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        COLD WICKED LIES

        Cold Justice® – The Negotiators (Book #3)

      

      

      FBI negotiator Charlotte Blood is at the top of her game. In an effort to halt a tension-filled, armed standoff before anyone else gets hurt, Charlotte is determined to unravel the mystery of a young woman’s death on a remote mountainside. Pity she has to fight her sexy, stubborn, Hostage Rescue Team counterpart every step of the way.

      As a highly skilled operative, HRT Gold Team leader Payne Novak doesn’t have time to play detective or make nice with killers who flout the law. His focus is on getting inside the compound and ending the siege as quickly as possible.

      Forced to work together to prove the tactical and negotiation arms of the FBI can cooperate, the battle-hardened HRT team leader and the quietly determined negotiator figure out they might have more in common than they realized.

      As the clock ticks, Charlotte discovers there are some dangers she can’t talk her way out of, and the race to unearth long-buried lies becomes a matter of survival for everyone on the mountain.
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      TJ slipped out of the tunnel and into the woods he’d spent his whole life exploring, carefully avoiding the cameras he’d helped set up a decade earlier. For years, staying safe, staying off the grid had been the only thing that mattered to his family. Then the heartbreaking and unexpected loss of his mother in the spring had taught him that no matter how carefully they planned and protected themselves, there was no guarantee of survival. And, however much they tried to avoid it, the world, with all its inherent danger, was coming for them.

      This quiet remote region of Washington State was drawing commercial loggers and environmental protesters, and the threat of conflict that had always seemed so compelling yet abstract in the past was now becoming a tangible reality. TJ didn’t want conflict, but he was prepared. Only one problem…

      His breath froze on a rough exhale, forming a cloud that rose up to join the mist shrouding the treetops. A stick cracked under his boot, and a deer snapped up its head, startled, then bounced away, crashing through the thick scrub. TJ cursed himself for not paying attention to where he was putting his feet. Distraction was dangerous.

      He didn’t want to be seen by anyone except the person he’d come to meet. Couldn’t risk being found out. Not yet. Wasn’t ready to give her up, even though his dad would flail him alive if he found out what TJ had been up to all summer.

      Through the woods and down the steep-sided gully to the almost dried up stream bed that marked the edge of Harrison property. TJ glanced up at the sign warning trespassers to keep away or risk being shot. It was no idle threat.

      He stepped over the narrow trickle of water—a small act of rebellion. He wasn’t supposed to leave Harrison land. Not without permission from his father.

      TJ didn’t doubt his father’s love, but the man was overprotective. At eighteen, TJ was old enough to make his own choices.

      He climbed the opposite bank with a silent tread, his heart skipping a beat as he thought about the girl he’d come to meet. He held his breath as he crested the top of the rise and looked down the steep wooded hillside.

      He slowly drew the icy air into his lungs as his mind grappled with disappointment. She wasn’t there.

      He frowned. He was twenty minutes late because he hadn’t been able to get away without someone seeing him. Had she given up on him?

      Every Wednesday for months they’d secretly met up and spent a morning together—hiking his favorite trails, spotting wildlife. They’d even snuck away to the movies once when his father had gone into the city. It had been the first time TJ had ever been to a cinema, and it had been overwhelming—not the noise or the scents or the giant screen, but the feel of Kayla’s lips beneath his. The sweet taste of her. It was the first time he’d kissed a girl, and it turned out kissing Kayla was addictive.

      He wanted to see her so he could kiss her again.

      Where was she? He couldn’t call her. He didn’t carry a cell phone—even if the government didn’t track a person’s whereabouts with them, they were useless in these mountains.

      TJ made his way carefully through the deep green conifers, keeping to the shadows. Maybe that’s what Kayla was doing, staying concealed until he showed himself.

      There were more people than ever roaming these remote mountains. The numbers had exploded in May when some Canadian told everyone he’d seen a Sasquatch in the old growth forest north of here—where the loggers were supposedly headed next.

      TJ didn’t want the trees cut down, but his dad had told him to keep out of it. To not draw any attention to their compound or the people who lived quietly inside.

      TJ forced himself not to hurry, scanning the surroundings for anyone else on the mountain. He didn’t want to be punished and confined if someone from home spotted him. He didn’t want to be banned from ever seeing Kayla again.

      TJ reached the tree where they’d arranged to meet—a massive, damaged Douglas-fir that had escaped the logger’s axe and saved this section of the forest. It was home to a breeding pair of rare Northern Spotted Owls. The environmentalists had scored a major victory for their cause when the endangered birds had been discovered.

      The owls were the reason he and Kayla had met. They’d both come to watch the baby birds test out their fledgling wings and had ended up spying on one another as well. She’d been sketching the first time he’d seen her, long hair constantly falling across one side of her face.

      More than six months of weekly meetings later, and TJ desperately wished he could see her for more than a few short hours each week. He wanted to be with her constantly. Soon, the snow would be too deep for even these stolen moments—the first big dump was late this year, and TJ took it as a sign of approval of their relationship from up above.

      He swallowed the lump of frustrated longing that mixed with the familiar excitement in his blood. He leaned against the big, old, fat tree, the rough bark pressing into his spine. The angry chatter of squirrels and call of mountain birds floated on the cool, sharp air.

      He’d been toying with leaving home, joining Kayla in her fight to protect the forest and creatures living within it. She had a tent, and he had a little money put aside. He knew she was traveling with a friend, but they could make it work. His family had money—cash and gold—buried in locations none of the others knew about. He could take a little, enough to live on. It was his as much as it was his father’s.

      But his dad had warned him that the end of days was getting closer, and they had to be ready to defend themselves. TJ clenched his jaw. What about Kayla? Who’d protect her?

      TJ wouldn’t leave her to die, not when he could offer her safety. He didn’t care what the others said about not accepting strays into their fold. His mother had been letting in strangers for as long as TJ could remember. Most were distant relatives, and they all had to promise to contribute and abide by his father’s rules. His parents had never turned anyone away. Why should TJ have to turn away the one person he cared about besides his father?

      Assuming Kayla wanted to come with him…

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders. If she didn’t want to live in the compound, would she wait in her camp for him until spring? Would she be okay? Or would she be forced to move on to a place where he’d never find her again?

      The idea of losing her was like a sledgehammer to his chest.

      Should he abandon the only home he’d ever known, the only security they had from the upcoming apocalypse? Maybe. Maybe for this girl—who’d never survive without him. If she wanted him to join her…

      He glanced down the mountain, wondering if she’d already left and he’d missed her. A tiny flash of red caught his eye. He took a step forward. Then another. Kayla had a red wool cap that exact shade… Had she dropped it?

      She was never late. Had she come and gone and maybe left a note with the hat, knowing he’d find it?

      He moved faster, careful of the roots and loose rocks, the uneven footing. When he reached the hat, he saw it was simply that, a wooly hat with no note attached. He picked it up, confused.

      It looked similar to the one Kayla usually wore, but he didn’t spend a lot of time looking at her hat when her face was so close.

      He looked around and caught sight of an object that looked unnatural and out of place in the shadows of the woods.

      His feet moved him in that direction, a moment of prescience flowing over him as he dodged around the wide skirts of a western hemlock. This was bad. He knew it was bad even before the shape elongated into a human arm. The rest of the person came into view as he moved closer. His mouth crumbled to dust, and his throat constricted so tightly the air became trapped in his lungs.

      Don’t look, don’t look!

      But his brain demanded answers.

      “Kayla?”

      The body of a young woman wearing hiking boots, unzipped jeans, and a green t-shirt that had been lifted to reveal a naked breast lay in the dirt and pine needles. Her coat was discarded a few feet away. She looked cold. The thought rattled around his shattered brain like a loose piece of bone.

      A mop of dark hair covered the woman’s features, and her face was turned away from him. She was the same size as Kayla. His Kayla.

      Tears swam in his eyes, and he took another step closer, knowing he should check for a pulse, even though he didn’t want to cross the line from denial to truth.

      He didn’t want to touch her.

      He didn’t want to see her face.

      Didn’t want it to be true.

      He crouched beside the body and couldn’t resist pulling the t-shirt down over the girl’s chest, out of respect. His fingers shook as he noticed cuts and abrasions on her torso and on her neck and face.

      He forced himself to press his fingers to the side of her throat where her pulse usually fluttered shyly against fragile flesh. Her skin felt inert and alien, not warm and soft or vibrant the way Kayla usually felt when he touched her. He withdrew his fingers quickly, rubbing them on the side of his jeans as a horrified wave of repulsion raced over his shoulders, up his nape and scalp, into his throat which burned.

      He recognized the t-shirt, but he still couldn’t bring himself to move the dark hair off her face and see her beautiful features clouded in death. His hand hovered over her forehead.

      The snap of a twig warned him he was not alone.

      “What have you done? Get away from her!”

      TJ looked up into the angry eyes of a US Fish & Wildlife officer. It was only as the officer started to grapple with his holster for his weapon that TJ realized how this would look.

      No way was he going to prison for something he hadn’t done, not when the world was going to end soon. He’d be trapped in a system where he would surely die. He whipped out his own 9mm handgun and pointed it at the surprised law enforcement officer.

      “You’ve got it wrong. I found her like this.” TJ’s voice came out guttural and harsh.

      “Sure, kid.” The wildlife officer’s upper lip curled. “Why don’t you put the gun away, and we’ll talk about it.”

      But TJ saw the truth in the man’s eyes. He was already convinced TJ had killed Kayla. TJ started backing away through the branches of the trees.

      “Don’t follow me,” TJ warned, then turned and sprinted, faster than a mule deer, dodging through the trees up the slope. This time he didn’t worry about his footing or being quiet. If he was caught, he’d die in jail, and no one would ever believe he’d found Kayla already gone.

      Tears half-blinded him. It had to be Kayla. Who else would be up here? He squeezed the woolen cap he still held in his hands, realizing he still carried it with him.

      Shit.

      His throat wanted to close, but he forced his mouth wide to gulp down oxygen he needed to get back to the compound. To safety. He tossed the hat away and, with it, the hope of a future with the woman he’d fallen in love with.

      The wildlife officer shouted behind him. TJ leapt the stream and made it up the opposite bank, sliding on the icy ground a couple of times before launching himself over the top.

      “Stop! Federal Wildlife Officer. Stop! You goddamn sonofabitch.”

      TJ didn’t slow. The Feds would lock him up and throw away the key without ever giving him the chance to defend himself. Who was ever gonna believe an outsider like him?

      No one, that’s who.

      He ran to the only safety he’d ever known, chest bellowing, making no effort to hide from the cameras this time, in fact, making damn sure whoever was on guard duty could see him and hear him coming and open the main goddamned door.

      A hundred yards from the entrance, TJ heard the squeal of steel hinges in desperate need of some WD40.

      “Hold it right there!” the wildlife officer behind him screamed.

      TJ heard the sound of a bullet striking the reinforced steel of the main entrance at the same time he felt the sting of a ricochet across his cheek. Another inch, and he’d have been blinded. He launched himself through the door as one of the guards returned fire.

      “Don’t!” TJ wheezed. “Don’t shoot. He’s a Fed.”

      The sound of the high-power rifle cut through the air, and TJ knew it was already too late. There was no way the guard would miss at this range.

      They’d been preparing for the revolution his whole life. TJ had just brought it to the door.
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      Supervisory Special Agent Charlotte Blood hurried off the giant C-17 military transport plane, dragging her small suitcase along behind her. The leader of the Hostage Rescue Team raised a brow, apparently amused by the fact her luggage had wheels.

      She rolled her eyes and ignored him.

      The only thing Charlotte cared about was resolving this situation without any further loss of life.

      The Section Chief of the Crisis Negotiation Unit had made her the Negotiations Commander for this case, something she’d either thank him for or curse him for later, depending on the outcome. She was grateful for the opportunity to prove her abilities. Three of her stellar colleagues from CNU had already arrived on scene, and another Bureau negotiator was flying in from San Francisco in the morning. Hopefully, they could recruit a local to pad out the numbers and also give them access to pertinent information only a resident would know.

      Ideally, this siege would be over sooner rather than later, but the Feds had learned the hard way that rushing things tended to lead to more lethal outcomes. With Thanksgiving just over and the holidays on the horizon, there would be some people desperate to end this as soon as possible so they could get home to their families to celebrate. She wanted to make sure everyone had that opportunity while justice was still served.

      It was dark out already, and the area was dimly lit to disguise their arrival at this secret military base in northern Washington State. Broadcasting the arrival of the Hostage Rescue Team on local or national news media might inflame the situation, and that was the last thing anyone needed.

      At the bottom of the plane’s steps, she scanned the hangar and spotted a man waiting beside a black SUV that had its doors and rear cargo hatch wide open.

      Their “local” contact was from the closest Resident Agency, which was still a hundred miles from this remote part of the state.

      “Any updates?” she asked, introducing herself when she got close enough.

      “Not since the director told us you were on your way.” The agent showed her his credentials. Devon Truman. He was movie star handsome with obsidian eyes, pitch-black hair and tanned-looking skin. If he had language skills, then she bet undercover operations had already marked him for possible future assignments.

      He took her suitcase and stowed it in the back. “I have to grab some equipment for the Incident Commander. I’ll be a couple of minutes.”

      He smiled, and her ovaries started high fiving as she watched him walk away. No wedding band. Heartbreak handsome. Maybe there’d be an upside to this assignment.

      She zipped her black down coat up to her chin, trying to ignore the sting of cold across the tips of her ears and nose. She wore fleece-lined leggings, sturdy boots, and silk underwear of the unsexy variety. When she’d discovered their destination, she’d packed more of the same.

      This wasn’t her first rodeo in this part of the world. She’d spent several weeks on and off this year, talking the Freemen down from their latest version of insurrection.

      Agent Truman was speaking with one of the HRT guys. He pointed in the direction of several large boxes, which he and some of the other men started hauling in the direction of the SUV.

      Charlotte caught the gaze of the HRT Gold section leader again. Payne Novak. He sent her a smirk before turning away to continue orchestrating the unloading of tons of equipment HRT needed to function.

      And yet, he found her having a suitcase with wheels amusing.

      The Tactical Commander and Negotiation Commander both worked with the Incident Commander to form the “Triad of Control,” which meant Charlotte was about to spend quality time with Payne-in-the-ass-Novak. Great.

      Though they’d never directly interacted, she’d ascertained from the frequent stares and frowns he sent in her direction that, for some reason, he didn’t approve of her. She didn’t have time for territorial or macho nonsense and hoped he could handle working with a woman as an equal.

      Charlotte climbed into the front passenger seat of the SUV and waited for Agent Truman to finish packing the gear. Then he got in and turned on the ignition.

      She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t looking forward to spending a little alone time with Agent Hottie—maybe figure out if the guy was spoken for, or single and looking for love.

      At thirty-two, after putting relationships on hold in favor of her career, she’d finally figured she was going to have to be more proactive when it came to dating. She wasn’t in college anymore and most of the likable, straight, single men had already been snapped up. Agent Truman fitted the exact image she had of her perfect future partner. Polite, educated, cultured. Someone who’d comfortably fit behind the wheel of the family SUV with two kids and a dog strapped in the back. Someone who looked gorgeous enough to lick all over and virile enough to return the favor.

      A sharp tap on the window almost had her heart levitating from her chest.

      Supervisory Special Agent Payne Novak stared at her through the fogged-up glass.

      She buzzed it down a few inches.

      “I’m riding with you so you can update us both concurrently and save time. Unlock the door.” Novak directed his comments to Truman.

      He climbed in, and Charlotte’s mood sank. She buzzed the window back up and stared out through the frosted glass.

      It was probably a smart idea. Didn’t mean she had to like his bulldozer attitude.

      “What can you tell us about the situation? Any updates?” Novak asked.

      Truman replied, “It’s a mess. Federal Wildlife Officer name of Bob Jones was shot dead on private land that edges Colville National Forest. He’d previously radioed in to say he’d discovered the body of a young woman and was in pursuit of a suspect. He was shot, presumably by the suspect or members of a survivalist group who own the land and compound where the suspect lives. Sheriff and other wildlife officers went up there to assist FWO Jones, but a gun battle ensued, and now they can’t get near the place to retrieve his body. Another deputy was also injured and is in serious condition in the hospital. Sheriff contacted us in Spokane, and we called Seattle, who called HQ. The director intervened. Everyone was told to stand down until the cavalry arrived.”

      The cavalry. The Tactical Operations arm of the FBI. CIRG. The Critical Incident Response Group—of which the Crisis Negotiation Unit formed a co-equal branch with the Hostage Rescue Team.

      “How did the woman die?” Charlotte asked.

      Truman shook his head. “We don’t know yet. Agents from my Resident Agency are helping to process the scene. Medical Examiner arrived about thirty minutes ago.”

      “Her body is still there?” Charlotte asked in surprise.

      “Director told our SAC not to let the locals touch a thing. I guess he’s feeling antsy.”

      Charlotte didn’t blame him. This incident shared aspects of two of the Bureau’s biggest failures, Waco and Ruby Ridge. “Can you take me to the location where the body is? I’d like to view her before the ME moves her if possible.”

      “That’s not your job,” Novak stated firmly from the backseat.

      She turned to face him. His close-cropped dark blond hair was hidden beneath a black knit cap, but his icy brows were clearly visible and met in a disapproving frown. Charlotte raised an eyebrow back, a little incredulous at Novak’s audacity, but she held onto her patience. “SSA Novak, the Incident Commander hasn’t arrived yet. My team is setting up the Negotiation Center and working to establish initial communications with the people on Eagle Mountain. In the meantime, I’d like to check out where this all started to get a handle on what exactly occurred so we can resolve this without anyone else getting hurt.”

      Charlotte held the steely glare in those blue-green eyes and gritted her teeth in an effort to be polite. “We can drop you off first if you need to supervise your people.”

      Truman glanced uneasily from her to Novak and back again.

      “Actually, no.” Novak flashed her a grim look. “A quick reconnoiter isn’t a bad idea.”

      Irritation snaked along her nerves. “Are you sure you have the time, SSA Novak?”

      “Sure. What are we waiting for?” Novak asked impatiently.

      “I thought you’d want HRT to follow me to the ranch where we are basing operations,” said Truman.

      Novak glanced over his shoulder at his team. “Give me the GPS coordinates, and I’ll let them know. They’ll find it. Let’s go.”

      Charlotte blew out a long breath and prayed for patience. “Yippee-kai-yay,” she murmured under her breath, earning the tiny uptick of Agent Truman’s rather excellent lips.

      “Motherfucker.” Came the rejoinder from the backseat.

      “Indeed,” said Charlotte.
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      Payne Novak leaned forward in his seat, impatient to get on with things. It was killing him that a fellow federal law enforcement official was lying out in the dirt, exposed to the elements and abandoned like trash. No man left behind was a mantra he’d lived by since his Green Beret days. He swallowed, trying to loosen the tightness in his throat, thinking of another soldier on another hillside on the other side of the world. He had no intention of repeating that mission fail.

      A short recon wasn’t a terrible idea as long as it didn’t stop him getting his men into position before dawn. As HRT’s Tactical Commander on the ground, his job was assessing the threat, preparing for the threat, and developing action plans to eliminate the threat.

      But from a personal standpoint, he also needed to get FWO Jones’s body back to his loved ones as quickly as possible.

      Maybe the negotiators could talk the leaders of this compound into a truce and giving up its shooters, but Novak doubted it. This sweet-looking blonde didn’t seem the type to play hardball with killers. She looked like the type to bake cupcakes, hold hands, and kiss booboos.

      Novak had seen the petite agent at several incidents since the summer, always smiling and joking with her colleagues. She glanced over her shoulder, and her blue eyes narrowed with unspoken criticism.

      For some reason she didn’t like him.

      He smiled back.

      He didn’t care.

      Special Agent Truman drove fast, obviously aware of the tension that filled the atmosphere like CS gas, and smart enough not to open his mouth and inhale.

      Charlotte Blood was the Negotiations Commander for this incident, which meant Novak had to deal with her whether she liked him or not. Until the overall Incident Commander was on scene, Novak and Blood were running this shit show. Novak’s immediate boss was out of the country doing something classified with the US Naval Special Warfare Development Group. Probably taking down a high value target in some remote part of the Middle East. If Novak fucked this up, he’d never hear the end of it.

      The Hostage Rescue Teams were tight-knit groups. Same as the negotiators. Theoretically, they were all on the same side, and they shared objectives, up to a point. Ending the siege. Protecting the innocent. They simply had wildly different ideas about how to go about that.

      “Do you have any experience with murder investigations?” The bite in SSA Blood’s tone was unmistakable and something he only ever heard when she addressed him. She was sweet as pie to everyone else.

      “Not a lot.” He leaned back against the leather seat and glanced out the window. He’d served two years as a street agent where he’d learned about the law enforcement side of the agency, but he hadn’t found it nearly as rewarding as his current role of kicking down doors and taking out terrorists. “I was on the violent criminal apprehension squad in Miami before I joined HRT.”

      Marking time until he could apply for selection. That had been five years ago. His rise through the ranks had more to do with his military know-how than his law enforcement skills.

      “Of course, you were,” she muttered under her breath.

      Novak saw Truman flash a look of surprise in SSA Blood’s direction, probably at her acidic tone, but he didn’t say anything. Smart man.

      “I suppose you are highly experienced—with murder investigations?” He hadn’t meant it to come out snide, but it did. Her shoulders stiffened.

      “I ran multiple murder investigations in three different field offices. We made arrests in all but two of the cases, which are still ongoing.”

      It didn’t surprise him that she kept track of old cases.

      “Just keep out of the Medical Examiner’s way and don’t contaminate the scene,” she instructed.

      “I am a qualified FBI agent, SSA Blood. Not some bum they picked up off the streets.”

      “We all know the Bureau wanted you for your tactical skills and experience, not your investigative prowess.”

      Was she seriously suggesting that he hadn’t reached the same standards as other applicants when he had, in fact, far exceeded them? “Are you questioning my abilities, SSA Blood?”

      “Only your experience at murder scenes and in peaceful resolutions, SSA Novak.”

      That rankled. “HRT is the tip of the spear. We’re not paid to hold hands.”

      “Nor are the negotiators.”

      He opened his mouth to argue, but she didn’t let him.

      “You know the FBI is mandated to pursue negotiations as far as possible while lives are not at risk.”

      “Of course, I know that.” Novak crossed his arms over his chest and stared at the back of Charlotte Blood’s annoying head. She obviously considered him a freaking idiot. When she could solve complex algebra equations after a week with no sleep and running the equivalent of four marathons in full kit, they’d talk.
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      Novak sat silently in the back seat, trying to ignore his irritating coworker. Long roads snaked through barren desert before climbing into rocky foothills and then higher, passing through steep banks covered in swathes of thick forest. It took forty minutes before they reached the valley closest to the incident and the small town of Eagle Creek. Flakes of snow rode the breeze, a warning that the weather could turn at any moment. They needed to get that downed officer to his family before the snow buried him until spring.

      Truman pointed out the ranch where they were basing their operations. They left the convoy of HRT vehicles, who’d caught up twenty minutes ago, behind them. It took another ten minutes to reach a gravel logging road, another ten minutes of teeth rattling misery to get to a police cordon, and a string of emergency vehicles stretched out along the side of the road.

      Truman pulled up beside an ambulance. The field agent had called ahead on the sat phone to arrange for someone to meet them and guide them to the scene. Truman pointed out the side window with obvious relief. “That’s Agent Fontaine over there. She’ll take you up to where they found the female victim. I’ll figure out somewhere to turn around and wait for you here.”

      Charlotte Blood sent the agent a butter-wouldn’t-melt smile.

      Ha. So that’s why she was pissed he’d tagged along. She’d wanted to hit on pretty-boy Truman, and Novak had ruined her dating plans. Well, tough.

      He got out of the SUV and glanced around with a frown. A crowd of people, including the media, were being held back at one end of the dirt road. Law enforcement needed to secure the entire mountain and make sure no one went wandering where they weren’t authorized. That wouldn’t be an easy assignment.

      Hell of a lot of local police activity too. Too many eyes and ears for his liking. Too many loose lips and potential wannabe heroes and victims getting in the line of fire if the men in the compound decided to make a break for it before HRT were embedded and firmly in control.

      Novak switched his attention to their guide. Agent Fontaine had long dark hair tied back into a no-nonsense ponytail and smiling red lips. Her eyes lit up a little when they caught sight of him. Some women had a thing for body armor and thigh holsters.

      Not his erstwhile Negotiations Commander, though. Nor his ex-wife, come to that. She hadn’t even bothered to tell him she was leaving him for another man. He’d simply arrived home from a long overseas deployment to an empty house with a note on the kitchen counter telling him how much he owed her to cover utilities.

      He pushed the thoughts out of his brain.

      Charlotte Blood’s mouth bent upside-down as she noticed Fontaine’s reaction to him. Novak stood a little taller and possibly puffed out his chest. Not because he wanted to flirt with Agent Fontaine, but because annoying Charlotte Blood amused the crap out of him, especially since she considered him such a bozo.

      “SSA Payne Novak.” He introduced himself as he shook hands with Fontaine. “This is SSA Charlotte Blood.”

      Agent Fontaine barked out a surprised laugh. “Blood and Payne. Perfect. You guys should be partners and get your own TV show.”

      He and Charlotte locked gazes, her eyes reflecting the exact same horror he felt.

      “Ha. Right,” SSA Blood said between gritted teeth. “Please, call me Charlotte.”

      “And you can call me Payne.” Novak gave Fontaine his best smile.

      “Funny,” Charlotte muttered. “That’s what I always call you.”

      He let go of Fontaine’s hand and raised a brow at his fellow commander. “I thought you were supposed to be the diplomat?”

      Charlotte sighed. “You’re right. It was a cheap shot. I apologize. Any idea who the victim is, or where she came from, Agent Fontaine?”

      Agent Fontaine glanced at Charlotte then back to him. No doubt about it, she was interested in more than his weapon’s holster. Not that he got involved with co-workers, especially junior ones—but he wasn’t a regular field agent, and Fontaine lived on the other side of the country. A temporary hookup with no emotional entanglements wouldn’t be completely out of the question if she was genuinely interested in checking out his equipment. Not that he had time to take advantage of such an opportunity should it arise. Probably just as well.

      Fontaine lowered her gaze back to Charlotte. “We think she was part of a group of environmentalists and conservationists who are camped over in that direction.” Fontaine pointed east. “One of the sheriff’s deputies believes he recognizes her from a protest, but we haven’t confirmed her identity yet. The FBI Director told Sheriff Lasalle to leave everything to the FBI, but we haven’t had time or manpower to interview people there yet. Deputies are recording the identity of anyone who leaves.”

      “What are they protesting?” Novak took in the thick forests that surrounded them and knew the answer before she spoke. “Logging.”

      Charlotte glanced at him in surprise.

      Yeah, SSA Blood, I have a couple of brain cells inside this thick skull.

      “Let’s go.” Charlotte waved Agent Fontaine ahead of them, and Novak let her go next with him bringing up the rear. Outside the bright lights of police vehicles, it was pitch black—the sort of dark where you had to hold your hands out in front so you didn’t walk into a tree. His eyes would adjust in time, but the others were impatient. They turned on their flashlights and trudged up the steep, uneven path.

      “There are several groups who’ve joined together including, more recently, a small contingent of Bigfoot enthusiasts who are investigating a credible sighting,” Fontaine said, straight-faced.

      Novak shook his head to clear the ringing. Credible sighting…? “You’re saying the victim believed in Bigfoot?”

      Fontaine cleared her throat. “Not necessarily. Most activists here are protesting forest destruction because of rare birds and mammal habitat, but…well, it’s possible, and I didn’t want you going into the situation blind.”

      Great.

      Charlotte Blood said nothing as they carried on up the hillside. He found his gaze following the sway of his colleague’s ass as she hiked in front of him. She wore skintight, black leggings over slim legs and no-nonsense boots to tramp over the uneven ground. Unfortunately, it wasn’t Agent Fontaine’s ass he was ogling, it was the irritating Charlotte Blood.

      Whatever.

      His animal brain had observed and now his civilized one could ignore the fact that the negotiator hid a fit body beneath that frosty exterior.

      A twig snapped, and they all paused as he shone his flashlight into the woods.

      A six-pronged buck stared back at him, the retinas of his eyes reflecting eerily in the beam. Not Bigfoot.

      He laughed at himself and took another step. His foot caught on a root, and he went down hard, taking SSA Blood with him. He managed to wrap one hand around her thighs to cushion some of the impact, but he weighed two-hundred pounds not counting equipment. His face landed against the softness of her ass, and they lay in frozen shock for a fraught nanosecond.

      “I am so goddamn sorry. Are you all right?” He rolled away but not before the sensation of her form was imprinted on his from the waist up.

      She twisted onto her back, glaring at him, and then scrambled to her feet, dusting off his touch like he had lice. “I’m fine.”

      “You do need to watch your step around here. It is treacherous in places.” Agent Fontaine’s voice carried a hint of amusement.

      Great. He was never a klutz. He was supposed to be an elite fricking warrior. “I tripped on a tree root.”

      “Well, maybe you should pull out your night-vision goggles so you can see where you’re going?” Charlotte snapped.

      Did she think he’d done it on purpose?

      The two female agents started striding up the hill again.

      “It was an accident,” he bit out.

      “Of course, it was.” Charlotte glared back at him.

      He swore. Charlotte Blood thought he’d deliberately tackled her to the ground like some boneheaded defenseman. She really had a low opinion of him.

      A soft rustle of leaves drew Novak’s attention back to the woods. The hair on the back of his nape suddenly stood on end, and he couldn’t shake the sensation he was being watched.

      Part of him wanted to go searching out whatever was giving him the heebie-jeebies, but as he glanced toward the others who were rapidly disappearing, he didn’t want to leave them unprotected—even though they were both professional law enforcement agents who would kick his ass if he suggested anything as sexist as him watching out for them. He jogged to catch up. Charlotte looked back and paused reluctantly to wait for him.

      “We’re almost there,” said Fontaine.

      Charlotte pointed down the slope to distant flickers of light through the forest. “Is that where the environmentalists are camped?”

      Fontaine nodded. “It’s about half a mile straight down the hill. Loggers had planned to come into this part of the old growth forest this past summer and harvest the biggest trees but were forced to abandon the idea when some endangered birds were found nesting here. Protesters are convinced that the minute they leave, the logging company will come in regardless.”

      Novak pressed his lips together in distaste. The idea of anyone cutting down these majestic trees left a bitter tang in his mouth. Not that his personal feelings mattered. Retrieving the body of the dead wildlife officer, protecting the innocent and federal property was his job. Upholding the law was the reason he was here.

      Still, he liked trees. They didn’t talk back.

      “You seem to know a lot about the situation,” Charlotte observed to the other woman.

      Fontaine flashed a modest smile. “I’m interested in conservation. My first degree was in Biological Sciences, and I have a soft spot for the great outdoors.”

      “Well, the loggers are going to have to postpone any activities on this mountain until we sort this out.” Charlotte spoke confidently.

      “You think that could have been a motive?” Agent Fontaine asked.

      “To stop the logging? Seems extreme.” Charlotte frowned.

      Novak’s mood soured. He’d seen all sorts of reasons for death. Most of them were extreme. Standing around speculating solved nothing. “Let’s move it, people.”

      “We were waiting for you to catch up.” Charlotte glared at him like he was slow on the uptake.

      He huffed out a laugh. “You think I have trouble keeping up?”

      “Keeping it up?” The look she gave him told him she was riling his ass and yet his ass still got riled.

      “Funny. Ha, ha.” Heat seared his cheeks.

      “Ready?” Charlotte sent him a pleased-with-herself smile and continued up the trail after Fontaine.

      She was probably the most annoying female he’d had the displeasure of working with. This assignment was going to be purgatory.

      “I was looking at something in the trees,” he said, giving in to the need to defend himself.

      “What was it?” she queried.

      Now he felt even more a fool. “Probably another deer.” He cleared his throat. Although he was sure there had been something else out there, lurking, but he wasn’t about to say that out loud.

      Bigfoot for fuck’s sake.

      “Come on. Let’s catch up with Fontaine. We don’t want to lose her,” Charlotte said impatiently.

      He gritted his teeth. Right now, he wouldn’t care a single iota if he lost Charlotte, and another negotiator took over command. In fact, that would be just fine with him.

      Another five minutes, and they saw the first indication they were in the right place. Sheriff’s deputies were staked out at various points along yellow crime scene tape that cordoned off a large area.

      A guy took their names, and they signed into the log, putting paper booties over their footwear, before ducking under the tape.

      Up ahead, the area was well lit with portable lights. Novak spotted a group of people near the body of a young woman and immediately sobered. This was no place for petty differences or dueling personalities.

      A middle-aged man crouched beside the body. He looked up at their approach. “SSA Blood?”

      Charlotte nodded vigorously. “Yes, sir. Sorry to keep you waiting out in the cold. We got here as soon as we could.” She glanced at Novak as if he’d been the one holding them back, and he wanted to roll his eyes. “This is SSA Novak. My colleague from HRT.”

      The ME nodded. “I haven’t been here that long myself. We’re about to move the young woman into the body bag. Perhaps you can assist?” He directed the comment at Novak, and Charlotte bristled.

      Being needed for his brawn was hardly a compliment. He sincerely doubted anyone would appreciate his Mensa IQ, not when there were bodies to move.

      Novak scanned the nearby area before stuffing his cold weather gloves into a pocket and pulling on the latex gloves someone handed him. He approached the dead girl from her left side. A long gash covered the right side of her face. Her clothes had been interfered with. Coat removed—assuming she’d been wearing one, although she’d be foolish not to. Her jeans zipper was undone.

      “She could have fallen against that tree trunk. Cracked her skull.” Novak pointed toward the nearby trunk, which was stained with something that might be blood.

      The ME looked impressed. “Good eyes. That was my first thought.”

      “Can you tell if she was assaulted?” Charlotte asked the ME.

      “First glance suggests it’s possible, but it could also have been an accident. Until I get her on the table and then run some tests, it’s hard to say. She might have been attempting to relieve her bladder, tripped, and bashed her head on that tree as SSA Novak suggested.”

      “It is easy to trip in these woods,” Charlotte said tightly.

      Novak narrowed his gaze at her.

      “Okay, let’s move her. Carefully now.”

      Novak grasped the vic’s arm and helped four other men place her gently into the body bag. He gritted his teeth at the noise the zipper made as they closed it up. He’d heard it before, in field hospitals in the desert. That final, incongruous death knell.

      He looked up to find Charlotte Blood watching him, her expression, for once, sympathetic. He brought the shutters down.

      He didn’t need Charlotte Blood feeling sorry for him. He didn’t need anyone feeling sorry for him, period.

      He removed his gloves and tossed them to an assistant who was collecting trash. The crime scene had been trampled. Good luck with the evidence people getting anything useful out of this war zone.

      “Where’s the compound?” he asked Fontaine as the others got on with the grim task of trying to identify the young woman and establishing how she died.

      “Quarter of a mile that way, other side of a small creek.” Fontaine moved away from the others, pointing west.

      There were clumps of snow in some of the hollows. Not enough to accumulate on the ground but enough to remind them all that winter was on her way. She was late this year. Novak bet they’d usually be knee deep in the white stuff by now.

      Fontaine walked another ten yards uphill and then swung her flashlight toward yellow and red markers laid out on the ground about eight feet apart. “Here’s what we believe to be our UNSUB’s tracks along with those of FWO Jones.” She pulled lip balm from her pocket and rolled some on to protect against the cold.

      “When the sheriff’s deputies arrived, they didn’t preserve the crime scene as well as they should have, but we managed to take photographs and a cast of one decent footprint from the UNSUB, but the ground is hard and rocky in most places, so we didn’t find as much as we’d hoped. We lost the tracks farther in.”

      “One of our negotiators is former British SAS. He’s really good at tracking if we want him to come up here tomorrow and see what he can determine?” Charlotte Blood followed them closely, probably worried Novak might wander off and get lost.

      “British SAS?” Fontaine asked with interest.

      “He had to renounce his British citizenship to join the FBI, but he still has the cute accent.” Charlotte smiled.

      Novak knew Max Hawthorne. Guy was a solid agent, but Novak had been a Warrant Officer in the Green Berets. He had some skills. He started in the direction of the compound.

      “We should head back.” Charlotte raised her voice like he was a kid who wasn’t paying attention.

      “I want to take a quick look.” He didn’t stop moving, eyes scanning the ground with his flashlight, but he could tell from the stride length that the UNSUB in question was moving at a flat-out run. Tracks were easy to follow when you knew where people were headed. After the initial zig zag through the trees, the UNSUB bore straight west.

      Agent Fontaine added markers to each new print he indicated.

      Novak reached the steep banks of a small creek. There were enough trees to provide cover between him and the building, so he wasn’t too worried about becoming a target. Still, he kept the light beam low to the ground and out to one side.

      He scanned up and down the creek bed, then crouched. “Same footprints here but headed toward the direction where we found the girl.” He pointed at a faint indentation in the dry mud. “The footprints are about the same age, and he’s walking this time, not running.”

      Was he trying to show off? Proving to these agents he was as good a tracker as Max Hawthorne? Probably. He shook his head in self-disgust.

      He glanced through the trees. He was so close to where the fallen officer lay, he couldn’t resist the pull to go even closer. Memories of being forced to leave behind the body of one of his men after an overwhelming number of hostiles had lit up his platoon ate at his mind. He’d managed to persuade command to go back with reinforcements the next day but, by then, the body of Sergeant Frankie Duke had been taken and desecrated by the enemy. They’d never recovered his remains. Never given his grieving family the closure they needed by providing a body to bury.

      Nausea gripped his gut, and he took two long, deliberate breaths through his nose to stop himself outwardly reacting. He stared at the ground again, searching for the calm focus he needed to do his job.

      There were other footprints too, not many, but some. Novak didn’t know if they belonged to law enforcement personnel, people from the compound, tree huggers, or random hikers.

      He carried on, cautiously. Fontaine and Blood followed behind, but they were both getting a little antsy about the proximity to the compound.

      Now he was here, he may as well take a look and try to figure out the best and fastest method for retrieving FWO Jones.

      “Novak,” Charlotte hissed as he hit the rise of the opposite bank of the creek.

      He put his hand up for silence and, miracle of miracles, she did as requested.

      There was that prickly feeling at the back of his neck again. Different than before but still very much a warning. The “No Trespassing” sign served as an additional caution.

      A couple of sheriff’s deputies started to approach them from the south. Much too late, in his estimation. It proved that the area was not secure, and the people inside may already have slipped away. Novak let Fontaine deal with the cops. He couldn’t see anything through the dense thicket of trees. No lights at all, but that wasn’t surprising. He pulled a pair of night vision goggles out of a webbed pocket.

      “Keep it down,” Novak instructed when the deputies got close enough to strike up a conversation with the other agents.

      Charlotte glared at him.

      He didn’t care.

      He put on the goggles and stared into the green-tinged night. A dead man lay out in that darkness somewhere, murdered while doing his job. And the assholes inside the fortified bunker wouldn’t even let them retrieve his body? What the hell was with that?

      No man left behind.

      Not this time.

      The subtle whir of something mechanical caught his attention. A camera. Pointed in his direction. Sonofabitch.

      “Did you know they have surveillance cameras in these woods?” asked Novak, removing the night vision goggles so the others’ flashlights didn’t blind him.

      “What?” Charlotte took a step toward him.

      “What the hell?” One of the deputies rushed forward.

      Novak pointed to the small gray box fifteen feet up in the tree. The deputy immediately pulled his weapon and took aim, but Novak pushed his arm back toward the ground.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Getting rid of it!”

      “Keep your weapon holstered. The FBI is in charge now. Unless your life or someone else’s is in imminent danger, keep your gun in its holster and your mouth zipped.”

      The deputy blustered, but Novak ignored him and strode away. Charlotte came with him, and they both stared into the darkness toward the compound.

      The local sheriff’s deputies were bullish and trigger happy. Novak understood that—hell, he was the same when the need arose. He understood what it was like to be pissed and want to get revenge on someone who’d shot at you or injured one of your own. But that wasn’t the most important thing at stake in this moment.

      These survivalists were amped up, prepared to defend themselves from tactical assault. With nothing to lose, they would shoot at anything or anyone they considered a threat. How could he convince them he was unarmed and the only thing he was interested in—this time—was retrieving the dead man’s remains?

      Maybe they wouldn’t shoot the female agents, but Novak wouldn’t take that chance. The only way the people entrenched here would believe for sure someone was unarmed was if they were stark naked.

      Novak stilled, not liking the idea that lodged in his brain. But if the roles were reversed, this was the only way he’d trust someone wasn’t carrying a firearm.

      He moved out to a place between two trees and heard the whir of a second camera following him. Both were now pointed at him. The people inside the compound were actively watching him.

      “Novak…” Charlotte hissed.

      “Stay behind cover.”

      She muttered “Neanderthal,” but he ignored her.

      He took off his basic equipment vest, then his fleece jacket, and undid the black tactical shirt, and the long-sleeved t-shirt he wore beneath. Tossed it in a pile behind him.

      “What are you doing?” Charlotte asked, clearly aghast.

      “I’m stripping.”

      “Stripping?”

      “Taking off my clothes.”

      “I know what stripping means,” Charlotte snapped and damn if that didn’t have a grin pulling at his lips.

      Next came his weapon’s holster, which really made him feel naked. He slowly placed his SIG Sauer on the ground on top of the clothes, making a show of it. Then his knife, and spare ammo, making sure they saw him remove his backup Glock-22 from his ankle holster.

      Then he took off his thermal undershirt, and the icy air stung his flesh like killer bees. He bent over and removed his boots, along with the paper booties and socks, tossing them in the growing pile.

      Below zero with the added lash of a razor-sharp wind—it was so cold he could barely breathe.

      “SSA Novak, I don’t know what you think you are doing but—” Charlotte’s voice rose sharply, but she stopped talking as he shucked his long underwear. He tossed them behind him and heard a strangled exclamation.

      He held up his hands in the age-old sign of surrender, looking over his shoulder at the other SSA who was open-mouthed and trying hard to keep her eyes north of his waist. Just as well, considering the temperature.

      “I’m going to retrieve the body of FWO Jones while not presenting a threat to the safety of the people inside that compound. Everyone, stay back, keep your weapons out of your hands and do not make a move that will get me killed.” His voice rang out through the quiet of the night, then he added softly to Charlotte and Agent Fontaine, “You might want to close your eyes.”

      He slowly turned a complete three-hundred-sixty degrees in front of the cameras to prove there was nothing taped to his back. He picked up his flashlight and very deliberately turned it on, so it shone over his body and onto the ground in front of him. He was lit up like a naked-human Christmas tree, freezing his damn balls off.

      Yippee-kai-yay, motherfucker. Time to party.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s this joker doing?” Malcolm Resnick rose from his seat in front of the monitors.

      TJ wasn’t a fan of his uncle under the best of circumstances. The man had wanted to throw him to the wolves earlier—despite the fact it was one of Malcolm’s buddies who’d pulled the trigger and killed the man who’d been chasing him.

      His uncle hadn’t lived with them that long. One of his mother’s four brothers, Malcolm had turned up for the first time in March.

      “Looks like he’s taking his clothes off.” One of the other men sitting in the surveillance room sniggered.

      This mess was all TJ’s fault. He should have stayed and explained the situation to the lawman. Taken the consequences. Others might be hurt because he’d been upset and afraid. The authorities were going to blame him for both deaths, and they were probably right.

      Kayla wouldn’t be dead if he hadn’t arranged to meet her. The lawman wouldn’t be dead if TJ hadn’t run away.

      The lump in his throat felt serrated and sharp-edged as he swallowed. How could she be dead? The effort of holding back tears, the pain in his chest that made it difficult to breathe, was killing him. What had happened to her?

      His uncle went to press the intercom that connected the surveillance room to the men guarding the front and rear exits, but TJ’s dad beat him to it. “Hold fire.”

      Tom Harrison narrowed his gaze at the now completely naked man who put his hands up, twirled all the way around and headed toward their home. TJ’s dad might be overprotective, but he was a deep thinker. He wasn’t rash or prone to violent outbursts. Unlike some of the men who lived here nowadays, Tom didn’t tolerate a man hitting a woman or kids.

      “I repeat, hold fire. He’s unarmed.”

      TJ clenched his jaw. He hadn’t told his dad about Kayla yet. He couldn’t bear to say the words aloud. All anyone here believed was the wildlife officer had started chasing him for no reason.

      His stomach churned at the idea of telling his dad the truth. The idea of disappointing the only person left in the world who he cared about. It was too much. Especially in front of the others. If he could get his father alone…

      “I think he’s attempting to prove he means us no harm. Anyone recognize his face?”

      TJ stood beside his dad as everyone shook their heads. TJ had never seen the naked guy before but, judging by the clothing and equipment he’d removed, he was either military or police. As the military weren’t allowed to engage US citizens on US soil, then he was probably some sort of tactical cop. Not that the government always followed the rules—as his father often reminded him.

      “It’s a trap,” Malcolm snapped. “Has to be.”

      Tom turned world-weary eyes on the other man. “Exactly how is it a trap? You think he has an assault weapon jammed up his ass?”

      Some of the men snorted.

      TJ didn’t. He could see the toll this had already taken on his father, and guilt added to the confusion rushing through his veins. Tom had aged a decade since TJ’s mother had died. Her death had killed something inside the man, and Malcolm had manipulated that grief in order to take over the day-to-day running of the community, cementing his standing as second-in-command, even though he hadn’t been here that long.

      TJ didn’t like him. Didn’t trust him.

      Tom pressed the intercom again. “Hold fire. I repeat, hold fire. But keep an eye on him.”

      “He could rush the walls, get inside our defenses,” Malcolm argued.

      “Our defenses can manage a single man, and he’d freeze to death before he got inside.” Tom shook his head. “Easiest way inside this compound is via a helicopter and a long rope. Nope. He’s going after the body of their man, which is fine by me.” His father’s mouth turned grim. “I don’t particularly want a corpse lying outside the gate, rotting. Man needs a decent burial.”

      TJ knew his father regretted the death of the man, same way he did. The guards on the gate had been reprimanded but, by then, it was already too late. A federal law enforcement officer was dead. Now the government were going to show up in force and attempt to destroy them all.

      “We need the media onside if we hope to endure this.” Tom looked around at the men standing there.

      “The media? State-run TV? How are they gonna help us?” Malcolm guffawed.

      The other men in the room shifted their weight uncomfortably. His dad was smart, but Malcolm was cunning. TJ hoped his father sent the other man away when this was all over, but right now that was impossible, and that was TJ’s fault.

      TJ glanced at Malcolm, who glared back at him.

      “It’ll create a public outcry if we don’t let the Feds collect their dead. And we’ll look like a bunch of crazies if we kill an unarmed naked guy, which will turn all our potential allies against us,” Tom said patiently. “We aren’t holding any hostages. If we demonstrate we can tell the difference between an act of war and an act of mercy, the world might believe us when we say we had reason to fire on the wildlife officer who was shooting at TJ. Although, I wish people hadn’t been so damn trigger happy.” The admonishment was directed toward Malcolm and his lackies.

      TJ’s mouth went dry as guilt ate him up. It was his fault too. “What do you think they might do to us?”

      His father’s lips tightened as he held his gaze. “I
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