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        By Kristen Ashley

      

      

      There once was a time, at Hoss’s Family Steak and Sea, off some exit somewhere in Pennsylvania, when two women were trapped by a raging storm and seduced by a salad bar.

      At that time, I shared an idea kicking around in my head about an FBI agent and the no-nonsense owner of a gentleman’s club.

      I didn’t think it’d go anywhere.

      And then one of those women said, “You could put this in the Misted Pines series.”

      That woman, by the way, was not me.

      It was gray and blustering outside, but in Hoss’s Family Steak and Sea, where the chicken tenders are better than at a carnival, the skies opened up over my head and a light shone down.

      I loved Misted Pines. I wanted to spend more time there. It’s weird and creepy and seething at the same time it’s a beautiful oasis of safety. I wanted to explore.

      But Celeste wasn’t ready. I wasn’t feeling Harry yet. And the twins were too young. I also thought every book had to be in the heroine’s voice.

      I was wrong.

      Thus, Rus and Cin, who would have been just another hero and heroine clamoring around in my head and never see their ink on a page, were allowed to be born.

      Another storm took out my internet at home, so when I arrived back in Phoenix, I had no way to catch up on work. My only choice was to write.

      So I did.

      I mean, even Mother Nature was desperate for this story.

      Thank you, Jillian.

      #JebidiahLivesInOurHeartsForever
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      Standing in the doorway staring at a dead woman, Zachariah Lazarus knew this case was going to be his last.

      He’d lost his wife to this.

      He couldn’t drop everything, fly five hours, drive for two and a half, stand in the doorway of a room and assume responsibility for another lost soul.

      He’d see to her. If he caught a break, he’d find the twisted mess of a human being who was behind it, and he’d put him out of commission. If he didn’t, he’d uncover everything he could and leave it for the next guy to use when he stood in a door and stared at a life ended in a grim and tragic way, hoping like hell he’d catch a break.

      But Rus was done.

      He was heavy with this shit. Struggling to breathe under a boulder he carried, which grew bigger and bigger, threatening to crush him.

      He took a single step into the room, fighting against that weight he’d carried for years but only started feeling the day he signed his divorce papers.

      The room was cold, incredibly cold. They’d jacked the AC way up to take care of her. It was probably another reason the owner was impatient to get her out of there.

      She was lying in a cradle of plastic sheeting, like the other seven had been.

      Her back was to the door, just like the others.

      She was arranged in a position of sleeping, on her side, one leg hitched and resting on the bunched plastic tucked around her, arms cocked, hands tucked under her cheek.

      She’d been anally raped, he could tell by the blood. Rus knew from experience she’d likely also been vaginally raped.

      The back of her head had been bludgeoned, her long blonde hair matted and mingled with the color of rust, the stained ivory of jagged pieces of skull and the gore of exposed brain matter showing through the strands.

      He’d spoken to his team on the drive there. They’d come and gone and were queuing up evidence to process what they’d found.

      At that moment, the local sheriff and two of his deputies were outside, the sheriff not three feet behind him, the deputies trying to calm an irate motel owner who wanted the body removed.

      He was going to have to put up with crime scene tape, but cruisers and an active investigation fucked with his ability to rent rooms.

      This was too bad, since the man needed the money so he could put some fucking cameras in his reception and parking lot. Perhaps he hadn’t already because their presence made his current clientele nervous, but this meant the zero evidence Rus knew his suspect left behind added to the zero video footage would leave Rus and this woman with less than zero to go on.

      She’d been there since discovery by the motel’s maid yesterday morning. She was still there due to the fact the MO was highly publicized, and the call needed to be made that would put Rus on a plane.

      This boded well for the start of the investigation. It said the locals weren’t going to mess around. They didn’t try to take lead. They didn’t start an investigation they weren’t going to be able to finish.

      They made the call. Rus arranged for agents in the Seattle division to head out and process the scene, gave the locals his ETA and asked that the scene was secured, nothing disturbed, so he could see her as she was left.

      Precisely as she was left.

      Great emotion put a stamp on a space.

      Stand in the doorway after a child’s birthday party, you could feel the joy even if you didn’t see the mess left behind or smell the residue of frosting.

      Stand in the doorway of a crime scene, you could feel the suffering.

      He normally let it wash over him like this, taking on the added weight of that despair, smelling the residue of misery.

      He stood in that doorway longer, though, and not because she was going to be his last one.

      He couldn’t put his finger on why, something was just…

      Off.

      When he couldn’t figure it out, he shook it off and moved farther into the room, down the near side of the bed, noting the coating of blood on her buttocks and thighs left from the violations she sustained, the bruising around her ankles, the smears and pooling on the plastic by her head.

      She’d been raped here, and murdered here, tied to that bed.

      Before that happened, the plastic sheeting had been spread across the mattress, down its sides, along the floor and up the wall. Once the perpetrator was finished, he’d tidied up, positioned her, but otherwise left no trace.

      They’d find her blood and sweat and tears and hair on that sheeting.

      Nothing from him.

      The profilers had ideas about why she was positioned this way, with the worst of it facing the door.

      Rus usually put a good deal of stock into what profilers said.

      The first three victims, he bought it.

      The last four, now five, he knew this whole show was for him.

      Rus set about examining the room even though he knew, if his guy finally fucked up, Rus wouldn’t pick it up by looking around. It’d be discovered in forensics.

      He still did it, just in case he saw something someone else might miss.

      He was thorough.

      As such, he stood gazing curiously at her clothes tossed in the corner that the team had left for him to see.

      Not unusual. The victim’s personal effects were meaningless to her perpetrator.

      Her purse had been tossed there too.

      Again, there was something not right about it.

      They were usually in a tidy, discarded bundle. This all seemed flung in one direction to get it out of the way.

      It wasn’t a massive shift of MO, but Rus was attuned to everything.

      He moved away from his perusal of the room because she’d been there too long. She needed to advance to her next violation, a full autopsy, before she was cleaned up and returned to hands and hearts who loved her.

      This meant Rus didn’t further delay what he had to do next, even if it was the worst part.

      He moved to the other side of the bed, the side he’d so far avoided.

      Yeah.

      This was what always punched him right in the gut.

      And this was what made her his last.

      From this angle, take away the plastic sheeting, the contusions and scrapes on her knees, ankles, and wrists, she looked like she was sleeping.

      No damage to her face, not even a shadow of a bruise. No blood splatter. The duct tape, on which they’d found negligible residue from the fourth victim, giving indication it was what he used to keep them quiet, had been removed with no visible trace.

      Always, the face clean and tranquil and waiting for him.

      Since the fourth victim, waiting for, specifically, Rus.

      As usual, she was a beautiful girl. His guess, early twenties. A long life ahead of her she would not lead. Career. Love. Marriage. Children. Birthdays. Holidays. Vacations. Graduations. Grandchildren. Retirement. Books she’d never read. Meals she’d never eat. Laughter she’d never share.

      That was done, it was tragic. It added to the weight he carried, he’d wake up from dreams about it, his mind would wander to thoughts of it when he let his guard down.

      But in the end, he could do nothing about it.

      It was time to get on with what he might be able to do something about.

      Taking a deep breath, he retrieved the nitrile gloves he’d tucked into his pocket, pulled them on and carefully pressed his fingers between the prayer position of her hands.

      A chill glided over his skin.

      He could feel the edges of the “gift” that the killer always wrapped in his victim’s palm, but the other wasn’t there.

      It was always there.

      From the fourth one, right there.

      He felt around.

      Nothing.

      Carefully, he lifted her top hand, which shifted the weight of her head since her cheek was resting on them, and he peered in.

      The crystal resting in her palm glinted, a pink one this time, but other than that…nothing.

      He grabbed his phone, turned on the light, and kept her hand and head raised, leaning deeper, looking closer.

      Not there.

      With great care, he removed his hand, then slid his fingers between her and the sheeting.

      He lifted.

      It wasn’t there either.

      His blood ran cold.

      Now he knew what was off about this room, this girl, this murder.

      Carefully, he rested her again to the plastic, turned off the light, shoved his phone in his back pocket, and snapping off the gloves, he strode out of the room right to Sheriff Harry Moran.

      “I told you not to remove anything from the scene,” Rus stated.

      Moran’s brows drew down. “We didn’t.”

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He’d given explicit instructions, and his team wouldn’t fuck that up.

      “My boys?” he demanded.

      “They didn’t either.”

      “Nothing?” Rus pushed.

      “Nothing,” Moran asserted.

      “You’re sure of that?” Rus kept at him.

      Moran was getting annoyed. “I’ve been here for twenty-two hours, Agent Lazarus. I was the first on the scene. Your guys came in, but I supervised. And when we sealed it, I personally sat in my cruiser all night and guarded it until your arrival. Nothing has been disturbed, and nothing has been removed.”

      Rus was reminded that a year ago, this sleepy town in the Pacific Northwest had some high-profile trouble that was exacerbated by an inept sheriff.

      One of the reasons Moran had his current position—the old was ousted, Moran was the new.

      This meant Moran wasn’t dicking around.

      “What’s going on?” Moran demanded.

      “She’s good to be moved. Call your coroner. Bag the crystal. The personal effects. Then get her out of here. We’ll talk at the station.”

      And with that, Rus moved to his rented SUV.
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      Rus folded himself in a chair in front of the desk as he watched the sheriff round it.

      He was seriously tweaked.

      Even so, it penetrated that, from the minute he stepped foot in Fret County Sheriff’s Office, he knew he wasn’t dealing with some Boondocks Let’s Play Cops and Robbers, half-ass operation.

      He should have known from the early call.

      In Rus’s twenty years in law enforcement, seventeen of those with the FBI, he’d noted some, not all, small-town/low-population counties (and some big-city/high-population as well) had piss-all-over-their-patch chiefs and sheriffs who hired men who were the same.

      Men who were more concerned about the size of their balls than serving and protecting.

      It was a toxic mixture of the need for status and control, and aggression.

      It was about getting spitting mad a man took a knee during the national anthem, but feeling fully justified in defacing the American flag by making it black and gray with a blue stripe and putting that shit on everything from their cars to their backs to their coffee mugs.

      It was feeling that their badge and their uniform set them apart in some way from the citizens they served, but when it came down to doing actual policework, they didn’t know their ass from a hole in the ground.

      Rus was relieved the vibe here was not that.

      The look of it, the feel of it, was organized, competent and professional.

      Including Moran’s office.

      This was where Moran did the work of serving a community in order to keep them safe, and when bad things happened anyway, as they always did, finding those who perpetrated those acts and doing what they could to aid the path to justice.

      What this was not, was Moran’s home away from home, where he put his boots up on his desk and shot the shit with his deputies, a bottle of scotch in the drawer he felt it was okay to imbibe from, no matter the occasion or time of day.

      He continued to study the guy.

      His uniform went to a dry cleaner. He got his hair cut at a barber and not a salon, and he did that on a standing appointment, not only so it didn’t get unkempt, but also so he didn’t have to waste time making appointments. He kept fit, but it wasn’t a religion or part of his identity, it happened in the natural course of his life. He was a good-looking man, and he didn’t give two shits that he was.

      Right, so maybe there was a bottle of scotch. But that, and the pictures of his wife and what appeared to be his dad and his brother on the credenza behind his desk, was as far as Moran went in putting who he was in his private life in this office.

      And that scotch only came out in times of break-glass-when-needed.

      This office, and the entire department, was where shit got done.

      Moran barely had his ass to the seat of an ergonomic desk chair before he started it.

      “You wanna tell me what’s going on?”

      “Do you have an ID on the victim?”

      Moran gave him a good stare as he came to realize who he was dealing with.

      During those three seconds, he made the same deduction Rus just did.

      Rus was here to get shit done.

      Moran sat back and lifted his chin.

      “She’s local. Brittanie Iverson. Twenty-five. Got deputies who went to school with her, knew her. Not well, but they knew her. Though, the family has kind of a reputation. She was born here. Works at Bon Amie.”

      “Bon Amie?”

      “Burlesque club in the woods.”

      Rus had been intent on making it to the scene, but it didn’t escape him that, to get there, he’d driven through terrain that was dense forest and rugged.

      There were towns. There were homes. There were businesses.

      But for the most part, this was backwoods.

      This area was about logging, hunting, hiking, fishing and keeping to yourself.

      So, “burlesque club in the woods” was not something he was expecting to hear.

      Moran read Rus’s reaction and explained, “We got history. Trapping. Fur trade. Prospecting. Mining. As they had a tendency to do, white men put their stamp on this place a long time ago. And where he went, other things followed. Like the need to get himself some in the wilderness.”

      “Right,” Rus murmured.

      “There’s a lot of lore around here, what with the lake and all,” Moran continued.

      The lake and all?

      Rus knew Misted Pines was where Ray Andrews decided he was going to test the skills of retired ace FBI profiler Cade Bohannan. He did this by killing girls. A mess that included Bohannan’s far more famous girlfriend’s contractor getting shot and the exposure of a sex scandal that involved some of the men of the town. And that exposure was perpetrated by those men’s wives.

      It was big. It was interesting. It was lurid, shocking and had a double celebrity component with Bohannan and his girlfriend—award-winning, bestselling author Delphine Larue—so he’d followed the case himself. As did all of his colleagues, everyone in law enforcement and most of the globe since it was plastered all over the news.

      So again, lore that involved the lake was not what Rus expected to hear.

      Rus didn’t like hearing unexpected things.

      He also didn’t get the chance to ask, Moran kept telling him about Bon Amie.

      “Think it was Cin’s four- or five-times great grandmother who shot her pimp because she was tired of him roughing her and her friends up. The marshal was partial to her, decided it was self-defense. In the clear and to look after women in a place they had nowhere to go and nothing else they could do to put food in their mouths, she took over the bordello. It kept up in that bent until Cin’s great-grandmother decided it was time for the Bonner family legacy to move in a new direction. She took them out of the sex trade and into show business. Bon Amie is in the middle of nowhere, about fifteen miles north of town, not easy to find, not easy to get to, but people make the trek because it’s a helluva show.”

      And with that, Rus knew Moran had made that trek to watch the show. Though he wondered if the man did it before or after that gold band hit his left finger.

      Rus’s mind filled with the image of Brittanie Iverson in plastic.

      “You sure they’re out of the sex trade?” he asked.

      Moran was all about eye contact when he answered, “Absolutely.”

      Right.

      He was sure.

      Next.

      “Cin?” he queried.

      “Lucinda Bonner,” Moran told him. “Owner of Bon Amie.”

      “I’m gonna need to talk to her,” Rus told him.

      “You want her to have that heads up now?”

      First things first.

      “Has notification been made to the family?”

      Moran shook his head, but said, “Of a sort.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Brittanie’s father is a piece of shit. No idea where the man is, but he’s not in Misted Pines or Fret County. And this is a good thing. He drank a lot. Cheated on his wife a lot. Got into a lot of fights with anyone who might piss him off, and that was a lot of people, including his wife. And Brittanie’s mom was all about those ‘a lots’ too. She’d get fed up and skip town a lot, leaving her kids with a dad who didn’t give a shit. Once they were divorced, she had a lot of boyfriends, and she had a lot of good times. So yes, she’s been notified. But since she was so hungover when I spoke to her, she was mostly still drunk, I’m not sure she processed her daughter was murdered.”

      Rus understood he was telling Moran something he already knew when he said, “I’m gonna have to talk to her too.”

      “My advice?”

      Rus nodded.

      “Go to Cin first. She’s not family, but I’ll lay money down she knows more about Brittanie than her mother or her brother put together. And I’m not a gambling man.”

      So there was a brother as well.

      And it was interesting Moran referred to this Bonner woman as “Cin.”

      “But we’ve got that info for you,” Moran went on. “Polly’s already put it together.”

      He didn’t know who Polly was yet, but good.

      Next.

      “Let’s talk about this town,” Rus said.

      He could see Moran was getting impatient, but he didn’t give into it.

      “You want more lore, or do you want to talk about Ray Andrews?” Moran asked, and Rus knew he was fishing.

      “We can get to the lore later, when we figure this out and we’re sharing a beer. I want to talk about Ray Andrews.”

      Moran leaned onto his forearms on the desk and shared, “Probably won’t surprise you, that shit hasn’t died down. I’m not sure it’s going to. Case like that lives forever. We get tourists. And then there’s the women.”

      The women?

      He knew about true-crime tourists. People so fascinated with famous cases, they had to go to the place it happened, immerse themselves in it.

      Rus thought that was fucked up, but one thing he’d learned in his business, there was no end to the kind of people there were and the jacked-up shit they were into.

      And Moran was right, what Ray Andrews did in that town would live forever.

      So Rus was interested in “the women.”

      “What do you mean, ‘the women?’”

      “Misted Pines has become a mecca for women who are done with being screwed over by men and want to live around those who are like minded. They’ve shut down their lives and homes wherever they were, took what money they got, and created a space up here. Some call it a neighborhood. Some who don’t like it much call it a commune. Some who don’t like it at all call it a coven.”

      Well…

      Shit.

      “Can’t say I blame them,” Rus noted carefully, watching Moran closely, wondering which camp Moran was in.

      He shrugged, sat back and said, “If they don’t cause trouble, it’s not my business. They don’t cause trouble. But they’re an entity in this town, and some aren’t real happy about it.”

      Rus could get that, and he couldn’t.

      He was with Moran. If you don’t cause trouble, he didn’t give a shit what you did or why you did it.

      But the people of Misted Pines weren’t responsible for what Ray Andrews did. They also weren’t responsible for what several wives did to punish their husbands for breaking their marriage vows.

      Rus knew a thing or two about women whose hearts were broken when their man’s mind wandered from their marriage and fixed on something else.

      It was just that, in Rus’s case, it wasn’t another woman.

      “Brittanie or her mother have anything to do with this, for lack of a better word to describe it, coven?”

      Moran shook his head.

      Since this had no bearing on Brittanie Iverson, he had interviews to do, he had an investigation to conduct, so it was time to get down to how they were going to work together in doing those things.

      Before he could start, Moran asked a question that had been preying on Rus’s mind since he got the call.

      “Do you think this is about Bohannan?”

      These words came out of his mouth just as a knock came at the door.

      Rus twisted that way, but before Moran could call out, the head of a woman poked through.

      Rus’s guess from the efficient appearance of her helmet of hair and the low-key makeup, this was Polly.

      Though, from where that head was located, it was clear the woman was petite.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” she said to Moran. “But I know you’d want to know, Cade is here.”

      Speak of the devil.

      Rus sat straighter in his chair.

      Cade being Cade Bohannan, a man who had his own lore, and deserved it. Rus knew this from more than the stories, he’d gone to a class Bohannan taught.

      This could mean a number of things, perhaps good, because Bohannan won his reputation by being one of the best in the business, or bad, because sometimes a retired agent who felt the need to meddle could fuck shit up.

      Rus knew he was going to find out which way that would swing when Moran said, “Send him in.”
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      Rus was not surprised at Cade Bohannan’s bearded, flannel-shirt-and-jeans mountain man appearance. He’d left the clean-cut FBI look behind when he’d retired, so this was the man who’d taught the class Rus had taken with about a hundred other LEOs.

      That said, this man was tense and gave off a vibe as tweaked as Rus was feeling, and he made no attempt to rein it in.

      Understandable, considering he was probably thinking what Moran was thinking. That being, whatever was now happening in this town was the same as what happened with Ray Andrews—Bohannan was being called out, his skill at catching killers versus a killer continuing to kill.

      Rus was standing when Bohannan moved in, gave a dip of his chin to Moran, who had also taken his feet, and then he was all about Rus.

      They shared coloring, both of them dark-haired and olive-skinned. Rus had an inch on Bohannan, but Bohannan had ten pounds on Rus. Both were about genetics, but that ten pounds was all muscle.

      He didn’t know exact stats, but he did know Bohannan was around ten years older than him and did what Rus had decided to do that very day.

      He retired early.

      He had his hand out, and when he arrived, Rus took it.

      “Cade Bohannan,” he said, his fingers closing in a firm hold. “And you’re Special Agent Zachariah Lazarus.”

      “Rus,” he corrected. A quick squeeze, no unnecessary statements made, and they broke physical contact. “You made some calls,” he noted.

      Bohannan didn’t beat around the bush. “Yeah, I did. My son, Jace, dated Brittanie.”

      Fuck.

      “Cade.” Moran entered the conversation, and his one word had warning dripping off it.

      Bohannan didn’t miss it.

      This was why he lifted both hands to his shoulders, palms out. “I’m here to offer my services. That’s it. I’ve told the boys to stand down. Jace is out, he knows it. But Jesse is ready if you need him.”

      Rus shot an "explain” look to Moran.

      He explained. “Cade’s sons, twins, are private investigators.”

      He looked to Bohannan. “No shit?”

      “No shit.”

      He didn’t ask if they were any good. Any father would say yes. Bohannan wouldn’t be lying when he said it.

      “You said ‘dated’, past tense,” Rus remarked.

      “It lasted a few months. I met her. I liked her. Larue wasn’t a fan. But she doesn’t like any of the boys’ girlfriends.”

      “A few months isn’t very long.”

      “Jace is twenty-eight, and he’s not giving indication he’s ready to settle down.”

      No more needed to be said about that.

      Though, twenty-eight was young to be a PI.

      There was a story there, but now wasn’t the time for it.

      “He willing to talk to me?” Rus asked.

      “Definitely. Though, not gonna tell you your business”—a quick side glance to Moran—“your first stop should be Cin.”

      And again with Cin.

      “That was the sheriff’s suggestion,” Rus told him.

      “We were just about to get to the part where the Crystal Killer just happened to pick a woman in our town,” Moran put in, and Rus admired, from the get-go, Moran’s capacity to take a step back, on his own turf, and let Rus run the show.

      He’d been impatient since the motel, but he kept a lock on it.

      Now that patience had ended.

      That was a long time to wait. Said good things about him.

      What said more was that, when he was done, he didn’t make any demands. He finessed it. Diplomacy, it was Rus’s experience, was a lost art.

      When Bohannan looked back at Rus, he knew that Bohannan was tweaked about his son’s ex-girlfriend being murdered.

      And he was tweaked about the possibility the criminally deranged lunatic the media had dubbed the Crystal Killer had decided to match wits with Cade Bohannan like Ray Andrews did.

      “I figure you aren’t surprised I’m curious about this too,” Bohannan shared. “Seven women. Now eight. All blondes. All between the ages of twenty-three and twenty-seven. All going missing, tied to a bed in a small, out-of-the-way motel or hotel and continually raped for a period of not more than forty-eight hours, not less than twenty-four, before they’re left to be discovered by staff. This short period of time is not enough for a missing persons investigation to get underway. Also doesn’t give the perpetrator any time to fuck around. He’s going to concentrate on getting what he needs from the experience.”

      All true.

      Bohannan continued. “Victim found naked, positioned, and bludgeoned. The only thing left behind by the killer is a crystal held between their hands. The first one was in Georgia four years ago, the next in Mississippi. These go unrelated until the third, found in Texas, which is when you were called in. Then you had Iowa, Colorado, Illinois and Maryland. You thought he was going west. He went north, then west again and backtracked. That last victim, very close to where you live. There’s roughly three point eight million square miles that make up the United States. Lots of places for him to get his fix. So I gotta tell you, I’m not real happy, since it makes sense he started dropping victims close to you, considering you’re investigating him, and I’m all kinds of fuckin’ surprised he found his way all the way across the country to here.”

      “Why are you surprised?” Rus asked.

      “You were in one of my classes,” Bohannan shot back, and now Rus was surprised, because he sat at a desk in that class, one of several he knew Bohannan gave, but he didn’t introduce himself to the man. “Why do you think?”

      He wasn’t in any mood to play professor and student.

      “I’m an investigator, not a profiler,” Rus returned.

      “Right, then, this guy doesn’t want to get caught. He needs this. If he’s tracked down, he’ll commit suicide by cop before he’ll go to prison because he can’t live without it. So until Brittanie, I thought the whole Pacific Northwest would be off limits to him after what Andrews did, because he wouldn’t want to get anywhere near something that might mean I’d feel obliged to get involved. And right now, I feel obliged to get involved.”

      “You’re right,” Rus confirmed. “He doesn’t want to get caught. He needs it. He’s determined to keep getting it. And if he doesn’t, there’s a shit storm he’s prepared to unleash if I find him. That shitstorm is going to mean he’s going to go out in a blaze of glory and take unknown numbers of other victims with him.”

      Bohannan spoke not a word because from what Rus said, he knew.

      He knew what Moran wanted to know.

      He knew what Rus told them next.

      “Whoever killed Brittanie Iverson isn’t the Crystal Killer. It’s a copycat. And shit just got real because the Crystal Killer is not gonna like that. If we lift the media blackout I put on this case and he finds out, he’s gonna be pissed. And swear to God, if he finds out, I have no idea what he’ll do. I just know we’re going to like it a fuckuva lot less than what he’s already done.”

      Harry Moran fell forward into both hands on his desk, arms straight, his head dropping.

      Bohannan instantly changed his mind about his earlier friendly offer and demanded, “Give me all you got on this fucking guy.”

      Rus didn’t waste time.

      He headed to his SUV to oblige.
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      Rus had been warned.

      He was still unprepared for the road to Bon Amie being so out of the way. Some of it was gravel, some of it was mud, some of it was treacherous, and all of it was through thick, coniferous forest.

      He was therefore unprepared for when he saw it.

      A large, two-story, stately lodge made of logs, with a wide front overhang under which guests could get out of their vehicles and they wouldn’t get pelted by rain.

      That happening right then.

      It looked like a rustic mansion.

      He had no idea how it could serve as a burlesque theater, but as he slowed to a halt under the overhang, he was about to find out.

      He’d left the Crystal Killer file with Bohannan and Moran.

      Before he’d done that, Rus and Moran decided on a game plan with input from Bohannan. Moran declared he was going to be Rus’s local partner, a decision that Rus would make if he was in Moran’s boots. So the kickoff was Moran going home and getting some sleep so he didn’t fuck anything up by being dead on his feet after being awake for twenty-four hours.

      Moran didn’t fight this, another indication he had his head straight, not up his ass or thinking with his balls. However, he was going to look through the file before Bohannan took it with him.

      After Moran got some shuteye, he and Rus were going to do interviews with the mother and brother.

      They’d also agreed his deputies were going to dig deeper, as quietly as possible, talking to the motel owner and staff and knocking on some doors.

      The motel was just outside the town, on a lonesome lot set in a mountain, but up and down from it there were businesses and homes.

      It was a longshot, but no stone unturned. You never knew when you were going to catch a break, and since this was a new entity he was dealing with, there were no givens.

      Anything could happen.

      Rus had learned prior to his arrival it had been reported by the desk clerk that Brittanie had checked in herself, and when she did, she did not seem distressed. The clerk had assumed, since she was known in town (and so was her mother), that she was there for a tryst, although to the clerk’s recollection this had never happened before.

      They did not see anyone meet her in her room.

      This, too, was not the MO of the Crystal Killer. He checked in himself, always in disguise at accommodations he ascertained beforehand didn’t have any security cameras in the lobby.

      So, yeah.

      Anything could happen.

      While all this was going down, Rus was going to take their advice and go meet Lucinda Bonner.

      He looked around as he exited his SUV, seeing there were only a few cars.

      Considering it had just gone one, and they probably didn’t offer matinees, this didn’t seem out of place.

      But Polly had set him up with a detailed who, what and where (he was correct: Polly was very short, wore a skirt and sweater set that was reminiscent of the fifties, and had a professional attitude that was liberally mingled with a friendly, I’m-the-second-mom-to-all-who-work-here feel that said she was not only down with that, she nurtured it).

      She’d also shared that she’d booked him a room in the Pinetop Lodge that, “Has an amazing view of the lake, real close to Bohannan’s compound, which will be convenient for you.”

      News Bohannan had a compound didn’t faze him.

      Rus didn’t have the money to set roots in a town in the middle of nowhere that had amazing scenery, but if he did, he’d do it on his own compound.

      Gates. Lots of fence. All of it electrified.

      There was shit that went bump in the night, and Rus didn’t want it anywhere near him.

      His ex, Jennifer, had remarried, and he still woke up in a sweat that something would happen to her when he wasn’t there.

      Same with his kids, who were both in college, something he knew they needed to do to get on with their lives. But it messed with his head, because campus life aggravated pretty much every fucked-up scenario that could happen to your kid.

      His son, Acre, could handle himself (he hoped).

      His daughter, Sabrina, probably could not. She was more girl than any girl he’d ever met.

      He loved it.

      And it might kill him.

      He had plans to meet up with Moran and Bohannan at Pinetop that evening to compare notes: Jace and Jesse coming with Bohannan. Jace, because Rus wanted to talk to him, Jesse, because Rus was intrigued about a set of twenty-eight-year-old twin PIs who were also the spawn of a legendary FBI profiler.

      He hadn’t rounded his hood when one of the double doors to Bon Amie opened and a woman wearing a masculine-style black suit, black shirt and a black tie, came out. Her hair was severely pulled back from a side part into a bun at the nape of her neck, and not a stroke of makeup was on her fine-featured face.

      She was average height, average build, and even though Rus had seven inches on her, kept fit and had been trained to take care of business, he knew it’d be a crapshoot at what might happen if he was stupid enough to mess with her.

      Female security.

      Now Rus was even more intrigued than he’d already been about Lucinda Bonner.

      “Special Agent Lazarus?” she asked.

      He reached into the inside pocket of his blazer to get his credentials, but she shook her head.

      “Ms. Bonner is expecting you.”

      Polly had called ahead.

      She held the door open for him.

      He walked in, not to face a theater, but an enormous open-plan room with vaulted ceilings that looked part chic mountain getaway living room and part chic mountain getaway bar, and the last part was a high-class restaurant. There were lots of huge windows, including the entire back wall.

      And the back of the building didn’t face forest. It faced a drop-away view of a massive valley, at the bottom of which was a rushing river with white water rapids and rising beyond was dense forest leading up to a snowy mountain peak in the distance.

      So the show wasn’t the only hot ticket for the house.

      It still begged the question as to where the theater was.

      The woman who greeted him walked to the side, where there was an open staircase made of rough wood with a banister fortified by polished branches. This was set against a stone wall and rose above an enormous fireplace.

      They ascended, and he saw one door at the landing. It would lead to a room situated above the overhang outside. The landing had a view of the entire bar and seating area, through to the vista out the back windows.

      Security knocked twice, then opened the door.

      “The agent from the FBI is here,” she said, then stepped aside on the landing, indicating Rus should walk in.

      He did so.

      He didn’t know what to expect, any of it, including Lucinda Bonner, but whatever it was, as usual since he hit Misted Pines, he didn’t get it.

      Pure class, from the threshold to the woman rising from her chair, her attention trained on him.

      She was behind a big modern desk of ivory-stained wood with an ivory leather chair behind it, the numerous nail heads that held the leather stretched in place, exposed on its edges. Two armchairs faced the desk, they were boxed in spindled wood, covered in cream upholstery and had tan and brown zebra-print pillows resting against their backs.

      The wood floor had a large area rug with an ivory nap and champagne-gold highlights woven into it.

      The desk was clear of everything, save an attractive, squat desk lamp at the center, front edge, a short stack of manila folders in the middle, and at one corner, a tall, perfect orchid plant with yellow blooms fading into dark pink centers, sprouting from a gold pot.

      The walls were mostly windows.

      The only other thing in the room was an oval plinth in a corner, on top of which was a large sculpture of a Native fetish bear crafted from what looked like solidified honey.

      The desk faced the door. The armchairs faced the forest.

      And the woman in a figure-skimming cream dress with a high neck, no sleeves, and bisque suede, high, stiletto-heeled pumps on her feet, had stepped to the side of the desk, and she faced Rus.

      Her makeup and hair looked done by a professional. The knot at her nape the polar opposite of that worn by her security. It was soft and feminine, exposing the long line of her neck, which was a continuation of the long line of her body.

      She had ass and hips.

      But fuck him, he was a leg man, and her legs went on forever.

      His wife had been blonde, and when she cheated on him, she’d picked a man who looked uncannily like Rus.

      The man wasn’t just her type, it was a way to rub her pain into Rus’s skin, causing him to feel the same.

      It had worked.

      After his divorce, he’d sworn off anything but the most casual of relationships. A woman to go to dinner with. A woman to catch a movie with. A woman to sleep with. And he had two who were happy to share these things with him and nothing more.

      One was redhead.

      One was brunette.

      They were these because, even though they were three years out on their divorce, he’d made a pact with himself that he was never going to hit Jennifer with the bullet she’d sent tearing through his flesh.

      Not that she’d ever see him with either of them. Penny lived in Texas. Ruth lived in Philly. He lived in Virginia, as did Jenn.

      But he wasn’t going to take the chance just in case.

      So, after he tore his mind off Lucinda Bonner’s legs, then her shoes, he knew this case was going to fuck him in more ways than it already had because she was a brunette.

      Fair game.

      Shit.

      She came forward, hand raised.

      “Special Agent Lazarus.”

      He was not about to tell her to call him Rus, and not only because her voice was low and sultry.

      But now that was one of the reasons.

      He took her hand. “Ms. Bonner.”

      “Lucinda,” she invited.

      So, not everyone called her Cin.

      Moran gave him the impression she was a straight arrow, but this woman could lure a man to stray.

      Though, Bohannan called her Cin too. That said, it was Rus’s understanding he’d only been with Delphine Larue for a short time but had been living in Misted Pines for years. He could see how Bohannan might have earned the honor of using her shortened name too.

      She swung the hand he’d let go to the chairs. “Please sit.”

      He moved to do so.

      She walked back behind the desk, offering, “Can I get you something to drink? Water? A soda? Coffee?”

      He hadn’t had anything since breakfast on the plane. He could use a sandwich. A beverage would just remind him he needed to eat.

      “No, thanks,” he answered, and then, for both their sakes, he dove in. “It’s my understanding Polly spoke to you about what’s happened.”

      Her amber eyes closed slightly, the movement and the thick line of her false eyelashes hiding her response from him.

      But the tone of her voice was holding nothing back.

      “Brittanie,” she said softly.

      “It’s been explained she worked for you.”

      She nodded. “She was a dancer. In the chorus.”

      At this point, she put a hand on the manila folders and slid them across the desk his way.

      And again, what happened was unexpected.

      “The top is for you to take with you,” she said. “It’s Britt’s schedule for the last two months. Her cell phone number and address. The name and phone number of her emergency contact, Keyleigh, another of my dancers. They were roommates, but Keyleigh moved in with her boyfriend about two months ago. Britt stayed in their old apartment. I’ve added a list of any boyfriends that she spoke to me about, friends she had outside of the club, and names of all my staff, in order of those who she was closest to who knew her the best. If you like, I’ll arrange for you to interview them here in this office when you’re ready. The bottom folder is her personnel file. I don’t mind if you take photos, but if you’d please read it here and leave it here. I’m not comfortable with you taking it.”

      The first part saved time, because it was all questions he’d ask and information he’d request.

      The second he was shocked about, because often, to cover their own ass, an employer demanded a warrant.

      “You’re being helpful,” he noted with careful nonchalance.

      And again, the amber of her eyes became slits as they narrowed, but this time her reaction wasn’t hidden.

      She was peeved because she was insulted.

      “One of my girls was murdered. You’re here to find who did that to her. I don’t have the skills to do what you do, or I’d be doing that. Instead, I can give you everything I have that might help.” She dipped her head to the folders. “So I’ve done that.”

      “It’s appreciated,” he murmured.

      Her voice was as narrow as her gaze when she replied, “I don’t want you to appreciate it, I want you to find who killed Britt.”

      Yes.

      Insulted.

      But more.

      She cared about Brittanie.

      “Can I ask a few questions about Brittanie?”

      She didn’t answer verbally. She sat back in her chair, crossing her arms in front of her, not taking her eyes from him, but her expression told him that was perhaps the stupidest question she’d ever heard.

      For the first time since he got the call that another victim had been discovered, he felt like smiling.

      He didn’t do that.

      He shifted the top folder aside, tapped the personnel file and said, “Tell me what’s not in here.”

      No hesitation, she launched in.

      “Brittanie’s mother wanted to work for my mother. She was a terrible dancer and an even worse person. And when I say she was a terrible dancer, she was dire. So that explains what kind of person Melanie Iverson is. However, all her life she wanted to work at Bon Amie. Because of this, I think the driving force of Brittanie’s life was to do what her mother could not, not so she’d live the dream for her mother, but to put it right in her face that she could do what her mother couldn’t.”

      “You’re saying they aren’t close.”

      “I’m saying Britt hated the woman, but then most people who meet her do,” she said coolly.

      “Is she close with her brother?”

      Her lip curled and she didn’t bother to hide it.

      “Dakota is his father, so no.”

      He nodded in understanding. “I’ve been given some insight into the family by Sheriff Moran.”

      “I bet you have,” she murmured.

      “Can you explain that remark?”

      Her focus sharpened on him and he knew why.

      The inference could be made he knew why she knew what Moran knew, and how she came about knowing it.

      Pillow talk.

      And Rus couldn’t say that with his quick retort, he hadn’t injected that inference when he asked the question.

      It was because he wanted to know if she was sleeping with, or had in the past slept with the sheriff.

      This wasn’t important for him to know, exactly.

      But it put him at a disadvantage not knowing it.

      It was a small town and the personalities in it were going to be intertwined. He didn’t have ten years to untangle that mess, but messes like that always had some bearing on small-town crime.

      He had no idea if he, in Moran’s position, colleague to colleague, would admit to having had an intimate relationship with a victim’s employer.

      Then again, he married at nineteen and never considered stepping out on his wife, so it wasn’t something he’d ever have to consider.

      He couldn’t deny he’d also made this inference simply because he wanted to know.

      This was because, complicating matters, at least for him, he wanted to sleep with Lucinda Bonner.

      No, he couldn’t deny that, even to himself.

      “Everyone knows about the Iversons, Agent Lazarus,” she said. “And just so you won’t put your foot in that stinking pile again, you should know Harry’s wife died some time ago. They’d been married a year when it happened. And the reason he still wears her ring tells you all about the devotion he had to the woman who slid it on his finger.”

      He thought of the pretty, smiling woman in the picture on Moran’s credenza.

      Fucking hell.

      Poor Moran.

      Right.

      Next.

      “What else do I need to know about Brittanie?”

      Lucinda let it go without hesitation.

      “She didn’t want to be like her mother, but in some ways, she was. She called in sick often. It got to the point of a written warning. It was the only way I could put a stop to it.”

      This, he could learn in her personnel file.

      Lucinda kept talking.

      “She wasn’t very smart about money, and she’d sometimes ask to wait the floor on nights she wasn’t performing. She’d get in trouble when it was time to pay rent, but she had a new Louis Vuitton bag. That kind of thing.”

      This was important.

      He could imagine someone who wanted a life that included designer bags finding ways to get them that might lead her to trouble.

      Though, if she found that trouble, it’s unlikely that person would rape her, sodomize her and cave her skull in. It’s hard to pay back a loan or work it off when you’re dead.

      However, that didn’t rule out the possibility by what means she might work off a loan would put her in a position she’d be left in a hotel room by a copycat murderer.

      “I have a no fraternization policy,” Lucinda carried on. “And she consistently fraternized. She got a verbal about that as well. This was an issue for her. She had a small cadre of friends because she tended to try to steal boyfriends, and sometimes succeeded. All she knew in her life was drama, and she didn’t understand how to live without it. So she created it in order to find her safe space, not comprehending it wasn’t actually safe.”

      “It’s my understanding she dated Cade Bohannan’s son.”

      She perked up. “Has Cade waded into this?”

      “I wish I could share with you, Ms. Bonner, but in terms of how we investigate, I can’t.”

      She let that go immediately too.

      “Yes, she dated Jace. I was pleased when they started going out. He’s young, but he’s also his father’s son, so he’s a good man, he knows what he wants, and what he doesn’t. Sadly, he didn’t want drama, and it didn’t last.”

      “You cared about her.”

      She uncrossed her arms, set her hand on the desk and drummed fingers that were tipped in nails that weren’t long, nor were they short. But they were perfectly symmetrical, squared off and painted a soft beige.

      Enough to dig into your skin, not enough to tear it.

      Unless she lost control.

      He took his mind off her nails by looking at her face, which of course made him think about her nails sinking into his skin if he made her lose control.

      She was staring at the bare corner of the desk when she said quietly, “She was a talented dancer. And she was a good kid. She wasn’t brought up right, but she listened, and sometimes she learned. She was very funny and very full of life. People she cared about, she’d do anything for them if it was within her power.” Lucinda lifted her gaze to his. “I liked her. I don’t take all my girls under my wing because most of them don’t need it. But Brittanie was different.”

      Lucinda Bonner wasn’t as old as he was, he’d put her at thirty-five, tops, so she was nowhere near old enough to be Brittanie Iverson’s mother.

      But that feeling was there. Her eyes glowed with something deeper.

      I don’t have the skills to do what you do, or I’d be doing that.

      “Did taking Brittanie under your wing pass beyond Bon Amie?” he asked.

      She shook her head, the movement melancholy, like she wished she had.

      “I didn’t let her waitress when she needed money because I didn’t need an exhausted girl dragging on the chorus line. Also because she needed to learn how to manage her money. We had conversations. We had moments. And with Britt, there were more of those than any others, past or present. But all within these walls. As much as my girls matter to me, all my staff matters to me, boundaries are essential. If I didn’t set them, I’d have a revolving door of broken hearts, girl fights, loan requests and my couch would never be empty.”

      She took her hand from the desk, put it in her lap, and straightened her shoulders.

      “This business has been in my family for six generations. I grew up learning how to compartmentalize while fostering. My family is my family, Agent Lazarus, and my business is my business.”

      “Understandable,” he murmured, holding her eyes.

      She didn’t need his validation, she didn’t say that, not audibly, but he got it.

      “Do you think she would do something ill-advised if she had money issues?” he asked.

      “I haven’t come right out and said it, though I’ve implied it, but I’ll be clear. Brittanie was the master of doing things that were ill-advised. So yes.”

      “But she didn’t tell you of anything that might cause you concern.”

      She shook her head. “Keyleigh might know something, but I doubt it. Britt was getting old enough to know better. She’d almost lost her job with me, twice. Keyleigh, who’s older than Britt and would definitely cast herself as Britt’s older sister, could get impatient with her too. I’m sure you can guess why, but she’ll also tell you. So if she was up to something she shouldn’t be, I’m not sure she’d confide that in anyone. Though, Keyleigh can speak to that better than me.”

      “I’ll need to talk with Keyleigh right away.”

      “I can arrange for that while you’re reading Britt’s file.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      She nodded.

      “Was Brittanie seeing someone?”

      She shook her head again. “She hadn’t been serious about anyone since Jace. And losing Jace was a blow. She suffered for that. But she was a dancer at Bon Amie. If she wanted attention, she could find it. And she liked attention.”

      Now they were into something sticky because they were talking patrons.

      “Would you have names of those who paid Brittanie attention?”

      She leaned forward, put her elbow on her desk and flicked out her hand, palm up.

      “Hand me the top file. I’ll write them down. At least the ones I know.”

      Again, unexpected.

      He handed her the file.

      She took it, put it in front of her, then opened the middle drawer of her desk.

      She pulled out an iPhone and a gold pen he knew was Cartier, because he’d bought one like it for his wife for their fifteenth wedding anniversary.

      She didn’t open the folder and start writing, though.

      She remarked, “Polly told me she’d been killed. She didn’t get into specifics.”

      Before she could continue, Rus spoke. He did it low and with feeling because he couldn’t talk to her about this, but he didn’t want to rebuff her unduly.

      “I’m sorry, Lucinda, I can’t share much about the case.”

      “Can you at least tell me she didn’t suffer?”

      He couldn’t so he didn’t say anything.

      And that was when it happened.

      When Lucinda Bonner stopped being the most fuckable woman he’d laid eyes on, including his wife, but only because she hadn’t been a woman when he met her, since they met at fifteen.

      It was also when Lucinda stopped being a woman he’d consider proposing a friends with benefits arrangement to, because he wouldn’t mind long weekends in the Pacific Northwest. Not simply because it was gorgeous out here, mostly because she was gorgeous so he’d be spending that time with her.

      Instead, she became the first woman since his ex-wife that he wanted to know everything about. What she looked like when she smiled. What she sounded like when she laughed. Both when she orgasmed. And everything else he could learn about a sixth-generation woman who turned catering to the base needs of a man into a living that involved her wearing eight-hundred-dollar shoes and using Cartier pens.

      This happened when tears shimmered in her eyes momentarily, before she sniffed, set her pen aside, picked up her phone, touched the screen and put it to her ear.

      She said into it, “Call Keyleigh. Tell her I need her up here immediately.”

      With that, she put her phone down, picked up the pen, opened the folder, flipped the top page to its back and started writing a list of names.

      But even if Rus knew he was in trouble when it came to Lucinda, he also knew that she’d lied.

      He was sure she could compartmentalize like a pro.

      But Brittanie Iverson meant something to her.

      And that didn’t stay within these walls.
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      Rus asked Lucinda to remain in the room when he spoke with Keyleigh, and she’d agreed.

      She’d also gone somewhere and returned with a box of Kleenex, which had been a good call.

      Keyleigh wasn’t as beautiful as Brittanie had been, nor was she stunning, like Lucinda, but she was pretty.

      She was also a mess.

      So much so, he was worried he wasn’t going to get anything from her because she couldn’t talk through her sobs.

      It was interesting, however, to watch Lucinda sit on her side of the desk, removed from the emotional woman sitting next to Rus, and yet exuding warmth and understanding even in silence.

      “I-I’m sorry, Ms. Bonner,” Keyleigh stammered to her boss. Another something that was interesting, the formal address to a woman who couldn’t be much more than seven years older than Keyleigh.

      Then to Rus. “Sorry.”

      “I’m sure Special Agent Lazarus has experience with people who’ve sustained an unexpected loss, Keyleigh,” Lucinda said in a serene, yet affectionate voice. “Take your time.”

      “I-I can’t…this is…it’s…this is crazy!” she wailed, then buried her face in a cloud of tissue.

      Rus glanced at Lucinda to see her gaze on him.

      She tipped her head to the side.

      He didn’t know how he knew what she was communicating with that small gesture.

      But he knew.

      Push.

      He gave it a few moments.

      Then he went after it.

      “Keyleigh,” he began. “It’s important to learn as much as we can as quickly as we can after the event happens. This is a shock, I know, but if you could take a few deep breaths for me and answer a few questions, it would help Brittanie.”

      Keyleigh took her face from the tissues, nodded, dragged in a few stuttering breaths, and her eyes slid to Lucinda.

      Lucinda held them and sat unmoving, the rock Keyleigh could lean on.

      Keyleigh leaned.

      She swiped her face, blew her nose and said, “Okay. I wanna help. I wanna help Brittanie.”

      Having a window, Rus launched in.

      And he learned no, Brittanie wasn’t seeing anyone new, or anyone at all in an official way. Though she was seeing a few men casually, but she didn’t talk about them much. Keyleigh didn’t know their names and got the sense she wasn’t that into them and they weren’t going to last very long.

      Yes, she was terrible with money, but not only didn’t Keyleigh know of any other than her usual troubles with overspending, she thought Brittanie was getting better with managing her funds.

      Yes, even though it was frowned on, sometimes she hooked up with people she met at the club. These were the men who weren’t going to last too long. It never led to anything but some one-night stands, or short-term hookups, and Keyleigh had no knowledge if anything turned weird or sour.

      Unfortunately, yes, some of these men were married. Keyleigh tried to advise her not to mess with married guys, but sometimes Brittanie did stupid stuff Keyleigh didn’t understand.

      No, Keyleigh didn’t know anyone who might want to cause her harm, or at least not anyone who would go that far. Brittanie had made some enemies, specifically with female acquaintances whose boyfriends she’d set her sights on. But killing her for that would be extreme.
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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