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        COLD SPITE

        Cold Justice® – Most Wanted (Book #5)

      

      

      When FBI Agent Delilah Quinn survives an attempt on her life, she pretends to be dead in order to outwit her attacker. There is only one person she can turn to for help—a man she never wanted to see again…a man who abandoned her five years ago and left her heartbroken. A man definitely on the killer’s hit list.

      

      FBI Hostage Rescue Operator Cas Demarco lives with the burning regret of choosing to join HRT and leaving Delilah behind. News of her death devastates him. Then she calls him out of the blue and he can’t help but seize this one last chance to make things right.

      

      With both Delilah and Cas targeted for death, a task force is set up to catch their would-be killer, who they believe is a disgraced former Navy SEAL they helped convict of drug trafficking. Out of prison and on a ruthless quest for retribution, the former SEAL is eliminating everyone who wronged him—without leaving a shred of evidence behind.

      

      Can Delilah and Cas prove who’s responsible for the attempts on their lives and have a second chance at a future together? Or will the rogue ex-SEAL double-down on his promise to destroy them both?
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        Cold Spite is the fifth book in the Cold Justice® – Most Wanted series, featuring agents from FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team.

      

        

      
        All books standalone.

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up for Toni Anderson’s newsletter to receive new release alerts, bonus Cold Justice® scenes, and a free copy of The Killing Game:
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      Content Advisory: This book contains common tropes found in the Romantic Thriller/Romantic Suspense genre, including violence, sex, and strong language. If you are sensitive or easily triggered, please take that into consideration and read responsibly. For more details check out my website (https://www.toniandersonauthor.com/books/cold-spite/)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Five years earlier

      Ricky Alonso removed his treasured bone-handled balisong—the only physical legacy he had from either of his unnamed and unknown biological parents—from his back pocket, flipped it open, and used it to slit the thick plastic wrap covering the off-white brick of prime Colombian cocaine. He closed the blade with a flick of his wrist and slipped the butterfly knife into his back pocket. Each brick was marked with a simple line drawing of an open hand, indicating exactly who was gonna kill you if you messed with their product. Ricky wet the end of his finger and lightly pressed it to the cut. He licked the tip of his finger and grimaced at the bitter taste on his tongue.

      “Es bueno, jefe.” Pedro, barely eighteen and initiated into the gang by his older brother, Felipe, when he was fourteen years old, sampled the coke after he did, his dark eyes going wide.

      Ricky liked him. Pedro was a nice kid.

      This was the part of the job he hated.

      “No soy el jefe, chico.” Ricky wasn’t the boss. He was a soldado, a foot soldier, who had somehow, ironically, found himself in charge of this small cell of the Mexican cartel. The last patrón, or chief, had been a crazy asshole who’d gotten himself shot by the La Guardia Nacional four months ago after kidnapping a blonde tourist he’d taken a shine to. They’d both died in the shootout.

      Ricky had managed to protect the rest of the men from the same fate, which had earned him kudos with them and their bosses.

      Ricky took orders.

      Followed rules.

      Same as everyone else. Otherwise, you risked the wrath of the cartel leaders—amongst others. But here, in this small corner of hell, he supposed he was, theoretically, in charge.

      Unless they discovered the truth.

      Then he was dead.

      It would all be over soon. He needed to get through the next few hours, and everything would be okay—except for the whole ripping-out-his-heart-and-letting-it-bleed-to-death thing.

      That was a problem for later. First, they had to survive.

      “You want to try?” Ricky offered the brick to the hulking man with sandy-brown hair who watched him with animus gleaming in his pale blue eyes.

      The American shook his head.

      “This is the only chance you get, amigo.” Ricky smiled coldly and let the warning ring loudly through the sweltering heat of the mechanic’s workshop from where they were currently running their operation. “The people we both work for don’t like it if we help ourselves to the merchandise.”

      “I don’t do coke. I’m not a junkie.”

      Probably scared of the random drug screenings conducted by the US military, although most active-duty personnel figured out a way to get around them if they needed to.

      Those blue eyes were hard and distrustful even though the man’s expression remained largely flat. “I’m just the delivery guy—as long as I get paid.”

      Ricky gave him a skeptical look. Two of the gang members narrowed their gazes to match his. No one trusted the man from Louisiana. Even in a world of stone-cold killers there was something off about the guy. Something that made the hair on Ricky’s nape lift in warning.

      His gut twisted.

      He fucking hated this plan.

      “Pay him his money.” He jerked his head at Pedro, who scrambled to get the cash, then turned away from the table where the boys were weighing the latest consignment of cocaine. “Ponlo en su camióneta. Cuéntalo primero.”

      He left the other gang members to skillfully stash as much coke as possible in the Cajun’s bright shiny new truck that cartel money had probably paid for and headed into the office where Lacey waited.

      He walked inside, shut the door, and sucked in his breath. Leaned against the glass as he took in the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. She made it so he could barely breathe. She sat there wearing nothing more glamorous than cutoff jeans, a white tank, and strappy leather sandals, but the vision of her hurt his eyes.

      The things he felt for her were strange and overwhelming. He didn’t have a family. Had never had a family. Wasn’t sure if this was what love always felt like but, if it was, no wonder wars had been fought over it. She was everything he’d ever wanted. Everything he could never have.

      He cleared his throat, wished he didn’t feel as if he was going to throw up. “You’re sure you want to go through with this?”

      She ran her fingers carefully through her short blonde hair. “I’m sure, baby.” Her voice was soft as powdered sugar.

      She stood and walked toward him, and it was like watching silk dance in the wind.

      “I don’t trust him with you.” His voice was like gravel in his throat. His hands caught her hips as she stopped in front of him.

      She ran her fingers down the front of his T-shirt and then hooked her thumbs into the waistband of his jeans.

      “He wouldn’t dare touch me.” They were both conscious of the eyes watching them through the glass office windows and the fact people could be listening to them.

      Hell, he knew people were listening to them.

      “I don’t like you being anywhere close to that hijo de puta.”

      Her expression tightened, at odds with her sotto voce. “I can take care of myself.”

      He cupped her jaw. “He’s dangerous.”

      Her lips curved, and he ran his thumb over their warm pink softness. “I have plenty of weapons.”

      They were so close he could smell the mint of her toothpaste. He wanted to taste her. He needed to taste her. Everything about this woman consumed him even though he couldn’t afford to be distracted.

      She kissed him, and the feel of her mouth on his washed away all rational thought. He slid his hands over her butt and pulled her hips to his, her breasts pressed to his chest, her arms wrapped like vines around his neck.

      Despite the oppressive heat, he wanted to feel her skin against his. Wanted to absorb the sweetness of her body, feel the lithe strength of her matching him perfectly in every way.

      She opened her mouth and slid her tongue against his, and he wanted to press her against the wall and fuck her until they were both slick with sweat. And then lay her on the softest bed and make love to her until she couldn’t move. He wanted all that, and the thought of letting her go was as unthinkable as cutting out his own tongue. And yet…

      Whistles and lewd comments from the outer garage reminded him they weren’t alone. It was too dangerous to drop his guard. One wrong move in this pit of vipers, and they’d both be dead.

      He slipped the balisong out of his back pocket and into her shorts without the others being able to see. “If he touches you, kill the motherfucker.” He pulled away and exited the office.

      He strode up to the Cajun and didn’t stop until he’d pushed the guy up against the door of his extended cab. All his men gathered around him, but despite what this pendejo mistakenly thought, Ricky didn’t need their backup to hand him his ass.

      “The woman is mine, ¿entendido? You make a move on her, you even breathe in her direction, I’ll dice you up and feed you to the vultures myself.”

      The man’s muscles tensed as if to fight back but then his eyes slowly took in the other men in the garage—all dangerous, most of them killers—and then rose over Ricky’s shoulder to find Lacey, who Ricky could hear walking toward them.

      Ricky didn’t turn around or risk taking his eyes off this treacherous piece of shit.

      “Don’t worry, amigo.” The Cajun sneered. “I wouldn’t touch your whore even if she begged me.” But his face said otherwise.

      “Want me to kill him for you?” Pedro offered, eager to prove his devotion.

      Rage and fear churned inside Ricky. He only had to say the word, and this scumbag would be dead. But he wanted this motherfucker ruined. He wanted him stripped of honor and exposed as the worthless pedazo de mierda he really was. Killing him wouldn’t serve Ricky’s purpose. So he left the rage banked deep inside and tried to tame the fear.

      “No. Not today, amigo. He has a delivery to make.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Lacey said from behind him. “Because this whore has plans tonight. I have a date with my girlfriend and don’t want to be late.” She chewed gum impatiently. “Let’s hit the road, compadre. Unless you’ve changed your mind about doing this, in which case Ricky here can give me a ride to the border, can’t ya, baby?”

      The air crackled with tension as the gang members looked at him for instruction.

      It was his decision, who lived and died. It was a heady power, and he could see how easily it would corrupt.

      “Whatever you want, baby.”

      Ricky stood back and crossed his arms over his chest, staring down the Cajun. The man straightened and then sneered at Lacey. “Get in.” He climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine with a roar.

      Lacey reared up on tiptoe to brush her lips over Ricky’s cheek. “See you soon.”

      He nodded brusquely. It took everything in him to let her go. A million things wanted to trip off his tongue. All of them began with “I love you. Be careful.”

      Lacey hoisted herself into the truck and waved to all the guys. They drove away with a blast of heat and fumes from the hot exhaust. Ricky had never felt more alone.

      “Lacey estará bien. Él no se atrevería a tocarla.” Pedro patted his shoulder.

      She’ll be okay. He wouldn’t dare touch her.

      Ricky wanted to throw up.

      Pedro looked at him uncertainly. Ricky wanted to warn this young man to get out of town. To leave now before it all went to shit and his life was destroyed forever.

      Ricky looked around the garage as the cartel’s many minions continued packing coke and money into heavy canvas bags. There were other deliveries to be made. Misery to disseminate. Money to collect. Lives to ruin and accounts to be tallied. Hours of work to be done in this evil trade to keep the top of the organization wealthy beyond belief.

      Sweat beaded his temple and ran in a thin trickle over his jawline and down his neck. He hated the intensity of the heat—the cloying miasma of engine oil, casual violence, cocaine dust, and greed.

      A text came through on his cell. A fucking tongue, eggplant, taco, and droplet emoji from “Leticia.”

      The last person he wanted to have sex with, of any variation, was CIA Intelligence Officer Patrick Killion.

      But it was the signal.

      “I need a drink.” He walked into his office and picked up his wallet, keys, and a packet of cigarettes he didn’t like to smoke but did anyway.

      His heart felt heavy.

      He headed over to his beat-up Camaro, paused. Looked at Pedro. “Wanna come?”

      Pedro grinned, eyes shining with happiness at being singled out. “No, patrón, I’ll keep watch. I’ll let you know if there are any problems. Don’t worry. Lacey will be fine. The puto cabrón wouldn’t dare cross you.”

      Ricky wasn’t convinced, but he could do nothing about it now. He slid inside. He had his orders. Time to get the hell out of Tijuana. His mouth went dry as he pulled away, watching his crew in the rearview, men he’d spent months befriending and getting to know.

      Men with girlfriends and babies to support. Men with mothers and grandmothers who loved them. Some of them were pure evil. Others, simply trying to survive.

      Pedro’s smiling face and warm brown eyes followed his path like a Golden Retriever watching its owner leave for work.

      But Ricky Alonso was dead now. He wasn’t ever coming back.
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      FBI Special Agent Delilah Quinn slipped off her sandals and rested her bare feet on the dash as the big-ass truck hugged the curve of the road heading to Federal Highway 1.

      The muscles in Navy SEAL Seaman Recruit Joseph Scanlon’s lantern jaw flexed with annoyance. Pissed her dirty feet were touching his precious penis extension.

      She hid her disgust under an artless expression. Betraying his rank, his fellow sailors, his country didn’t bother him, but her putting her bare feet on his stinking new dash did.

      Asshole.

      His fate was already sealed. The Bureau was monitoring the operation from high altitude drones, not to mention the camera in her necklace and the audio recorder in her purse.

      He was so fucked.

      He reached out and clamped his big hand around her calf.

      She froze. Gritted her teeth. “Get your hands off me.”

      He sent her a glance as he squeezed and then slid his hand up to her knee and then down her thigh. “Come on, cher. You can’t be satisfied with that slick beaner.”

      Her eyes widened in horror at the slur. The hell? “He’s twice the man your coonass will ever be.”

      He barked out a laugh that held zero humor. “Being called a coonass is a compliment where I come from.”

      She tried to pull away, but his grip tightened to bruising pressure.

      “Ricky is my boyfriend.” She tried to sound indignant, but she’d be lying if she wasn’t a little disconcerted.

      “You don’t need a boyfriend, cher. You need a man.” His fingers inched toward her crotch, and she jerked away and found herself wedged into the corner staring at this dickwad and breathing heavily.

      “You heard what he’ll do to you if he finds out you touched me.”

      “I’m not scared of Ricky fucking Alonso.”

      “I’m not a cheater.” Unlike you. He had a wife and young kid at home. Not to mention the whole smuggling drugs and possibly other things across the border after pledging the oath of allegiance.

      His grin was surprisingly attractive but didn’t quite meet those cold eyes. “Come on, Lacey. A little fun can’t hurt anyone.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “I’m sorry for calling you a whore.” His cheek pulled one side of his lips into a practiced smile. “I admit I was jealous. I hated seeing the greasy prick put his hands on you.”

      There was nothing greasy or sleazy about FBI Special Agent Casta Demarco, but perhaps she was playing this wrong. They needed to arrest Scanlon on the US side of the border. And a guy like Scanlon would appreciate having his ego stroked.

      She bit her lip, let her expression turn uncertain. “Ricky doesn’t like sharing.”

      He lowered his voice. “Ricky doesn’t have to know, cher. This can be between you and me. Our little secret.”

      The idea turned her already sensitive stomach. The last week or so she hadn’t been able to keep anything down. Nerves at the culmination of a six-month-long undercover operation where she’d played Ricky Alonso’s flaky American girlfriend, crossing the border every weekend to visit a man who’d spent almost a year working his way up to a position of power inside the cartel.

      “You think he isn’t banging a local girl when you aren’t in town?” Scanlon gave a loud whoop. “Funny, you don’t look like a dumb blonde.”

      She hunched her shoulders and pouted. “He wouldn’t do that to me. He loves me.”

      Scanlon shot her an incredulous look. “What does love have to do with anything? Men like to fuck beautiful women. It’s the natural order of things.”

      She wondered if he cared how willing those women were. There was something predatory about Joseph Scanlon. The butterfly knife that Cas—Ricky—had slipped into her back pocket pressed into her glute muscle.

      “So”—she caught her bottom lip—“you think I’m beautiful?”

      His gaze slipped from the heavy traffic to run up her bare legs to settle on her breasts through the flimsy shirt she wore.

      “Everyone thinks you’re beautiful.” He stroked a surprisingly gentle finger down the smooth skin of her shin. “So how about I come up for a while after I drop you off? You’ll still have plenty of time to meet your girlfriend.” His warm fist curled tightly around the bones of her ankles, like a manacle.

      “What about the merchandise?” She glanced at the border guard booth they were slowly approaching.

      “It’ll be fine for half an hour.”

      “Half an hour? That’s all you got in you?” She smiled coyly.

      He shifted in his seat. “I need to drop the shipment off and get home.”

      “To your wife.”

      Scanlon grunted.

      “She won’t mind you coming up for half an hour?” She shifted in her seat and watched him eye her breasts.

      “She won’t mind what she doesn’t know.” He sounded so sure of that. “And ain’t no one stupid enough to steal my truck, but I have a tracker on it, just in case.”

      Her eyes widened. “You have a tracker on your own vehicle?”

      “Just in case anyone gets any stupid ideas.” Scanlon’s vehicle was next in line at the border control. “Now you keep jiggling those fine titties and smiling with that pretty smile of yours at the nice man, cher.” He pulled on a ball cap that had NAVY in bold type across the front. And she noticed he leaned his elbow on the window, making sure his bone frog tattoo—an unofficial Navy SEAL insignia—was in the border agent’s face.

      The stern-faced guard checked their docs and, after a perfunctory couple of questions, let them through. She didn’t have to jiggle a damned thing.

      “Where’s your apartment?”

      “Ricky isn’t going to like it.”

      “I got to drop you off, don’t I? Anyway, you leave Ricky to me.”

      She gave him the address. She went quiet because that’s how Lacey would react. Lacey Reed would absolutely let this asshole screw her to get him out of her hair. And then beg Ricky for forgiveness if he ever found out. It wasn’t like she had much of a choice, a girl like that. She used her body to get what she wanted. Her power was in the men she manipulated. At least, that was Delilah’s cover. That was Lacey’s backstory. Always fucking the wrong guy. And being screwed over.

      Scanlon reached Lacey’s apartment and parked in the shadow of a dying palo verde tree. She went to get out, but he grabbed her arm and pulled her half over the console, mashing her breast with his meaty hand, exposing her nipple to whoever was watching. He kissed her roughly, forcing her to open her mouth. She made herself relax. Prayed no one overreacted.

      He started to fumble with the button on her shorts. She jerked away, thinking she might have to pull that butterfly knife on him if she wasn’t careful. Threaten to cut his dick off.

      She wiped her throbbing lips and hid her disgust. “Let’s go inside. We don’t want to attract any undue attention, remember?”

      Scanlon rolled his shoulders in an arrogant shrug.

      She pushed open the door and looked around, the way she would if she was worried about anyone seeing Scanlon enter her apartment.

      Her heart beat a little faster as she spotted a guy reclining in his car, wearing sunglasses as he listened to music.

      The smell of garbage wafted from a nearby dumpster. She stood in the parking lot and fumbled in her bag for her keys. Scanlon got out of his truck and slammed the door shut.

      He came around the back and she turned, dropping the bag and holding up her badge with one hand and Glock 23 with the other.

      His wide-eyed surprise was gratifying.

      “FBI. Hands on your head.” Her heart was pounding, and acid sat under her breastbone, but her gaze didn’t waver from the hulking Navy SEAL. “I repeat. FBI. Put your hands on the back of your head, Joseph Scanlon, and then down on your knees.”

      His lip curled in a sneer. “If you want me on my knees, you need to be on your back, cher.” He lunged for her, and her hesitation to shoot the bastard cost her. He tackled her, knocking the weapon to one side. She dropped her badge and grabbed at the knife Cas had given her as Scanlon slammed her to the ground. The skin of her back grazed and burned against the rough asphalt. His weight crushed her ribs and winded her, but he wasn’t expecting the blade that she pressed against the vulnerable flesh next to his carotid.

      He drew his hand back as if to strike her.

      “I gave you one free pass.” She locked onto his gaze and let him see the contempt she felt for him as she pressed the steel close enough to sting his skin. “You won’t get another.”

      He hesitated and then finally, the sound of footsteps running out of the nearby building assailed their ears.

      The agent formerly reclining in his car, stood over them with his gun pointed at Scanlon. “Get off her, you sonofabitch.”

      Scanlon reared up onto his knees as members of the Hostage Rescue Team dragged him backwards off of her and cuffed his hands behind his back. She rolled onto her side and climbed unsteadily to her feet, closing the handles of the knife around the blade, and slipping it back into her pocket.

      “Your boyfriend isn’t going to be very happy with you, you traitorous bitch.” Scanlon spat out. “Nor the cartel.”

      “Oh, that’s rich.” She gave him a feral smile as she picked up her badge and her gun off the ground. There was a scratch on the barrel now which pissed her off. “Break the law, pay the price. Can’t wait to see the look on your wife’s face when she hears how much your marriage vows mean to you.”

      His eyes changed then. Filled with a cold hatred that sent a shiver of fear down her spine. “Leave my wife out of this.”

      She tried moving her shoulders. The flesh burned, but she didn’t think any bones were broken. “Pretty sure you’re the one who brought her into this, not me. You came on to me, remember?”

      She bent her head and leaned forward as one of the techs came to collect her necklace and purse for the camera and mic fitted inside. “I guess she can make up her own mind when she hears the tapes.”

      With a roar Scanlon broke free of the men detaining him and charged her again. The tech jumped aside. She feinted left at the last moment, and Scanlon crashed to the hot tarmac. A heavy-set operator placed his boot between the man’s shoulder blades and shifted his weight to keep him there.

      Delilah walked over and crouched so she could look directly into Scanlon’s furious face. She shook her head. “I don’t get it. You had everything. Why did you decide to betray your colleagues, your wife, your country?”

      “I didn’t betray anyone, bitch.”

      “Well, I guess bitch is a step up from whore. And a jury gets to decide the rest.”

      “I’m going to make you pay for this.”

      “Threatening a Federal Agent? Way to pile on the charges, pal.”

      “I’m going to rape you and kill you and laugh while I’m doing it. I’ll smash your skull in so no one can recognize that pretty face of yours.”

      She straightened and hooked her hands into the back loops of her jean shorts. “Whatever gets you off in prison. Enjoy because it’s the closest you’re gonna get to touching a woman for the next ten years.” She made light of it even though his threat curled inside her and unexpectedly made fear spurt. She stood back as two HRT operators hauled the disgraced Navy SEAL to his feet and handed him off to NCIS agents, who read him his rights. The FBI had agreed to hand him over to the Navy to prosecute.

      She exhaled a long breath as she watched him being led away.

      “You okay?” the FBI agent asked as Scanlon was loaded into the back of a black van.

      She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Nothing a shower and gallon of mouthwash won’t cure.”

      Her eyes caught on a beaten-up red Camaro as it cruised into the parking lot. Her mouth watered as she watched Cas climb out, those long legs and lean frame looking oh so good. He stared at her for a heated moment with yellow eyes that shone like gold, scanning her for damage which he thankfully couldn’t see. He exchanged a greeting with one of the Hostage Rescue Team operators who he slapped on the back like an old friend.

      Her heart sank a little.

      He’d applied for HRT and had been accepted into their prestigious trials which started next week. That was partly why they’d made the arrests today. But after nearly twelve long and dangerous months, it was time to pull Cas out from his undercover role. It was affecting him, giving him dark thoughts and self-doubts. Plus, the investigation had run its course.

      And now she was going to have to resign herself to a long-distance relationship because there was no way Cas, himself a former Navy SEAL, wouldn’t sail through HRT’s selection process with flying colors.

      Her heart clenched and that familiar nausea washed through her because she loved this man so much she wasn’t sure she could stand being so many thousand miles away from him.

      She planned to put in for a transfer, but she hadn’t told Cas that yet.

      Her father was an Assistant Director in FBI HQ, and she would absolutely, for once, use her connections to get a position commuting distance to Quantico. She didn’t have to see Cas every day or even every week, but as often as they could make it work with busy schedules.

      Even if she took a step down on the career ladder it would be worth it. She needed this man in her life. She wanted to spend more than a few stolen weekends with him. She wanted time when they weren’t pretending to be other people. When they weren’t worried one wrong word would get them both killed.

      “Agent Quinn.”

      She snapped her head to one side to look at the other agent. His tone suggested it wasn’t the first time he’d said her name.

      “Yes?”

      “Let me give you a ride into the office to get an official statement regarding today’s events and then you can go home and get some rest.”

      She nodded and then shot Cas a rueful look as she followed the agent to his car.

      Cas would also need to be debriefed. But she’d see him later. They had all the time in the world now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      After a long day, Cas came out of the interview room. He wanted to find Delilah. Make sure she was okay. Instead, he bumped straight into the Special Agent in Charge of the San Diego Office, Peter Ridgeway. Ridgeway wasn’t his favorite person, but then Cas preferred the people on the ground doing the grunt work rather than the pen pushers and administrators.

      Cas was officially based out of the LA office, but he’d barely started work there before being fingered by the undercover division for this assignment. He’d met his own SAC a total of two times and doubted the guy would recognize him in a crowd. Ridgeway though, he liked to keep up with what was going on in the San Diego office and surrounding area.

      Ridgeway held out his hand to shake Cas’s. “I wanted to say congratulations. Great work today.”

      Cas’s brows hiked. Today? He’d been undercover for nearly a year.

      “Both the Policía Federal and Policía Federal Ministerial were very happy with the information we provided. They raided the garage shortly after you left.”

      Cas’s mouth tasted of sand. “Did they catch everyone?”

      Ridgeway nodded. “They got them all. Ten dead. Four injured. Three arrests. No members of la Guardia Nacional or civilians were hurt. They found nearly three tons of cocaine on the premises and are hailing it as one of the biggest wins against the cartel in years…”

      He kept talking, but Cas wasn’t listening.

      Sickened, he closed his eyes. Ten dead? And four casualties whose wounds would likely fester in jail until they died.

      “Who? Who was wounded?” he interrupted.

      Ridgeway blinked, clearly taken aback.

      Cas cleared his throat. “I’d like to see a list of the victims from today. Sir,” he added belatedly.

      Ridgeway’s lips pursed. “I’ll have someone send it to you.”

      Cas nodded. “I appreciate that. Thank you.”

      Ridgeway placed his hand on Cas’s left shoulder, and it took everything in him not to violently shake him off. “Anyway, I wanted to extend my personal congratulations on a job well done. There’s a commendation in this for you, mark my words.”

      The man’s eyes danced with delight. The deaths were barely a postscript on his conscience.

      Cas watched the SAC stride away as if he had somewhere important to be, perhaps a press conference or a meeting with the FBI Director. Cas pulled out his personal cell. There was a missed call from Delilah, and he closed his eyes as more pain piled on.

      What he was about to do would break her heart, but it was for the best. She’d find someone else. Someone better suited to the Assistant Director’s daughter—as the man in question had been keen to point out to him before his interview to get into this year’s round of the Hostage Rescue Team’s selection process.

      The threat had been explicit, although the man hadn’t uttered the words. Keep seeing Delilah and Cas’s chance of getting into HRT would be zero, zilch.

      So, that was his “choice.”

      Be with the woman he loved knowing that it was only a matter of time before she realized for herself that their wildly differing backgrounds would never work in the real world. Or get a shot at HRT selection, which had been his dream ever since he’d met a man named Kurt Montana attached to his SEAL team, in a dusty Afghan desert.

      The fight for justice, even in a war zone, had appealed to Cas’s innate sense of fairness, his sense of honor, and he’d applied for the FBI from his bunk in Kandahar. But his undercover role with the Mexican cartel hadn’t felt particularly honorable. Even though he knew the evil of the drug trade, had seen friends from his days in the foster system succumb to the lure of chemical oblivion, the stories of hardship and violence of the men he’d met in Mexico resonated. He’d been one bad decision away from that being his life. Instead, he’d been fortunate. Joining the Navy, having the aptitude for the SEALs and then the Bureau. Not everyone was that lucky.

      Funny, he’d always thought being lucky would feel good.

      Hotness slithered through his gut.

      He texted Killion asking for a breakdown of what had happened in Mexico and exactly who’d died. The thought of Pedro and a couple of the others being hurt cut deep. If they were injured, perhaps he could figure out a way to get them treatment, or possibly extradited to the US. Perhaps he could spin it so Pedro could turn state’s evidence in exchange for more information on his brother’s role in the cartel.

      His hands shook as he read Killion’s reply. A list of names and photos of the dead. Saliva flooded his mouth as an image of Pedro flashed onto the screen. Blood dribbled out of his mouth, and his eyes were closed.

      Bile rose up his throat, but he forced it down. Tears burned at the back of his eyes, but he wouldn’t let them fall, not when today still had more pain in store for him.

      He needed to get it over with. Inflict all the punishment in one go and hope to survive the aftermath. He headed outside to the parking lot. He’d handed the Camaro back to the FBI’s carpool and picked up his truck which had been dropped off here by one of his colleagues from the undercover division.

      Keys were in the ignition.

      Delilah texted him an address and a sense of numbness enveloped him.

      He had to end this thing now. Before he hurt her even more than he already would.

      He used his cell to direct him to the condo she’d bought a year ago when she’d first been assigned to the west coast.

      The fact she could afford to buy anything around here on a single salary reaffirmed they came from polar opposite backgrounds.

      There was a space on the road near her place, so he pulled in and turned off the engine.

      He forced the emotion out of his head. No way would he be able to do this if he thought too much about it. He was an old pro at dissociation.

      He checked the house number and then headed down the narrow path, eyeing the clear turquoise pool with envy, passing the tamed hibiscus bushes and beneath the jacaranda trees with their obscenely beautiful lavender-blue flowers.

      He found the right block of condos and climbed the steps to Delilah’s front door. He’d been dreaming about this moment since the day they’d first realized their pretend romance was actually the real deal.

      She opened the door, her natural long dark hair wet from a recent shower and the familiar scent of her almost brought him to his knees.

      She flung herself at him and entwined her arms tight around his neck. He wrapped his around her and held her tight. Sank his nose into the crook of her neck and inhaled. This was it. This was all he would allow himself.

      He squeezed her tight and felt her wince. He pulled away. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” Her brown eyes were shining with joy as she pulled him inside.

      Despite the guilt about what he intended to do, he looked around with interest. It was the first time he’d been to her home, and even though he was torturing himself, he was curious about her space. Her couch and recliner were a soft brown leather that looked classy and expensive. The walls were painted off-white, and the floors were glossy hardwoods. There were paintings on the walls that looked to his uneducated eye to be originals.

      “Want a drink?” She turned and headed toward the small kitchen.

      “What the hell happened to your back?”

      She looked over her shoulder and grimaced. “Scanlon jumped me when I arrested him, and I got a bit scraped up.” She fished into the back pocket of her tight-fitting blue jeans, handed him his treasured balisong knife. He cradled it when he really wanted to cradle her.

      “He almost peed his pants when he realized we had recordings. Wife’s gonna be pissed when she hears him proposition me in the truck.”

      “That motherfucker.” Rage heated his bones. “Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head.

      “Delilah?”

      Her head jerked up then. It was the first time he’d used her real name. He hadn’t dared before, not when a mistake could mean her death.

      “He didn’t hurt me. He just wanted to take what belonged to you.”

      It was as if someone had scooped out his insides and dumped them in the ocean.

      Those brown eyes softened in concern. “I heard about what happened back at the mechanic shop. Are you okay?”

      He shook his head but didn’t say anything else.

      “What is it? Having trouble adjusting to our new reality?” She laughed softly as she handed him a bottle of his favorite beer.

      “Want to go on a date?” Her eyes shone with love. What else would make her look at him like that? “We can hit a restaurant on the beach, catch a movie. Do something that normal people do.”

      Normal?

      He’d never been normal.

      He placed the beer carefully on the counter. She took a step toward him, but he held up his hand to ward her off.

      She paused, and he saw the way her eyes started to change.

      He cleared his throat. “Thanks for the beer, but I have to drive to LA tonight.”

      “Now?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      He nodded. “Yeah. I plan to be on the road to Quantico in the morning.”

      She blinked. “Oh. Well, I took off next week and thought I’d help you move. That way we get to spend a little time together before you start selection and we can maybe pop in to meet my parents. They’re dying to meet you.”

      A bitter laugh escaped. He put his hand over his brow.

      “Cas?”

      His name on her lips sent a crack through the wall of his heart.

      She took a step closer. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      He thrust all the emotion away. The despair. The hurt. The insidious fucking hope. “I need to be honest with you about something.”

      Ironic, as she was the only person he’d ever been truly honest with and even she didn’t know half of his dirty secrets.

      “Sometimes things happen during an assignment that shouldn’t happen. Emotions get amplified. People say things that in the cold light of day might not be true.”

      “Things?” She hiked a fine brow in obvious confusion.

      “Yeah. They, er, say things and make promises in the heat of the moment.”

      “Are you telling me you don’t want me to drive across the country with you?” A dent of confusion crinkled the skin between her brows. “I get that you need some time to process what happened over the past twelve months⁠—”

      “Not just that.” His voice was sharper than he’d meant it to be.

      “Oh, oh.” Her hand covered her mouth. “You mean things like ‘I love you’ and ‘I want to spend time with you when we’re not in danger of being sliced and diced by the cartel’? Those things.”

      He wanted to deny it all and tell her the truth, but then she’d never let him go. She’d convince herself that the feelings they shared would compensate for his lack of pedigree and breeding. It wouldn’t. Not in the long run. He wasn’t worth the sacrifices he knew she was willing to make.

      “Look, we had great chemistry in bed, but it wasn’t real, okay? It was a reaction to the danger we were in. The situation. The tension. The fact you look like sex on a fucking stick.”

      Her eyes swam with tears. Her voice grew thick. “I don’t believe you.”

      He couldn’t look at her. He had to cut the ties irrevocably. Kill the beauty of everything they’d had together and let her move on. He made his expression cold. “You were a good fuck, Delilah, but don’t ruin things by getting clingy. I’m trying to do the right thing here. I’m going to be thousands of miles away. I’m not making any promises about fidelity, and I know women like you expect promises.” He met her gaze then and let his expression open up. “I mean, if you’re willing to keep things casual, then maybe we can hook up again next time we’re on the same coast.”

      She flinched away from him and sorrow as sharp as his beloved blade sliced through his chest cavity and shredded the organ in his chest until it was bloody.

      “Get out.” She wrapped her arms around herself and curled over as if in pain. She screamed. “Get out. Get out. Get out!”

      The sight of her hit him like a felled tree. This woman had faced down killers and drug dealers with an easy smile.

      Nothing had dented her composure.

      Nothing.

      Except him.

      Cas searched for numbness, but all he found was heartbreak and grief. So what if her beloved father hated him? So what if his own dreams were crushed? Didn’t matter he was doing it for her own good, this felt like dying. He forced himself to get moving, to leave her in her small, neat kitchen before he fell to his knees and confessed it was all a lie and he’d take what he could get for as long as she wanted him.

      Ultimately, it would destroy him, but as long as she was okay, what did it matter? He hesitated on the threshold of her home blinded by the late afternoon sun. He looked over his shoulder and she stood there with dry eyes and a blank expression on her pale, beautiful face.

      He inhaled unsteadily and then turned away, stepping into the setting sun. Into a life of loneliness and wishful thinking.
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      Present Day

      FBI Special Agent Delilah Quinn was tired and grouchy as she waited outside the office of the Special Agent in Charge of the San Diego Field Office. The door opened, and she stood quickly.

      Peter Ridgeway’s expression dropped at the sight of her. “Can it wait?”

      She hesitated. Shook her head.

      He released a sigh that ruffled his thinning bangs. “Come in. Be quick. I have a meeting downtown.”

      She strode inside as Ridgeway went around to the other side of his desk. He didn’t sit.

      “Joseph Scanlon was released from military prison three weeks ago.” She crossed her arms and tried to make it a position of power rather than the self-hug she feared it actually was.

      His expression didn’t change.

      “You already knew.” Inside she deflated.

      “Friend of mine at Coronado kept me updated.”

      But he hadn’t thought to inform her. She didn’t know whether to be pissed or take it as a compliment.

      “Scanlon was an exemplary prisoner. He apparently planned to head back to his hometown in Louisiana to work in the family business.” Ridgeway pushed his wireless glasses up his thin nose. Cleared his throat. “If he’d been staying in the area, I would have let you know, but I’m sure you agree that I can’t be expected to keep track of every released felon and notify all the agents involved in their cases. That would be a full-time job in itself.”

      His tone aimed for humor but only managed patronizing.

      “Of course not.” Her tongue stalled as she opened her mouth to tell him of the unsettled sensation she’d experienced recently. The feeling of being watched. Ridgeway overtly checked his wristwatch, and she knew her time was up. Just as well. The idea of appearing paranoid with her boss was not high on her wish list.

      “How’s your father?”

      She set her teeth. “Fine. Thank you.”

      As a former Assistant Director of the FBI, her father was well-known and respected throughout the Bureau. More so than Ridgeway.

      “Give him my regards.”

      “Of course.” Her father considered SAC Peter Ridgeway a bit of a toady, but Delilah wasn’t about to tell him that. Thoughts of her father sank her mood even lower.

      Ridgeway headed to the door and let her exit before him. “Scanlon’s served his time.”

      Debatable.

      “He’s rehabilitated, found God, and hopefully learned the error of his ways.”

      She raised a skeptical brow. The disgraced former Navy SEAL she’d crossed paths with was a mean, angry, dangerous individual, but she had to hope the prison system had some positive effect on its inmates, even if it was simply the desire never to go back.

      “Let’s hope so, sir.”

      Ridgeway nodded vigorously as if they’d agreed on something and then strode away.

      Delilah stood for a moment in the corridor and stared out of the huge glass windows across Vista Sorrento Parkway and I-805 to the green hills beyond. The sun was shining, but then this was Southern California. Even February was beautiful here.

      Old memories side-swiped her. Thoughts of Scanlon and the op that had captured him always brought back painful reminders she preferred to ignore.

      None of that mattered anymore.

      Old history.

      She should warn Scanlon’s ex-wife, who’d taken their daughter and headed north to Washington State.

      She should notify FBI HRT operator, Cas Demarco, but the sonofabitch could look after himself.

      Even the thought of him made her grind her teeth. Last time she’d seen, or rather heard the rat bastard, he’d been in court, hidden behind a screen under a fake identity in order to protect both his undercover personas and his real identity.

      Agent Z.

      It suited the guy—all dark, brooding mystery and sexy swagger.

      But the attempts at secrecy had been performative as far as Scanlon was concerned. Despite his illegal activities, Joseph Scanlon had enough friends back at Coronado that it wouldn’t be difficult for him to track down the name of another former SEAL, now turned FBI agent, who’d been working with the DEA and CIA and posing as a cartel member across the border in Mexico. A man who had helped get him thrown off the teams and into Miramar.

      She was pretty sure Demarco had been avoiding her as much as he’d been avoiding the media with the whole Agent Z thing. Avoiding the chance she might make a scene or embarrass him again.

      Not in this lifetime.

      Six years ago, the Bureau had been after Lorenzo Santiago—at the time an associate of Manuel Gómez, head of El cartel de Mano de Dios down in Colombia. But not long after the operation started, Gómez and most of his organization’s leaders had been scooped up and arrested following an anonymous tipoff. The few remaining Mano de Dios members, and Santiago, had gone so deep underground that the FBI had almost folded up its investigation and gone home.

      But then Demarco had heard a whisper about an active-duty Navy SEAL who was said to be transporting drugs across the border. No way could the FBI ignore that rumor because if a SEAL was willing to smuggle drugs, what else might he be willing to do?

      So Demarco had gone even deeper undercover, and that’s when Delilah had appeared on the scene. She’d been his FBI contact, his “handler”—if a man like Demarco was capable of being handled—posing as his drug-addicted girlfriend. She never met the major cartel players face-to-face, but she’d known they watched her undercover persona’s apartment sometimes and searched it when she was in “rehab.” Her identity had been backstopped to the nth degree and her appearance easily disguised with a short blonde wig she still kept in the go-bag of her vehicle.

      After the bust, the Bureau had decided Demarco was too much of a potential target and had taken him out of his undercover work and moved him far from the border.

      And he’d been all too happy to leave.

      The Hostage Rescue Team had been his dream all along and, as expected, he’d passed selection and made the cut.

      Bitterness twisted in her stomach.

      Nowadays most of those cartel members were dead or in prison. Santiago’s organization had imploded spectacularly last month in the Arizona desert. It was doubtful there were many people who even remembered a young man named Ricky Alonso or his flaky girlfriend, Lacey Reed.

      Even if Scanlon was looking for revenge it was doubtful he’d go after another former SEAL and active member of the Hostage Rescue Team. The cowardly asshole was much more likely to go after his ex-wife, and her, the rookie female agent who’d helped arrest the motherfucker—for using his esteemed status as one of the premier military operators in the world to earn money as a drug mule for the murderous cartel.

      The hatred in his eyes as he’d lain on the asphalt was something that woke her up from her dreams sometimes. Not that she’d ever told anyone that.

      Someone touched her arm.

      She jumped.

      “Hey, you okay?” Her partner, David Gonzales, had appeared at her side.

      She glanced at him. They were assigned to the Public Corruption Unit, her undercover days long over. She didn’t miss them. She just missed him. And that was something she’d deny to her grave.

      “Fine.” She shook it off. If she worried about every ex-con she’d helped put away, then she was going to have a very stressful life and would be better off quitting now.

      She wasn’t a quitter.

      David didn’t look convinced.

      “Scanlon’s out.” She couldn’t help smiling at her very handsome colleague as he sent her a heavy frown.

      “That’s early, right?”

      “Nearly two years early.” She shot him a look. “Good behavior, not to mention, he found the Lord.”

      “Didn’t know He was lost.” David raised his chin on the inhale. “You think he’ll come after you?”

      She shook her head. No way was she about to share her paranoia with David. “But I figured Ridgeway would want to know.”

      David shot the empty office a look. “What’d he say?”

      She barked out a laugh and started walking back down the corridor toward their squad room. “He already knew. Someone at Coronado felt it prudent to inform him.”

      “But he didn’t tell you.” David easily kept up. “Hmm.”

      “What’s hmm mean?” She kept her voice light because David was one of the smartest people she knew, and if he thought something was suspicious then so should she.

      “It means that either Naval Command or SAC Ridgeway is wrong about the threat Scanlon might present.”

      She pulled a face. Neither of them thought that highly of their SAC. “I’m going to reach out to the ex-wife. Make sure she knows he’s out.”

      “He’d be a fool to go after anyone,” he eyed her pointedly, “especially a Fed.”

      She rubbed her arms. “Scanlon’s an arrogant ass, but he’s not stupid.”

      He nudged her elbow. “Want some good news?”

      “What?”

      “Clarence organized a meet with Gunther.”

      “Finally.”

      Clarence Carpenter was David’s Confidential Informant who he’d flipped after Carpenter tried to bribe a city planner who was a close personal friend of David’s. The planner hadn’t taken kindly to the offer. Now the FBI hoped to use Carpenter against a local mayor rumored to be open to taking under the table payments in exchange for preferential treatment.

      Delilah switched gears. It was stupid to be worried about Scanlon. He was probably back in the Louisiana swamp that had spit him out as a young man. Sipping brews and eating crawdads. She probably never even crossed his mind.

      Time to get on with her job, the job she lived for. The job she loved. “When’s the meet?”

      “Tomorrow morning.” He slanted her a glance. “Early.”

      That didn’t give them a lot of time. “We have the recording equipment ready?”

      “I have it. We’ll meet him at 7:30 a.m. to wire him up. I booked a room in a nearby hotel so we can be close-by in case anything goes wrong.” David sent her a smile that could have conquered Hollywood.

      The memory of the heated golden eyes of another handsome FBI agent punched through her chest and made her heart clench.

      Demarco had made his choice. She hadn’t been worth it five years ago. She doubted he even remembered her nowadays—too busy making a mark for himself, making a name, clawing away at the need to prove himself a hero rather than a villain.

      The love she’d once felt for him had morphed into contempt. She might not be the smartest person in the room, but Delilah had always been a straight A student. Because she was really, really good at learning her lessons and never made the same mistake twice.
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        * * *

      

      Joseph Scanlon stared through the Steiner Military-Marine 10X50mm Tactical Binoculars and watched the whore leave work and get into her car. A surge of something that felt a lot like joy unfurled inside him.

      She was right on time.

      Right on schedule.

      For years, he’d been planning this operation down to the last second.

      She might not know what hit her, but he would. It was a pity there wouldn’t be more time to catch up, but he was on a tight schedule and had no intention of going back to prison.

      He slid backward through the dry brush as slowly and carefully as withdrawing from an enemy position. Once he was out of visual range, he checked his surroundings before stepping out onto a path.

      He slipped the notepad into his back pocket and began hiking back to his vehicle, careful to keep up his cover as a birder, just in case someone was watching as the day turned to dusk.

      He was going to make them all pay, one at a time, and then he was going to live out his life with no one ever being able to prove he’d done anything illegal.

      Not this time.

      Special Agent Delilah Quinn was first. She was going to get what was coming to her. He just wished he could hurt her enough to make up for the years he’d lost. But he couldn’t. No one could. But he’d get the bitch. And then he could move on to the next target and finish this thing. No one got the better of him. No one. Especially not a lying bitch or a greasy two-faced loser.
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      Delilah pulled up outside her condo on Palmilla Drive. It was only a thousand square feet, but it had two bedrooms, AC, and two parking stall allocations, one beside the unit and another in a lot to the east of the complex, which came in handy between her Bucar and current lodger. There was also street parking, where her personal vehicle currently resided, somehow relegated to bottom place.

      The townhouse wasn’t as close to the ocean as she’d dreamed when she’d won the lottery and gotten the San Diego Field Office as her First Office Assignment, but it was an eleven-minute commute to work and a mere fifteen minutes from the Village of La Jolla with its pale gold beach, eclectic restaurants, and fancy shops. The complex had palm trees and a nice pool. The other residents were quiet and tended to mind their own business.

      She’d grown up all over the country but spent most of her formative years in DC and Maryland after her father had been based at FBI HQ. So she didn’t take the good weather for granted. Her parents lived in Virginia now.

      She pressed her lips tight together as she thought of them. She needed to schedule a visit. Soon.

      She jogged up the steps to her front door. She went to punch in the code, but the handle turned easily under her palm and the door swung open.

      She grabbed her mail from the mailbox. “Val?”

      “In here.”

      “You okay?” It was dim inside except for the TV screen.

      “Dandy.” Her best friend, Valerie Strauss, slumped in the armchair watching a rerun of Love Island while inhaling what looked like a gallon tub of potato chips. Delilah’s black FBI ball cap was pulled over the other woman’s long hair which had been dyed brown for a recent stage role. Valerie loved commandeering her stuff, but especially that cap.

      The house was a mess, but it was hard to be irritated with her friend for long. Valerie was the person who’d stayed with her, looked after her, and picked up all the broken pieces five years ago.

      “How’d it go?” Delilah winced as Valerie crammed another fistful of chips into an already bulging mouth. “That good, huh?”

      “Their loss.” Words were barely discernible between crumbs. Valerie had had an audition for a movie earlier that day. “But the good news is…” Valerie twisted in the recliner, covered her mouth with her hand and grinned, eyes sparkling. She chewed some more and wiped her hands and mouth on a piece of paper towel she had on her lap and then took a huge gulp of soda that she’d balanced precariously on the arm of the leather chair. “The really good news is that the flooring guy will be finished by end of day Wednesday and the painter can get in there Thursday. I can move back into my place on the weekend.”

      Three months ago, Valerie’s LA apartment had been flooded by a cracked pipe in her upstairs neighbor’s bathroom. As she’d planned to stay with Delilah for eight weeks anyway, during the run of a play she’d starred in here in San Diego, it had made sense for her to crash here. And it hadn’t even been that difficult as Valerie worked evenings and weekends, while Delilah worked mostly dayshifts in the office and at home in the evenings. Not to mention, Valerie had spent the last two weeks on a cruise and had only returned this morning in time for this audition.

      But despite the fact Delilah loved Valerie like a sister, she was looking forward to having her own space back.

      Maybe that’s why she was so on edge. Perhaps it had nothing to do with Scanlon. Perhaps it was simply the disorder of her usually neat, everything-in-its-place home that made her feel as if she was constantly grinding her teeth. Apparently, she’d grown used to being alone, and it was hard to go back to sharing space. Even on the rare occasions she dated, she rarely brought people into her home.

      Delilah smiled. “As much as I’ve enjoyed hanging out with you, that is good news.”

      Valerie grinned. She was no fool. “I know. I mean I love you like crazy, but cohabiting is a lot harder now than it was when we were back in college. You’re such a slob.”

      They both laughed. Delilah was a little obsessive about everything being in its place, and Valerie was messy as hell.

      Valerie tossed a throw pillow straight at Delilah’s chest.

      Delilah caught it one handed and tossed it onto the couch because she didn’t want to risk spilling the chips or soda over her favorite recliner.

      Neat freak.

      “Wanna go out to get dinner to celebrate the good news?” Delilah suggested.

      “Sure. My treat. Do I need to change?”

      The woman was wearing torn jeans and a white button-up shirt that managed to look both chic and elegant despite the crumbs.

      “Maybe lose the cap.”

      “But I like the cap. You have the right to remain silent.” Valerie waggled her index finger without looking away from the TV. “Lemme watch the end of this episode, and then I’m pretty much ready to go.”

      Delilah checked her watch. “No rush. I want to get in a quick run as I missed it this morning. Wanna join me?”

      Valerie groaned and shook her head.

      Delilah grinned. “How about we go to that restaurant on the beach? I think it’s open on a Monday night. Should be quiet.”

      “I love that place.”

      Delilah went into her bedroom and put her weapons on the dresser, stripped off her suit, hanging it carefully before tossing the shirt, and underwear into a hamper in the corner. She needed to do laundry and visit the dry cleaners this week. She pulled on black leggings, running top, and her favorite lightweight gray camo moto jacket. Then she sat on the bed to lace her bright yellow/orange striped running shoes. She placed her smaller backup Glock 26 inside a sticky holster in one of the concealed pockets on the hip of her pants.

      She slid creds and a slim card holder which contained a credit card, debit, her driver’s license and an emergency hundred dollars in cash into her zippered jacket pocket. Her dad had taught her the value of being prepared from an early age, and it had served her well as an agent. Out of necessity, her work cell went into the other pocket but she decided to leave her personal cell behind beside her Glock 23. She headed back into the kitchen and noted it was full dark now. She debated taking a water bottle but decided against it. She wouldn’t be gone long. Instead, she grabbed a large glass of cold water, chugged it down, and left the glass by the sink beside a dirty plate and mug.

      Her fists curled but she resisted putting them in the dishwasher.

      See.

      She knew how to let things go.

      “Back in thirty minutes.” She snagged Valerie’s pink ball cap off the hook by the door and dragged it over her head, drawing her hair through the notch in the back.

      “I’ll be here.” Valerie leaned over the arm of the chair to wave goodbye. “Unemployed, old, fat, aspiring actress.”

      Delilah rolled her eyes and headed out into the evening. Valerie ate like a frat boy and never put on weight. She should hate her for that alone.

      But being overly dramatic was part of Valerie’s charm, especially when she didn’t take herself too seriously. Delilah was convinced her friend was going to breakout in the role of a lifetime soon. And she would be cheering her on every step of the way.

      Outside, the air was fresh with just the hint of incoming rain. Normally she’d head due south to Rose Canyon Open Space Park, but as it was already pitch black, she decided to stick to the lit sidewalks. She cut north along a path between the buildings.

      She ran for five minutes but like everything else today, couldn’t find her rhythm.

      Her breath felt tight. Her gait was off.

      As an FBI Special Agent, she was expected to maintain a certain level of fitness and running had always been something that came easily to her. Maybe she was getting old.

      Frustrated, she stopped and stretched the way she should have before she set off. She did a series of side lunges followed by glute and piriformis stretches, and arm swings, feeling slightly ridiculous, but this was California, and runners littered the streets. After a few minutes, she began running again, finally hitting her stride.

      She pounded the pavement and increased her speed, pushing herself because she only had time for a short run so she may as well make it count.

      She dodged a large garbage bin that had been left out and glanced across at a dog who jumped up against the fence barking, setting off a neighborhood canine chorus which felt strangely reassuring.

      The cool air felt crisp against her face and body as sweat pooled under her arms and between her breasts. She checked her watch, upping her pace again. That feeling that something wasn’t right continued to plague her, and she patted her hand to her weapon to reassure herself, but there was nothing out there except the night.

      Turning the corner, she headed for home.
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      The wail of sirens lit up the night. Nothing unusual there, but they snagged her awareness as she ran closer to home. She passed the elementary school before she realized fire trucks were pulled up in her complex. Flames visible over the roofs of the buildings.

      Her heart pounded.

      She pushed through the crowd, chest heaving as she caught her breath. Aghast, she stared as fire crews rolled out hoses toward her section of the condos. She turned the corner and horror rushed through her as she realized it was her unit and the one below it that was on fire. That lower unit had been empty for the last couple of weeks.

      “Valerie!” she shouted and looked around, frantically searching for her friend. She couldn’t see her.

      What the heck had happened?

      Flames were visible through her living room windows and licked the roof tiles. She pushed to the front of the crowd and headed toward one of the firefighters.

      “There’s someone inside!” she yelled.

      His expression darkened. “You’re sure?”

      She hesitated. “Not a hundred percent, but she was home when I left for a run thirty minutes ago.” She swung around. “Maybe she got out?”

      Of course she got out. It was a short walk to the front door. Unless the floor collapsed, or she’d been overcome by fumes…

      Glass shattered in a small explosion, showering her Bucar with lethal shards.

      Her hand went to her mouth.

      “You need to step back.” The firefighter’s blue eyes met hers, sympathetic, but also determined. “I’ll let the chief know the owner is possibly inside.”

      She opened her mouth to correct the record, but he’d already moved away. She could mention she was FBI, but it wouldn’t make much difference right now. Her badge wasn’t going to put out that fire.

      She clenched her jaw and squeezed her hands into tight fists. What had happened in the short time she’d been gone? An electrical fault? Someone squatting in the ground floor apartment with a lit candle or unattended stove?

      Her home was gone, but she refused to think about it. Possessions, even precious ones, were nothing compared to people’s lives.

      Her eyes smarted. Surely Valerie would have gotten out when the smoke alarms went off? Delilah replaced the batteries religiously every year.

      Perhaps Valerie was in her car…

      Delilah hurried back through the throng of onlookers. Valerie’s old, battered Sebring convertible sat in her other assigned parking space.

      Delilah tried the handle, unsurprised when it opened. Valerie rarely bothered to lock anything.

      It was empty.

      Delilah leaned against the side for a moment, trying to calm her panic, to think.

      She used her work cell to call Valerie’s phone. No reply.

      Trepidation crawled up her spine and made her lips feel numb. Sweat cooled on her skin and she started to shiver. There was a blanket on the back seat, and she dragged it out and huddled beneath it.

      A terrible reality hit.

      What if Valerie was still inside her apartment?

      She closed her eyes for another minute, fighting not to break down. The scent of smoke coated the back of her throat and made her want to gag. Finally, she put the blanket back in the car and forced herself to head to her condo again. Careful not to trip over fire hoses and equipment, she arrived on the edge of the crowd. The fire looked under control now. She caught the eye of the firefighter she’d spoken to earlier and stepped to one side to talk to him.

      “Do you know anything?” Her voice was rough with smoke and emotion.

      “We haven’t been able to enter yet but…” His voice trailed off filled with obvious compassion.

      “What?”

      “One of the guys on the ladder spotted someone on the chair inside. Looked like a female, but she wasn’t moving. Then the beam collapsed.”

      Gore rose up in her throat as anguish assailed her. She covered her mouth with her right hand. Tears flooded her eyes.

      “We’re going to need a statement from you.”

      She nodded and her knees wobbled.

      His hand gripped her arm and kept her upright. His eyes were kind. “Take your time. We’re probably going to be here for hours yet, but we need to talk to you. Any idea how this started?”

      She shook her head. She could barely see through the sudden onslaught of tears. She backed away. “I need to grab some water. I’ll be back.”

      She hurried to her SUV parked along the street. She felt grimy and cold. Disoriented and numb. The world had shifted ninety degrees off-kilter. Her stomach threatened to rebel. She needed to find her center before she could talk to anyone. She needed to change clothes and get her shit together.

      She climbed inside. Slumped as all energy left her. Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Tears ran down her face and dripped off her chin and down her neck. Snot clogged her nose and throat.

      She needed to report the damage of her Bucar and tell her boss about the incident. But there was no point disturbing them until she had a few more facts.

      Valerie’s mom…

      Oh, God.

      Should she call her?

      What if the victim by some miracle wasn’t Valerie? What if the firefighter was mistaken and had just seen the cap and a sweatshirt? For the second time in her neat, orderly little life she didn’t know what to do.

      Last time, she’d called Valerie.

      A sob ripped out of her throat, and she covered her mouth again as if trying to shove it back inside.

      She knew she had to make a statement, but she desperately needed to talk to someone first. It wasn’t like she was going to disappear.

      She needed a friend. She texted David.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m coming over.

      

      

      

      

      

      He didn’t reply, but he’d know something major was up for her to invite herself over like this. Hopefully, he didn’t have company.

      David lived in a gorgeous five-bedroom house on a quiet cul-de-sac less than a five-minute drive from her own home. He had an outdoor barbecue, a kidney-shaped pool, and a hot tub complete with pool house. You could see the ocean from the balcony off the master bedroom—or so he’d told her. He’d bought it with money inherited from his grandmother, and she hoped he wouldn’t mind putting her up for the night until she could figure out her next move with the insurers.

      She pulled onto the driveway, parking in front of the three-car garage beside his Bucar. Her legs shook as she climbed out of her SUV. Even here streaks of gray were visible against the night sky. The smell of smoke tainted the air. She checked her cell. David still hadn’t replied.

      Maybe he was in the pool. Or out?

      It felt presumptuous to grab her go-bag, so she left it in the trunk.

      She went to the front door and rang the bell, noticed that the door wasn’t latched properly. She pushed and it swung open. Unlike Valerie, this wasn’t like the careful, competent agent she knew.

      Even the thought of Valerie made tears flood her eyes.

      “David?”

      Her voice echoed disconcertingly off the Italian marble floors.

      He could be in the pool. He could have a guest who had perhaps failed to shut the door properly. The beat of her pain-filled heart ratcheted up a notch.

      Something didn’t feel right.

      She drew her backup Glock from the holster. Her service weapon was in her burned-out shell of a home along with her best friend from college.

      The lump of grief wedged in her throat was so big it threatened to suffocate her.

      “David?” she croaked.

      She crept into the foyer, listening to the sixth sense that told her something was wrong.

      She eased through the hallway and headed left toward the living room where David liked to relax and eat dinner in front of whatever sport was playing on TV.

      A hockey game was muted on the screen, but David wasn’t anywhere to be seen. She went to the kitchen. A pint glass like the ones she’d had in her home sat beside the sink. A wineglass beside it. She glanced out of the window at the incredible backyard that was lit with pool lights.

      The feeling of unease increased. Where was he?

      She walked over to the French doors, and her eyes widened in shock.

      David lay face down, unmoving on the flagstones. She ran outside to his unmoving form. A pool of blood soaked the slabs beneath his head. She didn’t want to move him, so she slipped her fingers into the collar of his shirt and searched for a pulse in his neck. His skin was warm but there was no pulse beneath his skin. No breath being drawn in and out of his lungs.

      He was dead.

      He’d been dead for a while.

      It didn’t make sense.

      Another wave of grief slammed into her.

      She sat back on her heels as her brain tried to compute the events of the evening. What on earth was going on?

      Was this an attack on the FBI? Did she need to warn her fellow agents? She fumbled for her phone then spotted a Glock lying on the pool deck.

      David’s service weapon?

      She went over and squatted beside it.

      A Glock 23.

      She frowned.

      David carried a Glock 22 as his service weapon.

      She noticed a familiar scratch on the barrel. Her blood stalled inside her veins, and the world started to spin.

      That was her service weapon.

      She placed her hands on the ground to combat the dizziness.

      Absolutely nothing made sense.

      Until it did.

      Cold washed over her.

      She stared at poor, beautiful David whose life had been stolen from him. Her friend. Her colleague.

      Someone had used her service weapon—a weapon that had been in her home when she’d left for her run—to murder her colleague and then left it here for the authorities to find. Presumably, that same someone had also set fire to her apartment? Had they murdered Valerie thinking she was Delilah? She flashed back to her friend wearing her FBI ball cap. They had similar hair and features and were enough of a similar size to raid each other’s closets. Her living room had been in darkness except for the TV.

      Her stomach churned, but she dared not puke.

      Oh, God.

      Had someone—Joseph Scanlon immediately sprang to mind—created some sort of murder-suicide scenario in an attempt to get away with killing her? Disgracing her—the way he’d disgraced himself and his uniform?

      Assuming the killer had come straight here from her place after killing Valerie and setting the fire, it would be difficult for a Medical Examiner to distinguish whether Valerie or David had died first.

      Bile rose up her throat at the thought of these two beautiful souls being murdered. No way this was a coincidence—not when she tied them together so neatly. She forced the nausea away and breathed deeply.

      The terrible beauty of this plan was that once authorities figured out the body at her place was Valerie and not Delilah, investigators would likely believe she was involved with a double homicide.

      Had she seen anyone who could alibi her in the last few hours? The firefighter? Maybe she’d luck out and be spotted running on someone’s doorbell camera. Unfortunately, nothing said she couldn’t have murdered Valerie before setting the fire and going for a run, then come over here to shoot David dead.

      She’d even texted him her intention for goodness’ sake.

      Scanlon.

      It had to be Scanlon.

      No one else she’d put away would be this coldly vindictive. Or this dangerous.

      The question was, what did she do about it?

      Did she go to Ridgeway?

      He was strictly by the book and would suspend her from duty until an investigation was completed, which would take months if not years. And it wouldn’t take Scanlon long to discover she wasn’t really dead, which would put a giant bullseye on her back.

      She had no doubt he had an alibi all lined up for tonight.

      She glanced at the gun. Scanlon wouldn’t be sloppy enough to leave his own DNA or prints on the weapon. And, despite what they showed on TV, the chance of the lab being able to match what was left of the slug that had killed David back to her gun with any degree of certainty, was remote at best.

      David deserved justice.

      So did Valerie.

      Delilah made a decision, one that would probably cost her her career. But no way would she leave the incriminating evidence behind and make herself the target of an investigation that would sideline her indefinitely when she knew she was innocent. She ran into the kitchen and used a dish cloth to open the drawer where she knew David kept his freezer bags. Pulled out two and hip-checked the drawer closed again. She froze as she noticed the dirty glass beside the sink again. It had an eagle carrying a barrel—from her favorite brewery.

      It was hers.

      She knew it was hers.

      The son of a bitch had taken the used glass from her apartment after murdering her best friend, presumably mistaking Valerie for Delilah.

      She put the glass in the sink and ran the water until it became hot. Used the dish towel to grab the detergent and squirted a big dollop of soap inside the glass. She washed it thoroughly then rinsed it inside and out with the searingly hot water.

      That should get rid of any trace of her DNA and prints.

      She left the glass in the sink.

      Next, she went back outside to David. Wished she could go back in time and save him. But wishes were pointless and did neither of them any good.

      The most effective way to hunt Scanlon would be to pretend she was dead. She’d make some calls as soon as she got somewhere safe.

      She had connections.

      They’d help her.

      She scooped up her service weapon using the large Ziplock bag. She checked the chamber and the magazine. Looked like one bullet had been fired. One was enough when it hit the right place.

      Presumably, the killer had used a suppressor and had taken that with him. How had he murdered Val?

      She flinched away from even thinking about it.

      Hopefully, Val had died quickly. Scanlon was a former sniper and Navy SEAL. He knew a thousand ways to kill someone.

      She crouched and looked around for the bullet casing.

      Didn’t see it.

      Where would Scanlon have shot from?

      She glanced at the house.

      The shadows—where else?

      She scooted toward the side of the house and, after a brief search, spotted the gleam of brass along the narrow pathway that edged the south side of the building.

      She put the bagged weapon and the bullet casing into her large inside jacket pocket and then retraced her steps, wiping down anything she might have touched.

      On a small, recessed, kitchen counter that David used to stash his mail, she spotted his old cell phone and forty dollars in cash. He’d dropped the cell a couple of weeks ago, and the screen had cracked, but she knew it still worked because she’d teased him about his need to have the best of everything.

      The lump in her throat kept growing.

      Why shouldn’t he have the best?

      He deserved it.

      A tear dripped down her face, and she wiped her cheek impatiently on her arm. She took the money with the vow to pay it back, then slipped the cell into her pocket along with a charger. Then she powered down her work cell and popped the SIM card. Slid the phone into her pocket and the SIM into her wallet beside the hundred and forty dollars, which was all she had on her person.

      Then she went back to her car, keeping her head down as she climbed inside, killing the dome light.

      There was no reason now for the FBI to be chasing her in response to David’s murder—unless she’d missed something else Scanlon had planted, but she doubted it. A murder weapon and a used glass were more than enough physical evidence to tie her to the crime scene—especially combined with the fire at her place.
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