
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Can't Help Falling Books 1 to 3

        

        
        
          Can't Help Falling

        

        
        
          Lauren Giordano

        

        
          Published by Harvest Moon Press, 2017.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CAN'T HELP FALLING BOOKS 1 TO 3

    

    
      First edition. November 11, 2017.

      Copyright © 2017 Lauren Giordano.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1386249306

    

    
    
      Written by Lauren Giordano.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Chapter 1

Julie jolted awake. To thunder vibrating the ground under her cheek. To rain slithering down her neck. Overhead, a canopy of branches trembled in the gusting wind. The earthy bloom of decaying leaves clung to her sweater as she eased herself upright. When the world tilted with her, she clutched her head. "Bad move." Blowing out a breath, she fought a wave of sickness that would make her black out again. Had she wrecked her car? 

"Am I drunk?" Tequila had been on the never again list since college. Staggering to her feet, she remained upright only seconds before pain rushed her ankle. "Ow. Damn it. Ow." Toppling back to the ground, she blinked rain from her eyes. She was alone. In a ditch. Sweating and shivering at the same time.  

A bubble of hysteria rose in her throat, battling fear for her attention. She raised a hand to her chest, her heart thundering like a freight train. "No crying." Rolling to her knees, she hesitated, trying to orient herself in the claustrophobic darkness. The ground was sloping upward.  

This wasn't an accident. Despite the fog shrouding her brain, Julie knew. Someone had done this. Her swollen jaw held the drunken sensation of an injury she would be afraid to acknowledge in the mirror. Fisting handfuls of weeds, she clawed a path up the embankment. "Please—let there be a road." When her stilettos sank in the hillside, she struggled to remove them. "If I'd known I was gonna be kidnapped-" She lurched up the slope with a grunt. "I never would've worn new pumps."    

Shoes should've been the last thing on her mind, but contemplating her shiny, new, sort-of-pinched-her-toes-but-she'd-bought-them-on-clearance Jimmy Choos was easier than wondering why someone might want her dead. 

When tires crunched on the gravel above, instinct flattened her against the slope. Please, please don't see me. Dread hovered like the storm clouds overhead as twin headlights loomed closer, casting exaggerated shadows on her hiding place. "Don't panic," she whispered. 

A warehouse. A body. A lion's paw? Images flashed before her as she shrank into the shadows, remaining motionless for what seemed an eternity. Was he back? The thought did little to steady her catapulting heart.

Who was she kidding? It was the perfect time to panic. She wanted to run—to the nearest source of light . . . safety . . . warmth. Cower under a blanket with her eyes scrunched shut.  

Once the vehicle passed, Julie lurched to her feet, dizziness threatening to drop her again. Finally reaching pavement, she released a sob of frustration at the glimpse of fading taillights. Wanting the car to return. Wanting to run in the opposite direction. With a renewed sense of urgency, she stumbled down the road. 

***
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"PETE. . . I JUST SAW somethin'."

"Half the county's searching for that girl. You really think we're gonna find her?"

"I saw a flash 'a color in my mirror."

"We ain't seen the car, Billy. Don't you think we'd find the car first? Or did she let herself outta that trunk?"

"People were blowin' their horns like crazy. Maybe the perp decides to dump her."

In the span of seven minutes, the 911 operator received six calls on a junker car with a woman's arm hangin' from the taillight. Now, one call—that's probably a prank. But six? In Marsh Point, they were lucky to get six calls all night. 'Course not a single damn caller got the plate number.   

"What'd I tell you," Billy crowed when he'd swung the car around for another pass. "Hell if that ain't her." 

Pete flicked the siren as they pulled up behind a limping woman. She turned, swaying on her feet like a Friday night drunk. "Holy Mother 'a God."

He scrambled from the cruiser. Blood oozed from an ugly laceration on the side of her head. Long, straggly hair clung to a battered face. Glowing in the moonless night, a pale blue sweater hung from one shoulder, spattered with dirt and blood.  

"Ma'am? I'm gonna approach. Place your hands where I can see them." His gaze never leaving the woman, he muttered to Billy. "Get an ambulance. She ain't gonna be standing much longer."  

***
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"YOU'RE SAYIN' SHE CAN't remember anything?" Captain Jonas paused for the hospital intercom, his three-more-years-til-retirement eyes looking weary. "Amnesia's in the movies, Jeb."

"Is it permanent?" Matt Barnes rose from his chair, relieved to suspend his argument with the small town cop. Jonas should've called yesterday. Since he'd landed in Marsh Point two months earlier, Steve had called him on just about everything. A doe wandering down York Street? Check. Gus Moseley, roaring drunk and bustin' up Milly's Lounge every Friday night? Check. A Jane Doe found in the middle of nowhere . . . his middle of nowhere—with distributor quality heroin under her nails? No check. This was the case Steve decided to handle on his own? Instead, he'd received the news from the Boston drug team. 

"Too soon to know." The doctor glanced from Jonas to him. "It's common after head injuries."

"How long?" Just because Matt was on medical leave from the agency didn't mean he had nothing better to do. Weekly PT on his useless shoulder. A daily hike—sometimes two. By now, the Marsh Point librarian knew him by sight. He'd already devoured the mystery section. Living out at the lake meant spotty cable. Half the time he couldn't even get the Bruins.  

The doctor shrugged. "Memory returns in fragments. The more she can string together-"

"What's typical?" Jonas quizzed him. 

"Everyone's different. Could be days—maybe weeks. Some take longer."

"Could she be faking?" Matt raised the question they'd both suspected. It was pretty convenient the woman who'd rolled around in pure grade heroin couldn't remember a damn thing.

Jeb grinned. "Anything's possible, but pressuring doesn't work, so don't upset her." The pager interrupted their discussion. "That's for me." Waving, he left them. 

Jonas met his gaze. "So, DEA's taking over my case?"

"Why would you want lead on this?" When you're seriously unqualified? "You're spread too thin."

"I finally get a good case. An interesting case-" The old man paused. "Fifteen years of Friday night Domestics after Gus ties one on-" He sighed. "Every time, I gotta sweat gettin' shot. And every time—Paula never leaves." He scratched his salt and pepper crew cut. "Wife beaters and DIBs. That's my life now."

"DIBs?" Matt stifled a yawn. He wanted coffee that didn't originate at the third floor nursing station. 

"Drunk in daddy's boat." Steve's smile didn't reach his eyes. "So, you got a lead? This tie back to Boston?"

"Looks like it." He pushed off the corridor wall, grimacing as pain lanced his shoulder. Ten weeks after surgery and he was still worthless.

"Okay, Mattie. Let's do this." Graying whiskers creased into a smile. "We don't see many heroin dealers in Marsh Point. And I damn sure haven't come across amnesia before."

"Can't help on that, but drugs, I know." Matt pushed through the door. A battered, sleeping woman met his gaze. Blonde. Late twenties. Maybe thirty, his brain auto-corrected, his gaze methodical. A purple bruise marred her right cheekbone, the color seeping into her eye socket, presenting the appearance of a shiner. A sweep of dark lashes offered stark contrast to parchment skin, leaving him with a disturbing sense of innocence she couldn't possibly claim. 

He drew closer. Bandages covered a head injury that had taken seventeen stitches to close. The contusion spreading into her hairline revealed a nasty rainbow of green and yellow. Doc was right. She was lucky to have awakened at all.  

"Ma'am? You awake?" Glancing at Jonas, he hauled a chair to her bedside. 

When her eyes fluttered open, fear flared in their depths, warring with the arresting color for his attention. Terror, followed by confusion. Matt acknowledged both before conceding they were possibly the greenest eyes he'd ever seen.

"I'm Captain Jonas," Steve explained. "Marsh Point PD. This is my colleague, Matt Barnes. We'd like to ask a few questions, Miss-"

"Julie." A notch appeared between her brows. "That's . . . I don't know-"

"You've sustained a serious head injury. You remember how that happened?"

"Someone—hit me." Eyes unfocused, she appeared to be concentrating on a memory. She raised her arm to mimic the action. "Maybe a pipe?"  

Matt's imagination filled in the thudding sound—a blunt weapon connecting with delicate skin and bone. Her shudder caught him off guard, crawling down his skin. He catalogued it—referencing the database in his head. Faking fear was easy, he reminded himself. After a decade in drug enforcement, he'd pretty much seen it all.   

"Did you know him?" Steve's elder statesman voice encouraged.

"I don't . . . remember." Grass green eyes went vacant. "My head feels—thick, like . . . it's not working."

Her voice quavered on the last bit. Nice touch, Matt acknowledged. Avoiding him, her gaze remained on Jonas. Clearly, she preferred the fatherly figure she could trust. Or play. 

"Where you from?"

Slender shoulders lifted, appearing helpless. "Not here." Restless fingers plucked the sheets covering her. Once manicured nails were ragged. "Marsh Point is in the Berkshires?"

"Pretty much the last stop before the New York border," Steve offered.

Matt hid his smile. Already charmed, Jonas would be damn near useless. The old man may have started his career in the city, but fifteen years in Marsh Point had dulled his edge. The tox report on Julie's clothing indicated she'd rolled around on a carpet laced with dangerously pure heroin. A batch of drug that sure as hell hadn't been cut to street grade. Her fancy sweater, saturated in blood and drugs. Expensive black pants from Talbots—this season's style. Hot lookin' designer shoes that probably cost a week's pay. All dusted with smack.  

The paydirt had been under her nails—drugs and a drop of someone's blood. Matt was eager to learn who owned the sample. "Do you remember anything about the night you were found?"

"Fragments—feeling late for . . . something." Her voice trailed off. "Maybe I was lost?" 

Okay, so the scrunched nose thing was sorta charming, Matt admitted. Her gaze remained glued to the wall, leaving the impression she really couldn't remember what the hell had happened. Or she was damn good at trying to convince them.  

"I remember the car sound . . . I thought he'd come back."

Jonas shot him a look. "Who?"

"The man in the ski mask." Her expression confused, she glanced up. "I was in a closet. She hesitated. Another nose scrunch. "That doesn't seem right. It was noisy." 

When Steve glanced at him—none too subtly, Matt wanted to groan. The old man was seriously out of practice. Her memory of the trunk should be organic—confirming what they'd gleaned from 911 calls. "What else?"  

Reluctantly, she shifted her focus to him. "I think I had a meeting."

"With the man?"

"I can't believe I would associate with someone like him, but . . . something felt familiar." Long lashes fluttered against translucent skin. "Is that crazy?"

Jonas muttered something reassuring. Matt remained silent, intrigued by her choice of words. 'Associate' implied someone beneath her stature. Was she someone important? That tended to complicate things. Her tailored clothes sketched a picture of an affluent lifestyle—certainly not what a street dealer wore. He filed the question away for later. 

Removing himself from the temptation of his downtown office—from the well-meaning visits of family and co-workers, from the sorry-you-effed-up expression in their eyes—he'd hunkered down at the lake house for the grueling months of physical therapy his rebuilt shoulder required. Nearly three months after surgery he wasn't close to duty-ready. At least not undercover. But sheer boredom had him consulting with the Marsh Point PD. 

The call from Boston had been a godsend. They wanted him back—in some role. Lab analysis of Julie's clothes tied her to the Boston Harbor haul two months earlier. Their first real break since he'd been shot. But—typical case weren't words he'd use to describe this one. A beautiful woman with a suspect story. The drumbeat of warning hammered his brain. This time, no exceptions. He'd remain immune to manipulating, green eyes. Instinct told him this woman spelled trouble.  

***
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"THEY FOUND HER?"

"Yeah." Matias fumbled for loose change as he inched through the drive thru line.

"You have confirmation she's no longer . . . with the company?"

"Nothin' in the paper yet." An icy warning whispered along Matias' spine. He resisted the urge to explain his latest screw-up. "The job was handled as ordered," he lied.  

"You followed the plan?" 

The silky voice raised hair on his neck. Here it comes. 

"Because I don't remember discussing driving the bitch all over town."

Matias' pulse ratcheted. Like it was his fault she surprised him? No one coulda warned him? When boss lady found him standing over the old man's body, the plan went out the window. 

"She showed up unannounced," he reminded. Based on her—observations, I took action."

"This was immaculately planned-"

How the hell could he predict her waking up in the trunk? The bitch kicks out a tail light, waving at every hayseed in the stupid town? He should've capped her at the warehouse. Instead, his dick had gotten in the way. The plan involved doin' blondie in the woods. His hands tightened on the wheel . . . feeling her throat. Her pleading with him. Tryin' to run. No one to hear her scream. . . 

Heat rolled over him, his breath quickening. Dios, his luck sucked. "I thought-" 

"We don't pay you to think."

Matias' blood pressure spiked with the desire to reach through the phone and choke the bastard 'til his eyes popped. He was sick of taking orders-

"Provide verification on her status tomorrow. Otherwise, our employment arrangement will experience a rather abrupt end."

***
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FOG SURROUNDED JULIE, the thick clouds nearly suffocating. When she stumbled over the body, the phone flew from her hand. Cold, black eyes behind the mask mocked as he raised a hand to silence her- 

"Tori . . ." She jolted awake, eyes wet.   

"Was that a memory?"

Caught in the wispy tentacles of her dream, she shrank from the familiar voice. "No—please-" 

"Ma'am, I won't hurt you."

It was Barnes. The one who didn't like her. Sensing him standing over her, she blinked to clear her eyes. "A dream." Brain still hazy, her shudder was involuntary. "He's still out there-" 

"What's he look like?"

Julie hesitated. How to explain the ominous sense of dread? Barnes' casual demeanor was betrayed by the wariness in his eyes. Despite his relaxed perch on the chair near her bed, she sensed a readiness to spring into action. "I see his eyes—they're dark. Scary."

"Is he white? Black? Hispanic?"

She summoned the memory she wished to forget. "He has olive skin."

"If he wore a mask-"

She raised fingers to her lips. "Around the mouth hole." Absorbing his scrutiny, she stared back. "You're with the police, too?" 

"I'm consulting with Captain Jonas."

Consultant. She inhaled at the singe of memory. Straining for more, it dissolved in the air between them. 

"What was that?"

Frustrated, she ignored his sudden interest. "That word—means something." 

"Consulting?"

Something about Barnes didn't add up. He didn't look like a small town cop. He didn't act like a small town cop. Despite the casual polo shirt and faded jeans, his demeanor radiated with purpose. "Where's your Tom Ford briefcase?" 

Intense blue eyes studied her, this time from behind a pair of thick-rimmed glasses, reminding her of a disgruntled college professor. Ignoring her, he picked up his phone.

"You're pretty good at not answering questions."

He smiled. "I could say the same about you."

"For the record, I don't believe I'm usually this difficult." She hoisted herself into a sitting position so he wouldn't tower over her. "Were you wearing glasses yesterday?"

"I forgot to order new contacts. My luck ran out this morning." After scrolling through his phone, he slid it in his pocket. "Who's Tori?" 

Call Tori. "My dream—I was trying to call Tori, but there was so much white dust I couldn't see the numbers. Then ski mask guy showed up."  

"The officer who found you three nights ago indicated you said the name Tori several times."

Her pulse quickened. "What about a last name? It must be someone I know."

Barnes flipped open a pad, scanning several items before speaking again. "He said it sounded like 'stash'. Barnes glanced up. "Stash refers to drugs. Maybe that's what you meant." 

Drugs? Stash?  She frowned. "No."

"How are you sure?"

Because it seemed completely foreign? Was that a valid answer? "I just . . . know."

"Clouds of white dust? Doesn't that sound strange?"

"It was a dream," she emphasized. "I dreamt I tripped over a bod-" Mouth open, Julie realized it was probably the last thing she should have confessed. "Forget I said that." 

His eyes narrowed with interest. "Not sure I can do that."

Great. By the time she finished babbling, she'd be under arrest for a murder she couldn't even remember. "It's been three days. Doesn't someone miss me?"

"Not so far." His fingers drummed a restless beat on the bed frame.

She winced over his matter-of-fact tone. It didn't feel as though she were alone in the world. "I have no clothes, no money. I don't know where . . ." Swallowing around the knot tightening her throat, she turned to the window. "How do I get home when I don't know where home is?"  

"You've got a little Fenway in your voice. Maybe Boston?" 

Sensing his gaze challenging her, she refused to confirm the cynicism in his eyes. Barnes didn't trust her. Hell, he'd already convicted her—of something. "The doctor says I might be released tomorrow." 

"They're not likely to dump you on the highway."

Frustrated tears burned behind her eyes. She hated the logic in his voice. Hated that he didn't trust her. Hated him. A ridiculously attractive man . . . Under normal circumstances, his sexy eyes likely set hearts fluttering. Instead, hers clutched with fear. Because Barnes had already decided she was the enemy. 

Maybe he was right. "Captain Jonas said I could stay with him . . . but—I'm not sure that's appropriate." When Barnes startled, she wondered why. When she was the one with everything to lose. 

***
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MATT HAD STUDIED HER for hours. When she slept, blonde curls slipping free of her braid,  silken strands brushing her throat. When she attempted to ignore him, full, pink lips compressed in an intimidating line. And now—as she began to unravel. Her expression shell-shocked, Julie held it together—barely. Dark smudges under weary, emerald eyes painted a fragility that didn't match the frustration in her voice. He wasn't fooled.  

Her reference to a Tom Ford briefcase- Hell, he'd had to look it up. And no wonder. A briefcase costing two grand? Okay, she's rich. A rich, sexy blonde—content to let her angel face do the heavy lifting.  

"We'll find somewhere for you to stay." It sure as hell wouldn't be with Steve. What was Jonas thinking? Sorority Barbie was a link—to something. Possibly a big something. She sure as hell wasn't leaving town. The drug residue on her clothes was too good a lead. While her personal labwork was clean, she remained their only link. And thus far—their only suspect. But to what? He couldn't hold her on a drug charge. The amount under her nails and on her clothes amounted to trace.

"Has anything come back? Memories? Images?" He'd called Dr. Bannett—voluntarily this time. She'd obliged him with a crash course in amnesia. Matt figured it couldn't hurt to give the agency shrink someone else to focus on for a change. Since the shooting, he'd met with her three or four times—and he was damn tired of 'resolving' his feelings. The resolution was Pam died—and he didn't. 

"Scraps-" 

A flush of color stained her cheeks. Something embarrassing. "Memories can take the form of symbols," he suggested. Dr. Bannett had explained in some amnesia patients memories were trapped in dream-like images.

"I see a lion's paw. How's that for obscure?"

Her disgruntled expression suggested he probably shouldn't smile. "You know it's a lion?"

"It's—a big paw." Annoyance flashed in increasingly pretty eyes. "Lion is the first thing that popped into my head."  

Relief flowed over her improbable story. She was likely guilty—of something. That knowledge would keep him neutral. Because otherwise—she'd be dangerously appealing. "Your inability to recognize animal prints will have to go in my report." 

"I must've missed that day in kindergarten." Her bruised mouth lifted in a fleeting smile. "If we're done, can you-" She made a shooing sign toward the door. 

"Why?"

"I'd like to hobble to the bathroom." 

"Why don't I call the nurse?" The glimpse of her temper suggested potential disaster. Her determined expression forced him to his feet. When she landed unsteadily on a bruised and swollen ankle, her face crumpled with pain. 

"Ow. Ow. Ow." Teetering on her good leg, she froze between moving and retreating. Before she face-planted, he hauled her against him.  

"You need crutches." When his shoulder spasmed a warning, he shifted her to his hip. Great. His lame ass rescue attempt would likely undo a month's physical therapy. Ignoring the softness thrust against him, he also ignored the sweat gathering at his spine. A curvy body housed in a cranky troll. Giving himself a mental headslap, he acknowledged maybe ten weeks in the woods had been too long.  

"Ready for a step?" His fingers tightened on a slim waist. Once you're back in Boston . . . He'd dust off his dating profile. Maybe reconsider Madeline's desperate set-ups. His thrice-married mother and her busybody friends maintained a stable of eligible women. Brushing against the hint of a perfect breast sent his groin to Defcon4.  

Julie lurched in surprise, her cheeks a flustered shade of pink. "Um . . . sure." 

Matt shuffled her the fifteen feet to the bathroom, conscious of her fingers digging into his hip . . . branding him. His back tingled where her arm rested. Her damned curls swinging in his face. The huffing little breath that spoke volumes about her pain level . . . instead of what his brain imagined. 

He skidded to a stop. What the hell was wrong with him?

"Are we resting?"

Her words muffled in the vicinity of his shoulder, but their heat scorched through the rest of him like an arcing current. Christ—could he act any more unprofessional?  

"No," he said through clenched teeth. If she went down, he'd catch hell from the nurses. By the time they reached the bathroom, his shoulder signaled the exhaustion of an entire month's white knight allowance. Disappointment mingled with his relief when she pulled away. "Think you need a nurse?" 

Despite her trembling limbs, she dismissed him with a limp wave before closing the door in his face. "Don't go far," her voice demanded through the door.

His smile was bleak. "Not a chance, sweetheart."  

***
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PERCHED IN THE WINDOW, Matt raised his head when the shower turned on. Is she out of her mind? Five minutes earlier, she'd barely been able to stand upright. Notebook shoved in his pocket, he moved for the hallway and the relative safety of the nurses' station. Clearly, this called for reinforcements.

Jerking the door open, he nearly plowed into the dark haired man blocking the entrance. "Excuse me."  

The doctor muttered an apology before taking two steps back. Hesitating, his dark gaze dropped to the flipchart, before he backed away, turning in the opposite direction. Matt's senses flared over the vibe of uncertainty. And—a vague familiarity. He stared as the doctor walked away—slowly at first, then faster as he neared the corner, his green coat flapping against his legs. He'd been about to enter Julie's room. So, why the about-face? Instinct had his legs moving in pursuit before his brain arrived at the same conclusion. 

He doesn't belong here.

Rounding the corner, he confirmed the doctor was already at the opposite end of the hall. Glancing over his shoulder, Lab Coat locked eyes with him. Matt catalogued his features in the flash before he took off running. Hispanic. Stocky. Maybe five' nine.   

Ski Mask Guy has olive skin. Lab Coat delayed his escape by a second to shove a cart into the aisle. His heart ricocheted with certainty. Why hadn't they planned for the possibility of another attempt? He skidded to a stop. Hell—he knew why. Because he'd slammed the door on Julie's version of events. There was no hope of catching him now. The next thought had him retreating at a run. Julie was alone in a hospital bathroom. Unprotected.

***
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Chapter 2

IT TOOK JULIE'S LAST ounce of strength to pull on a clean gown. Bracing herself for the long shuffle back to bed, her swollen ankle shrieked like an angry toddler. She'd been foolish to leave her bed without help. If Agent Barnes hadn't caught her, she'd have landed on the floor. 

Tall and moves fast, she listed. Her hands had confirmed tough, corded muscle sliding under the warm skin. His body reassured with its sturdiness. Despite his distrust, Barnes had  helped her anyway. Concern had etched the seriously attractive face, his professor glasses accentuating intelligent, blue eyes. "Maybe he's not so bad."   

The mirror only confirmed that soap and water hadn't improved her appearance. Stitches tugged at her hairline. Fear tightened her chest when her battered face offered a haze of unanswered questions. She'd hoped seeing herself might penetrate the clouds in her head. Where memory should reside, there was only an eerie blankness. As though a cold, gray mist had followed her indoors.  

Why had she been on a dark road far from home? Who had beaten her, leaving her for dead? And more important . . . where was he now?  

"Ready?" A nurse hovered by the door when she tugged it open. 

Her room had morphed into a beehive of activity while she'd been absent. Captain Jonas leaned on the window ledge, in conversation with Barnes. Another officer stood at the door, not smiling. 

"I guess you're feeling better?" Doctor Jeb rose from his perch at the end of her bed. 

"Super—except the hit-by-a-train feeling."  

"We'll fit you with a boot to support your ankle. Once you're up on crutches you can be released."

Relief and fear hit in sequence. "Where will I go?"  

Jeb's gaze shifted to Captain Jonas. "They'll explain. The orthopedist will stop by soon. They want you released today."

"Today?" She glanced at the officer stationed at the door. "Is something wrong?"

"You should sit." Captain Jonas interrupted.   

His expression sent an arctic blast sweeping over her. "What happened?" 

As Jonas spoke to the officer, Barnes approached, eyes grave. "Someone tried to get in."

"Here?" She reached for the bedrail. "I was only gone fifteen minutes."

"I surprised him at the door."

Fear scraped her spine. "Why does he want me?"

"We don't know—yet." Jonas' voice joined them. "We'd like you to consider protective custody."

"P-protective- What does that mean?" Her heart in overdrive, she released a ragged breath. Stay in control. She needed to learn what was about to happen to her.  

"Until we know why someone's after you, we'd place you somewhere safe for a few days," he explained. "As you regain your memory, we'll work to get you home safely."  

"Where will I be safe?" Julie latched onto the captain's warm gaze, the only thing in the room that didn't intimidate. "I don't think I know anyone here."

"You'd stay with me." Agent Barnes finally spoke. "My lake house has a good defensive position. We'll post a guard to be sure."

Defensive position? The surreal nightmare began closing in. "You drew the short straw?"

A reluctant smile softened the serious face. "Steve runs a part-time department. They don't have manpower for this."

"We only have seven cops—including me." Jonas acknowledged her surprise before settling his bulky frame in the chair. 

"There isn't a room—like at the police station?" There had to be other options. "Or a hotel?"

"This isn't a vacation." 

"I may have forgotten everything else-" Her temper ignited over Barnes' stupid comment. "But not why I'm stuck here." Ignoring him, she turned to Captain Jonas. "What are his credentials for this sort of thing?"  

"I have a suitable place—and I'm willing."

"I should trust you?" Julie eyed him defiantly. "You don't even like me."

"Matt-" Jonas cleared his throat.

For a nanosecond, Barnes had the grace to appear chagrined. "At least you know my name. That's more than I get."    

Jonas' baritone chuckle washed over her, not exactly reassuring, but offering a brief moment of normalcy in a world suddenly gone mad. "Is he a police officer?" 

"Honey, Matt handles this stuff in his sleep. He's closed hundreds of drug cases-"

"Drugs?" Shock rippled through her. What drugs?

Matt shot the captain a warning look that made him straighten. "We have reason to believe the man hunting you is involved in a trafficking ring."

"That means-" Her brain still shrouded in fog, she tried to focus. "You think I'm involved in drug trafficking?"

"That's a distinct possibility." In a heartbeat, his demeanor turned deadly serious.

Her heart began thudding in panic. "Who are you?"

"Special Agent Barnes, DEA."    

"There's no way-"

"We'll have a team here tomorrow." Agent Barnes cut off her bumbling explanation. "You'll be placed in a safehouse-"

Julie tried to focus, her brain overloaded with questions. "A team?"

Matt must have sensed her overwhelm. "From the agency. We'll hunker down at the cottage tonight. Steve will lend an officer to act as guard."

She startled over his choice of words. Officer. Instinctively, she knew it meant something. 

"You'll be safe," he reassured when she didn't respond. 

"What if he finds us?" Her brain was short-circuiting under the weight of unanswered questions. A nugget of information lurked at the edge of her conscience—something important trapped in the cobwebs cluttering her mind.  

"Then we protect you."  

Julie fought to catch the elusive memory. Drugs. The zing of certainty. The phone in her hand . . . fingers fumbling to dial. White clouds. "I saw—the drugs," she blurted before the image dissolved. "I was warning someone."

Sagging back against the pillow, she read skepticism in their eyes. "Tori? Maybe she's . . . a cop?"

"Working drug enforcement?" Barnes' eyes seemed to mock.

"Is it that hard to check?" Fighting a wave of exhaustion, she struggled to sit up. Startled when he offered his arm, she clutched it, the sensation of heated skin the only warm thing about him. "Maybe I saw something—and I didn't know what to do."  

His mouth in a grim line, Barnes withdrew his notebook, flipping back a few pages. "Tori Stash? Sounds like a porn star."

Shifting her gaze from the doubt flaring in his, she heard the whisper of a name. So close- His aggravated sigh jarred her. And like a dream dissolving as you wake, the name drizzled away. "Maybe I am a drug dealer." Frustration swamped her. "If you would-" 

His expression shuttered, Barnes acknowledged her challenge. "We'll check."

***
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IN A TWISTED WAY, THE drug discovery had been a godsend for Matt, offering him a legitimate reason for sneaking back to work. In a gray area, certainly. But—whatever the opportunity—he couldn't afford to blow it. Waiting at the orthopedics center, his gaze locked on the blonde being fitted for a boot. Julie was where she should be. "So, you can stop staring." He shook his head, pulling out his phone. "Idiot."   

Technically, he couldn't run the op while on medical leave. Not when he hadn't been determined fit for duty. Physically—he was only about eighty percent. And fitness meant more than physical healing. As uncooperative as he'd been, Matt doubted Dr. Bannett would clear him on the psych evaluation.

But Mullaney had called him. A Jane Doe dripping in heroin had dropped in his lap. He would damn well make the most of it. Dialing his friend, he glanced at his watch. He wanted to hit the road. Get situated at the lake. Take some precautionary measures before dark. 

"Whatta ya got, Mattie?" 

Holding the phone from his ear, he smiled. His friend's acerbic voice conjured the image of his scowling face. They'd worked together for years. Multi-jurisdictional cases that brought DEA together with the state police and local drug teams in the towns they found themselves in. 

"Old man, you got a team together yet?" His gaze followed Julie floundering on the crutches. She was tougher than she appeared, the angel eyes hiding a feisty personality that had surprised him. Long hair tumbling in her face, she appeared to be trying to break the land speed record. Long, sexy hair- Hell.

"Good thing you were rehabbing out at the lake."

A miracle. One he planned to latch onto. "Will that be a problem? I'm not cleared for duty-"

"Hell with that," Mullaney growled. "We'll deal with the red tape later."

Sean Mullaney bending rules. Relief trickled through him. Thankfully, some things never changed. "You get my update?"

"Someone took another shot, huh? That's good. She's making someone nervous." 

Wincing at his blunt assessment, Matt heard papers shuffling on his desk. "I saw him up close. I'll get you details for the sketch once I get her out to the lake."

"What's your take on the woman?"

"She's in up to her eyeballs, but-" His gaze wandered to the blonde hobbling down makeshift stairs. His throat suddenly dry, he ignored his accelerated heartbeat. Jesus, she had legs-  

"Yo—Matt. You there?"

"Claiming amnesia," he remembered. Sweating, he shoved the image from his brain. "She might be a dupe or she might be the biggest break we've caught."

"She blonde?"

His face heated. "The hospital is releasing her. I can't let her disappear before we figure out the connection." Whatever Julie's role, he couldn't abandon her. She'd be a walking target. 

"Leo landed an SA from the Albany office. They're interested we might've stumbled on a transportation route."

"From Canada?" 

"According to the maps, you're sitting at a perfect entry point into the States." His friend's voice was unfazed by the bombshell. "You got heavily wooded, unpopulated areas nudging the border. If Viper's using it-"

"To bring the uncut stuff in." Matt absorbed the theory. 

"Tons of isolated roads. Practically no police. Even the staties—their office is an hour away." 

"His only exposure moving shipments would be when he hits more populated areas."

"And that's after the pure stuff's cut. Even if you lose a load—you haven't lost everything." Mullaney paused. "Could be you got an operation out there." 

His pulse quickened over the possibility. "Smaller batches leaving." Increasing the likelihood of success.  

"Albany's sending the O'Brien kid."

"Finn's out here?"

"Since last year."

Finnegan O'Brien. He'd heard promising reports about his best friend's kid brother. 

"What about the locals? It was like pullin' molars getting any information outta your captain."

"Jonas wants the case," Matt admitted. "But, he's not equipped." Steve knew his department lacked the staff for a big case. But knowledge and acceptance were different animals. 

"Marsh Point is a resort town." Home to a hundred memories. Endless summers spent biking the Point's backcountry roads. Fishing with his dad before he'd died too young. Nights around the campfire playing rummy for pennies with his mom and sister. "Jonas is loaning me an officer for tonight. After the attempt at the hospital, I don't want to risk another." 

"Want me to see if they can pull Finnie tonight?"

In a perfect world—yeah. But they'd make do. "We should be safe. No one will see us leave."  

"What else you need?"

"Any news on the blood sample yet?"

"I've got a rush on it with the lab," his friend's sandpaper voice acknowledged. "The tech owes me a favor."

"How about a name check?" He remembered her determined expression. "Julie thinks she knows someone in drug enforcement—a Tori Stash." He spelled it. "That last name probably isn't exact but she muttered it to the cop who brought her in and she repeated it today."

Mullaney's pencil scratched in the background. "Finn'll contact you in the next couple hours. Once he's on scene tomorrow, call me with a sit-rep."

Matt checked his watch. "I need to catch up with my suspect."

"She's blond, isn't she?"

"Shut up." He hung up on his friend's knowing laughter. 

*** 
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"CAN I GET UP?" JULIE's head bobbed up between the seats.

Matt's gaze remained on the road. "We're away from the hospital and we haven't been tagged."  

"Does that mean yes?"  

"Yeah." His gaze shifted to the rearview mirror. "That scarf makes you look famous."

"Leftovers from the hospital lost and found."

"Once we're home, I'll rustle up dinner so you can get to bed early." Aside from her injuries, the struggle to regain her memory would likely exact a mental toll. 

A grimace of pain crossed her features when she shifted in the seat. "I feel so shaky—but I've been resting for days."

"You suffered a head injury. That's not exactly a vacation-" Was he making excuses? Braking for a red light, he checked over his shoulder. Her bruises stood in stark relief to a face suddenly bleached of color. "You don't look so hot."

Lowering lost and found shades, she frowned. "Wow. Are you sure you're not in public relations?"

He lifted his gaze to the ceiling. "I meant—you look wiped out."

"Just a little dizzy." She managed a wan smile. "I should relax. Not take life so seriously."

Her smile suggested she was jerking his chain. That—he could handle. He'd jousted with the best. His mother and sister were professionals.

"Why don't you look around? We're entering a town called Three Bridges." 

"Bridges?" A shiver tremored through her. "In my dream—I crossed a bridge." 

Several minutes passed in silence. Each time he checked, Julie was scouring the passing scenery. If she were faking, it was a remarkably consistent performance. "Anything familiar?"

"No." Her shoulders slouched in disappointment. "But it's not unfamiliar."

Her voice thickened. T minus ten seconds from crying, he guesstimated. "I imagine this is frustrating-"

"Frustrating?" Her agonized gaze met his in the mirror. "What if it doesn't come back? What if right now is the best I ever-" She jerked her gaze to the window. "What if I am . . . alone? I mean—it's possible, right?"

"Possible," he agreed, "but not likely. Someone—is looking for you." Hell—a killer was certainly looking for her. But reminding her that guaranteed a meltdown. "I'm sure your family is concerned." Even drug dealers had families. People they cared about— who left them vulnerable. Angles Matt often exploited—making deals with one dirtbag to rat out another. Flip on your boss and we drop the charge against your brother . . .    

"How can I defend myself if-" She released a shaky breath. "What if I am a drug dealer?" 

"Why don't we take one problem at a time?" He wouldn't lie to her—and he couldn't like her too much. No matter how damned likable she turned out to be. Returning to the agency after a colossal screw-up, he didn't have the luxury of bending rules. "We'll be home in twenty minutes. Why don't you rest?" 

Her expression a volatile combination of mutiny and desperation, she nodded. "Okay." Shifting in the backseat, she wrapped slender arms around her waist. "Okay," she repeated, as though convincing herself she had a choice. Eyes drooping, she curled into herself and sighed.    

Matt kept his gaze firmly planted on the road. He needed to stay focused. Vigilant. Hyper aware. Because the woman in the backseat was dangerous. If it became necessary to remind himself every ten minutes, he would damn well do it. 

Turning down the shore drive, his mind shifted back to work. Once Julie was settled, he had a long to-do list. He'd missed a call from Finn O'Brien. At least the SA was on board. He needed updates from Mullaney and the lab—hopefully with news about the owner of the blood they'd found under her nails. His pulse quickened over the possibilities. If it was someone tied to the Boston raid, it would be the biggest break they'd caught in months. 

Despite strong intentions, Julie's peaceful expression kept drawing his gaze to the mirror. She'd nodded off ten minutes earlier. Her soft sigh sent a ripple of tension through his tightened body. "Damn it." For nine minutes, thirty seconds, he'd struggled to keep his mind on work. It was gonna be a long night.

He dialed Jonas. Relieved when he picked up, Matt remembered to lower his voice. "I was thinking about footage from town cameras."

"I'm listenin'"

"Any chance you've got someone who could work with Three Bridges PD to hunt down street footage?" He winced when Steve chuckled, knowing the request was a long shot. "Maybe she was caught on camera somewhere."

"Yeah—emphasis on somewhere. I get where you're coming from, Matt. If I was fully staffed, I'd already be looking at film." His hesitation spoke volumes. "But, we don't have that luxury." 

To say Jonas was lukewarm about the idea was an understatement. Small town departments barely covered the essentials. Never mind trying to get multi-jurisdictional cooperation on a case Jonas wasn't even running. What department had someone sitting around who could devote hours to scanning camera footage? "I just thought-"

"It's a great idea," the older man interrupted. "If I had like . . . four more officers. But the taxpayers aren't interested in staffing this department the way it should be." He cleared his throat, annoyance evident. "Last time I talked to Stanley, he had the same beef with Three Rivers town council. Everyone wants gold medal service . . . with no increase to our budgets."  

"Okay." He frowned. "I'll check with Mullaney at State. Maybe they can help."

"Just have 'em call me. I'm happy to assist."

Matt disconnected. "Like you're helping now?" Screw it. Mullaney would get it done. He'd upend the damn haystack and emerge with the needle stuck in his bony finger. If Julie was on camera somewhere, Sean would find her. 

Frustration simmering, he acknowledged Jonas' point. Resort towns were harder hit. The majority of the tax base consisted of wealthy out-of-towners. They snagged up waterfront properties but didn't live there year-round. Didn't attend their schools. Didn't volunteer at the soup kitchen or donate to their churches. After Labor Day, summer people didn't care whether the town PD was stretched too thin. 

Hell—his family was one of them. Though their lakefront home had been in the Barnes' family for forty years, his mom increasingly spent less time in Marsh Point. Madeline's life was in Boston. His elderly grandmother, too. If Matt hadn't been rehabbing his shoulder . . . he probably wouldn't have enjoyed more than a dozen weekends there himself. His sister Alyssa, even less. Her high-powered job left her with rare time off. 

Acknowledging the change left a fleeting sadness. Summers at the cottage had been a prominent fixture in his life—like the ebb and flow of the lake. The sounds and smells varying only with the seasons. It was a constant, faithful friend. Never wavering. Never changing. Now, it felt as though something treasured was slipping away—and he hadn't noticed.

"Are we there?" 

Julie's drowsy voice scraped his spine. From sadness to sexual awareness in three seconds. What was it about her that made him tighten like a restless fist? "Soon." 

Logic overtook his worry. The world was overrun with exquisite, leggy blondes. Once this case was over, he could have his fill—of all the other ones.   

Stretching, she blinked away sleepiness as they jostled down the rutted gravel drive. "Is this your road?"

"Home for the next few days." Matt smiled when she sat up straighter, head volleying back and forth to take in the scenery. After decades of seeing the lake rise into view, the feeling he experienced was one of coming home. A home he knew like no other—every trail, every cove, every forested acre of his family's land.  

Excitement lighting her eyes, she dragged out her crutches. Drawing in a deep breath, she smiled. "It smells like December."

Of any comment he'd anticipated, hers was the most unusual. "What exactly does December smell like?"

She hobbled on uneven gravel, pausing for the mournful cry of a distant hawk. A moment later, his mate answered back. "You know—pine trees and clean air . . ." She sniffed again. "Fireplace smoke. Cinnamon."

"Cinnamon? That must be planted near the oregano."  

A delicious pink leeched into too pale cheeks. "Okay . . . so that part was imagined, but it still smells like Christmas." She swung down the path to the clapboard cottage. At the sight of the lake, she gasped. "This is the prettiest place I've ever seen."

"Wait 'til you see the view from the deck," he promised. Swinging her bag of nurse-donated lost and found clothes to his good shoulder, he led her up the weathered porch steps. Though he'd entertained female guests over the years, this would be the first time he'd welcomed a potential suspect. Julie's visit would be memorable. "C'mon. It'll be dark soon."  

***
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"YOU'RE SAYING YOU FAILED?" 

"I'm sayin' she's still in the hospital."

"In what condition?"

Matias winced. If this conversation went as poorly as expected, he should just keep driving. By the time the bastard sent goons out there, he'd be halfway to friggin' Canada. 

"Life support," he lied. Telling Viper he'd failed again would only get him iced sooner. Making the sign of the cross, he set his cherry slush in the cup holder. The fast food parking lot bustled with traffic. "I heard one 'a them nurses say they were takin' her off life support." 

"You're certain it was her?"

His pulse eased. "They still don't know it's Ju-"

"Stop." 

Relax, you antsy bastard. "It's a burner, Chief. These can't be traced."

"Protocol, Matias."  

Two years. He sighed. The gig with Viper had been sweet. But he didn't need a brick upside his head to know it was over. 

"Stick around for the shipment Tuesday. And I want confirmation she's—gone."

What was he—stupid? Turning off his phone, Matias dismantled it and tossed it in a trashcan. Viper didn't take chances. The damn shipment had already been rerouted. With luck, he'd gain a two day head start on saving his ass.  

Glancing around the parking lot, Matias popped the glovebox. One of several passports was secreted in a compartment directly behind it—along with thirty grand in cash. His getaway pack. There were two more like it stashed near the border. After a brief trip into the back country, he could start over somewhere new. Once Viper lost his scent or tired of looking for him.  

In his line of work—Matias never knew when a shitbomb would explode in his face. He'd learned long ago he'd live longer if he was always ready to make tracks. The only chore left was to grab the remaining stash in the warehouse. The way he figured—eighteen percent of that load was his. And with him havin' to leave town all sudden-like, he'd need merchandise to get business ramped up again.

***
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BEHIND THE EXPANSIVE desk, Viper picked up the secure phone. A familiar voice answered. "I think it's about time you start earning your keep." As expected, his contact began stammering. They were all the same, really. Weak. Pathetic. Viper contained a smirk. When they were finally expected to earn their exorbitant sums, they offered excuses.  

"I didn't ask for a critique. If I'd wanted you earlier, I would've called." Viper let him ramble until impatience won out. "I need a task performed. Take care of it."

***
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Chapter 3

JULIE'S FIRST IMPRESSION was the cottage was much larger than it appeared. The whitewashed porch opened to a spacious living room. An inviting, stone fireplace occupied nearly an entire wall, a colorful hooked rug covering the plank floor before it. Earthy, harvest tones warmed the walls. If Agent Barnes had a family, this was the place everyone gathered to celebrate. "It's beautiful."

"You expected a mounted catfish?" He set her bag on the polished floor.

"I like the ones that sing." She smiled. "Who decorated this place?"

"My mother," he admitted. "It's been in the family for decades. But lately, I seem to use it most." 

"You haven't caught a fish worth bragging about?"

"To me, fishing is more about spending a day on the water drinking beer."

"Do you even try?" 

He shrugged. "Occasionally, we get lucky." He walked into the open kitchen, separated from the living area by a granite-topped island. "Have a seat."

Drifting to the sofa, she resisted the urge to sink into the cushions and close her eyes. The coffee table was cluttered with books. A quick perusal of their titles was jarring. The Art and Science of Money Laundering; Tracing Off-Shore Funds.  

Following her gaze, Barnes smiled. "Reference books. I try to stay on my game, even while on leave."

"What is your job exactly?"

He leveled a stare meant to intimidate. "I find drug dealers and put them out of business."

Moments of friendly conversation apparently didn't last long with Agent Barnes. "I meant the specifics of your job."

"We're all trained in weaponry. Most of us perform takedowns. Some guys do nothing but UC work—undercover," he clarified. "Some are chemists."

She nodded. "And you?" 

"I work undercover, but my specialty is forensic accounting." Setting their drinks on the coffee table, he sat across from her.

"What's that?"

"I consult on money laundering cases. I attempt to unravel the financial scheme behind the drug operation," he explained. "Where the money goes and who touches it along the way."  

That explained his reading preferences. Her gaze drifted to the curling ends of his tousled hair. "You don't strike me as an accountant."

A genuine smile appeared. "I get that a lot."

"So, a degree in accounting and you decided to walk on the wild side?"

"MBA in Finance," he corrected, shifting his large frame against the pillows at his back. "These days, successful cartels are managed by MBAs."

"Like a real business?"

"Hell—like a Fortune 500. I've seen pretty intricate laundering operations," he admitted. "Dope smugglers run a tight ship."

When his phone rang, he moved to the kitchen, likely assuming he was out of earshot. He spoke to an officer who was perched somewhere near the end of his driveway. When he returned, Agent Barnes didn't offer an explanation, reminding Julie of her status—somewhere between suspect and victim. Offering a cursory tour of the downstairs, he showed her the room she would inhabit the next few days. 

"There are more bedrooms upstairs, but your ankle won't appreciate the climb. Your bathroom is across the hall." Setting her bag on the bed, he switched on a lamp as dusk shadowed the walls. After pulling the drapes closed, he turned. "While you're here I don't want any unnecessary chances." 

"Meaning?" 

"No venturing outside. Don't open the blinds. Stay away from the windows." He ticked off orders on his fingers. "And no phone calls."

A smile played on her lips. "Who would I call?"

"When you finally remember everything, your first reaction will be getting in touch with someone close." Eyes sober, he seemed unable to lose the serious expression for long. "Until we know what's going on, it's safer to go to ground."

"Ground?"

"It's—it means stay hidden."

Despite the protective boot, her ankle felt as though it had been caught in a vice. She shifted to her good leg. 

"You need to elevate your foot," he suggested. "Maybe ice it while I start dinner."

His scrutiny burning along her nerves, Julie could almost imagine he had the ability to read her thoughts. "How did you-"

"I'm recovering from an injury, so I know what it's like."

"What happened to you?" She had trouble imagining him hurt. Barnes' attitude made him seem invincible.

"My shoulder. I'm . . . rehabbing from surgery," he explained, his eyes revealing a flicker of impatience. "That's why I'm available to assist Marsh Point PD."

"How were you hurt?"

"A takedown." Her questioning glance made him frown. 

Certainty tremored through her. "You were shot?"

"A drug bust." 

His clipped tone suggested she cease her questioning. She studied him for a moment. Why would he volunteer to guard her? Agent Barnes was gaining something from this. Something worth getting shot again. "Okay if I shower?"

He directed her back to her room. "Poke around the dresser if you want. My sister leaves stuff here for when she visits." His impersonal gaze ran over her. "She's skinny, too. But . . . shorter." 

The siren song of a hot shower proved irresistible. A few minutes later Julie shampooed gingerly, conscious of the tight, itchy stitches tugging her hairline. Warm water drizzling over aching muscles, her mind wandered. 

As though in a movie, she saw herself. Seated at a table—in her hotel room? Jotting directions for the meeting. With . . . someone. Excitement strummed through her as she prayed the image wouldn't dissolve. Where was the hotel? Who was she meeting? But her rioting emotions only pushed the images out of reach. Releasing a calming breath, she tried to relax. Or at least—fake relaxing. "Come on," she muttered. 

The concept of mindfulness was lost on her. How did one concentrate . . . on nothing? Wasn't the very act of concentrating supposed to be focused on—something? "You can do this," she insisted. The drumbeat of soapy water massaging her tension away, she closed her eyes. Trust no one. She'd heard those words. But why? What was happening that couldn't be shared?   

While drying off, she examined her collection of bruises. A handprint—on her throat triggered an image of Ski Mask Guy. Slamming her against a warehouse door. Hands shaking, she pulled on borrowed sweatpants. God—who was she? What had she done that had people chasing her? Was she a random victim? In the wrong place? 

Her mind rebelled over the possibility her attack had been deliberate. But the nagging voice persisted. How had she ended up in an abandoned warehouse? Was she a drug dealer? Or was someone trying to paint her that way?  

Her gaze drifted to the darkened porthole window. Bamboo wind chimes clicked gently on the porch, wind gusting through the eaves. In the crackling energy of an approaching storm, they sounded sinister. It couldn't be random. He'd returned to the hospital to finish her off. What if he was still out there—waiting for another shot? 

***
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"WHAT'VE YOU GOT?" MATT balanced the phone on his shoulder while he switched on the stove. 

"Okay - so the black pants were mass produced last spring. The lot number on her label was shipped all over the Northeast." His SAC was all business. Friends before the promotion, the title jump to Special Agent in Charge had changed Leo. "We've narrowed the stores down to three in the Boston area where they could've been shipped."

"How long-" 

"You'll know when we do." Leo cut him off. His friend had morphed from flexible, creative UC to an uptight manager playing everything by the book. But that's what happened when an agent came in from the field. Politics. Climbing over bodies to achieve the next rung. Matt had been offered the same track. But it hadn't sounded appealing. Getting shot chasing drug dealers wasn't exactly fun, either. He rubbed his aching shoulder. Once he officially returned, it would be time to re-evaluate. Figure out where he belonged.  

"Did you come up with anything on Tori Stash?"

"Not yet. Like you said, it's probably not Stash. We haven't found anyone in the database with that name. Nothing from state. No arrests." 

"What about a local angle?"

"Like what?" His boss' voice suggested impatience.

"I don't know," he admitted. "Anything unusual? A missing person? A dead body we can't ID?" Grasping at any feasible lead, Matt hesitated. "She drove herself out here. Any reports on a missing vehicle?"

Leo sighed. "If she drove herself, it's probably parked at the hotel."

His boss was likely pissed that Mullaney had gone over his head to get Matt reassigned. There'd be political fallout for his friend's loyalty. "She ended up in the trunk of someone else's car," he corrected. "That means her vehicle is somewhere . . . abandoned." 

"Hang on," he muttered. "Frank just handed me something."

When the shower started, Matt lowered the heat on the burner, trying like hell not to think about the hot blonde in his bathroom. He could imagine water sluicing off her naked, probably amazing body-

"Okay—this just got very interesting."

His brain took a hard left back to reality. "What?"

"Your lab results are back." 

Hunting for bowls, he paused. "Anyone we know?"

"The blood under her nails belongs to Matias Munoz."

Shock strafed his spine. Suddenly aware of every sound, every creaking nuance of his home, Matt absorbed the hit. "Jeez . . . that is news." Hell—had he just seen him? Munoz had been a ghost for more than a year—leaving a bloody trail of violence with barely a trace of evidence. "He may have been the guy—at the hospital."

"Yeah—I'll need you to work with a sketch artist. Email me some preliminary details," he directed. "Frank is contacting the hospital to get their footage. Did he touch anything?"

He thought about it. "A clipboard, but he took it with him. I'll ask Jonas to get hospital maintenance to check the dumpsters-"

"Mullaney's harbor investigation is damn sure linked to this one." Leo paused. "Where is she?"

"In the shower." Matt quickly reassessed. Jonas would have to inform their guard of the new challenge. Small town cops didn't see the kind of action Munoz was capable of. They were now dealing with a powerful, well-financed cartel.

"Are you sure? If there's a window-"

He shook his head. What the hell—did Leo think getting shot had made him stupid?

"The shower's running and she's humming—badly." The window was too high to climb out. He'd already dead-bolted the locks and set the alarm. Julie wasn't going anywhere. "I'll ask Jonas to pull in a state police detail. We might need extra manpower."  

In light of the new information, he'd be sharing a barricaded room with Julie tonight—a fact that would not go over well.  

Leo spoke to someone in the background. "Finn will be there first thing tomorrow." 

Matt rechecked his gun clip, no longer comfortable assuming they hadn't been followed. Four more magazines were stored in the hall closet, along with his emergency 'go' bag. After two months gathering dust, he'd restock it tonight. Munoz was an important player. If he was in Marsh Point, he likely had associates. Concern warred with the eagerness surging through him. Their first break in months. "Smells like Viper." 

"No shit." Leo's voice lowered. "We've been checking hotels and motels in a twenty mile radius under all his known aliases-"

"You won't find him. Too many mom and pop places out here," he added. "Plus—he's seriously financed. Munoz might have a more permanent crib." Matt experienced a twinge of disappointment. He'd wanted to believe Julie was a victim. But that assumption was laughable now. And for him—possibly deadly.

"Sounds like you're back in business. Forensics hasn't been the same without you."

"I'm moonlighting," Matt reminded. 

"C'mon, it's been months."

"Ten weeks," he corrected.

"Don't you miss it?" Leo's voice held genuine curiosity.

He didn't miss the stench of blood. Or the helpless fury he experienced each time he revisited the incident that changed everything. "Some of it."

"It wasn't your fault, Barnes. Informants know the risks-"

"Informants snitch to save their ass." Anger spiking, he interrupted. "They don't plan on dying."   

"I'm offering perspective."

"My perspective is I effed up-"

"You survived an ambush."

Matt rubbed his temple, a monster headache threatening. "My shoulder is still basically useless. And you know Dr. Bannett won't clear me on the psych eval."  

"Well, this case gets you in the back door. Kick some ass and you won't need her to sign off." 

His boss was hitting a little close for comfort. As if on cue, Matt heard the shower turn off as they disconnected. Unease prickled through him, a stark reminder to stay on his game. After a decade on the job, his instinct was still in wait-and-see mode about Julie. That alone was reason for caution. At face value, she didn't strike him as a drug dealer. She was educated. Established. But drugs blurred social and economic lines. The reality was, she could be involved in one of the most ruthless cartels he'd ever come across. 

She was beautiful. Despite his efforts to keep her at a distance, he wasn't entirely immune. Lowering his guard had nearly gotten him killed the last time. He wouldn't make that mistake again. Tonight, he'd sleep with one eye open.  

***
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CLEAN, HUNGRY AND SPORTING a second wind, Julie crutched back to the living room. 

"Feel better?" Matt ladled soup into two bowls. 

She smiled. "Your shower gel doesn't smell like disinfectant." 

"Nothing but the best for my guests." He motioned her to the table. "Have a seat."

Outside, thunder rumbled in the distance. A fierce arc of lightning flashed beyond the window. But in Agent Barnes' kitchen, it was warm and cozy against the approaching storm. For the first time in days, Julie felt utterly safe. "Thanks for taking me in. It's a huge imposition."

"I'll survive." 

If possible, his demeanor had grown more prickly while she'd been gone. "Can I help?"

He set a mug of tea on the table. "Nope. Bread will be out of the oven soon." He glanced at her. "You should get off that ankle."

Was there anything he didn't notice? Julie eased into a chair to watch him. Working with an economy of movement, Agent Barnes was clearly comfortable in the kitchen. His professor glasses lent an air of studious purpose as he filled colorful bowls. Until he turned those amazing blue eyes on her—and she forgot to breathe. Like the hottest professor she'd never had a class with.  

"What's wrong?"

Her pulse rioting, she gulped a breath. "I just . . . remembered something," she lied.

Setting fragrant bowls of soup on the table, he returned to the kitchen. "Anything important?"

Oh, hell. He'd assume it was the case. Instead of her fantasizing about the sexy cop- Who wants to throw you in jail. "I saw myself . . . writing at a table. I think it was my hotel room." 

"I don't suppose you remember where that was?"

His voice was carefully neutral. As though he knew something he wasn't sharing. "No—just a room." When his expression didn't change, she felt unaccountably defensive. "I tried to see more-"

"You're not supposed to force it." 

The delicious, familiar aroma of chicken soup made her stomach rumble. Barnes' sudden glance indicated he'd heard it, too. "Sorry—I just realized I'm starving." 

"You ever go to Murphy's on the pier?"

"The place with the great chowder?" When he stilled, she gasped. "Boston—that's in Boston." A cold shiver jagged through her. "I-I've been there." 

"Maybe you live downtown." Pausing when the lights flickered, he set a basket of steaming bread before her. "We should eat before we lose power."

"That happens a lot?" 

"Pretty often." His frank words made Julie glance around uneasily. A darkened cabin. Trapped inside with a handsome, distrustful man. Outside, a killer on the loose. 

"Super duper." 

A fleeting smile crossed his face. "This storm's gonna be wild."

She glanced up at the first noisy raindrops. Soon, it was lashing the windows and pounding the roof. An explosion of thunder reverberated through the cottage. 

"If I live in Boston," she muttered, "I wonder if the warehouse is there, too."

"The one from your dream?" He buttered a slice of bread and handed it to her. "Seriously—you need to eat." 

She took a bite and groaned. Buttery, flaky goodness. "This is delicious." 

"You must really be starving." 

She flushed under his scrutiny, his amused smile revealing a flash of perfect teeth. She wondered whether he'd worn braces as a kid. Or if Barnes' smile was like the rest of him. The perfect, flawless, enigmatic, gonna-throw-her-in-jail man of her dreams. "I saw him again—the man in the mask. He shoved me against a wall." 

"Any details about the warehouse?"

"I see things like it's a movie. Little flashes." She tasted the soup. "It's not very big—as warehouses go. Not like the one at work-" She froze, spoon halted midway to her mouth. "I'm starting to not like this."

Matt sat up straighter, seeming to look through her. "Remembering?"

"It's like I don't know what will come out of my mouth next."  

"So, you have a warehouse where you work?"

She nodded. "It's big. Not like the one in my dream."

"I don't suppose you remember where you work?" His expression more sardonic than hopeful, Barnes' raised an eyebrow.

"No." Julie stared at him, increasingly certain of the vibe swirling around them. He knew—something. "Are you not telling me something?" Thunder vibrated through the cottage, matching the edgy mood at the table. 

"What'd you do to piss off Matias Munoz?" Matt's voice rang with quiet authority. 

"Who?"

"The man who attacked you is tied to a major Boston drug ring. "  

"I've never heard of him." Relief flooded her, brightening the shadow of gloom. "That's good news, right? A name?" They were finally making progress. "Can't you just go out and pick him up?"

His mouth compressed in a tight, dangerous smile that made her shiver. "He's an enforcer who's killed several people. Now—he's tied to you."

"Because he attacked me," she cried. Every ounce of oxygen left her lungs as terror washed over her. "You make it sound-" Breathing suddenly hurt. "I-I don't know him."

"Well, he knows you."

"Why ask a question if you think you know the answer?" 

Across the table, she felt his assessment down to her bones. "Just checking your memory."

"You were testing me? To see if I'd lie." She startled when thunder reverberated, as though the wild storm had entered the room with them—mimicking the mounting tension.   

"I was testing your recall." 

"My recall? Of a vicious killer." In his eyes—she wasn't a victim. His expression suggested she never had been. She was a potential suspect. Suddenly sick with the realization that truth might not be enough, Julie pushed her soup aside. "Why don't you just tell me what you've learned?" 

His scrutiny only intensified. "Try to eat. You need to regain your strength."

"Is this a game to you?" She'd had it with his snarky comments—always judging. Her always coming up short. "My life is falling apart and you want to make it worse."

"Exploring and eliminating theories is part of the job. I'm sorry you feel insulted."

He didn't appear sorry at all. "If I'm involved at all, it's because someone is trying to frame me. Or—I walked in on something. But until I can prove that, you'll twist my words to fit the hole you need plugged."

"I search for facts. Everything else falls into place." 

His voice remained icily calm while her heart pumped with fury. Which was better than fear, she reminded. She'd be crazy to trust him. Barnes might say all the right words but if he was protecting her—it was only because she was an asset to his case. Not a person in danger. 

You're on your own. At least that felt familiar. "What's the point of telling you anything? If you won't believe me." He'd already found her guilty—of something. 

"It's not a question of wanting to believe you." He squared his shoulders, his expression chilling. "I'm a cop. I understand evidence." 

"Or—what's obvious."

His jaw tightened. "I guess that sums up a decade of knowledge and experience."  

"I've been beaten, robbed and left for dead." Julie ticked off her troubles. "My company's in trouble—but I can't remember why-"

Her angry words launched into the chasm between them. When he stilled, she clapped a shaking hand to her mouth. She'd done it again. Her company. She owned a company? Blinking back sudden tears, she rose from the table. "I c-can't do this anymore." 

"It's not that I don't believe you, Julie. It's that I can't prove it."

"That's very c-comforting. Hopefully, before you throw me in jail I'll remember something I can prove." Pushing back her chair, she retrieved her crutches. Provoking him wouldn't help, she reminded. Cool down. Before frustration overtook her judgment. "With that vote of confidence, I think I'll go lie down." 

"Change of plans." His voice was razor sharp. "We're sharing a room."

Shock rolled through her. "You said-"

Eyes still simmering with accusation, he shrugged. "That was before I learned who your boss is."

She'd had it with his accusations. Damn it, she was the victim. Scrubbing the goosebumps on her arms, she spun away before Agent Dickhead accused her of using tears to gain his sympathy. "I hope I keep you awake all night," she muttered. "I hope I snore like—a monster." 

***
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DESPITE TENSION KNOTTING his neck, Matt cracked up. Guilty or not, she was a fighter. And damned if feisty didn't look good on her. Limping into the living room, she reminded him of Gram without her walker. When she sank to the couch, lower lip trembling, her brief flash of spirit vanished. Hell—he'd known his tactics would work, but he hadn't counted on a bucketful of tears. Every instinct he possessed told him her confusion was real. Her fear was credible.  

He'd taken out his frustration on her. Matt regretted his words—partly because they stemmed from his attraction to her. Now, she just seemed fragile—green eyes hollow with pain. His gut knotted as he battled the urge to cross the room. To carefully wrap her in a blanket. When thunder shook the cottage, she flinched. Anger, he could handle. But tears would render him as powerless as he'd felt when Leo delivered the news about Munoz.  

She was in serious danger—whether or not she'd brought it on herself. Anything less than calm, clear-headed logic on his part left them exposed. Forgetting the dishes on the counter, he followed her to the couch where she sat, head in her hands. 

"I'm sorry you're upset." Softening his tone, the interrogation skills he'd honed to surgical precision kicked in. Keeping the dialogue open worked to his advantage. Even better—her believing they were on the same side. "I need your help to resolve this."

"You need someone to arrest."

"I'm not gonna lie." She'd see through it anyway. "I need you. You're a lead. You've witnessed something."

"I don't wanna be a lead."  

Her muffled voice brought a smile to his face. "I'm sorry about that part, too."

"I really don't think I'm a drug dealer."

"Why not?" He eased down beside her, leaving a foot of clearance. 

"Because . . . I'm s-scared." She raised her head. "Shouldn't I be mean? Tough? Ruthless?"

Despite all the bad news, he wanted her to feel better. "What I've seen so far indicates you're tough." When her expression didn't change, he experienced a wave of compassion. "It was pretty mean to hope you snored-" He choked back laughter. "Like a monster." 

Her smothered laugh was muted with tears. Tentatively, he slid closer, offering comfort if she wanted it. Surprise shot through him when she launched herself at him. Moments earlier, her eyes had blazed emerald deathrays. Now, her face was planted against his chest.

"I h-hate not knowing." Her voice muffled in his shirt.

He held her stiffly. Awkwardly. As though he might need to prevent himself from doing something stupid. "You don't strike me as the type who gives up easy."  

"I'm usually in charge," she admitted, "but the last four days, I feel completely lost."

Before he could catch himself, Matt inhaled her scent. The glorious combination of warm skin and soap. The essence of a perfume that could only be captured at close range. The lethal riot of damp, silky curls that had him fighting the urge to sift them through his fingers. 

"I'm supposed to solve problems—not cause them." Her gaze lifted, lashes spiked with unshed tears.  

"Try not to take it personally when I play what-if." It couldn't hurt to explain his methods. He wanted her cooperative as her memory returned. Not withholding information. But—damn it. His hands should not be moving down her back. "It's my way of analyzing a case." 

"You always play what if?"

"What ifs have kept me alive the past decade. So, yeah—I find the exercise useful."

"You've been chasing drug dealers for ten years?" Suddenly realizing their proximity, she loosened her clasp on his waist, her face heating with color. "Sorry-"

"It's okay." Relief warred with disappointment when she slid away. 

"No wonder you're so jaded." 

He stiffened at the slight. "Experience does that."

"You've probably seen everything." Her eyes heated with sudden understanding. "I'm guessing all of it bad, right?"

Despite the graphic memories flooding his brain, Matt nodded, surprised by her understanding. Death had a way of lingering.  

"How do you forget?"

"You don't. You just file them away." Suddenly feeling lighter, he wondered why.

"I wish I could remember my business." She dropped her gaze. "I wish I knew what I'm good at. I'm tired of feeling stupid. Lost."

"I don't think 'stupid' is a word anyone would use in describing you." He shifted against the cushion, acutely aware he was trying to comfort a suspect. But his usual tactics wouldn't work on Julie. A softer approach might yield results. 

Okay—now he was just trying to justify his actions. "If you run a business, you must be smart," he reminded. "Probably successful. Those shoes looked pricey."

"My Jimmy Choos." A smile quirked. "Maybe I'm a shopaholic."

"Jimmy who?"

"I finally splurged on something I really wanted-" She shook her head. "And I lost them the first time I wore them."

"I wouldn't count on getting them back." He raised an eyebrow. "They're expensive?" Matt's imagination completed the picture. Long, perfect legs and stiletto heels. A short, black dress meant to be peeled off- 

"Super duper expensive. But they were marked down-"

He pried his mind away from the fantasy, her words making him smile. Super duper. 

"For once, I just . . . cut loose and bought them." Her eyes flashed with guilt. 

"Which part is unusual—hot shoes or the expense?" 

"Both, I think." Guilt clouded the vibrant green. "I don't think I'm much fun," she confessed. "I think I'm one of those people everyone tells to loosen up."

Her wistful expression made him smile. "You look pretty relaxed now." 

"Black eye. Stitches." Glancing down at herself, she smiled. "I'm a mess."

Not from where he sat. Matt's pulse jolted. What in sweet hell was he thinking? He needed someone to bitch slap him back to sense. He swerved his careening brain back on track. "We'll have several agents here tomorrow. Try to remember we're on the same side."

Sensing the abrupt change, Julie retrieved her crutches. "Is that your subtle way of telling me to cooperate?"

Matt's gaze followed her. "I don't do 'subtle'."

She gifted him with an eyeroll. "That's a relief."

He tried to read her expression but her smile drained all the brain cells from his head. "Why?"

"Because you really suck at it."

He leaned in, stunned to realize he wanted to capture the warmth of her smile. For an insane, frozen moment, he acknowledged he was about to kiss her. Kiss. Her. A suspect. Flashing, emerald eyes widened. His entire body reacted to her breathy catch of surprise. Awareness arced between them, scorching the air they shared.

Until his flat-lining brain kick-started. Matt jerked back, cursing the momentary lapse.  

"I should-" Confusion clouded her eyes. 

"You should," he interrupted. He dragged unsteady fingers through his hair. "It's late."

***
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HE'D NEARLY KISSED her. Agent Barnes. Her enemy.

Leaning against the bedroom door, Julie released a shaky breath, recounting the previous five minutes. Awareness had crackled between them. His amazing mouth had been mere inches from hers. Behind his professor glasses, he'd worn a befuddled expression. Heat and confusion. Although he hadn't panicked, she'd sensed a subtle erosion of the calm facade. Damn—why had he stopped? 

Whoa. Her eyes bugged over the revelation. What was she thinking? Okay—a hot drug agent. Sizzling, sex-on-a-plate hot. "Who is your enemy." The only rational explanation was fear.   

Limping to the bed, she acknowledged the irresistible urge to lean on someone. He was—a port in the storm. She was vulnerable. Needing comfort. And his arms- Longing swept over her. Almost painful. As though it had been awhile. Was she really so lonely she'd choose a guy who wanted to arrest her?   

What did it say about her? Fantasizing about a man whose goal was placing her behind bars? Her face incinerating, she swung her braced ankle into bed."That you're a pathetic loser?" She had bigger problems than sex. Trapped in a nightmare with no foreseeable way out. Exasperated, she sank into the pillows. Should she stick with him? For safety? Or try to escape?

What about the killer on her trail? Ski Mask could be miles away. She wanted to believe she was safe. Here, tonight. And when she finally returned home. But wanting something desperately didn't make it true. 

Whatever problems she'd been juggling had been escalating for weeks. The mystery appointment at an abandoned warehouse. Had she gone of her own volition? Or had she been guided there—into a trap?

Trust no one. The words whispered through her brain. What had she discovered that made her worth killing? Her gaze drifted to the darkened windows. "He could  be out there—lurking in the woods." In her parking garage. A faceless attacker waiting to strike. He'd tried to finish her off at the hospital. He would try again. 

The only thing of value to Agent Barnes was her memory. The only path to reclaiming her life. She had to remember. "Soon," she vowed. What she'd seen. What she knew. Maybe—what she'd done. A truth she sensed she was avoiding. 

A truth that changed everything.  

***
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THE SHOTGUN BLAST WOKE Matt as it did nearly every night. Bolting up in the chair near Julie's bed, his heart pumped with adrenaline, the blanket tangled around him. Pam . . . all over again. Nearly three months—and her face was still etched in his mind, as though it happened yesterday. His medical leave hadn't lessened the image that still haunted him. 

Doctor Bannett had called his bluff when he'd tried to downplay his nightmares. She'd argued the dreams were necessary, his subconscious working through trauma his conscious mind wouldn't allow. She'd left unsaid the part about him being too stubborn—that if he'd been willing to discuss the incident, his nightmares would lessen. But Pam's death had shaken him to the core. His informant had trusted him—and he'd let her down. Discussing his biggest failure with the agency shrink wasn't exactly high on the list of things he was itching to do. 

Why the hell was he contemplating a return to the field? He should stick with forensics. At least if he screwed up there, no one died. But in the field, all bets were off.

Neck stiff, he stifled a groan as he rose from the uncomfortable chair. Nearly one a.m. The soft, even breathing from the bed told him Julie slept on, oblivious to her surroundings. A smile lifted his lips. No snoring monsters tonight. When he'd finally summoned the courage to enter the spare bedroom, his sorely lacking willpower had returned. He'd kept his gaze away from her—just in case.  

Catching himself glancing her way, he jerked his attention to the door, stretching cramped muscles. Time for a perimeter check. Lightning illuminated the bedroom with an eerie glow, thunder still rumbling in the distance. The storm had lingered for hours. Matt crept through the still house, checking windows and doors for signs of tampering. The alarm system glowed reassuringly red. Fumbling for his cell, he was surprised he'd slept through Paul's last check-in. 

The local cop should've texted. He winced as the screen brightened the darkened hallway. Paul hadn't checked in since midnight. He'd missed his one o'clock. Cripes—locals. He was probably sleeping. To avoid embarrassment, Matt would allow him fifteen minutes. Then he'd be forced to call and wake him up.  

His mind replayed their dinner conversation. Julie's reaction to his announcement about Munoz had been enthusiastic—by what she'd perceived as progress. Until he'd mentioned the killer's connection to her. Only then had she revealed fear.  

He sidestepped the fact that he'd nearly kissed the hell out of her. She didn't even like him. And—he preferred it that way. Medical leave from the agency had left him rusty. Three months ago, a woman like Julie wouldn't have swayed him for a second. Three months ago, he wouldn't have needed to remind himself. 

But Julie didn't look like any dealer he'd ever known. And she sure as hell didn't use. Her tox report had been clean. Different too, she didn't remind him of the women who latched onto cartel millionaires. Incredibly beautiful women whose sharp edges couldn't hide behind a bleached smile or a generously enhanced body. Eventually, manipulators revealed themselves.  

Forcing his uncooperative brain back to the case, Matt drew a mental schematic of what they knew. The heroin on Julie's clothes tied to the raid eight weeks earlier. Matias Munoz was tied to that raid. Matias worked for the mysterious and deadly Viper. The blood under Julie's nails tied her to Matias. Was she tied to Viper as well? 

He rubbed his eyes. It would take a powerful set of circumstances for Julie to be a victim in that scenario. Mullaney had suggested distribution routes. Marsh Point bordered upstate New York, nearly two hundred miles from Boston. Heading for the stairs, he froze. If this was the route into the US from Canada—then there had to be a stopping point. Maybe Marsh Point was the perfect, isolated outpost—to break down the shipment. For purity to be cut with cheap, sometimes toxic substitutes. Then—  a vast quantity of less potent drug re-batched and dispersed for distribution. Boston. Albany. Bridgeport.

Trudging upstairs, he slipped into one empty bedroom after another, each one filled with memories. Echoing with laughter. He finally understood his mother's complaints. The last few years had been too quiet. Madeline wanted these rooms filled again. With late night secrets. Smothered laughter and little feet scampering back and forth. Like he and Alyssa had done. With cousins and friends.  

Keeping to the shadows, Matt scanned the clearing, listening to the stillness, broken only by the distant rumble of thunder as the storm finally moved on. Seconds from crossing the room to the opposite window, he froze, his skin prickling with awareness. Before his brain could process the signals, his heart began tripping in response.   

Movement—barely visible in the lightning flash. His body tightening to red alert status, he waited impatiently for another flash. When it finally came, the spot his gaze had locked on was empty. His heartbeat drummed a warning. Combined with Paul's missed call- 

Blood pounding in his ears, he bolted for the stairs. Something was going down. And he might just be alone to deal with it.   

***

[image: image]


Chapter 4

MATT MOVED SILENTLY through the house, Glock in his grip as he slipped into his shoes. If Munoz was out there, he sure as hell wasn't alone. The temptation to stay was strong. Shove Julie in a closet and hold down the fort. He had enough ammo to hold them off until help arrived. But, he resisted the urge. 

Matias wouldn't plan a fair fight. He'd force them into the open. Something drastic. Torch his house—ram a vehicle into it—anything to route them from cover. Then, he'd pick them off. He had to get her out. Mentally laying out his escape route, he decided on the basement. One exit faced the lake—and the boathouse. If they could make it there, they had a fair shot of losing Munoz. The boathouse would provide temporary cover. 

Before he'd locked up for the night, with Julie safely asleep—he'd taken a chance. Slipping from the house, he'd checked on Paul. Knowing too well how Munoz and Viper operated—there was strong potential the local cop had been bribed. If Matias could buy a cop, it was one less he had to kill. Initially, he'd only been concerned about the part-timer's skill level. After watching Paul from the shadowed woods surrounding the cottage, Matt had concluded nothing suspicious was going on. But the local cop wasn't knocking himself out, either. After taking a leak in his mother's prized azaleas, Paul had hopped back into the warmth of his cruiser. 

Unwilling to trust his fate to the drowsy, half-assed effort of a part-timer, Matt had continued his preparedness, creeping down to the docks. Finessing his canoe free of the slip, he'd dragged it along the shore to his neighbor's property. Hidden in the reeds, along with a backpack of supplies. Like the old days camping with his cousins—he'd learned the benefit of being ready at a moment's notice. A decade of summer nights spent sneaking out meant they'd explored every inch of the lake, drifted every cove, camping in nooks along the way. With any luck, his  preparations wouldn't be needed. 

Yeah, right. Not three hours later, he was skulking through his house like a felon. His eyes adjusting to the deeper shadows on the first floor, Matt confirmed the alarm system still hadn't been breached as he made his way back to Julie. His series of booby traps on the first floor windows and doors were still intact. At some point, they would cut his power. Under cover of darkness, Matt would have the advantage of surprise—but not for long.  

Breathing easier as he entered the spare room, his gaze locked on Julie as he moved to the bed. Despite the danger he sensed closing in, he experienced a stab of protectiveness as he watched her sleep. As fragile as she appeared, he prayed she'd rally for the dangerous challenge awaiting them.  

Dropping to the edge of the bed, he covered her mouth with his hand. She came awake with a start, her immediate instinct to fight. "Julie, it's-" A moment later she took a wild swing. 

"Ow—damn it." With his free hand, he probed his jaw, surprised she hadn't loosened any teeth. Still flailing against him, he slid out of reach when she kicked the blankets free, afraid her ninja moves would connect with a far more sensitive region. "It's Matt-" When she swung at him again, he lowered his mouth to her ear. "Jules—stop fighting me." Her staccato breath frantic against his palm, he felt her relax, the struggle dissipating as she remembered where she was. "Someone's outside," he whispered. "We need to leave. Do you understand?"

Waiting for her nod, he removed his hand. "Get some clothes on," he urged. "I need you to do everything exactly as I tell you, okay?" Eyes wide, she nodded. "No questions. I'll explain later." 

Surprisingly, she was more alert than he'd anticipated for being awakened in the dead of night. While she dressed, he stood in the window, hidden in shadow as he searched the side yard. There was noise now—a crunch on the gravel. An infinitesimal scrape as someone brushed against one of the boxwoods near the winding walkway at the front of the house. It wouldn't be long. 

But where would the attack originate? He wondered if the basement would be their point of entry, then dismissed it. With the double dead-bolt and a wrought iron outer door, he doubted they'd attempt it. Too noisy. Too much of a warning to the occupants. His mother had designed the doors long ago, when the cottage wasn't used in the winter. Flimsy doors invited drifters and vagrants. While his mother's largesse was renowned in the greater Boston area, including several homeless shelters, her generosity didn't extend to the unauthorized use of her cabin.  

It'll be the first floor. One of these windows—or the front porch. Whether by stealth or by crashing through them- The tug on his sleeve made him turn. Julie stood before him, equal parts fear and determination in her eyes. "I'm ready." 

Roping icy fingers through his, Matt tugged her closer, the scent of her hair grazing his nose. "I'll lead you through the house. We're going out through the basement. Heading for the boathouse. If we get separated-"

She startled, her grip tightening. "I want to stay with you."

"I'm not leaving," he reassured. "But if—something happens. If I need to distract them—I want you to head for the water. Once your eyes adjust, you'll see the boathouse. Go around it to the far corner."

"Right or left?"

At least she was paying attention. He smiled. "Right. There's a path that parallels the water. Walk until you reach the hedges. That's the boundary with our neighbor. Hide there until I come for you."  

They eased into the hallway, Julie hobbling on her booted ankle. Damn, he'd forgotten about her injuries. "Jules—can you walk?" He mouthed the question into her ear, stilling when he felt a shudder course through her.  

"As opposed to staying here and being killed?" Her whispered voice held determination. "I'll try to be quiet." 

Sorority Barbie, his ass. He'd seriously blown that call. Instead, steel lurked under the beautiful wrapping. He scooped up the backpack he'd left in the kitchen. "Can you wear this? I need to keep my hands free." She slung it over her shoulders without comment. Rechecking the pistol at his waist, he patted his pockets for the magazine clips he knew were there. Remembering the squeak on the door to the cellar, he gently lifted it. At the last minute, he felt along the peg board for the keys he knew were there. A neighbor's house, five doors down. Since his mother's friends hadn't arrived for the season, Maddie had enlisted him to check the house several times a week. They keys might come in handy.  

The darkened basement looming before them, he descended first, waiting for Julie to close the door. Plunged into darkness, he used his phone to light the stairs. He'd already texted his situation to Jonas. With any luck, he was on his way. And he'd updated Finn, who would meet them tomorrow—if they made it through the night. Suspecting the worst, Matt had to assume Paul was either neutralized or playing for the wrong team. 

Julie's hand on his shoulder halted him. "Did you hear something?" Her arms came around him, her lithe body pressed against his back in a quick, fierce hug that set his nerve endings on fire. 

"Please-" Her whispered plea in his ear sent a gut punch of heat coursing through him. "Don't distract them," she urged. "Let's get the hell out of here."

***
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THE TEMPERATURE HAD dropped. Her breath huffing out in crystalline puffs, Julie wished she'd dressed in layers. It was the time of night when people rolled over and snuggled deeper under the covers, grateful for the blankets. Stifling a shiver, she clung to Matt's hand as the breeze kicked up, a remnant of the passing storm. At least he seemed to know where he was going. 

She needed to be grateful. They hadn't been shot. They hadn't run into killers . . . yet. Her ankle was still holding up. Clenching her teeth to keep them from chattering, she concentrated on each step . . . focusing her terror into something useful—like searching for tripping hazards that might give them away to their unseen enemy. Matt—it was hard to think of him as Agent Barnes when they could be moments away from being killed—set a steady, silent pace, his movements almost catlike in the eerie stillness of a night so black she was amazed she could see anything. As they neared the boathouse, she sensed it looming up before them—an inky blot in the darkness. Her senses open, she heard waves lapping gently in the distance as the marshy scent of the lake grew stronger. 

His steps slowed as he tugged her closer. His mouth against her ear, his voice was barely audible. "Follow the path." His hand firm, he directed her around the boathouse. "Hide near the shrubs. Stay invisible until I come for you."

"But-"

"Jules—I mean it. Stay hidden," he ordered. "I'll be back." Tugging her in for a quick hug, he stilled when an explosion of shattering glass broke the ominous silence. The thunder—of his front door being kicked in. The hustle of feet on the gravel drive—no longer concerned about stealth. 

Her breath hitched in her throat. Dear Lord—how many men were after them? Matt reacted instinctively, dodging around the side of the boathouse, his body shielding hers. They reached the water unscathed. 

"Okay—it's go time." His voice grim, he held her against him. Her heartbeat accelerating, Julie burrowed closer. "I planted a few traps, but it won't take them long to search the house." Extricating himself from her determined grasp, he squeezed her hands. "Stick to the plan. I'll be back in ten minutes."

"Don't go back." Terror mounting, Julie prayed he would listen. 

"I'll be fine." He took a tentative step away from her—intent on heading back into danger. Still staring at him, she was flooded with relief when he turned back. Thank God. He wasn't leaving her- 

His stance reminded her of a warrior—providing a momentary measure of comfort. His eyes dangerously intent, he sought her gaze. "Take this key. If I'm not back in thirty minutes—follow the shoreline," he directed. "The lots are big . . . so it's at least a quarter mile. Count the houses. When you get to the fifth one, walk straight up the hill from the water. Hide in the house. It's empty. I'll come to you there."

"Okay." Unable to control her quaking fear, her teeth began chattering. 

"I mean it, Jules. Do exactly as I say."

"I will." Acknowledgment flickered in his eyes. When he turned to leave again, her cry strangled in her throat. Covering her mouth, she muffled the sound, but not before he heard it. When he turned again, she choked out her compelling wish. "Stay safe." 

Nodding, he was gone. Her eyes filling with tears, Julie walked to the water's edge, finding the path before her vision blurred. Wiping blindly at them, she forced her attention to her task. Find the hedge. Hide in the hedge. Wait for Matt. Her pulse thundering in her ears, she willed herself not to panic. Hide. Hide. Her brain echoed with the word. 

A vision floated before her, making her stumble. A warehouse . . . where she'd wanted to hide. Where something terrible had happened. Where she'd seen something terrible. She staggered along the path, her senses prickling as though evil dogged her steps. Like the boathouse, the hedge loomed before her, a darker blot on the landscape, the scent comforting to a mind frozen with fear. Juniper. Christmas. By Christmas she'd be home—she'd be warm. Safe from harm. The seasons would change—and her life would return to normal. Back to quiet. To mundane.  

"I love mundane," she whispered as she wedged around the shrubs, taking care not to submerge her boot in the muddy dip in the path. Scanning the next yard, she noted the similarity to Matt's. Docks, boathouse, barbeque pit. House sitting higher on the hill. It was dark, slumbering. But she experienced the intuitive prickle of occupancy. Where to hide? Her gaze locked on the barbeque pit. It was fireplace height with flowers and shrubs planted at the base. Far enough from the hedge—but not so far she couldn't sense someone coming. Hobbling across the lawn, her ankle wrenched. "You're a liability," she muttered, relieved her only job was hiding in the flowers and hoping no one found her. 

Please come back, she prayed. He'd taken on the crazy risk of protecting a stranger. From certain, serious danger. With little in it for himself. Viewing it that way, Barnes had the right to be suspicious. What if he were injured—or worse? How would she live with herself if she caused him harm? Sinking to the ground, she burrowed into the lilies, pressing herself against the fireplace.  

How long had it been? She was mentally calculating the time when she heard a shot ring out—followed rapid-fire by three more. Startled, she scraped her head against the mortar, her insides liquefying. Bolting up, she was nearly lightheaded with panic. 

Her fear intensified two excruciating minutes later, when lights began turning on in the house further up the hill. Her cover wasn't exactly blown, but light spilling from the windows increased her exposure, deepening shadows and heightening visibility. "Time to go." 

Hoisting herself up, she realized dampness had seeped into her clothing—magnifying the chill settling over her. Moving deeper into the shadows, she belly-crawled across the lawn to another set of hedges. It might be safer to burrow through them, rather than hobble back down to the lake again. The path between the properties was too open—too exposed. As she reached the shrubs, she rolled under, relieved to discover an eighteen inch gap at ground level. Each time her scattered thoughts turned to Matt, she envisioned blood. Bullet holes. Her fear would make her stumble. She couldn't afford to worry about him yet. 

Finally—the fifth house. "Once you're inside—you can cry," she muttered. "Until then, shut the hell up."    

***
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MATT WASTED VALUABLE minutes searching the Coopers' backyard. But Jules wasn't where he'd ordered her to wait. The slumbering house was dark again, any sound drowned out by a cacaphony of sirens. Lights had flickered on fifteen minutes earlier when all hell had broken loose. The shots would have caused her to panic, his logic leapt to reassure him. Unless she'd used his diversion as rationale for escape. Suspicion flaring, he crossed the yard, breaking into a sprint once he cleared the hedges. It had been forty-five minutes, he reasoned. Maybe she'd actually followed his orders. Damn it, she'd better be at the McCready's. Or the next time he found her—and he would, he vowed, working up a lather of anger over the possibility he'd been played—Jules would pay. 

Still jacked up when he reached his destination, Matt forced himself to wait, for his breathing to slacken. His temper to cool. Despite his impatience to get inside the house—to find Julie and read her the riot act-

He reined in his emotions. Her fear had appeared genuine. She could be cowering inside, waiting for him to arrive. Or she could be ready to pounce. To end the trail. To get rid of him before making a clean escape. Paul had died in the driver's seat of his squad car. Surprised—or overcome by Matias' thugs. At least an hour earlier—maybe longer. The cop hadn't slept through his check-in. He'd likely already been dead. Someone else was sprawled in the backyard—unidentifiable in the dark. One of Jonas' crew would get the pleasure of identifying the unlucky bastard at first light. 

Methodically, he checked his Glock. He watched the house for several minutes, searching for signs of movement. But the McCready place was quiet. Hand on the knob, he hesitated. Julie was likely nearby, waiting to open the door when he announced himself. 

Instead, he slipped off the deck and rounded the house. One of the benefits of spending his youth hanging out with Tommy McCready—he knew the best place to break in. Five minutes later, he'd scaled the tree next to Tommy's room. Their way in—and out most nights. Fifteen years earlier, they'd been able to make the climb with a bottle of Johnny Walker in one hand.  

Now, he was grateful to have both hands on the branches as he stretched to Tommy's window and tugged it open. Dropping inside his friend's bedroom, carpet muffled the thud as he released a sigh of relief. Finally realizing the danger he'd stupidly exposed himself to, Matt questioned his teenaged intelligence.  

Moving to the upstairs hallway, he paused to absorb the sounds of his friend's house. A ticking clock downstairs in the living room. The refrigerator whirring softly in the kitchen. And pacing. The careless brush against an end table that suggested Tommy's grandmother's ugly, rose painted lamp might finally bite the dust. A muttered curse as it was steadied. And then mumbling. Matt strained for the words. Julie was talking—to herself or someone else.  

He took a careful step, aware he held the element of surprise. But if they caught him on the stairs, he'd be screwed. His gun tense at his side, he mentally prepared to engage. 

"Where is he?" 

Jules' frayed voice reassured him. He released the breath he'd been holding. She was alone. Taking the stairs more quickly, he acknowledged she wouldn't have heard him anyway. She was making too much noise on her own.  

At the window, she peered cautiously around the drapes. "Damn it, you better not be shot."

Sidling up behind her, he grinned. "No such luck." His hand ready, he covered her mouth to muffle the scream. Catching her around the waist, he steadied her when she launched into his arms. "Sorry to scare you."

"You're not h-hurt?" 

Anxious hands left a burning trail down his chest, as though searching for an unseen injury. Her frantic voice heated his collarbone as he cradled her against him, trying like hell not to enjoy it. She looked so damn fragile, yet she'd held it together. She was resilient. Brave—despite her fear. Burying his tortured nose in her hair, he sighed. He'd never wanted a woman with the ferocity he wanted this one. But touching Julie would break every rule he'd ever established for himself and several of the Agency's as well. Her sobs eventually quieting, she slackened in his arms.

"I heard s-shots."  

"I'm fine," he managed through clenched teeth. If she had any clue how he was feeling, she'd keep her damned hands to herself. Their faces inches apart, Matt heard the sudden jangling of warning bells in his head. Not a good idea, Barnes. When he took a reluctant—but increasingly necessary step back, she captured his face in her hands. 

"Jules-" Meant as a warning, it sounded more like a plea. For her to be stronger. Her eyes questioned him—shadowed green depths he could lose himself in. 

"We're safe," she whispered. Blinking back tears, she smiled. Tugging him closer, she brushed her mouth against his cheek.   

His body jerked as though she'd blasted him with a live wire. Something deep in his chest tightened into a knot of desperation. He nodded. "We made it."

He captured her roaming hands. Time seemed to slow . . . stretching between them in an endless abyss of tortured wanting. Her beautiful eyes locked on his, she swayed almost drunkenly, as though she could no longer control the magnetic pull. 

"Jules," he ground out. Her name would erupt from his throat as a shout when he exploded inside her. Of that he had little doubt. Sex with Julie would be—legendary. Life altering. Addictive. "You can let go of me."

"I can't-"

"You have to," he ordered. Don't screw me over, he ordered his body. His body rallied, tightening to a pulsing, aching fist. "Jules—I'm warning you." 

***
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"COULD YOU JUST-" JULIE hesitated when his fingers tightened on hers, as though to stop her. Stop himself. 

"What?" The surly question made her smile. 

"For like five seconds—could you please just . . . stop talking and . . . hold me?"

His sigh was insulting. If she were able to stop trembling, she likely would've been insulted. Instead, she moved into his arms.  

"Okay-" His voice hoarse, he tried again. "How's that?"

Lifting up on her one good foot, she brushed his mouth with hers. Then absorbed the shudder he fought to contain. Felt his battle to resist. For a desperate moment, Julie thought he would deny her. And she would feel colossally foolish. 

"Jules-" 

Afraid of breaking the spell, she didn't wait for his rejection, instead using the opportunity to trail the warm column of his throat. She tasted the salt of his sweat, the scent of outdoors. His jaw tightened where her lips grazed. Sharp, rasping breaths suggested he might be losing the ability to complain.  

Her heart was still thundering when he finally groaned. Losing the battle he'd waged with himself, Matt set something on the table before he jerked her closer. Lowering his mouth to hers, he slid capable fingers through her hair, cradling her head in his hands. Helpless to move, Julie  stared up at him, reading an intensity he likely wouldn't want to remember.  

They could blame it on relief, she thought hazily as she kissed him. As he kissed her back. As her fingers crept to the hair curling into his collar. As his mouth slanted over hers with increasing hunger. He was unhurt. They were temporarily safe. She would likely be embarrassed later—given time to weigh her actions. But for now, she pulled him closer. Just for a moment, she wanted to experience the comfort and safety only he could provide. His chest was broad and sturdy and seemingly invincible, heating her palms where she touched him. He still didn't like her. But when he held her in his arms, she no longer cared. 

She could use this, Julie thought hazily. Against him. Use it to- She tore her lips from his incredible mouth. "Matt, please. . ."

"Stop talking." He deepened the kiss, his tongue parting her lips before beginning a lazy assault on her mouth. Her thoughts incinerating, Julie had trouble recovering from one kiss before he sank into the next. 

Either she hadn't had sex in a really long time, or Agent Barnes was that good. As his mouth made love to her, strong hands stroked her body, making their expertise known through her bulky sweatshirt. His hips pressed to hers, she felt the hard length of him against her stomach. 

Dissolving into a heated puddle of pliant wax, Julie fought to keep a grip on her sanity. Making short work of her borrowed sweatshirt, his hand slid under the t-shirt below. 

"Hell-" His muttered curse was muffled into her hair as he found her breast. Her nipple tightened, pebbling under his expert hand, sending heat scorching through her. 

"Please-" The plea torn from her throat, Julie released a ragged moan. Don't stop.  

His body still pinned against hers, he teased her slowly, madly out of her mind. With all her might, she wished for more. Her fingers searched frantically for his chest. Impeded by his shirt, she whimpered her frustration, tugging it up his body. 

Until Matt came to his senses—and exploded away from her, nearly colliding with the back of the couch.  

Julie sagged against the wall, her body throbbing with the need for release. His breathing labored, Matt remained safely out of reach.  

"Jules—we can't. . . I can't." His husky voice rasped over still sensitized skin. "Jesus—I . . . never should have-"  

Shock rippled over her as a ferocious disappointment set in. "It was me," she admitted. "I . . . attacked you." His chuckle sent a trickle of warmth through frozen limbs. 

"Well, that sure as hell wasn't me fighting it," he acknowledged. Hearing the amusement in his voice she felt a tiny bit better.   

"Jules—I'm seriously attracted to you. And honestly . . . I just can't be." He fisted a hand in his hair—as though he didn't quite trust himself. "I can't allow personal—to interfere." 

"I wasn't thinking." Deeply grateful for the darkness, she knew he heard the resignation in her words. "It's my fault. I was afraid." 

"It's no one's fault," he corrected. "We just survived a stressful situation. One that isn't over yet," he reminded. "We need to stay focused." He hesitated, seeming to select his words carefully. "I can't compromise an investigation."

Weariness crashing over her, Julie was left with the sensation she'd lost something important. Something she hadn't known was missing.  

"Until you're cleared-" He floundered. "I can't-" 

She'd behaved foolishly. "I might be guilty." Matt walked to the table where he scooped something up. She heard a click and stilled. "What's that?"

"The safety on my gun."

A gun? Of course he had a gun- Idiot. He'd likely used it. Hell, before this was over, he might have to use it again. As passion ebbed away, the chill of fear stole over her once again. "What happens next?"

***
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Chapter 5

"THAT'S A GREAT QUESTION." His phone vibrated, breaking the awkward silence. Grateful for the distraction, Matt glanced at the screen. Jonas was on scene—asking where the hell was he. Debating his next move, he ignored the text. The last hour had changed everything. Making time to cooperate with the locals on this investigation could get them killed. The less phone traffic, the better. They'd be safer going to ground for the next several hours until daylight. He turned his phone off.

Leave or stay? They were likely safe at his friend's house for the night. After the shooting stopped, he'd heard footsteps retreating to a waiting vehicle. But that didn't mean their attackers were gone for good. Whoever was pulling the strings would demand job completion. Jules was still in danger. 

Though Tommy's house was far enough from his mother's place, he experienced the urge to jump in the canoe and head farther up the lake while they still had several hours of darkness for cover. But—it wasn't just him. Julie's ankle would hinder any travel over rough terrain. And the thought of too much time in close quarters with the beautiful woman he was having trouble keeping his hands off—made him lean toward staying in a large house. With lots of space between them. Averting his gaze from the satiny skin he'd trade anything to touch, Matt occupied his mind with unpleasant things. Physical therapy. Working his shoulder until his muscles shouted in agony. But his lower half clearly had other ideas.

"I think we'll bunk down here until daylight." His voice hoarse, he tried again. "I want reinforcements before we move again." 

"Okay." Her voice was subdued as she sank to the floor, stretching her booted foot in front of her.

"You alright?" 

"My ankle feels huge."

He debated the risk of removing her boot. If they needed to leave in a hurry . .  . But the agony shimmering in her eyes reminded him how much she'd been through. Her shivering seemed to be getting worse. "Let's get this off and I'll make an icepack." 

He helped her up from the floor. "Let's move you to the couch."

"I'm covered in mud. I don't want to ruin your friend's furniture."

Somewhere in the sea of questions clouding his brain, her concern for a stranger's couch registered. "Don't worry about it." When he gingerly removed the boot, her cry of pain lanced through him. Hand clapped to her mouth, she apologized. "Damn it Jules, why didn't you say anything?" Her ankle was swollen and discolored. And they'd left her crutches behind.

"I'm fine," she insisted, as though he couldn't see tears filling her eyes. Her teeth chattering, she tugged a blanket from the back of the couch. 

Confused by his ambivalence, Matt groped his way to the kitchen. Resisting the urge to bang his head on the marble counter, he released a frustrated sigh. Damn it, he didn't want to like her. He couldn't blow this op—not after the mistake with Pam. He needed a resounding win. To get back on track. To feel competent again. To hopefully put the past behind him. He couldn't afford an error. In judgment or fact. He couldn't afford the risk Julie represented. 

Finding ice wasn't a problem, but finding a bag to hold it took several minutes in the dense darkness. His brain re-engaged, he returned to the living room. "We'll keep the lights out so the house looks vacant," he explained. "It's unlikely Munoz's guys will go house to house."

Blanket wrapped around her shoulders, Julie nodded. "What happened out there?"

He debated how much to share, but for now they were a team. "I counted at least three guys out there. Paul is dead-"

She startled. "The officer who-"

"Either he worked for Munoz and—became disposable or he was taken by surprise," he explained. "There's another in the yard." He paused when she winced. "The rest took off after the shooting started. I heard them on the gravel and then a car started down the road."  

In the murky shadows of his friend's living room, she rested her head on her knees. "We're safe for now," he offered. 

"How long will that last?"

There was defeat in her voice. "It would be easier if I knew what we were up against. If we knew what you saw."

Her head popped up. "What do you mean—what I saw?"

"If you're telling the truth-"

"I may not know the truth, but I can feel it," she insisted, her voice watery. "I can't be the terrible person you're looking for."  

Her words resonated through him. Wanting to believe her. Weighing the cost of that desire. "Then you know something," he reasoned. "You saw something or you know something. And they have to prevent that information from getting out."

Her eyes widened. "When I was stumbling along the path—I remembered the warehouse. I saw something in the warehouse."

"The warehouse with the white clouds?" Uncertain how he felt about her sudden revelation, he treaded cautiously. 

"There's something bad—inside." 

"Bad . . . like drugs?"

Her profile outlined in the faint light, she stared into the void as though there was something there. It was a common maneuver—for someone thinking up more lies. It was a beautiful profile—of a woman he was increasingly conflicted over. "How did you end up at the warehouse?"

When she faced him, her terrified expression ricocheted through his chest.  

"A meeting." 

"With who?"

"I don't—Something to do with work." 

Studying her, Matt waited. "How do you know that?"

"Because everything is about work." She grimaced at his expression. "I know this sounds crazy because I can't remember. But I'm sure-"

The anguish in her eyes suggested a great deal more. If she wouldn't be forthcoming, he'd pry it from her. "You mentioned tripping over a body-" Her shoulder jerked at his reminder. Fatigue forgotten, Matt stared into blank eyes. "Remember, Jules?" 

She clutched her waist, absorbing the shudders rippling through her. "A man. He was old."

"Did you know him?"

"He was . . . face down." Hand trembling, she wiped blindly at her eyes. "Wearing a suit."

"Color?" He mentally started counting.

"Brown." A tiny notch creased her forehead. "Herringbone pattern jacket—like my gramps used to wear." 

Okay—she hadn't lied. A quick response meant ownership of a fact. It meant she believed what she said. Ignoring the relief flooding him, Matt pressed on. No way could he cut her any slack.   

She touched her head. "He had white hair."

Christ, where was this going? Another laughably obscure clue. Tied to . . . nothing. "Anything else?"

"Tori.  She . . . might have been with me." Eyes laced with guilt, she seemed frozen. "How could I forget that?"

Tori—with the suspect last name. Julie with no last name. Dragging a hand through his hair, he released a frustrated breath. He needed a break. Something. Anything he could link together that could be deemed progress. Something he could offer the team—something that said Barnes is back on his game. He's all over this. He's-  

About to blurt another impatient question, he heard sniffling. Jesus, she was crying again. Idiot—her friend might be dead. A little tact would help. "I'm sure . . . we'll find her."

"How? Where is she?"

He squeezed a trembling hand. "Anything you remember . . . might help find her." 

"A long road. Not paved." She shuddered. "Isolated. Creepy. A door with a window." Her gaze unfocused, she startled. "The paw mark." She bolted up from the couch before he caught her.

"Jules—your ankle." He steadied her when she struggled against him. "Where are you going?" 

"We . . . we need to find it. The paw mark." Her chest rose with each panting breath. "It's a sign. It's on a sign."  

"We can't." He gentled his tone, banking his own excitement. "We're hiding, remember?" He helped her hobble back to the couch, raising her ankle on pillows to elevate it. When he plopped a bag of frozen peas on it, she gasped. 

Scooping the blanket from the floor, he draped her with it. A familiar adrenaline buzz trickled through him, mowing down his body's resistance to the lethargy that wanted to grab hold at two in the morning. His brain frantically sorting information, Matt startled as he remembered their conversation at dinner. How the hell had he forgotten it? Julie owned a company. He'd been angry—over Leo's news about Munoz. And with her, for not being the innocent victim he wanted her to be. A Boston area company with a corporate officer named Julie. How many could there be? "How about tea," he suggested, hanging on to a straight face when hers contorted with frustration. 

"Tea?" She sputtered. "But—I just remembered something major." Blank eyes finally heated with anger. "You've been pestering me for days. It's finally coming back."

The mystery pulled at him. Like any bad habit, the deeper into the labyrinth of a drug investigation he wandered, the harder it became to turn back. It was probably the one thing he missed most about his job. Total immersion. No time or desire to think of anything else. 

As a special agent with the DEA, his forte was forensic investigations. Like any addiction, they consumed him. The trail was always money. No matter how ingenious the criminal, he inevitably picked up their scent. Following the bread crumbs to the end of the trail. To yet another bastard who destroyed lives for profit.  

"I'm glad your memory is returning." Crackling with impatience, Julie's eyes shot daggers at him. But in fifteen minutes or so, the adrenaline feeding him would cause her to crash. Her battered body was exhausted. Though he wanted nothing more than to pick the lock on her awakening brain- 

Matt sighed. Occasionally, he could do the right thing. His interrogation would have to wait.  

***
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JULIE AWAKENED CRYING, the cobwebs clearing on a memory that left her desolate.  

"Jules?" His sexy voice husky with sleep, Matt shifted in the recliner. "Is it your ankle?"

"I—keep r-remembering." She swiped at flooding eyes. "I want to stop."

A confused smile quirked his lips. "I don't think it works that way." Rising from the chair, he groaned. "Jeez—how long was I out?" 

"I think I knew," she muttered. "I sensed it at the hospital."

"Sensed what?" Hand to the back of his neck, he blinked away sleep.

"I am alone." His eyes flared with sudden understanding. "My dad is—gone." Shifting on the couch, she drew her knees to her chest. Rediscovering the loss brought back emotions she'd believed were buried with him. 

"I'm sorry." 

"Me, too." The empty words sounded inadequate. "Two years ago. I run the company now." Her father's pride and joy—that she hadn't wanted. She swallowed around a hard knot of regret. "Sorry—this feels like-"

He sank down at the foot of the couch. "It's happening again?"

She nodded, surprised when he reached for her hand. "He was only fifty-three."

"Your mom?"

She winced at the growing lump. "When I was thirteen." 

"I can't imagine what that would be like," he admitted after a pause. "My dad died when I was in college, but my mother is a rock. She holds our family together."

Startled over his voluntary release of any information, she found warmth in his gaze. Compassion. Grateful for it, she sorted the tumbling memories. "My dad coped by working all the time." She remembered the fear—of being left behind. Being alone. And she'd acted. "I realized the only way I'd ever get to see him was by making myself useful." Chest suddenly heavy, she averted her eyes. "One morning during summer vacation, I met him at the door and announced I was going to work with him." A sad smile played around her lips. "I must've looked pathetic."

"How old were you?"

"Fourteen."

"Maybe he was grateful." The sudden heat of his stare sliced through the gloom. "You did the hard part," he suggested. He checked the melting bag of peas on her ankle. "Grief hits everyone differently. Maybe your dad tried to outrun it by staying busy." He rose suddenly, moving to the window. 

Confusion swirled, competing with memories. "What is it?"

"Thought I heard something." Not turning, he kept his gaze on the darkened window. "I nearly left school when my dad died." 

His sleep-husky voice drifted across her skin in the pre-dawn stillness. "H-how old were you?"

"Nineteen." He carefully moved the drape. "Sophomore year." 

As the silence lengthened between them, she sensed disappointment. Could he really regret sharing a single morsel of his past with her? 

"Going back to school after the funeral was the hardest things I'd ever done," he finally said. "Like I was abandoning my mom and sister." Letting the curtain drop, he slowly turned. "Madeline—my mom knew exactly what to say so I wouldn't feel guilty."

"What?"

"My dad—didn't raise us to be quitters. We all needed to keep doing the things we cared about . .  . because he would hate knowing we gave up." His smile heated at the memory. "She said he wouldn't enjoy heaven if he knew we were sad. My mom's pretty good at the Catholic guilt trip . . . but I think she got that one right."    

"I wish-" Julie experienced a sharp jab of longing. How different her life would have been. At thirteen, she'd assumed her parents would be there forever. "What's she like?"  

"Strong. Opinionated." His smile widened. "I'm always outnumbered because my sister is just like her." 

Her breath caught as a sudden realization swept her. "Wait—you haven't-" With her memory returning, Matt should have pounced by now. "Obviously, I'm remembering stuff. Why haven't you asked?"

His gaze met hers, seeming to absorb her thoughts as she experienced them. "I'm not a complete jerk. Remembering everything at once is traumatic."

"But you need-" She drank in the compassion veiling his gaze. His understanding. So foreign—probably to him, too. Likely fleeting—but so perfectly timed when she'd needed it the most. Releasing a shuddering breath, she nodded. "My name is Juliet Kimball. I own a company called KTec."

***
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"WE SHOULD TRY TO FIND . . . the paw." Julie's voice slurred with exhaustion. More than anything, she wanted to sink into a dreamless sleep and wake up learning the past week had been a nightmare. 

"Sleep, Jules." If she'd had any hope of convincing him, Matt's voice suggested otherwise. Returning from his perch in another window, he stretched. "It's two hours 'til dawn. Get some rest so you'll be functional."

"How do I sleep when people are—you know . . ." Her train of thought drifted away on an ear-splitting yawn. He had to be exhausted, too. Riveted by the muscular frame straining against his shirt, she remembered the sensation of his arms wrapped around her.  

"I guess you're not a morning person." His lips twitched to keep from laughing. 

"I'm not a middle-of-the-night person," she corrected, her mouth suddenly dry. Carelessly rolled up sleeves on his loaner flannel shirt revealed strong forearms. Her muddled brain stuttered. Combined with the dead-of-night shadow staining his cheeks, Julie had the impression of a sexy, surly lumberjack. 

"Resist the urge to hurl that at me." He nodded to her mug. "I'm highly perceptive at anticipating the actions of others."

She'd drained the tea he'd insisted on, the caffeine helping her stay alert the last hour. Releasing the tumble of memories cluttering her head. The paw mark was on a sign to the inn where she'd stayed. The Psychedelic Kitty. Matt's expression had been comical when she'd remembered the name. But he'd emailed it to his team, using the McCready's ancient desktop instead of his phone.   

"More likely, you've had this effect on women before."

His slow grin sent awareness forking down her aching spine. Battered, limping and chased by killers—and she still wanted to strip him from his flannel and have her way with him on the couch. 

"I need water. You want anything?" Sprawled in an armchair, cranky and rumpled, he was incredibly appealing. Despite his own lack of sleep, his eyes snapped with intelligence behind the professor glasses. His unruly hair lent credence to the overall image of a bend-the-rules sort of man.

When he disappeared in the kitchen, Julie released a confused sigh. How would life feel with no worries? With no one chasing her. No failing business to lose sleep over. Would she do things differently? Take a vacation and just go crazy . . . once in her life? Indulge in a wild, no strings week with a guy like Matt? 

"Jeez—I hope so." Somehow, she doubted it. She was boring. A dutiful daughter—doing the right thing. "Where's that gotten you?" Chased by a killer. She was tired of fighting. So tired of . . . everything. If only she could erase the past five days. Her lids fluttered down. The entire trip would be nothing but a surreal nightmare . . .

*** 
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WATER BOTTLE IN HAND, Matt returned from the kitchen, cursing when he discovered her eyes closed. His suspect released a sexy sigh as she tumbled into sleep. Another moment and he'd lose her to the comfort of Mrs. McCready's afghan. "Eyes open," he ordered. 

"But you-" Her confused expression made him smile. "Sleep," she finally remembered.

"I changed my mind."

Blinking drowsy eyes, Julie's yawn reminded him of a cranky toddler. "In probably twenty countries, this constitutes torture."

Even disgruntled, she was appealing. Though fuzzy from lack of sleep, his brain  acknowledged it was growing harder to keep a professional distance when she was so likeable. But thinking that way would only distract him—when he was finally making progress. 

"We're on a roll." He reminded himself to be compassionate. Her memories might be traumatic. But the fact remained—he was dying to get inside her head. "Tell me about your company."

Absently, she finger-combed her hair, wincing when she hit a bruise. Guilt shivved him in the ribs. Jeez—he was a jerk. Tonight, she'd dragged herself a half mile in the dark, outrunning a killer on one leg. Now, when he should be offering comfort, he was interrogating her. 

"KTec manufactures and distributes replacement parts for personal electronic devices." She paused to untangle a knot. "After market chargers and headphones . . . batteries. When my dad died, I had to take over." In a heartbeat, her voice went from cranky to vulnerable, her drowsiness falling away. 

"You don't like being in charge?" His gaze firmly planted on the wall, he ignored the curious urge to substitute his fingers for hers. To sift the beautiful, silken weight.

"I didn't want it," she explained. "When he died I wanted . . . to run away."

Matt sensed a gulf opening between them—could feel her aloneness. She'd been maybe twenty-eight? "That must have been difficult."

Difficult? His polite words fell flat. How often had he uttered meaningless phrases like that? Under the guise of being considerate. When all he really wanted was more information. She'd lost both parents. 'Difficult' wouldn't begin to describe her life. "I can't imagine the pressure you must've felt."

Her childhood had been nothing like his. He'd grown up with the security of knowing his parents were there. Despite her financial wizardry, his mother had always been there—when he and Lyss left the school bus. She'd baked cookies and bandaged knees with a calming regularity Julie had probably never known. He'd worn out half a dozen gloves playing catch with his father. And when his dad died, he'd wept for a week.  

"I was blindsided. Dad wasn't even sick." 

"You couldn't check out? For a little while?"

"Not according to the board. We had so much . . . stuff to do. Contracts to negotiate. A warehouse our lawyer wanted sold." She met his gaze. "I felt bad for wanting to leave-"  

Guilt etched her features. Loyalty. Sacrifice. Thrust into a role she hadn't wanted.  

"Without him, it doesn't mean much," she admitted. "Every day I walk through those doors . . . I think of him." She released a ragged sigh. "I would've been relieved to sell my shares."

"Why didn't you?"

"Everything happened so fast." She swung her legs over the side of the couch. "I need to stretch." Sliding her foot into the boot, she winced when it made contact.

"You okay?" The last thing he needed was her reinjuring the ankle.

"Just aching." She took a wobbly step. "Mr. Dandridge said there wasn't time—that I should wait until things calmed down." 


Wait. What? "Who's Dandridge?" He wondered whether Julie was confusing memories. "Our attorney." 



A young woman grieving the loss of her father. Why would the attorney be against her selling and moving on? "You have shareholders?"

She paused in her shuffle down the hallway. "Yeah. They weren't crazy about me, either. "They questioned my readiness and I . . . agreed, sort of."  

"Then why-" Matt's instinct had him wishing he could risk firing up his laptop, while the accountant in him was itching to review her financials. 


"Where's the bathroom?"



Distracted, he guided her through the darkened hallway, his brain exploding with a dozen new questions. "Down here on the right."

While she was in the bathroom, Matt located his backpack. No longer sure when or where he'd be able to meet up with Finn, he reminded himself to stay sharp. We may not be finished running. 

Finally, they were getting somewhere. Julie hadn't questioned Dandridge's motives in taking over her father's company. But context was everything. Twenty-eight. Alone. Grief stricken. The world on her shoulders, with no one to turn to. Matt only had to recall how overwhelmed he'd been when his own father passed. And he'd had his mom and sister to lean on. No family conglomerate to take over.

The days following his father's funeral had blurred, immersed in a fog of grief. Returning to school had been difficult. Leaving his mother and sister behind—nearly impossible. What had that experience been like for Julie? To have an entire company's problems thrust upon her? It would've been easy to exploit her vulnerability—her desperate need to trust someone.  

"I'm hungry." Julie emerged from the gloom. "Do you mind if I find us something to eat?"

He gave her booted ankle a wide berth. "I smelled coffee in the cabinet. I'll get a pot going." He checked his watch. "Ninety minutes before its light."

Taking a chance, he turned his phone on. If someone was hunting them, they would've been discovered by now. Matias would likely resume his search at first light—if he hadn't blown town. Hiding out at the McCreadys had been a calculated risk. If Matias had enough men, he should've launched a search. But something was making him cautious.   

Murdering a small town cop wasn't exactly keeping a low profile. Shooting up Matt's cottage had raised the stakes. Noise. Cops—and the state troopers Jonas had likely called for assistance. Evidence left behind. Munoz' previous screw-ups likely had placed him on Viper's shitlist. Matias had three options. Fix it. Run. Or die.  

Scrolling his phone, he discovered three messages from Jonas and one from Mullaney. Jeez—at four in the morning? That couldn't be good. He glanced at Julie. Her head in the freezer searching for breakfast, he decided to break out one of his burner phones and return Sean Mullaney's call. There was a ton of information to relay. Jonas, however, would have to get used to waiting.  

***
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JULIE SWEPT CRUMBS into her hand. Though the cabinets were practically bare, she'd discovered biscuits in the freezer. While Matt was on the phone with the elusive Mullaney, she'd unearthed a cookie sheet and shoved them in the oven. Hunting through the refrigerator, she found a lone stick of butter of suspect age and a jar of strawberry jam. Her stomach rumbled appreciatively. 

"What smells so good?" Matt entered the room. "I'm starving."

"I found biscuits." She'd readied plates while he'd been on the phone. "Any news?"

A flurry of activity took place behind his eyes. His brain seemed to process information like a super computer, taking everything in, but rarely spitting out data. "We'll talk in a couple minutes."

Translated—he wasn't sharing. After all the information she'd revealed—which he'd likely use against her. After everything they'd been through, Barnes still didn't trust her. Frustration welled in her chest. They were after her. Couldn't he be forthcoming about that? "When this is over, we should replace the food." 

He dropped into a chair. "I'll take care of it. I've been watching their house while I've been out here rehabbing." Splitting a steaming biscuit, he slathered it with jelly. "I'd love to know how bad they trashed my place, but we can't risk going back." 

Because of her. "I'm sorry, Agent Barnes. I'll pay for the dam-"

"Agent Barnes?" His amused voice interrupted. "Jules—a few hours ago you practically ripped my shirt off-"

"I did not rip-" Heat and mortification incinerating her face, she glanced away. "Besides, I already apologized for that."  

"My point is . . . I think we're officially on a first name basis now."

The dimple winking in his right cheek helped. That damned smile. That elusive, dangerous smile. The well-hidden sense of humor. Buried under his all-business demeanor was a man who'd rendered her boneless. Though she'd been the instigator, he'd been equally stunned by the force of their attraction. The awareness arcing around them now could trigger an explosion.  

Fisting suddenly nervous fingers, she dragged in a breath. The cranky agent might be sexy as hell, but he didn't trust her. And she was learning she couldn't afford to trust him, either.  "You didn't sign up for this when you agreed to help yesterday."   

He waved off her concern before polishing off a biscuit. He lost no time snagging two more. Julie joined him, too hungry to care how it looked. 

"Once the team shows up, I'll get someone out there to board up the damage."

"What happens next?"

"Once we eat, I'm heading outside for a look around."

She startled, surprised to realize she'd assumed they were safe. "You think they're still looking for me?"

Matt shrugged. "They haven't given up yet."

Would her life ever be normal again? "Where's your  partner?" It seemed like days since they'd left Matt's home in the dead of night. Instead it had only been hours. "Shouldn't he be here?"

He checked his watch. "Mullaney won't get here until afternoon but Finn should be here in a couple hours." He stretched. "Time for a perimeter check, before it gets light."

"Can I-" 

"Stay here and don't move." His grim expression suggested she not question orders. "I'll be back in a few minutes. Then we'll discuss a plan."  

She moved to the French doors. "Can I peek at the lake?"

"Remember what I said about risks?" At her disgruntled expression, he relented. "Stand to the side. Don't move the drapes." 

Careful to stay in the shadows, Julie scanned the postcard view. The hill sloped sharply down to the water's edge where a dock jutted into placid water. The muted orange smudge of sunrise nudged the horizon, slowly burning off the mist. Tall pines framed a view she would likely never tire of. "Is it foggy every morning?"

"'Til the sun burns it off." Matt pulled a gray hoodie over his head.  

"If I lived here, I wouldn't want to leave." Her gaze skimmed the lake's surface, the gentle swells belying the turmoil of the previous night's storm. Today, the path along the lakefront was the epitome of charm . . . with none of the murky, terrifying shadows she'd sensed during the night. She stared wistfully at the Adirondack chairs on the deck. If only circumstances were different. If she'd been here on vacation. And—bumped into him. A smart, funny man she would have enjoyed getting to know. Or hell—just shared a few amazing nights with. A beautiful man she'd never see again . . . The crazy, not-like-her-at-all thought brought a smile to her lips. 

Except . . . Julie couldn't remember a vacation. Or a memory that didn't carry a fraught sense of tension. Worry. Overwhelm. Failure. 

"Most of the time, I like it better out here than Boston." Oblivious to her thoughts, Matt slid into his shoes. Checking his gun, he slipped it into the sweatshirt pouch. An armed man who would blend in with the pre-dawn mist clinging to the yard. "You're from Boston, too?"

"Yeah. I work out of the Boston DEA office." 

"If I live through this, I'm coming back," she vowed, her voice suddenly husky with yearning. As though she had to convince herself. As though even she knew the likelihood was slim. And it had suddenly become the most important thing she could ever do. "I'll rent a place . . . for a month." Her sigh was filled with longing. "I'm going to read ten books. Take naps every afternoon. And every night, I'll sip wine and dangle my feet from the dock . . ."

"Sounds like you need a vacation." The edge to his voice made her glance up as he jerked the hood over his head.

She smiled. "I think I need a new life."

His brooding gaze seemed to harden before her eyes. "Yeah, well we've got a few things to resolve before your vacation. Stay away from the windows," he ordered. "I'm heading outside."

***
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MATT INHALED SEVERAL lungfuls of crisp, predawn air, trying to forget the hurt he'd put in her eyes. Wondered why he'd been such a dick. Methodically, he cased the house. No signs of attempted entry. No signs of life in the slumbering homes on either side of the McCreadys. Drawn to the solitude of water lapping against the wooden piers, he trudged down the hill. Julie hadn't done anything wrong . . . yet he'd bitten her head off. 

Comfortably slouched against the living room wall, her blonde hair had caught the first streamers of morning light when she peeked out the window. And instead of a murderous drug dealer, all he'd seen was an ethereal beauty trapped in light. A sensitive, smart, resilient woman who'd stolen his breath. He'd resisted the urge to drift closer, painfully aware of long, shapely legs lurking under another pair of ill-fitting loaner sweats. 

Her beautiful eyes turning wistful, she'd fantasized about a vacation from her problems. Jules' sleep-roughened voice had added a sexual edge to the unprofessional thoughts running through his overtired brain. Transfixed, Matt had conjured his own list. Except somehow—his plans had included her. Hiking his favorite trails, her hand tight in his. Introducing her to the secret cove where sun collided with water in a vivid glow of red and orange. Dinners  on the deck listening to geese settling down for the night. Making love in the huge king bed . . . waking together to admire another perfect sunrise. 

Heat flooding him, he jerked free of the fantasy. Yeah—that's all you need, his brain taunted. If ever a case screamed to be played by the book, this was it. If he effed this up, the next bullet he took for a desperate woman just might be the last.

Wisps of fog clung to the lake's surface as he dragged a fist through his hair. Before him, the first rays of dawn pierced the mist, the vision otherworldly, yet comfortingly familiar. Releasing several cleansing breaths, the sharp, cool breeze loosened the tightness in his chest. The distant call of a hoot owl broke the peaceful silence.

His phone vibrated, dissolving the images as he headed back. Jonas again. He debated taking it, uncomfortable with anyone knowing their whereabouts. After last night he wasn't keen on taking chances. Paul was still an unknown. The local cop may have been a victim the previous night, another dead body in a long Munoz list. Or he'd been on Matias' endless payroll—until his usefulness had reached an abrupt end. 

The fewer people who knew their whereabouts, the better. But Paul's murder would be big news. Jonas was likely getting hit with uncomfortable questions the small town cop couldn't answer. Matt had left him to deal with a firestorm of bad press. "Hey, Steve." 

He slipped through the door on the deck, locking it behind him. "I'm sorry about Paul." Before she turned away, Julie's gaze was subdued—still hurt by his remark. Jonas launched into an accusatory speech regarding the previous night's events. Though Matt sympathized, he was in no mood for a lecture. "I warned you this could get dangerous—and it's not over yet." 

If Mullaney's hunch was right, Marsh Point might be a way station for drugs making their way to east coast markets. It would be an easy entry point from Canada—winding back roads through the wilderness, sparsely populated water routes—especially in the offseason. And a chronically shorthanded police force whose skills varied depending on the village you passed through. 

"Whether you want to believe it-" His gaze slanted to Julie, conscious she was privy to the conversation. "You've got traffickers out here." He winced when the older man suggested they hole up at the station, or worse—his home. "After what happened last night, we're moving around." Just what they needed—exposing more innocent people to Munoz. His friend hadn't worked a drug case in twenty years—and he'd never faced a cartel like the one Viper controlled. It would be safer for Jonas to stick to running down leads. 

But Steve's voice was laced with pride, which meant Matt's suggestion required a measure of finesse—so the old man wouldn't be insulted on top of everything else. Not exactly his forte. "We're gonna need you to do a background check on Paul." As expected, Jonas protested. "I know it sounds bad," he admitted. "But . . . if he was working for Munoz-"

His friend cut him off, his anger controlled. If word got out Jonas was investigating his own deputy—a deputy killed in the line of duty- "I realize this is awkward, Steve. I can ask Mullaney-"

After a charged pause, Jonas reluctantly consented. Releasing a measured sigh, Matt acknowledged there were days he hated his job. "Once you process the scene at my mother's place, let me know what you find." The stilted conversation finally ended, Matt disconnected with a muttered oath. 

Distracted, he glanced at his watch. He was tired of operating blind. Tired of not having answers. Before he could process Jonas' angry words, Julie crossed the living room in a hobbled rush. He was tired of analyzing how he felt about her. Guilty? Innocent? Why couldn't he make up his mind?

Eyes enormous, she limped closer. The fear in her gaze sent an insidious warning down his back. "What now?"

"Outside." Her voice a panicked whisper, she pointed to the deck. "Someone's out there."

***
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Chapter 6 

"WHAT DO WE DO?" HEART in her throat, Julie clung to his arm as though Barnes would miraculously have answers. 

Finger to his lips, he tugged her into the kitchen. "Stay here," he breathed in her ear. "Get my bag and be ready to go." Unholstering his gun, he crept back through the living room. 

Legs quivering, Julie pulled on a sweatshirt. Scrambling, she found her shoe and slipped it on her good foot. Paralyzed as she watched him peer behind the drapes, the temptation was strong to bolt. Run to the opposite end of the house and head out the door. But where could she go? She wouldn't get far on one leg. No money. No clue where she was or how to get home. No idea who was a friend and who wanted her dead. Instead, she gathered his backpack and slung it over her shoulder.

Endless minutes later, Matt finally returned, his expression grim. "False alarm. It's the kid who mows their lawn in the off season."

Terror still pulsing through her, she groaned. How did anyone live like this? She dropped her head into shaking hands. "I'm not sure how much more of this I can take."

"Like we have a choice?"

"Can't you just . . . arrest me? Take me back to Boston?" She knew she wasn't making sense. "I'll get a lawyer and just . . . try to prove I'm innocent." 

"Even if I did, it won't protect you from Munoz." His gaze implacable, he was like a damned robot. "Whatever your role in this mess, he'll need to finish it."

She was running on empty. Logic no longer seemed to apply. If possible, she felt more alone than ever. But she couldn't afford to rely on Barnes. The enigmatic agent protecting her felt . . . nothing. No emotion. No empathy for the situation she'd landed in. Damn it, she was innocent. And . . . her friend was still missing. 

"Jules, it's alright." He left the window where he'd stationed himself, stance rigid, his body on high alert. "The McCreadys gave him permission to be here." 

Slinging an arm around her, he guided her back to the couch. But the expected relief didn't materialize. The pressure inside her was building. If she were a tea kettle, she would be shrieking on the stove, scalding water splashing from the spout. A shudder tremored through her. "Why is he h-here so early?"

"Trout fishing," he explained, voice neutral—as though they were discussing breakfast. "The McCreadys let him borrow their boat during the offseason." 

"Trout fishing? At the ass crack of dawn?" When he chuckled, she felt some of her own tension ease. 

"Clearly, you're not into trout."

Anger rose over the ridiculousness of their situation. "The only activity I'm doing before dawn involves a bed." 

His eye brimmed with amusement. "Duly noted." 

Her startled laughter dissipated her tension. "I meant . . . you know—sleeping." 

Matt's smile widened. "Well if you were into trout . . . you'd know dawn is the best time to catch them."

"I'll remember that when I come back on vacation." If we live through this. Her shoulders sagged. "Is there anything we could be doing? Besides sitting here?"

"Jules, you've got a killer trailing you. He's tried and failed three times now. You've got a bum leg," he ticked off, his voice entirely too reasonable. "We're on the run . . . operating blind. No help yet." He folded his arms over his chest. "What have you got in mind?"

"Tori is still missing." Indignant, she ignored his placating tone. "She was with me at that warehouse. I'm sure of it."  

"The elusive Tori Stash." He stood, pacing to the counter, his voice taking on a hard edge, revealing his frustration. "Maybe if you gave me a real name to go on, we might be able to help her." 

"Stansky," she corrected. "She's my assistant. Tori drove out to meet me."

"Why were you here?" Suspicious eyes appeared to be memorizing every nuance of her expression—as though he could catch her in a lie just by looking at her.

She hesitated, sorting the jumble of memories into order. "KTec is in trouble. I . . . was meeting with a consultant."

"What kind of trouble?" 

"Financial . . . but I think it's more than that." Julie experienced a jag of excitement. "They're called Keyes Group-"

He glanced up from his notebook. "I've heard of them. Corporate troubleshooters." Restless, Barnes drummed his pencil on the pad. "What was Keyes Group doing for you?"  

"An audit." She shivered. "I hired them a month ago"

"To review what?"

"Everything. Financials, inventory, warehousing. They were planning a site visit but it hasn't happened yet. I wanted to keep it quiet."

His pencil stopped thumping. "Why?"

"Because—it's someone inside." Suspicions voiced for the first time, her words echoed in the quiet stillness, her secret absorbed in the darkness. "That's why I drove out here. I didn't want to tip my hand until I could isolate the problem. The person."

"Is it theft? Embezzlement?" His gaze resigned, he tossed his pencil down. "If you're withholding information that can assist this investigation-" 

"I don't know," she insisted. Keyes Group was assisting with a problem she hadn't discussed with anyone. Barnes' expression remained unmoved. "I'd barely started working with them." A familiar sinking feeling returned. "When I couldn't remember anything—the voice in my head said trust no one."

"Jules-" His expression irritated, Matt leaned forward, readying a lecture. Until his eyes lit with a sudden flare of understanding. "Hold up . . . are you saying even the lawyer doesn't know about Keyes Group?"

***
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"JULES?" HE SCANNED his notes. What was the attorney's name? "Dandridge doesn't know, does he?"

Troubled eyes refused to hold his gaze. "I don't have proof-" 

"But you don't trust him." When his phone buzzed again, Matt bristled with agitation over the disruption. Damn, it was Leo. "Don't go anywhere," he warned. "I have to take this." 

"Finn's at her hotel." His boss' voice provided a dose of familiarity after a long, lonely  night on the run. As usual, Leo jumped into the conversation mid-thought. "The Psychedelic Kitty-" He paused for a dry chuckle. "That's—a serious chick place." He rifled through papers as he spoke. "Said she checked in Wednesday night around seven. Supposed to check out Friday, but disappeared."

"Did anyone remember her?" His back to Julie, he wandered to the kitchen.

"Room service Wednesday night. The front desk clerk saw her Thursday morning." Leo's pen clicked like an assault rifle in his ear. "Finn's got the surveillance tapes from the hotel. We should have 'em within the hour." 

"Anything in her room?" Glancing over his shoulder he discovered Jules trying not to listen in, but clearly excited over new information. Eyes huge, she clutched a pillow to her chest, probably not even aware she held it as she limped after him, trailing him through the kitchen. When she started whispering questions, he held up a finger.

"An overnight bag. The usual. Toiletries. Clothes." Leo rustled the papers on his desk. "Brown University sweatshirt." Leo paused several beats. "She sounds a little uptown for you, Magic."

Seriously? Matt shook his head. "Anything we can use? A laptop? Phone?" Shit—something that pointed to the elusive warehouse? Anything that might finally steer them away from her? Not that he wanted that, he amended hastily. They needed the trail to Viper. If Julie was that lead—she'd made her bed long ago.  

"Laptop. No phone," his boss confirmed. "Finn says he found an impression on a pad in her room. Does she remember anything about that?" 

"Hang on." Turning, he practically bumped into her. "What do you remember about your hotel room?"

"Like what?" Eyes wide, she didn't wait for an answer. "It was cute. Victorian. Wicker rockers on the porch. There's a spa . . . but I didn't get a chance-" 

"I don't care about the spa." Jesus. "The furniture, Jules." Tugging agitated fingers through his hair, he heard Leo snicker in the background. Ignoring him, he shook off his annoyance. "Was there a table?" The cute little notch between her brows made a reappearance. Why he wanted to press his lips there to soothe it away was beyond him. The damn case was breaking. Why couldn't he focus on that? 

"Yes," she cried before covering her mouth. "In the corner." Her excited voice scraped pleasantly along his nerves. "I sat there . . . to write directions."  

Practically bouncing on her good leg, her enthusiasm was catchy. A reluctant smile twitched on his lips. "To the warehouse?"

She nodded. "I was—on the phone with marketing. He gave me directions."

"Leo—you got that? Finn's holding the directions to the warehouse." He frowned. "Who gave them to you?"

"Our marketing guy. Bernie Lambeth. He said we had a potential client-" Mouth open, Julie paused, a tremor sweeping her when her brain caught up with the blurted memory. "Wait—he . . . he told me to go there." 

"Leo-" 

His boss cut him off. "I heard." 

Adrenaline surged through slumbering veins while his boss repeated the information to Finn. The marketing guy had sent her into danger. He wanted the databases smoking as they searched for connections between Viper and Lambeth. Glancing to Julie, his elation dampened when her face crumpled. While he celebrated new information, she was discovering she'd been set up. 

"Why would he do that?" 

Her anguished whisper carved a hole in his gut. Suddenly unconcerned whether he broke his own rules, Matt tugged her against him, absorbing her violent shudders. 

By the time Leo came back on the line, Julie's arms were around his waist, teary eyes pressed to his shirt. Frantic, disjointed breaths heated his neck. Matt acknowledged he'd crossed another damn line. Again.  

"Barnes—meet Finn at the hotel in thirty minutes. I want her cooperation with those directions."

He stilled. "What about Munoz?" 

There was a long pause while Leo digested the unspoken question. Jules still had a target on her back. "Take precautions. But we're talkin' Viper. She needs to lead us to him." 

***
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UNEASE BATTLED EXCITEMENT as Matt guided her to the kitchen chair. "We need to leave in a few minutes." 

Her eyes were still blank with shock. "Tori said . . . she'd meet me. The client," she mumbled. "That's why we were there." 

"Was a last minute client unusual?" Years of training spoke on his behalf. Soothing. Neutral. His brain on overload, splintering in a million directions, he holstered his Glock. Planning a route to Finn that would hopefully prevent their being attacked on the way. New suspects. The Dandridge lead to follow up. Now, Lambeth.   

She nodded absently, scrubbing her arms as though they needed warming. "With the financial problems-" Her voice took on a husky edge. "We needed the work."

The cop in him catalogued her reaction. While the guy in him hoped she would hold it together. Prayed she wouldn't start crying. Not with his resistance pathetically low.  

"That means . . . he knew." Voice watery, her expression crumpled. "He set us up-" Distracted, she shoved the blanket aside. "And where's Tori?" 

Helpless to the surge of compassion cresting over him, Matt muttered reassuring words while she cried, and wondered for the millionth time what he'd gotten himself into. How the hell was he supposed to remain neutral? When his gut wanted to believe. Wanted to protect. 

"Jules—we have to go." Hating himself for rushing her, he felt her stiffen. Message received, she pulled back. Composure slid over her like a mask, making him feel small for not comforting her. Making him wonder when she'd learned to do that. 

Until they found something definitive, Julie was still a suspect. The warehouse might hold the clues they needed. "Finn's waiting for us. We need your help finding the warehouse," he announced. "My boss wants a report this morning."

She glanced up, lashes still spiked with tears. But something in her gaze had shifted from fearful to angry. Determined. "What's in it for me?"

***
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JULIE ALMOST ENJOYED the shock that jolted through Agent Barnes. At last, a recognizable emotion. The knitted brow. The clipped tone to his voice. Disbelief flashed in beautiful blue eyes. Well, why the hell not? He'd had everything his way since they'd met. 

"That wasn't a suggestion."

The brief moment of humor faded as the minutes ticked closer to revisiting the terrifying place of her dreams. The place with the awful secret. "You've spent the night convincing me we need to stay hidden." Her heart skittered. "Will it be safe—out in the open?" 

Twin blue flames ignited in her eyes. Agent Barnes apparently didn't care for ultimatums. "I'll take precautions, but it's not optional. I've got orders." He turned to the counter, his movements jerky. "We're leaving in five minutes."

Swallowing around the lump of fear, Julie stood her ground. "I'll trade you—for help with transportation. I want to go home." The thought of being stalked had her skin prickling with fear. But at some point—she had to get on with life. 

"Trade?" He whipped around. "You think you're in a position to barter?"

Her stomach tightened with tension. "The directions for a ride to Boston." 

"What makes you think you can leave?" 

"Captain Jonas said when my memory returned-"

His scowl cut her off. "That was way before we knew about Munoz being here."

"If you think I'm a suspect—then charge me—or put a tail on me." Julie hesitated. "Or—whatever you do under these circumstances." 

"How about toss you in a jail cell?" Leaning against the counter, his expression was inscrutable. 

"If you had enough evidence, you would've done that by now." As she spoke the words, she realized their truth. 

"And if you're a victim?"

"You don't believe that," she reminded. "I've been guilty since the moment we met." 

Refusing the bait, he stood firm. "Two minutes ago you were afraid to leave this house."

"I have a lead now." She swallowed her nerves. "Bernie set me up. I need to find out what he's doing." What had she discovered that made her worth killing? "My company is in trouble—and I'm no closer to figuring out why." 

"Whatever this is-" He motioned expansively. "You're at the center. You've been attacked three times in the last five days." He pointedly checked his watch. "The last time—six hours ago."

Julie ignored the thread of panic his words caused. She'd been afraid for nearly a week. Living that way for an extended period was unfathomable. She flustered under his intense scrutiny. "Hiding out here won't make me less afraid." 

"A week from now, the case could resolve," he countered. "You return to Boston safely—without someone hunting you." 

Wincing over his deliberate word choice, she reminded herself Barnes wasn't her friend. You're a suspect. A lead. From the sound of it, his team had been searching for Munoz for months. Nothing would settle in a week. He'd dangled the lie—hoping she'd believe him. But, she could become a hardened negotiator, too. "I'll lead you to the warehouse if you agree to help me with transportation."

An eyebrow raised over her ultimatum. "Otherwise?"

She raised defiant eyes to his. Under a facade of icy calm, Julie hid her desperation. She'd had two grueling years of dress rehearsal in sounding authoritative when she didn't have a clue what to do. The KTec shareholders had taught her well the ramifications of showing weakness. "I'm sure you'll figure out the directions yourself." 

"I could probably charge you with obstruction-"

"Then do it," she challenged, calling his bluff. She'd been gone nearly a week. Her company was rudderless. It was time to return to her old life—ready or not. "Otherwise, we work together. I help you. You help me get home . . . while I still have a business to salvage." 

His chilling stare was meant to intimidate, but Julie held her ground. If she relented an inch, he'd crush her. "I guess . . . we have a deal." 

Releasing the breath she hadn't realized she'd held, she smiled. There was no mistaking the frustration in his voice. "Good." One tiny step toward regaining control of her life. "When do we leave?" 

***
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"YOUR NEIGHBORS DON't mind you borrowing their car?" 

Julie's comment broke the tense silence they'd operated under since leaving the relative safety of the McCready cottage. Still unsure what to make of her ultimatum, Matt was both annoyed and impressed by her chops. 

He chose his route carefully—away from his mother's place. "I suspect they'll have an issue if I return it looking like it competed in a drag race." Through a network of back roads with the fewest local residents and a series of switchbacks, he drove through the slumbering town. 

"Some people are so picky." 

Despite his wariness, he smiled. So far—so good. No tail. No mystery vehicle trying to shove them off the road. But it was just past dawn, wisps of mist still clinging to the shadowy road where the sun hadn't reached.  

"It must be hard on Captain Jonas—a case this big." A fleeting frown marred the soft perfection of her skin. "He's lost a co-worker on his force. I imagine in a place like this, everyone knows everyone."

"He can't decide whether he wants to run the op or stay on the sidelines. And . . . I can't tell him he's not qualified." His glance sliding to hers, he read compassion in the beautiful eyes. She'd done something to her hair, twisting it into a knot. Several long, honeyed strands slipped free, escaping to curl into her neck. They looked impossibly soft and silky. Clenching the wheel, he resisted the impulse to touch.  

"When news gets out, the whole town will be asking questions. I supposed it's natural to want to appear in charge."  

"He doesn't have a choice." Jonas' icy tone had indicated reluctance about the change in plans. His gaze swept the road before them, seeking anything out of ordinary. "It's officially in the hands of DEA and state police."

"Can't you give him something public to do?"

"That would be up to Mullaney," he admitted.  

"How about local spokesperson? You could ask him, right? You've worked with him before?"

"Eight years of my ten with DEA." He was surprised to acknowledge how great it felt saying those words. Maybe he was ready to return, after all. 

Seemingly overnight, a cold case now appeared ready explode. Lambeth and Dandridge. Two solid leads. Both centered around Juliet Kimball. Dandridge bothered him. Though Lambeth had sent her into danger, it was the attorney who'd gained control over KTec. Clearly a motive for something—but was there any connection with Viper? 

A question hovered in the murky shadows of his brain, but forcing it when he was battling exhaustion would be pointless. Running a hand down his face, he felt stubble. He likely looked as rough as he felt. 

"What about Tori? What if . . . we find her?"

Julie's uneasy voice scattered his thoughts. Braking for a stoplight, he turned. "Try not to worry." Her sigh suggested he asked the impossible. A sudden memory shoved its way to his frontal lobe. "If the Keyes Group meeting was secret—how did Tori know where to find you?"

Puzzled features worked through his question—each thought visible on the expressive face. Lying was clearly not her forte.   

"She sees my calendar. She knew I was staying out here."

"But not about Keyes Group?"

Guilt flashed in her eyes. "I kept that secret from everyone. I said . . . I needed a few days off."

"You usually tell her everything?"

"Tori's been on my side since I took over."  

On her side. An interesting choice of words. "My boss says the hotel confirmed you showed up Wednesday night."

Julie's expression suggested her brain was on rewind. "I met Keyes Group Thursday morning."

Easy enough to verify. Matt made a mental note for follow up. "What did you discuss?" 

"It was typical first meeting stuff." Her eyes lit with memory. "I handed over our financials and the film they'd asked for."  

Captivated by her determined expression, Matt momentarily lost his train of thought. "Hold up—what's this about film?"   

"Keyes Group asked for a few minutes of film of our warehouse operations."

"They wanted an inventory?" 

"More than that. They wanted to see the processes—I guess because we'd discussed ways to cut cost." She frowned in memory. "Everywhere. Production and shipping."

"So you shot film of your warehouse operation." Could that be at the heart of it? Had she witnessed something she shouldn't have? "Was anyone there?"

"The warehouse manager."

"Was he curious?"  

"Sure, but . . . I gave him the cost-cutting spiel. And—he's new. I had to fire the old manager a few weeks back."

"Nothing felt different about that visit?" Julie had just given him a hundred more questions to follow up on. 

She shrugged. "The warehouse had product. The tracking system was working, the files-" Her voice trailed off.

"I sense a 'but'?"

"You know how something feels off, but you can't put your finger on it?" Her smile was half-hearted. "I was probably just paranoid." 

The film. Awareness jagged down his spine. Hands tightening on the wheel, his gaze locked with hers. "Where's the footage?"

She stilled. "I gave it to Keyes Group."  

Matt experienced the prickly sensation of progress. He was getting closer. To something. Was her warehouse the connection? "When did Lambeth call you about the client?"

"Thursday morning. I jotted the directions before I left for Keyes Group."

"Why would Tori drive all the way out here?"

The notch between her brows returned. "I figured she just wanted an excuse to get out of the office. We talked about grabbing dinner after."

Matt's gaze was caught by a passing sign. "Look."

"The paw mark-" Julie sat up straighter. "My hotel." She blinked several times. "It's like puzzle pieces fitting together."  

Matt checked his watch. They'd make it to the Psychedelic Kitty with five minutes to spare. "So you met with Keyes Group . . . then you followed the directions to the warehouse?"   "I stopped for lunch," she corrected. "I was meeting Tori at three." 

"Where?" 

"Where did I meet her?"

"Lunch, Jules. Where'd you-"

The confusion cleared from her gaze. "Oh—you need to check my story, right?"

Was she stalling? Mullaney likely had her credit card transactions.  

"I had to drive past my hotel to get to the warehouse, so I ate there."

"Okay." He nodded. Easy to verify.

"A club sandwich. No mayo," she deadpanned. "I ate the pickle, though." 

"Fine." Okay, so it had been an obvious question. 

She shifted to face him, her smile teasing. "Six fries. No . . . probably eight." 

Amusement heated his chest. "You would've had me if you'd copped to eating all the fries."

Her eyes widened. "I didn't."

"No one leaves fries, Jules." He shot her a sideways glance. Though she wouldn't meet his gaze, a dimple creased her cheek. "What happened next?"

"I followed the directions." She wrapped her arms around her middle, almost making herself smaller in the seat. "It was isolated. Like—way back off the road. Tori's car was there." A shudder tore through her, startling him. "But everything felt wrong."

Fisting the hand that wanted to reach for hers, Matt sighed. "Describe wrong."

"Creepy. I wanted to leave." Her throat worked convulsively. "But I made myself get out so I could find Tori."

Unease coursing through him, Matt acknowledged he was picking up on her increased anxiety. "What happened?"

"I w-walked around the side of the building. There was a d-door with windowpanes." She released a shuddering breath. "I heard something- Someone. Behind me. When I turned—he was there."

Julie's eyes were huge and vividly green in a face gone ashen. His heartbeat accelerated in response. "Who?"

"The m-man in the mask. He pushed me into the warehouse." She tightened into a ball. "There were scales and bricks of white powder everywhere."

"The clouds in your dream," he reminded.

She nodded. "It was h-hard to breathe."

"What happened then?"

"That's when he tried to k-kill me."


***
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FINN WAS WAITING IN the parking lot when Matt reached the Psychedelic Kitty. O'Brien's ginger crewcut made him easy to spot. Leaving Julie locked in the car, he greeted his best friend's kid brother with a clap to his shoulder. "Last time I saw you, you were still in college." 

Finnegan O'Brien had filled out. Matt did some quick math. He and Teagan were thirty-three. That made Finn at least twenty-eight. Growing up, there had been six O'Brien kids down the block. Translation: always an O'Brien or two available to get in trouble with. "How've you been?"

"Great. My third year at the Agency."  

"Way to make me feel old." O'Brien looked as though he still drank milk with every meal. It probably hadn't taken long for his team to come up with his nickname. The Kid.

"I've read the file." Businesslike, Finn glanced beyond him to the car. "Her hotel bill had vehicle information. I've sent that to Mullaney to trace."

"You got a copy of the bill?" It was little things that tripped people up. Lies about the minutiae. Like Julie's club sandwich.

"Nothin' special. Room service a couple times." He pulled the file from his makeshift office in the backseat of his car.

He scanned the receipt. A restaurant charge at 1:12 pm Thursday. She'd probably still fibbed about the fries.  

"You got any better idea on her involvement?"

Finn's question reined in his thoughts. "Usually I can size someone up in fifteen minutes." He nodded over his shoulder. "With her . . . I'm five days in and I still don't know." He briefed him on the overnight developments. 

Finn's jaw worked a piece of gum. "Aside from the directions, I didn't score much from her room. Clothes and her laptop. But housekeeping had cleaned twice." He reviewed his notes. "I sent the hotel video to Leo thirty minutes ago. They have hall-mounted cameras and a few in the common areas and parking lot." He held up the bagged evidence, hazel eyes narrowing. "This is the impression from the pad."
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