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Prologue


      
      I thought you’d be worth more.” The voice came to him, low and taunting. “After all of your blustering and bullshit, I really
         thought you’d be worth more.”
      

      
      Jeremy Briar jerked in the chair, but there was nowhere for him to go. His hands were bound to the armrests, the duct tape
         far too tight, cutting into his wrists, and his legs were taped to the legs of the chair. A blindfold covered his eyes, casting
         him in darkness, and the scent of cigarettes burned his nose.
      

      
      “L-let me go…” His voice rasped out. They hadn’t given him anything to drink or to eat in, Christ, how many hours? “M-my family…
         th-they’ll pay any-anything….” Just to get me back.

      
      Laughter. Dark and mean. “No, they won’t pay a fucking dime.”

      
      The ice in his chest froze his heart. “No!” The tape bit into him. “M-my father, I told you, he is—”

      
      “An idiot.” The voice was still low, drifting through the darkness. “I gave him instructions, but the thing is, Jeremy boy, the asshole just couldn’t follow them.”
      

      
      Bile rose in his throat. “N-no…”

      
      “Not like I asked for that much. Just four million for you. Four damn million.” The shuffle of footsteps. More than one set.
         Someone else was here.

      
      “The bastard has that much in change.” Anger simmered in that tense whisper.

      
      Jeremy licked his lips and knew that the voice was right. His father owned half the city. He had that much money in the bank,
         easy. What the fuck? Jeremy’s mouth was so dry. He’d screamed and he’d screamed before, but no one had come for him.
      

      
      No one had helped him.

      
      “Your father thinks it’s a joke.” Jeremy flinched when he felt a touch on his shoulder. Sharp. Light. Fingernail?

      
      The point pressed into his flesh.

      
      Jesus. A knife. A whimper broke from his lips. “L-let me talk to him…. I’ll make him see—”
      

      
      No fucking joke. That blade was too real.

      
      “I told him what to do,” the whisper blew against his ear, and Jeremy shuddered. “Told him when to make the drop. Told him where
         to put the money. Told him everything, and if he’d just followed my instructions, you would’ve been home by now.”
      

      
      The blade sliced into his shoulder.

      
      Jeremy pissed his pants. “Pl-please…”

      
      “Rich boy, is this the first time you’ve begged?”

      
      His head jerked in a nod. He knew tears streamed from beneath the blindfold. He couldn’t stop them. Fear ate at his gut, and
         he knew, he knew that his father had left him to die.
      

      
      Always disappointing me, boy. Not going to dig your ass out of another mess. You’re on your own.

      
      Those had been the last words that his father spoke to him. So he’d screwed up and gotten busted with pot. Did he deserve
         this?
      

      
      Don’t let me die.

      
      “Beg some more.” The blade sank into his shoulder.

      
      And Jeremy begged. Begged and pleaded and promised anything because he wanted the fire in his shoulder to ease. He wanted the pain to stop. He wanted to go home.
      

      
      Bad dream. Just a bad dream. I’ll wake up, I’ll—

      
      The knife pulled from his flesh with a thick slush of sound. Jeremy cried out, sagging back, but the blade followed him. The tip grazed over his jaw, traveled up his cheek,
         and then slipped right under the edge of the blindfold.
      

      
      “You’re going to send your old man a message for me.”

      
      Hope shot through him. Yes, yes! If he could just talk to his dad, he could make him understand. Not a joke. Hell, no. His dad would understand. The bastards would get their money, and Jeremy would be free. “I’ll tell him anything; I’ll say—”
      

      
      The blade sliced the blindfold away.

      
      He blinked against the flood of light. So bright.

      
      “You don’t have to say a damn thing.”

      
      The voice, not a whisper anymore, stopped his heart.

      
      The man crouched over him with the weapon. Jeremy could see the others, too, as they came forward into the light.

      
      Jeremy shook his head. “Don’t—”

      
      The knife sank into his upper arm. It sliced down, and the bastard wrenched the blade, cutting through flesh and muscle in one long stroke as he opened the arm from shoulder to wrist.
      

      
      Jeremy screamed.

      
      “Let’s send him a message.” The figure moved around him and stared down with a smile that twisted his lips and never touched
         his eyes. “Let’s see what the asshole has to say when he finds what’s left of you.”
      

      
   
      
      
CHAPTER One


      
      
      FBI Special Agent Samantha Kennedy had seen hell. She’d looked into the devil’s eyes and heard his laughter. She’d died, but
         fate had brought her back.
      

      
      Fate wouldn’t be letting Jeremy Briar come back.

      
      Taking a deep breath, tasting decay and blood, Samantha stared at the body laying spread-eagle on the asphalt right in front
         of the big, black wrought-iron gates.
      

      
      Jeremy’s eyes were open. They had to be. Some asshole had cut off his eyelids. His body was sliced open, each arm cut from
         shoulder to wrist. A red smile split his throat and his stomach—
      

      
      She yanked her gaze away. Don’t think. Don’t feel.

      
      Sam spun away from poor dead Jeremy and nearly stumbled right into her boss, Keith Hyde.

      
      His eyes weren’t on the body. They were on her. “You up for this?” he asked as his dark gaze searched her face. His deep voice
         seemed to echo around her, and goose bumps rose on her arms.
      

      
      Sam knew that he was waiting for her to fail. They were all waiting. All the other agents in her unit. None of them thought that she could do the job anymore.
      

      
      Maybe I can’t.

      
      Sam swallowed. She belonged to the Serial Services Division, an elite unit in the FBI that most agents would gladly sell their
         souls to join. A team specifically designed to track and apprehend serials. The SSD had nearly unlimited resources. And Hyde
         answered to no one.
      

      
      His team. His domain.

      
      And she was the freaking weak link.

      
      “I’m up for anything.” Her voice came out soft, and she’d meant to sound hard. Christ. The guy was looking at her like she’d
         shatter any minute. Hadn’t she already proved to him over the last six months that she wasn’t going to fall apart? What did
         he want from her?
      

      
      The sunlight seemed to darken the rich coffee cream of his skin. His mouth tightened, and she knew that he didn’t believe
         her.
      

      
      What else was new?

      
      “I’ve gotten the all-clear.” Okay, her voice came stronger now because she was pissed. A dead body waited behind her, and
         Hyde was wasting time grilling her.
      

      
      “I know the shrinks said you could work the cases.” His arms crossed over his chest. Beside them, a uniform bent over and
         retched into the bushes. Great. So much for the preservation of the crime scene. Hyde’s gaze measured her as he continued,
         “But working them and surviving them are two different things.”
      

      
      He’s waiting for me to break.

      
      “Don’t worry about me.” Sam jerked her thumb over her shoulder even as she felt a trickle of sweat slide between her shoulder
         blades. “Worry about that poor man’s family.” The scent of death clogged her nostrils. Move. Oh, she wanted to get away. Wanted to run.
      

      
      But she knew it wasn’t possible to run from death. Death could follow a person anywhere. He followed her even in her dreams.

      
      “He fits the established pattern,” Sam said as she noticed that the crime scene guys were there, finally. Sam eased away,
         with Hyde shadowing her steps, as the techs came through to start working on the body. Hurry. Because she knew the poor man’s parents were inside. She’d seen the shift of the curtains, and she knew they were peeking
         out, staring at the remains of their son and blaming themselves.
      

      
      “Jeremy Briar,” she murmured, “Twenty-two years old, the only son of Kathleen and Morgan Briar. Jeremy was last seen three
         days ago, in a dive right outside of the university, a place called The Core.” And then he’d just vanished.
      

      
      “His father got the ransom call,” Hyde said, voice cool. “Twenty-four hours after Jeremy went missing.”

      
      Samantha didn’t look back at the body. Bodies had never been her strong suit. She preferred to stay in the office and track
         her prey on the Net. But it wasn’t about staying safe anymore. Now, she had to prove she could handle the job. The shrink in charge of her case had understood when Sam explained that she didn’t want to hide behind a
         desk. So thanks to him, she was out here, shaking apart on the inside and realizing that Jeremy wasn’t that much younger than
         she was.
      

      
      Your age doesn’t matter, not when death comes calling.

      
      “Why didn’t the father pay?” Sam asked and shielded her eyes as she turned to look back up at the house. Freaking huge. Four houses could fit inside that one. The guy would’ve
         had the money to ransom his son.
      

      
      “Seems Jeremy got in trouble with the law a few times, and he had a history of run-ins with bookies.” Hyde paused, then said,
         “Mr. Briar thought his son was trying to scam him.”
      

      
      Oh, damn. The father hadn’t believed the call, and Jeremy had paid. “Do you think the vic went fast?” The question came out
         before she could bite it back. But she knew what it was like when a sadistic freak took his time with you and made you beg
         for death. “W-were most of the injuries postmortem?”
      

      
      “No.” His answer was immediate.

      
      Her eyes fell closed, just for a moment.

      
      “I don’t want you working this case, Kennedy,” Hyde’s words snapped out.

      
      Her eyes flew back open. “Sir, I can—”

      
      But his dark stare glinted. “I don’t want you in the field, and I don’t really give a shit what the prick in psych said.”
         He closed in on her. “You’re not ready. You think I can’t see you shaking?”
      

      
      Her breath caught. “I can do this.” Desperation edged the words.
      

      
      “Maybe.” Hyde shook his head. “But I want you back in the office. Dante has point on this one. If he wants to use you, well—”

      
      “Don’t do this,” Sam managed, choking back the lump in her throat. She’d been busting her ass to make sure that she still
         could work the detail. “I know my job. I know—”

      
      “I know my people.” No expression crossed his dark face. He towered over her, cold and unfeeling. “And I know you aren’t ready.”
      

      
      She wouldn’t crumble. Not here. Not in front of him. Not him. “You’re the one who sent me out on the Phoenix case.” The Phoenix investigation had been the last big case she’d worked,
         and Hyde had been the one to send her out on that arson case as backup. “If you didn’t think I was ready, you shouldn’t have
         sent me.”
      

      
      “You don’t belong in the field, Agent Kennedy.”

      
      She stumbled back and felt the jab right in her heart. “You don’t think I’m strong enough, do you?” It had always been there,
         right from the beginning. She wasn’t like the other agents. Sam knew that she didn’t have their experience or their hard edge.
         She’d just skated past her twenty-fourth birthday so yes, she was younger, but she’d passed the same exams, done the drills,
         and proven herself, dammit.
      

      
      “I know you’re strong.”
      

      
      His words had her blinking.

      
      “The problem is that you don’t know that.”

      
      Her lips parted but she didn’t speak.

      
      “And you’re scared. So scared that if you came face-to-face with a perp, I don’t know what you’d do, Kennedy.”

      
      Neither did she.

      
      “We both know you haven’t worked best in the field.”

      
      No, she’d always been better back at the office, surrounded by her computers. But she couldn’t stay with them forever, and
         there were times—like with the Watchman case—when she’d had to go into the field.
      

      
      And the results hadn’t been pretty.

      
      Her breath barely fluttered out. I can do this.

      
      “Go back to the office,” he said again. “If Dante needs you…”
      

      
      With an effort, she managed a slow nod. She’d been called to the scene today because the other SSD agents were working other
         cases. Proximity and availability. But Sam had also been called in because she knew this case. This case and the others like it that had occurred just weeks before Jeremy Briar’s disappearance.
      

      
      She’d been the one to first notice the pattern. She always noticed the patterns.
      

      
      Sam forced her back to straighten. “I’m not going to fail, Hyde.” That was all that she’d say because she wouldn’t beg. Not
         yet.
      

      
      His dark eyes just watched her.

      
      Forcing out a hard breath, refusing to let the stench get to her, she shouldered past him. She kept her chin up and didn’t
         so much as blink, not until she was back at her car.
      

      
      Sam climbed in and slammed the door closed. She curled her raw palms around the steering wheel and blinked.

      
      Two tears slid down her cheeks.

      
      Dammit.

      
      Didn’t he see? Without the job, she had nothing.

      
      Sam wasn’t normally the type for casual sex. She was the kind of woman who went for commitment, romance, and candlelight.

      
      No, she had been that kind of woman. Now she was different, and she needed. Needed to forget who she was and just feel.
      

      
      Can’t work the cases. Can’t sleep at night. Can’t even close my eyes without remembering…

      
      Sam took a deep breath.
      

      
      Forget.

      
      Right then, she’d do just about anything to forget.

      
      Sam had left the crime scene hours before. When she’d gotten back to her place, the invitation to this expensive party had
         been waiting on her porch, courtesy of her meddling mother. The woman thought Sam might find a potential mate at one of these
         boring society gigs.
      

      
      Sam didn’t want a mate. She just wanted a screw. Hot sex. Hard and wild. And she knew the perfect man to give her everything
         she needed.
      

      
      Her perfect man stood across the room from her, separated by the crush of bodies. The party was too hot and too noisy by far
         with the fake laughter and high voices and the people who were pretending to be interested in each other.
      

      
      Pretending. She was so sick of pretending.

      
      Sam snagged a drink off a waiter’s tray. She downed the champagne in two gulps and pushed her way toward her target.

      
      He’d know who she was. Sam didn’t doubt that. Well, he’d better know.
      

      
      They’d had sex two weeks ago. Sex that had left her sore and aching and satisfied. Satisfied—for a time.

      
      Until she’d wanted more.

      
      She really hoped that the guy remembered her.

      
      She sure remembered him.

      
      Max Ridgeway. Tall, dark, and sexy. The man who’d made her come in two minutes. The man who’d made her scream.
      

      
      The man who’d turned her on to casual sex.

      
      Max was lover number three in her lifetime, not that he knew that. She’d been sure to play the game. After all, she could pretend, too. She’d acted cool and confident and made
         sure that she didn’t screw things up.
      

      
      “You.” His voice, deep and rumbling, caught her, and she looked up to see him striding toward her.
      

      
      Game face, girl. Get it on. Sam lifted her chin and let her lips curl into a smile that was as fake as all the others in the room. Forget. Forget everything but him.

      
      Why try to pick up someone else when he was there? He’d be all she needed. He’d be…

      
      Hot enough to banish the chill from her body.

      
      Max caught her wrist and pulled her close. All around them, men stood in their perfect tuxedos and women smiled in their designer
         dresses. A high-end party. One packed with people who had too much money and too much alcohol.
      

      
      His face—really not handsome, but sexy, so sexy—leaned in close to hers. At six foot three, Max was big and muscled with skin tanned a light brown. His midnight black hair
         curled just a little too long over the back of his collar.
      

      
      The first time she’d seen him, she’d known that he would be the one for her. She’d gone into the bar, taken one look, and
         picked the strongest man in the place.
      

      
      “You left without a damn word.”

      
      Huh. Anger hummed in his words. She wet the lips that she’d carefully painted for tonight. Part of the mask. Normally, she
         didn’t give a damn about makeup.
      

      
      She’d come to this party for one reason. Him. She wanted more.

      
      “I’m here now.” She rose onto her toes and whispered the words close to his mouth.

      
      A muscle flexed in his jaw. “Baby, your timing is shit.”
      

      
      Sam almost smiled. Would have, if she’d been a different woman. Instead, she blinked at him, not just because she was trying
         to appear cool but because the contacts in her eyes were driving her crazy.
      

      
      “I came to find you,” she told him and thought about kissing him. But no, not yet.

      
      “And I fucking looked for you.”

      
      Now she was surprised. She’d figured that the guy would just move on to the next woman on his list.
      

      
      “Come with me.” His grip on her wrist was almost bruising. Almost, because Max knew his strength. When he started walking,
         shouldering through the crowd, she followed because she wanted out of there.
      

      
      A few moments later, his left hand slammed against the glass door, sending it swinging open, and then they were outside on
         the balcony. The crisp air of late autumn cooled her body. Max kicked the door shut behind them and finally, finally, the noise was gone.
      

      
      It was just them.

      
      “When you approached me in the bar, you didn’t know who the hell I was, did you?” A lamp shone down on him and revealed the
         faint lines near his blue eyes. The light cast a dark shadow behind him, making him seem even bigger.
      

      
      Anger had thickened in his voice. What, couldn’t the guy just enjoy the sex like she had? What was the big deal? Sam forced
         a shrug, letting one shoulder rise and fall. Max still had her wrist, and she could feel the rough calluses on his fingertips.
         Not born into money, not this man. And when she’d seen him the first night in that bar, wearing his faded jeans and beat-up jacket, she hadn’t thought—
      

      
      “You ran when you woke up and realized just whose bed you were in.”

      
      She hadn’t exactly been concentrating on her surroundings when he took her home. Sam had been busy yanking off his clothes.
         But with the harsh light of morning, she’d seen…
      

      
      The picture of his stepfather on the mantle. A man she’d met before. A man her own mother had dated once upon a time.
      

      
      “You just introduced yourself as Max.” Her voice came out husky. Not deliberate that. But his eyes—such a bright blue—narrowed,
         and she heard the rasp of his breath.
      

      
      “And you’re Samantha,” he said.

      
      First names—that was all you were supposed to need for casual sex, right? “I am.”

      
      “What do you want from me?” he demanded as he trapped her against the brick wall to the right of the door. So warm, oh, his
         flesh seemed to burn hers. She could feel the thick length of his arousal pressing against the front of her dress. A short,
         skimpy dress that she’d found buried in the back of her closet.
      

      
      “I want more.” The truth. She could give him that much.

      
      A growl rumbled in his throat.

      
      “I don’t care that you’re rich.” Yes, let’s just put that out there. She hadn’t run because of his money. Hadn’t gone to him for that and hadn’t run away because of it. She’d left because the
         night was over. “I don’t want forever.” The fake promises of happily-ever-after wouldn’t suit her.
      

      
      His fingers freed her wrist and wrapped around her waist. “What do you want?”
      

      
      My life back.

      
      She pushed her hand between their bodies and let her fingers rest over his racing heart. “I told you…. more.” Sex. Passion.
      

      
      Anything to hold back the shadows. Anything to let her pretend that she was normal. Not some freak. Not someone who couldn’t
         even do her job anymore.
      

      
      A woman this man wanted.

      
      His left hand slid down her body. His fingers pressed just below the bottom of her dress.

      
      Her breath caught. Yes. Here. Right here. So what if others were just a door away? She wanted this.
      

      
      His rough fingertips smoothed up her thigh. Edged higher, higher, a few more inches.

      
      “Fuck. You’re not wearing underwear.” Max’s words came out, gravel-rough, and his eyes narrowed.
      

      
      She smiled at him and ignored the surge of her heart. “Problem?”

      
      His fingers slipped between her legs. She was already wet for him. Eager and ready.

      
      His breath blew out on a ragged sigh. Two fingers, big and long, pushed through her folds and found her sex. His fingers drove
         inside, knuckles-deep.
      

      
      Sam shot up on her toes. Her hands flew up to his shoulders, and she held on tight as electricity whipped through her body.
         Her nails dug into his tux jacket. Perfectly pressed. Screw that. She tightened the muscles of her sex around him, wanting
         a fast release, needing that hard pop of pleasure as—
      

      
      His fingers withdrew.

      
      Max leaned in close, and his lips feathered over her ear as he whispered, “You want to use me for sex?” Those fingers were
         tauntingly close to the center of her need as he stroked lightly. Petting and teasing.
      

      
      Sam squeezed her eyes shut.

      
      “Another fast screw and you walk away?” he asked softly, as his arousal rubbed against her thigh. Long and ready, and he could
         take her right then. Shove her skirt up, slide inside, and they’d both come. “I could be anybody, couldn’t I?” His fingers
         thrust deep once more, and the stab of pleasure stole her breath. “Doesn’t matter who I am.”
      

      
      Max’s lips went to her throat and pressed right over the pulse that throbbed too fast. Licked. Sucked.

      
      Yes, yes…

      
      Did it matter who he was? Did it?

      
      “Who am I, baby?” Now it was harder to understand the words as he growled against her flesh.

      
      His fingers continued to drive inside her. His thumb rubbed the nub of her desire. A little more, just a little… Her climax
         was so close that her body trembled. More.

      
      “M-Max…” She breathed his name. The night air felt good on her flesh because suddenly she was hot, burning up, right there,
         burning so fast.
      

      
      And she kept her eyes closed because she didn’t want to see him.
      

      
      She only wanted to feel. Pleasure. Life. Not the cold touch of death.

      
      The door squeaked, providing a bare second’s warning. “Hey, Max!” A male voice called out. “There’s someone I want you to—”

      
      Max’s fingers pushed deep.

      
      Sam choked back a moan as a rush of pleasure flooded through her body on a hot tide of release.
      

      
      “Not now,” Max snarled.
      

      
      “Ah, shit, s-sorry, m-man…” The door slammed shut.

      
      Her breath panted out.

      
      Max raised his head and stared down at her. “He couldn’t see you.”

      
      No. The man would have just seen Max, wrapped around some faceless woman. Not her.

      
      Because she wasn’t the type for casual sex. Wasn’t the kind of woman who tracked a man to a party, ditching her panties and
         asking him to take her on the balcony. She was the good girl. The quiet one. Always had been.
      

      
      Her hip vibrated. Not from him, though she could almost expect to—

      
      Christ, her phone!

      
      She slapped her hands against Max’s chest and shoved him back.

      
      His fingers slipped down her thighs. “Samantha? He didn’t—”

      
      Her fingers trembled as she yanked out the phone and read the text. Get back to scene in Melborne ASAP. New body. The message was from Agent Dante. Oh, hell, from Dante.
      

      
      “I-I have to go,” she told Max and saw his eyes widen.

      
      “The hell you do.” He shook his head grimly and didn’t move an inch. Solid muscle. Angry, aroused male. “You’re not running
         this time. We’re not finished.”
      

      
      No, they’d just been getting started, but she couldn’t turn down Dante, not if he was willing to give her a chance on the
         team. “Max, I—”
      

      
      He kissed her. He’d made her come without once kissing her, and the touch of his lips seemed shocking. Too intimate. After what he’d just done? But, yes, too—
      

      
      His tongue pushed past her lips. Tasted her. Took and claimed hers, and she met him head-on.

      
      Sam liked the way he tasted. There was wine in his kiss. Just as there must be champagne on her tongue. Tangy, but sweet.

      
      The man knew how to use his tongue. Knew how to thrust and lick and have her straining to meet him.

      
      Her fingers clenched around the phone. Her nipples ached, and her sex quivered.

      
      More. More. They couldn’t have all night, but they could have a few moments. Right there.
      

      
      Sam tore her mouth away. “I-I’m sorry… I’ve got—work.”

      
      He stared at her with his jaw clenched and his strong chin angled down as he studied her. “What kind of work would call you
         in this late at night?”
      

      
      He didn’t want to know. Sam let her lips curve. Being fake was becoming so easy. “I work with…” Oh, jeez, but she needed her
         voice to stop sounding so breathy and weak. “C-computers. I-I have a tech emergency.”
      

      
      Half-truth. Half-lie.

      
      He blinked. “You—”

      
      “I have to go.” She’d have to change. No way could the others see her in this outfit. It would take an hour to drive out to
         Melbourne from D.C. Why did Dante want her? And—
      

      
      Another body? That didn’t fit the pattern. No way. She eased away from Max and reached for the door.
      

      
      “You’re running again.” Arousal still rumbled in his words. The rough timbre of a man who hadn’t gotten his pleasure.

      
      “No, I’m just walking away.” She didn’t look back. Say something. She knew that she should. Leaving the guy like this—
      

      
      The old Sam would never have done that.

      
      Then again, the old Sam was dead. She’d died in the water months before when a serial killer had left her broken body in a
         lake. And these days, it felt like her ghost was all that remained.
      

      
      Her spine straightened. “Sam Kennedy.” The words came out softer than she’d intended. “My name’s… Sam Kennedy.” She waited,
         wondering if he’d make the connection to her mother, but there was no flicker of recognition on his face. As far as she knew,
         Max and her mother had never met face-to-face, and since her mother was in Europe right then, she doubted their paths would
         be crossing soon.
      

      
      But her heart still beat a little too fast. By giving him her last name, she’d given herself one less shield from him.

      
      “Samantha Kennedy,” Max said softly as if tasting the name. But, no, he was wrong.

      
      Max kept calling her Samantha when she was just plain old Sam. Despite her mother’s hopes, she’d never been fancy enough for
         Samantha. Her fingers curled around the door knob, and she began to pull it open.
      

      
      “How do I find you, Samantha?”

      
      He wanted to find her?
      

      
      Well, duh, Sam, you left the man with a hard-on. Of course he wants to find you.

      
      But she didn’t want him to see her world. Not ever. In this fake life, she and Max could touch here. Nowhere else.

      
      Not on the streets. Not in the shadows where she worked. Not with the killers. He didn’t need to see them.

      
      “You don’t, Max,” Sam said with a sigh, and she finally glanced back now. “But I can find you, and I will.” Unless he told
         her to screw off. Unless—
      

      
      “Sounds like a promise.”

      
      It was.

      
      She gave a quick nod and opened the door. A man stood nearby, young and handsome, close to her age, and he eyed her with a
         knowing smile on his lips.
      

      
      Sam walked right past him, her mind already on the case.

      
      On the dead body that waited for her.

      
      Samantha Kennedy.

      
      So he had a full name. A name and a face and a hard-on that was really damn painful.

      
      Max Ridgeway stalked to the edge of the balcony. His hands gripped the thick metal railing, and he sucked in a deep breath.

      
      And still tasted her.

      
      Samantha.

      
      She’d come against his hand. He hadn’t missed the hard clench of her sex or the soft cream that coated his fingers. She’d
         come, she’d kissed him, then she’d walked away.
      

      
      Using him for sex.

      
      Jesus Christ—women usually used him for money. For power.

      
      Sex?

      
      Probably shouldn’t complain. He was supposed to like that, right?

      
      But he didn’t. Max yanked at his bow tie, loosening the knot, hating the damn thing, hating the stupid party he’d been forced
         to attend. Five years ago, he never would’ve been caught in this scene, but these days, he knew he had to play the game in order to keep his business in the black.
      

      
      His business. The minute he’d seen Samantha, he’d forgotten all about the deals that he’d been working on at the party. As
         a rule, Max didn’t go for one-night stands. He was long past the stranger pickup. Well, he had been. Until Samantha had touched
         him, and he’d gotten lost in her dark, turbulent eyes.
      

      
      Walking away from her that night hadn’t been possible, not after he’d tasted her. He’d taken her lips and known he’d take
         her.
      

      
      The beginning. For him, that’s what it had been.

      
      Max wanted more from Samantha Kennedy than just a few hot hours in the dark.

      
      Down on the street below him, she ran from the building, hurriedly dodging in and out of the lights. The lamps caught the
         red of her hair, flickering almost like fire in the heavy curls.
      

      
      Samantha.

      
      When she’d come up to him at that bar, her heart-shaped face had been so pale. Her brown eyes so wide. Her mouth—slick and
         red—had trembled.
      

      
      She’d been afraid, and he’d wanted her.

      
      A fast fuck.

      
      No.

      
      Max knew when a woman had secrets, and Samantha carried those secrets like a cloak around her sensual little body.

      
      Samantha jumped into a small red VW Bug. He almost smiled at that. Hadn’t been expecting her to—

      
      She shot out of the lot with a roar of the car’s engine, and he watched until the red taillights vanished.

      
      It would be easy to find her. He had connections in D.C. His, his stepfather’s. He could track her and discover everything
         that there was to know about Samantha Kennedy in a matter of hours.
      

      
      If that was what he wanted.

      
      Secrets.

      
      He had them, too. In spades.

      
      I’ll find you. She’d better. Because Samantha Kennedy had made a mistake. She’d given him a taste, and now Max found that he wanted more.
      

      
      Being a greedy bastard was part of his nature. When he wanted something, he took it.

      
      He wanted Samantha.

      
      “Thought you didn’t go for the society ladies.” His stepbrother’s mocking voice drifted in the air to him.

      
      Max didn’t glance back. He’d heard the door open, just as he’d heard it earlier when Quinlan came outside. At a piss-poor time.

      
      “Sorry for the interruption.” The soft tread of Quinlan’s shoes padded over the tile. “Didn’t expect you to be… occupied out
         here.”
      

      
      Max forced himself to release the railing.

      
      Quinlan’s rough laugh filled the night, only to end with a nervous edge. “Didn’t know you went for sex in public places, man.”

      
      “I don’t.” Normally. “And whatever you thought you saw out here, forget it.” Kissing and telling wasn’t his style either. Slowly, Max turned around and stared at his younger brother. Hell, his stepbrother
         was probably a lot closer to Samantha’s age than Max was at thirty-three.
      

      
      Quinlan gulped and looked away. His left hand lifted to rub against his neck, and his golden horseshoe ring—his so-called lucky charm, a gift from Quinlan’s father—glinted.
      

      
      His stepbrother always seemed to have trouble looking him in the eye. Since his mother’s death, so did their “father.”

      
      Max headed for the door. He was done with this scene. He didn’t need to schmooze and party. What he needed—well, she’d driven
         away.
      

      
      I’ll find you. She’d better.
      

      
      Find me, or I’ll find you, baby.

      
   
      
      
CHAPTER Two


      
      
      Sweat was slick on Sam’s palms as fear settled heavily in her belly. She slammed the car door, rubbed her hands on the black
         pants she’d changed into at her place, and stared up at the looming mansion.
      

      
      Two police cruisers were parked near the gate. A crime scene investigation team fanned over the area.

      
      She sucked in a deep breath, then shoved back her shoulders and marched forward as she pulled out her ID. “I’m with the FBI—where’s
         Agent Dante?” Dante, not Hyde. She didn’t want to see him just then.
      

      
      A uniform pointed toward the big house. “With the body.”

      
      Another kill didn’t make any sense. The Briars only had one son so no one else at the residence fit the kidnappers’ profile.
         The vics were rich males in their early twenties. Party boys who had parents with too much money and too little time for them.
      

      
      The first kidnapping had occurred three months ago. The ransom demand had come twenty-four hours after the college student disappeared. The father paid, and the next day the son was back and able to provide absolutely no description
         of his abductors.
      

      
      Next a man had been taken from Virginia, then one from D.C. Poor Jeremy Briar had been abducted from Maryland.

      
      All of the men disappeared from college campuses, or rather, from bars located near the campuses.

      
      Two men had come back alive.

      
      Two hadn’t been so lucky.

      
      The serial kidnappers were smart, very good at covering their tracks, and too good at picking targets.

      
      When it came to knowing the identity of the abductors, the SSD had nothing. Nothing.

      
      She hurried down an elaborate walkway and eased past a fountain that sprayed water high into the air. Voices rose and fell,
         drifting out of the house through the open doorway. She stepped off the path and found herself on a mosaic that reproduced
         a Rembrandt painting.
      

      
      Too much money. Maybe too much time, too.

      
      Sam eased past the uniforms stationed near the door, keeping her ID out. “I need to find Agent Dante.” She still didn’t know
         why he’d called her in, but she wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.
      

      
      “He’s in the study,” the nearest cop told her.

      
      Sam’s brows rose. That was supposed to tell her what, exactly?

      
      The cop flushed a deep red—a red that matched his hair. “Down the hallway, second door. The room with the body.”

      
      Right, the body. This family had sure been through hell.

      
      Her shoes whispered against the tile. First they’d lost their only child and now—
      

      
      Sam skidded to a halt just outside the study. The techs were bagging the victim, an older guy with gray-streaked hair, tanned
         skin, and half his skull missing.
      

      
      “Morgan Briar,” Luke Dante murmured, looking up from his notes and giving her a cool nod. He stood near the large window to
         the right. “He’s been dead about five hours now.” Luke’s green eyes held hers.
      

      
      Morgan Briar. The father. Oh, Jesus. “What happened? Why—”
      

      
      “No, I don’t need a damn lawyer!” A woman’s shrill cry tore through the air. Sam glanced over her shoulder and saw a tall, icily beautiful blonde being led
         down the stairs. The woman wore slim black pants and what looked like a white cashmere sweater. The sweater was stained with
         blood.
      

      
      “That’d be Mrs. Kathleen Briar,” Luke murmured.

      
      Kathleen’s hair had come loose from one of those fancy twists that Sam had never been able to manage.

      
      Cops flanked the woman on either side. One, an older guy with graying hair at his temples, was reading the woman her rights.
         “If you can’t afford—”
      

      
      “I can afford a fucking attorney. I just don’t want one right now!” Kathleen’s voice rose to a screech.

      
      “She called it in about an hour ago,” Luke said quietly, and Sam heard the hint of a drawl beneath his words. He strode forward
         and came to her side.
      

      
      Luke was still the newest agent in the SSD. He’d transferred up from Atlanta and had immediately paired up with the unit’s
         top profiler, Monica Davenport. “From the looks of things,” he continued, motioning toward the bar, “Mrs. Briar had a gin before making that call.”
      

      
      “She killed him?” Sam shook her head. Okay, she hadn’t expected that.

      
      The cop kept reading the Miranda rights to his perp. “Anything you say or do can be held…”

      
      “She told the 9-1-1 operator that she shot her husband.” Luke crossed his arms and watched the procession. Kathleen and her
         guards were almost at the study door now. Almost…
      

      
      Kathleen stopped to glare at Sam and Luke. “I’m not sorry.”

      
      Luke lifted one shoulder. “Never said you were, ma’am.” His voice was cool. Odd, because of all the agents, he was the one
         who always seemed the most intense. The one who seemed to care too much.
      

      
      Maybe he’d been hanging around with Monica and Hyde too long.

      
      Kathleen’s eyes were bone dry. No tears for her. “Jeremy was mine. That asshole should have told me about the call. He should have—” She broke off and shook her head. “Jeremy would be alive.
         Alive.”
      

      
      Now her husband and son were both dead, and there was fury glittering in her green eyes.

      
      “He cheated on me,” Kathleen admitted in a stark voice. The cops beside her were silent, their own eyes wide. “He bought houses
         for those sluts that cost more than my son’s ransom.” She swallowed. “He let Jeremy die. I can still see him, cut up. My baby…”
         Her eyes closed.
      

      
      Luke watched her with a somber stare, then he caught the gaze of the older cop. “Take her outside.”

      
      This kill would be the local PD’s show, not a case for the SSD, but the cops were still looking to Luke for guidance.
      

      
      The cop nodded and reached for the cuffs on his hip.

      
      “No.” Luke shook his head. “Just put her in the back of the squad car.”

      
      Kathleen’s lashes lifted, and the fury had vanished. That fast. She blinked and just looked… lost. “Jeremy’s gone.”

      
      Sam swallowed. So was Morgan. “Mrs. Briar, I really think you should reconsider that attorney.”
      

      
      Another slow, almost confused blink. “My baby…”
      

      
      The cops took Kathleen’s arms and guided her down the long, winding hallway. Her heels clicked on the tiles.

      
      “I never expected her to react like this,” Luke said.

      
      Sam’s gaze shot to Luke. He ran a fast hand through his hair. “Shit. She seemed so controlled earlier today.”
      

      
      Because the woman had been in shock.

      
      “I should have brought Monica to the scene.” He eased into the hallway. “She would have seen the signs. I should have seen them.”
      

      
      Monica could look at a killer and see the darkest parts of his mind, but when it came to the victims… “She might not have
         seen it either.” The words came out harder than she’d intended.
      

      
      One of Luke’s blond brows shot up.

      
      Sam cleared her throat. Yes, that had sounded wrong, but lately, Monica made her nervous. Very nervous. She was worried that Monica might look too close and see—
      

      
      Broken.

      
      “Why am I here?” Sam asked him, leaving the study and the body and finally feeling like she could breathe again. “Hyde said—”
      

      
      “I’m lead on this case.” Authority pushed through the flat words.

      
      She inclined her head in agreement. “But we both know that when it comes to the SSD, Hyde calls the shots.” Sam really didn’t
         think Luke wanted to get into a pissing match with the big boss. “Hyde said for me to stay away.”
      

      
      They walked down the hallway. No staff members appeared. In a place this big, she’d expected a maid or—someone. But maybe Kathleen Briar had sent the help away, right before she shot her husband in the head at point-blank range.
      

      
      “Hyde said to stay away, but here you are,” Luke pointed out. “Guess you couldn’t stay away from the case, could you?”

      
      She glanced over and found his eyes on her, weighing her. “You called me.” And she’d jumped at his call.
      

      
      “Monica wants me to use you on this case.”

      
      Sam couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d punched her. Monica and Hyde usually agreed on everything.

      
      “She says you need the case.”

      
      Her chin lifted. “I do.” She could work this case.
      

      
      “But tell me, Sam, what will you do when the danger is right in front of you?”

      
      Her tongue swiped across her lips. Are you ready to die? Beg… go on, beg… That bastard’s voice always seemed to be in her head.
      

      
      “Hyde thinks you’ll crack,” Luke said bluntly. “He let you out on a test run before, but he doesn’t believe you’re ready.”
      

      
      Luke had led her away from the other investigators. Maybe he was trying to save her pride by talking to her in private. Like
         she had a lot of pride left.
      

      
      “I’m ready.” She injected steel in her voice.

      
      “Maybe.”

      
      Sam held his stare and refused to back down.

      
      He exhaled on a sigh. “I like you, Sam. You got one messed-up deal on the Watchman case.”

      
      Don’t flinch. Don’t.

      
      “But I can’t have you screwing up my case.” Soft but brutal.
      

      
      And not unexpected. For the SSD, the case came first.

      
      Luke waited a beat and then said, “I have to be able to trust that you can do your job.”

      
      In their division, trust was key. You trusted your teammates. You knew that they had your back.

      
      His lips tightened, and then Luke said, “I know about the panic attack in Virginia.”

      
      She flinched. What? No, no, she’d retreated to an abandoned office. No one had—
      

      
      “Two uniforms saw you. They reported to Hyde and that’s why he yanked you off field work as soon as you returned to D.C.”

      
      Her breath came too fast, too hard. “I haven’t had another attack in weeks. The department shrink gave me the all clear.”
         Didn’t that fact matter to anyone?
      

      
      “And I’m giving you a chance.” His head cocked to the right. “Prove Hyde wrong. Show him the steel inside, the steel that
         kept you alive when the Watchman wanted you to break.”
      

      
      I did break. I broke, and I begged.

      
      “But if there are signs you’re starting to falter, if I don’t think you’re strong enough to handle the work…”

      
      He didn’t have to finish. She knew. “You’ll pull me off the case.” Then it would be two failures for her, and she could kiss
         her career at the SSD good-bye.
      

      
      Luke’s head inclined in a grim nod.

      
      Well, at least she knew where she stood with him. And she knew that she owed Monica a hell of a lot.

      
      “Now go and take over the scanning of all the computer equipment the techs confiscated,” he ordered. “As of now, you are officially
         on the case. Hell, no one can hack into a system like you can. The guys Hyde had running the systems can’t even hope to compete
         with you.”
      

      
      No, they couldn’t, but when the big boss gave an order, people listened. He’d wanted her to back off and only provide support
         to the new tech guys, so she had. But now…
      

      
      “I want to find out every detail there is to know about Jeremy Briar’s life and his family,” Luke said, “Every damn detail.”

      
      Once she got back to the office, she’d dig deep into their financials and make sure that there wasn’t anyone in the family
         who would benefit from that ransom money. Maybe there was a relative desperate for cash. Maybe a cousin had hit rock bottom.
         When money was involved, family members often turned on each other—and they could be vicious.
      

      
      Sometimes, these crimes could hit too close to home.

      
      Getting access to the bank records was easy. Impersonal. Going into the family’s private e-mails and wading through their Internet sites would be much more intimate.
      

      
      “The media will go crazy with this one,” Luke warned. “The Briars are always big news in this part of the country, but with
         both the son and the husband dead, it’s going to be a circus.”
      

      
      So far, the media hadn’t made the full connection between the kidnappings. The two men who’d been returned alive had been
         ushered out of the country by their parents. And then any suspicions from the press—well, they had been hushed up by the power
         of old money.
      

      
      As for the other man, Peter Hollings, the one who’d been sent back to his parents in pieces after they used marked bills to
         pay his ransom…
      

      
      His family had all but erased their son’s life. The rest of the world believed Peter had died in a car accident. Money had
         a way of re-writing history.
      

      
      “What will the kidnappers do when they make the news?” Sam asked. Some killers craved attention. The pyro that the SSD had
         tracked in Virginia had been desperate for his fifteen minutes of fame.
      

      
      Luke’s gaze met hers. “At first, it sure looked like they wanted their kidnappings kept quiet.” They—Hyde was convinced they were looking for a team of abductors. “But the way Jeremy Briar’s body was spread out, I think these
         perps want some attention now.”
      

      
      So the press would soon be fueling the flames for them.

      
      “They were sending a message,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck.

      
      “To the next family.” Luke agreed grimly. “Telling them that this is what happens when you don’t pay.”

      
      • • •

      
      Max wasn’t asleep when the knock sounded at his door. It was close to three a.m., but he wasn’t asleep.

      
      He was thinking about her. Still feeling Samantha against his skin, and when the knock reached his ears, he immediately headed for the door.
      

      
      I’ll find you.

      
      Max pulled open the door without bothering to look out the peephole.

      
      Samantha.

      
      She stood in the well-lit hallway, but she wasn’t the femme fatale of hours before. No sexy dress. No flash of cleavage.

      
      Instead she wore simple black pants and a black shirt. The color just made her skin look paler. And she looked lost.

      
      “You should really have better security in a place like this,” she said, in that smooth voice he loved. No accent, just softness
         and sex. “It was too easy to get inside.”
      

      
      “I left orders that the doorman was to let you up.” He’d spent ten minutes giving Charlie a description of her.

      
      When her eyes widened a bit, Max knew that he’d caught her by surprise. Good. She’d sure surprised him that first night.

      
      I don’t want love. I don’t want promises of forever. I just want you. Now.

      
      How was he supposed to turn that down?

      
      Samantha rocked back on her heels. “There should be an electronic security system in place. You should see everyone before
         they—” She stopped and shook her head.
      

      
      There were shadows under her eyes. Dark circles that hadn’t been there earlier on the balcony. “Samantha?” They were little better than strangers, but something was there between them. Connecting them.
      

      
      She hesitated then said, “I don’t want to be alone tonight.”

      
      Didn’t get more stark or brutally honest than that. His cock swelled as arousal spiked through him. He could still taste her.

      
      Her lashes lifted. “Do you want to be alone?” Her eyes widened. “Wait—you might not be—are you alone?”
      

      
      Max took her hand and hauled her inside. “Not anymore.” He slammed the door shut, and his mouth crashed down on hers.

      
      Samantha’s lush lips parted immediately for him. Her tongue swept against his, rubbing, teasing, and the light strokes seemed
         to go straight to his cock.
      

      
      Her hands were on him, feathering over his bare chest. So hot and soft. He loved her hands. Loved them more when they were
         wrapped around his cock and pumping hard and fast.
      

      
      Screw everything but… her. No, screw her. Take her.

      
      She sucked his lower lip. Drew it into her mouth and sucked, and Max’s heart ripped through his chest. Why? Why did she affect him so much?
      

      
      He’d been with his share of lovers. He shouldn’t—

      
      Samantha shoved away from him.

      
      “What are you—”

      
      She lowered to her knees before him. “My turn.” Her hands jerked down his jogging pants, and her mouth, sweet fuck, her mouth
         closed over the tip of his erection.
      

      
      “Samantha.”
      

      
      Her palm curled around the base of his shaft, and she leaned in toward him, taking a few more inches of erect flesh, sucking strong and tight with her mouth.
      

      
      His hands sank into her hair.

      
      She swallowed. Took more.

      
      Her mouth moved faster. Sliding along his skin, taking him deeper as her tongue licked and learned his flesh. Deeper. More.
      

      
      Max positioned her head and thrust against that hot mouth. His balls tightened, his spine tingled, and his climax bore down
         on him. Building, building, so close that his balls ached.
      

      
      Her hands flew up, and she pulled free of his grasp in an instant. Her breath panted out. “Not yet,” she whispered.

      
      Staring up at him, licking her lips, she yanked off her shirt and tossed it on the floor. She had on a plain white bra, but
         her breasts pushed against the cups, and she made the garment look damn sexy.
      

      
      She kicked off her shoes and shimmied out of her pants. Then Samantha pulled out a small packet from her back pocket.

      
      The woman was prepared. Her fingers tore open the foil, and she smoothed the condom over his throbbing flesh.

      
      Samantha rose before him, her body brushing against his, every smooth inch driving him insane.

      
      Her fingers caught the waistband of her panties, then shoved them down. “Now,” she told him, that voice enveloping him.

      
      Like he had to be told twice.

      
      Max lifted her against him. Her legs wrapped around him. Long, supple legs. Her sex, creamy and plump, brushed against his
         cock.
      

      
      He took two steps and pushed her back against the wall. Max braced her and thrust deep into her sex.
      

      
      Christ, he was so close to exploding. His climax bore down on him, and he thrust fast, deep, hard, driving into her as the
         fury rode him.
      

      
      Her hips were tilted down, and every glide of his cock swept over her clit. She moaned, thrashing beneath him, and arching
         her hips as she fought for her release.
      

      
      Faster. Faster. Deeper. Her whispered demands.
      

      
      Her nails dug into his ass as she urged him on. There, there was the woman from the first night. The woman who liked the sex wild and who didn’t stop until she’d come.
      

      
      Over and over.

      
      Her sex convulsed around him. Hard, gripping contractions that worked his erection so damn well. Yes.

      
      Max eased out of her, then plunged balls-deep. He came, growling her name, and holding her in a grip that he knew had to bruise.

      
      Holding her. Keeping her locked tightly to him, because this time, he wouldn’t let her get away.

      
      The scream woke Max later. A sound of terror so absolute that Max awoke with fear squeezing his own heart. He jerked up in
         bed and shoved the covers back.
      

      
      Samantha thrashed in the bed, her pale skin gleaming in the moonlight. Her hands were up in the air, pushing out, fighting
         nothing, and she was choking, gasping, struggling to breathe.
      

      
      “D-don’t… p-put me b-back… in…”

      
      What the fuck?

      
      He hit the lamp switch hard, and light flooded the room. “Samantha.”
      

      
      Her back arched but her eyes stayed closed. “D-don’t…”

      
      Max grabbed her arms and pulled her up against his chest. “Samantha!”
      

      
      Her lashes flew open. “Kill… me.”
      

      
      His eyes widened. What?

      
      And he realized that her eyes were blank. The pupils were dilated and fixed and staring at a nightmare that he couldn’t see.

      
      Her breath rattled in her chest. Holy shit, she seemed to be suffocating!

      
      Max pressed his lips tightly against hers. Then he breathed into her mouth. A long, deep expulsion of air.

      
      Her hands came up against his shoulders, and she shoved him back, once again surprising him with her strength.

      
      “Wh-what’s happening?” Not the frightened voice from before.

      
      Samantha. She was back.

      
      But her eyes were still blank. So was her face.

      
      He didn’t let her go. His grip grew even tighter. Hold her. Keep her safe.

      
      Max expelled a slow breath. “Everything’s okay, Samantha.”

      
      The sound of her swallow was too loud in the quiet room. “What did I do?” She asked, her voice stronger now.

      
      He tried to smile, a hard feat when his heart shoved against his ribs and tension ate at his gut. “I think you just had a
         bad dream. We all have them.”
      

      
      Her skin was cool beneath his hands, and her muscles were tense. Samantha blinked at him, then narrowed her eyes a bit. “We all have them.” Her echo was toneless.
      

      
      His right hand rose and cupped her shoulder. “Want to talk about it?” It was so hard to keep his voice light and calm. Want to tell me why you dream about begging someone not to kill you?

      
      “I don’t remember anything.” Her lips twisted. “I never remember my nightmares.” A pause. “That’s a good thing, right?”

      
      He stared down at her, noting the soft curves of her cheeks and the light dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose.
         Her jaw was set, that slightly pointed chin up, and her thick hair was a tousled mane around her face.
      

      
      Sexy.

      
      She’d been that way from the beginning.

      
      But now, there was something different. A tension around her full lips. Shadows in her eyes.

      
      And her nails dug into his shoulders. Not with passion this time. With fear.

      
      “For a minute there, you seemed to stop breathing.” As far as he was concerned, that qualified as being way past just a nightmare.
         “You looked like you were fighting to get air.”
      

      
      Silence. One beat of time. Two, then… “Well, I guess it’s a good thing you were here.” Her lips curved but the shadows never
         left her eyes. Her fingers skimmed over his chest. “I’m glad you could give me mouth to mouth.”
      

      
      She was shutting him out. His jaw clenched.

      
      “Let me freshen up a bit, and then…” She kissed him. A light, biting nip. “You can make me forget all about my bad dream.”
         Samantha eased away from him. She rose and walked toward the bathroom, completely naked, with her head held up high and her hips swaying.
      

      
      He watched her, keeping silent. His damn cock was up, but with her around, there was no real way to stop the lust.

      
      The door closed behind her with a soft click.

      
      The sound of rushing water filtered through the room.

      
      And he realized that his hands were clenched into fists. That’s what she looks like when she lies.

      
      Sam stared at the image in the mirror. Her hands were wrapped around the faucet, holding on too tightly. The better to stop
         the trembling in her fingers.
      

      
      It had been six weeks since she’d had a flashback, and yes, that’s what it was. No nightmare. No freaking bad dream.
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