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			For my readers:

			It’s here because of you.

		

	
		
			“You’re the One”

			by Rev Theory

			You are the hurt inside of me

			And you are the one that makes me weak . . . 

		

	
		
			prologue
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			I watch from a distance as the umbrellas become a tangled web of black, linked together by mourning.

			Theirs.

			Mine.

			My hands grip my long-range binoculars, special issue. With a flick of my wrist, I snap them open and feel rage, impotent rage. Faith, who was like a sister to me, is being lowered into the ground, and that merciless fuck walks free—a pretender among those of us who grieve, those of us who will never be the same again without her. I want to kill the bastard who stole my Faith. Dead because of a coincidence that I might have stopped. If only I’d paid closer attention. If only I’d been prepared. The guilt batters against my soul, unforgiving, insistent.

			“Cas . . . ,” Agent Luke Adams begins.

			“Don’t,” I say. In my peripheral vision, I see Luke breathe out in a frustrated hiss. He says something low into the mike hidden underneath his protective gear, wrapping him in false safety against guns and most knives. A cloak of protection that won’t be needed today.

			We’re following direct orders. The senator of South Dakota’s son, Thaddeus MacLeod, will not be taken into custody, even for the hint of a whisper of questioning. Circumstantial evidence and a high-profile family have kept our team of FBI waiting for the go we’re not going to get.

			We’re crippled by politics and protocol. The senator, a newly anointed presidential candidate, will not have his bid for the highest office in the country threatened because a group of FBI operatives determines that his son is the most obvious suspect in this murder. Hell, I don’t even need evidence; my gut tells me it’s him: Thaddeus MacLeod raped and murdered my cousin while the spoiled bitch she had taken under her wing listened in the safety of a nearby closet. Doing nothing to help, nothing to stop it.

			I tried to shove away the memories of her recorded recounting. But I’m haunted by parts of Jewell MacLeod’s confession. She did not speak for two days after being found in that dark hole of torment. But when they finally got her talking, it was clear that she’d been living in a special kind of hell since it happened. A hell she created for herself by listening to another die and yet doing nothing.

			Saying nothing.

			Choosing to do nothing.

			My skin crawls as my eyes move over the crowd of mourners, my gaze traveling past Jewell’s stepmother, in a crimson dress, before they reach Jewell, dressed in black, her red hair burning from the distance I’m keeping from her. I’ve seen the tapes. I know her face. I’m not a fan of the Witness Protection Program; the ones we protect should be aware of our protection. That she will, but I understand why it’s necessary. Given Jewell’s public position and the delicacy of the mission, we want an ironclad acquisition and subsequent conviction.

			My eyes narrow as I watch her, the woman Faith protected with her life and who now plans to flee. The FBI is deep into the MacLeods’ lives, a finger in every pie, and her emptied trust account first alerted us. Just as the acquisition of her new identity—provided by the FBI, unknown to her—confirmed our suspicions. Luring the suspected killer into our hands is a dance of strategy and unorthodox methods. In this case, Jewell’s ignorance keeps the advantage in our favor. If she were to know that we protect her, her behavior might reflect that and give the killer subtle signals to stay away. Just as we need him to get close.

			A smile spreads across my face. She’s unknowingly tipped our hand, shown what her plans are and therefore pegged herself as the first person to be in Witness Protection without realizing it. It’s really perfect, I think.

			The program will give her a sense of control. She doesn’t know she’ll be a pawn in our pursuit of the murderer, Thad, that bastard stepbrother of hers.

			My gaze shifts to Thad. Tall and good-looking, a poster child for the prodigal son, and I see the monster that Faith told me about lurking beneath the veneer.

			I try to shake off the shattered remnants of my haunting guilt. But it grips me, carrying me off on the current of my memory like a captured leaf, forever churning as the water of my emotions takes me back to the night that Faith called me. And I didn’t answer.

			Two Weeks Ago

			“Come on, ass wipe, don’t be a sissy girl. Bring it,” Luke Adams goads from above me as I toss my head to the side to shake off the sweat that runs into my eyes. The beads fling like paint spatter as I grunt and slam the bar high, locking my elbows as I ram the bar into his palms, and Luke smiles like the ass clown he is. I strain for balance, the huge discs forcing grace when I’m tired as shit.

			“Nice, Cas, you still have the balls . . . today,” Luke says, deadpan.

			I don’t say anything but carefully lower the bar, clanking it softly in the bracketed cradle of the seated weight bench.

			I snake my hand out and latch on to Luke’s thigh, giving him a horse bite that should last into next week.

			“Fuck!” he howls, trying to give a well-placed retaliatory wrist chop. I feel the breeze of his hand as I jerk my own back. Sitting up, I swivel around on the bench and rip a towel off one of the many pegs hanging from the wooden towel tree.

			“You dick!” Luke hisses with a laugh, holding his abused thigh.

			“No commentary when you spot, Adams,” I instruct dryly, dabbing at the sweat now chilling on my neck.

			“I’m just trying to get you to focus, you jag-up. Jesus, that’s going to bruise.”

			“Yeah, let’s call 1-800-who-gives-a-shit,” I say with a smirk. Adams gets so worked up. It’s all fun and games until someone loses an eye, he always says.

			Luke gives me a disgusted look and rubs his leg. “You’re a prick, but you’re a strong prick, so I’ll let that slide, Steel.”

			I grunt a half laugh as I scroll through messages on my cell, many of them encrypted updates about the Scent. That’s my code for what I call an investigation when it’s wrapping, when all of us on the same team are closing in on the suspect. And right now, the Scent is so powerful I’m gagging on the stench.

			We’re closing in on a suspect. A male who’s been profiled to fit the serial killer model to a T.

			“Well?” Adams asks, dabbing at his own sweat-coated hair.

			“Looks like he’s waiting for something.”

			Adams touches his nose. “How’s your . . .”

			I swivel my face to look up at Luke as he stands there, sweaty and tired after our workout ritual. “He’s here,” I say. “The sick fuck is here.” I feel my eyes take on a thousand-mile stare. Then I say, almost to myself, “I think he knows.”

			Luke grows still, looking around the deep bowels of the FBI compound where we work out six days a week. It’s like goddamned Fort Knox. He looks around anyway. In a whisper, he says, “He can’t know, Steel. We’ve been tight on this at every step.”

			I shake my head, wiping down my forearms, the last place to sweat, the last place to dry. “Nah, I think he’s been successful for this long because he’s just that instinctual.”

			I let Luke chew over that mental morsel.

			Finally, he nods, then grins. “Kinda like you, Cas. Raw instinct.” He makes a sudden fist with his hand as his grin widens. “In fact, you should have been a serial killer.”

			“Fuck off, Adams,” I say casually, flicking him with the edge of my towel. It snaps like a firecracker and catches his leg in the exact spot I’d horse-bit him minutes before.

			“Ow! Ya masochistic fuck!”

			A little too close to the truth, I think.

			I smile and he throws his towel over my head before tackling me.

			Just another day in the gym.

			When I’ve made Adams submit to my satisfaction, we clean up. The locker room fills with steam, along with the reek that all guys’ locker rooms have: eau de ass with a chaser of rotting socks. Yeah. I walk over to the mirror above the row of basins and swipe a forearm across the murky surface, my armband tat flashing black geometrics, the sun tat at my shoulder gazing back from my upper pec.

			My longish hair is wet from the shower, and I comb my fingers through it to keep it out of my eyes until it gets a natural blow-dry on my bike—a 1965 vintage Harley. My pride and joy.

			The mirror begins to fog again before I can fix my hair, and I sigh in disgust. Doesn’t matter, I’ll be sporting a different look on the next assignment. I’ll be fucking thrilled to get rid of the long shit. “You’re beauttee-ful, Steel,” Luke says, fluttering his eyelashes as I finish sweeping my nearly black hair off my face, and I flip him the bird in the mirror. He laughs.

			“What’s put that shit-eating grin on your face?” Then Luke snaps his fingers. “I got it: You’re gettin’ some.”

			I turn around and give Luke a glare as I grab my leather jacket and punch the locker room door open ahead of us. “No, asshole, just dreaming of a long bike ride.”

			“Goddamn! It’s a bike. It’s not like a chick, Cas.”

			“Well . . .”

			“Okay, you ride both, but”—he spreads out his hands—“it’s not the same, just sayin’. ”

			I can’t help it, Luke always gets me grinning. Even in a long case, as wide and unyielding as the ocean, Luke struggles through and pulls out the humor. Thank Christ, because I’m feeling the strain. How long has it been since I’ve gotten laid? Sat and had more than two cold ones and a half-day’s ride to someplace unknown but by the black ribbon of road and the beast under my seat? Too fucking long.

			We walk in companionable silence, making our way through the security checkpoints. Finally, when we’re released from the subterranean section of the FBI, the dungeon where the bodies of the federal defenders of the good old US of A are fine-tuned, we break away for our separate vehicles and Luke turns with a finger in the air like a flag.

			I throw my gear over my shoulder, my body begging for sleep without nightmares.

			“How’s it going?” he asks suddenly.

			I shrug, a strand of hair falling forward as I blow it to the side.

			“I don’t know, I’m hanging in there with it.”

			“You want to kick his ass,” Luke easily guesses.

			I nod. “More every day.”

			“Listen, don’t compromise your cover because of this personal shit, Steel.” His eyes, not normally serious, hold mine with an intensity that’s uncomfortable.

			“She’s family, man. I can’t just call the neutrality card or some shit like that.”

			“You’re too in your head on this, Cas. Be there for her, but not all the way.”

			I throw my hand out in frustration. “What would you do if your cousin brought you these stories?” My eyes search his and I take a step closer, casting him in the late shadows that summer’s brought as it kisses twilight’s descent. “They’re grooming this man for president, Luke,” I say in a low voice, my implication obvious. I hate to consider a suspect’s environment as anything but that: surroundings. But it matters that our prime suspect’s dad is running for president. If we’re wrong, if we can’t garner the proof necessary to put him away, the FBI won’t recover from the fallout.

			Luke catches my meaning instantly. Luke and I go way back. He’s well aware of the close relationship I had with Faith. How Thad MacLeod’s abusive and perverted behavior toward Jewell had escalated. He hadn’t stopped at animals. We’re sure of it, yet not sure enough to charge. “We know he’s got a son who’s busy torturing and killing animals. Are you sure there’s nothing sketchy about the sister?”

			“Stepsister,” I clarify. Then I wonder why Faith couldn’t have chosen a different best friend.

			Luke shrugs. “It’s sick as fuck, but it doesn’t mean anything. Faith shouldn’t have gotten involved, man.”

			I shrug again. Must be my family curse: We’re everyone’s champion, always pulling up the downtrodden. That’s the Steel way. Faith comes by it naturally.

			“We’re the G-men, Steel. You know we can’t touch local; let the PD have it. He’s not president yet, just a senator. It’s not on us.”

			“Jewell’s afraid, Cas”: Faith’s words to me whisper through my head, her levelheadedness making the situation feel that much more urgent.

			“Besides, you don’t need this noise now. We’ve got the noose of pressure in place around our prime suspect and it’s tightening as we speak.” Luke throws his hands up, palms out, like case closed.

			We’re all gunning to catch this serial killer, but things have a way of slipping out of the most capable of hands. Maybe it’s just nerves, but I have a bad feeling. I touch my cell in my hand like a talisman, a comfort knowing Faith can reach me if she needs to. My eyes drop to the screen as I swipe my thumb across it, my fingerprint password opening it . . . to a black screen.

			“Shit,” I mutter.

			“What?” Luke asks.

			I grunt. “My fucking cell’s dead as shit.”

			Luke grins. “Kind of running with the undercover role, Steel?”

			I give him a sour look. It’s not easy to switch gears; I’m so deep into my latest gig I find it hard to remember where I begin and the persona ends.

			Luke shrugs. “So what? It’s your day off,” he says, dismissing the importance of a dead cell.

			But that disquieting feeling intensifies like a slow-blooming orchid inside me as the instincts that Luke noted earlier are so much a part of me come alive.

			When Luke’s cell vibrates, he looks at the message that comes in. He turns to me, and his eyes confirm my fear.

			My life turns on a dime right then. I can almost feel the slow spiral like an internal slide of vertigo that threatens to engulf me.

			The serial killer has been given too much rope, and instead of strangling himself with it, he has taken down one more victim. Thaddeus MacLeod had us feds fooled like trained dogs. He slipped our noose entirely.

			In a pivotal moment of destiny inserting its will, he shatters my life. I pick up the pieces, my hands bloodied and raw. A new promise is put into place that day. The day Faith dies.

			Thaddeus MacLeod will pay with his life.

			I don’t understand it then, but later I realize he’s not the only one accountable for Faith’s death. Jewell isn’t an innocent party in this. She’s the only one who in that moment could have stopped it. And she made the conscious decision not to.

			We’re too late to stop what was put in motion: Faith stolen in a huge gulp when a fortuitous moment presents itself. My cell phone not working when Faith called me sealed her fate. Accidental . . . final.

			We race to the nearest vehicle.

			Toward death.

			Toward vengeance.
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			I let the binoculars drop against my thigh as the memories of that horrific day slide away. I see Jewell cross the sodden grass of the cemetery, her skirt flying behind her as she jogs gracefully on dancer’s legs, and for just a moment, I remember the hours of surveillance video of her I’ve forced myself to watch.

			Luke clears his throat, and I give him another look. “Let’s go,” I say in a short voice. My eyes go back to the casket, the mourners gone now, escaping the reminder of their mortality.

			My eyes swing back to the limo. It’s no longer there. Jewell has fled.

			I will find her wherever she goes. Jewell will be missing for her family but will be hiding in plain sight for us feds.

			We turn to leave, and Luke holds me back as I see Thaddeus approach and greet the press, my dead cousin’s broken and violated body just paces away in an uncaring grave.

			I’ve never believed it’s possible to feel hate that acutely. I can taste his death on my tongue.

			My arm bites with a band of pins and needles from Luke’s fingers clamping on to my biceps, pulling me in the other direction.

			I’m the wrong agent for this job. I know this. My personal stake is high: Faith is more to me than just another statistic, another case file.

			But I’m also the perfect choice, a study of the classic oxymoron. It’s my relative who has been murdered. That should get me a pass. But that very fact makes me the classic dog with a bone. The Bureau needs me, and justice will be served on my terms.

			I will stop at nothing until Faith is vindicated.

			Two Years Later

			It’s my scene and has been mine from the beginning, though the higher-ups have fought tooth and nail against it. I’m too close and all that shit, they said. But in the end, they can’t deny that it’s my baby. I’ve let us suck at the proverbial teat, fed it, swaddled its shitty ass, and now the go’s in place to make contact with the object of our protection.

			Jewell MacLeod.

			Jewell’s cleverer than anyone has given her credit for. Aside from changing her identity twice—causing us briefly to lose the bead on her—she’s altered her hair color and eye color and kept a low profile. Smart. However, it always comes down to time. People are creatures of habit, and those who are talented are compelled to do that which they’ve been blessed with. As is the case with Jewell, now Jess Mackey. Jewell has inserted herself into a new environment, blending in like every other twenty-year-old University of Washington sophomore.

			She gave herself away with what to anyone else would seem an inconsequential act: a ballet audition. But that’s what cinched it. Now we know she’s our bird—the bait we need to capture a psychopath.

			Jewell may have proved a useless witness, unable to give us anything we could use to pin Faith’s death on Thaddeus given her cowardly decision to hide away in a closet while Faith lay dying, but at least she’ll make a decent pawn. DNA evidence had already proved inconclusive, and a convenient knot on Thaddeus’s head, combined with a weak story about a loss of consciousness—and mountains of Daddy’s money—saved him from immediate scrutiny.

			But I know better.

			Jewell heard from the closet what was happening to Faith and did nothing. And ultimately she hadn’t seen who was responsible.

			A few weeks before, Faith had confided to me what Jewell had told her—that Thad has all the markers of a psychopath: time in psych wards, torture of animals, a deep loathing of his parents, and a decidedly unstable family life. Senator MacLeod, domineering and displaying episodes of antisocial behavior, is clearly not running on all cylinders himself. He’s also brilliant at hiding his true nature.

			And now Thad is missing. All our careful data collection and obsessive observation of the family as they cocooned themselves from scrutiny and distance from Faith’s murder is hanging in precarious balance. Thad needs to come to justice. For the victims. For Faith.

			Our research and his combined history suggest he’s hunting again. It doesn’t matter to me that the crime scenes here reveal no physical evidence that Thad is the murderer. My gut never lies. I know it’s him.

			The bodies piling up in the region where Jewell MacLeod now lives is a giveaway: Her brother is coming to visit. And I plan to be there when he does. Son of a hopeful presidential candidate or not, he’s going down for Faith’s murder. As for that stepsister of his . . . her stay of liberty is coming to an end. Jewell won’t be able to escape from her part in all of this that easily.

			All this runs through my head in a familiar beat of torture I put myself through almost daily as I’ve seen Jewell now transformed into Jess. Her shy act and modest, gentle demeanor seem to be fooling all who meet her. I can’t believe they don’t see the entitled debutante she was, and still is, with her professional ballet lessons, private school education, and deeply ingrained snobbery lurking just below the surface. I know enough from proximity to Faith to have learned about the comings and goings of that family. Faith’s gregarious nature had been unintentionally forthcoming. She painted a picture of the MacLeod family in unflattering detail. FBI intel fills in whatever holes remain.

			But all that distant surveillance is coming to an end now.

			I watch her as she heads into the auditorium of the University of Washington. Obviously succumbing to the need to stroke her own ego, she lets a guy cop a feel while he pins a number on her thin T-shirt once she is inside. Her braids, now gold, are secured on her head like a woven crown, the band of her yoga pants a riot of color at her hips.

			I lean back against the wall, allowing myself for the first time to be seen by her if she chances a glance in my direction.

			My eyes bore holes into her back. Turn around, I command inside my head.

			She doesn’t. Her wide blue eyes, which disguise a shade of brilliant green, scan the auditorium. Her full lips are slightly parted . . . in what? Surprise? No. The little brat is up to something. Why else would she decide to do this audition after disguising herself so carefully?

			Fucking stupid.

			I cross my arms, and a two point five nods my way, his campus security badge winking under the huge hanging fluorescent lights that wash everything an icy blue. They buzz slightly above my head, and I sweep my hand in an agitated scrub over my buzzed hair. It’s been itching like fucking crazy since I got it shaved. But I have to admit that in my new role, I’m allowed to look like me again, and it’s a relief not to cover my tats anymore with that pancake crap. I feel like I’m starting to find my way back to myself. My former persona is no longer necessary, as first contact is right around the corner. I’m no longer blending in but playing the ghost of myself.

			I work out seven days a week now. It’s as necessary as breathing—an outlet for my aggression, which keeps me from going rogue and chasing after Thad on my own. Not that I’ve given up preparing for one day coming face-to-face with the bastard. I’ve taken my hand-to-hand combat to a new level, my sparring partners in the FBI down to the insane, stupid, or both.

			My muscles are tense as I suffer through watching two lackluster dancers before Jewell takes the stage. They’re shit, I think with an internal sneer.

			She’ll be shit too. Why Faith loved her is beyond me. Just sheer loyalty, I figure.

			I crack my knuckles, shift my weight, and scuff a worn black combat boot against the highly polished gym floor.

			When the music fills the auditorium, I know it’s for Jewell.

			I can see the change come over her face as she hears the first notes of Moonlight Sonata. It transforms her, and for the first time since I’ve been watching her, Jess Mackey’s careful cover slips, and Jewell bursts her skin.

			I stand up straighter, the crowd in the packed auditorium becoming still, silent, and watchful. I could hear a pin drop, with just the minor notes of the classic Beethoven piece filling the space as it echoes and comes back to her. It feeds her energy and mastery over the music, over her body. I watch like everyone else, mesmerized, my heart speeding, her talent a raw and wild thing, captured by the music.

			Her hair winks like linked gold as her leg snaps parallel to her face. Jewell drives it against herself as she spins across the stage, her moves at once as fierce as they are graceful. For that moment, she robs me of my seething anger, my need to avenge Faith. All I see is Jewell as she comes nearer, like a mirage I can’t shake. The urge to close my eyes takes hold and I force them to stay open, to watch Jewell dance.

			Her arms flutter by her sides as she floats across the stage. The judges’ eyes are glued to a dancer whose steps are whisper soft as the final notes of the music swell into a crescendo and then halt abruptly.

			There’s a beat of silence, and then the notes swell once again as Jewell holds her leg beside her face, her toe pointed at the ceiling.

			She spins once more, landing in a spiral of whirling color. Her hands fall to cup slightly at her sides as her face stays turned and away, the long column of her neck like a swan’s.

			For a moment after the music has died, there is no sound, like a vacuum has stolen the breath from everyone, the very air. Then like a bubble that pops, people stand, clapping and cheering.

			Jewell scans the crowd. Unnervingly, she looks straight at me and I feel a jolt. I remember why I’m here and return her dead-on stare, holding her gaze captive for a moment.

			Her face is an open book, and I’m pleased to see she takes a half step backward, as if slapped by the intensity of my stare. The reaction I’d hoped for. She won’t forget me now.

			Just then, her fellow sophomore Carlie Stanton crashes into her with a congratulatory squeal, blocking me from her line of sight.

			Jewell never sees me leave.

			We’ll meet again now that the introductions are out of the way.

			Thaddeus MacLeod

			Thad enjoys the hunt almost as much as he delights in the kill. In this case, he certainly relishes choosing handy clones of his stepsister; it helps him bide his time until he can satiate his reckoning against her. After all, practice makes perfect. A chilling smile sweeps across his GQ features, then vanishes like a cloud covering the sun. The manifestation of real emotion is as fleeting as the authenticity of its appearance.

			Thad GI crawls, his elbows propelling him forward on the needle-covered ground. Branches claw at his camouflage jacket as he adjusts his night-vision binoculars and peers out from the greenbelt whose forest neatly hides him. They are light, foldable, and so accurate they can spot a tick on a deer at a hundred yards. But Thad is not in need of quite that level of observation this night. Instead, he watches his subject giggle and twitter as she executes the slut walk of shame.

			Amanda Mitchell. Exquisite. He’s seen her in daylight: ginger hair a sweep of silk between shoulder blades that flank the ponytail she usually favors. It’s her eyes that finally convince Thad she is enough like Jewell to dispose of.

			It is Jewell who is responsible for his frosty upbringing. It is she who makes his existence less than it is destined to be. When she ends, Thad will begin.

			He tightens the magnification on the lens and bears down on his conquest. He watches her walk to the girls’ dorm and listens to the rat-tat-tat of her fuck-me pumps echoing on the cement.

			Thad has the same image he’s always had. He sees the many girls who’ve died so his timing can be perfect now, as it needs to be. Closing his eyes, he imagines standing in an octagon-shaped room with nothing but mirrors, Jewell standing in the middle. When he opens his eyes, there’s an infinity of Jewells.

			Every one of them needs killing.

			Thad, never good with idle time, will be very busy.
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			“You look like a razor blade went crazy on your skull, Steel,” Luke tells me, taking a bite of his apple. The sound cracks across the lunchroom of our temp FBI headquarters in nearby Normandy Park, Seattle only a scant fifteen minutes away.

			I roll my eyes, dumping my legs out in front of me. I’ve been beating the shit out of my body lately, running, lifting, and riding the hog in a blur like a mechanical routine that’s supposed to relieve stress. Instead, it just seems to reinforce my loneliness, my alienation from everyone, everything—except my anger. Not that I bother with introspective bullshit.

			“Yeah,” I reply, stifling a yawn.

			“So you made initial contact?” Luke asks.

			I nod. Hell, yeah, I did, remembering Jewell’s face. It haunts me by day and hunts me by night. That innocent shock at my hostility in the moment in the auditorium is etched in my memory.

			He smirks. “Y’know, I think you’re getting the dumb jock shit down.”

			I nod, smoothly changing the subject, and Luke scowls. Adams’s undercover persona sometimes slips when he’s not playing student at the U Dub.

			“Did you make first contact?” I ask with a knowing smile.

			“Yeah, fucking Brad . . . the ass clown.” He sighs.

			As if on cue, Agent Decatur Clearwater breezes in. He’s playing the role of Brad, the guitar-playing, motorcycling leather fan club member and fellow student in Jewell’s biology class.

			“I heard that,” he says as he gives Luke the middle-finger salute and rustles around in the community fridge, whipping out a Chinese take-out box. He sniffs it and says, “I guess it won’t kill me.”

			“Don’t bet on it,” Luke says dryly as he folds his arms across his chest.

			“Nice today, Dec,” Luke adds. “You’re putting it on, not too thick, not too thin. Nice job on the cover.”

			“Yeah, I’ve got to make it seem authentic.”

			“You two done swapping spit and taking long showers?” I ask after their self-congratulatory fest winds down.

			“Who pissed in your Wheaties?” Dec leans back in his chair as he shovels noodles into his mouth with near-expert use of his chopsticks.

			He’s traveled extensively across the globe and speaks fluent Mandarin, Spanish, and Vietnamese. This current assignment is a real departure for him. Gangland is usually his turf; at least, his one assignment before this had required a completely different persona.

			I sigh, scrubbing a hand over my head for the second time, frustration gaining a head of steam.

			“He made contact with the lovely Jewell today, Dec,” Luke relays significantly.

			The chair legs drop down with a loud thunk on the linoleum, and Dec gives a low whistle. “That’s why your boxers are in a twist?”

			I open my mouth, then close it against the scathing rebuttal on the tip of my tongue. “I didn’t actually make verbal contact.”

			Adams stares at me. “You? Stalling? I don’t think so. What’s going on, Steel?”

			I shrug. Leaning forward, I let my hands dangle between thighs barely contained inside the denim, my workouts pushing the limits of my clothes fitting. “I don’t know, she was at this dance audition thing.”

			“Shit, that’ll get our bird noticed,” Dec says around a mouthful of soggy noodles. Actually it did.

			I nod. It’s what we want: to flush that turd of a brother out of the toilet he’s been floating in.

			“Well,” Luke says, standing, “I’ve established myself as Brock the asshole jock.” He spins and takes a shallow bow.

			“I think the asshole part has already been established,” I say with a small smile, and Luke gives his second middle finger of the day. I know it won’t be his last. Seems to be a helluva lot of that going around.

			“And I have established my superiority over your mouth-breathing status.” Dec smirks.

			“I hate playing the idiot,” Luke mutters.

			“Is it really a stretch?” Dec asks, and Luke takes a swing at him, noodles scattering like limp worms over the floor.

			“Hey!” Dec says. “I’m the one doing biology for the fifth time. I hate the goddamned college assignments. If I have to”—he ducks out of Adams’s hold—“do one more Fucking. Punnett. Square . . . I swear I’ll go batshit!”

			As Dec and Luke scrabble on the floor, I walk over to them and grab a handful of shirt just as Marshal O’Rourke walks in the door.

			Comic relief.

			Not so much, I think, seeing our superior’s face as he takes in our bullshit shenanigans.

			“Cut the bullshit.” I bite the inside of my mouth to stifle the guffaw. I know it won’t go over well. His next words suck the oxygen out of the room, along with my captured laugh: “There’s another missing girl.”

			That gets our attention and our asses off the floor.

			“Who?” I ask.

			“Another college girl. Amanda.”

			I feel my gut knot. Unbidden, Jewell’s face floats to the top of my brain, and I beat at it until her image breaks apart like spun glass.

			Dec’s face falls, his eyes bulging in their sockets and interrupts, “Mitchell?”

			O’Rourke nods.

			“What?” Luke asks.

			“Our boy’s active again,” I intuit immediately. That girl was in Jewell’s class, my mind whispers. Like I need the reminder.

			I have a running tally of the enormous student body of the University of Washington and a more intimate catalog of everyone in every class that Jewell attends and has attended, every acquaintance old and new. Amanda Mitchell is on my radar.

			Was on my radar.

			O’Rourke’s chest heaves, twin spots of bright color flaring on his face. “So while you guys are in here playing grab ass, our suspect is plucking fruit from the campus like his own personal orchard.”

			His inflamed face turns to me. “Steel.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Amp up this shit. Make contact; flush this fuck out of the sewer system. Get him out in the open where he belongs.” His eyes search mine, seeing something he doesn’t like, and adds, “Are we clear? Because I’m itching to hand this whole fucking mess over to some other agent who’s not compromised by his connection to one of the vics. I let you take the lead on this because you promised me you were the guy for the job. Don’t fumble this.”

			My stomach knots some more, squeezing the speed lunch I’d consumed back up the old food pipe. I can’t lose this assignment when I’m this fucking close.

			“Clear?” he repeats, though I know he’s not really asking.

			“Crystal, sir.”

			“Good.” He looks from Dec to Luke. “And you two, act like fuckups at the university where it’s authentic. Off the clock, act like Bureau.” His gaze shifts back to me. “Don’t go too deep on this, Steel. Make contact with Jess Mackey and put that fucking stepbrother on notice.” He runs a hand through his hair. “God help us if we’re wrong on this.”

			We won’t be wrong, can’t be wrong. If our profiler is right, Thad will move in to take a chance at Jewell, and we’ll be there to nail the shitbag when he does. A serial killer sees any intimacy as a threat to his plan. His dominance. I’m betting Thad is the dominant type.

			O’Rourke turns to go, then spins around, his eyes drilling Adams and Clearwater. “And, boys?”

			We wait.

			“Don’t get too cozy undercover. Don’t become what you’re playacting. Pretending isn’t real.”
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			I leave the hot engine of my Harley ticking as I walk away from the university parking lot, making my way to where I know Jewell will be. I don’t have a plan to make contact with her. I’m not going to lie to myself; I’m stalling. I’m going to meet, in the flesh, the only person who could have stopped Faith’s murder, could have prevented the death of a woman who was like a sister to me. Someone who couldn’t even muster a scream, a 911 call, for the woman who had put her before everyone else.

			Then I see her in the hall, talking to that lacrosse douche. Suddenly the image of her dancing fills my head, playing like a slow-motion movie of seduction behind my eyelids. I shake the image from my mind, instead rifling through the mental head count of the students, shrugging off many possibilities of who this jerk could be. Finally, a scrap of memory presents itself—Mitch Maverick, I vaguely remember. A recent transfer student. I make a mental note to look up his background because he’s talking to our swan in hiding. Can’t have that. Anyone who even breathes around Jewell gets infiltrated.

			I take ample opportunity to watch the two as they make faces of interest at each other.

			He makes me sick, just like her—two rich brats gravitating toward each other. Water seeks its own level, I think with barely contained disgust. It’s like a homing device, they know they’re cut from the same cloth.

			Well, fuck that. O’Rourke wants me to make contact? Fine.

			I truck over, using the confident gait I adopt when I know I might have to use my fists instead of my words. It feels good, like the beast who smells the lock getting turned to signal its freedom from its cage. I can almost hear it sigh inside me. I always feel so sure of the physical. That I can dominate. My cock and my fists: Those do what I tell them.

			A small smile curls my lips. I’m in utter control here. I have it.

			Then Jewell MacLeod turns and looks at me full on.

			The surveillance tapes didn’t prepare me. The recounting of the horror of her testimony didn’t either. They were a pale shadow of what happens between us in this moment. It’s a sucker punch that takes me in a classic one-two. If I hadn’t been trained to pretend, to be someone else, she’d have brought me to my knees with a look.

			It instantly slams into me why Faith loved her, it strikes me between the eyes like a physical blow: Jewell is fragile, vulnerable. She’s a woman on the chasm of breaking apart. Faith had felt the same thing I’m feeling now: a fierce sense of protection.

			I listen to Maverick’s limp introductions and completely dismiss him, studying the woman in front of me. Her carefully dyed hair gleams softly, the mess of its weight knotted at the bottom of her neck, strands escaping along her collarbone.

			The sudden urge to kiss her along that delicate intersection pops up unbidden in my mind. When her eyes meet mine, I gaze into the false sea of blueness, knowing the deep emeralds that are beneath.

			I shift as I stand, subtly getting myself in hand and break the spell as she sticks out her hand, and I almost blow it by calling her Jewell. At the last moment, I repeat the name she’s using, the one Maverick introduced her as. “Jess Mackey?”

			I wrap her hand in mine, and when our skin meets in that first press of flesh, heat instantly travels from our contact and tells the guy downstairs that everything is alive and well.

			Fucking great, I think, shifting my weight again.

			This can’t be happening. How can I feel anything other than hatred for the girl who let her selfish fear, her gutless passivity, overtake her when Faith needed her most?

			Even telling myself that, I can hardly let go of her. I look into her eyes and see them widen at the contact.

			Does she feel it too? Before I can get a read on her, Maverick wrecks the moment by clearing his throat.

			Jewell steps back, our fingers sliding out of each other’s hold like reluctant taffy.

			I strain to think of something to normalize the moment and immediately fall back on being an asshole. I’ve had moderate success with that in the past.

			“Just wanted to meet your girlfriend,” I tell Maverick. My smile’s full of sarcasm. “She looks a little lost, if you ask me.”

			“No one did . . . ask you,” Maverick says as he puts me on point for half a second.

			Then I hear the velvet of Jewell’s voice, and another small tingle shoots up my spine. Fuck, I’m in so much trouble here. This is not how this is supposed to go. I can’t lose the grip on how I’m supposed to feel: cold, distant, calculating.

			But this is the kind of event that reams of paperwork and two years of surveillance can never convey. Chemistry, raw and pure, is a conduit between us.

			“I’m not anyone’s girlfriend,” Jewell notes in a cool tone of subtle reprimand.

			Kinda feisty, I’m surprised to note. That’s not something I’d known about her.

			Then Jewell turns on her heel and practically runs off.

			What the fuck? I smile as I watch her move away, Maverick calling pathetically after her.

			Suddenly I sense it’s Jewell MacLeod who’s in control here, and I start to panic. Maybe I’m not the right guy for the job. But then an idea takes shape, and it’s one that will work with O’Rourke’s directive—and make my dick calm down.

			The question is: Will she go with it?
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			FBI Temporary Headquarters—Normandy Park

			“So how was biology, Brad?” I ask, sucking the water out of my bottle down by half, workout gear clinging to my chilling body. I need to rehydrate. Badly. I left Adams down there licking his wounds. I give a tight smile, then slug down the rest, tossing the bottle in the recycling can.

			Dec’s brows dump over his brown eyes, his scowl deepening as he crams half a sandwich in his mouth, talking around it. “Y’know, Steel . . .”

			My brows pop.

			“You’re an uptight sucker. Why don’t you work it out?”

			I flex, laughing. “Thinking I’m doing enough of that already.”

			Clearwater looks at me, nods, then says, “Yeah, Hercules. What gives?”

			I shrug, no time for self-examination for me, but I give the best response I can. “I need this case to close, Dec. I won’t be happy until it’s signed, sealed, and delivered, and that little bitch Jewell delivered up for justice like a cherry on top. That’ll make a dude wound.”

			Dec gives a small frown. “Yeah . . . about Jess Mackey.”

			“Jewell,” I clarify in a flat voice.

			“Steel, come on, ya hard-ass. She’s hiding. Whether we know it or not, keep your focus.”

			I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I open them, my expression resolute. “Okay, whatever. What is it?”

			Dec slams his palm on the table, the salt and pepper shakers rattling. “Listen, Steel, I know you blame our girl for Faith’s death . . .”

			“I don’t blame her. I hold her accountable.” My eyes hold his, unflinching, determined.

			Dec sighs, swinging his dark hair out of his eyes. “For Christ’s sake, Cas, she’s a ballet dancer. She couldn’t hurt anyone.”

			As I open my mouth, his finger wags in front of me. “No, shut up for once.” His eyes bore into mine. “You’re wrong about her. She’s shy and sweet.” Then his eyes narrow. “Think about it, Steel. What was she supposed to do? Open that closet and defend Faith?” he asks, his palms up and away from his body. “Fucking think about it, Cas. She would have died too. Thad would have chewed her up and spit her out.”

			My next words are meant to hurt, to deflect. I’m so good at this verbal maneuvering tactic it’s second nature. “You want to bang her,” I state.

			There’s a charged silence.

			“I want to beat your head in for that, Steel,” Dec says in an ominous tone. Then, “Not everything’s about sex.”

			Right. “Uh-huh,” I agree unconvincingly.

			His hands clench, and I know he’s thinking about having a go. Then his shoulders relax. “She’s not the kind of girl you bang, my friend. She’s not one of your little submissives.”

			I frown, my hands bracketing my hips. “What kind of girl is she, then?” I ask sarcastically.

			Dec waits a second, allowing the pause to swell between us. “She’s the kind of girl you love, Cas.”

			“She’s too terrible to love,” I say in a knee-jerk response. But Dec is ready, a smile spreading across his face.

			“She’s too good not to.”

			Fuck, I think, we’re talking about the subject here. Maybe we’re all getting a bit too close. And yet his yapping is beginning to break down the walls of the carefully constructed image of Jewell that I’d created in my mind of a passive, narcissistic woman, which I’d been clinging to for two years.

			But for the sake of the job, I know I have to ignore my fellow agent’s words.

			She’s just bait to entice the killer out of hiding.

			My rage over Faith’s death needs to fall on someone, especially with Thad out of reach.

			But it doesn’t sit as comfortably on Jewell as it once did.
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			It’s easy to compromise a fuel line, especially when the car’s owner would rather dance than put gas in her car. I’ve never met a car I can’t persuade to do my bidding, and her shit Kia was a pushover. Must be a big step down from her usual wheels, I think with disdain.
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