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When Kyle Winslow escapes from custody and targets everyone Special Agent Steve Williams cares about, a turn of fate brings Steve face to face with Ty Aris—a criminal mastermind topping the FBI’s most wanted list.

Torn between justice and vengeance, Steve must make a decision.

Join alliances with Ty, or arrest him and lose his best chance to catch the bastard who destroyed his family.

"Unstoppable, breath stealing, and terrifying all at once."—Cat Connor, author of killerbyte, terrorbyte, and exacerbyte.

"Hunting Season goes where few venture, mixing a compelling crime thriller with supernatural forces. The action and drama is thick and fast and I guarantee you will not be able to put this book down."—Poppet, author of Seithe and Darkroom.
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN he escaped?” Steve Williams shot to his feet, the constant whoosh of the breathing apparatus drowned by his sudden, sharp inhale. Pain tremors shot up from his throbbing ankle, the cast providing enough inertia against the tile floor to slide, and he tumbled back in the chair with his heart hammering against his rib cage.

“Kyle escaped during the transfer. A semi sideswiped the police van, rolling it into a ditch on the side of the highway. By the time the cops got there, he was gone,” Jack Murphy hissed into the phone, his anger bleeding through the line.

“Where?”

“Just outside of Concord.”

“Fuck,” Steve muttered. He glanced at his wife. The bruises from Kyle’s attack were still visible on her pale skin.

“We’ve got crews scouring the woods right now. We’ll get him.”

Steve lacked Jack’s confidence, and he balled his hand into a fist around the phone. “You’d better, because if I find him first, I’ll kill him.”
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FUBAR.

The thought produced a quiet humph and Steve studied the falling snow outside the window, waiting. His fingers rose to the eye-patch, grazing the pliable material that covered the hollowness of the socket underneath. A shiver rippled through him, and he clenched his teeth.

He flexed his right hand. After six months of physical therapy, he still did not have the dexterity to shoot straight, and his arm constantly ached where the bone had splintered. His leg screamed whenever a low-pressure-system arrived; making his slight limp more prevalent, and right now, it throbbed in time with his heartbeat. Sighing, he returned his attention to the swirling white flakes.

Dr. Montgomery, the FBI sponsored psychiatrist assigned to his case, slipped into the room and took a seat, opening Steve’s file. He adjusted his spectacles before resuming where they left off. “You need to deal with what happened, Steve.”

“The son of a bitch is still out there.”

Dr. Montgomery leaned forward and folded his arms on his desk.

They had been through this routine a dozen times in the past few months. Dr. Montgomery, always calm and reasonable, and Steve, always falling back to his unimpassioned crime scene analysis, avoiding the trauma he endured.

Steve watched the snowfall for a few minutes before continuing. “I’m an FBI agent. I should be out there looking for him.” He attempted to skirt his emotions again.

“And what does the husband and father part feel?”

Steve’s jaw clenched. “I’m not sure I want to answer that.”

“Why not?”

Steve turned toward Dr. Montgomery. “Because you’ll never clear me for active duty.”

“Anger is a perfectly normal emotion, Steve.”

Steve scoffed and turned, catching his reflection in the glass. A single unwavering azure eye stared back. He ground his teeth so hard they ached before meeting the doctor’s gaze. “He blew up my daughter.”

“Keep going.” Dr. Montgomery said.

“I want to kill him!” Steve closed his eyes, willing the rabid dog inside to stay caged. He drew a deep breath and blew it out slowly, fogging the windowpane in front of him.

Steve turned his head toward the doctor. Fury coursed through his veins. He clenched his jaw and pulled the air in through his nose before he continued. “I should have shot him when I walked in the door.”

“Why didn’t you?”

That question plagued Steve at least a dozen times a day since the explosion. If he had, Jennifer wouldn’t be lying in a hospital bed with no hope of recovery. Instead, he paused, and that cost him his daughter and his wife. “He had a detonator in his hand, and he said if I didn’t put the gun down, he’d blow up Samantha.”

Steve’s jaw worked overtime, grinding his teeth. Anger pulsed through his body, making the tips of his fingers and toes tingle and his skin burn.

The rage consumed Steve. Raw, unbridled, unstoppable rage.

Rage because he was stupid.

Rage because his baby girl was dead.

Rage because Kyle escaped.

Steve’s breath came in short gasps. His jagged nails dug into the soft flesh of his palms, tempering the rage a notch. Slowly, he uncurled his fists, stretching his fingers as he stared at the floor.

“The fucker’s still out there. And he isn’t done with me yet.”
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STEVE LEFT THE SESSION with Dr. Montgomery and headed over to the hospital. He sat, slipping Jennifer’s pallid hand in his.

The steady pulse in her wrist echoed the constant blip of the heart monitor. Both grim reminders, mocking him with a constant cadence of life where they said there was none. He blinked away the sudden mist that formed over his good eye, biting his lower lip to stave off the sorrow. Steve’s eyes closed against the vision of his beautiful wife lying there like the shrouded corpse of Snow White. He prayed numbly, his mind playing out a desperate litany to whatever God would hear him.

“I swear, Jenny, if I ever find that bastard, I’m going to rip his heart out with my bare hands.”

Six months in the ICU left her nothing more than a skeleton with stretched pale skin amidst the tubes and wires that kept her alive. Despite breathing without a respirator, her brain activity was sporadic at best. The only movement that appeared on the graph coincided with Kyle’s murders; otherwise, the line was endlessly straight. The visions continued, even in her catatonic mind, and every time the blip appeared, someone died.
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JENNIFER STOOD FROM HER crouched position in the corner and crossed to Steve. Laying her hand on his shoulder, she stifled a sob when it passed through him with a ghost-like quality, and she cursed the wasted body trapping her in this living hell.

“I love you, baby. Please don’t give up on me,” Jennifer whispered.

She reached for him again, to push his bangs out of his eye, but her hand had as much effect on his black locks as a trail of smoke. Not even a strand moved.

Pain seared her soul, and she crumpled at his feet.

Was this her damnation for not being able to save their daughter?

To spend all eternity near Steve and never be able to touch him, to feel his strong arms wrapped around her, his tender lips on the curve of her neck, his peppermint breath on her tongue?

She had to get back—she had to tell him Samantha’s death was not his fault. She had to tell him she loved him, no matter what. She had to tell him about...

The door banged open, interrupting her train of thought.

“Don’t do this, Dad, please don’t do this again!” Jennifer climbed to her feet, voicing her disdain on deaf ears.
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HER FATHER, JOE CURTIS, shoved the door open and glared at Steve like he was a giant insect in need of extermination. Stiffening, Steve prepared himself for whatever bullshit Joe was dishing out this time.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in therapy?” Joe slammed his tray down on the table.

“I got out early.”

“This is your fault!”

Steve ignored him, the pulse in his temple blinding as anger simmered just below the boiling point. He exhaled. The rush of crushed bones under his fist flashed against his closed eyelids, satisfying the need burning in his skin. The mini-mind-flick contained his anger for the moment.

“She wouldn’t be lying here if you hadn’t screwed up her life.”

He counted to ten silently before he met Joe’s glare, but it wasn’t enough to calm the beast inside. He shot from his chair, rocketing across the room until he stood toe to toe with Joe. “You want to repeat that?” A satisfied smile formed on his lips when Joe stepped back.

“You screwed up her life,” he repeated, stabbing his finger against Steve’s chest.

Raw willpower kept him from breaking the finger that poked his chest. The inferno raged, edging his vision with flares of red as he met Joe’s brazen glare and pressed forward, crowding him. “Don’t you dare!”

“You put her in danger. You’re responsible for this!” Joe waved toward the bed. “And you’re responsible for my granddaughter’s death!”

Steve slammed Joe against the wall, his hand clamped around his father-in-law’s throat. “The fucker staged his own death. Had I known he was still alive, I never would have left Jenny alone.”

“If you hadn’t married her, she’d still be alive!” Joe croaked under the pressure of his strained vocal cords.

Steve let go and stepped away, putting distance between them. “She is alive.”

“Her body is, but her mind has been gone for the past six months.”

“She’s still in there and I’m not pulling the plug.” He pointed toward the door. “Now get the hell out of here before I get a restraining order.”

Joe stormed out of the room, leaving Steve alone with the steady sound of the machines.

Like a hurricane making landfall, despair decimated him, constricting his lungs, bowing him over. He slumped in the chair, cradling his head in his hands.

Jennifer had to be in there somewhere. She had to be.

He clutched her limp hand and the silent mantra played on. After what seemed like hours, he glanced at his wife, wiping his tear-stained cheeks.

“I need a miracle.”
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STEVE SHOT TO HIS feet at the sudden high-pitched beep on the brain wave monitor, reaching for his gun and blinking the sleep out of his eyes. When his hand fell on nothing but his shirt, he glanced around the room, getting his bearings. The heart monitor bleeped sporadic and fast and Jennifer’s eyelids opened. Opaque eyes, covered with the film of clairvoyance. Dead eyes like a corpse.

A tremor started in his toes and slinked its way up his spine, causing the exposed skin on his arms to curl into bumpy knots.

“Shit.” He flipped his phone open and hit the speed dial. “Jack, she’s having another one.”

“How long do we have?”

Steve listened to the staccato beat of her heart, the monitor showing the frantic red lines crossing the screen. The needle on the brain monitor swayed back and forth, covering the entire paper readout, matching the pace of her heart.

He didn’t have an answer for Jack.

“How long?”

“I don’t know. When she was having them in New York, it was a window of a couple of hours.”

“God damn it!” The sound of a palm hitting the desk accompanied the curse.

“Where was the last one?”

“San Francisco.” Jack answered. “But that was a couple of months back. He’s been quiet lately.” 

Jennifer’s eyelids dropped, settling down again along with her heart rate. The brain monitor returned to the solid unmoving line along the middle of the paper. Whatever vision consuming her ended as abruptly as it began.

Steve inhaled. “Like clockwork. A couple of months and then he has to kill. I wonder how he’s controlling the urge between murders.” He studied Jennifer. “Any hits correspond with the other murders?”

Jack didn’t answer right away.

“Well?”

“Steve, this isn’t your case anymore.”

Jack’s unwillingness to share information brought the blood rushing to his cheeks. “Jack, he killed my daughter.”

“You are not active, Steve. And even if you were, I wouldn’t discuss the details with you. It is not your case.”

“Come on, Jack.” Steve’s teeth clamped together. Frustration tingled in his fingers as he squeezed the cell phone.

“This is not negotiable. You already know what you’re required to do to reactivate.”

Steve cut his boss off. “I can’t go to Quantico right now.”

Silence.

“Jack, I can’t, not yet.”

More silence.

“God damn it, Jack, tell me what’s happening! Tell me what you’re doing to find that bastard!”

“We’re doing all we can to find him, Steve.”

“That’s not enough!”

The sharp inhale filled the line. “You know I’m doing everything humanly possible, but he disappeared off the grid again. He has a new identity and the money trail you found last spring went cold. Our subpoena held no weight overseas and without that trail; we can’t find him unless he makes a mistake.”

Steve hung his head, the phone still to his ear. Jack was right and that burned him, fanning the torch of rage further. Exhaling, his breath whistled through his tight lips. “I get it.” He ended the call and sat back in the chair, rubbing his two-day stubble with his palms.

He raised his eyes to the full moon peeking in the window. Someone was going to die tonight and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.
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ANOTHER DEATH. THIS TIME closer to home.

New York City.

Steve sat, angry and bitter, in Dr. Montgomery’s office. He wanted to be out there hunting the bastard, but no, Jack insisted on these stupid sessions.

His hands trembled with rage and his gaze snapped from the floor to meet the doctor’s. “If I ever find him, he’s a dead man,” he said through a solid wall of teeth. “Can I go now?”

Dr. Montgomery leaned back in his chair with his hands clasped on the desk. “I think you should join my group therapy sessions.”

He laughed.

The doctor cocked his head. “Do you want to remain in the FBI?”

His chuckle stopped as if a light switch tripped. “Fine. When?”

“Monday at Brooksfield Mental Hospital. Nine A.M. sharp.”

Steve raised his eyebrows. “You want me to discuss an active case in front of a bunch of crazy lunatics?”

Dr. Montgomery nodded and offered his most sincere a-yup smile.

Steve muttered a ream of curses under his breath. He rose and crossed to the door. “Fine,” he shot over his shoulder and slammed the mahogany door, storming away while the wood rattled in its frame.
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JACK GLANCED THROUGH THE dossiers on the table in front of him. “I need the best we’ve got, Ron.” He looked up at Assistant Director Ron Cleary. “And that’s Steve Williams.”

“I’ve got reservations...”

Jack held his hand up, interrupting his superior. “Steve’s the best field agent I’ve ever seen. There hasn’t been anyone like him since his grandfather walked these halls. But he’s angry, and if we cut him loose, he’s got nothing left. He’ll go after Winslow.” Jack paused and looked out the window at the Quantico campus. “If he’s paired up with a partner, he’ll be less likely to go rogue on us.”

“He’s overdue for his refresher,” Cleary said.

“If I can get him down here, will you reinstate him?”

“I don’t like this. His psychiatric evaluation says he’s an unstable risk.”

“He’s a little hotheaded at times, but I’d stake my career on him.” Jack kept Cleary’s sharp stare, holding his ground, wondering if he’d be able to deliver on his end of the bargain.

Cleary drummed his fingers on the desk and then turned, pulling another file out of the cabinet. He tossed it to Jack. “Eric Connor. He’s the brightest of the new recruits.”

Jack opened the file and perused the contents. His eyebrow rose. “You want to pair Williams with this kid?”

“He’ll keep your boy in line.”

“You’re willing to give him up?”

Cleary leaned forward on the desk. “I looked into Agent Williams’ file and you’re right, his ability to put the facts together is genius and if you’re willing to put your career on the line, he must be even better than the paperwork suggests. That kid is the best I have, and he could learn a thing or two from Agent Williams. So, yes, I’ll lend him to you, provided you can get Williams down here to run through the refresher course.”

“I’d like to speak with him,” Jack said, holding up the file.

With a nod, Cleary picked up the phone, punched in a few numbers, and beckoned the young agent. Before he resumed the conversation, a knock interrupted, and Cleary traded a glance with Jack. He crossed to the door and opened it.

Eric Connor stood in the doorway wearing gray sweats and a t-shirt, his hair wet and slicked back. “You called, sir?”

Jack blinked, shocked at the kid’s unusual eyes—eyes that would stand out anywhere. They reminded him of a spring storm in New England—grays, greens and blues gave the illusion of raging, rolling clouds.

“Yes. Special Agent Eric Connor, I’d like you to meet Special Agent in Charge Jack Murphy,” Cleary said.

Eric stepped forward, extending his hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

Jack accepted the handshake and nodded. “Likewise. Director Cleary speaks highly of you, young man.”

Eric raised an eyebrow and glanced at Cleary before bringing his gaze back to Jack’s. “What can I do for you, sir?”

“What do you know about Kyle Winslow?”

Both the kid’s eyebrows rose, and he took a deep breath. “Kyle Winslow is wanted by the FBI and Interpol for the murders of twenty some women across the globe in relation to the slasher cases. The FBI believes he is Tony Bondino’s personal assassin because nearly all the slasher cases correspond to mafia hits, but they were unable to get concrete evidence to that fact.” Eric stopped and shifted his gaze to his commanding officer before continuing. “Last spring, he went after an FBI agent and his family before being arrested. Unfortunately, he escaped and went underground for a couple of months before the killings started again. His latest victim showed up in New York City a few days ago.”

Impressed, Jack nodded. “Now tell me what you know about Agent Williams.”

The question clearly stunned Eric, and he opened his mouth to speak and then closed it for a second, shifting his weight and staring at the floor. He raised his gaze. “Steve Williams is perhaps the most gifted agent the FBI has ever encountered. His ability to sniff out the truth is as uncanny as...” he trailed off, his lips pressing together like he didn’t want to finish the sentence.

“As what?” Jack asked. He had a feeling Eric was going to say as his wife’s clairvoyance, but this kid would have no way of knowing about Jennifer’s abilities.

“As his aptitude to find trouble.”

The answer brought a bark of a laugh from Jack. He studied the young agent. “Why do you say that?”

“With the exception of the rape case at Yale, his career is peppered with as many close calls as collars.”

“True,” Jack said. He’d been there for some of those narrow escapes. “How would you feel about working with him?”

Eric’s eyes widened, and the color bled out of his cheeks. “I, uh,” he stumbled and cleared his throat. His gaze dropped to the floor, and he shifted his stance. “I, um, I’m not sure. Didn’t his last partner die?”

Jack crossed his arms. “Yes. His partner died in a firefight with Charlie Wisnowski. If Agent Williams hadn’t been there, Wisnowski might have gotten away.” And his cover wouldn’t have been blown and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.

Eric chewed on his lip and nodded.

“Let me clarify what SAC Murphy is trying to say,” Cleary interrupted. “You are Special Agent Williams’ new partner. He will join us in a few days and while he is here, you are to keep him out of trouble.”

Even though Eric frowned at the news, he nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“I don’t want him going after Kyle Winslow half-cocked, understand?” Jack asked.

“Yes, sir,” Eric replied.
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STEVE STOOD IN THE doorway of the community room at Brooksfield Mental Hospital with his arms crossed, observing the dynamics. Patients wearing olive-green scrubs gathered in a circle, waiting for the group therapy session to begin.

“There’s a seat for you, too.” Dr. Montgomery said as he approached Steve from behind.

Steve grumbled and followed Dr. Montgomery, annoyed at the prospect of discussing his situation with a bunch of crazy strangers. He didn’t exactly blend in, not with his jeans and work shirt marred with a hospital issued ID badge slapped on the pocket. Everyone gawked as he slid into the empty seat and crossed his arms.

“We have a new member of the group today. Steve Williams.” Dr. Montgomery said. “Mr. Williams, would you like to tell the group why you are here?”

“Not particularly,” Steve answered. He let the silence fill the space, unaffected by the dozen pairs of eyes boring into him. He cocked his head, his lips curling into a smirk. I’m not going to make this easy.

“I lost my daughter a couple of years ago.” A man sitting next to the doctor said, breaking the awkward silence. He was staring at Steve.

Steve turned, and it only took a moment to identify the familiar face. When the name came, so did the circumstances. Little girl, seven years old, killed in the woods here in Brooksfield. The most bizarre case he ever encountered, but at least he met Jennifer. We almost died that year, too.

A shiver caressed the back of his neck and Steve uncrossed his arms, shifting in his seat.

“I was too busy trying to put up the stupid tent and when my wife showed up at the campsite, that was when I realized Amy was gone.” He took a moment to pick at the hangnail on his thumb. “They found her a couple of days later.” He paused, his Adam’s apple jiggling. “In pieces.” An audible gulp followed.

“Harry, right?” Steve asked, pulling the name out of his memory banks. When the man nodded, Steve continued. “You didn’t know what was in those woods.”

Harry shrugged. “I should have kept an eye on my daughter. I yelled at her to stay out of the way.” He took a deep breath. “That was the last thing I said to her.” A tear slid from the corner of his eye.

“You didn’t know.” Steve sighed, fidgeting restlessly, one ankle tapping the chair leg. Propping his chin on his thumb, he curled his index finger over his lips, sucking in a deep gulp of air. He held it for a moment, letting it seep out like a punctured tire, leaving him empty and hollow. Guarded. His gaze slid away from Harry, calm and unblinking, belying the drumbeat of his pulse roaring in his ears. It amazed him that the rest of the group couldn’t hear it. His stare hardened as he aimed it at the doctor. The bastard ambushed him.

“Agent Williams was the one who caught the monster.” Harry informed the group.

All eyes swung toward Steve.

Steve acknowledged the statement with a nod.

“Why are you here?” Harry asked.

“My little girl was murdered in April. She was less than a month old.”

Harry stared at Steve with parted lips.

“How did that make you feel?” Dr. Montgomery interjected.

He tilted his head, challenging the doctor. Silence filled the space as twelve pairs of eyes bore into him and he shifted in the chair.

“Why don’t you tell the group how losing your daughter made you feel?” Dr. Montgomery pressed.

“I felt like someone kicked me in the gut and I’d never be able to take a full breath of air again.” He locked eyes with Harry. “Then the anger took over,” Steve admitted.

“And now?” Dr. Montgomery asked.

Steve crossed his arms. “Now, I’m going hunting.” A deadly smile spread over Steve’s lips, creating a collective shiver through the group like the brittle New Hampshire winter stroked their skin.

Dr. Montgomery blinked, unable to hide the shock of Steve’s answer quickly enough. He paused and took a sip of water. “What are you hunting?”

Steve’s smile widened a fraction. “Another monster.”
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STEVE STEPPED OUT OF the Brooksfield Physical Therapy center, slipping on the sunglasses that hid his eye patch.

“Hi, Steve.”

Steve turned and raised his eyebrows. “Jack, what are you doing up this way?”

“You need to get your ass down to Quantico.”

“I’m not leaving Jennifer.”

Jack dug his hands in his pockets. “Has there been any change?”

“No. There’s been no brain activity, not since the last murder, if that’s what you’re asking,” he snapped. “Have you found the son of a bitch?”

Jack shook his head. “We’ve got nothing.” The disgust bled into his voice, and he looked away, taking a deep breath. “You need to go through the refresher course if you want to remain in the FBI.”

You are out of your fucking mind! He went to speak but thought better of it; instead, he dug in his pocket and pulled out the keys to his car. “I can’t leave her.” The bleep-bleep of the car unlocking punctuated his statement, and Steve met Jack’s irritated stare.

“I promise, if her status changes, we’ll get you back here as fast as we can.”

Steve paused, looking out over the rugged, snow-covered landscape. He opened the car door and leaned his arm on it. “Only if you put me on the case.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

Steve cocked his head and shrugged. He went to sit in the car.

“God damn it, Steve!”

He paused and glanced at his boss. “You want me back? You let me track down that son of a bitch.”

“And what are you going to do when you find him?” Jack shot the question back, his face red with aggravation.

“You’ve seen my psych evaluation.”

Jack sucked his breath in. Steve had made it clear in his psychotherapy sessions that if he ever found Kyle; he was going to kill him. “Is that what Jenny would want you to do?”

Steve’s nostrils flared. “That’s low, even for you.” He slid into the seat and pulled the door closed.

Jack stopped the door from latching, pulling it open and staring at Steve. “You can’t keep her alive if you don’t have a job.”

Steve closed his eye and hung his head. He turned so he could see Jack with his good eye. “Fine,” he growled with white knuckles on the steering wheel. “When?”

Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out a plane ticket. “Today,” he said, slipping the paperwork into Steve’s hand. “Go pack.”
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WITH HIS BAGS ALREADY packed and in the trunk of the car, he headed up to the third floor ICU. He gave the nurse a nod and slipped into the room, sitting in the vacant seat by the side of the bed and taking her pallid hand in his.

“Jack says I have to go to Quantico.” He closed his eyes.

“I don’t want to go, but if I don’t, I’ll lose my job.” Steve dipped his head, struggling with the internal war—one side yanking him toward his job, his duty, and the other grounding him to the spot next to Jennifer. He knew Kyle planned to destroy him, and it was more than personal now. Nothing was off limits. Not even his comatose wife.

Steve glanced at his wrist. He had to get moving if he had any hope of catching the plane. He stood and pressed his lips to her forehead. “I promise I’ll be here as soon as I can if you wake up. I love you.” He turned, leaving the room without a glance back.
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JENNIFER JUMPED TO HER feet. “You can’t leave me! Please, Steve, don’t go. He’ll come back. He’ll hurt me, again.” Jennifer screamed and lunged, her hands passing right through him. She crumpled to the ground at the entrance to her room, unable to break from her prison.
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Hunting Season Chapter 10
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STEVE STRETCHED IN THE balmy Virginia air, stifling a yawn. “I forgot how nice it is down here.”

“It’s hit or miss this time of year.” Jack pointed out, popping the trunk of the Explorer.

Steve glanced at him, grabbing his suitcase. “It’s still a far cry from New Hampshire.” A sideways smile accompanied the comment. “Where to?”

“This way.” Jack led Steve to the third floor of the dormitory. He swung open the fourth door on the right and waved him in.

A student, fresh out of college, sat behind the desk clicking away on his laptop. He closed the computer and stood as they entered the room.

Steve scrunched his eyebrows. The kid looked familiar. Something about his multi-colored eyes triggered his memory, and the information flooded into the forefront of his mind. His eyes widened a fraction and his brow smoothed out. New York City. About five years back. A psycho attacked his family in one of the warehouses on the river. The news stories of that event rivaled his own.

“Eric. Eric Connor.” He reached his hand toward Steve.

“Steve Williams. Glad to meet you.” Steve swung his suitcase onto the bed before trading handshakes with Eric.

“Thanks. I can take it from here,” Eric said to Jack.

Jack nodded and took a step toward the door.

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Yes, you do. He’s your new partner.” Jack pointed his thumb at Eric. “He’s the best to come along since you graced these halls, maybe even better.”

Steve scoffed. “I thought you were my partner.”

“I was never your partner, Steve.” Jack turned and left.

Steve sat on the edge of the bed, abandoned. He glanced at Eric. “I don’t need a fucking babysitter.”

“No, sir.”

Steve looked the kid over. “Bet you never thought you’d end up with a crazy freak as a partner,” he said after a few minutes.

“Bet you never thought you’d have a smartass kid as one,” Eric volleyed back.

Steve chuckled, not expecting such a snappy comeback.

“Seriously, I’ve seen your file. You’re a hell of an agent.”

“Bet your ass I am.” He unpacked his clothes.

“I was sorry to hear about your daughter,” Eric added, shifting uncomfortably. “I know what it’s like to lose someone close.”

Steve paused, glancing over his shoulder. Bullshit. Tell me that when you’ve lost your only child. He nodded and returned his attention to his half-empty suitcase.

“I guess losing a sister isn’t the same as losing a child though... but...” He trailed off and shrugged.

Steve hesitated and went back to unpacking. “So, you really think I’m a crazy freak?” He pushed the last drawer closed.

“No,” Eric answered. “You’re not a freak,” he clarified with a smile.

“You’re a smart ass,” Steve answered.

He grinned. “Always have been. Drives my parents crazy.”

Steve took a seat on the edge of the bed, observing Eric. “What exactly did they tell you about me?”

“I have your file, including the psych evaluation.”

Steve remained calm on the exterior, but his heart jumped like a taser shot. What the fuck happened to doctor-patient confidentiality?

Eric chuckled.

“What’s so funny?”

“Doctor patient-confidentiality, I don’t think it applies to FBI sponsored shrinks.”

Steve creased his brow, his instinct flaring. You reading my mind? The thought leaped into his gut so quickly he trusted it.

“I wouldn’t know about that. I’ve never been considered an unstable risk.” Eric made little quotations with his fingers as he said unstable risk, quoting the evaluation.

“Fuck you.” Steve stood up and crossed the room to the door. If you saw the things I’ve seen...

“What the fuck do you mean if you saw the things I’ve seen? You don’t know what I’ve seen, so don’t give me that bullshit!”

Steve stopped with his hand on the doorknob. I didn’t say that aloud. He slowly turned toward his new partner. “Does Jack know?”

“Does Jack know what?” Eric asked with wide eyes.

“That you can read minds.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

Steve smiled. “If you’re going to work undercover, you damn well need to lie better than that.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

Steve changed tactics. “My wife used to be able to tell I was lying a mile away even when no one else could.” I’ll have to do some background checks on this one.

“My background is clean,” Eric blurted.

“Yeah, right.” Steve studied Eric. The kid shifted restlessly, trying to steady his nervous energy. “So, back to my original question. Does Jack know?”

Eric met Steve’s sharp gaze and shook his head. “No one knows.”

“I’ll be damned.” Steve dropped his hand from the doorknob. This could be his golden opportunity to find Kyle, and he raised an eyebrow at the possibilities.

“I won’t help you kill anyone.”

Steve took in a breath. “You don’t have to; you just need to help me find him.”

Eric shook his head. “I swore to uphold the law.”

He glanced at Eric and his eyes narrowed, his mind flowing over their brief conversation. What are you hiding?

“I’m not hiding anything.”

Steve’s mind went off like prisms of light shooting in several directions, assembling the information he just received into a coherent jumble of thoughts. If the kid is clean, it must be something else.

Eric’s eyebrows creased.

Family.

The click in his mind was almost audible and Eric’s eyes went a fraction wider.

Something about his family. He smiled at the reaction. “So, you might not have background issues, but your family does.”

“I need to get to the shooting range.” Eric looked at his watch, sidestepping the conversation again. He headed toward the door and Steve grabbed his arm.

Steve found himself slammed face first against the door, his arm protesting with a flare of pain as it twisted behind his back.

“My stepfather is a third-degree black belt and taught me everything he knows,” Eric said in his ear. “So, please, don’t fuck around with me.” He let go and stepped back.

Eric thudded on the floor from the sweep Steve executed.

“I actually earned my black belts, so don’t ever try that again.”

“God damn, you’re fast,” Eric said, looking up in awe from his vantage point on the floor.

“Why do you want to be my partner?” he asked, looming over Eric.

“I didn’t have a choice,” he replied. “Agent Murphy ordered me to.”

Steve laughed. “Do you do everything you’re ordered to?”

“Yeah. Don’t you?” Eric replied.

“Not always.” Steve shrugged, and the smile faded. He had broken the rules a time or two and skirted by without reprimand. “You realize I’m your senior officer.”

It was Eric’s turn to laugh. “Not.” He headed out of the room.
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