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        COLD & DEADLY

        Cold Justice® – The Negotiators (Book #1)

      

      

      Hostage Negotiators can talk themselves out of anything—except falling in love.

      FBI Supervisory Special Agent Dominic Sheridan is an expert in Crisis Negotiations. Confident, professional, used to dealing with high-stake situations under tense conditions, Dominic is a master at manipulating people. Everyone, that is, but the headstrong rookie agent bent on destroying her fledgling career.

      As a child, Ava Kanas put her life on the line when the mob executed her father. Now someone has killed her mentor, the man who inspired her to become an FBI agent—and she’s the only one who recognizes it was anything but a tragic accident.

      When another agent is murdered and Dominic nearly dies, it becomes obvious a serial killer is targeting the FBI. Defying their superiors, Dominic and Ava search for clues in the investigation, all the while fighting a forbidden attraction that will complicate everything, especially when the predator sets their sights on Ava.
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      The shooter nestled behind the low brick wall on top of the four-story building. The wet asphalt was rough on the knees, but the wall was the perfect height to support the barrel of the Browning X-Bolt Micro rifle with its Ledsniper hunting scope.

      A quarter of a mile away, across a busy highway, a group of men and women in somber suits crowded around a hole in the dirt. Diamonds of moisture clung to the tips of fragile blades of lush green grass. A slight breeze ruffled the dense leaves on the sturdy oaks.

      Details of the grief-stricken mourners’ faces were razor-sharp. The crispness of pressed, white, cotton shirts. Grizzled whiskers poking through wind-reddened cheeks. The soft, plump curve of an earlobe pierced by an expensive, gold earring.

      Crosshairs found the handsome face of Dominic Sheridan. His dark blue eyes were reddened at the rim, skin pinched as if consciously holding back emotion. A cleft marked his chin, underscoring a wide mouth set to grim.

      Funerals did that to a person.

      People milled about, supporting one another, united in grief, blind to danger—sad, devastated, hurting.

      Would this tear them apart?

      Would it destroy them?

      Would it make them wake, screaming in the darkness, night after night, year after year, victims of relentless, perpetual anguish?

      Would they understand? Or would they remain oblivious to the last man?

      The trigger was smooth and silky to the touch. Index finger perched, delicately balanced on the precipice of life and death.

      Vengeful.

      Powerful.

      Godlike.

      A long, slow indrawn breath. A breath that marked the moment everything changed. The moment the darkness became visible. Death became a reality.

      A steady exhale found the body’s natural pause. Then, that seemingly endless moment of inertia as the trigger was gently squeezed, forcing the firing pin to strike the explosive charge in the bullet and retribution to obliterate flesh at 1700 miles per hour.

      Now the endgame began. Now everything changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Van Stamos—FBI retired—had eaten his gun. According to the powers-that-be it had been an accident. Van had gotten hammered one night last week and mistakenly shot himself with the service weapon the Bureau had so generously let him keep after thirty years of dedicated service.

      Dominic Sheridan wasn’t fooled.

      Van had been walking around occasionally drunk and in charge of a loaded firearm for four decades, first as a beat-cop and then as an agent. It seemed like a hell of a coincidence the guy suddenly got careless enough to make a hole in the roof of his mouth right after he retired.

      Dominic pressed his lips together as he and his fellow pallbearers eased the casket onto a pedestal beside the grave. He silently fought the frustration and anger that filled him every time he thought about this kind, decent, hard-working man taking his own life. Dominic should have been there for him. He should have known this might happen. He blinked away searing tears that burned for release. He wanted to walk away and find a dark corner and howl out his grief, but he knew how to hide his emotions better than most.

      Van had done more to keep him alive and employed in those early days as a new agent than the rest of the FBI combined. Dominic had loved the guy but was still too pissed or repressed or goddamn screwed up to cry at his funeral. What was worse, Van would have totally understood and forgiven him. He was that good a person.

      Sweat beaded Dominic’s temple. The fine wool of his black jacket was too heavy for the hot, sticky humidity of a late Virginia summer. His shirt clung to his back, making his skin prickle uncomfortably, the same way his mind itched for answers. The monotonous rumble of the priest’s voice competed with the incessant buzz of a deer fly who wanted a piece of him. He ignored them both, the same way he tried to ignore his friend’s body laid out in that wooden casket.

      Right now, it was hard to think about anything else.

      Dominic had known the transition was gonna be hard on a guy who’d been a mover and shaker in his time, who’d helped put away notorious mobsters and violent serial killers. Playing golf and joining the local bridge club was hardly in the same league as keeping America safe, although Van had assured Dominic he was looking forward to peace and quiet after a long, satisfying career.

      He’d put in his time, Van had told him with one of those ironic little smiles. And then he’d eaten his own fucking gun.

      A bead of sweat ran down Dominic’s temple and into his starched collar. This was the third funeral in the last year for agents he’d worked with at the New York Field Office (NYFO). Dominic was fast thinking the most dangerous thing a G-man could do was retire.

      The fact Van’s death had been officially deemed an accident rather than suicide meant Van could be buried with his beloved wife, Jessica. If the diocese had denied Van that right, Dominic would have come down here in the dead of night with some fellow agents, a few good shovels, and moved the damned casket himself.

      A woman’s voice cut through the service. Angry and sharp. It punctured the somber atmosphere the way a shard of glass pierced flesh. Dominic recognized Special Agent Ava Kanas arguing with Supervisory Special Agent (SSA) Raymond Aldrich, the man who’d become her boss upon Van’s retirement.

      Realizing she’d caught people’s attention, the agent lowered her voice. Judging from her body language, though, she was doubling down on her argument with her boss. Her jaw was iron hard, body tense, pale fingers gripping the material of her black blazer so hard that her knuckles gleamed.

      Dominic narrowed his eyes. He’d been introduced to Kanas at Van’s farewell party a couple of months ago. She was a rookie agent in her first office assignment (FOA) and looked young even for that. She’d worked with Van at the Fredericksburg Resident Agency in Virginia—Van’s final posting—and they appeared to have been close. His old friend and mentor had had only good things to say about the woman but then, even before his wife’s death, Van had always been a sucker for a pretty face. Dominic liked to form his own opinions and hadn’t had the chance nor reason to assess Kanas’s capabilities. He’d been busy catching up with Van and other old friends. Many were also here today. Nobody felt much like partying.

      The younger agent hadn’t stuck around for glory days or good-old-boy stories. Dominic didn’t blame her.

      She grabbed Aldrich’s arm. Her boss tried to pull away, but she wasn’t letting go. Dammit. They were about to cause a scene. Dominic excused himself from Van’s two grownup daughters and went to head off the brewing confrontation. It only took a few seconds to reach the fuming agents who were standing beside a gnarly, old oak at the edge of the crowd.

      Kanas eyed him warily. Her brown hair was pulled into a pony so tight it tugged at the skin beside her eyes. Maybe that explained the furrows of pain etched on her brow, but he didn’t think so.

      “Whatever the two of you are arguing about,” Dominic said quietly but firmly, “how about you rein it in until you’re back in the office.” He masked his ire but not his impatience.

      Kanas’s chin lifted, and he was pinned by fierce, hazel eyes.

      Dominic stared right back. He didn’t want Van’s funeral to be anything other than the respectful memorial the man deserved. More importantly, there were a lot of powerful people here today. Dominic didn’t want Kanas creating a spectacle of herself and possibly ruining her fledgling career. Van would have wanted Dominic to look out for her—the way Van had looked out for Dominic all those years ago.

      He called upon all his experience as one of the FBI’s top negotiators to dampen his own grief and anger and contain the situation. “I can see you’re angry, which sucks. But whatever the issue is, this isn’t the place.” He used a soothing voice without any inflection that could be misinterpreted as antagonistic. It was mellow and understanding and had helped talk down prisoners and desperados in hostage situations around the world.

      Kanas opened her parted lips to speak, but her boss beat her to it.

      “She doesn’t think it was an accident,” Aldrich murmured softly and nodded toward the coffin.

      Dominic’s gaze slid sideways to Kanas. The anger in her pretty eyes was replaced by a pain so raw it almost hurt to look at. She bit her lip and steadfastly examined her sensible black leather shoes.

      “None of us believe it was an accident.” Dominic’s gaze shifted back to the polished wood of the casket, and a fresh wave of guilt crashed over him. “But the last thing the family needs is anyone questioning Van’s right to be buried beside his late wife.”

      He shifted his feet, and the scent of wet grass and damp earth rose around him, thick and cloying. Combined with the setting, the scent spawned a sudden surge of memories that bombarded his brain. He shook them off.

      Suicide pissed him off.

      “You don’t understand.” Aldrich’s lips barely moved. “Ava thinks someone murdered Van. She wants the funeral stopped so the ME can conduct more tests.”

      Dominic’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Kanas hissed, her voice low and urgent. “He called me last Tuesday afternoon.” The day he died. “He was fine. We had plans to meet for coffee after work on Wednesday.”

      Dominic urged her and Aldrich farther away from the rest of the mourners, out of earshot. Some people were starting to glare.

      “I’m assuming there was an investigation into Van’s death?” Dominic stared the rookie in the eye. He stood only a few inches taller, which made her close to six feet.

      “Evidence Response Team treated it like a crime scene, and there was an autopsy. No indication of foul play,” said Aldrich.

      Kanas looked mutinous. Dominic touched her arm to try and calm her and felt her jolt through the thin material of her blazer.

      “What makes you doubt the findings, Agent Kanas?” Because as sick as it might be, the thought of Van being murdered was a whole lot more appealing than the idea that his old friend had committed suicide. Guilt was a terrible thing. Catholic guilt was a bitch on wheels.

      And maybe that was Kanas’s problem too. Guilt that she hadn’t saved the man. That she hadn’t realized he was depressed or suicidal.

      “It doesn’t feel right.” She pressed her lips together and couldn’t hold his gaze.

      He’d never tell anyone to discount their gut feelings, Van had taught him that, but now wasn’t the time to cast doubt based on nothing more substantial than wishful thinking.

      He took in the devastation in her eyes and the slight trembling of her hands, and something else occurred to him. She was a beautiful woman and Van had technically been single…

      Dominic cleared his throat. “Do you know something the rest of us don’t? Were the two of you…involved?”

      Her chin snapped up. “I loved him, the same way you loved him and countless other people loved him. How many of them have you asked if they were sleeping with the guy?” She kept the volume down, but every word felt like a whiplash against his skin.

      “No one else is causing a scene at the man’s funeral.” He searched those angry hazel eyes for truth. “Except you.”

      She swallowed and looked away. “We were friends, nothing more.” Then she whispered urgently back at him, “I don’t believe it was an accident, and I don’t believe he took his own life.”

      Dominic took a deep breath. As tempting as it was to buy into her theory, there was no proof. Stopping the funeral would cause hurt and uncertainty for Van’s daughters, and the man would not have wanted that.

      “Look. He’d just retired from one of the most exciting jobs on the planet. His wife of thirty-five years lost a long battle with cancer less than two years ago. Van was hurting. I don’t want to believe it either⁠—”

      “Except you’re not exactly fighting to figure out the truth,” she said bitterly.

      Ouch. That stung.

      He leaned in close so not even God almighty could overhear them. “Because the truth is he shot himself.” Grief and anger merged. “And that truth will hurt the people who have more right to mourn him than we do.” Dominic looked pointedly towards Van’s daughters who were leaning on one another in their sorrow. “Just because we don’t want to believe it, doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

      Wasn’t that the goddamned truth.

      Kanas’s face crumpled, and tears swam in her eyes, and Dominic felt like an asshole. He put his hand on her shoulder, to give some comfort, but she jerked away.

      He let his hand drop, and the impulse died. “How about we get back to the service and discuss this later⁠—”

      A loud crack rang out through the blustery morning. It took Dominic a fraction of a second to identify the sound.

      “Gunshot!” he yelled, turning and grabbing the nearest civilian and pushing her behind the tree. But rather than running for cover, people were milling around in confusion. Some were bending down near the graveside. Had someone been hit? Damn. Another gunshot echoed through the morning air so loud and lethal it gave him chills. “Active shooter! Everyone find cover. Active shooter!”

      The crowd finally understood what was happening and spilled in different directions. He ran towards Van’s daughters who were so wrapped up in grief they hadn’t heard the shot and were bewildered by the sudden surge of movement. He wasn’t gentle or easy. He wrapped an arm around each woman’s shoulders and forced them into a position where they were protected by Van’s coffin and a large marble mausoleum.

      “Stay here and stay down.” He would never forgive himself if anything happened to Van’s kids.

      Dominic crouched as low as he could, pulling his Glock-22, scanning the surrounding area to assess the situation even as he called it in. The priest was cowering behind another tree, and people were crying as they huddled in terror behind any cover they could find.

      Goddamn son of a bitch.

      “Gun shot fired at St. Michaels’s Catholic Church.” He peeked his head over the marble and saw a crumpled form lying in the wet grass. Calvin Mortimer. Shit. They’d worked together in New York.

      The emergency operator was still on the line.

      “Federal agent down—we need immediate medical help. Might be an active shooter situation,” he added, even though it would delay the ambulance. He couldn’t in good conscience let first responders walk unsuspectingly into gunfire.

      Another bullet pinged off the tombstone above his head, making Van’s daughters shriek in fear.

      “You’re okay as long as you keep your head down. Do not break cover.” Assuming the shooter didn’t move firing position. He didn’t tell them that. He doubted that would happen. It seemed more like a sniper attack than a terrorist assault and law enforcement should be able to isolate and capture this UNSUB in situ.

      His gaze went back to Calvin lying motionless on the wet grass. The perfect target. Dammit. Dominic couldn’t leave the guy exposed like that. The distant scream of sirens sliced the air.

      He looked around and locked gazes with Ava Kanas who had drawn her weapon. She tipped her head toward Calvin. Dominic nodded, tucking his weapon back in its holster before sprinting from behind the headstone, expecting a bullet for his trouble.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kanas dodge from one tree to another, hopefully drawing the shooter’s attention away from him for a few precious moments. His ragged breath and the loud beat of his heart reverberated in his ears. He hauled Calvin up and over his shoulder, never hesitating even as a bullet bounced off a grave marker nearby.

      Dammit.

      Dominic ran for cover, holding tight to the man, hoping like hell he wasn’t doing more harm than good. He laid Calvin carefully on the ground behind the engine block of the nearest vehicle.

      Another shot rang out, splintering wood inches from where Ava Kanas sheltered. She raised her Glock and took aim, but whoever was firing the long gun was well out of range, and Kanas resisted returning fire and potentially injuring innocent civilians.

      Cool under pressure. He admired that.

      He turned his attention back to the wounded man. Calvin didn’t seem to be breathing, and there was a bullet hole on the right side of his chest close to his heart. It looked bad, and the basic first aid Dominic knew wasn’t nearly sufficient enough to deal with this situation.

      “Let me through.” One of the mourners crawled toward him. “I’m a trained RN. Let me in.”

      Dominic tapped the man crouched beside him on the shoulder. “What’s your name?”

      “Richard.”

      “Help the nurse, Richard. Try to keep this man alive until the ambulance arrives.”

      The man nodded, and the nurse started working to stem the blood flowing from the wound, before moving on to chest compressions.

      Calvin had lost a lot of blood.

      Dominic scanned the area. Most people were keeping safely out of the line of fire. There had been a short lull in the shooting. Dominic didn’t know whether the gunman was waiting to pick off anyone foolish enough to give them a clean target or if he was making his escape. It all depended on the shooter’s endgame.

      A few agents closer to Van’s casket were working their way gingerly toward where the shots had come from, but they were going to be hampered by a wide-open piece of ground they’d have to cross to get there. Dominic glanced at Calvin’s blanched features. Blood covered the man’s shirt, and Dominic’s. The clock was ticking for his survival, and the bastard who shot him might be getting away.

      “Stay down until local police tell you to move. I need to make sure the shooter is no longer a threat before the ambulance will be allowed in.”

      As he spoke, Agent Kanas took off sprinting down the road behind him, using the line of parked vehicles as some measure of cover.

      Shit.

      Dominic ran after her, half expecting a barrage of gunfire. Neither of them had body armor, but there was no way he’d sit around while another agent attempted to tackle the gunman alone.

      She was fast, but he was faster. He caught her as she reached the road, and they raced across four lanes of traffic together, dodging oblivious drivers who honked their horns at the two handgun-wielding lunatics. He heard the screech of brakes and hoped the shooter wasn’t poised in a position to take out innocent civilians who stumbled onto the scene.

      The idea of being in the crosshairs pissed him off, but not as much as having one of his colleagues shot in front of him.

      “Did you see where the gunshots came from?” Dominic shouted at Kanas as they sprinted full out.

      He glanced at her face. Blood dribbled down her cheek. His mouth went dry. She’d been only inches from death.

      “I saw muzzle-flash on the roof of a low, yellow-brick apartment block two streets over.”

      “You okay?” he asked quickly.

      “Yeah.”

      Dominic concentrated on doing his job. Ava Kanas was a trained professional same as he was. Still running, he hooked his creds on his belt not wanting to get nailed by a local cop mistaking him for the gunman. Kanas did the same.

      They hit the main street, dodging pedestrians.

      “Active shooter,” Dominic shouted. “Find somewhere to shelter and don’t come out until the cops tell you it’s safe.”

      “This is it.” Kanas’s lungs were bellowing by the time they reached a century-old building.

      “Get behind me.” He held his pistol high and waited for Kanas to fall into position with her gun barrel pointed at the ground. They went through the apartment building’s unlocked front door, falling back on basic training to start clearing the area—training Dominic hadn’t used since transferring to the Crisis Negotiation Unit five years ago.

      “You take the stairs, I’ll take the elevator.” Kanas’s voice was hoarse. At least he wasn’t the only one out of breath.

      “No. We stick together and take the stairs.” The idea of being trapped in a tin can while someone opened up on them with unknown firepower… Nightmare scenario.

      Her eyes narrowed in disapproval, but he was the senior agent on the scene and she had to follow orders. Another reason he loved the FBI. They cautiously opened the door to the stairwell and went quickly up, clearing each flight, fluidly covering one another against potential threats.

      At the top of the stairs, they paused at the door that led onto the roof. His heart hammered, sweat slick on his body, as he deliberately slowed things down to prepare for whatever lay beyond. It could be anything, from an innocent bystander to a terrorist, to a person experiencing a mental breakdown to a gangbanger with a grudge. This whole scenario might be a trap to lure law enforcement officials to their death. He glanced at Kanas. He did not want to lose another agent today.

      He wiped his brow on the shoulder of his jacket, forcing himself to ignore the stark reality of Calvin Mortimer’s blood vivid on his white shirt.

      They used hand signals to communicate which direction to go. Dominic eased open the heavy fire door, but stood clear. The most important thing was to get through the portal quickly as it made them easy targets. It wasn’t called a fatal funnel for nothing.

      He and Kanas exchanged a look as they waited. No shots were fired. He couldn’t hear anything beyond the sounds of traffic and distant police sirens.

      Dominic counted down with his fingers and stepped through the doorway, hooking right as he swept his gaze and weapon over his section of the rooftop. Kanas simultaneously went left and did the same. They moved swiftly, circling the heating vents and maintenance hut, working in formation as if they’d practiced together for years. They made a good team, seamlessly following each other’s lead.

      The roof was clear.

      Neither of them dropped their guard. They scanned nearby rooftops in case they were mistaken about where the bullets had originated or the sniper had moved.

      There was no one to be seen, but then snipers weren’t always obvious.

      “You sure this was the place?” Dominic asked finally, catching his breath.

      Kanas bristled. Clearly the woman did not like her word being questioned.

      “I’m sure.”

      That was good enough for Dominic. “We need to call in uniforms to help canvass this whole area.”

      They walked to the southwest corner of the roof—the area with the best view of the graveyard.

      Both kept their eyes peeled for footprints or other evidence but the gritty surface of the flat roof revealed no obvious evidence.

      Sunlight gleamed off something brassy on the ground beside some litter.

      Dominic photographed the bullet casing with his phone before popping it into a plastic evidence bag. The sooner they got that to the lab the better.

      He dialed an agent on the ground. “Shooter’s in the wind. We need this building cleared and secured. The other rooftops in the area also need to be checked, roadblocks set up. Send an evidence response team to this roof.” He waved his arm in case they didn’t know his exact position. “How’s Calvin?”

      The answer made him close his eyes and draw in an unsteady breath. He hung up without saying another word.

      “He didn’t make it?” Kanas asked.

      Dominic ran his hand over his face and shook his head. Calvin had a wife and two kids in high school.

      “You were friends?” she asked.

      He nodded again, the lump in his throat expanding until it was too big to talk around.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She was beautiful close up, her expression warm with concern, skin smooth and fine—except for the cut on her cheek with its ugly smear of blood. He raised his hand to check the wound, and she flinched away, arms coming up in instinctive defense.

      They both froze.

      His gaze narrowed and lifted to the scar that rode the delicate arch of her right eyebrow. She held herself with poised readiness. Not just the wariness of a law enforcement professional, but the hyperawareness of someone who’d been a victim.

      “You’re bleeding.” He was careful to keep his tone neutral as something hot and virulent surged through his blood. He wanted to ask what had happened, but it wasn’t his business and this wasn’t the time.

      She raised her hand to her cheek. “It’s just a scratch.”

      He nodded, and they both pretended she hadn’t given away something important. They holstered their weapons, and he watched her out of the corner of his eye as she rested both hands on her hips, staring intently at the tiny figures in the graveyard a quarter of a mile away.

      “I told you there was something hinky with Van’s death,” she said as they watched as ambulances arrived on scene.

      He frowned. “This might not be connected.”

      Her expression raked him with so much scorn he almost laughed. Almost. Because a few minutes ago someone had opened fire at his best friend’s funeral and shot dead a good man, endangering countless others.

      Someone had murdered a fellow member of the FBI, and there was nothing even remotely funny about that.
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      Peroxide seared the small cut on Ava’s cheek. The fumes made her eyes sting and her brain hurt. She’d come close to dying today but hadn’t had time to process that yet. She’d been too pumped up on adrenaline. Too focused on doing her job. The aftermath left her shaken, but she didn’t have time to fall apart—that could come later when she was alone in her apartment.

      The paramedic paused before applying a butterfly bandage to her cheek.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded.

      He smoothed the bandage over the ragged edges of the cut and placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Looks clean. I doubt it’ll scar. You’ll be fine.”

      Ava forced out a shaky laugh. “I hope so. Death by splinter. The FBI would kick me out for sure.”

      “Where’d you get this one?” He indicated the small puckered scar on her right eyebrow. It was the second time today someone had noted that childhood injury.

      “Kickboxing.” She touched it. The image of flying across her father’s office flashed through her mind. “Didn’t move fast enough.” At least that part was true.

      “You were fast enough to dodge that bullet today.”

      “Ha. Got lucky I guess.” Training was one thing, but not enough to outrun a bullet. Being shot at definitely wasn’t her favorite feeling in the world, but she hadn’t had time to be scared on a conscious level. She’d just wanted to make it stop. “Thanks for the patch job. Be sure to tell your colleagues how much we appreciate their hard work.”

      The EMT smiled slightly as he finished cleaning her up.

      It was a miracle Calvin Mortimer had been the only fatality here today. Others had been hurt in the chaos and rush to safety. Twisted ankles. Nasty gashes. One woman had suffered a suspected cardiac arrest.

      Ava sympathized. Her own heart had pounded so hard she’d thought it was going to explode.

      “It’s what we do.” The paramedic’s eyes held an amused sort of interest. He was good-looking in a dark, smoldering kind of way and reminded her of a boyfriend from her beat-cop days. Another time and she might have asked him out on a date, but she had other priorities.

      “Thanks again.” She ditched the gauze she was holding and searched the crowd for Supervisory Special Agent Dominic Sheridan.

      There. Standing beyond Van’s casket. She hopped off the step on the back of the ambulance and headed toward him. Sheridan was speaking to her boss, Ray Aldrich, and a bunch of suits while Evidence Recovery Technicians combed the area for slugs embedded in the ground or in tree trunks.

      She eyed Sheridan as she skirted around the crime scene tape to the high-powered huddle. He was an attractive guy in his mid-thirties. Tall with brutally short, dark hair, and a strong jawline. It was his eyes that grabbed her. The irises were a rich indigo that saw way too much. She cringed at what she’d given away on that rooftop that morning—things she never revealed to anyone. Things she’d spent most of her life trying to hide. He’d caught her at a weak moment. She’d be better prepared in the future.

      Van had always sung Sheridan’s praises, but she doubted he’d been talking about the broad shoulders, slim hips or brooding persona.

      Van…

      Her lungs squeezed, and the pain in her heart was a reminder he was never coming back. Van Stamos had been her idol and mentor, the person who’d inspired her to join the Bureau. More importantly, he’d been her friend. He’d had faith in her abilities and in her strength of character. He hadn’t cosseted her. He’d pushed and let her push back. Challenged her to be her very best.

      Thanks to Van’s support, she had more experience and arrests to her credit than any of her graduating class in their first office assignments. He’d given her that. Given her an advantage within the Bureau because he’d believed in her. He’d always believed in her.

      And today he was being buried in a furtive rush as if the world was ashamed of him. The man deserved a heroic sendoff befitting a veteran agent who’d dedicated his whole life to the FBI with unfailing loyalty. Instead he got this dismal dirge.

      Kill himself?

      Van would never kill himself, and she intended to prove it. He’d been there for her when she’d needed him, now she’d be there for him. She wouldn’t let him down.

      Ava strode toward the higher ups, determined someone was going to listen to what she had to say even if it made her unpopular.

      She was used to being unpopular.

      A headache was starting to grow, gnawing at her energy reserves but if she didn’t do this now, she’d lose momentum, not to mention her nerve. She approached the group, doing her best to be inconspicuous, but these people were all high-level FBI personnel. They stopped talking as soon as she came within earshot and waited as SSA Sheridan introduced her.

      “This is Agent Kanas.” His voice was soft and dark and caressed her skin like a velvet fingertip.

      Get a grip, Ava.

      “She spotted the shooter’s firing position and created a distraction at great risk to herself while I tried to…hmm.” Sheridan’s voice cracked. “…tried to move Calvin to safety.”

      He’d braved the line of fire while others had hidden in fear.

      “Good work,” said the man standing closest to her right.

      “Thank you.” She looked up and her eyes widened. “Sir.” She was standing a few inches from the Director of the FBI. “I-I was just doing what I’d been trained to do, sir. I wish we’d caught the guy.” She glanced at Sheridan. If he’d let her take the elevator, they might have cornered the shooter on the roof.

      Sheridan calmly held her gaze as if he could read her mind. It wasn’t a feeling she appreciated.

      “He won’t get far,” the director assured her. “We have the full weight of the FBI behind this. Teams of agents are scouring the area for evidence and canvassing the neighborhood. Hopefully traffic cams can help us identify all the vehicles in the vicinity and we can get a name.”

      Ava braced her hands on her waist. “Could the shooter have anything to do with Van Stamos’s death, sir?” She eyed the coffin sitting in the sunshine. Van would have been amused by his front row seat at the proceedings. One final case in his illustrious career.

      The director frowned and Ray Aldrich jumped in. “Stamos’s death was deemed accidental.”

      The headache pressed against Ava’s forehead, but she ignored the pain. No one believed it was “accidental.”

      A third man Ava didn’t recognize mused. “Maybe the shooter saw Stamos’s obituary and figured it was a prime opportunity to take aim at the FBI, knowing other agents would be in attendance?”

      “Or maybe Calvin Mortimer was targeted specifically,” said another man.

      Ava clenched her hands into fists, holding back emotions that wanted to leak.

      One of the men standing there, a classically handsome, chisel-jawed superior, watched her with a keen, icy blue gaze. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him. From the academy maybe? A heavily pregnant brunette stood beside him, resting a palm on her swollen abdomen. She was armed.

      Ava wished she knew who these people were but could hardly demand they identify themselves. Technically, for the next few weeks, she was still a rookie, while these guys probably had over a hundred years’ service between them.

      The director nodded. “We can’t afford to rule anything out at this stage.”

      To Ava, that sounded like a brush off. She opened her mouth to share her theory about Van’s death when a sharp tug on her jacket sleeve stopped her.

      It was Sheridan. She glanced at his face, but he wasn’t looking at her. The guy was subtly trying to tell her to stay quiet. Dammit, this might be her only opportunity. She didn’t have a direct line to the director and doubted she’d ever again be this close to him in the flesh. She wasn’t going to waste this chance because someone she barely knew thought she should shut up.

      “Does that include a scenario in which this shooter deliberately staged Van Stamos’s murder as a suicide so they could target mourners at his funeral? And the Bureau missed it?”

      Sheridan coughed, dropping his hand away, cutting himself loose from any association.

      “Kanas,” Aldrich warned.

      She sent him a mutinous glare. Aldrich was an okay guy, but Van had been worth ten of him as an investigator.

      “You think someone is actively targeting federal agents?” the man she thought she recognized from the academy asked.

      “Any evidence of this?” This from the director.

      She shook her head. All the evidence suggested Van had blown his own brains out, but she knew that wasn’t true. “No, but as you said, sir, we can’t afford to rule anything out.” She parroted the director’s own words back at him, hoping for a positive reaction. “We should definitely investigate every avenue.”

      The expressions were all skeptical, except for the pregnant woman and the icy blond. Sheridan wore a slight smile. He could afford to, his career wasn’t on the line. The others looked annoyed. She’d broken protocol and upset the patriarchy.

      The director gave her a look that told her how close to the line she was getting, but his words also gave her hope.

      “It is a possibility we can’t afford to ignore,” he agreed. “Aldrich, go back over the files regarding Van Stamos’s death and look for anything suspicious. Submit your report directly to me. I will coordinate with the task force being set up to investigate this shooting.”

      Ava doubted Aldrich would do more than a cursory investigation whereas she’d turn the world inside out and upside down looking for answers.

      “I’d like to be the one reviewing the case, sir.” Ava winced, knowing it was a mistake as soon as the words left her mouth.

      “That will be up to your supervisor, Agent Kanas,” the director said sharply, taking a step away from her. The FBI was all about procedure. He checked his watch. “I need to brief the president.” He stared hard at her then. “I do not want to hear your theory on any media channel or Twitter account. Am I clear, Agent Kanas?”

      “Of course, sir.” She stood stiffly. Pissed. She was no more likely to leak the suggestion than anyone else here. Less, considering even the thought of Twitter made her gag. She was too antisocial for social media, not to mention too busy actively working cases.

      The director nodded brusquely and stalked away, most of the suits following him in a swarm as he headed to his big black car.

      Sheridan, the blond-haired man, and the pregnant woman remained behind. The woman held out her hand in greeting. “Agent Rooney. Nice to meet you, even though the circumstances suck.”

      Ava pressed the other woman’s fingers in a firm grip. She’d heard of Mallory Rooney. Almost everyone in the Bureau had. Rooney was married to some shit-hot, ex-CIA dude, and worked for Lincoln Frazer, the legendary profiler from the Behavioral Analysis Unit—and Ava finally identified the blond man at Mallory’s side. Assistant Special Agent in Charge (ASAC) Lincoln Frazer had taught Ava all about the grisly aspects of serial murder during the blur of New Agent Training.

      “What makes you think Van Stamos was murdered, Agent Kanas?” Frazer wasted no time on pleasantries.

      “The fact he was a devoted Catholic who wanted to go to Heaven?”

      Frazer looked unimpressed.

      How did she articulate what she couldn’t explain herself? “Van believed he’d see his wife again in the hereafter. No way would he kill himself and deny himself that eternal happy ending.”

      It sounded sappy, but it was true.

      “So, no actual evidence?” Frazer’s gaze was assessing.

      She straightened her spine. “Except the fact he was enjoying retirement and talked about visiting Italy and writing a book. Also, we were supposed to meet for coffee the next day.”

      “People who commit suicide often make plans.” Frazer wasn’t known for his tolerance of foolish ideas, but she was disappointed he wasn’t more open.

      “Van wasn’t depressed,” she said stubbornly.

      “That we know of,” Sheridan put in.

      She swung toward him. “He wasn’t, and you’d have known that if you’d bothered to pick up the phone occasionally.”

      Sheridan’s lips tightened in irritation, but screw him.

      “Van wouldn’t have done this to his daughters.” He wouldn’t have done it to me.

      Sheridan’s stare grew too intense for her to hold his gaze. She looked away, but Frazer was watching her with the same hawk-like focus, silently dissecting her argument and abilities.

      It reminded her of the way Sheridan had stared at her on that rooftop that morning. Like he could read her life experience from the lines on her face and memories scrawled behind her eyes. She’d given herself away to Sheridan, but she didn’t intend to make the same mistake again.

      She forced herself to hold still under the scrutiny.

      “Contact me at the BAU if your boss finds any discrepancies in the circumstances surrounding Stamos’s death, Agent Kanas. He was a good man. He didn’t deserve this and neither did Cal Mortimer.” Frazer squeezed Sheridan’s shoulder like they were buds. Mallory Rooney shot her a wry smile, then she and Frazer headed off to their car.

      Ava was suddenly alone with Sheridan. They both stared at Van’s casket, the hot sun making her cheeks heat. The funeral was on hold until the crime scene was processed.

      “You realize you could have handled that with more tact if you’d been driving a bulldozer?” Sheridan said softly.

      She shoved her hands in her jacket pockets. “Because I said what I was thinking rather than sucking up to the big bosses?”

      That slight smile touched his lips again, suggesting she amused him. Well fuck him.

      “Because you made your boss look like a jackass who can’t control you and he’s gonna be pissed.”

      She raised a brow as they eyed one another. It was beyond obvious Aldrich was a jackass and couldn’t “control” her.

      “I only want the truth.” Ava crossed her arms over her chest, and he took in her body language with a sweeping gaze that saw everything she wasn’t saying. That she was pissed and frustrated and hurting. And maybe she was being too hard on her boss. Aldrich was harmless. He might be angry, but he wouldn’t screw with her career even though she’d just screwed with his.

      Dammit.

      Sheridan shifted even closer until his breath stroked her ear. “You need to be careful, Ava.” Her name on his lips sent a shiver of awareness down her spine. “Pulling a stunt like that in front of the director is going to get you a reputation as a blue flamer and that will lose you a lot of friends.”

      Was he testing her for a reaction after what had happened on the roof? She lifted her chin, and they stared at one another. So close she could smell the scent of his skin and count the dark lashes around his eyes.

      “The FBI is a team, and in this business, we need all the friends we can get—Van taught me that.” His gaze never wavered from hers.

      “Kanas!” Aldrich shouted as he strode up behind them, making her startle. “What the hell was that? Are you trying to make me look like an imbecile?”

      She winced.

      Dominic Sheridan murmured again next to her ear. “Told you.” And then he turned and walked away. She watched him cross the road and climb into a black Prius, driving down the road and taking a right turn out of sight. Aldrich’s words bounced off her like hard rain. She looked over at Van’s coffin baking in the sun. What would her mentor have done if he’d been here? A small smile touched her mouth. He’d have done exactly what she’d done.

      “Are we finished, sir?” She touched her injured cheek. “I’m feeling a little woozy.”

      The man threw his hands in the air. She’d played her trump card, and he knew it.

      “I want you in my office at eight o’clock tomorrow morning to talk about this, Ava. I’m serious. Do not be late.”

      She almost snorted as she walked away. Late? He was the one who kept bankers’ hours.

      Circling the enormous crime scene took time and only increased the feeling of sweaty isolation she felt from her colleagues. Why was no one else buying the idea Van had been murdered? Was she deluding herself? Had they known him so much better than she had? Were her instincts nothing but heartbreak and wishful thinking?

      She hadn’t been lying to Aldrich about feeling woozy though. She climbed into her Bucar and drank out of the water bottle she kept in the cupholder, placing a hand on her stomach which gurgled and groaned. The headache had grown and stabbed her brain like a knife in her skull. She popped a couple of pills from her purse with another mouthful of water and squeezed her eyes closed for a few seconds’ respite.

      Another glance at the Evidence Recovery Technicians searching on their hands and knees through the wet grass made her more determined than ever to figure out the truth. Van hadn’t believed in coincidence. She saluted the coffin with a sad smile. “Don’t worry, Van. I’ve got your back.”

      He’d tell her to keep digging until everything began to make sense—and right now nothing made sense. Not Van’s supposed suicide, not the shooter at his funeral, not the seeming indifference of his fellow agents, especially the one with intriguing dark blue eyes.
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      The Chief Negotiator of the FBI and his immediate boss, Unit Chief Quentin Savage, looked up from the report he was reading when Dominic walked into his office late that afternoon.

      “Heard about the shooting.” Savage’s gaze was thorough and assessing. “Did you know the victim?”

      Dominic sat heavily and rested his elbows on his knees. He’d showered and changed into a spare shirt and suit he kept in his go-bag. He’d thrown the bloodstained clothes in the garbage. “We were friends at the New York Field Office. The guy was married with kids.”

      “I’m sorry.” Savage leaned back in his chair. “Do they have any idea as to the shooter’s identity or motive?”

      Dominic shook his head. So far, they had a big fat zero. “I’d like permission to work the case.”

      “Denied.”

      Dominic looked up. “But⁠—”

      “I need you here, Dominic. We’re already overstretched, and you’re one of our best negotiators. Let the street agents deal with the murder investigation and if they need our services, they’ll call.”

      Dominic opened his mouth to argue but then closed it again. Savage was right. The Crisis Negotiation Unit was highly specialized and perpetually overstretched. There were never enough agents. Never enough time.

      “I understand if you need to take some personal days…” Savage let the statement hang even though he’d just made it impossible to ask for time off.

      “I’m fine.” Dominic would have been more fine if some asshole hadn’t just shot dead one of his friends at his mentor’s funeral.

      “Hey.” Charlotte Blood poked her head around Savage’s door, her expression a mass of sympathy. “I heard you’ve had a terrible day. You need anything?”

      Dominic shook his head, knowing questions and concern were inevitable, but not ready to talk about what had happened or how he felt about it. He’d go see the Bureau shrink and do the mandatory hot wash and talk about his feelings. He’d tell the doc what she wanted to hear and get the all-clear. God knew, he’d visited a lot of shrinks growing up. He knew the drill.

      “A bunch of us are going to grab a beer and dinner after work. You guys wanna join us? It might help to be around friends.” Charlotte was the bleeding heart of the unit, one who could bring stone-cold killers to their knees with a bit of active listening and emotional labeling. She’d honed empathy to the sharpness of a 14th Century Samurai blade and wielded it ruthlessly.

      Quentin smiled at Charlotte, and she smiled back. She was somehow impossible to resist. If Dominic was ever in a tight corner that required a negotiator, he’d want Charlotte doing the talking. He pitied the guy she fell for because he wouldn’t stand a chance. For some inexplicable reason, his mind flashed to the image of Ava Kanas on that rooftop looking so isolated and aloof—the opposite of Charlotte’s all-encompassing warmth. He pushed the image aside. The inexperienced rookie was her own worst enemy.

      “Unfortunately, I have to write my keynote for that conference in Indonesia next week,” Quentin grimaced. For all he was considered one of the best in the field of negotiation tactics, he did not enjoy the spotlight.

      “What about you, Dominic?” Charlotte asked again.

      “Not tonight, Char,” he told her. “I have some case files to catch up on.”

      Quentin frowned at him. Charlotte’s smile dimmed.

      “We’ll be there for a while. It’s Eban’s birthday. Join us if you get hungry or want company.” She sent him a worried look before she left which made him feel warm and guilty all at the same time.

      Yup, the woman knew how to twist the heartstrings. And the fact she genuinely cared was why she got away with it, even with the most hardened criminals and hard-assed FBI personnel.

      Dominic stood to leave.

      “Where are we on the Alexander case?” Savage asked quickly.

      The Alexanders were a retired couple whose dreams of sailing round the world had been shattered when they’d been kidnapped in the South China Sea five months ago.

      It reminded Dominic he wasn’t the only person in the world having a bad day. “No new updates as of last night. The negotiator we have in the embassy in Jakarta has another week before his rotation ends.”

      “See if he can hold off on his return for another week and meet me in Jakarta. I’ll get an onsite brief then. Then call State and see if there has been any update in the security situation in the region.”

      “Gotcha.” Dominic was aware what his boss was doing. Keeping him busy. Not letting him dwell on the awful events of today.

      He headed to his office two doors down, which he shared with another negotiator who’d just returned from secondment at SIOC at HQ.

      Time was always the friend of the negotiator, wearing down kidnappers, stretching their resources, lowering their expectations. But for the hostages and their friends and family, every second of every hour had to be torturous, not knowing if their loved ones were alive and suffering, or already dead.

      Dominic got on the phone to the State Department before everyone went home for the day. As he waited to be connected, he thought again about Ava Kanas, the way she’d flinched away from him when he’d gone to touch the injury on her cheek.

      At some point someone had hit her hard enough to scar her. Was it an old injury from her childhood or something more recent? It made him furious, but she didn’t seem like the sort of woman who would want his sympathy or his pity.

      He clasped the back of his neck as State put him on hold. There was definitely something about her that intrigued him. Maybe it was seeing that vulnerability combined with her bravery…not only when going after the shooter but in voicing her opinion in front of the director. That took balls.

      Did she have a Charlotte in her life to make her feel better? Would her boss make sure she didn’t suffer any ill-effects from the shooting? Make her visit the Bureau shrink?

      Van would’ve.

      Would Aldrich?

      Dominic tossed down his pen and rubbed his eyes as he was passed from person to person in Washington. There was probably a boyfriend on the scene to hold Kanas’s hand if she needed comfort. The idea sat sourly. Which was stupid. It wasn’t like he’d see her again and even if he did, he never dated agents and that went double for younger agents.

      He laughed at his own ego. Who the hell said she’d look at him twice? She was a beautiful woman and might not even be into guys.

      He pushed her out of his mind as he finished with State and then called Savage with an update. Then his cell rang and Dominic looked at the caller ID.

      The Governor of Vermont was on the line.

      He stared at the screen until eventually the call went to voicemail. Then he stood and grabbed his jacket. Maybe he needed that drink after all.
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      The piece of paper on the table contained a list of ten names. Two had died of natural causes. One man’s cancer traced to his work at Ground Zero. Sad, yes, but only because he’d gotten off easy. Three names had already been crossed out this year. Each death had been deemed natural or accidental, including Van Stamos, whose suicide had been perfectly staged and made gratifyingly ugly.

      A thick green marker was dragged over the name “Calvin Mortimer” with a sense of grim satisfaction. It had been a tossup, who to shoot. Only three names remained on the list, the most important being Dominic Sheridan. It had been tempting to put a bullet in him today, but like the man who’d succumbed to cancer, that would be letting him off easy. Sheridan deserved to suffer the most. The prospect of the slowly dawning horror he’d feel once he realized he was being hunted was extremely satisfying.

      Carefully, the green marker was capped, the piece of paper folded and slipped into a desk drawer. Then the drawer was locked.

      A phone rang in the distance. Revenge needed to be total, complete. A veritable masterclass in murder. Peter would be so proud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Make Jennifer McCredie out of the San Francisco Field Office your lead negotiator, but don’t put her in first.” Dominic was talking to a police chief of a small town outside Sacramento where a man had holed himself up with his ex-wife, young son, and a smorgasbord of semi-automatic weapons. “Get one of the other negotiators to do some of the preliminary leg work. Get the man talking. Make him feel like you’re listening to his problems and that you care about what’s happening to him and no one is going to get hurt. After a few hours let Jennifer talk to him.” It would take her that long to arrive on scene anyway.

      There was a pause on the other end of the line. “The guy shot a waitress at a fast food joint and seems to have a raging hatred of women. What makes you think he’ll want to talk to this Jennifer person?”

      Because Jennifer is the top negotiator on the west coast?

      Dominic rubbed his face, glad he wasn’t on video. He didn’t indulge very often but after yesterday’s debacle he’d allowed himself a few beers with the others and had woken up with a hangover. Charlotte had poured him into a taxi at midnight.

      The woman was a saint.

      Dominic drank from a bottle of water he kept on his desk. “My experience is that getting a woman to really listen to him is exactly what this guy craves.” The waitress had insisted the hostage-taker leave the restaurant when he made a scene with the ex-wife. The waitress had threatened to call the police when he’d refused to go quietly. So, he’d shot her. “Jennifer can get him talking, provide an empathetic ear.”

      Over the years, Dominic had noted that many of the people who took hostages were men who felt like they were losing control of what they saw as their property. Their wives left them or simply wanted some independence, and the men couldn’t handle it.

      The police chief grunted. “I asked his old boss and brother to come down here to talk to him. Was that a mistake?”

      Dominic squeezed the bridge of his nose. “It’s great that you interview them, but don’t let them talk to the hostage-taker.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’ve no idea the type of relationship they have or what resentments the husband might harbor. If the hostage-taker is the suspicious type he might think one of them is involved with the ex-wife. Trust me, it’s happened.” With deadly consequences.

      The chief made a frustrated noise.

      “Have SWAT secure the perimeter and see if you can get a visual on the guy in the event you need a tactical solution. Then let the negotiation team do their work. It will take time, but that’s a good thing.” Giving time time was an idea an experienced negotiator at the NYPD had taught him. “The longer we draw this out the more chance we have of everyone walking away from this thing alive.”

      A lot of people considered negotiators and behavioral scientists to be the social workers of law enforcement. The hand holders. The “let’s talk this out” or “this UNSUB was probably abused as a child” types. As if that meant they were somehow less dedicated to putting the bad guys behind bars or getting hostages released without harm.

      Stats were pretty convincing that when crisis negotiators got involved tempers had time to cool and things resolved with less violence and harm to those involved.

      The police chief swallowed audibly. “There’s a little kid in there…”

      Dominic’s grip on the phone tightened. “I realize that, but as tempting as it is to rush in with guns blazing, that’s the most dangerous thing you can do for the child at this point. If the situation deteriorates, you’ll have that tactical team in place ready to respond.”

      Dominic never failed to see the futility of the hostage-takers’ actions. What did they think would happen? That the cops would leave them alone while they held their family at gunpoint? That rape and enslavement would be fine as long as they didn’t bother anyone else?

      A good negotiator had to put all judgment aside, to convince a hostage-taker—usually a person in crisis—that life was still worth living, and that although things seemed hopeless right then, there was still hope. It got considerably harder when someone committed a capital crime in a death penalty state.

      If law enforcement were forced to go tactical then mother and child could easily wind up dead in the crossfire. But if crisis negotiators did their job effectively there was no need for the flash bang or storming the barricades. Getting someone to release their captives and lay down their arms was the most empowering thing imaginable.

      The chief seemed hesitant. “I’ll do it your way, but the mayor isn’t going to like it.”

      “Tell him to butt out. This is a law enforcement matter, not a political one.”

      “Her.” The cop corrected. “I’ll tell her, but she probably isn’t going to like it.”

      Getting local politicians and the brass to cooperate in a cohesive manner was often challenging, and lack of communication between various agencies could dangerously undermine the negotiator’s position.

      Dominic rolled his shoulder. “Tell the mayor to call me if she wants any clarification on negotiation tactics.” He rang off, knowing the police chief had his hands full with a set of circumstances he wasn’t used to dealing with. Unlike Dominic, who dealt with some variant of this situation on an almost daily basis. It didn’t mean all siege or hostage situations could be run the same way with the same results. Emotions drove events and so did the unpredictable actions of everyone involved. Humans were notoriously fickle. Hence the need for trained negotiators who didn’t react or lash out in frustration and who knew how to de-escalate tension even when lives were on the line.

      He grabbed his water bottle again and took another large gulp, wishing he hadn’t finished off the night with a few whiskey chasers. Beer was one thing. Fifteen-year-old Glenfiddich was something else.

      He checked the wire, but there was no update on the UNSUB in Calvin’s murder. The image of Ava Kanas challenging the Director of the FBI to delve deeper into Van’s death flashed through his brain. The woman had cajones even if she lacked subtlety. He picked up the phone and called Fredericksburg and was put through to Ray Aldrich almost immediately.

      “Any updates on the shooter?” Dominic asked.

      Aldrich sighed. “Nothing that points us to an identity. There’s a basement parking garage, and we believe they drove away before you even got there on foot. No surveillance cameras anywhere in that building or in the vicinity.”

      “What about Van’s death?” Ava Kanas’s conviction had been compelling, but maybe neither of them wanted to admit they’d failed a man who’d mentored them both.

      “I’ve been over the notes again but can’t find anything that looks suspicious.”

      “Could I look at the files?” Dominic closed his eyes as he made the request.

      “You sure you want to do that?”

      Did he want to view the death scene and autopsy photographs of one of his best friends? No, he didn’t. “I might be able to help.”

      “Okay, I’ll send you the access information but don’t say I didn’t warn you,” said Aldrich.

      “What about Agent Kanas? How’s she holding up after the shooting?”

      Aldrich sighed. “She’s a good agent, but she’s like a dog with a bone and doesn’t know when to let go. I put her on a lead we were sent from the New Mexico Field Office, which should keep her busy for a few days or weeks.”

      So, she’d probably be even more frustrated. “Do you believe her?” asked Dom.

      “Honestly? No. I think she’s overwrought and upset.”

      Ava Kanas did not seem like the overwrought type. She seemed determined and passionate.

      “She and Van were close?” Dominic asked.

      “Not intimate like you suggested yesterday, at least, not as far as I’m aware.”

      Dominic winced. Not his finest moment and probably reflected more his thoughts regarding Agent Kanas than anything else. She was very attractive.

      “But they were close. This is her FOA, and Van took her under his wing. I guess she imprinted on him in a big way.”

      Van had done the same thing with Dominic over a decade ago. Dominic had never figured out why. Had he looked like such a newbie that Van had known he needed help? Probably.

      Something about Ava Kanas’s conviction seemed deeper than that of a mentee’s reaction to a mentor’s death, but as Dominic sucked at relationships in general, what the hell did he know?

      “I’m getting another call,” Aldrich said. “Thanks for taking a look at the files. I do not want to look like an idiot in front of the director.”

      Dominic grunted as he hung up. He didn’t give a crap about appearances, but some might suggest he didn’t need to, which was probably true and pissed him off.

      Dominic’s email dinged and there was the case file number of Van’s death investigation and a permission key to access it sitting in his inbox. His mouth went dry, and his heart started to pound as his finger hovered over the button. He wasn’t looking forward to this. Not even a little bit.
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      Ava sat in her Bucar down the road from the home of the girlfriend of a prisoner who’d escaped from the Penitentiary of New Mexico. The converted older home had three apartments, one on each floor, and backed onto the city and historic Confederate Cemetery. It was mid-morning in a quiet neighborhood, not exactly conducive to surveillance when strangers sitting in parked cars stood out like flashing neon signs. She kept an eye on the front door by watching her rear-view mirror.

      She’d dressed down in a The National t-shirt and her oldest, rattiest jeans ripped at the knees, and a pair of red Vans meaning she could run if necessary. She wore shades and a blue, evil eye bracelet
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