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They are hunting for the truth – and hungry for each other’s touch …


After the murder of a teenage girl, a mysterious man in a black leather jacket was seen lurking near the crime scene. Investigative reporter Tessa Novak has him in her sights as the culprit …


That man was Julian Darcangelo, an undercover FBI agent working with the Denver police. He’s closing in on the trail of a human trafficker and killer. Tessa’s accusations could blow his cover, and he wants her off the investigation.


But just as Tessa has made Julian a target of interest, she is now a target of the killer. And as they are forced to trust each other, their physical attraction escalates as intensely as the threat from a ruthless murderer who wants to see both of them dead …


 


Sexy. Thrilling. Unputdownable. Take a wildly romantic ride with Pamela Clare's I-Team: Extreme Exposure, Hard Evidence, Unlawful Contact, Naked Edge, Breaking Point, Striking Distance.




This book is dedicated to Sgt. Gary Arai and Lt. Tim McGraw, who saved my life on the night of August 24, 1987. You are the real heroes.
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CHAPTER 1


COFFEE WAS TESSA Novak’s heroin. And right now she craved it with the desperation of a street junkie. What she wanted—what she needed—was a triple-shot grande skinny vanilla latte made with organic shadegrown Mexican beans. What she was going to get was toxic gas-station swill.


Serves you right for losing track of time, girl. 


The last of the decent coffee shops had closed fifteen minutes ago while she’d been sitting stupidly at her desk reading through files.


She nosed her car into the brightly lit gas-station parking lot, braking for a couple of skateboarders who seemed oblivious to the dangers of both traffic and gravity, and parked next to an SUV that was blasting Eminem. Then she grabbed her handbag out of her briefcase and stepped out of her car into the reek of exhaust and gasoline fumes.


Even though it was October, the air was still warm—one of those strange Colorado Indian summers that dragged on forever. Although most of her friends at the paper were happy with the warm, sunny weather, Tessa wished it would hurry up and snow. She loved the cold, loved the fresh smell of a new snowfall, loved the way the landscape transformed overnight from a dirty, gray city to a world of pure, sparkling white.


She’d grown up in the South and hadn’t made her first snowman until she’d moved to Denver three years ago at the age of twenty-five. Though that was the least of what had been wrong with her childhood, it had somehow become symbolic of everything else. The year’s first snowstorm had become a kind of ritual for Tessa, an annual celebration of her escape.


This year the snow was late.


She hurried across the parking lot and through the glass doors. The smell of the city was replaced by the odors of stale hot dogs, industrial cleaner—and coffee. Cutting through the short line of people at the register, she followed her nose to the back counter and found a glass pot half full of what looked like dirty motor oil.


She stopped, stared at it, her mind at war with her craving. She looked over at the attendant, an older man with short gray hair and a bulbous nose. “How old is the coffee?”


“How should I know?” He scanned a woman’s cigarettes, didn’t even look up.


“Oh, I don’t know.” Tessa lifted the pot, sniffed its contents, kept her voice sweet. “Maybe you work here or something.”


“It was there when I came on two hours ago.”


Which meant it might have been sitting on the warmer since Jesus was a child.


But a fix was a fix.


Consigned to her fate, she tipped the black liquid into a large foam cup, then grabbed four vanilla-flavored creamer packets and dumped them in one at a time, wishing to God she’d looked at her watch twenty minutes sooner.


She’d been working late again, more because she had nothing better to do than because she truly needed to. Her contribution to tomorrow’s newspaper—a short follow-up piece about the police officer from the 321st who’d been killed on a domestic-violence call—had been filed hours ago. She’d taken advantage of her complete lack of a love life to spend her Tuesday night reading through more of the documents she’d requested from the police department’s contracts office. She was on a fishing expedition, she knew, but that was how many of the best investigative stories began—with a reporter picking up rocks just to see what lay hidden beneath.


And what had she found so far? Not so much as one wriggling worm.


No lucrative contracts given to relatives. No padding of expenses. No money transferred to companies that didn’t exist.


Chief Irving ran a tight ship—not perfect, but tight.


Tessa told herself she should be pleased. After all, she wasn’t out to cut the Denver Police Department off at the knees. If the cops weren’t crooks, that was a good thing. Unfortunately, “Nothing Bad Happening” didn’t make for a splashy sixty-point headline.


Tessa had moved to Colorado from Savannah to take a seat on the Denver Independent’s elite Investigative Team—the I-Team—as the cop reporter. Relatively new to journalism, she’d been astonished to land the job. She’d worked hard to prove herself to Tom Trent, the paper’s demanding editor in chief—okay, so the guy could be a complete jerk—by putting in sweatshop hours, sacrificing sleep, and foregoing any chance at romance to justify her place on the team. But it had been a while now since she’d unearthed anything worth its weight in newsprint. What she needed was a big story.


No, what she needed was caffeine.


She lifted the cup to her lips, sipped, grimaced. It tasted far worse than she’d imagined, but it was potent. She took a bigger sip and started toward the counter, grateful to see the line was gone.


She’d just pulled a couple of bucks out of her purse when the door opened with a jingle and a pretty, young Latina ran in, panic in her eyes, tears streaming down her face. Barefoot, wearing cutoffs and a skimpy tank top, she looked strangely out of place for this time of year.


“¡Por favor, señor, ayúdeme! Ayúdeme!” she sobbed. “¡Me van a matar!” 


Please, sir! Help me! Help me! They’re going to kill me! 


Startled, Tessa stopped in her tracks.


The girl ran to the counter. “¡Ayúdeme! ¡Llame a policía!”


Help me! Call the police! 


But it was clear the attendant hadn’t understood a word she’d said. He stared at the girl in openmouthed confusion, frozen like a statue.


Tessa’s mouth reconnected with her brain, and she tore through her purse for her cell phone. “Quién? Quién te va a matar?” 


Who’s going to kill you? 


The girl looked at Tessa through pleading brown eyes, her entire body trembling, then glanced back over her shoulder. “¡Madre de—!”


Mother of—! 


It was over in an instant that seemed to stretch on forever.


A shiny black car, one tinted window sliding down. The girl’s terrified scream. An explosion of bullets and shattered glass. A squeal of tires. The stench of burning rubber.


Tessa found herself on the floor on her belly, the rapid hammer of her pulse overwhelming the silence. Before her, the girl lay lifeless in a pool of blood and coffee, her eyes open and empty, tears still sliding down her cheeks.


“DID YOU SEE the weapon?”


Tessa had already gone over her statement twice. The cop, a young detective named Petersen whom she’d seen once or twice before, was just going through his notes, trying to be thorough. They’d brought her to the other side of the store while the scene was photographed and the girl’s body was tagged and bagged. EMTs loaded the body bag into an ambulance for transport to the medical examiner. Another ambulance had already taken the attendant to the hospital with a suspected heart attack.


Outside, lights from a dozen squad cars flashed red and blue. Uniformed officers kept the curious at bay. Others questioned bystanders or combed the store and parking lot for evidence. Over the years Tessa had been to hundreds of crime scenes, but this was the first time she’d seen it from a victim’s perspective. Somehow it didn’t feel real.


“Y-yes, sir, just a glimpse.” Why was it so hard to think? She pulled the blanket the victim’s advocate had given her more tightly around her shoulders, tried to stop her shaking, forced herself to concentrate. “The shots came so fast.”


“But you couldn’t see the shooter. Is that correct?”


“I only saw his arm. He was wearing black gloves and a black leather jacket.”


“You didn’t get the make of the car or the plates.”


“N-no, sir. I saw a shiny, black car, and then …” She felt herself moving toward tears, swallowed hard. “And then they started shooting.”


A shiny, black car. Silver hubcaps turning. Spinning.


“The hubcaps.” She spoke without realizing it. “They had a separate piece in the center, jagged like a buzz saw. It was spinning on its own—or so it seemed.”


“So the driver’s got himself a fancy set of rims. That might help us out. Did you see any emblem on them—any kind of symbol?”


She tried to remember. “No, sir. I’m sorry.”


“I have to say I love your accent. Where are you from?”


Confused by the trivial question, it took Tessa a moment to answer. “Georgia.”


It was then she saw him.


He stood outside the police tape just on the edge of the parking lot, half in light and half in shadow. His hair was dark and pulled back in a shoulder-length ponytail, his jaw darkened by a heavy growth of stubble. At least six feet tall, he wore a pair of worn Levi’s—and a black leather jacket. And he was watching her.


Tessa met his gaze and felt her heartbeat trip. “There’s a man—!”


But he was already gone.


“There was a man standing there—a man in a black leather jacket.”


Detective Petersen looked over his shoulder in the direction she was pointing and frowned. “Who can I call to come pick you up, Ms. Novak?”


“Aren’t you going to question him?” Tessa’s gaze roamed the darkness.


“I’ll have one of the officers look around. Right now, I need to get you safely home. Do you have family I can call?”


“No, no family.” Even if she’d been on her deathbed and her mother had lived nearby, Tessa wouldn’t have called her. She hadn’t spoken with her mother for ten years. “I’ll just drive myself. My car’s over there.”


Detective Petersen looked at her through solemn brown eyes. “Sorry, but I can’t let you drive. If there’s someone I can call—a friend or coworker?”


And she realized he was right. She shouldn’t be behind the wheel. She could barely keep her knees from knocking. And suddenly she wanted to talk to Kara. “I’ll do it.”


A former member of the I-Team, Kara McMillan was perhaps the best journalist Tessa knew and one of her closest friends. Kara had broken one of the biggest stories ever to hit Denver—and had come close to being murdered in the process. If anyone would understand how Tessa felt right now, it was Kara.


Tessa fumbled for her cell phone, scrolled down until she came to Kara’s name, and pressed autodial. It wasn’t Kara who answered, but Reece, Kara’s senator husband.


“Kara’s putting Connor and Caitlyn to bed,” he said. “Can I have her call you back?”


Somehow the warm sound of his voice made it harder for Tessa to keep it together. She felt tears prick her eyes, and her voice quavered. “I-I’m sorry to bother you, but I need a favor. I-I was getting coffee, and this car drove up, and … They shot her, Reece. She’s dead.”


“Who’s dead? Tessa, are you all right? Where are you? Are the police there?”


“I-I’m fine—just shaken up, I guess.” She forced her mind to focus. “I’m at the gas station at Colfax and York. And, yes, the police are here.”


“Find an armed officer, and stay close to him. I’ll be right there.”


JULIAN DARCANGELO WATCHED the pretty blonde climb into the Jeep of the man who’d come to pick her up—probably her husband or live-in lover. Her young face reflected both shock and horror, the reactions of the healthy mind to the fucked-up reality of murder.


How long had it been since Julian had felt those emotions?


He didn’t even bother trying to remember.


He watched the Jeep turn and head back down Colfax, memorized the license plate number out of habit, careful to keep to the shadows. He hadn’t meant for her to see him, had wondered at the reaction on her face. She’d seemed to recognize him, but that was impossible. He’d only been in Denver for a few months and had spent most of his time in places no woman would choose to go. Besides, he knew without a doubt that he’d never seen her before. With long, curly blond hair and big eyes, she wasn’t the kind of woman a man could easily forget.


The killer wouldn’t forget her either and might well come back to finish the job. Burien hated sloppy work. He wouldn’t want a witness, particularly not one who might have spoken with the victim. It wouldn’t surprise Julian if the shooter showed up dead in an alley in a week or so, riddled with bullets from his own weapon. Burien had a nasty temper, even for an old Russian mafioso.


Julian had been pursuing Burien for what seemed like a lifetime. He’d started tracking Burien and his partners—Rafael Clemente García and Jarrett Pembroke—in the late nineties, eventually infiltrating García’s operation. He’d sent García and Pembroke to prison and had called it justice when they’d died behind bars, García by suicide, Pembroke beaten to death by a fellow inmate who hadn’t appreciated his choice of career. But Burien had slipped away.


Julian had taken full responsibility. He’d let the job get to him, and his lapse in judgment had cost him his relationship with Margaux, left two good agents dead, and given Burien the chance he needed to slip away. Julian had resigned the next day, but he’d never stopped looking for Burien.


When Ed Dyson had called from HQ in D.C. and asked him to come back to help flush Burien out of hiding, he’d agreed, even though it meant having to work again with Margaux, who was handling computer ops. Ridding the world of Burien would be more than worth whatever personal price he might have to pay. For four months now, he’d served as FBI liaison to the Denver Police Department’s vice unit. It wasn’t the deep-cover work he was used to, but the position allowed him to work independently, to utilize police resources at will, and to spend plenty of time on the streets, sniffing out Burien’s trail.


And Julian was close, so close. He could feel it.


He’d had the basement apartment down the street under surveillance for a week, had known it was one of Burien’s cribs. He’d chosen not to move quite yet, sure he’d spook Burien and drive him further underground. He’d never imagined one of the girls would run. They never ran. They were too afraid, too drugged, too broken to run.


Goddamn it! 


The plainclothes officer who’d been watching the place tonight claimed he hadn’t known the girl had bolted until Burien’s men jumped in the car to follow her. He’d called it in, unsure how to intervene, uncertain whether his orders permitted him to intervene. Julian had been on the other side of town and had heard the call go out over his police radio. By the time he’d arrived, the girl was dead.


Now Burien was responsible for another murder, and the weight of it settled on Julian’s shoulders. He’d gotten used to that weight, to the burden of knowing he’d enabled a killer to keep killing. Both of them would pay—Julian by dragging that burden with him for the rest of his life and Burien when he landed behind bars or someone put a bullet through his skull.


Julian watched the taillights of the Jeep disappear, hoped the man driving it had the smarts to protect the woman beside him, then glanced at his watch. First, he’d lead a team through the apartment to collect whatever evidence had been left behind. Then he’d head to the station and make certain the witnesses’ names weren’t in the police report where Burien could too easily find them. He turned and walked down the dark street, an image of the pretty blonde’s stricken face in his mind.


“IF ONLY I hadn’t frozen!” Tessa dabbed the tears from her eyes. She hated crying in front of people, even friends. “If only I’d dialed nine-one-one right away or pulled her into the aisle!”


She’d already had a shower to wash the girl’s blood away and was wearing one of Kara’s nightgowns and bathrobes while her own clothes ran through the washer and dryer.


“It’s not your fault.” Kara sat beside her in sweatpants and a denim shirt that obviously belonged to Reece, her long dark hair pulled back in a sleek braid. She looked remarkably unruffled for a mother of two. “There’s nothing you could have done in those few seconds that would have made any difference.”


“Drink.” Reece thrust a tumbler into her hands. “Kara’s right. There’s no way the police could have made it in time, and a display of potato chips isn’t going to stop automatic weapons fire. It’s a damned miracle you weren’t killed, too.”


Tessa tried not to think about that. She knew it had been close. She’d been standing perhaps three feet from the girl when the shooting had started. “I guess it’s lucky for me the guy could aim.”


Lucky for me. Not so lucky for her. 


She took a deep swallow of whatever Reece had handed her, unaware until she felt the burn that it was scotch. She coughed, then took another drink.


“Oh, Tess, I am so sorry!” Kara rested a comforting arm around her shoulders. “And quit trying to act tough. You’ve just survived a nightmare. No one is supposed to be okay after witnessing a murder.”


Her sympathy cut through Tessa and unleashed new tears. “Did you blubber like this after that bastard at the cement plant tried to kill you?”


“I had nightmares for months and cried a lot. Ask him.”


Reece nodded, his face grave. “If you weren’t shaken up by this, you’d be weird.”


Tessa laughed. “Well, it’s good to know I’m not weird.”


“I didn’t realize you spoke fluent Spanish.” Reece poured more scotch into her glass. “Did you study it in college?”


Tessa shook her head, spoke without thinking. “I learned growing up.”


“In Georgia?” Kara looked surprised.


But Tessa hadn’t grown up in Georgia. She’d never told her friends where she’d been born or just how she’d come into the world. That life was behind her.


She changed the subject. “I saw a man after the shooting. He was watching me while I was talking with the cops. He had on a black leather jacket just like the killer. When I spotted him, he vanished. I told the officer, but he didn’t seem interested. Someone needs to find him.”


“I’m sure the police know what they’re doing.” Reece sat down on the ottoman in front of her and rested a reassuring hand on her knee. “You’d best leave that up to them.”


Both Tessa and Kara glared at him.


He stood, pushed a hand through his blond hair. “Oh, wait. That’s right. You’re a reporter, and that means trying to catch killers, doesn’t it?”


“Reece!” Kara frowned.


But Tessa needed to explain. “She was young. She was so young and afraid, and they killed her, just shot her down. I saw it happen. I watched her die. She pleaded with me to help her, and instead of helping, I watched her die. I have to do something.”


Reece crossed his arms over his chest, looking stern and senatorial. “Not tonight you don’t. Finish that drink, then it’s off to bed.”


“Thanks. You two are the greatest.”


A wail came from upstairs.


“Caitlyn! I’m trying to wean her.” Kara shook her head, then looked up at Reece. “Will you check her, hon? If she sees me, she’ll just—”


“—want breast. I have the same problem.” Reece winked at his wife, a smile on his face, then headed up the stairs.


Tessa found herself smiling, too. “You are so lucky, Kara.”


Kara gave her a reassuring squeeze. “You’ll find a man of your own one day, Tess. Now let’s get you settled.”


Tessa soon found herself lying between soft sheets that smelled of fabric softener, the roughest edge of her nerves smoothed by soap, scotch, and friendship. There was something comforting about a home with a mother, a father, and small children. She didn’t know exactly what it was, but she liked it, perhaps because she’d never had it herself.


You’ll find a man of your own one day, Tess. 


How Tessa hoped that was true. She longed to have what Kara had—a career, babies, a happy marriage, a man who cherished her. Still, she wouldn’t hold her breath. The women in her family had never had much luck with men. As she drifted off to sleep, it wasn’t thoughts of her ideal man that filled her mind, but the image of the man in the black leather jacket.






CHAPTER 2


THEY FOUND EXACTLY what Julian had known they’d find at the abandoned apartment. The cops, new to this sort of thing, didn’t know what to make of it, and Julian, wanting to prevent leaks, wasn’t going to fill them in.


The front room was a mess of junk-food wrappers, half-empty liquor bottles, and other trash. A stained beige couch faced a television that sat on an overturned crate. Beside the crate sat dozens of videos, almost certainly porn, most of it homemade.


The kitchen reeked of garbage gone bad, the trash piled high with used paper plates, beer cans, and food cartons. The dimly lit bathroom smelled strongly of urine and mildew, orange piss stains on the floor, grime and hair in the sink.


“The maid’s year off,” Julian said to Petersen, who was still young and green enough to look shocked.


Across from the bathroom, the smaller bedroom had held two unmade double beds crammed into opposite corners. An electric cord was tied around one of the bedposts—a crude and painful way to restrain someone. Apart from a handful of scattered videotapes, the closet was empty.


But it was the master bedroom that told the story. Four mattresses on the floor, their sheets stained with semen and old blood. A small plastic trash can filled with dozens of used condoms. Black and gold condom wrappers scattered across the filthy tan carpet. A set of leather restraints—the kind used to tie a woman spread-eagle to a bed—in a heap in the corner. Used syringes, half-empty packets of birth-control pills, antibiotics, maxi pads, and boxes of unused condoms.


“Holy fucking shit.” Petersen gazed around him, clearly stunned. “She must’ve been a hooker.”


“Don’t make assumptions, Petersen.” Julian kept his tone neutral, glanced at his watch. It would be oh-four-hundred before they finished here.


“Look at all those syringes! Shouldn’t we get DEA in here?”


“This is a vice operation until I say it isn’t. Got it?”


“Yes, sir.”


Julian thought of the girl whose blood he’d seen spilled on cold tiles tonight. She’d run for freedom, had gotten death instead. Someone had silenced her, but this evidence, if handled correctly, would speak for her. Julian would make damned sure of it.


TESSA GOT LITTLE sleep, her dreams turning to nightmares after the scotch wore off. Each time, it was the same—the girl ran through the door, begged for help, and was riddled with bullets while Tessa watched, frozen in place, unable to breathe or scream or move. And each time, Tessa woke up, gasping for breath and covered in cold sweat.


She finally gave up trying to sleep at about four and watched CNN on mute until Kara and Reece got up. Then, while Kara got Connor ready for school, Reece gave Tessa a ride to the gas station to fetch her car.


“You’re welcome to stay with us for as long as you like,” he said. “We’re heading up to the cabin this weekend. We’d love it if you’d come with us. I hear it’s supposed to snow in the high country.”


“Thanks. I might take you up on that.” She gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek, then stepped out of his Jeep and turned to face the scene that had haunted her all night.


It looked different in the morning light—small, dingy, desolate. The shattered doors and windows of the little store were boarded up. The building was cordoned off with yellow police tape. The interior was dark apart from one flickering fluorescent light.


How many times had she driven past this place? How many times had she stopped in to gas up or get coffee? Now she wondered if she’d ever be able to walk through its doors again.


It struck her as strange that if she’d made it to her favorite coffee shop on time, she wouldn’t have witnessed the killing. It would have been just another press release, just another news brief—girl killed in drive-by, investigation ongoing.


But she had witnessed it. She’d seen a young woman live out the last moments of her life in terror before being cruelly murdered. She knew she would never forget it.


A red SUV pulled into the parking lot and stopped at a pump, and a man in a suit stepped out, yammering on his cell phone. It took him three swipes of his credit card to realize the place was closed. He drove off in a huff.


Tessa fished her car keys out of her purse, unlocked her car, and slipped behind the wheel, determined to pull herself together. She drove home, tried to revive herself with a hot shower, and did her best to hide the dark circles under her eyes with makeup.


“You look like hell, girl,” she told her reflection.


Her reflection stared back through eyes that were red and puffy and full of shadows.


A part of her wanted to call in sick and crawl into bed, but she was done crying. She knew she wouldn’t be able to help anyone—most especially the girl who’d been murdered last night—by hiding. Besides, she probably wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway. It was best to stick with her routine and face the day head on.


Seeking the comfort of the familiar, she dressed in her favorite black silk suit—the color seemed fitting—and headed first to the local coffeehouse for a cup of salvation and then to the paper. By the time she’d had a few sips and made it to her desk, she felt almost human.


She checked her phone messages and e-mails and then rummaged through the stack of press releases she’d grabbed from her in-box. Ketamine stolen from another vet clinic. An alleged sexual assault. A fatal crash on I-70.


Surprised not to find any mention of the shooting, she picked up her phone and dialed.


“We’re not releasing the police report.” Larry from Sheriff ’s Records was grumpier than usual. “The incident is still under investigation. You know the drill.”


Across the newsroom, Sophie Alton pointed at her watch and held up three fingers. They had an I-Team meeting in three minutes.


Tessa nodded, gathered her notes for the meeting, and reached for a sharpened pencil. “Is Chief Irving going to issue some kind of statement?”


“You’ll have to call the press office for that.”


She forced sugar into her voice. The least she could do was try to make him feel guilty. “Thank you, Larry. You’ve been so helpful. I know your time is very valuable. You have a good morning, and I’ll be in touch.”


She hung up. “Bless his heart.”


“Larry being a dick again?” Matt Harker, the city reporter, stood and smoothed his hopelessly rumpled tie—the tie he put on every morning and threw on his desk every afternoon. “Someone ought to investigate why city employees are so obnoxious. Does the city train them to act that way? Did someone steal their Prozac? Do they drink too much coffee?”


“Don’t knock coffee, Harker.” Tessa picked up her latte and followed her coworkers toward the conference room. “It’s not right to insult other people’s religions.”


Sophie, her straight, strawberry-blond hair done in a sleek French braid, held back for her, notepad and water bottle in hand. “Are you all right? You look tired and upset.”


“Thanks.” Tessa willed herself to smile as if she’d just been given a big compliment. “Tired and upset was exactly the look I was going for this morning.”


Sophie frowned. “Okay, don’t tell me what’s going on.”


Tessa saw the concern in her friend’s eyes and wanted to tell her. Sophie was perhaps her closest friend. They’d shared the travails of working for Tom Trent, being perpetually single, and working in the male-dominated field of investigative journalism. But Tessa didn’t think she could tell Sophie about last night—not without crying again.


She would rather face a firing squad than cry in the newsroom.


Tom was waiting for them by the time they reached the conference room, tapping his pencil impatiently on his notepad. He was a big man—over six feet and probably close to three hundred pounds. With a mop of gray curls on his head, he’d always looked to Tessa like a cross between a sheepdog and a linebacker, but his personality was pure pit bull.


On his left sat Syd Wilson, the managing editor. It was her job to make the news fit, and doing so under Tom’s direction had turned much of her spiky black hair white. Joaquin Ramirez, the sexy photographer who reminded the women at the paper of a young Antonio Banderas, was talking over photo possibilities with Syd, while Katherine James, the newest member of the team, read through her notes. Handpicked by Tom to take Kara’s place, Kat had come to Denver from her home-town newspaper in Window Rock, Arizona, on the Navajo reservation, where she’d broken a big story about toxic uranium mining. Petite with waist-length dark hair and hazel-green eyes that revealed her mixed heritage, she kept mostly to herself.


Tessa took her seat, jotted down some notes, and tried to tell herself this was just another Wednesday morning, just another I-Team meeting.


Tom never bothered with small talk. “Alton, what’s the latest?”


Sophie had barely taken her seat. “I got a tip yesterday about a woman who filed a federal lawsuit against the Department of Corrections. The suit claims she went into premature labor in lockdown, asked for help, and was ridiculed by the guards, who didn’t believe she was having problems. She labored overnight in her cell alone, and her baby was stillborn the next morning.”


Tessa met Sophie’s gaze, shared the disgust and anger she saw there. But this was what investigative journalism was all about—shining light into the dark corners so that wrongdoers could have no place to hide.


Tom didn’t react at all, but after a lifetime in journalism, he’d probably seen and heard everything. “What can you pull together by deadline?”


“I can write up an overview of the lawsuit—probably fifteen inches. I’d like to follow up on the medical angle later in the week—how many doctors per inmate, how well equipped the facility is to deal with women’s medical emergencies and such. I’ve put in an open-records request and am getting the usual runaround.”


Syd nodded, scribbled, did the math. “Photos?”


“The plaintiff ’s mug shot.”


Tessa’s thoughts drifted back to last night. She didn’t hear Matt talk about his story on city council members holding illegal secret meetings via a previously unknown e-mail loop. She didn’t hear Katherine discuss the latest on Rocky Flats, the site of a former nuclear weapons plant now open to the public as a recreation area where people could picnic in the plutonium.


¡Por favor, señor, ayúdeme! Ayúdeme! ¡Me van a matar! 


“Tessa!” Sophie leaned forward and touched her hand to Tessa’s forearm.


“Not enough coffee yet?” Joaquin grinned.


Embarrassed, Tessa sat upright, looked down at her notes. “There’s been another ketamine theft from a vet clinic. It’s the third this month. I could contact the drug task force and see if we’re looking at a new K craze. But there’s something else …”


She paused for a moment, steeled herself. “I witnessed a murder last night—a drive-by.”


A murmur of shock passed through the conference room.


Tom said nothing.


Tessa took a deep breath, forced aside her emotion. “I stopped off at the gas station on Colfax and York and saw a teenage girl get gunned down. I was standing maybe three feet away from her when they opened fire. The cops haven’t released the report yet or issued a statement, but I’d like to run with it anyway.”


“God, Tessa!” Sophie stared at her through wide blue eyes. “You could’ve been shot!”


True to form, Tom wasted no time on sympathy. “What did you have in mind?”


As soon as he asked, Tessa knew. “I’d like to write a first-person, eyewitness account. I’d like to follow the case as it moves through the justice system. I can use my knowledge of cops and courts to fill in the personal experience of witnessing the crime.”


Tom’s bushy eyebrows came together in a frown, and he opened his mouth to speak.


Sure he was going to reject her idea, Tessa interrupted. “I know it’s unusual, but I can’t be objective on this story anyway, so I shouldn’t pretend. I think a first-person account will bring the idea of murder home to people in a way an ordinary news story can’t.”


“I think it’s a great idea,” Syd offered. “It’s sure to draw readership—a murder mystery being played out on the front page of the paper.”


Sophie, Matt, and Joaquin offered their support, as well.


“There’s something you ought to consider.” Kat tucked a strand of long, dark hair behind her ear. “You’ll be letting the killer in on everything you know. Are you ready for that?”


Tessa remembered the terror in the girl’s eyes.


¡Por favor, señor, ayúdeme! 


Screams. Bullets. Blood.


The man in the black leather jacket. 


Instead of fear, she felt anger. “Yes, I think I am.”


There was silence for a moment.


Then Tom tossed his pencil down onto his notepad. “All right, Novak. You’re on. Just don’t write anything sappy. We aren’t goddamned Hallmark.”


GYM BAG SLUNG over his shoulder, Julian walked down the hallway of the shabby hotel over threadbare blue-and-orange carpet that looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since the seventies. He’d been in hundreds of places like this—roach-infested, pay-by-the-hour dumps that squatted in every city’s darkest corners. One thing kept them in business—the buying, selling, and trading of sex. Cheap, clandestine, and staffed by people too poor and too street-smart to ask questions, they made the perfect place for working girls to take their johns, for married men who wanted a bit of tail on the side—and for scum like Lonnie Zoryo.


Julian had been cultivating Zoryo, one of Burien’s lackeys, for a few months now, playing the part of a repeat customer with a taste for the forbidden. He had enough on Zoryo to put him behind bars for several lifetimes, though he knew Zoryo wouldn’t live to serve his entire sentence. Inmates had a strange intolerance for men who raped kids.


Julian hadn’t filled Dyson in on this little deep-cover job but was working under the radar, sharing bits and pieces with Chief Irving on a need-to-know basis. What he’d been doing wasn’t strictly legal in that it wasn’t a sanctioned police or FBI action. But he didn’t care. He wasn’t officially on the FBI pay-roll, and he wasn’t officially a cop. Subsequently he wasn’t following anyone’s official rule book. He had his reasons.


He walked to the end of the corridor and turned left, barely noticing the moans coming out of one of the rooms on the right. When it came to sex, nothing shocked him anymore. Then again, he’d grown up on the lam with his father, thinking it was normal to get out of bed in the morning and find half-naked whores passed out next to his father on the couch. If Dyson hadn’t pulled him out of that Mexican prison all those years ago, kicked his teenage ass, and given him a new start, Julian would probably be spending a lot of time in places like this one.


No, he’d still be in prison—or dead.


Ed Dyson had come to visit him behind bars and had offered him a deal: put your fluent Spanish and Mexican street smarts to use for us, or rot in your cell. Sentenced to thirty years for manslaughter at the age of seventeen for accidentally killing a man in a fistfight, Julian hadn’t needed to think hard about his answer. The man he’d killed had had lots of friends on the inside, and every one of them had wanted a piece of Julian. He’d never have survived the year.


He owed Dyson his life.


He knocked on the door to room 69—Zoryo’s idea of a joke—and waited. He felt the impact of Zoryo’s heavy footfalls, saw a shadow pass over the peephole in the door. Locks tumbled, and the door opened to reveal Zoryo standing shirtless in a pair of khaki slacks. The tiger tattoo on his chest proclaimed his pedigree as a former Red Mafia enforcer, while his big, hairy belly spoke of his love for steak and booze. He stank of cigarettes, alcohol, and old sweat. In his hand was a 9mm Taurus.


“Eh, Dominic, my friend. Good to see you,” he said in his heavy Russian accent, motioning for Julian to enter, a big smile on his unshaven face. “Come in.”


Julian stepped into the room, taking it in all at once: the unmade bed littered with CDs and DVDs; the open suitcase; the roll of duct tape and box of ammo on the dresser; the drapes concealing a single window; the half-empty bottle of vodka on the nightstand; the bathroom with the toilet seat up; the television showing Zoryo’s twisted idea of a home movie.


But that’s what Julian had come to discuss. He was, after all, an eager customer.


He slipped into the repulsive persona of Dominic Conti and a Philly accent. “Hey, Zoryo. What you got playing? Is it up my alley?”


Zoryo shut and locked the door behind him. “You like girls, yes?”


Julian dropped the gym bag on the bed, let it fall open to reveal the cash—a stack of hundreds—and turned to face the television screen. He fought back his rage and revulsion, pretended to like what he saw. “Ooh, she’s nice—young and firm.”


On the screen, a naked Zoryo was committing rape. Together with a laundry list of other felonies, it would get him life. The son of a bitch was going to pay. Starting today: Julian would take him, and he would do all he legally could to break him. Then he would use the information Zoryo gave him to close in on Burien.


Julian forced himself to concentrate on that fact and not what he was watching. If he wanted to help the young woman on the screen and the millions like her, he could not make the mistake he’d made last time. He could not let himself feel.


“She was.” Zoryo turned his gaze to the screen, a look of predatory lust on his face. Then he glanced over at the money. “You ready to buy?”


“Of course.” Julian reached into the gym bag, picked up the stack of hundreds, dropped it on the bed, knowing it would whet Zoryo’s other appetite. “What else you got?”


Zoryo took the bundle, flipped through the bills. “Where you get this kind of money? You come every week, pay with cash money.”


Julian knew Zoryo had already been digging on Dominic and had found the information he’d planted. “I work a few deals on the side—a couple sites on the ’Net, a bit of Colombian agriculture.”


“Websites? Drugs?” Zoryo dropped the bills back into the bag and did something completely unexpected.


He raised the Taurus and pressed the barrel to Julian’s temple. He moved his face close to Julian’s, his breath stinking of vodka and cigarettes, his blue eyes flat and liquid. “It’s all bullshit, Dominic. You do shit work—small time. You are small fish. You think you can compete with me, swim in my ocean?”


Julian felt his pulse slow and his mind clear as it always did before violence. Itchy from lack of sleep, he would enjoy this. He met Zoryo’s gaze, grinned.


In fewer moves than it took to brush his teeth, he had Zoryo facedown on the floor, arm wrenched behind his back, his broken nose bleeding onto the carpet, the 9mm lying harmlessly nearby. Zoryo gasped and groaned, too winded for words—probably the result of Julian’s knee driving into his solar plexus.


Julian pressed his .357 SIG Sauer against the base of Zoryo’s skull. “I may be a small fish, old man, but I’m also a federal agent. You’re under arrest for being a fucking sick pervert. You have the right to remain silent. Everything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law—if you live long enough.”


Zoryo groaned.


TESSA SPLASHED COLD water on her face, the chill helping to stop her tears. She’d finished the article, knew it was some of her best writing ever. But when she’d gotten to the end, she’d lost it. Matt had seen. So had Kat. Sophie had offered her a box of tissues.


Where were firing squads when you needed one?


Mortified, Tessa had taken the only dignified course of action. She’d turned the article in to Syd and had hurried to the sanctuary of the women’s room, where she’d finally given in to the tears she’d been fighting all day.


Behind her the door opened.


“I thought I’d find you here.” It was Sophie.


“Lucky guess.” Tessa reached for a paper towel, blotted her face, and opened her eyes to find herself surrounded. Sophie had brought reinforcements.


Lissy, the fashion editor, stood with her hand on the curve of her four-months-pregnant tummy looking worried and glamorous in Vera Wang maternity. Holly, who wrote for the entertainment section and was Tessa’s most annoying friend, stared past Tessa to the mirror and adjusted her short, platinum-blond hair.


“You’re the only woman I know who thinks she has to hide when she cries,” Sophie said.


“And your solution is not to let me hide?” Tessa tossed the paper towel into the trash. “Bless your heart! How thoughtful.”


Lissy reached out and gave Tessa’s hand a reassuring squeeze, her green eyes filled with concern. “Sophie told us what happened. We just wanted to make sure you’re all right.”


“I’m fine.”


Holly looked away from her own reflection, fixed Tessa with a glare. “Like hell you are! You’ve got mascara down to your chin, and your skin is all blotchy. Here.”


Holly held out a little bag inside which Tessa found sample-sized tubes of mascara, moisturizer, and concealer, together with samples of blush, eye shadow, and lipstick.


“I always carry one with me. You never know when you’re going to start bawling or end up at some guy’s apartment overnight. You can keep that one. There ought to be enough to cover up a couple of crying jags.”


Tessa might have laughed off Holly’s gesture as superficial—many of Holly’s actions were—but more than anything she wanted to feel like herself again. “Thanks, Holly.”


While her friends tried to persuade her that crying in public was no reason to feel embarrassed, Tessa washed her face and put on fresh makeup.


“You’re human, Tessa.” Lissy assured her. “Quit trying to be Superwoman. You make the rest of us look bad.”


Tessa finished applying mascara and tried to explain. “I don’t know why I feel the way I do about crying. I guess to me it’s a sign of weakness.”


As she spoke those last words, the bathroom door opened and Kat stepped inside. “We Navajo believe a woman’s tears purify. We think of tears as a sign of strength, not weakness.”


Tessa lowered the mascara wand. “Then I must be one heck of a strong woman.”


“I just came to let you know your article made both Syd and the copy editor cry, so you’re not alone.” Kat looked straight into Tessa’s eyes, something she rarely did. “Your words will make people feel the anguish of that girl’s death. You’ll make her real to them. You think you’ve done nothing for her, Tessa, but you have.”


Then Kat turned and walked out of the bathroom, leaving Tessa and the others staring after her in silence.






CHAPTER 3


IT WAS JUST after dawn when Julian left the Denver County Jail and headed back to his house. Sunlight stretched warm and golden through the city, beating back the night, spilling its glow against the ragged wall of snowcapped Rockies to the west. He’d promised himself some time in those mountains when this job was done—provided he was still alive, of course.


He sped south on Speer in his battered blue pickup. The window was down, cold morning air blasting him in the face. He wanted a shower. Zoryo’s cloying stench covered his skin like a greasy film, and his mouth was slick with the putrid taste that came from talking to sick fucks like him.


Aware he had only days, perhaps a week, before Burien discovered that Zoryo had been arrested and moved to cover his ass, he’d spent the night in a secluded part of the jail hammering Zoryo with questions about his filmmaking habits, about Burien, about the girl’s murder. He’d pushed Zoryo hard, denying him sleep, water, and food, watching him inch closer to breaking.


There was no way the bastard was getting out, and Zoryo knew it. No criminal defense attorney would touch his case, and the public defender was no match for the kind of evidence Julian had collected. No one even knew Zoryo had been arrested—not yet. Julian had all the relevant warrants under seal and in his own safe. There were too many leaks for Julian to take chances. For the moment, Zoryo was alone in the world—and under Julian’s control. The bastard’s only hope lay in divulging what he knew about Burien and spending the rest of his life in solitary confinement where the other inmates couldn’t rip him apart.


Already Julian’s interrogation had yielded a few decent leads, including a strip club on Colorado Boulevard called Pasha’s. Zoryo had offered up the name in exchange for the luxury of time on a steel toilet. He’d led Julian to believe Pasha’s might be some kind of drop-off site. Even if the club was only used to launder money, it was another piece of the puzzle and, hopefully, another nail in Burien’s coffin. Of course, that’s assuming Zoryo wasn’t making stuff up or leading him into a trap.


“If you lie to me about what’s out there,” Julian had whispered, his face inches from Zoryo’s, “there will be consequences in here.”


Then he’d left Zoryo under suicide watch in solitary lock-down, more to keep him alive than to intimidate him.


Julian would check the club out later. First, he needed some sleep.


He turned into the neighborhood where Dyson had placed him—the kind of working-class neighborhood where people kept to themselves and checked to make sure their doors were locked at night. He pushed the remote to open the garage, turned into the driveway of the bungalow that pretended to be his home, and slipped quietly inside. By the time the garage door closed behind him, he had already keyed in his password and was inside.


The house belonged to the FBI. With fireproofing, bulletproof windows, and a state-of-the-art surveillance system, it was intended to withstand snipers and drive-bys and to alert him to anyone who came snooping around. It wasn’t a home; it was a lair.


Used to moving from place to place, Julian had furnished it with only the basics—his weapons, ammo, his computer system, his workout gear, a couch, a TV, his clothes, a few dishes, and a bed. He couldn’t think of anywhere in his thirty-two years that he’d truly thought of as home. His life was a montage of dark streets, seedy hotels, prison cells, bare apartments, and nearly empty houses like this one.


And if he sometimes wanted more?


Well, that was just too damned bad. A man like him wasn’t meant to live behind a white picket fence with a wife and kids.


He slipped out of his leather jacket, tossed it onto the couch. Then he removed his shoulder harness and Kevlar, slipped the Sauer from its holster and carried it with him to the bathroom. Placing it on the counter within easy reach, he stripped and turned the water on as hot as he could stand it. He was about to step under the spray when his encrypted cell phone rang.


Only three people had that number. He had no choice but to answer it.


He turned off the water, walked naked into the bedroom, picked up the phone. “Yeah.”


“You have a problem.” It was Margaux. She spat the words, the bitchy tone in her voice making it personal.


Julian wasn’t going to be baited. “Go ahead.”


“You see the front page of the Denver Independent this morning?”


“No. I’m just getting in.”


“Well, how’s this for a headline? ‘Eyewitness to Murder.’”


Then Margaux read a first-person, exacting account of the shooting at the gas station. A description of the victim. The girl’s plea for help—first in Spanish and then translated precisely into English. A description of the shooter’s arm and the driver’s car with its rims.


As Margaux read, Julian realized the details could only have come from one person—the pretty blonde. He’d read her account of the shooting in the police report and had removed her name in what was now a wasted effort to protect her. Then he’d asked Irving not to release the report to the media. He hadn’t known Tessa Novak was the damned media.


Frustration and anger chased through him. Did she realize what she was doing? Was she that desperate to make headlines? Did she want to end up dead or worse?


Just another damned journalist out to build her career on other people’s misery.


Margaux kept talking, her voice a syrupy poison in his ear.


“Here’s the best part: ‘Then on the edge of the parking lot, I see him. Tall and surrounded by an air of menace, he’s wearing a black leather jacket, just like the killer. His long hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and stubble covers his jaw. He watches me for a moment, half concealed by darkness, and I find it hard to breathe. Am I looking into the eyes of a cold-blooded killer? I point him out to police, but he’s already gone.’”


The words hit Julian like a fist, made his brain buzz. He was a federal agent, someone used to moving in the shadows, and he’d just been described on the front page of the fucking newspaper. “Jesus Christ! Damn it!”


“‘An air of menace’—wow! Compelling stuff, Julian, though I think she’s giving you too much credit.” Margaux laughed, a cold, glassy sound. “Burien’s men will be reading this. So will he. Do you think they’ll make you from the description?”


“I doubt I’m the only man with long dark hair and a black leather jacket in Denver.” Still, it was a possibility he couldn’t ignore. He would have to be prepared.


At least now he knew why the blonde had seemed to recognize him—she’d seen his leather jacket and assumed he was the killer. The woman had good instincts. He was a killer, just not the killer.


“You’re getting sloppy, Julian. If you blow this case—”


Rage flared in his gut, but he kept his voice calm. He was not going to let her throw what had happened three years ago in his face every goddamned time they talked. “You stick to your Internet ops, and let me take care of the street.”


“And the reporter?”


“I’ll handle her.” Chief Irving wouldn’t be happy to see this either—the details of an ongoing investigation spilled to the public.


“If you don’t, Burien surely will. And you know what he likes to do with women.”


TESSA ARRIVED AT the paper after what was almost a restful night’s sleep, latte in hand, to find the I-Team meeting post-poned and Tom waiting for her in his office.


“Chief Irving is in there with him, and they’ve been shouting,” Sophie warned her.


“Oh, good! I just love to start the day with a bit of yelling.” Tessa dropped her briefcase by her desk and walked to Tom’s office, fairly certain she knew what this was about. “You two wanted to see me?”


“Sit down, Novak.” Tom gestured toward a chair, clearly angry. “Chief Irving was just explaining the limitations of the First Amendment.”


Tessa looked over at Chief Irving and saw he was angry. He was a big, beefy man with a with a round belly and white bristles for hair. He looked out at her through pale blue eyes that told her he’d already had his fill of bullshit for the day—not surprising since he’d been conversing with Tom. He wore a tan trench coat over an awkward blue suit, his black shoes long since having lost their polish.


“First, Ms. Novak, let me say how sorry I am that you witnessed such a terrible and violent crime. These past two days can’t have been easy for you.” His eyes and the warmth in his voice told her he meant what he said. It was certainly more than she’d gotten from Tom.


Tessa swallowed the lump in her throat, looked at her feet. “Thank you, sir.”


“We’d like to catch these guys and throw them behind bars for the rest of their lives, but the story on the front of today’s paper is going to make it harder for us to do that.”


That had her head snapping up. “How can that be? I would think making this information public might prompt people to call in leads.”


“That’s because you’re thinking like a journalist and not a government pen pusher.” Tom’s interruption set Tessa’s nerves on edge.


Chief Irving pretended not to hear him. “It might bring us a few leads. But what it’s really going to do is tell whoever is behind this murder exactly what we know.”


“How does that hurt anything? The killer already knows there are witnesses.”


“There were certain details—what the girl said to you, for example, or the spinning rims—that only someone who was at the scene would know. Those details might have proved helpful to us when interrogating suspects. That’s why we opted not to release the police report. But you’ve just shared it with the entire Denver metro area.”


Tessa felt her temper kick in. “People have a right to know what’s happening in their neighborhoods.”


Chief Irving nodded, then frowned. “Sure, they do. But they’ve asked us to do a job for them, and sometimes doing that job means temporarily controlling the flow of information.”


Tom gave a snort. “Spoken like a true bureaucrat.”


Tessa held up her hand to shut Tom up. “I know you and your officers have a job to do, Chief Irving, and I don’t mean to make that more difficult. But I have a job to do, as well, and this time it’s not just about journalistic idealism.”


Tom’s frown deepened.


“It’s about a teenage girl who was shot down right before my eyes. She was a living, breathing person, and someone murdered her when she wanted desperately to live. I have to do whatever I can to see that she gets justice, to make sure she isn’t forgotten.” Tessa felt a surge of hot emotion, felt tears prick behind her eyes. She willed them back.


Not in front of Tom! 


Chief Irving nodded. “I understand that. I respect that. But it’s not only the case I’m worried about, Ms. Novak—it’s you. By announcing to the world that you’re an eyewitness, you’ve made yourself a target. These guys aren’t exactly shy about killing. I’d hate to see them come after you.”


Tessa had thought long and hard about this last night when she should have been sleeping. “What do they stand to gain by killing me now? Everything I know is now part of the public record. If they kill me, they’ll just draw more attention to what I wrote. Surely they’re not that stupid.”
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