out the initial plan.”


    “I want to be a part of it.”


    Roxy’s dark, almond-shaped eyes slitted. “You will be. We all will be.”


    A heavy silence ticked by.


    “That’s that for right now,” Harley said, changing the subject. “So, sex and sexiness aside, we want to know why a special agent visited you tonight.”


    Fiona glowered at Ace.


    He threw his hands up and shook his head. “Hey, I didn’t say he was sexy. I just described him!” He paused, rolled his eyes. “Okay, fine, I took some pictures while he was walking up your driveway.”


    “And he is a fox,” Dixie said. “Fox. Get it?”


    “We got it,” Roxy rolled her eyes.


    “Anyway.” Fiona took a sip of her beer to clear the image of Fox out of her head and gather her thoughts. “He’s here investigating Joel’s murder, and considering I went to training with Joel, he had a few questions for me.”


    “What kind of questions?”


    Fiona bristled. “Somewhat accusatory, actually.”


    “What?”


    “He assumed Joel had reached out to me or something since I live here. Or, that he was even coming down to see me.”


    Harley shrugged. “Okay, I can see that. He didn’t though, right?”


    “Right. I haven’t talked to Joel since I left Quantico to come here.” She scrunched her face. “I have no idea what brought him here.”


    “Does Fox have any leads?”


    Fox—Noah’s new nickname, apparently.

“No, I don’t think so.” Not that he would have shared with her, anyway.


    “You tell him about the hotel receipt?”


    “He already knew.” She looked at Scar. “I’m assuming you gave it to Zander?”


    “Yep, right after giving my—our—statement.”


    “Have they checked the hotel, his room?”


    “As far as I know, yes, and no, I don’t think anything useful turned up.”


    “Nothing good happens at that seedy, piece of shit hotel, trust me.” Dixie shuddered, recalling the scene of the murder she’d worked weeks earlier.


    “I know.” Fiona shook her head. “That’s what surprises me. Joel doesn’t seem the type to stay there. He’s more of a bed and breakfast kind of guy. Just doesn’t seem right.”


    “Maybe I can put in a call to my boy, Bronx.” Dixie picked up her cell phone.


    “Bronx?”


    “An old friend of mine.”


    “You have a friend named Bronx?” Ace asked.


    “Okay fine, not a friend so much as a drug dealer I use to get information from.”


    “What do you give him in return?”


    “Anonymity.”


    Fiona gave her a yeah-right look.


    Scar rolled her eyes. “And a look in the other direction when he sells pot to a few cancer patients in the area. They get relief, he gets money, and I get the names of serious dealers who peddle more than a little marijuana.”


    “Sounds like a fruitful relationship. What does this Bronx have to do with Joel and the Towering Pines Inn?”


    “He just accepted a position as the manager. Old one got fired after our girl Dix found a dead body in one of the rooms.”


    Dixie innocently shrugged.


    “Any chance he was working last night?”


    “Yep.”


    “Is he working tonight?”


    “Don’t think so.”


    Fiona chewed her lower lip in deep thought. “Does your boy Bronx owe you any more favors?”


    “A few.”


    “Mind if I cash one in?”


    “Not one bit.”


    Fiona stood, pushed away from the table and grabbed her purse. “Text me his address.”


    “Wait, Fi…”


    But she was already halfway out the door.

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    Fiona turned off the ignition and peered at the run-down house nestled between two trees, both dead with broken limbs balancing dangerously between the remaining branches. One bad storm and the house would be toast. A cloud drifted from the moon, highlighting the green mold running up the pale yellow siding. A crack, marked by silver duct tape, ran across the front window where a dim light glowed through the rebel flag used as a curtain. Two cinder blocks served as steps leading up to the door, which might as well have a sign that said Git yer drugs here.


    She slid her keys into her pocket and grabbed her Glock—better safe than sorry.


    As she stepped out of the truck, a chill ran up her spine. She quietly closed the door and stood, still as a statue, surveying the woods around her. Her head snapped toward a rustling coming from the side of the house.


    With her gun firmly in her hand, she hunkered down and moved through the front yard, keeping her eye on the window for any movement inside the house. 


    More rustling, this time closer.


    She raised her gun and stepped around the corner. A black and white furball looked up from a trashcan, its gold eyes twinkling in the darkness, before jumping down and scurrying into the woods.


    Cat.


    She exhaled deeply and shook her head.

Jumpy, much?


    She slid her gun into the waistband of her skinny jeans, turned, and released a squeal that rivaled any nocturnal creature lurking in the shadows. Her hand reached for her gun—


    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”


    She was toe-to-toe with the looming figure that had somehow managed to sneak up on her.


    “Noah. You scared the crap out of me,” she hissed in a whisper. “What the heck are you doing here?”


    “I’d ask you the same question, although I’m sure I know the answer.”


    Her rigid stance relaxed. “Yeah? What’s that?”


    “Meddling in my investigation.”


    She cocked her hip. “Black Rose is good at that.”


    “So I hear.”


    “Where’s your car? I drove down the road twice, checking both sides of the road before I pulled in.”


    “Woods. ‘Bout a hundred yards west.”


    Getting the lay of the land before an unannounced drop in, she assumed. “Well,” she blew out a breath. “You scared me.”


    “So did you—scared everyone within a fifty-foot radius, including our boy Bronx.”


    She frowned and glanced at the house where a light had turned on in the kitchen. “What? No, I—


    “Anyone could hear the slapping of those damn flip-flops, Fiona. But,” he said sarcastically, “you got the cat, that’s all that matters.”


    She rolled her eyes. Since when did Fox become such an asshole?


    “Considering he already knows we’re here,” she pushed past him. “Shall we?”


    “No we about it, Miss Monreau.”


    While her flip-flops, sure enough, slapped her heels, she couldn’t hear the slightest sound of his movement behind her. Noah was trained to slide undetected through the night.


    “Fiona, I’m handling this.”


    She rounded the corner and gingerly tested the first cinder block. It wobbled but held. She just hoped her damn flip-flops didn’t catch on it. “You want this guy to talk or not?” She stepped on the second block and rapped on the door. “Because I know how to make him.”


    The door slowly opened, and a paranoid, bloodshot eye peered around the corner. Either Bronx had a gnarly case of pinkeye, or he’d been dabbling in his patient’s glaucoma medicine.


    She opened her mouth, suddenly realizing she didn’t know the guy’s full name—only Bronx, which was probably a nickname, anyway. She stammered, “Uh… Mr….”


    Noah blew out a barely audible, but highly impatient breath and stepped up. “Mr. Aaron Munez, Special Agent Fox with the FBI.” He flashed his shiny badge. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about someone who stayed in your hotel last night.”


    Aaron—apparently—stared blankly at the badge as his brain caught up.


    “Can I come in?” Noah asked, although there was no question in his voice.


    “Uh, sure.”


    Feeling inept, at best, Fiona followed Noah inside and wrinkled her nose. Exactly how much second-hand smoke does it take to get a contact high, she wondered. They stepped into the small living room complete with Bob Marley posters and an impressive bong collection.


    Nervous sweat beaded on Aaron’s forehead as he clumsily cleared a tie-dye blanket off the couch. “Uh, have a seat.” He cast a glance at Fiona, and she realized Noah hadn’t even introduced her.


    She squared her shoulders and thrust out a hand. “Fiona Monreau, PI.”


    Aaron’s eyebrows raised, a sparkle in his eye, and shook her hand. This seemed to impress him, while an FBI badge seemed to make him wet himself. She wasn’t sure if she should be complimented or disappointed.


    She sat on the couch next to Noah as Aaron took a seat in a plastic chair that she had no doubt was swiped from the local junior high school.


    Aaron cast a wary glance at his bong collection then back to Noah. “Uh, you said you’re here about someone staying at the Towering Pines, uh, Agent, uh, Special Agent…” He blanked.


    “Call me Noah. Relax. And yes, we have a few questions about someone who stayed there, not about your bong collection. Or the seven roaches in the ashtray by the window. Or the five ounces of pot you’ve got in the jar hidden in your entertainment center.”


    Aaron’s eyes rounded.


    “So, relax.” Noah continued, in his ever-intimidating way.


    Fiona looked at the crooked door just barely open on the entertainment center. Sure enough, a small glass jar was barely visible. How the hell had he seen that?


    Aaron shifted in his seat, no less relaxed.


    “Mr. Munez, can you confirm you were working last night?”


    “Yes.”


    “What hours?”


    “Pulled a twelve-hour. Eleven to eleven.”


    “What time is check-in?”


    “Eleven.”


    Noah pulled a picture of Joel from his pocket. “Do you recognize this man?”


    “No.” He blinked a few times. “No, I don’t.”


    “Are you sure? Look again.”


    Aaron studied the picture for a good ten seconds. “No, really. I don’t recognize him.”


    Fiona spoke up. “According to a receipt found in his wallet, he booked a room for last night.”


    “Oh, well, in that case, I can get you his name and the room he stayed in. Even what he paid with.”


    “But you don’t recognize him?”


    “No.” He looked one more time.


    “Does the name Joel Davis ring a bell?”


    Aaron sucked in a breath and shook his head. “No, man, it doesn’t. Could’ve booked on the phone, and maybe I was in the back when he checked in.” He leaned forward for his cell phone. “I can ask Pat. She was working, too. Maybe she—


    “I just spoke with Patricia. She took the call and reservation. And we’ve been in his room.”


    “Oh.” Aaron sat back, surprised. “Well, there you go, then.”


    “How many security cameras do you have, Aaron?”


    “One.” He smiled proudly. “Installed it my first week on the job. Records the parking lot and the people coming in and out of the office.”


    “Any other cameras?”


    “No.”


    “The problem is, Aaron, I checked the video and there’s no sign of Joel Davis ever entering your parking lot, and so far, no sign of him in the room.”


    Aaron frowned and thought for a minute. “Might be he booked the room for someone else.”


    Fiona looked at Noah.


    “Well, we’d have a tough time determining that, wouldn’t we? Especially considering that you have no cameras on the side of the building, where his room was, and you have an access road that cuts through the woods behind your hotel, and you have a secondary entrance in the back that leads to the office.”


    “Oh, yeah, I guess I need to get more cameras.”


    “What about the access road?”


    “The employees use that road, mostly.”


    “Or anyone who doesn’t want to be seen.”


    Fiona leaned forward. “I’d like to look at the security footage you have and check anyone who walked to that side of the building.”


    Noah slid her an already-done glance and pulled another picture from his pocket. “Do you recognize this woman?”


    Fiona fought the urge to shoot Noah a glare for undercutting her, and instead, focused on Aaron as he looked down at the busty blonde in red heels. As she’d expected, something flickered in his dazed eyes. He paused, long enough for anyone with any interview training whatsoever to know that this kid did, indeed, know the woman, and he was hiding something.


    “No. No, I do not recognize that woman,” Aaron stuttered out.


    As Noah opened his mouth, Fiona cut him off, narrowed her eyes, and leaned forward.


    “Special Agent Noah Fox here might not be interested in your bong collection, Mr. Munez, but I know several very bored local police officers who’d have a field day with it.” She paused, watching his eyes grow with panic. “But lucky for you, Scarlett Knight happens to be one of my best friends, and she tells me you owe her a few favors.”


    His eyebrows slowly raised with hope.


    “I’m here to cash one of those favors in.” She took the picture from Noah’s hand and shoved it in Aaron’s face. “We’re going to ask you again. Do you know who the woman is in this picture?”


    “Misti Seager.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    Fiona pulled her keys from her pocket as she walked to her truck. “Hop in.”


    “My car’s in the woods. I’ll walk.”


    She glanced over her shoulder as Noah veered off.

“Wasting time,” she said. “You don’t think Bronx is on the phone with Misti now? I can get us there fast.”


    She heard a pause in his steps.

“You know where she lives?” He asked.


    “Yep.”


    Another pause as he debated. Finally, he turned and walked to the truck.

“Didn’t take you for a truck kind of girl.”

She started the engine. “You’d be surprised how much stuff we haul around. Especially for stakeouts... You know, lots and lots of flip-flops.” Grinning, she looked at him. Not even a smirk.

“You know Misti?” He asked unamused and returning to the subject.


    “She goes to the Black Crow occasionally.” She pulled onto the road.


    “Black Crow?”


    “A bar. You should go while you’re in town. Have a drink.” She glanced at him. “Relax a bit.”


    He ignored her passive-aggressive quip. “How do you know where she lives?”


    “A woman, Mrs. Potts, tried to hire us a while back. Said she thought her husband was stepping out on her with Misti. Wanted us to confirm. I drove by Misti’s place on my way home that night, just curious I guess, but that was it.”


    “You guys didn’t take the case?”


    She shook her head. “Already had four infidelity cases going at that time.” She slid him a sideways glance. “You wouldn’t believe how many cheating bastards are out there.”


    The air chilled ten degrees in the cab as her statement lingered.


    He cleared his throat. “What do you know about her?”


    “Suspected mistress. That’s about it.”


    Mistress. She wondered if that title would describe her, even though she and Noah had only shared a single kiss. How many other “single kisses” had Noah shared while he was married? She looked over at him again, the moonlight cutting through the windshield, illuminating his clenched jaw and steely eyes. Sore subject.


    She took a silent deep breath and tried to refocus to the matter at hand.


    “What about Joel’s car? Have you located it?”


    “No, and we checked with the airport already. No record of him on a flight, or renting a car.”


    “What does he drive?”


    “White Lexus. Just got it.”


    “You said Joel was your roommate, right?”


    “That’s right.”


    “How long did you two live together?”


    “A year.”


    A year? She assumed it was a can-I-crash-on-your-couch scenario. She was wrong. Now she knew why he’d come at her so hard. Noah was emotional about this particular investigation.

She frowned. But Noah was married, so did Joel live with Noah and his wife? Or was it before that?

Something wasn’t adding up.


    “How long ago was this?”


    “First stint was eleven years ago.”


    “Eleven?” Her mind raced—it had been ten years since their kiss when she’d spotted the ring on his finger. “He lived with you and your…” Her question trailed off.


    “No.” Pause. “Just him and I.”


    “But… I thought. I mean…” she looked at him.


    He met her gaze. “I was separated, Fiona. I was separated from my wife when I kissed you.”


    Her mouth dropped as she stared back at him. The truck bumped, and Noah grabbed the steering wheel.


    “Jesus, Fiona, watch the road, will ya?”


    Her head jerked forward, then, like a magnet, she looked back at him quickly before focusing back on the road. He was shaking his head, agitated now. Obviously a very, very, sore subject.


    She didn’t care.


    “You were wearing a ring.”


    “We were separated, not divorced. The moment the papers were signed, the ring came off.”


    She shook her head. “I… had no idea.”


    He stayed silent, staring ahead.


    ***


    The sound of the turn signal broke the heavy silence, and Noah had to fight from hurling himself out the door until she came to a full stop. He wanted out of the truck and away from the brutally awkward conversation about his failed marriage and failed judgment when he’d kissed Fiona in the middle of the damn gym. He could handle any situation, any time, as long as it came with closed fists. Discussing marriage, romance, or anything involving emotions made him want to jump off a freaking cliff.


    Fiona parked outside Misti’s house and killed the lights. “How do you want to play it?”


    He looked at the small, one-story brick house. Despite the blooming buds of Spring everywhere else, all vegetation around this home was dead. Leaves, unraked from last Fall mounded along the sides, disintegrating into the earth. Not a single decoration, except for an empty beer can that served as an ashtray next to the front door. If it weren’t for the rusted sedan parked in the driveway, he would’ve assumed the house was vacant. Not a single light on either, and considering it was only eight o’clock, that surprised him.


    “She have any roommates?”


    Fiona shook her head. “Not sure.”


    “That’s her car?”


    “Same car when I drove by a few months ago.”


    “Alright. Let’s go. Keep your eye out for anything while I ask the questions.” He pushed out of the truck, his hand automatically sweeping back to his sidearm. Fiona stepped around the front of the truck, tucking her girl-Glock into the back of her pants. Girly or not, there was nothing sexier than a woman with a gun. He pulled ahead of her as the slap, slap, slap of her flip-flops echoed through the darkness.


    “Geez, I’ll change shoes later.” She muttered behind him, noticing the subtle shake of his head.


    “It’s what? Fifty degrees out here anyway, right?” He stepped up to the front door and knocked.


    Nothing.


    He tried again, louder.


    “You’re sure that’s her car?”


    “I can have Ace run the plates real quick, but I’m pretty sure.”


    “No,” he said instantly. “Don’t worry about it.” He didn’t need any more communication with Fiona’s guard dog.


    He tried again with no luck, then peered into the front window as Fiona glanced into the small, side window.


    “Noah.”


    He turned. The tone of her voice sending him on alert.


    “I think someone’s on the floor.”


    He quickly stepped over and peered through the tiny slit in the curtain where the moonlight reflected off a red high heel, lying haphazardly on the floor next to a pale ankle.


    He drew his gun, banged on the door, and this time yelled, “FBI, open up!”


    When no one answered, he sucked in a breath, stepped back and—


    “Wait.”


    “What?” He looked over his shoulder where Fiona was pulling a silver tool from her bag. He’d used lock picks before—a waste of time, in his opinion—but this little tool looked like a robot.


    “What the hell is that?”


    “Black Rose special. PI stuff. You wouldn’t understand.”


    He cocked a brow and watched as she inserted the tool into the lock, and with the ease that only a woman seemed to possess. He assessed the lock—no scratches or obvious sign of a recent break-in.

Fiona popped open the door.


    “Get back.” He pushed past her, gun up, and stepped over the threshold. The house was rank with stale cigarette smoke and spilled wine, and an old musty smell masked by a cheap plug-in. A tattered couch sat in the middle of the living room, which was speckled with beer cans, empty wine boxes and ashtrays. He zeroed in on the bottle of pills on the table. Misti Seager liked to party.


    “This room,” Fiona whispered and nodded toward the closed door on the left. She pulled a latex glove from her bag as he did a sweep of the front of the house.


    She tossed him a pair of gloves, then slid her gloved hand over the knob and slowly opened the door, and gasped.


    Fuck.


    Noah raised his gun as Fiona did the same. After a quick scan of the room, he kneeled by the dead body on the floor. The moonlight cut through the curtain like a small spotlight on her. Blonde, curly hair spread like a soft cloud around a pale face smeared with red lipstick across the cheeks, reminding him of The Joker. Her bare lips now a pale, gray-blue—a color he’d seen many times before. Her low-cut, red sweater matched the heels at her feet and the tattoo of lips peeking out from the top of her bra. Her purse lay a few inches from her limp, pale hand.


    “It’s her. It’s Misti.” Fiona said, staring down at the body.


    “Check the bathroom.”


    Fiona nodded and disappeared to the corner of the room.


    As he checked for a pulse, his eyes locked on the purple bruising speckling her neck. Misti Seager had been strangled to death. He scanned her body. Her pants were still zipped and her shirt and bra were still in place, which ruled out the initial question of sexual assualt. No blood anywhere. From what he could see, she didn’t appear to have other injuries. If he had to guess, Misti had been immediately overpowered and forced to the ground where someone squeezed the life out of her. He carefully lifted her finger. She was in full rigor mortis, which meant she had been killed sometime over the last twenty-four hours. Based on the racy choice of attire, he guessed it was sometime the evening before. The same timeframe Joel Davis was murdered. Coincidence? He glanced around the room—no apparent sign of struggle. Shoe, clothes, and all sorts of girly things littered the floor. She wasn’t dragged. Misti Seager walked into her room and was killed. What a way to go.


    With gloved hands, he opened Misti’s purse, which was stuffed with the usual girl stuff, half of which he had no clue what it was. Makeup, lotions, tissues, two toothbrushes, four packs of gum… right next to a small slit in the fabric. He leaned closer and traced his finger along the small, round tear in the side of the purse—what the hell? The cut was clean. Deliberate. Humph. He cocked an eyebrow at the pair of black lace panties and wondered what scenario a woman would be in to need an extra pair of panties… especially that looked like that. He picked up a pen and carefully moved the contents around, eyeing a gold compact encircled with tiny diamonds. He frowned and glanced around her room again—queen-sized bed with mismatched sheets and torn comforter, wooden chest of drawers with more nicks in it than a dartboard, and an old TV with Batman stickers down the side, obviously handed down or bought at a garage sale—Misti didn’t strike him as the type of gal to collect vintage comics. Where the heck would Misti Seager get a gold makeup compact with diamonds? Going on instinct, he removed the compact and noticed a folded ticket. He set the golden wonder aside and opened the paper. One ticket to the Annual Spring Gala supporting local women’s shelters. His brows squeezed together. Misti also didn’t strike him as the type to attend fundraisers. He turned it over. The ticket had been stamped—and the event date was the evening before. Exactly twenty-six hours earlier, to be exact. Misti Seager had attended a fundraising event hours before she was strangled to death in her house.


    “Hey,” Fiona’s voice shook him from his thoughts. “Check this out.”


    She handed him a crinkled printout of directions to the State Capitol Building, with the words Four Seasons scribbled at the bottom. It was printed exactly one week earlier.


    Just then—creak.


    Noah gripped his gun and surged to his feet, spun around, and froze with Fiona at his side—two guns aimed directly at the hallway. Heavy footsteps stumbled through the living room. Whoever was in the house sure as hell didn’t care about being quiet.


    Keeping his gaze on the hall, he whispered, “Anyone outside?”


    Fiona slowly backed up and peered out the curtains. “No,” she whispered back. “No one, and no vehicle. And, the window is securely locked.”


    “Stay here. Keep an eye outside.” He moved silently into the hallway, listening to the footsteps descend to the back of the house, toward the kitchen. He paused at the corner, then slid around, immediately noting the door to the other bedroom was now open. Dishes clinked in the kitchen, the faucet turned on, along with a dim light. He took a quick glance over his shoulder at the front door, which was securely shut. He moved through the darkness to the kitchen entry, keeping his gaze on the shadow moving through the room. He narrowed his eyes, slid his finger over the trigger and breached.


    “FBI!” His voice boomed through the silence. “Put your hands over your head.”


    A piercing shriek released from a skinny brunette with her back to him, wearing nothing but a thong and tank top thin enough to see the skull tattoo just above her crack.


    His gaze unwittingly flickered to her ass, glowing like two candy apples in the moonlight. He was a man, after all.


    The glass in her hand shattered on the linoleum floor as she shot her hands over her head and spun around, her bloodshot eyes the size of golf balls. A nipple poked out of the top of the barely-there tank.


    Oh, dear, Lord. His gaze locked on the massive, round, watermelon breasts staring back at him.


    “Jesus Christ, pull up your shirt, lady.” Fiona stepped beside him, gun raised. After sending him a you’re-absolutely-ridiculous glare—which he absolutely deserved—she sent one to the stunned thirty-something across the room, as if she couldn’t believe the woman would sleep in something like that.


    Hands trembling, the brunette reached down, tugged up her shirt, which pulled above her navel, which, interestingly enough, was centered in a cross tattoo. He also noticed a few tattoos speckled on her chest as well.


    “No need to frisk this one…” Fiona cut him another glance. “Unless, you know, you just want—


    “Call Lieutenant Stone.” He quickly cut her off, before she could strip away every ounce of his authority, and dignity, for that matter. Jesus, he needed to get laid. He cleared his throat and looked the woman over, clearly this time. She was short, around five-one, and one-ninety at best. Not someone who would typically be able to hold down Misti Seager’s almost six-foot body and strangle her with bare hands, or get the jump on Joel, for that matter.


    “What’s your name?” He asked.


    “Shay Swann.” Calm now, she said it with a touch of attitude that made him think this wasn’t her first run-in with the law.


    “Do you live here?”


    “Yeah. This is my house.” She narrowed her eyes. “What’s going on?” 


    He looked around the small, cluttered kitchen that hadn’t been cleaned in weeks. Piles of dishes in the sink and on the counter, food wrappers, a burned candle, a date book that surprisingly looked to be filled, and an extremely expensive bottle of Merlot. Just above that, a red, white, and blue sticker peeling off the cupboard door that read I voted. Past that, a back door that looked to be securely shut and locked as well.


    He looked back at her. “Why didn’t you answer the door when we knocked?”


    “I didn’t hear it. Was asleep.”


    Based on the bags under her eyes and the empty wine boxes around the house, he believed that.


    “Is that your bedroom off the living room?”


    “Yeah. The master.” Something sparked in her eye as she looked down at his pants, then trailed back to his face.


    He cocked a brow.


    Fiona stepped back into the room and gave a quick nod, confirming she’d contacted the local authorities. “I checked the entire house, all clear. Everything looks secure, too.” No sign of a break-in anywhere, she meant.


    He lowered his gun. “You can drop your hands, Miss Swann.”


    Shay lowered her arms but then crossed them over her chest, pushing up her breasts. He had to fight checking to see if another nipple had popped out. He figured he had about five minutes before the cavalry showed and he wanted to take advantage of their one-on-one time before the house was swarming with uniforms and Shay clammed up.


    “Where’s your car?”


    “Don’t have one.”


    “How do you get around?”


    “Scooter.” She nodded toward the back of the house.


    Of all the things he could imagine this woman riding, a scooter wasn’t one of them.


    “Have you been home all evening?”


    “Yeah.”


    “All day?”


    She cocked her head, thinking for a moment. “Got home around six or seven this morning.”


    “Were you here last night?”


    “No.” A bratty tone as if daring him to ask—


    “Where were you?”


    “At my lawyer’s house.” She grinned, pleased with her sarcastic wit.


    “Oh, you mean my buddy, Hank’s?” Fiona impatiently stepped forward, apparently not pleased with Shay’s wit. So she laid down some of her own. “Funny, I was there, too, and didn’t see you. He and I work together sometimes on cases.” She placed her finger on her chin. “Let’s see… Who were we talking about last night? Oh, that’s right, Matt Potts and his wife Edie. Crazy one she is… Lots of delusions about her husband.”


    Noah watched the two women stare at each other like two boxers about to fight. A fight he’d like to see, quite frankly.


    Shay broke first. “Alright, fine. I was at a friend’s house. Stayed over.”


    “What friend?”


    She hesitated. “A guy friend.”


    “Name, Shay.”


    “Chris Cohen, okay?” Her untrusting eyes narrowed. “What’s all this about?”


    Noah made a mental note of the name. “Do you know Misti Seager?” He asked.


    “Yeah. She’s my roommate.” Her gaze flickered to Fiona.


    “When was the last time you saw Miss Seager?”


    “Uh, can’t really remember. Yesterday, I guess. Before I left for the night. What?” She snorted. “She in jail or something?”


    “What time yesterday?”


    “Hell, I don’t know. Afternoon, I guess.”


    “What time did you leave to go to your buddy’s house?”


    “Six or so.”


    “Was she here when you left?”


    “Think so. Her door was shut.”


    “Do you know if she was going anywhere for the evening?”


    “Not that she’d tell me. She never tells me shit.”


    “Are you two friends?”


    “Kinda. Not really. Just run in the same… circle, I guess. She needed a place to stay, so I offered my spare room.”

“Did she say anything about meeting anyone at a hotel?”

Shay shook her head.

“Nothing about the Towering Pines, maybe?”

“Nope.”

“What about going to see someone coming in from out of town?”

“Nope.”

Shay Swann definitely knew how to give answers without details.


    “How long has she lived here?”


    “Less than six months. ‘Round there.”


    “Is she the only person with a key to this house?”


    Shay paused, then frowned. “Actually… it’s funny you said that. My key fell off the chain yesterday.”


    “Fell off your chain?”


    “Well, it wasn’t on there when I got home this morning.”


    “Was it actually looped into your keychain?”


    “Yeah… oh. So, yeah, I guess it would’ve been hard to fall off.”


    Noah waited for the implication to click. Finally, she said, “Ohhh, maybe someone took it? Is that what you’re here about?” Her eyes rounded. “Did someone break-in?”


    “Did you lock up before you went to Mr. Cohen’s house?”


    “I really can’t remember.”


    “Do you always lock your door?”


    “Yeah, usually.”

“What about Misti? Does she remember to lock up?”

She shrugged, annoyed now, and put her hands on her hips. “Can I get a drink or something, or are you about to arrest me for something?”


    “Just a minute.” His gaze shifted to her long, black fingernails, three cracked at the tips. “Did you leave your purse or keys anywhere unattended?”


    “Um, I left my purse in my scooter for a while when I was at Chris’s.”


    “In your scooter?”


    “It has a basket.” She was offended that he didn’t know this.


    So anyone could’ve walked up and taken her keys. He clenched his jaw. This woman was completely oblivious. “Do you remember seeing any cars outside when you were at your friends?”


    “No… I mean, it’s not like I was paying attention.”


    He glanced at the ashtray on the table. “Does Mr. Cohen smoke?”


    She snorted. “No. Quit.”


    “But you do, so is it safe to assume you stepped outside to smoke over the course of the evening?”


    She shrugged.


    “Think, Miss Swann. Did you see any cars pass by slowly, or notice any parked along the road at any time during the evening?”


    She blew out a breath and squinted in deep thought. Her eyes lit up. “Actually, yeah… I remember seeing a really nice car pass. Caught my attention because it sounded like a cat purring or some shit.”


    A cat purring.


    “What color?”


    “Red.” She smiled. “Bright red.”


    “Two or four-door?”


    “Hell, I don’t know. Little. That’s all I remember. It was little, I know that.” She crossed her arms over her chest, again. “Guys, that’s all I remember, okay?”


    He was losing her. He needed to wrap this up. “Was Miss Seager seeing anyone?”


    Shay’s mouth clamped shut.


    “I repeat, was she seeing anyone?”


    “Nothin’ serious.”


    “Give me a name, Miss Swann.”


    “Look, I really don’t know. A few people, probably.” Her gaze shifted to Fiona, then the hallway. “I’m not saying one more damn word until you tell me what’s going on.”


    “What’s going on is Misti Seager is dead in her bedroom.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    “Shay Swann has a record as long as her nipples.” Fiona started the truck as Noah closed the passenger door.


    “Wouldn’t know.”


    She shot him a look. “Please. I almost had to wipe the drool off your mouth. Seriously, though, those were some funky nipples. And the size of her areolas? Gross. Probably stretched from those massive implants.”


    “Alright, first, don’t ever use the word areola around me again. Second, can we please not talk about the size of a suspect’s breasts?”


    “Hey, just managing expectations.”


    “My expectations?”


    “Yes, your expectations.”


    “You think those are the first breasts I’ve seen, Mom?”


    “Just making sure you knew they were fake… and distorted.” She glanced at him. “You know, the areolas.”


    She chuckled, enjoying the fact that she knocked him off his game, if even for a moment. She pulled onto the dark two-lane highway. Not a single car on the road, which wasn’t unusual considering it was almost midnight. After the cops arrived, Shay was taken to the station for additional questioning while half the team stayed behind to search the house, check with her alibi, and bag up Misti Seager’s body. As usual, Fiona was politely asked to step outside the crime scene, where Noah had stayed and searched with the team, looking for a potential link between Misti and Joel’s death. She’d sat in the truck the entire time and made some calls herself.


    “The record can wait,” Noah said. “You said you checked the entire house, right?”


    “Yeah, why?”


    “When were you going to tell me about the loaded gun in Shay’s bedside table?”


    She blinked. “Well, I wasn’t going to tell you right in front of her.”


    He cut her a look as cold as ice. “Were you going to tell me?”


    “Yes. Geez. You just got in the car. It was loaded, although I’m assuming you know that now.”


    He nodded. “Nine millimeter.”


    “You think Joel was shot with a nine millimeter?”


    “Lieutenant Stone will take the gun to ballistics, and I’ll have it compared with the bullet from Joel’s head. We’ll see, although my gut’s telling me no. Alright, now, tell me about her record, not her chest.”


    “Alright, according to Ace—


    “Ace?”


    “Don’t ask.”


    “Don’t ask how a Black Rose employee pulled Shay Swann’s records at midnight? Or don’t ask why this guy seems to be involved in every step I’ve taken since he saw me with you?”


    She caught the slight attitude in his voice. Did he think something was going on with her and Ace? Or, more importantly, did he care?


    “Anyway,” She avoided his loaded questions. “Swann has several drug charges, two DWI’s, theft—


    “Theft?”


    “Stole nail polish from Claire’s Cut and Curl.”


    “Impressive.”


    “Impressive are the colors she chose to swipe. Army green, Burnt brown, and Banshee black.”


    He looked at her. “You asked what colors she stole?”


    She shrugged. “Just curious. Tells me a little bit more about her.”


    “What does Army green, Burnt brown, and Banshee black tell us about Miss Swann?”


    “It tells me she’s bold, challenges authority and isn’t afraid to show it. She rebels and is proud of it. Did you see her long, black nails? Those make a statement. She possibly carries an ‘untouchable’ teenager-like mentality. This certainly aligns with her tattoos… especially the one above her areola.”


    He rolled his eyes. “The untouchable mentality matches the booze and pill bottles we found.”


    “There were some in Misti’s room, too, and more in the living room—ecstasy and, get this, Viagra.”


    “Hell of a combination.”


    She continued, “It also tells me that despite her means, she attempts to stay on trend, which means there’s a level of self-respect there, despite what your immediate read on her might be.”


    “Confidence.”


    “Yep. Kind of like when she pretty much invited you to her master room.”


    He glanced over. “Didn’t know you saw that.”


    “Yeah, sorry to interrupt.”


    He ignored her quip. He was deep in detective mode, and she enjoyed watching his wheels turn.

“Yeah, that caught me as interesting, too. Here’s a woman with a federal agent in her kitchen and one of her first thoughts goes to sex.” He paused. “Confidence, and untouchable.”


    “Two of the main traits I’ve seen in multiple serial killers.”


    “Me, too. Okay, you were telling me about her charges…”


    “Yes, so theft, DWI, and—you’ll like this—several indecent exposures.”


    “When?”


    “All of these charges are over the last ten years. Her indecents include getting down and dirty with some guy at the movie theater one night, flashing her tits to a bunch of high school boys after a football game, then again at the Black Crow Tavern—Chuck gave her a free shot before calling the cops.”


    “See, now, I thought the indecents would involve a shoot with National Geographic.”


    She smirked. “Because of the oblong areolas. Good job. That’s the first attempt at a joke I’ve heard from you.”


    She thought she caught the flicker of a grin on his face, before turning serious again.


    His phone lit, but he clicked it off. A woman calling, perhaps?


    “Did you check with Shay’s alibi?” She asked.


    “Zander did. Misti is his investigation. He’s running that show, I’m running Joel’s. Until, or if, there’s a solid link to Joel, it’s his.”


    “But she’s on camera walking into Joel’s hotel room the night he was murdered.”


    “Toward his hotel room. That’s it.”


    Fiona nodded. “Okay, well, what do you know?”


    “Shay’s story checks out. Her buddy, Cohen, verified that she did stay the night with him, but here’s the deal; he says a buddy of his came over and they started playing video games, and he doesn’t remember Shay being in the room with them during that time.”


    “Wait. What? Who came over?”


    “A guy named Danny Packer, a friend of Cohen’s. My gut says he came over to get some weed. You know the name?”


    She searched her memory. “No. What time did Cohen and this other dude start playing?”


    “He thinks around ten or so.”


    “When did he remember seeing Shay again?”


    “He thinks they went to bed around two, after Danny left.”


    “So you’re telling me there’s four hours of Shay’s time unaccounted for the night her roommate was killed. And, Joel, for that matter.”


    “Yep.”


    Fiona chewed on her lower lip. “So three options here: Shay left Cohen’s, murdered Misti, then went back. Or, she went on a killing spree and murdered Misti and Joel. Or, we’re looking for a red, possibly two-door pricey car that purrs, whose owner possibly stole her keys and did the deed.”


    “Unfortunately, a red car that purrs isn’t a search option in the DMV.”


    She snorted. “No, I wouldn’t think so. Did Zander get the keychain?”


    “Yes, they’ll swipe for prints.”


    “There’s got to be a connection to Joel here, somewhere. What are the odds Misti was at his hotel the night he was murdered, then gets murdered herself?”


    “Hell of a coincidence.”


    “And you don’t believe in coincidences.”


    “Damn straight.”


    She paused. “Let’s assume Shay didn’t kill Misti. You believe she didn’t know her roommate was dead in the next room?”


    Noah nodded. “Right. She seems the type that would have some guys on speed dial to take care of the body, if she found it. Why leave it there? Girl like her can’t afford to have a homicide on her plate, or the implication, at least.”


    “Good point.” She paused. “Misti’s trip to the Capitol Building and Four Seasons keep jumping out to me. That’s one of the most expensive hotels in the state. Doesn’t fit. Not with Misti financially, or her lifestyle.”


    “Or does it fit perfectly?”


    She cocked her head.


    Noah continued, “The girl had a gold and diamond compact in her purse, I estimate to be about fifteen-hundred bucks. A five-star hotel. A ticket to a local gala that costs a hundred bucks. A racy black thong, almost empty bottles of Viagra and a full bottle of X in the house. She’s got no traditional job, yet enough income to pay rent.”


    Fiona’s eyes rounded. “You think she’s a hooker.”


    He lifted a shoulder. “If the knock-off shoe fits.”


    She nodded. “And her current choice of roommate, same pills, same questionable income, same sporadic hours, same racy lingerie…”


    “And a three-hundred dollar bottle of wine in the kitchen.”


    A minute ticked by as she contemplated the prostitute angle. “So, wait, could that be why Misti was possibly visiting Joel at the Towering Pines?”


    “No way. No way was Joel the kind of guy to call a hooker.”


    “You said he was lonely…”


    “If every lonely man called a hooker, we’d have a new employment sector, Fiona.”


    “So if he didn’t call a hooker, Joel rented a room in the seediest hotel in town, for what? A drug deal, possibly? Which would imply Joel was possibly buying drugs from her.”


    “Then, what? Misti took him into the woods and shot him between the eyes? Then goes home and gets murdered herself?” Noah shook his head. “Who killed her, then? Doesn’t add up. Anyway, his autopsy will tell us if he was on drugs, but I’m telling you, Joel was straight-laced. Liked to drink, but that was it.”


    “People change, Noah. When was the last time you spoke with him?”


    “When he left my house, four days ago.”


    Her eyes widened. “Four days ago?”


    “Yeah. He’d been sleeping on my couch for a week after the FBI laid him off.”


    Well, that was an interesting tidbit he’d left out. “Why’d they let him go?”


    “He… his heart just wasn’t in it anymore. Not after his divorce. Four kids, messy deal. Gained weight, started under performing. When they made cutbacks, he was top of the list.”


    She shook her head. “Always sad when kids are involved.”


    Noah shifted in his seat, and she wondered why he’d never had kids with his wife.


    “Bad blood with the boss?” She asked.


    “No. We’d all gone out for drinks days earlier.”


    “So Joel lives with you for a while eleven years ago and again recently, then turns up with a bullet in his head in Devil’s Den.”


    “Yep.”


    “Did he say anything about what he was up to?”


    “No. He was just bunking on my couch, temporarily. We didn’t see each other much. He was there during the day, when I wasn’t, and gone most nights when I got home. Wasn’t like last time. Didn’t hang out and drink together. The only deep conversation we had was about three minutes one night. I could tell he was worried about money, and he commented that he was lonely.”


    She paused. “Hey,” she looked at him. “Did you notice the I Voted sticker on Shay and Misti’s cabinet?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Seemed… like it didn’t fit in that house, ya know?”


    “Agreed.”


    She sat up and angled herself toward him. “Joel was an FBI Agent, who lived in DC. Misti visited the Capitol Building one week ago, and had a ticket to one of the biggest charity galas in the state, and an I voted sticker hung proudly in the kitchen.” She felt the little spurt of adrenaline she got every time she was onto something. “There’s a common thread there.”


    He cocked an eyebrow. “Politicians.”


    “Exactly, and I’m pretty sure this year’s gala was put on by Senator Norris. It’s always a thinly veiled political event. Would be interesting to know if Joel went last night.”


    “Already got a call in. I considered that the moment I saw Misti’s ticket.”


    “Good.” Her mind was racing a mile a minute now. “You said Joel was worried about money. Wonder how deep that goes.”


    “Checking that is first on my to-do list.” He leaned forward. “Turn here.”


    She turned onto a narrow dirt road and clicked on her high beams.


    “My car’s about a mile down, on the left, just before Bronx’s house.”


    Her truck bumped over the road, and the cab fell silent. The moon cut through the trees, casting shadows across the road. Her mind drifted from dead bodies to the kiss they’d shared so long ago. After she dropped him off at his car, would that be the last time she’d see him? She didn’t even know where he was staying, or how long he intended to. Would this be the last time she’d ever see the lips that gave her the best damn kiss of her life?


    “Turn here,” he said, breaking the silence and her racy thoughts.


    She turned onto a barely-there dirt road, or trail, more like it.


    “Cut the headlights.”


    She turned off the lights. Shadows from the trees danced over the hood of the truck.


    “I can’t see a thing.”


    “The road is clear, just stay straight. Your running lights will bounce off my taillights.”


    She gripped the steering wheel and pressed on.


    “Did you see anything out here?”


    “There’s an old shed past the tree line by his house with a half-dead marijuana bush in it. Other than that, no. Stop here.”


    Her headlights reflected off the taillights of his rental car just ahead. She shoved the truck into park, turned off the engine and little nerves tickled her stomach. She didn’t want him to leave.


    He sat unmoving as if he was waiting for her to say something… Or was about to say something himself.


    “I think I’ll take a quick lap around Bronx’s house before heading home.”


    “Pretty late to be sneaking around the woods by yourself.”


    She shot him a please look, although she could barely see him across the cab.


    “Why don’t you just head home and get some sleep.” He said.


    “I slept all day. Besides, seeing…”


    “I get it.”


    A moment of silence ticked by. That damn kiss. She had no idea how much awkwardness could linger from something that happened ten years earlier. The fact that he hadn’t been married put an entirely new spin on the moment. Was he truly attracted to her? Had he been for some time? She’d just assumed it was an early mid-life crisis—the seven-year itch of marriage, or something. That he would’ve kissed any newbie pinned on a mat after an erotic dance of hand-to-hand combat in the gym. But he wasn’t married, he was single, and she couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to that moment than she’d spent the last ten years wondering.


    “Well, thanks for the lift.” He abruptly got out.


    She watched him walk to his car. God, he was sexy. Dark. Mysterious. So much behind those brooding eyes.


    She grabbed her Glock from the console and got out. A cool breeze swept across her skin, rustling the leaves above. A million bugs chirped in the darkness. The moon, almost full, twinkled through the thick overbrush.


    She stepped up to his blue sedan, which was nestled between two massive pines, using the natural environment as camouflage. She noticed a small suitcase in the back as he kicked a limb away from the tire.


    She leaned up against the door. “Not a bad rental.” Nice, Fi. Nice small talk at almost one in the morning after working a homicide. She wanted to ask how long he was staying, what his plans were for tomorrow, but couldn’t force the words out.


    He stepped over and stared down at her. “Powder blue wouldn’t have been my first choice.” His voice was low, deep. Thin shadows slashed across his face like war paint, dancing in the breeze.


    “No.” She said in almost a whisper. “Doesn’t fit you.”


    Something flashed in his eyes as he searched her face. She knew that look. The heat. Desire. He inched closer.


    Her stomach exploded with butterflies.


    His gaze trailed down her to lips.


    Her heart started to race.


    She shifted, realizing her back was against his car.


    He trapped her with his arms, resting his palms on the top of the car, on either side of her shoulders.


    She licked her lips, her pulse thrumming in her ears.


    He leaned in, she closed her eyes—


    Warm breath whispered in her ear, “Get a better pair of shoes before you go sneaking around the woods next to a drug dealer’s home.” He pulled away. “Go home, Fiona.”


    Her eyes opened, her mouth slacked. What? That was it?


    He reached past her and opened the door.


    Stunned, she stepped away, unable to find a single word.


    He slipped into his powder blue sedan and silently backed out of the woods.

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    Fiona’s phone rang as she scaled the white steps that led up to Graves Laboratory—one of the top forensics labs in the country, and one of the most upscale, beautiful buildings she’d ever seen, especially in the early morning light. She’d been waved through security, thankful for the exceptional relationship Black Rose had with the facility. And it was a relationship she planned to exploit this morning.


    She yanked her phone from her purse and paused next to the sparkling fountain at the top of the steps. She glanced at the time before answering—7:07 a.m.


    “Monreau.”


    “Fi, it’s Ace.”


    “You’re up early today. Your latest bed partner sneak out already?”


    “No, she’s still there. Snores like a damn foghorn.”


    Fiona laughed and turned toward the sun, letting the sunbeams warm her face. Clouds shaded the distance. It was a typical Spring morning—chilly and unpredictable.


    “Oh, to be the most desired bachelor in Devil’s Den,” she said.


    “Don’t you forget it, sister. Anyway, I got that info you asked for.”


    “The list of attendees at the gala?”


    “That’s the one. There’s two lists, really. The list of people that purchased tickets, and the list of people who actually went. Got the top donors, too.”


    “How the hell did you get that?”


    He snorted. “Child’s play. And you never ask. That’s the deal.”


    She cocked an eyebrow. Yes, that was the deal. The Knight sisters hired Ace not only for his IQ but for his superior hacking skills, which came in handy more times than they could count. And he was paid very well for it.


    “Alright, thanks. Send it to my—


    “Already in your inbox.”


    “You’re awesome.”


    “My pleasure. You on your way to the office?”


    “Making a stop at Graves, first.”


    “What’s going on there?”


    She glanced at the massive front doors gleaming in the sunlight. “Planning to sneak my way into an autopsy.”


    “Good luck with that, and that reminds me, I need to pick up eggs. See ya later.”


    Click.


    She tucked her phone into her purse and stepped through the front doors.


    “Good morning, Miss Monreau.”


    She smiled at the guard. “Morning, Tom. How are you?”


    “Can’t complain. Especially when I start my day seeing a beautiful woman like you.”


    She smiled. “Such a charmer.”


    He chuckled. “My wife thinks so, too.”


    A group of scientists pushed through the door behind her, each on their cell phone, each with an urgency in their step that suggested another day of tireless dedication to solving some of the most heinous crimes in the country. She walked to the front desk.


    “Well, hey, there, Fiona!” April, the busty, red-headed receptionist looked up from her computer.


    “Already busy this morning?”


    “This place never sleeps, you know that.”


    “Yes, I do. Is Max in?”


    “Always.”


    Just then, the elevator dinged, and Max Blackwood, the director of Graves, stepped out of the shiny silver box scolding someone on his cell phone. Almost as smart as he was handsome, Max was a forty-something bachelor who spent the majority of his time behind the lab’s four walls. A former medical examiner, Max was the go-to for all things Black Rose needed from the facility.


    He cursed under his breath as he clicked off the phone. His gaze met Fiona’s, and a smile cracked the stress on his face.


    “Miss Monreau, please excuse my language. That was one of my vendors wanting to raise the price on one of our pieces of equipment.”


    “Not a day goes by that I don’t hear son of a bitch, Max. You’ve met Dixie, right?”


    He laughed. “That girl has a special place in my heart.” He frowned. “What brings you in today?”


    “Joel Davis.”


    “Ah, yes. Former FBI agent. Bullet to the head.”


    “Have you started the autopsy?”


    He glanced at his Rolex. “Should be just finishing up.”


    “Just finishing up?”


    “That’s right. Started at six this morning. We moved him to the front of the line considering it’s a federal investigation.” He cocked his head. “You’re former FBI, right?”


    “Yes, well, the Knight sisters hired me right after I graduated from the academy.”


    “Good move. No doubt a decision that prolonged your life. Did you know him?”


    “I did. Which is why I was hoping to sit in on the autopsy.”


    “Well, maybe you can catch the finale. Head up to my office. My assistant, Sasha, will get you all checked in and escort you down. Second level basement, I believe.” His phone rang.


    “Thanks, Max. I owe you.”


    “Caramel Macchiato. Extra caramel drizzle,” he said as he stepped away.


    April sent her a wink. “I’ve got you all checked in down here.” She pressed a red button. “Head on up. You know where to go.”


    “Thanks, April.”


    Six very efficient minutes later, Fiona stepped off the elevator to the second level of the basement and immediately shivered.


    “Cold down here, isn’t it?” Sasha, Max’s ridiculously gorgeous Russian assistant motioned to a closet. “We have courtesy coats if you’re interested?” Her accent was even sexier than the sharp lines of her face.


    “No, thanks.”


    “Okay, this way, please.”


    Sasha led her down a long, dim hallway lined with windows that gave glimpses into the top-of-the-line laboratories in the facility. She zeroed in on someone dressed in a hazmat suit peering into a magnifying glass, surrounded by red biohazard waste containers.


    She caught Sasha eyeing her. “Don’t worry, that lab is airtight. Ah, here we are. Looks like they’ve just finished up.” Sasha swiped her badge and opened the last door on the left. “Go on in.”


    “Thanks, Sasha.” The door closed behind her, and her stomach dropped.


    Standing behind a thick pane of glass that overlooked the autopsy room, Officer Caleb Hunter and Noah glanced toward the door as it clicked shut behind her.


    Something flashed in Noah’s eyes the moment he saw her.


    “Missed the action,” Caleb said with a smile, his green eyes bright and alert, regardless that it was just past dawn. But that was Caleb. A former military intelligence officer, Caleb was always ready, always thinking, analyzing, and always on “go”, which reflected in his zero-percent body fat physique.


    She tore her gaze away from Noah.


    “Didn’t realize they’d started so early.”


    “Dr. Wu moved Joel to the front of the line. Fox here can be pretty convincing.”


    “I can imagine.” Her gaze flickered to Noah. “I didn’t expect to see either of you here, actually.” 


    “I’m working with Zander on Misti’s case, and Noah asked me to sit in on Joel’s autopsy to see if there’s any similarities, or if we can form a solid connection to both homicides.”


    She looked through the glass at the autopsy table where Joel’s gray, lifeless body lay on a shiny silver table. Her stomach did a dip. The once full-of-life FBI agent now had a Y-incision across his chest and down his stomach. The forensic medical examiner was just finishing up the last stitch. A line of stitches ran the crown of his head. Thank God she’d missed seeing his brain pulled onto the table. Fiona had been to a dozen autopsies, but she’d never known one of the bodies personally. It made it different. Like a grotesque invasion of privacy.


    “Did Wu retrieve the bullet?”


    “Yep. We’re looking for a 380 ACP Semi-Automatic. Wu’s already called someone down from ballistics to pick it up. We’ll run the markings through the system to see if we get a match.”


    She looked at Noah, who nodded—not a 9mm. So, definitely not Shay’s gun that killed Joel.


    “Time of death?”


    “As they expected, sometime around midnight last night,” Noah said.


    “That aligns with Misti’s murder. ME says Misti was killed around ten.” Caleb added.


    “So if there is a link, she was killed first, and Joel after.”


    “Right.”


    “Where’s Shay?”


    “Home. We didn’t have enough to hold her on, so we advised her to stay in town until we wrap up the investigation. Bottom line, her alibi checks out, Cohen and Packer check out, and there’s no way to confirm if she left Cohen’s house for a few hours. Not right now, anyway.”


    “When is Misti’s autopsy?”


    “This afternoon.”


    She looked at Noah. “You going?”


    “We’ll see what the afternoon brings.”


    She nodded, understanding how investigations can get derailed a hundred times in one day. “What about Joel’s tox?”


    “Running that now.” Noah said.


    “Did Joel have any other injuries?”


    A group of new-hires poked their head in the room, then backed away. It was time for the next examination. Caleb nodded toward the hallway. Noah motioned her to go ahead of him, and she was intensely aware of his stare on her back.


    The group exchanged nods and stepped into the viewing room and closed the door after Noah walked out.


    They fell into step together.


    “No other injuries. But Dr. Wu found traces of polyurethane in his hair and on the bottom of his shoes. The tip and heel, specifically.”


    She raised her eyebrows. “A tarp.”


    Noah nodded.

“Possibly shot somewhere else, rolled up, and dumped into the ravine to throw you off.”



    “Although not dumped,” Noah said. “The traces on his toe and heel indicate he was dragged, while wrapped in the tarp.”


    She frowned. “Joel’s, what? Over two-hundred pounds?”


    “One-ninety-eight.”


    “That’s a lot of dead weight.” Which now made Shay more and more less likely to be their killer. “Had to be someone with some strength.”


    “Or, two people,” Caleb said.


    Noah shook his head. “If two people dragged him, there’s a high chance we would’ve seen grip marks on either side of his body. My guess is someone hauled him over their shoulder, then dragged him into place, sitting up to look like he was forced to sit then shot point blank.”


    “Still,” Fiona said. “How did they get his dead body down into the ravine?”


    “The ravine lifts about a half-mile from where you found him.” Noah cut her a glance. “Isn’t that how you got down there?”


    She quickly glanced down. “That’s right. Yes.”


    A moment of silence slid by.


    “So if no other injuries, it means that either he knew whoever shot him, or was caught off guard and killed.” She said.


    “Just like Misti Seager.”


    “And this still isn’t enough to officially link both homicides?”


    “No.” Caleb’s eyebrows tipped up. “But the fact that Misti was visiting the hotel Joel was staying in the night he was murdered is pretty damn telling.”


    Noah quickly glanced away, and she noticed. She stared at him a moment.


    They stepped to the elevator and Caleb hit the button. The door slid open to Sasha’s smiling face.


    “Hi, there. Was just coming down to check on you, Miss Monreau. Were you able to get what you needed?”


    “Yes, thank you.”


    “Perfect.” Her gaze flickered to Noah. “Have a nice day.”


    Fiona stepped into the elevator, followed closely by Caleb and Noah. Noah slipped past her, and she caught the faintest smell of soap. Her pulse picked up. He maneuvered behind her, settling in a mere inch from her. She could practically feel the sexual heat bouncing between them. There was no way in hell he didn’t feel it.


    Her cheeks were flushed by the time they arrived at the lobby.


    Caleb’s phone rang. “It’s Zander. I gotta get this.” He glanced at Noah. “Thanks for letting me sit in. We’ll catch up in a bit.”


    Noah nodded and after Caleb walked away, looked at Fiona. “You must have connections here.”


    “I have connections everywhere.”


    He cocked an eyebrow, the slightest look of amusement in his eyes. “Use your connections to push Joel’s tox through, then.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.”


    They began walking through the marble lobby. It was only eight in the morning and Graves was already buzzing with activity. Always a dead body to analyze.


    She continued, “But, I thought you didn’t entertain the idea that Joel was into drugs.”


    “That’s right, I don’t.” They pushed out the front doors. The morning clouds had blended together, blocking the sun and setting the tone for yet another overcast day. “But a tox will confirm that for anyone else who suspects it.”


    They passed the fountain and began descending the steps that led to the parking lot.


    “What was that look about?” She asked.


    “What look?”


    “When Caleb implied the link between Misti and Joel was evident because she was on camera walking toward his motel room?”


    “There was no look.”


    She cocked an eyebrow. “I might not be the best at choosing appropriate footwear for a stakeout, but reading people? That I can do.”


    The corner of his lip curled up, and he looked her up and down. Warmth spread over her and she realized how much of an impact this guy had on her. A simple once-over sent her into a sexual frenzy.


    She squared her shoulders and cleared her throat. “Come on. What was the look about?”


    He stared at her for another minute, then said, “Misti wasn’t there to see Joel.”


    “How do you know that?”

“Because Joel was never there.”


“How do you know that?”



    “Because during my deep-dive into his bank accounts last night, I’ve got him on camera pulling money from an ATM at the exact time Misti was visiting the Towering Pines. He was sixteen miles away.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    “I’m not done. I have him getting gas sixty-eight miles away earlier, then hundreds of miles north the day before.”

“He drove down from DC.”

“Yep. So his car is here somewhere. Also,” he inhaled. “Joel was in debt.”


    “How in debt?”


    “Two-hundred and seventy-six thousand dollars in debt.”


    “What?”


    “He liked the tables.”


    “A gambling addiction.”


    “Yes, capped off by getting laid off. He has several accounts. One has been in the red for months.”


    She shook her head.


    “My guess is he never even went to the Towering Pines.”


    “Which means he booked the room for someone else.”


    “Exactly. That’s who we need to find. That person knows something.” His phone dinged. He checked it, then slid it back into his pocket.


    “Okay then, so we know Joel had reserved a room for someone the night he was murdered. So, someone came into town for something, and my gut tells me it’s for that gala. We also know Misti, a presumed hooker, had a ticket to the same gala for the night she was murdered, which happened to be the same night Joel died. The link is the gala.”


    Noah nodded. “I’m headed to chat with Senator Norris now. I should be getting the list of attendees within the hour.”


    “You’re going to see Norris?”


    “A hooker who was strangled to death had a ticket to an event he put on, the same night Joel was murdered. Yeah, I’m paying him a visit. Someone in his camp gave her that ticket.”

They stopped at his rental car parked in the front row, indicating he’d been at Graves since before the sun came up.



    “I’ll give you the list if you let me go with you,” she said.


    “You’ve got the… how the hell?”


    “My sources are faster than yours. I also have the list of people who actually attended, didn’t just buy tickets.”


    He narrowed his eyes. “Get in.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    Fiona pulled up her email and scanned the list. “Joel didn’t have a ticket, or attend.”


    “Didn’t think we’d get that lucky. What about Shay?”


    “Nope.”


    “Anyone else stick out?” He slipped through security and pulled onto the road.


    “The mayor, of course. A few state reps… no one else jumps out.”


    His phone rang. “Plug the address into the GPS. I’ve got to take this call.”


    Twenty-seven minutes later, Noah slid his rental into the State Capitol parking garage. He turned off the engine and proceeded to finish the last in a series of phone calls he’d taken from the moment they’d left Graves. Not that Fiona minded much. It gave her time to catch up on the million unanswered emails she had. It also gave them both a distraction from the giant pink elephant still standing stubbornly between them, which had doubled in size since he’d almost kissed her in the woods not twelve hours earlier.


    After that almost-kiss, she went straight home and replayed the moment a hundred times in her head. After two glasses of Italian wine, she’d convinced herself that regardless if Noah Fox was interested in her, it was never going to work between them. Why? Because Noah lived in DC and traveled all the time. He was also older, with a failed marriage under his belt. Men like that carried a lot of baggage—and Noah’s baggage manifested itself in being one of the most emotionally unavailable men she’d ever met. There was no way in hell she was going to subject herself to the time and emotional toll it would take to break down those walls. Or, hell, even just put a crack in them.


    She’d been down that road before. It was a long, bumpy, curvy road with potholes every few feet. Nope, no way she was doing that again. She had enough on her plate, anyway. No time for a relationship.


    No matter how badly she really wanted one.


    Noah finally clicked off his phone. “Alright, let’s go see what Norris has to say.”


    After breezing through security with Noah’s FBI badge, they stepped up to Senator Norris’s office. She heard muffled voices behind the closed door. Agitated muffled voices. She glanced at Noah, who knocked, unfazed by the sharp tones on the other side of the door.


    The conversation halted, and a moment passed.


    He knocked again.


    “Is he expecting—


    The door opened. “Noah.” A relaxed smile crossed the Senator’s face.


    Her eyebrows tipped up. They knew each other? Another interesting tidbit he’d left out.


    She quickly scanned the room. Two men in suits, one flushed with emotion as he forcefully stuffed crinkled papers into a folder, the other scrolling through a cell phone. And a woman, dressed impeccably in a blue power-suit flickered a glance at Noah before quickly shutting down her laptop.


    “Senator Norris, this is Fiona Monreau, FBI.”


    He’d left out “former” in her title, but that was just fine with her. They shook hands as Norris frowned and focused on Noah.


    “Two FBI agents. There goes my assumption you were coming by for a drink.” The senator cast a look over his shoulder. “Sorry, just having a quick staff meeting. Guys, give me a sec.” As they filtered out, he made the introductions. “Special Agent Fox, Agent Monreau, this is my Chief of Staff, Patrick Brown.”


    The man’s jaw clenched, and Fiona swore his cheeks began to flush as he locked eyes on Noah. She looked at Noah, whose hostile expression matched the mans. They stared at each other a moment before finally, Patrick stretched out his baseball-glove-sized hand.


    “Agent Fox.” He growled.


    “I see you found your keys,” Noah said in a low voice, with just a hint of cockiness.


    The flush on Patrick’s face slowly lowered to his neck.


    Norris cleared his throat. “And of course, you know my Director of Scheduling, Steph Kelley, and my Communications Director, James Miller.”


    Steph batted her long, faux eyelashes and tipped her head to the side, her hot-rolled, blonde hair spilling over her shoulder. “Good to see you again, Agent Fox.”


    Fiona glanced at Noah and felt a twinge of jealousy. The girl was gorgeous, no doubt about that, and she wondered exactly how they knew each other.


    “And, nice to meet you as well, Agent Monreau,” Steph said before stepping around them, sweeping her breasts past Noah’s arm.


    He flickered a glance to her, and she quickly looked away.


    James, a perfectly-quaffed twenty-something, smacked Noah on the back with a bleached-white smile. Perfect for cameras. She remembered seeing his face on the local news several times.


    “Agent Fox, good to see you. Hell, it’s always good to see you, especially after saving our lives.”


    Fiona blinked. What the hell was she missing? Obviously, there was a ton Noah hadn’t told her. Or, avoided telling her.


    “Good intel, that’s all,” Noah said.


    Norris shook his head and turned into his office. “Not good intel, good gut. That was a split-second decision.” He looked at Noah with true admiration in his eyes. “I owe you, son.” He then looked at James, who was eager to stay and hear why two FBI agents were at his boss’s office. “Give us a sec, will you, James? Close the door on your way out.”


    James paused for a moment, then grabbed a folder from the desk. “Alright. We’ll finish this conversation…”


    “As soon as I’m finished with Special Agent Fox and Monreau.” The senator’s voice was sharp, clipped, and there was no doubt that what Fiona had heard on the other side of the door was an argument.


    After nodding at Noah and casting her a quick glance, James closed the door behind him.


    Norris sank into his chair and blew out a breath. “It’s always something,” he muttered. “Anyway, what brings you here?”


    Noah slid a picture on the desk. “Misti Seager. You know her?”


    Norris frowned as he looked down at the photo. “Can’t say that I do.”


    “Are you sure? Take a good look.”


    Norris held Noah’s gaze for a moment, then looked back down. “It’s not ringing any bells. Now, tell me what this is about.”


    “Miss Seager was found dead in her house last night.”


    Norris leaned forward and placed his elbows on his large, shiny desk. “I’m sorry to hear that,” his Southern drawl thick as if he knew exactly how to say those words to make the most impact. “What does this have to do with me, Agent Fox?”


    “She had an invite to the gala you threw last night.”


    Norris’s eyebrows slowly lifted. “Ah, I see.” He looked down at the picture again, but this time, really studied it. “I don’t recognize her, but considering that you’re here, standing in my office, I’m assuming you already verified that she attended the event?” He cocked his head, “And, what? Passed away after?”


    “Precisely. Are you one-hundred percent sure you don’t recognize her?”


    “The face isn’t ringing any bells, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t met her. I do a lot of handshaking and bullshit small talk at events. I’m sure you understand that.”


    “Life of a politician.”


    He chuckled.


    Fiona stepped forward. “Senator Norris, to be blunt, Misti Seager has a questionable background, with friends who have a very questionable background, and she doesn’t appear to be the type to attend your gala, or vote for that matter. Why was she invited?”


    “Ah, that makes sense, then. The event was to raise money for local women’s shelters. I believe my team invited a few women that had stayed at the Devil’s Den location to talk about their experiences with the donors.”


    Interesting. “Were any other women from the shelter invited?”


    “Ah hell, I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Steph.”


    “Is she the one who put together the invite list?”


    “Not sure. She’s the gal to ask, though. You got proof this girl attended?”


    “Yes.”


    “And proof that she was murdered after?”


    “We can’t get into those details, Senator,” Noah said.


    “Of course you can’t. Well, this means you’re looking at everyone that was at my event, which directly implicates me.”


    Noah didn’t respond but held his gaze.


    “I don’t need this right now, you know that, right? I’ve got re-election coming up soon.”


    “A dead body is a dead body, no matter what time of year it is.”


    Norris studied him for a second. “Guns, not politics, right? Follow orders, don’t make them, right?”


    Fiona’s eyebrow slowly cocked. He was needling Noah.


    “You don’t even like politics, do you, son?”


    “Never was one for bullshit.” Noah’s tone was calm but loaded.


    The corner of Norris’s mouth curled up. He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his leather chair. “Tell you what. I’m hosting a dinner tonight at my house, a kind of prequel to election season. Back to back events; trust me, Steph got an ass chewing for that. Anyway, most of the people that were there last night will be there again tonight. Why don’t you and,” he glanced at Fiona, “Miss Monreau come? Drinks start at six-thirty. It’ll give you an up close and personal look at my staff.” He narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “That way, you can knock them off your list real quick.”


    A second of heavy silence ticked by. Noah pulled another picture from his pocket. “One more thing, do you recognize this guy?” He tossed the picture of Joel Davis on the desk.


    “Nope.”


    “You didn’t see him last night?”


    “No.” The senator leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. “Assuming this one’s dead too, then?”


    “Not long after Miss Seager.”


    “Did he come to the gala, too?”


    “That’s what I’m asking you.”


    “Well, in that case, I can’t say for certain either way.”


    “No bullshit, Senator.” Noah’s tone was ice-cold.


    “That’s right, son. No bullshit. So two homicides, one linked to me, one loosely linked. I’m no rocket scientist—never claimed to be—but I know when it’s time to call my lawyer. So unless you’ve got time to wait around until he shows up, I’m going to call this little meeting of ours.”


    Noah picked up the pictures from the desk. “Thank you for your time, Senator Norris.”


    As they walked out the door, Norris said, “Looking forward to seeing you both tonight.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    “Why didn’t you tell me you knew Norris?”


    Noah tore his gaze away from his phone and glanced at her, his expression blank as if barely listening.


    “I said, why the hell didn’t you tell me you knew Norris? Saved his life? I don’t like going into things blind, Fox.”


    He glanced at her again, this time, locked eyes with her. Calling him “Fox” grabbed his attention. Note to self.


    They pushed out the front door, and a cool gust of wind swept past. The overcast morning had turned into an even darker afternoon.


    “I didn’t save his life, trust me.”


    “How do you know him, then?”


    “I met him in DC a few years back.”


    “Seemed more than just a casual introduction meeting.”


    “We were trapped in his damn car for two hours. Small talk starts to dwindle within the first thirty minutes.”


    “Why were you trapped in his car?”


    “We were working with the Secret Service on a credible threat that day. I was assigned to Norris. I suggested a change in his route at the last minute and delayed his arrival.”


    “And?”


    “And, there was a fake bomb in a backpack along the route.”


    “The route you diverted.”


    “Yes.”


    “Was Norris specifically targeted?”


    He snorted. “No. Some idiot teenagers looking to make a splash. Like I said, the bombs weren’t even real.”

“But if they would have been, you would’ve saved his life.”

Noah shrugged.


    “So it was you, Norris, and who else in his car?”


    “Steph and James.”


    “Patrick?”


    He shook his head.


    “What was that thing between you two?”


    This time, Noah smirked. “Old friends.”


    “Yeah, right. You two looked like you were about to pummel each other.”


    “Ran into him last night on some curvy roads, that’s all. No big deal.”


    “Fine. But I’d appreciate it if you gave me a heads up on this kind of stuff next time.”


    “You got it.”


    She blew out a breath. “Norris is kind of a dick if you ask me.”


    “All politicians are.”


    “Quite the umbrella statement.” As the words came out, sprinkles of rain began to fall on the sidewalk. Their pace picked up. “We need to narrow down our timeline here. Joel was sixteen miles away when Misti was seen walking into the hotel. We know Misti was killed around ten at night, and Joel around midnight. So, from the time Joel visited the ATM until he was shot, is unaccounted for. Where the hell did he go? More importantly, what brought him to Devil’s Den in the first place?”


    Noah glanced at her. “What did Joel need the most of in his final days?”


    Her brows tipped as they stepped up to his rental car. “Money.”


    Noah gave a quick nod and then opened the door for her.


    She paused, turned fully to him. “Whoa, whoa, wait. Wait. Are you implying Joel was paid to come down? To do something for money?”


    “Joel came to Devil’s Den for one reason, and he died for it. Money is a hell of a motivator, and one of the most common motivators in homicides.”


    “He came for money, then someone killed him for that money.”


    “Or for what he knew.”

“We have got to figure out who he booked that room for. That’s our guy, I know it. That’s the guy Misti went to see. He knows something. He’s the missing link.”


Noah nodded.


    “God, Noah, could this have something to do with Misti’s… line of work?”


    “My gut’s telling me it does. Getting caught with a hooker is a career killer. Can completely ruin someone’s life. That’s a lot to consider.”


    “You’re sure Joel wasn’t paying for sex? You said he was lonely.”


    “Yes, he was, but according to his bank accounts, there was something Joel needed a lot more than a quickie. He sure as hell wouldn’t have driven a thousand miles for it. Have you been to the dark corners of DC? Politicians and hookers go together like cheese and wine. No, Joel wasn’t in Devil’s Den for the hookers.”


    “Money, then. You’re right. He did something for money. Something bad…” She shook her head. “I just can’t imagine.”


    “Me, either, Fi—


    Fi.


    He continued, “We have to look at the facts. Money and greed. Route of all evil.” The rain began to pick up. “Get in.”


    She dipped into the passenger seat, and after closing her door, he jogged around.


    As they backed out, she said, “You get his cell phone records yet? Maybe the person he booked the room for is in there.”


    “Yep. I’ve got someone combing through them now, and as of three minutes ago, not a single call to Devil’s Den, or anyone on Norris’s staff.”


    “Which doesn’t mean shit.”


    He pulled onto the highway. “Right. I didn’t expect to get anything there. Joel was FBI, for Christ’s sake. If he was doing anything illegal, his communication would’ve been through a burner phone.”


    She glanced at him. “What do you think about Norris?”


    He waited a minute to respond. “I think he’s a typical politician. Will do anything to get elected. Make promises, but when he’s in the hot seat, only looks out for himself.”


    “He was pretty open to invite us into his home tonight.”


    “I put two homicides on his desk. He’d have been stupid not to. Speaking of which,” he glanced at her. “How do you feel about being my date?”


    His date. “I can play the role for one evening,” she said with a slight grin.


    He smiled, and she realized it was the first time he’d smiled all day. Just then, his phone rang, and his face hardened again.


    By the time they arrived back at Graves, it was pouring.


    He pulled to a stop behind her truck, and paused. “You going to check on that tox? Use some of your connections to get it pushed through today?”

“I’ll see what I can do.” She glanced at her watch. “Damn, I’ve got to get home to pick up some files before heading to the office.” She wanted to ask him where he was headed, but before she could—

“Pick you up at six?”


    “See you then.”


    His phone rang again, but this time, he didn’t move.


    She smiled, “I’ll let you get that. Don’t be late.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    Fiona narrowed her eyes as she glanced in the rearview mirror. The same red car that was behind her when she’d left her house was still behind her now. She’d taken a few extra turns, and so did the vehicle, but it had stayed far enough behind that she couldn’t determine the size or model, or if it purred, or not, for that matter.


    But, it was red, she was certain of that.


    She slowed at the Black Rose Investigations sign. The car did, too. She turned into the driveway, slammed the truck into park, grabbed her gun, and pushed out the door.


    The car turned onto a dirt road behind her and disappeared.


    She waited a beat, then with a shake of her head, slid behind the wheel. She was jumpy, irritable, and possibly turning an innocent situation into something it wasn’t.

Kind of like what she was doing with Noah, too. Or, was she?


    She took a deep breath as she drove down the long driveway that led to Black Rose Investigations. Rain and leaves blew down from the trees that grew like a tunnel over the driveway. At the end, the castle-like estate where she worked was lit up, complete with gleaming gargoyles at the peaks.


    She’d never forget the first time she laid eyes on the place, and even all these years later, it still took her breath away. Haunting, yet magical, all at the same time… kind of like her last few days.


    Her stomach tickled as Noah’s face flashed through her head—the look in his eyes, the lingering when he’d dropped her off at her truck. Something was brewing between them, she felt it in her gut, hell, she felt it through the sexual electricity shooting between them. There was no doubt he felt it too, and as much as she hated to admit it, she couldn’t wait to see him again.


    She rounded to the back of the house and hit the brakes.


    Like a scene in a creepy movie, three figures dressed in long black cloaks with hoods pulled over their heads scurried toward the house.


    What the hell?


    She parked, grabbed her Glock and silently slipped out. Rain sprinkled her face as she hunkered down and darted along the house, keeping her eyes locked on the mysterious figures. She crouched behind a bush, slid her finger over the trigger, raised the gun, and—


    “Whoa there, Miss Oakley.” Ace’s deep voice mimicking an old western movie came out of nowhere behind her.


    She spun around. “Jesus, you scared me! Who the heck—


    “The girls. Scar, Rox, and Harley.”


    She looked over her shoulder and watched her cloaked Black Rose sisters disappear into the house. She turned back to Ace. “What the hell? What the hell are they wearing?”


    “We’ve been in the woods.”


    “Where? In a black and white Hitchcock film?”


    He grinned, then nodded toward the house. “There’s been developments.” He continued in his deep, thick, fake accent. “Come on, there, lil’ Miss, let’s get out of the rain and into the saloon before the hoodlums—


    “What the hell are you doing?”


    “Sorry.” He cleared his throat. “Watched Gunsmoke last night.”


    She rolled her eyes. “You’re so…” She shook her head. “Anyway, what developments?”


    “Come on.”


    They fell into step together, and when he didn’t answer, she looked up at the hard expression on his face.


    “Krestel,” she said.


    He opened the back door for her, and overlapping chatter ensued. Mud slick on the floor, hands waving in the air. The door closed behind her, and three faces turned toward her.


    “Fi!” Harley popped the top off a beer she’d just yanked from the fridge.


    Roxy smiled. “Hey, Fi. How’re you feeling?”


    Scar winked. “Looks like she’s back to normal.”


    Harley, her face and hair speckled with dirt, winked and handed her a beer.


    “I’ll take one of those.” Roxy sat down at the table, removed her mud-caked boots and began shaking pebbles out of them. Harley pulled another beer and tossed it. Without even glancing up, Roxy caught it in one hand.


    If nothing else, the drinking habits of the Black Rose team were seamless.


    Ace breezed past her and grabbed one of his fancy microbrews.


    Fiona frowned, set down her unopened beer and shoved her hands on her hips. “What’s going on? Besides you all being dressed up like creepy, evil Little Red Riding Hoods.”


    Harley glanced at Roxy.


    Something was going on.


    Something big.


    Just then, Dixie and Raven burst through the back door, walking like ducks, balancing on their heels. Fiona’s gaze fell to their feet, both in flip-flops, with little white cotton balls stuffed between each toe.


    Dixie smiled. “Hey, Fi.”


    Fiona gave her a what-the-heck look.


    Raven grinned. “Team meeting, at the nail salon. It was my turn to choose the location.”


    “I broke a pair of clippers,” Dixie muttered while rolling her eyes.


    “Gross.” Ace squeezed his face.


    Dixie’s smile quickly faded as she zeroed in on Roxy. “Okay. Tell us.”


    The room fell silent as all eyes bore into the unofficial leader of Black Rose.


    “We found her.”


    Fiona’s mouth dropped. “What?”


    Dixie nodded to the fridge. “I’m going to need a beer.”


    “Make that two,” Raven corrected.


    As Ace tossed two beers across the room, Roxy continued, “We found Krestel. Deep in the mountains, like we thought. Miles into the woods. No roads or anything. She’s not too far from the clearing where she shot down Zander’s helicopter a few weeks ago.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Harley, Scar and I just verified.”


    Dixie frowned. “Is that why you’re dressed up in Scream costumes?”


    “They’re raincoats. Right off the runway.” Roxy said, clearly annoyed.


    “Wait. How did you find her?” Fiona asked, returning to the subject.


    Roxy turned to Ace.


    He sipped, set down his beer. “Thermal imaging.”


    “No shit?”


    “No shit. Used my boy, Danno. I’ve been surveilling the area for the last few days.”


    “Danno?”


    “My drone, Danno.” He looked confused as if everyone should name their spy gear.


    “Okay, how did you and Danno know where to look?”


    “Basic investigation. Started with her last known location—the clearing—then slowly moved outward.”


    “Wait. There’s hundreds of large animals living out there. How did you—


    “Animals move. People in hiding don’t. I made markers of each mass large enough to be human and monitored it. I’ve been watching three spots since yesterday, two masses moved location, except for one. So, early this morning before the sun came up, I sent Danno down and discovered what I think is an old hunting cabin nestled in a dip beneath a canopy of trees. Made of stone, mostly. Creepy-ass shit… Didn’t figure Krestel was one for clichés.”


    “She’s desperate.” Scar leaned against the counter and crossed her arms over her chest. “The cops have been looking for her for weeks now.”


    Fiona glanced at the designer raincoats. “So did you guys actually go to the cabin?”


    “No.” Roxy shook her head. “Just looked for the best route to get there.”


    Busy wiping her arms with a towel, Harley said, “Treacherous terrain. We’ll have to go on foot.”


    “How far can we drive?”


    “About six miles from the clearing. We’ll park there and hike to the clearing, and lure her out.”


    “With the spell.”


    “Right.”


    Fiona glanced around the room. Each face determined, fierce. Not a single suggestion of fear. She glanced out the window. “How long until the next full moon?”


    “Three days now,” Ace said.


    “Three days.”


    Just then, Roxy’s phone rang, followed by Raven’s. Work didn’t sleep. Before answering, Roxy looked around the room, “Until then, business as usual, guys. Let’s get some work done.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    Fiona pushed through her front door, dropped her files and purse on the floor and glanced at the clock hanging above the fireplace—5:14 p.m.


    Shit.


    She had exactly forty-six minutes to pull herself together for the event at Senator Norris’s house. If she knew anything about Noah, he was the type to show up for an appointment at least ten minutes early, so technically, that left her with thirty-six minutes.


    She’d spent the afternoon working on her other pressing cases, although found it increasingly difficult to concentrate as the hours ticked by. Thoughts of Krestel, Joel, and Noah jumbled in her head as she pressed through the afternoon, only to get pulled out at the last minute to conduct surveillance for Mrs. Bledsoe, a client who believed someone was poisoning her cats. At least that case wasn’t about a dead body.


    Fiona hadn’t eaten a thing since breakfast, which did nothing to help the jitteriness she felt inside.


    Ignoring her growling stomach, she left a trail of clothes along the hardwood floors as she stripped naked and took a quick, steaming-hot shower. After grabbing the only thing hanging in her bathroom, a long Kaftan house dress, she made her way to the kitchen to feed the monster in her stomach. She’d change into her cocktail dress after she ate.


    She yanked open the fridge and wrinkled her nose at the selection. The barren fridge told her what she already knew—she spent way too much time working, and not enough time doing things that she enjoys, like cooking. Cooking soothed her and calmed her nerves, and that was definitely something she could use at the moment.


    She grabbed peppers, zucchini, squash, a handful of cherry tomatoes, and the latest batch of sausage her grandmother had sent her from Italy. She dumped it all on the counter and glanced at the clock.


    Crap.


    She quickly chopped, heated olive oil, and just as she dumped everything in the pan, the doorbell rang.


    She wiped her hands and jogged down the hall. Flustered, she opened the door and her heart skipped a beat. Wearing a sleek dark suit, Noah looked like he’d just stepped out of GQ magazine. His hair was perfectly combed back, highlighting his chiseled face... and the unmistakable twinkle in his dark eyes.


    ***


    As the front door opened, Noah’s eyes widened as he slid his phone into his pocket, not sure if he actually hung up. A knot grabbed his throat. Obviously straight from the shower, Fiona stood in front of him, in some super-thin hippie-looking dress that ran like water over her breasts, which were obviously bare. No bra.


    Holy. Shit.


    “Hey.” She smiled.


    He blinked, momentarily hypnotized by the thought that she might be bare below, too. Dammit, Noah. Get it together.


    “Sorry,” she said. “I’m running a bit late. Had a busy afternoon at the office. Come in.”


    “Thanks.” The single word was all he could muster up.


    He stepped inside as she closed the door behind him. She smelled like fresh flowers. A light, fresh scent. Not too overpowering like most of the women he’d imagined naked. No, Fiona’s scent was sweet and understated.


    Sexy.


    He inhaled, and another scent caught his nose. Dinner.


    “Something smells good.”


    “Oh, shoot.” She took off down the hall, her dress flowing behind her. “I haven’t eaten all day. It’s almost ready.”


    He followed her into the kitchen, where she was stirring a saucepan on the stove.


    “Want some?” She asked.


    Yes, I definitely want some. And dinner sounds good, too.


    He walked up behind her. “Looks good. Sure.”


    “Drink?”


    “Whatcha got?”


    “Water, beer, wine…” She nodded toward the liquor cabinet. “And whatever’s in there.”


    Without hesitating, he hit the liquor.


    “Puni Vina?”


    “Italian whiskey. Damn good.”


    “Italian whiskey, huh?” He frowned and turned the fancy bottle over in his hands.


    “Hey, don’t knock it ‘til you try it.”


    Nothing beat Texas whiskey in his opinion, but he was willing to drink tar if it would calm his racy thoughts. “Alright, then. Puni Vina it is.”


    She pulled down two glasses from the cabinet. “Grab some ice from the freezer.”


    He poured two small glasses, over ice. “You were born in Italy, right?”


    “Yes. My mom and dad divorced when I was a kid and we were on the next flight here. Mom had friends here, I guess.”


    “You ever go back?”


    “No.” Sadness crossed her face. “I’d like to. Just get so busy, ya know?”


    Yeah, he knew.


    “Where’s your mom now?” He asked, even though he already knew the answer, thanks to his deep dive into Fiona Monreau prior to his visit.


    “Back in Maryland. Couldn’t convince her to move to ol’ Devil’s Den.” She grabbed two plates and scooped a hefty amount on both. A nice, man-sized plate, not the half-inch portions most women ate these days.

“Grab the parm, will you?”



    He opened the fridge and searched around.


    “It’s the block.”


    The block. He grabbed the wrapped block of cheese. “What’s wrong with the kind in the can?”


    She stopped mid-kitchen, holding two steaming plates of food and gaped at him. “Don’t speak like that in my house.”


    He laughed. “Italians take their parm seriously. Okay, note to self.”


    She set the plates on the table, and he grabbed the drinks. As she grated fresh parmesan onto his plate, he caught a glimpse of her cleavage, which was indeed, bare. Dear God, perfectly round, plump, bare breasts.


    She cleared her throat. “By the way, this isn’t what I’m planning to wear tonight.”


    He tore his eyes away with a twinge of embarrassment. She’d caught him.


    “I think you look beautiful.” The words came out before he could catch himself.


    She smiled, and glanced away. “Sit.” She demanded, and he liked that. “Eat.”


    He settled in across from her and took a sip of whiskey, and much to his surprise, it was damn good.


    “Eh?” She grinned.


    “Not bad.” He nodded. “Not bad at all.”


    She smiled widely, pleased, and it was then that he realized she enjoyed cooking. Serving. His mother had been like that. ‘Best way to a man’s heart is through his stomach’, she always said. Fiona was the type of woman who liked to make people happy through food. God help him. This woman was full of surprises, and he wanted to know more.


    “So, you moved here when you were little and went straight to DC?”


    She nodded, took a mouthful of food. The woman liked to serve and didn’t mind eating in front of a man. Be still his heart.


    “Why DC?” He asked before taking a bite.


    Humor flashed in her eyes. “To fulfill my dream of working for the FBI.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    She shook her head. “I remember watching these American spy films when I was little, and I became obsessed. I wanted to be in the FBI, no way around it. According to my mom, it’s all I talked about, especially when she told me we were going to move to the States. But it worked out well, mom’s friends lived a few hours out of DC, so it was a win-win.”


    He glanced around her house that he knew she purchased—in full—by herself. “I’d say it worked out very well. This is delicious, by the way.”


    She smiled ear-to-ear. “Good. Tell me more about you. Why did you join the FBI?”


    He shifted in his seat. He wanted to talk about her—not him. “Same as you, I guess. Couldn’t escape the lure of being the next James Bond.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “I’m serious.”


    He took a deep sip of whiskey. “I… had a bit of a rebellious streak growing up.”


    “Elaborate.”

“Just normal teenage stuff.”


“Elaborate.” She said again.


    Dammit. “Fighting.”


    “So, you got into some fights growing up?”


    He laughed a humorless laugh and shook his head. He was losing his appetite. “You could say that. Got thrown of out of high school, college.” He looked down remembering the embarrassment his folks must’ve gone through.

“Thrown out of college?”

He nodded.

She paused. “Why? Just for fighting?”

He took another sip, his stomach uneasy now. “Remember that movie Fight Club?”


    She nodded.


    “I started one of my own. Underground gambling ring. Made a hell of a lot of money. I couldn’t control my temper. Every conflict, big or small, was resolved with my fist.” He paused and could tell she was hanging on his every word. “I was busted, of course, spent a few nights in the county jail. My folks took me to multiple counselors, even put me on medication for a bit.” He took a deep breath. “One day, I walked downstairs and saw my mom sobbing at the kitchen table, my dad consoling her. It was that day I decided to turn my life around. Went back to college. Majored in criminal justice. Fitting, I assumed. I applied to the FBI after I finally got that piece of paper. Got a shit-job behind a desk, but I didn’t care. Working for the Bureau was a dream come true.”


    “And you worked your way up to becoming an agent.”


    He nodded and surprisingly felt an ounce of weight come off his shoulders. He took a bite.


    “You turned that nasty rage of yours into training others how to fight. I’d say you turned your life around, Agent Noah Fox.”


    He looked at her, loving the way his name rolled off her tongue.


    “What about your marriage?”


    He raised his eyebrows. “Typical story—I worked too much, wasn’t home enough. She left me for another agent, and that’s that.”


    “I’m sorry.” Her voice was soft, and he realized that was the first time he’d addressed his failed marriage without his stomach hitting the ground. He took another sip, then changed the subject. “So, you have a dream as a little girl to be in the FBI, then get in, go through training, only to accept a job with Black Rose Investigations immediately after graduation.”


    “That’s right.” The confident tone in her voice told him she didn’t regret her decision one bit. “Roxy and Scar were literally at Quantico the day I graduated. They recruited me in the gym.” She locked eyes with him, a small smirk on her face. “I was practicing my Roundhouses on The Reap.”


    The corner of his lip curled up. “God knows you needed more practice.”


    She smiled and looked away, and he swore her cheeks flushed.


    He set down his fork and stared at her for a minute. “I didn’t know, you know.”


    “Didn’t know what?” Her eyes wide, her voice soft.


    “That you didn’t know I was separated.” He shook his head. “I thought everyone knew. My wife leaving me for a guy I worked with was all the gossip. I assumed you knew.”


    “No, I didn’t.”


    “I wouldn’t have… I would’ve never…”


    Skepticism crossed her beautiful brown eyes.


    He pushed out of his chair and walked around the table. Slowly, he lifted her chin.


    “Actually, I can’t say that I wouldn’t have. From the moment I saw you… The moment you walked into my class, I couldn’t get you off my mind.” Holding her gaze, he kneeled, inches from her face. “That kiss, Fiona, stayed with me. All these years later, it’s like you burned yourself into my brain, and goddammit if I don’t want to feel that fire again.”


    He wrapped his fingers around her chin and kissed her.


    ***


    The moment his lips touched hers, butterflies exploded in her stomach. It was the same kiss. The same kiss from ten years earlier, the same feeling, the same butterflies, except this time, there was intent behind it. A fire as hot as coals radiating from him.


    She tipped her head back allowing him to devour her, feeling like her body was melting into the chair.


    The guy could kiss.


    It was as if all the emotions he kept locked deep inside himself finally came out, bursting out, and she was on the receiving end of it. Her hands drifted to his suit and slid under his jacket.


    He pulled away with a look in his eyes that had her heart skipping a beat, his chest rising and falling heavily. He stood, passion like flames in his eyes.


    She gripped his rough, strong hand, stood, and was swept off her feet. She wrapped her legs around his waist as he spun her around and slid her onto the counter.


    Kissing, kissing, kissing, her dress was pulled from her body, the fabric tickling across her bare skin. Her nipples perched from the sweeping touch, her heart thudded in her ears. Lips on hers, he peeled off his coat, then his shirt. She ran her fingers over his muscular back as he kissed his way down to her breasts, as if every second was their last. He licked her nipple, then nipped, sending a shockwave of goosebumps over her skin. She ran her fingers through his soft, shaggy hair as he took a breast in one hand, the other trailing down her stomach. He shifted her to the very edge of the counter, edged her legs farther apart, and slid his fingers over her. Her legs squeezed around his waist as he slipped into her. She leaned back, her head against the cupboard, and closed her eyes. His fingers slid in and out of her wetness, sliding over her throbbing clit with each stroke. Breathless now, she opened her eyes to see him staring at her, watching her as the pleasure gripped her. He crushed his lips against hers.


    “I have to have you, Fi.” He whispered between kisses. “Now.”


    He lifted her off the counter, his tongue dancing in her mouth as he carried her through the kitchen. She felt like she was floating, her heart speeding with anticipation. She wanted him just as badly—if not more—as he wanted her. Like an addict craving their next hit, she had to have him.


    Completely naked, she fell to the bed, the coolness of the comforter against her hot skin. Impatient, she ran her hands over her skin as she watched him kick off his shoes and slide out of his pants. She was already tingling, wet, ready, as he crawled on top of her, pinning her with those dark eyes, daring her to move. The light from the kitchen spilled through the doorway, outlining his chiseled body in a dim glow.

Her heart skipped wildly as he hovered over her, locked onto her gaze.

“I’ve wanted to do this for ten years,” he whispered, his voice low and gravely.

“What are you waiting for, then?” She whispered back.

With that, he thrust into her, staring into her soul. A soft groan escaped her lips as she stared back, into him.


    It was the most intense, soul-shaking moment of her life.


    He watched her, searching the lines of her face as he slid out, and pushed back in.


    “Oh, God, Noah.” She squeezed around him. “Kiss me,” she whispered.


    He devoured her as he pumped into her with the same voracity. Demanding, strong, intense, she was pinned underneath him, submissive as if that was the only way he’d have her. It made her crazy. Deeper and deeper, the friction building and building between her legs. His breath became heavy, and hers did too, as she began to slip away, her body overcome with sensation.


    He wrapped his arms around her, squeezing, as they moved rhythmically together. She could feel his heart beating through his skin. 


    His eyes met hers—


    “Noah.”


    The orgasm ripped through her, her body bucking with each wave.


    He watched, his eyes rounded. “God, Fi…” There was a desperation, a plea in his voice the second before she felt his warmth fill her up inside.


    Her body tingled, her head spun as everything stopped. Chests heaving, he rested his forehead against hers, gasping for breath. He kissed her, softly, then collapsed next to her.


    He interlinked his fingers with hers.


    “Sorry…” his voice was soft, “It’s been a while.”


    Her sleepy eyes widened as she turned her head to face him. “Sorry? Noah… that was incredible.”


    A smile crossed his lips. “Was?” He rolled to her, inches from her face. “We’re not done.”


    She smiled as he kissed her, and then did it all over again, slowly, taking his time to explore and please every inch of her body until she came again.


    And again.


     


    Beep, beep.


    Noah lifted his head off the pillow.


    “Is that yours or mine?” She whispered.


    “Mine.”


    “Get it. It could be about Joel.”


    She glanced at the clock—7:27 p.m.


    He kissed her forehead, lifted out of bed and answered his phone. “Fox here.” She listened to his footsteps fade into the kitchen.


    Despite her body feeling like a wet washcloth, she got out of bed, grabbed her silk robe and padded to the kitchen. The dim light washed over his naked body, and warmth spread into her stomach.


    God, he was… everything.


    Sensing her, he turned, a soft smile quickly crossed his face, then fell again. He pulled the phone from his ear and turned on the speaker. She instantly recognized the voice on the other end.


    “ …Max, here at Graves Laboratory. Did I catch you at a good time?”


    He glanced at her; another quick smile. “Yes, just barely. Do you have news?”


    “Yes, three things. First, we got the tox back on Joel, and it was clean.”


    “Figured as much.”


    “I know you did. Second,” he paused. “Wu found traces of latex on his hands.”


    Her eyebrows tipped up as Noah glanced at her.


    Max continued, “And it’s important to note, whether it’s related or unrelated, we’ve started the autopsy on Misti Seager and found the same powder on her nose, mouth, and neck.”


    “Powder from latex gloves?”


    “Yes.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes, of course.”


    Noah clenched his jaw as he looked out the window, now black with night.


    “Thirdly, and perhaps most interesting, Wu took another pass over Joel’s body after you left this morning and found traces of something written on his hand.”


    “Something written on his hand?”


    “Well, what was left of the ink, at least. He’d either washed his hands or it washed away in the rain. Probably the latter.”


    “What did it say?”


    “You have a pen and paper ready?”


    Fiona quickly grabbed both from a drawer and set them down in front of him.


    “I’m ready.”


    “Like I said, it was extremely faded, but we believe we were able to clearly identify each letter and number. It was: KEY363648N935680W”


    Noah repeated as he scribbled the numbers and letters down.


    “Yes, that’s right,” Max confirmed.


    “Any way to tell how long the ink had been on his skin?”


    “Very recently. According to Wu, pen ink fades quickly from the skin and is untraceable once it does. It would have been not long before he expired.”


    “Does Misti have any ink on her body?”


    “Not that he could see initially, but her autopsy isn’t completed yet. I’ll let you know as soon as it is.”


    “Thanks, Max.”


    “No problem.”


    Noah slid his phone on the counter and peered at the paper.


    “What the…” Fiona squinted. “K-E-Y. Do you think that literally means 'key'?”


    “Possibly. Key.” He muttered. “Key to what, though?”


    “Well, let’s think about what we know.” She began pacing. “Joel was dead broke and needed money, right?”


    “Right.”


    “So maybe a key to a safety deposit box? Maybe that’s an account number?”


    Noah bit his lip and slowly traced his finger over the paper. “Wait.” He picked up his cell phone and began typing. His eyebrows slowly lifted as he turned the phone to face her. “It’s not a bank account, it’s GPS coordinates.”


    She peered at the red dot on the map glowing from his phone.


    “The cemetery.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 14


    Fiona looked up from the cell phone in her hand. “Take a left here.”


    Noah clicked his high beams and turned onto a dirt road. He glanced up at the sky. Silver light beamed like a halo around the cloud covering the almost-full moon. The rain had finally moved on. His gaze shifted to the clock—8:04 p.m. They were over an hour late for the Senator’s bash. Not that he minded the delay much. Hell, he’d considered not even answering his phone as he laid next to Fiona’s naked body, limp with satisfaction, her beautiful eyes puffy, her lips extra pouty from kissing him into oblivion.


    She was already clouding his thoughts, and nothing broke his focus at work. Absolutely nothing... That is until he’d kissed Fiona Monreau, again, and felt the same gut-clenching, head-spinning feeling as when they’d kissed years earlier. Except, this time, one thing was different. No regret. No mistake. No bad decision. Actually, it felt like the first good decision he’d made in years.

He glanced over at her. The glow from the radio washed over her face and his heart gave a little kick.


    Jesus Christ, what had he gotten himself into?


    “The cemetery should be just down here, on the right.”


    He shook the thoughts from his head and switched his focus from Fiona’s all-consuming beauty to work. Where it should be. “Why is this thing out in the middle of the woods?” He asked.


    “Just adding to the spooky factor.”


    “Devil’s Den M.O.”


    He took a curve in the road, the headlights cutting through the dark woods that surrounded them.


    “Stop.”


    He slowed. “What?”


    “Stop the car.”


    He hit the brakes. “What? Why?”


    She leaned forward, peering out the passenger window. “Back up.”


    He reversed, stopped, and before he could ask her what the hell was going on, she jumped out.


    “Hey! Fi.”


    He jogged up behind her as she stepped into the woods, wobbling on her high heels as they sank into the wet earth. After their mind-blowing sex, it had taken her three minutes to get ready, and when she’d walked out of the bathroom, he’d almost passed out. A curve-hugging black cocktail dress and black sky-high heels, underneath a buttery-soft black cashmere coat. All black, all classy, and all sexy.


    “What did you see?” He clicked on his cell and shone the light on the ground.


    “I think I saw…” She slowed as the outline of a car came into view—a white Lexus.


    Joel’s car.


    “That.”


    He pulled the gun from his hip and stepped ahead of her. “Hang back. Get behind me.”


    “Hey, you hang back. I’m the one who saw it,” she whispered back.


    He clenched his jaw and turned to her, a rush of protectiveness surprising him. “Fiona, stay back. Let me check it out. Stay here.” When she started to move with him, he gripped her arm. “I’m not asking, Fiona. I’m the one with the gun here. You left yours in the car. Stay here. Listen for anything, any movement.”


    She blew out a breath and rolled her eyes. Damn, the woman was stubborn.


    With his cell light in one hand, gun raised in the other, he stepped up to the car and looked in each window. He recognized the overnight bag and jacket in the backseat. Definitely Joel’s car. He slowly circled the vehicle and once he was certain there was no danger, he nodded Fiona to come over.


    “Empty?”


    He nodded. “Don’t touch the knob. We’ll get everything swiped.”


    He watched her analyze the scene as he dialed the station. She was laser-focused, and he had no doubt a damn good PI.


    “Lieutenant Stone here.”


    “It’s Noah Fox. I’ve got Joel Davis’s car next to the cemetery, in the woods.”


    “You’re sure it’s his?”


    “Yes. I’m requesting an officer until I can get it hauled off for analysis.”


    Fiona looked up and mouthed want me to call Graves?


    He nodded, and she stepped away and dialed.


    “No problem. I’ll send someone now.”


    Noah rattled off their exact location and hung up.


    “Max is sending a crew.” Fiona put her hands on her hips. “You didn’t tell Zander about coordinates on Joel’s arm.”


    “Not until I get a look first. Let’s go.”


    She turned like a ballerina, balancing on her tiptoes on the soggy ground.


    “Damn your shoes, Fi.”


    “Hey, these are four-hundred-dollar shoes.”


    “Oh, well, then they should be ideal for walking around a cemetery.” Women and their shoes, he thought.


    He walked a step behind her, sweeping the woods for movement every few seconds. He found his gaze drifting to her perfect ass where his hands had been an hour earlier. But instead of feeling lustful, nerves nagged at his stomach. His gut was screaming at him that shit was going to go down tonight, and dammit, he didn’t want Fiona caught up in a second of it.


    He opened the door for her, and as she slid in, he rested his forearms on the roof of the car and leaned in.


    “Listen, I know you’re a woman who can handle herself, but two people have been killed—one woman—and we’re about to go into the belly of the beast. I think it would be best—


    “Whoa.” Her eyebrow cocked defiantly. “Stop right there, Noah. First, I’m involved in this, too, and second, I can take care of myself. Been doing a pretty damn good job of it since Quantico. So, don’t you dare belittle me. I’m going.”


    The fire in her eyes made him want to throw her in the backseat and rip that skin-tight dress off her body. Instead, he leaned down and kissed her.


    She hesitated, so he kissed deeper until he felt the warmth of her tongue on his.


    “For the record,” her eyes sparkled as she pulled away. “That isn’t going to persuade me. I’m going.”


    “Not surprised.”


    He clenched his jaw and pushed the warning bells aside as he slid behind the driver’s seat and pulled onto the road.


     


    “Cemetery should be right up here.”


    As she said it, the headlights bounced off a small wooden sign that read: Devil’s Den Cemetery. Speckled with headstones and leafless trees, the large field glowed under the moonlight. Beyond the field, thick woods on all sides. Spooky was an understatement.


    He turned into the entrance. “Okay, where now?”


    “Alright, keep going straight… Keep going…" She guided him deeper and deeper into the cemetery. “Take a right here… and, stop. We’re here.”


    He cut the engine and peered over the hood at the handful of headstones.


    “Let’s take a look.”


    An eerie silence engulfed him as he stepped out of the car.


    Buttoning her coat, Fiona met him at the hood, the headlights stretching their shadowed silhouettes across the graves.


    “This is it. The exact coordinates.”


    He looked at the headstones in front of them. “I don’t recognize any of the names, do you?”


    She shook her head. “No, but Ace will.” She typed a text as Noah slowly circled the gray stones. “So we know Joel was here.”


    “And taken.”


    “Right.”


    “Key. K-E-Y…” he muttered, deep in thought. “Maybe he was picking one up, and this was the drop location. This was the meeting place. And he got killed either picking it up or dropping it back off.”


    She stopped, her eyes rounded. “It’s got to be the key to Shay and Misti’s house, Noah. Remember, there was no sign of a break-in.”


    That thought had already crossed his mind, but he’d pushed it aside hoping something else would replace it. He blew out a breath and shook his head, still doubting that his former friend was a cold-blooded killer.


    “You’re thinking with your emotional side. Look,” she stepped next to him. “Joel had latex on his hands, and Misti had traces on her nose, mouth and neck where she was strangled to death. He did it, Noah. He wore gloves for something, Noah. And we know he was here, at the cemetery for something. It makes sense.”


    She was right, on all counts.


    “Money makes people do crazy things, you said it yourself,” she continued.


    “Someone paid him to kill her.” He squared his shoulders and forced himself to think unemotionally and to accept the idea that Joel, very likely, could have killed Misti Seager.


    “He was a hitman.” Fiona said. “Think about it—he had the expertise, thanks to his training with the FBI, and he needed money. Quick cash. In and out.”


    He nodded. “So someone paid him, and killed him after he’d done the job to cover their tracks, and took the money back, probably.”


    “And whoever that person was, stole the key from Shay Swann, and dropped it here for Joel to pick up.”

“A red car that purrs.”

Fiona nodded just as her phone lit in her hand. “Ace ran the names.”


    Noah stepped over and read the text.


     


    Ran the names on the headstones, looked at relatives, surnames, etc. One stuck out - Susan Griffin, maiden name Norris. Senator Norris’s half-sister.


     


    Her mouth dropped as she looked up him. “Norris.”


    He narrowed his eyes, turned, and kneeled next to Susan Griffin’s headstone. Two small vases flanked each side, both filled with silk flowers—one packed to the gills, the other only a few flowers, each pushed to the side. He shook his head.


    “The key was dropped here.” He surged to his feet. “Let’s go.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 15


    Fiona punched in the address to Senator Norris’s home as Noah gunned it out of the cemetery.


    “Wow, it’s literally just down the road.”


    “Convenient.”


    “End of this road, hang a right.” She shook her head. “God, Noah, Senator Norris?”


    “A hitman, a hooker, and a politician.”


    “Money, sex, and men with a lot to lose.”


    They braked at a four-way stop. Two headlights bounced down the road ahead of them. Noah’s hand slid to the gun on the console.


    A black and white rolled to a stop beside them.


    The window rolled down. “Agent Fox.”


    “Officer Hunter. Zander send you out?”


    “Yep.” His gaze flickered to Fiona. “You’re sure it’s Joel’s car?”


    “Yes, but run the plates to be sure.”


    “Will do.” Caleb’s gaze shifted to the dark woods ahead. “What the hell was he doing out here?”


    “I’m figuring that out.”


    “You hauling the car to Graves?”


    Noah nodded. “They’ll be here soon. Hey, what do you know about Senator Norris?”


    “Other than the fact that he lives up the hill over there? Not much. Why?”


    “Stay close, will ya? Might need some backup.”


    Caleb’s eyebrows tipped up. “You got it. Never did like his policies, or the fact the son of a bitch cheated on my aunt.”


    “What?”


    “Long time ago. He’s a notorious womanizer. Fucker’s got an ego the size of Texas, and if I had to guess, not much else.”


    “Sounds like he’s embracing the stereotype.”


    Caleb snorted.


    “Stay close. Talk soon, brother.”


    “You got it.” He took one more glance at Fiona as the window rolled up.


    “He didn’t expect to see me with you,” she said as they turned and drove up the hill.


    Noah cast her a quick look. “Does that bother you?”


    “Does it bother you?”


    “Not in the least.” He said it matter-of-factly as if there wasn’t a question. “You?”


    She paused, nerves fluttering through her, and glanced at him. “No.” And with that answer, she realized that not only did it not bother her, she actually liked it. “Not at all.”


    He smiled, locking eyes with her for a moment, and the nerves faded to butterflies. Excited little butterflies.


    A bump in the road pulled her back to the moment. “There it is.” She pointed to the top of the hill.


    Expensive cars lined a freshly paved driveway that led to a brick mansion glowing with lights.


    Noah stopped at the ornate iron gate and pressed the intercom.


    The box crackled. “Norris house; how may I help you?”


    “Special Agent Fox and Agent Monreau.”


    A minute ticked by while the guard checked the list.


    “Yes.” The gate buzzed open. “Come on up, we’ll park your car for you, Special Agent Fox.”


    “Thank you.”


    Music and laughter floated through the air as they pulled up to the front door. A tuxedo opened her door. “Agent Monreau.”


    She nodded at the young man, fresh out of high school, with a little too much excitement in his eyes to be addressing an agent. She glanced around the expansive home. A colonial-style mansion with white columns and manicured bushes. Beautiful, and expensive.


    A lot to lose, indeed.


    Noah met Fiona at the front steps and opened his arm.


    She slid her arm through his, and keeping a casual expression, said, “We’ll split off. You take the party, I’ll take the house.”


    He smiled. “No, I’ll take the house, dear.”


    They nodded at a man and woman who had stepped outside to puff on their E-cigs, the man a little unsteady on his feet.


    “No,” she smiled a sugary sweet smile at him. “No one will notice a woman who’s had a bit too much to drink, looking for the bathroom. Trust me, I’ll get farther than you could.”


    His mouth clamped shut, and she knew she had him. She was right. He knew it.


    “Okay, we meet back here…” they stepped inside the foyer, where she could have parked her house. The party was hopping, with dozens of society’s best dressed to the nines in tuxedos and sparkling cocktail dresses, and waitresses passing out teeny-tiny finger foods on silver platters. Instrumental jazz hummed through the heavily perfumed home.


    Noah continued, “Meet back at that ugly-ass dolphin statue, in fifteen minutes.”


    “Okay.” She scanned the room. “I don’t see him, do you?”


    “No.”


    “Well, hi, there. So nice of you to show.” Steph Kelley, dressed in a short red number walked up carrying a stemmed glass filled with bubbly. She nodded at the coat check.


    A woman hustled over. “May I take your coat, ma’am?”


    Fiona slipped the black cashmere from her shoulders. “Thank you.”


    “Nice dress,” Steph said with a bit of attitude as she looked her over in a way that made Fiona want to knock the drink out of her hand. Instead, she said—


    “Thank you. This is a beautiful home.”


    “It is, isn’t it? Ah, here’s the lady of the house now. Mrs. Margaret Norris.”


    An elegant woman in an ivory silk dress and long gray hair pulled into a bun, stretched out her jewel-covered hand. To Fiona’s surprise, she was the same age, if not older, than the senator.


    “Mrs. Norris, this is Special Agent Fox and Agent Monreau.”


    “Pleasure to meet you both. Frank mentioned you’d be stopping by.”


    “Pleasure to meet you as well.” Fiona shook her thin hand.


    “I certainly hope this party clears everything up for you.” Mrs. Norris said with a sweet, thick Southern drawl, and a hint of threat in her eye.


    “Hope so, too. I haven’t seen the Senator this evening.” Noah said, cutting to the chase.


    Margaret rolled her eyes. “He’s been in and out all evening. Mingling. Last I saw he was in the kitchen brow-beating the staff about an under-seasoned something.” Her eye caught someone more important. “Excuse me, I’ve got to…” and she was off before even finishing the sentence.


    “Well,” Steph said after clearing her throat. “The bar is in the dining room. Can I get you something?”


    “We’ll find our way, thanks.”


    “Alright, then.” The staffer took one more head-to-toe look at Fiona before turning away.


    Noah lightly gripped her arm and guided Fiona down the hallway, obviously sensing the tension between she and Steph.


    What the hell was that about, anyway?


    As they turned into the dining room, she looked over her shoulder to see Steph talking intensely on her cell phone. The moment their eyes met, Steph turned, and disappeared into the sea of people.


    Fiona’s instincts piqued.


    “Come on,” Noah whispered as he pulled her into the dining room.


    The tables had been cleared and replaced with multiple small, tall tables to rest drinks on while campaigning for money. Pictures of Norris, his wife, and his daughter decorated the walls.


    “Good evening. What can I get y’all to drink?” The bartender, dressed in a tuxedo, wiped his hands on a towel.


    “Beer.” Noah said.


    “Same.” She had no doubt she’d be the only woman at the party with a beer. She checked her cell to see if Ace had texted anything else.


    “Here you go,” the bartender winked as he handed her a fancy microbrew.


    She sipped, turned, and slowly raised her eyebrows. Noah had been pulled into small talk with who else but an extremely attractive brunette. She watched him for a moment, the ease of conversation, the casual, lighthearted tone that suggested he was doing anything other than hunting a killer. The man was a chameleon, able to adapt to any situation to get what he needed. No wonder why he was so good at his job… and wooing women. As if reading her thoughts, he turned to her.


    “And, this is Fiona Monreau.” He slid his arm around her.


    Surprise, followed by jealousy flashed in the woman’s eyes.


    “Fiona, this is Angie Jones. The mayor’s daughter.”


    “Nice to meet you, Angie.”


    “You, too.”


    “Is the mayor here this evening?”


    “Yes, somewhere,” Angie said, with a bit of a slur. The college-aged brunette cocked her head. “You’re with Black Rose, aren’t you?”


    “I am.”


    Angie gave her the once-over, then nodded. “Well, nice to meet y’all. I think the bartender’s cut me off. Excuse me.”


    Angie headed toward the front door where Fiona’s gaze shifted to Patrick Brown, Chief of Staff, in the hallway texting rapidly on his cell phone.


    She nudged Noah, who had already noticed. Together, they crossed the room.


    “Mr. Brown.”


    Patrick looked up from his cell and pinned Noah with the same fiery expression as earlier. “Special Agent Fox, Agent Monreau. Good of you to come.” His tone suggested otherwise.


    “Nice party.”


    “Throwing parties is Steph’s main talent.” The disdain for the scheduler, and part-time party planner, was evident.


    Fiona glanced down the hall. Where had Steph gone? More importantly, who had she called moments after seeing she and Noah? There was much more to this little group than met the eye. Her gut was screaming at her.


    Another suit walked up to join the conversation.


    “Excuse me,” Patrick growled as he stepped away.


    The man introduced himself to Noah, and before she had to engage in small talk again, her phone beeped. She clicked it open—one new message from Officer Hunter.


     


    Fi, tried Fox, no answer. A lab tech from Graves just got here and found a burner phone under the driver’s seat. Last call to another burner, but the two before that were to Norris’s staff member, Steph Kelley. I’m parked outside Norris’s gate, Zander’s on his way.


     


    She quickly typed a response.


     


    Stay there. Don't do anything yet. Let me get eyes on the Senator, first. Talk soon.


     


    She turned to Noah, with a calm smile on her face. “I’m going to mingle. See you in a bit.” Her gaze lingered a moment—fifteen minutes, ugly-ass dolphin.


    He nodded, a slight look of concern crossing his face. “You have your cell loaded? I remember your battery was running out.” Do you have your gun, he meant.


    “Yes.” She tapped her purse. “Speaking of phone, you might want to check yours. I think I heard it beep.”


    He reached into his pocket as she turned and made her way down the hall, her eyes scanning for Steph and Norris. What the hell was Steph doing in communication with Joel? Could she be the one who stole Misti Seager’s key and dropped it at the cemetery?


    She pulled her cell and opened a text to Ace.


     


    Need to know what kind of car Steph Kelley has, ASAP.


     


    She slid the phone back into her purse and wove her way through the penguins and their wives. She passed the foyer, glancing up the curved staircase. Too many eyes if she went that way. She paused, glancing around the room, then slid under the shadows of the staircase. An elevator centered between two hallways. The lights were dim, a subtle “no trespassing” message for the partygoers.


    No trespassing. She snorted and hung a left. Her hand itched to grab her gun as she descended the dark hallway, the music and laughter fading into the distance. She glanced into each room as she passed—guest bedroom, guest bathroom, utility closet, laundry room. All empty. She came to a door at the end of the hall, and after a quick glance over her shoulder, she turned the knob. The room was pitch black and smelled of motor oil.


    The garage.


    She quietly closed the door behind her and flicked on her cell light.


    A black Tahoe, white BMW, and black Chevy—all brand new and shiny. No red two-door something that purrs. She maneuvered between each car, glancing inside and checking the tires. The engines were cool and not a speck of dirt on the tread.


    She pushed through a side door and stepped outside, paused and listened. Bugs chirped around her. The cool evening breeze rustled through the trees. The muted sound of the party hummed in the distance. No voices, no footsteps. Only the sound of her breath. Her gaze landed on several cars parked against the woods. She shifted to her tiptoes and crossed the perfectly manicured, yet very soggy, grass.


    A Lexus, another Lexus, BMW… She froze… and one shiny, two-door, bright-red Maserati that no doubt purred like a kitten.


    Her pulse picked up. She jogged to the car noticing the fresh mud sprayed around the tires.


    “A little lost, aren’t you?”


    She spun around. With his hands shoved in his pockets, the devilishly handsome James Miller, Norris’s communications director, flashed a smile.


    She blew out a breath. “You startled me.”


    He laughed, stepped forward. “Sorry.” He nodded to the car. “Nice, isn’t it?”


    “Sure is.” She glanced in the driver’s window. “You know who owns it?”

“Sure do.”

“Who?”

“Me.”


    A hand wrapped around her mouth and nose moments before everything faded to black.

  


  
    CHAPTER 16


    Noah stepped out of the kitchen—no Senator Norris, no Steph Kelley, and no Fiona.


    After Fiona had slipped away, the immediate desperation to get her back in his sights made his pulse pick up. The thought of her searching the massive house alone didn’t sit well with him.


    He wasn’t surprised when he read Hunter’s text about Steph. Hell, she was Norris’s right-hand man, or woman for that matter, and nothing got past her. Norris couldn’t take a shit without her scheduling it. Of course she was involved.


    Feeling a rush of urgency to find Fiona, he made his way to the foyer, his gaze sliding up the staircase. Fiona wouldn’t have risked going that way. He moved behind the stairs and slipped into the elevator.


    A chill snaked up his back as he stepped onto the second floor. A brewing in his gut that something was wrong.


    Very wrong.


    He checked his cell. Four minutes until their agreed meeting time by the ugly-ass dolphin.


    Where the hell was Norris?


    He silently walked down the hallway, glancing into each room, until he came to the last room.


    Senator Norris’s office.


    Bingo.


    He cast a quick glance over his shoulder before jogging over to the large, cherry-oak desk. He unscrewed a thumb drive from his keychain. The room was dark, just the way he liked it. The desk was set up like a command center with multiple computer screens. He hit the power button. Password protected, of course. Glancing at the doorway, he inserted the thumb drive and ran a decrypting software and bypassed the password screen. He slid another glance to the door as files copied to the drive.


    Come on, come on.


    He straightened, his stomach twisting, an instinct gnawing at him. Something was wrong. He turned toward the sweeping windows that led out to a balcony. Something moved on the ground below. He frowned and stepped closer.


    What the—


    His pulse spiked as he watched James Miller shove Fiona’s limp body into a red Maserati.

  


  
    CHAPTER 17


    Noah yanked the thumb drive from the computer and burst onto the balcony.


    The red sports car purred to life, and the headlights clicked on.


    Fuck.


    He pulled his gun and flung himself over the railing. His body hit the ground with a thud. He sucked in a breath and sprinted across the lawn.


    “Hey!”


    The valet turned, wide-eyed.


    “Get me my car, now!”


    “Uh, yes, sir.” The young kid turned quickly and began rifling through a box.


    Noah’s veins sped with panic as he watched the Maserati’s taillights fade down the driveway. His gaze shifted to a man sliding on a helmet next to a brand-new Harley.


    “FBI.” He flashed his badge alongside his gun. “I need your bike.”


    “What? But...” The man took a step back, grasping his keys.


    Noah raised his gun. “Keys. Now.”


    “Jesus Christ, okay, okay.”


    Noah caught the keys mid-air as he jumped on. The Harley roared and he took off like a rocket down the hill. The cold air sliced through his jacket, flapping in the wind. He narrowed his eyes as the red taillights came into view.


    The car braked at the gate, paused, then peeled out.


    Shit. He’d been made.


    The gate started to close.


    Fuck, fuck, fuck.


    He twisted the throttle as the iron gate slowly began to close.


    Come on, come on…


    The gate clipped his jacket as he flew through—another second and he would’ve been roadkill. He blew out a breath and skidded around the corner.


    Lights and sirens kicked on as Officer Hunter, hidden behind a thicket of trees, pulled onto the road behind him.


    Fucking great.


    Sixty, seventy, seventy-five miles an hour down the mountain on a narrow two-lane road. Up ahead, hairpin curves. He was gaining on the Maserati, and he’d have the advantage once it hit the corners. Blue and red lights flashed around him, and he wondered if he’d even make it to Fiona before a bullet from Hunter’s gun exploded his head. There was no way in hell Hunter knew it was him on the bike. Right now, according to Hunter, he was just some punk running from the law and there were only a few ways that could turn out.


    He ground his teeth and pressed on, inching closer and closer to the Maserati.


    Tires squealed as they entered the mountains, the wind feeling like ice in his lungs.


    He could only make out one silhouette in the car behind the steering wheel, which meant Fiona was very like incapacitated in the back.


    A rush of adrenaline burst through his body. The thought of James hurting her dissolved all logic and rational thought. Rage took over, the old, familiar feeling, as he rammed the throttle and swerved into the left lane as a corner approached. He was totally blind. If a car came from the opposite direction—splat.


    They skidded around the corner. He sent a snarling glance into the blacked-out driver’s side window as he flew by.


    Then, everything faded, clouded, as he turned the handlebars, swerved into the right lane and hit the brakes. Tires squealed behind him, and he braced for impact. Then, everything stopped.


    Hunter’s voice boomed through the air as Noah jumped off the bike and sprinted to the Maserati. He passed the driver’s side and threw open the back door, where Fiona lay, eyes closed, her hands bound by a zip tie.

He threw himself inside and grabbed her face in both hands. “Fiona!” He shook her head. “Come on, baby. Come on.”


    She opened her eyes.


    Relief flooded him. “Fiona,” he leaned into her ear. “Are you okay?”


    “James.” She jerked away, her eyes round. “It’s Miller, Noah. Norris’s communications director.”


    “I know.” At that moment, he didn’t care. All he cared about was the woman in front of him. “Fiona, are you okay?”


    “Yes.” She twisted her head looking at the driver’s side door that was standing open. “Go get him!”


    “Noah, what the fuck?!” Hunter ran up behind them.


    Noah looked out the front windshield as James sprinted down the road.


    “Go get him, Noah!” Fiona yelled in his ear.


    He quickly kissed her lips, pushed off of her and turned to Hunter. “Stay here with her.” Before Hunter could protest, he took off like a bullet down the dark, two-lane road.


    James came into view, and a fresh spurt of rage tingled over his skin.


    The son of a bitch could’ve killed her.


    Fiona could be dead.


    He pressed harder and closed in on him. He could smell James’s sweat.


    He leapt like a lion attacking its prey, and they tumbled to the asphalt.


    James groaned as Noah pinned him.


    He saw red. The switch flipped, and he was blinded with fury.


    Noah pummeled his fist into the bastard’s face, over, and over, and over. Blood sprayed his face, his neck. His hands dripped with blood.


    The body went limp under him. He didn’t notice. Again, again, the unbridled temper Noah was known for was crunching the man’s skull.


    “Get off him!” Hunter yelled, but Noah didn’t hear him.


    More blood.


    “Noah, stop! You’re going to kill him!” Fiona’s desperate scream shook him from his hypnotic state, seconds before James Miller would’ve taken his last breath.

  


  
    CHAPTER 18


    Headlights bounced off the walls. Fiona sat up. A smile crossed her face, despite the headache throbbing between her temples.


    Harley set down her beer, jogged to the window and pulled back the curtain. She looked back at Fiona and winked.


    “It’s your boy.”


    Fiona rolled her eyes, although her boy sounded good.


    Real good.


    In sweatpants and a hot-pink hoodie with the letters BRI printed across the chest, Harley unlocked the front door and padded across the living room. She kneeled by the oversized armchair that Fiona had been glued to since her incident the evening before.


    “How you doing?”


    “Better. Seriously, I’m fine.”


    Harley frowned and tucked a lock of hair behind Fiona’s ear. “Son of a bitch.” She ground her teeth. “I’d like to meet Miller in a dark alley… No weapons, just mano a mano.”


    “I’m pretty sure Noah took care of that task for you.”


    “Good.” She nodded. “That’s good.”


    Just then, a knock at the door.


    “It’s open.” Harley yelled out, sending a wave of pain through Fiona’s head.


    She quickly straightened as the door opened, smoothed her hair and tried to look at least half as pathetic as she felt. She started to stand.


    “No.” Noah and Harley said in perfect unison, as Noah strode into the room.


    He stepped in front of her and kneeled down. His shirt was unbuttoned at the neck, the collar wrinkled, cuffs rolled in a way that told her what she already knew—he’d been in meetings and interviews all day. Circles faded his usually sparkling eyes, and she wondered if he’d even slept since saving her life the night before.


    “How’re you doing?” His face dropped with concern as he slid his hand over hers.


    “Better. Headache’s fading.”


    He traced his finger down the side of her face. His jaw twitched, anger, hurt, and worry flashing in his eyes.


    “Well,” Harley cleared her throat and said, “I’ll be on my way, then.”


    Noah tore his gaze away from Fiona and stood. “I’ll walk you out.”


    After kissing Fiona on the head, Noah led Harley to the front door. Fiona peered over the chair to eavesdrop.


    “Thanks for staying with her today,” Noah said.


    “Thanks for staying with her last night,” Harley responded as they shook hands. “And it’s nice to meet you. We’ve dubbed you Fox at Black Rose. Hope you don’t mind.”


    “I have a feeling that if I did mind, it wouldn’t matter.”


    “Yeah, we’re a stubborn bunch.”


    “You’re a hell of a bunch. And, it’s nice to meet you, too. I hear you were one hell of a forensic photographer back in the day.”


    Harley cocked a brow. “You’ve been doing your research.”


    “For Fiona’s sake, only.”


    “Good man. And, yeah, that was my previous life before Black Rose recruited me.”


    “Well, they’re lucky to have you.”


    Harley winked. “Fiona’s lucky to have you. At least, she better have you.” With that veiled warning, Harley grinned and walked out the front door.


    Fiona slid back into the chair as Noah walked into the room.


    “Sorry. We’re all really protective of each other.”


    “That’s good. I admire how tight-knit you all are.” He pulled the coffee table, sat on the edge and put his hand on her knee. “Did you sleep?”


    “God, all day. Off and on, at least.”


    He nodded, his eyes filled with stress.


    “Tell me,” she said.

“Are you sure you want to hear everything now? It can wait—

“Tell me.”


    He took a deep breath. “We found a small camera at James’s house, with several recordings of him and Misti.”


    “Recordings? Like, recordings?”


    “Oh, yeah. Forever etched in my brain, let me tell you. You remember the slit in Misti’s purse?”


    “Yeah.” Her mouth dropped. “She was blackmailing him?”


    “Bingo.”


    “And he had her killed for it. He paid Joel to kill her?”


    Noah solemnly nodded. “We found a transfer of thirty-five thousand dollars in a secret account under Joel’s name. Traced it back to an account under Norris’s campaign, set up by James Miller. They met months ago at a charity golf game in DC, not long after Joel had been let go and that’s when everything started.”


    “James paid Joel thirty-five grand to kill Misti.”


    “To kill her, and deliver the camera with the evidence. The cemetery was the meeting place. Like we thought, James stole the house key from Shay, dropped it at the cemetery, and after Joel did the deed, he went to return the key. That’s when James shot him and dumped him in the ravine to throw us off.”


    “Where’s the money?”


    “Found it in a safe in James’s house.”


    “What about the burner phone found in Joel’s car? What about Steph calling Joel?”


    Noah snorted and shook his head. “Steph is practically the madam for an undercover prostitution ring with politicians statewide. She scheduled the meeting between Joel and James. Confessed to everything, scared out of her mind. She also confirmed James had Joel book his room at the Towering Pines. Part of the deal.”


    She shook her head. “What about Norris?”


    “Clean as a whistle. He’s cooperating and giving us full access to whatever we need.”


    “What about Patrick Brown?”


    Noah snorted. “Clean. Cooperating, too, and has promised to be a better driver in the future, but that’s beside the point. Anyway, this thing has legs, possibly all the way to the white house. Shit is going to hit the fan.”


    “And Misti and Joel get justice.”


    “And you do, too.” With a frustrated growl, he pushed off the coffee table and ran his fingers through his hair. “Fiona.” He turned to her, desperation squeezing his face. “When I saw you being dragged into that car… I lost it. I fucking lost it.”


    Her eyes widened at the emotion pouring out of him.


    “I haven’t cared for anyone since my ex-wife, and that’s been over a decade ago. A decade, Fi. But you… Fiona, I never forgot that damn kiss. I never forgot you, and when I thought I could actually lose you… Lose the only person to make me feel again. Dammit.” He ground his teeth. “I lost it.” He walked over and fell to her feet. “I’m sorry you had to see that. My temper… it’s a horrible part of me. Sometimes I feel like I’m held captive by it. I’m so sorry you had to see that side of me.”


    She grabbed his hand. “Me, too, Noah. But, you’re forgetting something. You didn’t let your temper win. You pulled away before it was too late.”


    “Because of you. Because of your voice, Fiona.”


    He leaned up and kissed her softly.


    “You’re stronger than you think, Noah.”


    “With you, I am.” He blew out a breath and laid his head in her lap, like a child.


    She gently stroked his hair, her heart breaking for him. Finally, he looked up, his eyes rimmed in red.


    “Will you forgive me?”


    “You saved my life, Noah. I already have.”


    He smiled and kissed her again. “I love you, Fiona.”


    “Noah,” she cupped his face in her hands. “I’ve loved you since you pinned me on the mat.”


    He grinned, a twinkle in his eye. “I’ve got a few more moves I can show you.”


    She met his grin. “Not if I show you first.”


    



    


    CHAPTER 19


Harley clicked on her high beams as she drove through the mountains.


    She glanced at the clock—7:17 p.m. She was running a bit early, but it wasn’t like her uncle ever left the house anyway.


    She picked up the phone and dialed again—no answer.


    She frowned and tapped her phone on her chin until it buzzed with an incoming call.


    “Harley here.”


    “Hey, it’s Ace. How’s Fi?”


    “Good. Fox just got there… although you probably don’t care to hear that.”


    “Hey, he saved our girl’s life. He’s totally redeemed himself in my book.”


    “Good, because I get the feeling he’s going to be around a while.”


    Ace sighed. “You and me, Sis. We’re the only single ones left in the bunch.”


    “Wanna do that thing where we get married if we haven’t found someone by… I don’t know, forty-five or something?”


    “Sounds like a plan… As long as Krestel doesn’t destroy us first. Which brings me to why I’m calling. You get the peppers? Shit goes down in forty-eight hours.”


    “On my way to get them now.”


    “What?”


    “What?”


    “Something’s in your voice…”


    Nothing got past Ace. “It’s just that I told Jep I’d call on my way, and I’ve tried three times, and he hasn’t answered.”


    “Doesn’t your uncle just sit at home all day and watch the news?”


    “When he’s not gardening, yeah.”


    “Maybe he fell asleep or something.”


    “Maybe.” She chewed her lower lip. “Anyway, I’ll let you know when I’ve got them.”


    “Okay. Forty-eight hours, Harley. We’re all laying low until then, okay? We can’t allow anything to screw this up. Two days, then this thing will be over.”


    She took a deep breath. “Amen to that. Talk soon.”


    Click.


    She checked the phone again, then set it on the console as her stomach did a little dip, a faded warning of doom lurking in the shadows.


    She shook her head and rolled her eyes.


    “Get a grip, Harley,” she whispered to herself. “What the hell could happen in forty-eight hours?”

  


  
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR


    [image: ]


    Amanda McKinney


     


    Award-winning author of Romantic Suspense and Mystery, Amanda McKinney wrote her debut novel, LETHAL LEGACY, after walking away from her career to become a writer and stay-at-home mom. Her books include the BERRY SPRINGS SERIES and BLACK ROSE MYSTERY SERIES, with many more to come. Amanda lives in Arkansas with her handsome husband, two beautiful boys, and three obnoxious dogs.


     


    Text AMANDABOOKS to 66866 to receive Amanda’s newsletter and get the latest on new books, promos, and freebies!


     


    www.amandamckinneyauthor.com


     


    If you enjoyed Sinister Secrets, please write a review!
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