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 Chapter 1
 Contents-Next

 All right, night owls, it's coming up on midnight, and you're listening to KHIP. Get ready for five hits in a
row. This is Cilia O'Roarke, and darling, I'm sending this one straight out to you."

 Her voice was like hot whiskey, smooth and potent. Rich, throaty, touched with the barest whisper of
the South, it might have been fashioned for the airwaves. Any man in Denver who was tuned in to her
frequency would believe she was speaking only to him.

 Cilia eased up on the pot on the mixer, sending the first of the five promised hits out to her listeners.
Music slid into the booth. She could have pulled off her headphones and given herself three minutes and
twenty-two seconds of silence. She preferred the sound. Her affection for music was only one of the
reasons for her success in radio.
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 Her voice was a natural attribute. She'd talked herself into her first job—at a low-frequency, low-budget
station in rural Georgia—with no experience, no resume and a brand-new high school diploma. And she
was perfectly aware that it was her voice that had landed her that position. That and her willingness to
work for next to nothing, make coffee and double as the station's receptionist. Ten years later, her voice
was hardly her only qualification. But it still often turned the tide.

 She'd never found the time to pursue the degree in communications she still coveted. But she could
double—and had—as engineer, newscaster, interviewer and program director. She had an encyclopedic
memory for songs and recording artists, and a respect for both. Radio had been her home for a decade,
and she loved it.

 Her easygoing, flirtatious on-air personality was often at odds with the intense, organized and ambitious
woman who rarely slept more than six hours and usually ate on the run. The public Cilia O'Roarke was a
sexy radio princess who mingled with celebrities and had a job loaded with glamour and excitement. The
private woman spent an average of ten hours a day at the station or on station business, was fiercely
determined to put her younger sister through college and hadn't had a date in two years of Saturday
nights.

 And didn't want one.

 Setting the headphones aside, she rechecked her daily log for her next fifteen-minute block. For the
space of time it took to play a top 10 hit, the booth was silent. There was only Cilia and the lights and
gauges on the control board. That was how she liked it best.

 When she'd accepted the position with KHIP in Denver six months before, she'd wrangled for the
10:00-p.m.-to-2-a.m. slot, one usually reserved for the novice deejay. A rising success with ten years
experience behind her, she could have had one of the plum day spots when the listening audience was at
its peak. She preferred the night, and for the past five years she'd carved out a name for herself in those
lonely hours.

 She liked being alone, and she liked sending her voice and music out to others who lived at night.

 With an eye on the clock, Cilia adjusted her headphones. Between the fade-out of hit number four and
the intro to hit number five, she crooned out the station's number four and the intro to hit number five, she
crooned out the station's call letters and frequency. After a quick break when she popped in a cassette of
recorded news, she would begin her favorite part of her show. The request line.

 She enjoyed watching the phones light up, enjoyed hearing the voices. It took her out of her booth for
fifty minutes every night and proved to her that there were people, real people with real lives, who were
listening to her.

 She lit a cigarette and leaned back in her swivel chair. This would be her last quiet moment for the next
hour.

 She didn't appear to be a restful woman. Nor, despite the voice, did she look like a smoldering femme
fatale. There was too much energy in her face and in her long, nervous body for either. Her nails were
unpainted, as was her mouth. She rarely found time in her schedule to bother with polish and paint. Her
dark brandy-brown eyes were nearly closed as she allowed her body to charge up. Her lashes were
long, an inheritance from her dreamy father. In contrast to the silky lashes and the pale, creamy
complexion, her features were strong and angular. She had been blessed with a cloud of rich, wavy black
hair that she ruthlessly pulled back, clipped back or twisted up in deference to the headphones.
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 With an eye on the elapsed-time clock, Cilia crushed out the cigarette and took a sip of water, then
opened her mike. The On Air sign glowed green.

 "That was for all the lovers out there, whether you've got someone to cuddle up with tonight or you wish
you did. Stay tuned. This is Cilia O'Roarke, Denver. You're listening to KHIP. We're coming back with
our request line."

 As she switched on the tape for a commercial run, she glanced up. "Hey, Nick. How's it going?"

 Nick Peters, the college student who served as an intern at the station, pushed up his dark-framed
glasses and grinned. "I aced the Lit test."

 "Way to go." She gratefully accepted the mug of steaming coffee he offered. "Is it still snowing?"

 "Stopped about an hour ago."

 She nodded and relaxed a little. She'd been worrying about Deborah, her younger sister. "I guess the
roads are a mess."

 "Not too bad. You want something to go with that coffee?"

 She flicked him a smile, her mind too busy with other things to note the adoration in his eyes. "No,
thanks. Help yourself to some stale doughnuts before you sign out." She hit a switch and spoke into the
mike again.

 As she read the station promos, he watched her. He knew it was hopeless, even stupid, but he was
wildly in love with her. She was the most beautiful woman in the world to him, making the women at
college look like awkward, gangling shadows of what a real woman should be. She was strong,
successful, sexy. And she barely knew he was alive. When she noticed him at all, it was with a
distractedly friendly smile or gesture.

 For over three months he'd been screwing up his courage to ask her for a date. And fantasizing about
what it would be like to have her attention focused on him, only him, for an entire evening.

 She was completely unaware. Had she known where his mind had led him, Cilia would have been more
amused than flattered. Nick was barely twenty-one, seven years her junior chronologically. And decades
younger in every other way. She liked him. He was unobtrusive and efficient, and he wasn't afraid of long
hours or hard work.

 Over the past few months she'd come to depend on the coffee he brought her before he left the station.
And to enjoy knowing she would be completely alone as she drank it.

 Nick glanced at the clock. "I'll, ah, see you tomorrow."

 "Hmm? Oh, sure. Good night, Nick." The moment he was through the door, she forgot about him. She
punched one of the illuminated buttons on the phone. "KHIP. You're on the air."

 "Cilia?"

 "That's right. Who's this?"
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 "I'm Kate."

 "Where are you calling from, Kate?"

 "From home—over in Lakewood. My husband's a cab driver. He's working the late shift. We both
listen to your show every night. Could you play 'Peaceful, Easy Feeling' for Kate and Ray?"

 "You got it, Kate. Keep those home fires burning." She punched the next button. "KHIP. You're on the
air."

 The routine ran smoothly. Cilia would take calls, scribbling down the titles and the dedications. The small
studio was lined with shelves crammed with albums, 45s, CDs, all labeled for easy access. After a
handful of calls she would break to commercials and station promos to give herself time to set up for the
first block of songs.

 Some of the callers were repeaters, so she would chat a moment or two. Some were the lonely, calling
just to hear the sound of another voice. Mixed in with them was the occasional loony that she would joke
off the line or simply disconnect. In all her years of handling live phones, she couldn't remember a
moment's boredom.

 She enjoyed it tremendously, chatting with callers, joking. In the safety of the control booth she was
able, as she had never been able face-to-face, to relax and develop an easy relationship with strangers.
No one hearing her voice would suspect that she was shy or insecure.

 "KHIP. You're on the air."

 "Cilia."

 "Yes. You'll have to speak up, partner. What's your name?"

 "That doesn't matter."

 "Okay, Mr. X." She rubbed suddenly damp palms on the thighs of her jeans. Instinct told her she would
have trouble with this one, so she kept her finger hovering over the seven-second-delay button. "You got
a request?"

 "I want you to pay, slut. I'm going to make you pay. When I'm finished, you're going to thank me for
killing you. You're never going to forget."

 Cilia froze, cursed herself for it, then cut him off in the midst of a rage of obscenities. Through strict
control she kept her voice from shaking. "Wow. Sounds like somebody's a little cranky tonight. Listen, if
that was Officer Marks, I'm going to pay those parking tickets. I swear. This one goes out to Joyce and
Larry."

 She shot in Springsteen's latest hit single, then sat back to remove the headphones with trembling hands.

 Stupid. She rose to pluck out the next selection. After all these years she should have known better than
to freak over a crank call. It was rare to get through a shift without at least one. She had learned to
handle the odd, the angry, the propositions and the threats as skillfully as she had learned to handle the
control board.
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 . It was all part of the job, she reminded herself. Part of being a public personality, especially on the night
shift, where the weird always got weirder.

 But she caught herself glancing over her shoulder, through the dark glass of the studio to the dim corridor
beyond. There were only shadows, and silence. Beneath her heavy sweater, her skin was shivering in a
cold sweat. She was alone. Completely.

 And the station's locked, she reminded herself as she cued up the next selection. The alarm was set. If it
went off, Denver's finest would scream up to the station within minutes. She was as safe here as she
would be in a bank vault.

 But she stared down at the blinking lights on the phone, and she was afraid.

 The snow had stopped, but its scent lingered in the chill March air. As she drove, Cilia kept the window
down an inch and the radio up to the maximum. The combination of wind and music steadied her.

 Cilia wasn't surprised to find that Deborah was waiting up for her. She pulled into the driveway of the
house she'd bought only six months before and noted with both annoyance and relief that all the lights
were blazing.

 It was annoying because it meant Deborah was awake and worrying. And it was a relief, because the
quiet suburban street seemed so deserted and she felt so vulnerable. She switched off the ignition, cutting
the engine and the sounds of Jim Jackson's mellow all-night show. The instant of total silence had her
heart leaping into her throat.

 Swearing at herself, she slammed the car door and, hunched in her coat against the wind, dashed up the
stairs. Deborah met her at the door.

 "Hey, don't you have a nine-o'clock class tomorrow?" Stalling, Cilia peeled off her coat and hung it in
the closet. She caught the scent of hot chocolate and furniture polish. It made her sigh. Deborah always
resorted to housecleaning when she was tense. "What are you doing up at this hour?"

 "I heard. Cilia, that man—"

 "Oh, come on, baby." Turning, Cilia wrapped her arms around her sister. In her plain white terry-cloth
robe, Deborah still seemed twelve years old to her. There was no one Cilia loved more. "Just one more
harmless nut in a fruitcake world."

 "He didn't sound harmless, Cilia." Though several inches shorter, Deborah held Cilia still. There was a
resemblance between them—around the mouth. Both their mouths were full, passionate and stubborn.
But Deborah's features were softer, curved rather than angular. Her eyes, thickly lashed, were a brilliant
blue. They were drenched now with concern. "I think you should call the police."

 "The police?" Because this option had simply not occurred to her,

 Cilia was able to laugh. "One obscene call and you have me dashing to the cops. What kind of nineties
woman do you take me for?"

 Deborah jammed her hands in her pockets. "This isn't a joke."
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 "Okay, it's not a joke. But Deb, we both know how little the police could do about one nasty call to a
public radio station in the middle of the night."

 With an impatient sigh, Deborah turned away. "He really sounded vicious. It scared me."

 "Me too."

 Deborah's laugh was quick, and only a little strained. "You're never scared."

 I'm always scared, Cilia thought, but she smiled. "I was this time. It shook me enough that I fumbled the
delay button and let it broadcast." Fleetingly she wondered how much flak she'd get for that little lapse
the next day. "But he didn't call back, which proves it was a one-shot deal. Go to bed," she said, passing
a hand over her sister's dark, fluffy hair. "You're never going to be the best lawyer in Colorado if you stay
up pacing all night."

 "I'll go if you go."

 Knowing it would be hours before her mind and body settled down, Cilia draped an arm over her
sister's shoulders. "It's a deal."

 He kept the room dark, but for the light of a few sputtering candles. He liked the mystic, spiritual glow of
them, and their dreamy religious scent. The room was small, but it was crammed with
mementos—trophies from his past. Letters, snapshots, a scattering of small china animals, ribbons faded
by time. A long-bladed hunting knife rested across his knees, gleaming dully in the shifting light. A
well-oiled .45 automatic rested by his elbow on a starched crocheted doily.

 In his hand he held a picture framed in rosewood. He stared at it, spoke to it, wept bitter tears over it.
This was the only person he had ever loved, and all he had left was the picture to press to his breast.

 John. Innocent, trusting John. Deceived by a woman. Used by a woman. Betrayed by a woman.

 Love and hate entwined as he rocked. She would pay. She would pay the ultimate price. But first she
would suffer.

 The call—one single ugly call—came every night. By the end of a week, Cilia's nerves were frazzled.
She wasn't able to make a joke of it, on or off the air. She was just grateful that now she had learned to
recognize the voice, that harsh, wire-taut voice with that undercurrent of fury, and she would cut him off
after the first few words.

 Then she would sit there in terror at the knowledge that he would call back, that he was there, just on
the other side of one of those blinking lights, waiting to torment her.

 What had she done?

 After she dropped in the canned news and commercial spots at 2:00 a.m., Cilia rested her elbows on the
table and dropped her head into her hands. She rarely slept well or deeply, and in the past week she had
managed only a few snatches of real sleep. It was beginning to tell, she knew, on her nerves, her
concentration.

 What had she done?
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 That question haunted her. What could she possibly have done to make someone hate her? She had
recognized the hate in the voice, the deep-seated hate. She knew she could sometimes be abrupt and
impatient with people. There were times when she was insensitive. But she had never deliberately hurt
anyone. What was it she would have to pay for? What crime, real or imagined, had she committed that
caused this person to focus in on her for revenge?

 Out of the corner of her eye she saw a movement. A shadow amid the shadows in the corridor. Panic
arrowed into her, and she sprang up, jarring her hip against the console. The voice she had disconnected
barely ten minutes before echoed in her head. She watched, rigid with fright, as the knob on the studio
door turned.

 There was no escape. Dry-mouthed, she braced for a fight.

 "Cilia?"

 Heart thudding, she lowered slowly into her chair, cursing her own nerves. "Mark."

 "Sorry, I must have scared you."

 "Only to death." Making an effort, she smiled at the station manager. He was in his middle thirties, and
he was drop-dead gorgeous. His dark hair was carefully styled and on the long side, adding more youth
to his smooth and tanned face. As always, his attire was carefully hip. "What are you doing here at this
hour?"

 "It's time we did more than talk about these calls."

 "We had a meeting just a couple of days ago. I told you—"

 "You told me," he agreed. "You have a habit of telling me, and everybody else."

 "I'm not taking a vacation." She spun around in her chair to face him. "I've got nowhere to go."

 "Everybody's got somewhere to go." He held up a hand before she could speak. "I'm not going to argue
about this anymore. I know it's a difficult concept for you, but I am the boss."

 She tugged at the hem of her sweatshirt. "What are you going to do? Fire me?"

 He didn't know that she held her breath on the challenge. Though he'd worked with her for months, he
hadn't scratched deep enough beneath the surface to understand how precarious was her self-esteem. If
he had threatened her then, she would have folded. But all he knew was that her show had pumped new
life into the station. The ratings were soaring.

 "That wouldn't do either of us any good." Even as she let out the pent-up breath, he laid a hand on her
shoulder. "Look, I'm worried about you, Cilia. All of us are."

 It touched her, and, as always, it surprised her. "All he does is talk." For now. Scooting her chair toward
the turntables, she prepared for the next music sweep.

 "I'm not going to stand by while one of my people is harassed. I've called the police."

 She sprang up out of her chair. "Damn it, Mark. I told you—
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 "You told me." He smiled. "Let's not go down that road again. You're an asset to the station. And I'd
like to think we were friends."

 She sat down again, kicking out her booted feet. "Sure. Hold on." Struggling to concentrate, she went
on-air with a station plug and the intro for the upcoming song. She gestured toward the clock. "You've
got three minutes and fifteen seconds to convince me."

 "Very simply, Cilia, what this guy's doing is against the law. I should never have let you talk me into
letting it go this long."

 "If we ignore him, he'll go away."

 "Your way isn't working." He dropped his hand onto her shoulder again, patiently kneading the tensed
muscles there. "So we're going to try mine. You talk to the cops or you take an unscheduled vacation."

 Defeated, she looked up and managed a smile. "Do you push your wife around this way?"

 "All the time." He grinned, then leaned down to press a kiss on her brow. "She loves it."

 "Excuse me."

 Cilia jerked back in what she knew could easily be mistaken for guilt. The two people in the doorway of
the booth studied her with what she recognized as professional detachment.

 The woman looked like a fashion plate, with a flow of dark red hair cascading to her shoulders and
small, elegant sapphires at her ears. Her complexion was the delicate porcelain of a true redhead. She
had a small, compact body and wore a neatly tailored suit in wild shades of blue and green.

 The man beside her looked as if he'd just spent a month on the range driving cattle. His shaggy blond
hair was sun-streaked and fell over the collar of a denim work shirt. His jeans were worn and low at the
hips, snug over what looked to Cilia to be about three feet of leg. The hems were frayed. Lanky, he
slouched in the doorway, while the woman stood at attention. His boots were scuffed, but he wore a
classically cut tweed jacket over his scruffy shirt.

 He didn't smile. Cilia found herself staring, studying his face longer than she should have. There were
hollows beneath his cheekbones, and there was the faintest of clefts in his chin. His tanned skin was taut
over his facial bones, and his mouth, still unsmiling, was wide and firm. His eyes, intent enough on her
face to make her want to squirm, were a clear bottle green.

 "Mr. Harrison." The woman spoke first. Cilia thought there was a flicker of amusement in her eyes as
she stepped forward. "I hope we gave you enough time."

 Cilia sent Mark a killing look. "You told me you'd called them. You didn't tell me they were waiting
outside."

 "Now you know." He kept a hand on her shoulder, but this time it was more restraining than comforting.
"This is Ms. O'Roarke."

 "I'm Detective Grayson. This is my partner, Detective Fletcher."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Thank you again for waiting." Mark gestured her, then her partner, in. The man lazily unfolded himself
from the doorjamb.

 "Detective Fletcher and I are both used to it. We could use a bit more information."

 "As you know, Ms. O'Roarke has been getting some disturbing calls here at the station."

 "Cranks." Cilia spoke up, annoyed at being talked around. "Mark shouldn't have bothered you with it."

 "We're paid to be bothered." Boyd Fletcher eased a lean hip down on the table. "So, this where you
work?"

 There was just enough insolence in his eyes to raise her hackles. "I bet you're a hell of a detective."

 "Cilia." Tired and wishing he was home with his wife, Mark scowled at her. "Let's cooperate." Ignoring
her, he turned to the detectives again. "The calls started during last Tuesday's show. None of us paid
much attention, but they continued. The last one came in tonight, at 12:35."

 "Do you have tapes?" Althea Grayson had already pulled out her notebook.

 "I started making copies of them after the third call." At Cilia's startled look, Mark merely shrugged. "A
precaution. I have them in my office."

 Boyd nodded to Althea. "Go ahead. I'll take Ms. O'Roarke's statement."

 "Cooperate," Mark said to Cilia, and led Althea out.

 In the ensuing silence, Cilia tapped a cigarette out of her dwindling pack and lit it with quick, jerky
movements. Boyd drew in the scent longingly. He'd quit only six weeks, three days and twelve hours
ago.

 "Slow death," he commented.

 Cilia studied him through the haze of smoke. "You wanted a statement."

 "Yeah." Curious, he reached over to toy with a switch. Automatically she batted his fingers aside.

 "Hands off."

 Boyd grinned. He had the distinct feeling that she was speaking of herself, as well as her equipment.

 She cued up an established hit. After opening her mike, she did a backsell on the song just fading—the
title, the artist, the station's call letters and her name. In an easy rhythm, she segued into the next
selection. "Let's make it quick," she told him. "I don't like company during my shift."

 "You're not exactly what I expected."

 "I beg your pardon?"

 No, indeed, he thought. She was a hell of a lot more than he'd expected. "I've caught your show," he
said easily. "A few times." More than a few. He'd lost more than a few hours' sleep listening to that voice.
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Liquid sex. "I got this image, you know. Five-seven." He took a casual glance from the top of her head,
down her body, to the toe of her boots. "I guess I was close there. But I took you for a blonde, hair
down to your waist, blue eyes, lots of… personality." He grinned again, enjoying the annoyance in her
eyes. Big brown eyes, he noted. Definitely different, and more appealing than his fantasy.

 "Sorry to disappoint you."

 "Didn't say I was disappointed."

 She took a long, careful drag, then deliberately blew the smoke in his direction. If there was one thing
she knew how to do, it was how to discourage an obnoxious male.

 "Do you want a statement or not, Slick?"

 "That's what I'm here for." He took a pad and the stub of a pencil out of his jacket pocket. "Shoot."

 In clipped, dispassionate terms, she ran through every call, the times, the phrasing. She continued to
work as she spoke, pushing in recorded tapes of commercials, cuing up a CD, replacing and selecting
albums.

 Boyd's brow rose as he wrote. He would check the tapes, of course, but he had the feeling that she was
giving him word-for-word. In his job he respected a good memory.

 "You've been in town, what? Six months?"

 "More or less."

 "Make any enemies?"

 "A salesman trying to hawk encyclopedias. I slammed the door on his foot."

 Boyd spared her a glance. She was trying to make light of it, but she had crushed out her cigarette and
was now gnawing on her thumbnail. "Dump any lovers?"

 "No."

 "Have any?"

 Temper flashed in her eyes again. "You're the detective. You find out."

 "I would—if it was personal." His eyes lifted again in a look that was so direct, so completely personal,
that her palms began to sweat. "Right now I'm just doing my job. Jealousy and rejection are powerful
motivators. According to your statements, most of the comments he made to you had to do with your
sexual habits."

 Bluntness might be her strong suit, but she wasn't about to tell him that her only sexual habit was
abstinence. "I'm not involved with anyone at the moment," she said evenly.

 "Good." Without glancing up, he made another note. "That was a personal observation."

 "Look, Detective—"
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 "Cool your jets, O'Roarke," he said mildly. "It was an observation, not a proposition." His dark, patient
eyes took her measure. "I'm on duty. I need a list of the men you've had contact with on a personal level.
We'll keep it to the past six months for now. You can leave out the door-to-door salesman."

 "I'm not involved." Her hands clenched as she rose. "I haven't been involved. I've had no desire to be
involved."

 "No one ever said desire couldn't be one-sided." At the moment he was damn sure his was.

 She was suddenly excruciatingly tired. Dragging a hand through her hair, she struggled for patience.
"Anyone should be able to see that this guy is hung up on a voice over the radio. He doesn't even know
me. He's probably never seen me. An image," she said, tossing his own words back at him. "That's all I
am to him. In this business it happens all the time. I haven't done anything."

 "I didn't say you had."

 There was no teasing note in his voice now. The sudden gentleness in it had her spinning around, blinking
furiously at threatening tears.

 Overworked, she told herself. Overstressed. Overeverything. With her back to him, she fought for
control.

 Tough, he thought. She was a tough lady. The way her hands balled at her sides as she fought with her
emotions was much more appealing, much sexier, than broken sighs or helpless gestures could ever be.

 He would have liked to go to her, to speak some word of comfort or reassurance, to stroke a hand
down her hair. She'd probably bite it off at the wrist.

 "I want you to think about the past few months, see if you can come up with anything, however small
and unimportant, that might have led to this." His tone had changed again. It was brisk now, brisk and
dispassionate. "We can't bring every man in the greater Denver area in for questioning. It doesn't work
that way."

 "I know how cops work."

 The bitterness in her voice had his brows drawing together. There was something else here, but this
wasn't the time to dig into it.

 "You'd recognize the voice if you heard it again."

 "Yes."

 "Anything familiar about it?"

 "Nothing."

 "Do you think it was disguised?''

 She moved her shoulders restlessly, but when she turned back to him she had herself under control. "He
keeps it muffled and low. It's, ah… like a hiss."
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 "Any objections to me sitting in on tomorrow night's show?"

 Cilia took another long look at him. "Barrels of them."

 He inclined his head. "I'll just go to your boss."

 Disgusted, she reached for her cigarettes. He closed his firm hard-palmed hand over hers. She stared
down at the tangled fingers, shocked to realize that her pulse had doubled at the contact.

 "Let me do my job, Cilia. It'll be easier all around if you let Detective Grayson and me take over."

 "Nobody takes over my life." She jerked her hand away, then jammed it into her pocket.

 "Just this small part of it, then." Before she could stop him, he reached out and tucked her hair behind
her ear. "Go home and get some sleep. You look beat."

 She stepped back, made herself smile. "Thanks, Slick. I feel a lot better now."

 Though she grumbled, she couldn't prevent him waiting until she signed off and turned the studio over to
the all-night man. Nor did her lack of enthusiasm discourage him from walking her out to her car,
reminding her to lock her door and waiting until she'd driven away. Disturbed by the way he'd looked at
her—and the way she'd reacted—she watched him in the rearview mirror until he was out of sight.

 "Just what I needed," she muttered to herself. "A cowboy cop." Moments later, Althea joined Boyd in
the parking lot. She had the tapes in her bag, along with Mark's statement. "Well, Fletcher—" she
dropped a friendly hand on his shoulder "—what's the verdict?"

 "She's tough as nails, hardheaded, prickly as a briar patch." With his hands in his pockets, he rocked
back on his heels. "I guess it must be love."

 Chapter 2
 Contents-Prev |Next

 She was good, Boyd thought as he downed his bitter coffee and watched Cilia work. She handled the
control board with an automatic ease that spoke of long experience—switching to music, to recorded
announcements, to her own mike. Her timing was perfect, her delivery smooth. And her fingernails were
bitten to the quick.

 She was a package full of nerves and hostility. The nerves she tried to hide. She didn't bother with the
hostility. In the two hours they'd been in the booth together, she had barely spoken a word to him. A neat
trick, since the room was barely ten by ten.

 That was fine. As a cop, he was used to being where he wasn't wanted. And he was just contrary
enough to enjoy it.

 He liked his job. Things like annoyance, animosity and belligerence didn't concern him. The simple fact
was that negative emotions were a whole lot easier to deal with than a .45 slug. He'd had the opportunity
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to be hit with both.

 Though he would have been uncomfortable with the term philosopher, he had a habit of analyzing
everything down to its most basic terms. At the root of this was an elemental belief in right and wrong.
Or—though he would have hesitated to use the phrase—good and evil.

 He was savvy enough to know that crime often did pay, and pay well. Satisfaction came from playing a
part in seeing that it didn't pay for long. He was a patient man. If a perpetrator took six hours or six
months to bring down, the results were exactly the same. The good guys won.

 Stretching out his long legs, he continued to page through his book while Cilia's voice washed over him.
Her voice made him think of porch swings, hot summer nights and the sound of a slow-moving river. In
direct contrast was the tension and restless energy that vibrated from her. He was content to enjoy the
first and wonder about the second.

 He was driving her crazy. Just being there. Cilia switched to a commercial, checked her playlist and
deliberately ignored him. Or tried to. She didn't like company in the booth. It didn't matter that when she
had coolly discouraged conversation he had settled back with his book—not the Western or men's
adventure she had expected, but a dog-eared copy of Steinbeck'sEast of Eden. It didn't matter that he
had been patiently quiet for nearly two hours.

 He was there. And that was enough.

 She couldn't pretend that the calls had stopped, that they meant nothing, that her life was back on its
normal track. Not with this lanky cowboy reading the great American novel in the corner of the booth, so
that she had to all but climb over him to get to the albums stored on the back wall. He brought all her
nerves swimming to the surface.

 She resented him for that, for his intrusion, and for the simple fact that he was a cop.

 But that was personal, she reminded herself. She had a job to do.

 "That was INXS taking you to midnight. It's a new day, Denver. March 28, but we're not going out like
a lamb. It's eighteen degrees out there at 12:02, so tune in and heat up. You're listening to KHIP, where
you get more hits per hour. We've got the news coming up, then the request line. Light up those phones
and we'll rock and roll."

 Boyd waited until she'd run through the news and moved to a commercial before he marked his place in
his book and rose. He could feel the tension thicken as he sat in the chair next to Cilia.

 "I don't want you to cut him off."

 She stiffened and struggled to keep her voice carelessly sarcastic. "My listeners don't tune in for that
kind of show, Slick."

 "You can keep him on the line, on the studio speakers, without sending it on air, right?"

 "Yes, but I don't want to—"

 "Cut to a commercial or some music," Boyd said mildly, "but keep him on the line. We might get lucky
and trace the call. And if you can, keep the request line open until the end of shift, to give him enough

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


time to make his move."

 Her hands were balled into fists in her lap as she stared at the lights that were already blinking on the
phone. He was right. She knew he was right. And she hated it.

 "This is an awful lot of trouble for one loose screw."

 "Don't worry." He smiled a little. "I get paid the same whether the screws are loose or tight."

 She glanced down at the clock, cleared her throat, then switched on her mike. "Hello, Denver, this is
Cilia O'Roarke for KHIP. You're listening to the hottest station in the Rockies. This is your chance to
make it even hotter. Our request lines are open. I'll be playing what you want to hear, so give me a call at
555-KHIP. That's 555-5447."

 Her finger trembled slightly as she punched the first lit button.

 "This is Cilia O'Roarke. You're on the air."

 "Hi, Cilia, this is Bob down in Englewood."

 She closed her eyes on a shudder of relief. He was a regular. "Hey, Bob. How's it going?"

 "Going great. My wife and I are celebrating our fifteenth anniversary tonight."

 "And they said it wouldn't last. What can I play for you, Bob?"

 "How about 'Cherish' for Nancy from Bob."

 "Nice choice. Here's to fifteen more, Bob."

 With her pen in one hand, she took the second call, then the third. Boyd watched her tighten up after
each one. She chatted and joked. And grew paler. At the first break, she pulled a cigarette out of the
pack, then fumbled with a match. Silently Boyd took the matches from her and lit one for her.

 "You're doing fine."

 She took a quick, jerky puff. Patient, he waited in silence for her to respond. "Do you have to watch
me?"

 "No." Then he smiled. It was a long, lazy smile that had her responding in spite of herself. "A man's
entitled to some fringe benefits."

 "If this is the best you can do, Slick, you ought to look for another line of work."

 "I like this one." He rested the ankle of his boot on his knee. "I like it fine."

 It was easier, Cilia decided, to talk to him than to stare at the blinking lights on the phone and worry.
"Have you been a cop long?"

 "Going on ten years."
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 She looked at him then, struggling to relax by concentrating on his face. He had calm eyes, she thought.
Dark and calm. Eyes that had seen a lot and learned to live with it. There was a quiet kind of strength
there, the kind women—some women—were drawn to. He would protect and defend. He wouldn't start
a fight. But he would finish one.

 Annoyed with herself, she looked away again, busying herself with her notes. She didn't need to be
protected or defended. She certainly didn't need anyone to fight for her. She had always taken care of
herself. And she always would.

 "It's a lousy job," she said. "Being a cop."

 He shifted. His knee brushed her thigh. "Mostly."

 Instinctively she jiggled her chair for another inch of distance. "It's hard to figure why anyone would stick
with a lousy job for ten years."

 He just grinned. "I guess I'm in a rut."

 She shrugged, then turned to her mike. "That was for Bill and Maxine. Our request lines are still open.
That's 555-5447." After one quick breath, she punched a button. "KHIP. You're on the air."

 It went smoothly, so smoothly that she began to relax. She took call after call, falling into her old,
established rhythm. Gradually she began to enjoy the music again, the flow of it. The pulsing lights on the
phone no longer seemed threatening. By 1:45 she was sure she was going to make it through.

 Just one night, she told herself. If he didn't call tonight, it would be over. She looked at the clock,
watched the seconds tick by. Eight more minutes to go and she would turn the airwaves over to Jackson.
She would go home, take a long, hot bath and sleep like a baby. "KHIP, you're on the air."

 "Cilia."

 The hissing whisper shot ice through her veins. She reached over reflexively to disconnect, but Boyd
clamped a hand over her wrist and shook his head. For a moment she struggled, biting back panic. His
hand remained firm on hers, his eyes calm and steady.

 Boyd watched as she fought for control, until she jammed in a cassette of commercials. The bright,
bouncy jingles transmitted as she put the call on the studio speaker.

 "Yes." Pride made her keep her eyes on Boyd's. "This is Cilia. What do you want?"

 "Justice. I only want justice."

 "For what?"

 "I want you to think about that. I want you to think and wonder and sweat until I come for you."

 "Why?" Her hand flexed under Boyd's. In an instinctive gesture of reassurance, he linked his fingers with
hers. "Who are you?"

 "Who am I?" There was a laugh that skidded along her skin. "I'm your shadow, your conscience. Your
executioner. You have to die. When you understand, only when you understand, I'll end it. But it won't
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be quick. It won't be easy. You're going to pay for what you've done."

 "What have I done?" she shouted. "For God's sake, what have I done?''

 He spit out a stream of obscenities that left her dazed and nauseated before he broke the connection.
With one hand still covering hers, Boyd punched out a number on the phone.

 "You get the trace?" he demanded, then bit off an oath. "Yeah. Right." Disgusted, he replaced the
receiver. "Not long enough." He reached up to touch Cilia's pale cheek. "You okay?"

 She could hardly hear him for the buzzing in her ears, but she nodded. Mechanically she turned to her
mike, waiting until the commercial jingle faded.

 "That about wraps it up for this morning. It's 1:57. Tina Turner's going to rock you through until two. My
man Jackson's coming in to keep all you insomniacs company until 6:00 a.m. This is Cilia O'Roarke for
KHIP. Remember, darling, when you dream of me, dream good."

 Light-headed, she pushed away from the console. She only had to stand up, she told herself. Walk to
her car, drive home. It was simple enough. She did it every morning of her life. But she sat where she
was, afraid her legs would buckle.

 Jackson pushed through the door and stood there, hesitating. He was wearing a baseball cap to cover
his healing hair transplant. "Hey, Cilia." He glanced from her to Boyd and back again. "Rough night, huh?"

 Cilia braced herself, pasted on a careless smile. "I've had better." With every muscle tensed, she "shoved
herself to her feet. "I've got them warmed up for you, Jackson."

 "Take it easy, kid."

 "Sure." The buzzing in her ears was louder as she walked from the booth to snatch her coat from the
rack. The corridors were dark, catching only a faint glow from the lobby, where the security lights
burned. Disoriented, she blinked. She didn't even notice when Boyd took her arm and led her outside.

 The cold air helped. She took big, thirsty gulps of it, releasing it again in thin plumes of white smoke.
"My car's over there," she said when Boyd began to pull her toward the opposite end of the lot.

 "You're in no shape to drive."

 "I'm fine."

 "Great. Then we'll go dancing."

 "Look—"

 "No, you look." He was angry, furious. He hadn't realized it himself until that moment. She was shaking,
and despite the chill wind, her cheeks were deathly pale. Listening to the tapes hadn't been the same as
being there when the call came through, seeing the blood drain out of her face and her eyes glaze with
terror. And not being able to do a damn thing to stop it. "You're a mess, O'Roarke, and I'm not letting
you get behind the wheel of a car." He stopped next to his car and yanked open the door. "Get in. I'll
take you home."
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 She tossed the hair out of her eyes. "Serve and protect, right?"

 "You got it. Now get in before I arrest you for loitering."

 Because her knees felt like jelly, she gave in. She wanted to be asleep, alone in some small, quiet room.
She wanted to scream. Worse, she wanted to cry. Instead, she rounded on Boyd the second he settled
in the driver's seat.

 "You know what I hate even more than cops?"

 He turned the key in the ignition. "I figure you're going to tell me."

 "Men who order women around just because they're men. I don't figure that as a cultural hang-up, just
stupidity. The way I look at it, that's two counts against you, Detective."

 He leaned over, deliberately crowding her back in her seat. He got a moment's intense satisfaction out of
seeing her eyes widen in surprise, her lips part on a strangled protest. The satisfaction would have been
greater, he knew, if he had gone on impulse and covered that stubborn, sassy mouth with his own. He
was certain she would taste exactly as she sounded—hot, sexy and dangerous.

 Instead, he yanked her seat belt around her and fastened it.

 Her breath came out in a whoosh when he took the wheel again. It had been a rough night, Cilia
reminded herself. A tense, disturbing and unsettling night. Otherwise she would never have sat like a fool
and allowed herself to be intimidated by some modern-day cowboy.

 Her hands were shaking again. The reason didn't seem to matter, only the weakness.

 "I don't think I like your style, Slick."

 "You don't have to." She was getting under his skin, Boyd realized as he turned out of the lot. That was
always a mistake. "Do what you're told and we'll get along fine."

 "I don't do what I'm told," she snapped. "And I don't need a second-rate cop with a John Wayne
complex to give me orders. Mark's the one who called you in, not me. I don't need you and I don't want
you."

 He braked at a light. "Tough."

 "If you think I'm going to fall apart because some creep calls me names and makes threats, you're
wrong."

 "I don't think you're going to fall apart, O'Roarke, any more than you think I'm going to pick up the
pieces if you do."

 "Good. Great. I can handle him all by myself, and if you get your kicks out of listening to that kind of
garbage—" She broke off, appalled with herself. Lifting her hands, she pressed them to her face and
took three deep breaths.

 "I'm sorry."
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 "For?"

 "For taking it out on you." She dropped her hands into her lap and stared at them. "Could you pull over
for a minute?"

 Without a word, he guided the car to the curb and stopped.

 "I want to calm down before I get home." In a deliberate effort to relax, she let her head fall back and
her eyes close. "I don't want to upset my sister."

 It was hard to hold on to rage and resentment when the woman sitting next to him had turned from
barbed wire to fragile glass. But if his instincts about Cilia were on target, too much sympathy would set
her off again.

 "Want some coffee?"

 "No thanks." The corners of her mouth turned up for the briefest instant. "I've poured in enough to fuel
an SST." She let out a long, cleansing breath. The giddiness was gone, and with it that floating sense of
unreality. "I am sorry, Slick. You're only doing your job."

 "You got that right. Why do you call me Slick?"

 She opened her eyes, made a brief but comprehensive study of his face. "Because you are." Turning
away, she dug in her bag for a cigarette. "I'm scared." She hated the fact that the admission was shaky,
that her hand was unsteady as she struck a match.

 "You're entitled."

 "No, I'm really scared." She let out smoke slowly, watching a late-model sedan breeze down the road
and into the night. "He wants to kill me. I didn't really believe that until tonight." She shuddered. "Is there
any heat in this thing?"

 He turned the fan on full. "It's better if you're scared."

 "Why?"

 "You'll cooperate."

 She smiled. It was a full flash of a smile that almost stopped his heart. "No, I won't. This is only a
momentary respite. I'll be giving you a hard time as soon as I recover."

 "I'll try not to get used to this." But it would be easy, he realized, to get used to the way her eyes
warmed when she smiled. The way her voice eased over a man and made him wonder. "Feeling better?"

 "Lots. Thanks." She tapped out her cigarette as he guided the car back on the road. "I take it you know
where I live."

 "That's why I'm a detective."

 "It's a thankless job." She pushed her hair back from her forehead. They would talk, she decided. Just
talk. Then she wouldn't have to think. "Why aren't you out roping cattle or branding bulls? You've got the
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looks for it."

 He considered a moment. "I'm not sure that's a compliment, either."

 "You're fast on the draw, Slick."

 "Boyd," he said. "It wouldn't hurt you to use my name." When she only shrugged, he slanted her a
curious look. "Cilia. That'd be from Priscilla, right?"

 "No one calls me Priscilla more than once."

 "Why?"

 She sent him her sweetest smile. "Because I cut out their tongues."

 "Right. You want to tell me why you don't like cops?"

 "No." She turned away to stare out the side window. "I like the nighttime," she said, almost to herself.
"You can do things, say things, at three o'clock in the morning that it's just not possible to do or say at
three o'clock in the afternoon. I can't even imagine what it's like to work in the daylight anymore, when
people are crowding the air."

 "You don't like people much, do you?"

 "Some people." She didn't want to talk about herself, her likes and dislikes, her successes, her failures.
She wanted to talk about him—to satisfy her curiosity, and to ease her jangled nerves. "So, how long
have you had the night shift, Fletcher?"

 "About nine months." He glanced at her. "You meet an… interesting class of people."

 She laughed, surprised that she was able to. "Don't you just? Are you from Denver?"

 "Born and bred."

 "I like it," she said, surprising herself again. She hadn't given it a great deal of thought. It had simply been
a place that offered a good college for Deborah and a good opportunity for her. Yet in six months, she
realized, she had come close to sinking roots. Shallow ones, but roots nonetheless.

 "Does that mean you're going to stick around?" He turned down a quiet side street. "I did some
research. It seems two years in one spot's about your limit."

 "I like change," she said flatly, closing down the lines of communication. She didn't care for the idea of
anyone poking into her past and her private life. When he pulled up in her driveway, she was already
unsnapping her seat belt. "Thanks for the ride, Slick."

 Before she could dash to her door, he was beside her. "I'm going to need your keys."

 They were already in her hand. She clutched them possessively. "Why?"

 "So I can have your car dropped off in the morning."
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 She jingled them, frowning, as she stood under the front porch light. Boyd wondered what it would be
like to walk her to her door after an ordinary date. He wouldn't keep his hands in his pockets, he thought
ruefully. And he certainly would scratch this itch by kissing her outside the door.

 Outside, hell, he admitted. He would have been through the door with her. And there would have been
more to the end of the evening than a good-night kiss.

 But it wasn't a date. And any fool could see that there wasn't going to be anything remotely ordinary
between them. Something. That he promised himself. But nothing remotely resembling the ordinary.

 "Keys?" he repeated.

 After going over her options, Cilia had decided his was best. Carefully she removed a single key from
the chain, which was shaped like a huge musical note. "Thanks."

 "Hold it." He placed the palm of his hand on the door as she unlocked it. "You're not going to ask me in
for a cup of coffee?"

 She didn't turn, only twisted her head. "No."

 She smelled like the night, he thought. Dark, deep, dangerous. "That's downright unfriendly."

 The flash of humor came again. "I know. See you around, Slick."

 His hand dropped onto hers on the knob, took a firm hold. "Do you eat?"

 The humor vanished. That didn't surprise him. What did was what replaced it. Confusion. And—he
could have sworn—shyness. She recovered so quickly that he was certain he'd imagined it.

 "Once or twice a week."

 "Tomorrow." His hand remained over hers. He couldn't be sure about what he'd thought he saw in her
eyes, but he knew her pulse had quickened under his fingers.

 "I may eat tomorrow."

 "With me."

 It amazed her that she fumbled. It had been years since she'd experienced this baffling reaction to a man.
And those years had been quiet and smooth. Refusing a date was as simple as saying no. At least it
always had been for her. Now she found herself wanting to smile and ask him what time she should be
ready. The words were nearly out of her mouth before she caught herself.

 "That's an incredibly smooth offer, Detective, but I'll have to pass."

 "Why?"

 "I don't date cops."

 Before she could weaken, she slipped inside and closed the door in his face.
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 Boyd shuffled the papers on his desk and scowled. The O'Roarke case was hardly his only assignment,
but he couldn't get his mind off it. Couldn't get his mind off O'Roarke, he thought, wishing briefly but
intensely for a cigarette.

 The veteran cop sitting two feet away from him was puffing away like a chimney as he talked to a snitch.
Boyd breathed in deep, wishing he could learn to hate the smell like other nonsmokers.

 Instead, he continued to torture himself by drawing in the seductive scent—that, and the other, less
appealing aromas of a precinct station. Overheated coffee, overheated flesh, the cheap perfume hovering
around a pair of working girls who lounged resignedly on a nearby bench.

 Intrusions, he thought, that he rarely noticed in the day-to-day scheme of things. Tonight they warred
with his concentration. The smells, the sound of keyboards clicking, phones ringing, shoes scuffing along
the linoleum, the way one of the overhead lights winked sporadically.

 It didn't help his disposition that for the past three days Priscilla Alice O'Roarke had stuck fast to his
mind like a thick, thorny spike. No amount of effort could shake her loose. It might be because both he
and his partner had spent hours at a time with her in the booth during her show. It might be because he'd
seen her with her defenses down. It might be because he'd felt, fleetingly, her surge of response to him.

 It might be, Boyd thought in disgust. Then again, it might not.

 He wasn't a man whose ego was easily bruised by the refusal of a date. He liked to think that he had
enough confidence in himself to understand he didn't appeal to every woman. The fact that he'd appealed
to what he considered a healthy number of them in his thirty-three years was enough to satisfy him.

 The trouble was, he was hung up on one woman. And she wasn't having any of it.

 He could live with it.

 The simple fact was that he had a job to do now. He wasn't convinced that Cilia was in any immediate
danger. But she was being harassed, systematically and thoroughly. Both he and Althea had started the
ball rolling, questioning men with priors that fit the M.O., poking their fingers into Cilia's personal and
professional life since she had come to Denver, quietly investigating her co-workers.

 So far the score was zip.

 Time to dig deeper, Boyd decided. He had Cilia's resume in his hand. It was an interesting piece of
work in itself. Just like the woman it belonged to. It showed her bouncing from a one-horse station in
Georgia—which accounted for that faint and fascinating Southern drawl—to a major player in Atlanta,
then on to Richmond, St. Louis, Chicago, Dallas, before landing—feet first, obviously—in Denver at
KHIP.

 The lady likes to move, he mused. Or was it that she needed to run? That was a question of semantics,
and he intended to get the answer straight from the horse's mouth.

 The one thing he could be sure of from the bald facts typed out in front of him was that Cilia had pulled
herself along the road to success with a high school diploma and a lot of guts. It couldn't have been easy
for a woman—a girl, really, at eighteen—to break into what was still a largely male-dominated business.

 "Interesting reading?" Althea settled a hip on the corner of his desk. No one in the station house would
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have dared whistle at her legs. But plenty of them looked.

 "Cilia O'Roarke." He tossed the resume down. "Impressions?"

 "Tough lady." She grinned as she said it. She'd spent a lot of time razzing Boyd about his fascination with
the sultry voice on the radio. "Likes to do things her own way. Smart and professional."

 He picked up a box of candy-coated almonds and shook some into his hand. "I think I figured all that
out myself."

 "Well, figure this." Althea took the box and carefully selected one glossy nut. "She's scared down to the
bone. And she's got an inferiority complex a mile wide."

 "Inferiority complex." Boyd gave a quick snort and kicked back in his chair. "Not a chance."

 With the same careful deliberation, Althea chose another candied almond. "She hides it behind three feet
of steel, but it's there." Althea laid a hand on the toe of his boot. "Woman's intuition, Fletcher. That's why
you're so damn lucky to have me."

 Boyd snatched the box back, knowing Althea could, and would, methodically work her way through to
the last piece. "If that woman's insecure, I'll eat my hat."

 "You don't have a hat."

 "I'll get one and eat it." Dismissing his partner's instincts, he gestured toward the files. "Since our man
isn't letting up, we're going to have to go looking elsewhere for him."

 "The lady isn't very forthcoming about her past."

 "So we push."

 Althea considered a moment. Then she shifted her weight gracefully, recrossed her legs. "Want to flip a
coin? Because the odds are she'll push back."

 Boyd grinned. "I'm counting on it."

 "It's your turn in the booth tonight."

 "Then you start with Chicago." He handed her the file. "We got the station manager, the landlord." He
scanned the sheet himself. He intended to go far beyond what was printed there, but he would start with
the facts. "Use that sweet, persuasive voice of yours. They'll spill their guts."

 "Thousands have." She glanced over idly as an associate shoved a swearing suspect with a bloody nose
into a nearby chair. There was a brief tussle, and a spate of curses followed by mumbled threats. "God, I
love this place."

 "Yeah, there's no place like home." He snatched up what was left of his coffee before his partner could
reach for it. "I'll work from the other end, the first station she worked for. Thea, if we don't come up with
something soon, the captain's going to yank us."

 She rose. "Then we'll have to come up with something."
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 He nodded. Before he could pick up the phone, it rang. "Fletcher."

 "Slick."

 He would have grimaced at the nickname if he hadn't heard the fear first. "Cilia? What is it?"

 "I got a call." A quick bubble of laughter worked its way through. "Old news, I guess. I'm at home this
time, though, and I—Damn, I'm jumping at shadows."

 "Lock your doors and sit tight. I'm on my way. Cilia," he said when there was no response. "I'm on my
way."

 "Thanks. If you could break a few traffic laws getting here, I'd be obliged."

 "Ten minutes." He hung up. "Thea." He caught her before she could complete the first call. "Let's move."

 Chapter 3
 Contents-Prev |Next

 She had herself under control by the time they got to her. Above all, she felt foolish to have run to the
police—to him—because of a phone call.

 Only phone calls, Cilia assured herself as she paced to the window and back. After a week of them she
should have a better handle on it. If she could tone down her reaction, convince the caller that what he
said and how he said it left her unaffected, they would stop.

 Her father had taught her that that was the way to handle bullies. Then again, her mother's solution had
been a right jab straight to the jaw. While Cilia saw value in both viewpoints, she thought the passive
approach was more workable under the circumstances.

 She'd done a lousy job of it with the last call, she admitted. Sometime during his tirade she'd come
uncomfortably close to hysteria, shouting back, pleading, meeting threats with threats. She could only be
grateful that Deborah hadn't been home to hear it.

 Struggling for calm, she perched on the arm of a chair, her body ruler-straight, her mind scrambling.
After the call she had turned off the radio, locked the doors, pulled the drapes. Now, in the glow of the
lamplight, she sat listening for a sound, any sound, while she scanned the room. The walls she and
Deborah had painted, the furniture they had picked out, argued about. Familiar things, Cilia thought.
Calming things.

 After only six months there was already a scattering of knick-knacks, something they hadn't allowed
themselves before. But this time the house wasn't rented, the furniture wasn't leased. It was theirs.

 Perhaps that was why, though they'd never discussed it, they had begun to fill it with little things, useless
things. The china cat who curled in a permanent nap on the cluttered bookshelf. The foolishly expensive
glossy white bowl with hibiscus blossoms painted on the rim. The dapper frog in black tie and tails.
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 They were making a home, Cilia realized. For the first time since they had found themselves alone, they
were making a home. She wouldn't let some vicious, faceless voice over the phone spoil that.

 What was she going to do? Because she was alone, she allowed herself a moment of despair and
dropped her head into her hands. Should she fight back? But how could she fight someone she couldn't
see and didn't understand? Should she pretend indifference? But how long could she keep up that kind of
pretense, especially if he continued to invade her private hours, as well as her public ones?

 And what would happen when he finally wearied of talk and came to her in person?

 The brisk knock on the door had her jolting, had her pressing a hand between her breasts to hold in her
suddenly frantic heart.

 I'm your executioner. I'm going to make you suffer. I'm going to make you pay.

 "Cilia. It's Boyd. Open the door."

 She needed a moment more, needed to cover her face with her hands and breathe deep. Steadier now,
she crossed to the door and opened it.

 "Hi. You made good time." She nodded to Althea. "Detective Grayson." Cilia gestured them inside, then
leaned her back against the closed door. "I feel stupid for calling you all the way out here."

 "Just part of the job," Althea told her. The woman was held together by very thin wires, she decided. A
few of them had already snapped. "Would you mind if we all sat down?"

 "No. I'm sorry." Cilia dragged a hand through her hair. She wasn't putting on a very good show, she
thought. And she prided herself on putting on a good show. "I could, ah, make some coffee."

 "Don't worry about it." He sat on an oatmeal-colored couch and leaned back against sapphire-blue
pillows. "Tell us what happened."

 "I wrote it down." The underlying nerves showed in her movements as she walked to the phone to pick
up a pad of paper. "A radio habit," she said. "The phone rings and I start writing." She wasn't ready to
admit that she didn't want to repeat the conversation out loud. "Some of it's in O'Roarke shorthand, but
you should get the drift."

 He took the pad from her and scanned the words. His gut muscles tightened in a combination of fury and
revulsion. Outwardly calm, he handed the note to his partner.

 Cilia couldn't sit. Instead, she stood in the center of the room, twisting her fingers together, dragging
them apart again to tug at her baggy sweatshirt. "He's pretty explicit about what he thinks of me, and
what he intends to do about it."

 "Is this your first call at home?" Boyd asked her.

 "Yes. I don't know how he got the number. I—We're not listed."

 Althea put the pad aside and took out her own. "Who has your home number?"

 "The station." Cilia relaxed fractionally. This was something she could deal with. Simple questions, simple
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answers. "It would be on file at the college. My lawyer—that's Carl Donnely, downtown. There are a
couple of guys that Deb sees. Josh Holden and Darren McKinley. A few girlfriends." She ran through the
brief list. "That's about it. What I'm really concerned about is—" She spun around as the door opened
behind her. "Deb." Relief and annoyance speared through her. "I thought you had evening classes."

 "I did." She turned a pair of big, smoldering blue eyes on Boyd and Althea. "Are you the police?"

 "Deborah," Cilia said, "you know better than to cut classes. You had a test—"

 "Stop treating me like a child." She slapped the newspaper she was carrying into Cilia's hand. "Do you
really expect me to go along like nothing's wrong? Damn it, Cilia, you told me it was all under control."

 So she'd made the first page of section B, Cilia thought wearily. Late-night radio princess under siege.
Trying to soothe a growing tension headache, she rubbed her fingers at her temple. "It is under control.
Stuff like this makes good copy, that's all."

 "No, that's not all."

 "I've called the police," she snapped back as she tossed the paper aside. "What else do you want?"

 There was a resemblance between the two, Boyd noted objectively.

 The shape of the mouth and eyes. While Cilia was alluring and sexy enough to make a man's head turn a
360, her sister was hands-down gorgeous. Young, he thought. Maybe eighteen. In a few years she'd
barely have to glance at a man to have him swallow his tongue.

 He also noted the contrasts. Deborah's hair was short and fluffed. Cilia's was long and untamed. The
younger sister wore a deep crimson sweater over tailored slacks that were tucked into glossy half boots.
Cilia's mismatched sweats bagged and hit on a variety of colors. The top was purple, the bottoms green.
She'd chosen thick yellow socks and orange high-tops.

 Their tastes might clash, he mused, but their temperaments seemed very much in tune.

 And. when the O'Roarke sisters were in a temper, it was quite a show.

 Shifting only slightly, Althea whispered near his ear. "Obviously they've done this before."

 Boyd grinned. If he'd had popcorn and a beer, he would have been content to sit through another ten
rounds. "Who's your money on?"

 "Cilia," she murmured, crossing one smooth leg. "But the sister's a real up-and-comer."

 Apparently weary of beating her head against a brick wall, Deborah turned. "Okay." She poked a finger
at Boyd. "You tell me what's going on."

 "Ah…"

 "Never mind." She zeroed in on Althea. "You." Biting back a smile, Althea nodded. "We're the
investigating officers on your sister's case, Miss O'Roarke."

 "So there is a case."
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 Ignoring Cilia's furious look, Althea nodded again. "Yes. With the station's cooperation, we have a trace
on the studio line. Detective Fletcher and I have already interrogated a number of suspects who have
priors for obscene or harassing phone calls. With this latest development, we'll put a tap on your private
line."

 "Latest development." It only took Deborah a moment. "Oh, Cilia, not here. He didn't call you here."
Temper forgotten, she threw her arms around her sister. "I'm sorry."

 "It's nothing for you to worry about." When Deborah stiffened, Cilia drew back. "I mean it, Deb. It's
nothing for either of us to worry about. We've got the pros to do the worrying."

 "That's right." Althea rose. "Detective Fletcher and I have over fifteen years on the force between us.
We intend to take good care of your sister. Is there a phone I can use to make some arrangements?"

 "In the kitchen," Deborah said before Cilia could comment. She wanted a private interview. "I'll show
you." She paused and smiled at Boyd. "Would you like some coffee, Detective?"

 "Thanks." He watched her—what man wouldn't?—as she walked from the room.

 "Don't even think about it," Cilia mumbled.

 "Excuse me?" But he grinned. It didn't take a detective to recognize a mother hen. "Your
sister—Deborah, right?—she's something."

 "You're too old for her."

 "Ouch."

 Cilia picked up a cigarette and forced herself to settle on the arm of a chair again. "In any case, you and
Detective Grayson seem well suited to each other."

 "Thea?" He had to grin again. Most of the time he forgot his partner was a woman. "Yeah, I'm one lucky
guy."

 Cilia ground her teeth. She hated to think she could be intimidated by another woman. Althea Grayson
was personable enough, professional enough. Cilia could even handle the fact that she was stunning. It
was just that she was sotogether.

 Boyd rose to take the unlit cigarette from her fingers. "Jealous?"

 "In your dreams, Slick."

 "We'll get into my dreams later." He lifted her chin up with a fingertip. "Holding on?"

 "I'm fine." She wanted to move, but she had the feeling he wouldn't give her room if she stood. And if
she stood it would be much too easy to drop her head on his shoulder and just cave in. She had
responsibilities, obligations. And her pride. "I don't want Deb mixed up in this. She's alone here at night
while I'm at work."

 "I can arrange to have a cruiser stationed outside."
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 She nodded, grateful. "I hate it that somewhere along the line I've made a mistake that might put her in
danger. She doesn't deserve it."

 Unable to resist, he spread his fingers to cup her cheek. "Neither do you."

 It had been a long time since she'd been touched, allowed herself to be touched, even that casually. She
managed to shrug. "I haven't figured that out yet." She gave a little sigh, wishing she could close her eyes
and turn her face into that strong, capable hand. "I've got to get ready to go to the station."

 "Why don't you give that a pass tonight?"

 "And let him think he's got me running scared?" She stood then. "Not on a bet."

 "Even Wonder Woman takes a night off."

 She shook her head. She'd been right about him not giving her room. Her escape routes were blocked
by the chair on one side and his body on the other. Tension quivered through her. Pride kept her eyes
level. He was waiting, damn him. And unless he was blind or stupid, he would see that this contact, this
connection with him, left her frazzled.

 "You're crowding me, Fletcher."

 In another minute, just one more minute, he would have given in to impulse and pulled her against him.
He would have seen just how close to reality his fantasy was. "I haven't begun to crowd you, O'Roarke."

 Her eyes sharpened. "I've had enough threats for one day, thanks."

 He wanted to strangle her for that. Slowly, his eyes on hers, he hooked his thumbs in his pockets. "No
threat, babe. Just a fact."

 Deborah decided she'd eavesdropped long enough and cleared her throat. "Coffee, Detective Fletcher."
She passed him a steaming mug. "Thea said black, two sugars."

 "Thanks."

 "I'm going to hang around," she said, silently daring Cilia to argue with her. "They should be here in an
hour or so to hook up the phone." Then, she put her hands on Cilia's shoulders and kissed both of her
cheeks. "I haven't missed a class this semester, Simon."

 "Simon?" Boyd commented.

 "Legree." With a laugh, Deborah kissed Cilia again. "The woman's a slave driver."

 "I don't know what you're talking about." Cilia moved aside to gather up her purse. "You ought to catch
up on your reading for U.S. studies. Your political science could use a boost. It wouldn't hurt to bone up
on Psychology 101." She pulled her coat from the closet. "While you're at it, the kitchen floor needs
scrubbing. I'm sure we have an extra toothbrush you could use on it. And I'd like another cord of wood
chopped."

 Deborah laughed. "Go away."
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 Cilia grinned as she reached for the doorknob. Her hand closed over Boyd's. She jolted back before
she could stop herself. "What are you doing?"

 "Hitching a ride with you." He sent Deborah a quick wink as he pulled Cilia out the door.

 "This is ridiculous," Cilia said as she strode into the station.

 "Which?"

 "I don't see why I have to have a cop in the studio with me night after night." She whipped off her coat
as she walked—a bit like a bullfighter swirling a cape, Boyd thought. Still scowling, she reached for the
door of a small storage room, then shrieked and stumbled back against Boyd as it swung open. "Jeez,
Billy, you scared the life out of me."

 "Sorry." The maintenance man had graying hair, toothpick arms and an apologetic grin. "I was out of
window cleaner." He held up his spray bottle.

 "It's okay. I'm a little jumpy."

 "I heard about it." He hooked the trigger of the bottle in his belt, then gathered up a mop and bucket.
"Don't worry, Cilia. I'm here till midnight."

 "Thanks. Are you going to listen to the show tonight?"

 "You bet." He walked away, favoring his right leg in a slight limp.

 Cilia stepped inside the room and located a fresh bottle of stylus cleaner. Taking a five-dollar bill out of
her bag, she slipped it into a pile of cleaning rags.

 "What was that for?"

 "He was in Vietnam," she said simply, and closed the door again.

 Boyd said nothing, knowing she was annoyed he'd caught her. He chalked it up to one more
contradiction.

 To prep for her shift, she went into a small lounge to run over the daily log for her show, adding and
deleting as it suited her. The program director had stopped screaming about this particular habit months
before. Another reason she preferred the night shift was the leeway it gave her.

 "This new group," she muttered.

 "What?" Boyd helped himself to a sugared doughnut.

 "This new group, the Studs." She tapped her pencil against the table. "One-shot deal. Hardly worth the
airtime."

 "Then why play them?"

 "Got to give them a fair shake." Intent on her work, she took an absent bite of the doughnut Boyd held
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to her lips. "In six months nobody will remember their names."

 "That's rock and roll.''

 "No. The Beatles, Buddy Holly, Chuck Berry, Springsteen, Elvis—that's rock and roll."

 He leaned back, considering her. "Ever listen to anything else?"

 She grinned, then licked a speck of sugar from her top lip. "You mean thereis something else?"

 "Have you always been one-track?"

 "Yeah." She pulled a band of fabric out of her pocket. With a couple of flicks of the wrist she had her
hair tied back. "So what kind of music do you like?" ,

 "The Beatles, Buddy Holly, Chuck—"

 "Well, there's hope for you yet," she interrupted.

 "Mozart, Lena Home, Beaujolais, Joan Jett, Ella Fitzgerald, B.B. King…"

 Her brow lifted. "So, we're eclectic."

 "We're open-minded."

 She leaned back a moment. "You're a surprise, Fletcher. I guess I figured you for the loving-and-hurting,
drinking-and-cheating type."

 "In music appreciation or personality?''

 "Both." She glanced at the clock. "It's show time."

 Wild Bob Williams, who had the six-to-ten slot, was just finishing up his show. He was short, paunchy
and middle-aged, with the voice of a twenty-year-old stud. He gave Cilia a brief salute as she began
sorting through 45s and albums.

 "Mmm, the long-legged filly just walked in." He hit a switch that had an echoing heartbeat pounding.
"Get ready out there in KHIP land, your midnight star's rising. I'm leaving you with this blast from the
past." He potted up "Honky Tonk Woman."

 He swung out of his chair and stretched his rubbery leg muscles.

 "Hey, honey, you okay?"

 "Sure." She set her first cut on the turntable and adjusted the needle.

 "I caught the paper."

 "No big deal, Bob."

 "Hey, we're family around here." He gave her shoulder a quick squeeze. "We're behind you."
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 "Thanks."

 "You're the cop?" he asked Boyd.

 "That's right."

 "Get this guy soon. He's got us all shaking." He gave Cilia another squeeze. "Let me know if you need
anything."

 "I will. Thanks."

 She didn't want to think about it, couldn't afford to think about it, with thirty seconds to air. Taking her
seat, she adjusted the mike, took a series of long, deep breaths, ran a one-two-three voice check, then
opened her mike.

 "All right, Denver, this is Cilia O'Roarke coming to you on number one, KHIP. You've got me from ten
till two in the a.m. We're going to start off giving away one hundred and nine dollars. We've got the
mystery record coming up. If you can give me the title, the artist and the year, you've got yourself a fistful
of cash. That number is 555-5447. Stand by, 'cause we're going to rock."

 The music blasted out, pleasing her. She was in control again.

 "Elton John," Boyd said from behind her. "'Honky Cat.' Nineteen seventy… two."

 She turned in her chair to face him. He was looking damned pleased with himself, she thought. That half
grin on his face, his hands in his pockets. It was a shame he was so attractive, a bloody crying shame.
"Well, well, you surprise me, Slick. Remind me to put you down for a free T-shirt."

 "I'd rather have a dinner."

 "And I'd rather have a Porsche. But there you go—Hey," she said when he took her hand.

 "You've been biting your nails." He skimmed a thumb over her knuckles and watched her eyes change.
"Another bad habit."

 "I've got lots more."

 "Good." Instead of sitting back in the corner, he chose a chair beside her. "I didn't have time to get a
book," he explained. "Why don't I watch you work?"

 "Why don't you—" She swore, then punched a button on the phone. He'd nearly made her miss her cue.
"KHIP. Can you name the mystery record?"

 It took five calls before she had a winner. Trying to ignore Boyd, she put on another cut while she took
the winner's name and address.

 As if she didn't have enough on her mind, she thought. How was she supposed to concentrate on her
show when he was all but sitting on top of her? Close enough, she realized, that she could smell him. No
cologne, just soap—something that brought the mountains to mind one moment and quiet, intimate nights
the next.
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 She wasn't interested in either, she reminded herself. All she wanted was to get through this crisis and get
her life back on an even keel. Attractive men came and went, she knew. But success stayed—as long as
you were willing to sweat for it.

 She shifted, stretching out to select a new record. Their thighs brushed. His were long and as hard as
rock. Determined not to jolt, she turned her head to look into his eyes. Inches apart, challenge meeting
challenge. She watched as his gaze dipped down to linger on her mouth. And it lifted again, desire
flickering. Music pulsed in her ears from the headphones she stubbornly wore so that she wouldn't have
to speak to him. They were singing of hot nights and grinding needs.

 Very carefully, she moved away. When she spoke into the mike again, her voice was even huskier.

 He rose. He'd decided it was his only defense. He'd meant to annoy her, to distract her from the
inevitable phone call that would come before the night was over. He'd wanted her mind off it, and on him.
He wouldn't deny that he'd wanted her to think of him. But he hadn't known that when he'd succeeded,
she would tie him up in knots.

 She smelled like midnight. Secret and sinful. She sounded like sex. Hot and inviting. Then you looked
into her eyes, really looked, and saw simple innocence. The man that combination wouldn't drive mad
either had never been born or was already dead.

 A little distance, Boyd told himself as he moved quietly out of the studio. A lot of objectivity. It wouldn't
do either one of them any good to allow his emotions to get so tangled up with a woman he was
supposed to protect.

 When she was alone, Cilia made a conscious effort to relax, muscle by muscle. It was just because she
was already on edge. It was a comfort to believe that. Her reaction to Boyd was merely an echo of the
tension she'd lived with for more than a week. And he was trying to goad her.

 She blew the hair out of her eyes and gave her listeners a treat—two hits in a row. And herself another
moment to calm.

 She hadn't figured him out yet. He read Steinbeck and recognized Elton John. He talked slow and
lazy—and thought fast. He wore scarred boots and three-hundred-dollar jackets.

 What did it matter? she asked herself as she set up for the next twenty minutes of her show. She wasn't
interested in men. And he was definitely a man. Strike one. She would never consider getting involved
with a cop. Strike two. And anyone with eyes could see that he had a close, even intimate relationship
with his knockout partner. She'd never been one to poach on someone else's property.

 Three strikes and he's out.

 She closed her eyes and let the music pour through her. It helped, as it always did, to calm her, or lift her
up, or simply remind her how lucky she was. She wasn't sharp and studious like Deborah. She wasn't
dedicated, as their parents had been. She had little more than the education required by law, and yet she
was here, just where she wanted to be, doing just what she wanted to do.

 Life had taught her one vital lesson. Nothing lasted forever. Good times or bad, they passed. This
nightmare, however horrid it was at this point in time, would be over eventually. She only had to get
through it, one day at a time.
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 "That was Joan Jett waking you up as we head toward eleven-thirty. We've got a news brief coming up
for you, then a double shot of Steve Winwood and Phil Collins to take us into the next half hour. This is
KHIP, and the news is brought to you by Wildwood Records."

 She punched in the prerecorded cassette, then scanned the printout of the ads and promos she would
read. By the time Boyd came back, she was into the next block of music and standing up to stretch her
muscles.

 He stopped where he was, trying not to groan as she lifted her arms to the ceiling and rotated her hips.
In time to the music, he was sure, as she bent from the waist, grabbed her ankles and slowly bent and
straightened her knees.

 He'd seen the routine before. It was something she did once or twice during her four-hour stint. But she
thought she was alone now, and she put a little more rhythm into it. Watching her, he realized that the
ten-minute break he'd taken hadn't been nearly long enough.

 She sat again, pattered a bit to the audience. Her headphones were around her neck now, as she'd
turned the music up for her own pleasure. As it pulsed, she swayed.

 When he put a hand on her shoulder, she bolted out of the chair. "Easy, O'Roarke. I brought you some
tea."

 Her heart was like a trip-hammer in her chest. As it slowed, she lowered to the table. "What?"

 "Tea," he repeated, offering her a cup. "I brought you some tea. You drink too much coffee. This is
herbal. Jasmine or something."

 She'd recovered enough to look at the cup in distaste. "I don't drink flowers."

 "Try it. You might not hit the ceiling the next time someone touches you." He sipped a soft drink out of
the bottle.

 "I'd rather have that."

 He took another sip, a long one, then passed the bottle to her. "You're almost halfway there."

 Like Boyd, she looked at the clock. It was nearing midnight. This had once been her favorite leg of the
show. Now, as she watched the second hand tick away, her palms began to sweat.

 "Maybe he won't call tonight, since he got me at home."

 He settled beside her again. "Maybe."

 "But you don't think so."

 "I think we take it a step at a time." He put a soothing hand at the back of her neck. "I want you to try to
keep calm, keep him on the line longer. Ask questions. No matter what he says, just keep asking them,
over and over. He may just answer one and give us something."

 She nodded, then worked her way through the next ten minutes. "There's a question I want to ask you,"
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she said at length.

 "All right."

 She didn't look at him, but drained the last swallow of the cold drink to ease her dry throat. "How long
will they let me have a babysitter?"

 "You don't have to worry about it."

 "Let's just say I know something about how police departments work." It was there in her voice again,
that touch of bitterness and regret. "A few nasty calls don't warrant a hell of a lot of attention."

 "You're life's been threatened," he said. "It helps that you're a celebrity, and that there's already been
some press on it. I'll be around for a while."

 "Mixed blessings," she muttered, then opened the request line.

 The call came, as she had known it would, but quickly this time. On call number five, she recognized the
voice, battled back the urge to scream and switched to music. Without realizing it, she groped for Boyd's
hand.

 "You're persistent, aren't you?"

 "I want you dead. I'm almost ready now."

 "Do I know you? I like to think I know everyone who wants to kill me."

 She winced a little at the names he spewed at her and tried to concentrate on the steady pressure of
Boyd's fingers at the base of her neck.

 "Wow. I've really got you ticked off. You know, buddy, if you don't like the show, you've just got to
turn it off."

 "You seduced him." There was a sound of weeping now, fueled with fury. "You seduced him, tempted
him, promised him. Then you murdered him."

 "I…" She was more shocked by this than by any of the gutter names he had called her. "Who? I don't
know what you're talking about. Please, who—"

 The line went dead.

 As she sat there, dazed and silent, Boyd snatched up the phone. "Any luck? Damn it." He rose, stuffed
his hands in his pockets and began pacing. "Another ten seconds. We'd have had him in another ten
seconds. He has to know we've got it tapped." His head snapped around when Nick Peters entered, his
hands full of sloshing coffee. "What?"

 "I—I—I—" His Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed. "Mark said it was okay if I stayed through the
show." He swallowed again. "I thought Cilia might want some coffee."

 Boyd jerked a thumb toward the table. "We'll let you know. Can you help her get through the rest of the
show?"
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 "I don't need help." Cilia's voice was icy-calm. "I'm fine, Nick. Don't worry about it." She put a steady
hand on the mike. "That was for Chuck from Laurie, with all her love." She aimed a steady look at Boyd
before she punched the phone again. "KHIP, you're on the air."

 She got through it. That was all that mattered. And she wasn't going to fall apart the way she had the
other night. Cilia was grateful for that. All she needed to do was think it all through.

 She hadn't objected when Boyd took the wheel of her car. Relinquishing the right to drive was the least
of her worries.

 "I'm coming in," Boyd said after he parked the car. She just shrugged and started for the door.

 Very deliberately she hung up her coat and pried off her shoes. She sat, still without speaking, and lit a
cigarette. The marked cruiser outside had relieved her mind. Deborah was safe and asleep.

 "Look," she began once she'd marshaled her thoughts. "There really isn't any use going into this. I think I
have it figured out."

 "Do you?" He didn't sit down. Her icy calm disturbed him much more than hysterics or anger would
have. "Fill me in."

 "It's obvious he's made a mistake. He has me mixed up with someone else. I just have to convince him."

 "Just have to convince him," Boyd repeated. "And how do you intend to do that?"

 "The next time he calls, I'll make him listen." She crossed an arm across her body and began to rub at
the chill in her shoulder. "For God's sake, Fletcher, I haven't murdered anyone."

 "So you'll tell him that and he'll be perfectly reasonable and apologize for bothering you."

 Her carefully built calm was wearing thin. "I'll make him understand."

 "You're trying to make yourself believe he's rational, Cilia. He's not."

 "What am I supposed to do?" she demanded, snapping the cigarette in two as she crushed it out.
"Whether he's rational or not, I have to make him see he's made a mistake. I've never killed anyone." Her
laugh was strained as she pulled the band from her hair. "I've never seduced anyone."

 "Give me a break."

 Anger brought her out of the chair. "What do you see me as, some kind of black widow who goes
around luring men, then knocking them off when I'm finished? Get the picture, Fletcher. I'm a voice, a
damn good one. That's where it ends."

 "You're a great deal more than voice, Cilia. We both know that." He paused, waiting for her to look at
him again. "And so does he."

 Something trembled inside her—part fear, part longing. She wanted neither. "Whatever I am, I'm no
temptress. It's an act, a show, and it has nothing to do with reality. My ex-husband would be the first to
tell you I don't even have a sex drive."
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 His eyes sharpened. "You never mentioned you'd been married." And she hadn't intended to, Cilia
thought as she wearily combed a hand through her hair. "It was a million years ago. What does it matter?"

 "Everything applies. I want his name and address."

 "I don't know his address. We didn't even last a year. I was twenty years old, for God's sake." She
began to rub at her forehead. "His name, Cilia."

 "Paul. Paul Lomax. I haven't seen him for about eight years—since he divorced me." She spun to the
window, then back again.

 "The point is, this guy's on the wrong frequency. He's got it into his head I—what?—used my wiles on
some guy, and that doesn't wash."

 "Apparently he thinks it does."

 "Well, he thinks wrong. I couldn't even keep one man happy, so it's a joke to think I could seduce
legions."

 "That's a stupid remark, even for you."

 "Do you think I like admitting that I'm all show, that I'm lousy in bed?" She bit off the words as she
paced. "The last man I went out with told me I had ice water for blood. But I didn't kill him."

 She calmed a little, amused in spite of herself. "I thought about it, though."

 "I think it's time you start to take this whole business seriously. And I think it's time you start taking
yourself seriously."

 "I take myself very seriously."

 "Professionally," he agreed. "You know exactly what to do and how to do it. Personally… you're the
first woman I've met who was so willing to concede, she couldn't make a man dance to her tune."

 "I'm a realist."

 "I think you're a coward." Her chin shot up. "Go to hell."

 He wasn't about to back off. He had a point to prove, to both of them. "I think you're afraid to get close
to a man, afraid to find out just what's inside. Maybe you'd find out it's something you can't control."

 "I don't need this from you. You just get this man off my back." She started to storm past him but was
brought up short when he grabbed her arm.

 "What do you say to an experiment?"

 "An experiment?''

 "Why don't you give it a try, O'Roarke—with me? It should be safe, since you can barely stand the sight
of me. A test." He took her other arm. "Low-risk." He could feel the anger vibrate through her as he held
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her. Good. For reasons he couldn't have begun to name, he was just as angry. "Five to one I don't feel a
thing." He drew her inches closer. "Want to prove me wrong?''

 Chapter 4
 Contents-Prev |Next

 They were close. She had lifted one hand in an unconscious defensive gesture and now her fingers were
splayed across his chest. She could feel his heartbeat, slow and steady, beneath her palm. She focused
her resentment on that even rhythm as her own pulse jerked and scrambled.

 "I don't have to prove anything to you."

 He nodded. The barely banked fury in her eyes was easier for him to handle than the glaze of fear it
replaced. "To yourself, then." Deliberately he smiled, baiting her. "What's the matter, O'Roarke? Do I
scare you?"

 He'd pushed exactly the right button. They both knew it. He didn't give a damn if it was temper that
pushed her forward. As long as she moved.

 She tossed her hair back and slowly, purposefully slid her hand from his chest to his shoulder. She
wanted a reaction, hang him. He only lifted a brow and, with that faint smile playing around his mouth,
watched her.

 So he wanted to play games, she thought. Well, she was up for it. Tossing common sense aside, she
pressed her lips to his.

 His were firm, cool. And unresponsive. With her eyes open, she watched his remain patient, steady, and
hatefully amused. As her hand balled into a fist on his shoulder, she snapped her head back.

 "Satisfied?"

 "Not hardly." His eyes might have been calm. That was training. But if she had bothered to monitor his
heartbeat she would have found it erratic. "You're not trying, O'Roarke." He slid a hand down to her hip,
shifting her balance just enough to have her sway against him. "You want me to believe that's the best you
can do?"

 Angry humiliation rippled through her. Cursing him, she dragged his mouth to hers and poured herself
into the kiss.

 His lips were still firm, but they were no longer cool. Nor were they unresponsive. For an instant the
urge to retreat hammered at her. And then needs, almost forgotten needs, surged. A flood of longings, a
storm of desires. Overwhelmed by them, she strained against him, letting the power and the heat whip
through her, reminding her what it was like to sample passion again.

 Every other thought, every other wish, winked out. She could feel the long, hard length of him pressed
against her, the slow, deliberate stroke of his hands as they moved up her back and into her hair. His
mouth, no longer patient, took and took from hers until the blood pounded like thunder in her head.
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 He'd known she would pack a punch. He'd thought he was prepared for it. In the days he'd known her
he'd imagined tasting her like this dozens of times. He'd imagined what it would be like to hold her against
him, to hear her sigh, to catch the fevered scent of her skin as he took his mouth over her.

 But reality was much more potent than any dream had been.

 Chain lightning. She was every bit as explosive, as turbulent, as potentially lethal. The current sparked
and sizzled from her into him, leaving him breathless, dazed and churning. Even as he groaned against the
onslaught, he felt her arch away from the power that snapped back into her.

 She shuddered against him and made a sound—part protest, part confusion—as she tried to struggle
away.

 He'd wrapped her hair around his hand. He had only to tug gently to have her head fall back, to have her
eyes dark and cloudy on his.

 He took his time, letting his gaze skim over her face. He wanted to see in her eyes what he had felt. The
reflection was there, that most elemental yearning. He smiled again as her lips trembled open and her
breath came fast and uneven.

 "I'm not finished yet," he told her, then dragged her against him again and plundered.

 She needed to think, but her thoughts couldn't fight their way through the sensations. Layers of them, thin
and silky, seemed to cover her, fogging the reason, drugging the will. Before panic could slice through,
she was rocketing up again, clinging to him, opening for him, demanding from him.

 He knew he could feast and never be full. Not when her mouth was hot and moist and ripe with flavor.
He knew he could hold yet never control. Not when her body was vibrating from the explosion they had
ignited together. The promise he had heard in her voice, seen in her eyes, was here for the taking.

 Unable to resist, he slid his hands under her sweatshirt to find the warmed satin skin beneath. He took,
possessed, exploited, until the ache spreading through his body turned to pain.

 Too fast, he warned himself. Too soon. For both of them. Holding her steady, he lifted his head and
waited for her to surface.

 She dragged her eyes open and saw only his face. She gulped in air and tasted only his flavor. Reeling,
she pressed a hand to her temple, then let it fall to her side. "I… I want to sit down."

 "That makes two of us." Taking her arm, he led her to the couch and sat beside her.

 She worked on steadying her breathing, focused on the dark window across the room. Maybe with
enough time, enough distance, she would be able to convince herself that what had just happened had not
been life-altering.

 "That was stupid."

 "It was a lot of things," he pointed out. "Stupid doesn't come to mind."

 She took one more deep breath. "You made me angry."
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 "It isn't hard."

 "Listen, Boyd—"

 "So youcan say it." Before she could stop him, he stroked a hand down her hair in a casually intimate
gesture that made her pulse rate soar again. "Does that mean you don't use a man's name until you've
kissed him?"

 "It doesn't mean anything." She stood up, hoping she'd get the strength back in her legs quicker by
pacing. "Obviously we've gotten off the track."

 "There's more than one." He settled back, thinking it was a pleasure to watch her move. There was
something just fine and dandy about watching the swing of long feminine legs. As she paced, nervous
energy crackling, he tossed an arm over the back of the couch and stretched out his legs.

 "There's only one for me." She threw him a look over her shoulder. "You'd better understand that."

 "Okay, we'll ride on that one for a while." He could afford to wait, since he had every intention of
switching lines again, and soon. "You seem to have some kind of screwy notion that the only thing that
attracts men to you is your voice, your act. I think we just proved you wrong."

 "What just happened proved nothing." If there was anything more infuriating than that slow, patient smile
of his, she had yet to see it. "In any case, that has nothing to do with the man who's calling me."

 "You're a smart woman, Cilia. Use your head. He's fixed on you, but not for himself. He wants to pay
you back for something you did to another man. Someone you knew," he continued when she stopped
long enough to pick up a cigarette. "Someone who was involved with you."

 "I've already told you, there's no one."

 "No one now."

 "No one now, no one before, no one for years." Having experienced that first wave of her passion, he
found that more than difficult to believe. Still, he nodded. "So it didn't mean as much to you. Maybe that's
the problem."

 "For God's sake, Fletcher, I don't even date. I don't have the time or the inclination."

 "We'll talk about your inclinations later." Weary, she turned away to stare blindly through the glass.
"Damn it, Boyd, get out of my life."

 "It's your life we're talking about." There was an edge to his voice that had her holding back the snide
comment she wanted to make. "If there's been no one in Denver, we'll start working our way back. But I
want you to think, and think hard. Who's shown an interest in you? Someone who calls the station more
than normal. Who asks to meet you, asks personal questions. Someone who's approached you, asked
you out, made a play."

 She gave a short, humorless laugh. "You have."

 "Remind me to run a make on myself." His voice was deceptively mild, but she caught the underlying
annoyance and frustration in it. "Who else, Cilia?"
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 "There's no one, no one who's pushed." Wishing for a moment's, just a moment's, peace of mind, she
pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. "I get calls. That's the idea. I get some that ask me for a
date, some that even send presents. You know, candy-and-flower types. Nothing very sinister about a
bunch of roses."

 "There's a lot sinister about death threats."

 She wanted to speak calmly, practically, but she couldn't keep the nastiness out of her voice. "I can't
remember everyone who's called and flirted with me on the air. Guys I turn down stay turned down."

 He could only shake his head. It was a wonder to him that such a sharp woman could be so naive in
certain situations. "All right, we'll shoot for a different angle. You work with men—almost all men—at the
station."

 "We're professionals," she snapped, and began biting her nails. "Mark's happily married. Bob's happily
married. Jim's a friend—a good one."

 "You forgot Nick."

 "Nick Peters? What about him?"

 "He's crazy about you."

 "What?" She was surprised enough to turn around. "That's ridiculous. He's a kid."

 After a long study, he let out a sigh. "You really haven't noticed, have you?"

 "There's nothing to notice." More disturbed than she wanted to admit, she turned away again. "Look,
Slick, this is getting us nowhere, and I'm…" Her words trailed off, and her hand crept slowly toward her
throat.

 "And you're what?"

 "There's a man across the street. He's watching the house."

 "Get away from the window."

 "What?"

 Boyd was already up and jerking her aside. "Stay away from the windows and keep the door locked.
Don't open it again until I get back."

 She nodded and followed him to the door. Her lips pressed together as she watched him take out his
weapon. That single gesture snapped her back to reality. It had been a smooth movement, not so much
practiced as instinctive. Ten years on the force, she remembered. He'd drawn and fired before.

 She wouldn't tell him to be careful. Those were useless words.

 "I'm going to take a look. Lock the door behind me." Gone was the laid-back man who had taunted her
into an embrace. One look at his face and she could see that he was all cop. Their eyes changed, she
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thought. The emotion drained out of them. There was no room for emotion when you held a gun. "If I'm
not back in ten minutes, call 911 for backup. Understood?"

 "Yes." She gave in to the need to touch his arm. "Yes," she repeated.

 After he slipped out, she shoved the bolt into place and waited.

 He hadn't buttoned his coat, and the deep wind of the early hours whipped through his shirt. His
weapon, warmed from sitting in its nest against his side, fitted snug in his hand. Sweeping his gaze right,
then left, he found the street deserted, dark but for the pools of light from the streetlamps spaced at
regular intervals. It was only a quiet suburban neighborhood, cozily asleep in the predawn hours. The
night wind sounded through the naked trees in low moans.

 He didn't doubt Cilia's words—wouldn't have doubted it even if he hadn't caught a glimpse through her
window of a lone figure on the opposite sidewalk.

 Whoever had been there was gone now, probably alerted the moment Cilia had spotted him.

 As if to punctuate Boyd's thoughts, there was the sound of an engine turning over a block or two away.
He swore but didn't bother to give chase. With that much of a lead, it would be a waste of time. Instead,
he walked a half block in each direction, then carefully circled the house.

 Cilia had her hand on the phone when he knocked.

 "It's okay. It's Boyd."

 In three hurried strides, she was at the door. "Did you see him?" she demanded the moment Boyd
stepped inside.

 "No."

 "He was there. I swear it."

 "I know." He relocked the door himself. "Try to relax. He's gone now."

 "Relax?" In the past ten minutes she'd had more than enough time to work herself from upset to frantic.
"He knows where I work, where I live. How in God's name am I ever supposed to relax again? If you
hadn't scared him off, he might have—" She dragged her hands through her hair. She didn't want to think
about what might have happened. Didn't dare.

 Boyd didn't speak for a moment. Instead, he watched as she slowly, painfully brought herself under
control. "Why don't you take some time off, stay home for a few days? We'll arrange for a
black-and-white to cruise the neighborhood."

 She allowed herself the luxury of sinking into a chair. "What difference does it make if I'm here or at the
station?" She shook her head before he could speak. "And if I stayed home I'd go crazy thinking about it,
worrying about it. At least at work I have other things on my mind."

 He hadn't expected her to agree. "We'll talk about it later. Right now you're tired. Why don't you go to
bed? I'll sleep on the couch."
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 She wanted to be strong enough to tell him it wasn't necessary. She didn't need to be protected. But the
wave of gratitude made her weak. "I'll get you a blanket."

 It was almost dawn when he dragged himself home. He'd driven a long time—from one sleepy suburb to
another, into an eerily quiet downtown. Covering his trail. The panic had stayed with him for the first
hour, but he'd beaten it, made himself drive slowly, carefully. Being stopped by a roving patrol car could
have ruined all of his plans.

 Under the heavy muffler and cap he was wearing, he was sweating. In the thin canvas tennis shoes, his
feet were like ice. But he was too accustomed to discomfort to notice.

 He staggered into the bathroom, never turning on a light. With ease he avoided his early-warning
devices. The thin wire stretched from the arm of the spindly chair to the arm of the faded couch. The
tower of cans at the entrance to his bedroom. He had excellent night vision. It was something he'd always
been proud of.

 He showered in the dark, letting the water run cold over his tensed body. As he began to relax, he
allowed himself to draw in the fragrance of soap—his favorite scent. He used a rough, long-handled
brush to violently scrub every inch of his skin.

 As he washed, the dark began to lessen with the first watery light of dawn.

 Over his heart was an intricate tattoo of two knives, blades crossed in an X. With his fingers he caressed
them. He remembered when it had still been new, when he had shown it to John. John had been so
impressed, so fascinated.

 The image came so clearly. John's dark, excited eyes. His voice—the way he spoke so quickly that the
words tumbled into each other. Sometimes they had sat in the dark and talked for hours, making plans
and promises. They were going to travel together, do great things together.

 Then the world had interfered. Life had interfered. The woman had interfered.

 Dripping, he stepped from the shower. The towel was exactly where he had placed it. No one came into
this room, into any of his rooms, to disturb his carefully ordered space. Once he was dry, he pulled on
faded pajamas. They reminded him of the childhood he'd been cheated out of.

 As the sun came up, he made two enormous sandwiches and ate them standing in the kitchen, leaning
over the sink so that the crumbs wouldn't fall to the floor.

 He felt strong again. Clean and fed. He was outwitting the police, making fools of them. And that
delighted him. He was frightening the woman, bringing terror into every day of her life. That excited him.
When the time was right, he would do everything he'd told her he would do.

 And still it wouldn't be enough.

 He went into the bedroom, shut the door, pulled the shades and picked up the phone.

 Deborah strolled out of her room in a white teddy, a thin blue robe that reached to mid-thigh, flapping
open. Her toenails were shocking pink. She'd painted them the night before to amuse herself as she'd
crammed for an exam.
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 She was muttering the questions she thought would be on the exam she had scheduled at nine. The
questions came easily enough, but the answers continued to bog down at some crossroads between the
conscious and the unconscious. She hoped to unblock the answers with a quick shot of coffee.

 Yawning, she stumbled over a boot, pitched toward the couch, then let out a muffled scream as her hand
encountered warm flesh.

 Boyd sat up like a shot, his hand already reaching for his weapon. With their faces close, he stared at
Deborah—the creamy skin, the big blue eyes, the tumble of dark hair—and relaxed.

 "Good morning."

 "I—Detective Fletcher?"

 He rubbed a hand over his eyes. "I think so."

 "I'm sorry. I didn't realize you were here." She cleared her throat and belatedly remembered to close her
robe. Still fumbling, she glanced up the stairs and automatically lowered her voice. Her sister wasn't a
sound sleeper under the best of circumstances. "Why are you here?"

 He flexed a shoulder that had stiffened during his cramped night on the couch. "I told you I was going to
look after Cilia."

 "Yes, you did." Her eyes narrowed as she studied him. "You take your job seriously."

 "That's right."

 "Good." Satisfied, she smiled. In the upheaval and confusion of her nineteen years, she had learned to
make character judgments quickly. "I was about to make some coffee. I have an early class. Can I get
you some?"

 If she was anything like her sister, he wouldn't get any more sleep until he'd answered whatever
questions were rolling around in her head. "Sure. Thanks."

 "I imagine you'd like a hot shower, as well. You're about six inches too long to have spent a comfortable
night on that couch."

 "Eight," he said, rubbing the back of his stiff neck. "I think it's more like eight."

 "You're welcome to all the hot water you want. I'll start on the coffee." As she turned toward the
kitchen, the phone rang. Though she knew Cilia would pick it up before the second ring, she stepped
toward it automatically. Boyd shook his head. Reaching over, he lifted the receiver and listened.

 With her hands clutching the lapels of her robe, Deborah watched him. His face remained impassive, but
she saw a flicker of anger in his eyes. Though brief, it was intense enough to make her certain who was
on the other end of the line.

 Boyd disconnected mechanically, then punched in a series of numbers. "Anything?" He didn't even
bother to swear at the negative reply. "Right." After hanging up, he looked at Deborah. She was standing
beside the couch, her hands clenched, her face pale. "I'm going upstairs," he said. "I'll take a rain check
on that coffee."
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 "She'll be upset. I want to talk to her."

 He pushed aside the blanket and rose, wearing only his jeans. "I'd appreciate it if you'd let me handle it
this time."

 She wanted to argue, but something in his eyes stopped her. She nodded. "All right, but do a good job
of it. She isn't as tough as she likes people to think."

 "I know."

 He climbed the stairs to the second floor, walked past an open door to a room where the bed was tidily
made. Deborah's, he decided, noting the rose-and-white decor and the feminine bits of lace. Pausing at
the next door, he knocked, then entered without waiting for an answer.

 She was sitting in the middle of the bed, her knees drawn up close to her chest and her head resting on
them. The sheets and blankets were tangled, a testimony to the few hours of restless sleep she'd had.

 There were no bits of feminine lace here, no soft, creamy colors. She preferred clean lines rather than
curves, simplicity rather than flounces. In contrast, the color scheme was electric, and anything but restful.
In the midst of the vibrant blues and greens, she seemed all the more vulnerable.

 She didn't look up until he sat on the edge of the bed and touched her hair. Slowly she lifted her head.
He saw that there were no tears. Rather than the fear he'd expected, there was an unbearable weariness
that was even more disturbing.

 "He called," she said.

 "I know. I was on the extension."

 "Then you heard." She looked away, toward the window, where she could see the sun struggling to burn
away a low bank of clouds. "It was him outside last night. He said he'd seen me, seen us. He made it
sound revolting."

 "Cilia—"

 "He was watching!" She spit out the words. "Nothing I say, nothing I do, is going to make him stop. And
if he gets to me, he's going to do everything he said he'd do."

 "He's not going to get to you."

 "How long?" she demanded. Her fingers clenched and unclenched on the sheets as her eyes burned into
his. "How long can you watch me? He'll just wait. He'll wait and keep calling, keep watching." Something
snapped inside her, and she picked up the bedside phone and heaved it across the room. It bounced
against the wall, jangling as it thudded to the floor. "You're not going to stop him. You heard him. He said
nothing would stop him."

 "This is just what he wants." Boyd took her by the arms and gave her one quick shake. "He wants you
to fall apart. He wants to know he's made you fall apart. If you do, you're only helping him."

 "I don't know what to do," she managed. "I just don't know what to do."
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 "You've got to trust me. Look at me, Cilia." Her breath was hitching, but she met his eyes. "I want you
to trust me," he said quietly, "and believe me when I say I won't let anything happen to you."

 "You can't always be there."

 His lips curved a little. He gentled his hold to rub his hands up and down her arms. "Sure I can."

 "I want—" She squeezed her eyes shut. How she hated to ask. Hated to need.

 "What?"

 Her lips trembled as she fought for one last handhold on control. "I need to hold on to something." She
let out an unsteady breath.

 "Please." He said nothing, but he gathered her close to cradle her head on his shoulder. Her hands,
balled into fists, pressed against his back.

 She was trembling, fighting off a wild bout of tears. "Take five, O'Roarke," he murmured. "Let loose."

 "I can't." She kept her eyes closed and held on. He was solid, warm, strong. Dependable. "I'm afraid
once I do I won't be able to stop."

 "Okay, let's try this." He tilted her head up and touched his lips gently to hers. "Think about me. Right
here." His mouth brushed hers again. "Right now." Easy, patient, he stroked her rigid back.

 "Just me."

 Here was compassion. She hadn't known a kiss from a man could hold it. More than gentle, more than
tender, it soothed frayed nerves, calmed icy fears, cooled hot despair. Her clenched hands relaxed,
muscle by muscle. There was no demand here as his lips roamed over her face. Just understanding.

 It became so simple to do as he'd asked. She thought only of him.

 Hesitant, she brought a hand to his face, letting her fingers skim along his beard-roughened cheek. Her
stomach unknotted. The throbbing in her head quieted. She said his name on a sigh and melted against
him.

 He had to be careful. Very careful. Her complete and total surrender had his own needs drumming. He
ignored them. For now she needed comfort, not passion. It couldn't matter that his senses were reeling
from her, the soft give of her body, the rich taste of her mouth. It couldn't matter that the air had
thickened so that each breath he took was crowded with the scent of her.

 He knew he had only to lay her back on the bed among the tangled sheets. And cover her. She wouldn't
resist. Perhaps she would even welcome the heat and the distraction. The temporary respite. He intended
to be much more to her.

 Battling his own demons, he pressed his lips to her forehead, then rested his cheek on her hair.

 "Better?"
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 On one ragged breath, she nodded. She wasn't sure she could speak. How could she tell him that she
wanted only to stay like this, her arms around him, his heart beating against hers? He'd think she was a
fool.

 "I, uh… didn't know you could be such a nice guy, Fletcher."

 He wanted to sigh, but he found himself grinning. "I have my moments."

 "Yeah. Well, that was certainly above and beyond."

 Maybe, just maybe, she wasn't really trying to needle him. He pulled back, put a hand under her chin
and held it steady. "I'm not on duty. When I kiss you, it's got nothing to do with my job. Got it?"

 She'd meant to thank him, not annoy him. There was a warning in his eyes that had her frowning. "Sure."

 "Sure," he repeated, then rose to jam his hands in his pockets in disgust.

 For the first time she noted that he wore only his jeans, unsnapped and riding low. The sudden clutching
in her stomach had nothing to do with fear and left her momentarily speechless.

 She wanted him. Not just to hold, not just for a few heated kisses. And certainly not just for comfort.
She wanted him in bed, the way she couldn't remember ever wanting a man before. She could look at
him—the long, lean, golden line of torso, the narrow hips, the dance of muscle in his arms as he balled his
hands—and she could imagine what it would be like to touch and be touched, to roll over the bed in one
tangled heap of passion. To ride and be ridden.

 "What the hell's wrong with you now?"

 "What?"

 Eyes narrowed, he rocked back on his heels as she blinked at him. "Taking a side trip, O'Roarke?"

 "I, ah…" Her mouth was dry, and there was a hard knot of pressure in her gut. What would he say if she
told him where her mind had just taken her, taken them? She let her eyes close. "Oh, boy." she
whispered. "I think I need some coffee." And a quick dip in a cold lake.

 "Your sister was fixing some." He frowned as he studied her. He thought of Deborah for a moment, of
how she had nearly fallen on top of him wearing hardly more than a swatch of white lace. He'd
appreciated the long, lissome limbs. What man wouldn't? But looking at her hadn't rocked his system.

 And here was Cilia—sitting there with her eyes shadowed, wearing a Broncos football jersey that was
two sizes too big. The bright orange cotton was hardly seductive lingerie. If he stood there one more
moment, he would be on his knees begging for mercy.

 "How about breakfast?" His voice was abrupt, not even marginally friendly. It helped to bring her
thoughts to order.

 "I never eat it."

 "Today you do. Ten minutes."
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 "Look, Slick—"

 "Do something with your hair," he said as he walked out of the room. "You look like hell."

 He found Deborah downstairs in the kitchen, fully dressed, sipping a cup of coffee. That she was waiting
for him was obvious. The moment he stepped into the room, she was out of her chair.

 "She's fine," he said briefly. "I'm going to fix her some breakfast."

 Though her brow lifted at this information, she nodded. "Look, why don't you sit down? I'll fix some for
both of you."

 "I thought you had an early class."

 "I'll skip it."

 He headed for the coffee. "Then she'll be mad at both of us."

 She had to smile as he poured a cup, then rooted through a drawer for a spoon for the sugar. "You
already know her very well."

 "Not well enough." He drank half the cup and felt nearly human again. He had to think of Cilia. It would
be safe enough, he hoped, if he kept those thoughts professional. "How much time do you have?''

 "About five minutes," she said as she glanced at her watch.

 "Tell me about the ex-husband."

 "Paul?" There was surprise in her eyes, in her voice. "Why?"

 She was shaking her head before he could answer. "You don't think he has anything to do with what's
going on here?"

 "I'm checking all the angles. The divorce… was it amicable?"

 "Are they ever?"

 She was young, Boyd thought, nodding, but she was sharp. "You tell me."

 "Well, in this case, I'd say it was as amicable—or as bland as they get." She hesitated, torn. If it was a
question of being loyal to Cilia or protecting her, she had to choose protection. "I was only about twelve,
and Cilia was never very open about it, but my impression was, always has been, that he wanted it."

 Boyd leaned back against the counter. "Why?"

 Uncomfortable, Deborah moved her shoulders. "He'd fallen in love with someone else." She let out a
hiss of breath and prayed Cilia wouldn't see what she was doing as a betrayal. "It was pretty clear that
they were having problems before I came to live with them. It was right after our parents had died. Cilia
had only been married a few months, but… well, let's say the honeymoon was over. She was making a
name for herself in Atlanta, and Paul—he was very conservative, a real straight arrow. He'd decided to
run for assemblyman, I think it was, and Cilia's image didn't suit."
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 "Sounds like it was the other way around to me."

 She smiled then, beautifully, and moved over to top off his coffee. "I remember how hard she was
working, to hold her job together, to hold everything together. It was a pretty awful time for us. It didn't
help matters when the responsibility for a twelve-year-old was suddenly dumped on them. The added
strain—well, I guess you could say it hastened the inevitable. A couple of months after I moved in, he
moved out and filed for divorce. She didn't fight it."

 He tried to imagine how it would have been. At twenty, she'd lost her parents, accepted the care and
responsibility of a young girl and watched her marriage crumble. "Sounds to me like she was well rid of
him."

 "I guess it doesn't hurt to say I never liked him very much. He was inoffensive. And dull."

 "Why did she marry him?"

 "I think it would be more appropriate to ask me," Cilia said from the doorway.

 Chapter 5
 Contents-Prev |Next

 The something she had done with her hair was to pull it back in a ponytail. It left her face unframed, so
the anger in her eyes was that much easier to read. Along with the jersey she'd slept in, she'd pulled on a
pair of yellow sweatpants. It was a deceptively sunny combination. Her hands were thrust into their deep
pockets as she stood, directing all her resentment at Boyd.

 "Cilia." Knowing there was a time to argue and a time to soothe, Deborah stepped forward. "We were
just—

 "Yes, I heard what you were just." She shifted her gaze to Deborah. The edge of her temper softened.
"Don't worry about it. It's not your fault."

 "It's not a matter of fault," Deborah murmured. "We care what happens to you."

 "Nothing's going to happen. You'd better get going, Deb, or you'll be late. And it appears that Detective
Fletcher and I have things to discuss."

 Deborah lifted her hands and let them fall. She shot one sympathetic glance toward Boyd, then kissed
her sister's cheek. "All right. You'd never listen to reason at this hour anyway."

 "Get an A," was all Cilia said.

 "I intend to. I'm going to catch a burger and a movie with Josh, but I'll be back before you get home."

 "Have a good time." Cilia waited, not moving an inch until she heard the front door close. "You've got a
hell of a nerve, Fletcher."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 He merely turned and slipped another mug off the hook behind the stove. "Want some coffee?"

 "I don't appreciate you grilling my sister."

 He filled the mug, then set it aside. "I left my rubber hose in my other suit."

 "Let's get something straight." She walked toward him, deliberately keeping her hands in her pockets.
She was dead sure she'd hit him if she took them out. "If you have any questions about me, you come to
me. Deborah is not involved in any of this."

 "She's a lot more forthcoming than her sister. Got any eggs?" he asked as he opened the refrigerator.

 She managed to restrain the urge to kick the door into his head. "You know, for a minute upstairs you
had me fooled. I actually thought you had some heart, some compassion."

 He found a half-dozen eggs, some cheese and a few miserly strips of bacon. "Why don't you sit down,
O'Roarke, and drink your coffee?"

 She swore at him, viciously. Something shot into his eyes, something dangerous, but he picked up a
skillet and calmly began to fry the bacon. "You'll have to do better than that," he said after a moment.
"After ten years on the force there's not much you could call me and get a rise."

 "You had no right." Her voice had quieted, but the emotion in it had doubled. "No right to dredge all that
up with her. She was a child, devastated, scared to death. That entire year was nothing but hell for her,
and she doesn't need you to make her remember it."

 "She handled herself just fine." He broke an egg into a bowl, then crushed the shell in his hand. "It seems
to me you're the one with the problem."

 "Just back off."

 He had her arm in a tight grip so quickly that she had no chance to evade. His voice was soft, deadly,
with temper licking around the edges. "Not a chance."

 "What happened back then has nothing to do with what's happening now, and what's happening now is
the only thing that concerns you."

 "It's my job to determine what applies." With an effort, he reeled himself in. He couldn't remember when
anyone had pushed him so close to the edge so often. "If you want me to put it to rest, then spell it out for
me. Ex-spouses are favored suspects."

 "It was eight years ago." She jerked away and, needing something to do with her hands, snatched up her
coffee. It splattered over the rim and onto the counter.

 "I find out from you or I find out from someone else. The end result's the same."

 "You want me to spell it out? You want me to strip bare? Fine. It hardly matters at this point. I was
twenty, I was stupid. He was beautiful and charming and smart—all the things stupid twenty-year-old
girls think they want."

 She took a long sip of hot coffee, then automatically reached for a washcloth to mop up the spill. "We
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only knew each other a couple of months. He was very persuasive, very romantic. I married him because
I wanted something stable and real in my life. And I thought he loved me."

 She was calmer now. She hadn't realized that the anger had drained away. Sighing, she turned,
mechanically reaching for plates and flatware. "It didn't work—almost from day one. He was
disappointed in me physically and disillusioned when he saw that I believed my work was as important as
his. He'd hoped to convince me to change jobs. Not that he wanted me to quit altogether. He wasn't
against my having a career, even in radio—as long as it didn't interfere with his plans."

 "Which were?" Boyd asked as he set the bacon aside to drain.

 "Politics. Actually, we met at a charity event the station put on. He was trying to charm up votes. I was
promoting. That was the basic problem," she murmured. "We met each other's public personalities."

 "What happened?"

 "We got married—too fast. And things went wrong—too fast. I was even considering his idea that I go
into marketing or sales. I figured I should at least give it a shot. Then my parents… I lost my parents, and
brought Deborah home."

 She stopped speaking for a moment. She couldn't talk of that time, couldn't even think of the fears and
the griefs, the pain and the resentments.

 "It must have been rough."

 She shrugged the words away. "The bottom line was, I couldn't handle another upheaval. I needed to
work. The strain ate away at what shaky foundation we had. He found someone who made him happier,
and he left me." She filled her mug with coffee she no longer wanted. "End of story."

 What was he supposed to say? Boyd wondered. Tough break, kid? We all make mistakes? You were
better off without the jerk? No personal comments, he warned himself. They were both edgy enough.

 "Did he ever threaten you?"

 "No."

 "Abuse you?"

 She gave a tired laugh. "No. No. You're trying to make him into the bad guy, Boyd, and it won't play.
We were simply two people who made a mistake because we got married before we knew what we
wanted."

 Thoughtful, Boyd scooped eggs onto her plate. "Sometimes people hold resentments without even being
aware of it. Then one day they bust loose."

 "He didn't resent me." Sitting, she picked up a piece of bacon. She studied it as she broke it in two. "He
never cared enough for that. That's the sad, sad truth." She smiled, but there wasn't a trace of humor in
her eyes. "You see, he thought I was like the woman he heard on the radio—seductive, sophisticated,
sexy. He wanted that kind of woman in bed. And outside the bedroom he wanted a well-groomed,
well-mannered, attentive woman to make his home. I was neither." She shrugged and dropped the bacon
on her plate again. "Since he wasn't the attentive, reliable and understanding man I thought he was, we
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both lost out. We had a very quiet, very civilized divorce, shook hands and went our separate ways."

 "If there was nothing more to it, why are you still raw?"

 She looked up then, eyes somber. "You've never been married, have you?"

 "No."

 "Then I couldn't begin to explain. If you want to run a check on Paul, you go ahead, but it's a waste of
time. I can guarantee he hasn't given me a thought since I left Atlanta."

 He doubted that any man who had ever been close to her would be able to push her completely out of
his mind, but he would let that ride for the moment. "You're letting your eggs get cold."

 "I told you I don't eat breakfast."

 "Humor me." He reached over, scooped up a forkful of eggs from her plate and held them to her lips.

 "You're a pest," she said after she swallowed them. "Don't you have to check in or something?''

 "I already did—last night, after you went up to bed."

 She toyed with the food on her plate, eating a bite or two to keep him from nagging her. He had stayed,
she reminded herself, long after his duty shift was over. She owed him for that. And she always paid her
debts.

 "Look, I appreciate you hanging around, and I know it's your job to ask all kinds of personal and
embarrassing questions. But I really want you to leave Deb out of it."

 "As much as I can."

 "Spring break's coming up. I'm going to try to convince her to head for the beach."

 "Good luck." He sipped, watching her over the rim of his mug. "You might pull it off if you went with
her."

 "I'm not running from this." After pushing her half-eaten breakfast aside, she rested her elbows on the
table. "After the call this morning, I was pretty close to doing just that. I thought about it—and after I did
I realized it's not going to stop until I figure it out. I want my life back, and that's not going to happen until
we know who he is and why he's after me."

 "It's my job to find him."

 "I know. That's why I've decided to cooperate."

 He set his mug aside. "Have you?"

 "That's right. From now on, my life's an open book. You ask, I'll answer."

 "And you'll do exactly what you're told?"
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 "No." She smiled. "But I'll do exactly what I'm told if it seems reasonable." She surprised them both by
reaching over to touch his hand. "You look tired, Slick. Rough night?"

 "I've had better." He linked his fingers with hers before she could withdraw them. "You look damn good
in the morning, Cilia."

 There it was again—that fluttering that started in her chest and drifted down to her stomach. "A little
while ago you said I looked like hell."

 "I changed my mind. Before I clock in I'd like to talk to you about last night. About you and me."

 "That's not a good idea."

 "No, it's not." But he didn't release her hand. "I'm a cop, and you're my assignment. There's no getting
around that." She nearly managed a relieved breath before he continued. "Any more than there's any
getting around the fact that I want you so much it hurts."

 She went very still, so still she could hear the sound of her own heartbeat drumming in her head. Very
slowly she moved her eyes, only her eyes, until they met his. They were not so calm now, she thought.
There was a fire there, barely banked. It was exciting, terrifyingly exciting.

 "Lousy timing," he continued when she didn't speak. "But I figure you can't always pick the right time and
the right place. I'm going to do my job, but I think you should know I'm having trouble being objective. If
you want someone else assigned to you, you'd better say so now."

 "No." She answered too quickly, and she forced herself to backtrack. "I don't think I'm up to breaking
in a new cop." Keep it light, she warned herself. "I'm not crazy about having one at all, but I'm almost
used to you." She caught herself gnawing on her thumbnail and hastily dropped her hand into her lap. "As
for the rest, we're not children. We can… handle it."

 He knew he shouldn't expect her to admit the wanting wasn't all one-sided. So he would wait a little
while longer.

 When he rose, she sprang up so quickly that he laughed. "I'm going to do the dishes, O'Roarke, not
jump on you."

 "I'll do them." She could have kicked herself. "One cooks, one cleans. O'Roarke rules."

 "Fine. You've got a remote at noon, right?"

 "How did you know?"

 "I checked your schedule. Leave enough time for us to drop by my place so I can shower and change."

 "I'm going to be in a mall with dozens of people," she began. "I don't think—"

 "I do." With that, he left her alone.

 Boyd was lounging on the couch with the paper and a last cup of coffee when Cilia came downstairs. He
glanced over, and the casual comment he'd been about to make about her being quick to change died
before it reached his tongue. He was glad he was sitting down.
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 She wore red. Vivid, traffic-stopping red. The short leather skirt was snug at the hips and stopped at
midthigh. The jeans she usually wore hadn't given him a true measure of how long her legs were, or how
shapely. The matching jacket crossed over her body to side snaps at the waist. It made him wonder what
she was wearing beneath it.

 She'd done something to her hair. It was still tumbled, but more artfully, and certainly more alluringly.
And her face, he noted as he finally stood. She'd fiddled with that, as well—enough to highlight her
cheekbones, accent her eyes, slicken her lips.

 "Stupid," she muttered as she struggled with an earring. "I can never figure but why hanging things from
your ears is supposed to be attractive." On a sigh, she stared down at the dangling columns and the little
gold back in her palm. "Either these are defective or I am. Are you any good at this?"

 She'd walked to him, her hand held out. Her scent was wheeling in his head. "At what?"

 "Putting these in. I don't wear them for weeks at a time, so I've never really gotten the hang of it. Give
me a hand, will you?"

 He was concentrating on breathing, nice, slow, even breaths. "You want me to put that on for you?"

 She rolled her eyes impatiently. "You catch on fast, Slick." She thrust the earring into his hand, then
tucked the hair behind her right ear. "You just slide the post through, then fasten the little doodad on the
back. That's the part I have trouble with."

 He muttered something, then bent to the task. There was a pressure in his chest, and it was building. He
knew he would never get that scent out of his system. Swearing softly, he struggled to pinch the tiny
fastening with his fingertips.

 "This is a stupid system."

 "Yeah." She could barely speak. She'd known the minute he touched her that she'd made an enormous
mistake. Bursts of sensations, flashes of images, were rushing into her. All she could do was stand still
and pray he'd hurry up and finish.

 The back of his thumb brushed up and down over her jaw. His fingertips grazed the sensitive area
behind her ear. His breath fluttered warm against her skin until she had to bite back a moan.

 She lifted an unsteady hand. "Listen, why don't we just forget it?"

 "I've got it." Letting out a long breath, he stepped back an inch. He was a wreck. But some of the
tension eased when he looked at her and saw that she was far from unaffected. He managed to smile
then and flicked a finger over the swaying gold columns. "We'll have to try that again… when we've got
more time."

 Since no response she could think of seemed safe, she gave none. Instead, she retrieved his coat and her
own from the closet. She set his aside and waited while he slipped into his shoulder holster. Watching him
give his weapon a quick, routine check brought back memories she wanted to avoid, so she looked
away. Pulling open the door, she stepped into the sunlight and left him to follow when he was ready.

 He made no comment when he joined her.
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 "Do you mind if I tune the station in?" she asked as they settled into his car.

 "It's on memory. Number three."

 Pleased, she turned it on. The morning team was chattering away, punctuating their jokes with sound
effects. They plugged an upcoming concert, promised to give another pair of tickets away during the next
hour, then invited the listening audience to the mall to see Cilia O'Roarke live and in person.

 "She'll be giving away albums, T-shirts and concert tickets."

 Frantic Fred announced.

 "Come on, Fred," his partner broke in. "You know those guys out there don't care about a couple of
T-shirts. They want to—" he made loud, panting noises—"see Cilia." There was a chorus of wolf
whistles, growls and groans.

 "Cute," Boyd muttered, but Cilia only chuckled. "They're supposed to be obnoxious," she pointed out.
"People like absurdity in the morning when they're dragging themselves out of bed or fighting traffic. Last
quarter's Arbitron ratings showed them taking over twenty-four percent of the target audience."

 "I guess you get a kick out of hearing some guy pant over you."

 "Hey, I live for it." Too amused to be offended, she settled back.

 He certainly had a nice car for a cop. Some sporty foreign job that still smelled new. She was never any
good with makes and models.

 "Come on, Slick, it's part of the act."

 He caught himself before he could speak again. He was making a fool of himself. His own investigation
had verified that both morning men were married, with tidy homes in the suburbs. Frantic Fred and his
wife were expecting their first child. Both men had been with KHIP for nearly three years, and he'd found
no cross-reference between their pasts and Cilia's.

 Relaxing as the music began, Cilia gazed out the window. The day promised to be warm and sunny.
Perhaps this would be the first hint of spring. And her first spring in Colorado. She had a weakness for
the season, for watching the leaves bud and grow, the flowers bloom. Yet in spring she would always
think of Georgia. The magnolias, the camellias, the wisterias. All those heady scents.

 She remembered a spring when she'd been five or six. Planting peonies with her father on a warm
Saturday morning while the radio counted down the Top 40 hits of the week. Hearing the birds without
really listening, feeling the damp earth under her hands. He'd told her they would bloom spring after
spring and that she would be able to see them from her window.

 She wondered if they were still there—if whoever lived in that house cared for them.

 "Cilia?"

 She snapped back. "What?"
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 "Are you all right?"

 "Sure, I'm fine." She focused on her surroundings. There were big trees that would shade in the summer,
trimmed hedges for privacy. A long, gently sloping hill led to a graceful three-story house fashioned from
stone and wood. Dozens of tall, slender windows winked in the sunlight. "Where are we?"

 "My house. I've got to change, remember?"

 "Your house?" she repeated.

 "Right. Everyone has to live somewhere."

 True enough, she thought as she pushed the door open. But none of the cops she had ever known had
lived so well. A long look around showed her that the neighborhood was old, established and wealthy. A
country-club neighborhood.

 Disconcerted, she followed Boyd up a stone path to an arched door outlined in etched glass.

 Inside, the foyer was wide, the floors a gleaming cherry, the ceilings vaulted. On the walls were paintings
by prominent twentieth-century artists. A sweep of stairway curved up to the second floor.

 "Well," she said. "And I thought you were an honest cop."

 "I am." He slipped the coat from her shoulders to toss it over the railing.

 She had no doubts as to his honesty, but the house and all it represented made her nervous. "And I
suppose you inherited all this from a rich uncle."

 "Grandmother." Taking her arm, he led her through a towering arch. The living room was dominated by
a stone fireplace topped with a heavy carved mantel. But the theme of the room was light, with a trio of
windows set in each outside wall.

 There was a scattering of antiques offset by modern sculpture. She could see what she thought was a
dining room through another arch.

 "That must have been some grandmother."

 "She was something. She ran Fletcher Industries until she hit seventy."

 "And what is Fletcher Industries?"

 He shrugged. "Family business. Real estate, cattle, mining."

 "Mining." She blew out a breath. "Like gold?"

 "Among other things."

 She linked her fingers together to keep from biting her nails. "So why aren't you counting your gold
instead of being a cop?"

 "I like being a cop." He took her restless hand in his. "Something wrong?"
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 "No. You'd better change. I have to be there early to prep."

 "I won't be long."

 She waited until he had gone before she sank onto one of the twin sofas. Fletcher Industries, she
thought. It sounded important. Even prominent. After digging in her bag for a cigarette, she studied the
room again.

 Elegant, tasteful, easily rich. And way out of her league.

 It had been difficult enough when she'd believed they were on fairly equal terms. She didn't like to admit
it, but the thought had been there, in the back of her mind, that maybe, just maybe, there could be a
relationship between them. No, a friendship. She could never be seriously involved with someone in law
enforcement.

 But he wasn't just a cop now. He was a rich cop. His name was probably listed on some social register.
People who lived in houses like this usually had roman numerals after their names.

 Boyd Fletcher III.

 She was just Priscilla Alice O'Roarke, formerly from a backwater town in Georgia that wasn't even a
smudge on the map. True, she had made something of herself, by herself. But you never really pulled out
your roots.

 Rising, she walked over to toss her cigarette in the fireplace.

 She wished he would hurry. She wanted to get out of this house, get back to work. She wanted to
forget about the mess her life was suddenly in.

 She had to think about herself. Where she was going. How she was going to get through the long days
and longer nights until her life was settled again. She didn't have the time, she couldn't afford the luxury of
exploring her feelings for Boyd. Whatever she had felt, or thought she was feeling, was best ignored.

 If ever there were two people more mismatched, she couldn't imagine them. Perhaps he had stirred
something in her, touched something she'd thought could never be touched again. It meant nothing. It only
proved that she was alive, still functioning as a human being. As a woman.

 It would begin and end there.

 The minute whoever was threatening her was caught, they would go their separate ways, back to their
separate lives. Whatever closeness they had now was born of necessity. When the necessity passed, they
would move apart and forget. Nothing, she reminded herself, lasted forever.

 She was standing by the windows when he came back. The light was in her hair, on her face. He had
never imagined her there, but somehow, when he looked, when he saw her, he knew he'd wanted her
there.

 It left him shaken, it left him aching to see how perfectly she fit into his home. Into his life. Into his
dreams.
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 She would argue about that, he thought. She would struggle and fight and run like hell if he gave her the
chance. He smiled as he crossed to her. He just wouldn't give her the chance.

 "Cilia."

 Startled, she whirled around. "Oh. I didn't hear you. I was—"

 The words were swallowed by a gasp as he yanked her against him and imprisoned her mouth.

 Earthquakes, floods, wild winds. How could she have known that a kiss could be grouped with such
devastating natural disasters?

 She didn't want this. She wanted it more than she wanted to breathe. She had to push him away. She
pulled him closer. It was wrong, it was madness. It was right, it was beautifully mad.

 As she pressed against him, as her mouth answered each frenzied demand, she knew that everything she
had tried to convince herself of only moments before was a lie. What need was there to explore her
feelings when they were all swimming to the surface?

 She needed him. However much that might terrify her, for now the knowledge and the acceptance
flowed through her like wine. It seemed she had waited a lifetime to need like this. To feel like this.
Trembling and strong, dazed and clear-eyed, pliant and taut as a wire.

 His hands whispered over the leather as he molded her against him. Couldn't she see how perfectly they
fitted? He wanted to hear her say it, to hear her moan it, that she wanted him as desperately as he
wanted her.

 She did moan as he drew her head back to let his lips race down her throat. The thudding of her pulse
heated the fragrance she'd dabbed there. Groaning as it tangled in his senses, he dragged at the snaps of
her jacket. Beneath he found nothing but Cilia.

 She arched back, her breath catching in her throat as he captured her breasts. At his touch it seemed
they filled with some hot, heavy liquid. When her knees buckled, she gripped his shoulders for balance,
shuddering as his thumbs teased her nipples into hard, aching peaks.

 Mindlessly she reached for him, diving into a deep, intimate kiss that had each of them swaying. She
tugged at his jacket, desperate to touch him as he touched her. Her hand slid over the leather of his
holster and found his weapon.

 It was like a slap, like a splash of ice water. As if burned, she snatched her hand away and jerked back.
Unsteady, she pressed the palm of her hand against a table and shook her head.

 "This is a mistake." She paced her words slowly, as if she were drunk. "I don't want to get involved."

 "Too late." He felt as if he'd slammed full tilt into a wall.

 "No." With deliberate care, she snapped her jacket again. "It's not too late. I have a lot on my mind. So
do you."

 He struggled for the patience that had always been part of his nature. For the first time in days he
actively craved a cigarette. "And?"
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 "And nothing. I think we should go."

 He didn't move toward her or away, but simply held up a hand. "Before we do, are you going to tell me
you don't feel anything?"

 She made herself look at him. "It would be stupid to pretend I'm not attracted to you. You already know
you affect me."

 "I want to bring you back here tonight."

 She shook her head. She couldn't afford, even for an instant, to imagine what it would be like to be with
him. "I can't. There are reasons."

 "You've already told me there isn't anyone else." He stepped [toward her now, but he didn't touch her.
"If there was, I wouldn't give a damn."

 "This has nothing to do with other men. It has to do with me."

 "Exactly. Why don't you tell me what you're afraid of?"

 "I'm afraid of picking up the phone." It was true, but it wasn't the reason. "I'm afraid of going to sleep,
and I'm afraid of waking up."

 He touched her then, just a fingertip to her cheek. "I know what you're going through, and believe me,
I'd do anything to make it go away. But we both know that's not the reason you're backing away from
me."

 "I have others."

 "Give me one."

 Annoyed, she walked over to grab her purse. "You're a cop."

 "And?"

 She tossed her head up. "So was my mother." Before he could speak, she was striding back into the
foyer to get her coat.

 "Cilia—"

 "Just back off, Boyd. I mean it." She shoved her arms into her coat. "I can't afford to get churned up like
this before a show. For God's sake, my life's screwed up enough right now without this. If you can't let it
alone, I'll call your captain and tell him I want someone else assigned. Now you can take me to the mall
or I can call a cab."

 One more push and she'd be over the edge, he thought. This wasn't the time for her to take that tumble.
"I'll take you," he said. "And I'll back off. For now."
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 Chapter 6
 Contents-Prev |Next

 He was a man of his word, Cilia decided. For the rest of that day, and all of the next, they discussed
nothing that didn't relate directly to the case.

 He wasn't distant. Far from it. He stuck with her throughout her remote at the mall, subtly screening all
the fans who approached her for a word or an autograph, all the winners who accepted their T-shirts or
their albums.

 It even seemed to Cilia that he enjoyed himself. He browsed through the record racks, buying from the
classical, pop and jazz sections, chatted with the engineer about baseball and kept her supplied with a
steady supply of cold soft drinks in paper cups.

 He talked, but she noted that he didn't talkto her, not the way she'd become accustomed to. They
certainly had conversations, polite and impersonal conversations. And not once, not even in the most
casual of ways, did he touch her.

 In short, he treated her exactly the way she'd thought she wanted to be treated. As an assignment, and
nothing more.

 While he seemed to take the afternoon in stride, even offering to buy her a burger between the end of
the remote and the time she was expected back in the studio, she was certain she'd never spent a more
miserable afternoon in her life.

 It was Althea who sat with her in the booth over her next two shifts, and it was Althea who monitored
the calls. Why Boyd's silence, and his absence, made it that much more difficult for her to concentrate,
Cilia couldn't have said.

 It was probably some new strategy, she decided as she worked. He was ignoring her so that she would
break down and make the first move. Well, she wouldn't. She hit her audience with Bob Seger's latest
gritty rock single and stewed.

 She'd wanted their relationship to be strictly professional, and he was accommodating her. But he didn't
have to make it seem so damned easy.

 Undoubtedly what had happened between them—or what had almost happened between them—hadn't
really meant that much to him. That was all for the best. She would get over it. Whatever it was. The last
thing she needed in her life was a cop with a lazy smile who came from a moneyed background.

 She wished to God she could go five minutes without thinking about him.

 While Cilia juggled turntables, Althea worked a crossword puzzle. She had always been able to sit for
hours at a time in contented silence as long as she could exercise her mind. Cilia O'Roarke, she mused,
was a different matter. The woman hadn't mastered the fine art of relaxation. Althea filled the squares
with her neat, precise printing and thought that Boyd was just the man to teach her how it was done.

 Right now, Cilia was bursting to talk. Not to ask questions, Althea thought. She hadn't missed the quick
disappointment on Cilia's face when Boyd hadn't been the one to drive her to the station for her night
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shift.

 She's dying to ask me where he is and what he's doing, Althea thought as she filled in the next word. But
she doesn't want me to think it matters.

 It wasn't possible for her not to smile to herself. Boyd had been Pretty closemouthed himself lately.
Althea knew he had run a more detailed check on Cilia's background and that he had found answers that
disturbed him. Personally, she thought. Whatever he had discovered had nothing to do with the case or
he would have shared it with his partner.

 But, no matter how close they were, their privacy was deeply respected. She didn't question him. If and
when he wanted to talk it through, she would be there for him. As he would be there for her.

 It was too bad, she decided, that when sexual tension reared its head, men and women lost that easy
camaraderie.

 Abruptly Cilia pushed away from the console. "I'm going to get some coffee. Do you want some?"

 "Doesn't Nick usually bring some in?"

 "He's got the night off."

 "Why don't I get it?"

 "No." Restlessness seemed to vibrate from her. "I've got nearly seven minutes before the tape ends. I
want to stretch my legs."

 "All right."

 Cilia walked to the lounge. Billy had already been there, she noted. The floor gleamed, and the coffee
mugs were washed and stacked. There was the lingering scent of the pine cleaner he always used so
lavishly.

 She poured two cups and as an afterthought stuck one leftover and rapidly hardening pastry in her
pocket.

 With a cup in each hand, she turned. In the doorway she saw the shadow of a man. And the silver gleam
of a knife. With a scream, she sent the mugs flying. Crockery smashed and shattered.

 "Miss O'Roarke?" Billy took a hesitant step into the light.

 "Oh, God." She pressed the heel of one hand to her chest as if to force out the air trapped there. "Billy. I
thought you were gone."

 "I—" He stumbled back against the door when Althea came flying down the hallway, her weapon
drawn. In an automatic response, he threw his hands up. "Don't shoot. Don't. I didn't do nothing."

 "It's my fault," Cilia said quickly. She stepped over to put a reassuring hand on Billy's arm. "I didn't
know anyone was here, and I turned around—" She covered her face with her hands. "I'm sorry," she
managed, dropping them again. "I overreacted. I didn't know Billy was still in the station."
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 "Mr. Harrison had a, lunch meeting in his office." He spoke quickly, his eyes darting from Althea to Cilia.
"I was just getting to it." He swallowed audibly. "Lots of—lots of knives and forks left over."

 Cilia stared at the handful of flatware he held and felt like a fool.

 "I'm sorry, Billy. I must have scared you to death. And I've made a mess of your floor."

 "That's okay." He grinned at her, relaxing slowly as Althea holstered her weapon. "I'll clean it right up.
Good show tonight, Miss O'Roarke." He tapped the headphones that he'd slid around his neck. "You
going to play any fifties stuff? You know I like that the best."

 "Sure." Fighting nausea, she made herself smile. "I'll pick something out just for you."

 He beamed at her. "You'll say my name on the air?"

 "You bet. I've got to get back."

 She hurried back to the booth, grateful that Althea was giving her a few moments alone. Things were
getting pretty bad when she started jumping at middle-aged maintenance men holding dinner knives.

 The best way to get through the nerves was to work, she told herself. Keeping her moves precise, she
began to set up for what she called the "power hour" between eleven and midnight.

 When Althea came back, bearing coffee, Cilia was inviting her audience to stay tuned for more music.
"We've got ten hits in a row coming up. This first one's for my pal Billy. We're going back, way back, all
the way back to 1958. It ain't Dennis Quaid. It's the real, the original, the awesome Jerry Lee Lewis with
'Great Balls of Fire.'"

 After pulling off her headphones, she gave Althea a wan smile. "I really am sorry."

 "In your place I probably would have gone through the roof." Althea offered her a fresh mug. "Been a
lousy couple of weeks, huh?"

 "The lousiest."

 "We're going to get him, Cilia."

 "I'm hanging on to that." She chose another record, took her time cuing it up. "What made you become a
cop?"

 "I guess I wanted to be good at something. This was it."

 "Do you have a husband?"

 "No." Althea wasn't sure where the questions were leading. "A lot of men are put off when a woman
carries a gun." She hesitated, then decided to take the plunge. "You might have gotten the impression that
there's something between Boyd and me."

 "It's hard not to." Cilia lifted a hand for silence, then opened the mike to link the next song. "You two
seem well suited."
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 As if considering it, Althea sat and sipped at her coffee. "You know, I wouldn't have figured you for the
type to fall into the clichéd, sexist mind-set that says that if a man and woman work together they must be
playing together."

 "I didn't." Outraged, Cilia all but came out of her chair. At Althea's bland smile, she subsided. "I did,"
she admitted. Then her lips curved. "Kind of. I guess you've had to handle that tired line quite a bit."

 "No more than you, I imagine." She gestured, both hands palms out, at the confines of the studio. "An
attractive woman in what some conceive of as a man's job."

 Even that small patch of common ground helped her to relax. "There was a jock in Richmond who
figured I was dying to, ah… spin on his turntable."

 Understanding and amusement brightened Althea's eyes. "How'd you handle it?"

 "During my show I announced that he was hard up for dates and anyone interested should call the station
during his shift." She grinned, remembering. "It cooled him off." She turned to her mike to plug the
upcoming request line. After an update on the weather, a time check and an intro for the next record, she
slipped her headphones off again. "I guess Boyd wouldn't be as easily discouraged."

 "Not on your life. He's stubborn. He likes to call it patience, but it's plain mule-headed stubbornness. He
can be like a damn bulldog."

 "I've noticed."

 "He's a nice man, Cilia, one of the best. If you're really not interested, you should make it clear up front.
Boyd's stubborn, but he's not obnoxious."

 "I don't want to be interested," Cilia murmured. "There's a difference."

 "Like night and day. Listen, if the question's too personal, tell me to shut up."

 A smile tugged at Cilia's mouth. "You don't have to tell me that twice."

 "Okay. Why don't you want to be interested?"

 Cilia chose a compact disc, then backed it up with two 45s. "He's a cop."

 "So if he was an insurance salesman you'd want to be interested?"

 "Yes. No." She let out a huff of breath. Sometimes it was best to be honest. "It would be easier. Then
there's the fact that I made a mess of the one serious relationship I've had."

 "All by yourself?"

 "Mostly." She sent out the cut from the CD. "I'm more comfortable concentrating on my life, and
Deborah's. My work and her future."

 "You're not the type that would be happy for long with comfortable."

 "Maybe not." She stared down at the phone. "But I'd settle for it right now."
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 So she was running scared, Althea thought as she watched Cilia work. Who wouldn't be? It had to be
terrifying to be hounded and threatened by some faceless, nameless man. Yet she was handling it, Althea
thought, better than she was handling Boyd and her feelings about him.

 She had them, buckets of them. Apparently she just didn't know what to do with them.

 Althea kept her silence as the calls began to come in. Cilia was afraid of the phone, afraid of what might
be on the other end. But she answered, call after call, moving through them with what sounded like
effortless style. If Althea hadn't been in the studio, watching the strain tighten Cilia's face, she would have
been totally fooled.

 She gave them their music and a few moments of her time. If her hand was unsteady, her finger still
pushed the illuminated button.

 Boyd had entered her life to protect it, not threaten it. Yet she was afraid of him. With a sigh, Althea
wondered why it was that women's lives could be so completely turned upside down by the presence of
a man.

 If she ever fell in love herself—which so far she'd had the good sense to avoid—she would simply find a
way to call the shots.

 The tone of Cilia's voice had her snapping back. Recognizing the fear, sympathizing with it, Althea rose
to massage her rigid shoulders.

 "Keep him talking," she whispered. "Keep him on as long as you can."

 Cilia blocked out what he said. She'd found it helped her keep sane if she ignored the vicious threats, the
blood-chilling promises. Instead she kept her eye on the elapsed-time clock, grimly pleased when she
saw that the one-minute mark had passed and he was still on the line.

 She questioned him, forcing herself to keep her voice calm and even. He liked it best when she lost
control, she knew. He would keep threatening until she began to beg. Then he would cut her off, satisfied
that he had broken her again.

 Tonight she struggled not to hear, just to watch the seconds tick away.

 "I haven't hurt you," she said. "You know I haven't done anything to you."

 "To him." He hissed the words. "He's dead, and it's because of you."

 "Who did I hurt? If you'd tell me his name, I—"

 "I want you to remember. I want you to say his name before I kill you."

 She shut her eyes and tried to fill her head with sound as he described exactly how he intended to kill
her.

 "He must have been very important to you. You must have loved him."

 "He was everything to me. All I had. He was so young. He had his whole life. But you hurt him. You
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betrayed him. An eye for an eye. Your life for his. Soon. Very soon."

 When he cut her off, she turned quickly to send out the next record. She would backsell it, Cilia told
herself. Her voice would be strong again afterward. Ignoring the other blinking lights, she pulled out a
cigarette.

 "They got a trace." Althea replaced the receiver, then moved over to put a hand on Cilia's shoulder.
"They got a trace. You did a hell of a job tonight, Cilia."

 "Yeah." She closed her eyes. Now all she had to do was get through the next hour and ten minutes. "Will
they catch him?"

 "We'll know soon. This is the first real break we've had. Just hang on to that."

 She wanted to be relieved. Cilia leaned back as Althea drove her home and wondered why she couldn't
accept this step as a step forward. They had traced the call. Didn't that mean they would know where he
lived? They would have a name, and they would put a face, a person, together with that name.

 She would go and see him. She would make herself do that. She would look at that face, into those
eyes, and try to find a link between him and whatever she had done in the past to incite that kind of hate.

 Then she would try to live with it.

 She spotted Boyd's car at the curb in front of her house. He stood on the walk, his coat unbuttoned.
Though the calendar claimed it was spring, the night was cold enough for her to see his breath. But not
his eyes.

 Cilia took a firm grip on the doorhandle, pushed it open. He waited as she moved up the walk toward
him.

 "Let's go inside."

 "I want to know." She saw his eyes now and understood. "You didn't get him."

 "No." He glanced toward his partner. Althea saw the frustration held under grim control.

 "What happened?"

 "It was a phone booth a couple miles from the station. No prints. He'd wiped it clean."

 Struggling to hold on for a few more minutes, Cilia nodded. "So, we're no closer."

 "Yes, we are." He took her hand to warm it in his. "He made his first mistake. He'll make another."

 Weary, she looked over her shoulder. Was it just her overworked nerves, or was he out there
somewhere, in the shadows, close enough to see? Near enough to hear?

 "Come on, let me take you inside. You're cold."

 "I'm all right." She couldn't let him come with her. She needed to let go, and for that she needed privacy.
"I don't want to talk about any of this tonight. I just want to go to bed. Althea, thanks for the ride, and
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everything else." She walked quickly to the front door and let herself inside.

 "She just needs to work this out," Althea said, placing a hand on his arm.

 He wanted to swear, to smash something with his hands. Instead, he stared at the closed door. "She
doesn't want to let me help her."

 "No, she doesn't." She watched the light switch on upstairs. "Want me to call for a uniform to stake out
the house?"

 "No, I'll hang around."

 "You're off duty, Fletcher."

 "Right. We can consider this personal."

 "Want some company?"

 He shook his head. "No. You need some sleep."

 Althea hesitated, then let out a quiet sigh. "You take the first shift. I sleep better in a car than a bed,
anyway."

 There was a light frost that glittered like glass on the lawn. Cilia sighed as she studied it through her
bedroom window. In Georgia the azaleas would be blooming. It had been years, more years than she
could remember, since she had yearned for home. In that chill Colorado morning she wondered if she
had made a mistake traveling more than halfway across the country and leaving all those places, all those
memories of her childhood, behind.

 Letting the curtain fall again, she stepped back. She had more to think about than an April frost. She had
also seen Boyd's car, still parked at the curb.

 Thinking of him, she took more time and more care dressing than was her habit. Not for a moment had
she changed her mind about it being unwise to become involved with him. But it seemed it was a mistake
she'd already made. The wisdom to face up to her mistakes was something she'd learned very early.

 She smoothed her plum-colored cashmere sweater over her hips. It had been a Christmas present from
Deborah, and it was certainly more stylish, with its high neck and its generous sleeves, than most of the
clothes Cilia chose for herself. She wore it over snug black leggings and on impulse struggled with a pair
of star-shaped earrings in glossy silver.

 He was spread comfortably over her couch, the newspaper open, a mug of coffee steaming in his hand.
His shirt was carelessly unbuttoned to the middle of his chest and wrinkled from being worn all night. His
jacket was tossed over the back of the couch, but he still wore his shoulder holster.

 She had never known anyone who could melt into his surroundings so easily. At the moment he looked
as though he spent every morning of his life in that spot, in her spot, lazily perusing the sports page and
drinking a second cup of coffee.

 He looked up at her. Though he didn't smile, his utter relaxation was soothing. "Good morning."
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 "Good morning." Feeling awkward, she crossed to him. She wasn't certain whether she should begin
with an apology or an explanation.

 "Deborah let me in."

 She nodded, then immediately wished she'd worn trousers with pockets. There was nothing to do with
her hands but link them together. "You've been here all night."

 "Just part of the service."

 "You slept in your car."

 He tilted his head. Her tone was very close to an accusation. "It wasn't the first time."

 "I'm sorry." On a long, shaky breath, she sat on the coffee table across from him. Their knees bumped.
He found it a friendly gesture. One of the friendliest she'd made with him. "I should have let you inside. I
should have known you would stay. I guess I was—"

 "Upset." He passed her his coffee. "You were entitled, Cilia."

 "Yeah." She sipped, wincing a bit at the added sugar. "I guess I'd talked myself into believing that you
were going to catch him last night. It even—it's weird, but it even unnerved me a bit thinking about finally
seeing him, finally knowing the whole story. Then, when we got here and you told me… I couldn't talk
about it. I just couldn't."

 "It's okay."

 Her laugh was only a little strained. "Do you have to be so nice to me?"

 "Probably not." Reaching out, he touched her cheek. "Would you feel better if I yelled at you?"

 "Maybe." Unable to resist, she lifted a hand to his. "I have an easier time fighting than I do being
reasonable."

 "I've noticed. Have you ever considered taking a day, just to relax?"

 "Not really."

 "How about today?"

 "I was going to catch up with my paperwork. And I have to call a plumber. We've got a leak under the
sink." She let her hand fall to her knees, where it moved restlessly. "It's my turn to do the laundry. Tonight
I'm spinning records at this class reunion downtown. Bill and Jim are splitting my shift."

 "I heard."

 "These reunion things… they can get pretty wild." She was groping, feeling more foolish by the minute.
He'd taken the empty cup and set it aside, and was now holding both of her hands lightly in his. "They
can be a lot of fun, though. Maybe you'd like to come and… hang around."

 "Are you asking me to come and… hang around, like on a date?"
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 "I'll be working," she began, then subsided. She was getting in deep. "Yes. Sort of."

 "Okay. Can I sort of pick you up?"

 "By seven," she said. "I have to be there early enough to set up."

 "Let's make it six, then. We can have some dinner first."

 "I…" Deeper and deeper. "All right. Boyd, I have to tell you something."

 "I'm listening."

 "I still don't want to get involved. Not seriously."

 "Mm-hmm."

 "You're completely wrong for me."

 "That's just one more thing we disagree on." He held her still when she started to rise. "Don't pace, Cilia.
Just take a couple deep breaths."

 "I think it's important we understand up front how far this can go, and what limitations there are."

 "Are we going to have a romance, Cilia, or a business arrangement?"

 He smiled. She frowned.

 "I don't think we should call it a romance."

 "Why not?"

 "Because it's… because a romance has implications."

 He struggled against another smile. She wouldn't appreciate the fact that she amused him. "What kind of
implications?" Slowly, watching her, he brought her hand to his lips.

 "Just…" His mouth brushed over her knuckles, and then, when her fingers went limp, he turned her palm
up to press a kiss to its center.

 "Just?" he prompted.

 "Implications. Boyd—" She shivered when his teeth grazed over her wrist.

 "Is that all you wanted to tell me?"

 "No. Can you stop that?"

 "If I really put my mind to it."

 She found that her own lips had curved. "Well, put your mind to it. I can't think."
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 "Dangerous words." But he stopped nibbling.

 "I'm trying to be serious."

 "So am I." Once again he stopped her from rising. "Try that deep breath."

 "Right." She did, then plunged on. "Last night, when I lay down in the dark, I was afraid. I kept hearing
him, hearing that voice, everything he'd said to me. Over and over. I knew I couldn't think of it. If I did,
I'd go crazy. So I thought of you." She paused, waiting for the courage to go on. "And when I thought of
you, it blocked out everything else. And I wasn't afraid."

 His fingers tightened on hers. Her eyes were steady, but he saw that her lips trembled once before she
pressed them together. She was waiting, he knew. To see what he would do, what he would say. She
couldn't have known, couldn't have had any idea, that at that moment, at that one instant of time, he
teetered off the edge he'd been walking and tumbled into love with her.

 And if he told her that, he thought as he felt the shock of the emotions vibrate through him, she would
never believe it. Some women had to be shown, convinced, not merely told. Cilia was one of them.

 Slowly he rose, drawing her up with him. He gathered her close, cradling her head on his shoulder,
wrapping his arms around her. He could feel her shiver of relief as he kept the embrace quiet and
undemanding.

 It was just what she needed. How was it he seemed always to know? To be held, only held, without
words, without promises. To feel the solid warmth of his body against her, the firm grip of his hands, the
steady beat of his heart.

 "Boyd?"

 "Yeah." He turned his head just enough to kiss her hair.

 "Maybe I don't mind you being nice to me after all."

 "We'll give it a trial run."

 She thought she might as well go all the way with it. "And maybe I've missed having you around."

 It was his turn to take a deep breath and steady himself. "Listen." He slid his hands up to her shoulders.
"I've got some calls to make. After, why don't I take a look at that leak?"

 She smiled. "I can look at it, Slick. What I want is to have it fixed."

 He leaned forward and bit her lower lip. "Just get me a wrench."

 Two hours later, Cilia had her monthly finances spread out over the secondhand oak desk in the den that
doubled as her office. There were two dollars and fifty-three cents lost somewhere in her checkbook, an
amount she was determined to find before she paid the neat stack of bills to her right.

 Her sense of order was something she'd taught herself, something she'd clung to during the lean years,
the unhappy years, the stormy years. If amid any crisis she could maintain this small island of normalcy,
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however bland, she believed she would survive.

 "Ah!" She found the error, pounced on it. Making the correction, she scrupulously ran her figures again.
Satisfied, she filed away her bank statement, then began writing checks, starting with the mortgage.

 Even that gave her an enormous sense of accomplishment. It wasn't rent, it was equity. It was hers. The
house was the first thing she had ever owned other than the clothes on her back and the occasional
secondhand car.

 She'd never been poor, but she had learned, growing up in a family where the income was a combination
of a cop's salary and the lean monthly earnings of a public defender, to count pennies carefully. She'd
grown up in a rented house, and she'd never known the luxury of riding in a new car. College wouldn't
have been impossible, but because of the strain it would have added to her parents' income at a time
when their marriage was rocky, Cilia had decided to bypass her education in favor of a job.

 She didn't regret it often. She resented it only a little, at odd times. But her ability to subsidize Deborah's
partial scholarship made her look back to the time when she had made the decision. It had been the right
one.

 Now they were slowly creeping their way up. The house wasn't simply an acquisition, it was a statement.
Family, home, roots. Every month, when she paid the mortgage, she was grateful she'd been given the
chance.

 "Cilia?"

 "What? Oh." She spotted Boyd in the doorway. She started to speak again, then focused. He still had
the wrench she'd given him. His hair was mussed and damp. Both his shirt and his slacks were streaked
with wet. He'd rolled his sleeves up to the elbows. Water glistened on his forearms. "Oh," she said again,
and choked on a laugh.

 "I fixed it." His eyes narrowed as he watched her struggle to maintain her dignity. "Problem?"

 "No. No, not a thing." She cleared her throat. "So, you fixed it."

 "That's what I said."

 She had to bite down on her lip. She recognized a frazzled male ego when she heard it. "That's what you
said, all right. And since you've just saved me a bundle, the least I can do is fix you lunch. What do you
think about peanut butter and jelly?"

 "That it belongs in a plastic lunch box with Spiderman on the outside."

 "Well, I've got to tell you, Slick, it's the best thing I cook." Forgetting the bills, she rose. "It's either that
or a can of tuna fish." She ran a fingertip down his shirt experimentally. "Did you know you're all wet?"

 He held up one grimy hand, thought about it, then went with the impulse and rubbed it all over her face.
"Yeah."

 She laughed, surprising him. Seducing him. He'd heard that laugh before, over the radio, but not once
since he'd met her. It was low and rich and arousing as black silk.
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 "Come on, Fletcher, we'll throw that shirt in the wash while you eat your sandwich."

 "In a minute." He kept his hand cupped on her chin, pulling her to him with that subtle pressure alone.
When his mouth met hers, her lips were still curved. This time, she didn't stiffen, she didn't protest. With a
sigh of acceptance, she opened for him, allowing herself to absorb the taste of his mouth, the alluring
dance of his tongue over hers.

 There was a warmth here that she had forgotten to hope for. The warmth of being with someone who
understood her. And cared, she realized as his fingers skimmed over her cheek. Cared, despite her
flaws.

 "I guess you were right," she murmured.

 "Damn right. About what?"

 She took a chance, an enormous one for her, and brushed at the hair on his forehead. "It is too late."

 "Cilia." He brought his hands to her shoulders again, battling back a clawing need, a ragged desire.
"Come upstairs with me. I want to be with you."

 His words sent the passion leaping. He could see the fire of it glow in her eyes before she closed them
and shook her head. "Give me some time. I'm not playing games here, Boyd, but the ground's pretty
shaky and I need to think it through." On a steadying breath, she opened her eyes, and nearly smiled.
"You're absolutely everything

 I swore I'd never fall for."

 He brought his hands down to hers and gripped. "Talk to me."

 "Not now." But she laced her fingers with his. It was a sign of union that was rare for her. "I'm not ready
to dig it all up right now.

 I'd just like to spend a few hours here like real people. If the phone rings, I'm not going to answer it. If
someone comes to the door, I'm going to wait until they go away again. All I want to do is fix you a
sandwich and wash your shirt. Okay?"

 "Sure." He pressed a kiss to her brow. "It's the best offer I've had in years."

 Chapter 7
 Contents-Prev |Next

 There was a wall of noise—the backbeat, the bass, the wail of a guitar riff. There were spinning lights,
undulating bodies, the clamor of feet. Cilia set the tone with her midnight voice and stood back to enjoy
the results. The ballroom was alive with sound—laughter, music, voices raised in spurts of conversation.
Cilia had her finger on the controls. She didn't know any of the faces, but it was her party.

 Boyd sipped a club soda and politely avoided a none-too-subtle invitation from a six-foot blonde in a
skimpy blue dress. He didn't consider this a trial. He'd spent a large portion of his career watching
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people, and he'd never gotten bored with it.

 It was a hell of a party, and he wouldn't have minded a turn on the dance floor. But he preferred keeping
his eye on Cilia. There were worse ways to spend the evening.

 She presided over a long table at the front of the ballroom, her records stacked, her amps turned up
high. She glittered. Her silver-sequined jacket and black stovepipe pants were a whole new look in
tuxedos. Her hair was full and loose, and when she turned her head the silver stars at her ears glistened.

 She'd already lured dozens of couples onto the dance floor, and they were bopping and swaying elbow
to elbow. Others crowded around the edges in groups or loitered at the banquet tables, lingering over
drinks and conversation.

 The music was loud, hot and fast. He'd already learned that was how she liked it best. As far as he
could tell, the class of 75 was having the time of their lives. From all appearances, Cilia was, too.

 She was joking with a few members of the graduating class, most of them male. More than a few of
them had imbibed freely at the cash bar. But she was handling herself, Boyd noted. Smooth as silk.

 He didn't particularly like it when a man with a lineman's chest put a beefy arm around her and squeezed.
But Cilia shook her head. Whatever brush-off she used, she sent the guy off with a smile on his face.

 "There's more where that came from, boys and girls. Let's take you back, all the way back to prom
night, 1975." She cued up the Eagles' "One Of These Nights," then skimmed the crowd for Boyd.

 When she spotted him, she smiled. Fully, so that even with the room between them he could see her
eyes glow. He wondered if he could manage to get her to look at him like that when they didn't have five
hundred people between them. He had to grin when she put a hand to her throat and mimed desperate
thirst.

 Lord, he looked wonderful, Cilia thought as she watched him turn toward the bar. Strange, she would
have thought a smoke-gray jacket would look too conservative on a man for her tastes. On him, it
worked. So well, she mused with a wry smile, that half the female portion of the class of 75 had their eye
on him.

 Tough luck, ladies, she thought. He's mine. At least for tonight.

 A little surprised by where her thoughts had landed, she shook herself back and chose a slip from the
pile of requests next to the turntable. A nostalgic crowd, she decided and plucked another
fifteen-year-old hit from her stack.

 She liked working parties, watching people dance and flirt and gossip. The reunion committee had done
a top-notch job on this one. Red and white streamers dripped from the ceiling, competing with a hundred
matching balloons. The dance floor glittered from the light of a revolving mirror ball. When the music or
the mood called for it, she could flick a switch on a strobe light and give them a touch of seventies
psychedelia.

 Mixed with the scents of perfume and cologne was the fragrance of the fresh flowers that adorned each
table.

 "This is for Rick and Sue, those high school sweeties who've been married for twelve years. And they
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said it was only puppy love. We're 'Rockin' All Over The World.'"

 "Nice touch," Boyd commented.

 She twisted her head and smiled. "Thanks."

 He handed her a soft drink heaped with ice. "I've got a reunion coming up next year. You booked?"

 "I'll check my schedule. Wow." She watched as a couple cut loose a few feet away. Other couples
spread out as they put the dirty in dirty dancing. "Pretty impressive."

 "Mmm. Do you dance?"

 "Not like that." She let out a little breath. "I wish I did."

 He took her hand before she could reach for another request slip. "Why don't you play one for me?"

 "Sure. Name it."

 When he poked through her discs, she was too amused to be annoyed. She could reorganize later. After
choosing one, he handed it to her.

 "Excellent taste." She shifted her mike. "We've got ourself a wild group tonight. Y'all having fun?" The
roar of agreement rolled across the dance floor. "We're going to be here until midnight, pumping out the
music for you. We've got a request here for Springsteen. 'Hungry Heart.'"

 Fresh dancers streamed onto the floor. Couples twined around each other to sway. Cilia turned to
speak to Boyd and found herself molded against him.

 "Want to dance?" he murmured.

 They already were. Body fitted to body, he took her on a long, erotically slow circle. "I'm working."

 "Take five." He lowered his head to catch her chin between his teeth. "Until I make love with you, this is
the next best thing."

 She was going to object. She was sure of it. But she was moving with him, her body fine-tuned to his. In
silent capitulation, she slid her arms around his neck. With their faces close, he smiled. Slowly, firmly, he
ran his hands over her hips, up, lazily up to the sides of her breasts, then down again.

 She felt as though she'd been struck by lightning.

 "You've, ah, got some nice moves, Slick."

 "Thanks." When their lips were a whisper apart, he shifted, leaving hers hungry as he nuzzled into her
neck. "You smell like sin, Cilia. It's just one of the things about you that's been driving me crazy for days."

 She wanted him to kiss her. Craved it. She moaned when his hands roamed into her hair, drawing her
head back. Her eyes closed in anticipation, but he only brushed those tempting lips over her cheekbone.

 Breathless, she clung to him, trying to fight through the fog of pleasure. There were hundreds of people
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around them, all moving to the erotic beat of the music. She was working, she reminded herself. She
was—had always been—a sensible woman, and tonight she had a job to do.

 "If you keep this up, I won't be able to work the turntable."

 He felt her heart hammering against his. It wasn't enough to satisfy him. But it was enough to give him
hope. "Then I guess we'll have to finish the dance later."

 When he released her, Cilia turned quickly and chose a record at random. A cheer went up as the beat
pounded out. She lifted the hair from the back of her neck to cool it. The press of bodies—or the press
of one body—had driven the temperature up. She'd never realized what a dangerous pastime dancing
could be.

 "Want another drink?" Boyd asked when she drained her glass.

 "No. I'm okay." Steadying herself, she reached for the request sheet on top of her pile. "This is a nice
group," she said as she glanced across the room. "I like reunions."

 "I think I figured that out."

 "Well, I do. I like the continuity of them. I like seeing all these people who shared the same experience,
the same little block of time. 1975," she mused, the paper dangling from her fingers. "Not the greatest era
for music, with the dreaded disco onslaught, but there were a few bright lights. The Doobie Brothers
were still together. So were the Eagles."

 "Do you always measure time in rock and roll?"

 She had to laugh. "Occupational hazard. Anyway, it's a good barometer." Tossing her hair back, she
grinned at him. "The first record I spun, as a professional, was the Stones' 'Emotional Rescue.'

 That was the year Reagan was elected the first time, the year John Lennon was shot—and the year the
Empire struck back."

 "Not bad, O'Roarke."

 "It's better than not bad." She considered him. "I bet you remember what was playing on the radio the
first time you talked a girl into the back seat of your car."

 '"Dueling Banjos."

 "You're kidding."

 "You asked."

 She was chuckling as she opened the request sheet. Her laughter died. She thought for a moment her
heart had stopped. Carefully she squeezed her eyes shut. But when she opened them again the boldly
printed words remained.

 I want you to scream when I kill you.

 "Cilia?"
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 With a brisk shake of her head, she passed the note to Boyd.

 He was here, she thought, panic clawing as she searched the room. Somewhere in this crowd of
laughing, chattering couples, he was watching. And waiting.

 He'd come close. Close enough to lay that innocent-looking slip of paper on her table. Close enough to
look into her eyes, maybe to smile. He might have spoken to her. And she hadn't known. She hadn't
recognized him. She hadn't understood.

 "Cilia."

 She jolted when Boyd put a hand to her shoulder, and she would have stumbled backward if he hadn't
balanced her. "Oh, God. I thought that tonight, just this one night, he'd leave me alone."

 "Take a break."

 "I can't." Dazed, she clamped her hands together and stared around the room. "I have to—"

 "I need to make a call," he told her. "I want you where I can see you."

 He could still be here, she thought. Close enough to touch her. Did he have the knife? The long-bladed
knife he'd so lovingly described to her? Was he waiting for the moment when the music was loud, when
the laughter was at a peak, so that he could plunge it into her?

 "Come on."

 "Wait. Wait a minute." With her nails biting into her palms, she leaned into the mike. "We're going to
take a short break, but don't cool down. I'll be back in ten to start things rocking again." Mechanically
she shut off her equipment. "Stay close, will you?" she whispered.

 With an arm snug around her waist, he began to lead her through the crowd. Every time they were
bumped she shuddered. When a man pushed through the throng and grabbed both of her hands, she
nearly screamed.

 "Cilia O'Roarke." He had a pleasant, affable face dampened with sweat from a turn on the dance floor.
He was beaming as Cilia stood as still as a statue and Boyd tensed beside her. "Tom Collins. Not the
drink," he said, still beaming. "That's my name. I'm chairman of the reunion committee. Remember?"

 "Oh." She forced her lips to curve. "Yes. Sure."

 "Just wanted to tell you how thrilled we are to have you. Got a lot of fans here." He released one of her
hands to sweep his arm out. "I'm about the biggest. There's hardly a night goes by I don't catch at least a
part of your show. Lost my wife last year."

 "I…" She cleared her throat. "I'm sorry."

 "No, I mean I lost her. Came home one night and she and the furniture were gone. Never did find
her—or the sectional sofa." He laughed heartily while Cilia searched for something to say. "Fact is, your
show got me through some pretty lonely nights. Just wanted to thank you and tell you you're doing a hell
of a job here tonight." He pressed a business card into her hand. "I'm in appliances. You just call me
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whenever you need a new refrigerator." He winked. "Give you a good deal."

 "Thanks." It should be funny, she thought. Later it would be funny. "Nice seeing you, Tom."

 "Pleasure's mine." He watched her walk away and beamed again.

 Boyd steered her out of the ballroom and toward the nearest pay phone. "Hang on. Okay?"

 She nodded, even managed to smile at a group of women herding toward the ladies' lounge. "I'm better
now. I'm going to sit down right over there." She pointed to an arrangement of chairs and a potted plant.

 Leaving Boyd digging for change, she walked over, then let her legs collapse under her.

 It was a nightmare. She wished it was as simple as a nightmare so that she could wake up with the sun
shining in her face. She had nearly gotten through an entire day without thinking of him.

 Shaky, she pulled out a cigarette.

 Perhaps it had been foolish to let herself believe he would give her a day of peace. But to have come
here. The odds of him actually being one of the alumni were slim. Yet he'd gotten inside.

 With her back pressed into the chair, she watched people file in and out of the ballroom. It could be any
one of them, she thought, straining for some spark of recognition. Would she know him if she saw him, or
would he be a complete stranger?

 He could be someone standing behind her at the market, someone sitting across from her at a gas pump.
He might be the man in front of her at the bank, or the clerk at the dry cleaners.

 Anyone, she thought as she closed her eyes. He could be any one of the nameless, faceless people she
passed in the course of a day.

 Yet he knew her name. He knew her face. He had taken away her peace of mind, her freedom. He
wouldn't be satisfied until he'd taken her life.

 She watched Boyd hang up the phone and waited until he crossed to her. "Well?"

 "Thea's coming by to pick up the paper. We'll send it to the lab." His hand found the tensed muscle at
the curve of her neck and soothed. "I don't think we'll get prints."

 "No." She appreciated the fact that he didn't give her any false hope. "Do you think he's still here?"

 "I don't know." That was its own frustration. "It's a big hotel, Cilia. There's no security to speak of for
this event. It wouldn't be very effective to try to close it off and interrogate everyone in it. If you want to
take off early, I can tell them you're sick."

 "No, I don't want to do that." She took a long last drag on her cigarette. "The only satisfaction I can get
is from finishing out. Proving I'm not ready to fold. Especially if heis still around, somewhere."

 "Okay. Remember, for the next hour, I'm never going to be more than a foot away."

 She put a hand in his as she rose. "Boyd, he changed his approach, writing a note. What do you think it
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means?"

 "It could mean a lot of things."

 "Such as?"

 "Such as it was the most convenient way to contact you tonight. Or he's starting to get sloppy."

 "Or impatient," she added, turning to him at the doorway. "Be honest with me."

 "Or impatient." He cupped her face in his hands. "He has to get through me first, Cilia. I can promise that
won't be an easy job."

 She made herself smile. "Cops like to think they're tough."

 "No." He kissed her lightly. "Cops have to be tough. Come on. Maybe you've got 'Dueling Banjos' in
there. You can play it for me for old times' sake."

 "Not on a bet."

 She got through it. He'd never doubted that she would, and yet the way she held on despite her fears
amazed and impressed him. Not once did she bog down, break down or falter. But he saw the way she
studied the crowd, searched the faces as the music raged around her.

 Her hands moved constantly, tapping out the beat on the table, shifting through records, fiddling with the
sequined studs on her pleated shirt.

 She would never be serene, he thought. She would never be soothing. She would pace her way through
life driven by nerves and ambition. She would make a demanding and unsettling companion.

 Not what he'd had in mind on the rare occasions he'd considered marriage and family. Not even close,
he realized with a faint smile. But she was exactly what he wanted and intended to have.

 He would protect her with his life. That was duty. He would cherish her for a lifetime. That was love. If
the plans he'd made ran smoothly, she would understand the difference very soon.

 He, too, was searching the crowd, studying the faces, watching for any sign, any movement, that would
bring that quick tensing of the gut called instinct. But the music raged on. The partygoers laughed. He saw
Althea enter. And so, he thought with a shake of his head, did most of the men in the room. He had to
chuckle when he saw one woman jab her husband in the ribs as he gawked at the redhead skirting the
dance floor.

 "You always make an entrance, Thea."

 She only shrugged. She was wearing a simple off-the-shoulder cocktail dress in basic black. "I should
thank you for getting me out of what turned into an annoying evening. My date had a toothbrush in his
pocket and a night of wild sex on his mind."

 "Animal."

 "Aren't they all?" She glanced past him to Cilia. Amusement faded, to be replaced by concern. "How's
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she holding up?"

 "She's incredible."

 She lifted one arched brow. "Partner, my sharp investigative skills lead me to believe that you are
seriously infatuated with our assignment."

 "I passed infatuation. I'm in love with her."

 Thea's lips formed a thoughtful pout. "Is that with a lowercase or uppercaseL ?"

 "That's in all caps." He looked away from Cilia to his partner. There were few others with whom he
would share his private thoughts. "I'm thinking marriage, Thea. Want to be my best man?"

 "You can count on me." Still, she laid a hand on his arm. "I don't want to be a drag, Boyd, but you've
got to keep some perspective on this. The lady's in trouble."

 He struggled against annoyance. "I can function as a cop and as a man." Because it wasn't something he
wanted to discuss at length, he reached in his pocket. "Here's the note, for what it's worth."

 She skimmed the message, then slipped it into her bag. "We'll see what the lab boys can do."

 He only nodded. "The ex-husband looks clean." An enormous disappointment. "I finished running him
through tonight. State Senator Lomax has been married for seven years, and has one point six children.
He hasn't been out of Atlanta for three months."

 "I finally got ahold of the station manager in Chicago. He had nothing but good things to say about Cilia.
I checked out his story about being in Rochester the past week visiting his daughter. It pans. She had a
girl. Seven pounds, six ounces. He faxed me the personnel files on the jocks and staff who were at the
station when Cilia worked there. So far nothing."

 "When I come in Monday, we'll take a closer look."

 "I figured I'd go over the file this weekend. Stick close to our girl."

 "I owe you one, Thea."

 "You owe me more than one, but who's counting?" She started out, pausing once, then twice, to refuse
the offer of a dance. Then, again, to decline a more intimate offer.

 Because a party was appreciated more when it ended on a fever pitch, Cilia chose the last three songs
for their beat rather than their sentiment. Jackets were off, ties were undone and careful hairstyles were
limp. When the last song ended, the dance floor was jammed.

 "Thank you, class of 75, you've been great. I want to see all of you back here for your twentieth."

 "Good job," Boyd told her.

 She was already stacking records as the crowd split off into groups. Phone numbers and addresses
would be exchanged. A few of the goodbyes would be tearful. "It's not over yet."
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 It helped to work. She had to break down the equipment, and with the help of the hotel staff she would
load it into Boyd's car. Then there would be a trip back to the station and the unloading. After that,
maybe she would allow herself to think again.

 "Itwas a good job."

 She looked up, surprised. "Mark? What are you doing here?"

 "I could say I was checking up on one of my jocks." He picked up one of the 45s and laughed. "God,
don't tell me you actually played this."

 "It was pretty hot in 75." Suspicious, she took it back from him. "Now, why don't you tell me what
you're really doing here?"

 Feeling nostalgic himself, he glanced around. He and his wife had met in high school. "I'm here to get my
equipment."

 "Since when does the station manager load equipment?"

 "I'm the boss," he reminded her. "I can do whatever I want. And as of now…" he glanced casually at his
watch "you're on sick leave." It was suddenly very clear. She shot an accusing look at Boyd.

 "I'm not sick."

 "You are if I say you are," Mark countered. "If I see you at the station before your shift Monday night,
you're fired."

 "Damn it, Mark."

 "Take it or leave it." Softening the blow, he put his hands on her shoulders. "It's business, Cilia. I've had
jocks burn out from a lot less pressure than you're under. I want you for the long haul. And it's personal.
You've got a lot of people worried about you."

 "I'm handling it."

 "Then you should be able to handle a couple of free days. Now get out of here."

 "But who's going to—" Boyd took her arm. "You heard the man."

 "I hate being bullied," she muttered as he dragged her along. "Too bad. I guess you figure KHIP is going
to fall apart without you there for a weekend."

 Without turning her head, she shifted her eyes and aimed a killing look at him. "That's not the point."

 "No, the point is you need a rest, and you're going to get it." She grabbed her coat before he could help
her on with it. "Just what the hell am I supposed to do with myself?'' "We'll think of something."

 Seething with resentment, she stalked out to the parking lot. A few stragglers from the reunion loitered
around their cars. She plopped into the passenger's seat and scowled. "Since when didwe come into it?"

 "Since, by an odd coincidence, I've also got the weekend off." Eyes narrowed, she studied him as he
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conscientiously buckled her seat belt. "It smells like a conspiracy."

 "You haven't seen anything yet."

 He deliberately chose a cassette of classical music and popped it into the tape player before driving out
of the lot. "Mozart?" she said with a sneer. "Bach. It's called cleansing the palate."

 On a heavy sigh, she reached for a cigarette. She didn't want people worried about her, didn't want to
admit she was tired. Wasn't ready to admit she was relieved. "This stuff always puts me to sleep."

 "You could use the rest."

 She had her teeth clenched as she punched in the lighter. "I don't appreciate you running to Mark this
way."

 "I didn't run to Mark. I simply called him and suggested you could use some time."

 "I can take care of myself, Slick."

 "Your taxes are being used to see that I take care of you."

 "Have I mentioned lately how much I dislike cops?"

 "Not in the past twenty-four hours."

 Apparently he wasn't going to rise to any of the bait she dangled and allow her to purge her annoyance
with a fight. Maybe it was for the best after all, she decided. She could use the time to catch up on her
reading. The last two issues ofRadio and Records were waiting for her attention. She also wanted to look
through one of the garden magazines that had come in the mail. It would be nice to plant some summer
flowers around the house, maybe some bushes. She hadn't a clue what sort of thing suited Denver's
climate.

 The idea made her smile. She would buy a window box, and maybe one of those hanging baskets.
Perhaps that was why she didn't notice they were heading in the wrong direction until Boyd had been
driving for twenty minutes.

 "Where are we?" She sat up quickly, blinking. "On 70, heading west."

 "Highway 70? What the devil are we doing on 70?"

 "Driving to the mountains."

 "The mountains." Groggy, she pushed back her tumbled hair.

 "What mountains?"

 "I think they're called the Rockies," he said dryly. "You might have heard of them."

 "Don't get smart with me. You're supposed to be driving me home."

 "I am—in a manner of speaking. I'm driving you to my home."
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 "I've seen your home." She jerked her thumb. "It's back that way."

 "That's where I live in Denver. This is the place I have in the mountains. It's a very comfortable little
cabin. Nice view. We're going for the weekend."

 "We are not going anywhere for the weekend." She shifted in her seat to glare at him. "I'm spending the
weekend at home."

 "We'll do that next weekend," he said, perfectly reasonable. "Look, Fletcher, as a cop you should know
when you take somebody somewhere against their will it's considered a crime."

 "You can file charges when we get back."

 "Okay, this has gone far enough." It wouldn't do any good to lose her temper, she reminded herself. He
was immune. "You might think you're doing this for my own good, but there are other people involved.
There's no way I'm going to leave Deborah in that house alone while this maniac is running loose looking
for me."

 "Good point." He glided off at an exit and nearly had her relaxing. "That's why she's spending a couple of
days with Althea."

 ''I—''

 "She told me to tell you to have a good time. Oh," he continued while Cilia made incoherent noises, "she
packed a bag for you. It's in the trunk."

 "Just when did you plan all this?" That fabulous voice of hers was quiet. Too quiet, Boyd decided,
bracing for the storm.

 "I had some free time today. You'll like the cabin. It's peaceful, not too remote, and like I said, it has a
nice view."

 "As long as there's a nice high cliff I can throw you off of." He slowed to navigate the winding road.
"There's that, too."

 "I knew you had nerve, Fletcher, but this goes beyond. What the hell made you think you could just put
me in a car, arrange my sister's life and drive me off to some cabin?"

 "Must've had a brainstorm."

 "Brain damage is more like it. Get this straight. I don't like the country, I don't like rustic. I am not a
happy camper, and I won't go."

 "You're already going."

 How could he stay so irritatingly calm? "If you don't take me back, right now, I'm going to—"

 "What?"

 She ground her teeth. "You have to sleep sometime." Her own words made her take a quantum leap.
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"You creep," she began on a fresh wave of fury. "If this is your way of getting me into bed, you
miscalculated. I'll sit in the car and freeze first."

 "There's more than one bedroom in the cabin," he said mildly. "You're welcome to share mine, or take
any of the others. It's your choice."

 She slumped back in her seat, finally speechless.

 Chapter 8
 Contents-Prev |Next

 One didn't intend to romanticize it. Being swept away was fine in books about titled ladies and
swaggering buccaneers. But it didn't play well in twentieth-century Denver.

 She didn't intend to change her attitude. If the only revenge available to her was keeping a frosty
distance, she would keep it very well. He wouldn't get one smile or one kind word until the entire
ridiculous weekend was over.

 That was why it was a shame that her first glimpse of the house was in the moonlight.

 He called this a cabin? Cilia was grateful the music masked her surprised gasp. Her idea of a cabin was
a squat little log structure in the middle of nowhere lacking all possible conveniences. The kind of place
men went when they wanted to grow beards, drink beer and complain about women.

 It was built of wood—a soft, aged wood that glowed warm in the dappled moonlight. But it was far
from little. Multileveled, with interesting juts of timber and windows, it rested majestically amid the
snow-dusted pine. Decks, some covered, some open, promised a breathtaking view from any direction.
The metal roof glinted, making her wonder how it would be to sit inside and listen to rain falling.

 But she stubbornly bit back all the words of praise and pushed out of the car. The snow came up to
midcalf and clogged in her shoes.

 "Great," she muttered. Leaving him to deal with whatever luggage they had, she trudged up to the porch.

 So it was beautiful, she thought. It didn't make any difference. She still didn't want to be there. But since
she was, and hailing a cab wasn't a possibility, she would keep her mouth shut, choose the bedroom
farthest away from his and crawl into bed. Maybe she'd stay there for forty-eight hours.

 Cilia kept the first part of the vow when he joined her on the porch. The only sounds were the planks
creaking under his weight and the calling of something wild in the woods. After setting their bags aside, he
unlocked the door and gestured her inside.

 It was dark. And freezing. Somehow that made her feel better. The more uncomfortable it was, the
more justified her foul temper. Then he switched on the lights. She could only gape.

 The main room at the cabin's center was huge, an open gabled structure with rough-hewn beams and a
charming granite fireplace. Thick, cushy furniture was arranged around it. Its freestanding chimney rose
up through the high, lofted ceiling. Above, a balcony swept the width of the room, keeping with the theme
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of open space and wood. In contrast, the walls were a simple white, accented with glossy built-in shelves
and many-paned doors and windows.

 This was nothing like the arches and curves of his house in Denver. The cabin was all straight lines and
simplicity. The wide planked floors were bare. A set of gleaming steps marched straight to the next level.
Beside the fireplace was an open woodbox stacked with split logs. A touch of whimsy was added by
grinning brass dragons that served as andirons.

 "It warms up pretty quick," Boyd said, figuring she would start talking to him again when she was ready.
He flipped on the heat before he shucked off his coat and hung it on a mirrored rack just inside the door.
Leaving her where she was, he crossed to the fireplace and proceeded to arrange kindling and logs.

 "The kitchen's through there." He gestured as he touched a match to some crumpled newspaper. "The
pantry's stocked, if you're hungry."

 She was, but she'd be damned if she'd admit it. She'd been getting a perverse pleasure in watching her
breath puff out in front of her.

 Sulking, she watched the flames rise up to lick at the logs. He even did that well, she thought in disgust.
He'd probably been an Eagle

 Scout.

 When she didn't respond, he stood up, brushing off his hands. As stubborn as she was, he figured he
could outlast her. "If you'd rather just go to bed, there are four bedrooms upstairs. Not counting the
sleeping porch. But it's a little cold yet to try that."

 She knew when she was being laughed at. Setting her chin, she snatched up her bag and stalked up the
stairs.

 It was hard to tell which room was his. They were all beautifully decorated and inviting. Cilia chose the
smallest. Though she hated to admit it, it was charming, with its angled ceiling, its tiny paneled bath and its
atrium doors. Dropping her bag on the narrow bed, she dug in to see just what her sister—a partner in
this crime—had packed.

 The big, bulky sweater and thick cords met with approval, as did the sturdy boots and rag socks. The
bag of toiletries and cosmetics was a plus, though she doubted she'd waste her time with mascara or
perfume. Instead of her Broncos jersey and frayed chenille robe, there was a swatch of black silk with a
matching—and very sheer—peignoir. Pinned to the bodice was a note.

 Happy birthday a few weeks early. See you Monday.

 Love, Deborah

 Cilia blew out a long breath. Her own sister, she thought. Her own baby sister. Gingerly she held up the
transparent silk. Just what had Deborah had in mind when she'd packed an outfit like this? she
wondered. Maybe that question was best left unanswered. So she'd sleep in the sweater, Cilia decided,
but she couldn't resist running her fingertips over the silk.

 It felt… well, glorious, she admitted. Rarely did she indulge herself with anything so impractical. A small
section of her closet was devoted to outfits like the one she'd worn to the reunion. She thought of them
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more as costumes than as clothes. The rest were practical, comfortable.

 Deborah shouldn't have been so extravagant, she thought. But it was so like her. With a sigh, Cilia let the
silk slide through her hands.

 It probably wouldn't hurt just to try it on. After all, it was a gift. And no one was going to see it.

 Heat was beginning to pour through the vents. Grateful, she slipped out of her coat and kicked off her
shoes. She'd indulge herself with a hot bath in that cute claw-footed tub, and then she'd crawl under that
very comfortable-looking quilt and go to sleep.

 She meant to. Really. But the hot water lulled her. The package of bubble bath Deborah had tucked in
the case had been irresistible. Now the night-spice fragrance enveloped her. She nearly dozed off,
dreaming, with the frothy, perfumed water lapping over her skin.

 Then there was the skylight over the tub, that small square of glass that let the Stardust sprinkle through.
Indulgent, Cilia thought with a sigh as she sank deeper in the tub. Romantic. Almost sinfully soothing.

 It had probably been silly to light the pair of candles that sat in the deep windowsill instead of using the
overhead lamp. But it had been too tempting. And as she soaked and dreamed, their scent wafted
around her.

 She was just making the best of a bad situation, she assured herself as she rose lazily from the tub.
Unpinning her hair, she let it swing around her shoulders as she slipped into the teddy Deborah had given
her.

 It had hardly any back at all, she noted, just a silly little flounce that barely covered the essentials. It
laced up the front, thin, glossy ribbons that crisscrossed and ended in a small bow in the center, just
below her breasts. Though it barely covered them, as well, some clever structural secret lifted them up,
made them look fuller.

 Despite her best intentions, she traced a fingertip down the ribbons, wondering what it would be like to
have Boyd unlace them. Imagining what it might be like to have his fingers brush over her just-pampered
skin. Would he go slowly, one careful hook at a time, or would he simply tear at them until—

 Oh Lord.

 Cursing herself, she yanked open the door and dashed out of the steamy bath.

 It was ridiculous to daydream that way, she reminded herself. She had never been a daydreamer.
Always, always, she had known where she was going and how to get there. Not since childhood had she
wasted time with fantasies that had no connection with ambition or success.

 She certainly had no business fantasizing about a man, no matter how attracted she was to him, when
she knew there was no possible way they could become a comfortable reality.

 She would go to bed. She would shut off her mind. And she would pray that she could shut off these
needs that were eating away at her. Before she could shove her bag on the floor, she saw the glass
beside the bed.

 It was a long-stemmed crystal glass, filled with some pale golden liquid. As she sampled it, she shut her
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eyes. Wine, she realized. Wonderfully smooth. Probably French. Turning, she saw herself reflected in the
cheval glass in the corner.

 Her eyes were dark, and her skin was flushed. She looked too soft, too yielding, too pliant. What was
he doing to her? she asked herself. And why was it working?

 Before she could change her mind, she slipped the thin silk over her shoulders and went to find him.

 He'd been reading the same page for nearly an hour. Thinking about her. Cursing her. Wanting her. It
had taken every ounce of self-possession he had to set that wine beside her bed and leave the room
when he could hear her splashing lazily in the tub just one narrow door away.

 It wasn't as if it were all one-sided, he thought in disgust. He knew when a woman was interested. It
wasn't as if it were all physical. He was in love with her, damn it. And if she was too stupid to see that,
then he'd just have to beat her over the head with it.

 Laying the book on his lap, he listened to the bluesy eloquence of Billie Holiday and stared into the fire.
The cheerful flames had cut the chill in the bedroom. That was the practical reason he had built a fire in
here, as well as one on the main floor. But there was another, a romantic one. He was annoyed that he
had daydreamed of Cilia as he set the logs and lit the kindling.

 She had come to him, wearing something thin, flowing, seductive. She had smiled, held out her hands.
Melted against him. When he had lifted her into his arms, carried her to the bed, they had…

 Keep dreaming, he told himself. The day Cilia O'Roarke came to him of her own free will, with a smile
and an open hand, would be the day they built snowmen in hell.

 She had feelings for him, damn it. Plenty of them. And if she weren't so bullheaded, so determined to
lock up all that incredible passion, she wouldn't spend so much time biting her nails and lighting cigarettes.

 Resentful, restrictive and repressed, that was Priscilla Alice O'Roarke, he thought grimly. He picked up
his wine for a mock toast. It nearly slid out of his hand when he saw her standing in the doorway.

 "I want to talk to you." She'd lost most of her nerve on the short trip down the hall, but she managed to
step into the room. She wasn't going to let the fact that he was sitting in front of a sizzling fire wearing
nothing but baggy sweats intimidate her.

 He needed a drink. After a gulp of wine, he managed a nod. He was almost ready to believe he was
dreaming again—but she wasn't smiling. "Yeah?"

 She was going to speak, she reminded herself. Say what was on her mind and clear the air. But she
needed a sip of her own wine first. "I realize your motives in bringing me here tonight were basically
well-intentioned, given the circumstances of the last couple of weeks. But your methods were
unbelievably arrogant." She wondered if she sounded like as much of a fool to him as she did to herself.
She waited for a response, but he just continued to stare blankly at her. "Boyd?"

 He shook his head. "What?"

 "Don't you have anything to say?"

 "About what?"
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 A low sound of frustration rumbled in her throat as she stepped closer. She slammed the glass down on
a table, and the remaining wine lapped close to the rim. "The least you can do after dragging me all the
way up here is to listen when I complain about it."

 He was barely capable of breathing, much less listening. In self-defense he took another long sip of wine.
"If you had any legs—brains," he corrected, gnashing his teeth, "you'd know that a couple days away
from everything would be good for you."

 Anger flared in her eyes, making her all the more arousing. Behind her the flames shot high, and the light
rippled through the thin silk she wore. "So you just took it on yourself to make the decision for me."

 "That's right." In one jerky movement, he set the glass aside to keep it from shattering in his fingers. "If I
had asked you to come here for a couple of days, you would have made a dozen excuses why you
couldn't."

 "We'll never know what I would have done," she countered "because you didn't give me the option of
making my own choice."

 "I'm doing my damnedest to give you the option now," he muttered.

 "About what?"

 On an oath, he stood up and turned away. Hands braced on the wall, he began, none too gently, to
pound his forehead against it. As she watched him, confusion warred with anger. "What are you doing?"

 "I'm beating my head against the wall. What does it look like I'm doing?" He stopped, letting his
forehead rest against the wood.

 Apparently she wasn't the only one under too much strain, Cilia mused. She cleared her throat. "Boyd,
why are you beating your head against the wall?"

 He laughed and, rubbing his hands over his face, turned. "I have no idea. It's just something I've felt
obliged to do since I met you." She was standing, a little uncertain now, running nervous fingertips up and
down her silk lapel. It wasn't easy, but after a deep breath he found a slippery hold on control. "Why
don't you go on to bed, Cilia? In the morning you can tear apart what's left of me."

 "I don't understand you." She snapped out the words, then began to pace. Boyd opened his mouth but
couldn't even manage a groan as he stared at the long length of her back, bare but for the sheerest of
black silk, at the agitated swing of her hips, accented by the sassy little flounce. She was talking again,
rapid-fire and irritated, but it was all just a buzzing in his head.

 "For God's sake, don't pace." He rubbed the heel of his hand against his heart. In another minute, he
was sure, it would explode out of his chest. "Are you trying to kill me?''

 "I always pace when I'm mad," she tossed back. "How do you expect me to go quietly to bed after
you've got me worked up this way?"

 "Got you worked up?" he repeated. Something snapped—he would have sworn he heard it boomerang
in his head as he reached out and snatched her arms. "I've got you worked up? That's rich, O'Roarke.
Tell me, did you wear this thing in here tonight to make me suffer?"
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 "I…" She looked down at herself, then shifted uncomfortably. "Deborah packed it. It's all I've got."

 "Whoever packed it, it's you who's packed into it. And you're driving me crazy."

 "I just thought we should clear all this up." She was going to start stuttering in a minute. "Talk it through,
like grown-ups."

 "I'm thinking very much like a grown-up at the moment. If you want to talk, there's a chestful of big,
thick wool blankets. You can wrap yourself up in one."

 She didn't need a blanket. She was already much too warm. If he continued to rub his hands up and
down the silk on her arms, the friction was going to cause her skin to burst into flame.

 "Maybe I wanted to make you suffer a little."

 "It worked." His fingers toyed with the excuse of a robe as it slid from her right shoulder. "Cilia, I'm not
going to make this easy on you and drag you to that bed. I'm not saying the idea doesn't appeal to me a
great deal. But if we make love, you're going to have to wake up in the morning knowing the choice was
yours."

 Wasn't that why she had come to him? Hoping he'd take matters out of her hands? That made her a
coward—and, in a miserable way, a cheat.

 "It's not easy for me."

 "It should be." He slid his hands down to hers. "If you're ready."

 She lifted her head. He was waiting—every bit as edgy as she, but waiting. "I guess I've been ready
since I met you."

 A tremor worked through him, and he struggled against his self-imposed leash. "Just say yes."

 Saying it wasn't enough, she thought. When something was important, it took more than one simple
word.

 "Let go of my hands, please."

 He held them another long moment, searching her face. Slowly his fingers relaxed and dropped away
from hers. Before he could back up, she moved into him, wrapping her arms around his neck. "I want
you, Boyd. I want to be with you tonight."

 She brought her lips to his. There had already been enough words. Warm and willing, she sank into him.

 For a moment, he couldn't breathe. The onslaught on his senses was too overwhelming. Her taste, her
scent, the texture of silk against silk. There was her sigh as she rubbed her lips over his.

 He remembered taking a kick in the solar plexus from one of his father's prized stallions. This left him
just as debilitated. He wanted to savor, to drown, to lose himself, inch by glorious inch. But even as he
slipped the robe from her shoulders she was pulling him to the bed.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 She was like a whirlwind, hands racing, pressing, tugging, followed by the mad, erotic journey of her
mouth. The pressure was building too fast, but when he reached for her she shimmied out of the silk and
rushed on.

 She didn't want him to regret wanting her. She couldn't have borne it. If she was to throw every shred of
caution to the winds for this one night, she needed to know that it would matter. That he would
remember.

 His skin was hot and damp. She wished she could have lingered over the taste of it, the feel of it under
her fingers. But she thought men preferred speed and power.

 She heard him groan. It delighted her. When she tugged off his sweats, his hands were in her hair. He
was murmuring something—her name, and more—but she couldn't tell. She thought she understood his
urgency, the way he pulled her up against him. When he rolled over her, she whispered her agreement
and took him inside her.

 He stiffened. On an oath, he tried to level himself and draw back. But her hips arched and thrust against
him, leaving his body no choice.

 Her lips were curved when he lay over her, his face buried in her hair, his breath still shuddering. He
wouldn't regret this, she thought, rubbing a soothing hand over his shoulder. And neither would she. It
was more than she had ever had before. More than she had ever expected. There had been a warmth
when he filled her, and a quiet contentment when she felt him spill into her. She thought how nice it would
be to close her eyes and drift off to sleep with his body still warm on hers.

 He was cursing himself, steadily. He was enraged by his lack of control, and baffled by the way she had
rushed them both from kiss to completion. He'd barely touched her—in more ways than one. Though it
was she who had set the pace at a sprint, he knew she hadn't come close to fulfillment.

 Struggling for calm, he rolled away from her to stare at the ceiling. She'd set off bombs inside him, and
though they had exploded, neither of them had shared the joy.

 "Why did you do that?" he asked her.

 Her hand paused on its way to stroke his hair. "I don't understand. I thought you wanted to make love."

 "I did." He sat up, dragging the hair back from his face. "I thought you did, too."

 "But I thought men liked…" She let her eyes close as the warmth drained out of her. "I told you I wasn't
very good at it."

 He swore, ripely enough to have her jolting. Moving quickly, she scrambled out of bed to struggle back
into the peignoir.

 "Where the hell are you going?"

 "To bed." Because her voice was thick with tears, she lowered it. "We can just chalk this up to one
more miscalculation." She reached down for her robe and heard the door slam. Bolting up, she saw
Boyd turning a key in the lock, then tossing it across the room. "I don't want to stay here with you."

 "Too bad. You already made your choice."
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 She balled up the robe, hugging it to her chest. So he was angry, she thought. And it was the real thing
this time. It wouldn't be the first fight she had had about her inadequacies in bed. Old wounds, old
doubts, trickled through her until she stood rigid with embarrassment.

 "Look, I did the best I could. If it wasn't good enough, fine. Just let me go."

 "Wasn't good enough," he repeated. As he stepped forward, she backed up, ramming into the carved
footboard. "Somebody ought to bounce you on your head and knock some sense into it. There are two
people in a bed, Cilia, and what happens in it is supposed to be mutual. I wasn't looking for a damn
technician."

 The angry flush died away from her face until it was marble white. Her eyes filled. Pressing his fingers
against his own eyes, he swore. He hadn't meant to hurt her, only to show her that he'd wanted a partner.

 "You didn't feel anything."

 "I did." She rubbed tears from her cheek, infuriated. No one made her cry. No one.

 "Then that's a miracle. Cilia, you barely let me touch you. I'm not blaming you." He took another step,
but she evaded him. Searching for patience he stood where he was. "I didn't exactly fight you off. I
thought—Let's just say by the time I understood, it was too late to do anything about it. I'd like to make
it up to you."

 "There's nothing to make up." She had herself under control again, eyes dry, voice steady. She wanted
to die. "We'll just forget it. I want you to unlock the door."

 He let out a huff of breath, then shrugged. When he turned to the door, she started to follow. But he only
turned off the lights.

 "What are you doing?"

 "We tried it your way." In the moonlight, he moved across the room to light a candle, then another and
another. He turned over the record that sat silent on the turntable, engaged the needle. The trembling cry
of a tenor sax filled the room. "Now we try it mine."

 She was starting to tremble now, from embarrassment and from fear. "I said I wanted to go to bed."

 "Good." He swept her up into his arms. "So do I."

 "I've had enough humiliation for one night," she said between her teeth.

 She saw something in his eyes, something dark, but his voice was quiet when he spoke. "I'm sorry. I
never meant to hurt you."

 Though she held herself rigid, he lowered her gently to the bed.

 With his eyes on hers, he spread out her hair, letting his fingers linger. "I've imagined you here, in the
candlelight, with your hair on my pillow." He lowered his lips to brush them across hers. "Moonlight and
firelight on your skin. With nothing and no one else but you for miles."
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 Moved, she turned her head away. She wouldn't be seduced by words and make a fool of herself again.
He only smiled and pressed his lips to her throat.

 "I love a challenge. I'm going to make love with you, Cilia." He slipped the strap of the peignoir from her
shoulder to cruise the slope with his mouth. "I'm going to take you places you've never even dreamed of."
He took her hand, pleased that her pulse had quickened. "You shouldn't be afraid to enjoy yourself."

 "I'm not."

 "You're afraid to relax, to let go, to let someone get close enough to find out what's inside you."

 She tried to shift away, but his arms wrapped around her. "We already had sex."

 "Yes, we did." He kissed one corner of her mouth, then the other. "Now we're going to make love."

 She started to turn her head again, but he cupped her face with his hands. When his mouth came to hers
again, her heart leaped into her throat. It was so soft, so tempting. As his fingertips glided across her
face, she gave a strangled sigh. He dipped into her parted lips to tease her tongue with his.

 "I don't want—" She moaned as his teeth nipped into her bottom lip.

 "Tell me what you do want."

 "I don't know." Her mind was already hazy. She lifted a hand to push him away, but it only lay limp on
his shoulder.

 "Then we'll make it multiple-choice." To please himself, and her, he ran a trail of kisses down her throat.
"When I'm finished, you can tell me what you like best."

 He murmured to her, soft, dreamy words that floated in her head. Then he drugged her with a kiss, long,
lazy, luxurious. Though her body had begun to tremble, he barely touched her—just those fingertips
stroking along her shoulders, over her face, into her hair.

 His tongue slid over the tops of her breasts, just above the fringe of black lace. Her skin was like honey
there, he thought, laving the valley between. Her heart jackhammered against him, but when she reached
out, he took her hands in his.

 Taking his time, his devastating time, he inched the lace down with his teeth. She arched up, offering
herself, her fingers tensing like wires against his. He only murmured and, leaving a moist trail, eased the
other curve of lace down.

 His own breathing was short and shallow, but he fought back the urge to take greedily. With teasing
openmouthed kisses he circled her, flicking his hot tongue over her rigid nipple until she shuddered and
sobbed out his name. On a groan of pleasure, he suckled.

 She felt the pressure deep inside, clenching, unclenching, to the rhythm of his clever mouth. Building,
layering, growing, until she thought she would die from it.

 Her breath was heaving as she writhed beneath him. Her nails dug hard into the backs of his hands as
her body bowed, driven up by a knot of sensation. She heard her own cry, her gasp of relief and torment
as something shattered inside her. Hot knives that turned to silky butterfly wings. A pain that brought
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unreasonable pleasure.

 As every muscle in her body went lax, he covered her mouth with his. "Good Lord. You're incredible."

 "I can't." She brought a hand up to press a palm to her temple. "I can't think."

 "Don't. Just feel."

 He straddled her. She was prepared for him to take her. He had already given her more than she had
ever had. Shown her more than she had ever imagined. He began to unlace the peignoir with infinite care,
infinite patience. His eyes were on her face. He loved being able to see everything she felt as it flickered
there. Every new sensation, every new emotion. He heard the whisper of silk against her skin as he drew
it down. He felt passion vibrate from her as he pressed his mouth to the quivering flesh of her stomach.

 Floating, she stroked his hair, let her mind follow where her body so desperately wanted to go. This was
heaven, more demanding, more exciting, more erotic, than any paradise she could have dreamed. She
could feel the sheets, hot from her own body, tangled beneath her.

 And the shimmer of silk as it slipped slowly, slowly away. His skin, dampened from pleasure, slid over
hers. When her lips parted on a sigh, she could still taste him there, rich and male. Candlelight played
against her closed lids.

 There was so much to absorb, so much to experience. If it went on forever, it would still end too soon.

 She was his now, he knew. Much more his than she had been when he had been plunged inside her. Her
body was like a wish, long and slim and pale in the moonlight. Her breath was quick and quiet. And it
was his name, only his name, she spoke when he touched her. Her hands flexed on his shoulder, urging
him on.

 He slid down her legs, taking the silk with him, nibbling everywhere as he went. The scent of her skin
was a tormenting delight he could have lingered over endlessly. But her body was restless, poised. He
knew she must be aching, even as he was.

 He stroked a fingertip up her thigh, along that sensitive flesh, close, so close, to where the heat centered.
When he slipped inside her, she was wet and waiting.

 The breathless moan came first, and then the magic of his hands had her catapulting up, over a new and
higher crest. Stunned by the power of it, she arched against him, shuddering again and again as she
climbed. Though her hands clutched at him, he continued to drive her with his mouth, with his clever and
relentless fingers, until she shot beyond pleasure to delirium.

 Then her arms were around him and they were spinning off together, rolling over on the bed like lightning
and thunder. The time for patience was over. The time for greed had begun.

 He fought for breath as her hands raced over him. As she had the first time, she ripped away his control.
But now she was with him, beat for beat and need for need. He saw her eyes glow, dark with passion,
depthless with desire. Her slick skin shimmered with it in the shadowy light.

 One last time he brought his mouth down on hers, swallowing her stunned cry, as he thrust himself into
her. On a half sob she wrapped her arms and legs around him, locking tight so that they could race
toward madness together.
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 * * *

 He was exhausted. Weak as a baby. And he was heavy. Using what strength he could find, Boyd rolled,
taking Cilia with him so that their positions were reversed. Satisfied, he cradled her head and decided he
very much liked the sensation of her body sprawled over his.

 She shuddered. He soothed.

 "Cold?"

 She just shook her head.

 Lazy as a cat, he stroked a hand down her naked back. "I might, in an hour or so, find the strength to
look for the blankets."

 "I'm fine."

 But her voice wasn't steady. Frowning, Boyd cupped a hand under her chin and lifted it. He could see a
tear glittering on her lashes.

 "What's this?"

 "I'm not crying," she said, almost fiercely.

 "Okay. What are you?"

 She tried to duck her head again, but he held it firm. "You'll think

 I'm stupid."

 "Probably the only time I couldn't think you were stupid is right after you've turned me inside out." He
gave her a quick kiss. "Spill it, O'Roarke."

 "It's just that I…" She let out an impatient breath. "I didn't think it was supposed to be that way. Not
really."

 "What way?" His lips curved. Funny, but it seemed he was getting his strength back. Maybe it was the
way she was looking at him. Dazed. Embarrassed. Beautiful. "You mean, like good?" He slid his hands
down to caress her bottom casually. "Or very good? Maybe you mean terrific. Or astounding."

 "You're making fun of me."

 "Uh-uh. I was hoping for a compliment. But you don't want to give me one. I figure you're just too
stubborn to admit that my way was better than your way. But that's okay. I also figure I can keep you
locked in here until you do."

 "Damn it, Boyd, it's not easy for me to explain myself."

 "You don't have to." There was no teasing note in his voice now. The look in his eyes made her weak all
over again.
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 "I wanted to tell you that I never… no one's ever made me…" She gave up. "It was terrific."

 "Yeah." He cupped a hand on the back of her head and brought her mouth to his. "Now we're going to
shoot for astounding."

 Chapter 9
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Cilia wrapped her arms across her body to ward off the chill and stared out over the pine and rock.
Boyd had been right again. The view was incredible.

 From this angle she could see the jagged, snowcapped peaks of the circling mountains. Closer, yet still
distant, she caught the faint mist of smoke from a chimney. Evergreens stood, sturdy winter veterans,
their needles whistling in the rising wind. There was the harsh whisper of an icy stream. She could catch
glimpses of the water, just the glint of it in the fading sun.

 The shadows were long, with late afternoon casting a cool blue light over the snow. Earlier she had seen
a deer nuzzling her nose into it in search of the grass beneath. Now she was alone.

 She'd forgotten what it was to feel so at peace. In truth, she wondered if she had ever known. Certainly
not since earliest childhood, when she had still believed in fairy tales and happy endings. It had to be too
late, when a woman was nearly thirty, to start believing again.

 And yet she doubted things would ever be quite the same again.

 He had kept his promise. He had taken her places she had never dreamed of. In one exquisitely long
night, he had shown her that love meant you could accept as well as offer, take as well as give. She had
learned more than the power of lovemaking in Boyd's bed. She had learned the power of intimacy. The
comfort and the glory of it. For the first time in years, she had slept deeply and dreamlessly.

 She hadn't felt awkward or uncomfortable on waking with him that morning. She had felt calm.
Wonderfully calm. It was almost impossible to believe that there was another world apart from this spot.
A world of pain and danger and fear.

 Yet there was. And it was a world she would have to face again all too soon. She couldn't hide
here—not from a man who wanted her dead, nor from her own miserable memories. But wasn't she
entitled to a little more time to pretend that nothing else mattered?

 It wasn't right. On a sigh, she lifted her face to the dying sun. No matter how she felt—or perhaps
because she had come to feel so deeply—she had to be honest with herself, and with Boyd. She
wouldn't let what had started between them go any further. Couldn't, she thought, squeezing her eyes
tight. It had to be better to let her heart break a little now than to have it smashed later.

 He was a good man, she thought. An honest one, a caring one. He was patient, intelligent and dedicated.
And he was a cop.

 She shivered and held herself more tightly.
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 There was a scar just under his right shoulder. Front and back, she remembered. From a bullet—that
occupational hazard of law enforcement. She hadn't asked, and wouldn't, how he had come by it, when it
had happened, or how near death it had taken him.

 But neither could she hide from the fact that the scars she bore were as real as his.

 She simply could not delude either of them into believing there was a future for them. She should never
have allowed it to progress as far as it had. But that was done. They were lovers. And though she knew
that was a mistake, she would always be grateful for the time she had had with him.

 The logical thing to do would be to discuss the limitations of their relationship. No strings, no obligations.
In all likelihood he would appreciate that kind of practicality. If her feelings had grown too far too fast,
she would just have to get a grip on them.

 She would simply have to talk herself out of being in love.

 He found her there, leaning out on the railing as if she were straining to fly out above the pines, above the
snowcapped peaks. The nerves were coming back, he noted with some frustration. He wondered if she
knew how relaxed she had been that morning when she had stretched against him, waking gradually,
turning to him so that they could make slow, lazy love.

 Now, when he touched her hair, she jolted before she leaned back against his hand.

 "I like your place, Slick."

 "I'm glad." He intended to come back here with her, year after year.

 Her fingers danced over the railing, then groped in her pockets. "I never asked you if you bought it or
had it built."

 "Had it built. Even hammered a few nails myself."

 "A man of many talents. It's almost a shame to have a place like this only for weekends."

 "I've been known to break away for more than that from time to time. And my parents use it now and
again."

 "Oh. Do they live in Denver?"

 "Colorado Springs." He began to massage the tensing muscles in her shoulders. "But they travel a lot.
Itchy feet."

 "I guess your father was disappointed when you didn't go into the family business."

 "No. My sister's carrying on the family tradition."

 "Sister?" She glanced over her shoulder. "I didn't know you had a sister."

 "There's a lot you don't know." He kissed her lips when they formed into a pout. "She's a real go-getter.
Tough, high-powered businesswoman. And a hell of a lot better at it than I would have been."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "But aren't they uneasy about you being a cop?"

 "I don't think it's a day-to-day worry. You're getting chilled," he said. "Come on inside by the fire."

 She went with him, moving inside and down the rear steps into the kitchen. "Mmm… What's that smell?"

 "I threw some chili together." He walked over to the center island, where copper pots hung from the
ceiling. Lifting the lid on a pan simmering on the range, he sniffed. "Be ready in about an hour."

 "I would have helped you."

 "That's okay." He selected a Bordeaux from the wine rack. "You can cook next time."

 She made a feeble attempt at a smile. "So you did like my peanut-butter-and-jelly special."

 "Just like Mom used to make."

 She doubted that his mother had ever made a sandwich in her life. People who had that kind of money
also had a houseful of servants. As she stood feeling foolish, he set the wine on the counter to breathe.

 "Aren't you going to take off your coat?"

 "Oh. Sure." She shrugged out of it and hung it on a hook by the door. "Is there anything you want me to
do?"

 "Yes. Relax."

 "I am."

 "You were." Selecting two glasses from above the rack, he examined them. "I'm not sure what has you
tied up again, Cilia, but we're going to talk it through this time. Why don't you go sit by the fire? I'll bring
out the wine."

 If he read her this easily after a matter of weeks, Cilia thought as she went into the living room, how
much would he see in a year? She settled on a low cushion near the fire. She wasn't going to think of a
year. Or even a month.

 When he came in, she offered him a much brighter smile and reached for her wine. "Thanks. It's a good
thing I didn't come here before I went house-hunting. I never would have settled on a house without a
fireplace."

 In silence, he settled beside her. "Look at me," he said at length. "Are you worried about going back to
work?''

 "No." Then she sighed. "A little. I trust you and Thea, and I know you're doing what you can, but I am
scared."

 "Do you trust me?"

 "I said I did." But she didn't meet his eyes.
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 He touched a fingertip to her cheek until she faced him again. "Not just as a cop."

 She winced, looked away again. "No, not just as a cop."

 "And that's the trigger," he mused. "The fact that I am a cop."

 "It's none of my business."

 "We both know better."

 "I don't like it," she said evenly. "I don't expect you to understand."

 "I think I do understand." He leaned back against a chair, watching her as he sipped his wine. "I've done
some checking, Cilia—necessary to the investigation. But I won't pretend that's the only reason I
looked."

 "What do you mean?"

 "I looked into your background because I need to protect you. And I need to understand you. You told
me your mother was a cop. It wasn't hard to track down what happened."

 She clutched her glass in both hands and stared straight ahead, into the flames. After all these years, the
pain was just as deadly. "So you punched some buttons on your computer and found out my mother was
killed. Line of duty. That's what they call it. Line of duty," she repeated, her voice dull. "As if it were part
of a job description."

 "It is," he said quietly.

 There was a flicker of fear in her eyes when she looked at him, then quickly away again. "Yeah. Right. It
was just part of her job to be shot that day. Too bad about my father, though. He just happened to be in
the wrong place at the wrong time. The old innocent bystander."

 "Cilia, nothing's as black-and-white as that. And nothing's that simple."

 "Simple?" She laughed and dragged her hair back from her face. "No, the word'sironic. The cop and the
public defender, who just happen to be married, are going head-to-head over a case. They never agreed.
Never once can I remember them looking at any one thing from the same angle. When this happened,
they were talking about a separation—again. Just a trial one, they said." With a thoughtful frown, she
studied her glass. "Looks like I'm out of wine."

 Saying nothing, Boyd poured her more.

 "So I guess you read the official report." She swirled the wine, then drank. "They brought this little creep
in for interrogation. Three-time loser—armed robbery, assault, drugs. He wanted his lawyer present
while the investigating officer questioned him. Talked about making a deal. He knew there wouldn't be
any deal. They had him cold, and he was going to do hard time. He had two people to blame for it—in
his head, anyway. His lawyer, and the cop who had collared him."

 It was painful, still so painful, to remember, to try to picture an event she hadn't seen, one that had so
drastically altered her life.
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 "They caught the guy who smuggled him the gun," she said softly. "He's still doing time." Taking a
moment, she soothed her throat with wine. "There they were, sitting across from each other at the
table—just as they might have been in our own kitchen—arguing about the law. The sonofabitch took out
that smuggled snub-nosed .22 and shot them both."

 She looked down at her glass again. "A lot of people lost their jobs over that incident. My parents lost
their lives."

 "I'm not going to tell you that cops don't die by mistake, unnecessarily, even uselessly."

 When she looked at him, her eyes were eloquent. "Good. And I don't want the crap about how proud
we're supposed to be of our valiant boys in blue. Damn it, she was my mother."

 He hadn't just read the reports, he'd pored over them. The papers had called it a disgrace and a tragedy.
The investigation had lasted more than six months, and when it was over eight officials had resigned or
been replaced.

 But over and above the facts, he remembered a file picture. Cilia, her face blank with grief, standing by
the two graves, clutching Deborah's hand in hers.

 "It was a horrible way to lose them," he said.

 She just shook her head. "Yes. But in most ways I'd already lost my mother the day she joined the
force."

 "She had an impressive record," Boyd said carefully. "It wasn't easy for a woman back then. And it's
always tough on a cop's family."

 "How do you know?" she demanded. "You're not the one who sits at home and sweats. From the day I
was old enough to understand, I waited for her captain to come to the door and tell us she was dead."

 "Cilia, you can't live your life waiting for the worst."

 "I lived my life waiting for a mother. The job always came first—nerves were coming back, he noted
with some frustration. He wondered if she knew how relaxed she had been that morning when she had
stretched against him, waking gradually, turning to him so that they could make slow, lazy love.

 Now, when he touched her hair, she jolted before she leaned back against his hand.

 "I like your place, Slick."

 "I'm glad." He intended to come back here with her, year after year.

 Her fingers danced over the railing, then groped in her pockets. "I never asked you if you bought it or
had it built."

 "Had it built. Even hammered a few nails myself."

 "A man of many talents. It's almost a shame to have a place like this only for weekends."
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 "I've been known to break away for more than that from time to time. And my parents use it now and
again."

 "Oh. Do they live in Denver?"

 "Colorado Springs." He began to massage the tensing muscles in her shoulders. "But they travel a lot.
Itchy feet."

 "I guess your father was disappointed when you didn't go into the family business."

 "No. My sister's carrying on the family tradition."

 "Sister?" She glanced over her shoulder. "I didn't know you had a sister."

 "There's a lot you don't know." He kissed her lips when they formed into a pout. "She's a real go-getter.
Tough, high-powered businesswoman. And a hell of a lot better at it than I would have been."

 "But aren't they uneasy about you being a cop?"

 "I don't think it's a day-to-day worry. You're getting chilled," he said. "Come on inside by the fire."

 She went with him, moving inside and down the rear steps into the kitchen. "Mmm… What's that smell?"

 "I threw some chili together." He walked over to the center island, where copper pots hung from the
ceiling. Lifting the lid on a pan simmering on the range, he sniffed. "Be ready in about an hour."

 "I would have helped you."

 "That's okay." He selected a Bordeaux from the wine rack. "You can cook next time."

 She made a feeble attempt at a smile. "So you did like my peanut-butter-and-jelly special."

 "Just like Mom used to make."

 She doubted that his mother had ever made a sandwich in her life. People who had that kind of money
also had a houseful of servants. As she stood feeling foolish, he set the wine on the counter to breathe.

 "Aren't you going to take off your coat?"

 "Oh. Sure." She shrugged out of it and hung it on a hook by the door. "Is there anything you want me to
do?"

 "Yes. Relax."

 "I am."

 "You were." Selecting two glasses from above the rack, he examined them. "I'm not sure what has you
tied up again, Cilia, but we're going to talk it through this time. Why don't you go sit by the fire? I'll bring
out the wine."

 If he read her this easily after a matter of weeks, Cilia thought as she went into the living room, how
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much would he see in a year? She settled on a low cushion near the fire. She wasn't going to think of a
year. Or even a month.

 When he came in, she offered him a much brighter smile and reached for her wine. "Thanks. It's a good
thing I didn't come here before I went house-hunting. I never would have settled on a house without a
fireplace."

 In silence, he settled beside her. "Look at me," he said at length. "Are you worried about going back to
work?"

 "No." Then she sighed. "A little. I trust you and Thea, and I know you're doing what you can, but I am
scared."

 "Do you trust me?"

 "I said I did." But she didn't meet his eyes. He touched a fingertip to her cheek until she faced him again.
"Not just as a cop."

 She winced, looked away again. "No, not just as a cop."

 "And that's the trigger," he mused. "The fact that I am a cop."

 "It's none of my business."

 "We both know better." it came before Dad, before me, before Deb. She was never there when I
needed her." She snatched her hand aside before he could grasp it. "I didn't care if she baked cookies or
folded my socks. I just wanted her to be there when I needed her. But her family was never as important
as the masses she'd sworn to serve and protect."

 "Maybe she was too focused on her career," he began.

 "Don't you compare me with her."

 His brow rose. "I wasn't going to." Now he took her hand despite her resistance. "It sounds like you
are."

 "I've had to be focused. She had people who loved her, who needed her, but she never took time to
notice. Cops don't have regular hours, she'd say. Cops don't have regular lives."

 "I didn't know your mother, and I can't comment on the choices she made, but don't you think it's time
to cut it loose and get on with your life?"

 "I have. I've done what I had to do. I've done what I've wanted to do."

 "And you're scared to death of what you're feeling for me because of my job."

 "It's not just a job," she said desperately. "We both know it's not just a job."

 "Okay." He nodded. "It's what I do, and what I am. We're going to have to find a way to deal with it."

 "It's your life," she said carefully. "I'm not asking you to change anything. I didn't intend to get this
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involved with you, but I don't regret it."

 "Thanks," he muttered, and drained his own glass.

 "What I'm trying to say is that if we're reasonable I think we can keep it uncomplicated."

 He set his glass aside. "No."

 "No what?"

 "No, I don't want to be reasonable, and it's already complicated." He gave her a long look that was very
close to grim. "I'm in love with you."

 He saw the shock. It flashed into her eyes an instant before she jerked back. The color drained away
from her face.

 "I see that thrills the hell out of you," he muttered. Rising, he heaved a log on the fire and cursed as he
watched the sparks fly.

 Cilia thought it best to stay exactly where she was. "Love's a real big word, Boyd. We've only known
each other a couple of weeks, and not under the most ideal circumstances. I think—"

 "I'm damn tired of you thinking." He turned back to face her. "Just tell me what you feel."

 "I don't know." That was a lie, one she knew she would hate herself for. She was terrified. And she was
thrilled. She was filled with regrets, and hammered by longings. "Boyd, everything that's happened has
happened fast. It's as if I haven't had any control, and that makes me uneasy. I didn't want to be involved
with you, but I am. I didn't want to care about you, but I do."

 "Well, I finally managed to pry that out of you."

 "I don't sleep with a man just because he makes me tingle."

 "Better and better." He smiled as he lifted her hand to kiss her fingers. "I make you tingle, and you care
about me. Marry me."

 She tried to jerk her hand free. "This isn't the time for jokes."

 "I'm not joking." Suddenly his eyes were very intense. "I'm asking you to marry me."

 She heard a log shift in the grate. Saw the flicker of a new flame as it cast light and shadow over his face.
His hand was warm and firm on hers, holding, waiting. Her breath seemed to be blocked somewhere
beneath her heart. The effort of dragging in air made her dizzy.

 "Boyd—"

 "I'm in love with you, Cilia." Slowly, his eyes steady on hers, he pulled her closer. "With every part of
you." Soft, persuasive, his lips cruised over hers. "I only want fifty or sixty years to show you." His mouth
skimmed down her throat as he lowered her to the hearth rug. "Is that too much to ask?"

 "No… Yes." Struggling to clear her mind, she pressed a hand against his chest. "Boyd, I'm not going to
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marry anyone."

 "Sure you are." He nibbled lightly at her lips as his hands began to stroke—soothing and exciting at the
same time. "You just have to get used to the fact that it's going to be me." He deepened the kiss, lingering
over it until her hand lost its resistance and slid to his

 Bundled in a large, frayed robe, her feet covered with thick rag socks, Cilia sampled the chili. She liked
sitting in the warm golden light in the kitchen, seeing the blanket of snow outside the windows, hearing the
quiet moan of the wind through the pines. What surprised her, and what she wasn't ready to consider too
carefully, was this feeling of regret that the weekend was almost over.

 "Well?"

 At Boyd's question, she looked back from the window. He sat across from her, his hair still mussed
from her hands. Like her, he wore only a robe and socks. Though it made no sense, Cilia found the meal
every bit as intimate as their loving in front of the fire.

 Uneasy, she broke a piece of the hot, crusty bread on her plate. She was afraid he was going to bring up
marriage again.

 "Well what?"

 "How's the chili?"

 "The—Oh." She spooned up another bite, not sure if she was relieved or disappointed. "It's great. And
surprising." Nervous again, she reached for her wine. "I'd have thought someone in your position would
have a cook and wouldn't know how to boil an egg."

 "My position?"

 "I mean, if I could afford to hire a cook I wouldn't hassle with making sandwiches."

 It amused him that his money made her uncomfortable. "After we're married we can hire one if you
want."

 Very carefully she set down her spoon. "I'm not going to marry you."

 He grinned. "Wanna bet?"

 "This isn't a game."

 "Sure it is. The biggest in town."

 She made a low sound of frustration. Picking up her spoon again, she began to tap it against the wood.
"That's such a typically male attitude. It's all a game. You Tarzan, me stupid." His laughter only enraged
her further. "Why is it men think women can't resist them—for sex, for companionship, for handling the
details of life? Oh, Cilia, you need me. Oh, Cilia, I just want to take care of you. I want to show you
what life's all about."

 He considered a moment. "I don't remember saying any of those things. I think what I said is I love you
and I want to marry you."
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 "It's the same thing."

 "Not even close." He continued to eat, undisturbed.

 "Well, I don't want to marry you, but I'm sure that won't make a difference. It never does."

 He shot her one brief and dangerous look. "I warned you not to compare me to him. I meant it."

 "I'm not just talking about Paul. I wasn't even thinking about Paul." After pushing her bowl aside, she
sprang up to find a cigarette. "I hadn't given him a thought in years before all of this." She blew out an
agitated stream of smoke. "And if I want to compare you to other men, I will."

 He topped off his wine, then hers. "How many others have asked you to marry them?"

 "Dozens." It was an exaggeration, but she didn't give a damn. "But somehow I've found the strength to
resist."

 "You weren't in love with them," he pointed out calmly.

 "I'm not in love with you." Her voice had a desperate edge to it, and she had the sinking feeling that they
both knew she was lying.

 He knew, but it still hurt. The hurt settled into a dull, grinding ache in his belly. Ignoring it, he finished off
his chili. "You're crazy about me, O'Roarke. You're just too pigheaded to admit it."

 "I'm pigheaded?" Stifling a scream, she crushed out the cigarette. "I'm amazed that even you have the
nerve to toss that one out. You haven't listened to a simple no since the day I met you."

 "You're right." His gaze skimmed down her. "And look where it's got me."

 "Don't be so damn smug. I'm not going to marry you, because I don't want to get married, because
you're a cop and because you're rich."

 "You are going to marry me," he said, "because we both know you'd be miserable without me."

 "Your arrogance is insufferable. It's just as irritating—and just as pathetic—as moon-eyed pleading."

 "I'd rather be smug," he decided.

 "You know, you're not the first jerk I've had to shake off." She snatched up her wine before she began
to pace. "In my business, you get good at it." She whirled back, stabbing a finger at him. "You're almost
as bad as this kid I had to deal with in Chicago. Up to now, he's taken the prize for arrogance. But even
he didn't sit there with a stupid grin on his face. With him it was flowers and poetry. He was just as much
of a mule, though. I was in love with him, too. But I wouldn't admit it. I needed him to take care of me, to
protect me, to make my life complete." She spun in a quick circle. "What nerve! Before you, I thought he
couldn't be topped. Hounding me at the station," she muttered. "Hounding me at the apartment. Sending
me an engagement ring."

 "He bought you a ring?"
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 She paused long enough for a warning look. "Don't get any ideas, Slick."

 Boyd kept his voice very cool, very even. "You said he bought you a ring. A diamond?"

 "I don't know." She dragged a hand through her hair. "I didn't have it appraised. I sent it back."

 "What was his name?"

 She waved a hand dismissively. "I don't know how I got off on this. The point I'm trying to make is—"

 "I said, what was his name?"

 He rose as he asked. Cilia took a confused step back. He wasn't just Boyd now. He was every inch a
cop. "I—It was John something. McGill… No, McGillis, I think. Look, he was just a pest. I only brought
it up because—"

 "You didn't work with a John McGillis in Chicago."

 "No." Annoyed with herself, she sat down again. "We're getting off the subject, Boyd."

 "I told you to tell me about anyone you were involved with."

 "I wasn't involved with him. He was just a kid. Star-struck or something. He listened to the show and
got hung up. I made the mistake of being nice to him, and he misunderstood. Eventually I set him straight,
and that was that."

 "How long?" Boyd asked quietly. "Just how long did he bother you?"

 She was feeling more foolish by the minute. She could barely remember the boy's face. "Three or four
months, maybe."

 "Three or four months," he repeated. Taking her by the arms, he lifted her to her feet. "He kept this up
for three or four months and you didn't mention it to me?"

 "I never thought of it."

 He resisted the temptation to give her a good shake, barely. "I want you to tell me everything you
remember about him. Everything he said, everything he did."

 "I can't remember."

 "You'd better." Releasing her, he stepped back. "Sit down."

 She obeyed. He had shaken her more than he realized. She tried to comfort herself with the fact that
they were no longer arguing about marriage. But he had reminded her of something she'd allowed herself
to forget for hours.

 "All right. He was a night stocker at a market, and he listened to the show. He'd call in on his break, and
we'd talk a little. I'd play his requests. One day I did a remote—I can't remember where—and he
showed up. He seemed like a nice kid. Twenty-three or four, I guess. Pretty," she remembered. "He had
a pretty, sort of harmless face. I gave him an autograph. After that he started to write me at the station.
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Send poems. Just sweet, romantic stuff. Nothing suggestive."

 "Go on."

 "Boyd, really—"

 "Go on."

 The best she could do was a muttered oath. "When I realized he was getting in too deep, I pulled back.
He asked me out, and I told him no." Embarrassed, she blew out a breath. "A couple of times he was
waiting out in the parking lot when I got off my shift. He never touched me. I wasn't afraid of him. He
was so pathetic that I felt sorry for him, and that was another mistake. He misunderstood. I guess he
followed me home from work, because he started to show up at the apartment. He'd leave flowers and
slip notes under the door. Kid stuff," she insisted.

 "Did he ever try to get in?"

 "He never tried to force his way in. I told you he was harmless."

 "Tell me more."

 She rubbed her hands over her face. "He'd just beg. He said he loved me, that he would always love me
and we were meant to be together. And that he knew I loved him, too. It got worse. He would start
crying when he called. He talked about killing himself if I didn't marry him. I got the package with the
ring, and I sent it back with a letter. I was cruel. I felt I had to be. I'd already accepted the job here in
Denver. It was only a few weeks after the business with the ring that we moved."

 "Has he contacted you since you've been in Denver?"

 "No. And it's not him who's calling. I know I'd recognize his voice. Besides, he never threatened me.
Never. He was obsessed, but he wasn't violent."

 "I'm going to check it out." He rose, then held out a hand. "You'd better get some sleep. We're going to
head back early."

 She didn't sleep. Neither did he. And they lay in the dark, in silence; there was another who kept vigil
through the night.

 He lit the candles. New ones he'd just bought that afternoon. Their wicks were as white as the moon.
They darkened and flared as he set the match against them. He lay back on the bed with the picture
pressed against his naked breast—against the twin blades of the tattooed knives.

 Though the hour grew late, he remained alert. Anger fueled him. Anger and hate. Beside him the radio
hummed, but it wasn't Cilia's voice he heard.

 She had gone away. He knew she was with that man, and she would have given herself to that man.
She'd had no right to go. She belonged to John. To John, and to him.

 She was beautiful, just as John had described her. She had deceptively kind eyes. But he knew better.
She was cruel. Evil. And she deserved to die. Almost lovingly, he reached down a hand to the knife that
lay beside him.
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 He could kill her the way he'd been taught. Quick and clean. But there was little satisfaction in that, he
knew. He wanted her to suffer first. He wanted her to beg. As John had begged.

 When she was dead, she would be with John. His brother would rest at last. And so would he.

 Chapter 10
 Contents-Prev |Next

 The heat was working overtime in the precinct, and so was Boyd. While Maintenance hammered away
at the faulty furnace, he pored over his files. He'd long since forsaken his jacket. His shoulder holster was
strapped over a Denver P.D. T-shirt that had seen too many washings. He'd propped open a window in
the conference room so that the stiff breeze from outside fought with the heat still pouring through the
vents.

 Two of his ongoing cases were nearly wrapped, and he'd just gotten a break in an extortion scam he and
Althea had been working on for weeks. There was a court appearance at the end of the week he had to
prepare for. He had reports to file and calls to make, but his attention was focused on O'Roarke, Priscilla
A.

 Ignoring the sweat that dribbled down his back, he read over the file on Jim Jackson, KHIP's all-night
man. It interested and annoyed him.

 Cilia hadn't bothered to mention that she had worked with Jackson before, in Richmond. Or that
Jackson had been fired for drinking on the job. Not only had he broadcast rambling streams of
consciousness, but he had taken to nodding off at the mike and leaving his audience with that taboo of
radio. Dead air.

 He'd lost his wife, his home and his prime spot as the morning jock and program director on Richmond's
number-two Top 40 station.

 When he'd gotten the ax, Cilia had taken over his duties as program director. Within six months, the
number-two station had been number one. And Jackson had been picked up for drunk and disorderly.

 As Althea stepped into the conference room carrying two dripping cans of soda, Boyd tossed the
Jackson file across the table. Saying nothing, she passed one can to Boyd, popped the top on the
second, then glanced at the file.

 "He's clean except for a couple of D and D's," Althea commented.

 "Revenge is high on the list for this kind of harassment. Could be he's carrying a grudge because she
replaced him in Richmond and outdid him." Boyd took a swig of the warming soda. "He's only had the
night spot in Denver for three months. The station manager in Richmond claims Jackson got pretty bent
when they let him go. Tossed around some threats, blamed Cilia for undermining his position. Plus, you
add a serious drinking problem to the grudge."

 "You want to bring him in?"
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 "Yeah. I want to bring him in."

 "Okay. Why don't we make it a doubleheader?" She picked up the file on Nick Peters. "This guy looks
harmless—but then I've dated harmless-looking guys before and barely escaped with my skin. He
doesn't date at all." She shrugged out of her turquoise linen jacket and draped it carefully over her chair
back. "It turns out that Deborah has a couple of classes with him. Over the weekend she mentioned that
he pumps her for information on Cilia all the time. Personal stuff. What kind of flowers does she like?
What's her favorite color? Is she seeing anyone?"

 She reached in her skirt pocket and drew out a bag of jelly beans. Carefully, and after much thought, she
selected a yellow one. "Apparently he got upset when Deborah mentioned that Cilia had been married
before. Deborah didn't think much of it at the time—put it down to his being weird. But she was worried
enough to mention it over the weekend. She's a nice kid," Althea put in. "Real sharp. She's totally
devoted to Cilia." Althea hesitated. "Over the course of the weekend, she told me about their parents."

 "We've already covered that ground."

 "I know we did." Althea picked up a pencil, ran it through her fingers, then set it aside again. "Deborah
seems to think you're good for her sister." She waited until Boyd looked up. "I just wonder if her sister's
good for you."

 "I can take care of myself, partner."

 "You're too involved, Boyd." She lowered her voice, though it couldn't have carried over the noise
outside of the closed door. "If the captain knew you were hung up, personally, with an assignment, he'd
yank you. He'd be right."

 Boyd kicked back in his chair. He studied Althea's face, a face he knew as well as his own. Resentment
simmered in him, but he controlled it. "I can still do my job, Thea. If I had any doubts about that, I'd yank
myself."

 "Would you?"

 His eyes narrowed. "Yeah, I would. My first priority is my assignment's safety. If you want to go to the
captain, that's your right. But I'm going to take care of Cilia, one way or the other."

 "You're the one who's going to get hurt," she murmured. "One way or the other."

 "My life. My problem."

 The anger she'd hoped to control bubbled to the surface. "Damn it, Boyd, I care about you. It was one
thing when you were infatuated by her voice. I didn't even see it as a problem when you met her and had
a few sparks flying. But now you're talking serious stuff like marriage, and I know you mean it. She's got
trouble, Boyd. Sheis trouble."

 "You and I are assigned to take care of the trouble she's got. As for the rest, it's my business, Thea, so
save the advice."

 "Fine." Irked, she flipped open another file. "Bob Williams—Wild Bob—is so clean he squeaks. I
haven't turned up a single connection with Cilia other than the station. He has a good marriage, goes to
church, belongs to the Jaycees and for the last two weeks has been accompanying his wife to Lamaze
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classes."

 "Nothing's turned up on the morning guys." Boyd took another swallow of the soda and wished it was an
ice-cold beer.

 "KHIP's just one big happy family."

 "So it seems," Boyd mumbled. "Harrison looks solid, but I'm

 Cilia. He needed the bond, and the promise, that verbal connection. Three words, he thought. A simple
phrase that came easily, often too easily—and could change the structure of people's lives.

 They wouldn't come easily to Cilia. If she ever pushed them through the self-doubts, the barrier of
defense, the fear of being hurt, she would mean them with all of her heart. It was all he needed, Boyd
decided. And he would never let her take them back.

 For now he had to put aside his own wants and needs and be a cop. To keep her safe, he had to be
what she feared most. For her sake, he couldn't afford to think too deeply about where their lives would
go once he closed the files.

 "Boyd?" Althea poked her head back in the door. "Jackson's on his way in."

 "Good. We should be able to catch Peters before he checks in at the station. I want to—" He broke off
when the phone rang beside him. "Fletcher." He held up a hand to wave Althea inside. "Yeah. I
appreciate you checking into it for me." He muffled the phone for a moment. "Chicago P.D. That's right,"
he continued into the receiver. "John McGillis." Taking up a pencil, he began making notes on a legal pad.
In midstroke he stopped, fingers tightening. "When?" His oath was strong and quiet. "Any family? He
leave a note? Can you fax it? Right." On the legal pad he wrote in bold letters: Suicide.

 In silence, Althea lowered a hip to the table.

 "Anything you can get me. You're sure he didn't have a brother? No. I appreciate it, Sergeant." He hung
up and tapped the pencil against the pad. "Son of a bitch."

 "We're sure it's the same McGillis?" Althea asked.

 "Yeah. Cilia gave me the information she had on him, plus a physical description. It's the same guy. He
cashed himself in almost five months ago." He let out a long breath. "Slit his wrists with a hunting knife."

 "It fits, Boyd." Althea leaned over to check his notes. "You said McGillis was obsessing on Cilia, that
he'd threatened to kill himself if she didn't respond. The guy over the phone is blaming her for the death of
his brother."

 "McGillis didn't have a brother. Only child, survived by his mother." still checking. He's the one who
hired her, and he actively pursued her, offering her a hefty raise and some tidy benefits to persuade her to
move to Denver and KHIP."

 Althea meticulously chose a red jelly bean. "What about the McGillis guy?"

 "I'm expecting a call from Chicago." He opened another file. "There's the maintenance man. Billy Lomus.
War veteran—Purple Heart and a Silver Star in Nam. Did two tours of duty before the leg mustered him
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out. He seems to be a loner. Never stays in one place more than a year or so. He did drop down in
Chicago for a while a couple years back. No family. No close friends. Settled in Denver about four
months ago. Foster homes as a kid."

 Althea didn't look up. "Rough."

 "Yeah." Boyd studied her bent head. There weren't many who knew that Althea Grayson had been
shuffled from foster home to foster home as a child. "It doesn't look like we're going to have much luck
inside the station."

 "No. Maybe we'll do better with McGillis." She looked up, face calm, voice even. Only one who knew
her well would have seen that she was still angry. "You want to start with Jackson or Peters?"

 "Jackson."

 "Okay. We'll try it the easy way first. I'll call and ask him to come in."

 "Thanks. Thea," he added before she could rise, "you have to be hit before you can understand. I can't
turn off my feelings, and I can't turn back from what I've been trained to do."

 She only sighed. "Just watch your step, partner."

 He intended to. And while he was watching his step, he was going to watch Cilia's. She wouldn't care
for that, Boyd thought as he continued to study the files. From the moment he had told her that he loved
her, she'd been trying to pull back.

 But she wasn't afraid of him, he mused. She was afraid of herself. The deeper her feelings for him went,
the more afraid she became to acknowledge them. Odd, but he hadn't known he would need the words.
Yet he did. More than anything he could remember, he needed to have her look at him and tell him that
she loved him.

 A smile, a touch, a moan in the night—it wasn't enough. Not with he was unharmed. And to warn him,
she thought frantically. She wouldn't, couldn't, lose someone else she loved.

 With her hair still streaming wet, she dashed down the stairs and yanked open the door. She nearly ran
over Nick Peters.

 "Oh, God." Her hands clutched at her chest. "Nick."

 "I'm sorry." With fumbling hands, he pushed up his glasses. "I didn't mean to scare you."

 ''I have to go.'' She was already digging in her purse for her keys. "He called. I have to get to Boyd. I
have to warn him."

 "Hold on." Nick picked up the keys, which she'd dropped on the stoop. "You're in no shape to drive."

 "I've got to get to Boyd," she said desperately, gripping Nick by his coat. "He said he would kill him."

 "You're all worked up about the cop." Nick's mouth thinned. "He looks like he can handle himself."

 "You don't understand," she began.
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 "Yeah, I understand. I understand just fine. You went away with him." The note of accusation surprised
her, and unnerved her enough that she glanced toward the black-and-white sitting at her curb. Then she
shook herself. It was foolish, absolutely foolish, to be afraid of Nick.

 "Nick, I'm sorry, but I don't have time to talk right now. Can we get into this later, at the station?"

 "I quit." He bit off the words. "I quit this morning."

 "Oh, but why? You're doing so well. You have a future at KHIP."

 "You don't even know," he said bitterly. "And you don't care."

 "But I do." When she reached out to touch his arm, he jerked back.

 "You let me make a fool of myself over you."

 Oh, God, not again. She shook her head. "Nick, no."

 "You wouldn't even let me get close, and then he comes along and it's all over before you let it begin.
Now they want me to come down to the police station. They want to question me." His lips trembled.
"They think I'm the one who's been calling you."

 "There has to be a mistake—"

 "How could you?" he shouted. "How could you believe I'd want to hurt you?" He dropped the keys
back into her hand. "I just came

 "Brother could be an emotional term. A best friend."

 "Maybe." He knew it fit. What worried him was how Cilia would react. "The Chicago police are
cooperating. They're sending us what information they've got. But I think it might be worth a trip east.
We might get a lead from the mother."

 Althea nodded. "Are you going to tell Cilia?"

 "Yeah, I'm going to tell her. We'll talk to Jackson and Peters first, see if we can make a connection to
McGillis."

 Across town, Cilia dashed from the shower to the phone. She wanted it to be Boyd. She wanted him to
tell her that he'd found John McGillis happily stocking shelves in Chicago. With her hair dripping down
her back, she snatched up the phone.

 "Hello."

 "Did you sleep with him? Did you let him touch you?"

 Her damp hands shook as she gripped the receiver. "What do you want?"

 "Did you make promises to him the way you made promises to my brother? Does he know you're a
whore and a murderer?"
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 "No. I'm not. I don't know why—

 "He'll have to die, too."

 Her blood froze. The fear she thought she'd come to understand clawed viciously at her throat. "No!
Boyd has nothing to do with this. It's—it's between you and me, just as you've said all along."

 "He's involved now. He made his choice, like you made yours when you killed my brother. When I'm
finished with him, I'm coming for you. Do you remember what I'm going to do to you? Do you
remember?"

 "You don't have to hurt Boyd. Please. Please, I'll do anything you want."

 "Yes, you will." There was laughter, too, long, eerily lilting. "You'll do anything."

 "Please. Don't hurt him." She continued to shout into the phone long after the connection went dead.
With a sob tearing at her throat, she slammed the receiver down and raced to the bedroom to dress.

 She had to talk to Boyd. To see him, face-to-face. To make certain by to let you know I'd quit, so you
don't have to worry about me bothering you again."

 "Nick, please. Wait." But he was already striding off to his car. He didn't look back.

 Because her knees were weak, Cilia lowered herself to the stoop. She needed a moment, she realized.
A moment to steady herself before she got behind the wheel of a car.

 How could she have been so stupid, so blind, that she couldn't see that Nick's pride and ego were on
the line? Now she had hurt him, simply by being unaware. Somehow she had to straighten out this mess
her life had become. Then she had to start making amends.

 Steadier, she rose, carefully locked the door, then walked to her car.

 She hated police stations—had from the first. Fingering her plastic visitor's badge, she walked down the
corridor. It had been scrubbed recently, and she caught the scent of pine cleaner over the ever-present
aroma of coffee.

 Phones rang. An incessant, strident, whirl of sound punctuated by voices raised to a shout or lowered to
a grumble. Cilia turned into a doorway, to the heart of the noise, and scanned the room.

 It was different from the cramped quarters where her mother had worked. And died. There was more
space, less grime, and there was the addition of several computer work stations. The clickety-clack of
keyboards was an underlying rhythm.

 There were men and women, jackets off, shirts limp with sweat, though it was a windy fifty-five outside.

 On a nearby bench, a woman rocked a fretful baby while a cop tried to distract it by jiggling a pair of
handcuffs. Across the room, a young girl, surely just a teenager, related information to a trim woman cop
in jeans and a sweatshirt. Silent tears coursed down the girl's face.

 And Cilia remembered.
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 She remembered sitting in a corner of a squad room, smaller, hotter, dingier, than the one she stood in
now. She had been five or six, and the baby-sitter had canceled because she'd been suffering from
stomach flu. Cilia's mother had taken her to work—something about a report that couldn't wait to be
written. So Cilia had sat in a corner with a doll and a Dr. Seuss book, listening to the phones and the
voices. And waiting for her mother to take her home.

 There had been a water cooler, she remembered. And a ceiling fan. She had watched the bubbles glug
in the water and the blades whirl sluggishly. For hours. Her mother had forgotten her. Until, suffering from
the same bug as her sitter, Cilia had lost her breakfast all over the squad room floor.

 Shaky, Cilia wiped a hand over her damp brow. It was an old memory, she reminded herself. And not
all of it. After she had been sick, her mother had cleaned her up, held her, taken her home and pampered
her for the rest of the day. It wasn't fair to anyone to remember only the unhappy side.

 But as she stood there she could feel all too clearly the dragging nausea, the cold sweat, and the misery
of being alone and forgotten.

 Then she saw him, stepping from another room. His T-shirt was damp down the front. Jackson was
behind him, his hat in place, his face sheened with sweat and nerves. Flanking him was Althea.

 Jackson saw her first. He took a hesitant step toward her, then stopped and shrugged. Cilia didn't
hesitate. She walked to him to take his hand in both of hers.

 "You okay?"

 "Sure." Jackson shrugged again, but his fingers held tight on hers. "We just had to clear some things up.
No big deal."

 "I'm sorry. Look, if you need to talk, you can wait for me."

 "No, I'm okay. Really." He lifted a hand to adjust his cap. "I guess if you screw up once you've got to
keep paying for it."

 "Oh, Jim."

 "Hey, I'm handling it." He gave her a quick smile. "I'll catch you tonight."

 "Sure."

 "We appreciate your cooperation, Mr. Jackson," Althea put in.

 "I told you, anything I can do to help Cilia, I'll do. I owe you," he said to Cilia, cutting her off before she
could shake her head. "I owe you," he repeated, then crossed the room into the corridor.

 "I could have told you that you were wasting your time with him," Cilia stated.

 Boyd only nodded. "You could have told us a lot of things."

 "Maybe." She turned back to him. "I need to talk to you, both of you."
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 "All right." Boyd gestured toward the conference room. "It's a little quieter in here."

 "You want something cold?" Althea began before they settled. "I think they've finally fixed the furnace,
but it's still like an oven in here."

 "No, thanks. This won't take long." She sat, Althea across from her, Boyd at the table's head. She
wanted to choose her words carefully. "Can I ask why you brought Jackson in?"

 "You worked together in Richmond." Boyd shoved a file aside. "He had a drinking problem that got him
fired, and you took over his job. He wasn't too happy about it at the time."

 "No, he wasn't."

 "Why didn't you tell us about it, Cilia?"

 "I didn't think of it." She lifted a hand. "I honestly didn't think of it. It was a long time ago, and Jackson's
come a long way. I'm sure he told you he's been in AA for over three years. He made a point of coming
to see me when I was doing my run in Chicago. He wanted me to know he didn't blame me for what had
happened. He's been putting his life back together."

 "You got him the job at KHIP," Boyd added.

 "I put in a good word for him," she said. "I don't do the hiring He was a friend, he needed a break.
When he's sober, Jackson's one of the best. And he wouldn't hurt a fly."

 "And when he's drunk, he breaks up bars, threatens women and drives his car into telephone poles."

 "That was a long time ago," Cilia said, struggling for calm. "And the point is, he is sober. There are some
things you have to forgive and forget."

 "Yes." He watched her carefully. "There are."

 She thought of her mother again, and of that painful memory of the squad room. "Actually, I didn't come
here to talk to you about Jackson. I got another call at home."

 "We know." Althea's voice was brisk and professional. "They relayed the information to us here."

 "Then you know what he said." Finding Althea's cool gaze unsympathetic, Cilia turned to Boyd. "He
wants to hurt you now. He knows you're involved with me, and he's dragged you into whatever sick
plans he has."

 "They traced the call to another phone booth, just a couple of blocks from your house," Boyd began.

 "Didn't you hear me?" Cilia slapped a fist on the table. Pencils jumped. "He's going to try to kill you,
too."

 He didn't reach for her hand to soothe her. At the moment, he thought, she needed him more
professionally than personally. "Since I'm protecting you, he would have had to try all along. Nothing's
changed."

 "Everything's changed," she burst out. "It doesn't matter to him if you're with the police or not, it only

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


matters that you're with me. I want you off the case. I want you reassigned. I don't want you anywhere
near me until this is over."

 Boyd crushed a disposable cup in his hand and tossed it in a waste-basket. "Don't be ridiculous."

 "I'm not being ridiculous. I'm being practical." She turned to Althea, her eyes full of pleas. "Talk to him.
He'll listen to you."

 "I'm sorry," she said after a moment. "I agree with him. We both have a job to do, and at the moment
you're it."

 Desperate, Cilia whipped back to Boyd. "I'll go to your captain myself."

 "He already knows about the call."

 She sprang up. "I'll tell him I'm sleeping with you."

 "Sit down, Cilia."

 "I'll insist he take you off the case."

 "Sit down," Boyd repeated. His voice was still mild, but this time she relented and dropped back in her
chair. "You can go to the captain and request another officer. You can demand one. It won't make any
difference. If he takes me off the case, I'll just turn in my badge."

 Her head snapped up at that. "I don't believe you."

 "Try me."

 He was too calm, Cilia realized. And too determined. Like a brick wall, she thought in despair. Going
head-to-head with him when he was like this was futile. "Boyd, don't you realize I couldn't handle it if
anything happened to you?"

 "Yes," he said slowly. "I think I do. Then you should realize I'm just as vulnerable where you're
concerned."

 "That's the whole point." She broke down enough to take his hands. "You are vulnerable. Listen to me."
Desperate, she pulled his hand to her cheek. "For eight years I've wondered if it had been anyone else in
the room with my mother that day, anyone else but my father, would she have been sharper, would she
have been quicker. Would her concentration have been more focused. Don't make me have to ask that
same question about you for the rest of my life."

 "Your mother wasn't prepared. I am."

 "Nothing I say is going to change your mind."

 "No. I love you, Cilia. One day soon you're going to have to learn to accept that. In the meantime,
you're going to have to trust me."

 She took her hand away to drop it into her lap. "Then there's nothing more to say."
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 "There's this." He pulled a file closer. She was already upset, he mused. Already on edge. But they
couldn't afford to wait. "John McGillis."

 Her head aching, Cilia pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. "What about him?"

 "He's dead."

 Slowly she lowered her hands. "Dead?" she repeated dully. "But he was just a kid. Are you sure? Are
you sure it's the same one?"

 "Yes." The man wished he could spare her this. The cop knew he couldn't. "He committed suicide about
five months ago."

 For a moment she only stared. The blood drained out of her face, inch by inch, until it was bone white.
"Oh, God. Oh, dear God. He—He threatened, but I didn't believe—"

 "He was unstable, Cilia. He'd been in and out of therapy since he was fourteen. Trouble with his mother,
in school, with his contemporaries. He'd already attempted suicide twice before."

 "But he was so quiet. He tried so hard to make me—" She stopped, squeezing her eyes shut. "He killed
himself after I left Chicago to come here. Just as he said he would."

 "He was disturbed," Althea said gently. "Deeply disturbed. A year before he contacted you, he was
involved with a girl. When she broke things off, he swallowed a fistful of barbiturates. He was in a clinic
for a while. He'd only been out for a few weeks when he made the connection with you."

 "I was cruel to him." Cilia turned her purse over and over on her lap. "Really cruel. At the time I thought
it was the best way to handle it. I thought he would be hurt, maybe hate me for a little while, then find
some nice girl and… But he won't."

 "I'm not going to tell you it wasn't your fault, because you're smart enough to know that yourself." Boyd's
voice was deliberately devoid of sympathy. "What McGillis did, he did to himself. You were just an
excuse." .

 She gave a quick, involuntary shudder. "It's not as easy for me. I don't live with death the way you do."

 "It's never easy, not for anyone." He opened the file. "But there are priorities here, and mine is to make
the connection between McGillis and the man we're after."

 "You really think John's the reason I'm being threatened?"

 "It's the only thing that fits. Now I want you to tell us everything you remember about him."

 She released her death grip on the bag, then carefully folded her hands on the table. As clearly as
possible, she repeated everything she'd already told him.

 "Did you ever see him with anyone?" Boyd asked. "Did he ever talk about his friends, his family?''

 "He was always alone. Like I told you, he used to call the station. I didn't meet him face-to-face for
weeks. After I did, all he really talked about was the way he felt about me. The way he wanted us to be
together." Her fingers twisted together. "He used to send me notes, and flowers. Little presents. It isn't

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


that unusual for a fan to develop a kind of fantasy relationship with a jock. But then I began to see that it
wasn't—" she cleared her throat "—it wasn't the normal kind of weird, if you know what I mean."

 Boyd nodded and continued to write on the pad. "Go on."

 "The notes became more personal. Not sexual so much as emotional. The only time he got out of hand
was when he showed me his tattoo. He had these knives tattooed on his chest. It seemed so out of
character for him, and I told him I thought it was foolish for him to mark up his body that way. We were
out in the parking lot. I was tired and annoyed, and here was this kid pulling open his shirt to show me
this stupid tattoo. He was upset that I didn't like it. Angry, really. It was the only time I saw him angry.
He said that if it was good enough for his brother, it was good enough for him."

 "His brother?" Boyd repeated.

 "That's right."

 "He didn't have a brother."

 She stopped twisting her fingers. "Yes, he did. He mentioned him a couple of times."

 "By name?"

 "No." She hesitated, tried to think. "No," she repeated, more certain now. "He just mentioned that his
brother was living out in California. He hadn't seen him for a couple of months. He wanted me to meet
him. Stuff like that."

 "He didn't have a brother." Althea turned the file around to skim the top sheet again. "He was an only
child."

 Cilia shook her head. "So he made it up."

 "No." Boyd sat back, studying his partner and Cilia in turn. "I don't think the man we're after is a figment
of John McGillis's imagination."

 Chapter 11
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Her head was pounding in a dull, steady rhythm that made her ears ring. It was too much to absorb all at
once. The phone call, Nick's visit, the reminders at the station house. John McGillis's suicide.

 For the first time in her life, Cilia was tempted to shut herself in her room, lock the door and escape into
a drugged sleep. She wanted peace, a few hours of peace, without guilt, without dreams, without fears.

 No, she realized. More than that, much more than that, she wanted control over her life again. She'd
taken that control for granted once, but she would never do so again.

 She could think of nothing to say to Boyd as he followed her into the house. She was much too tired to
argue, particularly since she knew the argument would be futile on her side. He wouldn't take himself off

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


the case. He wouldn't believe her when she told him they could have no future. He refused to understand
that in both instances she was looking out for his best interests.

 Going to the kitchen, she went directly to the cupboard above the sink. From a bottle she shook out
three extra-strength aspirin.

 Boyd watched her fill a glass from the tap and swallow the pills. Her movements were automatic and just
a little jerky. As she rinsed the glass, she stared out the window at the backyard.

 There were daffodils, their yellow blooms still secreted in the protective green. Along the low fence they
sprang up like slender spears, promising spring. She hadn't known they were there when she'd bought the
house.

 She wished they were blooming now so that she could see those cheerful yellow trumpets waving in the
breeze. How bad could life be if you could look through your own window and see flowers blooming?

 "Have you eaten?" he asked her.

 "I don't remember." She folded her arms and looked out at the trees. There was the faintest hint of green
along the branches. You had to look hard to see it. She wondered how long it would take for the leaves
to unfurl and make shade. "But I'm not hungry. There's probably something around if you are."

 "How about a nap?" He brought his hands to her shoulders and massaged them gently.

 "I couldn't sleep yet." On a quiet sigh, she lifted a hand up to lay it over his. "In a few weeks I'll have to
cut the grass. I think I'll like that. I've never had a lawn to mow before."

 "Can I come over and watch?"

 She smiled, as he'd wanted her to. "I love it here," she murmured. "Not just the house, though it means a
lot to stand here, just here, and look out at something that belongs to me. It's this place. I haven't really
felt at home anywhere since I left Georgia. It wasn't even something I realized until I came here and felt at
home again."

 "Sometimes you find what you want without looking."

 He was talking of love, she knew. But she was afraid to speak of it.

 "Some days the sky is so blue that it hurts your eyes. If you're downtown on one of those days when the
wind has swept through and cleared everything, the buildings look painted against the sky. And you can
see the mountains. You can stand on the corner in the middle of rush hour and see the mountains. I want
to belong here."

 He turned her to him. "You do."

 "I never really believed that things could last. But I was beginning to, before this. I'm not sure I can
belong here, or anywhere, until I can stop being afraid. Boyd." She lifted her hands to his face. Intense,
she studied him, as if to memorize every plane, every angle. "I'm not just talking about belonging to a
place, but to a person. I care for you more than I've cared for anyone in my life but Deborah. And I
know that's not enough."
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 "You're wrong." He touched his lips to hers. "It's exactly enough."

 She gave him a quick, frustrated shake of her head. "You just won't listen."

 "Wrong again. I listen, Cilia. I just don't always agree with what you say."

 "You don't have to agree, you just have to accept."

 "Tell you what—when this is over, you and I will have a nice, long talk about what we both have to
accept."

 "When this is over, you might be dead." On impulse, she gripped him harder. "Do you really want to
marry me?"

 "You know I do."

 "If I said I'd marry you, would you take yourself off the case? Would you let someone else take over
and go up to your cabin until it's done?"

 He struggled against a bitter anger. "You should know better than to try to bribe a public servant."

 "I'm not joking."

 "No." His eyes hardened. "I wish you were."

 "I'll marry you, and I'll do my best to make you happy if you do this one thing for me."

 He set her aside and stepped back. "No deal, O'Roarke."

 "Damn it, Boyd."

 He jammed his hands into his pockets before he exploded. "Do you think this is some kind of trade-off?
What you want for what I want? Damn you, we're talking about marriage. It's an emotional commitment
and a legal contract, not a bartering tool. What's next?" he demanded. "I give up my job and you agree to
have my child?"

 Shock and shame robbed her of speech. She held up both hands, palms out. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry," she
managed. "I didn't mean for it to sound like that. I just keep thinking of what he said today. How he said
it. And I can imagine what it would be like if you weren't here." She shut her eyes. "It would be worse
than dying."

 "I am here." He reached for her again. "And I'm going to stay here. Nothing's going to happen to either
of us."

 She pulled him close, pressed her face to his throat. "Don't be angry. I just haven't got a good fight in me
right now."

 He relented and lifted a hand to her hair. "We'll save it for later, then."

 She didn't want to think about later. Only now. "Come upstairs," she whispered. "Make love with me."
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 Hand in hand they walked through the empty house, up the stairs. In the bedroom she closed the door,
then locked it. The gesture was a symbol of her need to lock out everything but him for this one moment
in time.

 The sun came strong through the windows, but she felt no need for dim lights or shadows. There would
be no secrets between them here. With her eyes on his, she began to unbutton her shirt.

 Only days before, she thought, she would have been afraid of this. Afraid she would make the wrong
move, say the wrong word, offer too much, or not enough. He had already shown her that she had only
to hold out a hand and be willing to share.

 They undressed in silence, not yet touching. Did he sense her mood? she wondered. Or did she sense
his? All she knew was that she wanted to look, to absorb the sight of him.

 There was the way the light streamed through the window and over his hair—the way his eyes darkened
as they skimmed over her. She wanted to savor the line of his body, the ridges of muscle, the smooth,
taut skin.

 Could she have any idea how exciting she was? he wondered. Standing in the center of the room, her
clothes pooled at her feet, her skin already flushed with anticipation, her eyes clouded and aware?

 He waited. Though he wanted to touch her so badly his fingers felt singed, he waited.

 She came to him, her arms lifted, her lips parted. Slim, soft, seductive, she pressed against him. Still, he
waited. His name was a quiet sigh as she brought her mouth to his.

 Home. The thought stirred inside her, a trembling wish. He was home to her. The strength of his arms,
the tenderness of his hands, the unstinting generosity of his heart. Tears burned the backs of her lids as
she lost herself in the kiss.

 He felt the change, the slow and subtle yielding. It aroused unbearably. Strong, she was like a flame,
smoldering and snapping with life and passion. In surrender, she was like a drug that seeped silently into
his blood.

 Lured by, lost in, her total submission, he lowered her to the bed. Her body was his. And so for the first
time, he felt, was her mind, and her heart. He was careful to treat each gently.

 So sweet, she thought dreamily. So lovely. The patient stroke of his fingers, the featherbrush of his lips,
turned the bright afternoon into the rich secrets of midnight. Now that she knew where he could take her,
she craved the journey all the more.

 No dark thoughts. No nagging fears. Like flowers on the verge of blooming, she wanted to celebrate
life, the simplicity of being alive and capable of love.

 He aroused her thoroughly, thoughtfully, torturously. Her answering touch and her answering kiss were
just as generous. What she murmured to him were not demands, but promises she desperately wanted to
keep.

 They knelt together in the center of the bed, lips curved as they touched, bodies almost painfully in tune.
Her hair flowed through his fingers. His skin quivered at her light caress.
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 Soft, quiet sighs.

 Heart-to-heart, they lowered again. Mouth teased mouth. Their eyes were open when he slid into her.
Joined, they held close, absorbing a fresh riot of sensation. When they moved, they moved together, with
equal wonder.

 The booth seemed like another world. Cilia sat at the console, studying the controls she knew so well.
Both her mind and body were sluggish. The clear-sighted control she had felt for a short time with Boyd
that afternoon had vanished. She wanted only for the night to be over.

 He had mentioned going to Chicago the next day. She intended to encourage him. If she couldn't
convince him to be reassigned, at least she would have the satisfaction of knowing he would be miles
away for a day or two. Away from her, and safe, she thought.

 He, whoever he was, was closing in. She could feel it. When he struck, she wanted Boyd far away.

 If this man was determined to punish her for what had happened to John McGillis, she would deal with
it. Boyd had been right, to a point. She didn't blame herself for John's suicide. But she did share in the
responsibility. And she couldn't keep herself from grieving for a young, wasted life.

 The police would protect her, she thought as she cued up the next song. And she would protect herself.
The new fear, the grinding fear, came from the fact that she didn't know how to protect Boyd.

 "You're asleep at the switch," Boyd commented.

 She shook herself. "No, just resting between bouts." She glanced at the clock. It was nearly midnight.
Nearly time for the request line.

 Once again the station was locked. There was only the two of them.

 "You're nearly halfway home," he pointed out. "Look, why don't you come back to my place tonight?
We can listen to my Muddy Waters records."

 She decided to play dumb, because she knew it amused him. "Who?"

 "Come on, O'Roarke."

 It helped, a great deal, to see him grin at her. It made everything seem almost normal. "Okay, I'll listen to
Muddy Whatsis—"

 "Waters."

 "Right—if you can answer these three music trivia questions."

 "Shoot."

 "Hold on." She set the next record, did a quick intro. She ruffled through her papers. "Okay, you've got
three-ten to come up with them. Number one, what was the first British rock group to tour the States?"

 "Ah, a trick question. The Dave Clark Five. The Beatles were the second."
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 "Not bad for an amateur. Number two. Who was the last performer at Woodstock?"

 "Jimi Hendrix. You'll have to do better, O'Roarke."

 "I'm just lulling you into complacency. Number three, and this is the big one, Fletcher. What year was
Buddy Holly and the Crickets' hit 'That'll Be the Day' released?"

 "Going back a ways, aren't you?"

 "Just answer the question, Slick."

 "Fifty-six."

 "Is that 1956?"

 "Yeah, that's 1956."

 "Too bad. It was 57. You lose."

 "I want to look it up."

 "Go ahead. Now you'll have to come back to my place and listen to a Rolling Stones retrospective." She
yawned hugely.

 "If you stay awake that long." It pleased him that she had taken a moment out to play. "Want some
coffee?"

 She shot him a grateful look. "Only as much as I want to breathe."

 "I'll get it."

 The station was empty, he thought. Since Nick Peters had gotten his ego bruised and quit, there had
been no one around to brew that last pot of the evening. He, too, glanced at the clock. He wanted to
have it done and be back beside her before the phones started to ring.

 He'd grab her a doughnut while he was at it, Boyd decided as he checked the corridor automatically. A
little sugar would help her get through the night.

 Before going to the lounge, he moved to the front of the building to check the doors. The locks were in
place, and the alarm was engaged. His car was alone on the lot. Satisfied, he walked through the building
and gave the same careful check to the rear delivery doors before he turned into the lounge.

 It wasn't going to go on much longer. With the McGillis lead, Boyd had every confidence they would tie
someone to the threats in a matter of days. It would be good to see Cilia without those traces of fear in
her eyes, that tension in the set of her shoulders.

 The restlessness would remain, he thought. And the energy. They were as much a part of her as the
color of her hair.

 He added an extra scoop of coffee to the pot and listened to her voice over the speaker as she segued
from one record to the next.
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 That magic voice, he thought. He'd had no idea when he first heard it, when he was first affected by it,
that he would fall in love with the woman behind it.

 It was Joan Jett now, blasting out "I Love Rock and Roll." Though the lounge speaker was turned down
to little more than a murmur, the feeling gritted out. It should be Cilia's theme song, he mused. Though
he'd learned in their two days in his cabin that she was just as easily fascinated by the likes of Patsy Cline
or Ella Fitzgerald.

 What they needed was a good solid week in the mountains, he decided. Without any outside tensions to
interfere.

 He took an appreciative sniff of the coffee as it began to brew and hoped that he could get to Chicago,
find the answers he needed and make the trip back quickly.

 He whirled, disturbed by some slight sound in the corridor. A rustle. A creak of a board. His hand was
already on the butt of his weapon. Drawing it, turning his back to the side wall, he took three careful
strides to the doorway, scanning.

 Getting jumpy, he told himself when he saw nothing but the empty halls and the glare of security lights.
But instinct had him keeping the gun in his hand. He'd taken the next step when the lights went out.

 Cursing under his breath, he moved fast. Though he held his weapon up for safety, he was prepared to
use it. Above, from the speakers, the passionate music continued to throb. Up ahead he could see the
faint glow of lights from the booth. She was there, he told himself. Safe in those lights. Keeping his back
to the wall, skimming his gaze up and down the darkened hallway, he moved toward her.

 As he rounded the last turn in the hallway before the booth, he heard something behind him. He saw the
storeroom door swing open as he whirled. But he never saw the knife.

 "That was Joan Jett and the Blackhearts coming at you. It's 11:50, Denver, and a balmy forty-two
degrees." Cilia frowned at the clock and wondered why Boyd was taking so long. "A little reminder that
you can catch KHIP's own Wild Bob tomorrow at the Brown Palace Hotel downtown on 17th. And
hey, if you've never been there, it's a very classy place. Tickets are still available for the banquet
benefiting abused children. So open your wallets. It's twenty dollars stag, forty if you take your sweetie.
The festivities start at seven o'clock, and Wild Bob will be spinning those discs for you." She potted up
the next song. "Now get ready for a doubleheader to take you to midnight. This is Cilia O'Roarke. We've
got the news, then the request line, coming up."

 She switched off her mike. Shrugging her shoulders to loosen them, she slipped off the headphones. She
was humming to herself as she checked the program director's hot clock. A canned ad was next, then
she'dseg into the news at the top of the hour. She pushed away from the console to set up for the next
segment.

 It was then that she saw that the corridor beyond the glass door was dark. At first she only stared,
baffled. Then the blood rushed to her head. If the security lights were out, the alarm might be out, as well.

 He was here. Sweat pearled cold on her brow as she gripped the back of her chair. There would be no
call tonight, because he was here. He was coming for her.

 A scream rose in her throat to drown in a flood of panic.
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 Boyd. He had also come for Boyd.

 Propelled by a new terror, she hit the door at a run.

 "Boyd!" She shouted for him, stumbling in the dark. Her forward motion stopped when she saw the
shadow move toward her. Though it was only a shape, formless in the darkened corridor, she knew.
Groping behind her, she stepped back. "Where's Boyd? What have you done with him?" She stepped
back again. The lights from the booth slanted through the glass and split the dark in two.

 She started to speak again, to beg, then nearly fainted with relief. "Oh, God, it's you. I didn't know you
were here. I thought everyone Iliad left."

 "Everyone's gone," he answered. He moved fully into the light. And smiled. Cilia's relief iced over. He
held a knife, a long-bladed hunting knife already stained with blood.

 "Boyd," she said again.

 "He can't help you now. No one can. We're all alone. I've waited a long time for us to be alone."

 "Why?" She was beyond fear now. It was Boyd's blood on the blade, and grief left no room for fear.
"Why, Billy?"

 "You killed my brother."

 "No. No, I didn't." She stepped back, into the booth. Hot hysteria bubbled in her throat. A cold chill
sheened her skin. "I didn't kill John. I hardly knew him."

 "He loved you." He limped forward, the knife in front of him, his eyes on hers. His feet were bare. He
wore only camouflage pants and a dark stocking cap pulled low over his graying hair and brows. Though
he had smeared his face and chest and arms with black, she could see the tattoo over his heart. The twin
to the one she had seen over John McGillis's.

 "You were going to marry him. He told me."

 "He misunderstood." She let out a quick gasp as he jabbed with the knife. Her chair toppled with a crash
as she fell back against the console.

 "Don't lie to me, you bitch. He told me everything, how you told him you loved him and wanted him."
His voice lowered, wavered, whispered, like the voice over the phone, and had her numbed heart racing.
"How you seduced him. He was so young. He didn't understand about women like you. But I do. I
would have protected him. I always protected him. He was good." Billy wiped his eyes with the hand
holding the knife, then drew a gun out of his pocket. ' Too good for you." He fired, ramming a bullet into
the board above the controls. Cilia pressed both hands to her mouth to hold back a scream. "He told me
how you lied, how you cheated, how you flaunted yourself."

 "I never wanted to hurt John." She had to stay calm. Boyd wasn't dead. She wouldn't believe he was
dead. But he was hurt. Somehow she had to get help. Bracing herself on the console, she reached slowly
behind her and opened her mike, all the while keeping her eyes on his face. "I swear, Billy, I never
wanted to hurt your brother."
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 "Liar," he shouted, lifting the knife to her throat. She arched back, struggling to control her shuddering.
"You don't care about him. You never cared. You just used him. Women like you love to use."

 "I liked him." She sucked in her breath as the knife nicked her throat. Blood trickled warm along her
skin. "He was a nice boy. He—he loved you."

 "I loved him." The knife trembled in his hand, but he pulled it back an inch. Cilia let out a long, quiet
breath. "He was the only person I ever loved, who ever loved me. I took care of him."

 "I know." She moistened her dry lips. Surely someone would come. Someone was listening. She didn't
dare take her eyes from his to glance around to the phone, where the lights were blinking madly.

 "He was only five when they sent me to that house. I would have hated it there, like I'd hated all the
other places they'd sent me. But John lived there. He looked up to me. He cared. He needed me. So I
stayed until I was eighteen. It was only a year and a half, but we were brothers."

 "Yes."

 "I joined the Army. When I'd have leave he'd sneak out to see me. His pig of a mother didn't want him
to have anything to do with me, 'cause I'd gotten in some trouble." He fired again, randomly, and
shattered the glass in the top of the door. "But I liked the army. I liked it fine, and John liked my uniform."

 His eyes glazed over a moment, as he remembered. "They sent us to Nam. Messed up my leg. Messed
up my life. When we came back, people wanted to hate us. But not John. He was proud of me. No one
else had ever been proud of me."

 "I know."

 "They tried to put him away. Twice." Again he squeezed the trigger. A bullet plowed into the reel-to-reel
six inches from Cilia's head. Sweaty fear dried to ice on her skin. "They didn't understand him. I went to
California. I was going to find us a nice place there. I just needed to find work. John was going to write
poetry. Then he met you." The glaze melted away from his eyes, burned away by hate. "He didn't want to
come to California anymore. He didn't want to leave you. He wrote me letters about you, long letters.
Once he called. He shouldn't have spent his money, but he called all the way to California to tell me he
was getting married. You wanted to get married at Christmas, so he was going to wait. I was coming
back for it, because he wanted me there."

 She could only shake her head. "I never agreed to marry him. Killing me isn't going to change that," she
said when he leveled the gun at her. "You're right, he didn't understand me. And I guess I didn't
understand him. He was young. He imagined I was something I wasn't, Billy. I'm sorry, terribly sorry, but
I didn't cause his death."

 "You killed him." He ran the flat of the blade down her cheek. "And you're going to pay."

 "I can't stop you. I won't even try. But please, tell me what you've done with Boyd."

 "I killed him." He smiled a sweet, vacant smile that made the weapons he carried incongruous.

 "I don't believe you."

 "He's dead." Still smiling, he held the knife up to the light. "It was easy. Easier than I remembered. I was
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quick," he assured her. "I wanted him dead, but I didn't care if he suffered. Not like you. You're going to
suffer. I told you, remember? I told you what I was going to do."

 "If you've killed Boyd," she whispered, "you've already killed me."

 "I want you to beg." He laid the knife against her throat again. "I want you to beg the way John begged."

 "I don't care what you do to me." She couldn't feel the knife against her flesh. She couldn't feel anything.
From a long way off came the wail of sirens. She heard them without emotion, without hope. They were
coming, but they were coming too late. She looked into Billy's eyes. She understood that kind of pain,
she realized. It came when the person who meant the most was taken from you.

 "I'm sorry," she said, prepared to die. "I didn't love him."

 On a howl of rage, he struck her a stunning blow against the temple with the knife handle. He had
planned and waited for weeks. He wouldn't kill her quickly, mercifully. He wouldn't. He wanted her on
her knees, crying and screaming for her life.

 She landed in a heap, driven down by the explosive pain. She would have wept then, with her hands
covering her face and her body limp. Not for herself, but for what she had lost.

 They both turned as Boyd staggered to the doorway.

 Seconds. It took only seconds. Her vision cleared, her heart almost burst. Alive. He was alive.

 Her sob of relief turned to a scream of terror as she saw Billy raise the gun. Then she was on her feet,
struggling with him. Records crashed to the floor and were crushed underfoot as they rammed into a
shelf. His eyes burned into hers. She did beg. She pleaded even as she fought him.

 Boyd dropped to his knees. The gun nearly slipped out of his slickened fingers. Through a pale red mist
he could see them. He tried to shout at her, but he couldn't drag his voice through his throat. He could
only pray as he struggled to maintain a grip on consciousness and the gun. He saw the knife come up,
start its vicious downward sweep. He fired.

 She didn't hear the crashing glass or the clamor of feet. She didn't even hear the report as the bullet
struck home. But she felt the jerk of his body as the knife flew out of his hand. She lost her grip on him as
he slammed back into the console.

 Wild-eyed, she whirled. She saw Boyd swaying on his knees, the gun held in both hands. Behind him
was Althea, her weapon still trained on the figure sprawled on the floor. On a strangled cry, Cilia rushed
over as Boyd fell.

 "No." She was weeping as she brushed the hair from his eyes, as she ran a hand down his side and felt
the blood. "Please, no." She covered his body with hers.

 "You've got to move back." Althea bit down on panic as she urged Cilia aside.

 "He's bleeding."

 "I know." And badly, she thought. Very badly. "There's an ambulance coming."
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 Cilia stripped off her shirt to make a pressure bandage. Kneeling in her chemise, she bent over Boyd.
"I'm not going to let him die."

 Althea's eyes met hers. "That makes two of us."

 Chapter 12
 Contents-Prev |Next

 There had been a sea of faces. They seemed to swim inside Cilia's head as she paced the hospital
waiting room. It was so quiet there, quiet enough to hear the swish of crepe-soled shoes on tile or the
whoosh of the elevator doors opening, closing. Yet in her head she could still hear the chaos of sirens,
voices, the crackle of static on the police cruisers that had nosed together in the station's parking lot.

 The paramedics had come. Hands had pulled her away from Boyd, pulled her out of the booth and into
the cool, fresh night.

 Mark, she remembered. It was Mark who had held her back as she'd run the gamut from hysteria to
shock. Jackson had been there, steady as a rock, pushing a cup of some hot liquid into her hand. And
Nick, white-faced, mumbling assurances and apologies.

 There had been strangers, dozens of them, who had heard the confrontation over their radios. They had
crowded in until the uniformed police set up a barricade.

 Then Deborah had been there, racing across the lot in tears, shoving aside cops, reporters, gawkers, to
get to her sister. It was Deborah who had discovered that some of the blood on Cilia was her own.

 Now, dully, Cilia looked down at her bandaged hand. She hadn't felt the knife slice into it during the few
frantic seconds she had fought with Billy. The scratch along her throat where the blade had nicked her
was more painful. Shallow wounds, she thought. They were only shallow wounds, nothing compared to
the deep gash in her heart.

 She could still see how Boyd had looked when they had wheeled him out to the ambulance. For one
horrible moment, she'd been afraid he was dead. So white, so still.

 But he was alive. Althea had told her. He'd lost a lot of blood, but he was alive.

 Now he was in surgery, fighting to stay that way. And she could only wait.

 Althea watched her pace. For herself, she preferred to sit, to gather her resources and hold steady. She
had her own visions to contend with. The jolt when Cilia's voice had broken into the music. The race
from the precinct to the radio station. The sight of her partner kneeling on the floor, struggling to hold his
weapon. He had fired only an instant before her.

 She'd been too late. She would have to live with that.

 Now her partner, her friend, her family, was lying on an operating table. And she was helpless.

 Rising, Deborah walked across the room to put an arm around her sister. Cilia stopped pacing long
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enough to stare out the window.

 "Why don't you lie down?" Deborah suggested.

 "No, I can't."

 "You don't have to sleep. You could just stretch out on the couch over there."

 Cilia shook her head. "So many things are going through my mind, you know? The way he'd just sit there
and grin after he'd gotten me mad. How he'd settle down in the corner of the booth with a book. The
calm way he'd boss me around. I spent most of my time trying to push him away, but I didn't push hard
enough. And now he's—"

 "You can't blame yourself for this."

 "I don't know who to blame." She looked up at the clock. How could the minutes go by so slowly? "I
can't really think about that now. The cause isn't nearly as important as the effect."

 "He wouldn't want you to take this on, Cilia."

 She nearly smiled. "I haven't made a habit of doing what he wanted. He saved my life, Deb. How can I
stand it if the price of that is his?"

 There seemed to be no comfort she could offer. "If you won't lie down, how about some coffee?"

 "Sure. Thanks."

 She crossed to a pot of stale coffee resting on a hot plate. When Althea joined her, Deborah poured a
second cup.

 "How's she holding up?" Althea asked.

 "By a thread." Deborah rubbed her gritty eyes before she turned to Althea. "She's blaming herself."
Studying Althea, she offered the coffee. "Do you blame her, too?"

 Althea hesitated, bringing the coffee to her lips first. She'd long since stopped tasting it. She looked over
to the woman still standing by the window. Cilia wore baggy jeans and Mark Harrison's tailored jacket.
She wanted to blame Cilia, she realized. She wanted to blame her for involving Boyd past the point of
wisdom. She wanted to blame her for being the catalyst that had set an already disturbed mind on the
bloody path of revenge.

 But she couldn't. Neither as a cop nor as a woman.

 "No," she said with a sigh. "I don't blame her. She's only one of the victims here."

 "Maybe you could tell her that." Deborah passed the second cup to Althea. "Maybe that's what she
needs to hear."

 It wasn't easy to approach Cilia. They hadn't spoken since they had come to the waiting room. In some
strange way, Althea realized, they were rivals. They both loved the same man. In different ways, perhaps,
and certainly on different levels, but the emotions were deep on both sides. It occurred to her that if there
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had been no emotion on Cilia's part, there would have been no resentment on hers. If she had remained
an assignment, and only an assignment, Althea would never have felt the need to cast blame.

 It seemed Boyd had not been the only one to lose his objectivity.

 She stopped beside Cilia, stared at the same view of the dark studded with city lights. "Coffee?"

 "Thanks." Cilia accepted the cup but didn't drink. "They're taking a long time."

 "It shouldn't be much longer."

 Cilia drew in a breath and her courage. "You saw the wound. Do you think he'll make it?"

 I don't know.She almost said it. They both knew she'd thought it. "I'm counting on it."

 "You told me once he was a good man. You were right. For a long time I was afraid to see that, but you
were right." She turned to face Althea directly. "I don't expect you to believe me, but I would have done
anything to keep him from being hurt."

 "I do believe you. And you did what you could." Before Cilia could turn away again, Althea put a hand
on her arm. "Opening your mike may have saved his life. I want you to think about that. With a wound as
serious as Boyd's, every second counted. With the broadcast, you gave us a fix on the situation, so there
was an ambulance on the scene almost as quickly as we were. If Boyd makes it, it's partially due to your
presence of mind. I want you to think about that."

 "Billy only went after him because of me. I have to think about that, as well."

 "You're trying to logic out an irrational situation. It won't work." The sympathy vanished from her voice.
"If you want to start passing out blame, how about John McGillis? It was his fantasy that lit the fuse. How
about the system that allowed someone like Billy Lomus to bounce from foster home to foster home so
that he never knew what it was like to feel loved or wanted by anyone but a young, troubled boy? You
could blame Mark for not checking Billy's references closely enough. Or Boyd and me for not making
the connection quicker. There's plenty of blame to pass around, Cilia. We're all just going to have to live
with our share."

 "It doesn't really matter, does it? No matter who's at fault, it's still Boyd's life on the line."

 "Detective Grayson?"

 Althea snapped to attention. The doctor who entered was still in surgical greens damped down the front
with sweat. She tried to judge his eyes first. They were a clear and quiet gray and told her nothing.

 "I'm Grayson."

 His brow lifted slightly. It wasn't often you met a police detective who looked as though she belonged on
the cover ofVogue. "Dr. Winthrop, chief of surgery."

 "You operated on Boyd, Boyd Fletcher?"

 "That's right. He's your partner?"
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 "Yes." Without conscious thought on either side, Althea and Cilia clasped hands. "Can you tell us how
he is?"

 "I can tell you he's a lucky man," Winthrop said. "If the knife had gone a few inches either way, he
wouldn't have had a chance. As it is, he's still critical, but the prognosis is good."

 "He's alive." Cilia finally managed to force the words out. "Yes." Winthrop turned to her. "I'm sorry, are
you a relative?"

 "No, I… No."

 "Miss O'Roarke is the first person Boyd will want to see when he wakes up." Althea gave Cilia's hand a
quick squeeze. "His family's been notified, but they were in Europe and won't be here for several hours
yet."

 "I see. He'll be done in Recovery shortly. Then we'll transfer him to ICU. O'Roarke," he said suddenly.
"Of course. My son's a big fan." He lifted her bandaged hand gently. "I've already heard the story. If you
were my patient, you'd be sedated and in bed."

 "I'm fine."

 Frowning, he studied her pupils. "To put it in unprofessional terms, not by a long shot." His gaze
skimmed down the long scratch on her throat. "You've had a bad shock, Miss O'Roarke. Is there
someone who can drive you home?"

 "I'm not going home until I see Boyd."

 "Five minutes, once he's settled in ICU. Only five. I can guarantee he won't be awake for at least eight
hours."

 "Thank you." If he thought she would settle for five minutes, he was very much mistaken.

 "Someone will come by to let you know when you can go down." He walked out rubbing the small of his
back and thinking about a hot meal.

 "I need to call the captain." It infuriated Althea that she was close to tears. "I'd appreciate it if you'd
come back for me after you've seen him. I'd like a moment with him myself."

 "Yes, of course. Thea." Letting her emotions rule, Cilia wrapped her arms around Althea. The tears
didn't seem to matter. Nor did pride. They clung together and held on to hope. They didn't speak.

 They didn't have to. When they separated, Althea walked away to call her captain. Cilia turned blindly
to the window.

 "He's going to be okay," Deborah murmured beside her.

 "I know." She closed her eyes. She did know. The dull edge of fear was gone. "I just need to see him,
Deb. I need to see him for myself."

 "Have you told him you love him?"
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 She shook her head.

 "Now might be a good time."

 "I was afraid I wouldn't get the chance, and now… I don't know."

 "Only a fool would turn her back on something so special."

 "Or a coward." Cilia pressed her fingers to her lips. "Tonight, all night, I've been half out of my mind
thinking he might die. Line of duty." She turned to face her sister. "In the line of duty, Deborah. If I let
myself go, if I don't turn my back, how many other times might I stand here wondering if he'll live or die?"

 "Cilia—"

 "Or open the door one day and have his captain standing there, waiting to tell me that he was already
gone, the way Mom's captain came to the door that day."

 "You can't live your life waiting for the worst, Cilia. You have to live it hoping for the best."

 "I'm not sure I can." Weary, she dragged her hands through her hair. "I'm not sure of anything right now
except that he's alive."

 "Miss O'Roarke?" Both Cilia and Deborah turned toward the nurse. "Dr. Winthrop said to bring you to
ICU."

 "Thank you."

 Her heart hammered in her ears as she followed the nurse toward the corridor. Her mouth was dry, and
her palms were damp. She tried to ignore the machines and monitors as they passed through the double
doors into Intensive Care. She wanted to concentrate on Boyd.

 He was still so white. His face was as colorless as the sheet that covered him. The machines blipped and
hummed. A good sound, she tried to tell herself. It meant he was alive. Only resting.

 Tentatively she reached out to brush at his hair. It was so warm and soft. As was his skin when she
traced the back of her knuckles over his cheek.

 "It's all over now," she said quietly. "All you have to do is rest and get better." Desperate for the contact,
she took his limp hand in hers, then pressed it to her lips. "I'm going to stay as close as they'll let me. I
promise." It wasn't enough, not nearly enough. She brushed her lips over his hair, his cheek, his mouth.
"I'll be here when you wake up."

 She kept her word. Despite Deborah's arguments, she spent the rest of the night on the couch in the
waiting room. Every hour they allowed her five minutes with him. Every hour she woke and took what
she was given.

 He didn't stir.

 Dawn broke, shedding pale, rosy light through the window. The shifts changed. Cilia sipped coffee and
watched the night staff leave for home. New sounds began. The clatter of the rolling tray as breakfast
was served. Bright morning voices replaced the hushed tones of night. Checking her watch, she set the
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coffee aside and walked out to sit on a bench near the doors of ICU. It was almost time for her hourly
visit.

 While she waited to be cleared, a group of three hurried down the hall. The man was tall, with a shock
of gray hair and a lean, almost cadaverous face. Beside him was a trim woman, her blond hair ruffled, her
suit wrinkled. They were clutching hands. Walking with them was another woman. The daughter, Cilia
thought with dazed weariness. She had her father's build and her mother's face.

 There was panic in her eyes. Even through the fatigue Cilia saw it and recognized it. Beautiful eyes. Dark
green, just like… Boyd's.

 "Boyd Fletcher," the younger woman said to the nurse. "We're his family. They told us we could see
him."

 The nurse checked her list. "I'll take you. Only two at a time, please."

 "You go." Boyd's sister turned to her parents. "I'll wait right here."

 Cilia wanted to speak, but as the woman sat on the opposite end of the bench she could only sit,
clutching her hands together.

 What could she say to them? To any of them? Even as she searched for words, Boyd's sister leaned
back against the wall and shut her eyes.

 Ten minutes later, the Fletchers came out again. There were lines of strain around the woman's eyes, but
they were dry. Her hand was still gripping her husband's.

 "Natalie." She touched her daughter's shoulder. "He's awake. Groggy, but awake. He recognized us."
She beamed a smile at her husband. "He wanted to know what the hell we were doing here when we
were supposed to be in Paris." Her eyes filled then, and she groped impatiently for a handkerchief. "The
doctor's looking at him now, but you can see him in a few minutes."

 Natalie slipped an arm around her mother's waist, then her father's. "So what were we worried about?"

 "I still want to know exactly what happened." Boyd's father shot a grim look at the double doors.
"Boyd's captain has some explaining to do."

 "We'll get the whole story," his wife said soothingly. "Let's just take a few minutes to be grateful it wasn't
worse." She dropped the handkerchief back in her purse. "When he was coming around, he asked for
someone named Cilia. That's not his partner's name. I don't believe we know a Cilia."

 Though her legs had turned to jelly, Cilia rose. "I'm Cilia." Three pairs of eyes fixed on her. "I'm sorry,"
she managed. "Boyd was… he was hurt because… he was protecting me. I'm sorry," she said again.

 "Excuse me." The nurse stood by the double doors again. "Detective Fletcher insists on seeing you, Miss
O'Roarke. He's becoming agitated."

 "I'll go with you." Taking charge, Natalie steered Cilia through the doors.

 Boyd's eyes were closed again, but he wasn't asleep. He was concentrating on reviving the strength he'd
lost in arguing with the doctor. But he knew the moment she entered the room, even before she laid a
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tentative hand on his. He opened his eyes and looked at her.

 "Hi, Slick." She made herself smile. "How's it going?"

 "You're okay." He hadn't been sure. The last clear memory was of Billy holding the knife and Cilia
struggling.

 "I'm fine." Deliberately she put her bandaged hand behind her back. Natalie noted the gesture with a
frown. "You're the one hooked up to machines." Though her voice was brisk, the hand that brushed over
his cheek was infinitely tender. "I've seen you looking better, Fletcher."

 He linked his fingers with hers. "I've felt better."

 "You saved my life." She struggled to keep it light, keep it easy. "I guess I owe you."

 "Damn right." He wanted to touch her, but his arms felt like lead. "When are you going to pay up?"

 "We'll talk about it. Your sister's here." She glanced across the bed at Natalie.

 Natalie leaned down and pressed a kiss to his brow. "You jerk."

 "It's nice to see you, too."

 "You just couldn't be a pushy, uncomplicated business shark, could you?"

 "No." He smiled and nearly floated off again. "But you make a great one. Try to keep them from
worrying."

 She sighed a little as she thought of their parents. "You don't ask for much."

 "I'm doing okay. Just keep telling them that. You met Cilia."

 Natalie's gaze skimmed up, measuring. "Yes, we met. Just now."

 "Make her get the hell out of here." Natalie saw the shocked hurt in Cilia's eyes, saw her fingers tighten
convulsively on the bedguard.

 "She doesn't have to make me go." With her last scrap of pride, she lifted her chin. "If you don't want me
around, I'll—"

 "Don't be stupid," Boyd said in that mild, slightly irritated voice that made her want to weep. He looked
back at his sister. "She's dead on her feet. Last night was rough. She's too stubborn to admit it, but she
needs to go home and get some sleep."

 "Ungrateful slob," Cilia managed. "Do you think you can order me around even when you're flat on your
back?"

 "Yeah. Give me a kiss."

 "If I didn't feel sorry for you, I'd make you beg." She leaned close to touch her lips to his. At the moment
of contact she realized with a new panic that she was going to break down. "Since you want me to clear
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out, I will. I've got a show to prep for."

 "Hey, O'Roarke."

 She got enough of a grip on control to look over her shoulder. "Yes?"

 "Come back soon."

 "Well, well…" Natalie murmured as Cilia hurried away.

 "Well, well…" her brother echoed. He simply could not keep his eyes open another moment. "She's
terrific, isn't she?"

 "I suppose she must be."

 "As soon as I can stay awake for more than an hour at a time, I'm going to marry her."

 "I see. Maybe you should wait until you can actually stand up for an hour at a time."

 "I'll think about it. Nat." He found her hand again. "It is good to see you."

 "You bet," she said as he fell asleep.

 Cilia was almost running when she hit the double doors. She didn't pause, not even when Boyd's parents
both rose from the bench. As her breath hitched and her eyes filled, she hurried down the hall and
stumbled into the ladies' room.

 Natalie found her there ten minutes later, curled up in a corner, sobbing wretchedly. Saying nothing,
Natalie pulled out a handful of paper towels. She dampened a few, then walked over to crouch in front
of Cilia.

 "Here you go."

 "I hate to do this," Cilia said between sobbing breaths.

 "Me too." Natalie wiped her own eyes, and then, without a thought to her seven-hundred-dollar suit, sat
on the floor. "The doctor said they'd probably move him to a regular room by tomorrow. They're hoping
to downgrade his condition from critical to serious by this afternoon."

 "That's good." Cilia covered her face with the cool, wet towel. "Don't tell him I cried."

 "All right."

 There was silence between them as each worked on control.

 "I guess you'd like to know everything that happened," Cilia said at length.

 "Yes, but it can wait. I think Boyd had a point when he told you to go home and get some sleep."

 With very little effort she could have stretched out on the cool tile floor and winked out like a light.
"Maybe."
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 "I'll give you a lift."

 "No, thanks. I'll call a cab."

 "I'll give you a lift," Natalie repeated, and rose.

 Lowering the towel, Cilia studied her. "You're a lot like him, aren't you?"

 "So they say." Natalie offered a hand to help Cilia to her feet. "Boyd told me you're getting married."

 "So he says."

 For the first time in hours, Natalie laughed. "We really will have to talk."

 She all but lived in the hospital for the next week. Boyd was rarely alone. Though it might have frustrated
him from time to time that he barely had a moment for a private word with her, Cilia was grateful.

 His room was always filled with friends, with family, with associates. As the days passed and his
condition improved, she cut her visits shorter and kept them farther apart.

 They both needed the distance. That was how she rationalized it. They both needed time for clear
thinking. If she was to put the past—both the distant past and the near past—behind her, she needed to
do it on her own.

 It was Thea who filled her in on Billy Lomus. In his troubled childhood, the only bright spot had been
John McGillis. As fate would have it, they had fed on each other's weaknesses. John's first suicide
attempt had occurred two months after Billy left for Viet Nam. He'd been barely ten years old.

 When Billy had returned, bitter and wounded, John had run away to join him. Though the authorities had
separated them, they had always managed to find each other again. John's death had driven Billy over the
fine line of reason he had walked.

 "Delayed stress syndrome," Althea said as they stood together in the hospital parking lot. "Paranoid
psychosis. Obsessive love. It doesn't really matter what label you put on it."

 "Over these past couple of weeks, I've asked myself dozens of times if there was anything I could have
done differently with John

 McGillis." She took in a deep breath of the early spring air. "And there wasn't. I can't tell you what a
relief it is to finally be sure of that."

 "Then you can put it behind you."

 "Yes. It's not something I can forget, but I can put it behind me. Before I do, I'd like to thank you for
everything you did, and tried to do."

 "It was my job," Althea said simply. "We weren't friends then. I think maybe we nearly are now."

 Cilia laughed. "Nearly."
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 "So, as someone who's nearly your friend, there's something I'd like to say."

 "Okay."

 "I've been watching you and Boyd since the beginning. Observation's also part of the job." Her eyes,
clear and brown and direct, met Cilia's. "I still haven't decided if I think you're good for Boyd. It's not
really my call, but I like to form an opinion."

 Cilia looked out beyond the parking lot to a patch of green. The daffodils were blooming there,
beautifully. "Thea, you're not telling me anything I don't already know."

 "My point is, Boyd thinks you're good for him. That's enough for me. I guess the only thing you've got to
decide now is if he's good for you."

 "He thinks he is," she murmured.

 "I've noticed." In an abrupt change of mood, Althea looked toward the hospital. "I heard he was getting
out in a couple of days."

 "That's the rumor."

 "You've already been up, I take it."

 "For a few minutes. His sister's there, and a couple of cops. They brought in a flower arrangement
shaped like a horseshoe. The card read Tough break, Lucky. They tried to tell him they'd confiscated it
from some gangster's funeral."

 "Wouldn't surprise me. Funny thing about cops. They usually have a sense of humor, just like real
people." She gave Cilia an easy smile. "I'm going to go up. Should I tell him I ran into you and you're
coming back later?"

 "No. Not this time. Just—just tell him to listen to the radio. I'll see if I can dig up 'Dueling Banjos'."

 "'Dueling Banjos'?"

 "Yeah. I'll see you later, Thea."

 "Sure." Althea watched Cilia walk to her car and was grateful, not for the first time, not to be in love.

 Though the first couple of nights in the booth after the shooting had been difficult, Cilia had picked up her
old routine. She no longer got a flash of Boyd bleeding as he knelt by the door, or of Billy, his eyes wild,
holding a knife to her throat.

 She'd come to enjoy the request line again. The blinking lights no longer grated on her nerves. Every
hour she was grateful that Boyd was recovering, and so she threw herself into her work with an
enthusiasm she had lost for too long.

 "Cilia."

 She didn't jolt at the sound of her name, but swiveled easily in her chair and smiled at Nick. "Hey."
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 "I, ah, decided to come back."

 She kept smiling as she accepted the cup of coffee he offered. "I heard."

 "Mark was real good about it."

 "You're an asset to the station, Nick. I'm glad you changed your mind."

 "Yeah, well…" He let his words trail off as he studied the scar on the palm of her hand. The stitches had
come out only days earlier. "I'm glad you're okay."

 "Me too. You want to get me the Rocco's Pizza commercial?"

 He nearly jumped for it, sliding it out of place and handing it to her. Cilia popped the tape in, then potted
it up.

 "I wanted to apologize," he blurted out.

 "You don't have to."

 "I feel like a jerk, especially after I heard…well, the whole story about Billy and that guy from Chicago."

 "You're nothing like John, Nick. And I'm flattered that you were attracted to me—especially since you
have a class with my incredibly beautiful sister."

 "Deborah's nice. But she's too smart."

 Cilia had her first big laugh of the month. "Thanks a lot, kid. Just what does that make me?"

 "I didn't mean—" He broke off, mortally embarrassed. "I only meant—"

 "Don't bury yourself." Giving him a quick grin, she turned on her mike. "Hey, Denver, we're going to
keep it rocking for you for the next quarter hour. It's 10:45 on this Thursday night, and I'm just getting
started." She hit them with a blast of "Guns 'n' Roses". "Now that's rock and roll," she said to herself.
"Hey, Nick, why don't you…" Her words trailed off when she saw Boyd's mother in the doorway. "Mrs.
Fletcher." She sprang up, nearly strangling herself with her headphones.

 "I hope I'm not disturbing you." She smiled at Cilia, nodded to Nick.

 "No, no, of course not." Cilia brushed uselessly at her grimy jeans. "Urn… Nick, why don't you get Mrs.
Fletcher a cup of coffee?"

 "No, thank you, dear. I can only stay a moment."

 Nick made his excuses and left them alone.

 "So," Mrs. Fletcher said after a quick study. She blinked at the posters on the wall and examined the
equipment. "This is where you work?"

 "Yes. I'd, ah… give you a tour, but I've got—
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 "That's perfectly all right." The lines of strain were no longer around her eyes. She was a trim, attractive
and perfectly groomed woman. And she intimidated the hell out of Cilia. "Don't let me interrupt you."

 "No, I… I'm used to working with people around."

 "I missed you at the hospital the past few days, so I thought I'd come by here and say goodbye."

 "You're leaving?"

 "Since Boyd is on the mend, we're going back to Paris. It's business, as well as pleasure."

 Cilia made a noncommittal noise and cued up the next record. "I know you must be relieved that
Boyd… well, that he's all right. I'm sure it was dreadful for you."

 "For all of us. Boyd explained it all to us. You've had a horrible ordeal."

 "It's over now."

 "Yes." She lifted Cilia's hand and glanced at the healing wound. "Experiences leave scars. Some deeper
than others." She released Cilia's hand to wander around the tiny booth. "Boyd tells me you're to be
married."

 "I…" She shook off the shock, cleared her throat. "Excuse me a minute." Turning to the console she
segued into the next record, then pushed another switch. "It's time for our mystery record," she
explained. "The roll of thunder plays over the song, then people call in. The first caller who can give me
the name of the song, the artist and the year of the recording wins a pair of concert tickets. We've got
Madonna coming in at the end of the month."

 "Fascinating." Mrs. Fletcher smiled, a smile precisely like Boyd's. "As I was saying, Boyd tells me you're
to be married. I wondered if you'd like any help with the arrangements."

 "No. That is, I haven't said… Excuse me." She pounced on a blinking light. "KHIP. No, I'm sorry,
wrong answer. Try again." She struggled to keep her mind clear as the calls came through. The fourth
caller's voice was very familiar.

 "Hey, O'Roarke."

 "Boyd." She sent his mother a helpless look. "I'm working."

 "I'm calling. You got a winner yet?"

 "No, but—"

 "You've got one now. 'Electric Avenue,' Eddy Grant, 1983."

 She had to smile. "You're pretty sharp, Slick. Looks like you've got yourself a couple of concert tickets.
Hold on." She switched on her mike. "We've got a winner."

 Patient, Mrs. Fletcher watched her work, smiling as she heard her son's voice over the speakers.

 "Congratulations," Cilia said after she'd potted up a new record.
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 "So, are you going to the concert with me?"

 "If you're lucky. Gotta go."

 "Hey!" he shouted before she could cut him off. "I haven't heard 'Dueling Banjos' yet."

 "Keep listening." After a long breath, she turned back to his mother. "I'm very sorry."

 "No problem, no problem at all." In fact, she'd found the interlude delightful. "About the wedding?"

 "I don't know that there's going to be a wedding. I mean, there isn't a wedding." She dragged a hand
through her hair. "I don't think."

 "Ah, well…" That same faint, knowing smile hovered around her mouth. "I'm sure you or Boyd will let us
know. He's very much in love with you. You know that?"

 "Yes. At least I think I do."

 "He told me about your parents. I hope you don't mind."

 "No." She sat again. "Mrs. Fletcher—"

 "Liz is fine."

 "Liz. I hope you don't think I'm playing some sort of game with Boyd. I wouldn't ask him to change. I
could never ask him to change, and I just don't know if I can live with what he does."

 "Because you're afraid of his being a policeman? Afraid he might die and leave you, as your parents
did?"

 Cilia looked down at her hands, spread her fingers. "I guess when you trim away all the fat, that's it."

 "I understand. I worry about him," she said quietly. "I also understand he's doing what he has to do."

 "Yes, it is what he has to do. I've given that a lot of thought since he was hurt." Cilia looked up again, her
eyes intense. "How do you live with it?"

 Liz took Cilia's restless hand in hers. "I love him."

 "And that's enough?"

 "It has to be. It's always difficult to lose someone you love. The way you lost your parents was
tragic—and, according to Boyd, unnecessary. My mother died when I was only six. I loved her very
much, though I had little time with her."

 "I'm sorry."

 "She cut herself in the garden one day. Just a little nick on the thumb she paid no attention to. A few
weeks later she was dead of blood poisoning. All from a little cut on the thumb with a pair of rusty
garden shears. Tragic, and unnecessary. It's hard to say how and when a loved one will be taken from
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us. How sad it would be not to allow ourselves to love because we were afraid to lose." She touched a
hand to Cilia's cheek. "I hope to see you again soon."

 "Mrs. Fletcher—Liz" Cilia said as she stopped at the door. "Thank you for coming."

 "It was my pleasure." She glanced at a poster of a bare-chested rock star with shoulder-length hair and
a smoldering sneer. "Though I do prefer Cole Porter."

 Cilia found herself smiling as she slipped in another tape. After the ad, she gave her listeners fifteen
uninterrupted minutes of music and herself time to think.

 When the request line rolled around, she was as nervous as a cat, but her mind was made up.

 "This is Cilia O'Roarke for KHIP. It's five minutes past midnight and our request lines are open. Before I
take a call, I've got a request of my own. This one goes to Boyd. No, it's not 'Dueling Banjos,' Slick.
You're just going to have to try a new memory on for size. It's an old one by the Platters. 'Only You.' I
hope you're listening, because I want you to know—" For the first time in her career, she choked on the
air. "Oh, boy, it's a lot to get out. I guess I want to say I finally figured out it's only you for me. I love you,
and if the offer's still open, you've got a deal."

 She sent the record out and, with her eyes closed, let the song flow through her head.

 Struggling for composure, she took call after call. There were jokes and questions about Boyd, but none
of the callerswas Boyd. She'd been so certain he would phone.

 Maybe he hadn't even been listening. The thought of that had her dropping her head in her hands. She
had finally dragged out the courage to tell him how she felt, and he hadn't been listening.

 She got through the next two hours step-by-step. It had been a stupid move, she told herself. It was
unbelievably foolish to announce that you loved someone over the radio. She'd only succeeded in
embarrassing herself.

 The more she thought about it, the angrier she became. She'd told him to listen, damn it. Couldn't he do
anything she asked him to do? She'd told him to go away, he'd stayed. She'd told him she wasn't going to
marry him, he'd told everyone she was. She'd told him to listen to the radio, he'd shut it off. She'd bared
her soul over the public airwaves for nothing.

 "That was a hell of a request," Jackson commented when he strolled into the booth just before two.

 "Shut up."

 "Right." He hummed to himself as he checked the programmer's clock for his shift. "Ratings should shoot
right through the roof."

 "If I wanted someone to be cheerful in here, I'd have brought along Mickey Mouse."

 "Sorry." Undaunted, he continued to hum.

 With her teeth on edge, Cilia opened her mike. "That's all for tonight, Denver. It's 1:58. I'm turning you
over to my man Jackson. He'll be with you until six in the a.m. Have a good one. And remember, when
you dream of me, dream good." She kicked her chair out of the way. "And if you're smart," she said to
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Jackson, "you won't say a word."

 "Lips are sealed."

 She stalked out, snatching up her jacket and digging for her keys as she headed for the door. She was
going to go home and soak her head. And if Deborah had been listening and was waiting up, it would just
give her someone to chew out.

 Head down, hands in her pockets, she stomped to her car. She had her hand on the doorhandle before
she saw that Boyd was sitting on the hood.

 "Nice night," he said.

 "What—what the hell are you doing here?" Anger forgotten, she rushed around the car. "You're
supposed to be in the hospital. They haven't released you yet."

 "I went over the wall. Come here."

 "You jerk. Sitting out here in the night air. You were nearly dead two weeks ago, and—"

 "I've never felt better in my life." He grabbed her by the front of her jacket and hauled her against him for
a kiss. "And neither have you."

 "What?"

 "You've never felt better in my life, either."

 She shook her head to clear it and stepped back. "Get in the car. I'm taking you back to the hospital."

 "Like hell." Laughing, he pulled her against him again and devoured her mouth.

 She went weak and hot and dizzy. On a little sigh, she clung to him, letting her hands rush over his face,
into his hair. Just to touch him, to touch him and know he was whole and safe and hers.

 "Lord, do you know how long it's been since you've kissed me like that?" He held her close, waiting for
his heart rate to level. His side was throbbing in time with it. "Those chaste little pecks in the hospital
weren't enough."

 "We were never alone."

 "You never stayed around long enough." He pressed his lips to the top of her head. "I liked the song."

 "What song? Oh." She stepped back again. "You were listening."

 "I liked the song a lot." He took her hand and pressed his mouth to the scar. "But I liked what you said
before it even better. How about saying it again, face-to-face?"

 "I…" She let out a huff of breath.

 Patient, he cupped her face in his hands. "Come on, O'Roarke." He smiled. "Spit it out."
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 "I love you." She said it so quickly, and with such obvious relief, that he laughed again. "Damn it, it's not
funny. I really love you, and it's your fault for making it impossible for me to do anything else."

 "Remind me to pat myself on the back later. You've got a hell of a voice, Cilia." He wrapped his arms
around her, comfortably. "And you've never sounded better than tonight."

 "I was scared."

 "I know."

 "I guess I'm not anymore." She rested her head against his shoulder. "It feels right."

 "Yeah. Just right. The offer still holds, Cilia. Marry me."

 She took her time, not because she was afraid, but because she wanted to savor it. She wanted to
remember every second. The moon was full, the stars were out. She could just catch the faintest drift of
those fragile spring flowers.

 "There's one question I have to ask you first"

 "Okay."

 "Can we really hire a cook?"

 He laughed and lowered his mouth to hers. "Absolutely."

 "Then it's a deal."

  

 Night Shadow
  

 Chapter 1
 Contents-Prev |Next

 He walked the night. Alone. Restless. Ready. Clad in black, masked, he was a shadow among
shadows, a whisper among the murmurs and mumbles of the dark.

 He was watchful, always, for those who preyed on the helpless and vulnerable. Unknown, unseen,
unwanted, he stalked the hunters in the steaming jungle that was the city. He moved unchallenged in the
dark spaces, the blind alleys and violent streets. Like smoke, he drifted along towering rooftops and
down into dank cellars.
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 When he was needed, he moved like thunder, all sound and fury. Then there was only the flash, the
optical echo that lightning leaves after it streaks the sky.

 They called him Nemesis, and he was everywhere.

 He walked the night, skirting the sound of laughter, the cheerful din of celebrations. Instead he was
drawn to the whimpers and tears of the lonely and the hopeless pleas of the victimized. Night after night,
he clothed himself in black, masked his face and stalked the wild, dark streets. Not for the law. The law
was too easily manipulated by those who scorned it. It was too often bent and twisted by those who
claimed to uphold it. He knew, oh, yes, he knew. And he could not forget.

 When he walked, he walked for justice—she of the blind eyes.

 With justice, there could be retribution and the balancing of scales.

 Like a shadow, he watched the city below.

 Deborah O'Roarke moved quickly. She was always in a hurry to catch up with her own ambitions. Now
her neat, sensible shoes clicked rapidly on the broken sidewalks of Urbana's East End. It wasn't fear that
had her hurrying back toward her car, though the East End was a dangerous place—especially at
night—for a lone, attractive woman. It was the flush of success. In her capacity as assistant district
attorney, she had just completed an interview with a witness to one of the drive-by shootings that were
becoming a plague in Urbana.

 Her mind was completely occupied with the need to get back to her office and write her report so that
the wheels of justice could begin to turn. She believed in justice, the patient, tenacious and systematic
stages of it. Young Rico Mendez's murderers would answer for their crime. And with luck, she would be
the one to prosecute.

 Outside the crumbling building where she had just spent an hour doggedly pressuring two frightened
young boys for information, the street was dark. All but two of the streetlights that lined the cracked
sidewalk had been broken. The moon added only a fitful glow. She knew that the shadows in the narrow
doorways were drunks or pushers or hookers. More than once she had reminded herself that she could
have ended up in one of those sad and scarred buildings—if it hadn't been for her older sister's fierce
determination to see that she had a good home, a good education, a good life.

 Every time Deborah brought a case to trial, she felt she was repaying a part of that debt.

 One of the doorway shadows shouted something at her, impersonally obscene. A harsh feminine cackle
followed it. Deborah had only been in Urbana for eighteen months, but she knew better than to pause or
to register that she had heard at all.

 Her strides long and purposeful, she stepped off the curb to get into her car. Someone grabbed her from
behind. "Ooh, baby, ain't you sweet."

 The man, six inches taller than she and wiry as a spring, stank. But not from liquor. In the split second it
took her to read his glassy eyes, she understood that he wasn't pumped high on whiskey but on
chemicals that would make him quick instead of sluggish. Using both hands, she shoved her leather
briefcase into his gut. He grunted and his grip loosened. Deborah wrenched away and ran, digging
frantically for her keys.
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 Even as her hand closed over the jingling metal in her pocket, he grabbed her, his fingers digging in at the
collar of her jacket. She heard the linen rip and turned to fight. Then she saw the switchblade, its business
end gleaming once before he pressed it against the soft skin under her chin.

 "Gotcha," he said, and giggled.

 She went dead still, hardly daring to breathe. In his eyes she saw a malicious kind of glee that would
never listen to pleading or logic. Still she kept her voice low and calm.

 "I've only got twenty-five dollars."

 Jabbing the point of the blade against her skin, he leaned intimately close. "Uh-uh, baby, you got a lot
more than twenty-five dollars." He twisted her hair around his hand, jerking once, hard. When she cried
out, he began to pull her toward the deeper dark of the alley.

 "Go on and scream." He giggled in her ear. "I like it when they scream. Go on." He nicked her throat
with the blade. "Scream."

 She did, and the sound rolled down the shadowed street, echoing in the canyons of the buildings. In
doorways people shouted encouragement—to the attacker. Behind darkened windows people kept their
lights off and pretended they heard nothing.

 When he pushed her against the damp wall of the alleyway, she was icy with terror. Her mind, always so
sharp and open, shut down. "Please," she said, though she knew better, "don't do this."

 He grinned. "You're going to like it." With the tip of the blade, he sliced off the top button of her blouse.
"You're going to like it just fine."

 Like any strong emotion, fear sharpened her senses. She could feel her own tears, hot and wet on her
cheeks, smell his stale breath and the overripe garbage that crowded the alley. In his eyes she could see
herself pale and helpless.

 She would be another statistic, she thought dully. Just one more number among the ever increasing
victims.

 Slowly, then with increasing power, anger began to burn through the icy shield of fear. She would not
cringe and whimper. She would not submit without a fight. It was then she felt the sharp pressure of her
keys. They were still in her hand, closed tight in her rigid fist. Concentrating, she used her thumb to push
the points between her stiff fingers. She sucked in her breath, trying to channel all of her strength into her
arm.

 Just as she raised it, her attacker seemed to rise into the air, then fly, arms pinwheeling, into a stand of
metal garbage cans.

 Deborah ordered her legs to run. The way her heart was pumping, she was certain she could be in her
car, doors locked, engine gunning, in the blink of an eye. But then she saw him.

 He was all in black, a long, lean shadow among the shadows. He stood over the knife-wielding junkie,
his legs spread, his body tensed.

 "Stay back," he ordered when she took an automatic step forward. His voice was part whisper, part
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growl.

 "I think—"

 "Don't think," he snapped without bothering to look at her.

 Even as she bristled at his tone, the junkie leaped up, howling, bringing his blade down in a deadly arc.
Before Deborah's dazed and fascinated eyes, there was a flash of movement, a scream of pain and the
clatter of the knife as it skidded along the concrete.

 In less than the time it takes to draw and release a single breath, the man in black stood just as he had
before. The junkie was on his knees, moaning and clutching his stomach.

 "That was…" Deborah searched her whirling brain for a word, "impressive. I—I was going to suggest
that we call the police."

 He continued to ignore her as he took some circular plastic from his pocket and bound the still-moaning
junkie's hands and ankles. He picked up the knife, pressed a button. The blade disappeared with a
whisper. Only then did he turn to her.

 The tears were already drying on her cheeks, he noted. And though there was a hitch in her breath, she
didn't appear to be ready to faint or shoot off into hysterics. In fact, he was forced to admire her calm.

 She was extraordinarily beautiful, he observed dispassionately. Her skin was pale as ivory against a
disheveled cloud of ink-black hair. Her features were soft, delicate, almost fragile. Unless you looked at
her eyes. There was a toughness in them, a determination that belied the fact that her slender body was
shaking in reaction.

 Her jacket was torn, and her blouse had been cut open to reveal the icy-blue lace and silk of a camisole.
An interesting contrast to the prim, almost mannish business suit.

 He summed her up, not as man to woman, but as he had countless other victims, countless other hunters.
The unexpected and very basic jolt of reaction he felt disturbed him. Such things were more dangerous
than any switchblade.

 "Are you hurt?'' His voice was low and unemotional, and he remained in shadow.

 "No. No, not really." There would be plenty of bruises, both on her skin and her emotions, but she
would worry about them later. "Just shaken up. I want to thank you for—" She had stepped toward him
as she spoke. In the faint backsplash from the streetlight, she saw that his face was masked. As her eyes
widened, he saw they were blue, a brilliant electric blue. "Nemesis," she murmured. "I thought you were
the product of someone's overworked imagination."

 "I'm as real as he is." He jerked his head toward the figure groaning among the garbage. He saw that
there was a thin trickle of blood on her throat. For reasons he didn't try to understand, it enraged him.
"What kind of a fool are you?"

 "I beg your pardon?"

 "This is the sewer of the city. You don't belong here. No one with brains comes here unless they have no
choice."
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 Her temper inched upward, but she controlled it. He had, after all, helped her. "I had business here."

 "No," he corrected. "You have no business here, unless you choose to be raped and murdered in an
alley."

 "I didn't choose anything of the sort." As her emotions darkened, the faint hint of Georgia became more
prominent in her voice. "I can take care of myself."

 His gaze skimmed down, lingered on the shredded blouse then returned to her face. "Obviously."

 She couldn't make out the color of his eyes. They were dark, very dark. In the murky light, they seemed
black. But she could read the dismissal in them, and the arrogance.

 "I've already thanked you for helping me, even though I didn't need any help. I was just about to deal
with that slime myself."

 "Really?"

 "That's right. I was going to gouge his eyes out." She held up her keys, lethal points thrusting out. "With
these."

 He studied her again, then gave a slow nod. "Yes, I believe you could do it."

 "Damn right I could."

 "Then it appears I've wasted my time." He pulled a square of black cloth from his pocket. After
wrapping the knife in it, he offered it to her. "You'll want this for evidence."

 The moment she held it, she remembered that feeling of terror and helplessness. With a muffled oath, she
bit back her temper. Whoever, whatever he was, he had risked his life to help her. "I am grateful."

 "I don't look for gratitude."

 Her chin came up as he threw her words back in her face. "For what then?"

 He stared at her, into her. Something came and went in his eyes that made her skin chill again as she
heard his words, "For justice."

 "This isn't the way," she began.

 "It's my way. Weren't you going to call the police?"

 "Yes." She pressed the heel of her hand to her temple. She was a little dizzy, she realized. And more
than a little sick to her stomach. This wasn't the time or the place to argue morality and law enforcement
with a belligerent masked man. "I have a phone in my car."

 "Then I suggest you use it."

 "All right." She was too tired to argue. Shivering a bit, she started down the alley. At the mouth of it, she
saw her briefcase. She picked it up with a sense of relief and put the switchblade in it.
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 Five minutes later, after calling 911 and giving her location and the situation, she walked back into the
alley. "They're sending a cruiser." Weary, she pushed the hair back from her face. She saw the junkie,
curled up tight on the concrete. His eyes were wide and wild. Nemesis had left him with the promise of
what would happen to him if he was ever caught again attempting to rape.

 Even through the haze of drugs, the words had rung true.

 "Hello?" With a puzzled frown, she looked up and down the alley.

 He was gone.

 "Damn it, where did he go?" On a hiss of breath, she leaned back against the clammy wall. She hadn't
finished with him yet, not by a long shot.

 He was almost close enough to touch her. But she couldn't see him. That was the blessing, and the
curse, the repayment for the lost days.

 He didn't reach out and was curious why he wanted to. He only watched her, imprinting on his memory
the shape of her face, the texture of her skin, the color and sheen of her hair as it curved gently beneath
her chin.

 If he had been a romantic man, he might have thought in terms of poetry or music. But he told himself he
only waited and watched to make certain she was safe.

 When the sirens cut the night, he could see her rebuild a mask of composure, layer by layer. She took
deep, steadying breaths as she buttoned the ruined jacket over her slashed blouse. With a final breath,
she tightened her grip on her briefcase, set her chin and walked with confident strides toward the mouth
of the alley.

 As he stood alone in his own half world between reality and illusion, he could smell the subtle sexiness of
her perfume.

 For the first time in four years, he felt the sweet and quiet ache of longing.

 Deborah didn't feel like a party. In her fantasy, she wasn't all glossed up in a strapless red dress with
plastic stays digging into her sides. She wasn't wearing pinching three-inch heels. She wasn't smiling until
she thought her face would split in two. In her fantasy, she was devouring a mystery novel and chocolate
chip cookies while she soaked in a hot bubble bath to ease the bruises that still ached a bit three days
after her nasty adventure in the East End alley.

 Unfortunately, her imagination wasn't quite good enough to keep her feet from hurting.

 As parties went, it was a pretty good one. Maybe the music was a bit loud, but that didn't bother her.
After a lifetime with her sister, a first-class rock and roll fanatic, she was well indoctrinated into the world
of loud music. The smoked salmon and spinach canapés weren't chocolate chip cookies, but they were
tasty. The wine that she carefully nursed was top-notch.

 There was plenty of glitz and glamour, lots of cheek bussing and glad-handing. It was, after all, a party
thrown by Arlo Stuart, hotel magnate, as a campaign party for Tucker Fields, Urbana's mayor. It was
Stuart's, and the present administration's hope, that the campaign would end in November with the

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


mayor's reelection.

 Deborah was as yet undecided whether she would pull the lever for the incumbent, or the young upstart
challenger, Bill Tarrington. The champagne and pate wouldn't influence her. Her choice would be based
on issues, not party affiliations—either social or political. Tonight she was attending the party for two
reasons. The first was that she was friends with the mayor's assistant, Jerry Bower. The second was that
her boss had used the right combination of pressure and diplomacy to push her through the gilded
swinging doors of the Stuart Palace.

 "God, you look great." Jerry Bower, trim and handsome in his tux, his blond hair waving around his
tanned, friendly face, stopped beside Deborah to press a quick kiss to her cheek. "Sorry I haven't had
time to talk. There was a lot of meeting and greeting to do."

 "Things are always busy for the big boss's right arm." She smiled, toasting him. "Quite a bash."

 "Stuart pulled out all the stops." With a politician's eye, he scanned the crowd. The mix of the rich,
famous and influential pleased him. There were, of course, other aspects to the campaign. Visibility,
contact with shop owners, factory workers—the blue, the gray and the white collars, press conferences,
speeches, statements. But Jerry figured if he could spend a small slice of one eighteen-hour day rubbing
silk elbows and noshing on canapés, he'd make the best of it.

 "I'm properly dazzled," Deborah assured him.

 "Ah, but it's your vote we want."

 "You might get it."

 "How are you feeling?" Taking the opportunity in hand, he began to fill a plate with hors d'oeuvres.

 "Fine." She glanced idly down at the fading bruise on her forearm. There were other, more colorful
marks, hidden under the red silk.

 "Really?"

 She smiled again. "Really. It's an experience I don't want to repeat, but it did bring it home, straight
home to me that we've got a lot more work to do before Urbana's streets are safe."

 "You shouldn't have been out there," he mumbled.

 He might as well have nudged a soapbox under her feet. Her eyes lit up, her cheeks flushed, her chin
angled. "Why? Why should there be any place, any place at all in the city where a person isn't safe to
walk? Are we supposed to just accept the fact that there are portions of Urbana that are off-limits to nice
people? If we're—"

 "Hold it, hold it." He held up a surrendering hand. "The only person someone in politics can't
comfortably outtalk is a lawyer. I agree with you, okay?" He snagged a glass of wine from a passing
waiter and reminded himself it could be his only one of the long evening. "I was stating a fact. It doesn't
make it right, it just makes it true."

 "It shouldn't be true." Her eyes had darkened in both annoyance and frustration.
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 "The mayor's running on a tough anticrime campaign," Jerry reminded her, and gave smiling nods to
constituents who wandered by. "Nobody in this city knows the statistics better than I do. They're nasty,
no doubt, and we're going to push them back. It just takes time."

 "Yeah." Sighing, she pulled herself away from the brink of the argument she'd had with Jerry more times
than she could count. "But it's taking too much time."

 He bit into a carrot slice. "Don't tell me you're going to step over to the side of this Nemesis character?
'If the law won't deal with it quickly enough, I will'?"

 "No." On that she was firm. The law would mete out justice in a proper fashion. She believed in the law,
even now, when it was so totally overburdened. "I don't believe in crusades. They come too close to
vigilantism. Though I have to admit, I'm grateful he was tilting at windmills in that alley the other night."

 "So am I." He touched her lightly on the shoulder. "When I think of what might have happened—''

 "It didn't." That helpless fear was still much too close to the surface to allow her to dwell on it. "And in
spite of all the romantic press he's been getting, up close and in person, he's rude and abrupt." She took
another sip of wine. "I owe him, but I don't have to like him."

 "Nobody understands that sentiment more than a politician."

 She relaxed and laughed up at him. "All right, enough shoptalk. Tell me who's here that I should know
and don't."

 Jerry entertained her. He always did. For the next few minutes he gulped down canapés and put names
and tax brackets to the faces crowding the Royal Stuart ballroom. His clever and pithy comments made
her chuckle. When they began to stroll through the crowd, she hooked her arm easily through his. It was
a matter of chance that she turned her head and, in that sea of people, focused on one single face.

 He was standing in a group of five or six, with two beautiful women all but hanging on his arms.
Attractive, yes, she thought. But the room was filled with attractive men. His thick, dark hair framed a
long, lean, somewhat scholarly face. Prominent bones, deep-set eyes—brown eyes, she realized, dark
and rich like bittersweet chocolate. They seemed faintly bored at the moment. His mouth was full, rather
poetic looking, and curved now in the barest hint of a smile.

 He wore his tux as if he'd been born in one. Easily, casually. With one long finger he brushed a fiery curl
off the redhead's cheek as she leaned closer to him. His smile widened at something she said.

 Then, without turning his head, he merely shifted his gaze and locked on Deborah.

 "…and she bought the little monsters a wide-screen TV."

 "What?'' She blinked, and though she realized it was absurd, she felt as though she had broken out of a
spell. "What?"

 "I was telling you about Mrs. Forth-Wright's poodles."

 "Jerry, who is that? Over there. With the redhead on one side and the blonde on the other."

 Glancing over, Jerry grimaced, then shrugged. "I'm surprised he doesn't have a brunette sitting on his
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shoulders. Women tend to stick to him as though he was wearing flypaper instead of a tux."

 She didn't need to be told what she could see with her own eyes. "Who is he?"

 "Guthrie, Gage Guthrie."

 Her eyes narrowed a bit, her mouth pursed. "Why does that sound familiar?"

 "It's splashed liberally through the society section of theWorld almost every day."

 "I don't read the society section." Well aware it was rude, Deborah stared stubbornly at the man across
the room. "I know him," she murmured. "I just can't place how."

 "You've probably heard his story. He was a cop."

 "A cop." Deborah's brows lifted in surprise. He looked much too comfortable, much too much a part of
the rich and privileged surroundings to be a cop.

 "A good one, apparently, right here in Urbana. A few years ago, he and his partner ran into trouble. Big
trouble. The partner was killed, and Guthrie was left for dead."

 Her memory jogged then homed in. "I remember now. I followed his story. My God, he was in a coma
for…"

 "Nine or ten months," Jerry supplied. "He was on life-support, and they'd just about given him up, when
he opened his eyes and came back. He couldn't hack the streets anymore, and turned down a desk job
with UPD. He'd come into a plump inheritance while he was in theTwilight Zone, so I guess you could
say he took the money and ran."

 It couldn't have been enough, she thought. No amount of money could have been enough. "It must have
been horrible. He lost nearly a year of his life."

 Jerry picked through the dwindling supply on his plate, looking for something interesting. "He's made up
for lost time. Apparently women find him irresistible. Of course that might be because he turned a
three-million-dollar inheritance into thirty—and counting." Nipping a spiced shrimp, Jerry watched as
Gage smoothly disentangled himself from the group and started in their direction. "Well, well," he said
softly. "Looks like the interest is mutual."

 Gage had been aware of her since the moment she'd stepped into the ballroom. He'd watched, patient,
as she'd mingled then separated herself. He'd kept up a social patter though he'd been wholly and
uncomfortably aware of every move she'd made. He'd seen her smile at Jerry, observed the other man
kiss her and brush a casually intimate hand over her shoulder.

 He'd find out just what the relationship was there. Though it wouldn't matter. Couldn't matter, he
corrected. Gage had no time for sultry brunettes with intelligent eyes. But he moved steadily toward her.

 "Jerry," Gage smiled. "It's good to see you again."

 "Always a pleasure, Mr. Guthrie. You're enjoying yourself?"

 "Of course." His gaze flicked from Jerry to Deborah. "Hello."
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 For some ridiculous reason, her throat snapped shut.

 "Deborah, I'd like to introduce you to Gage Guthrie. Mr. Guthrie, Assistant District Attorney Deborah
O'Roarke."

 "An A.D.A." Gage's smile spread charmingly. "It's comforting to know that justice is in such lovely
hands."

 "Competent," she said. "I much prefer competent."

 "Of course." Though she hadn't offered it, he took her hand and held it for a brief few seconds.

 Watch out!The warning flashed into Deborah's mind the instant her palm met his.

 "Will you excuse me a minute?" Jerry laid a hand on Deborah's shoulder again. "The mayor's signaling."

 "Sure." She summoned up a smile for him, though she was ashamed to admit she'd forgotten he was
beside her.

 "You haven't been in Urbana long," Gage commented.

 Despite her uneasiness, Deborah met his eyes straight on. "About a year and a half. Why?"

 "Because I'd have known."

 "Really? Do you keep tabs on all the A.D.A's?"

 "No." He brushed a finger over the pearl drop at her ear. "Just the beautiful ones." The instant suspicion
in her eyes delighted him. "Would you like to dance?"

 "No." She let out a long, quiet breath. "No, thanks. I really can't stay any longer. I've got work to do."

 He glanced at his watch. "It's already past ten."

 "The law doesn't have a time clock, Mr. Guthrie."

 "Gage. I'll give you a lift."

 "No." A quick and unreasonable panic surged to her throat. "No, that's not necessary."

 "If it's not necessary, then it must be a pleasure."

 He was smooth, she thought, entirely too smooth for a man who had just shrugged off a blonde and a
redhead. She didn't care for the idea of being the brunette to round out the trio.

 "I wouldn't want to take you away from the party."

 "I never stay late at parties."

 "Gage." The redhead, her mouth pouty and moist, swayed up to drag on his arm. "Honey, you haven't
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danced with me. Not once."

 Deborah took the opportunity to make a beeline for the exit.

 It was stupid, she admitted, but her system had gone haywire at the thought of being alone in a car with
him. Pure instinct, she supposed, for on the surface Gage Guthrie was a smooth, charming and appealing
man. But she sensed something. Undercurrents. Dark, dangerous undercurrents. Deborah figured she
had enough to deal with; she didn't need to add Gage Guthrie to the list.

 She stepped out into the steamy summer night.

 "Hail you a cab, miss?" the doorman asked her.

 "No." Gage cupped a firm hand under her elbow. "Thank you."

 "Mr. Guthrie," she began.

 "Gage. My car is just here, Miss O'Roarke." He gestured to a long sleek limo in gleaming black.

 "It's lovely," she said between her teeth, "but a cab will suit my needs perfectly."

 "But not mine." He nodded at the tall, bulky man who slipped out of the driver's seat to open the rear
door. "The streets are dangerous at night. I'd simply like to know you've gotten where you want to go,
safely."

 She stepped back and took a long careful study, as she might of a mug shot of a suspect. He didn't seem
as dangerous now, with that half smile hovering at his mouth. In fact, she thought, he looked just a little
sad. Just a little lonely.

 She turned toward the limo. Not wanting to soften too much, she shot a look over her shoulder. "Has
anyone ever told you you're pushy, Mr. Guthrie?"

 "Often, Miss O'Roarke."

 He settled beside her and offered a single long-stemmed red rose. "You come prepared," she
murmured. Had the blossom been waiting for the blonde, she wondered, or the redhead? "I try. Where
would you like to go?"

 "The Justice Building. It's on Sixth and—"

 "I know where it is." Gage pressed a button, and the glass that separated them from the driver slid open
noiselessly. "The Justice Building, Frank."

 "Yes, sir." The glass closed again, cocooning them.

 "We used to work on the same side," Deborah commented.

 "Which side is that?"

 "Law."
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 He turned to her, his eyes dark, almost hypnotic. It made her wonder what he had seen when he had
drifted all those months in that strange world of half life. Or half death.

 "You're a defender of the law?"

 "I like to think so."

 "Yet you wouldn't be adverse to making deals and kicking back charges."

 "The system's overburdened," she said defensively.

 "Oh, yes, the system." With a faint movement of his shoulders, he seemed to dismiss it all. "Where are
you from?"

 "Denver."

 "No, you didn't get cypress trees and magnolia blossoms in your voice from Denver."

 "I was born in Georgia, but my sister and I moved around quite a bit. Denver was where I lived before I
came east to Urbana."

 Her sister, he noted. Not her parents, not her family, just her sister. He didn't press. Not yet. "Why did
you come here?"

 "Because it was a challenge. I wanted to put all those years I studied to good use. I like to think I can
make a difference." She thought of the Mendez case and the four gang members who had been arrested
and were even now awaiting trial. "I have made a difference."

 "You're an idealist."

 "Maybe. What's wrong with that?"

 "Idealists are often tragically disappointed." He was silent a moment, studying her. The streetlamps and
headlights of oncoming traffic sliced into the car, then faded. Sliced, then faded. She was beautiful in both
light and shadow. More than beauty, there was a kind of power in her eyes. The kind that came from the
merging of intelligence and determination.

 "I'd like to see you in court," he said.

 She smiled and added yet one more element to the power and the beauty. Ambition. It was a formidable
combination.

 "I'm a killer."

 "I bet you are."

 He wanted to touch her, just the skim of a fingertip on those lovely white shoulders. He wondered if it
would be enough, just a touch. Because he was afraid it wouldn't, he resisted. It was with both relief and
frustration that he felt the limo glide to the curb and stop.

 Deborah turned to look blankly out of the window at the old, towering Justice Building. "That was
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quick," she murmured, baffled by her own disappointment. "Thanks for the lift." When the driver opened
her door, she swung her legs out.

 "I'll see you again."

 For the second time, she looked at him over her shoulder. "Maybe. Good night."

 He sat for a moment against the yielding seat, haunted by the scent she had left behind.

 "Home?" the driver asked.

 "No." Gage took a long, steadying breath. "Stay here, take her home when she's finished. I need to
walk."

 Chapter 2
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Like a boxer dazed from too many blows, Gage fought his way out of the nightmare. He surfaced,
breathless and dripping sweat. As the grinding nausea faded, he lay back and stared at the high ornate
ceiling of his bedroom.

 There were 523 rosettes carved into the plaster. He had counted them day after day during his slow and
tedious recuperation. Almost like an incantation, he began to count them again, waiting for his pulse rate
to level.

 The Irish linen sheets were tangled and damp around him, but he remained perfectly still, counting.
Twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven. There was a light, spicy scent of carnations in the room. One of
the maids had placed them on the rolltop desk beneath the window. As he continued to count, he tried to
guess what vase had been used. Waterford, Dresden, Wedgwood. He concentrated on that and the
monotonous counting until he felt his system begin to level.

 He never knew when the dream would reoccur. He supposed he should have been grateful that it no
longer came nightly, but there was something more horrible about its capricious visits.

 Calmer, he pressed the button beside the bed. The drapes on the wide arching window slid open and let
in the light. Carefully he flexed his muscles one by one, assuring himself he still had control.

 Like a man pursuing his own demons, he reviewed the dream. As always, it sprang crystal clear in his
mind, involving all his senses.

 They worked undercover. Gage and his partner, Jack McDowell. After five years, they were more than
partners. They were brothers. Each had risked his life to save the other's. And each would do so again
without hesitation. They worked together, drank together, went to ball games, argued politics.

 For more than a year, they had been going by the names of Demerez and Gates, posing as two
high-rolling dealers of cocaine and its even more lethal offspring, crack. With patience and guile, they had
infiltrated one of the biggest drug cartels on the East Coast. Urbana was its center.
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 They could have made a dozen arrests, but they, and the department, agreed that the goal was the top
man.

 His name and face remained a frustrating mystery.

 But tonight they would meet him. A deal had been set painstakingly. Demerez and Gates carried five
million in cash in their steel-reinforced briefcase. They would exchange it for top-grade coke. And they
would only deal with the man in charge.

 They drove toward the harbor in the customized Maserati Jack was so proud of. With two dozen men
for backup, and their own cover solid, their spirits were high.

 Jack was a quick-thinking, tough-talking veteran cop, devoted to his family. He had a pretty, quiet wife
and a young pistol of a toddler. With his brown hair slicked back, his hands studded with rings and the
silk suit fitting creaselessly over his shoulders, he looked the part of the rich, conscienceless dealer.

 There were plenty of contrasts between the two partners. Jack came from a long line of cops and had
been raised in a third-floor walk-up in the East End by his divorced mother. There had been occasional
visits from his father, a man who had reached for the bottle as often as his weapon. Jack had gone
straight into the force after high school.

 Gage had come from a business family filled with successful men who vacationed in Palm Beach and
golfed at the country club. His parents had been closer to working class by the family standard, preferring
to invest their money, their time, and their dreams in a small, elegant French restaurant on the upper East
side. That dream had ultimately killed them.

 After closing the restaurant late one brisk autumn night, they had been robbed and brutally murdered not
ten feet from the doorway.

 Orphaned before his second birthday, Gage had been raised in style and comfort by a doting aunt and
uncle. He'd played tennis instead of streetball, and had been encouraged to step into the shoes of his late
father's brother, as president of the Guthrie empire.

 But he had never forgotten the cruelty, and the injustice of his parents' murder. Instead, he had joined the
police force straight out of college.

 Despite the contrasts in their backgrounds, the men had one vital thing in common—they both believed
in the law.

 "We'll hang his ass tonight," Jack said, drawing deeply on his cigarette.

 "It's been a long time coining," Gage murmured. "Six months prep work, eighteen months deep cover.
Two years isn't much to give to nail this bastard." He turned to Gage with a wink. "'Course, we could
always take the five mil and run like hell. What do you say, kid?"

 Though Jack was only five years older than Gage, he had always called him "kid."

 "I've always wanted to go to Rio."

 "Yeah, me, too." Jack flicked the smoldering cigarette out of the car window where it bounced on
asphalt and sputtered. "We could buy ourselves a villa and live the high life. Lots of women, lots of rum,
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lots of sun. How 'bout it?"

 "Jenny might get annoyed."

 Jack chuckled at the mention of his wife. "Yeah, that would probably tick her off. She'd make me sleep
in the den for a month. Guess we'd just better kick this guy's butt." He picked up a tiny transmitter. "This
is Snow White, you copy?"

 "Affirmative, Snow White. This is Dopey."

 "Don't I know it," Jack muttered. "We're pulling in, Pier Seventeen. Keep a bead on us. That goes for
Happy and Sneezy and the rest of you dwarfs out there."

 Gage pulled up in the shadows of the dock and cut the engine. He could smell the water and the
overripe odor of fish and garbage. Following the instructions they'd been given, he blinked his headlights
twice, paused, then blinked them twice again.

 "Just like James Bond," Jack said, then grinned at him. "You ready, kid?"

 "Damn right."

 He lit another cigarette, blew smoke between his teeth. "Then let's do it."

 They moved cautiously, Jack holding the briefcase with its marked bills and microtransmitter. Both men
wore shoulder holsters with police issue .38s. Gage had a backup .25 strapped to his calf.

 The lap of water on wood, the skitter of rodents on concrete. The dim half-light of a cloudy moon. The
sting of tobacco on the air from Jack's cigarette. The small, slow-moving bead of sweat between his own
shoulder blades.

 "Doesn't feel right," Gage said softly.

 "Don't go spooky on me, kid. We're going to hit the bell tonight."

 With a nod, Gage fought off the ripple of unease. But he reached for his weapon when a small man
stepped out of the shadows. With a grin, the man held up his hands, palms out.

 "I'm alone," he said. "Just as agreed. I am Montega, your escort."

 He had dark shaggy hair, a flowing moustache. When he smiled, Gage caught the glint of gold teeth.
Like them, he was wearing an expensive suit, the kind that could be tailored to disguise the bulk of an
automatic weapon. Montega lowered one hand carefully and took out a long, slim cigar. "It's a nice night
for a little boat ride,si?"

 "Si."Jack nodded. "You don't mind if we pat you down? We'd feel better holding all the hardware until
we get where we're going."

 "Understandable." Montega lit the cigar with a slender gold lighter. Still grinning, he clamped the cigar
between his teeth. Gage saw his hand slip the lighter casually back into his pocket. Then there was an
explosion, the sound, the all too familiar sound of a bullet ripping out of a gun. There was a burning hole
in the pocket of the fifteen-hundred-dollar suit. Jack fell backward.
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 Even now, four years later, Gage saw all the rest in hideous slow motion. The dazed, already dead look
in Jack's eyes as he was thrown backward by the force of the bullet. The long, slow roll of the briefcase
as it wheeled end over end. The shouts of the backup teams as they started to rush in. His own
impossibly slow motion as he reached for his weapon.

 The grin, the widening grin, flashing with gold as Montega had turned to him.

 "Stinking cops," he said, and fired.

 Even now, Gage could feel the hot tearing punch that exploded in his chest. The heat, unbearable,
unspeakable. He could see himself flying backward. Flying endlessly. Endlessly into the dark.

 And he'd been dead.

 He'd known he was dead. He could see himself. He'd looked down and had seen his body sprawled on
the bloody dock. Cops were working on him, packing his wound, swearing and scrambling around like
ants. He had watched it all passionlessly, painlessly.

 Then the paramedics had come, somehow pulling him back into the pain. He had lacked the strength to
fight them and go where he wanted to go.

 The operating room. Pale blue walls, harsh lights, the glint of steel instruments. The beep, beep, beep of
monitors. The labored hiss and release of the respirator. Twice he had slipped easily out of his
body—like breath, quiet and invisible—to watch the surgical team fight for his life. He'd wanted to tell
them to stop, that he didn't want to come back where he could hurt again. Feel again.

 But they had been skillful and determined and had dragged him back into that poor damaged body. And
for a while, he'd returned to the blackness.

 That had changed. He remembered floating in some gray liquid world that had brought back primordial
memories of the womb. Safe there. Quiet there. Occasionally he could hear someone speak. Someone
would say his name loudly, insistently. But he chose to ignore them. A woman weeping—his aunt. The
shaken, pleading sound of his uncle's voice.

 There would be light, an intrusion really, and though he couldn't feel, he sensed that someone was lifting
his eyelids and shining a bead into his pupils.

 It was a fascinating world. He could hear his own heartbeat. A gentle, insistent thud and swish. He could
smell flowers. Only once in a while, then they would be overpowered by the slick, antiseptic smell of
hospital. And he would hear music, soft, quiet music. Beethoven, Mozart, Chopin.

 Later he learned that one of the nurses had been moved enough to bring a small tape player into his
room. She often brought in discarded flower arrangements and sat and talked with him in a quiet,
motherly voice.

 Sometimes he mistook her for his own mother and felt unbearably sad.

 When the mists in that gray world began to part, he struggled against it. He wanted to stay. But no
matter how deep he dived, he kept floating closer to the surface.
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 Until at last, he opened his eyes to the light.

 That was the worst part of the nightmare, Gage thought now. When he'd opened his eyes and realized
he was alive.

 Wearily Gage climbed out of bed. He had gotten past the death wish that had haunted him those first
few weeks. But on the mornings he suffered from the nightmare, he was tempted to curse the skill and
dedication of the medical team that had brought him back.

 They hadn't brought Jack back. They hadn't saved his parents who had died before he'd even known
them. They hadn't had enough skill to save his aunt and uncle, who had raised him with unstinting love
and who had died only weeks before he had come out of the coma.

 Yet they had saved him. Gage understood why.

 It was because of the gift, the curse of a gift he'd been given during those nine months his soul had
gestated in that gray, liquid world. And because they had saved him, he had no choice but to do what he
was meant to do.

 With a dull kind of acceptance, he placed his right hand against the pale green wall of his bedroom. He
concentrated. He heard the hum inside his brain, the hum no one else could hear. Then, quickly and
completely, his hand vanished.

 Oh, it still existed. He could feel it. But even he couldn't see it. There was no outline, no silhouette of
knuckles. From the wrist up, the hand was gone. He had only to focus his mind, and his whole body
would do the same.

 He could still remember the first time it had happened. How it had terrified him. And fascinated him. He
made his hand reappear and studied it. It was the same. Wide palmed, long fingered, a bit rough with
callus. The ordinary hand of a man who was no longer ordinary.

 A clever trick, he thought, for someone who walks the streets at night, searching for answers.

 He closed the hand into a fist, then moved off into the adjoining bathroom to shower.

 At 11:45 a.m., Deborah was cooling her heels at the twenty-fifth precinct. She wasn't particularly
surprised to have been summoned there. The four gang members who had gunned down Rico Mendez
were being held in separate cells. That way they would sweat out the charges of murder one, accessory
to murder, illegal possession of firearms, possession of controlled substances, and all the other charges
on the arrest sheet. And they could sweat them out individually, with no opportunity to corroborate each
other's stories.

 She'd gotten the call from Sly Parino's public defense attorney at nine sharp. This would make the third
meeting between them. At each previous encounter, she had held firm against a deal. Parino's public
defender was asking for the world, and Parino himself was crude, nasty and arrogant. But she had noted
that each time they sat in the conference room together, Parino sweated more freely.

 Instinct told her he did indeed have something to trade but was afraid.

 Using her own strategy, Deborah had agreed to the meeting, but had put it off for a couple of hours. It
sounded like Parino was ready to deal, and since she had him cold, with possession of the murder
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weapon and two eye witnesses, he'd better have gold chips to ante up.

 She used her time waiting for Parino to be brought in from lockup by reviewing her notes on the case.
Because she could have recited them by rote, her mind wandered back to the previous evening.

 Just what kind of man was Gage Guthrie? she wondered. The type who bundled a reluctant woman into
his limo after a five-minute acquaintance. Then left that limo at her disposal for two and a half hours. She
remembered her baffled amusement when she had come out of the Justice Building at one o'clock in the
morning only to find the long black limo with its taciturn hulk of a driver patiently waiting to take her
home.

 Mr. Guthrie's orders.

 Though Mr. Guthrie had been nowhere to be seen, she had felt his presence all during the drive from
midtown to her apartment in the lower West End.

 A powerful man, she mused now. In looks, in personality, and in basic masculine appeal. She looked
around the station house, trying to imagine the elegant, just slightly rough-around-the-edges man in the
tuxedo working here.

 The twenty-fifth was one of the toughest precincts in the city. And where, Deborah had discovered
when she'd been driven to satisfy her curiosity, Detective Gage Guthrie had worked during most of his six
years with UPD.

 It was difficult to connect the two, she mused. The smooth, obstinately charming man, with the grimy
linoleum, harsh fluorescent lights, and odors of sweat and stale coffee underlaid with the gummy aroma of
pine cleaner.

 He liked classical music, for it had been Mozart drifting through the limo's speakers. Yet he had worked
for years amid the shouts, curses and shrilling phones of the twenty-fifth.

 From the information she'd read once she'd accessed his file, she knew he'd been a good
cop—sometimes a reckless one, but one who had never crossed the line. At least not on record. Instead,
his record had been fat with commendations.

 He and his partner had broken up a prostitution ring which had preyed on young runaways, were given
credit for the arrest of three prominent businessmen who had run an underground gambling operation that
had chastised its unlucky clients with unspeakable torture, had tracked down drug dealers, small and
large, and had ferreted out a crooked cop who had used his badge to extort protection money from small
shop owners in Urbana's Little Asia.

 Then they had gone undercover to break the back of one of the largest drug cartels on the eastern
seaboard. And had ended up broken themselves.

 Was that what was so fascinating about him? Deborah wondered. That it seemed the sophisticated,
wealthy businessman was only an illusion thinly covering the tough cop he had been? Or had he simply
returned to his privileged background, his years as a policeman the aberration? Who was the real Gage
Guthrie?

 She shook her head and sighed. She'd been thinking a lot about illusions lately. Since the night in the
alley when she'd been faced with the terrifying reality of her own mortality. And had been saved—though
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she firmly believed she would have saved herself—by what many people thought was no more than a
phantom.

 Nemesis was real enough, she mused. She had seen him, heard him, even been annoyed by him. And
yet, when he came into her mind, he was like smoke. If she had reached out to touch him, would her
hand have passed right through?

 What nonsense. She was going to have to get more sleep if overwork caused her mind to take fantasy
flights in the middle of the day.

 But somehow, she was going to find that phantom again and pin him down.

 "Miss O'Roarke."

 "Yes." She rose and offered her hand to the young, harried-looking public defender. "Hello again, Mr.
Simmons."

 "Yes, well…" He pushed tortoiseshell glasses up on his hooked nose. "I appreciate you agreeing to this
meeting."

 "Cut the bull." Behind Simmons, Parino was flanked by two uniformed cops. He had a sneer on his face
and his hands in cuffs. "We're here to deal, so let's cut to the chase."

 With a nod, Deborah led the way into the small conference room. She settled her briefcase on the table
and sat behind it. She folded her hands. In her trim navy suit and white blouse she looked every inch the
Southern belle. She'd been taught her manners well. But her eyes, as dark as the linen of her suit, burned
as they swept over Parino. She had studied the police photos of Mendez and had seen what hate and an
automatic weapon could do to a sixteen-year-old body.

 "Mr. Simmons, you're aware that of the four suspects facing indictment for the murder of Rico Mendez,
your client holds the prize for the most serious charges?"

 "Can we lose these things?" Parino held out his cuffed hands. Deborah glanced at him.

 "No."

 "Come on, babe." He gave her what she imagined he thought was a sexy leer. "You're not afraid of me,
are you?"

 "Of you, Mr. Parino?" Her lips curved, but her tone was frigidly sarcastic. "Why, no. I squash nasty little
bugs every day. You, however, should be afraid of me. I'm the one who's going to put you away." She
flicked her gaze back to Simmons. "Let's not waste time, again. All three of us know the score. Mr.
Parino is nineteen and will be tried as an adult. It is still to be determined whether the others will be tried
as adults or juveniles." She took out her notes, though she didn't need them as more than a prop. "The
murder weapon was found in Mr. Parino's apartment, with Mr. Parino's fingerprints all over it."

 "It was planted," Parino insisted. "I never saw it before in my life."

 "Save it for the judge," Deborah suggested. "Two witnesses place him in the car that drove by the corner
of Third and Market at 11:45, June 2. Those same witnesses have identified Mr. Parino, in a lineup, as
the man who leaned out of that car and fired ten shots into Rico Mendez."
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 Parino began to swear and shout about squealers, about what he would do to them when he got out.
About what he would do to her. Not bothering to raise her voice, Deborah continued, her eyes on
Simmons.

 "We have your client, cold, murder one. And the state will ask for the death penalty." She folded her
hands on her notes and nodded at Simmons. "Now, what do you want to talk about?"

 Simmons tugged at his tie. The smoke from the cigarette Parino was puffing was drifting in his direction
and burning his eyes. "My client has information that he would be willing to turn over to the D.A.'s office."
He cleared his throat. "In return for immunity, and a reduction of the current charges against him. From
murder one, to illegal possession of a firearm."

 Deborah lifted a brow, let the silence take a beat. "I'm waiting for the punch line."

 "This is no joke, sister." Parino leaned over the table. "I got something to deal, and you'd better play."

 With deliberate motions, Deborah put her notes back into her briefcase, snapped the lock then rose.
"You're slime, Parino. Nothing, nothing you've got to deal is going to put you back on the street again. If
you think you can walk over me, or the D.A.'s office, then think again."

 Simmons bobbed up as she headed for the door. "Miss O'Roarke, please, if we could simply discuss
this."

 She whirled back to him. "Sure, we'll discuss it. As soon as you make me a realistic offer."

 Parino said something short and obscene that caused Simmons to lose his color and Deborah to turn a
cold, dispassionate eye on him.

 "The state is going for murder one and the death penalty," she said calmly. "And believe me when I say
I'm going to see to it that your client is ripped out of society just like a leech."

 "I'll get off," Parino shouted at her. His eyes were wild as he lunged to his feet. "And when I do, I'm
coming looking for you, bitch."

 "You won't get off." She faced him across the table. Her eyes were cold as ice and never wavered. "I'm
very good at what I do, Parino, which is putting rabid little animals like you away in cages. In your case,
I'm going to pull out all the stops. You won't get off," she repeated. "And when you're sweating in death
row, I want you to think of me."

 "Murder two," Simmons said quickly, and was echoed by a savage howl from his client.

 "You're going to sell me out, you sonofabitch." Deborah ignored Parino and studied Simmons's nervous
eyes. There was something here, she could smell it. "Murder one," she repeated, "with a recommendation
for life imprisonment rather than the death penalty—if you've got something that holds my interest."

 "Let me talk to my client, please. If you could give us a minute."

 "Of course." She left the sweaty public defender with his screaming client.

 Twenty minutes later, she faced Parino again across the scarred table. He was paler, calmer, as he
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smoked a cigarette down to the filter.

 "Deal your cards, Parino," she suggested.

 "I want immunity."

 "From whatever charges might be brought from the information you give me. Agreed." She already had
him where she wanted him.

 "And protection." He'd begun to sweat.

 "If it's warranted."

 He hesitated, fiddling with the cigarette, the scorched plastic ashtray. But he was cornered, and knew it.
Twenty years. The public defender had said he'd probably cop a parole in twenty years.

 Twenty years in the hole was better than the chair. Anything was. And a smart guy could do pretty well
for himself in the joint. He figured he was a pretty smart guy.

 "I've been doing some deliveries for some guys. Heavy hitters. Trucking stuff from the docks to this
fancy antique shop downtown. They paid good, too good, so I knew something was in those crates
besides old vases." Awkward in the cuffs, he lit one cigarette from the smoldering filter of another. "So I
figured I'd take a look myself. I opened one of the crates. It was packed with coke. Man, I've never
seen so much snow. A hundred, maybe a hundred and fifty pounds. And it was pure."

 "How do you know?"

 He licked his lips, then grinned. "I took one of the packs, put it under my shirt. I'm telling you, there was
enough there to fill up every nose in the state for the next twenty years."

 "What's the name of the shop?"

 He licked his lips again. "I want to know if we got a deal?"

 "If the information can be verified, yes. If you're pulling my chain, no."

 "Timeless. That's the name. It's over on Seventh. We delivered once, maybe twice a week. I don't know
how often we were taking in coke or just fancy tables."

 "Give me some names."

 "The guy I worked with at the docks was Mouse. Just Mouse, that's all I know."

 "Who hired you?"

 "Just some guy. He came into Loredo's, the bar in the West End where the Demons hang out. He said
he had some work if I had a strong back and knew how to keep my mouth shut. So me and Ray, we
took him up on it."

 "Ray?"
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 "Ray Santiago. He's one of us, the Demons."

 "What did he look like, the man who hired you?"

 "Little guy, kinda spooky. Big mustache, couple of gold teeth. Walked into Loredo's in a fancy suit, but
nobody thought to mess with him."

 She took notes, nodded, prompted until she was certain Parino was wrung dry. "All right, I'll check it
out. If you've been straight with me, you'll find I'll be straight with you." She rose, glancing at Simmons.
"I'll be in touch."

 When she left the conference room, her head was pounding. There was a tight, sick feeling in her gut that
always plagued her when she dealt with Parino's type.

 He was nineteen, for God's sake, she thought as she tossed her visitor's badge to the desk sergeant.
Barely even old enough to vote, yet he'd viciously gunned down another human being. She knew he felt
no remorse. The Demons considered drive-bys a kind of tribal ritual. And she, as a representative of the
law, had bargained with him.

 That was the way the system worked, she reminded herself as she stepped out of the stuffy station house
into the steamy afternoon. She would trade Parino like a poker chip and hope to finesse bigger game. In
the end, Parino would pay by spending the rest of his youth and most of his adult life in a cage.

 She hoped Rico Mendez's family would feel justice had been served.

 "Bad day?"

 Still frowning, she turned, shaded her eyes and focused on Gage Guthrie. "Oh. Hello. What are you
doing here?"

 "Waiting for you."

 She lifted a brow, cautiously debating the proper response. Today he wore a gray suit, very trim and
quietly expensive. Though the humidity was intense, his white shirt appeared crisp. His gray silk tie was
neatly knotted.

 He looked precisely like what he was. A successful, wealthy businessman. Until you looked at his eyes,
Deborah thought. When you did, you could see that women were drawn to him for a much more basic
reason than money and position.

 She responded with the only question that seemed apt. "Why?"

 He smiled at that. He had seen her caution and her evaluation clearly and was as amused as he was
impressed by it. ' To invite you to lunch."

 "Oh. Well, that's very nice, but—"

 "You do eat, don't you?"

 He was laughing at her. There was no mistaking it. "Yes, almost every day. But at the moment, I'm
working."
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 "You're a dedicated public servant, aren't you, Deborah?"

 "I like to think so." There was just enough sarcasm in his tone to put her back up. She stepped to the
curb and lifted an arm to hail a cab. A bus chugged by, streaming exhaust. "It was kind of you to leave
your limo for me last night." She turned and looked at him. "But it wasn't necessary."

 "I often do what others consider unnecessary." He took her hand and, with only the slightest pressure,
brought her arm down to her side. "If not lunch, dinner."

 "That sounds more like a command than a request." She would have tugged her hand away, but it
seemed foolish to engage in a childish test of wills on a public street. "Either way, I have to refuse. I'm
working late tonight."

 "Tomorrow then." He smiled charmingly. "A request, Counselor."

 It was difficult not to smile back when he was looking at her with humor and—was it loneliness?—in his
eyes. "Mr. Guthrie. Gage." She corrected herself before he could. "Persistent men usually annoy me. And
you're no exception. But for some reason, I think I'd like to have dinner with you."

 "I'll pick you up at seven. I keep early hours."

 "Fine. I'll give you my address."

 "I know it."

 "Of course." His driver had dropped her off at her doorstep the night before. "If you'll give me back my
hand, I'd like to hail a cab."

 He didn't oblige her immediately, but looked down at her hand. It was small and delicate in appearance,
like the rest of her. But there was strength in the fingers. She kept her nails short, neatly rounded with a
coating of clear polish. She wore no rings, no bracelets, only a slim, practical watch that he noted was
accurate to the minute.

 He looked up from her hand, into her eyes. He saw curiosity, a touch of impatience and again, the
wariness. Gage made himself smile as he wondered how a simple meeting of palms could have jolted his
system so outrageously.

 "I'll see you tomorrow." He released her and stepped away.

 She only nodded, not trusting her voice. When she slipped into a cab, she turned back. But he was
already gone.

 It was after ten when Deborah walked up to the antique store. It was closed, of course, and she hadn't
expected to find anything. She had written her report and passed the details of her interview with Parino
on to her superior. But she hadn't been able to resist a look for herself.

 In this upscale part of town, people were lingering over dinner or enjoying a play. A few couples
wandered by on their way to a club or a restaurant. Streetlights shot out pools of security.

 It was foolish, she supposed, to have been drawn here. She could hardly have expected the doors to
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have been opened so she could walk in and discover a cache of drugs in an eighteenth-century armoire.

 The window was not only dark, it was barred and shaded. Just as the shop itself was under a triple
cloak of secrecy. She had spent hours that day searching for the name of the owner. He had shielded
himself well under a tangle of corporations. The paper trail took frustrating twists and turns. So far, every
lead Deborah had pursued had come up hard at a dead end.

 But the shop was real. By tomorrow, the day after at the latest, she would have a court order. The
police would search every nook and cranny of Timeless. The books would be confiscated. She would
have everything she needed to indict.

 She walked closer to the dark window. Something made her turn quickly to peer out at the light and
shadow of the street behind her.

 Traffic rolled noisily by. Arm in arm, a laughing couple strolled along the opposite sidewalk. The sound
of music through open car windows was loud and confused, punctuated by the honking of horns and the
occasional squeak of brakes.

 Normal, Deborah reminded herself. There was nothing here to cause that itch between her shoulder
blades. Yet even as she scanned the street, the adjoining buildings, to assure herself no one was paying
any attention to her, the feeling of being watched persisted.

 She was giving herself the creeps, Deborah decided. These little licks of fear were left over from her
night in the alley, and she didn't care for it. It wasn't possible to live your life too spooked to go out at
night, so paranoid you looked around every corner before you took that last step around it. At least it
wasn't possible for her.

 Most of her life she had been cared for, looked after, even pampered by her older sister. Though she
would always be grateful to Cilia, she had made a commitment when she had left Denver for Urbana. To
leave her mark. That couldn't be done if she ran from shadows.

 Determined to fight her own uneasiness, she skirted around the building, walking quickly through the
short, narrow alley between the antique store and the boutique beside it.

 The rear of the building was as secure and unforthcoming as the front. There was one window, enforced
with steel bars, and a pair of wide doors, triple bolted. Here, there were no streetlamps to relieve the
dark.

 "You don't look stupid."

 At the voice, she jumped back and would have tumbled into a line of garbage cans if a hand hadn't
snagged her wrist. She opened her mouth to scream, brought her fist up to fight, when she recognized her
companion.

 "You!" He was in black, hardly visible in the dark. But she knew.

 "I would have thought you'd had your fill of back alleys." He didn't release her, though he knew he
should. His fingers braceleted her wrist and felt the fast, hot beat of her blood.

 "You've been watching me."
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 "There are some women it's difficult to look away from." He pulled her closer, just a tug on her wrist,
and stunned both of them. His voice was low and rough. She could see anger in the gleam of his eyes.
She found the combination oddly compelling. "What are you doing here?"

 Her mouth was so dry it ached. He had pulled her so close that their thighs met. She could feel the warm
flutter of his breath on her lips. To insure some distance and some control, she put a hand to his chest.

 Her hand didn't pass through, but met a warm, solid wall, felt the quick, steady beat of a heart.

 "That's my business."

 "Your business is to prepare cases and try them in court, not to play detective."

 "I'm not playing—" She broke off, eyes narrowing. "How do you know I'm a lawyer?"

 "I know a great deal about you, Miss O'Roarke." His smile was thin and humorless. "That's my business.
I don't think your sister worked to put you through law school, and saw you graduate at the top of your
class to have you sneaking around back entrances of locked buildings. Especially when that building is a
front for some particularly ugly commerce."

 "You know about this place?"

 "As I said, I know a great deal."

 She would handle his intrusion into her life later. Now, she had a job to do. "If you have any information,
any proof about this suspected drug operation, it's your duty to give that information to the D.A.'s office."

 "I'm very aware of my duty. It doesn't include making deals with scum."

 Heat rushed to her cheeks. She didn't even question how he knew about her interview with Parino. It
was enough, more than enough, that he was holding her integrity up to inspection. "I worked within the
law," she snapped at him. "Which is more than you can say.

 You put on a mask and play Captain America, making up your own rules. That makes you part of the
problem, not part of the solution."

 In the slits of his mask, his eyes narrowed. "You seemed grateful enough for my solution a few nights
ago."

 Her chin came up. She wished she could face him on her own ground, in the light. "I've already thanked
you for your help, unnecessary though it was."

 "Are you always so cocky, Miss O'Roarke?"

 "Confident," she corrected.

 "And do you always win in court?"

 "I have an excellent record."

 "Do you always win?" he repeated.
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 "No, but that's not the point."

 "That's exactly the point. There's a war in this city, Miss O'Roarke."

 "And you've appointed yourself general of the good guys."

 He didn't smile. "No, I fight alone."

 "Don't you—"

 But he cut her off swiftly, putting a gloved hand over her mouth. He listened, but not with his ears. It
wasn't something he heard, but something he felt, as some men felt hunger or thirst, love or hate. Or, from
centuries ago when their senses were not dulled by civilization, danger.

 Before she had even begun to struggle against him, he pulled her aside and shoved her down beneath
him behind the wall of the next building.

 "What the hell do you think you're doing?"

 The explosion that came on the tail of her words made her ears ring. The flash of light made her pupils
contract. Before she could close her eyes against the glare, she saw the jagged shards of flying glass, the
missiles of charred brick. Beneath her, the ground trembled as the antique store exploded.

 She saw, with horror and fascination, a lethal chunk of concrete crash only three feet from her face.

 "Are you all right?" When she didn't answer, only trembled, he took her face in his hand and turned it to
his. "Deborah, are you all right?"

 He repeated her name twice before the glassy look left her eyes. "Yes," she managed. "Are you?"

 "Don't you read the papers?" There was the faintest of smiles around his mouth. "I'm invulnerable."

 "Right." With a little sigh, she tried to sit up. For a moment he didn't move, but left his body where it
was, where it wanted to be. Fitted against hers. His face was only inches away. He wondered what
would happen—to both of them—if he closed that distance and let his mouth meet hers.

 He was going to kiss her, Deborah realized and went perfectly still. Emotion swarmed through her. Not
anger, as she'd expected. But excitement, raw and wild. It pumped through her so quickly, so hugely, it
blocked out everything else. With a little murmur of agreement, she lifted her hand to his cheek.

 Her fingers brushed his mask. He pulled back from her touch as if he'd been slapped. Shifting, he rose
then helped her to her feet. Fighting a potent combination of humiliation and fury, she stepped around the
wall toward the rear of the antique shop.

 There was little left of it. Brick, glass and concrete were scattered. Inside the crippled building, fire
raged. The roof collapsed with a long, loud groan.

 "They've beaten you this time," he murmured. "There won't be anything left for you to find—no papers,
no drugs, no records."
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 "They've destroyed a building," she said between her teeth. She hadn't wanted to be kissed, she told
herself. She'd been shaken up, dazed, a victim of temporary insanity. "But someone owns it, and I'll find
out who that is."

 "This was meant as a warning, Miss O'Roarke. One you might want to consider."

 "I won't be frightened off. Not by exploding buildings or by you." She turned to face him, but wasn't
surprised that he was gone.

 Chapter 3
 Contents-Prev |Next

 It was after one in the morning when Deborah dragged herself down the hallway toward her apartment.
She'd spent the best part of two hours answering questions, giving her statement to the police, and
avoiding reporters. Even through the fatigue was a nagging annoyance toward the man called Nemesis.

 Technically he'd saved her life again. If she'd been standing within ten feet of the antique shop when the
bomb had gone off, she would certainly have met a nasty death. But then he'd left her holding the bag, a
very large, complicated bag she'd been forced to sort through, assistant D.A. or not, for the police.

 Added to that was the fact he had shown in the short, pithy conversation they'd had, that he held no
respect for her profession or her judgment. She had studied and worked toward the goal of prosecutor
since she'd been eighteen. Now with a shrug, he was dismissing those years of her life as wasted.

 No, she thought as she dug in her purse for her keys, he preferred to skulk around the streets, meting
out his own personal sense of justice. Well, it didn't wash. And before it was over, she was going to
prove to him that the system worked.

 And she would prove to herself that she hadn't been the least bit attracted to him.

 "You look like you had a rough night."

 Keys in hand, Deborah turned. Her across-the-hall neighbor, Mrs. Greenbaum, was standing in her
open doorway, peering out through a pair of cherry-red framed glasses.

 "Mrs. Greenbaum, what are you doing up?"

 "Just finished watching David Letterman. That boy cracks me up." At seventy, with a comfortable
pension to buffer her against life's storms, Lil Greenbaum kept her own hours and did as she pleased. At
the moment she was wearing a tatty terry-cloth robe, Charles and Di bedroom slippers and a bright pink
bow in the middle of her hennaed hair. "You look like you could use a drink. How about a nice hot
toddy?"

 Deborah was about to refuse, when she realized a hot toddy was exactly what she wanted. She smiled,
dropped the keys into her jacket pocket and crossed the hall. "Make it a double."

 "Already got the hot water on. You just sit down and kick off your shoes." Mrs. Greenbaum patted her
hand then scurried off to the kitchen.
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 Grateful, Deborah sank into the deep cushions of the couch. The television was still on, with an old
black-and-white movie flickering on the screen. Deborah recognized a young Cary Grant, but not the
film. Mrs. Greenbaum would know, she mused. Lil Greenbaum knew everything.

 The two-bedroom apartment—Mrs. Greenbaum kept a second bedroom ready for any of her numerous
grandchildren—was both cluttered and tidy. Tables were packed with photographs and trinkets. There
was a lava lamp atop the television, with a huge brass peace symbol attached to its base. Lil was proud
of the fact that she'd marched against the establishment in the sixties. Just as she had protested nuclear
reactors, Star Wars, the burning of rain forests and the increased cost of Medicare.

 She liked to protest, she'd often told Deborah. When you could argue against the system, it meant you
were still alive and kicking. "Here we are." She brought out two slightly warped ceramic mugs—the
product of one of her younger children's creativity. She flicked a glance at the television."Penny
Serenade, 1941, and oh, ' wasn't that Cary Grant something?" After setting down the mugs, she picked
up her remote and shut the TV off. "Now, what trouble have you been getting yourself into?''

 "It shows?"

 Mrs. Greenbaum took a comfortable sip of whiskey-laced tea. "Your suit's a mess." She leaned closer
and took a sniff. "Smells like smoke. Got a smudge on your cheek, a run in your stocking and fire in your
eyes. From the look in them, there's got to be a man involved."

 "The UPD could use you, Mrs. Greenbaum." Deborah sipped at the tea and absorbed the hot jolt. "I
was doing a little legwork. The building I was checking out blew up."

 The lively interest in Mrs. Greenbaum's eyes turned instantly to concern. "You're not hurt?"

 "No. Few bruises." They would match the ones she'd gotten the week before. "I guess my ego suffered
a little. I ran into Nemesis." Deborah hadn't mentioned her first encounter, because she was painfully
aware of her neighbor's passionate admiration for the man in black.

 Behind the thick frames, Mrs. Greenbaum's eyes bulged. "You actually saw him?"

 "I saw him, spoke to him and ended up being tossed to the concrete by him just before the building blew
up."

 "God." Lil pressed a hand to her heart. "That's even more romantic than when I met Mr. Greenbaum at
the Pentagon rally."

 "It had nothing to do with romance. The man is impossible, very likely a maniac and certainly
dangerous."

 "He's a hero." Mrs. Greenbaum shook a scarlet-tipped finger at Deborah. "You haven't learned to
recognize heroes yet. That's because we don't have enough of them today." She crossed her feet so that
Princess Di grinned up at Deborah. "So, what does he look like? The reports have all been mixed. One
day he's an eight-foot black man, another he's a pale-faced vampire complete with fangs. Just the other
day I read he was a small green woman with red eyes."

 "He's not a woman," Deborah muttered. She could remember, a bit too clearly, the feel of his body over
hers. "And I can't really say what he looks like. It was dark and most of his face was masked."
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 "Like Zorro?" Mrs. Greenbaum said hopefully.

 "No. Well, I don't know. Maybe." She gave a little sigh and decided to indulge her neighbor. "He's
six-one or six-two, I suppose, lean but well built."

 "What color is his hair?"

 "It was covered. I could see his jawline." Strong, tensed. "And his mouth." It had hovered for one long,
exciting moment over hers. "Nothing special," she said quickly, and gulped more tea.

 "Hmm." Mrs. Greenbaum had her own ideas. She'd been married and widowed twice, and in between
had enjoyed what she considered her fair share of affairs and romantic entanglements. She recognized the
signs. "His eyes? You can always tell the make of a man by his eyes. Though I'd rather look at his tush."
Deborah chuckled. "Dark."

 "Dark what?"

 "Just dark. He keeps to the shadows."

 "Slipping through the shadows to root out evil and protect the innocent. What's more romantic than
that?"

 "He's bucking the system."

 "My point exactly. It doesn't get bucked enough."

 "I'm not saying he hasn't helped a few people, but we have trained law enforcement officers to do that."
She frowned into her mug. There hadn't been any cops around either time she had needed help. They
couldn't be everywhere. And she probably could have handled both situations herself. Probably. She
used her last and ultimate argument. "He doesn't have any respect for the law."

 "I think you're wrong. I think he has great respect for it. He just interprets it differently than you do."
Again she patted Deborah's hand. "You're a good girl, Deborah, a smart girl, but you've trained yourself
to walk down a very narrow path. You should remember that this country was founded on rebellion. We
often forget, then we become fat and lazy until someone comes along and questions the status quo. We
need rebels, just as we need heroes. It would be a dull, sad world without them."

 "Maybe." Though she was far from convinced. "But we also need rules."

 "Oh, yes." Mrs. Greenbaum grinned. "We need rules. How else could we break them?"

 Gage kept his eyes closed as his driver guided the limo across town. Through the night after the
explosion and the day that followed, he had thought of a dozen reasons why he should cancel his date
with Deborah O'Roarke.

 They were all very practical, very logical, very sane reasons. To offset them had been only one
impractical, illogical and potentially insane reason.

 He needed her.
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 She was interfering with his work, both day and night. Since the moment he'd seen her, he hadn't been
able to think of anyone else. He'd used his vast network of computers to dig out every scrap of available
information on her. He knew she'd been born in Atlanta, twenty-five years before. He knew she had lost
her parents, tragically and brutally, at the age of twelve. Her sister had raised her, and together they had
hopscotched across the country. The sister worked in radio and was now station manager at KHIP in
Denver where Deborah had gone to college.

 Deborah had passed the bar the first time and had applied for a position in the D.A.'s office in Urbana,
where she had earned a reputation for being thorough, meticulous and ambitious.

 He knew she had had one serious love affair in college, but he didn't know what had ended it. She dated
a variety of men, none seriously.

 He hated the fact that that one last piece of information had given him tremendous relief.

 She was a danger to him. He knew it, understood it and seemed unable to avoid it. Even after their
encounter the night before when she had come within a hair's breadth of making him lose control—of his
temper and his desire—he wasn't able to shove her out of his mind.

 To go on seeing her was to go on deceiving her. And himself.

 But when the car pulled to the curb in front of her building, he got out, walked into the lobby and took
the elevator up to her floor.

 When Deborah heard the knock, she stopped pacing the living room. For the past twenty minutes she'd
been asking herself why she had agreed to go out with a man she barely knew. And one with a reputation
of being a connoisseur of women but married to his business.

 She'd fallen for the charm, she admitted, that smooth, careless charm with the hint of underlying danger.
Maybe she'd even been intrigued, and challenged, by his tendency to dominate. She stood for a moment,
hand on the knob. It didn't matter, she assured herself. It was only one evening, a simple dinner date. She
wasn't naive and wide-eyed, and expected no more than good food and intelligent conversation.

 She wore blue. Somehow he'd known she would. The deep midnight-blue silk of her dinner suit
matched her eyes. The skirt was snug and short, celebrating the length of long, smooth legs. The tailored,
almost mannish jacket made him wonder if she wore more silk, or simply her skin, beneath it. The lamp
she had left on beside the door caught the gleam of the waterfall of blue and white stones she wore at her
ears.

 The easy flattery he was so used to dispensing lodged in his throat. "You're prompt," he managed.

 "Always." She smiled at him. "It's like a vice." She closed the door behind her without inviting him in. It
seemed safer that way.

 A few moments later, she settled back in the limo and vowed to enjoy herself. "Do you always travel this
way?"

 "No. Just when it seems more convenient." Unable to resist, she slipped off her shoes and let her feet
sink into the deep pewter carpet. "I would. No hassling for cabs or scurrying to the subway."

 "But you miss a lot of life on, and under, the streets." She turned to him. In his dark suit and subtly
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striped tie he looked elegant and successful. There were burnished gold links at the cuffs of his white
shirt. "You're not going to tell me you ride the subway.'' He only smiled. "When it seems most convenient.
You don't believe that money should be used as an insulator against reality?''

 "No. No, I don't." But she was surprised he didn't. "Actually, I've never had enough to be tempted to try
it."

 "You wouldn't be." He contented himself, or tried, by toying with the ends of her hair. "You could have
gone into private practice with a dozen top firms at a salary that would have made your paycheck at the
D.A.'s office look like pin money. You didn't."

 She shrugged it off. "Don't think there aren't moments when I question my own sanity." Thinking it would
be safer to move to more impersonal ground, she glanced out the window. "Where are we going?"

 "To dinner."

 "I'm relieved to hear that since I missed lunch. I meant where."

 "Here." He took her hand as the limo stopped. They had driven to the very edge of the city, to the world
of old money and prestige. Here the sound of traffic was only a distant echo, and there was the light,
delicate scent of roses in bloom.

 Deborah stifled a gasp as she stepped onto the curb. She had seen pictures of his home. But it was
entirely different to be faced with it. It loomed over the street, spreading for half a block.

 It was Gothic in style, having been built by a philanthropist at the turn of the century. She'd read
somewhere that Gage had purchased it before he'd been released from the hospital.

 Towers and turrets rose up into the sky. High mullioned windows gleamed with the sun that was
lowering slowly in the west. Terraces jutted out, then danced around corners. The top story was
dominated by a huge curving glass where one could stand and look out over the entire city.

 "I see you take the notion that a man's home is his castle literally."

 "I like space, and privacy. But I decided to postpone the moat."

 With a laugh, she walked up to the carved doors at the entrance. "Would you like a tour before we eat?"

 "Are you kidding?" She hooked her arm through his. "Where do we start?"

 He led her through winding corridors, under lofty ceilings, into rooms both enormous and cramped. And
he couldn't remember enjoying his home more than now, seeing it through her eyes.

 There was a two-level library packed with books—from first editions to dog-eared paperbacks. Parlors
with curvy old couches and delicate porcelain. Ming vases, Tang horses, Lalique crystal and Mayan
pottery. Walls were done in rich, deep colors, offset by gleaming wood and Impressionist paintings.

 The east wing held a tropical greenery, an indoor pool and a fully equipped gymnasium with a separate
whirlpool and sauna. Through another corridor, up a curving staircase, there were bedrooms furnished
with four-posters or heavy carved headboards.
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 She stopped counting rooms.

 More stairs, then a huge office with a black marble desk and a wide sheer window that was growing
rosy with sundown. Computers silent and waiting.

 A music room, complete with a white grand piano and an old Wurlitzer jukebox. Almost dizzy, she
stepped into a mirrored ballroom and stared at her own multiplied reflection. Above, a trio of magnificent
chandeliers blazed with sumptuous light.

 "It's like something out of a movie," she murmured. "I feel as though I should be wearing a hooped skirt
and a powdered wig."

 "No." He touched her hair again. "I think it suits you just fine as it is."

 With a shake of her head, she stepped further inside, then went with impulse and turned three quick
circles. "It's incredible, really. Don't you ever get the urge to just come into this room and dance?"

 "Not until now." Surprising himself as much as her, he caught her around the waist and swung her into a
waltz.

 She should have laughed—have shot him an amused and flirtatious look and have taken the impulsive
gesture for what it was. But she couldn't. All she could do was stare up at him, stare into his eyes as he
spun her around and around the mirrored room.

 Her hand lay on his shoulder, her other caught firmly in his. Their steps matched, though she gave no
thought to them. She wondered, foolishly, if he heard the same music in his head that she did.

 He heard nothing but the steady give and take of her breathing. Never in his life could he remember
being so totally, so exclusively aware of one person. The way her long, dark lashes framed her eyes. The
subtle trace of bronze she had smudged on the lids. The pale, moist gloss of rose on her lips.

 Where his hand gripped her waist, the silk was warm from her body. And that body seemed to flow
with his, anticipating each step, each turn. Her hair fanned out, making him ache to let his hands dive into
it. Her scent floated around him, not quite sweet and utterly tempting. He wondered if he would taste it if
he pressed his lips to the long, white column of her throat.

 She saw the change in his eyes, the deepening, the darkening of them as desire grew. As her steps
matched his, so did her need. She felt it build and spread, like a living thing, until her body thrummed with
it. She leaned toward him, wondering.

 He stopped. For a moment they stood, reflected dozens and dozens of times. A man and a woman
caught in a tentative embrace, on the brink of something neither of them understood.

 She moved first, a cautious half-step in retreat. It was her nature to think carefully before making any
decision. His hand tightened on hers. For some reason she thought it was a warning.

 "I… my head's spinning."

 Very slowly his hand slipped away from her waist and the embrace was broken. "Then I'd better feed
you."
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 "Yes." She nearly managed to smile. "You'd better."

 They dined on sauteed shrimp flavored with orange and rosemary. Though he'd shown her the enormous
dining room with its heavy mahogany servers and sideboards, they took their meal in a small salon at a
table by a curved window. Between sips of champagne, they could watch the sunset over the city. On
the table, between them, were two slender white candles and a single red rose.

 "It's beautiful here," she commented. "The city. You can see all its possibilities, and none of its
problems."

 "Sometimes it helps to take a step back." He stared out at the city himself, then turned away as if
dismissing it. "Or else those problems can eat you alive."

 "But you're still aware of them. I know you donate a lot of money to the homeless and rehabilitation
centers, and other charities."

 "It's easy to give money away when you have more than you need."

 "That sounds cynical."

 "Realistic." His smile was cool and easy. "I'm a businessman, Deborah. Donations are tax deductible."

 She frowned, studying him. "It would be a great pity, I think, if people were only generous when it
benefited them."

 "Now you sound like an idealist."

 Riled, she tapped a finger against the champagne goblet. "That's the second time in a matter of days
you've accused me of that. I don't think I like it."

 "It wasn't meant as an insult, just an observation." He glanced up when Frank came in with individual
chocolate soufflés. "We won't need anything else tonight."

 The big man shrugged. "Okay."

 Deborah noted that Frank moved with a dancer's grace, an odd talent in a man who was big and bulky.
Thoughtful, she dipped a spoon into the dessert. "Is he your driver or your butler?" she asked.

 "Both. And neither." He topped off her wine. "You might say he's an associate from a former life."

 Intrigued, she lifted a brow. "Which means?"

 "He was a pickpocket I collared a time or two when I was a cop. Then he was my snitch. Now… he
drives my car and answers my door, among other things."

 She noted that Gage's fingers fit easily around the slender stem of the crystal glass. "It's hard to imagine
you working the streets."

 He grinned at her. "Yes, I suppose it is." He watched the way the candlelight flickered in her eyes. Last
night, he had seen the reflection of fire there, from the burning building and her own smothered desires.
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 "How long were you a cop?"

 "One night too long," he said flatly, then reached for her hand. "Would you like to see the view from the
roof?"

 "Yes, I would." She pushed back from the table, understanding that the subject of his past was a closed
book.

 Rather than the stairs, he took her up in a small smoked-glass elevator. "All the comforts," she said as
they started their ascent. "I'm surprised the place doesn't come equipped with a dungeon and secret
passageways."

 "Oh, but it does. Perhaps I'll show you… another time."

 Another time, she thought. Did she want there to be another time? It had certainly been a fascinating
evening, and with the exception of that moment of tension in the ballroom, a cordial one. Yet despite his
polished manners, she sensed something restless and dangerous beneath the tailored suit.

 That was what attracted her, she admitted. Just as that was what made her uneasy.

 "What are you thinking?"

 She decided it was best to be perfectly honest. "I was wondering who you were, and if I wanted to stick
around long enough to find out."

 The doors to the elevator whispered open, but he stayed where he was. "And do you?"

 "I'm not sure." She stepped out and into the topmost turret of the building. With a sound of surprise and
pleasure, she moved toward the wide curve of glass. Beyond it, the sun had set and the city was all
shadow and light. "It's spectacular." She turned to him, smiling. "Just spectacular."

 "It gets better." He pushed a button on the wall. Silently, magically, the curved glass parted. Taking her
hand, he led her onto the stone terrace beyond.

 Setting her palms on the stone railing, she leaned out into the hot wind that stirred the air. "You can see
the trees in City Park, and the river." Impatiently she brushed her blowing hair out of her eyes. "The
buildings look so pretty with their lights on." In the distance, she could see the twinkling lights of the
Dover Heights suspension bridge. They draped like a necklace of diamonds against the dark.

 "At dawn, when it's clear, the buildings are pearly gray and rose. And the sun turns all the glass into fire."

 She looked at him and the city he faced. "Is that why you bought the house, for the view?"

 "I grew up a few blocks from here. Whenever we walked in the park, my aunt would always point it out
to me. She loved this house. She'd been to parties here as a child—she and my mother. They had been
friends since childhood. I was the only child, for my parents, and then for my aunt and uncle. When I
came back and learned they were gone… well, I couldn't think of much of anything at first. Then I began
to think about this house. It seemed right that I take it, live in it."

 She laid a hand over his on the rail. "There's nothing more difficult, is there, than to lose people you love
and need?"
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 "No." When he looked at her, he saw that her eyes were dark and glowing with her own memories and
with empathy for his. He brought a hand to her face, skimming back her hair with his fingers, molding her
jawline with his palm. Her hand fluttered up to light on his wrist and trembled. Her voice was just as
unsteady.

 "I should go."

 "Yes, you should." But he kept his hand on her face, his eyes on hers as he shifted to trap her body
between his and the stone parapet. His free hand slid gently up her throat until her face was framed.
"Have you ever been compelled to take a step that you knew was a mistake? You knew, but you
couldn't stop."

 A haze was drifting over her mind, and she shook her head to clear it. "I—no. No, I don't like to make
mistakes." But she already knew she was about to make one. His palms were rough and warm against
her skin. His eyes were so dark, so intense. For a moment she blinked, assaulted by a powerful sense of
deja vu.

 But she'd never been here before, she assured herself as he skimmed his thumbs over the sensitive skin
under her jawline.

 "Neither do I."

 She moaned and shut her eyes, but he only brushed his lips over her brow. The light whisper of contact
shot a spear of reaction through her. In the hot night she shuddered while his mouth moved gently over
her temple.

 "I want you." His voice was rough and tense as his fingers tightened in her hair. Her eyes were open
again, wide and aware. In his she could see edgy desire. "I can barely breathe from wanting you. You're
my mistake, Deborah. The one I never thought I would make."

 His mouth came down on hers, hard and hungry, with none of the teasing seduction she had expected
and told herself she would have resisted. There was nothing of the smooth and sophisticated man she had
dined with here. This was the reckless and dangerous man she had caught only glimpses of.

 He frightened her. He fascinated her. He seduced her.

 With no hesitation, no caution, no thought, she responded, meeting power for power and need for need.

 She didn't feel the rough stone against her back, only the hard long length of him as his body pressed to
hers. She could taste the zing of wine on his tongue and something darker, the potent flavor of passion
barely in check. With a groan of pleasure, she pulled him closer until she could feel his heart thudding
against hers. Beat for beat.

 She was more than he had dreamed. All silk and scent and long limbs. Her mouth was heated, yielding
against his, then demanding. Her hands slid under his jacket, fingers flexing even as her head fell back in a
taunting surrender that drove him mad.

 A pulse hammered in her throat, enticing him to press his lips there and explore the new texture, the new
flavor, before he brought his mouth back to hers. With teeth he nipped, with tongue he soothed, pushing
them closer and closer to the edge of reason. He swallowed her gasp as he stroked his hands down her,
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seeking, cupping, molding.

 He felt her shudder, then his own before he forced himself to grip tight to a last thin line of control. Very
cautiously, like a man backing away from a sheer drop, he stepped away from her.

 Dazed, Deborah brought a hand to her head. Fighting to catch her breath, she stared at him. What kind
of power did he have, she wondered, that he could turn her from a sensible woman into a trembling
puddle of need?

 She turned, learning over the rail and gulping air as though it were water and she dying of thirst. "I don't
think I'm ready for you," she managed at length.

 "No. I don't think I'm ready for you, either. But there won't be any going back."

 She shook her head. Her palms were pressed so hard into the rail that the stone was biting her skin. "I'll
have to think about that."

 "Once you've turned certain corners, there's no place to go but forward."

 Calmer, she turned back to him. It was time, past time, to set the ground rules. For both of them. "Gage,
however it might appear after what just happened, I don't have affairs with men I hardly know."

 "Good." He, too, was calmer. His decision was made. "When we have ours, I want it to be exclusive."

 Her voice chilled. "Obviously I'm not making myself clear. I haven't decided if I want to be involved with
you, and I'm a long way from sure if I'd want that involvement to end up in bed."

 "You are involved with me." Reaching out, he cupped the back of her neck before she could evade.
"And we both want that involvement to end up in bed."

 Very deliberately, she reached up and removed his hand. "I realize you're used to women falling
obligingly at your feet. I have no intention of joining the horde. And I make up my own mind."

 "Should I kiss you again?"

 "No." She threw a hand up and planted it solidly against his chest. In an instant she was reminded of how
she had stood, just like this, with the man called Nemesis. The comparison left her shaken. "No. It was a
lovely evening, Gage." She took a long steadying breath. "I mean that. I enjoyed the company, the dinner
and… and the view. I'd hate to see you spoil it completely by being arrogant and argumentative."

 "It's not being either to accept the inevitable. I don't have to like it to accept it." Something flickered in
his eyes. "There is such a thing as destiny, Deborah. I had a long time to consider, and to come to terms
with that." His brows drew together in a frown as he looked at her. "God help both of us, but you're part
of mine." He looked back, then offered a hand. "I'll take you home."

 Chapter 4
 Contents-Prev |Next
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 Groaning, her eyes firmly shut, Deborah groped for the shrilling phone on her nightstand. She knocked
over a book, a brass candlestick and a notepad before she managed to snag the receiver and drag it
under the pillow.

 "Hello?"

 "O'Roarke?"

 She cleared her throat. "Yes."

 "Mitchell here. We've got a problem."

 "Problem?" She shoved the pillow off her head and squinted at her alarm clock. The only problem she
could see was that her boss was calling her at 6:15 a.m. "Has the Slagerman trial been postponed? I'm
scheduled for court at nine."

 "No. It's Parino."

 "Parino?" Scrubbing a hand over her face, she struggled to sit up. "What about him?"

 "He's dead."

 "Dead." She shook her head to clear her groggy brain. "What do you mean he's dead?"

 "As in doornail," Mitchell said tersely. "Guard found him about half an hour ago." .

 She wasn't groggy now, but was sitting ramrod straight, brain racing. "But—but how?"

 "Knifed. Looks like he went up to the bars to talk to someone, and they shoved a stiletto through his
heart."

 "Oh, God."

 "Nobody heard anything. Nobody saw anything," Mitchell said in disgust. "There was a note taped to
the bars. It said, 'Dead birds don't sing."

 "Somebody leaked that he was feeding us information."

 "And you can bet that I'm going to find out who. Listen, O'Roarke, we're not going to be able to muzzle
the press on this one. I figured you'd want to hear it from me instead of on the news during your morning
coffee."

 "Yeah." She pressed a hand to her queasy stomach. "Yeah, thanks. What about Santiago?"

 "No show yet. We've got feelers out, but if he's gone to ground, it might be a while before we dig him
up."

 "They'll be after him, too," she said quietly. "Whoever arranged for Parino to be murdered will be after
Ray Santiago."

 "Then we'll just have to find him first. You're going to have to shake this off," he told her. "I know it's a
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tough break all around, but the Slagerman case is your priority now. The guy's got himself a real slick
lawyer."

 "I can handle it."

 "Never figured otherwise. Give him hell, kid."

 "Yeah. Yeah, I will." Deborah hung up and stared blankly into space until her alarm went off at 6:30.

 "Hey! Hey, beautiful." Jerry Bower charged up the courthouse steps after Deborah. "Boy, that's
concentration," he panted when he finally snagged her arm and stopped her. "I've been calling you for half
a block."

 "Sorry. I'm due in court in fifteen minutes."

 He gave her a quick, smiling going-over. She'd pinned her hair back into a simple twist and wore pearl
buttons at her ears. Her red linen suit was severely tailored and still managed to show off each subtle
curve. The result was competent, professional and completely feminine.

 "If I was on the jury, I'd give you a guilty verdict before you finished your opening statement. You look
incredible."

 "I'm a lawyer," she said tightly. "Not Miss November."

 "Hey." He had to race up three more steps to catch her. "Hey, look, I'm sorry. That was a poorly
phrased compliment."

 She found a slippery hold on her temper. "No, I'm sorry. I'm a little touchy this morning."

 "I heard about Parino."

 With a grim nod, Deborah continued up the steps to the high carved doors of city courthouse. "News
travels fast."

 "He was a walking statistic, Deb. You can't let it get to you."

 "He deserved his day in court," she said as she crossed the marble floor of the lobby and started toward
a bank of elevators. "Even he deserved that. I knew he was afraid, but I didn't take it seriously enough."

 "Do you think it would have mattered?"

 "I don't know." It was that single question she would have to live with. "I just don't know."

 "Look, the mayor's got a tough schedule today. There's this dinner tonight, but I can probably slip out
before the brandy and cigar stage. How about a late movie?"

 "I'm lousy company, Jerry."

 "You know that doesn't matter."

 "It matters to me." A ghost of a smile touched her lips. "I'd bite your head off again and hate myself." She

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


stepped into the elevator.

 "Counselor." Jerry grinned and gave her a thumbs-up before the doors slid shut.

 The press was waiting for her on the fourth floor. Deborah had expected no less. Moving quickly, she
waded through them, dispensing curt answers and no comments.

 "Do you really expect to get a jury to convict a pimp for knocking around a couple of his girls?"

 "I always expect to win when I go into court."

 "Are you going to put the prostitutes on the stand?"

 "Former prostitutes," she corrected, and let the question go unanswered.

 "Is it true Mitchell assigned you to this case because you're a woman?''

 "The D.A. doesn't choose his prosecutors by their sex."

 "Do you feel responsible for the death of Carl Parino?''

 That stopped her on the threshold of the courtroom. She looked around and saw the reporter with curly
brown hair, hungry brown eyes and a sarcastic smirk. Chuck Wisner. She'd run foul of him before and
would again. In his daily column in theWorld, he preferred the sensational to the factual.

 "The D.A.'s office regrets that Carl Parino was murdered and not allowed his day in court."

 In a quick, practiced move, he blocked her way. "But do you feel responsible? After all, you're the one
who turned the deal."

 She choked back the urge to defend herself and met his eyes levelly. "We're all responsible, Mr. Wisner.
Excuse me."

 He simply shifted, crowding her back from the door. "Any more encounters with Nemesis? What can
you tell us about your personal experiences with the city's newest hero?"

 She could feel her temper begin to fray, strand by strand. Worse, she knew that was exactly what he
was hoping for. "Nothing that could compete with your fabrications. Now if you'll move aside, I'm busy."

 "Not too busy to socialize with Gage Guthrie. Are you and he romantically involved? It makes a wild
kind of triangle, doesn't it? Nemesis, you, Guthrie."

 "Get a life, Chuck," she suggested, then elbowed him aside.

 She barely had enough time to settle behind the prosecutor's table and open her briefcase when the jury
filed in. She and the defense counsel had taken two days to select them, and she was satisfied with the
mix of genders and races and walks of life. Still, she would have to convince those twelve men and
women that a couple of prostitutes deserved justice.

 Turning slightly, she studied the two women in the first row. They had both followed her instructions and
dressed simply, with a minimum of makeup and hair spray. She knew they were on trial today, as much
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as the man charged with assault and battery. They huddled together, two young, pretty women who
might have been mistaken for college students. Deborah sent them a reassuring smile before she shifted
again.

 James P. Slagerman sat at the defense table. He was thirty-two, dashingly blond and handsome in a
dark suit and tie. He looked precisely like what he claimed he was, a young executive. His escort service
was perfectly legitimate. He paid his taxes, contributed to charity and belonged to the Jaycees.

 It would be Deborah's primary job to convince the jury that he was no different than a street pimp,
taking his cut from the sale of a woman's body. Until she did that, she had no hope of convicting him on
assault.

 As the bailiff announced the judge, the courtroom rose.

 Deborah kept her opening statement brief, working the jury, dispensing facts. She didn't attempt to
dazzle them. She was already aware that this was the defense counsel's style. Instead, she would
underplay, drawing their attention with the contrast of simplicity.

 She began her direct examination by calling the doctor who had attended Marjorie Lovitz. With a few
brief questions she established the extent of Marjorie's injuries on the night she and Suzanne McRoy had
been brought into Emergency. She wanted the jury to hear of the broken jaw, the blackened eyes, the
cracked ribs, even before she entered the photographs taken of the women that night into evidence.

 She picked her way slowly, carefully through the technicalities, doctors, ambulance attendants,
uniformed cops, social workers. She weathered her opponent's parries. By the noon recess, she had laid
her groundwork.

 She hustled Marjorie and Suzanne into a cab and took them across town for lunch and a last briefing.

 "Do I have to go on the stand today, Miss O'Roarke?" Marjorie fidgeted in her seat and ate nothing.
Though her bruises had faded over the weeks since the beating, her jaw still tended to ache. "Maybe
what the doctors and all said was enough, and Suzanne and I won't have to testify."

 "Marjorie." She laid a hand over the girl's and found it ice-cold and trembly. "They'll listen to the
doctors, and they'll look at the pictures. They'll believe you and Suzanne were beaten. But it's you, both
of you, who will convince them that Slagerman was the one who did it, that he is not the nice young
businessman he pretends to be. Without you, he'll walk away and do it again."

 Suzanne bit her lip. "Jimmy says he's going to get off anyway. That people will know we're whores, even
though you helped us get regular jobs. He says when it's over he's going to find us, and hurt us real bad."

 "When did he say that?"

 "He called last night." Marjorie's eyes filled with tears. "He found out where we're living and he called.
He said he was going to mess us up." She wiped at a tear with the heel of her hand. "He said he was
going to make us wish we'd never started this. I don't want him to hurt me again."

 "He won't. I can't help you unless you help me. Unless you trust me."

 For the next hour, she talked, soothing, bullying, cajoling and promising. At two o'clock, both frightened
women were back in court.
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 "The State calls Marjorie Lovitz," Deborah announced, and flicked a cool glance at Slagerman.

 Gage slipped into the courtroom just as she called her first witness for the afternoon session. He'd had to
cancel two meetings in order to be there. The need to see her had been a great deal stronger than the
need to hear quarterly reports. It had been, Gage admitted, stronger than any need he had ever
experienced.

 For three days he'd kept his distance. Three very long days.

 Life was often a chess match, he thought. And you took what time you needed to work out your next
move. He chose a seat in the rear of the courtroom and settled back to watch her work.

 "How old are you, Marjorie?" Deborah asked.

 "Twenty-one."

 "Have you always lived in Urbana?"

 "No, I grew up in Pennsylvania."

 With a few casual questions, she helped Marjorie paint a picture of her background, the poverty, the
unhappiness, the parental abuse.

 "When did you come to the city?''

 "About four years ago."

 "When you were seventeen. Why did you come?"

 "I wanted to be an actress. That sounds pretty dumb, but I used to be in plays in school. I thought it
would be easy."

 "Was it?"

 "No. No, it was hard. Real hard. Most of the time I didn't even get to audition, you know? And I ran out
of money. I got a job waiting tables part-time, but it wasn't enough. They turned off the heat, and the
lights."

 "Did you ever think of going home?''

 "I couldn't. My mother said if I took off then she was done with me. And I guess I thought, I still thought
I could do okay, if I just got a break."

 "Did you get one?"

 "I thought I did. This guy came into the grill where I worked. We got kind of friendly, talking, you know.
I told him how I was an actress. He said he'd known it as soon as he'd seen me, and what was I doing
working in a dump like that when I was so pretty, and so talented. He told me he knew lots of people,
and that if I came to work for him, he'd introduce me. He gave me a business card and everything."
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 "Is the man you met that night in the courtroom, Marjorie?"

 "Sure, it was Jimmy." She looked down quickly at her twisting fingers. "Jimmy Slagerman."

 "Did you go to work for him?"

 "Yeah. I went the next day to his offices. He had a whole suite, all these desks and phones and leather
chairs. A real nice place, uptown. He called it Elegant Escorts. He said I could make a hundred dollars a
night just by going to dinner and parties with these businessmen. He even bought me clothes, pretty
clothes and had my hair done and everything."

 "And for this hundred dollars a night, all you had to do was go to dinner or parties?"

 "That's what he told me, at first."

 "And did that change?"

 "After a while… he took me out to nice restaurants and places. Dress rehearsals, he called them. He
bought me flowers and…"

 "Did you have sex with him?"

 "Objection. Irrelevant."

 "Your Honor, the witness's relationship, her physical relationship with the defendant is very relevant."

 "Overruled. You'll answer the question, Miss Lovitz."

 "Yes. I went to bed with him. He treated me so nice. After, he gave me money—for the bills, he said."

 "And you accepted it?"

 "Yes. I guess I knew what was going on. I knew, but I pretended I didn't. A few days later, he told me
he had a customer for me. He said I was to dress up real nice, and go out to dinner with this man from
D.C."

 "What Instructions were you given by Mr. Slagerman?"

 "He said, 'Marjorie, you're going to have to earn that hundred dollars.' I said I knew that, and he told me
I was going to have to be real nice to this guy. I said I would."

 "Did Mr. Slagerman define 'nice' for you, Marjorie?" She hesitated, then looked down at her hands
again. "He said I was to do whatever I was told. That if the guy wanted me to go back to his hotel after, I
had to go or I wouldn't get my money. It was all acting, he said. I acted like I enjoyed the guy's
company, like I was attracted to him, and I acted like I had a great time in bed with him."

 "Did Mr. Slagerman specifically tell you that you would be required to have sex with this customer?"

 "He said it was part of the job, the same as smiling at bad jokes. And if I was good at it, he'd introduce
me to this director he knew."
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 "And you agreed?"

 "He made it sound okay. Yes."

 "And were there other occasions when you agreed to exchange sex for money in your capacity as an
escort for Mr. Slagerman's firm?"

 "Objection."

 "I'll rephrase." She flicked a glance at the jury. "Did you continue in Mr. Slagerman's employ?"

 "Yes, ma'am."

 "For how long?"

 "Three years."

 "And were you satisfied with the arrangement?"

 "I don't know."

 "You don't know if you were satisfied?"

 "I got used to the money," Marjorie said, painfully honest. "And after a while you get so you can forget
what you're doing, if you think about something else when it's going on."

 "And was Mr. Slagerman happy with you?''

 "Sometimes." Fearful, she looked up at the judge. "Sometimes he'd get real mad, at me or one of the
other girls."

 "There were other girls?"

 "About a dozen, sometimes more."

 "And what did he do when he got mad?"

 "He'd smack you around."

 "You mean he'd hit you?"

 "He'd just go crazy and—"

 "Objection."

 "Sustained."

 "Did he ever strike you, Marjorie?"

 "Yes."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 Deborah let the simplicity of the answer hang over the jury. "Will you tell me the events that took place
on the night of February 25 of this year?"

 As she'd been instructed, Marjorie kept her eyes on Deborah and didn't let them waver back to
Slagerman. "I had a job, but I got sick. The flu or something. I had a fever and my stomach was really
upset. I couldn't keep anything down. Suzanne came over to take care of me."

 "Suzanne?"

 "Suzanne McRoy. She worked for Jimmy, too, and we got to be friends. I just couldn't get up and go to
work, so Suzanne called Jimmy to tell him." Her hands began to twist in her lap. "I could hear her arguing
with him over the phone, telling him I was sick. Suzanne said he could come over and see for himself if he
didn't believe her."

 "And did he come over?"

 "Yes." The tears started, big silent drops that cruised down her cheeks. "He was really mad. He was
yelling at Suzanne, and she was yelling back, telling him I was really sick, that I had a fever like a hundred
and two. He said—" She licked her lips. "He said we were both lazy, lying sluts. I heard something crash
and she was crying. I got up, but I was dizzy." She rubbed the heel of her hands under her eyes, smearing
mascara. "He came into the bedroom. He knocked me down."

 "You mean he bumped into you?"

 "No, he knocked me down. Backhanded me, you know?"

 "Yes. Go on."

 "Then he told me to get my butt up and get dressed. He said the customer had asked for me, I was
going to do it. He said all I had to do was lie on my back and close my eyes anyway." She fumbled for a
tissue, blew her nose. "I told him I was sick, that I couldn't do it. He was yelling and throwing things.
Then he said he'd show me how it felt to be sick. And he started hitting me."

 "Where did he hit you?"

 "Everywhere. In the face, in the stomach. Mostly my face. He just wouldn't stop."

 "Did you call for help?"

 "I couldn't. I couldn't hardly breathe."

 "Did you try to defend yourself?''

 "I tried to crawl away, but he kept coming after me, kept hitting me. I passed out. When I woke up,
Suzanne was there, and her face was all bloody. She called an ambulance."

 Gently Deborah continued to question. When she took her seat at the prosecutor's table, she prayed that
Marjorie would hold up under cross-examination.

 After almost three hours on the witness stand, Marjorie was pale and shaky. Despite the defense
counselor's attempt to destroy her character, she stepped down looking young and vulnerable.
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 And it was that picture, Deborah thought with satisfaction, that would remain in the jury's mind.

 "Excellent job, Counselor."

 Deborah turned her head and, with twin pricks of annoyance and pleasure, glanced up at Gage. "What
are you doing here?"

 "Watching you work. If I ever need a lawyer…"

 "I'm a prosecutor, remember?" He smiled. "Then I'll just have to make sure I don't get caught breaking
the law." When she stood, he took her hand. A casual gesture, even a friendly one. She couldn't have
said why it seemed so possessive. "Can I offer you a lift? Dinner, dessert? A quiet evening?"

 And she'd said he wouldn't tempt her again. Fat chance. "I'm sorry, I have something to do."

 Tilting his head, he studied her. "I think you mean it."

 "I do have work."

 "No, I mean that you're sorry."

 His eyes were so deep, so warm, she nearly sighed. "Against my better judgment, I am." She started out
of the courtroom into the hall.

 "Just the lift then."

 She sent him a quick, exasperated look over her shoulder. "Didn't I tell you once how I felt about
persistent men?''

 "Yes, but you had dinner with me anyway."

 She had to laugh. After all the tense hours in court, it was a relief. "Well, since my car's in the shop, I
could use a lift."

 He stepped into the elevator with her. "It's a tough case you've taken on here. And a reputation maker."

 Her eyes cooled. "Really?"

 "You're getting national press."

 "I don't take cases for clippings." Her voice was as frigid as her eyes.

 "If you're going to be in for the long haul, you'll have to develop a thicker skin."

 "My skin's just fine, thanks."

 "I noticed." Relaxed, he leaned back against the wall. "I think anyone who knows you realizes the press
is a by-product, not the purpose. You're making a point here, that no one, no matter who or what they
are, should be victimized. I hope you win."
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 She wondered why it should have unnerved her that he understood precisely what she was reaching for.
"I will win."

 She stepped out of the elevator into the marble lobby.

 "I like your hair that way," he commented, pleased to see he'd thrown her off. "Very cool, very
competent. How many pins would I have to pull out to have it fall loose?"

 "I don't think that's—"

 "Relevant?" he supplied. "It is to me. Everything about you is, since I don't seem to be able to stop
thinking about you."

 She kept walking quickly. It was typical, she imagined, that he would say such things to a woman in a
lobby swarming with people—and make her feel as though they were completely alone. "I'm sure you've
managed to keep busy. I noticed a picture of you in this morning's paper—there was a blonde attached
to your arm. Candidate Tarrington's dinner party." She set her teeth when he kept smiling. "You switch
your allegiances quickly, politically speaking."

 "I have no allegiances, politically speaking. I was interested to hear what Fields's opposition had to say. I
was impressed."

 She remembered the lush blonde in the skinny black dress. "I bet."

 This time he grinned. "I'm sorry you weren't there."

 "I told you before I don't intend to be part of a horde." At the wide glass doors, she stopped, braced.
"Speaking of hordes." Head up, she walked into the crowd of reporters waiting on the courthouse steps.

 They fired questions. She fired answers. Still, as annoyed as she was with him, she was grateful to see
Gage's big black limo with its hulk of a driver waiting at the curb.

 "Mr. Guthrie, what's your interest in this case?"

 "I enjoy watching justice at work."

 "You enjoy watching gorgeous D.A.s at work." Wisner pushed his way through his associates to shove a
recorder into Gage's face. "Come on, Guthrie, what's happening between you and Darling Deb?"

 Hearing her low snarl, Gage put a warning hand on Deborah's arm and turned to the reporter. "I know
you, don't I?"

 Wisner smirked. "Sure. We ran into each other plenty in those bad old days when you worked for the
city instead of owning it."

 "Yeah. Wisner." He summed the man up with one quick, careless look. "Maybe my memory's faulty, but
I don't recall you being as big a jerk then as you are now." He bundled a chuckling Deborah into the
limo.

 "Nicely done," she said.
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 "I'll have to consider buyingThe World, just to have the pleasure of firing him."

 "I have to admire the way you think." With a sigh, she slipped out of her shoes and shut her tired eyes.
She could get used to traveling this way, she thought. Big cushy seats and Mozart playing softly in the
speakers. A pity it wasn't reality. "My feet are killing me. I'm going to have to buy a pedometer to see
how many miles I put in during an average day in court."

 "Will you come home with me if I promise you a foot massage?"

 She opened one eye. He'd be good at it, she thought. At massaging a woman's foot—or anything else
that happened to ache. "No." She shut her eye again. "I have to get back to my office. And I'm sure there
are plenty of other feet you can rub."

 Gage opened the glass long enough to give Frank their destination. "Is that what concerns you? The
other… feet in my life?"

 She hated the fact that it did. "They're your business."

 "I like yours. Your feet, your legs, your face. And everything in between."

 She ignored, tried to ignore, the quick frisson of response. "Do you always try to seduce women in the
back of limos?''

 "Would you prefer someplace else?"

 She opened both eyes. Some things, she thought, were better handled face-to-face. "Gage, I've done
some thinking about this situation."

 His mouth curved charmingly. "Situation?"

 "Yes." She didn't chose to call it a relationship. "I'm not going to pretend I'm not attracted to you, or that
I'm not flattered you seem to be attracted to me. But—"

 "But?" He picked up her hand, rubbed his lips over her knuckles. The skin there smelled as fresh and
clear as rainwater.

 "Don't." Her breath caught when he turned her hand over to press a slow, warm kiss in the palm. "Don't
do that."

 "I love it when you're cool and logical, Deborah. It makes me crazy to see how quickly I can make you
heat up." He brushed his lips over her wrist and felt the fast thud of her pulse. "You were saying?''

 Was she? What woman could be cool and logical when he was looking at her? Touching her. She
snatched her hand away, reminding herself that was precisely the problem. "I don't want this—situation to
go any further, for several good reasons."

 "Mmm-hmm."

 She knocked his hand away when he began to toy with the pearl at her ear. "I mean it. I realize you're
used to picking and discarding women like poker chips, but I'm not interested. So ante up with someone
else."
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 Yes, she was heating up nicely. "That's a very interesting metaphor. I could say that there are some
winnings I prefer to hold on to rather than gamble with."

 Firing up, she turned to him. "Let's get this straight. I'm not this week's prize. I have no intention of being
Wednesday's brunette following Tuesday's blonde."

 "So, we're back to those feet again."

 "You might consider it a joke, but I take my life, personally and professionally, very seriously."

 "Maybe too seriously."

 She stiffened. "That's my business. The bottom line here is that I'm not interested in becoming one of
your conquests. I'm not interested in becoming tangled up with you in any way, shape or form." She
glanced over when the limo glided to the curb. "And this is my stop." He moved quickly, surprising them
both, dragging her across the seat so that she lay across his lap. "I'm going to see to it that you're so
tangled up you'll never pull free." Hard and sure, his mouth met hers.

 She didn't struggle. She didn't hesitate. Every emotion she had felt along the drive had been honed down
to one: desire. Irrevocable. Instantaneous. Irresistible. Her fingers dived into his hair as her mouth moved
restless and hungry under his.

 She wanted, as she had never wanted before. Never dreamed of wanting. The ache of it was so huge it
left no room for reason. The lightness of it was so clear it left no room for doubt. There was only the
moment—and the taking.

 He wasn't patient as he once had been. Instead, his mouth was fevered as it raced over her face,
streaked down her throat. With an urgent murmur, she pulled his lips back to hers.

 Never before had he known anyone who had matched his needs so exactly. There was a fire burning in
her, and he had only to touch to make it leap and spark. He'd known desire before, but not this gnawing,
tearing desperation.

 He wanted to drag her down on the seat, pull and tug at that slim, tidy suit until she was naked and
burning beneath him.

 But he also wanted to give her comfort and compassion and love. He would have to wait until she was
ready to accept it.

 With real regret, he gentled his hands and drew her away. "You're everything I want," he told her. "And
I've learned to take what I want."

 Her eyes were wide. As the passion faded from them, it was replaced by a dazed fear that disturbed
him. "It's not right," she whispered. "It's not right that you should be able to do this to me."

 "No, it's not right for either of us. But it's real."

 "I won't be controlled by my emotions."

 "We all are."
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 "Not me." Shaky, she reached down for her shoes. "I've got to go."

 He reached across her to unlatch the door. "You will belong to me."

 She shook her head. "I have to belong to myself first." Climbing out, she bolted.

 Gage watched her retreat before he opened his fisted hand. He counted six hairpins and smiled.

 Deborah spent the evening with Suzanne and Marjorie in their tiny apartment. Over the Chinese takeout
she'd supplied, she discussed the case with them. It helped, pouring herself into her work helped. It left
little time to brood about Gage and her response to him. A response that worried her all the more since
she had felt much the same stunning sexual pull toward another man.

 Because she wanted to turn to both, she couldn't turn to either. It was a matter of ethics. To Deborah,
when a woman began to doubt her ethics, she had to doubt everything.

 It helped to remind herself that there were things she could control. Her work, her life-style, her
ambitions. Tonight she hoped to do something to control the outcome of the case she was trying.

 Each time the phone rang, she answered it herself while Marjorie and Suzanne sat on the sofa, hands
clutched. On the fifth call, she hit pay dirt.

 "Marjorie?"

 She took a chance. "No."

 "Suzanne, you bitch."

 Though a grim smile touched her lips, she made her voice shake. "Who is this?"

 "You know damn well who it is. It's Jimmy."

 "I'm not supposed to talk to you."

 "Fine. Just listen. If you think I messed you up before, it's nothing to what I'm going to do to you if you
testify tomorrow. You little slut, I picked you up off the street where you were earning twenty a trick and
set you up with high rolling Johns. I own you, and don't you forget it. Do yourself a favor, Suze, tell that
tight-assed D.A. that you've changed your mind, that you and Marjorie lied about everything. Otherwise,
I'll hurt you, real bad. Understand?"

 "Yes." She hung up and stared at the phone. "Oh, yeah. I understand." Deborah turned to Marjorie and
Suzanne. "Keep your door locked tonight and don't go out. He doesn't know it yet, but he just hanged
himself."

 Pleased with herself, she left them. It had taken a great deal of fast talking to get a tap on Marjorie and
Suzanne's line. And it would take more to subpoena Slagerman's phone records. But she would do it.
When Slagerman took the stand in a few days, both he and his defense counsel were in for a surprise.

 She decided to walk a few blocks before trying to hunt up a cab. The night was steamy. Even the
buildings were sweating. Across town there was a cool room, a cool shower, a cool drink waiting. But
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she didn't want to go home, alone, yet. Alone it would be too easy to think about her life. About Gage.

 She had lost control in his arms in the afternoon. That was becoming a habit she didn't care for. It wasn't
possible to deny that she was attracted to him. More, pulled toward him in a basic, almost primitive way
that was all but impossible to resist.

 Yet, she also felt something, a very strong something, for a man who wore a mask.

 How could she, who had always prized loyalty, fidelity, above all else, have such deep and dramatic
feelings for two different men?

 She hoped she could blame her own physicality. To want a man wasn't the same as to need one. She
wasn't ready to need one, much less two.

 What she needed was control, over her emotions, her life, her career. For too much of her life she had
been a victim of circumstance. Her parents' tragic deaths, and the depthless well of fear and grief that had
followed it. The demands of her sister's job that had taken them both from city to city to city.

 Now she was making her own mark, in her own way, in her own time. For the past eighteen months she
had worked hard, with a single-minded determination to earn and deserve the reputation as a strong and
honest representative of the justice system. All she had to do was keep moving forward on the same
straight path.

 As she stepped into the shadows of the World Building, she heard someone whisper her name. She
knew that voice, had heard it in her dreams—dreams she'd refused to acknowledge.

 He seemed to flow out of the dark, a shadow, a silhouette, then a man. She could see his eyes, the
gleam of them behind the mask. The longing came so quickly, so strongly, she nearly moaned aloud.

 And when he took her hand to draw her into the shadows, she didn't resist.

 "You seem to be making it a habit to walk the streets at night alone."

 "I had work." Automatically she pitched her voice low to match his. "Are you following me?"

 He didn't answer, but his fingers curled around hers in a way that spoke of possession.

 "What do you want?"

 "It's dangerous for you." She'd left her hair down, he saw, so that it flowed around her shoulders. "Those
who murdered Parino will be watching you." He felt her pulse jump, but not with fear. He recognized the
difference between fear and excitement.

 "What do you know about Parino?"

 "They won't be bothered by the fact you're a woman, not if you're in their way. I don't want to see you
hurt."

 Unable to help herself, she leaned toward him. "Why?"

 As helpless as she, he lifted both of her hands to his lips. He clutched them there, his grip painfully tight.
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His eyes met hers over them. "You know why."

 "It isn't possible." But she didn't, couldn't step away when he brushed a hand over her hair. "I don't
know who you are. I don't understand what you do."

 "Sometimes neither do I."

 She wanted badly to step into his arms, to learn what it was like to be held by him, to have his mouth hot
on hers. But there were reasons, she told herself as she held back. Too many reasons. She had to be
strong, strong enough not only to resist him, but to use him.

 "Tell me what you know. About Parino, about his murder. Let me do my job."

 "Leave it alone. That's all I have to tell you."

 "You know something. I can see it." With a disgusted breath, she stepped back. She needed the
distance, enough of it so that she could hear her brain and remember that she was an officer of the court
and he a wrench in the system in which she believed fervently. "It's your duty to tell me."

 "I know my duty."

 She tossed back her hair. Attracted to him? Hell, no, she was infuriated by him. "Sure, skulking around
shadows, dispensing your own personal sense of justice when and where the whim strikes. That's not
duty, Captain Bonehead, it's ego." When he didn't respond, she let out a hiss of breath and stepped
toward him again. "I could bring you up on charges for withholding information. This is police business,
D.A.'s business, not a game."

 "No, it isn't a game." His voice remained low, but she thought she caught hints of both amusement and
annoyance. "But it has pawns. I wouldn't like to see you used as one."

 "I can take care of myself."

 "So you continue to say. You're out of your league this time, Counselor. Leave it alone." He stepped
back.

 "Just hold on." She rushed forward, but he was gone. "Damn it, I wasn't finished arguing with you."
Frustrated, she kicked the side of the building, missing his shin by inches. "Leave it alone," she muttered.
"Not on your life."

 Chapter 5
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Dripping, swearing, Deborah rushed toward the door. Knocks at 6:45 a.m. were the same as phone
calls at three in the morning. They spelled trouble. When she opened the door and found Gage, she knew
her instincts had been on target.

 "Get you out of the shower?" he asked her.
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 She pushed an impatient hand through her wet hair. "Yes. What do you want?"

 "Breakfast." Without waiting for an invitation, he strolled inside. "Very nice," he decided.

 She'd used the soft cream of ivory with slashes of color—emerald, crimson, sapphire—in the upholstery
of the low sofa, in the scatter of rugs on the buffed wood floor. He noted, too, that she had left a damp
trail on that same floor.

 "Looks like I'm about five minutes early."

 Realizing the belt of her robe was loose, she snapped it tight. "No, you're not, because you shouldn't be
here at all. Now—"

 But he cut her off with a long, hard kiss. "Mmm, you're still wet."

 She was surprised the water wasn't steaming off her. Surprised with the sudden urge that poured through
her just to lay her head against his shoulder. "Look, I don't have time for this. I have to be in court—"

 "In two hours," he said with a nod. "Plenty of time for breakfast."

 "If you think I'm going to fix you breakfast, you're doomed to disappointment.''

 "I wouldn't dream of it." He skimmed a glance down her short silky robe. The single embrace had made
him achingly aware that she wore nothing else. "I like you in blue. You should always wear blue."

 "I appreciate the fashion advice, but—" She broke off when another knock sounded.

 "I'll get it," he offered.

 "I can answer my own door." She stomped over to it, her temper fraying. She was never at her best in
the morning, even when she only had herself to deal with. "I'd like to know who hung out the sign that
said I was having an open house this morning." Wrenching the door open, she was confronted by a
white-jacketed waiter pushing an enormous tray.

 "Ah, that would be breakfast. Over by the window, I think," Gage said, gesturing the waiter in. "The lady
likes a view."

 "Yes, sir, Mr. Guthrie."

 Deborah set her hands on her hips. It was difficult to take a stand before seven in the morning, but it had
to be done. "Gage, I don't know what you're up to, but it isn't going to work. I've tried to make my
position clear, and at the moment, I don't have the time or the inclination… is that coffee?"

 "Yes." Smiling, Gage lifted the big silver pot and poured a cup. The scent of it seduced her. "Would you
like some?"

 Her mouth moved into a pout. "Maybe."

 "You should like this blend." Crossing to her, he held the cup under her nose. "It's one of my personal
favorites."
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 She sipped, shut her eyes. "You don't play fair."

 "No."

 She opened her eyes to study the waiter, who moved briskly about his business. "What else is there?"

 "Shirred eggs, grilled ham, croissants, orange juice—fresh, of course."

 "Of course." She hoped she wasn't drooling.

 "Raspberries and cream."

 "Oh." She folded her tongue inside her mouth to keep it from hanging out.

 "Would you like to sit?"

 She wasn't a weak woman, Deborah assured herself of that. But there were rich and wonderful smells
filling her living room. "I guess." Giving up, she took one of the ladder-back chairs the waiter had pulled
up to the table.

 Gage passed the waiter a bill and gave him instructions to pick up the dishes in an hour. She couldn't
bring herself to complain when Gage topped off her cup. .

 "I suppose I should ask what brought all this on."

 "I wanted to see what you looked like in the morning." He poured juice out of a crystal pitcher. "This
seemed like the best way. For now." He toasted her with his cup, his eyes lingering on her face, free of
makeup and unframed by her slicked-back hair. "You're beautiful."

 "And you're charming." She touched the petals of the red rose beside her plate. "But that doesn't change
anything." Thoughtful, she tapped a finger on the peach-colored cloth. "Still, I don't see any reason to let
all this food go to waste."

 "You're a practical woman." He'd counted on it. "It's one of the things I find most attractive about you."

 "I don't see what's attractive about being practical." She cut a small slice of ham and slipped it between
her lips. His stomach muscles tightened.

 "It can be… very attractive."

 She did her best to ignore the tingles sprinting through her system and concentrate on a safer kind of
hunger. "Tell me, do you always breakfast this extravagantly?"

 "When it seems appropriate." He laid a hand over hers. "Your eyes are shadowed. Didn't you sleep
well?"

 She thought of the long and restless night behind her. "No, didn't."

 "The case?"

 She only shrugged. Her insomnia had had nothing to do with the case and everything to do with the man
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she had met in the shadows.

 Yet now she was here, just as fascinated with, just as frustrated by the man she sat with in the sunlight.

 "Would you like to talk about it?"

 She glanced up. In his eyes she saw patience, understanding and something beneath it all she knew
would burn to the touch. "No." Cautious, she drew her hand away again.

 He found himself enjoying the not-so-subtle pursuit and retreat. "You work too hard."

 "I do what I have to do. What about you? I don't even know what you do, not really."

 "Buy and sell, attend meetings, read reports."

 "I'm sure it's more complicated than that."

 "And often more boring."

 "That's hard to believe."

 Steam and fragrance erupted when he broke open a flaky croissant. "I build things, buy things."

 She wouldn't be put off that easily. "Such as?"

 He smiled at her. "I own this building."

 "Trojan Enterprises owns this building."

 "Right. I own Trojan."

 "Oh."

 Her reaction delighted him. "Most of the Guthrie money came from real estate, and that's still the basis.
We've diversified quite a bit over the past ten years. So, one branch handles the shipping, another the
mining, another the manufacturing."

 "I see." He wasn't an ordinary man, she thought. Then again she didn't seem to be attracted to ordinary
men lately. "You're a long way from the twenty-fifth."

 "Yeah." A shadow flickered into his eyes. "Looks that way." He lifted a spoonful of berries and cream
and offered it.

 Deborah let the fruit lie on her tongue a moment. "Do you miss it?"

 He knew if he kissed her now she would taste sharp, fresh, alive. "I don't let myself miss it. There's a
difference."

 "Yes." She understood. It was the same way she didn't let herself miss her family, those who were gone
and those who were so many miles away.
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 "You're very appealing when you're sad, Deborah." He trailed finger over the back of her hand. "In fact,
irresistible."

 "I'm not sad."

 "You are irresistible."

 "Don't start." She made a production out of pouring more coffee. "Can I ask you a business question?"

 "Sure."

 "If the owner, or owners, of a particular piece of property didn't want that ownership publicized, could
they hide it?"

 "Easily. Bury it in paper corporations, in different tax numbers. One corporation owns another, another
owns that, and so on. Why?"

 But she leaned forward, waving his question aside. "How difficult would it be to track down the actual
owners?"

 "That would depend on how much trouble they'd gone to, and how much reason they had to keep their
names off the books."

 "If someone was determined enough, and patient enough, those names could be found?"

 "Eventually. If you found the common thread."

 "Common thread?"

 "A name, a number, a place. Something that would pop up over and over." He would have been
concerned by her line of questioning if he hadn't been one step ahead of her. Still, it was best to be
cautious. "What are you up to, Deborah?"

 "My job."

 Very carefully, he set his cup back in its saucer. "Does this have anything to do with Parino?"

 Her eyes sharpened. "What do you know about Parino?"

 "I still have contacts at the twenty-fifth. Don't you have enough to do with the Slagerman trial?"

 "I don't have the luxury of working on one case at a time."

 "This is one you shouldn't be working on at all."

 "Excuse me?" Her tone had dropped twenty degrees.

 "It's dangerous. The men who had Parino murdered are dangerous. You don't have any idea what you're
playing with."

 "I'm not playing."
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 "No, and neither are they. They're well protected, and well-informed. They'll know what your next move
is before you do." His eyes darkened, seemed to turn inward. "If they see you as an obstacle, they'll
remove you, very quickly, very finally."

 "How do you know so much about the men who killed Parino?"

 He brought himself back. "I was a cop, remember? This isn't something you should be involved in. I
want you to turn it over to someone else."

 "That's ridiculous."

 He gripped her hand before she could spring up. "I don't want you hurt."

 "I wish people would stop saying that to me." Pulling her hand away, she rose. "This is my case, and it's
going to stay mine."

 His eyes darkened, but he remained seated. "Ambition is another attractive trait, Deborah. Until you let it
blind you."

 She turned back to him slowly, fury shimmering around her. "All right, part of it is ambition. But that's not
all of it, not nearly. I believe in what I do, Gage, and in my ability to do it well. It started out with a kid
named Rico Mendez. He wasn't a pillar of the community. In fact, he was a petty thief who had already
done time, and would have done more. But he was gunned down while standing on a street corner.
Because he belonged to the wrong gang, wore the wrong colors."

 She began to pace, her hands gesturing and emphasizing. "Then his killer is killed, because he talked to
me. Because I made a deal with him. So when does it stop, when do we stop and say this is not
acceptable, I'll take the responsibility and change it?"

 He stood then and came toward her. "I'm not questioning your integrity, Deborah."

 "Just my judgment?"

 "Yes, and my own." His hands slid up, inside the sleeves of her robe. "I care about you."

 "I don't think—"

 "No, don't. Don't think." He covered her mouth with his, his fingers tightening on her arms as he pulled
her against him.

 Instant heat, instant need. How was she to fight it? His body was so solid against hers, his lips were so
skilled. And she could feel the waves, not just of desire, but of something deeper and truer, pouring out
of him and into her. As if he were already inside her.

 She was everything. When he held her he didn't question the power she had to both empty his mind and
fill it, to sate his hunger even as she incited it. She made him strong; she left him weak. With her, he
began, almost, to believe in miracles again.

 When he stepped away, his hands were still on her arms. She struggled for balance. How could he do
this to her each time, every time, with only a touch?
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 "I'm not ready for this," she managed.

 "Neither am I. I don't think it matters." He brought her close again. "I want to see you tonight." He
crushed his mouth to hers. "I want to be with you tonight."

 "No, I can't." She could hardly breathe. "The trial."

 He bit back an oath. "All right. After the trial is over. Neither one of us can keep walking away from
this."

 "No." He was right. It was time to resolve it. "No, we can't. But I need time. Please don't push me."

 "I may have to." He turned for the door, but paused with his hand on the knob. "Deborah, is there
someone else?"

 She started to deny it, but found she could only be honest with him. "I don't know."

 Nodding, he closed the door at his back. With a bitter kind of irony, he realized he was competing with
himself.

 She worked late that night, poring over papers and law books at the desk in her bedroom. After court
she had spent hours cleaning her already clean apartment. It was one of the best ways she knew to
relieve tension. Or to ignore it. The other was work, and she had dived into it, knowing sleep was
impossible.

 As she reached for her mug of coffee, the phone rang.

 "Hello."

 "O'Roarke? Deborah O'Roarke?"

 "Yes, who is this?"

 "Santiago."

 Instantly alert, she grabbed a pencil. "Mr. Santiago, we've been looking for you."

 "Yeah. Right."

 "I'd like very much to talk to you. The D.A.'s office is prepared to offer you cooperation-and
protection."

 "Like Parino got?"

 She smothered the quick pang of guilt. "You'll be safer with us than on your own."

 "Maybe." There was fear in his voice, tight and nervy.

 "I'm willing to set up an interview any time you agree to come in."
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 "No way. I'm not going nowhere. They'd hit me before I got two blocks." He began to talk quickly,
words tumbling over each other. "You come to me. Listen, I got more than Parino had. Lots more. I got
names, I got papers. YOU want to hear about it, sister, you come to me."

 "All right. I'll have the police—"

 "No cops!" His voice turned vicious with terror. "No cops or no deal. You come, and you come alone.
That's it."

 "We'll do it your way then. When?"

 "Now, right now. I'm at the Darcy Hotel, 38 East 167th. Room 27."

 "Give me twenty minutes."

 "You're sure this is where you want to go, lady?" Though his fare was wearing worn jeans and a T-shirt,
the cabbie could see she had too much class for an armpit like the Darcy.

 Deborah looked through the hard mean rain that was falling. She could see the dark windows, the
scarred surface of the building and the deserted street. "Yes. I don't suppose I could convince you to
wait."

 "No, ma'am."

 "I didn't think so." She pushed a bill through the slot in the thick security glass. "Keep it." Taking a
breath, holding it, she plunged into the rain and up the broken steps to the entrance.

 In the lobby she stood, dripping. The check-in desk was behind rusty iron bars and was deserted. There
was a light, shooting its yellow beam over the sticky linoleum floor. The air smelled of sweat and garbage
and something worse. Turning, she started up the stairs.

 A baby was crying in long, steady wails. The sound of misery rolled down the graffiti-washed stairwell.
Deborah watched something small and quick scuttle past her foot and into a crack. With a shudder, she
continued up.

 She could hear a man and woman, voices raised in a vicious argument. As she turned into the hallway of
the second floor, a door creaked open. She saw a pair of small, frightened eyes before it creaked shut
again and a chain rattled into place.

 Her feet crunched over broken glass that had once been the ceiling light. Down the dim hall, she heard
the bad-tempered squeal of brakes from a television car chase. Lightning flashed outside the windows as
the storm broke directly overhead.

 At Room 27, she stopped. The raucous television boomed on the other side of the door. Lifting a hand,
she knocked hard.

 "Mr. Santiago."

 When she received no response, she knocked and called again. Cautious, she tried the knob. The door
opened easily.
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 In the gray, flickering light of the television, she saw a cramped room with one dingy window. There
were heaps of clothes and garbage. The single dresser had a drawer missing. There was the stench of
beer gone hot and food gone bad.

 She saw the figure stretched across the bed and swore. Not only would she have the pleasure of
conducting an interview in this hellhole, she would have to sober up her witness first.

 Annoyed, she switched off the television so that there was only the sound of drumming rain and the
shouts of the argument down the hall. She spotted a stained sink bolted to the wall, a chunk of its
porcelain missing. It would come in handy, she thought, if she could manage to hold Santiago's head in it.

 "Mr. Santiago." She raised her voice as she picked her way across the room, trying to avoid greasy
take-out bags and spilled beer. "Ray." Reaching him, she started to shake him by the shoulder, then
noted his eyes were open. "I'm Deborah O'Roarke," she began. Then she realized he wasn't looking at
her. He wasn't looking at all. Lifting her trembling hand, she saw it was wet with blood.

 "Oh, God." She took one stumbling step back, fighting down the hot nausea that churned in her stomach.
Another drunken step, then another. She turned and all but ran into a small well-built man with a
mustache.

 "Senorita,''he said quietly.

 "The police," she managed. "We have to call the police. He's dead."

 "I know." He smiled. She saw the glint of gold in his mouth. And the glint of silver when he lifted the
stiletto. "Miss O'Roarke. I've been waiting for you."

 He grabbed her by the hair when she lunged toward the door. She cried out in pain, then was silent,
deathly still as she felt the prick of the knife at the base of her throat.

 "No one listens to screams in a place such as this," he said, and the gentleness in his voice made her
shudder as he turned her to face him. "You are very beautiful,senorita. What a pity it would be to damage
that cheek." Watching her, he laid the shaft of the knife against it. "You will tell me,por favor, what Parino
discussed with you before his… accident. All names, all details. And with whom you shared this
information."

 Struggling to think through her terror, she looked into his eyes. And saw her fate. "You'll kill me
anyway."

 He smiled again. "Wise and beautiful. But there are ways, and ways. Some are very slow, very painful."
He glided the blade lightly down her cheek. "You will tell me what I need to know."

 She had no names, nothing to bargain with. She had only her wits. "I wrote them down, I wrote all of it
down and locked it away."

 "And told?"

 "No one." She swallowed. "I told no one."

 He studied her for a moment, twirling the stiletto. "I think you lie. Perhaps after I show you what I can
do with this, you'll be willing to cooperate. Ah, that cheek. Like satin. What a pity I must tear it."
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 Even as she braced, there was another flash of lighting and the sound of the window glass crashing.

 He was there, all in black, illuminated by a new spear of lightning. This time the thunder shook the room.
Before she could so much as breathe, the knife was at her throat and a beefy arm banded her waist.

 "Come closer," her captor warned, "and I will slit her throat from ear to ear."

 Nemesis stood where he was. He didn't look at her. Didn't dare. But in his mind's eye he could see her,
face pale with fear. Eyes glazed with it. Was it her fear, or his own that had made him unable to
concentrate, unable to come into the room as a shadow instead of a man? If he was able to do so now,
to divorce himself from his fear for her and vanish, would it be a weapon, or would it cause the stiletto to
strike home before he could act? He hadn't been quick enough to save her. Now he had to be clever
enough.

 "If you kill her, you lose your shield."

 "A risk we both take. No closer." He slid the blade more truly against her throat until she whimpered.

 There was fear now, and fury. "If you hurt her, I will do things to you that even in your own nightmares
you have never imagined."

 Then he saw the face, the full looping mustache, the gleam of gold. He was back, back on the docks
with the smell of fish and garbage, the sound of water lapping. He felt the hot explosion in his chest and
nearly staggered.

 "I know you, Montega." His voice was low, harsh. "I've been looking for you for a long time."

 "So, you have found me." Though his tone was arrogant, Deborah could smell his sweat. It gave her
hope. "Put down your weapon."

 "I don't have a weapon," Nemesis said, his hands held out from his sides. "I don't need one."

 "Then you are a fool." Montega eased his arm from around Deborah's waist and slipped a hand into his
pocket. Just as the shot rang out, Nemesis lunged to the side.

 It happened so fast. Afterward, Deborah couldn't be sure who had moved first. She saw the bullet
smash into the stained wallpaper and plaster of the wall, saw Nemesis fall. With a strength fueled by rage
and terror, she slammed her elbow into Montega's stomach.

 More concerned with his new quarry than her, he shoved her away. Her head struck the edge of the
sink. There was another flash of lightning. Then the dark.

 "Deborah. Deborah, I need you to open your eyes. Please." She didn't want to. Small vicious explosions
were going off behind them. But the voice was so desperate, so pleading. She forced her eyelids to lift.
Nemesis swam into focus.

 He was holding her, cradling her head, rocking her. For a moment, she could only see his eyes. Beautiful
eyes, she thought dizzily. She had fallen in love with them the first time she'd seen them. She had looked
through the crowd of people through the dazzle of lights and had seen him, seen them.
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 With a little groan, she lifted a hand to the knot already forming on her temple. She must be concussed,
she thought. The first time she had seen Nemesis she had been in a dark alley. And there had been a
knife. Like tonight.

 "A knife," she murmured. "He had a knife."

 Stunned by relief, he lowered his brow to hers. "It's all right. He didn't get a chance to use it."

 "I thought he'd killed you." She lifted a hand to his face, found it warm.

 "No."

 "Did you kill him?"

 His eyes changed. Concern rushed out as fury rushed in. "No." He had seen Deborah crumpled on the
floor and had known such blank terror, the kind he thought he'd forgotten how to feel. It had been easy
for Montega to get away. But there would be another time. He promised himself that. And he would
have his justice. And his revenge.

 "He got away?"

 "For now."

 "You knew him." Over the pounding in her head, she tried to think. "You called him by name."

 "Yes, I knew him."

 "He had a gun." She squeezed her eyes tight, but the pain continued to roll. "Where did he have a gun?"

 "In his pocket. He makes it a habit to ruin his suits."

 That was something she would have to consider later. "We have to call the police." She put a hand on
his arm for balance and felt the warm stickiness on her fingers. "You're bleeding."

 He glanced down to where the bullet had grazed him. "Some."

 "How badly?" Ignoring the throbbing in her temple, she pushed away. Before he could answer, she was
ripping his sleeve to expose the wound. The long, ugly graze had her stomach doing flip-flops. "We need
to stop the bleeding."

 She couldn't see his lifted brow, but heard it in his voice. "You could tear your T-shirt into a tourniquet."

 "You should be so lucky." She glanced around the room, scrupulously avoiding looking at the form
sprawled over the bed. "There's nothing in here that wouldn't give you blood poisoning."

 "Try this." He offered her a square of black cloth. She fumbled with the bandage. "It's my first gunshot
wound, but I think this should be cleaned."

 "I'll see to it later." He enjoyed having her tend to him. Her fingers were gentle on his skin, her brows
drawn together in concentration. She had found a murdered man, had nearly been murdered herself. But
she had bounced back and was doing competently what needed to be done.
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 Practicality. His lips curved slightly. Yes, it could be very attractive. Added to that, he could smell her
hair as she bent close, feel the softness of it as it brushed against his cheek. He heard her breathing, slow,
steady, under the sound of the quieting rain.

 Having done her best, Deborah sat back on her heels. "Well, so much for invulnerability."

 He smiled and stopped her heart. "There goes my reputation." She could only stare, spellbound as they
knelt on the floor of the filthy little room. She forgot where she was, who she was. Unable to stop herself,
she lowered her gaze to his mouth. What tastes would she find there? What wonders would he show
her?

 He could barely breathe when she lifted her eyes to his again. In hers he saw passion smoldering, and an
acceptance that was terrifying. Her fingers were still on his skin, gently stroking. He could see each quick
beat of her heart in the pulse that hammered at her throat. "I dream of you." He reached out to bring her
unresistingly against him. "Even when I'm awake I dream of you. Of touching you." His hands slid up to
cup, to caress her breasts. "Of tasting you." Compelled, he buried his mouth at her throat where the
flavor and the scent were hot.

 She leaned toward him, into him, stunned and shattered by the wildly primitive urges beating in her
blood. His lips were like a brand on her skin. And his hands… Oh, Lord, his hands. With a deep, throaty
moan, she arched back, eager and willing.

 And Gage's face swam in front of her eyes.

 "No." She jerked away, shocked and shamed. "No, this isn't right."

 He cursed himself. Her. Circumstance. How could he have touched her now, here? "No, it isn't." He
rose, stepped away. "You don't belong here."

 Because she was on the verge of tears, her voice was sharp. "And you do?"

 "More than you," he murmured. "Much more than you."

 "I was doing my job. Santiago called me."

 "Santiago's dead."

 "He wasn't." She pressed her fingers to her eyes and prayed for composure. "He called, asked me to
come."

 "Montega got here first."

 "Yes." Telling herself she was strong, she lowered her hands and looked at him. "But how? How did he
know where to find Santiago? How did he know I was coming here tonight? He was waiting for me. He
called me by name."

 Interested, Nemesis studied her. "Did you tell anyone you were coming here tonight?"

 "No."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "I'm beginning to believe you are a fool." He swung away from her. "You come here, to a place like this,
alone, to see a man who would as soon put a bullet in your brain as speak to you."

 "He wouldn't have hurt me. He was terrified, ready to talk. And I know what I'm doing."

 He turned back. "You don't begin to know."

 "But you do, of course." She pushed at her tousled hair and had fresh pain shooting through her head.
"Oh, why the hell don't you go away? Stay away? I don't need this kind of grief from you. I've got work
to do."

 "You need to go home, leave this to others."

 "Santiago didn't call others," she snapped. "He called me, talked to me. And if I had gotten to him first I
would know everything I need to know. I don't…" She trailed off as a thought struck. "My phone. Damn
it, they've got a tap on my phone. They knew I was coming here tonight. My office phone, too. That's
how they knew I was about to get a court order to deal with the antique shop." Her eyes blazed. "Well,
we can fix that in a hurry."

 She sprang up. The room spun. He caught her before she slid to the floor again.

 "You're not going to be doing anything in a hurry for a day or two." Smoothly he hooked an arm under
her knees and lifted her.

 She liked the feeling of being carried by him, a bit too much. "I walked into this room, Zorro, I'll walk
out."

 He carried her into the hall. "Are you always so thickheaded?"

 "Yes. I don't need your help."

 "I can see you're doing just dandy on your own."

 "I may have had some trouble before," she said as he started down the stairs. "But now I have a name.
Montega. Five-eight, a hundred and sixty. Brown hair, brown eyes, brown mustache. Two gold incisors.
It shouldn't be too hard to run a make on him." He stopped and his eyes were ice. "Montega's mine."

 "The law doesn't make room for personal vendettas."

 "You're right. The law doesn't." He shifted her slightly as he came to the base of the stairs.

 There was something in his tone—disillusionment?—that had her lifting a hand to his cheek. "Was it very
bad?"

 "Yes." God, how he wished he could turn to her, bury his face in her hair and let her soothe him. "It was
very bad."

 "Let me help you. Tell me what you know and I swear I'll do everything I can do to see that Montega
and whoever is behind him pays for what they've done to you."

 She would try. Realizing it moved something in him, even as it frightened him. "I pay my own debts, my
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own way."

 "Damn it, talk about thickheaded." She squirmed as he carried her into the rain. "I'm willing to bend my
principles and work with you, to form a partnership, and you—"I don't want a partner." She could feel
him stiffen with the words, all but feel the pain rush through him. But she wouldn't soften. Not again.
"Fine, just great. Oh, put me down, you can hardly carry me a hundred blocks."

 "I don't intend to." But he could have. He could imagine carrying her through the rain to her apartment,
inside, to the bed. Instead, he walked to the end of the block, toward the lights and the traffic. At the
curb he stopped. "Hail a cab."

 "Hail a cab? Like this?"

 He wondered why she could make him burn and want to laugh at the same time. He turned his head and
watched the heat flare in her eyes as their lips hovered an inch apart. "You can still lift your arm, can't
you?"

 "Yes, I can lift my arm." She did so, stewing as they stood and waited. After five soaking minutes, a cab
cruised up the curb. Miffed as she was, she had to bite back a smile at the way the driver's mouth fell
open when he got a load of her companion.

 "Jeez, you're him, ain't ya? You're Nemesis. Hey, buddy, want a ride?"

 "No, but the lady does." Effortlessly he slid Deborah into the back seat. His gloved hand brushed once
over her cheek, like a memory. "I'd try an ice pack and some aspirin."

 "Thanks. Thanks a lot. Listen, I'm not finished—"

 But he stepped back, disappearing into the dark, thin rain.

 "That was really him, wasn't it?" The cabbie craned his neck around to Deborah, ignoring the
bad-tempered honks around him. "What'd he do, save your life or something?"

 "Or something," she muttered.

 "Jeez. Wait till I tell the wife." Grinning, he switched off the meter. "This ride's on me."

 Chapter 6
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Grunting, his body running with sweat, Gage lifted the weights again. He was on his back on the bench
press, stripped down to a pair of jogging shorts. His muscles were singing, but he was determined to
reach his quota of a hundred presses. Perspiration soaked his sweatband and ran into his eyes as he
concentrated on one small spot on the ceiling. There was a satisfaction even in pain.

 He remembered, too well, when he'd been so weak he'd barely been able to lift a magazine. There had
been a time when his legs had turned to rubber and his breath had been ragged at trying to walk the
length of the hospital corridor. He remembered the frustration of it, and more, the helplessness.
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 He'd resisted therapy at first, preferring to sit alone and brood. Then he'd used it, like a punishment
because he'd been alive and Jack had been dead. The pain had been excruciating.

 And one day, weak, sick, darkly depressed, he'd stood weaving in his hospital room, braced against the
wall. He'd wished with all of his strength, with all of his will, that he could simply vanish.

 And he had.

 He'd thought he'd been hallucinating. Going mad. Then, terrified and fascinated, he'd tried it again and
again, going so far as to tilt a mirror across the room so that he could watch himself fade back, fade into
the pastel wall beside his bed.

 He would never forget the morning a nurse came in with his breakfast tray, walked right past him without
seeing him, grumbling about patients who didn't stay in bed where they belonged.

 And he'd known what he'd brought out of the coma with him. He'd known it had come with him for a
purpose.

 So therapy had become like a religion, something he'd dedicated every ounce of strength to, every
particle of will. He'd pushed himself harder, harder still, until his muscles had toned and firmed. He had
thrown himself into lessons in the martial arts, spent hours with weight lifting, the treadmills, the punishing
laps in the pool every day.

 He had exercised his mind, as well, reading everything, pushing himself to understand the myriad
businesses he had inherited, spending hours day after day until he was skilled with complex computer
systems.

 Now he was stronger, faster, sharper than he had been during his years on the force. But he would
never wear a badge again. He would never take another partner.

 He would never be helpless.

 His breath hissed out, and he continued to lift when Frank strolled in with a tall glass of iced juice.

 Setting the glass on the table beside the bench press, Frank watched in silence for a moment. "Pushing it
a bit today," he commented. " 'Course you pushed it a bit yesterday, too, and the day before." Frank
grinned. "What is it about some women that makes guys go out and lift heavy objects?''

 "Go to hell, Frank."

 "She's a looker, all right," he said, unoffended. "Smart, too, I guess, being a lawyer and all. Must be hard
to think about her mind, though, when she looks at you with those big, blue eyes."

 With a last grunt, Gage set the bar in the safety. "Go lift a wallet."

 "Now, you know I don't do that anymore." His wide face split with a new grin. "Nemesis might get me."
He plucked up a towel from the neatly folded pile beside the bench.

 Saying nothing, Gage took it and swiped at the sweat on his face and chest.
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 "How's the arm?"

 "Fine." Gage didn't bother to glance at the neat white bandage Frank had used to replace Deborah's
effort.

 "Must be getting slow. Never known you to catch one before."

 "Do you want to be fired?"

 "Again? Nah." He waited, patient, while Gage switched to leg presses. "I'm looking for job security. If
you go out and get yourself killed, I'll have to go back to fleecing tourists."

 "Then I'll have to stay alive. The tourists have enough trouble in

 Urbana."

 "Wouldn't have happened if I'd been with you."

 Gage flashed him a look and continued to push. "I work alone. You know the deal."

 "She was there."

 "And that was the problem. She doesn't belong on the streets, she belongs in a courtroom."

 "You don't want her in a courtroom, you want her in the bedroom."

 The weights came down with a crash. "Drop it."

 He'd known Gage too long to be intimidated. "Look, you're crazy about her, and it's throwing you off,
messing up your concentration. It isn't good for you."

 "I'm not good for her." He stood and grabbed the glass of juice. "She has feelings for me, and she has
feelings for Nemesis. It's making her unhappy."

 "So, tell her she's only got feelings for one guy, and make her happy."

 "What the hell am I supposed to do?'' He drained the glass and barely prevented himself from heaving it
against the wall. "Take her out to dinner, and over cocktails I could say, oh, by the way, Deborah,
besides being a businessman and a pillar of the damn community, I have this sideline. An alter ego. The
press likes to call him Nemesis. And we're both nuts about you. So, when I take you to bed, do you
want it with the mask or without?"

 Frank considered a moment. "Something like that." With a half laugh, Gage set down the glass. "She's a
straight arrow, Frank. I know, because I used to be one myself. She sees things in black and white—the
law and the crime." Suddenly tired, he looked out over the sparkling water of the pool. "She'd never
understand what I do or why I do it. And she'd hate me for lying to her, because every time I'm with her,
I'm deceiving her."

 "I don't think you're giving her enough credit. You've got reasons for what you do."

 "Yeah." Absently he touched the jagged scar on his chest. "I've got reasons."
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 "You could make her understand. If she really does have feelings for you, she'd have to understand."

 "Maybe, just maybe she'd listen, even accept without agreeing. She might even forgive the lies. But what
about the rest?" He set his hand down on the bench, waited, watched it disappear into the damp leather.
"How do I ask her to share her life with a freak?"

 Frank swore once, violently. "You're not a freak. You've got a gift."

 "Yeah." Gage lifted his hand, flexed his fingers. "But I'm the one who has to live with it."

 At twelve-fifteen sharp, Deborah walked into City Hall. She made her way to the mayor's office,
walking under the stern-faced portraits of former mayors, governors, presidents. She moved past marble
busts of the country's founding fathers. The current mayor of Urbana liked having his walls lined with
tradition, his floor carpeted in red.

 She didn't begrudge him. In fact, Deborah appreciated the hushed, reverential feel of tradition. She
enjoyed walking past the doors and hearing the quiet hum of keyboards, the click of copiers, the muted
phone conversations as people worked for the city.

 She paused in the reception area. Tucker Fields's secretary glanced up and, recognizing her, smiled.
"Miss O'Roarke. He's expecting you. Just let me buzz him."

 Within an efficient twenty seconds, she was escorted into the mayor's office. Fields sat behind his desk,
a trim and tidy man with a fringe of snowy hair and the ruddy outdoor complexion of his farmer
forebears. Beside him, Jerry looked like a preppy executive.

 Fields had earned a reputation during his six years in office as a man not afraid to get his hands dirty to
keep his city clean.

 At the moment, his jacket was off, his white shirt-sleeves rolled up his sinewy forearms. His tie was
askew and he reached up to straighten it as Deborah entered.

 "Deborah, always a pleasure to see you."

 "Good to see you, Mayor. Hello, Jerry."

 "Have a seat, have a seat." Fields gestured her to a chair as he settled back against the cushy leather of
his own. "So, how's the Slagerman trial going?"

 "Very well. I think he'll take the stand after the noon recess."

 "And you're ready for him."

 "More than."

 "Good, good." He waved in his secretary as she came to the door with a tray. "I thought since I'm
making you miss lunch, I could at least offer you some coffee and a Danish."

 "Thank you." She took the cup, exchanged idle conversation, though she knew she hadn't been sent for
to drink coffee and chat.
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 "Heard you had some excitement last night."

 "Yes." It was no more than she'd expected. "We lost Ray Santiago."

 "Yes, I heard. It's unfortunate. And this Nemesis character, he was there, as well?"

 "Yes, he was."

 "He was also there the night the antique store on Seventh blew up." Steepling his fingers, Fields sat back.
"One might begin to think he was involved."

 "No, not in the way you mean. If he hadn't been there last night, I wouldn't be sitting here now." Though
it annoyed her, she was compelled to defend him. "He's not a criminal—at least not in the standard
sense."

 The mayor merely lifted a brow. "In whatever sense, I prefer to have the police enforce the law in my
city."

 "Yes, I agree."

 Satisfied, he nodded. "And this man…" He pushed through the papers on his desk. "Montega?"

 "Enrico Montega," Deborah supplied. "Also known as Ricardo Sanchez and Enrico Toya. A Colombian
national who entered the U.S. about six years ago. He's suspected of the murder of two drug merchants
in Columbia. He was based in Miami for a while, and

 Vice there has a fat file on him. As does Interpol. Allegedly, he is the top enforcer on the East Coast.
Four years ago, he murdered a police officer, and seriously wounded another." She paused, thinking of
Gage.

 "You've been doing your homework," Fields commented.

 "I always like a firm foundation when I go after someone."

 "Hmm. You know, Deborah, Mitchell considers you his top prosecutor." Fields grinned. "Not that he'd
admit it. Mitch doesn't like to hand out compliments."

 "I'm aware of that."

 "We're all very pleased with your record, and particularly with the way the Slagerman case seems to be
going. Both Mitch and I agree that we want you to concentrate more fully on your litigation. So, we've
decided to take you off this particular case."

 She blinked, stunned. "I beg your pardon?"

 "We've decided you should turn your notes, your files over to another D.A."

 "You're pulling me?"

 He held up a hand. "We're simply beefing up the police investigation. With your caseload, we prefer to

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


have you turn over your files on this to someone else."

 She set her cup down with a snap. "Parino was mine."

 "Parino is dead."

 She shot a glance at Jerry, but he only lifted his hands. She rose, fighting to hold her temper. "This
sprang out of that. All of it. This is my case. It has been all along."

 "And you've endangered yourself, and the case, twice already."

 "I've been doing my job."

 "Someone else will be doing it, this part of it, after today." He spread his hands. "Deborah, this isn't a
punishment, merely a shifting of responsibilities."

 She shook her head and snatched up her briefcase. "Not good enough, not nearly. I'm going to speak
with Mitchell myself." Turning, she stormed out. She had to struggle to maintain her dignity and not give in
to the urge to slam the door behind her.

 Jerry caught up with her at the elevators. "Deb, wait."

 "Don't even try it."

 "What?"

 "To soothe and placate." After jamming the Down button, she whirled on him. "What the hell is this,
Jerry?"

 "Like the mayor said—"

 "Don't hand me that. You knew, you knew what was going on, why I was being called in, and you didn't
tell me. Not even a warning so I could prepare myself."

 "Deb—" He laid a hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off. "Look, not that I don't agree with
everything the mayor said—"

 "You always do."

 "I didn't know. I didn't know, damn it," he repeated when she only stared at him. "Not until ten o'clock
this morning. And whatever I think, I would have told you."

 She stopped pounding her fist against the Down button. "Okay, I'm sorry I jumped all over you. But it's
not right. Something's not right about all this."

 "You nearly got yourself killed," he reminded her. "When Guthrie came in this morning—"

 "Gage?" she interrupted. "Gage was here?"

 "The ten-o'clock appointment."
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 "I see." Hands fisted, she whirled back to the elevator. "So he's behind it."

 "He was concerned, that's all. He suggested—"

 "I get the picture." She cut him off again and stepped into the elevator. "This isn't finished. And you can
tell your boss I said so."

 She had to bank her temper when she walked into court. Personal feelings, personal problems had no
place here. There were two frightened young women and the justice system depending on her.

 She sat, taking careful notes as the defense counsel questioned Slagerman. She blanked Gage and his
handiwork out of her mind.

 When it came time for cross-examination, she was ready. She remained seated a moment, studying
Slagerman.

 "You consider yourself a businessman, Mr. Slagerman?"

 "Yes."

 "And your business consists of hiring escorts, both male and female, for clients?"

 "That's right. Elegant Escorts provides a service, finding suitable companions for other businessmen and
women, often from out of town."

 She let him ramble a few moments, describing his profession. "I see." Rising, she strolled past the jury.
"And is it in—let's say the job description—of any of your employees to exchange sex for money with
these clients?"

 "Absolutely not." Attractive and earnest, he leaned forward. "My staff is well-screened and well-trained.
It's a firm policy that if anyone on staff develops this kind of a relationship with a client, it would result in
termination."

 "Are you aware that any of your employees have indeed exchanged sex for money?''

 "I am now." He aimed a pained look at Suzanne and Marjorie.

 "Did you request that Marjorie Lovitz or Suzanne McRoy entertain a client on a sexual level?"

 "No."

 "But you're aware that they did so?"

 If he was surprised by her train of questioning, he didn't bat an eye. "Yes, of course. They admitted to it
under oath."

 "Yes, they were under oath, Mr. Slagerman. Just as you are. Have you ever struck an employee?"

 "Certainly not."

 "Yet both Miss Lovitz and Miss McRoy claim, under oath, that you did."
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 "They're lying." And he smiled at her.

 "Mr. Slagerman, didn't you go to Miss Lovitz's apartment on the night of February 25th, angry that she
was unable to work, and in your anger, beat her?"

 "That's ridiculous."

 "You swear that, under oath?"

 "Objection. Asked and answered."

 "Withdrawn. Mr. Slagerman, have you contacted either Miss Lovitz or Miss McRoy since this trial
began?"

 "No."

 "You have not telephoned either of them?"

 "No."

 Nodding, she walked back to her table and picked up a stack of papers. "Is the number 555-2520
familiar to you?" He hesitated. "No."

 "That's odd. It's your private line, Mr. Slagerman. Shouldn't you recognize your own private telephone
number?"

 Though he smiled, she saw the icy hate in his eyes. "I call from it, not to it, so I don't have to remember
it."

 "I see. And did you, on the night of June 18, use that private line to call the apartment where both Miss
Lovitz and Miss McRoy now live?"

 "No."

 "Objection, Your Honor. This is leading nowhere." Deborah shifted again, facing the judge and leaving
the jury's view of Slagerman unobstructed. "Your Honor. I'll show you where it leads in just a moment."

 "Overruled."

 "Mr. Slagerman, perhaps you could explain why, according to your phone records, a call was placed
from your private line to the number at Miss Lovitz and Miss McRoy's apartment at 10:47 p.m. on June
18?"

 "Anybody could have used my phone."

 "Your private line?" She lifted a brow. "It's hardly worth having a private line if anyone can use it. The
caller identified himself as Jimmy. You are known as Jimmy, aren't you?"

 "Me and a lot of other people."
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 "Did you speak to me on the phone on the night of June 18?"

 "I've never spoken with you on the phone." She smiled coolly and moved closer to the chair. "Have you
ever noticed, Mr. Slagerman, how to some men, all women's voices sound alike? How, to some men, all
women look alike? How, to some men, women's bodies are for one purpose?"

 "Your Honor." Defense counsel leaped to his feet. "Withdrawn." Deborah kept her eyes level with
Slagerman's. "Can you explain, Mr. Slagerman, how someone using your private line, using your name,
called Miss McRoy on the night of June 18? And how when I answered the phone, this person, using
your line and your name, mistook my voice for hers, and threatened Miss

 McRoy?" She waited a beat. "Would you like to know what that person said?"

 Sweat was beading on his upper lip. "You can make up whatever you want."

 "That's true. Fortunately we had a tap on Miss McRoy's phone. I have the transcript." She turned over a
sheet of paper. "Should I refresh your memory?"

 She had won. Though there were still closing arguments to take place, she knew she had won. Now, as
she stormed through the Justice Building, she had other business to tend to.

 She found Mitchell in his office, a phone to his ear. He was a big bull-chested man who had played
linebacker in college. Pictures of him in his jersey were scattered on the wall among his degrees. He had
short red hair and a sprinkling of freckles that did nothing to soften his leathered looks.

 When he spotted Deborah, he waved her in, gestured toward a chair. But she remained standing until
he'd completed his call.

 "Slagerman?"

 "I've got him nailed." She took a step closer to the desk. "You sold me out."

 "That's bull."

 "What the hell do you call it? I get pulled into the mayor's office and get the brush-off. Damn it, Mitch,
this is my case."

 "It's the state's case," he corrected, chomping on the end of his unlit cigar. "You're not the only one who
can handle it."

 "I made Parino, I made the deal." She slapped her palms down on his desk so they were eye to eye.
"I'm the one who's been busting my tail over this."

 "And you've been overstepping your bounds."

 "You're the one who taught me that trying a case takes more than putting on a pin-striped suit and
dancing in front of a jury. I know my job, damn it."

 "Going to see Santiago alone was an error in judgment."

 "Now, thatis bull. He called me. He asked for me. You tell me what you'd have done if he'd called you."
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 He scowled at her. "That's entirely different."

 "That's entirely the same," she snapped back, certain from the look in his eyes that he knew it. "If I'd
screwed things up I'd expect to get bumped, but I haven't. I'm the one who's been sweating and frying
my brains over this case. Now when I get a lead, I find out Guthrie chirps up and you and the mayor keel
over. Still the old boys' network, is it, Mitch?"

 He stabbed the cigar toward her face. "Don't pull that feminist crap on me. I don't care what way you
button your shut."

 "I'm telling you, Mitch, if you pull me off this without good cause, I'm gone. I can't work for you if I can't
depend on you, so I might as well go out on my own and take on divorce cases for three hundred an
hour."

 "I don't like ultimatums."

 "Neither do I."

 He leaned back, measuring her. "Sit down."

 "I don't want—"

 "Damn it, O'Roarke, sit."

 Tight-lipped and fuming, she did. "So?"

 He rolled the cigar between his fingers. "If Santiago had called me, I would have gone, just like you.
But," he continued before she could speak, "your handling of this case isn't the only reason I've
considered pulling you."

 "Considered" took her position back several notches. Calming a bit, she nodded. "Well, then?"

 "You've been getting a lot of press on this."

 "I hardly see what that has to do with it."

 "Did you see this morning's paper?" He snatched it up from his desk and waved it in her face. "Read the
headline?" Because she had, and had winced over it already, she simply shrugged. Darling Deb Swept
Through City In Arms of Nemesis.

 "So, some cab driver wanted his name in the paper, what does that have to do with the case?"

 "When my prosecutors start having their names linked with the masked marauder, it has everything to do
with everything." He popped the cigar back in his mouth, gnashing it. "I don't like the way you keep
running into him."

 Neither did she. "Look, if the police can't stop him, I can hardly be responsible for his popping up all
over the place. And I'd hate to think you'd take me off a case because some jerk had to fill his column."

 Personally Mitch hated the weasely reporter. And he hadn't cared for the strong-arm tactics the mayor
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had used. "You've got two weeks."

 "That's hardly enough time to—"

 "Two weeks, take it or leave it. You bring me something we can take to a jury, or I pass the ball. Got
it?"

 "Yeah." She rose. "I got it."

 She stormed out, past snickering associates. A paper was tacked on the door of her office. Someone
had used magic markers and highlighter pens to draw a caricature of Deborah being carried in the arms
of a lantern-jawed, muscle-bound masked man. Under it was a caption. The Continuing Adventures Of
Darling Deb.

 On a snarl, she ripped it down, balling it into her pocket as she stomped out. She had another stop to
make.

 She kept her finger pressed to the button of Gage's doorbell until Frank pulled the door open.

 "Is he in?"

 "Yes, ma'am." He stepped back as she pushed past him. He'd seen furious women before. Frank would
have preferred to have faced a pack of hungry wolves.

 "Where?"

 "He's up in his office. I'll be glad to tell him you're here."

 "I'll announce myself," she said as she started up the steps.

 Frank looked after her, lips pursed. He considered buzzing Gage on the intercom and giving him fair
warning. But he only grinned. Surprises were good for you.

 Deborah didn't bother to knock, but pushed open the door and strode in. Gage was behind his desk, a
phone in one hand, a pen in the other. Computer screens blinked. Across from him sat a trim,
middle-aged woman with a steno pad. At Deborah's unannounced entrance she rose and glanced
curiously at Gage.

 "I'll get back to you," he said into the receiver before lowering it to the cradle. "Hello, Deborah."

 She tossed her briefcase onto a chair. "I think you might prefer to have this conversation in private."

 He nodded. "You can transcribe those notes tomorrow, Mrs. Brickman. It's late. Why don't you go
home?"

 "Yes, sir." She gathered her things and made a fast, discreet exit.

 Deborah hooked her thumbs in the pockets of her skirt. Like a gunfighter hooking thumbs in a holster.
He'd seen her take that pose in court. "It must be nice," she began, "sitting up here in your lofty tower and
dispensing orders. I bet it feels just dandy. Not all of us are so fortunate. We don't have enough money
to buy castles, or private planes or thousand-dollar suits. We work on the streets. But most of us are
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pretty good at our jobs, and happy enough." As she spoke, she walked slowly toward him. "But you
know what makes us mad, Gage? You know what really ticks us off? That's when someone in one of
those lofty towers sticks his rich, influential nose in our business. It makes us so mad that we think real
hard about taking a punch at that interfering nose."

 "Should we break out the boxing gloves?"

 "I prefer my bare hands." As she had in Mitchell's office, she slapped them down on his desk. "Who the
hell do you think you are, going to the mayor, pressuring him to take me off this case?"

 "I went to the mayor," he said slowly, "and gave him my opinion."

 "Your opinion." She blew a breath between her teeth and snatched up an onyx paperweight from the
desk. Though she gave careful consideration to heaving it through the plate glass at his back, she
contented herself with passing it from hand to hand. "And I bet he just fell all over himself to
accommodate you and your thirty million."

 Gage watched her pace and waited until he was sure he could speak rationally. "He agreed with me that
you're more suitable to a courtroom than a murder scene."

 "Who are you to say what's more suitable for me?" she whirled back, her voice rich with fury. "I say it,
not you. All my life I've prepared myself for this job and I'm not having anyone come along and tell me
I'm not suitable for any case I take on." She snapped the paperweight back on the desk, a hard crack of
stone against stone. "You stay out of my business, and out of my life."

 No, he realized, he wasn't going to be able to be rational. "Are you finished?"

 "No. Before I leave I want you to know that it didn't work. I'm still on this case, and I'm staying on. So
you wasted your time, and mine. And lastly, I think you're arrogant, officious and overbearing."

 His hands were fisted beneath the desk. "Are you finished?" he asked again.

 "You bet I am." She snatched up her briefcase, turned on her heel and headed for the door.

 Gage pushed a button under the desk and had the locks snap into place. "I'm not," he said quietly.

 She hadn't known she could be more furious. But as she spun back to him, a red haze formed in front of
her eyes. "Unlock that door immediately, or I'll have you up on charges."

 "You've had your say, Counselor." He rose. "Now I'll have mine."

 "Not interested."

 He came around the desk, but only leaned back against it. He didn't trust himself to approach her, not
yet. "You've got all the evidence, don't you, Counselor? All your neat little facts. So, I'll save time and
plead guilty as charged."

 "Then we have nothing more to say."

 "Isn't the prosecution interested in motive?"
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 She tossed back her head, bracing as he crossed to her. Something about the way he moved just then,
slowly, soundlessly, set off a flash of memory. But it was gone, overwhelmed by her own temper.

 "Motive isn't relevant in this case, results are."

 "You're wrong. I went to the mayor, I asked him to use his influence to have you taken off the case. But
I'm guilty of more than that—I'm guilty of being in love with you."

 Her tensed hands went limp at her side so that the briefcase fell to the floor. Though she opened her
mouth to speak, she could say nothing.

 "Amazing." His eyes were dark and furious as he took that final step toward her. "A sharp woman like
you being surprised by that. You should have seen it every time I looked at you. You should have seen it
every time I touched you." He put his hands on her shoulders. "You should have tasted it, every time I
kissed you."

 Pushing her back against the door, he brushed his mouth over hers, once, twice. Then he devoured her
lips.

 Her knees were weak. She hadn't thought it was possible, but they were shaking so she had to hold on
to him or slide bonelessly to the floor. Even clinging, she was afraid. For she had seen it, had felt it, had
tasted it. But that was nothing compared to hearing him say it, or to hearing the echo of her own voice
repeating the words inside her mind.

 He was lost in her. And the more she opened to him, the deeper he fell. He took his hands over her
face, through her hair, down her body, wanting to touch all of her. And to know as he did, that she
trembled in response.

 When he lifted his head, she saw the love, and she saw the desire. With them was a kind of war she
didn't understand.

 "There were nights," he said quietly, "hundreds of nights when I lay awake sweating and waiting for
morning. I'd wonder if I'd ever find someone I could love, that I could need. No matter how I drew the
fantasy, it's nothing compared to what I feel for you."

 "Gage." She lifted her hands to his face, wishing with all her heart. Knowing well that heart was already
lost to him. But she remembered that she had swayed close to another man only the night before. "I don't
know what I'm feeling."

 "Yes, you do."

 "All right, I do, but I'm afraid to feel it. It's not fair. I'm not being fair, but I have to ask you to let me
think this through."

 "I'm not sure I can."

 "A little while longer, please. Unlock the door, and let me go."

 "It is unlocked." He stepped back to open it for her. But he blocked her exit for one last moment.
"Deborah. I won't let you go the next time."
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 She looked up again and saw the truth of his words in his eyes. "I know."

 Chapter 7
 Contents-Prev |Next

 1 he jury was out. Deborah spent their deliberating time in her office, using both her telephone and
computer to try to track down what Gage had referred to as the common thread. The antique shop,
Timeless, had been owned by Imports Incorporated, whose address was a vacant lot downtown. The
company had filed no insurance claim on the loss, and the manager of the shop had vanished. The police
had yet to locate the man Parino had referred to as Mouse.

 More digging turned up the Triad Corporation, based in Philadelphia. A phone call to Triad put Deborah
in touch with a recording telling her that the number had been disconnected. As she placed a call to the
D.A.'s office in Philadelphia, she inputted all of her known data into the computer.

 Two hours later, she had a list of names, social security numbers and the beginnings of a headache.

 Before she could make her next call, the receiver rang under her hand. "Deborah O'Roarke."

 "Is this the same Deborah O'Roarke who can't keep her name out of the paper?"

 "Cilia." At the sound of her sister's voice, the headache faded a bit. "How are you?"

 "Worried about you."

 "What else is new?" Deborah rolled her shoulders to relieve the stiff muscles, then leaned back in the
chair. Coming tinnily through the earpiece was the music Deborah imagined was pulsing in Cilia's office at
the radio station. "How's Boyd?"

 "That's Captain Fletcher to you."

 "Captain?" She sat straight again. "When did that happen?"

 "Yesterday." The pride and pleasure came through clearly. "I guess I'll really have to watch myself now,
sleeping with a police captain."

 "Tell him I'm proud of him."

 "I will. We all are. Now—"

 "How are the kids?'' Deborah had learned to stall and evade long before taking the bar exam.

 "It's dangerous to ask a mother how her kids are during summer vacation—no elementary school, no
kindergarten, so they outnumber me and the cop three to two." Cilia gave a rich, warm laugh. "All three
members of the demon brigade are fine. Allison pitched a shut-out in a Little League game last
week—then got into a wrestling match with the opposing pitcher."

 "Sounds like he was a rotten loser."
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 "Yeah. And Allison's always been a rotten winner. I practically had to sit on her to make her give over.
Let's see… Bryant knocked out a tooth roller-skating, then, being a clever little capitalist, sold it to the
boy next door for fifty cents. Keenan swallowed it."

 "Swallowed what?"

 "The fifty cents. Five dimes. My youngest son eats anything. I'm thinking about putting in a hot line to the
Emergency room. Now let's talk about you."

 "I'm fine. How are things at KHIP?"

 "About as chaotic as they are around the house. All in all, I'd rather be in Maui." Cilia recognized the
delaying tactics well and pushed a little harder. "Deborah, I want to know what you're up to."

 "Work. In fact, I'm about to win a case." She glanced at the clock and calculated how long the jury had
been out. "I hope."

 Sometimes, Cilia mused, you just had to be direct. "Since when have you started dating guys in masks?"

 Stalling couldn't last forever, she thought with regret. "Come on, Cilia, you don't believe everything you
read in the paper."

 "Right. Or everything that comes over the wire, even though we ran your latest adventure at the top of
every hour yesterday. Even if I didn't go to the trouble to get the Urbana papers, I'd have heard all the
noise. You're making national news out there, kid, and I want to know what's going on. That's why I'm
asking you."

 It was usually easier to evade if you added a couple of dashes of truth. "This Nemesis character is a
nuisance. The press is glorifying him—and worse. Just this morning at a shop two blocks from the
courthouse, I saw a display of Nemesis T-shirts."

 "Isn't merchandising wonderful?" But Cilia wasn't about to be distracted again. "Deborah, I've been in
radio too long not to be able to read voices—especially my baby sister's. What's between you?"

 "Nothing," she insisted, wanting it to be true. "I've simply run into him a couple of times during this
investigation I'm doing. The press plays it up."

 "I've noticed, Darling Deb."

 "Oh, please."

 "I do want to know what's going on, but it's more to the point right now why you're involved in
something so dangerous. And why I had to read in the paper that some maniac had a knife to my sister's
throat."

 "It's exaggerated."

 "Oh, so no one held a knife to your throat?"

 No matter how well she lied, Deborah thought, Cilia would know. "It wasn't as dramatic as it sounds.
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And I wasn't hurt."

 "Knives at your throat," Cilia muttered. "Buildings blowing up in your face. Damn it, Deb, don't you have
a police force out there?"

 "I was just doing some legwork. Don't start," she said quickly. "Cilia, do you know how frustrating it is
to have to keep repeating that you know what you're doing, that you can take care of yourself and do
your job?"

 Cilia let out a long breath. "Yeah. I can't stop worrying about you, Deborah, just because you're a
couple thousand miles away. It's taken me years to finally accept what happened to Mom and Dad. If I
lost you, I couldn't handle it."

 "You're not going to lose me. Right now, the most dangerous thing I'm facing is my computer."

 "Okay. Okay." Arguing with her sister wouldn't change a thing,

 Cilia knew. And whatever answers Deborah gave her, she would keep right on worrying. "Listen, I also
saw a picture of my little sister with some millionaire. I'm going to have to start a scrapbook. Anything
you want to tell me?"

 The automatic no caught in her throat. "I don't know. Things are pretty complicated right now and I
haven't had time to think it through."

 "Is there something to think through?"

 "Yes." The headache was coming back. She reached into her drawer for a bottle of aspirin. "A couple of
things," she murmured, thinking of Gage and of Nemesis. That was something not even Cilia could help
her with. But there were other matters. "Cilia, since you're married to a police captain, how about using
your influence to have him do me a favor?"

 "I'll threaten to cook. He'll do anything I want."

 With a laugh, Deborah picked up one of her printouts. "I'd like him to check out a couple of names for
me. George P. Drummond and a Charles R. Meyers, both with Denver addresses." She spelled out both
names, then added social security numbers. "Got it?"

 "Mmm-hmm," Cilia murmured as she scribbled the information.

 "And there's a Solar Corporation, also based in Denver. Drummond and Meyers are on the board of
directors. If Boyd could run these through the police computer, it would save me several steps through
the bureaucracy."

 "I'll threaten him with my pot roast."

 "That should do the trick."

 "Deb, you will be careful, won't you?"

 "Absolutely. Give everyone a hug for me. I miss you. All of you." Mitchell came to the door and
signaled. "I've got to go, Cilia. The jury's coming back."
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 Deep in the recesses of his home, in an echoing cavern of a room, Gage studied a bank of computers.
There was some work he couldn't do in his office. Some work he preferred to do in secret. With his
hands hooked in the pockets of his jeans, he watched the monitors. Names and numbers flashed by.

 He could see on one of the monitors just what Deborah had inputted in her computer across town. She
was making progress, he thought. Slow, it was true, but it still worried him. If he could follow the steps
she was taking, so could others.

 Eyes intent, face sober, he took his fingers flying over one keyboard, then another and still another. He
had to find the link. Once he did, he would carefully, systematically locate the name of the man
responsible for Jack's death. As long as he found it before Deborah, she was safe.

 The computers offered him one way. Or he could take another. Leaving the machines to their work, he
turned, pressed a button. On the wall on the far side of the high-ceilinged, curving room a huge map slid
into place. Crossing to it, he studied a very large-scaled detail of the city of Urbana.

 Using yet another keyboard, he had colored lights blinking at various parts of the city. Each represented
a major drug exchange, many of which were as yet unknown to the UPD.

 They flashed in the East End, and the West, in the exclusive neighborhoods uptown, in the barrios, in the
financial district. There seemed to be no pattern. Yet there was always a pattern. He had only to find it.

 As he studied the map, his gaze lit and lingered on one building. Deborah's apartment. Was she home
yet? he wondered. Was she safe inside? Was she wearing her blue robe and studying files, the television
news murmuring in the background?

 Was she thinking of him?

 Gage rubbed his hands over his face. Frank was right, she was interfering with his concentration. But
what could he do about it? Every attempt he made to see that she withdrew from the case had failed. She
was too stubborn to listen.

 He smiled a bit. He hadn't believed he would ever fall in love. How inconvenient, he thought wryly, that
when he did, it was with a dedicated public servant. She wouldn't budge. He knew it. And neither would
he. But however much discipline he had over his body and his mind, he seemed to have none over his
heart.

 It wasn't just her beauty. Though he had always loved beautiful things and had grown up learning to
appreciate them for no more than their existence. After he'd come out of the coma, he had found a
certain comfort in surrounding himself with beauty. All that color, all that texture after so much flat gray.

 It wasn't just her mind. Though he respected intelligence. As a cop and as a businessman, he had learned
that a sharp mind was the most powerful and the most dangerous weapon.

 There was something, some indefinable something beyond her looks and her mind that had captured
him. Because he was just as much her prisoner as he was of his own fate. And he had no idea how to
resolve the two.

 He was only sure that the first step would be to find the key himself, to find the name and to find the
justice. When this was behind him, and her, there might be a chance for a future.
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 Clearing his mind, he studied the lights then, bending over a computer, went to work.

 Balancing a pizza box, a bottle of Lambrusco and a briefcase full of paperwork, Deborah stepped off
the elevator. As she wondered how she would manage to dig for her keys, she glanced up at the door of
her apartment. Colorful draping letters crossed the door. CONGRATULATIONS, DEBORAH.

 Mrs. Greenbaum, she thought with a grin. Even as she turned toward her neighbor's apartment, Mrs.
Greenbaum's door opened.

 "I heard it on the six-o'clock news. You put that little weasel away." Mrs. Greenbaum adjusted the hem
of her tie-dyed T-shirt. "How do you feel?"

 "Good. I feel good. How about some celebratory pizza?"

 "You twisted my arm." Mrs. Greenbaum let her door slam, then crossed the hall in her bare feet. "I guess
you noticed the air-conditioning's on the fritz again."

 "I got the picture during my steam bath in the elevator."

 "This time I think we should mobilize the rest of the tenants." She gave Deborah a shrewd look.
"Especially if we had some sharp, fast-talking lawyer lead the way."

 "You're already leading the way," Deborah said as she shifted the wine. "But if it's not on within
twenty-four hours, I'll contact the landlord and put on the pressure." She fumbled around in her pocket.
"Now if I could just get my keys."

 "I've got the copy you gave me." Reaching into the pocket of her baggy jeans, Mrs. Greenbaum
produced a key ring crowded with keys. "Here we go."

 "Thanks." Inside, Deborah set the pizza box on a table. "I'll get some glasses and plates."

 Lil lifted the lid and saw with approval that the pizza was loaded with everything. "You know, a pretty
young girl like you should be celebrating with some pretty young boy on a Friday night instead of with an
old woman."

 "What old woman?" Deborah called from the kitchen and made Lil laugh.

 "With a slightly above-middle-aged woman then. What about that mouth-watering Gage Guthrie?"

 "I can't imagine him eating pizza and drinking cheap wine." She walked back in, carrying the bottle and
two glasses, paper plates and napkins tucked under her arm. "He's more the caviar type."

 "Something wrong with that?"

 "No." She frowned. "No, but I'm in the mood for pizza. And after I gorge myself, I have work."

 "Honey, don't you ever let up?"

 "I've got a deadline," Deborah said, and found she still resented it. She poured two glasses, handed one
to her friend. "To justice," she said. "The most beautiful lady I know."
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 Just as they sat, gooey slices of pizza split between them, there was a knock on the door. Licking sauce
from her fingers, Deborah went to answer. She saw a huge basket of red roses that appeared to have
legs.

 "Delivery for Deborah O'Roarke. Got someplace I can put this thing, lady?"

 "Oh… yes, ah. Here." She stood on tiptoe and got a glimpse of the deliveryman's head under the
blossoms. "On the coffee table."

 They not only sat on the coffee table, Deborah noted as she signed the clipboard, they covered it from
end to end. "Thanks." She dug into her wallet for a bill.

 "Well?" Lil demanded when they were alone again. "Who are they from?"

 Though she already knew, Deborah picked up the card.

 Nice work, Counselor. Gage

 She couldn't prevent the softening, or the smile that bloomed on her lips. "They're from Gage."

 "The man knows how to make a statement." Behind her lenses, Lil's eyes sparkled. There was nothing
she liked better than romance—unless it was a good protest rally. "Must be five dozen in there."

 "They're beautiful." She slipped the card into her pocket. "I suppose I'll have to call him and thank him."

 "At least." Lil bit into the pizza. "Why don't you do it now, while it's on your mind?" And while she could
eavesdrop.

 Deborah hesitated, the scent of the flowers surrounding her. No, she thought with a shake of her head. If
she called him now, while his gesture weakened her, she might do or say something rash. "Later," she
decided. "I'll call him later."

 "Stalling," Lil said over a mouthful of pizza.

 "Yeah." Not ashamed to admit it, Deborah sat again. She ate for a moment in silence, then picked up her
wine. "Mrs. Greenbaum," she began, frowning into her glass. "You were married twice."

 "So far," Lil answered with a grin.

 "You loved both of them?"

 "Absolutely. They were good men." Her sharp little eyes became young and dreamy. "Both times I
thought it was going to be forever. I was about your age when I lost my first husband in the war. We only
had a few years together. Mr. Greenbaum and I were a bit luckier. I miss both of them."

 "Have you ever wondered… I guess it's an odd sort of question, but have you ever wondered what
would have happened if you'd met both of them at the same time?"

 Lil arched her eyebrows, intrigued with the notion. "That would have been a problem."
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 "You see what I mean. You loved both of them, but if they had come into your life at the same time, you
couldn't have loved both of them."

 "There's no telling what tricks the heart will play."

 "But you can't love two men the same way at the same time." She leaned forward, her own conflict
showing clearly on her face. "And if somehow you did, or thought you did, you couldn't make a
commitment to either one, without being unfaithful to the other."

 Taking her time, Lil topped off both glasses. "Are you in love with Gage Guthrie?"

 "I might be." Deborah glanced back at the basket bursting with roses. "Yes, I think I am."

 "And with someone else?"

 With her glass cupped in her hand, Deborah pushed away from the table and rose to pace. "Yes. But
that's crazy, isn't it?"

 Not crazy, Lil thought. Nothing to do with love was ever crazy. And for some, such a situation would be
delightful and exciting. Not for Deborah. For Deborah, she understood it would only be painful.

 "Are you sure it's love on either side, and not just sex?"

 After letting out a long breath, Deborah sat again. "I thought it was just physical. I wanted it to be. But
I've thought about it, tried to be honest with myself, and I know it's not. I even get them mixed up in my
mind. Not just comparisons, but well, as if I'm trying to make them one man, so it would be simpler." She
drank again. "Gage told me he loves me, and I believe him. I don't know what to do."

 "Follow your heart," Lil told her. "I know that sounds trite, the truest things often do. Let your mind take
a back seat and listen to your heart. It usually makes the right choice."

 At eleven, Deborah switched on the late news. She wasn't displeased to see her victory in the Slagerman
case as the top story. She watched her own image give a brief statement on the courthouse steps,
frowning a bit when Wisner pushed through to ask his usual nonsense about Nemesis.

 The news team segued from that into Nemesis's latest exploits—the liquor store robbery he had
scotched, the mugger he had captured, the murder he had prevented.

 "Busy man," Deborah muttered, and drained the last of the wine. If Mrs. Greenbaum hadn't spent most
of the evening with her, Deborah thought, she would have contented herself with one glass of wine rather
than half the bottle.

 Well, tomorrow was Saturday, she thought with a shrug, as the anchorman reported on the upcoming
mayoral debates. She could sleep a little late before she went into the office. Or, if she was lucky, she
would uncover something that evening. But she wouldn't get anything done if she continued to sit in front
of the television.

 She waited long enough to hear the weather report, which promised continuing heat, raging humidity and
chances of thunderstorms. Switching off the set, she went to the bedroom to settle at her desk.

 She'd left the window open in the vain hope of catching a breeze. The traffic noise was a steady din from
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five stories down. The heat rose from the street, intensifying on its upward journey. She could all but see
it.

 Hot nights. Hot needs.

 She walked to the window, hoping for a breath of air to ease the aching even the wine hadn't dulled. But
it remained, a deep, slow throb. Was he out there? she wondered, then put a hand to her temple. She
wasn't even sure which man she was thinking of. And it would be best, she knew, if she thought of
neither.

 Turning on her desk lamp, she opened a file, then glanced at the phone.

 She'd called Gage an hour before, only to be told by the taciturn Frank that Mr. Guthrie was out for the
evening. She could hardly call him again, she thought. It would look as though she were checking up on
him. Something she had no right to do—especially since she was the one who had asked for the time and
space.

 That was what she wanted, she assured herself. What she had to have. And thinking of him wouldn't
help her find the answers that were buried somewhere in the papers on her desk.

 She began to read through them again, making notations on a legal pad. As she worked, time slipped
past and thunder muttered in the distance.

 He shouldn't have come. He knew it wasn't right. But as he had walked the streets, his steps had taken
him closer and closer to her apartment. Draped in shadows, he looked up and saw the light in her
window. In the heat-drenched night he waited, telling himself if the light switched off, he would leave. He
would go.

 But it remained, a pale yet steady beacon.

 He wondered if he could convince himself he wanted only to see her, to speak with her. It was true that
he needed to find out how much she knew, how close she was. Facts on her computer didn't take in her
intuition or her suspicions. The closer she came to answers, the more jeopardy she was in.

 Even more than he wanted to love her, he needed to protect her.

 But that wasn't why he crossed the street, why he swung himself onto the fire escape and began to
climb. What he did he did because he couldn't stop himself.

 Through the open window, he saw her. She was seated at a desk, the slant of light directed onto the
papers she read through. A pencil moved quickly in her hand.

 He could smell her. The tauntingly sexy scent she wore reached out to him like an invitation. Or a dare.

 He could see only her profile, the curve of her cheek and jaw, the shape of her mouth. Her short blue
robe was loosely tied, and he could see the long white column of her throat. As he watched, she lifted a
hand to rub at the back of her neck. The robe shifted, sliding up her thighs, parting gently as she crossed
her legs and bent over her work again.

 Deborah read the same paragraph three times before she realized her concentration had been broken.
She rubbed her eyes, intending to begin again. And her whole body stiffened. Heat rushed over her skin.
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Slowly she turned and saw him.

 He was standing inside the window, away from the light. Her heart was hammering—not in shock, she
realized. In anticipation.

 "Taking a break from crime fighting?" she asked, hoping the sharp tone of her voice would cover her
trembling. "According to the eleven-o'clock news, you've been busy."

 He hadn't bothered to concentrate. This time, at least this time, he'd needed to come to her whole. "So
have you."

 "And I still am." She pushed at her hair and discovered her hand wasn't quite steady. "How did you get
in?" When he glanced toward the window, she nodded. "I'll have to remember to keep that locked."

 "It wouldn't have mattered. Not after I saw you."

 Every nerve in her body was on edge. Telling herself it would add more authority, she rose. "I'm not
going to let this go on."

 "You can't stop it." He stepped toward her. "Neither can I." His gaze shifted to the papers on her desk.
"You haven't listened."

 "No. I don't intend to. I'll wade through all the lies, navigate all the dead ends until I find the truth. Then
I'll finish it." Her stance was tense and watchful. Her eyes challenged him. "If you want to help me, then
tell me what you know."

 "I know I want you." He hooked a hand in the belt of her robe to hold her still. At that moment, she was
his only need, his only quest, his only hunger. "Now. Tonight."

 "You have to go." She could do nothing to prevent the shudder of response or the flare of desire.
Integrity warred with passion. "You have to leave."

 "Do you know how I ache for you?" His voice was harsh as he jerked her against him. "There is no law I
wouldn't break, no value I wouldn't sacrifice to have you. Do you understand that kind of need?"

 "Yes." It was clawing her. "Yes. It's wrong."

 "Right or wrong, it's tonight." With one sweep of his hand, he sent the lamp crashing to the floor. As the
room was plunged into darkness, he lifted her into his arms.

 "We can't." But her fingers dug hard into his shoulder, negating the denial.

 "We will."

 Even as she shook her head, his mouth came down on hers, fast and fevered, strong and seductive. The
power of it slammed into her, leaving her reeling and rocky—and helpless, helpless to resist her own
answering need. Her lips softened without yielding, parted without surrendering. As she tumbled deaf and
blind into the kiss, her mind heard what her heart had been trying to tell her.

 He pressed her into the mattress, his mouth frantic and impatient as it roamed her face, his hands already
tearing at the thin robe that covered her. Beneath it she was just as he'd dreamed. Hot and smooth and
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fragrant. Stripping off his gloves he let himself feel what he had craved.

 Like a river she flowed under his hands. He could have drowned in her. Though he burned to see what
he was making his, he contented himself with texture, with taste, with scent. In the hot storm-haunted
night, he was relentless.

 He was still a shadow, but she knew him. And wanted him. With all reason, all rationality aside, she
clung to him, mouth seeking mouth as they rolled over the bed. Desperate to feel him against her, to feel
the wild beat of his heart match the wild beat of hers, she pulled at his shirt. There were harshly
whispered words against her lips, against her throat, her breast, as she frantically undressed him.

 Then he was as vulnerable as she, his skin as slick, his hands as greedy. Thunder rumbled, lightning
flickered in the moonless night. The scent of roses and passion hung heavy in the air. She shuddered,
mindless with the pleasures he so recklessly showed her.

 It was all heat, all ache, all glory. Even as she wept with it, she strained against him, demanding more.
Before she could demand, he gave, sending her soaring again. Dark, secret delights. Moans and
whispers. Bruising caresses. Insatiable hungers.

 When she thought she would surely go mad, he plunged inside her. And it was madness. She gave
herself to it, to him, with all her strength, all her eagerness.

 "I love you." She wrapped tight around him as the words poured out.

 They filled him, even as he filled her. They moved him even as their bodies moved together. He buried
his face in her hair. Her nails dug into his back. He felt his own shattering release, then hers as she cried
out his name.

 He lay in the dark. The roaring in his head gradually subsided until all he heard was the sound of traffic
on the street below and Deborah's deep, unsteady breaths. Her arms were no longer tight around him,
but had slid off. She was still now, and quiet.

 Slowly, unnerved by his own weakness, he shifted from her. She didn't move, didn't speak. In the dark,
he touched a hand to her face and found it damp. And he hated that part of him that had caused her grief.

 "How long have you known?"

 "Not until tonight." Before he could touch her again, she turned away and groped for her robe. "Did you
think I wouldn't know when you kissed me? Didn't you realize that no matter how dark it was, no matter
how confused you made me, once this happened I would know?"

 It wasn't just anger in her voice, but pain. He could have withstood the anger. "No, I didn't think of it."

 "Didn't you?" She switched on the bedside lamp and stared at him. "But you're so clever, Gage, so damn
clever to have made such a mistake."

 He looked at her. Her hair was tumbled, her pale skin still flushed and warm from his hands. There were
tears in her eyes, and behind them a bright anger. "Maybe I did know. Maybe I just didn't want to let it
matter." He rose and reached for her. "Deborah—"

 She slapped him once, then twice. "Damn you, you lied to me. You made me doubt myself, my values.
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You knew, you had to know I was falling in love with you." With a half-laugh she turned away. "With
both of you."

 "Please listen." When he touched her on the shoulder, she jerked away.

 "It wouldn't be wise to touch me just now."

 "All right." He curled his hand into a fist. "I fell in love with you so fast, I couldn't think. All I knew was
that I needed you, and that I wanted you to be safe."

 "So, you put on your mask and looked out for me. I won't thank you for it. For any of it."

 The finality in her voice had panic racing through him. "Deborah, what happened here tonight—"

 "Yes, what happened here. You trusted me enough for this." She gestured to the bed. "But not for the
rest. Not for the truth."

 "No, I didn't. I couldn't because I know how you feel about what I'm doing."

 "That's a whole different story, isn't it?" She swiped away tears.

 The anger was dying away to misery. "If you knew you had to lie to me, why didn't you just stay away
from me?"

 He forced himself not to reach for her again. He had lied and, by lying, hurt her. Now he could only offer
the truth and hope it would begin to heal. "You're the only thing in four years I haven't been able to
overcome. You're the only thing in four years I've needed as much as I've needed to live. I don't expect
you to understand or even accept, but I need you to believe me."

 "I don't know what to believe. Gage, since I met you I've been torn in two different directions, believing
I was falling in love with two different men. But it's just you. I don't know what to do." On a sigh, she
shut her eyes. "I don't know what's right."

 "I love you, Deborah. Nothing's lighter than that. Give me a chance to show you, time to explain the
rest."

 "I don't seem to have much choice. Gage, I can't condone—" She opened her eyes and for the first time
focused on the long, jagged scars on his chest. Pain slammed into her, all but bringing her to her knees.
Dulled with horror, her eyes lifted to his. "They did that to you?" she whispered.

 His body stiffened. "I don't want pity, Deborah."

 "Be quiet." She moved quickly, going to him, wrapping her arms around him. "Hold me." She shook her
head. "No, tighter. I might have lost you all those years ago before I ever had the chance to have you."
There were tears in her eyes again as she lifted her head. "I don't know what to do, or what's right. But
tonight it's enough that you're here. You'll stay?"

 He touched his lips to hers. "As long as you want."
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 Chapter 8
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Deborah always awakened reluctantly. She snuggled into sleep, easily blocking out the honks and
gunning engines from the street. A jackhammer was machine-gunning the concrete, but she only yawned
and shifted. If she put her mind to it, she could sleep through an atomic bomb.

 It wasn't the noise that had her opening her groggy eyes. It was the faint and glorious scent of brewing
coffee.

 Ten-thirty, she noted, peering at the clock.Ten-thirty! Deborah struggled to sit up and discovered she
was alone in bed.

 Gage, she thought, pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes. Had he ordered breakfast again? Eggs
Benedict? Belgian waffles? Strawberries and champagne? God, what she would have given for a simple
cup of black coffee and a stale doughnut.

 Pushing herself from the bed, she reached down for her robe, which was lying in a heap on the floor.
Beneath it was a swatch of black cloth. She picked it up, then lowered herself to the bed again.

 A mask. She balled the material in her hand. So, it hadn't been a dream. It was real, all of it. He had
come to her in the night, loved her in the night. Both of her fantasies. The charming businessman, the
arrogant stranger in black. They were one man, one lover.

 On a low groan, she buried her face in her hands. What was she going to do? How the hell was she
going to handle this? As a woman? As a D.A.?

 God, she loved him. And by loving him, she betrayed her principles. If she revealed his secret, she
betrayed her heart.

 And how could she love him without understanding him?

 Yet she did, and there was no way she could take back her heart.

 They had to talk, she decided. Calmly and sensibly. She could only pray she would find the strength and
the right words. It wouldn't be enough to tell him she disapproved. He already knew it. It wouldn't be
enough to tell him she was afraid. That would only prompt him to reassure. Somehow, she had to find the
words to convince him that the path he had taken was not only dangerous, but wrong.

 Deborah braced herself, prepared.

 When the phone rang, she muttered an oath. Struggling into her robe, she climbed across the bed to
snatch up the receiver.

 "…Deborah's sister." Cilia's voice held both amusement and curiosity. "And how are you?"

 "Fine, thanks," Gage said. "Deborah's still sleeping. Would you like me to—"

 "I'm right here." Sighing, Deborah pushed at her tousled hair. "Hello, Cilia."
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 "Hi."

 "Goodbye, Cilia." Deborah heard Gage set the phone on the hook. There was a moment of humming
silence.

 "Ah…I guess I called at a bad time."

 "No. I was just getting up. Isn't it a bit early in Denver?"

 "With three kids, this is the middle of the day. Bryant, take that basketball outside.Out! No dribbling in
the kitchen. Deb?"

 "Yes?"

 "Sorry. Anyway, Boyd checked out those names, and I thought you'd like the information right away."

 "That's great." She picked up a pen.

 "I'll let Boyd fill you in." The phone rattled. "No, I'll take him. Keenan, don't put that in your mouth.
Good grief, Boyd, what's all over his face?" There was some giggling, a crash as the receiver hit the
kitchen floor and the sound of running feet.

 "Deb?"

 "Congratulations, Captain Fletcher."

 "Thanks. I guess Cilia's been bragging again. How's it going?"

 She looked down at the mask she still held in her hand. "I'm not at all sure." Shaking off the mood, she
smiled into the phone. "Things sound normal out there."

 "Nothing's ever normal out here. Hey, Allison, don't let that dog—" There was another crash and a flurry
of barking. "Too late."

 Yes, it sounded perfectly normal. "Boyd, I appreciate you moving so fast on this."

 "No problem. It sounded important."

 "It is."

 "Well, it isn't much. George P. Drummond was a plumber, owned his own business—"

 "Was?" Deborah interrupted.

 "Yeah. He died three years ago. Natural causes. He was eighty-two and had no connection with a Solar
Corporation or any other."

 She shut her eyes. "And the other?"

 "Charles R. Meyers. High school science teacher and football coach. Deceased five years. They were
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both clean as a whistle."

 "And the Solar Corporation?"

 "We can't find much so far. The address you gave Cilia was nonexistent."

 "I should have guessed. Every time I turn a corner on this, I run into a dead end."

 "I know the feeling. I'll do some more digging. Sorry I can't be more helpful."

 "But you have been."

 "Two dead guys and a phony address? Not much. Deborah, we've been following the papers out here.
Can you tell me if this business has anything to do with your masked phantom?''

 She balled the black cloth in her hand again. "Off the record, yes.''

 "I imagine Cilia's already said it, but be careful, okay?"

 "I will."

 "She wants to talk to you again." There was some muttering, a chuckle. "Something about a man
answering your phone." Boyd laughed again, and Deborah could almost see them wrestling over the
receiver.

 "I just want to know—" Cilia was breathless. "Boyd, cut it out.

 Go feed the dog or something. I just want to know," she repeated into the receiver, "who owns the
terrific, sexy voice."

 "A man."

 "I figured that out. Does he have a name?"

 "Yes."

 "Well, do you want me to guess? Phil, Tony, Maximillion?"

 "Gage," Deborah muttered, giving up.

 "The millionaire? Nice going."

 "Cilia—"

 "I know, I know. You're a grown woman. A sensible woman with a life of her own. I won't say another
word. But is he—"

 "Before you take this any further, I should warn you I haven't had coffee yet."

 "Okay. But I want you to call me, and soon. I need details."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "I'll let you know when I have them. I'll be in touch."

 "You'd better."

 She hung up and sat a moment. It seemed she was back to square one, all around. But first things first,
she reminded herself, and followed the scent of coffee into the kitchen.

 Gage was at the stove, in jeans and bare feet, his shirt unbuttoned. She wasn't surprised to see him
there, but she was surprised at what he was doing.

 "You're cooking?" she said from the doorway.

 He turned. The impact of seeing her there in the strong sunlight, her eyes sleepy and cautious, nearly
bowled him over. "Hi. Sorry about the phone, I thought I could get it before it woke you up."

 "It's all right. I was… awake." Feeling awkward, she took a mug from a hook over the sink and poured
coffee. "It was my sister."

 "Right." He put his hands on her shoulders, running his hands gently down to her elbows and back.
When she stiffened, he felt the pain knife into him. "Would you rather I wasn't here?"

 "I don't know." She drank without turning around. "I guess we have to talk." But she couldn't bring
herself to face it yet. "What are you making?"

 "French toast. You didn't have much in the fridge, so I went down the corner and picked some things
up."

 So normal, she thought as her stomach clenched. So easy. "How long have you been up?"

 "Two or three hours." When he walked back to the stove, she turned around. "You didn't get much
sleep."

 His eyes met hers. She was holding back, he thought, on both the hurt and the anger. But they were
there. "I don't need much—not anymore." He added two eggs to the milk he already had in a bowl. "I
spent the better part of a year doing nothing but sleeping. After I came back, I didn't seem to need more
than four hours a night."

 "I guess that's how you manage to run your businesses, and… the other."

 "Yeah." He continued to mix ingredients, then dunked bread into the bowl. "You could say my
metabolism changed—among other things." Coated bread sizzled when he placed it in the skillet. "Do
you want me to apologize for what happened last night?"

 She didn't speak for a moment, then opened a cupboard. "I'll get some plates." He bit off an oath. "Fine.
This only takes a few minutes."

 He waited until they were seated by the window. Deborah said nothing while she toyed with her
breakfast. Her silence and the miserable look in her eyes were more disturbing to him than a hundred
shouted accusations.

 "It's your call," he said quietly.
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 Her eyes lifted to his. "I know."

 "I won't apologize for being in love with you. Or for making love with you. Being with you last night was
the most important thing that's ever happened to me."

 He waited, watching her. "You don't believe that, do you?"

 "I'm not sure what I believe. What I can believe." She cupped her hands around her mug, her fingers
tense. "You've lied to me, Gage, from the very beginning."

 "Yes, I have." He banked down on the need to reach out for her, just to touch her. "Apologies for that
really don't matter much. It was deliberate, and if it had been possible, I would have continued to lie to
you."

 She pushed away from the table to wrap her arms around herself. "Do you know how that makes me
feel?''

 "I think I do."

 Hurting, she shook her head. "You couldn't possibly know. You made me doubt myself on the most
basic of levels. I was falling in love with you—with both of you, and I was ashamed. Oh, I can see now
that I was a fool not to have realized it sooner. My feelings were exactly the same for what I thought
were two different men. I would look at you, and think of him. Look at him, and think of you." She
pressed her fingers to her lips. The words were pouring out too quickly.

 "That night, in Santiago's room, after I came to and you were holding me. I looked up into your eyes and
remembered the first time I had seen you in the ballroom at the Stuart Palace. I thought I was going
crazy."

 "It wasn't done to hurt you, only to protect you."

 "From what?" she demanded. "From myself, from you? Every time you touched me, I…" Her breath
hitched as she fought for composure. That was her problem, after all. Her emotions. "I don't know if I
can forgive you, Gage, or trust you. Even loving you, I don't know."

 He sat where he was, knowing she would resist if he tried to approach her. "I can't make up for what
was done. I didn't want you, Deborah. I didn't want anyone who could make me vulnerable enough to
make a mistake." He thought of his gift. His curse. "I don't even have the right to ask you to take me as I
am."

 "With this?" She pulled the mask from the pocket of her robe. "No, you don't have the right to ask me to
accept this. But that's just what you're doing. You're asking me to love you. And you're asking me to
close my eyes to what you're doing. I dedicated my life to the law. Am I supposed to say nothing while
you ignore it?''

 His eyes darkened. "I nearly lost my life to the law. My partner died for it. I've never ignored it."

 "Gage, this can't be personal."

 "The hell it can't. It's all personal. Whatever you read in your law books, whatever precedents or
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procedures you find, it all comes down to people. You know that. You feel that. I've seen you work."

 "Within the law," she insisted. "Gage, you must see what you're doing is wrong, not even to mention
dangerous. You have to stop." His eyes were very dark, very clear. "Not even for you."

 "And if I go to Mitchell, to the police commissioner, to Fields?"

 "Then I'll do whatever I have to do. But I won't stop."

 "Why?" She crossed to him, the mask fisted in her hand. "Damn it, why?"

 "Because I don't have a choice." He rose, his hands gripping her shoulders hard before he let go and
turned away. "There's nothing I can do to change it. Nothing I would do."

 "I know about Montega." When he turned back, she saw the pain. "I'm sorry, Gage, so sorry for what
happened to you. For what happened to your partner. We'll bring Montega in, I swear it. But revenge
isn't the answer for you. It can't be."

 "What happened to me four years ago changed my life. That's not trite. That's reality." He laid his hand
against the wall, stared at it, then pulled it back to stick it into his pocket. "You read the reports of what
happened the night Jack was killed?"

 "Yes, I read them."

 "All the facts," he murmured. "But not all the truth. Was it in the report that I loved him? That he had a
pretty wife and a little boy who liked to ride a red tricycle?''

 "Oh, Gage." She couldn't prevent her eyes from filling, or her arms from reaching out. But he shook his
head and moved away.

 "Was it in the report that we had given nearly two years of our lives to break that case? Two years of
dealing with the kind of slime who have big yachts, big houses, fat portfolios all from the money they earn
selling drugs to smaller dealers, who pay the rent by putting it out on the streets, and the playgrounds and
the projects. Two years working our way in, our way up. Because we were cops and we believed we
could make a difference."

 He put his hands on the back of the chair, fingers curling, uncurling. She could only stand and watch in
silence as he remembered. "Jack was going to take a vacation when it was over. Not to go anywhere,
just to sit around the house, mow the grass, fix a leaky sink, spend time with Jenny and his kid. That's
what he said. I was thinking about going to Aruba for a couple of weeks, but Jack, he didn't have big
dreams. Just ordinary ones."

 He looked up, out the window, but he didn't see the sunlight or the traffic crowding the streets.
Effortlessly he slid into the past. "We got out of the car. We had a case full of marked bills, plenty of
backup and a solid cover. What could go wrong? We were both ready, really ready. We were going to
meet the man in charge. It was hot. You could smell the water, hear it lapping against the docks. I was
sweating, not just because of the heat, but because it didn't feel right. But I didn't listen to my instincts.
And then Montega…"

 Gage could see him, standing in the shadows of the docks, gold glinting in his grin.
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 Stinking cops.

 "He killed Jack before I could even reach for my weapon. And I froze. Just for an instant, just for a
heartbeat, but I froze. And he had me."

 She thought of the scars on his chest and could hardly breathe. To have watched his partner murdered.
To have had that moment, that instant of time to see his own death coming. The sharp, shuddering pain
that ripped through her was all for him.

 "Don't. What good does it do to go back and remember? You couldn't have saved Jack. No matter
how quick you had been, no matter what you had done, you couldn't have saved him."

 He looked back at her. "Not then. I died that night."

 The way he said it, so flat, so passionlessly, had her blood going cold. "You're alive."

 "Death's almost a technical term these days. Technically, I died. And part of me slipped right out of my
body." Her face grew only paler as he spoke, but she had to know. He had to tell her. "I watched them
working on me, there on the docks. And again in the operating room. I almost—almost floated free. And
then… I was trapped."

 "I don't understand."

 "Back in my body, but notback." He lifted his hands, spread them. He'd never tried to explain it to
anyone before, and wasn't certain he could. "Sometimes I could hear—voices, the classical music the
nurse left playing by the bed, crying. Or I'd smell flowers. I couldn't speak, I couldn't see. But more than
that I couldn't feel anything." He let his hands drop again. "I didn't want to. Then I came back—and I felt
too much."

 It was impossible to imagine, but she felt the pain and the despair in her own heart. "I won't say I
understand what you went through. No one could. But it hurts me to think of it, of what you're still going
through."

 He looked at her, watched a tear slide down her cheek. "When I saw you that night, in the alley, my life
changed again. I was just as helpless to stop it as I had been the first time." His gaze shifted down to the
mask she held tight. "Now, my life's in your hands."

 "I wish I knew what was right."

 He came to her again, lifting his hands to her face. "Give me some time. A few more days."

 "You don't know what you're asking me."

 "I do," he said, holding her still when she would have turned away. "But I don't have a choice. Deborah,
if I don't finish what I've started I might as well have died four years ago."

 Her mouth opened to argue, to protest, but she saw the truth of his words in his eyes. "Isn't there
another way?"

 "Not for me. A few more days," he repeated. "After that, if you feel you have to take what you know to
your superiors, I'll accept it. And take the consequences."
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 She shut her eyes. She knew what he could not. That she would have given him anything. "Mitchell gave
me two weeks," she said dully. "I can't promise you any longer."

 He knew what it cost her and prayed he would find the time and the place to balance the scales. "I love
you."

 She opened her eyes, looked into his. "I know," she murmured, then laid her head against his chest. The
mask dangled from her fingers. "I know you do."

 She felt his arms around her, the solid reality of them. She lifted her head again to meet his lips with hers,
to let the kiss linger, warm and promising, even while her conscience waged a silent battle.

 What was going to happen to them? Afraid, she tightened her grip and held on. "Why can't it be simple?"
she whispered. "Why can't it be ordinary?"

 He couldn't count the times he had asked himself the same questions. "I'm sorry."

 "No." Shaking her head, she drew away. "I'm sorry. It doesn't do any good to stand here whining about
it." With a sniffle, she brushed away tears. "I may not know what's going to happen, but I know what has
to be done. I have to go to work. Maybe I can find a way out of this thing." She lifted a brow. "Why are
you smiling?"

 "Because you're perfect. Absolutely perfect." As he had the night before, he hooked a hand in the belt of
her robe. "Come to bed with me. I'll show you what I mean."

 "It's nearly noon," she said as he lowered his head to nibble at her ear. "I have work."

 "Are you sure?"

 Her eyes drifted closed. Her body swayed toward his. "Ah… yes." She pulled away, holding both palms
out. "Yes, really. I don't have much time. Neither of us do."

 "All right." He smiled again when her lips moved into a pout at his easy acquiescence. Perhaps, with
luck, he could give her something ordinary. "On one condition."

 "Which is?"

 "I have a charity function tonight. A dinner, a couple of performers, dancing. At the Parkside."

 "The Parkside." She thought of the old, exclusive and elegant hotel overlooking City Park. "Are you
talking about the summer ball?"

 "Yeah, that's it. I'd considered skipping it, but I've changed my mind. Will you go with me?"

 She lifted a brow. "You're asking me at noon, if I'll go with you to the biggest, glitziest event in the
city—which begins eight hours from now. And you're asking me when I've got to go to work, have
absolutely no hope of getting an appointment at a hairdresser, no time to shop for the right dress."

 "That about covers it," he said after a moment.
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 She blew out a breath. "What time are you going to pick me up?"

 At seven, Deborah stepped under a steaming hot shower. She didn't believe it could possibly ease all the
aches, and she was over her quota of aspirin for the day. Six hours in front of a computer terminal, a
phone receiver at her ear, had brought her minimal results.

 Each name she had checked had turned out to belong to someone long dead. Each address was a blind
alley, and each corporation she investigated led only to a maze of others.

 The common thread, as Gage had termed it, seemed to be frustration.

 More than ever she needed to find the truth. It wasn't only a matter of justice now. It was personal.
Though she knew that warped her objectivity, it couldn't be helped. Until this was resolved, she couldn't
begin to know where her future, and Gage's, lay.

 Perhaps nowhere, she thought as she bundled into a towel. They had come together like lightning and
thunder. But storms passed. She knew that an enduring relationship required more than passion. Her
parents had had passion—and no understanding. It required even more than love. Her parents had loved,
but they had been unhappy.

 Trust. Without trust, love and passion faded, paled and vanished.

 She wanted to trust him. And to believe in him. Yet he didn't trust her. There were things he knew that
could bring her closer to the truth in the case they were both so involved in. Instead, he kept them to
himself, determined that his way and only his way was the right one.

 With a sigh, she began to dry her hair. Wasn't she just as determined that her way, only her way, was
the right one?

 If they were so opposed on this one fundamental belief, how could love be enough?

 But she had agreed to see him that night. Not because she wanted to go to a fancy ball, she thought. If
he had asked her for hot dogs and bowling, she would have gone. Because she couldn't stay away. If she
was honest, she would admit she didn't want to stay away.

 She would give herself tonight, Deborah thought, carefully applying blusher. But like Cinderella, when
the ball was over, she would have to face reality.

 Moving briskly, she walked into the bedroom. Spread over the bed was the dress she had bought less
than an hour before. Fate, she mused, running a hand over its shimmering sequins. He'd said he liked her
in blue. When she'd rushed into the dress shop, frantic, it had been there, waiting. A liquid column of rich,
royal blue, studded with silvery sequins. And it fit like a glove from its high-banded collar to its
ankle-skimming hem.

 Deborah had winced at the price tag, then had gritted her teeth. She'd thrown caution and a month's pay
to the winds.

 Now, looking in the mirror, she couldn't regret it. The rhinestone swirls at her ears were the perfect
match. With her hair swept up and back, her shoulders were bare. She shifted. So was most of her back.

 She was just slipping on her shoes when Gage knocked.
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 His smile faded when she opened the door. Her own lips curved at the sudden and intense desire she
saw in his eyes. Very slowly she turned a full circle.

 "What do you think?"

 He discovered, if he did so very slowly, he could breathe. "I'm glad I didn't give you more time to
prepare."

 "Why?"

 "I couldn't have handled it if you were any more beautiful."

 She tilted her chin. "Show me."

 He was almost afraid to touch her. Very gently he laid his hands on her shoulders, lowered his mouth to
hers. But the taste of her punched into his system, making his fingers tighten, his mouth greedy. With a
murmur, he shifted, reaching out to shut the door.

 "Oh, no." She was breathless, and unsteady enough to have to lean back against the door. But she was
also determined. "For what I paid for this dress, I want to take it out in public."

 "Always practical." He gave her one last, lingering kiss. "We could be late."

 She smiled at him. "We'll leave early."

 When they arrived, the ballroom was already crowded with the glamorous, the influential, the wealthy.
Over champagne and appetizers, Deborah scanned the tables and the table-hoppers.

 She saw the governor glad-handing a well-known actress, a publishing tycoon cheek-bussing an opera
star, the mayor exchanging grins and guffaws with a bestselling author.

 "Your usual crowd?" Deborah murmured, smiling at Gage.

 "A few acquaintances." He touched his glass to hers.

 "Mmm. That's Tarrington, isn't it?" She nodded her head toward a young, earnest-looking man. "What
do you think his chances are in the debates?"

 "He has a lot to say," Gage commented. "Sometimes a bit tactlessly, but he has a point. Still, he'll have a
hard time swaying the over-forty vote."

 "Gage." Arlo Stuart stopped at their table, patting his hand on Gage's shoulder. "Good to see you."

 "Glad you could make it."

 "Wouldn't have missed it." A tall, tanned man with a wavy mane of snowy hair and clear green eyes, he
gestured with his glass of Scotch. "You've done nice things in here. I haven't been in since you finished
the renovations."

 "We like it."
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 It took Deborah only a minute to realize they were talking about the hotel. And that the hotel belonged
to Gage. She glanced up at the opulent crystal chandeliers. She should have known.

 "I like knowing my competition has class." His gaze flicked to Deborah. "Speaking of class. Your face is
very familiar. And I'm too old for you to consider that a line."

 "Arlo Stuart, Deborah O'Roarke."

 He took Deborah's hand, holding it in a hearty squeeze. "O'Roarke—O'Roarke." His eyes were both
friendly and crafty. "You're the hot lawyer, aren't you? The D.A. who knocked that little creep
Slagerman down a peg. The newspaper pictures aren't even close."

 "Mr. Stuart."

 "The mayor has good things to say about you. Very good things. We'll have to have a dance later so you
can tell me all you know about our friend, Nemesis."

 Her hand jerked in his, but she managed to keep her eyes level. "It would be a short conversation."

 "Not according to our favorite journalist. Of course Wisner's an ass." He had yet to release her hand.
"Where did you meet our up-and-coming D.A., Gage? I must be frequenting the wrong places."

 "At your hotel," he said easily. "The mayor's fund-raiser."

 Stuart gave a hearty laugh. "Well, that will teach me to run around drumming up votes for Fields, won't
it? Don't forget that dance."

 "I won't," she said, grateful to have her hand, sore fingers and all, back in her lap.

 When he walked away, Deborah wiggled her fingers. "Is he always so… exuberant?"

 "Yes." Gage picked up her hand and kissed it. "Anything broken?"

 "I don't think so." Content to have her hand in his, she glanced around the room. Lush palms, a musical
fountain, mirrored ceilings. "This is your hotel?"

 "Yeah. Do you like it?"

 "It's okay." She gave a little shrug when he grinned. "Shouldn'tyou be socializing?"

 "I am." He touched his lips to hers.

 "If you keep looking at me like that—

 "Go on. Please."

 She let out one long, unsteady breath. "I think I'll take a trip to the powder room."

 Halfway across the ballroom, she was waylaid by the mayor. "I'd like a moment, Deborah."
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 "Of course."

 With an arm around her waist, flashing a broad political smile, he steered her expertly through the crowd
and through the high ballroom doors.

 "I thought we could use a little privacy."

 Glancing back, she noted that Jerry was moving their way. At a signal from the mayor, he stopped, sent
Deborah an apologetic look and merged back with the crowd.

 "It's quite an elaborate event," Deborah began, schooled enough to know the mayor preferred to launch
a topic himself.

 "I was surprised to see you here." He nudged her away from the doors toward an alcove that held
potted plants and pay phones. "Then again, perhaps I shouldn't have been, since your and Guthrie's
names have been linked so often lately."

 "I'm seeing Gage," she said coolly. "If that's "what you mean.

 On a personal level." She was already weary of playing politics. "Is that what you wanted to talk to me
about, Mayor? My social life?'' "Only as it affects your professional one. I was disturbed and
disappointed to learn that against my wishes you're remaining on this investigation."

 "Your wishes?" she countered. "Or Mr. Guthrie's?"

 "I respected and agreed with his viewpoint." There was a flash of anger in his eyes he rarely showed
outside of the privacy of his own offices. "Frankly, I'm displeased with your performance on this matter.
Your excellent record in the courtroom does not override your reckless mistakes outside of it."

 "Reckless? Believe me, Mayor Fields, I haven't begun to be reckless. I'm following my superior's orders
in pursuing this matter. I began it, and I intend to finish it. Since we're supposed to be on the same side,
I'd think you'd be pleased with the dedication of the D.A.'s office in this case, not only with our
persistence in tracking down and prosecuting the men trafficking drugs, but in finding Montega, a known
cop killer, and bringing him to justice."

 "Don't tell me whose side I'm on." Clearly on the edge of losing control, he wagged a finger in her face.
"I've worked for this city since before you could tie your own shoes. You don't want to make an enemy
of me, young lady. I run Urbana, and I intend to keep right on running it. Young, overeager prosecutors
are a dime a dozen."

 "Are you threatening to have me fired?"

 "I'm warning you." With an obvious effort of will, he brought himself under control. "You either work
with the system, or you work against it."

 "I know that." Her fingers tightened on her evening bag. "I admire you, Deborah," he said more calmly.
"But while you have enthusiasm, you lack experience, and a case like this requires more experienced
hands and minds."

 She stood her ground. "Mitchell gave me two weeks."
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 "I'm aware of that. Make sure you play by the book for the time you have left." Though his eyes were
still hot, he laid an avuncular hand on her arm. "Enjoy yourself this evening. The menu's excellent."

 When he left her, she stood there for a moment, quietly shaking with rage. Grappling for control, she
strode toward the ladies' room. Inside, she stormed through two arching ficus trees and into the adjoining
room with its rose-colored chairs and mint-green counters. Still seething, she tossed her bag onto the
counter and plopped down into a chair in front of one of the oval lighted mirrors.

 So the mayor was displeased, she thought. He was disappointed. He was disturbed. She grabbed a
lipstick out of her purse and concentrated on painting her lips. What he was, she thought, was spitting
mad because she had bucked him.

 Did he think there was only one way to do things, only one route to take? What the hell was wrong with
taking a few detours, as long as they led to the same destination? Especially if they got you there quicker.

 She tossed the lipstick back into her purse and reached for her compact. In the glass, she met her own
eyes.

 What was she thinking? Only twenty-four hours before, she had been sure there was only one way, only
one route. And though she wouldn't have appreciated the mayor's tactics, she would have applauded his
sentiments.

 And now? She dropped her chin on her hand. And now she just wasn't sure. Wasn't she, even at this
moment, veering outside of the system that she believed in? Wasn't she allowing her feelings, her personal
feelings for Gage, to interfere with her professional ethics?

 Or did it all come down to a matter of right and wrong, with her not knowing which was which? How
could she continue, how could she function as a lawyer, if she couldn't see clearly what was right?

 Maybe it was time to examine the facts, along with her own conscience, and ask herself if it wouldn't be
better for everyone if she did withdraw.

 As she sat studying her own face and her own values, the lights went out.

 Chapter 9
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Deborah clutched her evening bag and set one hand on the counter to orient herself. Big, fancy hotel like
this, she thought, and it blows a fuse. Though she tried to see the humor of it as she stood, her heart was
pounding. She swore when her hip bumped the chair as she groped through the dark.

 Though it was foolish, she was afraid, and felt both trapped and smothered by the dark.

 The door creaked open. There was a shaft of light, then blackness.

 "Hey, pretty lady."

 She froze, holding her breath.
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 "I got a message for you." The voice was high and piping with a giggle at the end of each sentence.
"Don't worry. I'm not going to hurt you. Montega wants you all for himself, and he'd get real mad if I
messed you up any first."

 Her skin iced over. He couldn't see her, Deborah reminded herself as she fought the paralyzing fear.
That evened the odds. "Who are you?"

 "Me?" Another giggle. "You've been looking for me, but I'm hard to find. That's why they call me
Mouse. I can get in and out of anyplace."

 He was moving toward her soundlessly. Deborah could only guess at the direction of his voice. "You
must be very clever." After she spoke, she too moved, shifting a careful foot to the left.

 "I'm good. I'm the best. Ain't nobody better than old Mouse. Montega wanted me to tell you he's real
sorry you didn't get to talk more before. He wants you to know he's keeping an eye on you. All the time.
And on your family."

 For an instant her blood stopped flowing. Her thoughts of outmaneuvering him, of slipping past him to
the door vanished. "My family?"

 "He knows people in Denver, too. Real slick people." He was closer now, so close she could smell him.
But she didn't move away. "If you cooperate, he'll make sure your sister and the rest stay safe and snug,
in their beds tonight. Get the picture?"

 She reached into her bag, felt the cool metal in her hand. "Yes, I get the picture." Pulling it out, she aimed
in the direction of his voice I and fired.

 Screaming, he crashed into the chairs. Deborah sprinted around him, ramming her shoulder against one
wall, then another until she located the door. Mouse was weeping and cursing as she tugged and found
the door jammed.

 "Oh, God. Oh, God." Panicked, she continued to pull.

 "Deborah!" She heard her name shouted. "Get away from the door. Step back from the door."

 She took one stumbling step backward and heard the heavy thud. Another, and the door crashed open.
She ran into the light and Gage's arms.

 "You're all right?" His hands were running over her, checking for hurts.

 "Yes. Yes." She buried her face in his shoulder, ignoring the gathering crowd. "He's inside." When he
started to push away, Deborah held on tighter. "No, please."

 His face grim, Gage nodded to a pair of security guards. "Come and sit down."

 "No, I'm okay." Though her breath was still shuddering, she drew away to look at his face. She saw
murder there and tightened her hold on him. "Really. He didn't even touch me. He was trying to frighten
me, Gage. He didn't hurt me."

 His voice was low as he studied her pale face. "Is that supposed to make me want to kill him less?"
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 With a burly guard on each arm, the weeping Mouse stumbled out, his hands covering his face. Deborah
noted he was wearing a waiter's uniform.

 Alarmed by the look in Gage's eyes, she pulled his attention back to her. "He's in a lot worse shape than
I am. I used this." With an unsteady hand, Deborah held up a can of Mace. "I've been carrying it with me
since that night in the alley."

 Gage wasn't sure if he should laugh or swear. Instead, he pulled her against him and kissed her. "It looks
as though I can't let you out of my sight."

 "Deborah." Jerry elbowed through the onlookers. "Are you all right?"

 "I am now. The police?"

 "I called them myself." Jerry glanced up at Gage. "You should get her out of here."

 "I'm fine," Deborah insisted, glad the full-length dress concealed her knocking knees. "I'll have to go
down to the police station and make a statement. But I need to make a phone call first."

 "I'll call whomever you like." Jerry gave her hand a quick squeeze.

 "Thanks, but I need to do this." Behind him, she spotted the mayor. "You could do me a favor and hold
Fields off my back for a while."

 "Done." He looked at Gage again. "Take care of her."

 "I intend to." Keeping Deborah tight at his side, Gage led her away from the crowd. He moved quickly
across the lobby and toward a bank of elevators.

 "Where are we going?"

 "I keep an office here, you can make the call from there." Inside the elevator, he turned her to him again
and held tight. "What happened?"

 "Well, I didn't get to powder my nose." She turned her face into his collar, breathing deeply. "First,
Fields waylaid me and read me the riot act. He's not pleased with my performance." When the elevator
doors opened, she loosened her hold so they could walk into the hallway. "When we parted ways, I was
seeing red. I sat down in the powder room to repair my makeup and my composure." She was calming,
and grateful the shaking had stopped. "Very elegant, by the way."

 He shot her a look as he slid a key into a lock. "I'm glad you approve."

 "I liked it a lot." She stepped into the parlor of a suite and crossed the thick oatmeal-colored carpet.
"Until the lights went out. I was just orienting myself when the door opened, and he came in. The elusive
Mouse," she said as her stomach began to churn again. "He had a message for me from Montega."

 The name, just the name, had Gage's muscles tensing. "Sit down. I'll get you a brandy."

 "The phone?"
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 "Right there. Go ahead."

 Gage was fighting his own demons as he moved to the bar for the decanter and two snifters. She'd been
alone, and however resourceful she was, she'd been vulnerable. When he'd heard the screaming… His
fingers went white on the decanter. If it had been Montega instead of his messenger boy, she could have
been dead. And he would have been too late.

 Nothing that had happened to him before, nothing that could happen to him in the future would be more
devastating than losing her.

 She was sitting now, very straight, very tense, her face too pale, her eyes too dark. In one hand she held
the receiver while the other vised around the cord. She was talking fast, to her brother-in-law, Gage
realized after a moment.

 They had threatened her family. He could see the possibility they would be harmed was more terrifying
to her than any attempt on her own life.

 "I need you to call me every day," she insisted. "You'll make sure Cilia has guards at the radio station.
The children…" She covered her face with her hand. "God, Boyd." She listened a moment, nodding,
trying to smile. "Yes, I know, I know. You didn't make captain for nothing. I'll be fine. Yes, and careful. I
love you. All of you." She paused again, inhaling deeply. "Yes, I know. Bye."

 She replaced the receiver. Saying nothing, Gage pushed the snifter into her hands. She cupped it a
moment, staring down at the amber liquid. On another deep breath, she tipped the glass to her lips and
drank deeply. She shuddered, drank again.

 "Thanks."

 "Your brother-in-law's a good cop. He won't let anything happen to them."

 "He saved Cilia's life years ago. That's when they fell in love." Abruptly she looked up, her eyes wet and
eloquent. "I hate this, Gage. They're my family, all I have left of family. The idea that something I've done,
something I'm doing could—" She broke off, pulling herself back from the unthinkable. "When I lost my
parents, I didn't think anything would ever be as bad. But this…" With a shake of her head, she looked
down at the brandy again. "My mother was a cop."

 He knew. He knew it all, but he only covered her hand with his and let her talk.

 "She was a good one, or so I was told. I was only twelve when it happened. I didn't know her very well,
not really. She wasn't cut out to be a mother."

 She shrugged it off, but even in that casual, dismissive gesture, he saw the scars.

 "And my father," she continued. "He was a lawyer. A public defender. He tried hard to keep it all
together, the family—the illusion of family. But he and my mother just couldn't pull it off." She sipped the
brandy again, grateful for its numbing smoothness. "Two uniforms came to school that day, picked me
up, took me back to the house. I guess I knew. I knew my mother was dead. They told me, as gently as
possible, that it was both of them. Both of them. Some creep my father was defending managed to
smuggle in a gun. When they were in the conference room, he cut loose."

 "I'm sorry, Deborah. I know how hard it is to lose family."
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 She nodded, setting the empty snifter aside. "I guess that's why I was determined to be a lawyer, a
prosecutor. Both of my parents dedicated their lives, and lost them defending the law. I didn't want it to
have been for nothing. Do you understand?"

 "Yes." He brought her hands to his lips. "For whatever reason you chose to be a lawyer, it was the right
decision. You're a good one."

 "Thanks."

 "Deborah." He hesitated, wanting to phrase his thoughts carefully. "I respect both your integrity and your
abilities."

 "I feel abut coming on."

 "I want to ask you again to back off from this. To leave the rest to me. You'll have your chance to do
what you do best, and that's prosecute Montega and the rest of them."

 She gave herself a moment, wanting, as he had, to make her thoughts clear. "Gage, tonight, after the
mayor came down on me, I sat in the powder room. Once I got over being mad, I started to think, to
examine my position, and my motives. I began to think maybe the mayor was right, maybe it would be
better if I turned this over to someone with more experience and less personal involvement." Then she
shook her head. "And I can't, especially now. They threatened my family. If I stepped back, I'd never be
able to trust myself again, to believe in myself. I have to finish this." Before he could speak, she put her
hands on his shoulders. "I don't agree with you. I don't know if I ever can, but I understand, in my heart,
what you're doing and why you have to do it. That's all I'm asking from you."

 How could he refuse? "Then I guess we have a stalemate, for now."

 "I have to go down and make my statement." She rose, held out a hand. "Will you come with me?"

 They wouldn't let her talk to Mouse. Deborah figured she could work around that eventually. By
Monday, she would have the police reports if nothing else. With Mouse under tight security, it was
unlikely the same kind of accident could befall him as it had Parino.

 For the answers she needed, she would bargain with Mouse, just as she would have bargained with the
devil.

 She gave her statement, wearily waited while it was typed for her signature. On Saturday night, the
station was hopping. Hookers and pimps, dealers and mugging victims, gang members and harried public
defenders. It was reality, an aspect of the system she represented and believed in. But it was with relief
that she stepped outside.

 "Long night," she murmured.

 "You handled yourself very well." He laid a hand on her cheek. "You must be exhausted."

 "Actually, I'm starving." Her lips curved. "We never did have dinner."

 "I'll buy you a hamburger."
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 With a laugh, she threw her arms around him. Perhaps some things, some very precious things, could be
simple. "My hero."

 He pressed his lips to the side of her throat. "I'll buy you a dozen hamburgers," he murmured. "Then for
God's sake, Deborah, come home with me."

 "Yes." She turned her lips to his. "Yes."

 He knew how to set the stage. Perfectly. When Deborah walked into the bedroom beside him, there
was moonlight drifting through the windows, Stardust filtering through the skylight, candle glow warming
the shadows. Roses—the scent of them sweetened the air. The sound of a hundred violins romanced it.

 She didn't know how he'd managed it all with the single phone call he'd made from the noisy little diner
where they had eaten. She didn't care. It was enough to know he would have thought of it.

 "It's lovely." She was nervous, she realized, ridiculously so after the passion of the previous night. But her
legs were unsteady as she crossed to where a bottle of champagne sat nestled in a crystal bowl of ice.
"You thought of everything."

 "Only of you." His lips brushed her shoulder before he poured the wine. "I've pictured you here a
hundred times. A thousand." He offered her a glass.

 "So have I." Her hand trembled as she lifted her glass. Desire, fighting to break free. "The first time you
kissed me, up in the tower, whole worlds opened up. It's never been like that for me before."

 "I nearly begged you to stay that night, even though you were angry." He slipped off one of her earrings,
then let his fingers rub over the sensitive lobe. "I wonder if you would have."

 "I don't know. I would have wanted to."

 "That's almost enough." He drew off her other earring, set them both on the table. Slowly he slid out one
of her hairpins, then another, watching her. Always watching her, "You're shivering."

 His hands were so gentle, his eyes so urgent. "I know."

 He took the glass from her limp fingers and set it aside. With his eyes on hers, he continued to free her
hair. The whisper of his fingertips on the nape of her neck. "You're not afraid of me?"

 "Of what you can do to me."

 Something flared in his eyes, dark and dangerous. But he lowered his head to gently kiss her temple.

 Heavy-eyed and sultry, she looked up at him. "Kiss me, Gage."

 "I will." His mouth trailed over her face, teasing, never satisfying her. "I am."

 Her breath was already coming fast. "You don't have to seduce me."

 He ran a finger up and down her bare spine, smiling when she shuddered. "It's my pleasure." And he
wanted it to be hers.
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 The night before, all the passion, all the fierce and angry needs had clawed their way out of him. Tonight
he wanted to show her the softer side of love. When she swayed against him, he withstood the swift
arrows of desire.

 "We made love in the dark," he murmured as his fingers flicked open the trio of buttons at the back of
her neck. "Tonight I want to see you."

 The dress shimmered down her, a glittery blue pool at her feet. She wore only a lacy woman's fancy that
lifted her breasts and skimmed transparent to her hips. Her beauty struck him breathless.

 "Every time I look at you, I fall in love again."

 "Then don't stop looking." She reached up to undo the formal tie. Her fingers slid down to unfasten the
unfamiliar studs. "Don't ever stop." She" parted his shirt with her hands, then pressed her mouth to the
heated skin beneath. The tip of her tongue left a moist trail before she lifted her head, let it fall back in
invitation. Her eyes were a rich blue gleam beneath her lashes. "Kiss me now."

 As seduced as she, he branded her lips with his. Twin moans, low and throaty, shuddered through the
room. Her hands slid slowly up his chest to his shoulders to push the dinner jacket aside. Her fingers
tightened, then went bonelessly lax as he softened the kiss, deepened it, gentled it.

 He lifted her into his arms as though she were fragile crystal rather than flesh and blood. With his eyes on
hers, he held her there a moment, letting his mouth tease and torment hers. He continued those
feather-light kisses as he carried her to the bed.

 He sat, holding her cradled in his lap. His mouth continued its quiet devastation of her reason. He could
almost see her float. Her eyes drifted shut. Her limbs were fluid. In arousing contrast, her heart pounded
under his hand. He wanted her like this. Totally pleasured. Totally his. As he drew more and more of that
warm exotic flavor from her mouth, he thought he could stay just so for hours. For days.

 She felt each impossibly tender touch, the stroke of a fingertip, the brush of his palm, the oh-so-patient
quest of his lips. Her body seemed as light as the rose-scented air, yet her arms were too heavy to lift.
The music and his murmurs merged in her mind into one seducing song. Beneath it was the violent roar of
her own speeding pulse.

 She knew she had never been more vulnerable or more willing to go wherever he chose to take her.

 And this was love—a need more basic than hunger, than thirst.

 One quiet, helpless gasp escaped her when his lips whispered over the tops of her breasts. Slowly,
erotically, his tongue slid under the lace to tease her hardened nipples. His fingers played over the skin
above her stockings, lightly, so lightly, gliding beneath the sheer triangle of material.

 With one touch, he sent her over the first towering peak. She arched like a bow, and the pleasure
arrowed out of her into him. Then she seemed to melt in his arms.

 Breathless, almost delirious, she reached for him. "Gage, let me…"

 "I will." He covered her next stunned cry with his mouth. And while she was still shuddering, he laid her
on the bed.
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 Now, he thought. He could take her now, while she lay hot and damp in surrender. There was moonlight
on her skin, on her hair. The white lace she wore was like an illusion. When she looked at him from
beneath those heavy lashes, he saw the dark flicker of desire.

 He had more to show her.

 His knuckles brushed her skin, making her jolt as he unhooked her stocking. Almost lazily, he slid it
down her leg, following the route with soft, openmouthed kisses. His tongue glided over the back of her
knee, down her calf until she was writhing in mindless pleasures.

 Trapped in gauzy layers of sensation, she reached for him again, only to have him evade and repeat each
devastating delight on her other leg. His mouth journeyed up, lingering, pausing, until it found her. His
name burst from her lips as she reared up. Nearly weeping, she grasped him against her.

 And at the first touch, the strength seemed to pour into her.

 Furnace hot, her flesh met his. But it wasn't enough. Urgent, her fingers pulled at his open shirt, tearing
seams in her desperation to find more of him. As she ripped the silk away, her teeth nipped into his
shoulder. She felt his stomach muscles quiver, heard the quick intake of his breath as she pulled at the
waistband of his trousers. Buttons popped off.

 "I want you." Her mouth fixed ravenously to his. "Oh, Lord, I want you."

 The control he had held so tightly slipped through his tensed fingers. Desire overpowered him. She
overpowered him with her desperate hands, her greedy mouth. The breath was clogging in his lungs,
burning as he struggled out of his clothes.

 Then they were kneeling in the middle of the ravaged bed, bodies trembling, eyes locked. He hooked a
hand in the bodice of the lace and rent it ruthlessly down the center. With his fingers digging into her hips,
he pulled her against him.

 During the rough, reckless ride, she arched back. Her hands slid down his slick shoulders, then found
purchase. She sobbed out his name as she tumbled off the razor's edge of sanity. He gripped her hair in
his hand and drove her up again. Again. Then he closed his mouth over hers and followed.

 Weak, she lay on the bed, one arm tossed across her eyes, the other hanging limply off the mattress. She
knew she couldn't move, wasn't sure she could speak, doubted that she was even breathing.

 Yet when he pressed a kiss to her shoulder, she shuddered again. "I meant to be gentle with you."

 She managed to open her eyes. His face was close. She felt his fingers move in her hair. "Then I guess
you'll just have to try again until you get it right."

 A smile curved his mouth. "I have a feeling that's going to take a long time."

 "Good." She traced his smile with a fingertip. "I love you, Gage. That's the only thing that seems to
matter tonight."

 "It's the only thing that matters." He put a hand over hers. There was a bond in the touch, every bit as
deep and as intimate as their lovemaking. "I'll get you some wine."
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 With a contented sigh, she settled back as he got up. "I never thought it could be like this. I never
thought I could be like this."

 "Like what?"

 She caught a glimpse of herself in the wide mirror across the room—sprawled naked over pillows and
rumpled sheets. "So wanton, I guess." She laughed at her choice of words. "In college I had a reputation
for being very cool, very studious and very unapproachable."

 "School's out." He sat on the bed, handed her a glass then tapped his against it.

 "I guess. But even after, when I started in the D.A.'s office, the reputation remained." She wrinkled her
nose. "Earnest O'Roarke."

 "I like it when you're earnest." He sipped. "I can see you in a law library, poring over thick, dusty books,
scribbling notes."

 She made a face. "That's not exactly the image I prefer at the moment."

 "I like it." He lowered his head to capture her chin gently between his teeth. "You'd be wearing one of
those conservatively tailored suits, in those very unconservative colors you like." She frowned a bit,
making him chuckle. "Sensible shoes and very discreet jewelry."

 "You make me sound like a prude."

 "And under it all would be something thin and sexy." He hooked a finger in a torn swatch of lace and
lifted it to the light. "A very personal choice for a very proper attorney. Then you'd start quoting
precedents and making me crazy."

 "LikeWarner v. Kowaski?" "Mmm." He switched to her ear. "Just like. And I'd be the only one who
knew that it takes six pins to hold your hair back in that very proper twist."

 "I know I can be too serious," she murmured. "It's only because what I do is so important to me." She
looked down at her wine. "I have to know what I'm doing is right. That the system I represent works."
When he drew away to study her, she sighed. "I know part of it's ego and ambition, but another part of it
is so basic, Gage, so ingrained. That's why I worry how you and I are going to resolve this."

 "We won't resolve it tonight."

 "I know, but—"

 "Not tonight," he said, laying a finger over her lips. "Tonight it's just you and me. I need that, Deborah.
And so do you."

 She nodded. "You're right. I'm being too earnest again."

 "We can fix that." He grinned and held up his glass to the light. The champagne bubbled.

 "By getting drunk?" she said, brow lifted.

 "More or less." When his eyes met hers, there was a smile in them. "Why don't I show you a… less
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serious way to drink champagne?" He tilted his glass and had a trickle of cool wine sliding over her
breast.

 Chapter 10
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Gage lost track of time as he watched her sleep. The candles had gutted out in their own hot, fragrant
wax so that their scent drifted, quiet as a memory. She had a hand in his, holding lightly even in sleep.

 The shadows lifted, fading in the pearl gray of dawn. He watched the growing light fall over her hair, her
face, her shoulders. Just as softly, he followed its path with his lips. But he didn't want to wake her.

 There was too much to be done, too much he still refused to make her a part of. He knew that over a
matter of weeks, the goals he carried inside him for more than four years had become mixed. It was not
enough now to avenge his partner's death. It was not enough now to seek and find payment for the time
and the life that had been stolen from him. Even justice, that driving force, was not enough.

 He would have to move quickly now, for each day that passed without answers was another day
Deborah was in jeopardy. There was nothing more important than keeping her safe.

 He slid away from her, moving soundlessly from the bed to dress. There was time to make up, all the
hours he had spent with her rather than on the streets or at his work. He glanced back when she shifted
and snuggled deeper into the pillow. She would sleep through the morning. And he would work.

 He pushed a button beneath the carved wood on the wall farthest from the bed. A panel slid open. Gage
stepped into the dark and let it close again at his back.

 With the husky morning greeting still on her tongue, Deborah blinked sleepily. Had she been dreaming?
she wondered. She would have sworn Gage had stepped into some kind of secret passageway. Baffled,
she pushed up on her elbows. In sleep she had reached for him and, finding him gone, had awakened just
at the moment when the wall had opened.

 Not a dream, she assured herself. For he wasn't beside her, and the sheets where he had lain were
already cooling.

 More secrets, she thought and felt the sorrow of his distrust envelop her. After the nights they had spent
together, the love he had shown her, he still wouldn't give her his trust.

 So she would take it, Deborah told herself as she pushed herself out of bed. She would not sit and sulk
or wish and whine, but demand. Fumbling in his closet, she located a robe. Soft cotton in steel gray, it hit
her mid-calf. Impatient, she bundled the sleeves up out of her way and began to search for the
mechanism that opened the panel.

 Even knowing the approximate location, it took her ten frustrating minutes to find it and another two to
figure out how it worked. Her breath hissed out in satisfaction as the panel slid open. Without hesitation,
she stepped into the dark, narrow corridor.

 Keeping one hand on the wall for guidance, she started forward. There was no dank, disused smell as
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she might have expected. The air was clean, the wall smooth and dry. Even when the panel behind her
closed her completely into the dark, she wasn't uneasy. There would be no scratching or skittering
sounds here. It was obvious Gage used the passage, and whatever it led to, often.

 She picked her way along, straining her eyes and ears. Corridors veered off, twisting like snakes from
the main passage, but she followed instinct and kept to the same straight path. After a moment, she saw a
dim glow up ahead and moved a bit more quickly. A set of stone stairs with pie-shaped treads curved
into a tight semicircle as it plunged downward. With one hand tight on the thin iron rail, she wove her way
to the bottom, where she was faced with three tunnels leading in different directions.

 The lady or the tiger, she thought, then shook her head at her own fancy. "Damn you, Gage. Where did
you go?'' Her whisper echoed faint and hollow, then died.

 Bracing her shoulders, she started through one archway, changed her mind and backtracked to the
middle. Again she hesitated. Then she heard it, dim and dreamy down the last tunnel. Music.

 She plunged into the dark again, following the sound, moving cautiously down the sloping stone floor.
She had no idea how deep she was traveling underground, but the air was cooling rapidly. The music
grew in volume as degree by faint degree the tunnel's light increased. She heard a mechanical hum, and a
clatter—like typewriter keys hitting a platen.

 When she stepped into the mouth of the tunnel, she could only stand and stare.

 It was an enormous room with curving stone walls. Cavernlike with its arching ceiling and echoes, it
spread more than fifty feet in every direction. But it wasn't primitive, she thought as she gathered Gage's
robe close around her throat. Rather than appearing gloomy, it was brilliantly lit, equipped with a vast
computer system, printers and monitors blinking away. Television screens were bolted to one wall. An
enormous topographic map of Urbana spread over another. Music, eerily romantic, poured out of
speakers she couldn't see. Granite-gray counters held work stations, telephones, stacks of photographs
and papers.

 There was a control panel, studded with switches and buttons and levers. Gage sat in front of it, his
fingers moving. Over the map, lights blinked on. He shifted, working the controls. On a computer screen,
the map was reproduced.

 He looked like a stranger, his face grimly set and intense. She wondered if his choice of a black sweater
and jeans had been deliberate.

 She stepped forward, down a trio of stone steps. "Well," she began as he turned quickly, "you didn't
include this on my tour."

 "Deborah." He stood, automatically turning off the monitor. "I'd hoped you'd sleep longer."

 "I'm sure you did." She stuck her tensed hands into the deep pockets of his robe. "Apparently I've
interrupted your work. An interesting… getaway," she decided. "Nemesis's style, I'd say. Dramatic,
secretive." She moved past a bank of computers toward the map. "And thorough," she murmured. "Very
thorough." She whirled around. "One question. Just the one that seems to matter the most at the moment.
Who am I sleeping with?"

 "I'm the same man you were with last night."
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 "Are you? Are you the same man who told me he loved me, who showed me he did in dozens of
beautiful ways? Is that the same man who left me in bed to come down here? How long are you going to
lie to me?"

 "It isn't a matter of lying to you. This is something I have to do. I thought you understood that."

 "Then you were wrong. I didn't understand that you would keep this from me. That you would work
without me, holding information from me."

 He seemed to change before her eyes, growing distant and cool and aloof. "You gave me two weeks."

 "Damn you, I gave you more than that. I gave you everything." Her eyes were brilliant with emotion as
hurt and anger battled for priority. But she flung up a hand before he could cross to her. "No, don't. You
won't use my feelings this time."

 "All right." Though his own were straining for release. "It isn't a matter of feelings, but logic. You should
appreciate that, Deborah. • This is my work. Your presence here is as unnecessary as mine would be in
the courtroom with you."

 "Logic?" She spat out the word. "It's only logical if it suits your purposes. Do you think I'm a fool? Do
you think I can't see what's happening here?" She gestured sharply toward one of the monitors. "And
we'll keep it strictly professional. You have all the information I've been painfully digging up. All the
names, all the numbers, and more, much more than I've been able to uncover. Yet you haven't told me.
And wouldn't have."

 The cloak came around him again, impenetrable. "I work alone."

 "Yes, I'm aware of that." The bitterness seeped into her voice as she walked toward him. "No partners.
Except in bed. I'm good enough to be your partner there."

 "One has nothing to do with the other."

 "Everything," she all but shouted. "One has everything to do with the other. If you can't trust me, in every
way, respect me, in every way and be honest with me, in every way, then there's nothing between us."

 "Damn it, Deborah, you don't know everything." He gripped her arms. "You don't understand
everything."

 "No, I don't. Because you won't let me."

 "Can't let you," he corrected, holding her still when she would have pulled away. "There's a difference
between lying to you and holding back information. This isn't black-and-white."

 "Yes, it is."

 "These are vicious men. Without conscience, without morals. They've already tried to kill you, and you'd
hardly broken the surface. I won't risk you. If you want black-and-white, there it is." He shook her,
punctuating each word. "I will not risk you."

 "You can't prevent me from doing my job, or what I feel is right."
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 "By God, if I have to lock you upstairs until I'm done with this to keep you safe, I will."

 "And then what? Will the same thing happen the next time, and the next?"

 "I'll do whatever it takes to protect you. That won't change."

 "Maybe you've got a nice little plastic bubble you could stick me in." She put her hands on his forearms,
willing him to understand. "If you love me, then you have to love the whole person I am. I demand that,
just as I demand to know and love the whole person you are." She saw something flicker in his eyes and
pushed her point. "I can't become something different for you, someone who sits and waits to be taken
care of."

 "I'm not asking you to."

 "Aren't you? If you can't accept me now, you never will. Gage, I want a life with you. Not just a few
nights in bed, but a life. Children, a home, a history. But if you can't share with me what you know, and
who you are, there can't be a future for us." She broke away from him. "And if that's the case, it would
be better for both of us if I left now."

 "Don't." He reached out for her before she could turn away. However deep his own need for survival
ran, it was nothing compared to the possibility of life without her. "I need your word." His fingers
tightened on hers. "That you won't take any chances, and that you'll move in here with me at least until it's
over. Whatever we find here has to stay here. You can't risk taking it to the D.A. Not yet."

 "Gage, I'm obligated to—"

 "No." He cut her off. "Whatever we do, whatever we find stays here until we're ready to move. I can't
give you more than that, Deborah. I'm only asking for a compromise."

 And it was costing him. She could see that. "All right. I won't take anything to Mitchell until we're both
sure. But I want it all, Gage. Everything." Her voice calmed, her hands gentled, "Don't you see I know
you're holding something back from me, something basic that has nothing to do with secret rooms or
data? I know, and it hurts me."

 He turned away. If he was to give her everything, he had no choice but to begin with himself. The silence
stretched between them before he broke it. "There are things you don't know about me, Deborah. Things
you may not like or be able to accept."

 The tone of his voice had her mouth growing dry and her pulse beating irregularly. "Do you have such
little faith in me?"

 He was putting ail his faith in her, he thought. "I've had no right to let things go as far as they have
between us without letting you know what I am." He reached out to touch her cheek, hoping it wouldn't
be the last time. "I didn't want to frighten you."

 "You're frightening me now. Whatever you have to tell me, just tell me. We'll work it out."

 Without speaking, he walked away from her, toward the stone wall. He turned and, with his eyes on her,
vanished.

 Deborah's mouth opened, but the only sound she could make was a strangled-gasp. With her eyes
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riveted to where Gage should be—had to be, her confused brain insisted—she stumbled back. Her
unsteady hand gripped the arm of a chair as she let her numbed body slide into it.

 Even while her mind rejected what her eyes had seen, he returned—materializing ten feet from where he
had disappeared. For an instant she could see through him, as if he were no more than the ghost of the
man who stood in front of her.

 Deborah started to rise, decided against it, then cleared her throat. "It's an odd time for magic tricks."

 "It isn't a trick." Her eyes were still huge with shock as he walked toward her, wondering if she would
stiffen or jerk away. "At least not the way you mean."

 "All these gadgets you've got down here," she said, clinging desperately to the lifeline of logic in a sea of
confusion. "Whatever you're using, it produces quite an optical illusion." She swallowed. "I imagine the
Pentagon would be very interested."

 "It's not an illusion." He touched her arm, and though she didn't pull away as he'd feared she would, her
skin was cold and clammy. "You're afraid of me now."

 "That's absurd." But her voice was shaking. She forced herself to stand. "It was just a trick, an effective
one, but—''

 She broke off when he placed his hand, palm down on the counter beside them. It vanished to the wrist.
Dark and dazed, her eyes lifted to his.

 . "Oh, God. It's not possible." Terrified, she pulled his arm and was almost faint with relief when she saw
his hand, whole and warm.

 "It's possible." He brought the hand gently to her face. "It's real."

 She lifted her trembling fingers to his. "Give me a minute." Moving carefully, she turned and walked a
few steps away. Rejection sliced through him, a dull, angry blade.

 "I'm sorry." With great effort he controlled his voice, kept it even. "I didn't know of a better way, an
easier way, to show you. If I had tried to explain, you wouldn't have believed me."

 "No, no, I wouldn't have." She had seen it. Yet her mind still wanted to argue that she could not have
seen it. A game, a trick, nothing more. Though there was a comfort in the denial, she remembered how
time and again, Nemesis had seemed to vanish before her eyes.

 She turned back and saw that he was watching her, his body tensed and ready. No game. When she
accepted the truth her trembling only increased. Briskly, she rubbed her hands up and down her arms,
hoping to warm and steady the muscles.

 "How do you do this?"

 "I'm not completely sure." He opened his hands, stared at them, then fisted them to push them impotently
into his pockets. "Something happened to me when I was in the coma. Something changed me. A few
weeks after I came back I discovered it, almost by accident. I had to learn to accept it, to use it, because
I know it was given to me for a reason."
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 "And so—Nemesis."

 "Yes, and so Nemesis." He seemed to steady himself. Deborah saw that his eyes were level and
curiously blank when he looked at her. "I have no choice in this, Deborah. But you do."

 "I don't think I understand." She lifted a hand to her head and gave a quick, shaky laugh. "I know I don't
understand."

 "I wasn't honest with you, about what I am. The man you fell in love with was normal."

 Baffled, she let her hand fall to her side again. "I'm not following you. I fell in love with you."

 "Damn it, I'm not normal." His eyes were suddenly furious. "I'll never be. I'll carry this thing with me until
I die. I can't tell you how I know, I just do."

 "Gage—'' But when she reached out to him, he backed away.

 "I don't want your pity."

 "You don't have it," she snapped back. "Why should you? You're not ill. You're whole and you're
healthy. If anything, I'm angry because you heldthis back from me, too. And I know why." She dragged
both hands through her hair as she paced away from him. "You thought I'd walk, didn't you? You thought
I was too weak, too stupid, or too fragile to handle it. You didn't trust me to love you." Her fury built so
quickly, she was all but blind with it. "You didn't trust me to love you," she repeated. "Well, the hell with
you. I do, and I always will."

 She turned, sprinting for the stairs. He caught her at the base of them, turning her back to him and pulling
her close while she cursed at him and struggled.

 "Call me anything you like." He grabbed her shoulders and shook once. "Slap me again if you want. But
don't leave."

 "You expected me to, didn't you?" she demanded. She tossed her head back as she strained away from
him. "You expected me to turn around and walk away."

 "Yes."

 She started to shout at him. Then she saw what was in his eyes, what he held back with such rigid
control. It was fear. Accusations melted away. "You were wrong," she said quietly. With her eyes still on
his, she lifted her hands to his face, rose on her toes and kissed him.

 A shudder. From him, from her. Twin waves of relief. He drew her closer, crushing, consuming. As huge
as his fear had been, a need sprang up to replace it. It was not pity he tasted on her lips, but passion.

 Small, seductive sounds hummed in her throat as she struggled out of the robe. It was more than an
offering of herself. It was a demand that he take her as she was, that he allow himself to be taken. With
an oath that ended in a groan, he moved his hands over her. He was caught in the madness, a purifying
madness.

 Impatient, she tugged at his shirt. "Make love with me." Her head fell back and her eyes were as
challenging as her voice. "Make love with me now."
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 She pulled at his clothes even as they lowered to the floor.

 Frenzied and frantic. Heated and hungry. They came together. Power leaped like wind-fed flames. It
was always so between them, she thought as her body shuddered, shuddered, shuddered. Yet now there
was more. Here was a unity. Here was compassion, trust, vulnerability to mix with hungers. She had
never wanted him more.

 Her hands clenched in his dark hair as she rose above him. She needed to see his face, his eyes. "I love
you." The breath tore in her throat. "Let me show you how I love you."

 Agile, quick, greedy, she moved over him, taking her mouth down his throat, over his chest, down to
where his taut stomach muscles quivered under her moist, seeking lips. The blood pounded in his head,
his heart, his loins.

 She was a miracle, the second he'd been given in a lifetime. When he reached for her, he reached for
love and for salvation.

 They rolled, a tangle of limbs and needs, unmindful of the hard, unyielding floor, the clatter and hum of
machines blindly working.

 Breath came fast, heartbeats galloped. Each taste, each touch seemed more potent, more pungent than
ever before.

 His fingers dug into her hips when he lifted her. She sheathed him, surrounded him. The pleasure speared
them both. Their hands slid toward each other's, palm against palm, then fingers locked tight.

 They held on, eyes open, bodies joined, until they took the final leap together.

 Boneless, she slid down to him. Her mouth brushed his once, then again, before she lay her head on his
shoulder. Never had she felt more beautiful, more desirable, more complete, than in feeling his heart
thunder wildly beneath hers.

 Her lips curved as she turned and pressed them to his throat. "That was my way of saying you're stuck
with me."

 "I like the way you get your point across." Gently he ran a hand up and down her spine. She was his.
He'd been a fool to ever doubt it, or her. "Does this mean I'm forgiven?"

 "Not necessarily." Bracing her hands on his shoulders, she pushed herself up. "I don't understand who
you are. Maybe I never will. But understand this. I want all, or I want nothing. I saw what evasions,
denials, refusals did to my parents' marriage. I won't live with that."

 He put a hand on hers, very lightly. "Is that a proposal?'' She didn't hesitate. "Yes."

 "Do you want an answer now?"

 Her eyes narrowed. "Yes. And don't think you can get out of it by disappearing. I'll just wait until you
come back."

 He laughed, amazed that she could joke about something he'd been so sure would repel her. "Then I
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guess you'll have to make an honest man out of me."

 "I intend to." She kissed him briefly, then shifted away to bundle into the robe. "No long engagement."

 "Okay."

 "As soon as we put a cap on this thing and Cilia and Boyd can arrange to bring the kids out, we get
married."

 "Agreed." Humor danced in his eyes. "Anything else?"

 "I want children right away."

 He hitched on his jeans. "Any particular number?''

 "One at a time."

 "Sounds reasonable."

 "And—"

 "Shut up a minute." He took her hands. "Deborah, I want to be married to you, to spend the rest of my
life knowing when I reach out, I'll find you there. And I want a family, our family." He pressed his lips to
the fingers that curled over his. "I want forever with you." He watched her blink back tears and kissed
her gently. "Right now I want something else."

 "What?"

 "Breakfast."

 With a strangled laugh, she threw her arms around him. "Me, too."

 They ate in the kitchen, laughing and cozy, as if they always shared the first meal of the day together. The
sun was bright, the coffee strong. Deborah had dozens of questions to ask him, but she held them back.
For this one hour, she wanted them to be two ordinary people in love.

 Ordinary, she thought. Strange, but she felt they were and could be ordinary, even with the very
extraordinary aspects of their lives. All they needed were moments like this, where they could sit in the
sunshine and talk of inconsequential things.

 When Frank walked in, he paused at the kitchen doorway and gave Deborah a polite nod. "Is there
anything you need this morning, Mr.

 Guthrie?"

 "She knows, Frank." Gage laid a hand over Deborah's. "She knows everything."

 A grin split Frank's wide, sober face. "Well, it's about time." All pretense of formality dropped as he
lumbered across the room to pluck up a piece of toast. He took a seat at the semicircular breakfast
nook, bit into the toast and gestured with the half that was left. "I told him you wouldn't head for the hills
when you found out about his little vanishing act. You're too tough for that."
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 "Thank you. I think." Deborah chuckled and the rest of the toast disappeared in one healthy bite.

 "I know people,'' Frank said, taking the tray of bacon Gage passed him. "In my profession—my former
profession—you had to be able to make somebody quick. And I was good, real good, right, Gage?"

 "That's right, Frank."

 "I could spot a patsy two blocks away." He wagged a piece of bacon at Deborah. "You ain't no patsy."

 And she'd thought of him as the strong, silent type, Deborah mused. She was fascinated by the way he
made up for lost time, rattling quickly as he steam-shoveled food away. "You've been with Gage a long
time."

 "Eight years—not counting the couple of times he sent me up."

 "Kind of like Kato to his Green Hornet."

 He grinned again, then let out a series of guffaws. "Hey, I like her, Gage. She's okay. I told you she was
okay."

 "Yes, you did. Deborah's going to be staying, Frank. How would you like to be best man?"

 "No kidding?" Deborah didn't think Frank's grin could stretch any wider. Then she saw the gleam of
tears in his eyes. At that moment, her heart was lost to him.

 "No kidding." She shifted, took his big face in her hands and kissed him firmly on the mouth. "There,
you're first to kiss the bride-to-be."

 "How about that." Deborah had to bite back a chuckle as a beet-red blush stained Frank's face. "How
about that."

 "I'd like Deborah to move in a few things today," Gage put in.

 She glanced down at the robe. Besides the borrowed garment, she had an evening dress, a pair of
stockings and an evening bag. "I could use a few things." But she was thinking of the big room
downstairs, the computers, the information Gage had at his fingertips.

 Gage had little trouble following the direction of her thoughts. "Do you have someone who could put
what you need together? Frank could go by your apartment and pick them up."

 "Yes." She thought of Mrs. Greenbaum. "I'll just make a call."

 Within a half an hour, she was back in Gage's secret room, wearing a pair of his jeans hitched up with
the belt of his robe and a crisply pressed linen shirt skimming her thighs. Hands on her hips, she studied
the map as Gage explained.

 "These are drop points, major drug deals. I've been able to run makes on a handful of the messengers."

 "Why haven't you fed this information to the police?"
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 He glanced at her briefly. On this point they might never agree. "It wouldn't help them get any closer to
the top men. Right now, I'm working on the pattern." He moved to one of the computers and, after a
moment, signaled to her. "None of the drops are less than twenty blocks apart." He motioned to the
reproduction on the monitor. "The time span between them is fairly steady." He punched a few buttons.
A list of dates rolled onto the screen. "Two weeks, sometimes three."

 Frowning in concentration, she studied the screen. "Can I have a printout of this?'' "Why?"

 "I'd like to run it through my computer at the office. See if I can find any correlation."

 "It isn't safe." Before she could argue, he took her hand and led her to another work station. He tapped
a code in the keyboard and brought up a file. Deborah's mouth opened in surprise as she saw her own
work reproduced on the screen.

 "You've tapped into my system," she murmured. "In more ways than one."

 "The point is, if I can, so can someone else. Anything you need, you can find here."

 "Apparently." She sat, far from sure how she felt about Gage or anyone else peeking over her shoulder
as she worked. "Am I on the right track?"

 Saying nothing, he tapped in a new code. "You've been going after the corporations, and the directors.
A logical place to start. Whoever set up the organization knows business. Four years ago, we didn't have
the information or the technology to get this close, so we had to go in and physically infiltrate." Names
flipped by, some she recognized, some she didn't. They were all tagged Deceased. "It didn't work
because there was a leak. Someone who knew about the undercover operation passed the information to
the other side. Montega was waiting for us, and he knew we were cops." Though Deborah felt a chill, he
said it calmly. "He also had to know exactly how we were set up that night, to the man. Otherwise he
could never have slipped through the backup."

 "Another cop?"

 "It's a possibility. We had ten handpicked men on the team that night. I've checked out every one of
them, their bank accounts, their records, their life-style. So far, I haven't found a thing."

 "Who else knew?"

 "My captain, the commissioner, the mayor." He made a restless movement with his shoulders. "Maybe
more. We were only cops. They didn't tell us everything."

 "When you find the pattern, what then?"

 "I wait, I watch, and I follow. The man with the money leads me to the man in charge. And he's the one I
want."

 She suppressed a shudder, promising herself she would somehow convince him to let the police take
over when they had enough information. "While you're looking for that, I'd like to concentrate on finding
names—that common thread."

 "All right." He ran a hand over her hair until it rested on her shoulder. "This machine is similar to the one
you use in the office. It has a few more—"

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "How do you know?" she interrupted.

 "How do I know what?"

 "What machine I use in the office?''

 He had to smile. "Deborah…" Lightly, lingering, he bent down to kiss her. "There's nothing about you I
don't know."

 Uncomfortable, she shifted away, then rose. "Will I find my name programmed on one of these
machines?"

 He watched her, knowing he would have to tread lightly. "Yes. I told myself it was routine, but the truth
was I was in love with you and greedy for every detail. I know when you were born, to the minute, and
where. I know you broke your wrist falling off a bike when you were five, that you moved in with your
sister and her husband after the death of your parents. And when your sister divorced, you moved with
her. Richmond, Chicago, Dallas. Finally Denver where you zipped through college in three years,cum
laude, drove yourself through law school to graduate in the top five percent of your class, and passed
your bar on the first attempt. With enough finesse to bring you offers from four of the top law firms in the
country. But you chose to come here, and work in the D.A.'s office."

 She rubbed her palms over the thighs of her jeans. "It's odd to hear an encapsulated version of my life
story."

 "There were things I couldn't learn from the computer." The important things, he thought. The vital things.
"The way your hair smells, the way your eyes go to indigo when you're angry or aroused. The way you
make me feel when you touch me. I won't deny I invaded your privacy, but I won't apologize for it."

 "No, you wouldn't," she said after a moment. She let out a little breath. "And I suppose I can't be overly
offended, since I ran a make on you, too."

 He smiled. "I know."

 She laughed, shaking her head. "Okay. Let's get to work."

 They had hardly settled when one of the three phones on the long counter rang. Deborah barely glanced
over as Gage lifted a receiver.

 "Guthrie."

 "Gage, it's Frank. I'm at Deborah's apartment. You'd better get over here."

 Chapter 11
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Her heart beating erratically, Deborah sprinted out of the elevator and down the hall one step in front of
Gage. Frank's phone call had had them shooting across town in Gage's Aston Martin in record time.
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 The door was open. Deborah's breath stopped as she stood on the threshold and saw the destruction of
her apartment. Curtains slashed, mementos crushed, tables and chairs viciously broken and tossed in
pieces on the floor. The first groan escaped before she spotted Lil Greenbaum propped on the remains
of the torn and tattered sofa, her face deathly white.

 "Oh, God." Kicking debris aside, she rushed over to drop to her knees. "Mrs. Greenbaum." She took
the cold, frail hand in hers.

 Lil's thin lids fluttered up, and her myopic eyes struggled to focus without the benefit of her glasses.
"Deborah." Though her voice was weak, she managed a faint smile. "They never would have done it if
they hadn't caught me by surprise."

 "They hurt you." She looked up as Frank came out of the bedroom carrying a pillow. "Did you call an
ambulance?"

 "She wouldn't let me." Gently he slipped the pillow under Lil's head.

 "Don't need one. Hate hospitals. Just a bump on the head," Lil said, and squeezed Deborah's hand. "I've
had one before."

 "Do you want me to worry myself sick?" As she spoke, Deborah slipped her fingers down to monitor
Lil's pulse.

 "Your apartment's in worse shape than I am."

 "It's easy to replace my things. How would I replace you?" She kissed Lil's gnarled knuckles. "Please.
For me."

 Defeated, Lil let out a sigh. "Okay, I'll let them poke at me. But I won't stay in the hospital."

 "Good enough." She turned, but Gage was already lifting the phone.

 "It's dead."

 "Mrs. Greenbaum's apartment is right across the hall."

 Gage nodded to Frank.

 "The keys—" Deborah began.

 "Frank doesn't need keys." He crossed over to crouch beside Deborah. "Mrs. Greenbaum, can you tell
us what happened?"

 She studied him, narrowing and widening her eyes until she brought him into shaky focus. "I know you,
don't I? You picked Deborah up last night, all spiffed up in a tux. You sure can kiss."

 He grinned at her, but his hand slipped to her wrist just as Deborah's had. "Thanks."

 "You're the one with pots of money, right?"
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 She may have had a bump on the head, Gage thought, but her mind seemed to work quickly enough.
"Right."

 "She liked the roses. Mooned over them."

 "Mrs. Greenbaum." Deborah sat back on her heels. "You don't have to play matchmaker—we've taken
care of it ourselves. Tell us what happened to you."

 "I'm glad to hear it. Young people today waste too much time."

 "Mrs. Greenbaum."

 "All right, all right. I had the list of things you'd called for. I was in the bedroom, going through the closet.
Neat as a pin, by the way," she said to Gage. "The girl's very tidy."

 "I'm relieved to hear it."

 "I was just taking out the navy pin-striped suit when I heard a sound behind me." She grimaced, more
embarrassed now than shaken. "I'd have heard it before, but I turned on the radio when I came in. That'll
teach me to listen to the Top 40 countdown. I started to turn, and, boom. Somebody put my lights out."

 Deborah lowered her head to Lil's hand. Emotions screamed through her, tangled and tearing. Fury,
terror, guilt. She was an old woman, Deborah thought as she struggled for control. What kind of person
strikes a seventy-year-old woman?

 "I'm sorry," she said as levelly as she could. "I'm so sorry."

 "It's not your fault."

 "Yes, it is." She lifted her head. "This was all for my benefit. All of it. I knew they were after me, and I
asked you to come in here. I didn't think. I just didn't think."

 "Now, this is nonsense. I'm the one who got bashed, and I can tell you I'm damn mad about it. If I hadn't
been caught off guard, I'd have put some of my karate training into use." Lil's mouth firmed, "I'd like to
have another go at it. Wasn't too many years ago I could deck Mr. Greenbaum, and I'm still in shape."
She glanced up as the paramedics came through the door. "Oh, Lord," she said in disgust. "Now I'm in
for it."

 With Gage's arm around her shoulders, Deborah stood back while Lil ordered the paramedics around,
complaining about every poke and prod. She was still chattering when they lifted her onto a stretcher and
carried her out.

 "She's quite a woman," Gage commented.

 "She's the best." When tears threatened, she bit her lip. "I don't know what I'd do if…"

 "She's going to be fine. Her pulse was strong, her mind was clear." He gave her a quick squeeze then
turned to Frank. "What's the story?"

 "The door wasn't locked when I got here." The big man jerked his thumb toward the opening. "They did
a messy job forcing it. I walked into this." He gestured around the chaos of the living room. "I thought I
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should check out the rest of the place before I called you, and found the lady in the bedroom. She was
just coming to. Tried to take a swing at me." He smiled at Deborah. "She's one tough old lady. I calmed
her down, then I called you." His mouth tightened. There had been a time he hadn't been above pinching
a purse from a nice little old lady, but he'd never laid a finger on one.

 "I figure I missed them by ten or fifteen minutes." His big fists bunched. "Otherwise they wouldn't have
walked out of here."

 Gage nodded. "I have a couple of things I'd like you to do." He turned back to Deborah, gently cradling
her face in his hands. "I'll have him call the police," he said, knowing how her mind worked. "Meanwhile,
why don't you see if you can salvage anything you might need until tomorrow?"

 "All right." She agreed because she needed a moment alone. In the bedroom, she pressed her hands to
her mouth. There had been such viciousness here, such fury, yet there was a cold kind of organization to
the destruction that made it all the more frightening.

 Her clothes were torn and shredded, the little antique bottles and jars she'd collected over the years
broken and smashed over the heaps of silk and cotton. Her bed had been destroyed, her desk littered
with ugly words someone had carved deeply in the wood with a knife. Everything she owned had been
pulled out or torn down.

 Kneeling, she picked up a ragged scrap of paper. It had once been a photograph, one of the many of
her family she had treasured.

 Gage came in quietly. After a moment, he knelt beside her and laid a hand on her shoulder. "Deborah,
let me take you out of here."

 "There's nothing left." She pressed her lips together, determined to keep her voice from shaking. "I know
they're only things, but there's nothing left." Slowly she curled her fingers around the remains of the
photograph. "My parents—" She shook her head, then turned her face into his shoulder.

 His own anger was a bright steady flame in his chest. He held her, letting her grieve while he promised
himself he would find the men who had hurt her. And all the while he couldn't get past the sick terror that
lodged in his throat.

 She might have been there. She might have been alone in this room when they'd come in. Instead of
trinkets and mementos, he could have found her broken on the floor.

 "They'll pay," he promised her. "I swear it."

 "Yes, they will." When she lifted her head, he saw that her grief had passed into fury. It was just as deep,
just as sharp. "Whatever I have to do, I'm going to bring them down." After pushing back her hair, she
stood up. "If they thought they could scare me away by doing this, they're going to be disappointed." She
kicked at the remains of her favorite red suit. "Let's go to work."

 They spent hours in the cavern beneath his house, checking data, inputting more. Deborah's head was
throbbing in time with the machines, but she continued to push. Gage busied himself across the room, but
they rarely spoke. They didn't need to. Perhaps for the first time, their purposes meshed and their
differences in viewpoints no longer seemed to matter.

 They were both anxious to make up the time lost while talking to the police—and evading the
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enterprising Wisner, who had shown up at the apartment in their wake. She'd be a Monday-morning
headline again, Deborah thought impatiently. The press would only bring more pressure from City Hall.
She was ready for it.

 She no longer swore when she slammed into a dead end, but meticulously backtracked with a patience
she hadn't been aware of possessing. When the phone rang, she didn't even hear it. Gage had to call her
name twice before she broke out of her concentrated trance.

 "Yes, what?"

 "It's for you." He held up the receiver. "Jerry Bower."

 With a frown for the interruption, she walked over to take the call. ''Jerry."

 "Good God, Deborah, are you all right?"

 "Yes, I'm fine. How did you know where I was?"

 She could hear him take two long breaths. "I've been trying to reach you for hours, to make sure you
were okay after last night. I finally decided just to go by your place and see for myself. I ran into a pack
of cops and that little weasel Wisner. Your place—"

 "I know. I wasn't there."

 "Thank God. What the hell's going on, Deb? We're supposed to have a handle on these things down at
City Hall, but I feel like I'm boxing in the dark. The mayor's going to blow when he hears this. What am I
supposed to tell him?''

 "Tell him to concentrate on the debates next week." She rubbed her temple. "I already know his stand
on this, and he knows mine. You're only going to drive yourself crazy trying to arbitrate."

 "Look, I work for him, but you're a friend. There might be something I can do."

 "I don't know." She frowned at the blinking lights on the map. "Someone's sending me a message, loud
and clear, but I haven't worked out how to send one back. You can tell the mayor this. If I manage to
work this out before the election, he's going to win by a landslide."

 There was a slight hesitation. "I guess you're right," Jerry said thoughtfully. "That might be the best way
to keep him from breathing down your neck. Just be careful, okay?"

 "I will."

 She hung up, then tilted her head from one side to the other to work out kinks.

 Gage glanced over. "I wouldn't mind taking out a full page ad in theWorld to announce our engagement."

 Confused, she blinked. Then laughed. "Jerry? Don't be stupid. We're just pals."

 "Mmm-hmm."

 She smiled, then walked over to hook her arms around his waist. "Not one big, sloppy kiss between us.
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Which is exactly what I could use right now."

 "I guess I've got at least one in me." He lowered his head. When his lips met hers, she felt the tension
seep out of her, layer by layer, degree by degree. With a murmur, she slid her hands up his back, gently
kneading the muscles, soothing them as his lips soothed her.

 Quiet, content, relaxed. She could bring him to that, just as she could make him shudder and ache. With
a soft sound of pleasure, he changed the angle of the kiss and deepened it for both of them.

 "Sorry to break this up." Frank came through the tunnel, bearing a large tray. "But since you're working
so hard…" He grinned hugely. "I figured you should eat to keep up your strength."

 "Thanks." Deborah drew away from Gage and took a sniff. "Oh, Lord, what is it?''

 "My special burn-through-the-ribs chili." He winked at her. "Believe me, it'll keep you awake."

 "It smells incredible."

 "Dig in. You got a couple of beers, a thermos of coffee and some cheese nachos."

 Deborah rolled a chair over. "Frank, you are a man among men." He blushed again, delighting her. She
took her first bite, scorched her mouth, her throat and her stomach lining. "And this," she said with real
pleasure, "is a bowl of chili."

 He shuffled his feet. "Glad you like it. I put Mrs. Greenbaum in the gold room," he told Gage. "I thought
she'd get a kick out of the bed curtains and stuff. She's having some chicken soup and watchingKing
Kong on the VCR."

 "Thanks, Frank." Gage scooped up his own spoon of chili.

 "Just give me a ring if you need anything else."

 Deborah listened to the echo of Frank's footsteps in the tunnel. "You had her brought here?" she said
quietly.

 "She didn't like the hospital." He shrugged. "Frank talked to the doctor. She only had a mild concussion,
which was a miracle in someone her age. Her heart's strong as an elephant. All she needs is some quiet
and pampering for a few days."

 "So you had her brought here."

 "She shouldn't be alone."

 She leaned over and kissed his cheek. "I love you very much."

 When they had finished and were back to work, Deborah couldn't stop her mind from wandering in his
direction. He was such a complicated man. Arrogant as the devil when it suited him, rude when it pleased
him, and as smooth and charming as an Irish poet when the mood struck him. He ran a multimillion-dollar
business. And he walked the streets at night to ward off muggers, thieves, rapists. He was the lover every
woman dreamed about. Romantic, erotic, yet solid and dependable as granite. Yet he carried something
intangible inside him that allowed him to vanish like smoke into the wall, slip without a shadow through
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the night.

 She shook her head. She was far from ready, far from able to dwell on that aspect of him.

 How could he, a man she knew to be flesh and blood, become insubstantial at will? Yet she had seen it
with her own eyes. She pressed her fingers against those eyes for a moment and sighed. Things weren't
always what they seemed.

 Straightening her shoulders, she doubled her concentration. If numbers began to blur, she downed more
coffee. Already she had a half dozen more names, names she was sure she would find attached to death
certificates.

 It seemed hopeless. But until this avenue was exhausted, she had no other. Mumbling to herself, she
punched up screen after screen. Abruptly she stopped. Cautious, eyes sharpened, she
backtracked—one screen, two. She held back a smile, afraid to believe she'd finally broken through.
After another five minutes of careful work, she called Gage.

 "I think I've found something."

 So had he, but he chose to keep his information to himself.

 "What?"

 "This number." When he bent over her shoulder, she ran a finger below it on the screen. "It's all mixed
with the corporation number, the tax number, and all the other identification numbers of this company,"
When he lifted a hand to rub at the base of her neck, she leaned back into the massage gratefully. "A
supposedly bankrupt corporation, by the way. Out of business for eighteen months. Now look at this."
She punched up a new screen. "Different company, different location, different names and numbers.
Except… this one." She tapped a finger on the screen. "It's in a different place here, but the number's the
same. And here." She showed him again, screen after screen. "It's the corporation number on one, the
company branch on another, tax ID here, a file code there."

 "Social security number," Gage muttered. "What?"

 "Nine digits. I'd say it's a social security number. An important one." He turned to walk quickly to the
control board. "What are you doing?"

 "Finding out who it belongs to."

 She blew out a breath, a bit annoyed that he hadn't seemed more enthusiastic about her find. Her eyes
were all but falling out of her head, and she didn't even get a pat on the back. "How?"

 "It seems worth going to the main source." The screen above him began to blink. "Which is?"

 "The IRS."

 "The—" She was out of her chair like a shot. "You're telling me you can tap into the IRS computers?"

 "That's right." His concentration was focused on the panel. "Almost got it."

 "That's illegal. A federal offense."
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 "Mmm-hmm. Want to recommend a good lawyer?"

 Torn, she gripped her hands together. "It's not a joke."

 "No." But his lips curved as he followed the information on the screen. "All right. We're in." He shot her
a look. The internal war she was waging showed clearly on her face. "You could go upstairs until I've
finished."

 "That hardly matters. I know what you're doing. That makes me a part of it." She closed her eyes and
saw Lil Greenbaum lying pale and hurt on her broken couch. "Go ahead," she said, and put a hand on his
arm. "We're in this together."

 He tapped in the numbers she had found, pushed a series of buttons and waited. A name flashed up on
the screen.

 "Oh, God." Deborah's fingers dug into Gage's shoulder.

 He seemed to be made of stone at that moment, unmoving, almost unbreathing, his muscles hard as
rock.

 "Tucker Fields," he murmured. "Son of a bitch."

 Then he moved so quickly, Deborah nearly stumbled. With a strength born of desperation, she grabbed
him. "Don't. You can't." She saw his eyes burn, as she had seen them behind the mask. They were full of
fury and deadly purpose. "I know what you want," she said quickly, clinging. "You want to go find him
right now. You want to tear him apart. But you can't. That isn't the way."

 "I'm going to kill him." His voice was cold and flat. "Understand that. Nothing's going to stop me."

 The breath was searing and clogging in her lungs. If he left now, she would lose him. "And accomplish
what? It won't bring Jack back. It won't change what happened to you. It won't even finish what you
both started that night on the docks. If you kill Fields, someone will replace him, and it'll go on. We need
to break the back of the organization, Gage, to bring it all out to the public so that people will see. If
Fields is responsible—''

 "If?"

 She took a careful, steadying breath and kept her grip on him tight. "We don't have enough, not yet. I
can build a case if you give me time, and bring them down. Bring them all down."

 "My God, Deborah, do you really think you'll get him in court? A man with that much power? He'll slip
through your fingers like sand. The minute you start an investigation, he'll know, and he'll cover himself."

 "Then you'll do the investigating here, and I'll throw dust in his eyes from my office." She spoke quickly,
desperate to convince him and, she was sure, to save them both. "I'll make him think I'm on the wrong
track. Gage, we have to be sure. You must see that. If you go after him now, like this, everything you've
worked for, everything we've started to build together, will be destroyed."

 "He tried to have you killed." Gage put his hands to her face, and though his touch was light, she could
feel the tension in each finger. "Don't you understand that nothing, not even Jack's murder, signed his
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death warrant more indelibly?''

 She brought her hands to his wrists. "I'm here, with you. That's what's important. We have more work to
do, to prove that Fields is involved, to find out how far down the line the corruption runs. You'll have
justice, Gage. I promise."

 Slowly he relaxed. She was right—at least in some ways she was right. Killing Fields with his bare hands
would have been satisfying, but it wouldn't complete the job he had begun. So he could wait for that.
There was another stone to uncover, and he had less than a week to wait until he did so.

 "All right." He watched the color seep slowly back into her face. "I didn't mean to frighten you."

 "Well, I hope you never mean to, because you scared me to death." She turned her head, pressing her
lips to his palm, then managed a shaky smile. "Since we've already broken a federal law, why don't we
go a step forward and look at the mayor's tax records for the last few years?''

 Minutes later, she was seated beside Gage at the console. "Five hundred and sixty-two thousand,'' she
murmured, when she read Fields's declared income for the previous tax year. "A bit more than the annual
salary for Urbana's mayor."

 "It's hard to believe he's stupid enough to put that much on record." Gage flipped back another year. "I
imagine he's got several times that much in Swiss accounts."

 "I never liked him, personally," Deborah put in. "But I always respected him." She rose to pace. "When I
think about the kind of position he's been in, a direct line to the police, to the D.A.'s office, to businesses,
utilities. Nothing goes on in Urbana he doesn't know about. And he can put his people everywhere. How
many city officials are on his private payroll, how many cops, how many judges?"

 "He thinks he's got it covered." Gage pushed away from the console. "What about Bower?"

 "Jerry?" Deborah sighed and rubbed her stiff neck. "Loyal to the bone, and with political aspirations of
his own. He might overlook a few under-the-table machinations, but nothing so big as this. Fields was
clever enough to pick someone young and eager, with a good background and unblemished reputation."
She shook her head. "I feel badly that I can't pass this along to him."

 "Mitchell?"

 "No, I'd bet my life on Mitch. He's been around a long time. He's never been Fields's biggest fan but he
respects the office. He's by the book because he believes in the book. He even pays his parking tickets.
What are you doing?"

 "It doesn't hurt to check."

 To Deborah's consternation, he pulled up Jerry's then Mitchell's tax returns. Finding nothing out of the
ordinary, he moved toward another console.

 "We can start pulling up bank accounts. We need a list of people who work at City Hall, the
department, the D.A.'s office." He glanced up at her. "You've got a headache."

 She realized she was rubbing at her temple. "Just a little one."
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 Instead of turning on the machine, he shut the others down. "You've been working too hard."

 "I'm fine. We've got a lot to do."

 "We've already done a lot." And he was cursing himself for pushing her so hard for so long. "A couple of
hours off won't change anything." He slipped an arm around her waist. "How about a hot bath and a
nap?"

 "Mmm." She leaned her head against his shoulder as they started down the tunnel. "That sounds
incredible."

 "And a back rub."

 "Yes. Oh, yes."

 "And why don't I give you that foot rub that's long overdue." She smiled. Had she ever really been
worried about something as foolish as other women? "Why don't you?"

 Deborah was already half-asleep by the time they came through the panel into Gage's bedroom. She
stopped in mid-yawn and stared at the boxes covering the bed. "What's all this?"

 "At the moment all you have is my shirt on your back. And though I like it—" he flicked a finger down
the buttons "—a lot, I thought you might want some replacements."

 "Replacements?" She pushed at her tumbled hair. "How?"

 "I gave Frank a list. He can be very enterprising."

 "Frank? But it's Sunday. Half the stores are closed." She pressed a hand to her stomach. "Oh, God, he
didn't steal them, did he?"

 "I don't think so." Then he laughed and caught her in his arms. "How am I going to live with such a
scrupulously honest woman? No, they're paid for, I promise. It's as easy as making a few calls. You'll
notice the boxes are from Athena's."

 She nodded. It was one of the biggest and slickest department stores in the city. And the light dawned.
"You own it."

 "Guilty." He kissed her. "Anything you don't like can go back. But I think I know your style and your
size."

 "You didn't have to do this."

 From the tone of her voice, he understood she wished he hadn't done it. Patient, he tucked her tumbled
hair behind her ear. "This wasn't an attempt to usurp your independence, Counselor."

 "No." And she was sounding very ungrateful. "But—"

 "Be practical. How would it look for you to show up at the office tomorrow in my pants?" He tugged the
belt loose and had the jeans sliding to her feet.
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 "Outrageous," she agreed, and smiled when he lifted her up and set her down beside the heap of denim.

 "And my shirt." He began to undo the buttons.

 "Ridiculous. You're right, you were being very practical." She took his hands to still them before he
could distract her. "And I appreciate it. But it doesn't feel right, you buying my clothes."

 "You can pay me back. Over the next sixty or seventy years." He cupped her chin when she started to
speak again. "Deborah, I've got more money than any one man needs. You're willing to share my
problems, then it should follow that you'll share my fortunes."

 "I don't want you to think that the money matters to me, that it makes any difference in the way I feel
about you."

 He studied her thoughtfully. "You know, I didn't realize you could come up with anything quite that
stupid."

 She lifted her chin, but when he smiled at her she could only sigh. "It is stupid. I love you even though
you do own hotels, and apartment buildings, and department stores. And if I don't open one of these
boxes, I'm going to go crazy."

 "Why don't you keep your sanity then, and I'll go run the bath?"

 When he walked into the adjoining room, she grabbed one at random, shook it, then pulled off the lid.
Under the tissue paper she found a long, sheer sleeping gown in pale blue silk.

 "Well." She held it up, noting the back was cut below the waist. "Frank certainly has an eye for lingerie. I
wonder what the boys in the office will say if I wear this in tomorrow."

 Unable to resist, she stripped off the shirt and let the cool thin silk slide over her head and shoulders. A
perfect fit, she mused, running her hands over her hips. Delighted, she turned to the mirror just as Gage
came back into the room.

 He couldn't speak any more than he could take his eyes from her. The long, sleek shimmer of silk
whispered against her skin as she turned to him. Her eyes were dark as midnight and glistening with a
woman's secret pleasure.

 Her lips curved slowly. Was there a woman alive who didn't dream about having the man she loved
stare at her with such avid hunger? Deliberately she tilted her head and lifted one hand to run her
fingertips lazily down the center of the gown—and just as lazily up again—watching his eyes follow the
movement.

 "What do you think?"

 His gaze trailed up until it met hers again. "I think Frank deserves a very large raise."

 As she laughed, he came toward her.

 Chapter 12
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 Over the next three days and the next three evenings, they worked together. Piece by steady piece they
built a case against Tucker Fields. At her office Deborah pursued avenues she knew would lead
nowhere, carefully laying a false trail.

 As she worked, she continued to fight the rugged tug-of-war inside her. Ethics versus instinct.

 Each night, Gage would slip out of bed, clothe himself in black and roam the streets. They didn't speak
of it. If he knew how often Deborah lay awake, anxious and torn until he returned just before dawn, he
offered no excuses or apologies. There were none he could give her.

 The press continued to herald Nemesis's exploits. Those secret nocturnal activities were never
mentioned and stood between them like a thick, silent wall that couldn't be breached on either side.

 She understood, but couldn't agree.

 He understood, but couldn't acquiesce.

 Even as they worked toward a single goal, their individual beliefs forced them at cross-purposes.

 She sat in her office, the evening paper beside a stack of law books.

 Nemesis Bags East End Ripper

 She hadn't read the copy, couldn't bring herself to read it. She already knew about the man who had
killed four people in the past ten days, with his favored weapon, a hunting knife. The headline was
enough to tell her why she had found traces of blood in the bathroom sink.

 When was it going to end? she asked herself. When was he going to stop? A psychotic with a knife had
nothing to do with Fields and the drug cartel. How much longer could they go on pretending that their
relationship, their future, could be normal?

 He wasn't pretending, Deborah admitted with a sigh. She was. "O'Roarke." Mitchell slapped a file on
her desk. "The city doesn't pay you this princely salary to daydream."

 She looked at the file that had just landed on a pile of others. "I don't suppose it would do any good to
remind you that my caseload has already broken the world's record."

 "So's the city's crime rate." Because she looked exhausted, he walked over to her coffee machine to
pour her a cup of the bitter bottom-of-the-pot brew. "Maybe if Nemesis would take some time off, we
wouldn't be so overworked."

 Her frown turned into a grimace as she sipped the coffee. "That sounded almost like a compliment."

 "Just stating facts. I don't have to approve of his methods to like the results."

 Surprised, she looked up into Mitchell's round, sturdy face. "Do you mean that?"

 "This Ripper character carved up four innocent people and was starting on a fifth when Nemesis got
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there. It's hard to complain when anybody, even a misguided masked wonder, drops a creep like that in
our laps and saves the life of an eighteen-year-old girl."

 "Yes." Deborah murmured. "Yes, it is."

 "Not that I'm going out and buying a T-shirt and joining his fan club." Mitchell pulled out a cigar and ran
it through his stubby fingers. "So, making any progress on your favorite case?"

 She shrugged evasively. "I've got another week."

 "You're hardheaded, O'Roarke. I like that."

 Her brows rose. "Now, that was definitely a compliment."

 "Don't let it swell your pinstripes. The mayor's still unhappy with you—and the polls are happy with him.
If he knocks Tarrington out in the debates tomorrow, you could have a hard road until the next election."

 "The mayor doesn't worry me."

 "Suit yourself. Wisner's still pumping your name into copy." He held up a hand before she could snarl.
"I'm holding Fields off, but if you could keep a lower profile—''

 "Yeah, it was really stupid of me to have my apartment trashed."

 "Okay, okay." He had the grace to flush. "We're all sorry about that, but if you could try to keep out of
trouble for a while, it would make it easy on everyone."

 "I'll chain myself to my desk," she said between her teeth. "And the minute I get the chance, I'm going to
kick Wisner right in his press card."

 Mitchell grinned. "Get in line. Hey, ah, let me know if you need a few extra bucks before the insurance
takes over."

 "Thanks, but I'm fine." She looked at the files. "Besides, with all this, who needs an apartment?"

 When he left her alone, Deborah opened the new case file. And dropped her head in her hands. Was it
a twisted kind of irony or fate that she'd been assigned to prosecute the East End Ripper? Her chief
witness, she thought, her lover, was the one man she couldn't even discuss it with.

 At seven Gage waited for her at a quiet corner table in a French restaurant skirting City Park. He knew
it was almost over and that when it was, he would have to explain to Deborah why he hadn't trusted her
with all the details.

 She would be hurt and angry. Rightfully so. But he preferred her hurt and angry, and alive. He was well
aware how difficult the past few days—and nights—had been for her. If there had been a choice, he
would have given up everything, including his conscience, to keep her happy.

 But he had no choice, hadn't had a choice since the moment he'd come out of the coma.

 He could do nothing but tell her and show her how completely he loved her. And to hope that between
the very strong and opposing forces that drove each of them, there could be a compromise.
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 He saw her come in, slim and lovely in a sapphire-colored suit trimmed and lined with chartreuse. Flashy
colors and sensible shoes. Was there lace or silk or satin beneath? He had an urge to sweep her up then
and there, take her away and discover the answer for himself.

 "I'm sorry I'm late," she began, but before the maitre d' could seat her, Gage had risen to pull her to him.
His kiss was not discreet, not brief. Before he released her, nearby diners were looking on with curiosity
and envy.

 The breath she hadn't been aware of holding rushed out between her parted lips. Her eyes were heavy,
her body vibrating.

 "I—I'm awfully glad I wasn't on time."

 "You worked late." There were shadows under her eyes. He hated seeing them. Knowing he'd caused
them.

 "Yes." Still breathless, she took her seat. "I had another case dumped on my desk just before five."

 "Anything interesting?"

 Her gaze came to his and held. "The East End Ripper."

 He watched her unwaveringly. "I see."

 "Do you, Gage? I wonder if you do." She drew her hand from his and laid it in her lap. "I felt I should
disqualify myself, but what reason could I give?"

 "There is no reason, Deborah. I stopped him, but it's your job to see that he pays for the crimes. One
does not have to interfere with the other."

 "I wish I could be sure." She took up her napkin, pleating it between her fingers. "Part of me sees you as
a vigilante, another part a hero."

 "And the truth lies somewhere in between." He reached for her hand again. "Whatever I am, I love you."

 "I know." Her fingers tightened on his. "I know, but, Gage—" She broke off when the waiter brought
over the champagne Gage had ordered while waiting for her.

 "The drink of the gods," the waiter said in a rich French accent. "For a celebration,n'est-ce pas? A
beautiful Woman. A beautiful wine." At Gage's nod of approval, he popped the cork with a flourish that
had the bubbling froth lapping at the lip of the bottle before teasingly retreating."Monsieur will taste?" He
poured a small amount into Gage's glass.

 "Excellent," Gage murmured, but his eyes were on Deborah.

 "Mais, oui."The waiter's gaze slid approvingly over Deborah before he filled her glass, then Gage's.
"Monsieur has the most exquisite taste." When the waiter bowed away, Deborah chuckled and touched
her glass to Gage's.

 "You're not going to tell me you own this place, too?"
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 "No. Would you like to?"

 Though she shook her head, she had to laugh. "Are we celebrating?"

 "Yes. To tonight. And to tomorrow." He took a small velvet box from his pocket and offered it to her.
When she only stared at it, his fingers tensed. Panic rushed through him, but he kept his voice light. "You
asked me to marry you, but I felt this privilege was mine."

 She opened the box. In the candlelight, the center sapphire glittered a deep and dark blue. Surrounding
that bold square was a symphony of ice-white diamonds. They flashed triumphantly in the setting of pale
gold.

 "It's exquisite."

 He'd chosen the stones himself. But he had hoped to see pleasure in her eyes, not fear. Nor had he
thought to feel fear himself.

 "Are you having doubts?"

 She looked up at him and let her heart speak. "Not about the way I feel about you. I never will. I'm
afraid, Gage. I've tried to pretend I'm not, but I'm afraid. Not only of what you do, but that it might take
you away from me."

 He wouldn't make her promises that could be impossible to keep. "I was brought out of that coma the
way I was brought out for a reason. I can't give you logic and facts on this one, Deborah. Only feelings
and instinct. If I turned my back on what I'm meant to do, I'd die again."

 Her automatic protest clogged in her throat. "You believe that?''

 "I know that."

 How could she look at him and not see it, too? How many times had she looked in his eyes and
seen—something? Different, special, frightening. She knew he was flesh and blood, yet he was more. It
wouldn't be possible to change that. And for the first time, she realized she didn't want to.

 "I fell in love with you twice. With both sides of you." She looked down at the ring, took it out of its box
where it flashed like lightning in her hand. "Until then, I was sure of my direction, of what I wanted,
needed, and was working for. I was certain, so certain that when I fell in love it would be with a very
calm, very ordinary man." She held the ring out to him. "I was wrong. You didn't come back just to fight
for your justice, Gage. You came back for me." Then she smiled and held her hand out to him. "Thank
God."

 He slipped the ring on her finger. "I want to take you home." Even as he brought her hand to his lips, the
waiter bounced back to their table.

 "I knew it. Henri is never wrong." Deborah chuckled as he made a business out of topping off their
glasses. "You have chosen my table. So, you have chosen well. You must leave the menu to me. You
must! I will make a night such as you will never forget. It is my pleasure. Ah,monsieur, you are the most
fortunate of men." He grabbed Deborah's hand and kissed it noisily.
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 Deborah was still laughing as he hurried away, but when she looked at Gage, she saw his attention was
elsewhere. "What is it?"

 "Fields." Gage lifted his glass, but his eyes followed the mayor's progress across the room. "He just
came in with Arlo Stuart and a couple of other big guns with your friend Bower bringing up the rear."

 Tensed, Deborah turned her head. They were heading for a table for eight. She recognized a prominent
actress and the president of a major auto manufacturer. "Power meeting," she muttered.

 "He's got the theater, industry, finance and the art worlds all represented neatly at one table. Before the
evening's over, someone will come along and take a few 'candid' shots."

 "It won't matter." She covered Gage's hand with hers. "In another week, it won't matter."

 In less than that, he thought, but nodded. "Stuart's coming over."

 "Well, now." Stuart clamped a hand on Gage's shoulder. "This is a nice coincidence. You look stunning
as always, Miss O'Roarke."

 "Thank you."

 "Great restaurant this. Nobody does snails better." He beamed at both of them. "Hate to waste them
talking business and politics, Now, you've got the right idea here. Champagne, candlelight." His sharp
gaze fell on Deborah's ring hand. "Well, that's a pretty little thing." He grinned at Gage. "Got an
announcement to make?"

 "You caught us in the act, Arlo."

 "Glad to hear it. You take your honeymoon in any of my hotels." He winked at Deborah. "On the
house." Still grinning, he signaled to the mayor. It wouldn't hurt Fields's image, he thought, to be in on the
first congratulations to one of the city's top businessmen and the most recognizable D.A.

 "Gage, Deborah." Though Fields's smile was broad, his nod of greeting was stiff. "Nice to see you. If
you haven't ordered, perhaps you'd like to join us."

 "Not tonight." Stuart answered before Gage could. "We've got ourselves a newly engaged couple here,
Tuck. They don't want to waste the evening talking campaign strategy."

 Fields glanced down at Deborah's ring, the smile still in place. But he wasn't pleased. "Congratulations."

 "I like to think we brought them together." Always exuberant, Stuart tossed an arm around Fields's
shoulder. "After all, they met at my hotel during your fund-raiser."

 "I guess that makes us one big, happy family." Fields looked at Gage. He needed Guthrie's support.
"You're marrying a fine woman, a tough lawyer. She's given me a few headaches, but I admire her
integrity."

 Gage's voice was cool, but perfectly polite. "So do I."

 Stuart gave another booming laugh. "I've admired more than her integrity." He winked at Deborah again.
"No offense. Now we'll get back to politics and leave you two alone."
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 "Bastard," Deborah mumbled when they were out of earshot. She snatched up her wine. "He was
sucking up to you."

 "No." Gage tapped his glass to hers. "To both of us." Over her shoulder, he saw the minute Jerry Bower
heard the news. The man jolted, glanced up and over. Gage could almost hear him sigh as he stared at
Deborah's back.

 "I can't wait until we nail him."

 There was such venom in her voice that Gage covered her hand with his and squeezed. "Just hold on. It
won't take much longer."

 She was so lovely. Gage lingered in bed, just looking at her. He knew she was sleeping deeply, sated by
love, exhausted from passion. He wanted to know that she would dream content until morning.

 He hated knowing there were times she woke in the middle of the night to find him gone. But tonight,
when he could all but feel the danger tripping through his blood, he needed to be sure she would sleep,
safe.

 Silently he rose to dress. He could hear her breathing, slow and steady, and it soothed him. In the
sprinkle of moonlight, he saw his reflection in the mirror. No, not a reflection, he thought. A shadow.

 After flexing his hands in the snug black gloves, he opened a drawer. Inside was a .38, a regulation
police issue revolver whose grip was as familiar to him as a brother's handshake. Yet he had not carried
it since the night on the docks four years before.

 He had never needed to.

 But tonight, he felt that need. He no longer questioned instinct, but tucked the gun into a holster and
belted it on so that the weapon fit at the small of his back.

 He opened the panel, then paused. He wanted to see her again, sleeping. He could taste the danger
now—bitter on his tongue, in his throat. His only respite from it was knowing she wouldn't be affected.
He would come back. He promised himself, and her. Fate could not deal such a killing blow twice in one
lifetime.

 He slipped away in the dark.

 More than an hour later, the phone rang, pulling Deborah from sleep. Out of habit, she groped for it,
murmuring to Gage as she rattled the receiver from the hook. "Hello.""Senorita." The sound of Montega's
voice had her icy and awake. "What do you want?"

 "We have him. The trap was so easily sprung."

 "What?" Panicked, she reached out for Gage. But even before her hands slid over empty sheets, she
knew. Terror made her voice shake. "What do you mean?"

 "He's alive. We want to keep him alive, for now. If you wish the same you'll come, quickly and alone.
We'll trade him for all your papers, all your files. Everything you have."
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 She pressed a hand to her mouth, trying to stall until she could think. "You'll kill us both."

 "Possibly. But I will surely kill him if you don't come. There is a warehouse on East River Drive. Three
twenty-five East River Drive. It will take you thirty minutes. Any longer and I remove his right hand."

 A rancid sickness heaved her stomach. "I'll come. Don't hurt him. Please, let me talk to him first—"

 But the phone went dead.

 Deborah sprang out of bed. Dragging on a robe, she rushed out to Frank's room. When one glance told
her it was empty, she bounded down the hall to find Mrs. Greenbaum sitting up in bed with an old movie
and a can of peanuts.

 "Frank. Where is he?"

 "He went out to the all-night video store, and for pizza. We decided to have a Marx Brothers festival.
What's wrong?"

 But Deborah only covered her face with her hands and rocked. She had to think.

 "He'll be back in twenty minutes."

 "That's too late." She dropped her hands. She couldn't waste another moment. "You tell him I got a call,
I had to go. Tell him it involves Gage."

 "You're in trouble, tell me."

 "Just tell him, please. The moment he comes in. I've gone to 325 East River Drive."

 "You can't." Lil was climbing out of bed. "You can't go there at this time of night by yourself."

 "I have to. Tell Frank I had to." She gripped Lil's hands. "It's life or death."

 "We'll call the police—"

 "No. No, just Frank. Tell him everything I said, and tell him what time I left. Promise me."

 "Of course, but—" But Deborah was already racing out.

 It took several precious minutes to throw on clothes and to push stacks of printouts in her briefcase. Her
hands were slick with sweat when she reached her car. In her mind, like a chant, she said Gage's name
over and over as she streaked down the streets. Sickness stayed lodged in her throat as she watched the
clock on the dash tick away the minutes.

 Like a ghost, Nemesis watched the exchange of drugs for money. Thousands of bills for thousands of
pounds of pain. The buyer slit one sample bag open, scooped out a touch of white powder and tapped it
into a vial to test the purity. The seller flipped through stacks of bills.

 When both were satisfied, the deal was made. There were few words exchanged. It was not a friendly
business.
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 He watched the buyer take his miserable product and walk away. Even though Nemesis understood he
would find the man again, and quickly, there was regret. If he had not been stalking larger game, it would
have given him great pleasure to have thrown both merchants and their product into the river.

 Footsteps echoed. The acoustics were good in the high, spreading cinderblock building. Boxes and
crates were piled beside walls and on long metal shelves. Tools and two-by-fours crowded
workbenches. A large forklift was parked by the aluminum garage doors, there to lift the stacks of
lumber stored within. Though the scent of sawdust remained, the enormous saws were silent.

 He saw, with blood-boiling fury, Montega walk into the room. "Our first prize tonight." He strode to the
suitcase of cash, waving the underlings aside. "But we have richer coming." He closed the suitcase,
locked it. "When he comes, show him here."

 As he stood, as insubstantial as the air he breathed, Nemesis fisted his hands. It was now, he thought. It
was tonight. A part of him that thirsted only for revenge burned to take the gun he carried and fire it.
Cold-blooded.

 But his blood was too hot for such a quick and anonymous solution. His lips curved humorlessly. There
were better ways. More judicious ways.

 Even as he opened his mouth to speak, he heard voices, the sound of shoes rushing over the concrete
floor. His heart froze to a ball of ice in his chest.

 He had left her sleeping.

 While his blood ran cold, the sweat of terror pearled on his brow. The danger he had tasted. Not for
himself. Dear God, not for himself, but for her. He watched Deborah rush into the room, followed by two
armed guards. For an instant, he slipped, wavering between Nemesis's world of shadows and hers.

 "Where? Where is he?" She faced Montega like a tigress, head back, eyes blazing. "If you've hurt him,
I'll see you dead. I swear it."

 With an inclination of his head, Montega tapped his hands together in applause. "Magnificent. A woman
in love."

 There was no room for fear of him, not when all her fear was for Gage. "I want to see him."

 "You are prompt,senorita , but have you come with what I asked for?"

 She heaved the briefcase at him. "Take it to hell with you."

 Montega passed the briefcase to a guard and, with a jerk of his head, had the man take it into an
adjoining room.

 "Patience," Montega said, holding up a hand. "Would you like to sit?"

 "No. You have what you want, now give me what I came for."

 The door opened again. Eyes wide, she stared. "Jerry?'' Over surprise came the first wave of relief. Not
Gage, she thought. They had never had Gage. It had been Jerry. Moving quickly, she went over to take
his hands. "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry this happened. I had no idea."
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 "I know." He squeezed her hands. "I knew you'd come. I was counting on it."

 "I wish I thought it was going to help either of us."

 "It already has." He put an arm around her shoulder as he faced Montega. "The deal went smoothly, I
take it."

 "As expected, Mr. Bower."

 "Excellent." Jerry gave Deborah's shoulder a friendly pat. "We have to talk."

 She knew the color had drained from her face. She had felt it. "You—you're not a hostage here at all,
are you?"

 He allowed her to step away, even holding up a hand to signal the guards back. There was nowhere for
her to go, and he was feeling generous. "No, and unfortunately, neither are you. I regret that."

 "I don't believe it." Shaken, she lifted both hands to her temples. "I knew, I knew how blindly you stood
behind Fields, but this—in the name of God, Jerry, you can't possibly let yourself be a part of this. You
know what he's doing? The drugs, the murders? This isn't politics, it's madness."

 "It's all politics, Deb." He smiled. "Mine. You don't honestly believe that a spineless puppet like Fields is
behind this organization?'' This time he laughed and signaled for a chair. "But you did. You did, because I
laid a nice, neat trail of bread crumbs for you and anyone else who decided to look." Putting a hand on
her shoulder, he pushed her into the chair.

 "You?" She stared at him, head reeling, "You're telling me you're in charge? That Fields—"

 "Is no more than a pawn. For more than six years I've stood two paces behind him, picking up all the
flack—and pushing all the buttons. Fields couldn't run a dime store much less a city. Or the state…" He
took a seat himself. "As I will in five years."

 She wasn't afraid. Fear couldn't penetrate the numbness. This was a man she had known for nearly two
years, one she had considered a friend and who she had judged as honest, if a bit weak, "How?"

 "Money, power, brains." He ticked the three points off on his fingers. "I had the brains. Fields supplied
the power. Believe me, he's been more than willing to leave the details, administrative and otherwise, to
me. He makes a hell of a speech, knows whose butt to kick and whose to kiss. The rest of it, I do, and
have since I was put in his office six years ago."

 "By whom?"

 "You are sharp." Still smiling, he gave her an admiring nod. "Arlo Stuart—he's the money. The problem
has been that his businesses—the legitimate ones—dug a bit deeper into his profits than he cared for.
Being a businessman, he saw another way to make that profit margin sing."

 "The drugs."

 "Right again." Casually he crossed his legs and gave an almost disinterested glance at his watch. There
was time yet to indulge her, he thought. Since this was the last time. "He's been the head man on the East
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Coast for over twelve years. And it pays. I worked my way up in the organization. He likes initiative. I
had the knowledge—law, political science—and he had Fields."

 Questions, she ordered herself. She had to think of questions and keep him answering. Until… would
Gage come? she wondered. Was there a way for Frank to contact him?

 "So the three of you worked together," she said.

 "Not Fields—I'd hate to give him credit in your mind, because I do respect your mind. He's nothing but
a handy pawn and he hasn't a clue about our enterprise. Or if he does, he's wise enough to overlook it."
He moved his shoulders. It didn't matter either way. "When the time is right, we'll expose the tax
information and so forth that you've already discovered. No one will be more surprised than Fields. Since
I'll be the one who righteously and regretfully exposes him, it should be very simple to step into his place.
Then beyond."

 "It won't work. I'm not the only one who knows."

 "Guthrie." Jerry linked his fingers over his knee. "Oh, I intend to see to Guthrie. I ordered Montega to
remove him four years ago, and the job was incomplete."

 "You?" she whispered. "You ordered?"

 "Arlo leaves that kind of detail to me." He leaned forward so only she could hear him. "I like
details—such as what your new fiancé does in his spare time." His lips curved when her color drained.
"You led me to him this time, Deborah."

 "I don't know what you're talking about."

 "I'm a good judge of people. I have to be. And you are a very predictable person. You, a woman of
integrity, intelligence and fierce loyalties, involved with two men? It didn't seem likely. Tonight, I became
sure of what I've suspected for several weeks. There's only one man, one man who would have
recognized Montega, one man who would have won your heart, one man with enough reason to
fanatically pursue me." He patted her hand when she remained silent.

 "That's our little secret. I enjoy secrets."

 His eyes chilled again as he rose. "And though I regret it, sincerely, only one of us can walk out of here
tonight with that secret. I've asked Montega to be quick. For old times' sake."

 Though her body was shaking, she made herself stand. "I've learned to believe in destiny, Jerry. You
won't win. He'll see to that. You'll kill me, and he'll come after you like a Fury. You think you know him,
but you don't. You don't have him, and you never will."

 "If it gives you comfort." He stepped away from her. "We don't have him—at the moment."

 "You're wrong."

 Every head in the room turned at the voice. There was nothing but blank walls and piles of lumber.
Deborah's knees went so weak she almost folded to the ground.

 Then everything seemed to happen at once. A guard standing beside the wall jerked back, his eyes
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bright with surprise. While his body struggled and strained, the rifle he was holding began to spray bullets.
Men shouted, diving for cover. The guard screamed, stumbled away from the wall. His own men cut him
down. Dashing behind a line of shelves, Deborah searched frantically for a weapon. Laying her hands on
a crowbar, she stepped back, ready to defend herself. Before her astonished eyes, a weapon was
grappled away from a goggle-eyed guard. Mad with fear, he raced away, screaming.

 "Stay back." The voice floated out toward her.

 "Thank God, I thought that—''

 "Just stay back. I'll deal with you later."

 She stood, gripping the crowbar. Nemesis was back, she thought, and gritted her teeth. And as arrogant
as ever. Sliding a box aside, she peeked through the opening to the melee beyond. There were five men
left—the guards, Montega and Jerry. They were firing wildly, as terrified as they were confused. When
one of the bullets plowed into the wall a scant foot from her head, she crouched lower.

 Someone screamed. The sound made her squeeze her eyes shut. A hand grabbed her hair, dragging her
up.

 "What is he?" Jerry hissed in her ear. Though his hand was shaking, it maintained a firm grip. "What the
hell is he?"

 "He's a hero," she said, looking defiantly into his wild eyes. "Something you'll never understand."

 "He'll be a dead one before this is over. You're coming with me." He jerked her in front of him. "If you
try anything, I'll shoot you in the back and take my chances."

 Deborah took a deep breath and slammed the crowbar into his stomach. When he keeled over,
retching, she raced out, weaving and dodging around workbenches and shelving. He recovered quickly,
half running, half crawling until his hand reached out and slipped over her ankle. Cursing, she kicked him
off, knowing any minute she could feel a bullet slam into her back. She scrambled up a graduated hack of
lumber, thinking if she could climb to safety, he couldn't use her as a shield.

 She could hear him clambering behind her, gaining ground as he got back his wind. Desperate, she
imagined herself like a lizard, quick and sure, clinging to the wood. She couldn't fall. All she knew was
that she couldn't fall. Splinters dug into her fingers, unfelt.

 With all her strength, she heaved the crowbar at him. It struck him on the shoulder, making him curse
and falter. Knowing better than to look back, she set her teeth and jumped from the stack of lumber to a
narrow metal ladder. Sweaty, her hands slipped, but she clung, climbing up to the next level. Her breath
was coming fast as she raced across the steel landing crowded with rolls of insulation and building
material.

 But there was no place to go. As she reached the far side, she saw that she was trapped. He had nearly
reached the top. She couldn't go down, had no hope of making the five-foot leap to the overhang of
metal shelving that held more supplies.

 He was breathing hard, and there was blood on his mouth. And a gun in his hand. Deborah took an
unsteady step back, looking down twenty-five feet to where Nemesis battled three to one. She couldn't
call to him, she realized. To distract him even for an instant could mean his death.
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 Instead, she turned and faced her one-time friend. "You won't use me to get him."

 With the back of his hand he wiped blood and spittle from his lip.

 "One way or another."

 "No." She stepped back again and bumped into a hoist chain. It was thick and hooked and heavy, used,
she realized quickly, to lift the huge stacks of material to the next level for storage. "No," she said again
and, using all her strength, swung the chain at his face.

 She heard the sound of bones breaking. And then his scream, one horrible scream before she covered
her own face.

 He had whittled things down to Montega when Nemesis looked up and saw her, white as a ghost and
swaying on the brink of a narrow metal ledge. He didn't spare a glance for the man who had fallen
screaming to the concrete below. As he sprinted toward her, he heard a bullet whistle past his head.

 "No!" she shouted at him, pushing aside the faintness. "He's behind you." She saw with relief, and
Montega with disbelief, that he veered left and disappeared.

 Cautious, wanting to draw Montega's attention from Deborah, Nemesis moved along the wall. He would
call tauntingly, then move right or left before Montega could aim his trembling gun and fire.

 "I will kill you!" Shaking with fear, Montega fired again and again into the walls. "I've seen you bleed. I
will kill you."

 It wasn't until he was certain Deborah was down and safely huddled in the shadows that he reappeared,
six feet from Montega. "You've already killed me once." Nemesis held his gun steady at Montega's heart.
He had only to pull the trigger, he thought. And it would be over. Four years of hell would be over.

 But he saw Deborah, her face white "and sheened with sweat. Slowly his finger relaxed on the trigger.

 "I came back for you, Montega. You'll have a long time to wonder why. Drop your weapon."

 Speechless, he did so, sending it clattering onto the concrete. Pale but steady, Deborah stepped forward
to pick it up.

 "Who are you?" Montega demanded. "What are you?" A scream of warning burst from Deborah's lips
as Montega slipped a hand into his pocket.

 Two more gunshots ripped the air. Even as they echoed, Montega sprawled lifelessly on the floor.
Staring at him, Nemesis stepped closer. "I'm your destiny," he whispered, then turned and caught
Deborah in his arms.

 "They said they had you. They were going to kill you."

 "You should have trusted me." He turned her away, determined to shield her from the death surrounding
them.

 "But you were here," she said, then stopped. "Why were you here? How did you know?"
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 "The pattern. Sit down, Deborah. You're shaking."

 "I have a feeling it's going to be from anger in a minute. You knew they would be here tonight."

 "Yes, I knew. Sit. Let me get you some water."

 "Stop it, just stop it." She snatched at his shirtfront with both hands. "You knew, and you didn't tell me.
You knew about Stuart, about Jerry."

 "Not about Jerry." And he would always regret it. "Until he walked in here tonight and I heard what he
told you, I was focused on Fields."

 "Then why were you here?"

 "I broke the pattern a few days ago. Every drop had been made in a building Stuart owned. And each
drop was at least two weeks apart in a different section of the city. I spent a couple of nights casing a few
other spots, but honed in here. And I didn't tell you," he continued when her eyes scraped at him,
"because I wanted to avoid exactly what happened here tonight. Damn it, when I'm worried about you I
can't concentrate. I can't do my job."

 Her body was braced as she held out her hand. "Do you see this ring? You gave this to me only hours
ago. I'm wearing it because I love you, and because I'm teaching myself how to accept you, your feelings
and your needs. If you can't do the same for me, you'll have to take it back."

 Behind his mask his eyes were dark and flat. "It's not a matter of doing the same—"

 "It's exactly that. I killed a man tonight." Her voice shook, but she pushed him away when he would have
held her again. "I killed a man I knew. I came here tonight ready, willing to exchange not only my ethics
but my life for yours. Don't you ever protect me, pamper me, or think for me again."

 "Are you through?"

 "No." But she did lean against the chair. "I know you won't stop what you do. That you can't. I'll worry
about you, but I won't stand in your way. You won't stand in mine, either."

 He nodded. "Is that all?"

 "For now."

 "You're right."

 She opened her mouth, shut it, then blew out a long breath. "Would you say that again?''

 "You're right. I kept things from you and instead of protecting you, I put you in more danger. For that,
I'm sorry. And besides admitting that, I think you should know I wasn't going to kill him." He looked
down at Montega, but cupped Deborah's chin in his hand before she could follow his direction. "I wanted
to. For an instant, I tasted it. But if he had surrendered, I would have turned him over to the police."

 She saw the truth of it in his eyes. "Why?"
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 "Because I looked at you and I knew I could trust you to see there was justice." He held out a hand.
"Deborah, I need a partner."

 She was smiling even as her eyes overflowed. "So do I." Instead of taking his hand, she launched herself
into his arms. "Nothing's going to stop us," she murmured. In the distance, she heard the first sirens. "I
think Frank's bringing the cavalry." She kissed him. "I'll explain later. At home. You'd better go." With a
sigh, she stepped back. "It's going to take a good lawyer to explain all of this."

 At the sound of rushing feet, he moved back, then into the wall behind her. "I'll be here."

 She smiled, spreading her palm on the wall, knowing he was doing the same on the shadowy other side.
"I'm counting on it."

  

 Nightshade
  

 Prologue
 Contents-Prev |Next

 It was a hell of a place to meet a snitch. A cold night, a dark street, with the smell of whiskey and sweat
seeping through the pores of the bar door at his back. Colt drew easily on a slim cigar as he studied the
spindly bag of bones who'd agreed to sell him information. Not much to look at, Colt mused—short,
skinny, and ugly as homemade sin. In the garish light tossed fitfully by the neon sign behind them, his
informant looked almost comical.

 But there was nothing funny about the business at hand.

 "You're a hard man to pin down, Billings."

 "Yeah, yeah…" Billings nibbled on a grimy thumb, his gaze sweeping up and down the street. "A guy
keeps healthy that way. Heard you were looking for me." He studied Colt, his eyes flying up, then away,
soaring on nerves. "Man in my position has to be careful, you know? What you want to buy, it don't
come cheap. And it's dangerous. I'd feel better with my cop. Generally I work through the cop, but I ain't
been able to get through all day."

 "I'd feel better without your cop. And I'm the one who's paying."

 To illustrate his point, Colt drew two fifties from his shirt pocket. He watched Billings's eyes dart toward
the bills and linger greedily. Colt might be a man who'd take risks, but buying a pig in a poke wasn't his
style. He held the money out of reach.

 "Talk better if I had a drink." Billings jerked his head toward the doorway of the bar behind them. A
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woman's laugh, high and shrill, burst through the glass like a gunshot.

 "You talk just fine to me." The man was a bundle of raw nerves, Colt observed. He could almost hear
the thin bones rattle together as Billings shifted from foot to foot. If he didn't press his point now, the man
was going to run like a rabbit. And he'd come too far and had too much at stake to lose him now. "Tell
me what I need to know, then I'll buy you a drink."

 "You're not from around here."

 "No." Colt lifted a brow, waited. "Is that a problem?"

 "Nope. Better you aren't. They get wind of you…" Billings swiped the back of his hand over his mouth.
"Well, you look like you can handle yourself okay."

 "I've been known to." He took one last drag before flicking the cigar away. Its single red eye gleamed in
the gutter. "Information, Billings." To show good faith, Colt held out one of the bills. "Let's do business."

 Even as Billings's eager fingers reached out, the frigid air was shattered by the shriek of tires on
pavement.

 Colt didn't have to read the terror in Billings's eyes. Adrenaline and instinct took over, with a kick as
quick and hard as a mule's. He was diving for cover as the first shots rang out.

 Chapter 1
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Althea didn't mind being bored. After a rough day, a nice spot of tedium could be welcome, giving both
mind and body a chance to recharge. She didn't really mind coming off a tough ten-hour shift after an
even more grueling sixty-hour week and donning cocktail wear or slipping her tired feet into three-inch
heels. She wouldn't even complain about being stuck at a banquet table in the ballroom of the Brown
House while speech after droning speech muddled her head.

 What shedid mind was having her date's hand slide up her thigh under cover of the white linen tablecloth.

 Men were so predictable.

 She picked up her wineglass and, shifting in her seat, nuzzled her date's ear. "Jack?"

 His fingers crept higher. "Mmm-hmm?"

 "If you don't move your hand—say, within the next two seconds—I'm going to stab it, really, really hard,
with my dessert fork. It would hurt, Jack." She sat back and sipped her wine, smiling over the rim as he
arched a brow. "You wouldn't play racket ball for a month."

 Jack Holmsby, eligible bachelor, feared prosecutor, and guest of honor at the Denver Bar Association
Banquet, knew how to handle women. And he'd been trying to get close enough to handle this particular
woman for months.
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 "Thea…" He breathed her name, gifting her with his most charming, crooked smile. "We're nearly done
here. Why don't we go back to my place? We can…" He whispered into her ear a suggestion that was
descriptive, inventive and possibly anatomically impossible.

 Althea was saved from answering—and Jack was spared minor surgery—by the sound of her beeper.
Several of her tablemates began shifting, checking pockets and purses. Inclining her head, she rose.

 "Pardon me. I believe it's mine." She walked away with a subtle switch of hips, a long flash of leg. The
compact body in the backless purple dress glinting with silver beading caused more than one head to
turn. Blood pressures were elevated. Fantasies were woven.

 Not unaware, but certainly unconcerned, Althea strode out of the ballroom and into the lobby, toward a
bank of phones. Opening her beaded evening bag, which contained a compact, lipstick, ID, emergency
cash and her nine-millimeter, she fished out a quarter and made her call.

 "Grayson." While she listened, she pushed back her fall of flame-colored hair. Her eyes, a tawny shade
of brown, narrowed. "I'm on my way."

 She hung up, turned and watched Jack Holmsby hurry toward her. An attractive man, she thought
objectively. Nicely polished on the outside. A pity he was so ordinary on the inside.

 "Sorry, Jack. I have to go."

 Irritation scored a deep line between his brows. He had a bottle of Napoleon brandy, a stack of apple
wood and a set of white satin sheets waiting at home. "Really, Thea, can't someone else take the call?"

 "No." The job came first. It always came first. "It's handy I had to meet you here, Jack. You can stay
and enjoy yourself."

 But he wasn't giving up that easily. He dogged her through the lobby and out into the brisk fall night.
"Why don't you come by after you've finished? We can pick up where we left off."

 "We haven't left off, Jack." She handed her parking stub to an attendant. "You have to start to leave off,
and I have no intention of starting anything with you."

 She only sighed as he slipped his arms around her. "Come on, Thea, you didn't come here tonight to eat
prime rib and listen to a bunch of lawyers make endless speeches." He lowered his head and murmured
against her lips, "You didn't wear a dress like that to keep me at arm's length. You wore it to make me
hot. And you did."

 Mild irritation became brittle and keen. "I came here tonight because I respect you as a lawyer." The
quick elbow to his ribs had his breath woofing out and allowed her to step back. "And because I thought
we could spend a pleasant evening together. What I wear is my business, Holmsby, but I didn't choose it
so that you'd grope me under the table or make ludicrous suggestions as to how I might spend the rest of
my evening."

 She wasn't shouting, but neither was she bothering to keep her voice down. Anger glinted in her voice,
like ice under fog. Appalled, Jack tugged at the knot of his tie and darted glances right and left.

 "For God's sake, Althea, keep it down."
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 "Exactly what I was going to suggest to you," she said sweetly.

 Though the attendant was all eyes and ears, he politely cleared his throat. Althea turned to accept her
keys. "Thank you." She offered him a smile and a generous tip. The smile had his heart skipping a beat,
and he didn't glance at the bill before tucking it into his pocket. He was too busy dreaming.

 "Ah… drive carefully, miss. And come back soon. Real soon."

 "Thanks." She tossed her hair back, then slid gracefully behind the wheel of her reconditioned Mustang
convertible. "See you in court, Counselor." Althea gunned the engine and peeled out.

 Murder scenes, whether indoors or out, in an urban, suburban or pastoral setting, had one thing in
common: the aura of death. As a cop with nearly ten years' experience, Althea had learned to recognize
it, absorb it and file it away, while going about the precise and mechanical business of investigation.

 When Althea arrived, a half block had been secured. The police photographer had finished recording the
scene and was already packing up his gear. The body had been identified. That was why she was here.

 Three black-and-whites sat, their lights flashing blue and their radios coughing static. Spectators—for
death always drew them—were straining against the yellow police tape, greedy, Althea knew, for a
glimpse of death to reaffirm that they were alive and untouched.

 Because the night was cool, she grabbed the wrap she'd tossed into the back seat of her car. The
emerald-green silk kept the chill off her arms and back. Flashing her badge to the rookie handling crowd
control, she slipped under the barricade. She was grateful when she spotted Sweeney, a hard-bitten cop
who had twice her years on the job and was in no hurry to give up his uniform.

 "Lieutenant." He nodded to her, then took out a handkerchief and made a valiant attempt to clear his
stuffy nose. "What have we got here, Sweeney?"

 "Drive-by." He stuffed the handkerchief back into his pocket. "Dead guy was standing in front of the bar,
talking." He gestured to the shattered window of the Tick Tock. "Witnesses say a car came by, moving
north, fast. Sprayed the area with bullets and kept going." She could still smell the blood, though it was
no longer fresh. "Any bystanders hit?''

 "Nope. Couple of cuts from flying glass, that's all. They hit their mark." He glanced over his shoulder,
and down. "He didn't have a chance, Lieutenant. Sorry."

 "Yeah, me too." She stared down at the form sprawled on the stained concrete. There'd been nothing
much to him to begin with, she thought. Now there was less. He'd been five-five, maybe a hundred and
ten soaking wet, spindly bones and had had a face even a mother would have been hard-pressed to love.

 Wild Bill Billings, part-time pimp, part-time grifter and full-time snitch.

 And, damn it, he'd been hers. "Forensics?"

 "Been and gone," Sweeney confirmed. "We're ready to put him on ice."

 "Then do it. Got a list of witnesses?"

 "Yeah, mostly useless. It was a black car, it was a blue car. One drunk claims it was a chariot driven by
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flaming demons." He swore with inventive expertise, knowing Althea well enough not to worry about her
taking offense.

 "We'll take what we can get." She scanned the crowd—bar types, teenagers looking for action a
scattering of the homeless and—

 Her antenna vibrated as she locked in on one man. Unlike the others, he wasn't goggle-eyed with either
revulsion or excitement. He stood at his ease, his leather bomber jacket open to the wind, revealing a
chambray shirt, a glint of silver on a chain. His rangy build made her think he'd be fast on his feet. Snug,
worn jeans rode down long legs and ended at scuffed boots. Hair that might have been dark blond or
brown ruffled in the breeze and curled well over his collar.

 He smoked a thin cigar, his eyes scanning the scene as hers had. The light wasn't good, but she decided
he looked tanned, which suited the sharply defined face. The eyes were deep-set, and the nose was long,
and just shy of being narrow. The mouth was strong, the kind that looked as though it could thin into a
sneer easily.

 Some instinct had her dubbing him a pro before his eyes shifted and locked on hers with an impact like a
bare-fisted punch.

 "Who's the cowboy, Sweeney?"

 "The—Oh." Sweeney's tired face creased in what might have been a smile. Damned if she hadn't called
it, he thought. The guy looked as though he should be wearing a Stetson and riding a mustang. "Witness,"
he told her. "Victim was talking to him when he got hit."

 "Is that so?" She didn't look around when the coroner's team dealt with the body. There was no need to.

 "He's the only one to give us a coherent account." Sweeney pulled out his pad, wet his thumb and
flipped pages. "Says it was a black '91 Buick sedan, Colorado plates Able Charlie Frank. Says he
missed the numbers 'cause the plate lights were out and he was a little busy diving for cover. Says the
weapon sounded like an AK-47."

 "Sounded like?" Interesting, she thought. She'd kept her eyes level with her witness's. "Maybe—" She
broke off when she spotted her captain crossing the street. Captain Boyd Fletcher walked directly to the
witness, shook his head, then grinned and enveloped the other man in the masculine equivalent of an
embrace. There was a lot of back-thumping.

 "Looks as though the captain's handling him for now." Althea pocketed her curiosity as she would a treat
to be saved for later. "Let's finish up here, Sweeney."

 Colt had watched her from the moment one long, smooth leg swung out of the door of the Mustang. A
lady like that was worth watching—well worth it. He'd liked the way she moved—with an athletic and
economical grace that wasted neither time nor energy. Certainly he'd liked the way she looked. Her neat,
sexy little body had just enough curves to whet a man's appetite, and with all that green-and-purple silk
rippling in the wind… The sunburst of hair, blowing away from a cool cameo face, brought much more
interesting things to a man's mind than his grandmother's heirloom jewelry. It was a cold night, and one
look at that well-packed number had Colt thinking about heat.

 It wasn't such a bad way to keep warm while he waited. He wasn't a man who waited well under the
best of circumstances.
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 He hadn't been particularly surprised to see her flash ID to the baby-faced cop at the barricade. She
carried authority beautifully on her luscious swimmer's shoulders. Idly lighting a cigar, he decided she was
an assistant D.A., then realized his error when she went into conference with Sweeney.

 The lady hadcop written all over her.

 Late twenties, he figured, maybe five-four without those ankle-wrecking heels, and a tidy one-ten.

 They sure were making cops in interesting packages these days. So he waited, sizing up the scene. He
didn't have any feelings one way or the other about the remains of Wild Bill Billings. The man was no
good to him now.

 He'd dig up something, or someone, else. Colt Nightshade wasn't a man to let murder get in his way.

 When he felt her watching him, he drew smoke in lazily, chuffed it out. Then he shifted his gaze until it
met hers. The tightening in his gut was unexpected—it was raw and purely sexual. The one fleeting instant
when his mind was wiped clean as glass was more than unexpected. It was unprecedented. Power
slapped against power. She took a step toward him. He let out the breath he'd just realized he was
holding.

 His preoccupation made it easy for Boyd to come up behind him and catch him unawares.

 "Colt! Son of a bitch!"

 Colt turned, braced and ready for anything. But the flat intensity in his eyes faded into a grin that might
have melted any woman within twenty paces.

 "Fletch." With the easy warmth he reserved for friends, Colt returned the bear hug before stepping back
to take stock. He hadn't seen Boyd in nearly ten years. It relieved him to see that so little had changed.
"Still got that pretty face, don't you?"

 "And you still sound like you've just ridden in off the range. God, it's good to see you. When'd you get
into town?"

 "Couple of days ago. I wanted to take care of some business before I got in touch."

 Boyd looked past him to where the coroner's van was being loaded. "Was that your business?"

 "Part of it. I appreciate you coming down like this."

 "Yeah." Boyd spotted Althea, acknowledging her with an imperceptible nod. "Did you call a cop, Colt,
or a friend?"

 Colt looked down at the stub of his cigar, dropped it near the gutter and crushed it with his boot. "It's
handy, you being both."

 "Did you kill that guy?"

 It was asked so matter-of-factly that Colt grinned again. He knew Boyd wouldn't have turned a hair if
he'd confessed then and there. "Nope."
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 Boyd nodded again. "Going to fill me in?"

 "Yep."

 "Why don't you wait in the car? I'll be with you in a minute."

 "CaptainBoyd Fletcher." Colt shook his head and chuckled. Though it was after midnight, he was as
alert as he was relaxed, a cup of bad coffee in his hand and his scruffy boots propped on Boyd's desk.
"Ain't that just something?"

 "I thought you were raising horses and cattle in Wyoming."

 "I do." His voice was a drawl, with the faintest whisper of a twang. "Now and again I do."

 "What happened to the law degree?"

 "Oh, it's around somewhere."

 "And the air force?"

 "I still fly. Just don't wear a uniform anymore. How long's it going to take for that pizza to get here?''

 "Just long enough for it to be cold and inedible." Boyd leaned back in his chair. He was comfortable in
his office. He was comfortable on the street. And, as he had been twenty years ago, in their prep school
days, he was comfortable with Colt.

 "You didn't get a look at the shooter?"

 "Hell, Fletch, I was lucky to make the car before I was diving for cover and chewing asphalt. Not that
that's going to help much. Odds are it was stolen."

 "Lieutenant Grayson's tracking it. Now, why don't you tell me what you were doing with Wild Bill?''

 "He contacted me. I've bee—" He broke off when Althea strolled in. She hadn't bothered to knock, and
she was carrying a flat cardboard box.

 "You two order pizza?" She dropped the box onto Boyd's desk, held out a hand. "Ten bucks, Fletcher."

 "Althea Grayson, Colt Nightshade. Colt's an old friend." Boyd dug ten dollars out of his wallet. After
folding the bill neatly and tucking it in a pocket of her purse, she set her beaded bag on a stack of files.

 "Mr. Nightshade."

 "Ms. Grayson."

 "LieutenantGrayson," she corrected. Popping up the lid on the box, she perused the contents, chose a
slice. "I believe you were at my crime scene."

 "Sure did look that way." He lowered his legs so that he could lean forward and take a piece himself. He
caught her scent over the aroma of cooling sausage pizza. It was a whole lot more tantalizing.
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 "Thanks," she murmured when Boyd passed her a napkin. "I wonder what you were doing there, getting
shot at with my snitch."

 Colt's eyes narrowed. "Your snitch?"

 "That's right." Like his hair, his eyes couldn't seem to decide what color they should be, Althea thought.
They were caught somewhere between blue and green. And at the moment they were as cold as the
wind whipping at the window.

 "Bill told me he tried to reach his police contact off and on all day."

 "I was in the field."

 Colt's brow arched as he skimmed his gaze over the swirl of emerald silk. "Some field."

 "Lieutenant Grayson spent all day putting the cap on a drug operation," Boyd interjected. "Now, kids,
why don't we start over, and at the beginning?"

 "Fine." Setting her half-eaten slice down, Althea wiped her fingers, then removed her wrap. Colt
clenched his teeth to keep his tongue from falling out. Because she was turned away from him, Colt had
the painful pleasure of gauging just how alluring a naked back could be when it was slim, straight and
framed in purple silk.

 After laying her coat over a file cabinet, Althea reclaimed her pizza and sat on the corner of Boyd's
desk.

 She knew just what she did to a man, Colt realized. He could see that smug, faintly amused female
knowledge in her eyes. Colt had always figured every woman knew her own arsenal down to the last
eyelash, but it was tough on a man when the woman was as heavily armed as this.

 "Wild Bill, Mr. Nightshade…" Althea began. "What were you doing with him?"

 "Talking." He knew his answer was obstinate, but at the moment he was trying to judge whether there
was anything between the sexy lieutenant and his old friend. His oldmarried friend, Colt mused. He was
relieved, and more than a little surprised not to scent even a whiff of attraction between them.

 "About?" Althea's voice was still patient, even pleasant. As if, Colt thought, she were questioning a small
boy who was mentally deficient.

 "The victim was Thea's snitch," Boyd reminded Colt. "If she wants the case—"

 "And I do."

 "Then it's hers."

 To buy himself time, Colt reached for another slice of pizza. He was going to have to do something he
hated, something that stuck in his craw like bad beef jerky. He was going to have to ask for help. And to
get it he was going to have to share what he knew.

 "It took me two days to track down Billings and get him to agree to talk to me." It had also cost him two
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hundred in bribes to clear the path, but he wasn't one to count the cost until the final tally. "He was
nervous, didn't really want to talk unless he had his police contact with him. So I made it worth his while."

 He glanced back at Althea. The lady was wiped out, he realized. The fatigue was hard to spot, but it
was there—in the slight drooping of her eyelids, the faint shadows under them.

 "I'm sorry you lost him, but I don't think your being there would have changed anything."

 "We won't know that, will we?" She wouldn't let the regret color her voice, or her judgment. "Why did
you go to so much trouble to contact Bill?"

 "He used to have a girl working for him. Jade. Probably her street name."

 Althea let her mind click back, nodded. "Yeah. Little blonde, babyface. She took a couple of busts for
solicitation. I'll have to check, but I don't think she's worked the stroll for four or five weeks."

 "That'd be about right." Colt rose to fill his cup with more of the sludge from the automatic brewer. "It
would have been about that long ago that Billings got her a job. In the movies." If he was going to drink
poison, he'd take it like a man, without any cream or sugar to cut the bite. Sipping, he turned back. "I
ain't talking Hollywood. This was the down-and-dirty stuff, for private viewers who have the taste and
the money to buy thrills. Videotapes for hard-core connoisseurs." He shrugged and sat again. "Can't say
it bothers me any, if we're talking about consenting adults. Though I prefer my sex in the flesh."

 "But we're not talking about you, Mr. Nightshade."

 "Oh, you don't have to call memister, Lieutenant. Seems cold, when we're discussing such warm topics."
Smiling, he leaned back.

 He had yet to ruffle her feathers, and for reasons he wasn't going to take the time to explore, he wanted
to ruffle them good and proper.

 "Well, as it happens, something spooked Jade and she lit out. I'm not one to think a hooker's got a heart
of gold, but this one at least had a conscience. She sent off a letter to a Mr. and Mrs. Frank Cook." He
shifted his gaze to Boyd. "Frank and Marleen Cook."

 "Marleen?" Boyd's brows shot up. "Marleen and Frank?"

 "The same." Colt's smile was wry. "More old friends, Lieutenant. As it happens, I was what you might
call intimate friends with Mrs. Cook about a million years ago. Being a woman of sound judgment, she
married Frank, settled down in Albuquerque and had herself a couple of beautiful kids."

 Althea shifted, crossed her legs with a rustle of silk. The silver dangling over his shirt was a Saint
Christopher medal, she noted. The patron saint of travelers. She wondered if Mr. Nightshade felt the
need for spiritual protection.

 "I assume this is leading somewhere other than down memory lane?"

 "Oh, it's leading right back to your professional front door, Lieutenant. I just prefer the circular route
now and then." He took out a cigar, running it through his long fingers before reaching for his lighter.
"About a month ago, Marleen's oldest girl—that's Elizabeth. You ever meet Liz, Boyd?''
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 Boyd shook his head. He didn't like where this was heading. Not one bit. "Not since she was in diapers.
What is she, twelve?"

 "Thirteen. Just." Colt flicked his lighter on, sucked his cigar to life. Though he knew, all too well, that the
tang of smoke wouldn't cloud the bitter taste in his throat. "Pretty as a picture, like her mama. Got
Marleen's hair-trigger temper, too. There was some trouble at home, the kind I imagine most families
have some time or other. But Liz got her back up and took off."

 "She ran away?" Althea understood the runaway's mind well. Too well.

 "Tossed a few things in her backpack and took off. Needless to say, Marleen and Frank have been
living in hell the past few weeks. They contacted the police, but the official route wasn't getting them very
far." He blew out smoke. "No offense. Ten days ago they called me."

 "Why?" Althea asked. "Told you. We're friends."

 "Do you usually track down pimps and dodge bullets for friends?"

 She had a way with sarcasm, all right, Colt mused. It was one more weapon in the arsenal. "I do favors
for people."

 "Are you a licensed investigator?''

 Pursing his lips, Colt studied the tip of his cigar. "I'm not big on licenses. I put out some feelers, had a
little luck tracing her north. Then the Cooks got Jade's letter." Clamping his cigar between his teeth, he
drew a folded sheet of floral stationery from his inside jacket pocket. "Save time if you read it yourself,"
he said, and passed it to Boyd. Althea rose, going behind Boyd's back, laying a hand on his shoulder as
she read with him.

 It was a curiously intimate and yet asexual gesture. One, Colt decided, that spoke of friendship and trust.

 The handwriting was as girlishly fussy as the paper. But the content, Althea noted, had nothing to do with
flowers and ribbons and childhood fancies.

 Dear Mr. and Mrs. Cook,

 I met Liz in Denver. She is a nice kid. I know she is really sorry she ran away and would come back
now if she could. I would help her out, but I got to get out of town. Liz is in trouble. I would go to the
cops, but I'm scared and I don't think they listen to someone like me. She is not cut out for the life, but
they won't let her go. She is young and so pretty, and they are making lots of money from the movies I
think. I have been in the life for five years, but some of the stuff they want us to do for the camera gives
me the creeps. I think they killed one of the girls, so I am getting out before they kill me. Liz gave me
your address and asked me to write and say she was sorry. She's real scared and I hope you find her
okay.

 Jade

 P.S. They have a place up in the mountains where they do the movies. And there is an apartment on
Second Avenue.

 Boyd didn't give the letter back, but laid it on his desk. He had a daughter of his own. He thought of
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Allison, sweet, feisty and six, and had to swallow a hot ball of sick rage.

 "You could have come to me with this. Youshould have come to me."

 "I'm used to working alone." Colt drew on his cigar again before tamping it out. "In any case, I intended
to come to you after I put a few things together. I got the name of Jade's pimp, and I wanted to shake
him down."

 "And now he's dead." Althea's voice was flat as she turned to stare out of Boyd's window.

 "Yeah." Colt studied her profile. It wasn't just anger he felt from her. There was a lot more mixed up
with it. "Word must have gotten back that I was looking for him, and that he was willing to talk to me.
Leads me to think that we're dealing with well-connected slime, and slime that doesn't blink at murder."

 "This is a police matter, Colt," Boyd said quietly.

 "No argument." Ready to deal, he spread his hands. "It's also a personal matter. I'm going to keep
digging, Fletch. There's no law against it. I'm the Cooks' representative—their lawyer, if we need a
handle."

 "Is that what you are?" Her emotions under control again, Althea turned back to him. "A lawyer?"

 "When it suits me. I don't want to interfere with your investigation," he said to Boyd. "I want the kid
back—safely back—with Marleen and Frank. I'll cooperate completely. Anything I know, you'll know.
But it has to be quid pro quo. Give me a cop to work with on this, Boyd." He smiled a little—just a quirk
at the corner of his mouth, as if he were amused at himself. "And you of all people know how much I
hate asking for an official partner on a job. But it's Liz that matters, all that matters. You know I'm good."
He leaned forward. "You know I won't back off. Let me have your best man, and let's get these
bastards."

 Boyd pressed his fingers to his tired eyes. He could, of course, order Colt to back off. And he'd be
wasting his breath. He could refuse to cooperate, could refuse to share any information the department
unearthed. And Colt would work around him. Yes, he knew Colt was good, and he had some idea of
the kind of work he'd done while in the military.

 It would hardly be the first time Boyd Fletcher had bent the rules. His decision made, he gestured
toward Althea. "She's my best man."

 Chapter 2
 Contents-Prev |Next

 If a man had to have a partner, she might as well be easy on the eyes. In any case, Colt didn't intend to
workwith Althea so much asthrough her. She would be his conduit to the official end of the investigation.
He'd keep his word—he always did, except when he didn't—and feed her whatever information he
gleaned. Not that he expected her to do much with it.

 There were only a handful of cops Colt respected, with Boyd topping the list. As far as Lieutenant
Grayson was concerned, Colt figured she'd be decorative, marginally helpful and little else.
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 The badge, the bod and the sarcasm would probably be useful when it came to interviewing any possible
connections.

 At least he'd had a decent night's sleep—all six hours of it. He hadn't protested when Boyd insisted he
check out of his hotel and check into the Fletcher household for the duration of his stay. Colt liked
families—other people's, in any case—and he'd been curious about Boyd's wife.

 He'd missed their wedding. Though he wasn't particularly fond of the spit and polish ceremonies called
for, he would have gone. But it was a long way from Beirut to Denver, and he'd been busy with terrorists
at the time.

 He was delighted with Cilia. The woman hadn't turned a hair at having her husband bring home a strange
man at 2:00 a.m. Bundled in a terry-cloth robe, she'd offered him the guest room, with the suggestion that
if he wanted to sleep in he should put the pillow over his head. The kids apparently rose at seven to get
ready for school.

 He'd slept like a rock, and when he'd awakened to the sounds of shouts and clomping feet, he'd taken
his hostess's advice and had caught another hour of sleep with his head buried.

 Now, fortified by an excellent breakfast and three cups of first-class coffee prepared by the Fletchers'
housekeeper, he was ready to roll.

 His agreement with Boyd made the precinct house his first stop. He'd check in with Althea, grill her on
any associates of Billings's, then go his own way.

 It seemed to him that his old friend ran a tight ship. There was the usual din of ringing phones, clattering
keyboards and raised voices inside the station. There were the usual scents of coffee, industrial-strength
cleaners and sweaty bodies. But there was also an underlying sense of organization and purpose.

 The desk sergeant had Colt's name, and he handed him a visitor's badge and directed him to Althea's
office. Past the bull pen, and two doors down a narrow corridor he found her door. It was shut, so he
rapped once before pushing it open. He knew she was there before he saw her. He scented her, as a
wolf scents his mate. Or his prey. Gone were the bold silks, but she still looked more the fashion plate
than the cop. The tailored slacks and jacket in smoke gray did nothing to suggest masculinity. Nor did he
think she chose to deny her sex, for she'd accented the suit with a soft pink blouse and a star-shaped
jeweled lapel pin. Her mass of hair had been trained back in some complicated braid that left her face
softly framed. Two heavy twists of gold glinted at her ears.

 The result was as neat as any maiden aunt could want, and still had the knockout punch of frosted sex.
A lesser man might have licked his lips. "Grayson."

 "Nightshade." She gestured toward a chair. "Have a seat." There was only one to spare, straight-backed
and wood. Colt turned it around and straddled it. As he did, he noted that her office was less than half
the size of Boyd's, and ruthlessly organized. File drawers were neatly closed, papers properly stacked,
pencils sharpened to lethal points. There was a plant on one of the rear corners of the desk that he was
sure was meticulously watered. There were no pictures of family or friends. The only spot of color in the
small, windowless room was a painting, an abstract in vivid blues, greens and reds. Slashes of colors that
clashed and warred, rather than melded.

 Some instinct told him it suited her down to the ground.
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 "So." He folded his arms over the back of the chair and leaned forward. "You run the shooter's car
through Motor Vehicles?"

 "Didn't have to. It was on this morning's hot sheet." She took her copy and offered it. "Reported stolen
at eleven o'clock last night. Owners had been out for dinner, came out of the restaurant and found the car
gone. Dr. and Dr. Wilmer, a couple of dentists celebrating their fifth anniversary. Looks like they're
clean." .

 "Probably." He tossed the sheet back onto her desk. He hadn't really believed he'd find a connection
through the car. "Don't guess it's turned up?"

 "Not yet. I've got Jade's rap sheet, if you're interested," After replacing the hot sheet in its proper place,
she picked up a file. "Janice Willowby. Age twenty-two. Couple of busts for solicitation—a few charges
as a juvie for more of the same. One possession arrest, also as a juvenile, when she got rousted with a
couple of joints in her purse. Went through the social services route, a halfway house, counseling, then
turned twenty-one and went back on the streets."

 It wasn't a new story. "Have we got any family? She might head home."

 "A mother in Kansas City—or she was in Kansas City as of eighteen months ago. I'm trying to track her
down."

 "You've been busy."

 "Not all of us start our day at—'' she looked down at her watch

 "—ten."

 "I do better at night, Lieutenant." He took out a cigar.

 Althea eyed it, shook her head. "Not in here, pal."

 Agreeably Colt tapped the cigar back into his pocket. "Who did Billings trust, other than you?''

 "I don't know that he trusted anybody." But it hurt, because she knew he had trusted somebody. He'd
trusted her, and somehow she'd missed a step. And now he was dead. "We had an arrangement. I gave
him money, he gave me information."

 "What kind?"

 "With Wild Bill, it came in a variety pack. He had his fingers in a lot of pies. Little pies, mostly." She
shifted some papers on her desk, tapping the edges neatly together. "He was strictly small-time, but he
had big ears, knew how to fade into the background so you forgot he was around. People talked around
him, because he looked like his brain would fit in a teacup. But he was smart." Her voice changed,
tipping Colt off to something she had yet to admit even to herself. She was grieving. "Smart enough to
keep from crossing the line that would send him up to hard time. Smart enough to keep from stepping on
the wrong toes. Until last night."

 "I didn't make any secret of the fact I was looking for him, and for information he could give me. But I
sure as hell didn't want him dead."
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 "I'm not blaming you."

 "No?"

 "No." She pushed away from the desk far enough to allow her to swivel the chair around and face him.
"People like Bill, no matter how smart, have short life expectancies. If he'd have been able to contact me,
I might have met him at the same spot you did, with the same results." She'd thought that through,
carefully, ruthlessly. "I might not like your style, Nightshade, but I'm not pinning this on you."

 She sat very still, he noted, no gestures, no shrugs, no restless tapping. Like the painting on the wall
behind her, she communicated vibrant passion without movement.

 "And just what is my style, Lieutenant?"

 "You're a renegade. The kind who doesn't just refuse to play by the rules, but rejoices in breaking them."
Her eyes stayed level with his, and were cool as lake water. He wondered what it would take to warm
them up. "You start things, but you don't always finish them. Maybe that means you bore easily, or you
just run out of energy. Either way, it doesn't say much about your dependability."

 Her rundown of his personality annoyed him, but when he spoke again, his slow southwestern drawl was
amused. "You figured all that out since last night?"

 "I ran a make on you. The prep school where you hung out with Boyd surprised me." Her lips curved,
but the eyes had yet to warm. "You don't look like the preppie type."

 "My parents thought it would tame me." He grinned. "Guess not."

 "Neither did Harvard, where you got your law degree—which you haven't put to much use. Parts of
your military career were classified, but all in all, I got the picture." There was a dish of sugared almonds
on her desk. Althea leaned over and, after careful deliberation, chose the one she wanted. "I don't work
with someone I don't know."

 "Me either. So why don't you fill me in on Althea Grayson?"

 "I'm the cop," she said simply. "And you're not. I assume you have a recent picture of Elizabeth Cook?"

 "Yeah, I got one." But he didn't reach for it. He didn't have to take this kind of bull from some
glamourpuss with a badge. "Tell me, Lieutenant, just who jammed a stick up your—"

 The phone cut him off, which, considering the flash in Althea's eyes, might have been for the best. At
least he knew how to defrost those eyes now.

 "Grayson." She waited a beat, then jotted something down on a pad. "Notify Forensics. I'm on my way."
She rose, tucking the pad into a snakeskin purse. "We found the car." She was frowning when she slung
the bag over her shoulder. "Since Boyd wants you in, you can come along for the ride—as an observer
only. Got it?"

 "Oh, yeah. I got it fine."

 He followed her out, then quickly moved up so that they walked side by side. The woman had the best
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rear view this side of the Mississippi, and Colt didn't care to be distracted.

 "I didn't have much time to play catch-up with Boyd last night," he began. "I wondered how it was that
you're on such… easy terms with your captain."

 She was walking down the stairs to the garage, and she stopped, turned, aimed one razor-sharp glance.

 "What?" he demanded as she assessed him silently.

 "I'm trying to decide if you're insulting me and Boyd—in which case I'd have to hurt you—or if you
simply phrased your question badly."

 He lifted a brow. "Try the second choice."

 "All right." She continued down. "We were partners for over seven years." She reached the bottom of
the steps and turned sharply to the right. The flat heels of her suede half boots clicked busily on the
concrete. "When you trust someone with your life on a day-today basis, you'd better be on easy terms."

 "Then he made captain."

 "That's right." After taking out her keys, she unlocked her car. "Sorry, but the passenger seat's stuck all
the way forward. I haven't had time to take it in and get it fixed."

 Colt looked down at the spiffy sports car with some regret. A sexy car, sure, but with the seat in that
position, he was going to have to fold himself up like an accordion and sit with his chin on his knees.
"And you don't have a problem with that—Boyd's being captain?" Althea slid in gracefully, smirking a bit
as Colt grunted and arranged himself beside her. "No. Am I ambitious? Yes. Do I resent having the best
cop I ever worked with as my superior? No. Do I expect to make captain myself within another five
years? You bet your butt." She pushed mirrored aviator sunglasses over her eyes. "Fasten your seat belt,
Nightshade." With that, she peeled out, shooting up the ramp of the garage and out onto the street.

 He had to admire her driving. He had no choice, since she was behind the wheel and his life was in her
hands. Easy terms? he wondered. Yeah, right. "So, you and Boyd are friends."

 "That's right. Why?"

 "I just wanted to establish that it wasn't all good-looking men of a certain age who put your back up."
He grinned at her as she downshifted around a comer. "I like knowing it's just me. Makes me feel kind of
special, you know?''

 She smiled then and shot him what could have been a friendly look. It certainly was no more than
friendly, and it really shouldn't have had his heart doing a slow roll in his chest. "I wouldn't say you put my
back up, Nightshade. I just don't trust hotdoggers. But since we're both after the same thing here, and
since Boyd's a pal on both sides, we can try to get along."

 "Sounds reasonable. We've got the job and Boyd in common. Maybe we can find a couple of other
things." Her radio was turned down low. Colt flicked the volume up and nodded approval at the slow,
pulse-pumping blues. "There, that's one more thing. How do you feel about Mexican food?"

 "I like my chili hot and my margaritas cold."
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 "Progress." He tried to shift in his seat, rapped his knee on the dash, and swore. "If we're going to do
any more driving together, we take my four-wheel."

 "We'll discuss it." She turned the music down again when she heard the police radio squawk to life.

 "All units in the vicinity of Sheridan and Jewell, 511 in progress."

 Althea swore as the dispatcher continued to call for assistance. "That's only a block down." She turned
left and aimed a quick, dubious look at Colt. "Shots fired," she told him. "Police business, got it?"

 "Sure."

 "This is unit six responding," she said into the transmitter. "I'm on the scene." After squealing to a halt
behind her black-and-white, she shoved open her door. "Stay in the car." With that terse order, she drew
her weapon and headed for the entrance of a four-story apartment building.

 . She paused at the door, sucking in her breath. The minute she bolted through, she heard the blast of
another gunshot.

 One floor up, she thought. Maybe two. With her body braced and flattened against the wall, she
scanned the cramped, deserted entry-way, then started up. Screaming—No, she thought, crying. A
child. Her mind cold, her hands steady, she swung her weapon toward the first landing, then followed it.
A door opened to her left. Crouching, she aimed toward the movement and stared into the face of an
elderly woman with terrified eyes.

 "Police," Althea told her. "Stay inside."

 The door shut. A bolt turned. Althea shifted toward the second staircase. She saw them then, the cop
who was down, and the cop who was huddled over him.

 "Officer." There was the snap of authority in her voice when she dropped a hand on the uninjured cop's
shoulder. "What's the status here?"

 "He shot Jim. He came running out with the kid and opened up."

 The uniformed cop was sheet-white, she noted, as pale as his partner, who was bleeding on the
stairway. She couldn't tell which of them was shaking more violently. "What's your name?"

 "Harrison. Don Harrison." He was pressing a soaked handkerchief to the gaping wound low on his
partner's left shoulder.

 "Officer Harrison, I'm Lieutenant Grayson. Give me the situation here, and make it fast."

 "Sir." He took two short, quick breaths. "Domestic dispute. Shots fired. A white male assaulted the
woman in apartment 2-D. He opened fire on us and headed upstairs with a small female child as a
shield."

 As he finished, a woman stumbled out of the apartment above. Where she clutched her side, blood
trickled through her fingers. "He took my baby. Charlie took my baby. Please, God…" She fell weeping
to her knees. "He's crazy. Please, God…"
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 "Officer Harrison." A sound on the stairs had Althea moving fast, then swearing. She should have known
Colt wouldn't stay in the car. "Get on the horn, now," she continued. "Call for backup. Officer and civilian
down. Hostage situation. Now tell me what he was carrying."

 "Looked like a .45."

 "Make the call, then get in here and back me up." She spared one look at Colt. "Make yourself useful.
Do what you can for these two."

 She raced up the stairs. She could hear the baby crying again, long terrified wails that echoed in the
narrow corridors. By the time she reached the top floor, she heard the slam of a door. The roof, she
decided. Braced on one side of the door, she turned the knob, kicked it open and went in low.

 He fired once, wildly. The bullet sang more than a foot to her right. Althea took her stand, and faced
him.

 "Police!" she shouted. "Put down your weapon!"

 He stood near the edge of the roof, a big man. Linebacker-size, she noted, his skin flushed with rage, his
eyes glazed by chemicals.

 That she could handle. It was a .45 he was carrying. She could handle that, as well. But it was the child,
the little girl of perhaps two that he was holding by one foot over the edge of the roof, that she wasn't
sure she could deal with.

 "I'll drop her!" He shouted it, like a chant against the brisk wind. "I'll do it! I'll do it! I swear to God, I'll
drop her like a stone!" He shook the child, who continued to scream. One of her little pink tennis shoes
flew off and fell five long stories.

 "You don't want to make a mistake, do you, Charlie?" Althea inched away from the door, sidestepping
slowly, her nine-millimeter aimed at the broad chest. "Bring her back from the edge."

 "I'm going to drop the little bitch." He grinned when he said it, his teeth bared, his eyes glittering. "She's
just like her mother. Whining and crying all the damn time. Thought they could get away from me. I found
them, didn't I? Linda's real sorry now, isn't she? Real damn sorry now."

 "Yes, she is." She had to get to the kid. There had to be a way to get to the child. Unbidden an old,
obscene memory flashed through her head. The shouting, the threats, the fear. Althea tramped on them as
she would a roach. "You hurt the little girl and it's all over, Charlie."

 "Don't tell me it's over!" Enraged, he swung the child like a sack of laundry. Althea's heart stopped, and
so did the screaming. The little girl was merely sobbing now, quietly, helplessly, her arms dangling limply,
her huge blue eyes fixed and glazed. "She tried to tell me it was over. It's over, Charlie," he mimicked in a
singsong voice. "So I knocked her around some. God knows she deserved it, nagging me about getting
work, nagging about every damn thing. And as soon as the kid came along, everything changed. I got no
use for bitches in my life. ButI say when it's over."

 The wail of sirens rose up in the air. Althea sensed movement behind her, but didn't turn. Didn't dare.
She needed the man focused on her, only on her. "Bring the kid in and you might get away. You want to
get away, don't you, Charlie? Come on. Give her to me. You don't need her."
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 "You think I'm stupid?" His lips curled into a snarl. "You're just one more bitch."

 "I don't think you're stupid." She caught a movement out of the corner of her eye, and would have sworn
if she'd dared. It wasn't Harrison. It was Colt, slipping like a shadow toward the man's blind side. "I don't
think you'd be stupid enough to hurt the kid." She was closer now, five feet away. Althea knew that it
might as well be fifty.

 "I'm going to kill her!" he shouted. "And I'm going to kill you, and I'm going to kill anybody who gets in
my way! Nobody says it's over till I say it's over!"

 It happened then, fast, like a blur at the corner of a dream. Colt lunged, wrapping one arm around the
child's waist. Althea caught the flash of metal in his hand and recognized it as a .32. He might have used
it, if saving the child hadn't been his priority. He pivoted back, swinging the child so that his body was her
shield, and by the time he'd brought his weapon to bear it was over.

 Althea watched the .45 arch from her toward Colt and the girl. And she fired. The bullet drove him
back. His knees hit the low curbing at the edge of the roof. He was the one who dropped like a stone.

 Althea didn't permit herself even a sigh. She holstered her weapon and strode to where Colt was
cuddling the weeping child. "She okay?"

 "Looks like." In a move so natural she would have sworn he'd spent his life doing it, he settled the girl on
his hip and kissed her damp temple. "You're okay now, baby. Nobody's going to hurt you."

 "Mama." Choking on tears, she buried her face in Colt's shoulder.

 "Mama."

 "We'll take you to your mama, honey, don't you worry." Colt still held his gun, but his other hand was
busy stroking the girl's wispy blond hair. "Nice work, Lieutenant."

 Althea glanced over her shoulder. Cops were already pounding up the stairs. "I've done better."

 "You kept him talking so the kid had a shot, then you took him down. It doesn't get better than that."
And there had been a look in her eyes, from the moment she'd started up the steps with a cop's blood on
her hands. And it hadn't faded yet. A look he'd seen before, Colt mused. One he'd always termed a
warrior's look.

 Her eyes held his for another minute. "Let's get her out of here" was all she said.

 "Fine." They started toward the door.

 "Just one thing, Nightshade."

 He smiled a little, certain this was the moment she'd thank him. "What's that?"

 "Have you got a permit for that gun?"

 He stopped, stared. Then his smile exploded into a deep, rich laugh. Charmed, the little girl looked up,
sniffled, and managed a watery smile.
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 She didn't think about killing. Didn't permit herself. She'd killed before, and knew she would likely do so
again. But she didn't think about it. She knew that if she reflected too deeply on that aspect of the job,
she could freeze, or she could drink or she could grow callous. Or, worse—infinitely worse—she could
grow to enjoy it.

 So she filed her report and put it out of her mind. Or tried to.

 She hand-carried a copy of the report to Boyd's office, laid it on his desk. His eyes flicked down to it,
then back to hers. "The cop—Barkley—he's still in surgery. The woman's out of danger."

 "Good. How's the kid?"

 "She has an aunt in Colorado Springs. Social Services contacted her. The creep was her father. History
of battering and drugs. His wife took the kid about a year ago and went to a women's shelter. Filed for
divorce. She moved here about three months ago, got herself a job, started a life."

 "And he found her."

 "And he found her."

 "Well, he won't find her again." She turned toward the door, but

 Boyd was up and walking around the desk. "Thea." He shut the door, cutting off most of the din from
the bull pen. "Are you okay?"

 "Sure. I don't see IAD hassling me on this one."

 "I'm not talking about Internal Affairs." He tilted his head. "A day or two off wouldn't hurt."

 "It wouldn't help, either." She lifted her shoulders, let them fall.

 To Boyd she could say things she could never say to anyone else. "I didn't think I'd get to her in time. I
didn't get to her," she added. "Colt did. And he shouldn't have been there."

 "He was there." Gently Boyd laid his hands on her shoulders. "Oh-oh, it's the supercop complex. I can
see it coming. Dodging bullets, filing reports, screaming down dark alleys, selling tickets to the
Policemen's Ball, ridding the world of bad guys and saving cats from the tops of trees. She can do it all."

 "Shut up, Fletcher." But she smiled. "I draw the line at saving cats."

 "Want to come to dinner tonight?"

 She rested a hand on the knob. "What's to eat?"

 He shrugged, grinned. "Can't say. It's Maria's night off."

 "Cilia's cooking?" She gave him a pained, sorrowful look. "I thought we were friends."

 "We'll send out for tacos."

 "Deal."
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 When she walked back into the bull pen, she spotted Colt. He had his boots up on a desk and a phone
at his ear. She strolled over, sat on the corner and waited for him to finish the call.

 "Paperwork done?" he asked her.

 "Nightshade, I don't suppose I have to point out that this desk, this phone, this chair, are department
property, and off-limits to civilians."

 He grinned at her. "Nope. But go right ahead, if you want to. You look good enough to eat when you're
spouting proper procedure."

 "Why, your compliments just take my breath away." She knocked his feet off the desk. "The stolen car's
been impounded. The lab boys are going over it, so I don't see the point in rushing to take a look."

 "Got a different plan?"

 "Starting with the Tick Tock, I'm going to hit a few of Wild Bill's hangouts, talk to some people."

 "I'm with you."

 "Don't rub it in." When she started toward the garage, he took her arm. "My car this time, remember?"

 With a shrug, she went with him out to the street. His rugged black four-wheeler had a parking ticket on
the windshield. Colt stuffed it in his pocket. "I don't suppose I can ask you to fix this."

 "No." Althea climbed in.

 "That's okay. Fletch'll do it."

 She slanted him a look, and what might have been a smile, before turning to stare out of the windshield
again. "You did good with that kid today." It galled her a bit to admit it, but it had to be done. "I don't
think she'd have made it without you."

 "Us," he said. "Some people might have called it teamwork."

 She fastened her belt with a jerk of her wrist. "Some people."

 "Don't take it so hard, Thea." Whistling through his teeth, he shoved the gearshift into First and cruised
into traffic. "Now, where were we before we were interrupted? Oh, yeah, you were telling me about
yourself."

 "I don't think so."'

 "Okay, I'll tell me about you. You're a woman who likes structure, depends on it. No, no, it's more that
you insist on it," he said. "That's why you're so good at your job, all that law and order."

 She snorted. "You should be a psychiatrist, Nightshade. Who could have guessed a cop would prefer
law and order?''

 "Don't interrupt, I'm on a roll. You're what—twenty-seven, twenty-eight?"
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 "Thirty-two. You lost your roll."

 "I'll pick it up again." He glanced down at her naked ring finger. "You're not married."

 "Another brilliant deduction."

 "You have a tendency toward sarcasm, and an affection for wearing silk and expensive perfume. Real
nice perfume, Thea, the kind that seduces a man's mind before his body gets involved."

 "Maybe you should be writing ad copy."

 "There's nothing subtle about your sexuality. It's just there, in big capital letters. Now, some women
would exploit it, some would disguise it. You don't do either, so I figure you've decided somewhere
along the line that it's up to a man to deal with it. And that's not only smart, it's wise."

 She didn't have an answer to that, he thought. Or didn't choose to give him one.

 "You don't waste time, you don't waste energy. That way, when you need either one, you've got them.
There's a cop's brain inside there, so you can size up a situation fast and act on it. And I figure you can
handle a man every bit as coolly as you do your gun."

 "An interesting analysis, Nightshade."

 "You didn't flinch when you took that guy out today. It bothered you, but you didn't flinch." He pulled up
in front of the Tick Tock and turned off the ignition. "If I've got to work with somebody, with the
possibility of heading into a nasty situation, I like knowing she doesn't flinch."

 "Well, gee, thanks. Now I can stop worrying that you don't approve of me.'' Her temper on the boil, she
slammed out of the car. "Finally…" Colt reached her in a few long-legged strides and swung his arm over
her shoulder. "A little heat. It's a relief to see there's some temper in there, too."

 She surprised them both by ramming an elbow into his gut. "You wouldn't be relieved if I cut it loose.
Take my word for it."

 They spent the next two hours going from bar to pool hall to grubby diner. It wasn't until they tried a
hole-in-the-wall called Clancy's that they made some progress.

 The lights were dim, a sop to the early drinkers, who liked to forget that the sun was still up. A radio
behind the bar scratched out country music that told a sad tale of cheating and empty bottles. Several of
those early customers were already scattered at the bar or at tables, most of them doing their drinking
steadily and solo.

 The liquor was watered, and the glasses were dingy, but the whiskey came cheap and the atmosphere
was conducive to getting seriously drunk.

 Althea walked to the end of the bar and ordered a club soda she had no intention of sampling. Colt
opted for the beer on tap. She lifted a brow.

 "Had a tetanus shot recently?" She took out a twenty, but kept her finger on the corner of the bill as their
drinks were served. "Wild Bill used to come in here pretty regular."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 The bartender glanced down at the bill, and back at Althea. Bloodshot eyes and the map of broken
capillaries over his broad face attested to the fact that he swallowed as much as he served.

 Althea prompted him. "Wild Bill Billings."

 "So?"

 "He was a friend of mine."

 "Looks like you lost a friend."

 "I was in here with him a couple of times." Althea drew the twenty back a fraction. "Maybe you
remember."

 "My memory's real selective, but it don't have no trouble making a cop."

 "Good. Then you probably figured out that Bill and I had an arrangement."

 "I probably figured out the arrangement got him splattered all over the sidewalk."

 "You'd have figured that one wrong. He wasn't snitching for me when he got hit, and me, I'm just the
sentimental type. I want who did him, and I'm willing to pay." She shoved the bill forward. "A lot more
than this."

 "I don't know nothing about it." But the twenty disappeared into his pocket.

 "But you might know people who know people who know something." She leaned forward, a smile in
her eyes. "If you put the word out, I'd appreciate it."

 He shrugged, and would have moved away, but she put a hand on his arm. "I think that twenty's worth a
minute or two more. Bill had a girl named Jade. She's skipped. He had a couple others, didn't he?"

 "A couple. He wasn't much of a pimp."

 "Got a name?"

 He took out a dirty rag and began to wipe the dirty bar. "A black-haired girl named Meena. She
worked out of here sometimes. Haven't seen her lately."

 "If you do, you give me a call." She took out a card and dropped it onto the bar. "You know anything
about movies? Private movies, with young girls?"

 He looked blank and shrugged, but not before Althea saw the flash of knowledge in his eyes. "I ain't got
time for movies, and that's all you get for twenty."

 "Thanks" Althea strolled out. "Give him a minute," she said under her breath to Colt. Then she peered
through the dirty window. "Look at that. Funny that he'd get an urge to make a call just now."

 Colt watched the bartender hurry to the wall phone, drop in a quarter. "I like your style, Lieutenant."
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 "Let's see how much you like it after a few hours in a cold car. We've got a stakeout tonight,
Nightshade."

 "I'm looking forward to it."

 Chapter 3
 Contents-Prev |Next

 She was right about the cold. He didn't mind it so much, not with long Johns and a sheepskin jacket to
ward it off. But he did mind the dragging inactivity. He'd have sworn that Althea thrived on it.

 She was settled comfortably in the passenger seat, working a crossword puzzle by the dim glow of the
glove-compartment light. She worked methodically, patiently, endlessly, he thought, while he tried to
stave off boredom with the B. B. King retrospective on the radio.

 He thought of the evening they'd both missed at the Fletchers'. Hot food, blazing fire, warm brandy. It
had even occurred to him that Althea might have defrosted a bit in unofficial surroundings. It might not
have helped matters to think of her that way—the ice goddess melting—but it did something for his more
casual fantasies.

 In his current reality, she was all cop, and emotionally as distant from him as the moon. But in the
daydream, assisted by the slow blues on the radio, she was all woman—seductive as the black silk he
imagined her wearing, enticing as the crackling fire he pictured burning low in a stone hearth, soft as the
white fur rug they lowered themselves to.

 And her taste, once his mouth sampled hers, was honeyed whiskey. Drugging, sweet, potent. Her scent
tangled up with her flavor in his senses until they were one and the same. An opiate a man could drown
in.

 The silk slipped away, inch by seductive inch, revealing the alabaster flesh beneath. Rose-petal smooth,
flawless as glass, firm and soft as water. And when she reached for him, drew him in, her lips moved
against his ear in whispered invitation.

 "Want more coffee?"

 "Huh?" He snapped back, swiveling his head around to stare at her in the shadowed car. She held a
thermos out to him. "What?"

 "Coffee?" Intrigued by the look on his face, she picked up his cup herself and filled it halfway. At first
glance, she would have said there was temper in his eyes, ripe and ready to rip. But she knew that look,
and knew it well. This was desire, equally ripe, equally ready. "Taking a side trip, Nightshade?"

 "Yeah." He accepted the cup and drank deep, wishing it was whiskey. But his lips curved, his
amusement with himself and the ridiculous situation easing the discomfort in his gut. "One hell of a trip."

 "Well, try to keep up with our tour, will you?" She sipped from her own cup and offered him a share of
her bag of candy. "There goes another one." Efficient, she set aside her cup and picked up her camera.
She took two quick shots of the man entering the bar. He was only the second who had gone in during
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the past hour.

 "They don't exactly do a thriving business down here, do they?"

 "Most people like a little ambience with their liquor."

 "Ferns and canned music?"

 She set the camera aside again. "Clean glasses, for a start. I doubt we're going to see one of our
moviemakers down here."

 "Then why are we sitting in a cold car looking at a dive at eleven o'clock at night?"

 "Because it's my job." She chose a single piece of candy, popped it into her mouth. "And because I'm
waiting for something else."

 It was the first he'd heard of it. "Want to clue me in?"

 "No." She chose another piece and went back to her crossword puzzle.

 "Okay, that tears it." He ripped the paper out of her hands. "You want to play games, Grayson? Let me
tell you how I play. I get peeved when people hold out on me. I get especially peeved when I'm bored
senseless while they're doing it. Then I get mean."

 "Excuse me," she said, in a mild tone that was in direct contrast to the fire in her eyes. "I can hardly
speak for the ball of terror in my throat."

 "You want to be scared?" He moved fast, eerily so. She wouldn't have been able to evade him if she'd
tried. So she submitted without any show of resistance when he grabbed her by the shoulders. "I figure I
ought to be able to put the fear of God into you, Thea, and liven things up a bit for both of us."

 "Back off. If you've finished your imitation of machismo, what I've been waiting for is about to walk into
the bar."

 "What?"

 He turned his head, which presented Althea with the perfect opportunity to grab his thumb and twist it
viciously. When he swore, she released him. "Meena. Wild Bill's other girl." Althea lifted her camera and
took another shot. "I got her picture out of the files this afternoon. She's done time. Solicitation, running a
confidence game, possession with intent to sell, disorderly behavior."

 "A sweet girl, our Meena."

 "YourMeena," Althea told him. "Since you play the big, bad type so well, you can go on in and charm
Meena, get her out here so we can talk." Opening her purse, Althea took out an envelope with five crisp
ten-dollar bills. "And if your charm fails, offer her fifty."

 "You want me to go in and convince her I'm looking to party?"

 "That's the ticket."
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 "Fine." He'd certainly done worse in his career than play the eager john in a seedy bar. But he shoved
the envelope back into her lap. "I've got my own money."

 Althea watched him cross the street, waiting until he'd disappeared inside. Then she leaned back and
indulged herself for one moment by closing her eyes and letting out a long, long breath.

 A dangerous man, Colt Nightshade, she thought. A deadly man. She hadn't felt simple anger when he
lunged toward her and grabbed. She hadn't felt simple anything. What she'd experienced was complex,
convoluted and confusing.

 What she'd felt was arousal, gut-deep, red-hot, soul-searing arousal, mixed with a healthy dose of primal
fear and teeth-baring fury.

 It wasn't like her, she told herself as she took the time alone to gather her wits. Coming that close to
losing control because a man pushed the wrong buttons—or the right ones—was uncharacteristic of her.

 Shepushed the buttons. That was Althea Grayson's number one hard-and-fast rule. And if Colt thought
he could break that one, he was in for a big disappointment.

 She'd worked too hard forming herself into what she was, laying out the stages of her life and following
them. She'd come from chaos, and she'd beaten it back. Certainly it was necessary from time to time to
change the pattern. She wasn't rigid. But nothing, absolutely nothing, jarred that pattern.

 It was the case itself, she supposed. The child being held by strangers, almost certainly being abused.

 Another pattern, she thought bitterly. All too familiar to her.

 And the child that morning, she remembered. Helplessly trapped by the adults around her.

 She shook that off, picked up the crumpled newspaper to fold it neatly and set it aside.

 She was just tired, she told herself. The drug bust the week before had been vicious. And to tumble
from that into this would have shaken anyone. What she needed was a vacation. She smiled to herself,
imagining a warm white-sand beach, blue water, a tall spear of glistening hotel behind her. A big bed,
room service, mud packs, and a private whirlpool.

 And that was just what she was going to have when she capped this case and sent Colt Nightshade
back to his cattle or his law practice or whatever the hell he called his profession.

 Glancing toward the bar again, she was forced to nod in approval. Less than ten minutes had passed,
and he was coming out, Meena in tow.

 "Oh, a group thing?" Meena studied Althea through heavily kohled eyes. She pushed back her stiff black
curls and smirked. "Well, now, honey, that's going to cost you extra."

 "No problem." Gallantly Colt helped her into the back seat.

 "I guess a guy like you can handle the two of us." She settled back, reeking of floral cologne.

 "I don't think that'll be necessary." Althea took out her badge, flashed it.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 Meena swore, shot Colt a look of intense dislike, then folded her arms. "Haven't you cops got anything
better to do than roust us working girls?"

 "We won't have to take you in, Meena, if you answer a few questions. Drive around a little, will you,
Colt?" As he obliged, Althea turned in her seat. "Wild Bill was a friend of mine."

 "Yeah, right."

 "He did some favors for me. I did some for him."

 "Yeah, I bet—" Meena broke off, narrowed her eyes. "You the cop he snitched for? The one he called
classy." Meena relaxed a little. There was a pretty good chance she wouldn't be spending the night in
lockup after all. "He said you were okay. Said you always slipped him a few without whining about it."

 Althea noted Meena's greedy little smile and lifted a brow. "I'm touched. Maybe he should've said I paid
when he had something worth buying. Do you know Jade?"

 "Sure. She hasn't been around for a few weeks. Bill said she skipped town." Meena dug in her red vinyl
purse and pulled out a cigarette. When Colt clicked on his lighter and offered the flame, she cupped her
hand over his and slanted him a warm look under thickly blackened lashes. "Thanks, honey."

 "How about this girl?'' Colt took the snapshot of Elizabeth out of his pocket. After turning on the dome
light, he offered it to Meena.

 "No." She started to pass it back, then frowned. "I don't know. Maybe." While she considered, she
blew out a stream of smoke, clouding the car. "Not on the stroll. Seems like maybe I saw her
somewhere."

 "With Bill?" Althea asked.

 "Hell, no. Bill didn't deal in jailbait."

 "Who does?"

 Meena shifted her eyes to Colt. "Georgie Cool's got a few young ones in his stable. Nobody as fresh as
this, though."

 "Did Bill get you a gig, Meena? A movie gig?'' Althea asked.

 "Maybe he did."

 "The answer's yes, or the answer's no." Althea took back the photo of Liz. "You waste my time, I don't
waste my money."

 "Well, hell, it don't bother me if some guy wants to take videos while I work. They paid extra for it."

 "Have you got a name?''

 Meena snorted in Althea's direction. "We didn't exchange business cards, sweetie."

 "But you can give me a description. How many were involved.
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 Where it went down."

 "Probably." The sly look was back as Meena blew out smoke.

 "If I had some incentive.''

 "Your incentive's not to spend time in a cell with a two-hundred-pound Swede named Big Jane," Althea
said mildly. "You can't send me up. I'll scream entrapment."

 "Scream all you want. With your record, the judge will just chuckle."

 "Come on, Thea." Colt's drawl seemed to have thickened. "Give the lady a break. She's trying to
cooperate. Aren't you, Meena?"

 "Sure." Meena butted out her cigarette, licked her lips. "Sure I am."

 "What she's trying to do is hose me." Althea realized she and Colt had picked up the good cop—bad
cop routine without missing a beat, "And I want answers."

 "She's giving them to us." He smiled at Meena in the rearview mirror. "Just take your time."

 "There were three of them," Meena said, and set her cherry-red lips in a pout. "The guy running the
camera, another guy sitting back in a corner. I couldn't see him. And the guy who was, like, performing
with me, you know? The guy with the camera was bald. A black guy, really big—like a wrestler or
something. I was there about an hour, and he never opened his mouth once."

 Althea flipped open her notebook. "Did they call each other by name?"

 "No." Meena thought it through, shook her head. "No. That's funny, isn't it? They didn't talk to each
other at all, as I remember. The one I was working with was a little guy—except for certain vital parts."
She chuckled and reached for another cigarette. "Now,he did some talking. Trash talk, get it? Like for
the camera. Some guys like that. He was, I don't know… in his forties, maybe, skinny, had his hair pulled
back in a ponytail that hit his shoulder blades. He wore this Lone Ranger mask."

 "I'm going to want you to work with a police artist," Althea told her.

 "No way. No more cops."

 "We don't have to do it at the station." Althea played her trump card. "If you give us a good enough
description, one that helps us nail these film buffs, there's an extra hundred for you."

 "Okay." Meena brightened. "Okay."

 Althea tapped her pencil against her pad. "Where did you shoot?"

 "Shoot? Oh, you mean the movie? Over on Second. Real nice place. It had one of them whirlpool tubs
in the bathroom, and mirrors for walls." Meena leaned forward to brush her fingertips over Colt's
shoulder. "It was… stimulating."

 "The address?" Althea said.
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 "I don't know. One of those big condo buildings on Second. Top floor, too. Like the penthouse."

 "I bet you'd recognize the building if we drove by it, wouldn't you, Meena?" Colt's tone was all friendly
encouragement, as was the smile he shot her over his shoulder.

 "Yeah, sure I would."

 And she did. Minutes later she was pointing out the window. "That place, there. See the one up top,
with the big windows and the balcony thing? It was in there. Real class joint. White carpet. This really
sexy bedroom, with red curtains and a big round bed. There was gold faucets in the bathroom, shaped
like swans. Jeez. I woulda loved to go back."

 "You only went once?" Colt asked her.

 "Yeah. They told Billy I wasn't the right type." With a sound of disgust, she reached for yet another
cigarette. "Get this. I was too old. I just had my twenty-second birthday, and those creeps tell Billy I'm
too old. It really ticked me—Oh, yeah…" Suddenly inspired, she rapped Colt on the shoulder. "The kid.
The one in the picture? That's where I saw her. I was leaving, but I went back 'cause I left my smokes.
She was sitting in the kitchen. I didn't recognize her in the picture right off, 'cause she was all made-up
when I saw her."

 "Did she say anything to you?" Colt asked, struggling to keep his voice quiet and even. "Do anything?"

 "No, just sat there. She looked stoned to me."

 Because she sensed he needed something, Althea slid her hand across the seat and covered Colt's. His
was rigid. She was surprised, but didn't protest, when he turned his hand over and gripped hers, palm to
palm.

 "I'm going to want to talk to you again." With her free hand, Althea reached into her purse for enough
money to ensure Meena's continued cooperation. "I need a number where I can reach you."

 "No sweat." Meena rattled it off while she counted her money. "I guess Billy had it right. You're square.
Hey, maybe you could drop me at the Tick Tock. I think I'll go in and drink one for Wild Bill."

 "We can't do anything without a warrant." Althea was repeating the statement for the third time as they
stepped out of the elevator on the top floor of the building Meena had pointed out.

 "You don't need a warrant to knock on a door."

 "Right." With a sigh, Althea slipped a hand inside her jacket in an automatic check of her weapon. "And
they're going to invite us in for coffee. If you give me a couple of hours—"

 When he whirled, her jaw dropped. After the cool, matter-of-fact manner in which he'd handled
everything up to this point, the raw fury on his face was staggering. "Get this, Lieutenant—I'm not waiting
another twominutes to see if Liz is in there. And if she is, if anybody is, I'm not going to need a damn
warrant."

 "Look, Colt, I understand—"
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 "You don't understand diddley."

 She opened her mouth, then shut it again, shocked that she'd been about to shout that she did
understand. Oh, yes, she understood very, very well. "We'll knock," she said tightly, and strode to the
door of the penthouse and did so.

 "Maybe they're hard of hearing." Colt used his fist to hammer.

 When the summons went unanswered, he moved so fast Althea didn't have time to swear. He'd already
kicked the door in.

 "Good, real good, Nightshade. Subtle as a brick."

 "Guess I slipped." He pulled his gun out of his boot. "And look at this, the door's open."

 "Don't—" But he was already inside. Cursing Boyd and all his boyhood friends, Althea drew her
weapon and went in the door behind him, instinctively covering his back. She didn't need the light Colt
turned on to see that the room was empty. It had a deserted feel. There was nothing left but the carpet,
and the drapes at the windows.

 "Split," Colt muttered to himself as he moved quickly from room to room. "The bastards split."

 Satisfied she wouldn't need it, Althea replaced her gun. "I guess we know who our friendly bartender
called this afternoon. We'll see what we can get from the rental contract, the neighbors…" Yet she
thought if their quarry had been this slick so far, what they got would be close to useless.

 She stepped into the bathroom. It was as Meena had described, the big whirlpool tub, the swan-shaped
faucets—brass, not gold—the all-around mirrors. "You've just jeopardized the integrity of a possible
crime scene, Nightshade. I hope you're satisfied."

 "She could have been here," he said from behind her.

 She looked over, saw their reflections trapped in the mirrored tiles. It was the expression on his face,
one she hadn't expected to see there, that softened her. "We're going to find her, Colt," she said quietly.
"We're going to see that she gets back home."

 "Sure." He wanted to break something, anything. It took every ounce of his will not to smash his fist
through the mirrors. "Every day they've got her is a day she's going to have to live with, forever."
Bending, he slipped his gun back in his boot. "God, Thea, she's just a child."

 "Children are tougher than most people think. They close things off when they have to. And it's going to
be easier because she has family who loves her."

 "Easier than what?"

 Than having no one but yourself, she thought. "Just easier." She couldn't help it. She reached out, laid a
hand on his cheek. "Don't let it eat at you, Colt. You'll mess up if you do."

 "Yeah." He drew it back, that dangerous emotion that led to dangerous mistakes. But when she started
to drop her hand and move past him, Colt snagged her wrist. "You know something?" Maybe it was only
because he needed contact, but he tugged her an inch closer. "For a minute there, you were almost
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human."

 "Really?" Their bodies were almost brushing. A bad move, she thought. But it would be cowardly to pull
back. "What am I usually?"

 "Perfect." He lifted his free hand—because he'd wanted to almost from the first moment he'd seen
her—and tangled his fingers in her hair. "It's scary," he said. "It's the whole package—that face, the hair,
the body, the mind. A man doesn't know whether to bay at the moon or whimper at your feet."

 She had to tilt her head back to keep her eyes level with his. If her heart was beating a bit faster, she
could ignore it. It had happened before. If she felt the little pull of curiosity, even of lust, it wasn't the first
time, and it could be controlled. But what was difficult, very difficult, to channel, was the unexpected
clouding of her senses. That would have to be fought.

 "You don't strike me as the type to do either," she said, and smiled, a cool, tight-lipped smirk that had
most men backing off babbling.

 Colt wasn't most men.

 "I never have been. Why don't we try something else?" He said it slowly, then moved like lightning to
close his mouth over hers.

 If she had protested, if she had struggled—if there had been even a token pulling back—he would have
released her and counted his losses. Maybe.

 But she didn't. That surprised them both.

 She could have, should have. She would think later. She could have stopped him cold with any number
of defensive or offensive moves. She would think later. But there was such raw heat in his lips, such
steely strength in his arms, such whirling pleasure in her own body.

 Oh, yes, she would think later. Much later.

 It was exactly as he'd imagined it. And he'd imagined it a lot. That tart, flamboyant flavor she carried on
her lips was the twin of the one he'd sampled in his mind. It was as addicting as any opiate. When she
opened for him, he dived deeper and took more.

 She was as small, as slim, as supple, as any man could wish. And as strong. Her arms were locked hard
around him, and her fingers were clutching at his hair. The low, deep sound of approval that vibrated in
her throat had his blood racing like a fast-moving river.

 Murmuring her name, he spun her around, ramming her against the mirrors, covering her body with his.
His hands ran over her in a greedy sprint to take and touch and possess. Then his fingers were jerking at
the buttons on her blouse in a desperate need to push aside the first barrier.

 He wanted her now. No, no, he needed her now, he realized. The way a man needed sleep after a
vicious day of hard labor, the way he needed to eat after a long, long fast.

 He tore his mouth from hers to press it against her throat, reveling in the sumptuous taste of flesh.

 Half-delirious, she arched back, moaning at the thrill of his hungry mouth on her heated skin. Without the
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wall for support, she knew, she would already have sunk to the floor. And it was there, just there, that he
would take her, that they would take each other. On the cool, hard tile, with dozens of mirrors tossing
back reflections of their • desperate bodies.

 Here and now.

 And like a thief sneaking into a darkened house, an image of. Meena, and what had gone on in that
apartment, crept into her mind.

 What was she doing? Good Lord, what was shedoing? she raged at herself as she levered herself away.

 She was a cop, and she had been about to indulge in some wild bout of mindless sex in the middle of a
crime scene.

 "Stop!" Her voice was harsh with arousal and self-disgust. "I mean it, Colt. Stop. Now."

 "What?" Like a diver surfacing from fathoms-deep, he shook his head, nearly swayed. Good Lord, his
knees were weak. To compensate, he braced a hand on the, wall as he stared down at her. He'd
loosened her hair, and it spilled rich and red over her shoulders. Her eyes were more gold than brown
now, huge, and seductively misted. Her mouth was full, reddened by the pressure and demand of his, and
her skin was flushed a pale, lovely rose.

 "You're beautiful. Impossibly beautiful." Gently he skimmed a finger down her throat. "Like some exotic
flower behind glass. A man just has to break that glass and take it."

 "No." She grabbed his hand to keep from losing her mind again. "This is insane, completely insane."

 "Yeah." He couldn't have agreed more. "And it felt great."

 "This is an investigation, Nightshade. And we're standing in what is very possibly the scene of a major
crime."

 He smiled and lifted her hand to nip at her fingers. Just because this was a dead end for their
investigation didn't mean all activity had to come to a halt. "So, let's go someplace else."

 "We are going someplace else." She shoved him away, and quickly, competently redid her blouse.
"Separately." She wasn't steady, she realized. Damn him, damn her, she wasn't steady.

 He felt that the safest place for his hands at the moment was his pockets, so he shoved them in. She was
right, one hundred percent right, and that was the worst of it.

 "You want to pretend this didn't happen?"

 "I don't pretend anything." Settling on dignity, she pushed her tumbled hair back, smoothed down her
rumpled jacket. "It happened, now it's done."

 "Not by a long shot, Lieutenant. We're both grown-ups, and though I can only speak for myself, that
kind of connection just doesn't happen every day."

 "You're right." She inclined her head. "You can only speak for yourself." She made it back to the living
room before he grabbed her arm and spun her around to face him.
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 "You want me to press the point now?" His voice was quiet, deadly quiet. "Or do you want to be
straight with me?"

 "All right, fine." She could be honest, because lies wouldn't work. "If I were interested in a quick, hot
affair, I'd certainly give you a call. As it happens, I have other priorities at the moment."

 "You've got a list, right?" She had to take a moment to get her temper back under wraps.

 "Do you think that insults me?" she asked sweetly. "I happen to prefer organizing my life."

 "Compartmentalizing.''

 She arched a brow. "Whatever. For better or worse, we have a professional relationship. I want that girl
found, Colt, every bit as much as you do. I want her back with her family, eating hamburgers and
worrying over her latest math test. And I want to bring down the bastards who have her. More than you
could possibly understand."

 "Then why don't you help me understand?"

 "I'm a cop," she told him. "That's enough."

 "No, it's not." There had been passion in her face, the same kind of passion he'd felt when he had her in
his arms. Fierce and ragged and at the edge of control. "Not for you, or for me, either."

 He let out a deep breath and rubbed the base of his neck, where most of his tension had lodged. They
were both tired, he realized, tired and strung out. It wasn't the time and it wasn't the place to delve into
personal reasons. He'd need to find some objectivity if he wanted to figure out Althea Grayson.

 "Look, I'd apologize for back there if I was out of line. But we both know I wasn't. I'm here to get Liz
back, and nothing's going to stop me. And after a taste of you, Thea, I'm going to be just as determined
to have more."

 "I'm not the soup du jour, Nightshade," she said wearily. "You'll only get what I give."

 His grin flashed, quick and easy. "That's just the way I want it. Come on, I'll drive you home."

 Saying nothing, Althea stared after him. She had the uncomfortable feeling that they hadn't resolved
matters precisely as she'd wanted.

 Chapter 4
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Armed with a second cup of coffee, Colt stood at the edge of a whirlwind. It was obvious to him that
getting three kids out of the house and onto a school bus was an event of major proportions. He could
only wonder how a trio of adults could handle the orchestration on a daily basis and remain sane.

 "I don't like this cereal," Bryant complained. He lifted a spoonful and, scowling, let the soggy mess plop
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back into his bowl. "It tastes like wet trees."

 "You picked it out, because it had a whistle inside," Cilia reminded him as she slapped
peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches together. "You eat it.''

 "Put a banana on it," Boyd suggested while he struggled to bundle Allison's pale, flyaway hair into
something that might have passed for a braid.

 "Ouch! Daddy, you're pulling!"

 "Sorry. What's the capital of Nebraska?"

 "Lincoln," his daughter said with a sigh. "I hate geography tests." While she pouted over it, she practiced
her plies for ballet class. "How come I have to know the stupid states and their stupid capitals, anyway?"

 "Because knowledge is sacred." With his tongue caught in his teeth, Boyd fought to band the wispy
braid. "And once you learn something, you never really forget it."

 "Well, I can't remember the capital of Virginia."

 "It's, ah…" As the sacred knowledge escaped him, Boyd swore under his breath. What the hell did he
care? He lived in Colorado. One of the major problems with having kids, as he saw it, was that the
parents were forced to go back to school. "It'll come to you."

 "Mom, Bry's feeding Bongo his cereal." Allison sent her brother a smug, smarmy smile of the kind that
only a sister can achieve.

 Cilia turned in time to see her son thrusting his spoon toward their dog's eager mouth. "Bryant Fletcher,
you're going to be wearing that cereal in a minute."

 "But look, Mom, even Bongo won't eat it. It's crap."

 "Don't say 'crap'," Cilia told him wearily. But she noted that the big, scruffy dog, who regularly drank out
of toilet bowls, had turned up his nose after one sample of soggy Rocket Crunchies. "Eat the banana, and
get your coat."

 "Mom!" Keenan, the youngest, scrambled into the room. He was shoeless and sockless, and was
holding one grubby high-top sneaker in his hand. "I can't find my other shoe. It's not anywhere.
Somebody musta stole it."

 "Call a cop," Cilia muttered as she dumped the last peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich into a lunch box.

 "I'll find it,senora ." Maria wiped her hands on her apron.

 "Bless you."

 "Bad guys took it, Maria," Keenan told her, his voice low and serious. "They came in the middle of the
night and swiped it. Daddy'll go out and lock them up."

 "Of course he will." Equally sober, Maria took his hand to lead him toward the stairs. "Now we go look
for clues,si?"
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 "Umbrellas." Cilia turned from the counter, running a hand through her short crop of brown hair. "It's
raining. Do we have umbrellas?"

 "We used to have umbrellas." His hairstyling duties completed, Boyd poured himself another cup of
coffee. "Somebody stole them. Probably the same gang who stole Keenan's shoe and Bryant's spelling
homework. I've already put a task force on it."

 "Big help you are." Cilia went to the kitchen doorway. "Maria! Umbrellas!" She turned back, tripping
over the dog, swore, then grabbed three lunch boxes. "Coats," she ordered. "You've got five minutes to
make the bus."

 There was a mad scramble, impeded by Bongo, who decided this was the perfect time to jump on
everyone in sight.

 "He hates goodbyes," Boyd told Colt as he deftly collared the mutt.

 "The shoe was in the closet," Maria announced as she hustled

 Keenan into the kitchen.

 "The thieves must have hidden it there. It's too diabolical." She offered him his lunch box. "Kiss."

 Keenan grinned and planted a loud smack on her lips. "I get to be the milk monitor all week."

 "It's a tough job, but I know you're up to it. Bry, the banana peel goes in the trash." As she handed him
his lunch box, she hooked an arm around his throat, making him giggle as she kissed him goodbye.
"Allison, the capital of Virginia's Richmond. I think."

 "Okay."

 After everyone exchanged kisses—including, Colt noted with some amusement, Bongo—Cilia held up
one hand.

 "Anyone leaving their umbrella at school will be immediately executed. Scram."

 They all bolted. The door slammed. Cilia closed her eyes. "Ah, another quiet morning at the Fletchers'.
Colt what can I offer you?

 Bacon, eggs? Whiskey?"

 "I'll take the first two. Reserve the last." Grinning, he took the chair Bryant had vacated. "You put on this
show everyday?"

 "With matinees on Saturdays." She ruffled her hair again, checked the clock on the stove. "I'd like to
hang around with you guys, but I've got to get ready for work. I've got a meeting in an hour. If you find
yourself at loose ends, Colt, stop by the radio station. I'll show you around."

 "I might just do that."

 "Maria, do you need me to pick up anything?"
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 "No,senora ." She already had the bacon sizzling. "Gracias."

 "I should be home by six." Cilia paused by the table to run a hand over her husband's shoulder. "I hear
there's a big poker game here tonight.''

 "That's the rumor." Boyd tugged his wife down to him, and Colt saw their lips curve before they met.
"You taste pretty good, O'Roarke."

 "Strawberry jelly. Catch you later, Slick." She gave him one last, lingering kiss before she left him.

 Colt listened to her race up the stairs. "You hit the bull's-eye, didn't you, Fletch?"

 "Hmm?"

 "Terrific wife, great kids. And the first time out."

 "Looks that way. I guess I knew Cilia was it for me almost from the first." Remembering made him smile.
"Took a little while to convince her she couldn't live without me, though."

 It was tough not to envy that particular smile, Colt mused. "You and Althea, you were partners when
you met Cilia, right?"

 "Yeah. All three of us were working nights in those days. Thea was the first woman I'd ever partnered
with. Turned out to be the best cop I'd ever partnered with, as well."

 "I have to ask—you don't have to answer, but I have to ask." And how best to pose the question? Colt
wondered as he picked up a fork and tapped it on the edge of the table. "You and Thea… before Cilia,
there was nothing… personal?"

 "There's plenty personal when you're partners, working together, sometimes around the clock." He
picked up his coffee, his smile easy. "But there was nothing romantic, if that's what you're dancing
around."

 "It's none of my business." Colt shrugged, annoyed by just how much Boyd's answer relieved him. "I
was curious."

 "Curious why I didn't try to move in on a woman with her looks? Her brains? Her—what's the best
word for it?" Amused by Colt's obvious discomfort, he chuckled as Maria silently served their breakfast.
"Thanks, Maria. We'll call it style, for lack of something better. It's simple, Colt. I'm not going to say I
didn't think about it. Could be Thea gave it a couple moments of her time, too. But we clicked as
partners, we clicked as friends, and it just didn't take us down any of those other alleys." He scooped up
some eggs, arched a brow. "You thinking about it?"

 Colt moved his shoulders again, toyed with his bacon. "I can't say we've clicked as partners—or as
friends, for that matter. But I figure we've already turned down one of those other alleys."

 Boyd didn't pretend to be surprised. Anyone who said oil and water didn't mix just hadn't stirred them
up enough. "There are some women who get under your skin, some that get into your head. And some
who do both."
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 "Yeah. So what's the story on her?"

 "She's a good cop, a person you can trust. Like anybody else, she's got some baggage, but she carries it
well. If you want to know personal stuff, you'll have to ask her." He lifted his cup. "And she'd get the
same answer from me about you."

 "Has she asked?"

 "Nope." Boyd sipped to hide his grin. "Now, why don't you tell me your progress in finding Liz?"

 "We got a tip on the place on Second Avenue, but they'd already split." It still frustrated him. The whole
bloody business frustrated him. "Figured I'd talk to the apartment manager, the neighbors. There's a
witness who might be able to ID one or more of our movie moguls."

 "That's a good start. Anything I can do to help?"

 "I'll let you know. They've already had her a couple of weeks, Fletch. I'm going to get her back." He
lifted his gaze, and the quiet rage in it left no room for doubt. "What worries me is what shape she'll be in
when I do."

 "Take it one step at a time."

 "That sounds like the lieutenant." Colt preferred to take leaps, rather than steps. "I can't hook up with
her until later this afternoon. She's in court or something."

 "In court?" Boyd frowned, then nodded. "Right. The Marsten trial. Armed robbery, assault. She made a
good collar on that one. Do you want me to send a uniform with you to Second Avenue?'' "No. I'd just
as soon handle it myself."

 It was good to be back on his own, Colt decided. Working alone meant you didn't have to worry about
stepping on your partner's toes or debating strategy. And as far as Althea was concerned, it meant he
didn't have to work overtime trying to keep himself from thinking of her as a woman.

 First he rousted the apartment manager, Nieman, a short, balding man who obviously thought his
position required him to wear a three-piece suit, a brutally knotted tie, and an ocean of pine-scented
aftershave.

 "I've already given my statement to the other officer," he informed Colt through the two-inch crack
provided by the security chain on his door.

 "Now you'll have to give it to me." Colt saw no need to disabuse Nieman of the notion that he was with
the police. "Do you want me to shout my questions from out in the hall, Mr. Nieman?"

 "No." Nieman shot the chain back, clearly annoyed. "Haven't I already had enough trouble? I was hardly
out of my bed this morning before you people were banging on my door. Now the phone has been
ringing off the hook with tenants calling, demanding to know what the police are doing sealing off the
penthouse. The resulting publicity will take weeks for me to defuse."

 "You got a real tough job, Mr. Nieman." Colt scanned the apartment as he entered. It wasn't as plush or
as large as the empty penthouse, but it would do in a pinch. Nieman had furnished it in fussy French
rococo. Colt knew his mother would have adored it.
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 "You can't imagine it." Resigned, Nieman gestured toward an ornately carved chair. "Tenants are such
children, really. They need someone to guide them, someone to slap their hands when they break the
rules. I've been a resident apartment manager for ten years, three in this building, and the stories I could
tell…"

 Because Colt was afraid he would do just that, he cut Nieman off. "Why don't you tell me about the
penthouse tenants?"

 "There's very little I can tell." Nieman plucked at the knees of his slacks before sitting. He crossed his
legs at the ankles and revealed patterned argyle socks. "As I explained to the other detective,

 I never actually met them. They were only here four months."

 "Don't you show the apartment to tenants, Mr. Nieman? Take their applications?"

 "As a rule, certainly. In this particular case, the tenant sent references and a certified check for first and
last month's rent via the mail."

 "Is it usual for you to rent an apartment that way?"

 "Not usual, no…" After clearing his throat, Nieman fiddled with the knot of his tie. "The letter was
followed up with a phone call. Mr. Davis—the tenant—explained that he was a friend of Mr. and Mrs.
Ellison. They had the penthouse before, for three years. Lovely couple, elegant taste. They moved to
Boston. As he'd been acquainted with them, he had no need to view the apartment. He claimed to have
attended several dinner parties and other affairs in the penthouse. He was quite anxious to have it, you
see, and as his references were impeccable…"

 "You checked them out?"

 "Of course." Lips pursed, Nieman drew himself up. "I take my responsibilities seriously."

 "What did this Davis do for a living?"

 "He's an engineer with a local firm. When I contacted the firm, they had nothing but the highest regard
for him."

 "What firm?"

 "I still have the file out." Nieman reached to the coffee table for a slim folder. "Foxx Engineering,'' he
began, then recited the address and phone number. "Naturally, I contacted his landlord, as well. We
apartment managers have a code of ethics. I was assured that Mr. Davis was an ideal tenant, quiet,
responsible, tidy, and that his rent was always timely. This proved to be the case."

 "But you never actually saw Mr. Davis?'' "This is a large building. There are several tenants I don't see.
It's the troublemakers you meet regularly, and Mr. Davis was never any trouble."

 Never any trouble, Colt thought grimly as he completed the slow process of door-to-door. He carried
with him copies of the lease, the references, and Davis's letter. It was past noon, and he'd already
interviewed most of the tenants who'd answered his knock. Only three of them claimed to have seen the
mysterious Mr. Davis. Colt now had three markedly different descriptions to add to his file. The police
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seal on the penthouse door had barred his entrance. He could have picked the lock and cut the tape, but
he'd doubted he'd find anything worthwhile.

 So he'd started at the top and was working his way down. He was currently canvassing the third floor,
with a vicious case of frustration and the beginnings of a headache.

 He knocked at 302 and felt himself being sized up through the peephole. The chain rattled, the bolt
turned. Now he was being sized up, face-to-face, by an old woman with a wild mop of hair dyed an
improbable orange. She had bright blue eyes that sprayed into dozens of wrinkles as she squinted to peer
at him. Her Denver Broncos sweatshirt was the size of a tent, covering what Colt judged to be two
hundred pounds of pure bulk. She had two chins and was working on a third.

 "You're too good-looking to be selling something I don't want."

 "No; ma'am." If Colt had had a hat, he'd have tipped it. "I'm not selling anything at all. The police are
conducting an investigation. I'd like to ask you a few questions regarding some of your neighbors in the
building."

 "Are you a cop? You'd have a badge if you were."

 It looked as though she were a great deal sharper than Nieman. "No, ma'am, I'm not a cop. I'm working
privately."

 "A detective?" The blue eyes brightened like light bulbs. "Like Sam Spade? I swear, that Humphrey
Bogart was the sexiest man ever born. If I'd have been Mary Astor, I wouldn't have thought twice about
some dumb bird when I could have had him."

 "No, ma'am." It took Colt a moment, but he finally caught on to her reference toThe Maltese Falcon. "I
kind of went for Lauren Bacall, myself. They sure did set things humming inThe Big Sleep. ''

 Pleased, she let out a loud, lusty laugh. "Damned if they didn't. Well, come on in. No use standing here in
the doorway."

 Colt entered and immediately had to start dodging furniture and cats. The apartment was packed with
both. Tables, chairs, lamps, some of them superior antiques, others yard-sale rejects, were set
helter-skelter throughout the wide living room. Half a dozen cats of al1 descriptions were curled, draped
and stretched out with equal abandon.

 "I collect," she told him, then plopped herself down on a Louis

 XV love seat. Her girth took up three-quarters of the cushions, so Colt wisely chose a ratty armchair
with a faded pattern of colonial soldiers fighting redcoats. "I'm Esther Mavis."

 "Colt Nightshade." Colt took it philosophically when a lean gray cat sprang into his lap and another leapt
onto a wing of the chair to sniff at his hair.

 "Well, just what are we investigating, Mr. Nightshade?"

 "We're doing a check on the tenant who occupied the penthouse."

 "The one who just moved out?" She scratched one of her chins.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Saw a bunch of burly men carrying stuff out to a van yesterday." So had several other people, Colt
thought. No one had bothered to note whether the van had carried the name of a moving company. "Did
you notice what kind of van, Mrs. Mavis?"

 "Miss,'' she told him. "A big one. They didn't act like any movers

 I ever saw."

 "Oh?"

 "They worked fast. Not like people who get paid by the hour. You know. Moved out some good
pieces, too." Her bright eyes scanned her living room. "I like furniture. There was this Belker table I'd
have liked to get my hands on. Don't know where I'd put it, but I always find room."

 "Could you describe any of the movers?"

 "Don't notice men unless there's something special about them."

 She winked slyly.

 "How about Mr. Davis? Did you ever see him?''

 "Can't say for sure. I don't know most of the people in the building by name. Me and my cats keep to
ourselves. What did he do?"

 "We're looking into it."

 "Playing it close to the vest, huh? Well, Bogey would've done the same. So, he's moved out?"

 "It looks that way."

 "I guess I won't be able to give him his package, then."

 "Package?"

 "Just came yesterday. Messenger brought it, dropped it here by mistake. Davis, Mavis…" She shook
her head. "People don't pay enough attention to details these days."

 "I know what you mean." Colt cautiously plucked a cat from his shoulder. "What sort of a package,
Miss Mavis?''

 "A package package." With a few grunts and whistles, she hauled herself to her feet. "Put it back in the
bedroom. Meant to take it up to him today." She moved with a kind of tanklike grace through the narrow
passages between the furniture and came back with a sealed, padded bag.

 "Ma'am, I'd like to take that with me. If you have a problem with that, you can call Captain Boyd
Fletcher, Denver PD."

 "No skin off my nose." She handed Colt the package. "Maybe when you've cracked the case, you'll
come let me know what's what."
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 "I'll just do that." On impulse, he took out the photo of Liz. "Have you seen this girl?"

 Miss Mavis looked at it, frowned over it, then shook her head. "No, not that I recollect. Is she in
trouble?"

 "Yes, ma'am."

 "Does it have something to do with upstairs?"

 "I think so."

 She handed the photo back. "She's a pretty little thing. I hope you find her real soon."

 "So do I."

 It wasn't his usual operating procedure. Colt couldn't have said why he made the exception, why he felt
he had to. Instead of opening the package and dealing with its contents immediately, he left it sealed and
drove to the courthouse.

 He was just in time to hear the defense's cross of Althea. She was dressed in a rust-colored suit that
should have been dull. Instead, the effect was subtly powerful, with her vibrant hair twisted up off her
neck and a single strand of pearls at her throat.

 Colt took a seat at the back of the courtroom and watched as she competently, patiently and
devastatingly ripped the defense to shreds. She never raised her voice, never stumbled over words.
Anyone looking or listening, including the jury, would have judged her a cool, detached professional.

 And so she was, Colt mused as he stretched out his legs and waited. Certainly no one watching her now
would imagine her flaming like a rocket in a man's arms. His arms.

 No one would picture this tidy, controlled woman arching and straining as a man's hands—his
hands—raced over her.

 But he was damned if he could forget it.

 And studying her now, when she was unaware of him and completely focused on the job at hand, he
began to notice other things, little things.

 She was tired. He could see it in her eyes. Now and again there was the faintest whisper of impatience in
her voice as she was called on to repeat herself. She shifted, crossing her legs. It was a smooth
movement, economical, as always. But he sensed something else beneath it. Not nerves, he realized.
Restlessness. She wanted this over with.

 When the cross was complete, the judge called for a fifteen-minute recess. She winced as the gavel
struck. It was just a flicker of a movement across her face, but he caught it.

 Jack Holmsby caught her arm before she could move by him.

 "Nice job, Thea."
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 "Thanks. You shouldn't have any trouble nailing him."

 "I'm not worried about it." He shifted, just enough to block her path. "Listen, I'm sorry things didn't work
out the other night. Why don't we give it another shot? Say, dinner tomorrow night, just you and me?"

 . She waited a beat, not so much amazed by his gall as fatigued by it. "Jack, do the wordsno way in hell
have any meaning for you?"

 He only laughed and gave her arm an intimate little squeeze. For one wild moment, she considered
decking him and taking the rap for assault.

 "Come on, Althea. I'd like a chance to make it up to you."

 "Jack, we both know you'd like a chance to make me. And it isn't going to happen. Now let go of my
arm while we're both on the same side of the law."

 "There's no need to be—"

 "Lieutenant?" Colt drawled out the word. He let his gaze sweep over Holmsby. "Got a minute?"

 "Nightshade." It annoyed the hell out of her that he'd witnessed the little tussle. "Excuse me, Jack. I've
got work to do."

 She strode out of the courtroom, leaving Colt to follow. "If you've got something that's worth my time,
spill it," she ordered. "I'm not real pleased with lawyers at the moment."

 "Darling, I don't have any briefs with me—except the ones I'm wearing."

 "You're a riot, Nightshade."

 "You look like a lady who could use a laugh." He took her arm, and felt his own temper peak when she
stiffened. Battling it down, he steered her toward the doors. "My car's out front. Why don't we take a
ride while we catch up?''

 "Fine. I walked over from the precinct. You can take me back." •

 "Right." He found another ticket on his windshield. Not surprising, since he'd parked in a restricted zone.
He pocketed it, and climbed in. "Sorry I interrupted your mating ritual."

 "Kiss my butt." She snapped her seat belt into place.

 "Lieutenant, I've been dreaming of doing just that." Reaching over, he popped open the glove
compartment. This time she didn't stiffen at the contact, only seemed to withdraw. "Here."

 "What?" She glanced down at the bottle of aspirin.

 "For your headache."

 "I'm fine." It wasn't exactly a lie, she thought. What she had couldn't be termed a mere headache. It was
more like a freight train highballing behind her eyes.
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 "I hate a martyr."

 "Leave me alone." She closed her eyes and effectively cut him off.

 She was far from fine. She hadn't slept. Over the years, she'd become accustomed to rolling on two or
three hours a night. But last night she hadn't slept at all, and she was too proud to lay the blame where it
belonged. Right at Colt's door.

 She'd thought of him. And she'd berated herself. She'd run over the impossible scene in the penthouse,
and she'd ached. Then she'd berated herself again. She'd tried a hot bath, a boring book, yoga, warm
brandy. Nothing had done the trick.

 So she'd tossed and turned, and eventually she'd crawled out of bed to roam restlessly through her
apartment. And she'd watched the sun come up.

 Since dawn, she'd worked. It was now slightly past one, and she'd been on the job for nearly eight hours
without a break. And what made it worse, what made it next to intolerable, was that she could very well
be stuck with Colt for another eight.

 She opened her eyes again when he stopped with a jerk of brakes. They were parked in front of a
convenience store.

 "I need something," he muttered, and slammed out.

 Fine, terrific, she thought, and shut her eyes again. Don't bother to ask if maybeI need something. Like a
chain saw to slice off my head, for instance.

 She heard him coming back. Odd, she mused, that she recognized the sound of his stride, the click of his
boot heels, after so short a time. In defense, or simply out of obstinacy, she kept her eyes shut.

 "Here." He pushed something against her hand. "Tea," he told her when she opened her eyes to stare
down at the paper cup. "To wash down the aspirin." He popped the top on the bottle himself and shook
out the medication. "Now take the damn pills, Althea. And eat this. You probably haven't eaten anything
all day, unless it's chocolate bits or candied nuts. I've never seen a woman pick her way through a pound
bag of candy the way you do."

 "Sugar's loaded with energy." But she took the pills, and the tea. The package of cheese and crackers
earned a frown. "Didn't they have any cupcakes?"

 "You need protein."

 "There's probably protein in cupcakes." The tea was too strong, and quite bitter, but it helped
nonetheless. "Thanks." She sipped again, then broke down and opened the package of crackers. It was
important to remember that she was responsible for her own actions, her own reactions and her own
emotions. If she hadn't slept, it was her own problem. "The lab boys should have finished at the
penthouse by now."

 "They have. I've been there."

 She muttered over a mouthful, "I'd rather you didn't go off on your own."
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 "I can't please everybody, so I please myself. I talked to the little weasel who manages the place. He
never set eyes on the top-floor tenant."

 While Althea chewed her way through the impromptu meal, he filled her in.

 "I knew about Davis," she told him when he finished. "I got Nieman out of bed this morning. Already
called the references. Phone disconnect on both. There is no Foxx Engineering at that address, or at any
other address in Denver. Same for the apartment Davis used as a reference. Mr. and Mrs. Ellison, the
former tenants, have never heard of him."

 "You've been busy." Watching her, he tapped a finger on the steering wheel. "What was that you meant
about not going off on your own?"

 She smiled a little. The headache was backing off. "I carry a badge," she said, deadpan. "You don't."

 "Your badge didn't get you into Miss Mavis's apartment."

 "Should it have?"

 "I think so." Darkly pleased to be one up on her, Colt reached into the back and showed Althea the
package. "Messenger delivered it to the cat lady by mistake."

 "Cat lady?"

 "You had to be there. Uh-uh." He snatched it out of reach as she made a move toward it. "My take,
darling. I'm willing to share."

 Her temper spiked, then leveled off when she noticed that the package was still intact. "It's still sealed."

 "Seemed fair," he said, meeting her eyes. "I figured we should open it together."

 "Looks like you figured right this time. Let's have a look."

 Colt reached down and drew a knife out of his boot. As he slit open the package, Althea narrowed her
eyes.

 "I don't think that toy's under the legal limit, champ."

 "Nope," he said easily, and slid the knife back into his boot. Reaching into the package, he pulled out a
videotape and a single sheet of paper.

 Final edit. Okay for dupes? Heavy snows expected by weekend. Supplies good. Next drop send extra
tapes and beer. Roads may be closed.

 Althea held the sheet by a corner, then dug a plastic bag out of her purse. "We'll have it checked for
prints. We could get lucky."

 "It might tell us who. It won't tell us where." Colt slid the tape back into the bag. "Want to go to the
movies?''

 "Yeah." Althea set the bag on her lap, tapped it. "But I think this one calls for a private screening. I've
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got a VCR at home."

 She also had a comfortable couch crowded with cushy pillows. Gleaming hardwood floors were
accented by Navaho rugs. The art deco prints on the walls should have been at odds with the
southwestern touches, but they weren't. Neither were the homey huddle of lush green plants on the curvy
iron tea cart, the two goldfish swimming in a tube-shaped aquarium, or the footstool fashioned to
resemble a squat, grinning gnome.

 "Interesting place" was the best Colt could do. "It does the job." She walked to a chrome-and-glass
entertainment center, stepping out of her shoes on the way.

 Colt decided that single gesture told him more about Althea Grayson than a dozen in-depth reports
would have.

 With her usual efficiency, she popped in the tape and flicked both the VCR and TV on.

 There was no need to fast-forward past the FBI warning, because there wasn't one. After a five-second
lag, the tape faded from gray. And the show began.

 Even for a man with Colt's experience, it was a surprise. He tucked his hands in his pockets and rocked
back on his heels. It was foolish, he supposed, seeing as they were both adults, both professionals, but
he felt an undeniable tug of embarrassment.

 "I, ah, guess they don't believe in whetting the audience's appetite."

 Althea tilted her head, studying the screen with a clinical detachment. It wasn't lovemaking. It wasn't
even sex, according to her definition. It was straight porn, more pathetic than titillating. "I've seen hotter
stuff at bachelor parties." Colt took his eyes from the screen long enough to arch a brow her. "Oh,
really?"

 "Tape's surprisingly good quality. And the camera work, if you can call it that, seems pretty
professional." She listened to the moans. "Sound, too." She nodded as the camera pulled back for a long
shot. "Not the penthouse."

 "Must be the place in the mountains. High-class rustic, from the paneling. Bed looks like a Chippendale."

 "How do you know?"

 "My mother's big on antiques. Look at the lamp by the bed. It's Tiffany, or a damn fine imitation. Ah, the
plot thickens…"

 They both watched as another woman walked into the frame. A few lines of dialogue indicated that she
had come upon her lover and her best friend. The confrontation turned violent.

 "I don't think that's fake blood." Althea hissed through her teeth as the first woman took a hard blow to
the face. "And I don't think she was expecting that punch."

 Colt swore softly as the rest of the scene unfolded. The mixture of sex and violence—violence that was
focused on the women—made an ugly picture. He had to clench his fists to keep himself from slamming
the television off.
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 It was no longer a matter of amused embarrassment. It was a matter of revulsion.

 "You handling this, Nightshade?" Althea laid a hand on his arm. They both knew what he feared
most—that Liz would come onscreen.

 "I don't guess I'll be wanting any popcorn."

 Instinctively Althea left her hand where it was and moved closer. There was a plot of sorts, and she
began to follow it. A weekend at a ski chalet, two couples who mixed and mingled in several ways. She
moved beyond that, picking up the details. The furnishings. Colt had been right—they were first-class.
Different camera angles showed that it was a two-story with an open loft and high beamed ceilings. Stone
fireplace, hot tub.

 In a few artistic shots, she saw that it was snowing lightly. She caught glimpses of screening trees and
snow-capped peaks. In one outdoor scene that must have been more than uncomfortable for the actors,
she noted that there was no other house or structure close by.

 The tape ended without credits. And without Liz. Colt didn't know whether he was relieved or not.

 "I don't think it's got much of a shot in the Oscar race." Althea kept her voice light as she rewound the
tape. "You okay?"

 He wasn't okay. There was a burning in his gut that needed some sort of release. "They were rough on
the women," he said carefully. "Really vicious."

 "Offhand, I'd say the main customers for this kind of thing would be guys who fantasize about
dominance—physical and emotional."

 "I don't think you can apply the word fantasy in conjunction with something like this."

 "Not all fantasies are pretty," she murmured, thinking. "You know, the quality was good, but some of the
acting—and I use the term loosely—was downright pitiful. Could be they let some of their clients live out
those fantasies on film."

 "Lovely." He took one careful, cleansing breath. "Jade's letter mentioned that she thought one of the girls
had been killed. Looks like she might have been right."

 "Sadism's a peculiar sexual tool—and one that can often get out of hand. We might be able to make the
general area from the outside shots."

 She started to eject the tape, but he whirled her around. "How can you be so damn clinical? Didn't that
get to you? Doesn't anything?"

 "Whatever does, I deal with it. Let's leave personalities out of this."

 "No. It goes back to knowing who you're working with. We're talking about the fact that some girl might
have been killed for the camera." There was a fury in him that he couldn't control, and a terrible need to
vent it. "We've just seen two women slapped, shoved, punched, and threatened with worse. I want to
know what watching that did to you."

 "It made me sick," she snapped back, jerking away. "And it made me angry. And if I'd let myself, it
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would have made me sad. But all that matters, all that really matters, is that we have our first piece of
hard evidence." She snatched out the tape and replaced it in its bag. "Now, if you want to do me a favor,
you'll drop me back at the precinct so that I can turn this over. Then you can give me some space."

 "Sure, Lieutenant." He strode to the door to yank it open. "I'll give you all the space you need."

 Chapter 5
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Colt was holding three ladies. And he thought it was really too bad that the lady he wanted was sitting
across the table from him, upping his bet.

 "There's your twenty-five, Nightshade, and twenty-five more." Althea tossed chips into the kitty. She
held her cards close to her vest, like her thoughts.

 "Ah, well…" Sweeney heaved a sigh and studied the trash in his hand as if wishing alone might turn it to
gold. "Too rich for my blood."

 From her seat between Sweeney and a forensic pathologist named Louie, Cilia considered her pair of
fives. "What do you think, Deadeye?"

 Keenan, dressed for bed in a Denver Nuggets jersey, bounced on her lap. "Throw the money in."

 "Easy for you to say." But her chips clattered onto the pile.

 After a personal debate that included a great deal of muttering, shifting and head shaking, Louie tossed in
his chips, as well.

 "I'll see your twenty-five," Colt drawled. He kept his cigar clamped between his teeth as he counted out
chips. "And bump it again."

 Boyd just grinned, pleased that he'd folded after the draw. The bet made the rounds again, with only
Althea, Cilia and Colt remaining in.

 "Three pretty queens," he announced, and laid down his cards.

 Althea's eyes glinted when they met his. "Nice. But we don't have room for them in my full house." She
spread her cards, revealing three eights and a pair of deuces.

 "That puts my two fives to shame." Cilia sighed as Althea raked in the pot. "Okay, kid, you cost me
seventy-five cents. NOW you have to die." She hauled a giggling Keenan up as she rose.

 "Daddy!" He spread his arms and grinned. "Help me! Don't let her do it!"

 "Sorry, son." Boyd ruffled Keenan's hair and gave him a solemn kiss. "Looks like you're doomed. We're
going to miss you around here."

 Always ready to prolong the inevitable, Keenan hooked his arms around Colt's neck. "Save me!"
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 Colt kissed the waiting lips and shook his head. "Only one thing in this world scares me, partner, and
that's a mama. You're on your own."

 Levering in Cilia's arms, the boy made the rounds of the table. When he got to Althea, his eyes gleamed.
"Okay? Can I?"

 It was an old game, one she was willing to play. "For a nickel."

 "I can owe you."

 "You already owe me eight thousand dollars and fifteen cents."

 "I get my allowance Friday."

 "Okay, then." She took him onto her lap for a hug, and he sniffed her hair like a puppy. Colt saw her
face soften, watched her hand slide up to stroke the tender nape of the boy's neck.

 "It's good," Keenan announced, taking one last exaggerated sniff.

 "Don't forget that eight thousand on Friday. Now beat it." After a kiss, she passed him back to Cilia.

 "Deal me out," Cilia suggested, and, settling her son on her hip, she carried him upstairs to bed.

 "A boy who can talk his way into a woman's lap's a boy to be proud of." Sweeney grinned as he
gathered the cards. "My deal. Ante up."

 During the next hour, Althea's pile of chips grew slowly, steadily. She enjoyed the monthly poker games
that had become a routine shortly after Cilia and Boyd were married. The basic challenge of outwitting
her opponents relaxed her almost as much as the domestic atmosphere that had seeped into every corner
of the Fletcher home.

 She was a cautious player, one who gambled only when satisfied with the odds, and who bet
meticulously, thoughtfully, even then. She noted that Colt's pile multiplied, as well, but in fits and starts.
He wasn't reckless, she decided.Ruthless was the word. Often he bumped the pot when he had nothing,
or sat back and let others do the raising when he had a handful of gold.

 No pattern, she mused, which she supposed was a pattern of its own.

 After Sweeney won a piddling pot with a heart flush, she pushed back from the table. "Anybody want a
beer?"

 Everybody did. Althea strolled into the kitchen and began to pop tops. She was pouring herself a glass
of wine when Colt walked in. "Thought you could use some help."

 "I can handle it."

 "I don't figure there's much you can't handle." Damn, the woman was prickly, he thought. "I just thought
I'd lend a hand."

 Maria had prepared enough sandwiches to satisfy a hungry platoon on a long march. For lack of
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anything better to do Colt shifted some from platter to plate. He had to get it out, he decided. Now that
they were alone and he had the opportunity, he wasn't sure how to start. "I've got something to say about
this afternoon."

 "Oh?" Her tone frosty, Althea turned to the refrigerator and took out a bowl of Maria's incomparable
guacamole dip. "I'm sorry."

 And nearly dropped it. "Excuse me?"

 "Damn it, I'm sorry. Okay?" He hated to apologize—it meant he had made a mistake, one that mattered.
"Watching that tape got to me. It made me want to smash something, someone. The closest I could come
to it was ripping into you."

 Because it was the last thing she would have expected, she was caught off guard. She stood with the
bowl in her hand, unsure of her next move. "All right."

 "I was afraid I'd see Liz," he continued, compelled to say it all. "I was afraid I wouldn't." At a loss, he
picked up one of the opened beers and took a long swallow. "I'm not used to being scared like this."

 There was very little he could have said, and nothing he could have done, that would have gotten through
her defenses more thoroughly. Touched, and shaken, she set the bowl on the counter and opened a bag
of chips.

 "I know. It got to me, too. It's not supposed to, but it did." She poured the chips into the bowl, wishing
there was something else she could do. Anything else. "I'm sorry things aren't moving faster, Colt."

 "They haven't been standing still, either. And I've got you to thank for most of that." He lifted a hand,
then dropped it. "Thea, there was something else I wanted to do this afternoon besides punching
somebody. I wanted to hold you." He saw the wariness flash into her eyes, quick as a heartbeat, and had
to grind down his temper. "Not jump you, Thea. Hold you. There's a difference."

 "Yes, there is." She let out a long, quiet breath. There was need in his eyes. Not desire, just need. The
need for contact, for comfort, for compassion. That she understood. "I guess I could have used it, too."

 "I still could." It cost him to make the first move, this sort of move. But he stepped toward her and held
out his arms.

 It cost her, as well, to respond, to move into his arms and encircle him with her own.

 And when they were close, when her cheek was resting against his shoulder and his against her hair, they
both sighed. The tension drained away like water through a broken dam.

 He didn't understand it, wasn't sure he could accept it, but he realized it felt right. Very simply right.
Unlike the first time he'd held her, there was no punch of lust, no molten fire in his blood. But there was a
warmth, sweet and spreading and solid.

 He could have held her like that, just like that, for hours.

 She didn't often let herself relax so completely, not with a man, and certainly not with a man who
attracted her. But this was so easy, so natural. The steady thudding of his heart lulled her. She nearly
nuzzled. The urge was there—to rub her cheek against him, to close her eyes and purr. When she felt him
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sniffing her hair, she laughed.

 "The kid's right," he murmured. "It's good."

 "That's going to cost you a nickel, Nightshade."

 "Put it on my tab," he told her as she lifted her head to smile at him.

 Was it because she'd never looked at him quite that way that it hit him so hard? He couldn't be sure. All
he knew was that she was outrageously beautiful, her hair loose and tumbling into his hands, glinting like
flame in the hard kitchen light. Her eyes were smiling, deep and tawny and warm with humor. And her
mouth—unpainted, curved, slightly parted. Irresistible.

 He tilted his head, lowered it, waiting for her to stiffen or draw back. She did neither. Though the humor
in her eyes had turned to awareness, the warmth remained. So he touched his lips to hers, gently testing,
an experiment in emotions. With their eyes open, they watched each other, as if each were waiting for the
other to move back, or leap forward.

 When she remained pliant in his arms, he changed the angle, nipping lightly. He felt her tremble, only
once, as her eyes darkened, clouded. But they remained open and on his.

 She wanted to see him. Needed to. She was afraid that if she closed her eyes she might fall into
whatever pit it was that yawned before her. She had to see who he was, to try to understand what there
was about this one man that made him capable of turning her system to mush.

 No one had done so before. And she'd been proud of her ability to resist, or to control, and smugly
amused by men and women who fell under the spell of another. In falling they had suffered the torments
of love. She had never been certain the joys balanced those torments.

 But as he deepened the kiss, slowly, persuasively deepened it so that not only her lips, but also her mind,
her heart, her body, were involved in that contact, she wondered what she had missed by never allowing
surrender to mix with power.

 "Althea…" He whispered her name as he again, teasingly, changed the angle of the kiss. "Come with
me…"

 She understood what he was asking. He wanted her to let go, to tumble with him wherever the moment
took them. To yield to him, even as he yielded to her.

 To gamble, when she wasn't sure of the odds.

 He closed his eyes first. The soft, drowsy warmth slid seamlessly into a numbing ache, an ache that was
all pleasure. Her eyes fluttered closed on a sigh.

 "Hey! How about those beers—Oops!" Boyd winced and struggled not to grin. He slipped his hands
into his pockets, and had to prevent himself from whistling a tune as his old friend and his former partner
jumped apart like thieves caught in a bust.

 "Sorry, guys." He strolled over to gather up the beer bottles himself. It occurred to him that in all the
years he'd known Althea, he'd never seen that bemused, punch-drunk look on her face. "Must be
something about this kitchen," he added as he headed for the door. "Can't tell you how many times I've

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


found myself occupied the same way in here."

 The door swung shut behind him. Althea blew out a long breath.

 "Oh, boy" was the best she could manage.

 Colt laid a hand on her shoulder. Not for balance, he assured himself, though his legs were weak. Just to
keep things nice and light. "He looked pretty damned pleased with himself, didn't he?"

 "He'll razz me about this," she muttered. "And he'll tell Cilia, so she can razz me, too."

 "They've probably got better things to do."

 "They're married," she shot back. "Married people love talking about other people's—"

 "Other people's what?"

 "Stuff."

 The more unraveled she became, the more Colt liked it. He was positive that only a privileged few had
ever seen the cool lieutenant flustered. He wanted to savor every moment of the experience. Grinning, he
leaned back against the counter.

 "So? If you really want to drive them crazy, you could let me come home with you tonight."

 "In your dreams, Nightshade."

 He lifted a brow. Her voice hadn't been quite steady. He liked that—a whole lot. "Well, there's truth in
that, darling. Might as well be straight and tell you I'm not willing to wait much longer to turn that dream
into reality."

 She needed to calm down, needed to do something with her hands. Killing two birds with one stone, she
picked up her wine and sipped. "Is that a threat?"

 "Althea." There was a world of patience in his voice. That amused him. He couldn't recall ever having
been patient about anything before. "We both know what just went on here can't be turned into a threat.
It was nice." He flicked a finger down her hair. "If we'd been alone somewhere, it would have turned out
a lot nicer." The intent flickered in his eyes too quickly for her to avoid the result. His hand fisted in her
hair, held her still. "I want you, Althea, and I want you bad. You can make out of that whatever you
choose."

 She felt a skip of something sprint down her spine. It wasn't fear. She'd been a cop long enough to
recognize fear in all its forms. And she'd lived her life her own way long enough to remain cautious. "It
seems to me that you want a great many things. You want Liz back, you want the men responsible for
keeping her from her parents caught and punished. You want to do those things your way, with my
cooperation. And—" she sipped her wine again, her eyes cool and level "—you want to go to bed with
me."

 She was amazing, Colt reflected. She had to be feeling some portion of the need and the desperation he
was experiencing. Yet she might have been discussing a change in the weather. "That about sums it up.
Why don't you tell me what you want?"
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 She was afraid she knew exactly what she wanted, and it was standing almost close enough to taste.
"The difference between you and me, Nightshade, is that I know you don't always get what you want.
Now I'm going to pack it in. I've had a long day. You can check with me tomorrow. We'll have the
sketches from Meena. Something might turn up when we run them."

 "All right." He'd let her go—for now, he thought. The trouble with a woman like Althea, he mused, was
that a man would always be tempted to seduce her, and he would always crave her coming to him freely.

 "Thea?"

 She paused at the kitchen door, looked back. "Yes?"

 "What are we going to do about this?"

 She felt a sigh building—not one of weariness, one of longing—and choked it off. "I don't know," she
said, as truthfully as she could. "I wish I did."

 By nine-thirty the following morning, Colt was cooling his heels in Althea's office. There wasn't much
room in her cubbyhole to cool anything. Out of sheer boredom, he flipped through some of the papers on
her desk. Reports, he noted, in that peculiar language cops used, a language that was both concise and
florid. Vehicles proceeded in a southwesterly direction, alleged perpetrators created disturbances,
arresting officers apprehended suspects after responding to 312s and 515s.

 She wrote a damn good report, if you were into such bureaucratic hogwash. Which, he decided, she
obviously was. Rules-and-Regulations Grayson, he thought, and closed the file. Maybe his biggest
problem was that he'd seen that there was a lot more to her than the straight-arrow cop.

 He'd seen her hold a gun, steady as a rock, while her eyes were alive with fear and determination. He'd
felt her respond like glory to an impulsive and urgent embrace. He'd watched her cuddle a child, soften
with compassion and freeze like a hailstone.

 He'd seen too much, and he knew he hadn't seen nearly enough.

 Liz was his priority, had to be. Yet Althea remained lodged inside him, like a bullet in the flesh. Hot,
painful, and impossible to ignore.

 It made him angry. It made him itchy. And when she swept into the room, it made him snarl.

 "I've been waiting for the best part of a damn hour. I haven't got time for this."

 "That's a shame." She dropped another file onto her desk, noting immediately that her papers had been
disturbed. "Could be you're watching too much TV, Nightshade. That's the only place a cop gets to
work on one case at a time."

 "I'm not a cop."

 "That's more than obvious. And next time you have to wait for me, keep your nose out of my papers."

 "Listen, Lieutenant—" He broke off, swearing, when her phone rang.
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 "Grayson." She slipped into her chair as she spoke, her hand already reaching for a pencil. "Yeah. Yeah,
I got it. That was quick work, Sergeant. I appreciate it. I'll be sure to do that if I get over your way.
Thanks again." She broke the connection and immediately began to dial again. "Kansas City located
Jade's mother," she told Colt. "She'd moved from the Kansas side to Missouri."

 "Is Jade with her?"

 "That's what I'm going to try to find out." As she completed the call, Althea checked her watch. "She
waits tables at night. Odds are I'll catch her at home at this hour."

 Before Colt could speak again, Althea shot up a hand for silence. "Hello, I'd like to speak with Janice
Willowby." A sleepy and obviously irritated voice informed her that Janice didn't live there. "Is this Mrs.
Willowby? Mrs. Willowby, this is Lieutenant Grayson, Denver Police—No, ma'am, she hasn't done
anything. She isn't in any trouble. We believe she might be of some help to us on a case. Have you heard
from your daughter in the last few weeks?" She listened patiently as the woman denied having been in
contact with Janice and irritably demanded information. "Mrs. Willowby, Janice isn't a fugitive from
justice, or under any sort of suspicion. However, we are anxious to contact her." Her eyes hardened,
quickly, coldly. "Excuse me? Since I'm not asking you to turn your daughter in, I don't see a reward as
being applicable. If—"

 Colt thrust a hand over the receiver. "Five thousand," he stated. "If she gets us Jade, and Jade leads us
to Liz." He saw the spitting denial in her eyes, but held firm. "It's not up to you. The reward's private."

 Althea sucked in her disgust. "Mrs. Willowby, there is a private party authorizing the sum of five
thousand for information on Janice, on the condition that this then results in the satisfactory close of the
investigation. Yes, I'm quite sure you can have it in cash. Oh, yes, I'm sure you will see what you can do.
You can reach me twenty-four hours a day, at this number." She repeated it twice. "Collect, of course.
That's Lieutenant Althea Grayson, Denver. I hope you do."

 After hanging up the phone, she sat simmering. "It's no wonder girls like Jade take off and end up on the
streets. She didn't give a damn about her daughter, just wanted to be sure no backlash was going to
come her way. If Jade had been in any trouble, she'd have been willing to trade her for cash in the blink
of an eye."

 "Not everybody has the maternal instincts of Donna Reed."

 "You're telling me." Because emotions would interfere with the job at hand, Althea shelved them.
"Meena's been working with the police artist, and she's come up with some pretty good likenesses. One
of them matches one of the stars from the production we watched yesterday."

 "Which one?"

 "The guy in the red leather G-string. We're running a make through Vice to start. It'll take time."

 "I don't have time."

 She set aside the pencil, folded her hands. She wouldn't lose her temper, she promised herself. Not
again. "Do you have a better way?"

 "No." He turned away, then swung back. "Any prints on the car used to hit Billings?"
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 "Clean."

 "The penthouse?"

 "No prints. Some hair fibers. They won't help us catch them, but they'll be good for tying it up in court.
The lab's working on the tape, and the note. We could get lucky."

 "How about missing persons? A Jane Doe at the morgue? Jade said she thought one of the girls was
killed."

 "Nothing's turned up. If they did kill someone, and she'd been in the life for a while, a missing-persons
report's unlikely. I've checked all the unidentified and suspicious deaths over the last three months.
Nobody fits the profile."

 "Any luck in the homeless shelters, runaway hostels, halfway houses?"

 "Not yet." She hesitated, then decided it was best that they talk it through. "There's something I've been
kicking around."

 "Go ahead, kick it my way."

 "We've got a couple of babyfaces on the force. Good cops. We can put them undercover, out on the
street. See if they get a movie offer."

 Colt rolled it around in his head. That, too, would take time, he mused. But at least it was a chance. "It's
a tricky spot. Do you have anyone good enough to handle it?"

 "I said I did. I'd do it myself—"

 "No." His abrupt denial was like the lash of a whip.

 Althea inclined her head and continued without a flinch. "I said, I'd do it myself, but I can't pass for a
teenager. Apparently our producer prefers kids. I'll set it in motion."

 "Okay. Can you get me a dupe of the tape?"

 She smiled. "Evenings too dull for you?"

 "Very funny. Can you?"

 She thought it through. It wasn't strictly procedure, but it couldn't do any harm. "I'll check with the lab.
Meanwhile, I'm going to roust the bartender at Clancy's. I'm betting he's the one who tipped off the
bunch on Second Avenue. We might sweat something out of him."

 "I'll go with you."

 She shook her head. "I'm taking Sweeney." She smiled, fully, easily. "A big Irish cop, a bar called
Clancy's. It just seems to fit."

 "He's a lousy poker player."
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 "Yeah, but a darlin' man," she said, surprising him by slipping into a perfect Irish brogue.

 "How about I go along anyway?"

 "How about you wait for me to call you?" She rose, pulled a navy blazer from the back of her chair. She
wore pleated slacks of the same color and texture and a paler blue blouse in a silky material. Her
shoulder harness and weapon looked so natural on her, they might have been fashion accessories.

 "You will call me."

 "I said I would."

 Because it seemed right, he laid his hands on her shoulders, and briefly rested his brow on hers.
"Marleen called me this morning. I don't like to think I was giving her false hope, but I told her we were
getting closer. I had to tell her that."

 "Whatever eases her mind is the right thing to say." She couldn't help it. She pressed a hand briefly to his
cheek in comfort, then let it drop. "Hang tough, Nightshade. We've gathered a lot of information in a
short amount of time."

 "Yeah." He lifted his head and slid his hands down her arms until he could link fingers with her. "I'll let
you go find your intimidating Irishman. But there's one more thing." He raised their linked hands, studying
the contrast of texture, tone and size. "Sooner or later, we'll be going off the clock." His gaze shifted to
meet hers. "Then we'll have to deal with other things."

 "Then we'll deal with them. But you may not like the way it shakes down."

 He caught her chin in one hand, kissed her hard, then released her before she could do more than hiss.
"Same goes. You be careful out there, Lieutenant."

 "I was born careful, Nightshade." She walked away, shrugging into the blazer as she went.

 Ten hours later, she parked her car in her building's garage and headed for the elevator. She was ready
for a hot bath pregnant with bubbles, a glass of icy white wine, and some slow blues, heavy on the bass.

 As she rode to her floor, she leaned against the back wall and shut her eyes. They hadn't gotten very far
with the bartender, Leo Dorsetti. Bribes hadn't worked, and veiled threats hadn't, either. Althea didn't
doubt he had connections with the pornography ring. Nor did she doubt that he was worried that the
same fate might befall him that had Wild Bill.

 So she needed more than a threat. She needed to dig up something on Leo Dorsetti. Something solid
enough that she could drag him downtown and into interrogation.

 Once she had him, she could crack him. She was damn sure of that.

 She jingled her keys as she walked through the open elevator doors and into the hall. Now it was time to
put the cop on hold, at least for an hour or two. Obsessing over a case usually equaled making mistakes
on a case. So she'd pack it away into a corner of her mind, let it sit, let it ripen, while the woman indulged
in a purely selfish evening.

 She'd already unlocked the door, pushed it open, when the alarm went off in her head. She didn't
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question what tripped it, just whipped out her weapon. Automatically she followed standard entry
procedure, checking in corners and behind the door.

 Her eyes scanned the room, noting that nothing was out of place—unless she counted the Bessie Smith
record currently playing on the turntable. And the scent. She took a quick whiff, identifying cooking,
something spicy. It made her mouth water in response, even as her mind stayed alert.

 A sound from the kitchen had her whirling in that direction, ending in the spread-legged police stance,
her weapon steady in both hands.

 Colt stopped in the doorway, wiping his hands on a dishcloth. Smiling, he leaned back against the jamb.
"Hi there, darling. And how was your day?"

 Chapter 6
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Althea lowered her gun. She didn't raise her voice. The words she chose, quiet and precise, made her
feelings known with more clarity than a shout could have.

 When she'd finished, Colt could only shake his head in admiration. "I don't believe I've ever been cussed
out with more style. Now, I'd be obliged if you'd holster that gun. Not that I figure you'd use it and risk
getting blood all over your floor."

 "It might be worth it." She slapped her gun back in place, but her eyes never left his. "You have the right
to remain silent…" she began.

 Wisely, Colt stifled a chuckle. He held up a hand. "What're you doing?"

 "I'm reading you your rights before I haul your butt in for nighttime breaking and entering."

 He didn't doubt she'd do it. She'd have him booked, fingerprinted and photographed without breaking
stride. "I'll waive them, providing you listen to an explanation."

 "It better be good." Shrugging out of her blazer, she tossed it over the back of the chair. "How did you
get in here?"

 "I, ah… Through the door?"

 Her eyes narrowed. "You have the right to an attorney."

 Obviously humor wasn't going to do the trick. "Okay, I'm busted." He tossed up both hands in a gesture
of surrender. "I picked the lock. It's a damn good one, too. Or maybe I'm getting rusty."

 "You picked the lock." She nodded, as if it were no more than she'd expected. "You carry a concealed
weapon—an ASP nine-millimeter…"

 "Good eye, Lieutenant."
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 "And a knife that likely exceeds the legal limit," she continued. "Now it appears you also carry lock
picks."

 "They come in handy." And it was something he preferred not to dwell on when she was in this sort of
mood. "Now, I figured you had a rough day, and you deserved coming home to a hot meal and some
cold wine. I also figured you'd be a little testy coming in and finding me here. But I have to believe you'll
come around after you've had a taste of my linguine."

 Maybe, she thought, maybe if she closed her eyes for a minute, it would all go away. But when she tried
it, he was still there, grinning at her. "Your linguine?"

 "Linguine marinara. I'd claim it was my sainted mother's recipe, but she never boiled an egg in her life.
How about that wine?"

 "Sure. Why the hell not?"

 "That's the way." He stepped back into the kitchen. Deciding she could always kill him later, Althea
followed. The aromas drifting through the air were heaven. "You like white," he said as he poured two
glasses, using her best crystal. "This is a nice, full-bodied Italian that won't embarrass my sauce. Bold, but
classy. See if it suits you." She accepted the glass, allowed him to clink his against hers, then sipped. The
wine tasted like liquid heaven. "Who the hell are you,

 Nightshade?"

 "Why, I'm the answer to your prayers. Why don't we go in and sit down? You know you want to take
your shoes off."

 She did, but she obstinately kept them on as she walked back and lowered herself onto the couch.
"Explain."

 "I just did."

 "If you cannot afford an attorney—''

 "God, you're tough." He let out a long breath and stretched out beside her. "Okay, I have a couple of
reasons. One, I know you've been putting in a lot of extra time on my business…"

 "It's my—"

 "Job?" he finished for her. "Maybe. But I know when someone's taking those extra steps, the kind that
eat into personal time, and fixing you dinner's just a way of saying thanks."

 It was a damn nice gesture, too, she thought, though she wasn't willing to say so. Yet. "You might have
mentioned the idea to me earlier."

 "It was an impulse. You ever have them?"

 "Don't push your luck, Nightshade."

 "Right. Well, to get back to the whys. There's also the fact that I haven't been able to snatch more than
an hour at a time to clear this whole mess out of my head. Cooking helps me recharge. Maria wasn't
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likely to turn her stove over to me, so I thought of you." He reached out to curl a lock of her hair around
his finger. "I think of you a lot. And finally, and simply, I wanted the evening with you."

 He was getting to her. Althea wanted to believe that it was the glorious scents sneaking out of the
kitchen that were weakening her. But she didn't believe it. "So you broke into my home and invaded my
privacy."

 "The only thing I poked into was your kitchen cupboards. It was tempting," he admitted, "but I didn't go
any farther than that."

 Frowning, Althea swirled the wine in her glass. "I don't like your methods, Nightshade. But I think I'm
going to like your linguine."

 She didn't like it. She adored it. It was difficult to harbor resentments when her palate was being so
thoroughly seduced. She'd had men cook for her before, but she couldn't remember ever being so
completely charmed.

 Here was Colt Nightshade, very possibly armed to the teeth beneath his faded jeans and chambray shirt,
serving her pasta by candlelight. Not that it was romantic, she thought. She was too smart to fall for any
conventional trappings. But it was funny, and oddly sweet.

 By the time she'd worked her way through one helping and was starting on a second, she'd filled him in
on her progress. The lab reports were expected within twenty-four hours, the bartender at

 Clancy's was under surveillance, and an undercover officer was being prepped to hit the streets.

 Colt filed her information away and traded it for some of his own. He'd talked to some of the local
working girls that afternoon. Whether due to his charm or to the money that had changed hands, he'd
learned that a girl who went by the street name Lacy hadn't been seen in any of her usual haunts for the
past several weeks.

 "She fits the profile," he continued, topping off Althea's wineglass. "Young, tiny. Girls said she was a
brunette, but liked to wear a blond wig."

 "Did she have a pimp?''

 "Uh-uh. Free-lancer. I went by the rooms she'd been renting." Colt broke a piece of garlic bread in two
and passed Althea half. "Talked to the landlord—a prince of a guy. Since she'd missed a couple of
weekly rent payments, he'd packed up her stuff. Pawned what was worth anything, trashed the rest."

 "I'll see if anybody at Vice knows about her."

 "Good. I hit some of the shelters again," he went on. "The halfway houses, showing Liz's picture around,
and the police sketches." He frowned, toying with the rest of his meal. "I couldn't get anyone to ID. Had
a hard enough time convincing any of the kids that they should look at the pictures. Most of the kids want
to act tough, invincible, and all you see is the confusion in their eyes."

 "When you're dealing with that kind of confusion, you have to be tough. Most of them come from homes
that are torn apart by drugs, drinking, physical and sexual abuse. Or they got into substance abuse all on
their own and don't know how to get out again." She moved her shoulders. "Either way, running seems
like the best way out."
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 "It wasn't like that for Liz."

 "No," she agreed. It was time for him to turn it off, as well, she decided. If only for a few minutes. She
scraped a last bite from her plate. "You know, Nightshade, you could give up playing the adventurer and
go into catering. You'd make a fortune."

 He understood what she was doing, and he put some effort into accommodating her. "I prefer small,
private parties."

 Her gaze flicked up to his, then back to her glass. "So, if it wasn't your sainted mother who taught you to
make world-class linguine, who did?"

 "We had this terrific Irish cook when I was growing up. Mrs. O'Malley."

 "An Irish cook who taught you Italian cuisine."

 "She could make anything—from lamb stew to coq au vin. 'Colt, me boy,' she used to tell me,'the best
thing a man can do for himself is to learn to feed himself well. Depending on a woman to fill your belly's a
mistake.' " The memory made him grin. "When I'd gotten into trouble, which was most of the time, she'd
sit me down in the kitchen. I'd get lectures on behavior, and the proper way to debone a chicken."

 "Quite a combination."

 "The stuff on behavior didn't stick." He toasted her. "But I make a hell of a chicken pot pie. And when
Mrs. O'Malley retired—oh, almost ten years ago now—my mother went into a dark state of
depression."

 Althea's lips curved on the rim of her glass. "And hired another cook."

 "A French guy with a bad attitude. She loves him."

 "A French chef in Wyoming."

 "I live in Wyoming," he said. "They live in Houston. We get along better that way. What about your
family? Are they from around here?"

 "I don't have one. What about your law degree? Why haven't you done anything with it?"

 "I didn't say I hadn't." He studied her for a moment. She'd certainly dropped his question like a hot coal.
It was something he'd have to come back to. "I found out I wasn't suited to spending hours hunched over
law books, trying to outwit justice on technicalities."

 "So you went into the air force."

 "It was a good way to learn how to fly."

 "But you're not a pilot."

 "Sometimes I am." He smiled. "Sorry, Thea, I don't fit into a slot. I've got enough money that I can do
what suits me when it suits me."
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 That wasn't good enough. "And the military didn't suit you?"

 "For a while it did. Then I had enough." He shrugged and sat back. The candlelight flickered on his face
and in his eyes. "I learned some things. Just like I learned from Mrs. O'Malley, and from prep school,
from Harvard, and from this old Indian horse trainer I met in Tulsa some years back. You never know
when you're going to use what you've learned."

 "Who taught you to pick locks?"

 "You're not going to hold that against me, are you?" He leaned forward to flick a finger over her hair,
and to pour more wine. "I picked it up in the service. I was in what you might call a special detachment."

 "Covert operations," she said, translating. It was no surprise. "That's why so much of your record's
classified."

 "It's old news, should be declassified by now. But that's the way of it, isn't it? Bureaucrats like secrets
almost as much as they like red tape. What I did was gather information, or plant information, maybe
defuse certain volatile situations, or stir them up, depending on the orders." He drank again. "I guess we
could say I started doing favors for people—only these people ran the government." His lip curled. "Or
tried to."

 "You don't like the system, do you?"

 "I like what works." For an instant only, his eyes darkened. "I saw plenty that didn't work. So…" He
shrugged, and the mood was gone. "I got out, bought myself a few horses and cows, played rancher.
Looks like old habits die hard, because now I do favors for people again. Only now I have to like them
first."

 "Some people might say that you've had a hard time deciding what you want to do when you grow up."

 "Some people might. I figure I've been doing it. What about you? What's the back story on Althea
Grayson?"

 "It's nothing that would sell to the movies." Relaxed, she rested her elbows on the table, running a finger
around the rim of her glass until the crystal sang. "I went straight into the academy when I was eighteen.
No detours."

 "Why?"

 "Why a cop?" She mulled over her answer. "Because I do like the system. It's not perfect, but if you
keep at it, you can make it work. And the law… there are people out there who want to make it work.
Too many lives get lost in the cracks. It means something when you can pull one out."

 "I can't argue with that." Without thinking about it, he laid a hand over hers. "I could always see that
Boyd was meant to make law and order work. Until recently, he was about the only cop I respected
enough to trust."

 "I think you just gave me a compliment."

 "You can be sure of it. The two of you have a lot in common. A clear-sightedness, a stubborn kind of
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valor, a steady compassion." He smiled, toying with her fingers. "The kid we got off the roof—I went to
see her, too. She had a lot to say about the pretty lady with the red hair who brought her a baby doll."

 "So I did a follow-up. It's my job to—"

 "Bull." Delighted with her response, he picked up her hand, kissed it. "It had nothing to do with duty, and
everything to do with you. Having a soft side doesn't make you less of a cop, Thea. It just makes you a
kinder one."

 She knew where this was leading, but she didn't pull her hand away. "Just because I have a soft spot for
kids doesn't mean I've got one for you."

 "But you do," he murmured. "I get to you." Watching her, he skimmed his lips down to her wrist. The
pulse there beat steady, but it also beat fast. "I'm going to keep getting to you."

 "Maybe you do." She was too smart to continue to deny the obvious. "That doesn't mean anything's
going to come of it. I don't sleep with every man who attracts me."

 "I'm glad to hear it. Then again, you're going to do a lot more than sleep with me." He chuckled and
kissed her hand again. "God, I love it when you smirk, Thea. It drives me crazy. What I was going to say
was, when we get each other to bed, sleeping's not going to be a priority. So maybe you should catch
some shut-eye." He rose, pulling her to her feet. "Kiss me good-night, and I'll let you get some now."

 The surprise in her eyes made him grin again. He'd wait until later to pat himself on the back for his
strategy.

 "You thought I cooked you dinner and kept you company so I could use it as a springboard to
seduction." On a windy sigh, he shook his head. "Althea, I'm wounded. Close to crushed."

 She laughed, keeping a friendly hand in his. "You know, Nightshade, sometimes I almost like you.
Almost."

 "See, that's just a couple of short steps away from you being nuts about me." He gathered her close, and
the instant twisting in his gut mocked his light tone. "If I'd bothered to make dessert, you'd be begging for
me."

 Amused, she tucked her tongue in her cheek. "Your loss. Everybody knows cannoli turns me into a wild
woman."

 "I'll sure as hell remember that." He kissed her lightly, watched her smile. And felt his heart turn over.
"There must be a bakery around here where I can pick up some Italian pastries."

 "Nope. You missed your shot." She brought a hand to his chest, telling herself she was going to end the
interlude now, while she could still feel her legs under her. "Thanks for the pasta."

 "Sure." But he continued to stare down at her, his eyes sharpening, focusing, as if he were struggling to
see past the ivory skin, the delicate bones. Something was happening here, he realized. Something
internal that he couldn't quite get a grip on. "You have something in your eyes."

 Her nerves were dancing. "What?''
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 "I don't know." He spoke slowly, as if measuring each word. "Sometimes I can almost see it. When I
do, it makes me wonder where you've been. Where we're going."

 Her lungs were backing up. She took a careful breath to clear them."You were going home."

 "Yeah. In a minute. Too easy to tell you you're beautiful," he murmured, as if speaking to himself. "You
hear that too much, and it's too superficial to carry any weight with you. It should be enough for me, but
there's something else in there. I keep coming back to it." Still seeking, he drew her closer. "What is it
about you, Althea? What is it I can't shake loose?"

 "There's nothing. You're too used to looking for shadows."

 "No, you've got them." Slowly he slid a hand up to cup her cheek. "And what I have is a problem."

 "What problem?"

 "Try this."

 He lowered his mouth to hers and had every muscle in her body going lax. It wasn't demanding, it wasn't
urgent. It was devastating. The kiss tumbled her deeper, deeper, bombarding her with emotions she had
no defense against. His feelings were free and ripe and poured over her, into her, so that she was
covered and filled and surrounded by them.

 No escape, she thought, and heard her own muffled sound of despair with a dull acceptance. He'd
breached a defense she had taken for granted, one she might never fully shore up again.

 She could tell herself again and again that she wouldn't fall in love, that she couldn't fall in love with a man
she hardly knew. But her heart was already laughing at logic.

 He felt her give—not all the way, not yet, but give yet another degree of self. There was more than heat
here, though, sweet heaven, there was heat. But there was a kind of discovery, as well. For Colt, it was a
revelation to discover that one woman—this woman—could tangle up his mind, rip open his heart, and
leave him helpless.

 "I'm losing ground here." He kept his hands firm on her shoulders as he pulled back. "I'm losing it fast."

 "It's too much." It was a poor response, but the best she could summon.

 "You're telling me." There was tension in her shoulders again, and in his. It compelled him to step away.
"I've never felt like this before. And that's no line," he said when she turned away from him.

 "I know. I wish it were." She gripped the back of the chair, where her shoulder holster hung. A symbol
of duty, she thought. Of control, of what she had made of herself. "Colt, I think we're both getting in
deeper than we might like."

 "Maybe we've been treading water long enough."

 She was very much afraid that she was ready, willing, even eager, to sink. "I don't let personal business
interfere with my job. If we can't keep this under control, you should consider working with someone
else."
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 "We've been working together just fine," he said between his teeth. "Don't pull out any lame excuses
because you don't want to face up to what's going on between us."

 "It's the best I've got." Her knuckles had turned white on the chair. "And it's not an excuse, only a
reason. You want me to say you scare me. All right. You scare me. This scares me. And I don't think
you want a partner who can't focus because you make her nervous."

 "Maybe I'm happier with that than with one who's so focused it's hard to tell if she's human." She wasn't
going to pull away from him now. He'd be damned if he'd let her. "Don't tell me you can't work on two
levels, Thea, or that you can't function as a cop when you've got a problem in your personal life."

 "Maybe I just don't want to work with you."

 "That's tough. You're stuck. If you want to put this on hold, I'll try to oblige you. But you're not backing
off from Liz because you're afraid to let yourself feel something for me."

 "I'm thinking about Liz, and what's best for her."

 "How the hell would you know?" he exploded, and if it was unreasonable, he didn't give a damn. He
was on the edge of falling in love with a woman who was calmly telling him she didn't want him in any
area of her life. He was desperate to find a frightened girl, and the person who'd helped him make
progress toward doing so was threatening to pull out. "How the hell would you know about her or
anyone else? You've got yourself so wrapped up in regulations and procedure that you can't feel. No, not
can't. Won't. You won't feel. You'll risk your life, but one brush with emotion and up goes the shield.
Everything's so tidy for you, isn't it, Althea? There's some poor scared kid out there, but she's just
another case for you, just another job."

 "Don'tyou tell me how I feel.'' Her control snapped as she shoved the chair aside, clattering to the floor
between them. "Don't tell me what I understand. You can't possibly know what's inside me. Do you think
you know Liz, or any of those girls you talked with today? You've walked into shelters and halfway
houses, and you think you understand?''

 Her eyes glinted, not with tears, but with a rage so sharp he could only stand and let it slice at him. "I
know there are plenty of kids who need help, and not always enough help to go around."

 "Oh, that's so easy." She strode across the room and back in a rare show of useless motion. "Write a
check, pass a bill, make a speech. It's so effortless. You haven't a clue what it's like to be alone, to be
afraid or to be caught up in that grinding machine we toss displaced kids into. I spent most of my life in
that machine, so don't tell me I don't feel. I know what it's like to want out so bad you run even when
there's no place to go. And I know what it's like to be yanked back, to be helpless, to be abused and
trapped and miserable. I understand plenty. And I know that Liz has a family that loves her, and we'll get
her back to them. No matter what, we'll get her back, and she won't be caught in that cycle. So don't
you tell me she's just another case, because she matters. They all matter."

 She broke off, running a shaky hand through her hair. At the moment, she wasn't sure which was bigger,
her embarrassment or her anger. "I'd like you to go now," she said quietly. "I'd really like you to go."

 "Sit down." When she didn't respond, he walked over and pressed her into a chair. She was trembling,
and the fact that he'd played a part in causing that made him feel as if he'd punched a hole in something
precious and fragile. "I'm sorry. That's a record for me, apologizing to the same person twice in one day."
He started to brush a hand over her hair, but stopped himself. "Do you want some water?"
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 "No. I just want you to leave."

 "I can't do it." He lowered himself to the footstool in front of her so that their eyes were level. "Althea…"

 She sat back, her eyes shut. She felt as though she'd raced to the top of a mountain and leapt off.
"Nightshade, I'm not in the mood to tell you my life story, so if that's what you're waiting for, you know
where the door is."

 "That'll keep." He took a chance and reached for her hand. It was steady now, he noted, but cold. "Let's
try something else. What we've got here are two separate problems. Finding Liz is number one. She's an
innocent, a victim, and she needs help. I could find her on my own, but that would take too long. Every
day that goes by… Well, too many days have gone by already. I need you to work with me, because
you can cut through channels it would take me twice as long to circumvent. And because I trust you to
put everything you've got into getting her home."

 "All right." She kept her eyes closed, willing the tension away. "We'll find her. If not tomorrow, the next
day. But we'll find her."

 "Second problem." He looked down at their hands, studying the way the second hand on her watch
ticked off the time. "I think… ah, and since this is a new area for me, I want to qualify it by saying that it's
only an opinion…"

 "Nightshade." She opened her eyes again, and there was a ghost of a smile in them. "I swear you sound
just like a lawyer."

 He winced, shifted. "I don't think you should insult a man who's about to tell you he's pretty sure he's in
love with you." She jolted. He'd have bet the farm that he could pull a gun and she wouldn't flinch. But
mention love and she jumped six inches off the chair. "Don't panic," he continued while she searched for
her voice. "I said 'I think.' That leaves us with a safe area to play with."

 "Sounds more like a mine field to me." Because she was afraid it might start shaking again, she drew her
hand away from his. "I think it would be wise, under the circumstances, to table that for the time being."

 "Now who sounds like a lawyer?" He grinned, not at all sure why it seemed so appropriate to laugh at
himself. "Darling, you think it puts the fear of God into you? Picture what it does to me. I only brought it
up because I'm hoping that'll make it easier to deal with. For all I know, it's just a touch of the flu or
something."

 "That would be good." She choked back a laugh, terrified it would sound giddy. "Get plenty of rest,
drink fluids."

 "I'll give that a try." He leaned forward, not displeased to see the wariness in her eyes or the bracing of
her shoulders. "But if it's not the flu, or some other bug, I'm going to do something about it. Whatever that
might be can wait until we've settled the first problem. Until we do, I won't bring up love, or all the stuff
that generally follows along after it—you know, like marriage and family and a two-car garage."

 For the first time since he'd known her, he saw her totally at a loss. Her eyes were huge, and her mouth
was slack. He would have sworn that if he tapped her, she'd keel over like a sapling in a storm.

 "Guess it's just as well I don't, since talking about them in the abstract sense seems to have put you in a
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coma."

 "I…" She managed to close her mouth, swallow, then speak. "I think you've lost your mind."

 "Me, too." Lord knew why he felt so cheerful about it. "So for now let's concentrate on digging up those
bad guys. Deal?"

 "And if I agree, you're not going to sneak in any of that other stuff?"

 His smile spread slowly. "Are you willing to take my word on it?"

 "No." She steadied herself and smiled back. "But I'm willing to bet I can deflect anything you toss out."

 "I'll take that bet." He held out a hand. "Partner." They shook, solemnly. "Now, why don't we—"

 The phone interrupted what Althea was sure would have been an unprofessional suggestion. She slipped
by Colt and picked up the extension in the kitchen.

 It gave him a moment to think about what he'd started. To smile. To think about how he'd like to finish it.
Before he'd wound his fantasy up, she was striding back. She righted the chair, snagged her shoulder
harness.

 "Our friend Leo, the bartender? We just busted him for selling coke out of his back room." The warrior
look was back on her face as she shrugged into the harness. "They're bringing him in for interrogation."

 "I'm right behind you."

 "Behind me is just where you'll stay, Nightshade," she said as she slipped into her blazer. "If Boyd clears
it, you can observe through the glass, but that's the best deal you'll get."

 He chafed at the restraint. "Let me sit in. I'll keep my mouth shut."

 "Don't make me laugh." She grabbed her purse on the way to the door. "Take it or leave it—partner."

 He swore at her, and slammed the door behind him. "I'll take it."

 Chapter 7
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Colt's initial frustration at being stuck behind the two-way glass faded as he watched Althea work. Her
patient, detail-by-detail interrogation had a style all its own. It surprised Colt to label that style not only
meticulous, but relentless, as well.

 She never allowed Leo to draw her off track, never betrayed any reaction to his sarcasm, and
never—not even when Leo tried abusive language and veiled threats—raised her voice.

 She played poker the same way, he remembered. Coolly, methodically, without a flicker of emotion until
it was time to cash in her chips. But Colt was beginning to see through the aloof shell into the woman
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behind it.

 Certainly he'd been able to surprise many varied emotions from the self-contained lieutenant. Passion,
anger, sympathy, even speechless shock. He had a feeling he'd only scratched the surface. There was a
wealth of emotions beneath that tidy, professional and undeniably stunning veneer. He intended to keep
digging until he unearthed them all.

 "Long night." Boyd came up behind him bearing two mugs of steaming coffee.

 "I've had longer." Colt accepted the mug, sipped. "This stuffs strong enough to do the tango." He winced
and drank again. "Does the captain usually come in for a routine interrogation?"

 "The captain does when he has a personal interest." Fletcher watched Althea a moment, noting that she
sat, serene and unruffled, as Leo jerkily lit one cigarette from the butt of another. "Is she getting
anything?"

 With some effort, Colt restrained an urge to beat against the glass just to prove he could do something.
"He's still tap dancing."

 "He'll wear out long before she does."

 "I've already figured that out for myself." They both lapsed into silence as Leo snarled out a particularly
foul insult and Althea responded by asking if he'd like to repeat that statement for the record. "She
doesn't ruffle," Colt commented. "Fletch, have you ever seen the way a cat'll sit outside a mouse hole?"
He flicked a glance at Boyd, then looked back through the glass. "That cat just sits there, hardly blinking,
maybe for hours. Inside the hole, the mouse starts to go crazy. He can smell that cat, see those eyes
staring in at him. After a while, I guess, the mouse circuits in his brain overload, and he makes a break for
it. The cat just whips out one paw, and it's over."

 Colt sipped more coffee, nodded at the glass. "That's one gorgeous cat."

 "You've gotten to know her pretty well in a short amount of time."

 "Oh, I've got a ways to go yet. All those layers," he murmured, almost to himself. "Can't say I've ever
run into a woman who had me just as interested in peeling the layers of her psyche as peeling off her
clothes."

 The image had Boyd scowling into his coffee. Althea was a grown woman, he reminded himself, and
more than able to take care of herself. Boyd remembered he'd been amused to find Colt and his former
partner in a clinch in his kitchen. But the idea of it going further, of his friends leaping into the kind of
quick, physical relationship that could leave them both battered at the finish, disturbed him.

 Particularly when he thought of Colt's talent with women. It was a talent they both had, and both of them
had enjoyed the benefits of that talent over the years. But they weren't discussing just any woman this
time. This was Althea.

 "You know," Boyd began, feeling his way with the care of a blind man in a maze, "Thea's special. She
can handle pretty much anything that comes her way."

 "And does," Colt added.
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 "Yeah, and does. But that's not to say that she doesn't have her vulnerabilities. I wouldn't want to see her
hurt. I wouldn't like that at all."

 Mildly surprised, Colt lifted a brow. "A warning? Sounds like the same kind you gave me about your
sister Natalie about a million years ago."

 "Comes to the same thing. Thea's family."

 "And you think I could hurt her."

 Boyd let out a weary breath. He wasn't enjoying this conversation. "I'm saying, if you did, I'd have to
bruise several of your vital organs. I'd be sorry, but I'd have to do it."

 Colt acknowledged that with a thoughtful nod. "Who won the last time we went at it?''

 Despite his discomfort, Boyd grinned. "I think it was a draw."

 "Yeah, that's how I remember it. It was over a woman then, too, wasn't it?"

 "Cheryl Anne Madigan." This time Boyd's sigh was nostalgic.

 "Little blonde?"

 "Nope, tall brunette. Big… blue eyes."

 "Right." Colt laughed, shook his head. "I wonder whatever happened to pretty Cheryl Anne."

 They fell into a comfortable silence for a moment, reminiscing. Through the speakers they could hear
Althea's calm, relentless questioning.

 "Althea's a long way from Cheryl Anne Madigan," Colt murmured. "I wouldn't want to hurt her, but I
can't promise it won't happen. The thing is, Fletch, for the first time I've run into a woman who matters
enough to hurt me back." Colt took another bracing sip. "I think I'm in love with her."

 Boyd choked and was forced to set down his mug before he dumped the contents all over his shirt. He
waited a beat, tapped a hand against his ear as if to clear it. "You want to say that again? I don't think I
caught it."

 "You heard me," Colt muttered. Leave it to a friend, he thought, to humiliate you at an emotionally
vulnerable moment. "I got almost the same reaction from her when I told her."

 "You told her?" Boyd struggled to keep one ear on the interrogation while he absorbed this new and
fascinating information. "What did she say?"

 "Not much of anything."

 The frustration in Colt's voice tickled Boyd so much, he had to bite the tip of his tongue to keep from
grinning. "Well, at least she didn't laugh in your face."

 "She didn't seem to think it was very funny." Colt blew out a breath and wished Boyd had thought to
lace the coffee with a good dose of brandy. "She just sat there, going pale, kind of gaping at me."
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 "That's a good sign." Boyd patted Colt's shoulder comfortingly. "It's real hard to throw her off that way."

 "I figured it was best if it was out, you know? It would give us both time to decide what to do about it."
He smiled through the glass at Althea, who continued to sit, cool and unruffled, while Leo gulped down
water with a trembling hand. "Though I've pretty much figured out what I'm going to do about it."

 "Which is?"

 "Well, unless I wake up some morning real soon and realize I've had some sort of brain seizure, I'm
going to marry her."

 "Marry her?" Boyd rocked back on his heels and chuckled. "You and Thea? Lord, wait until I tell Cilia."

 The murderous look Colt aimed at him only made Boyd's grin widen.

 "I can't thank you enough for your support here, Fletch."

 Boyd gamely swallowed another chuckle, but he couldn't defeat the grin. "Oh, you've got it, pal. All the
way. It's just that I never thought I'd be using the wordmarriage in the same sentence withColt
Nightshade. OrAlthea Grayson, for that matter. Believe me, I'm with you all the way."

 Inside the interrogation room, Althea continued to wear down her quarry. She scented his fear, and used
it ruthlessly.

 "You know, Leo, a little cooperation would go a long way."

 "Sure, a long way to seeing me greased like Wild Bill."

 Althea inclined her head. "As much as it pains me to offer it, you'd have protection."

 "Right." Leo snorted out smoke. "You think I want cops on my butt twenty-four hours a day? You think
it would work if I did?"

 "Maybe not." She used her disinterest as another tool, slowing down the pace of the interview until Leo
was squirming in his chair. "But, then again, no cooperation, no shield. You go out of here naked, Leo."

 "I'll take my chances."

 "That's fine. You'll make bail on the drug charges—probably deal them down so you won't do any time
to speak of. But it's funny how word spreads on the street, don't you think?" She let that thought simmer
in his brain. "Interested parties already know you've been tagged, Leo. And when you walk out, they
won't be real sure about what you might have spilled while you were inside."

 "I didn't tell you anything. I don't know anything."

 "That's too bad. Because it might work against you, this ignorance. You see, we're closing in, and those
same interested parties might wonder if you helped out." Casually she opened a file and revealed the
police sketches. "They might wonder if I got the descriptions of these suspects from you."

 "I didn't give you anything." Sweat popped out on Leo's forehead as he stared at the sketches. "I never
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seen those guys before."

 "Well, that may be. But I'd have to say—if the subject came up—that I talked with you. A long time.
And that I have detailed sketches of suspects. You know, Leo," she added, leaning toward him, "some
people add two and two and get five. Happens all the time."

 "That ain't legal." He moistened his lips. "It's blackmail."

 "Don't hurt my feelings. You want me to be your friend, Leo." She nudged the sketches toward him.
"You see, it's all a matter of attitude, and whether or not I care if you walk out of here and end up a
smear on the sidewalk. Can't say I do at the moment." She smiled, chilling him. "Now, if you were my
friend, I'd do everything I could to make sure you lived a long and happy life. Maybe not in Denver,
maybe someplace new. You know, Leo, a change of scene can work wonders. Change your name,
change your life."

 Something flickered in his eyes. She knew it was doubt. "You talking witness protection program?"

 "I could be. But if I'm going to ask for something that big, I have to be able to prime the pump." When
he hesitated, she sighed. "You better choose sides, pal. Remember Wild Bill? All he did was meet a guy.
They might have been talking about the Broncos' chances for the Superbowl. Nobody gave him the
benefit of the doubt. They just iced him."

 The fear was back, running in the sweat down his temples. "I get immunity. And you drop the drug
charges."

 "Leo, Leo…" Althea shook her head. "A smart man like you knows how life works. You give me
something, if it's good enough, I give you something back. It's the American way."

 He licked his lips again, lit yet another cigarette. "Maybe I've seen these two before."

 "These two?" Althea tapped the sketches, and then, like a cat, she pounced. "Tell me."

 It was 2:00 a.m. before she was finished. She'd questioned Leo, listened to his long, rambling story,
made notes, made him backtrack, repeat, expand. Then she'd called in a police stenographer and had
Leo go over the same ground again, making an official statement for the tape.

 She was energized as she strode back to her office. She had names now, names to run through the
computer. She had threads—thin threads, perhaps, but threads nonetheless, tying an organization
together.

 Much of what Leo had told her was speculation and gossip. But Althea knew that a viable investigation
could be built on less.

 Peeling off her jacket, she sat at her desk and booted up her computer. She was peering at the screen
when Colt walked in and stuck a cup under her nose.

 "Thanks." She sipped, winced and spared him a glance. "What is this? It tastes like a meadow."

 "Herbal tea," he told her. "You've had enough coffee."

 "Nightshade, you're not going to spoil our relationship by thinking you have to take care of me, are you?"
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She set the cup aside and went back to the screen.

 "You're wired, Lieutenant."

 "I know how much I can take before the system overloads. Aren't you the one who keeps saying time's
what we don't have?"

 "Yeah." From his position behind her chair, he lowered his hands to her shoulders and began to rub.
"You did a hell of a job with Leo," he said before she could shrug his hands off. "If I ever decide to go
back to law, I'd hate to have you take on one of my clients."

 "More compliments." His fingers were magic, easing without weakening, soothing without softening. "I
didn't get as much as I wanted, but I think I got all he had."

 "He's small-time," Colt agreed. "Passing a little business to the big boys, taking his commission."

 "He doesn't know the main player. I'm sure he was telling the truth about that. But he ID'd the two
Meena described. Remember the cameraman she'd told us about—the big African-American? Look."
She gestured toward the screen. "Matthew Dean Scott, alias Dean Miller, alias Tidal Wave Dean."

 "Catchy."

 "He played some semipro football about ten years ago. Made a career out of unnecessary roughness.
He broke an opposing quarterback's leg."

 "These things happen."

 "After the game."

 "Ah, a poor sport. What else have we got on him?"

 "I'll tell you what elseI've got on him," she said, but she couldn't resist leaning back against his massaging
hands. "He was fired for breaking training—having a woman in his room."

 "Boys will be boys."

 "This particular woman was tied up and screaming her lungs out. They dealt it down from rape to
assault, but Scott's football days were over. After that, we've got him on a couple more assaults, indecent
exposure, drunk and disorderly, petty larceny, lewd behavior." She punched another button on the
keyboard. "That was up to four years ago. After that, nothing."

 "You figure he turned over a new leaf? Became a pillar of the community?''

 "Sure, just like I believe men read girlie magazines because of the erudite articles."

 "That's what motivates me." Grinning, he leaned down to kiss the top of her head.

 "I bet. We've got a similar history on contestant number two," she continued. "Harry Kline, a small-time
actor from New York whose rap sheet includes drunk and disorderly, possession, sexual assault, several
DWIs. He drifted into porno films about eight years ago, and was, incredibly enough, fired from several
jobs because of his violent and erratic behavior. He headed west, got a few similar gigs in California, then
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was arrested for raping one of his costars. The defense pleaded it down and, due to the victim's line of
work, made it all go away. The victim's only justice came from the fact that Harry was finished in
film—blue or otherwise. Nobody even partially legit would touch him. That was five years ago. There's
been nothing on him since."

 "Once again, one would think our friends either became solid citizens or died in their sleep."

 "Or found a handy hole to hide in. Leo claimed that he was first approached—by Kline—two, maybe
three years ago. He knows it was at least two. Kline wanted women, young women who were interested
in making private films. Citing free enterprise, Leo obliged him and took his commission. The number he
was given to contact Kline is out of service. I'll run it through the phone company to see if it was the
penthouse or another location."

 "He never saw the other man, the one Meena said sat off in the comer?"

 "No. His only contacts were Scott and Kline. Apparently Scott would drop in for a few drinks and brag
about how good he was with a camera, and how much money he was pulling in."

 "And about the girls," Colt said under his breath. The fingers rubbing Althea's shoulders went rigid.
"How he and his friends had—How did he put it? The pick of the litter?"

 "Don't think about it." Instinctively she lifted a hand to cover his.

 "Don't, Colt. You'll mess up if you do. We're a big step closer to finding her. That's what you have to
concentrate on."

 "I am." He turned away and paced to the far wall. "I'm also concentrating on the fact that if I find out
either of those slime touched Liz, I'm going to kill them." He turned back, his eyes blank. "You won't stop
me, Thea."

 "Yes, I will." She rose and went to him to take both of his fisted hands in hers. "Because I understand
how much you'll want to. And that if you do, it won't change what happened. It won't help Liz. But we'll
cross that bridge after we find her." She gave his hands a hard squeeze. "Don't go renegade on me now,
Nightshade. I'm just starting to like working with you."

 He pulled himself back, let himself look down at her. Though her eyes were shadowed and her cheeks
were pale with fatigue, he could feel energy vibrating from her. She was offering him something.
Compassion—with restrictions, of course. And hope, without any. The viciousness of his anger faded
into the very human need for the comfort of contact.

 "Althea…" His hands relaxed. "Let me hold you, will you?" She hesitated, her brow lifting in surprise. He
could only smile. "You know, I'm beginning to read you pretty well. You're worried about your
professional image, snuggling up against a guy in your office." Sighing, he brushed a hand through her hair.
"Lieutenant, it's almost three in the morning. There's nobody here to see. And I really need to hold you."

 Once again she let instinct rule, and she moved into his arms. Every time, she mused as she settled her
head in the curve of his neck, every time they stood like this, they fitted perfectly. And each time it was
easier to admit it.

 "Feel better?" she asked, and felt him move his head against her hair.
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 "Yeah. He didn't know anything about Lacy, the girl who's missing?"

 "No." Without thinking, she stroked his back, soothing muscles there as he had soothed hers. "And
when I mentioned the possibility of murder, he was genuinely shaken. He wasn't faking that. That's why
I'm certain he gave us everything he had."

 "The house in the mountains." Colt let his eyes close. "He couldn't give us much."

 "West or maybe north of Boulder, near a lake." She moved her shoulders. "It's a little better than we had
before. We'll narrow it down, Colt."

 "I feel like I'm not putting the pieces together."

 "We're putting the pieces we have together," she told him. "And you're feeling that way because you're
tired. Go home." She eased back so that she could look up at him. "Get some sleep. We'll start fresh in
the morning."

 "I'd rather go home with you."

 Amused, exasperated, she could only shake her head. "Don't you ever quit?"

 "I didn't say I expected to, only that I'd rather." Lifting his hands, he framed her face, stroking his thumbs
over her cheekbones, then back to her temples. "I want time with you, Althea. Time when there isn't so
much on my mind, or on yours. Time to be with you, and time to figure out what it is about you, just you,
that makes me start thinking of long-term, permanent basis."

 Instantly wary, she backed out of his arms. "Don't start that now, Nightshade."

 Instantly relaxed, he grinned. "That sure does make you nervous. I never knew anyone so spooked by
the thought of marriage—unless it was me. Makes me wonder why—and whether I should just sweep
you right off your feet and find out the reasons after I've got a ring on your finger. Or—'' he moved
toward her, backing her against the desk ''—if I should take things real slow, real easy, sliding you into
theI do's so slick that you wouldn't know you were hitched until it was over and done."

 "Either way, you're being ridiculous." There was something lodged in her throat. Althea recognized it as
nerves, and bitterly resented it. Feigning indifference, she picked up the tea and sipped. Now it tasted
like cold flowers. "It's late," she said. "You go ahead. I can requisition a unit and drive myself home."

 "I'll take you." He caught her chin in his hand and waited until her eyes were level with his. "And I mean
that, Thea. Any way I can get you. But you're right—it's late. And I owe you."

 "You don't—" Her denial ended on a moan when his mouth swooped down to cover hers.

 She tasted frustration in the kiss, a jagged need that was barely restrained. And most difficult of all to
resist, she tasted the sweetness of affection, like a thin, soothing balm over the pulsing heat.

 "Colt." Even as she murmured his name against his mouth, she knew she was losing. Her arms had
already lifted to wrap around him, to bring him closer, to accept and to demand.

 Her body betrayed her. Or was it her heart? She could no longer tell the two apart, as the needs of one
so closely matched the needs of the other. Her fingers dug deep into his shoulders as she struggled to
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regain her balance. Then they went lax as she allowed herself one moment of madness.

 It was Colt who drew back—for himself, and for her. She'd become more important than the
satisfactions of the moment. "I owe you," he said again, carefully spacing the words as he stared down
into her eyes. "If I didn't, I wouldn't let you go tonight. I don't think I could. I'll drive you home." He
picked up her jacket, offered it to her. "Then I'm probably going to spend the rest of the night wondering
what it would have been like if I'd just locked that door there and let nature take its course."

 Shaken, she draped her jacket over her shoulders before walking to the door. But she'd be damned if
she'd be outdone or outmaneuvered. She paused and sent one slow smile over her shoulder. "I'll tell you
what it would have been like, Nightshade. It would have been like nothing you've ever experienced. And
when I'm ready—if I'm ever ready—I'll prove it."

 Stunned by the punch of that single cool smile, he watched her saunter off. Letting out a long breath, he
pressed a hand to the knot in his gut. Sweet God, he thought, this was the woman for him. The only
woman for him. And damned ifhe wasn't ready to prove it.

 With four hours' sleep, two cups of black coffee and a cherry Danish under her belt, Althea was ready
to roll. By 9:00 a.m., she was at her desk, putting through a call to the telephone company with an official
request for a check on the number she'd gotten from Leo.

 By 9:15, she had a name and address, and the information that the customer had cancelled the service
only forty-eight hours before.

 Though she didn't expect to find anything, she was putting in a request for a search warrant when Colt
walked in.

 "You don't let moss grow under your feet, do you?"

 Althea hung up the phone. "I don't let anything grow under my feet. I've got a line on the number from
Leo. The customer canceled the service. I imagine we'll find the place cleaned out, but I can pick up a
search warrant within the hour."

 "That's what I love about you, Lieutenant—no wasted moves." He eased a hip down on her desk—and
was delighted to discover she smelled as good as she looked. "How'd you sleep?"

 She slanted a look up at him. Direct challenge. "Like a rock. You?"

 "Never better. I woke up this morning with a. whole new perspective. Can you be ready to roll by
noon?"

 "Roll where?"

 "This idea I had. I ran it by Boyd, and he—" He scowled down at her shrilling phone. "How many times
a day does that ring?''

 "Often enough." She plucked up the receiver. "Grayson. Yes, this is Lieutenant Althea Grayson." Her
head snapped up. "Jade." With a nod for Colt, Althea covered the receiver. "Line two," she whispered.
"And keep your mouth shut." She continued to listen as Colt shot from the room to pick up an extension.
"Yes, we have been looking for you. I appreciate you calling in. Can you tell me where you are?"
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 "I'd rather not." Jade's voice was thin, jumping with nerves. "I only called because I don't want any
trouble. I'm getting a job and everything. A straight job. If there's trouble with the cops, I'll lose it."

 "You're not in any trouble. I contacted your mother because you can be of some help on a case I'm
investigating." Althea swiveled her chair to the right so that she could see Colt through the doorway.
"Jade, you remember Liz, don't you? The girl whose parents you wrote?"

 "I… I guess. Maybe."

 "It took a lot of courage to write that letter, and to get out of the situation you'd found yourself in. Liz's
parents are very grateful to you."

 "She was a nice kid. Didn't really know the score, you know? She wanted out." Jade paused, and
Althea heard the sound of a scraping match, a deep intake of breath. "Listen, there was nothing I could
do for her. We only had a couple of minutes alone once or twice. She slipped me the address, asked me
if I'd write her folks. Like I said, she was a nice kid in a bad spot."

 "Then help me find her. Tell me where they've got her."

 "I don't know. Man, I really don't. They took a couple of us up in the mountains a few times. Really out
there, you know. Wilderness stuff. They had this really classy cabin, though. First-rate, with a Jacuzzi,
and a big stone fireplace, and this big-screen TV."

 "Which way did you go out of Denver? Can you remember that?'' "Well, yeah, sort of. It was like Route
36, toward Boulder, but we just kept going on it forever. Then we took this other little road for a while.
Not a highway. One of those two-lane winding jobs."

 "Do you remember going by any towns? Anything that sticks out in your mind?"

 "Boulder. After that there wasn't much."

 "Did you go up in the morning, afternoon, night?"

 "The first time it was in the morning. We got a really early start."

 "After Boulder, was the sun in front of you, or behind?'' "Oh, I get it. Ah… I guess it was kind of behind
us." Althea continued to press for details, about the location, the routine, descriptions of the people Jade
had seen. As a witness, Jade proved vague but cooperative. Still, Althea had no problem recognizing
Scott and Kline from Jade's descriptions. There was again a mention of a man who stayed in the
background, keeping to the shadows, watching.

 "He was creepy, you know?" Jade continued. "Like a spider, just hanging there. The job paid good, so I
went back a couple of times. Three hundred for one day, and a fifty-dollar bonus if they needed you for
two. I… You know you just can't make that kind of money on the street."

 "I know. But you stopped going."

 "Yeah, because sometimes they got really rough. I had bruises all over me, and one of the guys even split
my lip while we were doing this scene. I got scared, because it didn't seem like they were acting. It
seemed like they wanted to hurt you. I told Wild Bill, and he said how I shouldn't go back. And that he
wasn't going to send any more girls. He said he was going to do some checking into it, and if it was bad,
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he was going to talk to his cop. I knew that was you, so that's why I called back when I got the message.
Bill thinks you're okay."

 Wearily Althea rubbed a hand over her brow. She didn't tell Jade that she should be using the past tense
as far as Wild Bill was concerned. She didn't have the heart. "Jade, you said something in your letter
about thinking they'd killed one of the girls."

 "I guess I did." Her voice quavered, weakened. "Listen, I'm not going to testify or anything. I'm not going
back there."

 "I can't promise anything, only that I'll try to keep you out of it. Tell me why you think they killed one of
the girls."

 "I told you how they could get rough. And it wasn't no playacting, either. The last time I was up, they
really hurt me. That's when I decided I wasn't going back. But Lacy, that's a girl I hung with some, she
said how she could handle it, and how the money was too good to pass up. She went up again, but she
never came back. I never saw her again."

 She paused, another match scraped. "It's not like I can prove anything. It's just… She left all her stuff in
her room, 'cause I checked. Lacy was real fond of her things. She had this collection of glass animals.
Real pretty, crystal, like. She wouldn't have left them behind. She'd have come back for them, if she
could. So I thought she was dead, or they were keeping her up there, like with Liz. And I figured I better
split before they tried something with me."

 "Can you give me Lacy's full name, Jade? Any other information about her?"

 "She was just Lacy. That's all I knew. But she was okay."

 "All right. You've been a lot of help. Why don't you give me a number where I can contact you?"

 "I don't want to. Look, I've told you all I know. I want out of it. I told you, I'm starting over out here."

 Althea didn't press. It was a simple matter to get the number from the phone company. "If you think of
anything else, no matter how insignificant it seems, will you call me back?"

 "I guess. Look, I really hope you get the kid out of there, and give those creeps what they deserve."

 "We will. Thanks."

 "Okay. Say hi to Wild Bill."

 Before Althea could think of a reply, Jade broke the connection. When she looked up, Colt was
standing in her doorway. His eyes held that blank, dangerous look again.

 "You can get her back here. Material witness."

 "Yeah, I could." Althea dialed the phone again. She'd get the number now. Keep it for backup. "But I
won't." She held up a hand for silence before Colt could speak, and made the official request to the
operator.

 "A 212 area code," Colt noted as Althea scribbled on her pad. "You can get the NYPD to pick her up."
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 "No," she said simply, then slipped the pad into her purse and rose. ,

 "Why the hell not?" Colt grabbed her arm as she reached for her coat. "If you can get that much out of
her on the phone, you'd get that much more face-to-face."

 "It's because I got that much out of her." Resentful of his interference, she jerked away. "She gave me
everything she had, just for the asking. No threats, no promises, no maneuvering. I asked, she answered.
I don't betray trusts, Nightshade. If I need her to drop the hammer on these bastards, then I'll use her.
But not until then, and not if there's another way. And not," she added deliberately, "without her consent.
Is that clear?"

 "Yeah." He scrubbed his hands over his face. "Yeah, it's clear. And you're right. So, you want to pick up
that warrant, check that other address?"

 "Yes. Do you intend to tag along?''

 "You bet. We should have just enough time to finish that before we take off."

 She stopped in the doorway. "Take off?"

 "That's right, Lieutenant. You and I are taking a little trip. I'll tell you all about it on the way."

 Chapter 8
 Contents-Prev |Next

 "I think we've all lost our minds." Althea gripped her seat as the nose of the Cessna rose into the soft
autumn sky.

 Comfortable at the controls, Colt spared her a glance. "Come on, tough stuff, don't you like planes?"

 "Sure I like planes." A tricky patch of cross-currents sent the Cessna rocking. "But I like them with flight
attendants."

 "There's stuff in the galley. Once we level off, you can serve yourself."

 That wasn't precisely what she'd meant, but Althea said nothing, just watched the land tilt away. She
enjoyed flying, really. It was just that she had a routine. She would strap in, adjust her headset to the
music of her choice, open a book and zone out for the length of the flight.

 She didn't like to think of all the gauges over which she had no control.

 "I still think this is a waste of time."

 "Boyd didn't argue," Colt pointed out. "Look, Thea, we know the general location of the cabin. I studied
that damn tape until my eyes bugged out. I'll recognize it when I see it, and plenty of the surrounding
landmarks. This is worth a shot."
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 "Maybe" was all she'd give him.

 "Think about it." Colt banked the plane and set his course. "They know the heat's on. That's why they
pulled out of the penthouse.

 They're going to be wondering where that tape ended up, and if they try to contact Leo, they won't find
him, since you've got him stashed in a safe house."

 "So they'll stay out of Denver," she agreed. The engines were an irritating roar in her ears. "They might
even pull up stakes and move on."

 "That's just what I'm afraid of." Colt's mouth thinned as they left Denver behind. "What happens to Liz if
they do? None of the options have a happy ending."

 "No." That, and Boyd's approval, had convinced her to go with Colt. "No, they don't."

 "I have to think they'd stick to the cabin for the time being. Even if they figure we know it exists, they
wouldn't think we'd know its location. They don't know about Jade."

 "I'll give you that, Nightshade. But it seems to me that you're relying on blind luck to guide you there."

 "I've been lucky before. Better?" he asked when the plane leveled. "It's pretty up here, don't you think?"

 There was snow on the peaks to the north, and there were broad, flat valleys between the ridges. They
were cruising low enough that she could make out cars along the highway, communities that were little
huddles of houses, and the deep, thick green of the forest to the west.

 "It has its points." A thought erupted in her mind, making her swivel her head in his direction. "Do you
have a pilot's license, Nightshade?"

 He glanced over, stared, then nearly collapsed with laughter. "Lord, I'm crazy about you, Lieutenant. Do
you want one of those big blowout weddings or the small, intimate kind?"

 "You're crazy, period," she muttered, and shifted deliberately to stare out through the windscreen. She'd
check on his license when they got back to Denver. "And you said you weren't going to bring up that
kind of thing."

 "I lied." He said it cheerfully. Despite the worry that never quite dissipated, he didn't think he'd ever felt
better in his life. "I've got a problem with that. A woman like you could probably cure me of it."

 "Try a psychiatrist."

 "Thea, we're going to make a hell of a pair. Wait until my family gets a load of you."

 "I'm not meeting your family." She attributed the sudden hollowness in her stomach to another spot of
turbulence.

 "Well, you're probably right about that—at least until we're ready to walk down the aisle. My mother
tends to manage everything, but you can handle her. My father likes spit and polish, which means the two
of you would get along like bacon and eggs. A regulation type, that's the admiral."
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 "Admiral?" she repeated, despite her vow to remain stubbornly silent.

 "Navy man. Broke his heart when I joined the air force." Colt shrugged. "That's probably why I did it.
Then I have this aunt… Well, better you should meet them for yourself."

 "I'm not meeting your family," she said again, annoyed that the statement sounded more petulant than
firm. She unstrapped herself and marched back into the tiny galley, rooting about until she found a can of
nuts and a bottle of mineral water. Curiosity had her opening the small refrigerated compartment and
studying a tin of caviar and a bottle of Beaujolais. "Whose plane is this?"

 "Some friend of Boyd's. A weekend jockey who likes to take women up."

 Her answer to that was a grunt as she came back to take her seat. "Must be Frank the lecher. He's been
after me to fly the sexy skies for years." She chose a cashew.

 "Oh, yeah? Not your type?"

 "He's so obvious. But then, men tend to be."

 "I'll have to remind myself to be subtle. You going to share those?"

 She offered the can. "Is that Boulder?"

 "Yep. I'm going to track northwest from here, circle around some. Boyd tells me he has a cabin up
here."

 "Yes. Lots of people do. They like to escape from the city on weekends and tramp through the snow."

 "Not your speed?"

 "I don't see any purpose for snow unless you're skiing. And the main purpose of skiing, as far as I'm
concerned, is coming back to a lodge and having hot buttered rum in front of a fire."

 "Ah, you're the adventurous type."

 "I live for adventure. Actually, Boyd's place does have a nice view," she admitted. "And the kids get a
big kick out of it."

 "So you've been there."

 "A few times. I like it better in late spring, early summer, when there isn't much chance of the roads being
closed." She glanced down at the patchy snow in the foothills. "I hate the thought of being stuck."

 "It might have its advantages."

 "Not for me." She was silent for a time, watching hills and trees take over from city and suburbs. "It is
pretty," she conceded. "Especially from up here. Like a segment on public television."

 He grinned at that. "Nature at a distance? I thought city girls always yearned for a country retreat."

 "Not this city girl. I'd rather—" There was a violent bump that sent nuts flying and had Althea grabbing
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for a handhold. "What the hell was that?"

 Narrow-eyed, Colt studied his gauges while he fought to bring the nose of the plane back up. "I don't
know."

 "You don't know? What do you mean, you don't know? You're supposed to know!"

 "Shh!" He tilted his head to listen hard to the engines. "We're losing pressure," he said, with the icy calm
that had kept him alive in war-torn jungles, in deserts and in skies alive with flak.

 Once she understood that the trouble was serious, Althea responded in kind. "What do we do?"

 "I'm going to have to set her down."

 Althea looked down, studying the thick trees and rocky hills fatalistically. "Where?"

 "According to the map, there's a valley a few degrees east." Colt adjusted the course, fighting the wheel
as he jiggled switches. "Watch for it," he ordered, then flipped on his radio. "Boulder tower, this is Baker
Able John three."

 "There." Althea pointed to what looked to be a very narrow spit of flat land between jagged peaks. Colt
nodded, and continued to inform the tower of his situation.

 "Hang on," he told her. "It's going to be a little rough."

 She braced herself, refusing to look away as the land rushed up to meet them. "I heard you were good,
Nightshade."

 "You're about to find out." He cut speed, adjusting for the drag of currents as he finessed the plane
toward the narrow valley.

 Like threading a needle, Althea thought. Then she sucked in her breath at the first vicious thud of wheels
on land. They bounced, teetered, shook, then rolled to a gentle halt.

 "You okay?" Colt asked instantly.

 "Yeah." She let out a breath. Her stomach was inside out, but apart from that she thought she was all in
one piece. "Yeah, I'm fine. You?"

 "Dandy." He reached out, grabbed her face in both of his hands and dragged her, straining against her
seat belt, close enough to kiss. "By damn, Lieutenant," he said, and kissed her again, hard. "You never
flinched. Let's elope."

 "Can it." When a woman was used to level emotions, it was difficult to know what to do when she had
the urge to laugh and scream simultaneously. She shoved him away. "You want to let me out of this thing?
I could use some solid ground under my feet."

 "Sure." He released the door, even helped her alight. "I'm going to radio in our position," he told her.

 "Fine." Althea took a deep gulp of fresh, cold air and tried out her legs. Not too wobbly, she
discovered, pleased. All in all, she'd handled her first—and hopefully last—forced landing rather well.
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She had to give Colt credit, she mused as she looked around. He'd chosen his spot, and he'd made it
work.

 She didn't get down on her knees and kiss the ground, but she was grateful to feel it under her. As an
added bonus, the view was magnificent. They were cupped between mountain and forest, sheltered from
the wind, low enough to look up at the snow cascading down from the rocky peaks without being
inconvenienced by it.

 There was a good clean scent to the air, a clear blue sky overhead, and a bracing chill that stirred the
blood. With any luck, a rescue could be accomplished within the hour, so she could afford to enjoy the
scenery without being overwhelmed by the solitude.

 She was feeling in tune with the world when she heard Colt clamber out of the cockpit. She even smiled
at him,

 "So, when are they coming to get us?"

 "Who?"

 "Them. Rescue people. You know, those selfless heroes who get people out of tricky situations such as
this."

 "Oh, them. They're not." He dropped a tool chest on the ground, then went back inside for a short set of
wooden steps.

 "Excuse me?" Althea managed when she found her voice. She knew it was an illusion, but the mountains
suddenly seemed to loom larger. "Did you say no one's coming to get us? Isn't the radio working?''

 "Works fine." Colt climbed on the steps and uncovered the engine. He'd already stuck a rag in the back
pocket of his jeans. "I told them I'd see if I could do the repairs on-site and keep in contact."

 "You told them—" She moved fast, before either of them understood her intention. Her first swing
caught him in the kidneys and had him tumbling off the steps. "Youidiot! What do you mean, you'll do the
repairs?" She swung again, but he dodged, more baffled than annoyed. "This isn't a Ford broken down
on the highway, Nightshade. We haven't got a damn flat tire."

 "No," he said carefully, braced and ready for her next move. "I think it's the carburetor."

 "You think it's—" Her breath whistled out through her teeth, and her eyes narrowed. "That's it. I'm going
to kill you with my bare hands."

 She launched herself at him. Colt made a split-second decision, pivoted, and let her momentum carry
them both to the ground. It only took him another second to realize the lady was no slouch at
hand-to-hand. He took one on the chin that snapped his teeth together. It looked like it was time to get
serious.

 He scissored his legs around her and managed, after a short, grunting tussle, to roll her onto her back.
"Hold on, will you? Somebody's going to get hurt!"

 "You're damn right."
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 Since reason wouldn't work, he used his weight, levering himself over her as he cuffed her wrists with his
hands. She bucked twice, then went still. They both knew she was only biding her time until she found an
opening.

 "Listen." He gave himself another moment to catch his breath, then spoke directly into her ear. "It was
the most logical alternative."

 "That's bull."

 "Let me explain. If you still disagree afterward, we'll go for two falls out of three. Okay?" When she
didn't respond, Colt set his teeth. "I want your word you won't take another punch at me until I finish."

 It was a pity he couldn't see her expression at that moment. "Fine," Althea said tightly. Cautious, Colt
eased back until he could watch her face. He was halfway into a sitting position when she brought her
knee solidly into his crotch.

 He didn't have the breath to curse her as he rolled into a ball.

 "That wasn't a punch," she pointed out. She took the time to smooth back her hair, brush down her
parka, before she rose. "Okay, Nightshade, let's hear it."

 He only lifted a hand, made a couple of woofing noises, and waited for the stars to fade from behind his
eyes. "You may have endangered our bloodline, Thea." He got creakily to his knees, breathing shallowly.
"You fight dirty."

 "It's the only way to fight. Spill it."

 As his strength returned, he shot her a killing look. "I owe you. I owe you big. We're not injured," he
ground out. "At least I wasn't until you started on me. The plane's undamaged. If you'll take a look
around, you'll see that there isn't room to land another plane safely. They could send a copter, lift us out,
but for what? Odds are, if I make a few minor adjustments I can fly us out."

 Maybe it made sense, Althea thought. Maybe. But it didn't alter one simple fact. "You should have
consulted me. I'm here, too, Nightshade. You had no right to make that decision on your own."

 "My mistake." He turned to walk—limp—back to the steps. "I figured you were the logical type and,
being a public servant, wouldn't want to see other public servants pulled out for an unnecessary rescue.
And, damn it, Liz might be over that ridge." With a violent clatter, he pulled a wrench from the toolbox.
"I'm not going back without her."

 Oh, he would have to push that button, Althea thought as she turned away to stare into the deep green
of the neighboring forest. He would have to let her hear that terrible worry in his voice, see the fire of it in
his eyes.

 He would have to be perfectly and completely right.

 Pride was the hardest of all pills to swallow. Making the effort, she turned back and walked to stand
beside the steps. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have lost my temper."

 His response was a grunt.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Does it still hurt?"

 He looked back down at her then, with a gleam in his eyes that would have made lesser women grovel.
"Only when I breathe."

 She smiled and patted his leg. "Try to think about something else. Do you want me to hand you tools or
something?"

 His eyes only narrowed farther, until they were thin blue slits. "Do you know the difference between a
ratchet and a torque wrench?''

 "No." She tossed her hair back. "Why should I? I have a perfectly competent mechanic to look after my
car."

 "And if you break down on the highway?"

 She sent him a pitying look. "What do you think?"

 He ground his teeth and went back to the carburetor. "If I made a comment like that, you'd call it sexist."

 She grinned behind his back, but when she spoke, her voice was sober. "Why is calling a tow truck
sexist? I think there's some instant coffee in the galley," she continued. "I'll make some."

 "It isn't smart to use the battery," he muttered. "We'll make do with soft drinks."

 "No problem."

 When she returned twenty minutes later, Colt was cursing the engine. "This friend of Boyd's should be
shot for taking such haphazard care of his equipment."

 "Are you going to fix it or not?"

 "Yeah, I'm going to fix it." He found several interesting names to call a bolt he was fighting to loosen. "It's
just going to take a little longer than I expected." Prepared for some pithy comment, he glanced down.
She merely stood there patiently, the breeze ruffling her hair. "What's that?" he asked, nodding down at
her hands.

 "I think it's called a sandwich." She held up the bread and cheese for his inspection. "Not much of one,
but I thought you might be hungry."

 "Yeah, I am." The gesture mollified him somewhat. He lifted his hands and showed her palms and fingers
streaked with grease. "I'm a little handicapped."

 "Okay. Bend over." When he obeyed, she brought the bread to his mouth. They watched each other
over it as he took a bite.

 "Thanks."

 "You're welcome. I found a beer." She pulled the bottle out of her pocket and tipped it back. "We'll
share." Then she held it to his lips.
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 "Now I know I love you."

 "Just eat." She fed him more of the sandwich. "Do you have any idea how much longer it's going to take
you to get us airborne?"

 "Yeah." And because he did, he made sure he got his full share of the beer and the sandwich before he
told her. "It'll be an hour, maybe two."

 She blinked. "Two hours? We'll have run out of daylight by then. You don't plan to fly this out of here in
the dark?"

 "No, I don't." Though he remained braced for a sneak attack, he went back to the engine. "It'll be safer
to wait until morning."

 "Until morning," she repeated, staring at his back. "And just what are we supposed to do until morning?"

 "Pitch a tent, for starters. There's one in the cabin, in the overhead. I guess old Frank likes to take his
ladies camping."

 "That's great. Just great. You're telling me we have to sleep out here?"

 "We could sleep in the plane," he pointed out. "But it wouldn't be as comfortable, or as warm, as
stretching out in a tent beside a fire." He began to whistle as he worked. He'd said he owed her one. He
hadn't realized he'd be able to pay her back so soon, or so well. "I don't suppose you know how to start
a campfire."

 "No, I don't know how to start a damn campfire."

 "Weren't you ever a Girl Scout?"

 She made a sound like steam escaping a funnel. "No. Were you?"

 "Can't say I was—but I was friendly with a few of them. Well, you go on and gather up some twigs,
darling. I'll talk you through your first merit badge."

 "I am not going to gather twigs."

 "Okay, but it's going to get cold once that sun goes down. A fire keeps the chill—and other
things—away."

 "I'm not—" She broke off, looked uneasily around. "What other things?"

 "Oh, you know. Deer, elk… wildcats…"

 "Wildcats." Her hand went automatically to her shoulder rig. "There aren't any wildcats around here."

 He lifted his head and glanced around as if considering. "Well, it might be too early in the year yet. But
they do start coming down from the higher elevations near winter. Of course, if you want to wait until I've
finished here, I'll get a fire going. May be dark by then, though."

 He was doing it on purpose. She was sure of it. But then again… She cast another look around, toward
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the forest, where the shadows were lengthening. "I'll get the damn wood," she muttered, and stomped off
toward the trees. After she checked her weapon.

 He watched her, smiling. "We're going to do just fine together," he said to himself. "Just fine."

 Following Colt's instructions, Althea managed to start a respectable fire within a circle of stones. She
didn't like it, but she did it. Then, because he claimed to be deeply involved in the final repairs to the
plane, she was forced to rig the tent.

 It was a lightweight bubble that Colt declared would nearly erect itself. After twenty minutes of struggle
and swearing, she had it up. A narrow-eyed study showed her that it would shelter the two of them—as
long as they slept hip to hip.

 She was still staring at it, ignoring the chill of the dusk, when she heard the engine spring to life.

 "Good as new," Colt shouted, then shut off the engines. "I have to clean up," he told her. He leapt out of
the cabin, holding a jug of water. He used it sparingly, along with a can of degreaser from the toolbox.
"Nice job," he said, nodding toward the tent.

 "Thanks a bunch."

 "There are blankets in the plane. We'll do well enough." Still crouched, he drew in a deep breath, tasting
smoke and pine and good, crisp air. "Nothing quite like camping out in the hills."

 She shoved her hands into her pockets. "I'll have to take your word for it."

 He finished scrubbing his hands with a rag before he rose. "Don't tell me you've never done any
camping."

 "All right, I won't tell you."

 "What do you do for a vacation?"

 She arched a brow. "I go to a hotel," she said precisely. "Where they have room service, hot and cold
running water and cable TV."

 "You don't know what you're missing."

 "I suppose I'm about to find out." She shivered once, sighed. "I could use a drink."

 In addition to the Beaujolais, they feasted on rich, sharp cheese, caviar and thin crackers spread with a
delicate pate.

 All in all, Althea decided, it could have been worse.

 "Not like any camp meal I ever had," Colt commented as he scooped more caviar onto a cracker. "I
thought I'd have to go kill us a rabbit."

 "Please, not while I'm eating." Althea sipped more wine and found herself oddly relaxed. The fire did
indeed keep the chill away. And it was soothing to watch it flicker and hiss. Overhead, countless stars
wheeled and winked, stabbing the cloudless black sky. A quarter-moon silvered the trees and lent a glow
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to the snow capping the peaks that circled them.

 She'd stopped jerking every time an owl hooted.

 "Pretty country." Colt lit an after-dinner cigar. "I never spent much time here before."

 Neither had she, Althea realized, though she'd lived in Denver for a dozen years. "I like the city," she
said, more to herself than Colt. She picked up a stick to stir the fire, not because it needed it, but
because it was fun to watch the sparks fly.

 "Why?"

 "I guess because it's crowded. Because you can find anything you want. And because I feel useful
there."

 "And that's important to you, feeling useful."

 "Yeah, it's important."

 He watched the way the flames cast shadow and light over her face, highlighting her eyes, sharpening her
cheekbones, softening her skin. "It was rough on you, growing up."

 "It's over." When he took her hand, she neither resisted nor responded. "I don't talk about it," she said
flatly. "Ever."

 "All right." He could wait. "We'll talk about something else." He brought her hand to his lips, and felt a
response, just a slight flexing, then relaxing, of her fingers. "I guess you never told stories around the
campfire."

 She smiled. "I guess not."

 "I could probably think of one—just to pass the time. Lie or truth?"

 She started to laugh, but then she shot to her feet, whipping out her weapon. Colt's reaction was
lightning-fast. In an instant he was beside her, shoving her back, his own gun slapped from his boot into
his palm.

 "What?" he demanded, his eyes narrowed and searching every shadow.

 "Did you hear that? There's something out there."

 He cocked an ear, while she instinctively shifted to guard his back. After a moment of throbbing silence,
he heard a faint rustling, then the far-off cry of a coyote. The plaintive call had Althea's blood drumming.

 Colt swore, but at least he didn't laugh. "Animals," he told her, bending to replace his gun.

 "What kind?" Her eyes were still scanning the perimeter, wary, watchful.

 "Small ones," he assured her. "Badgers, rabbits." He laid a hand over the ones that gripped her weapon.
"Nothing you have to put a hole in, Deadeye."
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 She wasn't convinced. The coyote called again, and an owl hooted in counterpoint. "What about those
wildcats?"

 He started to respond, thought better of it, and tucked his tongue in his cheek. "Well, now, darling, they
aren't likely to come too close to the fire."

 Frowning, she replaced her weapon. "Maybe we should have a bigger fire."

 "It's big enough." He turned her toward him, running his hands up and down her arms. "I don't think I've
ever seen you so spooked."

 "I don't like being this exposed. There's too much here, out here." And the sterling truth was that she
would rather face a hopped-up junkie in a dark alley than one small, furry creature with fangs. "Don't grin
at me, damn it!"

 "Was I grinning?" He ran his tongue around his teeth and struggled to look sober. "It looks like you're
going to have to trust me to get you through this."

 "Oh, am I?"

 He tightened his grip when she started to back away. The look in his eyes changed so quickly, from
amusement to desire, that it took her breath away. "There's just you and me, Althea."

 She let the clogged air slowly out of her lungs. "It looks like."

 "I don't figure I have to tell you again how I feel about you. Or how much I want you."

 "No." Tension flooded into her when he brushed his lips over her temple. And heat, a frightening spear
of it, stabbed up her spine.

 "I can make you forget where you are." He trailed his lips down to her jawline and nibbled up the other
side. "If you'll let me."

 "You'd have to be damn good for that."

 He laughed, because there had been a challenge in the statement, even though her breath had caught on
the words. "It's a long time until morning. I'm betting I can convince you before sunrise."

 Why was she resisting something she wanted so terribly? Hadn't she told herself long ago never again to
let fear cloud her desires? And hadn't she learned to sate those desires without penalty?

 She could do so now, with him, and erase this grinding ache.

 "All right, Nightshade." Fearlessly she linked her arms around his neck, met his eyes straight on. "I'll take
that bet."

 His hand fisted in her hair, dragged her head back. For one long, humming moment, they stared at each
other. Then he plundered.

 Her mouth was hot and honeyed under his, as demanding as hunger, as wild as the night. He plunged
into the kiss, using tongue and teeth, knowing he could gorge himself on her and never be filled. So he
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took more, relentlessly savaging her mouth while she met demand with demand and power with power.

 It was like the first time, she realized giddily. The first time he'd dragged her to him and made her taste
what he had to offer. Like some fatal drug, the taste had her pulses pounding, her blood swimming fast
and her mind spinning away from reason.

 She wondered how she had expected to come away whole. And then she forgot to care.

 She no longer wanted to be safe, to be in control. Now, here, with him, she wanted only to feel, to
experience everything that had once seemed impossible, or at least unwise. And if she sacrificed survival,
so be it.

 Driven by greed, she tore at his coat, desperate to feel the hard, solid body beneath. He didn't have to
be stronger than she, but if he was, she would accept the vulnerability that came with being a woman.
And the power that raced alongside it.

 She was like a volcano ready to erupt, and she wanted nothing more than to be joined with him when
the tremors came.

 She was stripping him of his sanity, layer by layer. Those wild lips, those frantic hands. On an oath that
was almost a prayer, he half carried, half dragged her toward the tent, feeling like some primeval hunter
flinging his chosen mate into his cave.

 They tumbled into the small shelter together, a tangle of limbs, a tangle of needs. He yanked her coat
down her shoulders, fighting for breath as he raced greedy kisses down her throat.

 He felt the vibration of her groan against his lips as he fought her shoulder rig, tearing aside that symbol
of control and violence, knowing he was losing control, overwhelmed by a violence of feelings that he
couldn't suppress.

 He wanted her naked and straining. And screaming.

 Her breath caught in gasps as she tugged, pulled, ripped, at his clothes. The firelight glowed orange
through the thin material of the tent, and she could see his eyes, the dark, dangerous purpose in them.
She reveled in it, in the panicked excitement that racked her body where he groped and possessed. He
would ravage her tonight, she knew. And be ravaged in turn.

 Levering himself back, he dragged her sweater up and over her head and tossed it aside. She wore lace
beneath, a snow-white fancy that in a saner place, in a saner time, would have aroused him by its blatant
femininity. He might have toyed with the straps, skimmed his fingers over her subtle peaks. Now he only
ripped it apart in one jerky move to free her breasts for his greedy mouth.

 The flavor of that warm, scented flesh hit his system like a blow. And her response, the lovely arching of
her body against his, the long, throaty moan, the quick, helpless quiver, drove him toward a summit of
pleasure he had never dreamed of.

 He feasted.

 A whimper caught in her throat. She dug her nails into the naked flesh of his shoulders, needing to drive
him on, terrified of where he was taking her. She clutched at him for balance, moved under him in sinuous
invitation, arching once more as he peeled her slacks away, skimming those impossibly clever fingers
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down her thighs.

 The triangle of lace that shielded her tore jaggedly. Once again his mouth feasted:

 Her cry of stunned release rippled through his blood. She shot up like a rocket, exploding, imploding,
feeling herself scatter and burn. But where the release should have peaked and leveled, he gave her no
respite. She clutched at the blanket while he battered her system with sensations that had no name, no
form.

 When he rose over her, every muscle trembling, he found her eyes open and on his. He watched her
face, filled himself with it even as he buried himself inside her in one desperate stroke. Her eyes glazed,
closed. His own vision grayed before he buried his face in her hair.

 His body took over, matching the fast, furious rhythm of her hips. They rode each other like fury, greedy
children gorging themselves on forbidden fruit. Her final cry of dark pleasure echoed through the air
seconds before his own.

 Strength sapped, he collapsed onto her, gulping in air as he felt her tremble beneath him from the
aftershocks.

 "Who won?" he managed after a moment.

 She hadn't thought it possible to laugh at such a time, but a chuckle rumbled into her throat. "Let's call it
a draw."

 "Good enough for me." He thought about lifting himself off her, but was afraid he might shatter if he tried
to move. "Plenty good enough. I'm going to kiss you in a minute," he murmured, "but first I have to drum
up the strength."

 "I can wait." Althea let her eyes close again, and savored the closeness. His body continued to radiate
heat, and his heart was far from steady. She stroked her hand down his back for the simple pleasure of
the contact, frowning a bit when her fingers ran over a raised scar. "What's this?"

 "Hmm?" He stirred himself, surprised that he'd nearly fallen asleep on top of her. "Desert Storm."

 She hadn't realized he'd been there. It occurred to her that there was quite a bit about him that lay in
shadows. "I thought you'd retired before that went down."

 "I had. I agreed to do a little job—sort of a side job."

 "A favor."

 "You could call it that. Caught a little flak—nothing to worry about." He tilted his head, nuzzling. "You
have the most gorgeous shoulders. Have I mentioned that?"

 "No. Do you still do favors for the government?"

 "Only if they ask nicely." He grunted and rolled so that he could shift her on top of him. "Better?"

 "Mmm…" She rested her cheek on his chest. "But I think we might freeze to death."
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 "Not if we keep active." He grinned when she lifted her head to look down at him. "Survival methods,
Lieutenant."

 "Of course." Her lips curved into a smile. "I have to say, Nightshade, I like your methods."

 "That so?" Gently he combed his fingers through her hair, tested its weight with his hand.

 "That's very so. How soon do we have to add wood to that fire?"

 "Oh, we've got a little while yet."

 "Then we shouldn't waste time, should we?" Still smiling, she lowered her mouth to his.

 "Nope." He felt himself hardening again inside her, and prepared to let her take the lead. As his lips
curved against hers, he was struck by a stab of love so sharp it stole his breath. He clutched her close,
held on. "I know it's a tired line, Thea, but it's never been like this for me before. Not with anyone."

 That frightened her, and what frightened her more than the words was the flush of warmth they brought
to her. "You talk too much."

 "Thea…"

 But she shook her head and rose up, taking him deep inside her, tantalizing his body so that the need for
words slipped away.

 Chapter 9
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Colt awakened quickly. An old habit. He registered his surroundings—the pale light of dawn creeping
into the tent, the rough blanket and hard ground beneath his back, and the soft, slender woman curled on
top of him. It made him smile, remembering the way she'd rolled over him during the night, seeking a
place more comfortable than the unyielding floor of the valley.

 At the time, they'd both been too exhausted to do more than cuddle up and sleep. Now the sun had
brought a reminder of the outside world, and their duties in it. Still, he took a moment to enjoy the lazy
intimacy, and to imagine other times, other places, where it would once again be only the two of them.

 Gently he tugged the blanket over her bare shoulder and let his fingers trail down over her hair where it
lay pooled across her cheek and throat.

 She shifted, her eyes opening and locking on his.

 "Good reflexes, Lieutenant."

 She ran her tongue over her teeth, letting her mind and body adjust to the situation. "I guess it's morning."

 "Right the first time. Sleep okay?"
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 "I've slept better." Every muscle in her body ached, but she figured a couple of aspirin and some
exercise would handle that. "You?"

 "Like a baby," he said. "Some of us are used to roughing it."

 She only lifted a brow, then rolled off him. "Some of us want coffee." The moment she left his warmth,
the chill stung her skin. Shivering, she groped for her sweater.

 "Hey." Before she could bundle up in the sweater, he grabbed her around the waist and hauled her to
him. "You forgot something." His hand slid up her back to cup her head as his mouth met hers.

 Her body went fluid, sweetly so, and her lips parted in invitation. She could feel herself melting into him,
and wondered at it. All through the night they had come together, again and again, each time like
lightning, with flashes of greed. But this was softer, steadier, stronger, like a candle that remained alight
long after a raging fire had burned itself out.

 "You sure are nice to wake up to, Althea."

 She wanted to burrow into him, to grab hold and hang on as though her life depended on it. Instead, she
flicked a finger down the stubble on his chin. "You're not so bad, Nightshade."

 She moved away quickly, a little too quickly, to give herself the time and space to settle. Because he
was beginning to read her very well, he smiled.

 "You know, once we're married, we should get ourselves one of those king-size beds, so we'll have
plenty of room to roll around and get tangled up."

 She tugged the sweater on. When her head emerged, her eyes were cool. "Who's making the coffee?"

 He nodded thoughtfully. "That is something we'll have to decide. Keeping those little routines straight
helps a marriage run smooth."

 She bit back a laugh and reached for her slacks. "You owe me some underwear."

 He watched her pull the slacks up her long, smooth legs. "Buying it for you is going to be pure pleasure."
He shrugged into his shirt while Althea hunted for her socks. Knowing the value of timing, he waited until
she'd found them both. "Darling, I've been thinking…"

 She answered with a grunt as she tugged on her shoes.

 "How do you feel about getting hitched on New Year's Eve? Kind of romantic, starting out the next year
as husband and wife."

 This time she hissed out her breath. "I'll make the damn coffee," she muttered, and crawled out of the
tent.

 Colt gave her retreating bottom a friendly pat and chuckled to himself. She was coming around, he
decided. She just didn't know it yet.

 By the time Althea got the fire started again, she'd had more than enough of the great outdoors. Maybe it
was beautiful, she thought as she rummaged through the small supply of pots they'd found on the plane.
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Maybe it was even magnificent, with its rugged, snow-capped peaks and densely forested slopes. But it
was also cold, and hard and deserted.

 They had a handful of nuts between them, and not a restaurant in sight.

 Too impatient to wait until it boiled, she heated water until it was hot to the touch, then dumped in a
generous amount of instant coffee. The scent was enough to make her drool.

 "Now that's a pretty sight." Colt stood just outside the tent, watching her. "A beautiful woman bending
over a campfire. And you do have a nice way of bending, Thea."

 "Stuff it, Nightshade."

 He strolled to her grinning. "Cranky before your coffee, darling?"

 She knocked aside the hand he'd lifted to toy with her hair. He was charming her again, and it was just
going to have to stop. "Here's breakfast." She shoved the can of nuts at him. "You can pour your own
coffee."

 Obligingly he crouched down and poured the mixture into two tin mugs. "Nice day," he said
conversationally. "Low wind, good visibility."

 "Yeah, great." She accepted the mug he offered. "God, I'd kill for a toothbrush."

 "Can't help you there." He sampled the coffee, grimaced. It was mud, he decided, but at least it packed
a punch. "Don't you worry, we'll be back in civilization before much longer. You can brush your teeth,
have yourself a nice hot bubble bath, go to the hairdresser."

 She started to smile—it was the bubble bath that did it—but then she whipped her head up and
scowled. "Leave my hair out of this." Setting the mug down, she knelt and began to rummage through her
purse. Once she found her brush, she sat cross-legged on the ground, her back to Colt, and began to
drag it through her tangled hair.

 "Here now." He sat behind her, snuggling her back into the vee of his legs. "Let me do that."

 "I can do it myself."

 "Yeah, but you're about to brush yourself bald." After a short tussle, he snatched the brush away. "You
should take more care with this," he murmured, gently working out the tangles. "It's the most beautiful
head of hair I've ever seen. Up close like this, I can see a hundred different shades of red and gold and
russet."

 "It's just hair." But if Althea had a point of vanity, Colt was stroking it now. And it felt wonderful. She
couldn't resist a sigh as he brushed and lifted, caressed and smoothed. They might be in the middle of
nowhere, but for that moment Althea felt as though she were in the lap of luxury.

 "Look," Colt whispered against her ear. "At three o'clock."

 Responding instinctively to the direction, Althea turned her head. There, just at the, verge of the forest,
stood a deer. No, not a deer, she realized. Surely no deer could be so huge. His shoulders were nearly
as high as a man, and massive. His head was lifted, scenting the air, with his high crown of antlers
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spearing upward.

 "It's, ah…"

 "Wapiti," Colt murmured, wrapping his arms companionably around her waist. "American elk. That's
one beautiful bull."

 "Big. Big is what he is."

 "Close to seven hundred pounds, by the look of him. There, he's caught our scent."

 Althea felt her heart jolt when the elk turned his great head and looked at her. He seemed both arrogant
and wise as he studied the humans who were trespassing on his territory.

 And suddenly there was an aching in her throat, a response to beauty, a trembling deep inside, a kind of
wonder. For a moment the three of them remained poised, measuring each other. A lark called, a
searingly beautiful cascade of notes.

 The elk turned, vanished into the shadowed trees.

 "I guess he didn't want coffee and cashews," Althea said quietly. She couldn't say why she was moved.
She only knew that she was, deeply. Relaxed against Colt, cradled in his arms, she was completely and
inexplicably content.

 "Can't say I blame him." Colt rubbed his cheek against her hair. "It's a hell of a way to start the day."

 "Yeah." She turned, impulsively winding an arm around his neck, pressing her lips to his. "This is better."

 "Much better," he agreed, sinking in when she deepened the kiss. He nuzzled, and was amused when
she laughed and shoved his unshaven face away from the tender curve of her throat. "Once we're back in
Denver, I want you to remind me where we left off."

 "I might do that." With some regret, she drew away. "We'd better—what do you call it? Break camp?
And, by the way," she added, shrugging into her shoulder rig, "you owe me more than new lingerie—you
owe me breakfast."

 "Put it on my tab."

 Twenty minutes later, they were strapped into the cockpit. Colt checked his gauges while Althea applied
blusher to her cheekbones.

 "We ain't going to a party," he commented.

 "I may not be able to brush my teeth," she said, and crunched down on a mint she'd found in her purse.
"I may not be able to take a shower. But, by damn, I haven't lost all sense of propriety."

 "I like your cheeks pale." He started the engines. "Kind of fragile."

 After one narrow-eyed stare, she deliberately added more blusher. "Just fly, Nightshade."

 "Yes, sir, Lieutenant."
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 He didn't see the point in telling her it would be a tricky takeoff. While she was occupied braiding her
hair, he maneuvered the plane into the best position for taxüng. After touching a finger to the medal that
rested under his shirt, he let her rip.

 They jolted, bounced, shuddered and finally lifted, degree by degree. Colt fought the crosscurrents,
dipping one wing, leveling off, nosing upward. Finally they cleared the ridge and shot over the tops of the
trees.

 "Not too shabby, Nightshade." Althea flipped her braid behind her back. When he glanced over, he saw
the awareness in her eyes.

 The hands that were currently uncapping a tube of mascara were rock-steady, but she knew. He should
have realized she would know.

 "Boyd was right, Thea. You're a hell of a partner."

 "Just try to hold this thing steady for a few minutes, will you?" Smiling to herself, she angled her purse
mirror and began to do her lashes. "So, what's the plan?"

 "Same as before. We circle this area. Look for cabins. The one we want has a sloped drive."

 "That certainly narrows things down."

 "Shut up. It's also a two-story with a covered wraparound deck and a trio of windows on the front,
facing west. The sun was going down in one scene in the video," he explained. "According to the other
information we have, there's a lake somewhere in the general area. I also saw fir and spruce, which gives
us the elevation. The cabin was whitewashed logs. It shouldn't be that hard to spot."

 He might be right about that, but Althea knew there was something else that needed to be said. "She
might not be there, Colt."

 "We're going to find out." He banked the plane and headed west.

 Because she could see the worry come into his eyes, Althea changed tacks. "Tell me, what rank were
you in the air force?''

 "Major." He drummed up a smile. "Looks like I outrank you."

 "You're retired," she reminded him. "I bet you looked swell in uniform."

 "I wouldn't mind seeing you in dress blues. Look."

 Following his direction, she spotted a cabin below. It was a three-level structure fashioned from
redwood. She noted two others, separated from each other by lines of trees.

 "None of them fit."

 "No," he agreed. "But we'll find the one that does."

 They continued to search, with Althea peering through binoculars. Hideaways were snuggled here and
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there, most of them seemingly unoccupied. A few had smoke puffing out of a chimney and trucks or
four-wheel-drive vehicles parked outside.

 Once she saw a man in a bright red shirt splitting wood. She spotted a herd of elk grazing in a frosty
meadow, and the flash of White-tail deer.

 "There's nothing," she said at length. "Unless we want to do a documentary on—Wait." A glint of white
caught her attention, then was lost. "Circle around. Four o'clock." She continued to scan, searching the
snow-dusted ridges.

 And there it was, two stories of whitewashed logs, a trio of windows facing west, the deck. At the end
of the sloping gravel drive sat a muscular-looking truck. As further proof of habitation, smoke was
spiraling out of the chimney.

 "That could be it."

 "I'm betting it is." Colt circled once, then veered off.

 "I might take that bet." She unhooked the radio mike. "Give me the position. I'll call it in, get a
surveillance team up here so we can go back and talk a judge into issuing a warrant."

 Colt gave her the coordinates. "Go ahead and call it in. But I'm not waiting for a piece of paper."

 "What the hell do you think you can do?''

 His eyes flashed to hers, then away. "I'm setting the plane down, and I'm going in."

 "No," she said, "you're not."

 "You do what you have to." He angled for the meadow where Althea had spotted the grazing elk.
"There's a good chance she's in there. I'm not leaving her."

 "What are you going to do?" she demanded, too incensed to noticed the perilous descent. "Break in,
guns blazing? That's movie stuff, Nightshade. Not only is it illegal, but it puts the hostage in jeopardy."

 "You've got a better idea?" He braced himself. They were going to slide once the wheels hit. He hoped
to God they didn't roll.

 "We'll get a team up here with surveillance equipment. We figure out who owns the cabin, get the
paperwork pushed through."

 "Then we break in? No thanks. You said you'd been skiing, right?"

 "What?"

 "You're about to do it in a plane. Hold on."

 She jerked her head around, gaped through the windscreen as the glittering meadow hurled toward
them. She had time for an oath—a vicious one—but then she lost her breath at the impact.

 They hit, and went sliding. Snow spewed up the side of the plane, splattering the windows. Althea
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watched almost philosophically as they hurtled toward a wall of trees. Then the plane spun in two wicked
circles before coming to a grinding stop.

 "You maniac!" She took deep breaths, fighting back the worst of her temper. She would have let it
loose, but there wasn't enough room to maneuver in the cabin. And when she murdered him she wanted
to do it right.

 "I landed a plane in the Aleutians once, when the radar was down. It was a lot worse than this."

 "What does that prove?" she demanded.

 "That I'm still a hell of a pilot?"

 "Grow up!" she shouted. "This isn't fantasyland. We're closing in on suspected kidnappers, suspected
murderers, and there's very possibly an innocent kid caught in the middle. We're going to do this right,
Nightshade."

 With one jerk, he unstrapped himself, then grabbed both her hands at the wrists. "You listen to me." She
would have winced at the way his fingers dug into her flesh, but the fury in his eyes stopped her. "I know
what's real, Althea. I've seen enough reality in my life—the waste of it, and the cruelty of it. I know that
girl. I held her when she was a baby, and I'm not leaving her welfare up to paperwork and procedure."

 "Colt—"

 "Forget it." He shoved her hands aside, jerked back. "I'm not asking for your help, because I'm trying to
respect your ideas of rules and regulations. But I'm going after her, Thea, and I'm going now."

 "Wait." She held up a hand, then dragged it through her hair. "Let me think a minute."

 "You think too damn much." But when he started to rise, she shoved a fist into his chest.

 "I said wait." Then she tipped her head back, closed her eyes and thought it through.

 "How far is it to the cabin?" she asked after a moment. "Half a mile?"

 "More like three-quarters."

 "The roads leading in were all plowed."

 "Yeah." Impatience shimmered around him. "So?"

 "It would have been handier if I could have been stuck in a snowdrift. But a breakdown's good enough."

 "What are you talking about?"

 "I'm talking about working together." She opened her eyes, pinned him with them. "You don't like the
way I work, I don't like the way you work. So we're going to have to find a middle ground. I'm calling
this in, arranging to have the local police back us up, and I'm going to have them get word to Boyd. See
if he can get some paperwork started."

 "I told you—"
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 "I don't care what you told me," she said calmly. "This is how it's going down. We can't go bursting in
there. Number one, we might be wrong about the cabin. Number two," she said, cutting him off again, "it
puts Liz in increased jeopardy if they're holding her there. And number three, without probable cause,
without proper procedure, these bastards might wiggle out, and I want them put away. Now, you
listen…"

 He didn't like it. It didn't matter how much sense it made or how good a plan she'd devised. But during
the long trek to the cabin she defused whatever arguments he voiced with calm, simple logic.

 She was going in.

 "What makes you think they'll let you inside just because you ask?"

 She tilted her head, slanted a look up from under her lashes. "I haven't wasted any on you, Nightshade,
but I have a tremendous amount of charm at my disposal." She lengthened her stride to match his. "What
do you think most men will do when a helpless woman comes knocking, begging for help because she's
lost, her car's broken down and—'' she gave a delicate shiver and turned her voice into a purr "—and it's
so awfully cold outside."

 He swore and watched his breath puff away in smoke. "What if they offer to drive you back to your car
and fix it?"

 "Well, I'll be terribly grateful. And I'll stall them long enough to do what needs to be done."

 "And if they get rough?"

 "Then you and I will have to kick butt, won't we?"

 He couldn't help but look forward to that. And yet… "I still think I should go in with you."

 "They're not going to be sympathetic if the little woman has a big strong man with her." Sarcasm dripped
in the chilly air. "With any luck, the local boys will be here before things get nasty." She paused, judging
the distance. "We're close enough. One of them might be out for a morning stroll. We don't want to be
spotted together."

 Colt shoved his fists into his pockets, then made them relax. She was right—more, she was good. He
pulled his hands out, grabbed her shoulders and hauled her close. "Watch your step, Lieutenant."

 She kissed him, hard. "Same goes."

 She turned, walked away with long, ground-eating strides. He wanted to tell her to stop, to tell her he
loved her. Instead, he headed over the rough ground toward the rear of the cabin. This wasn't the time to
throw her any emotional curves. He'd save them for later.

 Blocking everything from his mind, he sprinted through the hard-crusted snow, keeping low.

 Althea moved fast. She wanted to be out of breath and a little teary-eyed when she reached the cabin.
Once she came into view of the windows, she switched to a stumbling run, pantomiming relief. She all but
fell against the door, calling and banging.
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 She recognized Kline when he opened it. He wore baggy gray sweats, and his bleary eyes were
squinting against the smoke from the cigarette tucked into the corner of his mouth. He smelled of tobacco
and stale whiskey.

 "Oh, thank God!" Althea slumped against the doorjamb. "Thank God! I was afraid I'd never find
anyone. I feel like I've been walking forever."

 Kline sized her up. She was one sweet-looking babe, he decided, but he wasn't big on surprises. "What
do you want?"

 "My car…" She pressed a fluttering hand to her heart. "It broke down—it must be a mile from here, at
least. I was coming to visit some friends. I don't know, maybe I made a wrong turn." She shuddered,
wrapped her parka closer around her. "Is it all right if I come in? I'm so cold."

 "There ain't nobody up around here. No other cabins near here."

 She closed her eyes. "I knew I must have turned wrong somewhere. Everything starts to look the same.
I left Englewood before sunup—wanted to start my vacation first thing." Staring up at him, wide-eyed,
she managed a weak smile. "Some vacation so far. Look, can I just use the phone, call my friends so
they can come get me?"

 "I guess." The broad was harmless, Kline decided. And a pleasure to look at.

 "Oh, a fire…" With a moan of relief, Althea dashed toward it. "I didn't know I could be so cold." While
she rubbed her hands together, she beamed over her shoulder at Kline. "I can't thank you enough for
helping me out."

 "No problem." He pulled the dangling cigarette from his mouth. "We don't get much traffic up here."

 "I can see why." She shifted her gaze to the windows. "Still, it is lovely. And this place!" She circled,
looking dazzled. "It's just fabulous. I guess if you were all cozied up by the fire with a bottle of wine, you
wouldn't mind sitting out a blizzard or two."

 His lips curled. "I like to cozy up with something other than a bottle."

 Althea fluttered her lashes, lowered them modestly. "It certainly is romantic, Mr—?"

 "Kline. You can call me Harry."

 "All right, Harry. I'm Rose," she said, giving him her middle name in case he'd recognized the name of
Wild Bill's cop. She offered her hand. "It's a real pleasure. I think you've saved my life."

 "What the hell's going on down there?"

 Althea glanced up to the loft and saw a tall, wiry man with an untended shock of blond hair. She tagged
him as the second male actor in the video.

 "Got us an unexpected guest, Donner," Kline called up. "Car broke down."

 "Well, hell…" Donner blinked his eyes clear and took a good look. "You're out early, sweetie."
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 "I'm on vacation," she said, and flashed him a smile.

 "Isn't that nice?" Donner started downstairs, preening, Althea noticed, like a rooster in a henhouse. "Why
don't you fix the lady a cup of coffee, Kline?"

 "Tidal Wave's already in the kitchen. It's his turn."

 "Fine." Donner sent what was meant to be an intimate smile toward Althea. "Tell him to pour another
cup for the lady."

 "Why don't you—"

 "Oh, I wouldlove a cup of coffee," Althea said, turning her big brown eyes on Kline. "I'm just frozen."

 "Sure." He shrugged, shot Donner a look that made Althea think of one male dog warning off a
competitor, then strode off.

 How many more of the organization were in the cabin? she wondered. Or was it just the three of them?

 "I was just telling Harry how beautiful your house is." She wandered the living room, dropping her purse
onto a table. "Do you live here year-round?"

 "No, we just use it now and again."

 "It's so much bigger than it looks from outside."

 "It does the job." He moved closer as Althea sat on the arm of a chair. "Maybe you'd like to hang out
here for your vacation."

 She laughed, making no objection when he brushed a finger through her hair. "Oh, but my friends are
expecting me. Still, I do have two weeks…" She laughed again, low and throaty. "Tell me, what do you
guys do around here for fun?"

 "You'd be surprised." Donner laid a hand on her thigh.

 "I don't surprise easily."

 "Back off." Kline came back in with a mug of black coffee. "Here you are, Rose."

 "Thanks." She sniffed deeply, curling her shoulders in for effect. "I feel warm and toasty already."

 "Why don't you take off your coat?" Donner put a hand to her collar, but she shifted, smiling.

 "As soon as my insides defrost a little more." She'd taken the precaution of removing her shoulder rig,
but she preferred more camouflage, as her weapon was snug at the small of her back. "Are the two of
you brothers?'' she asked conversationally.

 Kline snorted. "Not hardly. You could say we're partners."

 "Oh, really? What kind of business are you in?"
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 "Communications," Donner stated, flashing white teeth.

 "That's fascinating. You sure have a lot of equipment." She glanced toward the big-screen TV, the
state-of-the-art VCR and stereo. "I love watching movies on long winter nights. Maybe we can get
together sometime and…" She let her words trail off, alerted by a movement at the back of the loft.
Glancing up, she saw the girl.

 Her hair was tousled, and her eyes were unbearably tired. She'd lost weight, Althea thought, but she
recognized Liz from the snapshot Colt had shown her.

 "Why, hello there," she said, and smiled.

 "Get back in your room," Kline snapped. "Now."

 Liz moistened her lips. She was wearing tattered jeans and a bright blue sweater that was tattered at the
cuffs. "I wanted some breakfast." Her voice was quiet, Althea noted, but not cowed.

 "You'll get it." He glanced back at Althea, satisfied that she was smiling with friendly disinterest. "Now
get on back to your room until I call you."

 Liz hesitated, long enough to aim one cold glare at him. That warmed Althea's heart. The kid wasn't
beaten yet, Althea noted as Liz turned and walked to the door behind her. It shut with a slam.

 "Kids," Kline muttered, and lit another cigarette.

 "Yeah." Althea smiled sympathetically. "Is she your sister?"

 Kline choked on the smoke, but then he grinned. "Right. Yeah, she's my sister. So, you wanted to use
the phone?"

 "Oh, yes." Setting the mug of coffee aside, Althea rose. "I appreciate it. My friends'll be getting worried
about me soon."

 "There it is." He gestured. "Help yourself."

 "Thanks." But when she picked up the receiver, there was no dial tone. "Gee, I think it's dead."

 Kline swore and strode over, pulling a thin L-shaped tool from his pocket. "Forgot. I, ah, lock it up at
night, so the kid can't use it. She was making all these long-distance calls and running up the bill. You
know how girls are."

 "Yes." Althea smiled. "I do." When she heard the dial tone, she punched in the number for the local
police. "Fran," she said merrily, addressing the dispatcher as they had arranged. "You won't believe what
happened. I got lost, my car broke down. If it hadn't been for these terrific guys, I don't know what I'd
have done." She laughed, hoping Colt was making his move. "I donot always get lost. I hope Bob's up to
coming for me."

 While Althea chatted with the police dispatcher, Colt shinnied up a pole to the second floor. With his
binoculars, he'd seen everything he needed to see through the expansive glass of the cabin. Althea was
holding her own, and Liz was on the second floor.
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 They'd agreed that if the opportunity presented itself, he would get her out of the house. Out of harm's
way. He might have preferred a direct route—straight through Kline and the other jerk in the living room,
and on into the big guy doing kitchen duty.

 But Liz's safety came first. Once he got her out, he'd be coming back.

 With a grunt, he swung himself onto the narrow overhang and clutched at the window ledge. He saw Liz
lying on a rumpled bed, her body turned away and curled up protectively. His first urge was to throw up
the window and leap inside. Afraid he might frighten her into crying out, he tapped gently on the glass.

 She shifted. When he tapped again, she turned wearily over, unfocused eyes gazing into the sunlight.
Then she blinked and cautiously pushed herself up from the bed. Hurriedly Colt put a finger to his lips,
signaling silence. But it didn't stop the tears. They poured out of her eyes as she rushed to the window.

 "Colt!" She shook the window, then laid her cheek against the glass and wept. "I want to go home!
Please, please, I want to go home!"

 He could barely hear her through the glass. Afraid their voices would carry, he tapped again, waiting
until she turned her head to look at him.

 "Open the window, baby." He mouthed it carefully, but she only shook her head.

 "Nailed shut." Her breath hitched, and she rubbed her fists against her eyes. "They nailed it shut."

 "Okay, okay. Look at me. Look." He used hand signals to focus her attention. "A pillow. Get a pillow."

 A dim spark glowed in her eyes. He'd seen it before, that cautious return of hope. She moved fast, doing
as he instructed.

 "Hold it against the glass. Hold it steady, and turn your head. Turn your head away, baby."

 He used his elbow to smash the glass, satisfied that the pillow muffled most of the noise. When he'd
broken enough to ease his body through, he nudged the pillow aside and swung inside.

 She was immediately in his arms, clinging, sobbing. He picked her up, cradled her like a baby. "Shh…
Liz. It's going to be all right now. I'm going to take you home."

 "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

 "Don't worry about it. Don't worry about anything." He drew back to look into her eyes. She looked so
thin, he thought, so pale. And he had a lot more to ask of her. "Honey, you're going to have to be tough
for a little while longer. We're going to get you out, and we have to move fast. Do you have a coat?
Shoes?''

 She shook her head. "They took them. They took everything so I couldn't run away. I tried, Colt, I
swear I did, but—"

 "It's all right." He pressed her face to his shoulder again, recognizing bubbling hysteria. "You're not going
to think about it now. You're just going to do exactly what I tell you. Okay?"

 "Okay. Can we go now? Right now?"
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 "Right now. Let's wrap you in this blanket." He dragged it off the bed with one hand and did his best to
bundle it around her. "Now we're going to have to take a little fall. But if you hang on to me, and stay real
loose, real relaxed, it's going to be fine." He carried her to the window, careful to cover her face against
the cold and the jagged teeth of broken glass. "If you want to scream, you scream in your head, but not
out loud. That's important."

 "I won't scream." With her heart hammering, she pressed hard against his chest. "Please, just take me
home. I want Mom."

 "She wants you, too. So does your old man." He kept talking in the same low, soothing tone as he
inched toward the edge. "We're going to call them as soon as we get out of here." He said a quick prayer
and jumped.

 He knew how to fall, off a building, down stairs, out of a plane. Without the child, he would simply have
tucked and rolled. With her, he swiveled his body to take the brunt of the impact, so that he would land
on his back and cushion her.

 The impact stole his breath, wrenched his shoulder, but he was up almost as soon as he landed, with Liz
still cradled against his chest. He sprinted toward the road and was halfway there when he heard the first
shot.

 Chapter 10
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Althea drew out her conversation with the police dispatcher, pausing in her own chatter to take in the
information that her backup's E.T.A. was ten minutes. She sincerely hoped Colt had managed to get Liz
away from the cabin, but either way, it looked like it was going to go down as smooth as silk.

 "Thanks, Fran. I'm looking forward to seeing you and Bob, too. Just let me get some idea of where I am
from Harry. I don't have a clue." Beaming a new smile in Harry's direction, Althea cupped a hand over
the phone. "Do you have, like, an address or something? Bob's going to come pick me up and take a
look at my car."

 "No problem." He glanced over as Tidal Wave came in from the kitchen. "Hope you made enough
breakfast for our guest," Harry told him. "She's had a rough morning."

 "Yeah, there's enough." Tidal Wave turned his hard brown eyes on Althea, narrowed them. "Hey! What
the hell is this?"

 "Try for some manners," Dormer suggested. "There's a lady present."

 "Lady, hell! That's a cop. That's Wild Bill's cop."

 He made his lunge, but Althea was ready. She'd seen the recognition in his eyes and had already
reached for her weapon. There wasn't time to think or to worry about the other two men, as two
hundred and sixty pounds of muscle and bulk rammed her.
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 Her first shot veered wide as she went flying, slamming against an antique table. A collection of snuff
bottles crashed, spewing shards of amethyst and aquamarine. She saw stars. Through them, she saw her
opponent bearing down on her like a freight train.

 Pure instinct had her rolling to the left to avoid a blow. Tidal Wave was big, but she was quick. Althea
scrambled to her knees and gripped her weapon in both hands.

 This time her shot was true. She had only an instant to note the spread of blood on his white T-shirt
before she leapt to her feet.

 Dormer was heading for the door, and Kline was swearing as he dragged open a drawer. She saw the
glint of chrome.

 "Freeze!"

 Her order had Dormer throwing up his hands and turning into a statue, but Kline whipped out the gun.

 "Do it and die," she told him, stepping back so that she could keep both Kline and Donner in sight.
"Drop it, Harry, or you're going to be staining the carpet like your friend there."

 "Son of a bitch." Teeth set, he tossed the weapon down.

 "Good choice. Now, on the floor, facedown, hands behind your head. You, too, Romeo," she told
Donner. While they obeyed, she picked up Kline's gun. "You two should know better than to invite a
stranger into the house."

 Lord, she hurt, Althea realized now that her adrenaline was leveling off. From the top of her head to the
soles of her feet, she was one huge ache. She hoped Tidal Wave's flying tackle hadn't dislodged anything
vital.

 She caught the thin wail of a siren in the distance. "Looks like old Fran told the troops to come in. Now,
in case you don't get the picture, I'm the law, and you're under arrest."

 Althea was calmly reading her prisoners their rights when Colt burst in, a gun in one hand, a knife in the
other. By her calculations, it had been roughly three minutes since she'd fired the first shot. The man
moved fast.

 She spared him a glance, then finished the procedure. "Cover these idiots, will you, Nightshade?" she
asked as she picked up the dangling receiver. "Officer Mooney? Yes, this is Lieutenant Grayson. We'll
need an ambulance out here. I have a suspect down with a chest wound. No, the situation's under
control. Thank you. You were a big help."

 She hung up and looked back at Colt. "Liz?"

 "She's okay. I told her to wait by the road for the cops. I heard the shots." His hands were steady. He
could be grateful for that. But his insides were jelly. "I figured they'd made you."

 "You figured right. That one." She jerked her head toward Tidal Wave. "He must have seen me with
Wild Bill. Why don't you go find us a towel? We'd better try to stop that bleeding."

 "The hell with that!" The fury came so suddenly, and so violently, that the two men on the floor quaked.
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"Your head's cut."

 "Yeah?" She touched her fingers to the throbbing ache at her right temple, then studied her
blood-smeared fingers in disgust. "Hell. That better not need stitches. I really hate stitches."

 "Which one of them hit you?" Colt scanned the three men with icy eyes. "Which one?"

 "The one I shot. The one who's currently bleeding to death. Now get me a towel, and we'll see if we can
have him live long enough to go to trial." When he didn't respond, she stepped between him and the
wounded man. Colt's intentions were clear as crystal. "Don't pull this crap on me, Nightshade. I'm not a
damsel in distress, and white knights annoy the hell out of me. Got it?''

 "Yeah." He sucked in his breath. There were too many emotions ripping through him. None of them
could change the situation. "Yeah, I got it, Lieutenant."

 He turned away to do as she'd asked. After all, he thought, she could handle the situation. She could
handle anything.

 It wasn't until they were in the plane again that he began to calm. He had to at least pretend to be calm
for Liz's sake. She'd clung to him, begging him not to send her back with the police, to stay with her. So
he'd agreed to fly back with Liz in the copilot's seat and Althea in the jump seat behind.

 Looking lost in his coat, Liz stared through the windscreen. No matter how Colt had tried to bundle her
up, she continued to shiver. When they leveled off, heading east, the tears began to flow. They fell fast,
hot, down her cheeks. Her shoulders shook violently, but she made no sound. No sound at all.

 "Come on, baby." Helpless, Colt reached out to take her hand. "Everything's all right now. Nobody's
going to hurt you now."

 But the silent tears continued.

 Saying nothing, Althea rose. She came forward, calmly unstrapped Liz. Communicating by touch, Althea
urged Liz to shift, then took her place in the chair. Then she gathered the girl on her lap, cradled her head
on her shoulder. Enfolded her grief.

 "Don't hold back," she murmured.

 Almost at once, Liz's sobs echoed through the cabin. The pain in them cut at Althea's heart as she
rocked the girl and held her close. Devastated by the weeping, Colt lifted a hand to brush it down Liz's
tangled hair. But she only curled closer to Althea at the touch.

 He dropped his hand and concentrated on the sky.

 It was Althea's gentle insistence that convinced Liz it would be wise to go to the hospital first. She
wanted to go home, she said over and over again. And over and over again, Althea patiently reminded
Liz that her parents were already on their way to Denver.

 "I know it's hard." Althea kept her arm tight around Liz's shoulders. "And I know it's scary, but the
doctor needs to check you out."

 "I don't want him to touch me."
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 "I know." How well she knew. "But he's a she." Althea smiled, rubbing her hand down Liz's arm. "She
won't hurt you."

 "It'll be over real quick," Colt assured her. He fought to keep his easy smile in place. What he wanted to
do was scream. Kick something. Kill someone.

 "Okay." Liz glanced warily toward the examining room again. "Please…" She pressed her lips together
and looked pleadingly at Althea.

 "Would you like me to go in with you? Stay with you?" At Liz's nod, she drew the girl closer. "Sure, no
problem. Colt, why don't you go find a soft-drink machine, maybe a candy bar?" She smiled down at
Liz. "I could sure use some chocolate. How about you?''

 "Yeah." Liz drew in a shaky breath. "I guess."

 "We'll be back in a few minutes," Althea told Colt. He could read nothing in her eyes. Feeling useless, he
strode down the corridor.

 Inside the examining room, Althea helped Liz exchange her tattered clothes for a hospital gown. She
noted the bruises on the girl's flesh, but made no comment. They would need an official statement from
Liz, but it could wait a little longer.

 "This is Dr. Mailer," she explained as the young doctor with the soft eyes approached the table.

 "Hello, Liz." Dr. Mailer didn't offer her hand, or touch her patient in any way. She specialized in trauma
patients, and she understood the terrors of rape victims. "I'm going to need to ask you some questions,
and to run some tests. If there's anything you want to ask me, you go ahead. And if you want me to stop,
to wait a while, you just say so. Okay?"

 "All right." Liz lay back and focused on the ceiling. But her hand remained tight around Althea's.

 Althea had requested Dr. Mailer because she knew the woman's reputation. As the examination
progressed, she was more than satisfied that it was well deserved. The doctor was gentle, kind and
efficient. It seemed she instinctively knew when to stop, to give Liz a chance to regroup, and when to
continue.

 "We're all done." Dr. Mailer stripped off her gloves and smiled. "I just want you to rest in here for a little
while, and I'm going to have a prescription for you before you leave."

 "I don't have to stay here, do I?"

 "No." Dr. Mailer closed a hand over Liz's. "You did fine. When your parents get here, we'll talk again.
Why don't I see about getting you something to eat?"

 As she left, Dr. Mailer sent Althea a look that clearly stated that they, too, would talk later.

 "You did do fine," Althea said, helping Liz to sit up. "Do you want me to go see if Colt found that candy
bar? I don't imagine that's the sort of food Dr. Mailer had in mind, so we'll have to sneak it while we
can."
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 "I don't want to be alone here."

 "Okay." Althea took her brush from her purse and began to untangle Liz's hair. "Let me know if I'm
pulling."

 "When I saw you downstairs—at the cabin—I thought you were another of the women they brought up.
That it was going to happen again." Liz squeezed her eyes shut. Tears spilled through her lashes. "That
they were going to make me do those things again."

 "I'm sorry. There wasn't any way to let you know I was there to help you."

 "And when I saw Colt at the window, I thought it was a dream. I kept dreaming somebody would
come, but no one did. I was afraid Mom and Dad just didn't care."

 "Honey, your parents have been trying to find you all along." She tipped Liz's chin upward. "They've
been so worried. That's why they sent Colt. And I can tell you he loves you, too. You can't imagine the
stuff he's bullied me into doing so he could find you."

 Liz tried to smile, but it quivered and fell. "But they don't know about—Maybe they won't love me after
they find out… everything."

 "No." Althea's fingers firmed on Liz's chin. "It'll upset them, and it will hurt them, and it'll be hard, really
hard, for them. That's because they do love you. Nothing that happened is going to change that."

 "I—I can't do anything but cry."

 "Then that's all you have to do, for now."

 Liz swiped a shaky hand across her cheeks. "It was my fault I ran away."

 "It was your fault you ran away," Althea agreed. "That's all that was your fault."

 Liz jerked her head away. The tears gushed out again as she stared at the tiles on the floor. "You don't
understand how it feels. You don't know what it's like. How awful it is. How humiliating."

 "You're wrong." Gently, firmly, Althea cupped Liz's face again lifting it until their eyes met. "I do
understand. I understand exactly."

 "You?" Air shuddered out between Liz's lips. "It happened to you?"

 "When I was just about your age. And I felt as though someone had carved something out of me that I'd
never get back again. I thought I'd never get clean again, be whole again. Be me again. And I cried for a
long, long time, because there didn't seem to be anything else I could do."

 Liz accepted the tissue Althea pressed into her hand. "I kept telling myself it wasn't me. It wasn't really
me. But I was so scared. It's over. Colt keeps saying it's over now, but it hurts."

 "I know." Althea cradled Liz in her arms again. "It hurts more than anything else can, and it's going to
hurt for a while. But you're not alone. You have to keep remembering you're not alone. You have your
family, your friends. You have Colt. And you can talk to me whenever you need to."
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 Liz sniffled, rested her cheek against Althea's heart. "What did you do? After. What did you do?"

 "I survived," Althea murmured, staring blankly over Liz's head. "And so will you."

 Colt stood in the doorway of the examining room, his arms piled high with cans of soda and candy bars.
If he'd felt useless before, he now felt unbearably helpless.

 There was no place for him here, no way for him to intrude on this woman's pain. His first and only
reaction was rage. But where to channel it? He turned away to dump the cans and candy onto a table in
the waiting room. If he couldn't comfort either of them, couldn't stop what had already happened, then
what could he do?

 He scrubbed his hands over his face and tried to clear his mind. Even as he dropped them, he saw Liz's
parents dashing from the elevator.

 This, at least, he could do. He strode to meet them.

 Inside the examining room, Althea finished tidying Liz's hair. "Do you want to get dressed?"

 Liz managed what passed for a smile. "I don't ever want to put those clothes on again."

 "Good point. Well, maybe I can scrounge up—" She turned at a flurry of movement in the doorway. She
saw a pale woman and a haggard man, both with red-rimmed eyes.

 "Oh, baby! Oh, Liz!" The woman raced forward first, with the man right on her heels.

 "Mom!" Liz was sobbing again even as she threw open her arms. "Mom!"

 Althea stepped aside as parents and child were reunited, with tears and desperate embraces. When she
spotted Colt in the doorway, she moved to him. "You'd better stay with them. I'll tell Dr. Mailer they're
here before I go."

 "Where are you going?"

 She slid her purse back on her shoulder. "To file my report."

 She did just that before she went home to indulge in that long, steamy bath. She soaked until her body
was numb. Giving in to exhaustion, both physical and emotional, she fell into bed naked and slept
dreamlessly until the battering on her door awoke her.

 Groggy, she fumbled for her robe, belting it as she walked to the door. She scowled at Colt through the
peephole, then yanked the door open.

 "Give me one good reason why I shouldn't book you for disturbing the peace. My peace."

 He held out a flat, square box. "I brought you pizza."

 She blew out a breath, then drew one in—as well as the rich scent of cheese and spice. "That might get
you off. I guess you want to come in with it."

 "That was the idea."
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 "Well, come on, then." With that dubious invitation, she walked away to fetch plates and napkins.
"How's Liz holding up?"

 "Surprisingly well. Marleen and Frank are as solid as they come."

 "They'll have to be." She came back to set the plates on the table. "I hope they understand they're all
going to need counseling."

 "They've already talked to Dr. Mailer about it. She's going to help them find a good therapist back
home." Trying to choose his words properly, he took his time sliding pizza onto the plates. "The first thing
I want to do is thank you. And don't brush me off, Thea. I'd really like to get this out."

 "All right, then." She sat, picked up a slice. "Get it out."

 "I'm not just talking about the official cooperation, the way you helped me find her and get her out. I owe
you big for that, but that's professional. You got anything to drink with this?"

 "There's some burgundy in the kitchen."

 "I'll get it," he said as she started to rise.

 Althea shrugged and went back to eating. "Suit yourself." She was working on her second slice when
Colt came back with a bottle and two glasses. "I guess I was too tired to realize I was starving."

 "Then I don't have to apologize for waking you up." He filled both glasses, but didn't drink. "The other
thing I have to thank you for is the, way you were with Liz. I figured getting her out was enough—playing
that white knight you said irritates you so much." He looked up, met her eyes. There was a new
understanding in them, and a weariness she hadn't seen before. "It wasn't. Telling her it was all right, that
it was over—that wasn't enough, either. She needed you."

 "She needed a woman."

 "You are that. I know it's a lot to expect—over and above, so to speak—but she asked about you a
couple of times after you left." He toyed with the stem of his glass. "They're going to be staying in town at
least for another day, until Dr. Mailer has some of the results in. I was hoping you could talk to Liz
again."

 "You don't have to ask me that, Colt." She reached out for his hand. "I got involved, too."

 "So did I, Thea." He turned their joined hands over, brought them to his lips. "I'm in love with you.
Big-time. No, don't pull away from me." He tightened his grip before she could. "I've never said that to
another woman. I used alternate terms." He smiled a little. "I'm crazy about you, you're special to me,
that kind of thing. But I never usedlove, not until you."

 She believed him. What was more frightening, she wanted to believe him. Tread carefully, she reminded
herself. One step at a time. "Listen, Colt, the two of us have been on a roller coaster since we met—and
that's only been a short while. Things, emotions, get blown out of proportion on roller coasters. Why
don't we slow this down some?"

 He could feel her nerves jittering, but he couldn't be amused by them this time. "I had to accept that I
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couldn't change what had happened to Liz. That was hard. I can't change what I feel for you. Accepting
that's easy."

 "I'm not sure what you want from me, Colt, and I don't think I can give it to you."

 "Because of what happened to you before. Because of what I heard you telling Liz in the examining
room."

 She withdrew instantly and completely. "That was between Liz and me," she said coldly. "And it's none
of your business."

 It was exactly the reaction he'd expected, the one he'd prepared for. "We both know that's not true. But
we'll talk about it when you're ready." Knowing the value of keeping an opponent off balance, he picked
up his wine. "You know they're giving Scott a fifty-fifty chance of making it."

 "I know." She watched him warily. "I called the hospital before I went to bed. Boyd's handling the
interrogation of Kline and Donner for now."

 "Can't wait to get at them, can you?"

 "No." She smiled again. "I can't."

 "You know, I heard those shots, and it stopped my heart." Feeling more relaxed, he bit into his pizza. "I
come tearing back, ready to kick butt, crash through the door like the cavalry, and what do I see?'' He
shook his head and tapped her glass with his. "There you are, blood running down your face…" He
paused to touch a gentle finger to the bandage at her temple. "A gun in each hand. There's a
three-hundred-pound hulk bleeding at your feet, and two others facedown with their hands behind their
heads. You're just standing there, looking like Diana after the hunt, and reciting Miranda. I have to say, I
felt pretty superfluous."

 "You did okay, Nightshade." She let out a small, defeated breath. "And I guess you deserve to know
that I was awfully glad to see you. You looked like Jim Bowie at the Alamo."

 "He lost."

 She gave in and leaned forward to kiss him. "You didn't."

 "We didn't," he corrected, pleased that her mouth had been soft, relaxed and friendly. "I brought you a
present."

 "Oh, yeah?" Because the dangerous moment seemed to have passed, her lips curved and she kissed him
again. "Gimme."

 He reached behind himself for his coat, dug into the pocket. Taking out a small paper bag, he tossed it
into her lap.

 "Aw, and you wrapped it so nice." Chuckling, she dipped into the bag. And pulled out a lacy bra and
panties, in sheer midnight blue. Her chuckle turned into a rich appreciative laugh.

 "I pay my debts," he informed her. "Since I figured you probably had a supply of the white kind, I
picked out something a little different." He reached over to feel the silk and lace. "Maybe you'll try them
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on."

 "Eventually." But she knew what she wanted now. What she needed now. And she rose to take it. She
combed her fingers through his hair, tugging so that his face lifted and his mouth met hers. "Maybe you'll
come to bed with me."

 "Absolutely." He skimmed his hands up her hips, keeping his mouth joined to hers as he stood to gather
her close. "I thought you'd never ask."

 "I didn't want the pizza to get cold."

 He slipped a finger down the center of her body to toy with the belt of her robe. "Still hungry?"

 She tugged his shirt out of his jeans. "Now that you mention it." Then she laughed as he swung her up
into his arms. "What's this for?"

 "I decided to sweep you off your feet. For now." He started toward the bedroom, deciding she was in
for another surprise.

 The spread was turned back, but the plain white sheets were barely disturbed from her nap. Colt laid
her down, following her onto the bed as he skimmed light, teasing kisses over her face.

 Her fingers were busy undoing his buttons. She knew what it would be like, and was
prepared—eager—for the storm and the fire and the fast flood of sensations. When her hands pushed
away cotton and encountered warm, firm flesh, she gave a low, satisfied moan.

 He continued to kiss her, nibbling, nuzzling, as she hastily stripped off his clothes. There was a frantic
energy burning in her that promised the wild, the frenzied. Each time desire stabbed through him, he
absorbed the shock and kept his pace easy.

 Eager, edgy, Althea turned her mouth to his and arched against him. "I want you."

 He hadn't realized that three breathy words could make the blood swim in his head. But it would be too
easy to take what she offered, too easy to lose what she held back. "I know. I can taste it."

 He dipped his mouth to hers again, drawing out the kiss with such trembling tenderness that she groaned
again. The hand that had been fisted tight against his bare shoulder went lax.

 "And I want you," he murmured, levering back to stare down at her. "All of you." Fascinated, he drew
his fingers through her hair, spreading it out until it lay flaming against the white sheet. Then he lowered his
head again, gently, so gently, to kiss the bandage at her temple.

 Emotion curled inside her like a spiked fist. "Colt—"

 "Shh… I just want to look."

 And look he did, while he traced her face with a fingertip, rubbed her lower lip with his thumb, then
trailed it down to her jawline, skimmed over the pulse that fluttered in her throat.

 "The sun's going down," he said quietly. "The light does incredible things to your face, your eyes. Just
now they're gold, with darker, brandy-colored specks sprinkled through them. I've never seen eyes like
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yours. You look like a painting." He brushed his thumb over her collarbone. "But I can touch you, feel
you tremble, know you're real."

 She lifted a hand, wanting to drag him back to her, to make the ache go away. "I don't need words."

 "Sure you do." He smiled a little, turning his face into her palm. "Maybe I haven't found the right ones,
but you need them." He started to press his lips to her wrist, and then he noticed the faint smudge of
bruises. And remembered.

 His brows drew together when he straddled her and took both of her hands. He examined her wrists
carefully before looking down at her again. "I did this."

 Sweet God, she thought, there had to be a way to stop this terrible trembling. "It doesn't matter. You
were upset. Make love with me."

 "I don't like knowing I hurt you in anger, or that I'm liable to do it again eventually." Very carefully, he
touched his lips to each of her wrists, and felt her pulse scramble. "You make it too easy to forget how
soft you are, Althea." The sleeves of her robe slithered down her arms as he skimmed his lips to her
elbow. "How small. How incredibly perfect you are. I'll have to show you."

 He cupped a hand under her head, lifting her so that her hair tumbled back, her face tilted up. Then his
mouth was on hers again, savoring a deep, dreamy kiss that left her weak. He felt her give, felt yet
another layer dissolve. Her arms linked around his neck; her muscles quivered.

 What was he doing to her? She only knew she couldn't think, couldn't resist. She'd been prepared for
need, and he'd given her tenderness. What defense could there be against passion wrapped so softly in
sweetness? His mouth was gentle, enchanting her even as it seduced.

 She wanted to tell him that seduction was unnecessary, but, oh, it felt glorious to surrender to the secrets
he unearthed with that quietly devastating mouth and those slow, easy hands.

 The last rays of the sun slanted across her eyes as he eased her back so that he could trail his lips down
her throat. She heard the whisper of her robe as he slipped it down to bare her shoulder, to free it for
lazy, openmouthed kisses and the moist trail of his tongue.

 He could feel it the instant she let herself go. The warmth of triumph surged through him as her hands, as
gentle as his, began to caress. He resisted the urge to quicken his pace, and let his hands explore her,
over the robe, under it, then over again, as her body melted like warm wax.

 All the while, he watched her face, aroused by each flicker of emotion, lured by the way her breath
would catch, then rush through her lips at his touch. He could have sworn he felt her float as he slipped
the robe away.

 Then her eyes opened, dark and heavy. He understood that, though she had surrendered, she would not
be passive. Her hands were as thorough as his, seeking, touching, possessing, with that unbearable
tenderness.

 Until he was as seduced as she.

 Soft, breathy moans. Quiet secrets told in murmurs. Long, lingering caresses. The sunlight faded to dusk,
and dusk to that deepening of night. There was need, but no frantic rush to sate it. There was pleasure,
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and the dreamy desire to prolong it.

 Indulgence. Tonight there was only indulgence.

 He touched, she trembled. She tasted, he shuddered.

 When at last he slipped into her, she smiled and gathered him close. The rhythm they set was patient,
loving, and as true as music. They climbed together, steadily, beautifully, until his gasp echoed hers. And
then they floated back to earth.

 She lay a long time in silence, dazed by what had happened. He had given her something, and she had
given freely in return. It couldn't be taken back. She wondered what steps could be taken to protect
herself now that she had fallen in love.

 For the first time. For the only time.

 Perhaps it would pass. A part of her cringed at the thought of losing what she'd just found. No matter
how firmly she reminded herself that her life was precisely the way she wanted it, she couldn't bring
herself to think too deeply about what it would be like without him.

 And yet she had no choice. He would leave. And she would survive.

 "You're thinking again." He rolled onto his back, hooking an arm around her to gather her close. "I can
almost hear your brain humming." Outrageously content, he kissed her hair, closed his eyes. "Tell me the
first thing that pops into your mind."

 "What? I don't—"

 "No, no, don't analyze. This is a test. The first thing, Thea. Now."

 "I was wondering when you were going back," she heard herself say. "To Wyoming."

 "Ah." He smiled—smugly. "I like knowing I'm the first thing on your mind."

 "Don't get cocky, Nightshade."

 "Okay. I haven't made any firm plans. I have some loose ends to tie up first."

 "Such as?"

 "You, for starters. We haven't set the date."

 "Colt…"

 He grinned again. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but he thought he'd heard exasperation in her tone
instead of annoyance. "I'm still shooting for New Year's Eve—I guess I've gotten sentimental—but we've
got time to hash that out. Then there's the fact that I haven't finished what I came here to do."

 That brought her head up. "What do you mean? You found Liz."

 "It's not enough." His eyes glowed in the shadows. "We don't have the head man. It's not finished until
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we do."

 "That's for me and the department to worry about. Personal vendettas have no place here."

 "I didn't say it was a vendetta." Though it was. "I intend to finish this, Althea. I'd like to keep working
with you on this."

 "And if I say no?"

 He twirled her hair around his finger. "I'll do my best to change your mind. Maybe you haven't noticed,
but I can be tenacious."

 "I've noticed," she muttered. But there was a part of her that glowed at the idea that their partnership
wasn't at an end. "I suppose I can give you a few more days."

 "Good." He shifted her so that he could run a hand down her side to her hips. "Does the deal include a
few more nights?''

 "I suppose it could." Her smile flashed wickedly. "If you make it worth my while."

 "Oh, I will." He lowered his head. "That's a promise."

 Chapter 11
 Contents-Prev |Next

 With the scream still tearing at her throat, Althea shot up in bed. Blind with terror and rage, she fought
the arms that wound around her, struggling wildly against the hold while she sucked in the air to scream
again. She could feel his hands on her, feel them groping at her, hot, hurtful. But this time… God, please,
this time…

 "Althea." Colt shook her, hard, forcing his voice to remain calm and firm, though his heart was
hammering against his ribs in fast, hard blows. "Althea, wake up. You're dreaming. Pull out of it."

 She clawed her way through the slippery edges of the dream, still fighting him, still dragging in air. Reality
was a dim light through the murky depths of the nightmare. With a final burst of effort, she grasped at it,
and at Colt.

 "Okay, okay…" Still shaken by the sound of the scream that had awakened him, he rocked her, holding
her close to warm her body, which was chill with clammy sweat. "Okay, baby. Just hold on to me."

 "Oh, God…" Her breath came out in a long, shaky sob as she buried her face against his shoulder. Her
hands fisted impotently at his back. "Oh, God… Oh, God…"

 "It's okay now." He continued to stroke and soothe, growing concerned when her hold on him
increased. "I'm right here. You were dreaming, that's all. You were only dreaming."

 She'd fought her way out of the dream, but the fear had come back with her, and it was too huge to
allow for shame. So she clung, shivering, trying to absorb some portion of the strength she felt in him.
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 "Just give me a minute. I'll be all right in a minute." The shaking would stop, she told herself. The tears
would dry. The fear would ebb. "I'm sorry." But it wasn't stopping. Instinctively she turned her face into
his throat for comfort. "God, I'm sorry."

 "Just relax." She was quivering like a bird, he thought, and she felt as frail as one. "Do you want me to
turn on the light?"

 "No." She pressed her lips together, hoping to stop the trembling in her voice. She didn't want the light.
Didn't want him to see her until she'd managed to compose herself. "No. Let me get some water. I'll be
fine."

 "I'll get it." He brushed the hair from her face, and was shaken all over again to find it wet with tears. "I'll
be right back."

 She brought her knees up close to her chest when he left her. Control, she ordered herself, but dropped
her head onto her knees. While she listened to water striking glass, watched the splinter of light spill
through the crack around the bathroom door, she took long, even breaths.

 "Sorry, Nightshade," she said when he came back with the water. "I guess I woke you up."

 "I guess you did." Her voice was steadier, he noted. But her hands weren't. He cupped his around hers
and lifted the glass to her lips. "Must have been a bad one."

 The water eased her dry throat. "Must have been. Thanks." She pushed the glass back into his hands,
embarrassed that she couldn't hold it herself.

 Colt set the glass on the night table before easing down on the bed beside her. "Tell me."

 She moved her shoulders dismissively. "Chalk it up to a rough day and pizza."

 Very firmly, very gently, he took her face in his hands. The light he'd left on in the bathroom sent out a
dim glow. In it he could see how pale she was.

 "No. I'm not going to brush this off, Thea. You're not going to brush me off. You were screaming." She
tried to turn her head away, but he wouldn't permit it. "You're still shaking. I can be every bit as stubborn
as you, and right now I think I have the advantage."

 "I had a nightmare." She wanted to snap at him, but couldn't find the strength. "People have nightmares."

 "How often do you have this one?"

 "Never." She lifted a weary hand and dragged it through her hair. "Not in years. I don't know what
brought it on."

 He thought he did. And unless he was very much mistaken, he thought she did, as well. "Do you have a
shirt, a nightgown or something? You're cold."

 "I'll get one."

 "Just tell me where." Her quick, annoyed sigh did quite a bit toward easing his mind.
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 "Top drawer of the dresser. Left-hand side."

 He rose, and opening the drawer grabbed the first thing that came to hand. Before he tugged it over her
head, he examined the oversize man's undershirt. "Nice lingerie you have, Lieutenant."

 "It does the job."

 He smoothed it down over her, tucked pillows behind her, as fussy as a mother with a colicky infant.

 She scowled at him. "I don't like being pampered."

 "You'll live through it."

 When he was satisfied he'd made her as comfortable as possible, he tugged on his jeans. They were
going to talk, he decided, and sat beside her again. Whether she wanted to or not. He took her hand,
waited until they were eye-to-eye.

 "The nightmare. It was about when you were raped, wasn't it?" Her fingers went rigid in his. "I told you I
heard you talking to Liz."

 She ordered her fingers to relax, willed them to, but they remained stiff and cold. "It was a long time ago.
It doesn't apply now."

 "It does when it wakes you up screaming. It brought it all back," he continued quietly. "What happened
to Liz, seeing her through it."

 "All right. So what?"

 "Trust me, Althea." He said it quietly, his eyes on hers. "Let me help."

 "It hurts," she heard herself say. Then she shut her eyes. It was the first time she had admitted that to
anyone. "Not all the time. Not even most of the time. It just sneaks up now and then and slices at you."

 "I want to understand." He brought her hand to his lips. When she didn't pull away, he left it there. "Talk,
talk to me."

 She didn't know where to begin. It seemed safest to start at the beginning. Letting her head rest against
the pillows, she closed her eyes again.

 "My father drank, and when he drank, he got drunk, and when he got drunk, he got mean. He had big
hands." She curled hers into fists, then relaxed them. "He used them on my mother, on me. My earliest
memory is of those hands, the anger in them that I couldn't understand, and couldn't fight. I don't
remember him very well. He tangled with somebody meaner one night and ended up dead. I was six."

 She opened her eyes again, realizing that keeping them closed was just another way of hiding. "Once he
was gone, my mother decided to take up where he'd left off—in the bottle. She didn't hit it as hard as he
did, but she was more consistent."

 He could only wonder how the people she'd described could have created anything as beautiful or as
true as the woman beside him. "Did you have anyone else?"
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 "I had grandparents, on my mother's side. I don't know where they lived. I never met them. They hadn't
had anything to do with her since she'd run off with my father."

 "But did they know about you?"

 "If they did, they didn't care."

 He said nothing, trying to comprehend it. But he couldn't, simply couldn't understand family not caring.
"Okay. What did you do?"

 "When you're a child, you do nothing," she said flatly. "You're at the mercy of adults, and the reality is, a
great many adults have no mercy." She paused a moment to pick up the threads of the story. "When I
was about eight, she went out—she went out a lot—but this time she didn't come home. A couple of
days later, a neighbor called Social Services. They scooped me up into the system."

 She reached for the water again. This time her hands didn't shake. "It's a long, typical story."

 "I want to hear it."

 "They placed me in a foster home." She sipped her water. There wasn't any point in telling him how
frightened, how lost, she'd been. The facts were enough. "It was okay. Decent. Then they found her,
slapped her wrists a couple of times, told her to clean up her act, and gave me back."

 "Why in the hell did they do that?"

 "Things were different back then. The court believed the best place for a kid was with her mother.
Anyway, she didn't stay dry for long, and the cycle started all over again. I ran away a few times, they
dragged me back. More foster homes. They don't leave you in any one too long, especially when you're
recalcitrant. And I'd developed my own mean streak by that time."

 "Small wonder."

 "I bounced around in the system. Social workers, court hearings, school counselors. All overburdened.
My mother hooked up with another guy and finally took off for good. Mexico, I think. In any case, she
didn't come back. I was twelve, thirteen. I hated not being able to say where I wanted to go, where I
wanted to be. I took off every chance I got. So they labeled me a j.d.—juvenile delinquent—and they
put me in a girls' home, which was one step up from reform school." Her lips twisted into a dry smile.
"That put the fear of God into me. It was rough, as close to prison as I ever want to be. So I straightened
up, put on my best behavior. Eventually they placed me in foster care again."

 She drained the glass and set it aside. She knew her hands wouldn't be steady for long. "I was scared
that if I didn't make it work this time, they'd put me back until I was eighteen. So I took a real shot at it.
They were a nice couple, naive, maybe, but nice, good intentions. They wanted to do something to right
society's ills. She was PTA president, and they went to protest rallies against nuclear power plants. They
talked about adopting a Vietnamese orphan. I guess I smirked at them behind their backs sometimes, but
I really liked them. They were kind to me."

 She took a moment, and he said nothing, waiting for her to build to the next stage. "They gave me
boundaries, good ones, and they treated me fairly. There was one drawback. They had a son. He was
seventeen, captain of the football team, homecoming king, A student. The apple of their eye. A real
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company man."

 "Company man?"

 "You know, the kind who's all slick and polished on the outside, he's got a terrific rap, lots of charm, lots
of angles. And underneath, he's slime. You can't get to the slime because you keep slipping on all that
polish, but it's there." Her eyes glinted at the memory. "I could see it. I hated the way he looked at me
when they weren't watching." Her breath was coming quicker now, but her voice was still controlled.
"Like I was a piece of meat he was sizing up, getting ready to grill. They couldn't see it. All they saw was
this perfect child who never gave them a moment's grief. And one night, when they were out, he came
home from a date. God."

 When she covered her face with her hands, Colt gathered her close. "It's all right, Thea. That's enough."

 "No." She shook her head violently, pushed back. She'd gone this far. "She'd finish it. "He was angry. I
suppose his girl hadn't surrendered to his many charms. He came into my room. When I told him to get
out, he just laughed and reminded me it was his house, and that I was only there because his parents felt
sorry for me. Of course, he was right."

 "No. No, he wasn't."

 "He was right about that," Althea said. "Not about the rest, but about that. And he unzipped his pants. I
ran for the door, but he threw me back on the bed. I hit my head pretty hard on the wall. I remember
being dizzy for a minute, and hearing him telling me that he knew girls like me usually charged for it, but
that I should be flattered that he was going to give me a thrill. He got on the bed. I slapped him, I swore
at him. He backhanded me, and pinned me. And I started to scream. I kept screaming and screaming
while he raped me. When he was finished, I wasn't screaming anymore. I was just crying. He got off the
bed, and zipped up his pants. He warned me that if I told anyone he'd deny it. And who were they going
to believe, someone like him, or someone like me? He was blood, so there was no contest. And he could
always get five of his buddies to say that I'd been willing with all of them. Then they'd just put me back in
the home.

 "So I didn't say anything, because there was nothing to say and no one to say it to. He raped me twice
more over the next month, before I got the nerve to run away again. Of course, they caught me. Maybe
I'd wanted them to that time. I stayed in the home until I was eighteen. And when I got out, I knew no
one was ever going to have that kind of control over me again. No one was ever going to make me feel
like I was nothing ever again."

 Unsure what to do, Colt reached up tentatively to brush a tear from her cheek. "You made your life into
something, Althea."

 "I made it into mine." She let out a breath, then briskly rubbed the tears from her cheeks. "I don't like to
dwell on before, Colt."

 "But it's there."

 "It's there," she agreed. "Trying to make it go away only brings it closer to the surface. I learned that,
too. Once you accept it's simply a part of what makes you what you are, it doesn't become as vital. It
didn't make me hate men, it didn't make me hate myself. It did make me understand what it is to be a
victim."
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 He wanted to gather her close, but was afraid she might not want to be touched. "I wish I could make
the hurt go away."

 "Old scars," she murmured. "They only ache at odd moments." She sensed his withdrawal, and felt the
ache spread. "I'm the same person I was before I told you. The trouble is, after people hear a story like
that, they change."

 "I haven't changed." He started to touch her, drew back. "Damn it, Thea, I don't know what to say to
you. What to do for you." Rising, he paced away from the bed. "I could make you some tea."

 She nearly laughed. "Nightshade's cure-all? No thanks."

 "What do you want?" he demanded. "Just tell me."

 "Why don't you tell me what you want?"

 "What I want." He strode to the window, whirled back. "I want to go back to when you were fifteen and
kick that bastard's face in. I want to hurt him a hundred times worse than he hurt you. Then I want to go
back further and break your father's legs, and I want to kick your mother's butt while I'm at it."

 "Well, you can't," she said coolly. "Pick something else."

 "I want to hold you!" he shouted, jamming his fists into his pockets. "And I'm afraid to touch you!"

 "I don't want your tea, and I don't want your sympathy. So if that's all you have to offer, you might as
well leave."

 "Is that what you want?"

 "What I want is to be accepted for who and what I am. Not to be tiptoed around like an invalid because
I survived rape and abuse."

 He started to snap back at her, then stopped himself. He wasn't thinking of her, he realized, but of his
own rage, his own impotence, his own pain. Slowly he walked back to the bed and sat beside her. Her
eyes were still wet; he could see them gleaming against the shadows. He slipped his arms around her,
gently drew her close until her head rested on his shoulder.

 "I'm not going anywhere," he murmured. "Okay?"

 She sighed, settled. "Okay."

 Althea awakened at sunrise with a dull headache. She knew instantly that Colt was no longer beside her.
Wearily she rolled onto her back and rubbed her swollen eyes.

 What had she expected? she asked herself. No man would be comfortable around a woman after
hearing a story like the one she'd told him. And why in God's name had she dumped out her past that
way? How could she have trusted him with pieces of herself that she'd never given anyone before?

 Even Boyd, the person she considered her closest friend, knew only about the foster homes. As for the
rest, she'd buried it—until last night.
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 She didn't doubt that her tie to Liz had unlocked the door and let the nightmare back in. But she should
have been able to handle it, to hold back, to safeguard her privacy. The fact that she hadn't could mean
only one thing.

 Indulging in a sigh, Althea pushed herself up and rested her brow on her knees.

 She was in love with Colt. Ridiculous as it was, she had to face the truth. And, just as she'd always
suspected, love made you stupid, vulnerable and unhappy.

 There ought to be a pill, she mused. A serum she could take. Like an antidote for snakebite.

 The sound of footsteps had her whipping her head up. Her eyes widened when Colt came to the
doorway carrying a tray.

 He had a split second to read her reaction before she closed it off. She'd thought he'd taken a hike, he
realized grimly. He was going to have to show the lady that he was sticking, no matter how hard she tried
to shake him off.

 "Morning, Lieutenant. I figured you'd planned on a full day."

 "You figured right." Cautious, she watched as he crossed to the bed, waited until he'd set the tray at her
feet. "What's the occasion?" she asked, gesturing toward the plates of French toast.

 "I owe you a breakfast. Remember?''

 "Yeah." Her gaze shifted from the plates to his face. Love still made her feel stupid, it still made her feel
vulnerable, but it no longer made her unhappy. "You're a regular whiz in the kitchen."

 "We all have our talents." He sat cross-legged on the other side of the tray and dug in. "I figure—" he
chewed, swallowed "—after we're married, I can handle the meals, you can handle the laundry."

 She ignored the quick sprint of panic and sampled her first bite. "You ought to see someone about this
obsessive fantasy life of yours, Nightshade."

 "My mother's dying to meet you." He grinned when Althea's fork clattered against her plate. "She and
Dad send their best."

 "You—" Words failed her.

 "She and my father know Liz. I called to relieve their minds, and I told them about you." Smiling, he
brushed her hair back from her shoulders. He hadn't known a woman could look so sexy in a man's
undershirt. "She's for a spring wedding—you know, all that June-bride stuff. But I told her I wasn't
waiting that long."

 "You're out of your mind."

 "Maybe." His grin faded. "But I'm in yours, Thea. I'm in there real good, and I'm not getting out."

 He was right about that, but it didn't change the bottom line. She was not walking down the aisle and
saying 'I do.' That was that.
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 "Listen, Colt." Try reason, she thought. "I'm very fond of you, but—"

 "You're what?" His mouth quirked again. "You're what of me?"

 "Fond," she spit out, infuriated by the gleam of good humor in his eyes.

 "Euphemisms." Affectionately he patted her hand, shook his head. "You disappoint me. I had you
pegged as a straight shooter."

 Forget reason. "Just shut up and let me eat."

 He obliged her, because it gave him time to think, and to study her. She was still a bit pale, he mused.
And her eyes were swollen from the bout of tears during the night. But she wouldn't let herself be fragile.
He had to admire her unceasing supply of strength. She didn't want sympathy, he remembered, she
wanted understanding. She would just have to learn to accept both from him.

 She'd accepted his comfort the night before. Whether she knew it or not, she'd already come to rely on
him. He wasn't about to let her down.

 "How's the coffee?"

 "Good." And because it was, because the meal he'd prepared had already conquered her headache, she
relented. "Thanks."

 "My pleasure." He leaned forward, touched his mouth to hers. "I don't suppose I could interest you in an
after-breakfast tussle."

 She smiled now, fully, easily. "I'll have to take a rain check." But she spread a hand over his chest and
kissed him again. Her fingers closed over his medal. "Why do you wear this?"

 "My grandmother gave it to me. She said that when a man was determined not to settle down in one
place, he should have someone looking out for him. It's worked pretty well so far." He set the tray on the
floor, then scooped Althea into his arms.

 "Nightshade, I said—"

 "I know, I know." He hitched her up more comfortably. "But I had this idea that if we had that tussle in
the shower, we could stay pretty much on schedule."

 She laughed, nipped at his shoulder. "I'm a firm believer in time management."

 She had more than a full day to fit into twenty-four hours. There was a mountain of paperwork waiting
for her, and she needed to talk to Boyd about his interrogation of Donner and Kline before she met with
them herself. She wanted, for personal, as well as professional, reasons, to interview Liz again.

 She sat down and began efficiently chipping away at the mountain.

 Cilia knocked on the open door. "Excuse me, Lieutenant. Got a minute?"

 "For the captain's wife," she said, smiling and gesturing Cilia inside, "I've got a minute and a half. What
are you doing down here?"
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 "Boyd filled me in." Cilia leaned down, peered close and, as a woman would, saw through the
meticulously applied cosmetics to the signs of a difficult night. "Are you all right?"

 "I'm fine. I have decided that anyone who camps out on purpose needs immediate psychiatric help, but it
was an experience."

 "You should try it with three kids."

 "No," Althea said definitely. "No, I shouldn't."

 With a laugh, Cilia rested a hip against the edge of the desk. "I'm so glad you and Colt found the girl.
How's she doing?"

 "It'll be rough for a while, but she'll come through."

 "Those creeps should be—" Cilia's eyes flashed, but she cut herself off. "I didn't come here to talk cop, I
came to talk turkey."

 "Oh?"

 "As in Thanksgiving. Don't give me that look." Cilia angled her chin, readying for battle. "Every year
you've got some excuse for not coming to Thanksgiving dinner, and this time I'm not buying it."

 "Cilia, you know I appreciate the offer."

 "The hell with that. You're family. We want you." Even as Althea was shaking her head, Cilia was
plowing on. "Deb and Gage are coming. You haven't seen them in a year."

 Althea thought of Cilia's younger sister, Deborah, and her husband. She would like to see Deb again.
They'd gotten close while Deborah was in Denver finishing up college. And Gage Guthrie. Althea pursed
her lips as she thought of him. She genuinely liked Deborah's husband, and a blind man could have seen
that he adored his wife. But there was something about him—something Althea couldn't put her finger on.
Not a bad thing, she thought now, not a worrying thing. But something.

 "Taking a side trip?" Cilia asked.

 "Sorry." Althea snapped back and fiddled with the papers on her desk. "You know I'd love to see them
again, Cilia, but—"

 "They're bringing Adrianna." Cilia's secret weapon was her sister's baby girl, whom Althea had seen only
in snapshots and videotapes. "You and I both know what a sucker you are for babies."

 "You want to keep that down?" Althea stated with an uneasy glance toward the bull pen. "I've got a
reputation to uphold around here." She sighed and leaned back in her chair. "You know I want to see
them, all of them. And since I'm sure they'll be here through the holiday weekend, I will. We'll shoot for
Saturday."

 "Thanksgiving dinner." Cilia dusted her hands together as she straightened. "You're coming this year, if I
have to tell Boyd to make it an order. I'm having my family. My whole family."
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 "Cilia—"

 "That's it." Cilia folded her arms. "I'm taking this to the captain."

 "You're in luck," Boyd said as he came to the door. "The captain happens to be available. And he's
brought you a present." He stepped aside.

 "Natalie!" With a whoop of pleasure, Cilia threw her arms around her sister-in-law and squeezed. "I
thought you were in New York."

 "I was." Natalie's dark green eyes sparkled with laughter as she drew Cilia back to kiss her. "I had to fly
in for a few days, and I figured I'd make this my first stop. I didn't know I'd hit the jackpot. You look
great."

 "You look phenomenal, as always." It was perfectly true. The tall, willow-slim woman with the sleek
blond hair and the conservatively cut suit would always turn heads. "The kids are going to be thrilled."

 "I can't wait to get my hands on them." She turned, held out both hands. "Thea. I can't believe I'm lucky
enough to get all three of you at once."

 "It's really good to see you." With their hands still linked, Althea pressed her cheek to Natalie's. In the
years Althea had been Boyd's partner, she and his younger sister had become fast friends. "How are
your parents?"

 "Terrific. They send love to everyone." In an old habit, she glanced around Althea's office, let out a sigh.
"Thea, can't you at least get a space with a window?"

 "I like this one. Less distractions."

 "I'm calling Maria as soon as I get to the station," Cilia announced. "She'll whip up something special for
tonight. You're coming, Thea."

 "Wouldn't miss it."

 "What is this?" Colt demanded as he tried to squeeze into the room. "A conference? Thea, you're going
to have to get a bigger—" He broke off, stared. "Nat?"

 Her stunned expression mirrored his. "Colt?"

 His grin split his face. "Son of a gun." He elbowed past Boyd to grab Natalie in a hug that lifted her feet
from the floor. "I'll be damned. Pretty Natalie. What's it been? Six years?"

 "Seven." She kissed him full on the mouth. "We ran into each other in San Francisco."

 "At the Giants game, right. You look better than ever."

 "I am better than ever. Why don't we have a drink later, and catch up?"

 "Now, that's…" He fumbled to a halt when he glanced at Althea. She was sitting on the edge of her
desk, watching their reunion with an expression of mild curiosity and polite interest. When he realized his
arm was still around Natalie's waist, he dropped it quickly to his side. "Actually, I, ah…"
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 How was a man supposed to talk to an old female friend when the woman he loved was studying him as
if he were something smeared on a glass slide?

 Natalie caught the look that passed between Althea and Colt. Surprise came first, then a chuckle she
disguised by clearing her throat. Well, well, she thought, what an interesting stew she'd dropped into. She
couldn't resist stirring the pot.

 "Colt and I go way back," she said to Althea. "I had a terrible crush on him when I was a teenager." She
smiled wickedly up at Colt. "I've been waiting for years for him to take advantage of it."

 "Really?" Althea tapped a finger to her lips. "He doesn't strike me as being slow off the mark. A little
dense, maybe, but not slow."

 "You're right about that. Cute, too, isn't he?" She winked at Althea.

 "In an overt sort of way," Althea agreed, enjoying Colt's discomfort. "Why don't you and I have that
drink later, Natalie? It sounds as though you and I have quite a bit to chat about."

 "It certainly does."

 "I don't think this is the place to set up social engagements." Well aware that he was outnumbered and
outgunned, Colt stuck his hands into his pockets. "Althea looks busy."

 "Oh, I've got a minute or two. What are you doing in town, Natalie?"'

 "Business. Always nice when you can mix it with pleasure. I have an emergency meeting in an hour with
the board of directors on one of Boyd's and my downtown units. Owning real estate is a full-time job.
Without proper management, it can be a huge headache," she explained.

 "You don't happen to own one on Second Avenue, do you?" Althea asked.

 "Mmm, no. Is one up for sale?" A gleam came into her eyes, and then she laughed. "It's a weakness,"
she explained. "There's something about owning property, even with all the problems that come with it."

 "What's the trouble now?" Boyd asked, trying to work up some interest.

 "The manager decided to up all the rents and keep the difference." Natalie said, her eyes hardening in
startling contrast to her soft, lovely face. "I hate being duped."

 "Pride," Boyd said, and tapped a finger on her nose. "You hate making a mistake."

 "I didn't make a mistake." Her chin angled upward. "The man's resume was outstanding." When Boyd
continued to grin, she wrinkled her nose at him. "The problem is, you have to give a manager autonomy.
You can't be everywhere at once. I remember one manager we had who was running a floating crap
game in an empty apartment. He kept it rented under a fake name," she continued, nearly amused now.
"He'd even filled out an application, complete with faked references. He made enough profit off the
games to afford the overhead, so the rent came in like clockwork. I'd never have found out if someone
hadn't tipped the cops and they raided the place. It turned out he'd done the same thing twice before."

 "Good Lord," Althea said, looking stunned.
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 "Oh, it wasn't that bad," Natalie went on. "Actually, it was pretty exciting stuff. I just—What is it?" she
demanded when Althea sprang to her feet.

 "Let's move." Colt was already headed out the door.

 Althea grabbed her coat and sprinted after him. "Boyd, run a make on—"

 "Nieman," he called out. "I got it. You want backup?"

 "I'll let you know."

 When the room emptied, Natalie threw up her hands and stared at Cilia. "What brought that on?"

 "Cops." Cilia shrugged. That said it all.

 Chapter 12
 Contents-Prev |Next

 "I can't believe we let that slip by us." Colt slammed the door to the Jeep and peeled away from the
curb. This time he didn't bother to remove the parking ticket under the windshield wiper.

 "We're going on a hunch," Althea reminded him. "We could very well get slapped down."

 "You don't think so."

 She shut her eyes a moment, letting the pieces fall into place. "It fits," she said grimly. "Not one single
tenant could swear they'd ever seen this Mr. Davis. He was the man who wasn't there—maybe because
he never was."

 "And who would have had access to the penthouse? Who could have faked references—references that
didn't have to exist? Who could have slipped through the building virtually unnoticed, because he was
always there?"

 "Nieman."

 "I told you he was a weasel," Colt said between his teeth.

 She was forced to agree, but cautiously. "Don't get ahead of yourself, Nightshade. We're doing some
follow-up questioning. That's all."

 "I'm getting answers," he shot back. "That's all."

 "Don't make me pull rank on you, Colt." She said it quietly, calming him. "We're going in there to ask
questions. We may be able to shake him into slipping up. We may very well have to walk out without
him. But now we have a place to start digging."

 They'd dig, all right, Colt thought. Deep enough to bury Nieman. "I'll follow your lead," he said. For
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now. He pulled up at a red light, drumming his fingers impatiently on the wheel. "I'd like to, ah… explain
about Nat."

 "Explain what?"

 "That we aren't—weren't. Ever," he said savagely. "Got it?"

 "Really?" She'd laugh about this later, she was sure. Once there weren't so many other things on her
mind. Still, she wasn't so preoccupied that she'd blow a chance to bait him. "Why not? She's beautiful,
she's fun, she's smart. Looks like you fell down on that one, Nightshade."

 "It wasn't that I didn't… I mean, I thought about it. Started to—" He swore, revved the engine when the
light turned. "She was Boyd's sister, all right? Before I knew it, she was like my sister, too, so I
couldn't… think about her that way."

 She sent him a long, curious look. "Why are you apologizing?"

 "I'm not." His voice took on a vicious edge, because he realized he was doing just that. "I'm explaining.
Though God knows why I'd bother. You think what you want."

 "All right. I think you're overreacting to a situation in typical, and predictable, male fashion." The look he
speared at her should have sliced to the bone. She merely smiled. "I don't hold it against you. Any more
than I would hold it against you if you and Nataliehad been involved. The past is just that. I know that
better than anyone."

 "I guess you do." He jammed the gearshift into fourth, then reached out to cover her hand with his. "But
we weren't involved."

 "I'd have to say that was your loss, pal. She's terrific."

 "So are you."

 She smiled at him. "Yeah, I am."

 Colt steered to the curb, parking carelessly in a loading zone. He waited while Althea called in their
location. "Ready?"

 "I'm always ready." She stepped out of the car. "I want to play this light," she told Colt. "Just follow-up
questions. We've got nothing on him. Nothing. If we push too hard, we'll lose our chance. If we're right
about this—''

 "We are right. I can feel it."

 So could she. She nodded. "Then I want him. For Liz. For Wild Bill." And for herself, she realized. To
help her close the door this ordeal had opened again.

 They walked in together and approached Nieman's apartment. Althea sent Colt one last warning look,
then knocked.

 "Yes, yes…" Nieman's voice came through the door. "What is it?"
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 "Lieutenant Grayson, Mr. Nieman." She held her shield up to the peephole. "Denver PD. We need a few
minutes of your time."

 He pulled open the door to the width of the security chain. His eyes darted from Althea's face to Colt's
and back again. "Can't this wait? I'm busy."

 "I'm afraid not. It shouldn't take long, Mr. Nieman. Just routine."

 "Oh, very well." With a definite lack of grace, he yanked off the chain. "Come in, then."

 When she did, Althea noted the packing boxes set on the carpet. Many were filled with shredded paper.
For Althea, they were as damning as a smoking gun.

 "As you can see, you've caught me at a bad time."

 "Yes, I can see that. Are you moving, Mr. Nieman?"

 "Do you think I would stay here, work here, after this—this scandal?" Obviously insulted, he tugged on
his tightly knotted tie. "I think not. Police, reporters, badgering tenants. I haven't had a moment's peace
since this began."

 "I'm sure it's been a trial for you," Colt stated. He wanted to get his hands on that tie. Nieman would
hang nicely from it.

 "It certainly has. Well, I suppose you must sit." Nieman waved a hand toward chairs. "But I really can't
spare much time. I've a great deal of packing left to do. I don't trust the movers to do it," he added.
"Clumsy, always breaking things."

 "You've had a lot of experience with moving?" This from Althea as she sat and took out her pad and
pencil.

 "Naturally. As I've explained before, I travel. I enjoy my work." He smiled by tightening his lips over his
teeth. "But I find it tedious to remain in one place for too long. Landlords are always looking for a
responsible, experienced manager."

 "I'm sure they are." She tapped her pencil against the pad. "The owners of this building…" She began to
flip pages.

 "Johnston and Croy, Inc."

 "Yes." She nodded when she found the notation. "They were quite upset when they were told about the
activities in the penthouse."

 "I should say." Nieman hitched up the knees of his trousers and sat. "They're a respectable company.
Quite successful in the West and Southwest. Of course, they blame me. That's to be expected."

 "Because you didn't do a personal interview with the tenant?" Althea prompted.

 "The bottom line in real estate, Lieutenant, is regular monthly rentals and low turnover. I provided that."

 "You also provided the scene of the crime."
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 "I can hardly be held responsible for the conduct of my tenants."

 It was time, Althea decided, to take a risk. A calculated one. "And you never entered the premises?
Never checked on it?"

 "Why would I? I had no reason to bother Mr. Davis or go into the penthouse."

 "You never went in while Mr. Davis was in residence?" Althea asked.

 "I've just said I didn't."

 She frowned, flipped more pages. "How would you explain your fingerprints?"

 Something flickered in Nieman's eyes, then was gone. "I don't know what you mean."

 She was reaching, but she pressed a bit further. "I wondered how you would explain it if I told you that
your fingerprints were found inside the penthouse—since you claim never to have entered the premises."

 "I don't see…" He was scrambling now. "Oh, yes, I remember now. A few days before… before the
incident… the smoke alarm in the penthouse went off. Naturally, I used my passkey to investigate when
no one answered my knock."

 "You had a fire?" Colt asked.

 "No, no, simply a defective smoke detector. It was so minor an incident, I quite forgot it."

 "Perhaps you've forgotten something else," Althea said politely. "Perhaps you forgot to tell us about a
cabin, west of Boulder. Do you manage that property, as well?''

 "I don't know what you're talking about. I don't manage any property but this."

 "Then you just use it for recreation," Althea continued. "With

 Mr. Donner, Mr. Kline and Mr. Scott."

 "I have no knowledge of a cabin," Nieman said stiffly, but a line of sweat had popped out above his top
lip. "Nor do I know any people by those names. Now you'll have to excuse me."

 "Mr. Scott isn't quite up to visitors," Althea told him, and remained seated. "But we can go downtown
and see Kline and Donner. That might refresh your memory."

 "I'm not going anywhere with you." Nieman rose then. "I've answered all your questions in a reasonable
and patient manner. If you persist in this harassment, I'll have to call my attorney."

 "Feel free." Althea gestured toward the phone. "He can meet us at the station. In the meantime, I'd like
you to think back to where you were on the night of October 25. You could use an alibi."

 "Whatever for?"

 "Murder."
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 "That's preposterous." He drew a handkerchief out of his breast pocket to wipe his face. "You can't
come in here and accuse me this way."

 "I'm not accusing you, Mr. Nieman. I'm asking for your whereabouts on October 25, between the hours
of 9:00 and 11:00 p.m. You might also tell your lawyer that we'll be questioning you about a missing
woman known as Lacy, and about the abduction of Elizabeth Cook, who is currently in protective
custody. Liz is a very bright and observant girl, isn't she, Nightshade?"

 "Yeah." She was amazing, Colt thought. Absolutely amazing. She was cracking Nieman into pieces with
nothing but innuendo. "Between Liz and the sketches, the D.A. has plenty to work with."

 "I don't believe we mentioned the sketches to Mr. Nieman." Althea closed her notebook. "Or the fact
that both Kline and Donner Were thoroughly interrogated yesterday. Of course, Scott is still critical, so
we'll have to wait for his corroboration."

 Nieman's face went pasty. "They're lying. I'm a respectable man. I have credentials." His voice cracked.
"You can't prove anything on the word of some, two-bit actors."

 "I don't believe we mentioned Kline and Donner were actors, did we, Nightshade?"

 "No." He could have kissed her. "No, we didn't."

 "You must be psychic, Nieman," Althea stated. "Why don't we go to the station and see what else you
can come up with?"

 "I know my rights." Nieman's eyes glittered with rage as he felt the trap creaking shut. "I'm not going
anywhere with you."

 "I'll have to insist." Althea rose. "Go ahead and call your lawyer, Nieman, but you're coming in for
questioning. Now."

 "No woman's going to tell me what to do." Nieman lunged, and though Althea was braced, even eager,
Colt stepped between them and merely used one hand to shove Nieman back onto the couch.

 "Assaulting an officer," he said mildly. "I guess we'll take him in on that. It should give you enough time to
get a search warrant."

 "More than enough," she agreed. She took out her cuffs.

 "Ah, Lieutenant…" Colt watched as she competently secured Nieman's skinny wrists. "They didn't find
prints upstairs, did they?"

 "I never said they did." She tossed her hair back. "I simply asked what he'd sayif I said they were
found."

 "I was wrong," he decided. "I do like your style."

 "Thanks." Satisfied, she smiled. "I wonder what we might find in all these neatly packed boxes."

 They found more than enough. Tapes, snapshots, even a detailed journal in Nieman's own hand. It
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painstakingly recorded all his activities, all his thoughts, all his hatred for women. It described how the
woman named Lacy had been murdered, and how her body had been buried behind the cabin.

 By that afternoon, he had been booked on enough charges to keep him away from society for a lifetime.

 "A little anticlimactic," Colt commented as he followed Althea into her office, where she would type up
her report. "He was so revolting, I couldn't even drum up the energy to kill him."

 "Lucky for you." She sat, booted up her machine. "Listen, if it's any consolation, I believe he was telling
the truth about not touching Liz himself. I'm betting the psychiatric profile bears it out. Impotence,
accompanied by rage against women and voyeuristic tendencies."

 "Yeah, he just likes to watch." His fury came and went. Althea had been right about not being able to
change what had been.

 "And to make piles of money from his hobby," she added. "Once he rounded up his cameraman and a
couple of sleazy actors, he went into the business of pandering to others with his peculiar tastes. Got to
give him credit. He kept a very precise set of books on his porn business. Kept him in antiques and silk
ties."

 "He won't need either one in a cell." He rested his hands on her shoulders. "You did good, Thea. Real
good."

 "I usually do." She glanced over her shoulder to study him. Now all she had to do was figure out what to
do about Colt. "Listen, Nightshade, I really want to get this paperwork moving, and then I need some
downtime. Okay?"

 "Sure. I hear there's going to be some spread at the Fletchers' tonight. Are you up for it?''

 "You bet. Why don't I meet you there?"

 "All right." He leaned down to press his lips to her hair. "I love you, Thea."

 She waited until he left, shutting her door behind him.I know, she thought,I love you, too.

 She went to see Liz. It helped to be able to give the girl and her family some sort of resolution. Colt had
beaten her to it, had already come and gone. But Althea sensed that Liz needed to hear it from her, as
well.

 "We'll never be able to repay you." Marleen stood with her arm around Liz as if she couldn't bear not to
touch her daughter. "I don't have the words to tell you how grateful we are."

 "I—" She'd almost said she'd just been doing her job. It was the truth, but it wasn't all of it. "Just take
care of each other," she said instead.

 "We're going to spend a lot more time doing just that." Marleen pressed her cheek against Liz's. "We're
going home tomorrow."

 "We're going into family counseling," Liz told Althea. "And I—I'm going to join a rape victims' support
group. I'm a little scared."
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 "It's all right to be scared."

 Nodding, Liz looked at her mother. "Mom, can I—I just want to talk to Lieutenant Grayson for a
minute."

 "Sure." Marleen clung for a final moment. "I'll just go down to the lobby, help your father when he gets
back with that ice cream."

 "Thanks." Liz waited until her mother left the room. "Dad doesn't know how to talk about what
happened to me yet. It's awful hard on him."

 "He loves you. Give him time."

 "He cried." Liz's own eyes filled with tears. "I never saw him cry before. I thought he was too busy with
work and stuff to care. I was stupid to run away." Once she'd blurted it out, she exhaled deeply. "I didn't
think they understood me, or what I wanted. Now I see how bad I hurt them. It won't ever be exactly
the same again, will it?"

 "No, Liz, it won't. But if you help each other through it, it can be better."

 "I hope so. I still feel so empty inside. Like a part of me's not there anymore."

 "You'll fill it with something else. You can't let this block off your feelings for other people. It can make
you strong, Liz, but you don't want it to make you hard."

 "Colt said—" She sniffled and reached for the box of tissues her mother had left on the coffee table. "He
said whenever I felt like I couldn't make it, I should think of you."

 Althea stared. "Of me?"

 "Because you'd had something horrible happen to you, and you'd used it to make yourself beautiful.
Inside and out. That you hadn't just survived, you'd triumphed." She gave a watery smile. "And I could,
too. It was funny to hear him talk that way. I guess he must like you a lot."

 "I like him, too." And she did, Althea realized. It wasn't a weakness to love someone, not when you
could admire and respect him at the same time. Not when he saw exactly what you were, and loved you
back.

 "Colt's the best," Liz stated. "He never lets you down, you know? No matter what."

 "I think I do."

 "I was wondering… I know the counseling's important, and everything, but I wonder if I could just call
you sometimes. When I—when I don't think I can get through it."

 "I hope you will." Althea rose to go over and sit beside Liz. She opened her arms. "You call when you're
feeling bad. And when you're feeling good. We all need somebody who understands us."

 Fifteen minutes later, Althea left the Cooks to their ice cream and their privacy. She decided she had a
lot of thinking to do. She'd always known where her life was going. Now that it had taken this sudden
and dramatic detour, she needed to get her bearings again.
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 But Colt was waiting for her in the lobby.

 "Hey, Lieutenant." He tipped her head back and kissed her lightly.

 "What are you doing here? Marleen said you'd been by already."

 "I went with Frank. He needed to talk."

 She touched a hand to his cheek. "You're a good friend, Nightshade."

 "It's the only kind of friend there is." She smiled, because she knew he meant it. "Want a lift?"

 "I've got my car." But when they walked outside together, she discovered she didn't want that downtime
alone after all. "Look, do you want to take a walk or something? I'm wired."

 "Sure." He draped an. arm casually over her shoulder. "You can help me scope out some of the shop
windows. My mother has a birthday next week."

 Resistance surged instantly—a knee-jerk response. "I'm no good at picking out presents for people I
don't know."

 "You'll get to know her." He strolled to the corner and turned left, heading toward a row of downtown
shops. He glanced in one window at an elegant display of fine china and crystal. "Hey, you're not the type
who, like, registers a pattern and that stuff, are you? You know, for wedding presents?"

 "Get a grip." She moved past him so that he had to lengthen his stride to catch up.

 "What about a trousseau? Do women still do that?"

 "I haven't any idea, or any interest."

 "It's not that I mind the T-shirt you wore in bed last night. I was just thinking that something a little
more… no, a little less, would be nice for the honeymoon. Where do you want to go?"

 "Are you going to cut this out?"

 "No."

 With an impatient breath, she turned and stared at the next window. "That's a nice sweater." She pointed
to a rich blue cowl-neck on a mannequin. "Maybe she'd go for cashmere."

 "Maybe." He nodded. "Fine. Let's go get it."

 "See, that's your problem." Althea whirled around, hands on hips. "You don't give anything enough
thought. You look at one thing, and boom—that's it."

 "When it's the right thing, why look around?" He smiled and tugged on her hair. "I know what works for
me when I see it. Come on." He took her hand and pulled her into the shop. "The blue sweater in the
window?" he said to the clerk. "Have you got it in a size…" He measured in the air with his hands.
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 "Ten?" the clerk guessed. "Certainly, sir. Just one moment."

 "You didn't ask how much it cost," Althea pointed out.

 "When something's right, cost is irrelevant." He turned to smile at her. "You're going to keep me in line. I
appreciate that. I tend to let details slip."

 "There's news." She stepped away to poke through a rack of silk blouses.

 He was careless, Althea reminded herself. He was impulsive and rash and quick on the draw. All the
things she was not. She preferred order, routine, meticulous calculation. She had to be crazy to think they
could mesh.

 She turned her head, watching him as he waited for the clerk to ring up the sweater and gift-wrap it.

 But they did mesh, she realized. Everything about him fitted her like a glove. The hair wasn't really blond
or brown and was never quite disciplined. The eyes, caught somewhere between blue and green, that
could stop her heart with one look. His recklessness. His dependability.

 His total and unconditional understanding.

 "Problem?" he asked when he caught her staring.

 "No."

 "Would you like a pink bow, sir, or blue?"

 "Pink," he said, without glancing back. "Do you have any wedding dresses in here?"

 "Not formal ones, no, sir." But the clerk's eyes lit up at the prospect of another sale. "We do have some
very elegant tea gowns and cocktail suits that would be perfect for a wedding."

 "It should be something festive," he decided, and the humor was back in his eyes. "For New Year's
Eve."

 Althea straightened her shoulders, turned on her heel to face him. "Get this, Nightshade. I am not
marrying you on New Year's Eve."

 "Okay, okay. Pick another date."

 "Thanksgiving," she told him, and had the pleasure of watching his mouth fall open as he dropped the
box the clerk had handed him.

 "What?"

 "I said Thanksgiving. Take it or leave it." She tossed her hair back and strode out the door.

 "Wait! Damn!" He started after her, kicked the gift box halfway across the room. The clerk called after
him as he scooped it up on the run.

 "Sir, the dresses?"
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 "Later." He swung through the door and caught up with Althea halfway down the block. "Did you say
you'd marry me on Thanksgiving?"

 "I hate repeating myself, Nightshade. If you can't keep up, that's your problem. Now, if you've finished
your shopping, I'm going back to work."

 "Just one damn minute." Exasperated, he stuffed the box under his arm, crushing the bow. It freed his
hands to snag her by the shoulders. "What made you change your mind?''

 "It must have been your smooth, subtle approach," she said dryly. Lord, she was enjoying this, she
realized. Deep-down enjoying it. "Keep manhandling me, pal, and I'll haul you in."

 He shook his head, as if to realign his thoughts. "You're going to marry me?"

 She arched a brow. "Ain't no flies on you."

 "On Thanksgiving.This Thanksgiving. The one that's coming up in a few weeks?"

 "Getting cold feet already?" she began, then found her mouth much too occupied for words. It was a
heady kiss, filled with promises and joy. "Do you know the penalty for kissing a police officer on a public
street?" she asked when she could speak again.

 "I'll risk it."

 "Good." She dragged his mouth back to hers. Pedestrians wound around them as they clung. "You're
going to get life for this, Nightshade."

 "I'm counting on it." Carefully he drew her back so that he could see her face. "Why Thanksgiving?"

 "Because I'd like to have a family to celebrate it with. Cilia's always bugging me to join them, but I… I
couldn't."

 "Why?"

 "Is this an interrogation or an engagement?" she demanded.

 "Both, but this is the last one. Why are you going to marry me?''

 "Because you nagged me until I broke down. And I felt sorry for you, because you seemed so set on it.
Besides, I love you, and I've kind of gotten used to you, so—"

 "Hold on. Say that again."

 "I said I've kind of gotten used to you."

 Grinning, he kissed the tip of her nose. "Not that part. The part right before that."

 "Where I felt sorry for you?"

 "Uh-uh. After that."
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 "Oh, the I-love-you part."

 "That's the one. Say it again."

 "Okay." She took a deep breath. "I love you." And let it out. "It's tougher to say it all by itself that way."

 "You'll get used to it."

 "I think you're right."

 He laughed and crushed her against him. "I'm betting on it."

 Epilogue
 Contents-Prev |Next

 "I think I need to consider this again."

 Althea stood in front of the full-length mirror in Cilia's bedroom, staring at her own reflection. There was
a woman inside the mirror, she noted dispassionately. A pale woman with a tumble of red hair. She
looked elegant in a slim ivory suit trimmed with lace and accented with tiny pearl buttons that ran the
length of the snugly fitted jacket.

 But her eyes were too big, too wide, and too fearful.

 "I really don't think this is going to work."

 "You look fabulous," Deborah assured her. "Perfect."

 "I wasn't talking about the dress." She pressed a hand to her queasy stomach. "I meant the wedding."

 "Don't start." Cilia tugged at the line of Althea's ivory silk jacket. "You're fidgeting again."

 "Of course I'm fidgeting." For lack of anything better to do, Althea reached up to make sure the pearl
drops at her ears were secure. Colt's mother had given them to her, she remembered, and felt a trickle of
warmth at the memory. Something to be handed down, his mother had said, as they had been from Colt's
grandmother to her.

 Then she'd cried a little, and kissed Althea's cheek and welcomed her to the family.

 Family, Althea thought on a fresh wave of panic. What did she know about family?

 "I'm about to commit myself for life to a man I've known a matter of weeks," she muttered to the woman
in the mirror. "I shouldbe committed."

 "You love him, don't you?" Deborah asked.

 "What does that have to do with it?"
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 Laughing, Deborah took Althea's restless hand in hers. "Only everything. I didn't know Gage very long,
either." And had known the depths of his secrets for an even shorter time. "But I loved him, and I knew.
I've seen the way you look at Colt, Thea. You know, too."

 "Lawyers," Althea complained to Cilia. "They always turn things around on you."

 "She's great, isn't she?" Pride burst through as Cilia gave her sister a hard squeeze. "The best prosecutor
east of the Mississippi."

 "When you're right, you're right," Deborah returned with a grin. "Now, let's take a look at the matron of
honor." She tilted her head to examine her sister. "You look wonderful, Cilia."

 "So do you." Cilia brushed a hand through her sister's dark hair. "Marriage and motherhood agree with
you."

 "If you two will finish up your admiration hour, I'm having a nervous breakdown over here." Althea sat
down on the bed, squeezed her eyes shut. "I could make a run for it out the back."

 "He'd catch you," Cilia decided.

 "Not if I had a really good head start. Maybe if I—" A knock on the door interrupted her. "If that's
Nightshade, I am not going to talk to him."

 "Of course not," Deborah agreed. "Bad luck." She opened the door to her husband and daughter. That
was good luck, she thought as she smiled at Gage. The very best luck of all.

 "Sorry to break in on the prep work, but we've got some restless people downstairs."

 "If those kids have touched that wedding cake…" Cilia began.

 "Boyd saved it," Gage assured her. Barely. With the baby tucked in one arm, he slipped the other
around his wife. "Colt's wearing a path in the den carpet."

 "So he's nervous," Althea shot back. "He should be. Look what he's gotten us into. Boy, would I like to
be a fly on the wall down there."

 Gage grinned, winked at Deborah. "It has its advantages." He nuzzled his infant daughter when she
began to fuss.

 "I'll take her, Gage." Deborah gathered Adrianna into her arms. "You go help Boyd calm down the
groom. We're nearly ready."

 "Who said?" Althea twisted her hands together.

 Cilia brushed Gage out of the room, closed the door. It was time for the big guns. "Coward," she said
softly.

 "Now, just a minute…"

 "You're afraid to walk downstairs and make a public commitment to the man you love. That's pathetic."
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 Catching on, Deborah soothed the baby, and played the game. "Now, Cilia, don't be so harsh. If she's
changed her mind—"

 "She hasn't. She just can't make it up. And Colt's doing everything to make her happy. He's selling his
ranch, buying land out here."

 Althea got to her feet. "That's unfair."

 "It certainly is." Deborah ranged herself beside Althea, and bit the inside of her lip to keep from grinning.
"I'd think you'd be a little more understanding, Cilia. This is an important decision."

 "Then she should make it instead of hiding up here like some vestal virgin about to be sacrificed."

 Althea's chin jutted out. "I'm not hiding. Deb, go out and tell them to start the damn music. I'm coining
down."

 "All right, Thea. If you're sure." Deborah patted her arm, winked at her sister, and hurried out.

 "Well, come on." Althea stormed to the door. "Let's get going."

 "Fine." Cilia sauntered past her, then started down the steps.

 Althea was nearly to the bottom before she realized she'd been conned. The two sisters had pulled off
the good cop-bad cop routine like pros.

 Now her stomach jumped. There were flowers everywhere, banks of color and scent. There was music,
soft, romantic. She saw Colt's mother leaning heavily against his father and smiling bravely through a mist
of tears. She saw Natalie beaming and dabbing at her eyes. Deborah, her lashes wet, cradling Adrianna.

 There was Boyd, reaching out to take Cilia's hand, kissing her damp cheek before looking back at
Althea to give her an encouraging wink.

 Althea came to a dead stop. If people cried at weddings, she deduced, there had to be a good reason.

 Then she looked toward the fireplace, and saw nothing but Colt.

 And he saw nothing but her.

 Her legs stopped wobbling. She crossed to him, carrying a single white rose, and her heart.

 "Good to see you, Lieutenant," he murmured as he took her hand.

 "Good to see you, too, Nightshade." She felt the warmth from the fire that glowed beside them, the
warmth from him. She smiled as he brought her hand to his lips, and her fingers were steady.

 "Happy Thanksgiving."

 "Same goes." She brought their joined hands to her lips in turn. Maybe she didn't know about family, but
she'd learn. They'd learn. "I love you, very much."
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 "Same goes. Ready for this?"

 "I am now."

 As the fire crackled, they faced each other and the life they'd make together.

  

 Night Smoke
  

 Prologue
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Fire. It cleansed. It destroyed. With its heat, lives could be saved. Or lives could be taken. It was one of
the greatest discoveries of man, and one of his chief fears.

 And one of his fascinations.

 Mothers warned their children not to play with matches, not to touch the red glow of the stove. For no
matter how pretty the flame, how seductive the warmth, fire against flesh burned.

 In the hearth, it was romantic, cozy, cheerful, dancing and crackling, wafting scented smoke and
flickering soft golden light. Old men dreamed by it. Lovers wooed by it.

 In the campfire, it shot its sparks toward a starry sky, tempting wide-eyed children to roast their
marshmallows into black goo while shivering over ghost stories.

 There were dark, hopeless corners of the city where the homeless cupped their frozen hands over
trash-can fires, their faces drawn and weary in the shadowy light, their minds too numb for dreams.

 In the city of Urbana, there were many fires.

 A carelessly dropped cigarette smoldering in a mattress. Faulty wiring, overlooked, or ignored by a
corrupt inspector. A kerosene heater set too close to the drapes, oily rags tossed in a stuffy closet. A
flash of lightning. An unattended candle.

 All could cause destruction of property, loss of life. Ignorance, an accident, an act of God. But there
were other ways, more devious ways.

 Once inside the building he took several short, shallow breaths. It was so simple, really. And so exciting.
The power was in his hands now. He knew exactly what to do, and there was a thrill in doing it. Alone.
In the dark.
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 It wouldn't be dark for long. The thought made him giggle as he climbed to the second floor. He would
soon make the light.

 Two cans of gasoline would be enough. With the first he splashed the old wooden floor, soaking it,
leaving a trail as he moved from wall to wall, from room to room. Now and again he stopped, pulling
stock from the racks, scattering matchbooks over the stream of flammables, adding fuel that would feed
the flames and spread them.

 The smell of the accelerant was sweet, an exotic perfume that heightened his senses. He wasn't
panicked, he wasn't hurried as he climbed the winding metal stairs to the next floor. He was quiet, of
course, for he wasn't a stupid man. But he knew the night watchman was bent over his magazines in
another part of the building.

 As he worked, he glanced up at the spider-like sprinklers in the ceiling. He'd already seen to those.
There would be no hiss of water from the pipes as the flames rose, no warning buzz from smoke alarms.

 This fire would burn, and burn, and burn, until the window glass exploded from the angry fists of heat.
Paint would blister, metal would melt, rafters would fall, charred and flaming.

 He wished… for a moment he wished he could stay, stand in the center of it all and watch the sleeping
fire awaken, grumbling. He wanted to be there, to admire and absorb as it stirred, snapped, then
stretched its hot, bright body. He wanted to hear its triumphant roar as it hungrily devoured everything in
its path.

 But he would be far away by then. Too far to see, to hear, to smell. He would have to imagine it.

 With a sigh, he lit the first match, held the flame at eye level, admiring the infant spark, mesmerized by it.
He was smiling, as proud as any expectant father, as he tossed the tiny fire into a dark pool of gas. He
watched for a moment, only a moment, as the animal erupted into life, streaking along the trail he'd left for
it.

 He left quietly, hurrying now, into the frigid night. Soon his feet had picked up the rhythm of his racing
heart.

 Chapter 1
 Contents-Prev |Next

 Annoyed, exhausted, Natalie stepped into her penthouse apartment. The dinner meeting with her
marketing executives had run beyond midnight. She could have come home then, she reminded herself as
she stepped out of her shoes. But no. Her office was en route from the restaurant to her apartment. She
simply hadn't been able to resist stopping in for one more look at the new designs, one last check on the
ads heralding the grand opening.

 Both had needed work. And really, she'd only intended to make a few notes. Draft one or two memos.

 So why was she stumbling toward the bedroom at 2:00 a.m.? she asked herself. The answer was easy.
She was compulsive, obsessive. She was, Natalie thought, an idiot. Particularly since she had an
eight-o'clock breakfast meeting with several of her East Coast sales reps. No problem, she assured
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herself. No problem at all. Who needed sleep? Certainly not Natalie Fletcher, the thirty-two-year-old
dynamo who was currently expanding Fletcher Industries into one more avenue of profit.

 And therewould be profit. She'd put all her skill and experience and creativity into building Lady's
Choice from the ground up. Before profit, there would be the excitement of conception, birth, growth,
those first pangs and pleasures of an infant company its own way.

 Her infant company, she thought with tired satisfaction. Her baby. She would tend and teach and
nurture—and, yes, when necessary, walk the floor at 2:00 a.m.

 A glance in the mirror over the bureau told her that even a dynamo needed rest. Her cheeks had lost
both their natural color as well as their cosmetic blush and her face looked entirely too fragile and pale.
The simple twist that scooped her hair back and had started the evening looking sophisticated and chic
now only seemed to emphasize the shadows that smudged her dark green eyes.

 Because she was a woman who prided herself on her energy and stamina, she turned away from the
reflection, blowing her honey-toned bangs out of her eyes and rotating her shoulders to ease the stiffness.
In any case, sharks didn't sleep, she reminded herself. Even business sharks. But this one was very
tempted to fall on the bed fully dressed.

 That wouldn't do, she thought, and shrugged out of her coat. Organization and control were every bit as
important in business as a good head for figures. Ingrained habit had her walking to the closet, and she
was draping the velvet wrap on a padded hanger when the phone rang.

 Let the machine get it, she ordered herself, but by the second ring she was snatching up the receiver.

 "Hello?"

 "Ms. Fletcher?"

 "Yes?" The receiver clanged against the emeralds at her ear. She was reaching up to remove the earring
when the panic in the voice stopped her.

 "It's Jim Banks, Ms. Fletcher. The night watchman over at the south side warehouse. We've got trouble
here."

 "Trouble? Did someone break in?"

 "It's fire. Holy God, Ms. Fletcher, the whole place is going up."

 "Fire?'' She brought her other hand to the receiver, as if it might leap from her ear. "At the warehouse?
Was anyone in the building? Is anyone in there?"

 "No, ma'am, there was just me." His voice shook, cracked. "I was downstairs in the coffee room when I
heard an explosion. Must've been a bomb or something, I don't know. I called the fire department."

 She could hear other sounds now, sirens, shouts. "Are you hurt?"

 "No, I got out. I got out. Mother of God, Ms. Fletcher, it's terrible. It's just terrible."

 "I'm on my way."
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 It took Natalie fifteen minutes to make the trip from her plush west-side neighborhood to the dingy south
side, with its warehouses and factories. But she saw the fire, heard it before she pulled up behind the
string of engines. Men with their faces smeared with soot manned hoses, wielded axes. Smoke and flame
belched from shattered windows and spewed through gaps in the ruined roof. The heat was enormous.
Even at this distance it shot out, slapping her face while the icy February wind swirled at her back.

 Everything. She knew everything inside the building was lost.

 "Ms. Fletcher?"

 Struggling against horror and fascination, she turned and looked at a round middle-aged man in a gray
uniform.

 "I'm Jim Banks."

 "Oh, yes." She reached out automatically to take his hand. It was freezing, and as shaky as his voice.
"You're all right? Are you sure?"

 "Yes, ma'am. It's an awful thing."

 They watched the fire and those who fought it for a moment, in silence. "The smoke alarms?"

 "I didn't hear anything. Not until the explosion. I started to head upstairs, and I saw the fire. It was
everywhere." He rubbed a hand over his mouth. Never in his life had he seen anything like it. Never in his
life did he want to see its like again. "Just everywhere. I got out and called the fire department from my
truck."

 "You did the right thing. Do you know who's in charge here?"

 "No, Ms. Fletcher, I don't. These guys work fast, and they don't spend a lot of time talking."

 "All right. Why don't you go home now, Jim? I'll deal with this.

 If they need to talk to you, I have your beeper number, and they can call."

 "Nothing much to do." He looked down at the ground and shook his head. "I'm mighty sorry, Ms.
Fletcher."

 "So am I. I appreciate you calling me."

 "Thought I should." He gave one last glance at the building, seemed to shudder, then trudged off to his
truck.

 Natalie stood where she was, and waited.

 A crowd had gathered by the time Ry got to the scene. A fire drew crowds, he knew, like a good
fistfight or a flashy juggler. People even took sides—and a great many of them rooted for the fire.

 He stepped out of his car, a lean, broad-shouldered man with tired eyes the color of the smoke stinging
the winter sky. His narrow, bony face was set, impassive. The lights flashing around him shadowed, then
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highlighted, the hollows and planes, the shallow cleft in his chin that women loved and he found a small
nuisance.

 He set his boots on the sodden ground and stepped into them with a grace and economy of motion that
came from years of training. Though flames still licked and sparked, his experienced eye told him that the
men had contained and nearly suppressed it.

 Soon it would be time for him to go to work.

 Automatically he put on the black protective jacket, covering his flannel shirt and his jeans down past the
hips. He combed one hand through his unruly hair, hair that was a deep, dark brown and showed hints of
fire in sunlight. He set his dented, smoke-stained hat on his head, lit a cigarette, then tugged on protective
gloves.

 And while he performed these habitual acts, he scanned the scene. A man in his position needed to keep
an open mind about fire. He would take an overview of the scene, the weather, note the wind direction,
talk to the fire fighters. There would be all manner of routine and scientific tests to run.

 But first, he would trust his eyes, and his nose.

 The warehouse was most probably a loss, but it was no longer his job to save it. His job was to find the
whys and the hows.

 He exhaled smoke and studied the crowd.

 He knew the night watchman had called in the alarm. The man would have to be interviewed. Ry looked
over the faces, one by one. Excitement was normal. He saw it in the eyes of the young man who watched
the destruction, dazzled. And shock, in the slack-jawed woman who huddled against him. Horror,
admiration, relief that the fire hadn't touched them or theirs. He saw that, as well.

 Then his gaze fell on the blonde.

 She stood apart from the rest, staring straight ahead while the light wind teased her honey blond hair out
of its fancy twist. Expensive shoes, Ry noted, of supple midnight leather, as out of place in this part of
town as her velvet coat and her fancy face.

 A hell of a face, he thought idly, lifting the cigarette to his lips again. A pale oval that belonged on a
cameo. Eyes… He couldn't make out their color, but they were dark. No excitement there, he mused.
No horror, no shock. Anger, maybe. Just a touch of it. She was either a woman of little emotion, or one
who knew how to control it.

 A hothouse rose, he decided. And just what was she doing so far out of her milieu at nearly four o'clock
in the morning?

 "Hey, Inspector." Grimy and wet, Lieutenant Holden trudged over to bum a cigarette. "Chalk up another
one for the Fighting Twenty-second."

 Ry knew Holden, and was already holding the pack out. "Looks like you killed another one."

 "This was a bitch." Cupping his hands against the wind, Holden lit up. "Fully involved by the time we got
here. Call came in from the night watchman at 1:40. Second and third floors took most of it, but the
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equipment on one's pretty well gone, too. You'll probably find your point of origin on the second."

 "Yeah?" Though the fire was winding down, Ry knew Holden wasn't just shooting the breeze.

 "Found some streamers going up the steps at the east end. Probably started the fire with them, but not all
the material went up. Ladies' lingerie."

 "Hmmm?"

 "Ladies' lingerie," Holden said with a grin. "That's what they were warehousing. Lots of nighties and
undies. You've got a nice stream of underwear and matchbooks that didn't go up." He slapped Ry on the
shoulder. "Have fun. Hey, probie!" he shouted to one of the probationary fire fighters. "You going to hold
that hose or play with it? Got to watch 'em every minute, Ry."

 "Don't I know it…"

 Out of the corner of his eye, Ry watched his hothouse flower pick her way toward a fire engine. He and
Holden separated.

 "Isn't there anything you can tell me?" Natalie asked an exhausted fire fighter. "How did it start?"

 "Lady, I just put them out." He sat on a running board, no longer interested in the smoldering wreck of
the warehouse. "You want answers?" He jerked his thumb in Ry's direction. "Ask the inspector."

 "Civilians don't belong at fire scenes," Ry said from behind her. When she turned to look at him, he saw
that her eyes were green, a deep jade green.

 "It's my fire scene." Her voice was cool, like the wind that eased her hair, with a faint drawl that made
him think of cowboys and schoolmarms. "My warehouse," she continued. "My problem."

 "Is that so?" Ry took another survey. She was cold. He knew from experience that there was no place
colder than a fire scene in winter. But her spine was straight, and that delicate chin lifted. "And that would
make you?"

 "Natalie Fletcher. I own the building, and everything in it. And I'd like some answers." She cocked one
elegantly arched brow. "And that would make you—?"

 "Piasecki. Arson investigator."

 "Arson?" Shock had her gaping before she snapped back into control. "You think this was arson."

 "It's my job to find out." He glanced down, nearly sneered. "You're going to ruin those shoes, Miz
Fletcher."

 "My shoes are the least of my—" She broke off when he took her arm and started to steer her away.
"What are you doing?"

 "You're in the way. That would be your car, wouldn't it?" He nodded toward a shiny new Mercedes
convertible.

 "Yes, but—"
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 "Get in it."

 "I will not get in it." She tried to shake him off and discovered she would have needed a crowbar. "Will
you let go of me?"

 She smelled a hell of a lot better than smoke and sodden debris. Ry took a deep gulp of her, then tried
for diplomacy. It was something, he was proud to admit, that had never been his strong suit.

 "Look, you're cold. What's the point in standing out in the wind?"

 She stiffened, against both him and the wind. "The point is, that's my building. What's left of it."

 "Fine." They'd do it her way, since it suited him. But he placed her between the car and his body to
shelter her from the worst of the cold. "It's kind of late at night to be checking your inventory, isn't it?"

 "It is." She stuck her hands in her pockets, trying fruitlessly to warm them. "I drove out after the night
watchman called me."

 "And that would have been…"

 "I don't know. Around two."

 "Around two," he repeated, and let his gaze skim over her again. There was a snazzy dinner suit under
the velvet, he noted. The material looked soft, expensive, and it was the same color as her eyes. "Pretty
fancy outfit for a fire."

 "I had a late meeting and didn't think to change into more appropriate clothes before I came." Idiot, she
thought, and looked back grimly at what was left of her property. "Is there a point to this?"

 "Your meeting ran until two?''

 "No, it broke up about midnight."

 "How come you're still dressed?"

 "What?"

 "How come you're still dressed?" He took out another cigarette, lit it. "Late date?"

 "No, I went by my office to do some paperwork. I'd barely gotten home when Jim Banks, the night
watchman, called me."

 "Then you were alone from midnight until two?"

 "Yes, I—" Her eyes cut back to his, narrowed. "Do you think

 I'm responsible for this? Is that what you're getting at here—? What the hell was your name?"

 "Piasecki," he said, and smiled. "Ryan Piasecki. And I don't think anything yet, Miz Fletcher. I'm just
separating the details."
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 Her eyes were no longer cool, controlled. They had flared to flash point. "Then I'll give you some more.
The building and its contents are fully insured. I'm with United Security."

 "What kind of business are you in?"

 "I'm Fletcher Industries, Inspector Piasecki. You may have heard of it."

 He had, most certainly. Real estate, mining, shipping. The conglomerate owned considerable property,
including several holdings in Urbana. But there were reasons that big companies, as well as small ones,
resorted to arson. "You run Fletcher Industries?"

 "I oversee several of its interests. Including this one." Most particularly this one, she thought. This one
was her baby. "We're opening several specialty boutiques countrywide in the spring, in addition to a
catalog service. A large portion of my inventory was in that building."

 "What sort of inventory?"

 Now she smiled. "Lingerie, inspector. Bras, panties, negligees. Silks, satins, lace. You might be familiar
with the concept."

 "Enough to appreciate it." She was shivering now, obviously struggling to keep her teeth from chattering.
He imagined her feet would be blocks of ice in those thin, pricey shoes. "Look, you're freezing out here.
Get in the car. Go home. We'll be in touch."

 "I want to know what happened to my building. What's left of my stock."

 "Your building burned down, Miz Fletcher. And it's unlikely there's anything left of your stock that would
raise a man's blood pressure." He opened the car door. "I've got a job to do. And I'd advise you to call
your insurance agent."

 "You've got a real knack for soothing the victims, don't you, Piasecki?"

 "No, can't say that I do." He took a notebook and pencil stub from his shirt pocket. "Give me your
address and phone number. Home and office."

 Natalie took a deep breath, then let it out slowly, before she gave him the information he wanted. "You
know," she added. "I've always had a soft spot for public servants. My brother's a cop in Denver."

 "That so?"

 "Yes, that's so." She slid into the car. "You've managed, in one short meeting, to change my mind." She
slammed the door, sorry she didn't do it quickly enough to catch his fingers. With one last glance at the
ruined building, she drove away.

 Ry watched her taillights disappear and added another note to his book. Great legs. Not that he'd forget,
he mused as he turned away. But a good inspector wrote everything down.

 Natalie forced herself to sleep for two hours, then rose and took a stinging-cold shower. Wrapped in
her robe, she called her assistant and arranged to have her morning appointments canceled or shifted.
With her first cup of coffee, she phoned her parents in Colorado. She was on cup number two by the
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time she had given them all the details she knew, soothed their concern and listened to their advice.

 With cup number three, she contacted her insurance agent and arranged to meet him at the site. After
downing aspirin with the remains of that cup, she dressed for what promised to be a very long day.

 She was nearly out of the door when the phone stopped her.

 "You have a machine," she reminded herself, even as she darted back to answer it. "Hello?"

 "Nat, it's Deborah. I just heard."

 "Oh." Rubbing the back of her neck, Natalie sat on the arm of a chair. Deborah O'Roarke Guthrie was a
double pleasure, both friend and family. "I guess it's hit the news already."

 There was a slight hesitation. "I'm sorry, Natalie, really sorry.

 How bad is it?"

 "I'm not sure. Last night it looked about as bad as it gets. But I'm going out now, meeting my insurance
agent. Who knows, we may salvage something."

 "Would you like me to come with you? I can reschedule my morning."

 Natalie smiled. Deborah would do just that. As if she didn't have enough on her plate with her husband,
her baby, her job as assistant district attorney.

 "No, but thanks for asking. I'll let you know something when I know something."

 "Come to dinner tonight. You can relax, soak up some sympathy."

 "I'd like that."

 "If there's anything else I can do, just tell me."

 "Actually, you could call Denver. Keep your sister and my brother from riding east to the rescue."

 "I'll do that."

 "Oh, one more thing." Natalie rose, checked the contents of her briefcase as she spoke. "What do you
know about an Inspector Piasecki? Ryan Piasecki?"

 "Piasecki?" There was a slight pause as Deborah flipped through her mental files. Natalie could all but
see the process. "Arson squad. He's the best in the city."

 "He would be," Natalie muttered.

 "Is arson suspected?" Deborah said carefully.

 "I don't know. I just know he was there, he was rude, and he wouldn't tell me anything."

 "It takes time to determine the cause of a fire, Natalie. I can put some pressure on, if you want me to."
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 It was tempting, just for the imagined pleasure of seeing Piasecki scramble. "No thanks. Not yet,
anyway. I'll see you later."

 "Seven o'clock," Deborah insisted.

 "I'll be there. Thanks." Natalie hung up and grabbed her coat. With luck, she'd beat the insurance agent
to the site by a good thirty minutes.

 Luck was with her—in that area, anyway. When Natalie pulled up behind the fire-department barricade,
she discovered she was going to need a great deal more than luck to win this battle.

 It looked worse, incredibly worse, than it had the night before.

 It was a small building, only three floors. The cinder-block outer walls had held, and now stood
blackened and streaked with soot, still dripping with water from the hoses. The ground was littered with
charred and sodden wood, broken glass, twisted metal. The air stank of smoke.

 Miserable, she ducked under the yellow tape for a closer look.

 "What the hell do you think you're doing?"

 She jolted, then shaded her eyes from the sun to see more clearly. She should have known, Natalie
thought, when she saw Ry making his way toward her through the wreckage.

 "Didn't you see the sign?" he demanded.

 "Of course I saw it. This is my property, Inspector. The insurance adjuster is meeting me here shortly. I
believe I'm within my rights in inspecting the damage."

 He gave her one disgusted look. "Don't you have any other kind of shoes?"

 "I beg your pardon?"

 "Stay here." Muttering to himself, he stalked to his car, came back with a pair of oversize fireman's
boots. "Put these on."

 "But—"

 He took her arm, throwing her off balance. "Put those ridiculous shoes into the boots. Otherwise you're
going to hurt yourself."

 "Fine." She stepped into them, feeling absurd.

 The tops of the boots covered her legs almost to the knee. The navy suit and matching wool coat she
wore were runway-model smart. A trio of gold chains draped around her neck added flash.

 "Nice look," he commented. "Now, let's get something straight. I need to preserve this scene, and that
means you don't touch anything." He said it even though his authority to keep her out was debatable, and
he'd already found a great deal of what he'd been looking for.
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 "I have no intention of—"

 "That's what they all say."

 She drew herself up. "Tell me, Inspector, do you work alone because you prefer it, or because no one
can stand to be around you for longer than five minutes?"

 "Both." He smiled then. The change of expression was dazzling, charming—and suspicious. She wasn't
sure, but she thought the faintest of dimples winked beside his mouth. "What are you doing clunking
around a fire scene in a five-hundred-dollar suit?"

 "I…" Wary of the smile, she tugged her coat closed. "I have meetings all afternoon. I won't have time to
change."

 "Executives." He kept his hand on her arm as he turned. "Come on, then. Be careful where you go—the
site's not totally safe, but you can take a look at what she left you. I've still got work to do."

 He led her in through the mangled doorway. The ceiling was a yawning pit between floors. What had
fallen, or had been knocked through, lay in filthy layers of sodden ash and alligatored wood. She shivered
once at the sight of the twisted mass of burned mannequins that lay sprawled and broken.

 "They didn't suffer," Ry assured her, and her eyes flashed back to his.

 "I'm sure you can view this as a joke, but—"

 "Fire's never a joke. Watch your step."

 She saw where he'd been working, near the base of a broken inner wall. There was a small wire screen
in a wooden frame, a shovel that looked like a child's toy, a few mason jars, a crowbar, a yardstick.
While she watched, Ry pried off a scored section of baseboard.

 "What are you doing?"

 "My job."

 She set her teeth. "Are we on the same side here?"

 He glanced up. "Maybe." With a putty knife, he began to scrape at residue. He sniffed, he grunted and,
when he was satisfied, placed it in a jar. "Do you know what oxidation is, Ms. Fletcher?''

 She frowned, shifted. "More or less."

 "The chemical union of a substance with oxygen. It can be slow, like paint drying, or fast. Heat and light.
A fire's fast. And some things help it move faster." He continued to scrape, then looked up again, held
out the knife. "Take a whiff."

 Dubious, she stepped forward and sniffed.

 "What do you smell?"

 "Smoke, wet… I don't know."
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 He placed the residue in the jar. "Gasoline," he said, watching her face. "See, a liquid seeks its level,
goes into cracks in the floor, into dead-air comers, flows under baseboard. If it gets caught under there, it
doesn't burn. You see the place I cleared out here?"

 She moistened her lips, studied the floor he had shoveled or swept clear of debris. There was a black
stain, like a shadow burned into the wood. "Yes?"

 "The charred-blob pattern. It's like a map. I keep at this, layer by layer, and I'll be able to tell what
happened, before, during."

 "You're telling me someone poured gas in here and lit a match?"

 He said nothing, only scooted forward a bit to pick up a scrap of burned cloth. "Silk," he said with a rub
of his fingertips. "Too bad." He placed the scrap in what looked like a flour tin. "Sometimes a torch will
lay out streamers, give the fire more of an appetite. They don't always burn." He picked up an almost
perfectly preserved cup from a lacy bra. Amused, his eyes met Natalie's over it. "Funny what resists, isn't
it?"

 She was cold again, but not from the wind. It was from within, and it was rage. "If this fire was
deliberately set, I want to know."

 Interested in the change in her eyes, he sat back on his haunches. His black fireman's coat was
unhooked, revealing jeans, worn white at the knees, and a flannel shut. He hadn't left the scene since his
arrival.

 "You'll get my report." He rose then. "Draw me a picture. What did this place look like twenty-four
hours ago?"

 She closed her eyes for a moment, but it didn't help. She could still smell the destruction.

 "It was three stories, about two thousand square feet. Iron balconies and interior steps. Seamstresses
worked on the third floor. All of our merchandise is handmade."

 "Classy."

 "Yes, that's the idea. We have another plant in this district where most of the sewing is done. The twelve
machines upstairs were just for finish work. There was a small coffee room to the left, rest rooms… On
the second, the floor was made of linoleum, rather than wood. We stored the stock there. I kept a small
office up there, as well, though I do most of my work uptown. The area down here was for inspecting,
packaging and shipping. We were to begin fulfilling our spring orders in three weeks."

 She turned, not quite sure where she intended to go, and stumbled over debris. Ry's quick grab saved
her from a nasty spill.

 "Hold on," he murmured.

 Shaken, she leaned back against him for a moment. There was strength there, if not sympathy. At the
moment, she preferred it that way. "We employed over seventy people in this plant alone. People who
are out of work until I can sort this out." She whirled back. He gripped her arms to keep her steady.
"And it was deliberate."
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 Control, he thought. Well, she didn't have it now. She was as volatile as a lit match. "I haven't finished
my investigation."

 "It was deliberate," she repeated. "And you're thinking I could have done it. That I came in here in the
middle of the night with a can of gasoline."

 Her face was close to his. Funny, he thought, he hadn't noticed how tall she was in those fancy
ankle-breaking shoes. "It's a little hard to picture."

 "Hired someone, then?" she tossed out. "Hired someone to burn down the building, even though there
was a man in it? But what's one security guard against a nice fat insurance check?"

 He was silent for a moment, his eyes locked on hers. "You tell me."

 Infuriated, she wrenched away from him. "No, Inspector, you're going to have to tell me. And whether
you like it or not, I'm going ) be on you like a shadow through every step of the investigation. Every
step," she repeated. "Until I have all the answers."

 She strode out of the building, dignified despite the awkward boots. Her temper was barely under
control when she saw the car pull up beside hers. Recognizing it, she sighed, made her way to the tape
barrier and under it.

 "Donald." She held out her hands. "Oh, Donald, what a mess…"

 Gripping her hands, he looked beyond her to the building. For a moment he just stood there, holding her
hands, shaking his head. "How could this have happened? The wiring? We had the wiring checked two
months ago."

 "I know. I'm so sorry. All your work." Two years of his life, she thought, and hers. Up in smoke.

 "Everything?" There was a faint tremor in his voice, in his hand as it gripped hers. "Is it all gone?"

 "I'm afraid it is. We have other inventory, Donald. This isn't going to whip us."

 "You're tougher than me, Nat." After a last quick squeeze he released her hands. "This was my biggest
shot. You're the CEO, but I feel like I was captain. And my ship just sank."

 Natalie's heart went out to him. It wasn't simply business with Donald Hawthorne, she thought, any more
than it was simply business with her. This new company was a dream, a fresh excitement, and a chance
for both of them to try something completely different.

 No, not just to try, she reminded herself. To succeed.

 "We're going to have to work our butts off for the next three weeks."

 He turned back, a small smile curving his lips. "Do you really think we can pull it off, after this, on
schedule?"

 "Yes, I do." Determination hardened her lips. "It's a delay, that's all. So we shuffle things around. We'll
certainly have to postpone the audit."
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 "I can't even think of that now." He stopped, blinked. "Jesus,

 Nat, the files, the records."

 "I don't think we're going to salvage any of the paperwork that was in the warehouse." She looked back
toward her building. "It's going to make things more complicated, add some work hours, but we'll put it
back together."

 "But how can we manage the audit when—''

 "It goes on the back burner until we're up and running. We'll talk about it back at the office. As soon as I
meet the insurance agent, get the ball rolling, I'm heading back in." Already her mind was working out the
details, the steps and stages. "We'll put on some double shifts, order new material, pull in some inventory
from Chicago and Atlanta. We'll make it work, Donald. Lady's Choice is going to open in March, come
hell or high water.''

 His smile flashed into a grin. "If anybody can make it work, you can."

 "Wecan," she told him. "Now I need you to get back uptown, start making calls." PR, she knew, was his
strong suit. He was overly impulsive perhaps, but she needed the action-oriented with her now. "You get
Melvin and Deirdre hopping, Donald. Bribe or threaten distributors, plead with the union, soothe the
clients. That's what you do best."

 "I'm on it. You can count on me."

 "I know I can. I'll be in the office soon to crack the whip."

 Boyfriend? Ry wondered as he watched the two embrace. The tall, polished executive with the pretty
face and shiny shoes looked to be her type.

 As a matter of course, he noted down the license number of the Lincoln beside Natalie's car, then went
back to work.

 Chapter 2
 Contents-Prev |Next

 "She's going to be here any minute." Assistant District Attorney

 Deborah O'Roarke Guthrie put fisted hands on her hips. "I want the whole story, Gage, before Natalie
gets here."

 Gage added another log to the fire before he turned to his wife. She'd changed out of her business suit
into soft wool slacks and a cashmere sweater of midnight blue. Her ebony hair fell loose, nearly to her
shoulders.

 "You're beautiful, Deborah. I don't tell you that often enough."
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 She lifted a brow. Oh, he was a smooth operator, and charming. And clever. But so was she. "No
evasions, Gage. You've managed to avoid telling me everything you know so far, but—"

 "You were in court all day," he reminded her. "I was in meetings."

 "That's beside the point. I'm here now."

 "You certainly are." He walked to her, slipped his arms through hers and circled her waist. His lips
curved as they lowered to hers.

 "Hello."

 More than two years of marriage hadn't diluted her response to him. Her mouth softened, parted, but
then she remembered herself and stepped back. "No, you don't. Consider yourself under oath and in the
witness chair, Guthrie. Spill it. I know you were there."

 "I was there." Annoyance flickered in his eyes before he crossed over to pour mineral water for
Deborah. Yes, he'd been there, he thought. Too late.

 He had his own way of combating the dark side of Urbana. The gift—or the curse—he'd been left with
after surviving what should have been a fatal shooting gave him an edge. He'd been a cop too long to
close his eyes to injustice. Now, with the odd twist fate had dealt him, he fought crime his own way, with
his own special talent.

 Deborah watched him stare down at his hand, flex it. It was an old habit, one that told her he was
thinking of how he could make it, make himself fade to nothing.

 And when he did, he was Nemesis, a shadow that haunted the streets of Urbana, a shadow that had
slipped into her life, and her heart as real and as dear to her as the man who stood before her.

 "I was there," he repeated, and poured a glass of wine for himself. "But too late to do anything. I didn't
beat the first engine company by more than five minutes."

 "You can't always be first on the scene, Gage," Deborah murmured. "Even Nemesis isn't omnipotent."

 "No." He handed her the glass. "The point is, I didn't see who started the fire. If indeed it was arson."

 "Which you believe it was."

 He smiled again. "I have a suspicious mind."

 "So do I." She tapped her glass against his. "I wish there was something I could do for Natalie. She's
worked so hard to get this new company off the ground."

 "You're doing something," Gage told her. "You're here. And she'll fight back."

 "That's one thing you can count on." She tilted her head. "I don't suppose anyone saw you around the
warehouse last night."

 Now he grinned. "What do you think?"
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 She blew out a breath. "I think I'll never quite get used to it." When the doorbell sounded, Deborah set
her glass aside. "I'll get She hurried to the door, then opened her arms to Natalie. "I'm so glad you could
come."

 "I wouldn't miss one of Frank's meals for anything." Determined to be cheerful, Natalie kissed Deborah,
then linked arms with her as they walked back into the sitting room. She offered her host a brilliant smile.
"Hello, gorgeous."

 She kissed Gage, as well, accepted the drink he offered and a seat by the fire. She sighed once. A
beautiful house, a beautiful couple, so incredibly in love. Natalie told herself if she were inclined toward
domesticity, she might be envious.

 "How are you coping?" Deborah asked her.

 "Well, I love a challenge, and this is a big one. The bottom line is, Lady's Choice will have its grand
opening, nationwide, in three weeks."

 "I was under the impression that you lost quite a bit of merchandise," Gage commented. Cloaked by the
shadow of his gift, he'd watched her arrive at the scene the night before. "As well as the building."

 "There are other buildings."

 In fact, she had already arranged to purchase another warehouse. It would, even after the insurance
payoff, put a dent in the estimated profits for the year. But they would make it up, Natalie thought. She
would see to that.

 "We're going to be working overtime for a while to make up some of the losses. And I can pull some
stock in from other locations. Urbana's our flagship store. I intend for it to go off with a bang."

 She sipped her wine, running the stages through her mind. "I've got Donald with a phone glued to his ear.
With his background in public relations, he's the best qualified to beg and borrow. Melvin's already flown
out on a four-city jaunt to swing through the other plants and stores. He'll work some of his wizardry in
figuring who can spare what merchandise. And Deirdre's working on the figures. I've talked to the union
leaders, and some of the laborers. I intend to be back in full production within forty-eight hours."

 Gage toasted her. "If anyone can do it…" He was a businessman himself. Among other things. And
knew exactly how much work, how much risk and how much sweat Natalie would face. "Is there
anything new on the fire itself?"

 "Not specifically." Frowning, Natalie glanced into the cheerful flames in the hearth. So harmless, she
thought, so attractive. "I've talked with the investigator a couple of times. He implies, he interrogates, and,
by God, he irritates. But he doesn't commit."

 "Ryan Piasecki," Deborah stated, and it was her turn to smile. "I stole a few minutes today to do some
checking on him. I thought you'd be interested."

 "Bless you." Natalie leaned forward. "So, what's the story?"

 "He's been with the department for fifteen years. Fought fires for ten, and worked his way up to
lieutenant. A couple of smears in his file."
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 Natalie's lips curved smugly. "Oh, really?"

 "Apparently he belted a city councilman at a fire scene. Broke his jaw."

 "Violent tendencies," Natalie muttered. "I knew it."

 "It was what they call a class C fire," Deborah continued. "In a chemical plant. Piasecki was with engine
company 18, and they were the first to respond. There was no backup. Economic cutbacks," she added
as Natalie's brows knit. "Number 18 lost three men in that fire, and two more were critically injured. The
councilman showed up with the press in tow and began to pontificate on our system at work. He'd
spearheaded the cutbacks."

 Damn it. Natalie blew out a breath. "I guess I'd have belted him, too."

 "There was another disciplinary action when he stormed into the mayor's office with a bagful of fire-site
salvage and dumped it on the desk. It was from a low-rent apartment building on the east side, that had
just passed inspection—even though the wiring was bad, the furnace faulty. No smoke alarms. Broken
fire escapes. Twenty people died."

 "I wanted you to tell me that my instincts were on target," Natalie muttered. "That I had a good reason
for detesting him."

 "Sorry." Deborah had developed a soft spot for men who fought crime and corruption in untraditional
manners. She shot Gage a look that warmed them both.

 "Well." Natalie sighed. "What else do you have on him?"

 "He moved to the arson squad about five years ago. He has a reputation for being abrasive, aggressive
and annoying."

 "That's better."

 "And for having the nose of a bloodhound, the eyes of a hawk, and the tenacity of a pit bull. He keeps
digging and digging until he finds the answers. I've never had to use him in court, but I asked around. You
can't shake him on the stand. He's smart. He writes everything down. Everything. And he remembers it.
He's thirty-six, divorced. He's a team player who prefers to work alone."

 "I suppose it should make me feel better, knowing I'm in competent hands." Natalie moved her
shoulders restlessly. "But it doesn't. I appreciate the profile."

 "No problem," Deborah began, then broke off when the sound of crying came through the baby monitor
beside her. "Sounds like the boss is awake. No, I'll go," she said when Gage got to his feet. "She just
wants company."

 "Am I going to get a peek?'' Natalie asked. "Sure, come on."

 "I'll tell Frank to hold dinner until you're done." With a frown in his eyes, Gage watched Natalie head
upstairs with his wife.

 "You know," Natalie said as they started up to the nursery, "you look fabulous. I don't see how you
manage it all. A demanding career, a dynamic husband and all the social obligations that go with him, and
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the adorable Adrianna."

 "I could tell you it's all a matter of time management and prioritizing." With a grin, Deborah opened the
door of the nursery. "But what it really comes down to is passion. For the job, for Gage, for our Addy.
There's nothing you can't have, if you're passionate about it."

 The nursery was a symphony of color. Murals on the ceiling told stories of princesses and magic horses.
Primary tones brightened the walls and bled into rainbows. With her hands gripped on the rail of her
Jenny Lind crib, legs wobbling, ten-month-old Addy pouted, oblivious of the ambiance.

 "Oh, sweetie." Deborah reached down, picked her up to nuzzle. "Here you are, all wet and lonely."

 The pout transformed into a beaming, satisfied smile. "Mama." Natalie watched while Deborah laid
Addy on the changing table.

 "She's prettier every time I see her." Gently she brushed at the dark thatch of hair on the baby's head.
Pleased with the attention, Addy kicked her feet and began to babble.

 "We're thinking about having another."

 "Another?" Natalie blinked into Deborah's glowing face. "Already?"

 "Well, it's still in the what-if stage. But we'd really like to have three." She pressed a kiss to the soft
curve of Addy's neck, chuckling when she tugged on her hair. "I just love being a mother."

 "It shows. Can I?" Once the fresh diaper was in place, Natalie lifted the baby.

 There was envy, she discovered, for this small miracle who curved so perfectly into her arms.

 Two days later, Natalie was at her desk, a headache drumming behind her eyes. She didn't mind it. The
incessant throbbing pushed her forward.

 "If the mechanic can't repair the machines, get new ones. I want every seamstress on-line. No,
tomorrow afternoon won't do." She tapped a pen on the edge of her desk, shifted the phone from ear to
ear. "Today. I'll be in myself by one to check on the new stock. I know it's a madhouse. Let's keep it that
way."

 She hung up and looked at her three associates. "Donald?"

 He skimmed a hand over his burnished hair. "The first ad runs in theTimes on Saturday. Full-page,
three-color. The ad, with necessary variations, will be running in the other cities simultaneously."

 "The changes I wanted?"

 "Implemented. Catalogs shipped today. They look fabulous."

 "Yes, they do." Pleased, Natalie glanced down at the glossy catalog on her desk. "Melvin?"

 As was his habit, Melvin Glasky slipped off his rimless glasses, polishing them as he spoke. He was in
his mid-fifties, addicted to bow ties and golf. He was thin of frame and pink of cheek, and sported a
salt-and-pepper toupee that he naively believed was his little secret.
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 "Atlanta looks the best, though Chicago and L.A. are gearing up."

 He gestured to the report on her desk. "I worked out deals with each location for inventory transfers.
Not everybody was happy about it." His lenses glinted like diamonds when he set them back on his nose.
"The store manager in Chicago defended her stock like a mama bear. She didn't want to give up one
brassiere."

 Natalie's lips twitched at his drawling pronunciation. "So?"

 "So I blamed it on you."

 Natalie leaned back in her chair and chuckled. "Of course you did."

 "I told her that you wanted twice what you'd told me you needed. Which gave me negotiating room. She
figured you should filch from catalog, I agreed." His eyes twinkled. "Then I told her how you considered
catalog sacred. Wouldn't touch one pair of panties, because you wanted all catalog orders fulfilled within
ten days of order.

 You're inflexible."

 Her lips twitched again. In the eighteen months they'd worked together on this project, she'd come to
adore Melvin. "I certainly am."

 "So I told her how I'd take the heat, and half of what you ordered."

 "You'd have made a hell of a politician, Melvin."

 "What do you think I am? In any case, you've got about fifty percent of your inventory back for the
flagship store.'' "I owe you. Deirdre?"

 "I've run the projected increases in payroll and material expenses." Deirdre Marks tossed her flyaway
ginger braid behind her shoulder. Her slightly flattened tones were pure Midwest, and her mind was as
quick and controlled as a high-tech computer. "Also the outlay for the new site and equipment. With the
incentive bonuses you authorized, we'll be in the red. I've done graphs—"

 "I've seen them." Mulling over her options, Natalie rubbed the back of her neck. "The insurance money,
when it comes through, will offset that somewhat. I'm willing to risk my investment, and add to it, to see
that this works."

 "From a straight financial standpoint," Deirdre continued, "any return looks dim. At least in the
foreseeable future. First-year sales alone would have to be in excess of…" She shrugged her narrow
shoulders at Natalie's stubborn expression. "You have the figures."

 "Yes, and I appreciate the extra work. The files at the south side warehouse were destroyed.
Fortunately, I'd had Maureen make copies of the bulk of them." She rubbed her eyes, caught herself and
folded her hands. "I'm very aware that the majority of new business ventures fold within the first year.
This isn't going to be one of them. I'm not looking for short-term profits, but for long-term success. I
intend for Lady's Choice to be at the top on retail and direct sales within ten years. So I'm certainly not
going to take a step back at the first real obstacle."
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 She flicked a finger over a button when her buzzer sounded. "Yes, Maureen?''

 "Inspector Piasecki would like to see you, Ms. Fletcher. He doesn't have an appointment."

 Automatically Natalie scanned her desk calendar. She could spare Piasecki fifteen minutes and still make
it to the new warehouse. "We'll have to finish this later," she said with a glance at her associates. "Show
him in, Maureen."

 Ry preferred meeting friends or foes on their own turf. He hadn't yet decided which category Natalie
Fletcher fell into. He had, however, decided to swing by her office to get a firsthand look at that part of
her operation.

 He couldn't say he was disappointed. Fancy digs for a fancy lady, he thought. Thick carpet, lots of glass,
soft-colored, cushy chairs in the waiting area. Original paintings on the walls, live, thriving plants.

 And her secretary, or assistant, or whatever title the pretty little thing at the lobby desk carried, worked
with top-grade equipment.

 The boss's office was no surprise, either. Ry's quick scan showed him more thick carpet, in slate blue,
rosy walls decorated with the splashy modern art he'd never cared for. Antique furniture—probably the
real thing.

 Her desk was some old European piece, he supposed. They went in for all that gingerbread work and
curves. Natalie sat behind it, in one of her tidy suits, a wide, tinted window at her back.

 Three other people stood like soldiers ready to snap to attention at her command. He recognized the
younger man as the one she'd embraced at the fire site. Tailored suit, shiny leather shoes, ruthlessly
knotted tie. Pretty face, blow-dried hair, soft hands.

 The second man was older, and looked to be on the edge of a smile. He wore a polka-dot bow tie and
a mediocre toupee.

 The woman made a fine foil for her boss. Boxy jacket—slightly wrinkled—flat-heeled shoes, messy hair
that couldn't decide if it wanted to be red or brown. Closing in on forty, Ry judged, and not much
interested in fighting it.

 "Inspector," Natalie waited a full ten seconds before rising and holding out a hand.

 "Ms. Fletcher." He gave her long, narrow fingers a perfunctory squeeze.

 "Inspector Piasecki is investigating the warehouse fire." And in his usual uniform of jeans and a flannel
shirt, she noted. Didn't the city issue official attire? "Inspector, these are three of my top-level
executives—Donald Hawthorne, Melvin Glasky and Deirdre Marks." Ry nodded at the introductions,
then turned his attention to Natalie again. "I'd have thought a smart woman like you would know better
than to put her office on the forty-second floor."

 "I beg your pardon?"

 "It makes rescue hell—not only for you, but for the department. No way to get a ladder up here. That
window's for looks, not for ventilation or escape. You've got forty-two floors to get down, in a stairway
that's liable to be filled with smoke."
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 Natalie sat again, without asking him to join her. "This building is equipped with all necessary safety
devices. Sprinklers, smoke detectors, extinguishers."

 He only smiled. "So was your warehouse, Ms. Fletcher." Her headache was coming back, double-time.
"Inspector, did you come here to update me on your investigation, or to criticize my work space?"

 "I can do both."

 "If you'll excuse us." Natalie glanced toward her three associates. Once the door had closed behind
them, Natalie gestured to a chair. "Let's clear the air here. You don't like me, I don't like you. But we
both have a common goal. Very often I have to work with people I don't care for on a personal level. It
doesn't stop me from doing my job." She tilted her head, aimed what he considered a very cool, very
regal stare at him. "Does it stop you?"

 He crossed his scuffed hightops at the ankles. "Nope."

 "Good. Now what do you have to tell me?"

 "I've just filed my report. You no longer have a suspicious fire. You've got arson."

 Despite the fact that she'd been expecting it, her stomach clutched once. "There's no question?" She
shook her head before he could speak. "No, there wouldn't be. I've been told you're very thorough."

 "Have you? You ought to try aspirin, before you rub a hole in your head."

 Annoyed, Natalie dropped the hand she'd been using to massage her temple. "What's the next step?"

 "I've got cause, method, point of origin. I want motive."

 "Aren't there people who set fires simply because they enjoy it? Because they're compelled to?"

 "Sure." He started to reach for a cigarette, then noticed there wasn't an ashtray in sight. "Maybe you've
got a garden-variety spark. Or maybe you've got a hired torch. You were carrying a lot of insurance,
Ms. Fletcher."

 "That's right. I had a reason for it. I lost over a million and a half in merchandise and equipment alone."

 "You were covered for a hell of a lot more."

 "If you know anything at all about real estate, Inspector, you're aware that the building was quite
valuable. If you're looking for insurance fraud, you're wasting your time."

 "I've got time." He rose. "I'm going to need a statement, Ms. Fletcher. Official. Tomorrow, my office,
two o'clock."

 She rose, as well. "I can give you a statement here and now."

 "My office, Ms. Fletcher." He took a card out of his pocket, set it on her desk. "Look at it this way. If
you're in the clear, the sooner we get this done, the sooner you collect your insurance."
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 "Very well." She picked up the card and slipped it into the pocket of her suit. "The sooner the better. Is
that all for the moment, Inspector?"

 "Yeah." His eyes skimmed down to the cover of the catalog lying on the desk. An ivory-skinned model
was curled over a velvet settee, showing off a backless red gown with a froth of tantalizing lace at the
bodice.

 "Nice." His gaze shot back to Natalie's. "A classy way to sell sex."

 "Romance, Inspector. Some people still enjoy it."

 "Do you?"

 "I don't think that applies."

 "I just wondered if you believe in what you're selling, or if you just go for the bucks." Just as he'd
wondered if she wore her own products under those neatly tailored suits.

 "Then I'll satisfy your curiosity. I always believe in what I'm selling. And I enjoy making money. I'm very
good at it." She picked up the catalog and held it out to him. "Why don't you take this along? All our
merchandise is unconditionally guaranteed. The toll-free number will be in full operation on Monday."

 If she'd expected him to refuse or fumble, she was disappointed. Ry rolled the catalog into a tube and
tucked it into his hip pocket.

 "Thanks."

 "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have an outside appointment." She stepped out from behind the desk. He'd
been hoping for that. Whatever he thought about her, he enjoyed her legs. "Need a lift?" Surprised, she
turned away from the small closet at the end of the room. "No. I have a car." It more than surprised her
when he came up behind her to help her on with her coat. His hands lingered lightly, briefly, on her
shoulders.

 "You're stressed out, Ms. Fletcher."

 "I'm busy, Inspector." She turned, off balance, and was annoyed when she had to jerk back or bump up
against him.

 "And jumpy," he added, with a quick, satisfied curve of his lips. He'd wondered if she was as elementally
aware of him as he was of her. "A suspicious man might say those were signs of guilt. It so happens I'm a
suspicious man. But you know what I think?"

 "I'm fascinated by what you think."

 Sarcasm apparently had no effect on him. He just continued to smile at her. "I think you're just made up
that way. Tense and jumpy. You've got plenty of control, and you know just how to keep the fires
banked. But now and again it slips. It's interesting when it does."

 It was slipping now. She could feel it sliding greasily out of her hands. "Do you know what I think,
Inspector?"
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 The dimple that should have been out of place on his strong face winked. "I'm fascinated by what you
think, Ms. Fletcher."

 "I think you're an arrogant, narrow-minded, irritating man who thinks entirely too much of himself."

 "I'd say we're both right."

 "And you're in my way."

 "You're right about that, too." But he didn't move, wasn't quite ready to. "Damned if you don't have the
fanciest face."

 She blinked. "I beg your pardon?"

 "An observation. You're one classy number." His fingers itched to touch, so he dipped them into his
pockets. He'd thrown her off. That was obvious from the way she was staring at him, half horrified, half
intrigued. Ry saw no reason not to take advantage of it. "A man's hard-pressed not to do a little
fantasizing, once he's had a good look at you. I've had a couple of good looks now."

 "I don't think…" Only sheer pride prevented her stepping back. Or forward. "I don't think this is
appropriate."

 "If we ever get to know each other better, you'll find out that propriety isn't at the top of my list. Tell me,
do you and Hawthorne have a personal thing going?"

 His eyes, dark, intense, close, dazzled her for a moment. "Donald? Of course not." Appalled, she caught
herself. "That's none of your business."

 Her answer pleased him, on professional and personal levels. "Everything about you is my business."

 She tossed up her chin, eyes smoldering. "So, this pitiful excuse for a flirtation is just a way to get me to
incriminate myself?"

 "I didn't think it was that pitiful. Obvious," he admitted, "but not pitiful. On a professional level, it
worked."

 "I could have lied."

 "You have to think before you lie. And you weren't thinking." He liked the idea of being able to frazzle
her, and pushed a little further. "It so happens that, on a strictly personal level, I like the way you look.
But don't worry, it won't get in the way of the job."

 "I don't like you, Inspector Piasecki."

 "You said that already." For his own pleasure, he reached out, tugged her coat closed. "Button up. It's
cold out there. My office," he added as he turned for the door. "Tomorrow, two o'clock."

 He strolled out, thinking of her.

 Natalie Fletcher, he mused, punching the elevator button for the lobby. High-class brains in a first-class
package. Maybe she'd torched her own building for a quick profit. She wouldn't be the first or the last.
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 But his instincts told him no.

 She didn't strike him as a woman who looked for shortcuts.

 He stepped into the elevator car, which tossed his own image back to him in smoked glass.

 Everything about her was top-of-the-line. And her background just didn't equal fraud. Fletcher
Industries generated enough profit annually to buy a couple of small Third World countries. This new arm
of it was Natalie's baby, and even if it folded in the first year, it wouldn't shake the corporate foundations.

 Of course, there was emotional attachment to be considered. Those same instincts told him she had a
great deal of emotional attachment to this new endeavor. That was enough for some to try to eke out a
quick profit to save a shaky investment. But it didn't jibe. Not with her.

 Someone else in the company, maybe. A competitor, hoping to sabotage her business before it got off
the ground. Or a classic pyro, looking for a thrill.

 Whatever it was, he'd find it.

 And, he thought, he was going to enjoy rattling Natalie Fletcher's cage while he was going about it.

 One classy lady, he mused. He imagined she'd look good—damn good—modeling her own
merchandise.

 The beeper hooked to his belt sounded as he stepped from the elevator. Another fire, he thought, and
moved quickly to the nearest phone.

 There was always another fire.

 Chapter 3
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