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“You know I’ll do everything in my power to see that nobody hurts you,” he said softly as he reached up
to stroke her sleek hair.

“I know, but we also both know that if somebody wants me dead badly enough, they’ll find a way to
accomplish that.” Her voice trembled slightly and he could feel the beat of her racing heart against his
own.

He cupped her face and forced her to look up at him. When he’d been injured and in the hospital with a
raging fever and facing death, it had been a vision of her eyes that had sustained him. The hope that he’d
see her once again had kept him fighting for his life.

“Not on my watch.” And even though he knew it was a mistake, he couldn’t help himself. He bent his
head and claimed her mouth with his.
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Chapter One

Blood spatter patterns were fascinating, indicating the force of a blow, the trajectory of a bullet and the
truth or lies of witnesses of a crime.

Callista MacBride, head of the Kenner County Crime Unit, liked studying blood spatter because it
couldn’t lie, because it was a science that had definite answers, predictable results.

It was rare for the Kenner County Crime Unit to be quiet, but on a cold Wednesday night in February,
Callie found herself alone. Hunched over a magnifying glass to study the blood spatter left behind at a
scene where a young Ute woman had died in what the locals thought was a bear attack, Callie was
comforted by the familiar white noise around her—the whoosh of warm air from the furnace, the hum of
the various refrigerator units and the sound of her own breathing.

There were times she still couldn’t believe she was here in Kenner City, Colorado, running the lab that
served the four corner areas of Colorado, Utah, Arizona and New Mexico.

This small operation was a far cry from her previous job as a forensic expert for the FBI in Las Vegas.
This lab lacked the high-tech equipment she had grown accustomed to in Las Vegas and it suffered
budget issues that occasionally made her want to pull her hair out. Yet she loved the creativity and
enthusiasm of her coworkers.

She’d decided to work late because she hadn’t wanted to go home and have too many hours to think
about Julie. She coughed as her throat tickled and she tried to shove away thoughts of Julie Grainger, the
murdered FBI agent who had also been a friend.

Her body had been found nearby on Ute territory and the murder had sparked a massive investigation
between the Ute authorities and the Colorado police. The FBI, especially the Durango office, was also
involved and the mood at the crime lab had been somber.


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

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

She frowned and slid the photo of the blood spatter out from beneath the large magnifier and inserted a
photo of the victim and her wounds. She squeezed her burning eyes closed for a minute, then opened
them again and studied the wounds.

At first glance they certainly appeared to have been made by giant sharp claws, but there had been no
bear scat or tracks found nearby. It was February, certainly not the time of year for any bear to be out
and about wandering the area.

In this case it wasn’t so much what she was looking at that bothered her, but what was missing that
made her leery about the supposed attack. There should have been more evidence of a marauding bear
in the area.

Sherift Patrick Martinez had been troubled by the lack of tracks as well, which was why he had brought
the photos and forensic evidence in to be studied before making a final ruling on the case.

She coughed again, the tickle in her throat irritating her. Maybe it was time to call it a night. Her eyes
burned and had begun to tear and she was exhausted. She raised her head from the magnifier and a
panicked alarm went off in her head.

Smoke!

A faint layer filled the room. And where there was smoke, there was fire. She jumped up from her chair,
a new spasm of coughing attacking her. She had to find the source of the smoke.

The hallway just outside the lab, she thought. There was a fire extinguisher in the hallway, along with an
alarm that would bring the fire department. With all the smoke, why weren’t the alarms ringing?

She crouched low, where the air wasn’t quite so thick, and headed in the direction where she thought
the smoke was originating. She crawled out of the main lab door and into the hallway where the smoke

was thicker, more noxious. It seemed to be coming from beneath a supply closet door.

Her head pounded as she gasped for air. Her vision blurred as her eyes filled with tears. Slowly she
crawled toward the door, wondering what might have started the fire.

She finally made it to the supply closet and placed a hand on the door. Although it was warm, it wasn’t
hot.

She pulled it open and black, lethal smoke rolled out. She fell back, racked with uncontrollable
coughing. Air. She needed clean air. She was dizzy. Someplace in the back of her mind she realized that

she’d done everything wrong.

She should have gotten out and sounded the alarm. She should have never tried to play the hero. The
dizziness grew more intense and she fell to the floor, trying to find a breath of air to fill her lungs.

Stupid, Callie,she thought.You’re smarter than this.

It was her last conscious thought.
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SHE CAME TOwith the wintry morning sun shining in her eyes from a nearby window. She winced
against the brightness and reached up to touch her face, finding an oxygen mask covering her mouth and
nose.

The hospital. She was in the hospital. How had she gotten here? Who had found her? The last thing she
remembered was collapsing on the floor in the hallway at the lab. She yanked off the mask as she thought
of the lab. Oh, God, had it burned?

“You’re supposed to be wearing that mask.” The deep, familiar voice came from one side of her and
she turned her head to see Sheriff Patrick Martinez seated in a chair next to the bed.

She half rose from the bed. “The lab,” she croaked and then coughed to clear her throat.

“Is fine,” he assured her. “The hallway outside had a little smoke damage, but the lab itself is okay and
the nurse just checked your vitals and you’re going to be fine.”

Callie breathed a sigh of relief and flopped back against the pillow. She had a pounding headache but
other than that she didn’t feel too badly. “How did I get here?”

“Bobby O’Shea couldn’t sleep last night. He decided to go into the lab and get some extra work done.
He found you on the floor in front of the supply closet and dragged you out, then called the fire
department.”

Patrick’s blue eyes were darker than usual as he looked at her. “If he hadn’t shown up when he did, you
and I wouldn’t be having this conversation right now. I’d be talking to you in the morgue.”

Callie fought a shiver that threatened to walk up her spine. “It was my fault. The minute I saw the smoke
I should have gotten out of the building, but instead I foolishly decided to investigate and see where it was
coming from.”

“Tell me exactly what happened.” Patrick pulled a notepad and pen from his pocket.

It took her only minutes to explain to him the events that had led to her being overcome by the smoke.
She explained finding the fire in the supply closet and opening the door to check it out.

When she was finished he leaned back in his chair and stuck the pad and pen back into his pocket. “The
fire was intentionally set, Callie. Who knew that you’d be working late last night?”

“Anyone who knows me at all,” she replied dryly. “It’s not unusual for me to be in the lab late. I’'m there
most nights until the wee hours of the morning. Surely you don’t think this is about me?”’

Patrick raised a dark eyebrow. “Wasn’t it just a week ago that somebody tried to run you down with a
car?”

Callie pulled the sheet tighter around her and averted her gaze from Patrick’s. “I still think that was just
some dummy on a cell phone not watching where he was going.”

“That’s two close calls, Callie. And that makes me nervous.” He unfolded his long length from the chair
and stood. “Needless to say we’re investigating the fire, but to be honest I don’t feel optimistic about
learning who might have set it. I’ll keep you posted, okay?”
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“Okay. The smoke alarms didn’t go off,” she added.
“We’ll check it all out. You just need to get some rest.”

She nodded and then forced a smile. “Are you crazy with wedding preparations yet?” In two weeks
Patrick was marrying Sabrina Hunter, a Ute police detective.

“Bree and I have agreed not to get crazy,” he replied. “It’s just going to be a small wedding without frills
or fuss.”

“I’'m looking forward to it,” Callie replied. ““Oh, and Patrick, last night I was studying the photos from
the Mary Windsong death. I’'m not convinced we have a marauding bear in the area. I think you might be
looking for a murderer.”

Patrick sighed. “I was afraid you were going to tell me that. We’ll talk more later. I’ll be in touch,” he
said and then with a nod of his head he left her room.

Restless energy filled her. She wanted out of here, needed to get back to the lab and assess the damage.
Other than the headache and the irritating cough, she felt fine. She found the call button and punched it to
get the attention of a nurse or a doctor.

Almost immediately a man wearing a white coat and a nametag reading Dr. Westin entered the room.
“Ah, I see my patient is awake.”

“And ready to get out of here,” she replied.

“Oh, let’s not rush things. I’d like to at least keep you through the afternoon for observation and we’ll
talk about letting you go home this evening if no other symptoms arise through the course of the day. I’1l
send the nurse in to get vitals and in the meantime it’s important that you just rest.”

Callie wanted to protest, but she bit her tongue, knowing he was probably right. The doctor left and a
nurse came in to take her vitals, then she was once again left alone.

Two close calls in one week. Patrick’s words came back to haunt her. Was it merely a case of bad luck
or was it something more ominous?

Del Gardo. The name leaped into her head and brought with it a ball of tension that ached in her chest.
He was the number one suspect in Julie’s murder, but more than that, he was the man that wanted Callie
dead as well.

“Hey, boss, how are you doing?”” Ava Wright walked into the room, the sunshine from the window
shimmering in her wavy red hair.

Callie smiled at the fragile-looking woman who worked as a forensic scientist on Callie’s team. Petite
Ava might look fragile with her porcelain complexion and big blue eyes, but Callie knew she was tough
as nails. She carried with her a bouquet of multi-colored flowers in a glass vase.

“I’'m fine,” Callie replied. “And ready to get out of here. Those flowers are beautiful.”

“I thought they would give you something pretty to look at while you’re here.” Ava sat in the chair
Patrick had recently vacated, a dainty frown creasing her forehead. “Are you sure you’re okay? Bobby
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told us that you were completely unconscious when he carried you out of the building. He was scared to
death for you. We all were when we got to work this morning and found out what had happened.”

“Please tell everyone I'm fine and should be back to work first thing in the morning,” Callie replied.

Abruptly Ava jumped out of the chair. “Be right back,” she said, a pale cast to her face. She dashed into
the bathroom and Callie could have sworn she heard the sound of retching.

Ava reappeared a moment later, her hand splayed across her stomach. “Sorry, I tried a new breakfast
drink this morning and apparently it didn’t agree with me.”

“T hope you haven’t caught the flu bug that’s been going around.”

“I don’t think so. But, I think I’'m going to scoot out of here and see if I can find something to soothe my
tummy.”

“Go on, get out of here and take care of yourself,” Callie said. “And thanks for the flowers.”

“See you in the morning,” Ava said and with a wave of her hand, she left the room.

The morning passed with a number of visitors stopping in from the lab to check on her. After she’d
picked at her lunch and the tray had been taken away, she lowered the head of her bed. She was tired.

While the steady stream of visitors had been welcome, she now found herself exhausted.

She closed her eyes and tried not to think about the fact that it was possible the fire had been
intentionally set, that the goal of the arsonist had been to kill her.

“Hello, Callie.”

She froze at the sound of the deep male voice and prayed that she was already asleep and suffering a
nightmare. But she knew she wasn’t and she opened her eyes and stared at the tall, lean man.

His light brown hair was much longer than when she’d last seen him, but his deep brown eyes still held
the brooding darkness that had always been such an integral part of him.

He was the man she cursed on a regular basis and the last person on earth she wanted to see at the
moment.

“What in the hell are you doing here?” she asked.

THE FIRST THINGthat entered Tom Ryan’s mind as he gazed at Callie was that at some point over
the last three years she’d cut off all her long, luxurious pale hair.

Still, the short and sleek blond cap suited her, emphasizing the elegant bone structure of her face and
those amazing blue eyes of hers, eyes that at the moment held all the warmth of an iceberg in glacial
waters.

“If you came to make sure that I’'m okay, then your question has been answered and you can leave
now.” She squeezed her eyes closed.
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If she was upset at the very sight of him she was really going to go ballistic when she found out why he
was here. “It’s a little more complicated than that, Callie.” He shrugged out of his winter coat, walked
over to the chair and sat next to her bed.

“What’s more complicated?” she asked as she once again opened her eyes to glare at him.

“The Bureau is concerned about you. With Julie’s murder and now the fire, we think you need
protection.” He watched her features intently. The only sign of her displeasure was her lush lips pressing
thinly together.

He’d once believed he knew her thoughts almost before she knew them herself, but that had been a
lifetime and many mistakes ago.

“They think it’s Del Gardo?” There was a faint weariness to her tone.

He nodded. Vincent Del Gardo was head of the Del Gardo crime family based in Las Vegas. Three
years earlier when Del Gardo was on trial for ordering a hit on a competing crime boss, Callie had
testified against him. She’d been placed in protective custody and Tom had been assigned to protect her.

The trial had lasted months and eventually he and Callie had become lovers. It was a relationship Tom
had ended when he’d taken an assignment working undercover in Mexico.

Del Gardo had been found guilty but had escaped from the courthouse before serving any time. He’d
recently been tracked to Kenner City and was now a suspect in Julie Grainger’s murder.

“I thought it was over when I left Las Vegas,” Callie said more to herself than to him. “I’d hoped he’d
gotten out of the country, was living the good life on some foreign soil far away from me.”

“But you know Julie had tracked him to that mountain estate not far from here,” Tom replied.

She nodded. “I know the man supposedly living there is named Griffin Vaughn, but Julie had discovered
that the corporation that owned the property was a front for Del Gardo.”

“We’re hoping to get inside the place over the next day or two and have a look around. Callie, men like
Del Gardo don’t forget or forgive. Your testimony helped get him a sentence that would have seen him
behind bars for the rest of his life.”

“I know.” She raised a hand to the side of her head and rubbed her temple as if to ease a headache.

“Sheriff Martinez told me you had a close call last week, too, that you were nearly the victim of a
hit-and-run.” A rise of emotion shoved against his chest at the thought of how close she’d come to
death—not once, but twice.

“It was nothing, just a close call by a driver on his cell phone.” Although her eyes remained cool, there
was a slight tremor in her voice that let him know she didn’t quite believe her own words. “Those things
should be outlawed when driving.”

Despite the fact that he could smell the smoke that lingered on her skin, in her hair, he could also smell
the faint scent of the gardenia skin lotion she’d always used in the place of perfume.
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It evoked images of her soft, perfumed skin beneath his hand, of the throaty moans that once escaped
her when they made love.

He parked those particular memories in the dark recesses of his mind, knowing that it was useless to
dwell on what had once been.

“I’m not here to talk about cell phones. I’m here to talk about the fact that you were almost struck by a
car last week and just last night somebody set a fire that might have killed you if a coworker hadn’t
suffered a bout of insomnia. Has Del Gardo tried in any way to make contact with you recently?”” he
asked, focusing on duty. “Have you received any strange phone calls or anything like that?”’

“No, nothing.” Once again she rubbed her temple. “You never answered my question.”

He frowned. “What question?”

“What are you doing here, Tom?”

“As I said before, the FBI is concerned about you and they want you back in protective custody. That’s
why I’'m here.” He waited for the explosion and she didn’t disappoint him.

“You have got to be kidding me.” She pressed the button that raised the upper part of her bed so she
could glare at him more efficiently. “I’d rather be in the care of a rattlesnake.”

Tom winced. “Callie, I know you aren’t exactly thrilled to welcome me back into your life again, but I've
been assigned to you and you and I just have to figure out how to make the best of it.”

She started to say something and then snapped her mouth closed and drew several deep breaths,
obviously composing herself. Tom knew from past experience that under most circumstances Callista
MacBride was the queen of cool composure.

“Okay, then the way we make the best of it is to do things my way,” she finally said.

He got up from the chair and instead leaned against the wall with his hands shoved into his slacks
pockets. “And what does that mean?”’

“Absolutely no safe house. I stay at my own home and continue my schedule as usual.”
“You know that makes it more difficult for me,” he replied with a frown. It would be so much easier to
keep her safe if she was tucked away in a remote cottage someplace and not going about her normal

routine.

“That’s not my problem.” There was a cold frost of determination in her eyes. “I’m working several
important cases right now and I’m not going to be stuck away somewhere until Del Gardo is found.”

“What else?” he asked.

She coughed for a moment and then continued. “We keep this strictly professional. You don’t pry into
my personal life and I certainly don’t care about yours.”

“Are you through?”” He pulled his hands from his pockets and shoved oft the wall.


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

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

“For now.” She closed her eyes and turned her face away from him. “I’'m tired now. Go away, Tom.”

“I’ll go for now, but I’ll be back when you’re ready to be released from here.” She didn’t open her eyes
or acknowledge him in any way.

Tom grabbed his coat from the chair then walked to the door. He stood for a moment, gazing at the
woman he’d walked—no, ran—from almost three years ago.

He’d known that she loved him and yet he’d turned his back on her. It was no wonder that she hated
him now. What she couldn’t know is just how much Tom hated himself for the choices he had made.

He finally turned and left the room with the taste of rich regret lingering in his mouth.
Chapter Two

There were still times Callie desperately missed her mother, who had been dead for five years. She and
her mom, Belinda, had been unusually close. Belinda had been a Las Vegas showgirl, a job she’d
continued for years after Callie had been born.

Some of Callie’s fondest memories of her mother were of Callie sitting on the bed watching as Belinda
applied her stage makeup before going to the casino to perform.

Those had been magical moments between mother and daughter when they’d talked about anything and
everything. Nobody had been more proud than Belinda when Callie had told her she wanted to be a
forensic scientist.

Although Belinda had enjoyed her share of flashy boyftiends, Callie had never known who her father
was. Belinda quit her showgirl job when Callie was in middle school, but money never seemed to be an
issue. They certainly didn’t live a lavish lifestyle, but they had always been comfortable.

When Callie asked about the money, Belinda had told her that Callie’s father had left Belinda enough
money so she and Callie would have what they needed. Callie had guessed from that statement that her
father was dead.

As she sat on the edge of the hospital bed and waited for the nurse to bring the papers to release her,
she wished she could pick up the phone and call her mom. She wished she could tell her that the man
who had devastated her was back in her life.

Tom.

His very name brought forth a combination of memories, some filled with joy but others filled with an
indescribable pain. And it was the pain that had lingered, that had hardened her heart into a place where
no feeling could get in. “Here we are, honey.” The nurse swept into the room with a cheerful smile. “I’ve
got your discharge papers here and a chariot awaiting you.” She gestured toward the wheelchair visible in
the hallway. “I just need your John Hancock on a couple of these forms, then we’ll get you out of here.”
She handed Callie the papers to sign. “Ah, and here’s your handsome prince to escort you home.”

Callie looked up to see Tom standing in the doorway and instantly every muscle in her body tensed.
“Trust me, that man is not a prince,” she muttered. “He’s not even on the toad scale.”

She would have loved to blow him off; insist that she didn’t need to be in protective custody. But Callie
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had worked too many crime scenes, seen too often what people could do to each other, to take her
personal safety for granted. If the FBI thought she needed protection once again, then she probably did.

She’d apparently made a lifelong enemy of Vincent Del Gardo when she’d testified against him and until
he was in custody, her life was at risk and she’d be a fool not to accept the protection of the FBI.

“All ready?” Tom asked.
Callie handed the papers back to the nurse, then nodded. “As ready as ’'m going to be.”

Tom got the wheelchair from the hallway and pushed it to the side of the bed. He made no offer to help
her from the bed to the chair and she was glad. She didn’t want him to touch her in any way.

It was the nurse who helped her into the chair. “I’ve got my car at the front entrance in the loading area,”
Tom said.

“Let’s go,” the nurse exclaimed. As she pushed Callie out of the room she didn’t seem to notice the
tension that rippled in the air between her patient and the tall, rip-cord lean man walking beside them.

She chatted about the flu bug going around, the predictions of unusually harsh winter weather set to
move into the area and her plans for the weekend with a boyfriend named Jimmy.

By the time they reached the dark sedan parked at the curb, Callie was exhausted, both from the tension
of Tom’s nearness and the chattiness of the nurse.

She’d had a headache from the moment she’d opened her eyes that morning. She’d tried to nap off and
on throughout the afternoon, but found it impossible. Between the hourly check of vital signs and the
visitors who drifted in and out, sleep had been impossible. What she wanted now most of all was the
comfort of her own bed and some quiet time.

Tomorrow she’d be back in the lab where she belonged, in a world she understood, a world she found
comforting in that there were no shades of gray, only black and white supported by cold, unemotional
science.

“Here, take my coat,” Tom said when they reached the car. He began to shrug out of the jacket.

“No thanks, I’ll be fine once you get the heater going,” she replied. The last thing she wanted around her
was a coat that smelled of him, that contained the heat from his body.

She slid into the passenger seat, told the nurse goodbye and then watched Tom as he walked around the
front of the car to the driver door.

He was thinner than he had been before, although he still radiated with a simmering energy of
competence and also a whisper of an edge of danger.

He wasn’t a pretty boy. At thirty-six years old, his features were far too rugged, too boldly masculine for
pretty. But he was a man who commanded attention, from men who would be slightly wary and from
women who would want to dig beneath the forbidding surface to find the soft center. Callie could tell
them, there was no soft center in Tom Ryan.

He got into the car, bringing with him a burst of cold wind and the scent she remembered from so long
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ago, a clean male smell with a hint of lemon and cedar cologne.

The knot of tension in her stomach tightened. It wasn’t fair that it was he who once again would be
protecting her. But, Callie had learned the hard way that life wasn’t fair.

“I can give you directions to my house,” she said once he started the engine.

“I know where you live. I’ve already been by there earlier this afternoon to check things out. Nice place,
by the way.”

“Thank you. I’ve been very happy there,” she replied with a touch of fervor. She wanted him, needed
him to believe that she was happy, that she’d gone on with her life and he’d merely been a small
unimportant blip in her history.

He’d never been a big talker and he was silent on the drive. That was fine with her. She had nothing to
say to him, nor was she interested in anything he might have to say.

“How are you feeling?”” he finally asked.

“Tired and I still have a bit of a headache, but other than that I’'m fine.” She shivered and sighed
gratefully as he turned the heater on full blast and warm air began to fill the car.

“Callie, I know this is a bit awkward, but you know you can trust me to do my job,” he said.

A bit awkward? She wanted to laugh. Seeing him again, being in his company was so much more than a
bit awkward. Even now a small shaft of pain attempted to pierce through the protective layers that
wrapped her heart, but she shoved it away, refusing to dwell on a past that was empty and dead.

“It never entered my mind not to trust you where the job is concerned. Doing your job has always been
your number-one priority.” She frowned as she heard the touch of bitterness that crept into her voice.
“Hopefully Del Gardo will be behind bars where he belongs in a matter of days and you can move on to
the next job.”

“Time will tell,” he replied.

She needed to believe that this time with Tom would be brief, that she could be strong enough to hold
back any emotion that threatened to escape with him back in her life.

She breathed a sigh of relief as he turned into her neighborhood. After the flash and gaudiness of Las
Vegas, Callie had been drawn to this neighborhood of adobe pueblo-style homes with their clean, pale
colors and simplistic designs.

She lucked into the house. The sellers had been a divorcing couple eager for a quick sale in a depressed
marketplace. She’d fallen in love with it and had bought it for a song.

It was the first home she’d ever owned and when she’d moved in she’d told herself it was her new start,
her clean slate from the pain that had been a constant since the moment Tom had turned his back on her.
Her car was in the driveway. One of her coworkers or Patrick must have gotten her keys from her purse
and brought it back here.

As he pulled into her driveway she unbuckled her seat belt. It was only then that the reality of the
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situation with Tom struck her.

He couldn’t very well sleep in his car. In order to do his job properly he would have to be in the house
with her. “I have a spare bedroom. I guess you’ll be staying there.” There was little welcome in her voice.

He turned off the engine and turned to look at her, his eyes gleaming in the deepening shadows of night.
“I’11 try to be as unobtrusive as possible. I don’t want to screw up your life here, Callie. I just want to
save it, if it comes to that.”

She nodded and opened her door to get out. “Wait,” he said sharply. “I’ll come around and get you.”
She sat back as he got out of the car, grabbed a black duffel bag from the backseat, then walked around
to her door.

As she got out of the car he used his free hand to pull her close to him. She knew it was a gesture of
protectiveness but it still caused a rush of heat to sweep through her.

When they reached the door, he held out his hand for her key. “I need to clear the house before you
come in,” he said. He scanned the area around the front yard as he pulled a gun from a holster beneath
his coat. “Stay here and give me two minutes. If you see anyone approaching, sense anyone nearby, get
inside the door and scream.”

A new knot of tension balled up in her chest as he unlocked her front door. She looked up and down
the street, wondering if somebody was nearby—watching her—waiting for her to return home. Or was it
possible somebody was inside her house, lying in wait?

Tom disappeared into the house and the ball of tension expanded inside her. She would recognize Del
Gardo anywhere. The last time she’d seen him he’d been distinctive-looking, with his shiny bald head and
white beard. Even if he shaved that beard and grew hair, she thought she’d still recognize him.

What she didn’t know was if he’d hired somebody to take her out. A hired killer could look like anyone,
a clean-cut young man, a middle-aged businessman, or an attractive woman with manicured nails.

She didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath until Tom appeared in the doorway. ““You can come in,”
he said. “There’s nobody here.”

Her breath whooshed out of her as she stepped into the small entry with its niches carved out of the wall
for displaying items. At the moment those niches were empty. In fact, even though the house was
beginning to really feel like home to her, the furnishings were simple with almost no personal items
displayed to indicate who lived here.

They walked from the entry into the living room where a beehive corner fireplace promised warmth on a
cold wintry night and benches protruded from the wall along one side. The furniture was understated
earth tones and woven rugs decorated the hardwood floor.

There were only two items in the room that were personal. The first was a photo of her mother on top of
the television and the second was a picture of some of the people who worked at the lab and it sat on
top of a miniature rolltop desk that held her personal computer.

Tom walked over and picked up the picture. “Maybe you could give me a crash course on the players
at the lab,” he said.
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Reluctantly, she walked closer and tried not to smell that hauntingly familiar scent of him. “The
gray-haired man in the back is Jerry Griswold. He’s our firearms expert. The tall, dark-haired young guy
is Bobby O’Shea. He’s the one who pulled me out of the building last night.” As she continued to name
the people in the picture, her headache became a shooting pain across her forehead.

She knew this headache wasn’t from smoke inhalation. It was the band of tension created by Tom. As
he placed the photo back on the desktop, she gestured down the hallway. “I’ll just show you to your
room,” she said.

He nodded and picked up the duffel bag he’d dropped on the floor. He followed her down the hallway
where she pointed to the first room on her right. “You can use the guest bath. Towels and extra soap are
under the sink.” She stopped at the first doorway on her left. “You can sleep in here.”

The guest room was a nice size, with a king-size bed and a dresser with a mirror. He walked in and set
his duffel bag on the multi-colored bedspread. ““Thanks, this will be great.”

“Feel free to help yourself to anything in the refrigerator, although you’ll find the pickings slim. I don’t eat
here much. And now, I’1l just tell you good-night.”

There was nothing more she wanted than to escape from him, to get out of the sight of his enigmatic
gaze, to go someplace where she didn’t have to look at him.

“Then I guess I’ll see you in the morning,” he said.

She nodded and then hurried down the hallway to the master bedroom. All she wanted was a long, hot
shower and the comfort of sleep without dreams.

She didn’t want to think about the fact that her life was at risk. She definitely didn’t want to think about
the new risk that was now living in her house.

Tom was definitely a risk to her well-being, for he brought with him the threat of unearthing memories
she’d thought she’d carefully buried, memories too painful to bear.

TOM AWOKEbefore dawn was even a promise in the eastern sky. The first thing he did was reach
over to touch his gun on the nightstand. It was an automatic gesture, born of years as an FBI agent.

The second thing he did was think of the woman sleeping in the room at the end of the hallway. He’d
always believed that he’d made the right decision for both of them when he’d walked away from her.

It had taken the undercover assignment in Mexico and a near-death experience for him to reexamine the
path of his life and think about the successes and the failures.

Certainly his job had been one of the successes. Growing up in the foster care system, it would have
been easy for him to have wound up a statistic of failure, either dead at an early age or in prison. It had
taken a local cop seeing Tom flirting with trouble to intervene and give Tom a new purpose and drive to
succeed.

As he swung his feet to the floor and sat on the edge of the bed, he scratched the ropey red scars that
crisscrossed his chest and belly. Fifteen slashes, that’s what he’d received from the members of the drug
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cartel he’d infiltrated when they found out he was undercover FBI. They hadn’t stabbed him to death.
That would have been too quick and easy. Instead they had cut him just deep enough to torture him, then
had left him to bleed to death.

He’d spent four months in a Texas hospital fighting one infection after another and it was during that time
that he’d realized that his personal life was a failure and much of his sense of failure came from his
decision to leave Callie.

Water under the bridge, he thought as he got up and grabbed clean clothes from the closet where he’d
hung them the night before. He darted across the hall and into the bathroom for a hot shower and once
he was dressed for the day, he headed for the kitchen to make some coffee.

Minutes later he sat at the table and watched as the sunrise spilled orange light over the horizon. He
heard the sound of water running and knew Callie was not only awake but in the shower.

It was going to be a tough day. Not only did he have to contend with Callie’s cool disdain, he also had a
memorial service of sorts to attend. He frowned as he thought of Julie Grainger.

She had not only been a fellow agent, she’d also been a good friend. This morning Tom was meeting
two other agents at a nearby park to say personal goodbyes to their fallen friend. Although officially Tom
wasn’t assigned to Julie’s murder case, he intended to participate as much as possible unofficially.

Callie came into the kitchen, her features carefully schooled to indicate no emotion. “I see you found the
coffee,” she said as she moved to the counter to pour herself a cup.

“You weren’t kidding about the refrigerator being bare. There wasn’t even a single egg in there.”

“There’s a cafeteria in the building with the lab. You can get breakfast there,” she said. “T’d like to leave
here in about fifteen minutes and get to the lab.”

“Before we go we need to talk about your schedule,” he said.

She carried her cup to the table and sat down opposite him. One of her delicate blond eyebrows rose
slightly, a gesture he knew indicated a certain level of stress. “What about it?”

“I think it would be in both our interests if there are no more late nights.” He held up a hand to still the
protest he knew she was about to make. “Personal feelings aside, Callie, you have to work with me here.
There’s no question that it’s more difficult for me to make sure you stay safe in the dark. I’d like you to
leave the lab each day by dusk so we can get back here by nightfall. That’s the only thing I request of
you, that small change in your schedule.”

The thinning of her lips as they pressed together let him know she didn’t like being reined in, but instead
of protesting, she nodded. “Fine. Okay. I'm off the streets at dusk.”

Tom released a small relieved sigh. He had a feeling this would be the first of many battles they might
have, but at least he’d won this one.

He took a sip of his coffee and eyed her over the rim of his cup. Clad in a long-sleeved white blouse and
navy slacks, she looked all business, but the floral scent that emanated from her was all female.

“Callie, maybe it would be a good idea for us to talk, to clear the air between us,” he said as he lowered
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his cup.

Her shoulders straightened. “There’s nothing to talk about and the air is fine between us.”” She got up
from the table and took a gulp of her coffee. “I need to get to work.” There was a note of finality to her
voice that indicated the subject was closed.

He got up from the table and placed his cup next to hers in the sink. “Just let me get my coat and I’ll be
ready.”

He left her in the kitchen and headed to his bedroom. He supposed it had been foolish of him to try to

get her to talk about the end of their relationship. And really, what could he say? That he was sorry? That
he’d been a fool?

He’d known he’d broken her heart and that would always be between them. He couldn’t take back
what had been done, so maybe she was right. There was really nothing to talk about.

He strapped on his shoulder holster then pulled on the black suit jacket that matched his pants. He
grabbed his winter coat, then left the room and found her waiting at the front door.

Her light-blue ski jacket made her eyes an electric blue and complemented her blond coloring, but those
eyes held the same cold frost they’d held the day before when she’d realized for good or for bad, he was
back in her life.

They were both silent on the drive to the lab. He was already thinking ahead to the memorial service for
Julie and at the same time watching the rearview mirror and their surroundings for any sign of trouble.

The Kenner County Crime Unit was located on the third floor of an old Kenner City annex building.
“Don’t get out of the car until I come around to get you out,” Tom said as he parked the car in the
parking space designated for Callie.

He shut off the engine and opened his coat to allow him quick and easy access to his gun, then left the
car and walked around to the passenger door.

The air was frigid and held the scent of the possibility of snow. The long-term forecasts were warning of
several potential big snowstorms coming into the area in the next couple of weeks.

He opened Callie’s door and as she got out of the car he pulled her close against him. He felt her stiffen,
but he didn’t release his hold on her. This wasn’t about emotional baggage between them. This was
about her safety.

He didn’t release her until they got inside the building. They were early enough that there was nobody
standing to wait for the elevators. He pushed the up button and the doors immediately opened.

It was only when they were in the small enclosure that he began to relax. She would be safe here at the
lab during the day when the place was filled with both law enforcement officials and coworkers.

“I’ve got some things to take care of today,” he said as they rode up. “Needless to say, [ don’t want
you leaving the lab for any reason until I’m back here to escort you home.”

She gave him a dry look. “I might not like what’s going on in my life, but I'm also not self-destructive or
likely to be stupid. I’'m not about to break the rules and get myself killed.”


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

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

“Good,” he said in satisfaction. There was nothing worse than being assigned a protective duty to
somebody who didn’t really want to be protected or thought it might be fun to try to lose a bodyguard.
Those were the people who usually found themselves dead.

The elevator door whooshed open and they stepped out into the hallway. A faint odor of smoke lingered
and at the end of the hallway the supply closet was blocked off with bright orange cones that indicated it
was a crime scene.

When they stepped into the reception area the dark-haired, dark-eyed receptionist greeted them.
“Oh, Callie, I'm so glad to see you’re back here and okay,” she exclaimed.

Callie smiled. It was the first genuine smile Tom had seen on her face and it punched a hole in his heart.
He’d forgotten how her smile lit up a room, how it not only curved her lips but also warmed her cold blue
eyes. “I’'m fine. Elizabeth, this is FBI Agent Tom Ryan and Tom, this is Elizabeth Reddawn, receptionist
extraordinaire.”

“Tom Ryan? Oh, I have a package for you,” Elizabeth said. She picked up a manila envelope from her
desk and handed it to him.

It had been forwarded to him from FBI headquarters. He turned to look at Callie. “Is there someplace
private I can go to open this?”” He couldn’t imagine what might be inside.

“You can use my office. Follow me.” She led him across the lab to a door at the back of the room. The
office was small and as impersonal as her home had been. “Feel free to use my desk if you need to,” she
said as she grabbed a white lab coat that hung on a hook just inside the door and left the room.

“Thanks,” he said to her retreating form. He sat at the desk and tore open the manila envelope to reveal
a letter-sized envelope inside. It was addressed to him and marked personal. In the return address space
were the initials JG.

Julie Grainger? His heart began to pump with a rush of adrenaline. As he ran his fingers across the
envelope he felt something hard inside. What the heck?

He carefully tore the top of the envelope open and withdrew the piece of paper that was folded up
inside. He opened it and saw that it was a map of some kind. At the top of the map was a strange
symbol, like the lettersVDG entwined with grapes and vines. Vincent Del Gardo?

He shook the envelope and initially he thought it was a coin that dropped out on the desk. He didn’t
touch it, but instead got up and called to Callie.

When she appeared in the doorway he pointed to the coin. “This coin or whatever it is came in an
envelope from Julie Grainger.” Callie’s eyes opened wide as he continued. “I was wondering if you could
check it for fingerprints.”

“Let me get a set of tweezers and a fingerprint kit and see what we have.” She left the office and
returned a moment later. She carefully flipped the item over. “It’s not a coin. It’s a St. Christopher

medal.”

“St. Christopher medal?”
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“The patron saint of travelers. Legend has it that he once carried an unbearably heavy baby across a
wide river and it was later learned that the baby was Jesus Christ.”

He looked at her in surprise. “How do you know that?”

“One of my mother’s best friends was not only a showgirl, but also a Catholic who had statues of most
of the patron saints in her apartment,” Callie explained. ““She taught me about them whenever she’d
babysit me.”

Tom watched as she opened the fingerprinting kit then twisted the top of a bottle of metallic powder.
Using the ostrich feather duster, she deftly swirled the powder onto the medal. She frowned as no ridges
showed up. She flipped it over and dusted the other side with the same disappointing results. “Nothing,”
she said, stating the obvious. “At least no fingerprints, but there are several numbers etched into the back

of the coin.”

“Numbers?” He bent closer to take a look and tried to ignore the scent of her, the warmth of her body
so close to his own.

“Looks like a seven, a nine and a four. Does that mean anything to you?”

“No.” He frowned and stepped back from her. “Can you dust the map?”’ He pointed to the piece of
paper he’d withdrawn from the envelope.

“Sure.” She pulled out a bottle of black powder and began the process of dusting the paper. “What is
this?” she asked as she worked.

“I don’t have a clue,” he replied. He was going to have to look at it more closely, see if he could make
heads or tails of it.

“VDG,” Callie breathed softly, reading the initials at the top of the map. “Maybe this is some kind of a
clue as to where Del Gardo might be hiding out?”

“Who knows?” At least for the moment the tension that had existed between them was gone, vanished
under the bigger questions of the mystery map and the medal.

He picked up the envelope that he knew had probably been handled by too many people for
fingerprinting. “It was mailed the day before her murder.”

Callie looked up at him, her eyes wide. “That gives me goose bumps. You think she sensed she was in
some kind of danger?”’

“I don’t know.” He watched as she finished fingerprinting the paper. She lifted two prints. Tom figured
one was probably Julie’s and the other was his own and said that to Callie.

“You’re both in the system so we’ll be able to quickly rule you in or out,” she said as she straightened.

“Do you have a copy machine? I’d like to make a couple of copies of that map, then I want you to put
the original in an evidence bag and lock it up.”

“I’ll get some copies made for you.”
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Tom looked at his watch. “And then I’ve got to get out of here. I’ve got to be someplace in half an
hour.”

It was just after eight when Tom left the building and got back into his car and headed for the park
where he was meeting two other FBI agents for a quiet goodbye to Julie.

Julie, Tom, Dylan Acevedo and Ben Parrish all had gone through FBI training together and even though
they didn’t often see each other, they’d shared a particularly close friendship that had lasted since their
days at the academy. Julie’s murder had devastated them all.

He reached the park and got out of his car. The copies of the map he’d received burned hot inside his
pocket, as did the St. Christopher medal that now hung on a cheap chain around his neck. Why had Julie
sent them to him? What did they mean? What was he supposed to get from them?

He headed toward the gazebo in the center of the park and saw that Ben and Dylan were already there
waiting for him. Ben’s dark blond hair shone in the early morning sunshine while Dylan’s black hair
seemed to absorb the sun.

Dylan raised a hand in greeting while Ben merely hunched his shoulders against the cold breeze and kept
his hands in his pockets. Ben had always been quiet and brooding, but lately he’d seemed more distant
than ever.

“Heard you’re on guard duty,” Dylan said in greeting. ““You think it was Del Gardo who tried to take out
Callie last night?”’

“Him or one of his minions,” Tom replied. “Nothing else makes sense. I’ve got some information that
b
makes even less sense.”

He told the two men about the envelope he’d received containing the medal and the map, then handed
them each a copy of the map.

He watched as they studied the pieces of paper, their confused looks mirroring his own. “I can’t get a
feel for what’s depicted here,” Dylan said.

“I can’t either,” Tom replied. “What about you, Ben?”

He shook his head. “I can’t figure out the map, but that makes two medals that she sent. You got the St.
Christopher medal and I received a St. Joan of Arc—the patron saint of captives.”

“What does it all mean?”” Dylan asked. “Why would she send you guys those medals?”

“I don’t know, but we all can guess what the initials VDG stand for,” Tom said, a simmering rage
burning in his gut. If Del Gardo was responsible for Julie’s death, Tom would personally like to get the
man in a room alone for about ten minutes.

“We need to get that bastard,” Dylan exclaimed, his dark eyes burning bright. “We all know she was
probably killed because she got too close to finding Del Gardo’s whereabouts.” He shook the copy of
the map Tom had given him. “The answer to where he is might be right here. We just need to figure it
out.”
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“We owe it to Julie,” Ben said.

Nobody thought it more important than Tom to get Del Gardo in custody once again. While he mourned
for Julie, he knew capturing Del Gardo wouldn’t bring her back.

What worried him was that as long as Del Gardo was free, Callie was in danger and he only prayed that
when danger reached out for her again he would be in the right place at the right time to make sure she
didn’t end up like the strangled Julie Grainger.

Chapter Three

Although one of the most important crimes the lab was involved in at the moment was the Julie Grainger
murder, that didn’t mean all other crime in the area had taken a holiday.

Callie’s days were generally spent dividing her time between administrative duties and actual hands-on
lab work. Today was no different, except for the fact that she found her thoughts drifting far too often
from work to Tom.

It had been difficult to fall asleep the night before knowing he was in her house. Memories of their time
together kept drifting through her mind no matter how hard she’d tried to shut them off.

She didn’t want to remember the good times, how they’d laughed together, how they’d made love.
He’d been the first man, the only man who had ever owned her heart and as their relationship had

progressed she’d begun to fantasize the future they’d have together.

She’d been such a fool. If she’d learned anything living with her mother, it was that love was fleeting and
men were temporary.

What she needed to remember was how devastated she’d been when Tom had chosen an assignment
over her, when he’d shattered her dreams and walked away without a backward glance.

What she needed to remember was the heartbreak she’d suffered all alone because he was gone and
she’d been left to deal with the tragic aftermath all by herself. An edge of grief tried to take hold of her,
but she consciously shoved it away, refusing to allow herself to feel.

At five she was seated at her desk when Jerry Griswold ambled through the door and leaned against the
wall. “It’s official,” he said. “The gun used in the robbery of the convenience store on Ash Avenue is the
same gun used in the robbery of that gas station on Twelfth Street.”

“Patrick suspected it was the same perp,” she said.

“Ballistics don’t lie,” Jerry replied.

Callie smiled at the older man. “And that’s why we love them, right?”

“You got that right. I just figured I’d let you know. Have you heard anything about the investigation of
the fire?”

Her smile faltered. “Patrick stopped by earlier and said they were trying to identify the accelerant used,
but other than that they have nothing to go on. I doubt if we’ll ever find out who set that fire.”
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He frowned and raked a hand through his gray hair.

“We need to tighten up security around here. I can’t believe somebody managed to get inside after hours
and do something like that.”

She nodded. “I’ve put in a request for some additional money for tighter security measures, but you
know how that goes.”

He nodded sagely. “Red tape and budget cuts.”

“You’ve got it.”

“I’m heading out. Anything you need before I go?”

She smiled at him fondly. He was such a nice man. “No, thanks, I’ll be leaving here pretty soon myself.”

As Jerry left the office she glanced at her clock and instantly tension twisted in her stomach as she
realized Tom would be arriving at any moment.

Last night it had been easy to retreat to the privacy of her bedroom. But tonight she would have to get
through dinner and the hours before bedtime with him.

Maybe he would hide out in his bedroom tonight. She couldn’t get so lucky, she thought with a grimace.

At precisely six o’clock he arrived at her office door to take her home. “You ready?” he asked. He
looked tired, the lines on his face deeper than usual.

Although she didn’t want to leave, wasn’t accustomed to going home so early, she didn’t argue the
point. She merely nodded and got up from her desk. It took her only a minute to exchange her lab coat
for her ski jacket, then they left the lab and headed for the elevators.

“Tomorrow afternoon I need to go take a look at a site where a woman was supposedly killed by a
bear,” she said. She knew he probably wouldn’t be pleased by her need to be out and away from the
lab, but her job involved other things besides test tubes and lab work. There was a certain amount of
field work that was necessary.

“Just tell me where you need to go and I'll get you there,” he replied. They rode the elevator down and
when they reached the ground floor he grabbed her by the arm and held her tight against his body as they
left the building.

Once they were in the car she turned to look at him and again noticed the weary lines on his face. “Bad
day?” she asked.

“I met with Dylan Acevedo and Ben Parrish and we had a small memorial service for Julie.”

“I'm sorry, that must have been difficult.” As she thought of Julie her heart squeezed with pain. “I feel so
responsible for what happened to her.”

He turned and raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Why should you feel responsible?”

She pulled her coat more tightly around her. “I guess because she was working on the Del Gardo case.
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She wanted to find him before he found me.”

“Callie, Julie wasn’t murdered because of you. She was murdered because she was doing her job. We
all know the risks when we take on any assignment.” He dropped one hand from the steering wheel and
rubbed it across his chest, and then frowned and returned his hand to the wheel.

“Julie would be angry with you if she knew you suffered a moment of guilt over her death,” he continued.
“She died doing what she loved to do—chasing down leads to find bad guys. It wasn’t just what she did,
it was who she was.”

Callie stared out the passenger window and thought about what he’d just said. Yes, that had been the
problem three years ago. Being an FBI agent wasn’t just what Tom did, it was who he was. He wasn’t a
husband or a father. He couldn’t be because he was already wed to the job and nothing and nobody was
more important to him. A trace of familiar bitterness swept through her.

They were silent for the remainder of the drive to her house. When they arrived he escorted her inside
where they hung their coats in the closet, then went to the kitchen where the savory scent of spaghetti
sauce hung in the air. She knew that smell—Tom’s famous sauce—and her mouth began to water in
anticipation.

“I took the liberty this afternoon to do a little grocery shopping and made a quick pot of sauce for
dinner,” he said.

She wanted to be outraged that he’d taken such liberties, had been in her house during the afternoon
while she’d been gone. She wanted it to feel like an invasion, a violation, but as he pulled the pot of sauce
from the fridge and placed it on the stovetop, all she could muster was the sweet anticipation of a good
meal.

“This will take about fifteen or twenty minutes,” he said. “I’ve got it all under control if you want to go
change your clothes or freshen up or anything.”

“I think I will go change,” she said and left the kitchen. She didn’t want to remain and watch him prepare
the meal. It was too reminiscent of the times they had shared together.

Most nights when they’d been in the safe house Tom had cooked while she’d sat at the table enjoying a
glass of wine. He’d usually cook bare-chested, clad only in a pair of athletic shorts. And there had been
times he’d put the meal on the back burner as they’d sated their appetite for each other.

She changed from her work clothes to a pair of navy blue sweatpants and a navy T-shirt, then went into
the bathroom and stared at her reflection in the mirror.

The faint pink stain in her cheeks confirmed the rivulet of emotion that fluttered inside her. It felt like
excitement, but that was ridiculous. It felt like anticipation, but she told herself there was nothing she was
anticipating where Tom Ryan was concerned.

Sluicing cold water on her face, she focused on the work she’d left back at the lab. The crime scene
photos from the bear attack continued to confuse her. There was no question that the wounds that Mary
Windsong had suffered looked like those left from a bear attack, but there were pieces of the puzzle that
just didn’t quite fit.

Maybe seeing the place where the attack had supposedly happened would clear up the inconsistencies
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and tell her definitively if it had been some unusual bear attack or a homicide.

When she left her bedroom she smelled the scent of wood smoke and heard the crackle of a fire. Tom
had started a fire in the beehive stove and the flames flickered a warm glow on the pale pink adobe walls.

She heard the sound of him working in the kitchen and stood for a moment with her eyes closed, just
listening. She hadn’t realized until this moment how lonely she’d been since coming to Kenner City.

Although she worked with a lot of wonderful people at the lab, she was their boss and rarely socialized
with anyone. Whenever she was home alone the silence was what so often drove her back to work or
into bed.

She gave herself a mental shake, irritated by the faint stir of need for something else, for something more
than what she currently had in her life.

“I definitely inhaled enough smoke to addle my brains,” she muttered as she walked through the living
room and into the kitchen.

“Just in time,” Tom said as he lifted a colander of spaghetti and dumped it into a waiting serving bowl.
He motioned her toward the table.

“You know all this isn’t necessary. You don’t have to cook the meals,” she said, taking her seat. She
kept her voice cool, trying to maintain an emotional distance from the domestic scene, from him.

He shrugged. “It was kind of a matter of survival. As I recall, and unless things have changed, you aren’t
much of a cook.” He ladled the sauce over the noodles and set the bowl on the table.

“When [ was growing up, Mom always preferred eating out and in Las Vegas it was almost cheaper to
eat out than to cook at home. And things haven’t changed. I still don’t do much cooking. Most nights I’'m
working late and just grab something on the run.”

He added a tossed salad and a loaf of garlic bread, then joined her at the table. Immediately an
awkward silence descended.

She didn’t want to talk to him, didn’t want to engage in the small talk that might somehow be construed
as interest or a relationship. After all, she was used to silent meals.

What she wasn’t used to was the heady scent of him that filled the room, the brush of his hand against
hers as they both reached for a piece of the garlic bread at the same time and the whisper of want that his

mere presence evoked in her. How was it possible to want a man she hated?

“Is there somebody special in your life, Callie? Are you dating anyone?” he asked, finally breaking the
tense silence that had stretched to endless proportions.

She knew she had two choices. She could either answer his question and indulge in dinnertime small talk
or she could be a bitch. As she gazed at him she felt oddly vulnerable.

“I told you before that there was really no reason for us to exchange a bunch of personal information,”
she said, her voice decidedly cool as she chose option number two.

His brown eyes flashed darkly. “Sorry, for a moment I forgot your rules. Don’t worry, it won’t happen
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again.”

A twinge of regret edged through her as she stared down at her plate. She knew she was only making
things more difficult, but she was afraid to let down her defenses even a little bit where he was
concerned.

There was no question that he was under her skin, but what she had to do was keep him out of her
heart, because Tom Ryan had as much potential to destroy her as the man who wanted her dead.

TOM CHECKEDthe rearview mirror as he and Callie drove away from the lab. It was just after three in
the afternoon, although it looked more like twilight than midafternoon.

Thick gray clouds hung low in the sky and spat an occasional flurry of snowflakes. The gray of the day
fit perfectly with Tom’s mood.

To say that things had been tense the evening before with Callie would be a vast understatement. After
an uncomfortable dinner he’d sat on the sofa while she’d sat in the chair nearby. She’d grabbed a
forensic science tome from the bookshelf and had handed him the television remote control.

She’d read while he’d channel surfed and the tension between them had been palpable. He’d expected
this assignment to be somewhat difficult because of the emotional baggage that existed between them.
But he hadn’t expected her to be so closed off, so unwilling to engage with him on any level.

There was a darkness in her, one that occasionally flashed in her eyes, one that hadn’t been there before
when he’d known her. It made him wonder just what her life had held over the last three years.

He was relatively certain there wasn’t anyone important in her life. The phone had remained silent
throughout the evening and she’d made no outgoing calls. Surely if there was a man in her life he would
have wanted to talk to her or she would have wanted to check in with him.

She’d finally gone to her bedroom around nine, with scarcely a word exchanged between the two. This
morning had been no different. She’d gotten up just in time to take off for work.

While she’d been at the lab throughout the morning, Tom had used the hours studying the map that had
been mailed to him, but he was no closer now to figuring out what it depicted than he’d been the day
before.

He and Callie were now on their way to the scene where she’d told him a young Ute woman had
supposedly been attacked by a bear.

They had entered Ute territory a few miles back. The terrain was rough, the location remote. At least
Tom didn’t have to worry about being followed. Theirs was the only vehicle on the road.

“I'm surprised you’re still doing field work considering your administrative position at the lab,” he said.
He shot a quick glance at her. Even after all this time the mere sight of her nearly took his breath away.

“I don’t do as much as I’d like anymore, but when a particular case catches my interest, [ like to get out
in the field. Besides, the lab is a small operation and sometimes I’m the only one available to show up at a
crime scene.”
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“What’s so interesting about this particular case? A bear attack doesn’t sound like something the crime
lab would be involved with.”

“Normally we wouldn’t. The coroner ruled it as an attack, but Patrick had a bad feeling about it and
brought us some of the evidence to look at and when I examined the photos and such, more questions
than answers jumped into my head. There are some troubling inconsistencies.”

Apparently, the secret to getting Callie to talk was to ask about her work, he thought. “So, what kind of
inconsistencies?”” At the moment the tension between them was gone and he wanted to keep the easy
conversation going.

She frowned, the gesture unable to take away from her beauty. “There’s no question that the wounds on
the victim were made by bear claws. Turn right up here,” she said and pointed to a narrow dirt trail, then
continued. “Those wounds were lethal in that she bled to death from them.”

“Then why the questions?”

“No bear scat or tracks found in the area. While the wound patterns themselves were consistent with
claws, the amount of pressure used to inflict those wounds was not. Also, there were no bite marks.
When did you ever hear about a bear attack where the bear didn’t bite?”

“Never,” he replied. “What about DNA analysis. Wouldn’t that show you if it was bear?”

She nodded. “And the DNA taken from the wounds was consistent with a black bear.”

“What is it you hope to learn at the scene?”

She plucked her lower lip with a finger, a gesture both familiar and endearing. She’d always done that
when deep in thought. “I’'m not sure,” she finally said. “I just wanted to come out here and take a look

around before giving my final thoughts to Patrick.”

She was good at her job and he’d always admired that about her. She had an attention for details that
was absolutely vital in her line of work.

As she guided him over the rough terrain to the site of the supposed attack, he tried not to breathe in the
scent of her, knowing that he responded to her scent like a wild animal in heat.

“You should park here,” she finally said. “We’ll have to walk in the rest of the way.”

Tom pulled over as far as he could on the narrow trail, then shut off the engine and looked around. They
were in the middle of the Ute tribal park, surrounded by trees and brush.

Although he had seen no cars following them, he didn’t intend to take Callie’s safety for granted. He un
fastened his coat to allow him to access his gun if necessary, then got out of the car.

Snowflakes danced down from the gray skies, but the forecast was only for flurries. As he walked
around the car to open Callie’s door he sensed no danger in the area.

Callie got out of the car and together they walked toward a grove of trees where a flutter of yellow
crime-scene tape still clung to a massive tree trunk.
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“The other thing that concerns me is that most bears should be hibernating now,” she said as they
walked. “It’s really too early in the year for them to be active in the area.”

“But it’s possible one got roused and attacked?”” he asked.
She shrugged. “I suppose anything is possible, although it would be highly unusual.”

“Tell me about the victim.” He wanted to keep their conversation flowing, even if that conversation was
about a poor dead woman and bears.

“Mary Windsong, a twenty-four-year-old Ute. She was found there.” She pointed to the ground just in
front of the tree. “Apparently, the night before the attack she’d been out with friends at a local bar. She
left the bar alone at three in the morning and her body was found here just after six. Her blood alcohol
level was almost three times the legal limit. She had no defensive wounds and only two bear hairs were
found on her.”

“Two? How is that possible?” he asked.

She plucked her bottom lip once again as she stared at the place where the woman had been found. “It
isn’t.”

He watched as she walked around the tree, her gaze on the hard, frozen ground. He had no idea what
she was looking for, had a feeling she wasn’t sure. He’d learned a long time ago that like him, Callie
worked with a certain amount of gut instinct.

There was a claw mark on the tree and he watched as she ran her hand across the wounded wood. He
remembered how her hands felt caressing his skin, how she’d loved to splay her palms across the smooth
expanse of his bare chest.

She wouldn’t like that now. Even if she lost her mind and decided to fall into bed with him again, there
would be no caress of smooth flesh. He could easily imagine her lip curled back in distaste if she
encountered the mess that now decorated his chest and stomach.

She pulled a small tape measure from her coat pocket and measured the marks on the tree, then wrote
them down in a small notepad.

“So much of the physical evidence points to a bear,” she said, obviously troubled. “And yet, it just isn’t
right.”” She looked up at him, her forehead puckered with a frown. “What I think happened is that
something of the human variety used bear claws to kill Mary.”

“So, you’re looking at a homicide.”

She nodded. Her cheeks were a bright pink from the cold and the errant snowflakes that fell on her hair
looked like a sprinkle of diamonds as they sparkled in a shaft of sunlight that broke through the clouds.

A surge of desire welled up inside him. There was nothing he’d like to do more than take her back to
her house, lay her down in front of the fire and make love to her until she mewled with pleasure.

He mentally shook himself. If he didn’t stop thinking like that, the only way he’d be able to cool off
would be to strip naked and roll in the snow.
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“I guess we can go,” she said, giving one last long look to the place where Mary Windsong’s body had
been found.

A tremendous roar filled the air. Callie screamed as Tom yanked her into him, at the same time grabbing
his gun from the holster as the brush ten feet from where they stood rattled and moved as if something big
lurked just behind it.

Chapter Four
Callie had told herself that the last man she wanted to be around was Tom Ryan, but as he held her tight
and trained his gun on the moving brush, she couldn’t think of any other man she’d rather be with at the

moment.

She clung to him and felt his heartbeat crashing against her own. He remained in place, his gun trained on
the brush, his dark brown eyes narrowed in concentration.

“Is it a bear?”” she whispered against his neck.

“That was the puniest bear growl I’ve ever heard,” he whispered back. “It was definitely a bear of the
human variety.”

Every muscle in his body was tense against her. Not a bear, but the killer who had come back to his
ground zero? Or one of Del Gardo’s hit men who had somehow managed to track their movements?

For the first time since they’d arrived at the scene she felt the cold. The air frosted any exposed skin, but
it was sheer fear that chilled the blood in her veins.

It seemed like they stayed frozen in place for an eternity. “Whoever it was, I think they’re gone,” he
finally said, but he didn’t drop his arm from around her, nor did he lower his gun. “We’re going to walk

slowly back to the car,” he instructed. “I want you to stay behind me.”

He moved her behind him and they started the long trek to the car, Tom walking backward with his eye
on the brush as Callie faced the direction of the car.

It seemed to take forever before they reached the car. “Lock the doors, I'll be right back,” he said as
she slid into the passenger seat.

Before she could protest he took off running back to the area where they’d been standing. When he
disappeared into the brush that had moved, her breath caught painfully in her chest.

What was going on? What if the person in the brush hadn’t left like Tom had thought, what if he’d been
waiting for the right opportunity to take out the bodyguard who stood in the way?

“Oh, Tom, be safe,” she whispered.

Her heart beat so fast she couldn’t catch her breath as she kept her gaze focused on the stand of trees
and thick brush.

No matter what her feelings were for Tom now, she didn’t want him hurt or worse. Although she was
human enough to be concerned for her own safety, at the moment it was worry over his that filled her.
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She gasped a sigh of relief as he reappeared and headed back toward her.

His features were taut, his lips a thin slash as they pressed together. She quickly unlocked the doors.
“Whoever it was, is gone. I didn’t find anything or anyone around,” he said as he slid in behind the
steering wheel.

“Do you think it might have been Del Gardo or one of his men?” she asked as he started the engine and
turned the car around to point it back in the direction of Kenner City.

“Doubtful. Del Gardo or one of his goons wouldn’t play games in the woods. We wouldn’t have gotten
a warning roar before they struck.” He frowned and glanced in his rearview mirror. “Dammit, I could
have sworn we weren’t followed.”

“Then it was probably the person who killed Mary Windsong. He must have been hanging around the
crime scene. When we get home I need to call Patrick. As sheriff, he needs to know what happened. I
also need to let the officials on the reservation know what happened.” She frowned thoughtfully. “If there
was any question in my mind before about whether this was a homicide or not, the question has now
been answered.”

“What kind of a person uses bear claws to kill a woman?” Tom asked, his gaze shifting back and forth
from the road in front of them to his rearview mirror.

“I don’t know. I do know the Ute Indians have a legend about a bear and they have an annual bear
dance to celebrate the old legend.”

“I don’t suppose the legend is about killing young women?” Tom asked.

Callie released a small dry laugh. “Not hardly. The legend of the bear is about two brothers who go
hunting and one of them encounters a bear who is dancing and singing. He teaches the song and dance to
the younger brother who then takes it back to the tribe and teaches it to them. The songs show respect to
the spirit of the bear and showing respect to the bear spirit was supposed to bring strength.”

She could tell she’d surprised him and she offered him a small smile. “Detective Sabrina Hunter is Ute
and I'm always interested in learning new things. She’s told me a lot of things about the Ute tribe and
their history.” Despite the heat blowing from the vents, she shivered.

“Cold?” he asked and turned the fan up a notch.

“I think it’s leftover fear more than cold,” she admitted. “When you disappeared into that brush, I was
afraid you’d be killed.”

He slid her a dark glance and his lips curled up in a half-smile. “Be careful, Callie. If you say things like
that, I might get the idea that you actually care.”

“Then I will have to be careful because I wouldn’t want to give anyone a false impression,” she replied
thinly.

Drat the man! Why was it so easy for him to get under her skin? It had been almost three years, for
goodness sake. Why hadn’t time erased or simplified the complexity of emotions he evoked in her?
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She stared out the passenger window and tried to ignore the heat of his gaze on her. She finally turned to
face him once again. “What?” she asked.

“You’ve become a hard woman, Callie. You were never that way before. [ hope it isn’t because of what
happened with us.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she returned. “It’s been a long time since we were together and I’ve been
through all kinds of life experiences since then.” In truth, there had been no man since Tom, but there was
no way she wanted him to know that.

“If you ever want to talk about those experiences...” He let his voice trail off.

“I won’t.” Once again she turned her gaze out the window. The only good thing she figured came out of
this brief conversation was that the fear had fled, unable to sustain itself beneath the heavier weight of
anger.

How dare he want her to share the information of the past three years with him. Not once in the time
since he’d left her had he tried to contact her in any way, to check in and see how she was doing, to find
out if she were still alive. Now he wanted some sort of bonding experience? She didn’t think so.

When they reached her house she went directly to the phone to call Patrick while Tom disappeared into
the kitchen.

The conversation with Patrick lasted longer than she’d anticipated as they spoke about several pending
cases. He told her that the accelerant used for the fire at the lab was a common brand of lighter fluid and
she already knew from the people at the lab that no other forensic evidence had been found.

She hung up the phone but remained on the sofa, her thoughts going to the murder of Julie Grainger. She
knew every law enforcement person in the area was working hard to solve the case.

Julie’s body had been found in a remote area of the Ute reservation. An object they believed to be a
necklace of some kind had strangled her and it had left a distinctive pattern on her neck. They knew the
killer was male, but that’s all they knew.

Was the map that Tom had received a clue to Del Gardo’s whereabouts? How close was Del Gardo?
Was he someplace outside now—watching her? Waiting for the perfect opportunity to pay her back for
helping to get him convicted?

She glanced toward the window where an early twilight was falling. She suddenly didn’t want to be
alone. She got up from the sofa and went into the kitchen where Tom sat at the table with the map in
front of him.

“Can you make anything out of it?” she asked and sat across from him at the table.

“No. It would help if I could figure out some point of reference, but I can’t.” He shoved the map away
and rubbed his hand across his forehead as if to ease a headache.

“How about I make dinner tonight,” she said, and got up from the table.

He eyed her dubiously, a hint of a teasing smile curving his lips. “Will it be edible?”’
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She felt the answering smile that lifted the corners of her mouth and it felt good for a change. “I think I
can manage to open a soup can and make some grilled cheese sandwiches. Will that work?”

“That will work,” he agreed easily and slid the map back in front of him. As he continued to study the
map, she got busy on dinner preparations, such as they were.

She didn’t have to ask what kind of soup he wanted. She’d learned long ago that Tom was a
chicken-noodle kind of man. He also liked pizza, football games with a bowl of popcorn in his lap and
high-stakes poker games.

“I’m assuming you gave copies of the map to your FBI friends,” she said as she buttered the bread for
the grilled cheese.

He reared back in his chair. “I gave one to Ben Parrish and one to Dylan Acevedo. Ben got a medal,
too. His is a Joan of Arc medal and it also has numbers on the back, but we can’t figure out what they
mean. We’ve twisted and turned them but can’t make any sense out of them. We’ve told our supervisor
in the Durango office and they’re doing everything they can to try to figure it out.”

He squeezed his eyes closed, as if suffering eye strain. “Why don’t you put it away for now? Maybe a
little distance will illuminate things for you,” she said. “Besides, this is about ready and there’s nothing
worse than cold grilled cheese.”

“Except maybe a cold woman,” he replied with a sly grin.

She knew it was a not-so-subtle dig at her, but she let it go. They still had the remainder of the evening
to get through and she was tired of the tension that had marked his time with her so far.

The conversation over dinner and after was about the lab and her work. She told him about how the
team was challenged by their lack of high-tech equipment, how the very size of the area they served was
demanding and how much she absolutely loved it all.

They discussed some of her more recent cases and talked about Julie Grainger and what little evidence
they had to point at her killer.

“You like it here in Kenner City,” he said.

“I do. It’s got the quaintness of an old mining town, but is also close to bigger cities. Even though I've
just been here a year, it feels like home.”

The feeling of home was something Tom wouldn’t know about. “I think I’m going to call it a night,” she
said as she got out of her chair.

Even though it was early, just after eight, she was ready to escape and be alone. She’d found the easy
conversation with him far too appealing.

That’s how it had all begun before. Hours of simply talking had eventually led to an intimacy between
them and her love for him.

At least she was catching up on her sleep, she thought as she undressed and pulled on her nightgown.
She’d been working such long hours at the lab before Tom had insisted on the shorter hours that she
hadn’t realized how exhausted she’d been.
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She decided she’d read for a little while, then turn off the light and go to sleep. What she absolutely,
positively refused to do was lie in bed and think about Tom Ryan.

She got into bed before she realized the book she wanted to read was the one she’d been reading the
night before and it was in the bookcase in the living room.

Getting up, she grabbed the robe that lay on the end of her bed and pulled it on, then padded out into
the hallway.

She was walking by the bathroom door when it flew open and Tom stepped out, colliding with her with
a grunt of surprise.

“Sorry,” he said as he grabbed her by the shoulders to steady her.

He was bare-chested and she gasped in shock as she saw the angry scars on his chest. Instantly he
dropped his hands from her shoulders and stepped back from her, his eyes hooded and dark.

“Oh, Tom, what happened to you?”” She fought the impulse to reach out and run her fingers across the
raised scars, to somehow take away the pain he must have suffered when the wounds had been inflicted.

A humorless smile curved the corners of his mouth. “Why, Callie, if I tell you that I’d be breaking your
rule of no exchange of personal information.”

Without waiting for her reply, he went into his room and closed the door behind him.

THE DAWN OF MORNINGfound Tom seated at the kitchen table and sipping a cup of coffee. He
knew Callie was up, but she hadn’t made an appearance yet.

His hand tightened around his coffee cup as he thought of their brief encounter in the hallway the night
before. The last thing he’d wanted was for Callie to see his scars, to know that he was flawed.

He nearly laughed at this thought, wondering why he cared. She thought he was flawed anyway. She’d
just believed his defect was on the inside rather than on the out.

When he’d left her for the assignment in Mexico she’d told him that he was flawed by the fact that he
refused to love, was afraid to be loved. He recognized now that there had been a lot of truth to her

assessment of his character.

Thank God today was going to be a busy one and hopefully he’d be far too busy to think about Callie
MacBride and all that he’d walked away from in the past.

He smelled her before he saw her, that dizzying gardenia scent of her filled the air a moment before she
stepped into the kitchen.

“Good morning,” she said as she beelined for the coffee.

“Good morning,” he replied. She could wear a simple white blouse and slacks better than any woman
he’d ever met. The blouse buttoned up the front and the top two buttons were unfastened, exposing her


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

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

delicate collarbones and creamy skin. The black slacks hugged her in all the right places and a simmer of
heat stirred in the pit of his stomach.

“You made the morning paper,” he said as she joined him at the table.

“Really?”” She pulled the paper in front of her. The headline read Bear Gets Bad Rap. The article
basically said that the bear attack was actually a murder, a fact supported by Callista MacBride of the
Kenner County Crime Unit.

She finished scanning the article, then took a sip of her coffee. “At least this means there won’t be a lot
of crazy hunters with guns beating the bushes to find a killer bear. Definitely a good day for the bears.”
She took another drink of her coffee. “What are your plans for the day?” she asked.

“I’m hoping to join the team that is going to get into the Vaughn estate today,” he replied.
“You think Griffin Vaughn is hiding Del Gardo?” she asked.

Tom shrugged. “Who knows. All we really know is that Vaughn bought the place from the corporation
that was a front for Del Gardo. On paper Vaughn looks like an ordinary businessman, but who knows
how deeply involved he might be with Del Gardo. Mobsters are usually experts at making themselves
look like upstanding businessmen.”

“Do you have a search warrant?”

“Didn’t need one. Although Vaughn is out of town on business, Patrick contacted him by phone and got
his permission for us to go in and search the place.”

“T hope you find Del Gardo hiding in a closet or under a bed,” she said fervently. “T hope you get him
back into custody and then you and I can go back to our normal lives.”

“That would be nice,” he agreed, although there was a tiny part of him that didn’t want to go back to his
normal life, that wasn’t sure what came next in a life he’d decided to change.

She drained her coffee cup and carried it to the dishwasher. “Ready to go?”

He nodded. There was never any lingering in Callie. The minute she had finished her coffee, she was
ready to get to work.And away from you, a little voice whispered inside his head.

Minutes later they were in the car and headed to the lab. Tom would meet with the other FBI agents
there in a conference room they’d taken over as temporary headquarters until Julie’s murderer was
brought to justice.

The tension that had been wonderfully gone the night before was back hanging heavy in the air between
them. Maybe it was because seeing her in the hallway last night in her short pink robe had stirred a
wealth of want in him. And that desire for her hadn’t magically disappeared overnight.

He’d thought he could do this, be with her in the role of bodyguard, of protector and not make the
mistake again of letting it get personal.

He’d wanted this assignment because he cared about her so much, more than anyone else on the face of
the earth and he knew nobody else would guard her better.
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He’d only been with her forty-eight hours and already he felt the strain of trying to keep it impersonal.
She certainly didn’t seem to be having the same problem. Other than her asking what had happened to
him when she’d seen the scars on his chest the night before, she hadn’t asked or offered any personal

information.
When they reached the lab they parted ways. She went to her office and he went on down the hallway

to the conference room.
Patrick and Bree Hunter were already there, seated side by side and talking in low, intimate tones. Tom
knew the two were getting married in less than two weeks and by the look on their faces as they gazed at

one another, it was a match that would definitely last.

For just a moment, a tiny flutter of envy swept through Tom. What would it be like to have that kind of
connection with another person?

You had it once, you fool, and you walked away from it.

The couple jumped apart as Tom entered the room. “Hey, Tom, ready to find Del Gardo today?” Bree

asked.
She was a beautiful woman, with long black hair, high cheekbones and dark simmering eyes, but her

physical beauty didn’t touch anything in Tom. He liked his woman cool and blond and prickly. He was

such a damned fool.
“I’m definitely ready to get that man back behind bars,” he said as he sat in one of the empty chairs at

the table.
“I’m sure you’re eager to get off babysitting duty,” Patrick said with a lazy grin.

Bree nudged her fiance with her elbow. “Don’t let Callie hear you refer to her as babysitting duty or

she’ll have your hide tanned and made into a jacket.”

They all laughed and at that moment Ben Parrish walked in. Greetings were given all around, then the
four of them got down to business along with Jerry Ortiz, the FBI supervisor who was on the telephone.

When the briefing was finished, they all got into their individual vehicles to drive to the mountain estate

now owned by Griffin Vaughn.
It had taken hours of research to discover the corporation that Del Gardo was behind, the corporation
that had initially bought what was now the Vaughn estate.
They still hadn’t made a connection between Griffin Vaughn and Vincent Del Gardo, but that didn’t
mean there wasn’t one. Criminals like Del Gardo were smart and cunning and were masters at hiding
money and themselves when it was necessary.

As he drove, his thoughts returned to Callie. There was something in her eyes, a whisper of secrets, a
darkness of such pain that he couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to her since last time he’d

seen her.
Had she fallen in love with another man who had also broken her heart? Was that why she’d pulled that


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

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

icy shell around herself?

Eventually, before he left her life again, he would tell her that he was sorry for what he’d done with her,
he would share his regret with her whether she wanted to hear it or not.

He wouldn’t burden her with that information now, not while she was afraid of being murdered by Del
Gardo. But, once the man was back behind bars and her life was no longer in danger, Tom intended for
the first time in his life to bare his heart to her.

As he turned into the drive of the Vaughn place, he shoved thoughts of Callie aside. The best thing he
could do for her was focus on the job of getting Del Gardo.

The estate was named Lonesome Lake for the lake at the front of the property. The driveway crossed
the lake over a small bridge. The house itself was impressive, huge with lots of windows to enjoy the
magnificent view.

Tom parked behind Patrick’s car and Ben pulled in next to them. Their cars weren’t the only ones in the
driveway. Several pickup trucks were parked in front of the house, their tailgates spilling a variety of
tools.

“Looks like there’s some work going on inside,” Tom said as he joined the others on the walkway that
led to the front door.

“Destroying evidence?”” Bree said, asking nobody in particular.

“It’s a good thing we got out here today,” Patrick replied, his forehead wrinkled with a frown. “Before
any more damage can be done.”

They all walked to the front door where Patrick rang the doorbell. The door opened to reveal an older
woman who introduced herself as Gemma, the housekeeper. A tall man stood just behind her who she
indicated was her husband, Erik, the handyman on the property.

“Mr. Vaughn told me to expect you,” she said as she ushered them into a huge entry. “You’ll have to
excuse the mess. Mr. Vaughn is having some renovations done.”

Tom frowned as he saw the drop cloths that covered the floor in the living room. What evidence might
have already been painted over or washed away?

Although this visit was just to perform a cursory search to find some sort of evidence that Del Gardo
was either here or had recently been here, the renovations would certainly destroy any forensic evidence
they might have wanted to collect.

“Mr. Vaughn said to tell you that you’re free to look around. We’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything
or have any questions,” Gemma said.

They split up, Tom heading for the basement area, Patrick and Bree heading upstairs and Ben taking the
main floor. This house was the only clue they had to Del Gardo. He’d bought this property for a reason
and Tom thought that reason was to be close to Callie.

They met together at the front door almost two hours later with nothing to report. The basement that
Tom had searched had been stuffed with junk and covered furniture that had apparently been stored
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there for the renovations.

They met Perry Long, the contractor doing the work and had asked him some questions, but all they’d
learned from him was that he thought the job was cursed. There had been a high incident of missing tools,
accidents and strange noises.

They finally left, all of them dispirited by the lack of success. Del Gardo’s whereabouts were still a
mystery and as long as he remained on the loose Callie remained in danger.

He didn’t realize until he was driving home just how desperately he’d hoped they’d find the man and get
him back behind bars.

When he’d taken this assignment he’d thought he would be able to handle being around Callie again,
interacting with her on a professional basis without the need for something more.

He’d been wrong.

He felt like a kettle on top of a hot burner, his blood simmering just beneath the whistle level. If he spent
enough time with her, he knew that eventually he was going to boil.

Chapter Five

Throughout the day Callie’s thoughts had repeatedly drifted to the scars she’d seen on Tom’s chest. She
wanted to know what had happened to him, knew that whatever had happened must have been
serious—perhaps life-threatening—to have left behind those kinds of severe marks.

Her rule to keep things strictly impersonal between them had been dumb. She now stretched her arms
overhead to unkink shoulder muscles and recognized that she only thought it was dumb now when she
wanted to know something personal about him.

For the first time she wondered what the last three years had been like for him. She knew when he left
her he’d been going on a new assignment. Was that when he’d been hurt?

Had he dated other women and never given her a second thought after he’d left? Had he fallen in love
with somebody else? Had he ever wondered what had happened to Callie? If she were happy?

Maybe it was time to call a truce with him. Certainly it would ease the tension between them. Although
she wasn’t interested in rehashing their past, the stress of trying to make conversation and not give away
anything personal was a strain for both of them.

There was no question in her mind that Tom would put himself in danger to save her. He would give his
own life to make sure she remained safe. For that alone she owed him more than the icy disdain she’d
shown him far too often in the last couple of days.

It was just after five when Bree appeared at her door and fell into the chair beside her desk with a tired
sigh. “Long day?” Callie asked.

“Lately it seems like they’re all long,” she replied. “We spent part of the day at the Vaughn estate and
the rest of the day I spent chasing down anyone who might have information about the Mary Windsong
murder.”
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“Anything interesting turn up at the Vaughn property?” Callie asked, although she knew if there had been
anything she would have heard about it by now.

“Other than the fact that the place is totally awesome? No. There’s construction going on but even with
the drop cloths and such you could tell that the place and the furnishings are beautiful. There’s even a
four-room caretaker apartment in the main house.”

“Sounds nice,” Callie replied, fighting a twinge of disappointment. “But I was hoping you’d find Del
Gardo hiding in a closet or behind a secret moving wall.”

“Yeah, so were we.” Bree’s eyes flashed darkly. “Unfortunately we didn’t see any signs of him.”
“What have you found out about Mary Windsong?”

“No spurned boyfriend, no enemies to speak of, nothing strange or unusual in her life before the murder.
Her mother said she wasn’t dating anyone in the last four or five months, that she had been in no hurry to
find true love. Unless somebody comes forward with some new information, it’s not looking good for a
quick resolution.”

“Too bad there wasn’t more physical evidence at the scene or on the body,” Callie said. “We can’t help
you catch criminals unless they leave something of themselves behind.”

“I know. Whoever killed her was either incredibly smart or incredibly lucky. She worked as a clerk at
the grocery store. According to her boss she was a good worker, always on time and with a cheerful
smile.” Bree stood.

“You all ready for the big day?” Callie asked, changing the subject to something more pleasant.

The frown that had danced across Bree’s features instantly dissipated, replaced by a soft smile. “Ten
more days and I’ll be Sabrina Martinez. I can’t wait.”

A wistfulness swelled up in Callie’s chest as she saw the happy shine in Bree’s eyes. Callie had wanted
that, the wedding vows and the married life, but apparently it wasn’t meant to be for her.

“I’ve got to get out of here,” Bree said. “I’ve got a ton of things to do before I can call it a day. You’ll
let me know if any other thoughts strike you about the Windsong murder?”’

“You know I will,” Callie replied.

Bree nodded and left the office. Callie returned her attention to her computer screen, where she’d been
ordering supplies, a neverending task for the lab, but her mind remained on thoughts of weddings and
love.

During the time she’d spent with Tom in the safe house it had been easy to imagine the two of them
married. They’d lived like husband and wife. She’d liked waking up in the mornings with him at her side,
going to sleep at night in his arms. She’d liked the conversation they’d shared, the easy give and take that
had marked their entire relationship.

Callie was a strong woman. She’d never felt as if she needed a man in her life, but during those months
she’d spent with Tom she’d realized she liked sharing her life with him.
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You can’t force people to love you. Her mother used to tell her that whenever she’d break up with one
of her flashy Las Vegas boyfriends. “You can love a man to distraction, but that doesn’t mean he’s going
to love you back,” Belinda had often said.

And Tom hadn’t loved Callie back. It had been that simple and that painful.

What would he do if he knew what had happened after he’d left her? A new sliver of grief sliced through
her as she thought of those months after he’d left.

Don’t think about it,a little voice whispered in her head. It was a familiar voice and an equally familiar
refrain. She’d become an expert at not thinking about it over the last two years.

She had no idea how long Tom would be back in her life this time, but knew that when Del Gardo was
gone and the threat to her had vanished, so would Tom. But just because he hadn’t loved her didn’t
mean she had to continue to be so hateful toward him, she thought.

She didn’t know how long she’d been working on the computer when she sensed somebody nearby.
She turned to see Tom standing in the doorway. “Oh, you’re here,” she exclaimed and wondered how
long he’d been standing there watching her with his dark brooding eyes.

“I’m here,” he agreed.

The intensity of his dark gaze discomfited her as she rose from the desk. “Everything all right?”’

“As right as it can be for the moment,” he replied.

She grabbed her coat and pulled it on and tried not to notice that his gaze swept slowly down the length
of her. It wasn’t the gaze of a bodyguard, but rather that of a man checking out a woman he might be

mterested in.

A whisper of heat swept through her as they left her office and headed for the door that would lead to
the hallway.

She said goodbye to the lab techs who were working late, waved to Ava Wright, who had looked up
from a microscope, then she and Tom headed for the elevator.

“Bree told me you didn’t find anything at the Vaughn estate,” she said as they stepped into the small
enclosure.

“It was just a cursory search. I imagine when Griffin Vaughn gets back into town we might want to look
inside again.” He frowned. “Something isn’t right in that place. I could feel it in my gut.”

“Unfortunately gut feelings won’t get you anywhere,” Callie said dryly.

The elevator arrived on the ground floor and as the doors whooshed open Tom took her by the elbow
to escort her out.

It was another cold, gray day and despite the early hour, night shadows had begun to move in. He got
her safely to the car and moments later they were headed back to her house.

“I thought maybe I’d call in a pizza for dinner,” she said.
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“Fine with me.”

“I’ll get double pepperoni, just the way you like it.”

He turned his head and shot her a quick glance. “Have you been drinking at work today?”

A small burst of laughter escaped her. “No, why?”

“Because you haven’t exactly gone out of your way to do anything nice for me since this all began.”
Callie studied his profile as he returned his attention to the road. He looked tired. The wrinkles at the
corners of his eyes looked deeper than usual and the rugged lines on his face appeared sharper than they
had that morning.

“I’ve decided to call a truce,” she said.

Once again he flashed her a quick glance. “What exactly does that mean?”

“It means I know I’ve been rather difficult with you and I’'m going to try to ease up. Tom, I don’t want
to fight with you. I don’t want the tension that’s been between us.”

“That sounds good to me.” He frowned and she had the feeling he wanted to say something. He looked
at her once again, then into the rearview mirror. “I just want to say one thing.”

She tensed in anticipation. “What’s that?”’

“What happened between us...when [ walked away, I just want you to know that I’ve had a lot of
regrets since then.”

She mentally ran for the cover of her hard shell to keep the emotions his words evoked away from her
head. “It’s over and done,” she managed to say briskly. “Regrets are nothing but a waste of energy.”

“It doesn’t stop you from having them,” he replied and then they both fell silent.

Callie stared out the window with a frown. How could a simple sentence from him create such havoc
inside her? It didn’t make sense. There was no concrete reasoning for it.

That was why she liked science better than emotions. She understood science and she’d never really
understood the complications of emotions like love or physical attraction. As far as she could tell there
was no definitive reason why she’d once loved Tom. It was even more confusing to realize that she still
desired him.

After all she’d been through, after all she’d suffered alone because he’d run out on her, why did he still
have the ability to make her heart beat too fast, her pulse race with a sweet anticipation?

He parked in her driveway and she watched as he walked around the front of the car to her door. As
usual, his gaze appeared sharp and focused as he scanned the area before opening the door to allow her

exit.

As she stood he grabbed her and held her against his side, an arm wrapped around her shoulder to keep


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

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

her close to him.

For a moment she wanted to melt into him, settle into the safety and warmth of his arms. For just a
moment she remembered the taste of him, the texture of his mouth against hers.

Buck up, Callie,she told herself.A man tells you he has some regrets and all of a sudden you turn into a
puddle of goo.

It was one thing to be nice to Tom, it was quite another to think about kissing him.

They had almost reached her front door when she saw it. Tom must have seen it at the exact same time,
for in an instant he tightened his hold on her as his gun filled his hand.

Deep wounds slashed down the wood of her front door, the savage claw marks of a bear.

TOM STOODjust off the front porch next to Patrick Martinez as Callie carefully measured the gouges
in the front door. They had set up a bright light to shine on the area where she was working.

“I feel personally responsible for this,” Patrick said with a deep frown. “I shouldn’t have mentioned her
name to that reporter. Now she’s not only looking over her shoulder for Del Gardo, but also for some
creep who thinks he’s a bear.”

“Any leads in the Windsong case?” Tom asked as he cast a quick gaze around them. Even though he
was standing on the lawn with the sheriff, he was still on guard, filled with the kind of adrenaline that
could meet danger head-on.

“Nothing. Bree is questioning some of the victim’s friends on the reservation, but so far she hasn’t
learned anything helpful.”

Callie finished up her work and together the three of them went into the house and to the kitchen table.
“It looks like the same claw that killed Mary,” she said. “I measured the distance between the claws and
studied the pattern and they appear to match. I’ll know for sure when I get to the lab in the morning and
can double-check the evidence from the Windsong case.”

She smiled at Patrick, but Tom knew her well enough to recognize that it wasn’t a real smile. “Don’t
look so worried, Patrick.” She gestured toward Tom. “I’m in good hands.”

“I can’t help but think I painted a big target on your back by allowing that reporter to use your name in
the paper this morning,” he replied.

“As head of the lab, my name has been in the paper lots of times,” she reminded him. “You certainly
didn’t do anything wrong by mentioning it this time.”

She bit down on her lower lip and Tom recognized that despite her words her stress level was through
the roof. She was scared and he couldn’t blame her.

“I’ll check with your neighbors, see if any of them saw anybody suspicious lurking around the house,”
Patrick said as he rose from the table. “In the meantime, you know the drill. Make sure you don’t go out
alone. Keep Tom close to you at all times. Aside from the fact that we don’t know where Del Gardo
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might be, we also don’t know what this bear character might have in mind for you.”

“I was hoping it was something personal with Mary and her death would be the end of it,” Callie said.
“But this warning, or whatever it was meant to be, left on my door makes me afraid that he might not be
finished yet.”

Her words hung in the air, and Tom knew they were all wondering if this bear killer might possibly be
some sort of serial killer. Too soon to tell, Tom thought. Unfortunately it would take another body killed
the same way before they could know exactly what they had on their hands.

Damn, he hoped that didn’t happen. The expression on both Patrick’s and Callie’s face let him know
they were hoping the same thing.

Both he and Callie walked Patrick to the front door and it was only when the lawman left that Callie
showed the first crack in her composure.

She leaned with her back against the entry wall and looked up at him. Her eyes didn’t hold that cold
brittleness he’d grown accustomed to in the last couple of days, rather they radiated a soft vulnerability
that tugged at his heart.

“I’ve been scared of Del Gardo for so long I think somehow I’d become numb to that fear. But now,
knowing it isn’t just him I need to watch out for, but some unsub who has marked my house as his
territory, I’'m suddenly terrified.”

As if she were embarrassed by the confession she pushed herself off the wall and straightened her
shoulders. Tom knew he was all kinds of a fool but he couldn’t help himself. He reached out to her,
surprised when she came willingly into his embrace.

She fit neatly against him, the top of her head just beneath his chin, and he closed his eyes as his body
remembered hers, relaxing to accommodate the soft, sexy curves that pressed against him.

“You know I’ll do everything in my power to see that nobody hurts you,” he said softly. He reached up
to stroke her sleek short hair.

“I know, but we also both know that if somebody wants you dead badly enough, they’ll find a way to
accomplish that.” Her voice trembled slightly and he could feel the beat of her racing heart against his
own.

He cupped her face with his hands and forced her to look up at him. When he’d been in that hospital
bed with a raging fever and facing death, it had been a vision of her eyes that had sustained him. It had
been the hope that one day he’d look into those eyes again that had kept him fighting for life.

“Not on my watch,” he said. Even though he knew it was a mistake, despite the fact that he knew his
action would probably only earn him a new seething rage from her, he couldn’t help himself. He bent his
head and claimed her mouth with his.

Her lush, pillowy lips were soft as sin and, to his surprise, they opened to him. It was all the
encouragement he needed to deepen the kiss. He touched his tongue with hers, heat firing in the pit of his

stomach as he pulled her closer against him.

With a soft gasp, she jerked back from him. “That isn’t exactly the way to make me feel safe,” she said,
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her voice holding a slight tremble. “Maybe I should go order that pizza.”

She turned and quickly left the entry and headed into the living room. Tom remained standing by the
front door, waiting for his body to cool. He’d known the kiss was a stupid idea, but it had answered one
question for him.

She might act cool and as if she’d firmly put him in her past. But her response to his kiss had told him
otherwise. She still wanted him. He’d tasted it, felt it in the quickening of her heartbeat as their lips had
touched. Whatever it was that had been between them before, despite her words to the contrary, it
wasn’t over.

He walked into the living room as she hung up the phone. “The pizza will be here in about thirty
minutes,” she said.

“Good, because I'm starving.”” He could tell by the pink of her cheeks that she knew he wasn’t talking
about food.

“I’m going to go change my clothes,” she said and jumped up from the sofa to escape down the hallway.

With an edge of frustration gnawing at him, Tom wandered back to the front of the house and stared out
the window.

He wasn’t thrilled with the new turn of events. The idea that Callie was now in the sights of some nut
with a pair of bear claws concerned him almost as much as Del Gardo’s presence somewhere in Kenner

City.

Although he’d played off this new threat as nothing for her to be concerned about, he couldn’t help but
be worried.

Del Gardo was a known entity, this bear killer wasn’t. He could be anyone, and until they had an idea of
motive, of what drove him, then he was definitely a threat.

He moved from the front window to the kitchen, where he gazed out at the dark backyard. She was
right about one thing. If somebody wanted you dead badly enough, then eventually they’d find a way to
accomplish that goal.

Callie had the protection of the FBI now, but that protection wouldn’t last forever. Eventually, whether
Del Gardo was caught or not, somebody would scream about budget constraints and decide that it
wasn’t cost effective to keep an agent on her 24/7.

She could always go into the witness protection program, but that would mean she’d not only have to
change her name and location, but also what she did for a living. She’d never agree to that. She lived and
breathed her lab and she’d never make a conscious choice to walk away from it.

He reached up and touched his mouth, where the taste of her still lingered. As long as he was on duty
he’d do everything in his power to see that no harm came to her. But what happened when he was pulled
off this case? Who was going to make sure she was safe then?

Chapter Six

For the last week Callie had thrown herself into her work, trying desperately to forget the unexpected


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

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

kiss that she and Tom had shared.

The kiss had haunted her, invading her dreams at night and drifting into her head during the day. His
mouth had been just as she’d remembered—soft yet commanding and fever-pitch hot. It had taken every
ounce of strength she’d had to stop it when all she’d wanted to do was spend the rest of that night kissing
Tom.

She now stood in the alley behind the Morning Ray Cafe, where a member of the staff opening up that
morning had found the latest victim of the bear-claw killer.

The young woman had been strangled and then sharp claws had ripped her face and chest. At first
glance the marks appeared to be the same as those on Mary Windsong and Callie’s door, but it would
take further examination at the lab to be certain.

A team of her people, along with Patrick’s men, were busy collecting any evidence that might give a clue
to the identity of the killer. Patrick’s mother, the owner of the Morning Ray Cafe, stood at the back
door, her characteristic sparkling blue eyes now somber.

Tom stood nearby, dividing his attention between the collection process and Callie and each time his
dark gaze found her she remembered that damned kiss. And she hated him for making her remember and
hated herself for being so weak.

She tore her gaze from Tom and instead pulled her coat collar up against the frigid February wind.
Several techs were collecting trash or debris on the ground and another was dusting for fingerprints
around the body. The crime scene photos had already been taken, memorializing where everything was in
relation to the body.

“What about this garbage?”” Sammy Kincaid, one of Patrick’s deputies asked, as he indicated the
nearby Dumpster that was about a quarter full.

“Bag it all up,” Callie directed. “We’ll go through it piece by piece and see if we find anything related to
the murder.”

The deputy didn’t look thrilled at the idea of mucking around in the garbage, but Callie wasn’t leaving
anything overlooked. It was possible the killer had thrown something in the garbage, a cigarette butt, a
drinking cup, something that might yield the DNA that would eventually see him behind bars.

Patrick walked over to where she stood, his frown indicating his foul mood. “I was really hoping that
Mary Windsong was an isolated incident, but this puts a whole new spin on things.”

“I know,” she replied. “He didn’t even try to make this look like a bear attack. Maybe the coroner will
be able to tell something about how she was strangled that will help. Do we know her name?”’

“Lydia Rose, twenty-four years old. Her purse was found next to the body. Money and credit cards
intact, so we know robbery isn’t a motive.” He raised his hands to his mouth and blew on them. The tips

of his ears were red with the cold. “Spring can’t come fast enough for me.”

He glanced over to where Bree was crouched next to the body. “Hard to believe in two days that
woman will be wearing a wedding gown.”

“Have you two planned a honeymoon?” Callie asked.
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Patrick’s frown deepened as he stared at Lydia Rose. “We’ve both agreed that our honeymoon will be
put on hold until this mess is resolved. We’re going to sneak away for one night, but that’s it.”

“Hopefully this time the perp left something of himself behind and we’ll be able to get him before any
other bodies show up,” she replied.

“Let’s hope. In the meantime we’ll be trying to establish some connection between Mary Windsong and
Lydia. Maybe they shopped or got their nails done in the same place. If we can find a point of contact
between the two women, maybe we can find a man who was in both of their lives.”

He drifted away and Callie returned to the task of making sure everything was collected properly in
order to be transported back to the lab for analysis.

The next couple of days would be busy ones for her and her techs and scientists, which wasn’t a bad
thing. Keeping busy was the only way she could keep her mind off Tom.

The week following the kiss had been another one filled with the simmering tension that seemed to exist
between them whenever they were in the same room. Although she wanted to know about the scarring
on his chest, she was afraid to ask again about what had happened.

She was aftraid that if he told her then she’d care and the last thing she wanted was to care about Tom
Ryan again. So for the past week she’d retreated back into her shell of cool reserve to protect herself, to
protect her heart.

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be working. The craziest things could evoke old memories inside her, the
same habits she once found endearing in him she still found endearing, like the way he ran a finger across
a dark brow when he was deep in thought, or the way he jingled his change in his pocket when he was
impatient.

The scent of him had permeated every corner of her home and she wondered how long it would take
after he left for her to no longer be aware of that evocative smell.

She focused on the task at hand, ignoring Tom as she got back to work collecting the evidence that
would hopefully help them catch this killer.

They were back at the lab by two and Callie got to work examining some of the evidence that had been
collected. Thankfully Tom had left and without his presence she was able to give her complete attention
to her work.

While Patrick and all the other detectives would concentrate their efforts on learning more about the
victim and her movements before the time of her murder, Callie and her team would work on analyzing

any forensic evidence left behind.

The afternoon passed quickly. There was always a frenzied level of activity when new evidence came
into the lab and today was no different.

She was exhausted when Tom arrived to get her at six. Instantly she recognized something different in
him, a new darkness, an edge of danger simmering just beneath the surface.

“Ready?” he asked, his voice as sharp as a gunshot.
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She nodded and grabbed her coat. “Has something happened?”’
He shook his head and grabbed her by the elbow to lead her out of the lab. Even though he had
indicated that nothing had happened with the shake of his head, she felt the tension rolling off him in

waves and her stomach twisted into a knot in response.

What was going on? The muscle in his jaw bunched and pulsed as if he were angry. What had happened
in the time since he’d left her at the lab and returned to pick her up?

“Bad afternoon?” she asked tentatively once they were in the car and headed to her house.
“No worse than usual,” he replied, his voice deeper than usual.

“You seem upset.”

He flashed her a dark look then returned his gaze to the road ahead.

A small laugh escaped her. “You’re making me nervous.”

“You have something to be nervous about?”” There was definitely an edge to his voice.

“Other than the obvious? That a crazy killer with bear claws might have me in his sights and a Las Vegas
mobster would like to see me dead? No, nothing else that I can think of.” What was wrong with him?

He’d never been an easy man to read. Most of the time he kept his emotions tight inside him. He’d told
her once that being raised in the foster system had taught him not to give away too much of himself or his
emotions.

He’d explained to her that any display of emotion might be seen as a sign of weakness or as a belligerent
challenge. He’d learned at an early age to play things close to his chest.

But there was no question that something was up with him. She knew him well enough to know that he
was seething inside.

He didn’t speak during the drive home and she didn’t try to pierce through his silence. She had a feeling
eventually she’d know what was bothering him.

The minute they got into the house she retreated to her bedroom for a quick shower and a change of
clothes. She felt particularly grimy after spending the morning in the alley behind the cafe. Murder scenes
always made you feel as if you needed a shower, not so much to wash off the grime, but rather to banish
the evil that hung in the air, that might have seeped into your skin.

As she stood beneath the hot spray of water in her master bath she realized she had no idea what they
were going to do for dinner.

Maybe Chinese, she thought. There was a great place in town that delivered and the last thing she felt
like doing was cooking.

Maybe Tom’s mood had changed by now, she thought as she pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a
sweatshirt. She knew that he’d been really close to Julie Grainger. It had to be tough to lose not only a
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colleague, but also a friend.

Maybe the fact that there were no new leads in her murder was finally getting to him. Maybe that was
the source of his bad mood.

She knew he’d spent hours studying the map that he’d received from Julie, but was no closer to figuring
it out than the day he’d received it.

She quickly brushed her short damp hair, then left the bedroom. She found Tom in the kitchen seated at
the table, his eyes dark and enigmatic as they met her gaze.

“I was thinking maybe if it sounds good to you, we could order some Chinese. There’s a place in town
that delivers and does terrific cashew chicken,” she said. “I know you like cashew chicken.”

“Sounds fine to me. Why don’t you make the call and I’ll go clean up.” He pushed back from the table
and left the kitchen without another word.

Callie watched him go, the knot of tension still twisted in her stomach. Tom’s mood didn’t exactly
promise a pleasant evening.

She made the call to the restaurant, which promised delivery within forty-five minutes, then she made
herself a cup of hot tea and sat at the kitchen table.

She was hungry and she was exhausted and all she wanted was a quiet meal, then her bed and hopefully
no dreams of Tom’s hot mouth on hers. The mere thought of kissing him again shot a rivulet of warmth
through her.

She took a sip of her tea and listened to the wintry wind blowing around the side of the house.

It would be a great cuddle night. All too easily she remembered those nights when she and Tom had
cuddled beneath crisp sheets. She’d never felt as safe as when she’d been held in his arms, with his deep
voice a rumble in her ear as he talked about anything and nothing.

Sure, she’d missed the hot sex they’d always shared. It had been passionate and wild and always
satisfying. She’d also missed their laughter, the way he seemed to know what she was thinking almost
before she thought it.

But, more than anything. she’d missed the comfort of his hand splayed across the small of her back, the
weight of his lean muscular leg across hers and the rumble of his voice in the middle of the night.

He came back into the kitchen. His hair was still damp and he smelled like minty soap. He walked
directly to the table, sat down and set two pale-blue baby booties on top. ““You want to tell me about
these?”” he asked. His voice wasn’t a rich rumble, but rather a scratchy rasp of emotion.

The sight of the little blue booties sucked all the air from her lungs and threatened a crashing rise of
emotions that she knew, if loosened, would destroy her.

TOM SAWrthe sharp flash in her eyes and the way all the natural color left her cheeks. She raised her
cup to her lips and took a drink, but not before he saw the slight tremble in her hand.
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When she set the cup back down, her eyes held that cool composure that masked all her emotions.

“Just because you’re a guest in my home, that doesn’t give you the right to rummage through my
personal belongings,” she said.

“I needed some paper before I picked you up and I figured the logical place to find some was in the
desk drawers and that’s where I found these.” His chest felt tight as he looked at her for an answer.

“Who do they belong to?”” he asked. Crazy thoughts had flown through his head since the moment he’d
found the booties in the back of her top desk drawer.

“A friend, not that it’s any of your business.” Her gaze didn’t quite meet his. “She was visiting me with
her little baby and he kicked them off and I didn’t find them until after they left. I've been meaning to take
them back to her, but I’'m sure the baby has probably outgrown them by now.”

“Then why not just throw them away?” he asked, not believing a word she said. Tom was an expert in
recognizing deception and Callie was showing all the signs at the moment.

“Because they aren’t mine to throw away.” She got up from the table and grabbed hold of the booties
and disappeared from the kitchen.

Tom leaned back in his chair and tried to breathe despite the tight band around his chest. She was lying
to him. He knew it in his heart, in his soul. Why would she lie? Because she has something to hide, a little
voice whispered.

He’d found the booties just before leaving to pick her up from the lab, and when he’d seen them, all
kinds of suppositions had jumped into his head.

Certainly when they’d been together three years ago they’d always tried to have protected sex, but
toward the end of their relationship they had slipped up more than once. Had one of those slip-ups
resulted in a pregnancy she’d never told him about?

She returned to the kitchen, appearing as cool and composed as she had before he’d brought the
booties to the table.

“You want something to drink while we wait on the food?”” she asked.

What he’d like was a bottle of whisky. At least in drinking it he’d have a reason for the burn in his
stomach, and if he drank enough, surely it would banish the haunting questions that now played in his
mind.

But he couldn’t get drunk and do his job of protecting her effectively. “No thanks, I'm fine.”

She returned to sit at the table across from him and wrapped her fingers around her cup, as if seeking
the warmth of the hot tea.

He was positive she’d lied to him, but had no idea how to pierce through the lie to discover the truth.
She held her chin slightly higher than usual, in a stubborn thrust that told him that, as far as she was
concerned, the subject of the booties was finished.
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“Don’t forget, the day after tomorrow I want to go to Bree and Patrick’s wedding,” she said in an
obvious effort to break the tense silence between them and change the subject.

“We’ll go to the ceremony, but not the reception afterward,” he replied. “Security will be too difficult at
the reception.”

She opened her mouth as if to protest, but instead sighed wearily and nodded. “I hate this. I hate having
to put limits on what I can and can’t do because of Del Gardo.”

“Until he’s in custody you might as well get used to it,” he replied. Callie was the most efficient woman
he’d ever known. If somebody had left those booties behind she would have seen that they were
returned the very next day. She wouldn’t have waited until they no longer fit the baby who had kicked
them off.

And still, even suspecting that she’d lied to him, despite the fact that he wondered about the shadow of
secrets that occasionally darkened her eyes, he wanted her.

The kiss that they’d shared a week ago had only served to make his desire for her more intense. He
went to bed each night with a burn for her inside him and awakened each morning with the same need.

“Tell me how you got your scars, Tom.”
He looked at her in surprise. “I thought personal information was off-limits.”
She waved a hand in the air dismissively. “Forget that rule. It was childish and stupid.”

He had a feeling she’d asked only because she wanted to get his attention on something, anything other
than those booties. Still, if she wanted to hear about the almost three years that they’d been apart, then
she was going to hear it all.

“I was assigned to work undercover in Mexico and infiltrate a gang that was moving a ton of drugs
through Brownsville, Texas. We knew who the gang was, but we hadn’t been able to identify the
American contacts in Texas. That was my job. For a little over a year I became one of the gang.”

He stared out the window at the darkness of night and felt it closing in around him. It had been the most
difficult year of his life. He’d not been able to trust or confide in anyone. He’d befriended men who had
been the scum of the earth and throughout it all he’d fought the knowledge that he’d made the biggest
mistake of his life in walking away from Callie.

He turned his attention back to her. “Everything was going fine. I’d been accepted as one of their own
and I knew I was getting closer to being trusted enough to find out the information I needed. Then one
night, two of the men told me to go with them to meet their Texas contacts.”

He could still remember the excitement that had filled him as the three had piled into a pickup truck.
Finally he was going to learn what he needed to know. Finally he was going to see the end of this
particularly nasty assignment and get back to the States.

“I don’t know to this day how they figured out that [ was a Fed. I didn’t think I’d made any mistakes. I
never had the feeling that they didn’t trust me a hundred percent, but instead of driving me out to meet the
contacts, they took me to a field and tied my hands behind my back and my feet together.”
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Her eyes grew dark as he continued. “They meant for me to die, but they didn’t want it to be too quick
or too easy. They sliced my chest over and over again, deep enough to scar, deep enough that I should
have bled to death, but they didn’t deliver a killing stab. When they left me and drove away, I knew I
was bleeding to death.”

“Then what happened?” she asked softly, a thrum of emotion in her voice.

For a long moment he said nothing, couldn’t find the words to explain to her what a man saw when he
was staring his own death in the face.

It was true that your life flashed before your eyes and what it revealed in that lightning-quick movie was
regrets. All the bad choices, all the things never done, those were the kinds of things Tom had thought
about during that agonizing time when he thought he was going to die.

“[ drifted in and out of consciousness for what seemed like hours, then a young boy found me. His father
owned the field and they took me to the nearest hospital and from there I was flown to a hospital in
Dallas. I was there for four months, fighting infections and complications from the wounds, and during
those four months all I could think of was you.”

He heard her slight intake of breath and saw just a brief flash of joy in her eyes before they turned dark
and turbulent.

He didn’t give her an opportunity to say anything, but instead leaned forward and gazed at her intently.
“You scared the hell out of me, Callie. I didn’t know anything about love or family. You had started
talking about marriage and children and the whole idea scared me to death. I ran and it was the worst
mistake [’ve ever made in my life.”

He wasn’t sure what he expected her to say, but he’d certainly expected her to say something. Instead
she raised her teacup to her lips and took a swallow, her gaze not meeting his.

When she looked at him again her features displayed no emotion. “I’'m sorry you were hurt, but it’s all
water under the bridge now.” A touch of frost hardened her gaze. “I’ve moved on and I’'m sure you
have, t00.”

The doorbell rang. “That will be dinner,” she said and started to rise.
“I’ll get it,” he replied. As he left the kitchen he realized there were some things you only got one chance

to get right. He’d had his chance with Callie and had gotten it all wrong. He could tell by her response
that he wouldn’t get another.

THE NEXT MORNING, after Tom dropped Callie at the lab, he returned to her house, those little blue
booties still playing in his mind.

If her friend’s baby had outgrown the footwear, then why had Callie kept them? It didn’t make sense
and things that didn’t make sense made him crazy.

Dinner the night before had been tense. His admission of his mistake in leaving her rather than making
things better between them seemed to have made everything worse.
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She was closed off, distant and no matter what he did in an attempt to breach her defenses, he’d been
unsuccessful.

In addition to what he’d said was the subject of those booties, which hung in the air between them like a
white elephant they both refused to acknowledge.

She’d gone to her room early and had been in a hurry to get to the lab that morning.

He walked over to the desk and sat in her chair. He knew what he was about to do was wrong, that he
had no right to invade her personal life, but he was compelled to do so by forces beyond his control.

He couldn’t get those booties out of his mind. He couldn’t get crazy ideas out of his head. He had to do
something in an attempt to get some answers.

Callie was anal to a fault. It was what made her excellent at her job and what would make it incredibly
easy for him to find out some facts about her life during the three years after he’d left her.

He opened the bottom file drawer where she kept her check registers. They were in chronological order
for the last five years. He knew she probably had the very first one she’d ever used packed away
someplace in a neatly labeled box.

It took him only a few minutes to find the one he’d been looking for, the register that would show what
checks she wrote to whom in the months right after they’d parted ways.

He wasn’t sure exactly what he was looking for, but figured he’d know it when he saw it. He began to
check the entries in the register.

Rent. Electric. Gas. Checks had been written to all the places a person would need to pay to live. There
were also several checks written to The Best Boutique, which he figured was a clothing store, The
Chinese Wok and a pizza place.

As he went down the list of places the checks had been written to, he saw nothing out of the ordinary,
nothing that caught his attention.

It wasn’t until he looked at the checks written six weeks after he’d left that he found the first entry that
sparked a surge of adrenaline through him.

Dr. Roger Weatherby.

There was no notation next to the entry and the amount of the check was obviously a co-pay amount.
So, she’d seen a doctor six weeks after he’d left. That didn’t mean anything, he told himself.

A month later there was another entry for Dr. Roger Weatherby and a month after that another. Five
months of checks written to the doctor and then nothing.

Had she been il1? What kind of illness required a monthly check-in with a doctor? He knew of only one
kind and the thought sent a wave of anxiety through him. Was it possible? Blood rushed to his head and
for a moment he was dizzy, almost breathless with speculation.

He placed the registers back in the drawer where they belonged, his hands shaking, then he powered up
her computer.
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There was only one way to make an intelligent guess about what had ailed her during those months after
he’d left. He needed to find out what kind of medicine Dr. Weatherby practiced.

Maybe he’s a psychologist or a psychiatrist, he told himself as he waited for the computer to get up and
running. Certainly she’d been through a difficult situation, first with the testimony against a mobster, then
Del Gardo’s escape and Tom’s defection. He couldn’t blame her if she’d needed to see somebody, to
talk out everything or maybe be prescribed some medicine to help her cope with everything she’d been
through.

Let it be a psychiatrist. Let it be a psychiatrist. The litany played through his head as he typed in the
search for Dr. Roger Weatherby in the Las Vegas area.

He held his breath as the search engine did its work, yielding a single result. He clicked on the page and
pulled up the official Web site of Dr. Roger Weatherby.

Dozens of pictures of babies filled the screen along with a tagline that read,Let Dr. Roger Bring Your
Baby into the World.

Tom leaned back in the chair and tried to breathe. Dr. Roger Weatherby was an obstetrician. A baby
doctor. Callie had been pregnant when he’d left her. She’d been pregnant with his baby. There could be

no other explanation.

His heart pounded with a sick thud that echoed in his ears. If the blue booties were any indication, she’d
been pregnant with his son.

A son.

His and Callie’s child.

His heart squeezed so tight he gasped as he fought a wave of emotion the likes of which he’d never felt
before. Why hadn’t she told him? Even though she hadn’t known where he was, she could have tried to

contact him by leaving a message at his field office.

Beneath the anger, beyond the sense of betrayal that beat in his heart was a single question—where was
his son now?

Chapter Seven

It was another quiet, tense meal. They’d left the lab later than usual as Tom had been hung up with a
briefing. They hadn’t managed to get away until almost eight.

Callie now picked at the cheeseburger and fries from a nearby drive-through and felt an imminent
explosion in the air and she was afraid she knew why.

Those booties. Normally she wasn’t a sentimental person, but she’d been unable to get rid of them.
They had become as much a part of her as her own heartbeat.

“We found two hairs on Lydia Rose’s body,” she said to break the silence. “Long, black human hair.
We’re running DNA on them and if the perp has a record we might get lucky and find a match in the
system. Even if we don’t get a hit in the system, at least it will be evidence to use at trial if and when
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Patrick arrests somebody for the crime.”

She was rambling and suddenly couldn’t stop herself. She couldn’t stand another minute of his silence
and if the only thing available to fill it was her own voice, then so be it.

“Ava has been fighting off some kind of flu bug. Her stomach has been upset for the last two weeks. I’'m
just hoping none of the rest of us come down with it. We’ve got so much work piled up right now.”

He dragged a french fry through a puddle of ketchup and popped it into his mouth, his gaze not wavering
from her face even though he didn’t say a word.

“At least the weather is supposed to stay okay through the wedding tomorrow,” she continued. “It
would be terrible if we got a big snow storm and nobody could attend.”

He took the last bite of his cheeseburger and chewed, then chased it down with a sip of his soda. When
he was finished he shoved his plate away.

She felt ridiculously nervous as she took another bite of her burger, self-conscious as he watched her
chew. He hadn’t said more than ten words since he’d picked her up at the lab.

“I guess you haven’t figured out anything more about the map Julie sent to you.” She continued to fill the
dead space with the sound of her own voice. “Maybe it’s one of those things that once you stop thinking

about it, the answers will just pop into your head.”

She finally stopped talking and allowed the uncomfortable silence to descend between them. Unless he
decided to share whatever it was that was on his mind, there was nothing she could do about it.

She finally gave up trying to eat and pushed her plate away.

“Tell me about Dr. Roger Weatherby,” he finally said.

Callie’s heart screeched to a painful stop. What did he know? How had he found out about Dr.
Weatherby? Oh God, what did he know?Bluff; a little voice whispered.He couldn’t have found out, so
bluff your way through this just like you did the booties.

“What about him?” she asked, trying to keep her voice light and hoping her anxiety didn’t show in her
voice.

“Why were you seeing him?”” Although his voice was calm and measured, she saw the raw, seething
emotion that sweltered in the darkness of his eyes.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” she replied.
“I think it is,” he countered. His jaw muscle worked overtime, knotted with pulsing energy.

“I...I'was having some female problems.” The lie tasted terrible in her mouth. She kept her gaze riveted
to his, refusing to look away despite her desire to the contrary.

“What kind of female problems?”” He was deceptively calm, but she knew the kind of anger that could
hide beneath that calm. It rolled off him in waves.
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“Endometriosis. What difference does it make to you? It was a long time ago.” She stiffened her
shoulders. “And how did you find out about me seeing Dr. Weatherby anyway?”” She grasped for
outrage, needing it to keep other emotions at bay.

“It doesn’t matter how I found out. Were you pregnant, Callie? Did you have my baby?”” His voice
cracked. “Did you have our baby and give him up for adoption?”” He pushed back from the table with
such force his chair toppled backward. “Tell me, do I have a son someplace out there?”

“No!” She jumped out of her chair, needing to meet him head-on. Oh, God, she didn’t want to have this
conversation. She needed to put an end to it once and for all. “There was no baby, Tom. There is no son
anywhere!”

She felt sick to her stomach and for just a moment she hated him for bringing all this up, for sticking his
nose in places where he didn’t belong, where he had no right. He’d given up any right when he’d turned
his back on her and walked away.

“I don’t know what kind of snooping you did to jump to that conclusion, but it’s wrong,” she exclaimed.
“You’re wrong.” She allowed her anger to overwhelm her, embracing it to keep the darkness of the truth
away.

“How dare you come back and pry into my life. You walked away from me without a backward glance.
There is no child. Do you hear me?”” She shook with the force of her rage.

“If you have questions about what happened to me after you left, then you ask me. Don’t you dare
sneak around behind my back and pry into matters that don’t concern you. Your job here is to protect
me. Nothing more and nothing less.”

She couldn’t say anything else, the wealth of anger and grief twisted her insides so tight she was
breathless. She turned and ran from the kitchen, grateful when he didn’t follow her.

When she was inside her bedroom she collapsed across the bed and fought the tears that begged to be
released. She couldn’t cry. She knew if she started, if she allowed even one teardrop to fall she wouldn’t
be able to stop. She never cried and she refused to do so now.

Don’t think, she commanded herself. There was no going back. Tears accomplished nothing. The past
couldn’t be changed.

Don’t think.

Don’t think about Dr. Weatherby or little blue booties and for God’s sake, don’t cry.

Sleep. That’s what she needed. The sweet oblivion of sleep. She got up from the bed and went into the
bathroom where she changed into her nightgown, then scrubbed her face and brushed her teeth. Only in

sleep could she escape from the heartache that always threatened to grab hold of her.

With the lights out she sank into bed and focused on the work at the lab. Work. That’s what had gotten
her through the last three years. It was the only thing she could depend on, the only thing that didn’t
require emotion.

She imagined the spin of the cell-separating machine, the whoosh of the exhaust fan and the white noise
that the lab always contained. Within minutes, exhausted by the confrontation with Tom and emotionally
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spent, she’d drifted off to sleep.

The dream began almost immediately. Tom lay on the ground in the middle of a field, tied up as
disembodied bear claws raked down his chest and stomach.

“Where’s the baby, Callie?”” he screamed with each rip into his flesh. “Where’s my son?”’

“There is no baby,” she cried in return, but he refused to believe her.

The scene changed and instead she stood alone on a hilltop with the wind screaming in a voice that cried
of grief and loss. She held a pair of scissors and as the sorrow ripped through her, she cut length after
length off her hair.

It was only in her dream world that she wept for Tom and for the loss of the life she’d imagined they
might have had together. It was only when asleep that tears seeped from her eyes as she cried over a pair

of little blue booties.

Once again the scene changed again and it was Tom again, shouting questions to her about the son he’d
never know while his chest was ravaged by a bear, and then the bear began to advance on her.

She had to fight the bear, collect the evidence that he’d left behind. She needed to save Tom.
“Callie!”

The bear roared her name and grabbed her by the shoulders and she realized she had to save herself
before she could save Tom.

“Callie, stop!”

Fingers bit into her shoulders and she came awake with a startled gasp. From the light spilling in from the
hallway she realized Tom sat on the edge of her bed, his hands on her shoulders as he shook her from the
terrible nightmare.

Recognizing that she was awake, he dropped his hands from her. “You were having a bad dream,” he
said.

She nodded, her chest tight with the memory. She sat up and slumped forward, her face in her hands as
she tried to catch her breath. “I was dreaming about a bear attack,” she finally said. “I knew I needed to
collect the evidence in order to catch the bear.” She shook her head. She didn’t tell him what part he’d
played in the dream, how he’d cried for answers about a son. “What time is it?”

“Just after two.”

She pulled her hands from her face and looked at him in the semidarkness of the room. He wore only a
pair of boxers and the clean male scent of him grounded her in the here and now.

“I dreamed the bear was attacking you.” Her gaze slid from his face down to his chest, where the skin
was puckered and scarred. Without making a conscious decision to do so, she reached out her hand and

ran it across the damaged skin.

He sucked in his breath at the soft caress and she felt every muscle in his body tighten. “Callie.” Her
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name was a whisper of warning on his lips.

She didn’t stop. Her fingers danced across the broad expanse of his warm chest. She could feel his
heartbeat, a rapid tattoo that told her she was wading into dangerous waters.

The scars didn’t bother her. It was skin. Tom’s skin, and rough or smooth, she’d always liked touching
him.

Maybe they needed to make love. One last time. A final bit of closure. There was no doubt that a lot of
the tension between them was sexual. Maybe in indulging themselves it would clear the air between them.

Even as she thought these things she recognized the real truth: that she didn’t care about clearing the air
between them, that her desire at this moment had nothing to do with anything other than the fact that she
wanted him to make love to her.

Her caress shifted to his taut lower abdomen and with another gasp he grabbed her hand. “What are
you doing, Callie?” His eyes glowed in the near darkness. “Don’t start something you don’t intend to
finish.”

“Who said I don’t intend to finish?”” She heard the thrum of excitement in her voice.

He let go of her hand and stood. “I’ll be right back.” Like a lean shadow he moved out of the room.

She lay back on the bed and drew a deep, steadying breath. Now was the time for her to change her
mind, she thought. With him out of sight, out of her touch, now was the chance to cool down.

But she didn’t cool down, instead she felt the heat building, firing through her with an intensity that half
stole her breath away.

It will just be sex, she told herself. Sex was easy and as long as she didn’t get her heart involved with
him again there wouldn’t be a problem.

He returned to the room a moment later, carrying his gun and a condom package. He placed both items
on the nightstand and then stood next to the bed, as if waiting for an invitation.

She could feel his energy, that dark vibe that promised sinful pleasure and she wanted that pleasure. She
wanted him. She slid over and pulled the sheet back to welcome him in.

He didn’t hesitate. He joined her in the bed and gathered her in his arms as his mouth found hers in a
fiery kiss.

His hands moved to the back of her slick nightgown, heating her skin beneath the fabric. She didn’t want
to think. She just wanted to lose herself in the sensation of his body so intimately close to hers, in the
taste of him as he deepened the kiss with his tongue.

She didn’t have to love him again in order to love having sex with him. She could still hate him for what
he’d done to her three years ago yet love what he was doing to her right now.

She was good at compartmentalizing. It was what made her great at her job. She could take the
pleasure he offered without allowing herself to be hurt again.
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And there was pleasure. Tom had learned a long time ago how and where she liked to be touched, what
intimacy would fire sweet sensation through her body.

A kiss behind her ear, a caress up her smooth inner thigh, the whisper of her name hot against her neck,
each and everything he did electrified her and shot her desire for him higher.

It took only moments before he’d removed her nightgown and his boxers and their naked flesh once
again sought each other’s heat.

He cupped her breast in his hand and used his thumb to rake over her taut nipple. She shivered with
pleasure and then gasped as he drew her nipple into his hot mouth.

Tangling her hands in his hair, she moved beneath him and felt his hard arousal against her thigh. She
wanted him hard and fast; not sweet, tender lovemaking, but frenzied, hot sex.

She reached down and took him in her hand, stroked the length of him and he whispered her name
against her skin. He seemed to sense her desire for hard and fast, for he slid his hand from her breast to
her stomach, then lower still until she cried out with the pleasure at the intimacy of his touch.

Wildly moving her hips to meet his hand, she felt herself climbing higher, the tension twisting tighter inside
her.

There was no room for overthinking, no space for thought at all. There was just his touch, his mouth hot
against her own and sheer, unadulterated pleasure.

She cried out his name as her orgasm shattered through her. He held her for only a moment then moved
away and put on the condom. Then he was back on her, in her, and as they moved in unison Callie felt
the rise of that overwhelming tension once again.

She gave herself to it, to him, and someplace in the back of her mind she knew that this was a mistake,
that there was absolutely nothing simple about sex with Tom.

TOM SATin the tiny conference room down the hall from the lab along with Ben Parrish and Dylan
Acevedo. They were waiting on a call from their supervisor, Jerry Ortiz.

Jerry wouldn’t be happy with their lack of progress in Julie’s murder, but they had hit a dead end. The
map that Tom had received had been twisted and turned in an attempt to make sense of it. It was the
same with the series of numbers that had been on the back of the medals both Tom and Ben had
received.

As if his frustration over the case wasn’t enough, Tom also had Callie on his mind. Making love to her
the night before had been like coming home, and Tom had never had a home before in his life.

She’d fit against him so perfectly, as if their bodies had been made for each other. He’d been lost in her
from the moment he’d gotten into bed with her.

But, the moment they’d finished, she’d shut him out. He’d gone back to his bed in the guest room and
wondered if she would ever be able to forgive him for his past mistakes.


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

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

He had no choice but to believe her when she told him there was no little boy someplace out there.
What had surprised him more than anything was the rush of joy that had swept through him when he
thought it might be possible, when he’d believed that she might have had his son.

Maybe it was some sort of female trouble that had prompted those visits to the doctor. After all, the
visits hadn’t gone on for nine months. He admitted that he might have jumped to a wrong conclusion.

“Let’s go over what we know,” Dylan said, cutting through Tom’s thoughts.

Tom leaned back in the chair with a frown. “We know Julie’s body was found on the Ute reservation.
We know she was strangled with something that left a pattern on her skin.”

“And so far nobody has been able to identify what exactly left that pattern,” Dylan added.

“Then we have these.” Ben reached up and grabbed the Joan of Arc medal that hung around his neck,
then pointed to the one that hung around Tom’s neck. “The patron saint of captives and the patron saint
of travelers. They have to mean something, otherwise Julie wouldn’t have sent them to us.”

“Maybe that Del Gardo is traveling around the country? That he’s taken a captive that we don’t know
anything about?”” Dylan shook his head, as if aware that his own words made no sense. “Nobody has
been able to figure out the numbers on the back, either. It’s like we’ve been given a puzzle, but half the
pieces are missing.”

“We now know Del Gardo bought that estate a month after Callie took the job here,” Tom said. “What
I don’t understand is why he didn’t kill her before we all got involved, before I was assigned to her
protection.”

“We can’t know for sure that he hasn’t tried,” Ben replied. “Maybe he was being careful to make it look
like it was an accident of some kind. Callie admits that there have been two close calls on her life. She
was nearly run over, then there was the fire. If it had been allowed to burn out of control it’s possible we
might not have known the origin. Maybe there were more near misses that she doesn’t know about.
Maybe she’s just been incredibly lucky so far.”

“Or maybe Del Gardo didn’t want to make his presence here known because he was worried about a
member of the Wayne family seeking vengeance. Del Gardo ordered the hit that killed Freddy ‘The Gun’
Wayne. You know the Wayne mob didn’t take that murder lightly. There was obviously a turf war going
on between the two families.”

Dylan’s eyes darkened. “I still believe that Del Gardo killed Julie. We need to find him and the evidence
that will tie up this case. We owe it to Julie to get closure.”

“I don’t believe he’s left the area,” Tom said. “There’s no doubt in my mind that he came here for Callie
and until he gets to her he won’t leave.”

At that moment the phone rang and it was Jerry and the briefing began.

Even though it was Saturday the work both he and Callie did didn’t respect the weekends. He was
hoping to keep her home the next day. He could use a day with her safely locked in the house where the
level of his readiness to fight any danger that might present itself wasn’t quite so high.

It was just before four when Tom went to find Callie. She was knocking off early today to get ready for


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

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

Patrick and Bree’s wedding at six-thirty that evening.

He found her in her office and for a moment he stood at the door and watched her without her knowing
he was there.

He’d been in love with her three years ago. He hadn’t realized the depths of that love at the time. He’d
allowed fear to drive him away. He loved her still. The idea of marrying her, of having a family with her

no longer frightened him.

But, how did he get her to forgive him? He didn’t know much about women. Before Callie there had
been plenty of them in his life, but they had all been transients, passing through on a temporary basis.

She was the only one who had tagged his heart, the only one who had made him not only face his fear of
commitment but yearn for it.

So, howdid he get her to forgive him? The same question continued to play in his mind, a question that
had no answer. How did he make her realize that they belonged together, not just for now, but forever?

As if she sensed him standing in the doorway, she whirled around. Her eyes were guarded, as they’d
been this morning.

“Time to go?”

He nodded and watched as she stood and reached for her coat. “It’s going to be a nice night for a
wedding,” he said as together they left the lab.

“At least it’s not snowing,” she replied.

He felt her stiffen slightly as he took hold of her elbow and pulled her closer against him to leave the
building.

He’d thought that maybe making love to her would remind her of how good they’d been together, how
good they could still be together. But instead of bringing them closer, the act seemed to have cast her
further away.

“Tough day?” he asked once they were in the car and headed back to her house.

“No more so than usual.” She relaxed back against the seat. “I’'m looking forward to the wedding. It will
be nice to just get out and relax among other people for a change. It would be nice if we could go to the

reception like normal people.”

He heard the wistfulness in her voice. He’d said they wouldn’t go to the reception because he didn’t
want to have to worry about her security in the crowd he figured would show up for such an event.

But, he also knew how difficult the last ten days had been on her. They’d gone nowhere but to the lab
and back to her house. Hell, they hadn’t even acknowledged when Valentine’s Day had come and gone.

She’d had no social interaction with anyone other than coworkers and him. Suddenly he wanted—no,
needed—to see her smile.

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt if we decided to go to the reception,” he said.
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She turned her head and rewarded him with one of those rare smiles of hers that threatened to curl his
toes. “Really?”

“As long as you stick close to me.”

She raised her hand. “I promise. Besides, I can’t imagine there being any danger. Bree and Patrick have
been saying it’s going to be a small affair. There will be plenty of law enforcement officials there.”

Her eyes shone with the excitement of a night out and his love for her welled up inside him, but he
couldn’t speak of it now. He didn’t want to take away that smile of hers, force the icy shield back into
place in her eyes.

Tonight he swore to keep things light, to allow her the night to laugh and to smile with her friends. He
wouldn’t ask her about forgiveness or a baby that never was, or anything else to dampen her spirits.

Two hours later as Callie came out of her bedroom dressed for the wedding, it was difficult for Tom to
think about keeping things light.

The navy dress she wore hugged her curves and the plunging neckline displayed more than a hint of
creamy skin. Her slender legs looked long and sexy in a pair of high heels.

He’d never seen her look so softly feminine. He’d grown accustomed to seeing her in her button-down
blouses and crisp tailored slacks. “You look amazing,” he finally said.

Her cheeks grew pink and she eyed his charcoal gray suit and white shirt with a nod of approval. “You
look very nice yourself.” She pulled a black dress coat from the hall closet and he helped her into it,
trying to keep his fingers from lingering on her bare shoulders, trying not to notice that floral scent that
drove him crazy.

As Tom led her out to the car he wondered if maybe he shouldn’t pull himself off this assignment. Even
though it hadn’t been his intention, he’d gotten too close to her again. Only this time he knew it was his
heart that was going to get broken.

IFCALLIE WEREa weepy kind of woman, she would have definitely cried at the wedding. Watching
Patrick and Bree exchange their vows had stirred all the yearning that Callie usually kept tamped down
inside her.

Patrick and Bree had been lovers years ago when they had both worked a series of hate crimes on the
reservation. Callie didn’t know what had broke them apart, but from what Bree had told her they had
parted and Bree had found herself pregnant.

Bree had married a man from the reservation and had her son, Peter, but the marriage hadn’t lasted.
Then she and Patrick had reunited and the rest was a fairy tale as far as Callie was concerned. The three
of them would now live as a happy family.

Bree looked beautiful and Patrick looked as if he was about to burst with pride as they exchanged the
vows that would bind them together as husband and wife.
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The ceremony itself was brief and as Callie had guessed, was attended by some of her lab coworkers,
Bree’s friends from the reservation and some of Patrick’s deputies. Patrick’s mother, Nora, who was
usually a bubbly, giggling woman, wept with obvious happiness. She was not only getting a
daughter-in-law, but had gotten a grandson as well.

After the ceremony they all moved to the reception that was to take place at the restaurant Nora owned,
the Morning Ray Cafe. Callie didn’t want to think about the last time she’d been there, when the body of
Lydia Rose had been found in the alley.

Law enforcement had yet to find a connection between Mary Windsong and Lydia Rose that might point
them to the killer, but Callie didn’t want to think about murders tonight.

Some of the tables and chairs had been taken down to provide a small dance floor and a three-piece
band provided live music.

Nora bustled around, checking the spread of food laid out on the counter, her rich laughter ringing above
the din.

Callie and Tom sat at a table and were joined by Deputy Greg Samuel and his wife, Gretchen. The talk
was wonderfully normal. The two men talked about football teams and Callie and Gretchen discussed
new fashions and home decor.

Tom had relaxed the minute he realized the restaurant was officially closed and only invited guests were
allowed inside. Although Callie knew he’d remain on alert, he seemed to be enjoying the night out as
much as Callie.

It was only when Ben brought up the latest bear-claw murder that Tom held his hands up in protest.
“Not tonight,” he told the tall, thin man. “Callie needs a night off from thinking about work. You can talk
about it tomorrow, but tonight is just for fun.”

She looked at him with a guarded gratefulness. She was comfortable when he was brooding and surly,
but when he did something thoughtful and nice she immediately raised her defenses against him.

In fact, her defenses had been erected again after the night they’d made love. She couldn’t allow him
back in, not in the way she had done before. She had to hang on to her anger where he was concerned.

She needed to remember her sense of betrayal, the agony he’d left behind.

She couldn’t let him into her heart again and she couldn’t let him know the secret she’d kept from him.
There was no point. The past was gone and nothing could be changed or undone.

Yes, she could want him physically again, she could find him breathtakingly attractive and easy to talk to,
but she would never, ever allow herself to love him again.

Chapter Eight
She’d drunk too much. Callie didn’t realize how much champagne she’d had until she and Tom decided
to call it a night and she started to get out of her chair. The alcohol she’d consumed went straight to her

head.

“Whoa,” Tom exclaimed with a laugh as he grabbed her by the shoulders to steady her.
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“Somebody did a little too much celebrating,” she exclaimed with an uncharacteristic giggle.

“I think it’s time we take that somebody home,” Tom replied as he guided her toward the door. As they
headed for the exit of the cafe they said goodbye to all the guests who were left.

Patrick and Bree had left an hour earlier. Their son, Peter, was staying with Nora for the night. As Callie
leaned heavily against Tom she was glad they were going home. Another glass of champagne might have
been her complete undoing.

“You know I rarely drink,” she said to Tom as they left the cafe and got into his car. “I don’t know why
I imbibed so much this evening. Imbibed, don’t you think that’s a funny word?”” She laughed again and it
felt wonderful to be laughing for a change.

He cast her a lazy, sexy grin, then started the car. “It’s a funny word and I think maybe when we get
home we should have some coffee.”

Callie nodded. “Coffee would be good. You know, I'm not smashed, I’m just highly buzzed.”

“You needed to cut loose. I know how tense things have been at the lab not only because of Julie’s
murder but also the last two young women.”

“Things have been tense,” Callie agreed. But surely he had to know that work wasn’t the only thing she
found stressful, that being with him on a daily basis added to her level of stress.

Still, at the moment she didn’t feel tense, she felt the floating kind of well-being that came with too much
alcohol.

“It was a nice night, wasn’t it? Bree looked so beautiful and both she and Patrick looked so happy.”
Callie leaned her head back and released a wistful sigh.

“Why haven’t you married, Callie?” Tom asked softly. “I know you wanted that, the whole picket fence
thing with the dog in the yard, a couple of kids underfoot. I figured when I left you’d find some nice guy
with a nine-to-five job and be happily married within a year.”

She opened her eyes and studied him in the faint light from the dashboard. “I would have liked for that to
happen, but it didn’t.” The conversation was sobering her up quickly. “I have my work, that’s all I’'ve
really ever needed.”

“That’s not true, that’s never been true,” he said as he parked the car in her driveway. He unbuckled his
seat belt and turned to look at her. “I knew the minute I met you that you were a woman meant to be a
wife, a mother.”

Callie opened her car door. She didn’t want to have this conversation with him. Just as she knew he
would do, he quickly jumped out of the car to escort her into the house.

When they got inside he helped her off with her coat and hung it in the closet, then he shrugged out of his
own, yanked his tie free and headed for the kitchen. “I’ll put on a pot of coffee,” he said. “And you might
want to take a couple of aspirins before going to bed.”

She followed after him, knowing that coffee and aspirin were probably a good idea if she wanted to
ward off a hangover in the morning.
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As she sat at the table he took off his suit jacket, unfastened his gun holster and laid it on the counter,
then made the coffee.

As they waited for the coffee to brew, they hashed over the night’s events. Callie felt more relaxed than
she had since the night of the fire in the lab. In fact, she felt more relaxed than she had since the moment
Tom had reentered her life.

“Thanks,” she said as he placed a cup of the coffee in front of her and then sat next to her with a cup of
his own.

“We’ll take a day off tomorrow,” he said. He raised a hand to still her protest. “Callie, you’ve been
working every day for almost two weeks straight. The lab work will continue without you there for a day.
Besides, I could use a day where I don’t have to look over your shoulder to see who might be getting
too close to you.”

She hadn’t really realized until that moment how tired he had to be with the day-in-day-out
merry-go-round they’d been on.

“Okay,” she agreed. “To tell the truth, the idea of sleeping late and just lounging around for a day sounds
like heaven.”

“How about if I make a big pot of chili?”
“Hmm, sounds good to me. As [ remember you make a great chili.”

He took a sip of his coffee, his dark brown eyes gazing at her over the rim of his cup. “Why did you cut
your hair?”’

She reached up and self-consciously ran a hand over her sleek, short hair. She vividly remembered the
day she’d taken the scissors to it. Reeling with grief, tormented by what might have been, she’d
butchered it to the point she’d had to visit a hair salon the next morning so somebody could repair the
damage.

“I just needed a change,” she answered.

“I like it. It suits you,” he replied. He set the cup down and leaned forward in his chair. “When I was in
the hospital recovering from my wounds I had a lot of time to think about my life. I told you years ago
that I’d been raised in the foster care system. I never made any real attachments when [ was growing up.
I learned early on to depend only on myself.”

Callie watched him carefully. Tom by nature wasn’t a long-winded kind of man. He wasn’t given to
sharing thoughts or experiences unless it was necessary. She didn’t know where he going with this or
why a new wave of wariness buoyed up inside her. She took a sip of her coffee even though at the
moment she felt stone-cold sober.

“It was while [ was lying in that hospital bed that I realized that if I’d died out there in that Mexico field
there would be nobody to mourn me, that I’d left nothing of myself behind.”

“That’s not true,” she protested. “You’ve touched a lot of lives in your work as an FBI agent.”
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He waved a hand, his eyes growing even darker. “Strangers. People who might appreciate my work for
a minute but then get on with their lives, loving their spouses, caring for their kids, doing the kinds of
things that really matter in this life.”

He reached up and touched the medal that hung around his neck. “The patron saint of travelers. Maybe
rather than this being a clue, Julie was making a comment on my life. I’'m never in one place for very long.
Sometimes I forget exactly where my apartment is because I’m never there. I’ve been a traveler all my
life and now I’m tired of always being on the move, of always being alone.” He drew a deep voice and
continued, “I’ve decided that once Del Gardo is back behind bars I’m quitting my job.”

Callie stared at him in stunned surprise. “You don’t mean that.”

“Oh, but I do.” He took another sip from his cup. “It’s something that I’ve been thinking about for some
time. [ want to see the Del Gardo thing to its completion, but after that, I'm out. I’ve already let my
superior know of my decision.”

“But, what are you going to do?”” She couldn’t imagine Tom not being an FBI agent. It wasn’t just
something he did, it was who he was.

“I don’t know. I’ve never done much of anything with my salary except deposit it in the bank, so [ have
enough put away that [ don’t have to make any quick decisions. I was kind of hoping when the time
came you’d help me make that decision.”

Callie stared at him and a little voice in the back of her head told her to run, to escape from whatever he
was going to say. But she remained frozen in her seat with some perverse need to hear whatever he
wanted her to hear. “How can I help you make any decision about your future?”” she asked.

He turned his head and stared out the window at the dark of night. She studied his profile. He had
always appeared to be such a strong man, one who needed nobody. But, there was a softness to his
features now, a hint of vulnerability she’d never seen before. When he gazed back at her that vulnerability
shone from his eyes.

“Thoughts of you were what made me keep fighting to get well when I was in that hospital bed,” he said.

He reached out and took her hand in his. His fingers wrapped around hers, casting a radiating warmth
from his touch up her arm and straight to her heart. “As I lay there pumped full of painkillers and
antibiotics, all I could think about was what a fool I’d been and how I hoped I got the chance to see you
again.”

For weeks after he’d left her, Callie had wanted to hear these words from him, she’d ached with the
need for him to come running back and tell her he’d made a terrible mistake. But the weeks had turned
into months and the months into years without a word from him. Whatever he was about to say, she
reminded herself that it was too little too late.

“Tom.” She pulled her hand from his as she consciously erected the familiar barrier around her heart.
He must have sensed her need to escape. “Please, let me finish, Callie,” he replied hurriedly. “I knew [
hurt you when I left you, but [ was scared. I knew you wanted a husband, a father for your children and I

didn’t think I knew how to be either of those things. It was easier to run than to try and then fail.”

“It was a long time ago, Tom. It’s over and done now,” she said, speaking around the lump that had
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formed in her throat. Couldn’t he see that he was killing her softly, tearing her apart as he bared his soul?

“That’s the problem, it’s not over and done. I knew the minute I saw you again that it wasn’t over for
me and the other night when we made love I knew it wasn’t really over for you, either.”

His gaze burned into her, as if attempting to pierce through the protective shell she’d wrapped around
her heart. “I want a life with you, Callie. Please, tell me you forgive me for being a fool. Tell me that we
can build a life together. For God’s sake, please tell me it isn’t too late.”

Hope shone from his eyes, a hope she wanted to fall into, she wanted to embrace, but she steeled her
heart against it.

She’d once entertained that same kind of hope but it had meant nothing to him. He’d heard her tell him
how much she loved him, then he’d turned his back on it, on her.

She needed to remember that, she needed to remember that agonizing sense of loss, that raging anger
that had sustained her through the worst experience of her life. Without it she’d been empty except for
the overwhelming grief she refused to face, she absolutely couldn’t face.

“Tom, there’s no question that there’s a strong physical attraction between us,” she began. That was a
fact she knew she’d be a fool to try to convince him otherwise.

“But, don’t mistake that for anything but what it is. I always liked having sex with you, but there’s no
do-over with us. You told me before that I’d become a hard woman. Maybe I have, because I can’t
forgive you for leaving me.”

Her heart ached as she watched that hope in his eyes douse and disappear. She needed to escape from
the dark shroud that fell over his eyes, from the want that burned inside her heart.

“Good night, Tom.” She got up from the table, half-expecting him to stop her, but he didn’t. She ran
down the hallway and prayed he’d leave her alone.

When she was alone in her bedroom she stripped off her clothes and got into her nightgown, consciously
keeping her mind empty of all thoughts.

Before getting into bed she locked her bedroom door. She didn’t want him coming in to continue the
conversation or for anything else. She was a strong woman, but Tom Ryan had always been her greatest
weakness.

She got into bed and squeezed her eyes tightly closed, begging for sleep to take her quickly. She didn’t
want to think about what she’d just done. She didn’t want to reconsider her decision where he was
concerned.

No do-overs. She had to cling to that notion because if she didn’t she’d have to tell him her secret and
that was the last thing she wanted to do.

Thankfully, sleep came quickly. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep when some faint noise
woke her. She stirred and cold air hit her face. She frowned and then froze as something sharp pressed

against the base of her throat.

She opened her eyes and in the moonlight spilling in through the broken window she saw him. A young,
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dark-haired, black-eyed Ute with red-and-black face paint and bear claws pressed against her neck.

“Don’t make a sound,” he whispered, his breath a fetid blast of warmth. “T am the spirit of the bear and
I’ve come for you.”

TOM REMAINED SEATEDat the kitchen table long after Callie had gone to bed. He finally shut off
the coffee pot, rinsed it out then grabbed his gun from the counter and went to his room.

But regrets kept sleep at bay. He lay on his back and stared up at the ceiling where the moonlight drifting
through the curtains danced eerie shadows.

He’d thought he’d had a chance to make things right. He’d believed that the two of them being together
was right. So how had it all gone so wrong?

There had been moments over the last ten days when he’d thought he felt her love for him, thought he’d
seen it shining from her eyes. He might not know a lot about women, but he’d thought he knew Callie
well. At least he’d once known her well.

He still had the feeling that something had happened to her in the last three years, something traumatic,
something that had changed her at her very core.

She’d always been cool and competent at work, reserved with people she didn’t know, but there had
been a warmth, an irrepressible joy in her that seemed to be missing now.

So, what had happened?

He realized there was no point in lying in the bed and tossing and turning. Thinking about Callie caused
an ache in his chest that he’d never felt before.

Work.

He’d always been able to assuage his loneliness with work. With this thought in mind he got out of bed,
grabbed the map that had come from Julie and returned to the kitchen table.

Placing his gun and the map on the table in front of him, he stared down at the cryptic message from Julie
and willed away any thought of Callie and the conversation they had just shared.

He stared down at the map that appeared to be a sewer-like series of tunnels. They had compared the
map to all the underground waterways in Kenner City and it hadn’t been a match. So, what did the map
depict?

He ran his fingers across the VDG at the top of the map. “Where are you, you bastard?”” he murmured
aloud.

His head filled with a vision of Vincent Del Gardo. At sixty-eight years old, the man wasn’t tall, but gave
the appearance of being bigger than life because of the power and confidence that radiated from his
brown eyes. He should have been easy to spot with his signature bald head and snow-white beard, but
the agents working the case were all aware of the fact that he’d probably changed his appearance.
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He’d bought that mountain estate to be close to Callie. There was no way in hell Tom believed that he’d
left the area, not with Callie still alive. She was his unfinished business, just like she was Tom’s unfinished

business.

Why couldn’t Callie find forgiveness in her heart for him? What could he do, what could he possibly say
to earn her forgiveness and the chance to show her just how much he loved her?

He rubbed his eyes. They felt gritty from lack of sleep. It was a waste of time to sit here staring at the
map and apparently it was a waste of time to continue to yearn for a woman who wasn’t going to give
him her heart again.

He’d abused that heart once. Could he really blame her for not trusting him with it again?

Sighing with a soul-deep weariness, he grabbed the map and his gun and got up from the table, turned
out the kitchen light and headed back to his bedroom.

He was about to enter the bedroom when he heard a noise from Callie’s room.
A bump.

A rustle.

Noises that didn’t belong in a room where a woman was sleeping.

He tensed. Another bump, then a scream that raised the hairs on his arms.

“Callie!” he cried her name. He dropped the map and raced to her bedroom door. He twisted the knob
and expelled a curse as he realized it was locked.

Why in the hell had she locked the door?

She screamed again and there were a series of thuds and bumps that sounded like a battle going on
behind the locked door. His heart crashed so hard against his ribs he could scarcely catch his breath.

Callie! Her name screamed through his head. He had to get inside the room, knew she was in danger.

Afraid to shoot into the door to get it open, afraid that the bullet would find her, Tom instead rammed his
shoulder into the door.

He slammed into the door once and ignored the excruciating pain that radiated through his shoulder. The
door remained solid. He used all his strength to hit the door again. It took four smashes before he
managed to get the door open, and when he did, he gasped in surprise.

Callie was held against the chest of a tall, thin man who looked to be in his late teens or early twenties.
Red-and-black paint decorated his face and he had one arm around her waist and the other held a bear
paw up against her neck. His dark eyes glittered with the wildness of mental illness.

“Don’t come any closer,” he said, his voice with unmistakable warning.

Tom assessed the situation in the space of a heartbeat. The glass of the window had been removed and
cold wintry air poured into the room. Callie’s eyes were wide with fear as the bear claws drew several
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beads of blood on her throat.

He tightened his grip on his gun as a cool calm swept over him, the cool calm of a kill. He swept his gaze
to the right, hoping Callie got the nonverbal message.

“I am the spirit of the bear,” the young man cried. “The woman is mine.”

“And I am the spirit of the bear hunter,” Tom said. As Callie threw all her weight to the right, Tom shot
the man in his left thigh. “And that woman is mine,” Tom added.

The young man screamed and fell to the floor as Callie raced to Tom’s side. “He came in through the
window,” she gasped, choking on a stifled sob. “I didn’t hear him until he was on top of me.”

His first impulse was to wrap her in his arms, assure himself that she was all right. He needed to hold her
against him to still the fear that had roared through him when he’d first heard her scream.

But, he didn’t grab her to him. He didn’t touch her in any way. He kept his gun carefully trained on the
man as he spoke to Callie. “Go call the sheriff’s office and tell them we need an ambulance. He’s going
to need immediate medical treatment.”

As she left the room to hurry down the hallway, Tom stared at the spirit of the bear, who lay writhing in
pain on the floor.

He fought the shudder of relief that tried to course through him. It had been close. Too damned close.
The pain in his shoulder was nothing compared to the pain that clutched his heart as he thought of
everything that could have gone wrong.

If Callie hadn’t managed to scream when she had, if Tom hadn’t managed to get through the locked
door, it would have been her lying on the floor strangled to death and wearing the mark of the bear on
her body.

Chapter Nine

“I’m sure when I get that thing to the lab and compare it to the marks left on Mary Windsong and Lydia
Rose, we’ll find out it’s the same weapon, so to speak,” Callie said to Deputy Greg Samuels as she
pointed to the bear paw now in a plastic evidence bag.

“I wonder where he got that thing?”” Greg said.

As she stared at the bag she tried not to think about how those sharp claws had felt pressed against the
soft skin of her neck. She tried not to dwell on that moment of terror when she’d awakened to find him

hovering over her bed.

If she hadn’t managed to kick him off her, if she hadn’t managed to scream—she fought a shudder at the
very thought.

“Who knows,” she finally said.

The assailant had identified himself as John Hawk just before the ambulance had left to transport him to
the hospital. Once he was well enough he’d be transferred from the hospital to jail.


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

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

Callie knew by morning they would learn everything there was to know about the young man, including
where he’d gotten the bear paw that he’d used to kill two women and had tried to use to kill her. And
why.

Callie and Greg were in the living room and a forensic team from the lab was in the bedroom collecting
evidence that would be used for trial, if there was a trial.

In those moments when John Hawk had spoken to her, she’d recognized that the man was obviously
mentally unbalanced. He’d spoken of talking to the bears, of a grizzly taking him on a journey and telling
him that Mary, Lydia and Callie were bad women, that all women were bad and in killing them he’d
become invincible. They were lucky that they’d caught him now before other women had fallen victim to
him.

Still, it felt odd for her to be sitting idly by while her team was working. But, she couldn’t very well
participate in the evidence gathering since she’d been the intended victim.

Somebody had managed to get a large piece of plywood to put over the broken window for the
remainder of the night. The slab of wood sat just inside her front door, waiting for the forensic team to
finish up in the bedroom.

“Is there anything else you can think of that you think I need to know?” Greg asked.

Callie shook her head. “I can’t think of anything.” She wrapped her arms around her shoulders, thankful
for the robe that covered her slinky nightgown, but still chilled to the very core.

He pointed to her neck. “Sure you don’t want somebody to take a look at that?”

“No, it’s just a couple of tiny punctures, just skin deep. I’ve already cleaned them out good and put on
some antibiotic cream. I’ll keep an eye on it to make sure the area doesn’t get infected. I’'m fine, Greg.
Really.”

She forced a smile. Despite her words she didn’t feel fine. Her stomach was in a thousand knots and
there was a tremble inside her that she couldn’t still.

From her vantage point she could see Tom in the hallway just outside her bedroom, watching the activity
inside. He leaned with his back against the hall wall, still as a statue as he watched what was going on.

Even though he stood some distance away from her she could see the frown that dug into his features
and could almost feel the energy that radiated from him.

Thank God he’d managed to break down her bedroom door. She’d fought John Hawk. She’d kicked
him off her and had tried to run for the bedroom door. But he’d been faster, stronger than she. She’d
wrestled with him, afraid that he would accomplish what he’d come to do.

If Tom hadn’t burst into the bedroom when he had, she’d be another tragic statistic for Kenner City and
they’d be no closer to catching the killer than they’d been the day before.

The moment she knew she was safe, it had been instinct to run to Tom, to want him to pull her against
his broad chest, to stroke her hair and assure her that everything was all right. But, he hadn’t opened his
arms to her, he hadn’t pulled her to him.
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And why would he?

She shouldn’t have been surprised or disappointed. Hours before she’d pretty much kicked him to the
curb. It wasn’t fair for her to want him only when she needed him and it wasn’t fair to need him if she
didn’t want him in her life forever.

She looked up as the team began to file out of the bedroom. There were four of them, Bobby O’Shea,
Jacob Webster, Ava Wright and Olivia Perez. Callie offered them all a tired smile. “Sorry to get you guys
out of bed,” she said.

“We’re all just grateful that you’re okay,” Olivia said, her hazel eyes filled with concern. She was
relatively new to the lab but was proving herself a valuable asset to the team.

“We got everything we could out of the bedroom,” Bobby said. “It’s all bagged and tagged. It will just
add to the evidence that will put this creep away.” Tom walked into the room and grabbed the sheet of

plywood. “Need some help with that?”” Bobby asked.

“No thanks, I’ve got it.” He picked it up and lifted it to his shoulder, then disappeared back down the
hallway and into Callie’s bedroom.

“Are you sure you’re okay, boss?”” Jacob asked.

“I’m fine, really.” She forced that reassuring smile to her lips once again.

“I’ll be in touch,” Greg said as they all headed for the front door.

As they walked outside the sound of hammering came from the back of the house. Callie closed and
locked the door after them, then turned out the light in the living room and went down the hallway to her
bedroom.

Tom hammered the nails into the plywood to hold it in place, using more force than necessary to set the
nails. She watched him work, unable to help noticing the play of lean muscle in his bare back, the bulge
of his bicep with each whack of the hammer. He was clad only in a pair of jeans that rode low on his hips

and a familiar whisper of desire rustled through her.

“T’ll call the glass place first thing in the morning,” she said as he finished. “They should be able to repair
it tomorrow.”

He turned and looked at her. His eyes were dark and dangerous and his nostrils flared slightly, like a
wild animal scenting prey.

He set the hammer on the nightstand and advanced toward her with slow, deliberate strides.

Her breath caught in her throat and she took a step backward. She wasn’t sure what she expected from
him but for the first time in her life he scared her just a little bit.

When he reached her he grabbed hold of her shoulders and held tight, his fingers biting through the robe
and into her skin. His eyes bored into hers with an intensity that shook her.

“Don’t you ever lock a door between us again.” His voice vibrated with suppressed rage. “I don’t give a
damn what’s going on between us on a personal level, if you ever lock a door in this house again I’ll
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make sure you don’t have doors to lock. You got it?”

She gave a curt nod of her head. He released her shoulders, turned on his heels and strode out of the
room. Callie released a shuddering sigh. She wanted to be angry with him for being angry, but she knew
he had a good reason for yelling at her.

His job was to protect her and by locking the door she’d made his job more difficult. Besides, she
should know that a locked door would never keep Tom Ryan out of a room if he wanted in badly
enough.

She drew a deep, steadying breath, then followed after him. She found him in the living room standing in
the dark in front of the window.

She moved to stand inches behind him. “I’m sorry, Tom. That was stupid of me.”

He turned around to face her, his features cast in deep shadows that hid his expression. “It was stupid of
you, but I'm sorry if I just scared you.” He raised a hand and raked it through his hair. “To be honest,
this whole night scared the hell out of me.”

She couldn’t stand it. She had to be in his arms. It was only now with just the two of them alone that the
true horror of what had just happened struck her.

“I can’t tell you how frightened I was when I woke up and he was on top of me.” The composure that
she’d hung on to until this moment cracked and a sob attempted to escape her.

He was nothing more than a dark shadow in front of her, but she sensed the movement of his arms
opening and she walked into his embrace.

Although his arms wrapped around her he kept himself stiff, unyielding as she melted against him. Then,
with a weary sigh, he gave himself to the embrace.

“Callie, Callie,” he breathed into her hair. “When I heard you scream I think I lost a hundred years of my
life.”

She leaned her head against his chest, felt the ridge of his scars beneath her cheek and beneath that the
sound of his strong heartbeat. “All I could think of was what Lydia Rose looked like after he got finished
with her and I didn’t want to end up like that.”

He tightened his arms around her, the tight embrace saying all that needed to be said. She matched her
breathing to his as she listened to the slow steady beat of his heart.

She didn’t know how long they remained there, in the dark just holding each other. It was he who finally
called a halt. “We need to get some sleep,” he said and dropped his hands from around her.

She nodded, but she didn’t want to go back to her bedroom where the smell of John Hawk still
remained, where she feared nightmares might find her. She also couldn’t ask Tom to sleep with him.
She’d made it quite clear to him only hours ago that their relationship should remain professional.

“I think I’1l just bunk out here on the sofa for the rest of the night,” she said.

He hesitated for a long moment and she thought he was going to invite her into his room, but instead he
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stepped back from her and murmured a good-night.

Callie spent a restless night on the sofa and was awake just before dawn. As she lay in the predawn light
she wondered if she were making a mistake where Tom was concerned.

She was so afraid to believe him, to believe that they might have a chance for a future together. He’d
said he intended to quit his job once Del Gardo was again behind bars. But there was no guarantee that
another assignment wouldn’t come up and he’d be gone, leaving her devastated yet again and him back
on the solitary path that was his life.

Her doubts about her decision remained with her throughout Sunday and into Monday morning as she
and Tom drove to the lab. “What are your plans for the day?” she asked as he parked the car in their
usual spot.

“I’m not sure. I’ll check in with Ben and Dylan and some of the other agents and see if anything has
broken in Julie’s case. Other than that I’'m at loose ends until you get off work this evening.” He
unfastened his seat belt and got out of the car.

She watched as he walked around the front of the car and her heart squeezed in her chest. Yesterday
they had shared the same space of her house all day long, but there had been little talk, little interaction at
all between them. He’d been cool and professional, making no personal comments and letting her know
that for the remainder of their time together he would just do his job.

Wasn’t that all she’d wanted from him? From the moment she’d awakened in the hospital after the fire
and realized he was going to be her keeper, she’d vowed to keep her heart safe from him. So, why did a
million doubts still float through her head? Why did this all feel so incredibly complicated?

The morning passed quickly, filled with the kind of work Callie loved. Questions with answers, tests with
results, science at its finest, that’s what made her most comfortable.

It was almost four o’clock when Bree came into her office and sat in the chair next to Callie’s desk.
“Heard you had an exciting night on Saturday.”

Callie smiled at her friend. “Probably no less exciting than yours,” she replied, then grinned as Bree’s
cheeks grew pink. “What are you doing here today? I thought you and Patrick would still be enjoying
wedded bliss.”

“You know us, we’re both workaholics at heart. Besides, we’ve spent most of this afternoon finding out
about our boy John Hawk.”

“And?” Callie leaned forward in her chair, eager to hear what they had learned about the young man
who had attacked her.

“Schizophrenic and off his meds,” Bree replied. “He’s twenty-two years old and lived on the reservation
with his mother—father unknown. Everyone who knew him knew that he was in trouble, but nobody
stepped up to do anything about it. Apparently the voices in his head told him those women were evil and
only the bear could kill them.”

Bree shook her head and continued. “And now he’ll spend the rest of his life either in jail or
institutionalized. I’'m glad to see you no worse for the encounter.”
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Callie raised a hand to her throat and fought back a shiver. “It’s not something I’d want to repeat
anytime soon—or ever,” she said. “Now, let’s talk about something more pleasant. How does it feel to
be Mrs. Patrick Martinez?”

Bree’s face lit up with a beatific smile. “Wonderful, you should try it.”
“You want me to become Mrs. Patrick Martinez?” Callie asked teasingly.

Bree laughed. “Ha, try it and I’ll have to show you how good I am with my gun. Marriage. I meant you
should try marriage.”

Callie leaned back in her chair and tried to ignore the familiar squeeze of her heart. “You and Patrick
had quite a history to overcome.”

Bree nodded, her smile disappearing from her lovely face. “We met years ago in Utah and fell madly in
love. My parents weren’t happy, they wanted me to marry a Ute man. Patrick and I allowed our cultural
differences to get in the way and after a terrible fight we parted ways. I eventually married a man my
parents thought was suitable and Patrick moved here to Kenner City.”

Bree’s dark eyes grew even darker. “I was pregnant but my family convinced me not to tell Patrick.
They were afraid he’d take the baby from me. So I tried to build a life and unfortunately the man I
married was abusive. I got out of the marriage and moved to the reservation here and focused on my job
and raising Peter as a single parent. Then Julie got murdered and suddenly Patrick and I were thrown
together again. And the rest, as they say, is history.”

Callie leaned back in her chair and sighed thoughtfully. “Weren’t you afraid to try it again? I mean, if it
didn’t work between you the first time what made you believe it would work this time?”

“I was terrified,” Bree confessed. “I didn’t just have my own heart to worry about, but also Peter’s.
Peter needed his dad and it didn’t take me long to realize that my love for Patrick had never died.” She
tilted her head to one side and gazed at Callie with open curiosity. “Is this about you and Tom?”

Warmth leapt into Callie’s cheeks. “What makes you think it’s about Tom?”’

Bree smiled knowingly. “Because anytime the two of you are together sparks fly and the energy between
you is palpable. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know something is there.”

“Something was there...years ago. I thought we were going to have a happily-ever-after, but instead he
took a new assignment and left me behind.” Callie drew a deep breath. This was the first time she’d ever
talked about her relationship with Tom.

“And now?” Bree raised one of her coal-black eyebrows.

“And now he says he loves me, that he’s going to quit the FBI and wants to make a life with me.” Callie
bit down on her lower lip. “And I’'m afraid to try it again.”

“Ah, Callie. I wish I could tell you what you should do, what’s right for you and Tom, but you know that
I can’t. You have to listen to your heart. Sometimes it takes more than one try to get it right. Sometimes
it’s a matter of right person, but wrong timing. The lucky ones get the second chance to try it again with
someone they love. And speaking of...” she looked at her wristwatch. “I’'m supposed to meet my
husband five minutes ago.”
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With a quick goodbye she left the office. Callie leaned back in her chair and wearily rubbed her
forehead where a headache threatened to take hold.

Bree had an added reason for wanting to make her relationship work with Patrick—their son. Peter had
needed his father and certainly that had played a role in Bree’s decision to give love with Patrick another
chance.

Callie and Tom had no son. An unexpected fist reached inside her and grabbed her heart, squeezing with
such force it made it hard for her to breathe.

Don’t think.

That little voice of protection whispered inside her.

Don’t think. Don’t feel.

There’s no going back. You made the right decision where Tom was concerned.
Keep your secret.

Protect your heart.

The litany went around and around in her head. The only way to do those things was to keep her
distance from Tom and be firm in her decision that they would never have a future together.

She hoped Del Gardo was captured quickly. She needed to get Tom Ryan permanently out of her life.

TOM SATin the conference room alone, waiting for the time to come to take Callie home. The other
agents had left the building a few minutes ago, but Tom remained seated at the table, his thoughts going in
a million different directions.

As usual, the briefing with Jerry Ortiz had been discouraging. Nothing new to report, no sighting of the
man they all wanted to find and no new leads into Julie’s murder.

And what bothered him more than anything was that for the first time since the investigation began he
was questioning the loyalty of one of the team.

For the last several months there had been whispers about Ben Parrish. Tom rarely listened to gossip,
but lately the whispers had gotten just a little bit louder and the talk was that it was possible he was
working both sides of the law.

Ben had been the one to find Julie’s body at the remote location where she’d been killed and Tom had
never really gotten a good answer as to what Ben was doing there in the first place.

How had he stumbled on her in that secluded area on reservation land? It wasn’t a place where Ben
would have just been strolling through.

It was the last thing Tom wanted to believe of his friend and coworker, but there was no question that
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Ben had seemed unusually secretive lately and Tom didn’t take anything for granted when it came to his
work.

Was it possible that they weren’t getting any closer to finding Del Gardo because Del Gardo had a man
on the inside? Someone who was telling him where the agents were looking, where was a good place to
hide?

Was that man Ben Parrish?

Certainly the temptation to walk both sides of the line was always there, particularly with a man like
Vincent Del Gardo who had the kind of money it might take to turn an agent’s head.

Although Tom couldn’t imagine any price being able to buy Ben, Ben had made some comments
throughout the investigation that made him suspect.

Ben had expressed some doubt about Del Gardo murdering Julie. Some of what he’d said had hinted at
a sympathy for the mobster. He’d also said that he wasn’t sure it was Del Gardo who was behind the
attacks on Callie. He was certainly the only agent on the case who held those beliefs.

Tom hoped the whispers and rumors were wrong, that Ben hadn’t gone to the dark side. Julie gone. Ben
suspect. Things were falling apart and Tom felt as if he had nothing to hang on to.

He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Yesterday had been the longest day of his life. He and
Callie had been in her house, each of them walking on eggshells, carefully navigating the wealth of energy
and emotion that existed between them.

He’d given it his best shot. He’d hoped that his love for Callie would be enough to overcome the past,
but it hadn’t worked.

Tom had never in his life known loneliness. Being alone was what he’d always done best. But yesterday
he’d sat on the sofa and watched Callie who was seated in the chair across from him. She was reading a
book, but more than that, she was closed off, not engaging him on any level and it was then that, for the
first time in his life, he’d felt lonely.

“You going home or are you going to sit here all night?”” Dylan spoke from the doorway, his deep voice
pulling Tom from his thoughts.

Tom glanced at his wristwatch and shoved back from the long table. “Going home,” he said as he stood.
“What are you still doing here?”

“Ava thought she’d found a necklace that matched the pattern that was on Julie’s neck, but it was a false
alarm. Close, but not a match.”

The two men walked down the hallway together. “If we could find that necklace or whatever it is that
left that pattern, we’d be that much closer to finding the killer,” Dylan said, his frustration obvious in his
voice.

“All we can do 1s keep working it, keep trying to figure it all out,” Tom replied. Was that what he
needed to do with Callie? Keep working it? Continue to try to make her see that they were meant to be
together?
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He and Dylan parted ways at the lab door. Dylan headed for the bank of elevators and Tom went inside
to find Callie.

As usual at this time of day she was at her desk, doing the paperwork that was a large part of her job as
head of the forensics lab.

He stood just outside the doorway and watched her, his love swelling in his chest. He loved everything
about her, the sweet curve of her jaw line, those amazing blue eyes that could radiate either an incredible
warmth or an icy frost that could stop a man in his tracks. He loved the weight of her breasts, the small
span of her waist and those shapely legs.

But, more importantly than all that he loved her laugh, he loved her compulsive neatness and how she
thought that making macaroni and cheese out of a box was real cooking.

Most important of all he liked the kind of man he was when he was with her. She made him want things
he’d never wanted before, things like commitment and family and forever. Nobody else in his life had
ever made him want those things.

Too late, a little voice whispered inside his head. He’d been years too late for her. He shoved his hands
in his pockets and jingled some change as a new wave of despair, of loneliness, filled his soul.

Chapter Ten

It had been another week of busy days, silent evenings and lonely nights. Callie was wondering how long
Tom would be willing to stay on the assignment as her bodyguard. The tension between them was once
again unbelievably uncomfortable and there was no end in sight.

Her home was beginning to feel like a prison and Tom her jailer, a jailer she alternately wanted to escape
and whose arms she wanted to fall into.

As they’d left the house that morning for the lab, gray clouds had hung ominously low in the sky and by
mid-morning there was still no peek of sunshine.

All the weathermen were talking about a huge weather event predicted to hit in the next week. The word
blizzard had been used more than once.

Just what she needed, Callie thought as she sat at her desk, to be snowed in with Tom. Blizzards in this
area of the country were nothing to laugh about. They could cripple the city for days at a time.

The lab had been unusually quiet that day. A double homicide in Durango had called out most of the
staff. Callie had found the quiet disconcerting as it allowed her too much time to think and she was tired
of thinking about her personal life.

Since the day she’d told Tom that she couldn’t forgive him he’d retreated into a shell of cool businesslike
competence. Still, there were times when she caught him gazing at her with desire, with something that
looked remarkably like love in his eyes.

“Callie?”

She turned from the desk to see Elizabeth. ““Sheriff Martinez just called. He needs somebody out on the
scene of an abandoned car.”
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“Where?” Callie asked.
“Out near Mexican Hat.”

As Elizabeth gave her the specific directions she wrote them down then got up from her desk. She
needed a field trip. She needed to get out of the lab. She desperately needed some action that wasn’t
taking place either in the lab or in her house.

She grabbed her coat and pulled it on, then picked up her field kit that was actually an oversized tackle
box, and left her office to go in search of Tom, who she knew would be in the building somewhere.

Olivia Perez and Jacob Webster were the only two in the lab and she gave them the directions to the
abandoned car and told them to meet her there. If it was the scene of some sort of accident Jacob was
an expert at casting tire tracks and Olivia had a good eye for reconstructing a scene.

There was something going on between the two of them. Callie suspected a secret romance, but both
were keeping it tightly under wraps. Patrick and Bree, Jacob and Olivia, romance was everywhere
except in Callie’s heart, which she told herself remained unforgiving when it came to Tom.

She found Tom in the conference room and he grabbed his coat and rose from the table as he saw her in
her coat and with her kit in hand. “What’s happened?”” he asked when he joined her in the hallway.

“I’m not sure. Patrick called and said he needed somebody on the scene of an abandoned car. I’ve got
Jacob and Olivia meeting me there.”

As they walked toward the elevator she gave him the directions that Elizabeth had given her. Within
minutes they were in his car and headed toward the Ute reservation land.

“Did Patrick say what the problem was?”” Tom asked as he drove. As always his gaze was divided
between the road ahead and the rearview mirror.

“No, but something must be wrong. We usually aren’t called out to an abandoned car unless there’s
some suspicion of foul play.”

As he drove to the location she tried not to notice the familiar scent of him that hung in the air. Would
there come a time when the mere fragrance of him no longer affected her? Eventually would she stop
wanting him?

She focused on the work ahead, trying to keep her mind off the faint flutter of regret that whispered
through her each time she thought of Tom.

Collect, preserve, inventory, package and transport, those were the tasks ahead of her. She needed to
remain focused on her work and not on Tom.

They rode in the silence that had marked their relationship since the night she’d told him there were no
do-overs for them.

It was a long drive but finally they reached the scene. It was an old-model sedan, half in a ditch and half
out. Patrick and two of his deputies stood near the car. A third deputy was seated in the back of one of
the patrol cars.
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At first glance, Callie wasn’t sure why she was here. The vehicle didn’t appear to have been hit, there
didn’t seem to be any body damage that she could see.

She got out of the car and raised her collar against the cold wind as Tom went to the trunk to retrieve
her kit. “What have we got?” she asked Patrick.

“I’m not sure. I got a call of a car off the road and when I came out here to investigate the driver door
was open but there was no sign of the driver. Car is registered to one Aspen Meadows.”

He paused as Jacob and Olivia pulled up in Jacob’s car. Once they had joined Patrick and Callie,
Patrick quickly went over everything again.

“Anyone check to see if maybe it was just car trouble?” Jacob asked. “And Aspen went walking for
help?”

“I don’t know about car trouble. Nobody has been inside the car. I’ve been waiting for you all to arrive
before letting anyone inside. There appears to be something that looks like blood on the driver headrest
and on the door, and if that didn’t cause me concern, there was a baby boy found in the backseat.”

Callie’s breath caught in her chest. “Is he...”
“He seems fine.” Patrick pointed to the patrol car. “I’ve got Deputy Connelly on babysitting duty.”

“Then let’s get to work,” she said briskly. “Jacob, you want to start by taking pictures of the scene?”
She looked back to Patrick. “Maybe an animal ran across the road in front of her and she stopped
abruptly and hit her head on the steering wheel or the side window. You might send your deputies out to
look for her. She could be wandering around with a head injury and didn’t think about the baby when
she left the car.”

Patrick nodded. “You might want to take a closer look at the rear bumper. It has a scrape on it, like it’s
been hit, but I can’t tell if it’s a fresh mark or not.”

Callie nodded. “What are you doing about the baby?”

“We’re trying to locate a relative now to come and take him,” Patrick said. “And I’ve already got a
couple of men trying to retrace Aspen’s movements for the last twenty-four hours.”

Callie pulled on her latex gloves.Don’t think about the baby, a little voice whispered inside her head as
she approached the vehicle. Her job at the moment was to collect, preserve, inventory, package and
transport any evidence to the lab for further testing. That’s what she needed to focus on.

She was aware of Tom joining the two deputies who were headed out to search for the driver who
might have been wounded. Callie began to walk slowly around the car and eye it for evidentiary
purposes.

There was no question that Patrick had been right to call them out, there were too many questions. Had
Aspen simply walked oft and left her baby or had she been a victim of some kind of foul play? Had she

even been driving the car?

Patrick was right, the rear bumper showed signs of a bump by another car. Whether that had anything to
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do with the car being in the ditch was yet to be determined.

Callie approached the open driver door and peered inside, immediately seeing the two small dots of
what appeared to be blood on the headrest and another smear of a bloodlike substance on the door.
Unfortunately, it was impossible to tell how fresh it might be because of the frigid weather conditions.

Once Jacob was finished taking all the photos that they would need, Callie carefully scraped the blood
into an awaiting bindle, then labeled what she’d collected and from where in the car.

She no longer felt the cold as she focused solely on her job. All thoughts of Tom and babies and
anything else melted beneath her concentration on her work.

She was aware of Olivia and Jacob working the area around the car. Jacob was casting tire tracks in the
area, a tricky feat in the cold weather, and Olivia was fingerprinting the passenger door.

Tom and the deputies returned without any luck of finding anyone injured and wandering the area. And
they stood nearby as the forensic team worked to provide some answers.

Minutes turned into an hour and a half as the team worked to collect whatever evidence might be
present. Although they had no idea what had happened, if a crime had even been committed here, Callie
had a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach.

“Aspen Meadows,” Patrick said when Callie finally crawled out of the car. “She’s a
thirty-three-year-old schoolteacher from the reservation. I just contacted her cousin, Emma Richards,
who’s on her way to come and take custody of the baby until we can figure out what’s going on and
where Aspen disappeared to.”

Callie nodded. “Has anyone checked the baby?”

Patrick frowned. “What do you mean? He seems fine. According to Emma, his name is Jack and he’s
six weeks old. He’s slept through all of this.”

“What about the father?”” Callie asked.

“According to Emma nobody knows who the father is. Apparently Aspen hasn’t told anyone who got
her pregnant. Emma also insisted that there’s no way Aspen just up and walked away from her baby.”

“I'need to check out the little guy and make sure there’s no blood or any other evidentiary material on
him.” Although the last thing she wanted to do was see the baby boy, she also knew in order to do her
job thoroughly, everything had to be checked, and that included little Jack Meadows.

With feet that dragged with dread, she walked over to the patrol car where Deputy Connelly opened the
door and stepped out, the sleeping baby boy in his arms.

“I wish my Joey would sleep like this little guy,” he said as he held the baby out to Callie. “Joey still
doesn’t know what three hours of sleep feels like and neither do me and my wife.”

Don’t think,the voice in her head screamed as she took the baby from him. Just do your job. Focus on
the job.

The bundle of baby fit perfectly in her arms. Clad in a light blue snowsuit, he smelled of powder and
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sweetness.
Don’t think. Don’t feel.

She put the boy on the backseat of the patrol car and unzipped his snowsuit, wanting to check him over
to make sure there was nothing on or in his clothes that might provide a clue as to what had happened to
his mother.

Little Jack Meadows stirred, and stretched with tiny fisted hands overhead as Callie managed to get the
snowsuit off his little body.

Beneath the snowsuit he was dressed in a little plaid shirt, jeans and a pair of blue socks and it was the
sight of those little blue socks that forced a tide of emotion to swell in her chest.

Blue booties.

She swam in it, her vision blurring as she stared at little Jack Meadows.Don’t think. Don’t feel. The
mantra that had always worked before couldn’t slice through the grief that suddenly had her by the throat
and refused to let go.

The self-control that she’d maintained for two years was gone and she knew she had to get out of here
before she completely lost it.

“OLIVIA,” Callie called to her coworker from the backseat of the patrol car. Tom watched as the two
spoke briefly then Callie handed Olivia the baby and hurried to Patrick. She spoke to him only for a
moment then walked toward Tom.

He knew immediately that something was wrong. Her face was as white as the snowflakes that had
begun to spit from the overcast skies and she walked with a brittleness that made her appear as if she
might shatter at any moment.

“Take me home,” she said as she reached him.

“What happened? What’s wrong?”” he asked. Her eyes were huge and held a wild glaze he’d never seen
before. He took her by the arm, irrationally afraid for her—perhaps of her. “Callie?”

“Just please get me out of here. I'm sick. Can’t you see that I’'m sick?”” Her voice rose with an edge of
hysteria he’d never heard from her before.

He led her to his car where she collapsed into the passenger seat. As he walked around to the driver
door he tried to figure out what had happened. Nothing short of a heart attack would pull Callie off a
case in the middle of gathering evidence.

As he got into the car he quickly started the engine. She had her hands up over her face and leaned back
in the seat as still as a statue.

Once the fan was blowing warm air he pulled away from the scene, one eye on the road and the other
on Callie. She didn’t make a sound, but continued to keep her hands across her face.
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“Callie, talk to me,” he said softly. “What’s going on?”

She shook her head vehemently. “Just get me home.” Her voice was muftled by her hands, but still held
that edge of hysteria.

Tom frowned and stepped on the gas. She’d been fine as she’d collected evidence from the car. She’d
been calm and efficient as she went about her work and instructed the others what to do.

Everything had been fine until she’d gone to the patrol car to see the baby. The baby. He clenched the
steering wheel more tightly. Babies and blue booties. Visits to an obstetrician. And now this, her

uncharacteristic behavior after holding a baby.

She was keeping something from him, something that he had a right to know. And he wasn’t going to let
her sleep tonight until he had the answer.

It was a long drive back and Callie remained rigid in the seat, her face covered with her hands for the
entire trip.

When they reached the house she didn’t wait for him to come around to escort her to the door, but
instead bolted from the car and ran toward the house.

Tom cursed under his breath as he hurried after her. By the time he followed her through the front door it
was obvious she was headed for her bedroom.

“Callie, wait!” he called after her.
“No, go away.”

“We need to talk.” He caught up with her, grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her around to face
him. He sucked in his breath as he saw the raw emotion that twisted her features.

“I don’t want to talk. Please don’t make me talk.” A sob wrenched from her, sounding like it ripped
from her heart, her very soul.

She tried to wrench away from him, but he held tight to her shoulders, his heart beating so fast he felt as
if he’d been running a marathon. “Why did holding that baby upset you? No more running, Callie. No
more lies. Tell me the truth about those booties.”

She stopped struggling to get free from him and stilled. As her gaze met his, Tom wasn’t sure he wanted
to know what she was about to say.

“You want the truth?”” She sucked in a sob that escaped her lips. “The truth is [ was pregnant when you
left. But our baby died, Tom. Our son is dead.”

His hands slipped from her shoulders as her words thundered through his head. With a deep, wrenching
sob she turned and ran for her bedroom.

He stared after her, the beat of his heart slowing to a mournful rhythm. They’d had a baby, a son. And
that son had died. As her words sank in a stabbing grief filled him.

He stumbled and leaned against the wall as wave after wave of grief ripped through him. Along with the
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grief came questions. What had happened? How had this happened? And why hadn’t she told him
before? Why hadn’t she somehow contacted him when she first learned she was pregnant?

But he knew the answer to the last question. She hadn’t tried to contact him because he’d walked away
from her, because he’d chosen a path that didn’t include her. Why would she have told him they were
going to have a son when he’d made it clear to her he wasn’t a forever kind of man, that he wasn’t

interested in marriage or family?

Regrets. They nearly sent him to his knees as emotions he’d never experienced before swelled inside
him. He could hear the sounds of Callie’s deep sobs coming from her bedroom and the sound brought
tears to his eyes.

No wonder she hated him. No wonder she couldn’t forgive him. She’d gone through the worst possible
thing a person could endure all alone, the death of a child, the death of their child.

Tears blurred his vision as the swell of emotion pressed tighter inside his chest. Now he knew why she’d
hung on to those little blue booties. They hadn’t belonged to the son of a friend of hers. They’d belonged
to the little boy she’d lost.

He used the palms of his hands to swipe away his tears. The sound of her crying coming from her
bedroom was so painful it resonated inside him.

Go to her,a little voice whispered inside his head.Don’t let her go through this, too, all alone. She needs
you.

It was only as he pushed off the wall to go into her room that he realized the truth of the matter.
He needed her.
Chapter Eleven

For two years Callie had kept her sorrow locked away in a place she had refused to access. But now,
there was no hiding from it, no compartmentalizing, as wave after wave of grief crashed through her.

She desperately fought for control and tried to stifle the sobs that welled up inside her, forcing air from
her lungs in gasps. But, as her arms remembered the feel of little Jack Meadows, as her head filled with

the sweet baby scent of him, she lost it completely.

She cried as she’d never cried before as excruciating pain ripped through her heart, through her very
soul. Her baby. She’d lost her baby.

The pain was too intense to bear, the agony ripped through her like nothing she’d ever felt.

There can be other babies, the doctor had said at the time, as if somehow that would make it all right.
“You’re young and healthy,” he’d said as if that would ease the pain of her loss.

There had been nobody to share the grief with her, nobody who cared about the life-altering trauma of a
lost soul.

She didn’t know how long she wept before she sensed Tom’s presence in the bedroom.
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It was only now she realized that the reason she hadn’t told him about the baby when he’d first asked
wasn’t because she hadn’t wanted him to know, but rather because she hadn’t wanted to face it herself.
As long as she didn’t talk about it, didn’t think about it, she could pretend it hadn’t happened.

But now it was too late. Pandora’s box had sprung open and the secret of her loss had not only come to
the light for him, but for her as well.

She tensed as she sensed him moving closer to the bed where she lay face down, her face buried in her
pillow. She had no idea what to expect from Tom, didn’t know if he’d come at her with anger or not.

Her crying had eased, leaving behind the kind of dry sobs that racked her body. The bed next to her
depressed with Tom’s weight and he laid his hand gently on the small of her back.

For several long moments they remained that way, him stroking her back as the last of her dry sobs
slowly left her body.

“Callie?” His voice was soft and tender, holding none of the anger she’d feared, but filled with
unanswered questions.

She turned over on her back and looked at him, her heart crunching in her chest as she saw the dark
grief that filled his deep brown eyes.

“When I first found out I was pregnant, I was still so angry with you,” she began. “And yet | was beyond
thrilled that I was going to have your baby. But because I was so angry it never entered my mind to try to
get in touch with you.”

She paused, remembering that complex mix of emotions that had filled her when the doctor had
confirmed that she was pregnant. “Then, when several months passed, I realized that eventually I would
contact you to tell you. I knew from personal experience what it was like to grow up without a father and
I didn’t want to do that to our child. He was going to need his father and no matter what my feelings
toward you, | would have let you be a part of his life.”

Tom’s features were softer than she’d ever seen them and his lower lip trembled, letting her know the
utter depth of his emotional pain.

She slid her hands down to her flat abdomen and fought against a new sob that welled up inside her. “I
can’t tell you how happy I was about the baby, how much I loved him from the moment I learned of his
existence. Everything seemed to be going fine. I was healthy, the baby seemed healthy. When I reached
four months I bought a crib and began to buy everything he’d need when he came into the world.”

Once again grief squeezed her heart, making it difficult to speak, to breathe. “I carried him for six
months. I felt the life inside me and I loved him, Tom. I loved him so much.”

He pulled her up and into his arms and she welcomed the embrace. She laid her head on his chest where
she could hear the beat of his heart.

“I was six months along when I went to see Dr. Weatherby for my usual monthly check-up. He couldn’t
hear a heartbeat and I suddenly realized I hadn’t felt the baby move for a week or so. I knew then. I saw

the truth in Dr. Weatherby’s eyes and I knew our baby was dead.”

Tom’s arms tightened around her as she continued. “Dr. Weatherby put me in the hospital that afternoon
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and induced labor. Ten hours later I delivered our perfect, beautiful, dead baby boy.” She shuddered
against him as memories of that terrible moment in her life played out in her mind.

“It wasn’t your fault, Callie.”

His words pierced through her and found the tiny seed inside her that whispered of an irrational guilt.
“Logically I know that,” she said against his chest. “I took my vitamins, didn’t drink or smoke. I ate well
and got plenty of sleep. I did everything I could to assure a healthy baby, but apparently it just wasn’t
meant to be.”

Once again his arms tightened around her and she finally raised her head to look at him, stunned to see
tears trekking down his cheeks.

The sight made her start to cry again and they clung together and wept for the baby they’d lost. She
didn’t know how long they remained in each other’s arms, sharing the grief that only two parents could
feel for the loss of a child.

It didn’t matter that the baby had never drawn breath. It was the promise of what had been dashed, the
death of hopes not realized that tore though her and the strange relief of knowing that Tom was the only
person on earth who could share those same feelings.

Finally the well of tears was empty and still they remained holding each other. Callie was spent, empty of
all the emotion that had been bottled up inside her for the past two years.

She released a tremulous sigh and once again looked up at Tom. His tears were gone as well, but in his
eyes she saw a need that shot like wildfire through her, the need to connect, the need to fill the emptiness.

She wasn’t sure whether he kissed her or she kissed him, but their lips met and Callie wanted to lose
herself in him, in the simple act of affirming life.

His mouth was warm against hers and she opened to him, allowing the kiss to deepen into something
more than warm, more than hot.

His hands slid down her back, the sensation filling her with sweet desire. She welcomed it with no
thoughts of tomorrow, with no thought of right or wrong. She wanted only this moment with him, a kind
of healing that had been a long time in coming,

He murmured her name against her lips as he began to fumble with the buttons of her blouse. She tore
her mouth from his and shoved his hands aside impatiently. As she unfastened her blouse he pulled his

shirt over his head and tossed it to the floor.

Within seconds they were both naked and back in the bed. Where before they had come at each other
with voracious hunger, this time there was infinite tenderness in each caress, in every kiss.

He touched her as if she were the most precious thing in the world and she responded in kind, stroking
across the wealth of scars on his chest with tenderness and caring.

He kissed her just behind her ear, in the place he knew would shoot shivers through her. His hands
cupped her breasts as she leaned her head to kiss the scar tissue over his heart.

Time stood still as they touched and kissed and for the first time in almost three years Callie loved him
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without reservations, without fear.

The trauma they’d just shared made her feel closer to him than she’d ever felt before, bonded her to him
in a way she knew would be forever etched into her heart, into her very soul.

He stroked down the length of her body, his hands hot, his movements languid yet pulling forth a fire
inside her. She responded in kind, running her hands down the flat of his abdomen, across his lean,
muscular hips.

She loved the feel of him, the sinewy muscle beneath warm skin. He was fully aroused, but she didn’t
touch him there. Instead she caressed his inner thigh and loved the hot gasp he released as she finally
moved her hand higher and grasped his hard length.

He allowed her to stroke him only for a minute, then pushed her hand away and reached for his wallet
and the condom she knew was inside.

She wanted to tell him to forget about it, that she wanted him inside her without protection, but there was
still a tiny piece of rational thought left in her mind, one that reminded her that this wasn’t forever. Tom
wasn’t forever. He was just for now and she couldn’t take a chance of history repeating itself.

As he moved onto her, into her, tears once again sprang to her eyes as her emotions reeled wildly out of
control.

As he moved his hips against hers he stared down at her and she saw his pain, his love and his desire for
her all in the dark depths of his brown eyes.

She closed her eyes and gave herself to the sheer simplicity of physical pleasure and tried not to think
about the fact that without her hatred of Tom, without her grief over what had happened, she didn’t
know what she’d hang on to when this day was over.

ONCECALLIE WAS SOUND ASLEEPTom crept quietly out of her bed, pulled his jeans on and
went into the living room. He sat in a chair near the window where in the light of a distant street lamp he
could see the sparkling snowflakes flurrying in the air.

In the quiet conversation after lovemaking Callie had told him that she’d named the baby Daniel, after
one of her mother’s boyfriends who had been kind to her as a young girl. Little Daniel was buried in a
cemetery just outside of Las Vegas.

A son. Although he mourned what Callie had gone through alone, his grief at the moment was all his
own, that of a father whose child had died.

He squeezed his eyes tightly closed against the burn of tears. He’d never known how much he’d wanted
a child until now. The idea of being a father had always been alien to him, but now he realized how much

he’d wanted to be what he’d never had in his own life...a dad.

His mind flashed with images of what might have been, a chubby little hand hanging tightly to his, little
arms reaching out for him.

First day of school, baseball games, popcorn in front of the television, there were so many experiences
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that would never be, at least not with a baby named Daniel.

Would this have happened if he’d never left her? Was it stress over being alone, heartbreak over his
defection that had ultimately caused Daniel’s death?

He opened his eyes and stared out the window, recognizing that these were foolish thoughts. It was
impossible to question the twists and turns of fate, impossible to know if the outcome would have been
any different whether he’d been a good and loving support to Callie or not.

Callie.

Ten hours of labor and all she’d gotten was the agony of making burial arrangements. Alone. She’d gone
through it all alone.

Was it any wonder she hated him? Was it any wonder she hadn’t been able to forgive him? At the
moment she couldn’t hate him any more than he loathed himself.

Maybe the kindest thing he could do for her was pull himself off this duty. Surely he was only a reminder
of the worst experience she’d ever gone through in her life. Even though the thought of never seeing her
again ached inside him, he’d rather get out of her life for good than cause her any more pain.

He must have fallen asleep for it was the touch of her hand on his shoulder that awakened him the next
morning. He shot out of the chair in shock, appalled that he’d been sleeping so soundly he hadn’t heard
her until she’d touched him.

He swiped a hand through his hair as she stepped back from him, her gaze void of all emotion. “Are you
all right?”

“Yeah. I just can’t believe I was sleeping so soundly I didn’t hear you up and about.”

“I’d like to get to the lab a little early today, so if you could get ready to go I’d appreciate it.” She
offered him a cool, detached smile.

“Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll be ready,” he said. As he headed to the bathroom for a quick shower,
she went into the kitchen.

As he stood beneath a hot spray he realized that the closeness they’d shared the night before hadn’t
made it into the light of dawn.

She was once again closed off, out of reach and somehow, someway he had to figure out how to get her
out of his mind, out of his heart.

True to his word, fifteen minutes later he met her at the front door where she stood wearing her coat and
waiting for him. “Ready?” she asked.

He pulled on his coat, grabbed her by the elbow and together they left the house. The snow the night
before had left only a light dusting on the ground.

As she slid into the passenger side of the car, Tom noticed a man standing on the sidewalk just a little
ways down the street. Even though he was too far away to pose any immediate danger, adrenaline filled
Tom and he placed a hand on the butt of his gun as he got into the driver side.
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“Problem?” Callie asked, as if sensing something amiss.

“A man standing down there. You know him?” Tom started the car engine and turned to look at the man
once again. He was slender, with a red stocking cap pulled over his head and wore dark-rimmed glasses.
In all the time that Tom had been transporting Callie from home to work and back, he’d never seen this
man before. Although that didn’t mean much, they rarely saw anyone outside when coming to and from
her house.

“No, but I really don’t know any of my neighbors,” she replied.

As Tom pulled slowly out of the driveway he kept his focus on the man. What was he doing just
standing there in the cold? As Tom watched the man turned around and headed back toward the house
behind him. Tom relaxed a bit. Apparently it was just a neighbor.

He couldn’t allow his emotions to make him lose sight of why he was back in Callie’s life. Somewhere
out there was Del Gardo, the man who wanted her dead, the man who had possibly killed Julie. Tom had

to stay alert at all times to potential danger.

He headed down the street and as he glanced in his side mirror he saw that the man hadn’t gone into the
house but instead was headed for a car parked along the street.

A neighbor headed to the store or off to work?

Or something else?

Somebody watching Callie’s house?

Tom knew better than to jump to conclusions. Still, it all felt odd and Tom definitely didn’t like odd.

He shot a glance to Callie. She looked no worse for the emotional maelstrom she’d experienced the day
before. The pale blue blouse that peeked out of the top of her coat emphasized the ice blue of her eyes,
eyes that held no hint of the river of tears they’d cried the day before.

It was obvious she had no intention of talking about what had happened yesterday. She kept her gaze
focused ahead, as if eager to get to the lab and back to the work that kept her from feeling, from

thinking.

“I wonder if they found Aspen Meadows yet,” she said, breaking the silence that had built between
them.

“Who?” he asked absently.
“The woman who owns the car we processed yesterday. The mother of little Jack Meadows.” The only
indication that the mention of the baby boy caused her any stress was the whitening of her knuckles as

her fingers clasped together in her lap.

“Hopefully they’ve found her and there’s a logical explanation for the car and the baby being abandoned
on the side of the road,” he replied.

The rest of the drive into the lab she talked about the cases she was working and even though he wanted
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to talk to her about what they’d shared yesterday, even though he wanted to tell her about his decision to
pull himself off her case, he didn’t. He merely listened to her and let her have the peace of the drive.

When they reached the lab they parted ways. Tom went down the hall to the conference room and
found it empty. Officially he wasn’t on the Julie Grainger murder case, although the agents had welcomed
any help, any thoughts he could add to the puzzle. He sat in one of the chairs at the table and wondered

where everyone was this morning.

He eyed the telephone in the center of the table. With the touch of a button he could be in contact with
Jerry Ortiz and ask him to send somebody else out for the protective duty of Callie.

Jerry and the rest of the team would probably welcome him as a full-time participant in the Grainger/Del
Gardo investigation. He reached up and grabbed the medal hanging around his neck.

He knew the medal, along with the one Ben Parrish had received, were key pieces of evidence, but they
hadn’t been able to figure out what they meant, where they fit in their pursuit of Vincent Del Gardo and

Julie’s murder.

Red stocking cap and dark-framed glasses. A vision of the man standing on the street staring down at
Callie’s place filled his mind.

A neighbor? Or somebody more ominous?

He wasn’t going to make the call to Jerry until he found out who that man was and what he’d been doing
standing on the sidewalk on a cold February morning staring in the direction of Callie’s home.

He got up from the table and headed for the door but before he could reach it he nearly collided with
Agent Sam Salinger.

“Hey, Tom,” Sam said in greeting. “‘Crappy weather out there today.”

“Yeah, and it’s supposed to get worse before it gets better,” Tom replied.

“I heard on the way in the weathermen are still forecasting a big snow event in the next week.”

“Where is everyone?” Tom asked.

“Out and about, chasing down the leads we don’t have.” Sam stuffed his hands in his pockets and shook
his head. “Why? You got something? I’m at loose ends.” The young agent couldn’t hide his eagerness at
the possibility of some action, any action.

“I saw a man this morning standing on the sidewalk just down the street from Callie MacBride’s house.
Something about him being there struck me as wrong.” Tom frowned. “I was thinking of taking a drive
back there and seeing if he lives at the house he was standing in front of.”

“I could take the ride with you,” Sam offered.

Tom hesitated only a moment and then nodded. “Okay, let’s do it.”

Tom stopped in the lab to tell Callie he was leaving the building and then together he and Sam made their
way to the elevators.
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“You think it was Del Gardo?”” Sam asked once they were in Tom’s car and headed back to Callie’s
neighborhood.

Tom frowned and tried to summon a picture of the man in his head. “I don’t know. He was about the
right height and weight, but we both know Del Gardo is average in both those characteristics so that’s no
real help. He had on a red stocking cap so I couldn’t tell if he had hair or not and he was wearing
dark-rimmed glasses.”

Tom sighed. “I don’t know, I might be overreacting to the whole thing, but it just felt wrong.” He told
Sam about the man starting toward the house as they drove by, then, the moment they had passed,
heading for a car parked on the street.

“So, you think he was just pretending to go to the house in case you saw him?”” Sam asked.

“It’s a thought,” Tom agreed. “Or it might have been one of Del Gardo’s thugs doing surveillance work
for him.” Once again Tom sighed. “Or it could have just been a man who likes the cold and the snow
who stopped for a long breath of winter air before getting into his car and going to work.”

“You and Julie were close, right?”

As Tom thought of his fellow agent a band around his chest grew tight. ““Yeah, we were close. Acevedo,
Parrish and Julie and I all went through the academy together. Despite our different assignments we
stayed tight through the years.”

“This whole Del Gardo thing put a big black eye on everyone,” Sam said.

“You got that right. It’s not often a mobster just sentenced to prison manages to escape from the
courthouse.”

“And manages to stay undercover all this time,” Sam added.

“Nobody ever said Del Gardo was a stupid man, but sooner or later he’s going to make a mistake and
we’ll get him.” Tom tightened his hands on the steering wheel as he thought of the man who had killed a
woman he cared about and now threatened the woman he loved.

Tom pulled his car in front of the house where he’d seen the man standing in the driveway. The car the
man had gotten into was gone, but Tom hoped whoever might be in the house would have a logical
explanation and an identity for the man. This was probably nothing more than a wild goose chase, but
Tom knew he wouldn’t rest easy until he checked it out.

He and Sam got out of the car and approached the front door. The frigid wind threatened to slice right
through him as he knocked on the door.

He kept a hand on the butt of his gun, unsure what to expect and he was grateful to have Sam next to
him as backup. He knocked again and heard a faint feminine voice tell him to hold his horses.

The door was opened a moment later by a little gray-haired woman in a pale blue duster. “May I help
you?” she asked as she eyed them suspiciously and kept a firm grip on the door.

Tom and Sam identified themselves as FBI agents and showed her their badges. Tom said, “We’d just
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like to ask you a couple of questions, Mrs....”
“Tandy. Grace Tandy. Questions about what?”’
Tom told her about seeing the man in front of her house that morning. “Was that your husband?”

“Now that would be some kind of miracle because my Henry died two years ago, God rest his soul. |
don’t know what that man was doing in my driveway, but I can tell you he didn’t belong here.”

It was the same answer they got at each and every house on the block. Nobody knew the man in the
red stocking cap and with dark-rimmed glasses.

With each house they visited Tom’s anxiety grew and he cursed himself for not paying closer attention,
for not noticing the make and model of the car the man had headed for, for not stopping and questioning
his presence on the street.

One thing was certain, as they headed back to the lab Tom knew he wasn’t about to make that phone
call to Jerry Ortiz and be pulled off his duty with Callie. If Del Gardo was that close, if one of his
henchmen had her in his sights, then no matter how uncomfortable things got between them, no matter
how difficult it was on him, there was no way Tom was walking away from her again.

Chapter Twelve

Aspen Meadows was still missing. Callie was greeted with the news first thing that morning and by four
o’clock in the afternoon nothing had changed.

Callie and the members of her team had all worked throughout the day to process the evidence they’d
collected from Aspen’s abandoned car.

Olivia had lifted a dozen fingerprints and had catalogued them and was sending each of them through the
AFIS—automated fingerprint identification system—database to see if they found a match.
Unfortunately, unless the people who had left the fingerprints behind had been arrested before or worked
for the government, their prints wouldn’t be in the system.

Jacob was working on trying to match the tire prints he’d taken to an appropriate vehicle model and
type and Callie had been running DNA tests on the blood found on the headrest and the door of the car.

Patrick had brought her a hairbrush from Aspen Meadows’s home and she was also getting DNA from
the hair to use to match against the blood. Soon they’d know if that blood belonged to the missing
mother.

Patrick had also told her that the last person who had seen Aspen had been Jack’s babysitter, who had
told him that Aspen had picked up Jack about an hour before her car had been found in that ditch. What
had happened to Aspen in that hour between picking up her son and her vehicle and baby being found on
the side of the road?

Callie felt particularly driven to help find Aspen Meadows. Little Jack Meadows was a baby without his
mother, and Callie was a mother without her baby. What she wanted more than anything was to aid in

the reunion that would bring Aspen and baby Jack back together again.

It was almost time for Tom to arrive to pick her up and take her back to her house when Bree came into
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Callie’s office. As usual, she flopped into the chair next to Callie’s and expelled a long deep sigh.

“According to everyone I spoke to today who knows Aspen Meadows, there’s no way she forgot or
just walked away from that car and left her baby in the backseat,” Bree said with a frown. “I’ve got a
bad feeling about this, Callie.”

Callie nodded. “T hate to admit it, but so do 1. I’ve got Bobby working on a crash scene re-creation. We
didn’t get any scraping of paint off the fender from contact with any other vehicle, but with the tire marks
on the road and the ding on the bumper, I wonder if maybe she was forced off the road,” Callie said.

“But why? That’s what we can’t figure out. She’s a schoolteacher. As far as we can tell she didn’t live a
high-risk lifestyle, she was devoted to her job and that baby. If somebody forced her off the road, why
didn’t they take the car?”

“Her purse wasn’t in the vehicle. Maybe it was a robbery,” Callie offered.

“Then where is Aspen?”

Neither of them spoke and the silence held an ominous portent. It was finally Callie who broke the
silence. “We’re doing everything we can here, Bree. It all takes time.”

“I know.” Bree released another sigh. “I’'m just worried that this isn’t going to have a happy ending.”

“Some of them don’t,” Callie said softly.

Bree stood. “I’m hoping the weather holds. Even though we searched the area yesterday, Patrick and I
would like to do a wider search around the car today. By the way, how are you feeling? Patrick said you
had to leave the scene yesterday because you weren’t feeling well.”

“I’'m fine today,” Callie said and tried not to think of that moment the day before when she’d known she
was losing control, when she’d known the grief that she’d refused to face was suddenly in her face and

refusing to be ignored. “Guess it was just a touch of flu or something, but I’'m fine now.”

“Good. We can’t have you go down now. Between the Julie Grainger murder and now this thing with
Aspen Meadows, we’re going to depend on you to make forensic sense of things.”

“That’s what we try to do,” Callie replied. “Unfortunately I’ve got nothing for you on the Meadows
scene right now.”

“I figured it was too soon for you to have any definitive answers.”
“You know I’ll let you know the minute anything pops,” Callie promised.

After saying goodbye, Bree left the office and Callie returned her attention to her computer screen,
although her thoughts were miles away.

She’d awakened unusually early that morning, probably because she’d fallen asleep early the night
before after the intense explosion of emotion she and Tom had shared.

When she’d opened her eyes this morning she’d been empty of all emotion. She could no longer find it in
her to be bitter or angry with Tom and the overwhelming grief that had once festered inside her was gone
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as well. She was just numb and on autopilot.

She hadn’t realized until now how much energy she’d expended hating Tom and avoiding thoughts of the
baby she’d lost. It was what had gotten her up in the mornings and kept her focused solely on work.

She’d been hiding in her anger, hiding from life by working long hours and refusing to make any real,
meaningful bonds with anyone. She’d lived in her home for a year and didn’t even know her neighbors.
She was still a young woman and yet she didn’t date, she didn’t do anything socially.

The baby was gone and nothing she did could change the facts of her past. What she had to figure out
was what she wanted in her future.

But, not now, not today with Aspen Meadows’s whereabouts heavy in her mind. As always it was easy
for her to lose herself in her work and she was seated at a microscope when Tom walked in.

As she looked up and saw him standing in the reception area, she couldn’t help the quickening of her
heartbeat. She thought a million years could pass and she’d still feel Tom’s presence in the acceleration
of her heartbeat, in that tiny flutter of anticipation he’d always managed to pull forth from her.

Sexual attraction, she reminded herself. There were some men good at lovemaking and Tom Ryan was
certainly one of those men. Surely that’s the only reason her heart still responded to him. Surely that’s the
only reason his very presence alone managed to slice through the numbness that had gripped her all day.

She put away what she’d been working on and went back to her office to get her coat. She’d told Bree
that some stories didn’t have happy endings and she had a feeling she and Tom were one of those
stories.

Even though she loved him, he still scared her. Love without trust would never work and she just wasn’t
sure she could trust him to choose her over another assignment. She didn’t trust that she wouldn’t wind
up alone again.

“What are we doing for supper?” she asked once they were in his car and headed home.

“Ah, the burning question that plagues us at the end of each day.” He shot her a quick glance. “Why
don’t we stop by the Morning Ray Cafe and grab a bite to eat there?”

She looked at him in surprise. “You wouldn’t mind eating out instead of in?”’

“The cafe 1s small, I can sit facing the door. I think we’ll be fine for a quick meal.”

He probably didn’t want to spend any more time alone with her than necessary. Although she didn’t
sense any anger radiating from him, she wondered if maybe after the grief over their baby was gone he
wouldn’t somehow blame her for what had happened, for not contacting him the moment she found out

she was pregnant.

He’d had to wait two years after the fact to grieve and maybe he now hated her for that. She wasn’t
sure how she’d react if the tables were turned.

It took only minutes for them to arrive at the cafe. As usual, he escorted her inside and the warmth and
hominess of the Morning Ray Cafe felt welcome.
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They sat at the table toward the back, with Tom facing the front door and Callie opposite him. Nora
Martinez approached them with her usual bright smile and a couple of menus.

“Word is old man winter is going to hit us hard,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling.
“That’s what they say,” Tom agreed.

They visited for a few minutes, talking about the wedding, about the weather and about the daily special,
then she left them alone with the promise that a waitress would be right over to take their orders.

Callie shrugged out of her coat and hung it on the back of her chair. Tom did the same with his outer
coat, but kept on his sports jacket that she knew hid the gun he wore in his shoulder holster.

“Nora’s meatloaf is always good,” Callie said as she looked down at the menu.

“Some of the other agents have told me you can’t get any bad food at the Morning Ray Cafe,” he
replied.

“That’s true. Nora is a terrific cook.” Callie reached for her water glass and took a sip. “Anything
exciting happen for you today?” she asked as she set her glass back on the table.

As the front door of the cafe whooshed open, Tom’s gaze shot over her shoulder. She could tell by the
lack of tension in him that whoever had entered wasn’t a threat.

He directed his brown eyes back to her. “That man we saw this morning standing on the sidewalk just
up the street from your place? I talked to almost everyone on the block and he didn’t belong there.”

She frowned and felt a whisper of new fear seep through her. “You think it was somebody watching my
house?”

“I think it’s possible.”

Callie took another sip of her water as her throat went dry. She leaned back in the chair and drew a
deep breath. “There have been times over the last couple of months that I’ve felt like somebody was
watching me, but I chalked it up to my imagination. I figured if Del Gardo or one of his men was that
close to me I wouldn’t get the chance to feel their presence, I’d just get a bullet to the back. Why hasn’t
he already killed me, Tom?”

“I don’t know.” Tom frowned and sat up straighter as the waitress arrived to take their orders.

When they were left alone again, Tom continued. “It’s possible that Del Gardo has been too busy
keeping hidden to worry about you right now. It’s also possible that the man on the street this morning
was watching us to get a feel for our routine and find out where there might be a weakness in security.”

“Which is why you changed the routine by coming here,” she replied.

“That’s part of it,” he agreed. “The other reason why I brought you here was because I thought we both
could use a break. I thought it would be nice to share a meal and talk.”

She eyed him warily. “Talk about what?”
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“About nothing, about movies or books or politics and religion.” His gaze lingered on her, a tiny
wistfulness in the brown depths. “I’ll talk about whatever you want to, Callie. But for tonight, just for this
meal, I’d like us to be two ordinary people enjoying a meal together without any baggage between us.”

Relief rushed through her. “That would be nice,” she agreed. They both needed a break from the

emotional roller coaster ride they’d been on for the past couple of days. “So, what are we going to talk
about?”

“I can tell you that your neighbors seem like nice people.” As he told her about the people he’d spoken
to in her neighborhood, Callie felt herself relaxing beneath the non-threatening conversation.

He told her about the widow, Grace Tandy, and a divorcee who lived with her two children on the right
of Callie. There was a doctor, a sanitation worker and several stay-at-home moms on her block.

When their food arrived the pleasant conversation continued. They talked about winter weather and the
kinds of things they enjoyed when it snowed. Callie was a hot-cocoa-and-roaring-fire kind of girl, while
Tom liked snowboarding and skiing, but he admitted that at the end of an afternoon in the snow he was a
fire-and-hot-cocoa kind of man.

He shared with her some of the funny stories from his childhood in foster care and she returned the
favor, talking about life with a showgirl mother.

“I’m surprised you didn’t become a showgirl like her,” Tom said.

Callie laughed. “If there was one thing my mother impressed on me it was that she’d disown me if [
followed in her footsteps. She wanted more for me and encouraged me to get all the education I could
and pick a career that would last. Apparently my father left enough money for me to go to college.”

“And she never told you who he was?”” Tom asked.

“Never and I asked more than once, but she definitely gave me the feeling that he had died and it was
just too painful for her to discuss.”

They lingered over coffee after the meal, as if each of them were reluctant to call an end to this time of
peace between them.

It was Tom who brought things back to the reality of their situation. “We should probably go,” he said as
he glanced toward the cafe front door. “It’s dark and I’d like to get you home safe and sound.”

She smiled at him. “I’d like that, too.”

It was almost eight by the time they got back into his car and headed to her house. The warm glow the
good food and easy conversation had created in her continued.

“I thought about pulling myself off your case today,” he said as he drove.

She looked at him in surprise and then released a small sigh. “Things have been complicated between us,
haven’t they?”

He offered her a small smile. “I’d say that’s an understatement.”
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“Tom, I’ll be honest with you, I’m not overly eager to have anyone else protecting me, but I also don’t
want you to stay if you don’t want to be here.” She was surprised that the idea of him leaving filled her
with such dread and yet she wasn’t prepared to offer him more. She wasn’t in a place to offer him a
more permanent place in her life, wasn’t even sure he wanted one with her anymore.

“I"'m not going anywhere, Callie,” he said in return. “T’ll see this through to the end.” He pulled up into
her driveway and shut off the car engine. Unfastening his seat belt, he turned to look at her. “I think
we’ve both been experts at running away when things get difficult. I’'m not running this time, Callie. If you
want me out of your life this go around, you’re going to have to tell me to leave.”

He got out of the car and she watched as he came around to the passenger door to get her. He was
right. When he’d gotten scared of their relationship he’d run to another assignment. When she’d been
afraid to face her grief, she’d run to her work and hidden in her anger, burying herself in both and
keeping any other real life at bay.

Maybe it was time they both stopped running.

“Why don’t you make a nice fire while I go change my clothes,” she suggested when they got inside the
house. She smiled at him, a real smile that came from her heart.

His eyes glowed as he nodded.

As Callie went down the hallway to her bedroom she wondered if when they’d been together before it
had simply been the right man at the wrong time. Was this the right time for them?

There were no more secrets and no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t summon any anger toward
him. In fact, as she entered the bedroom, she realized she loved him as much now as she had before.

All she really had to decide was if she was willing to trust him again with her heart, if she could believe
that he was her future.

TOM LAID THE FIREand set it to burn, then watched the flames as they flickered and danced.
Somehow while they’d been in the cafe a tiny glimmer of hope had appeared in his chest, the hope that
maybe, just maybe, they had a future together after all.

Callie had been different during the meal. Softer, warmer, she’d once again become the woman he’d
fallen in love with, the woman he still loved.

When he’d looked into her eyes over dinner he’d thought he’d seen not just forgiveness but also
acceptance and that’s what had stirred the hope that filled his heart.

He didn’t turn on any other lights in the house. He liked the warm glow of just the fire lighting the room.
What he’d like to do was make love to Callie in the flickering golden radiance of the flames.

The first time they’d made love they had come at each other with wild hunger and passion. The second
time they’d come together it had been in shared pain and grief. He’d now like to make love to her with

nothing but joy between them.

But, he’d take his cues from her. He didn’t want to do anything to upset the delicate balance that existed
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between them at the moment.
He shucked his jacket and threw it over the back of the sofa, then removed his gun and holster and set
them on the coffee table. He eased into the sofa cushions to wait for her. And he felt as if he had been

waiting for her for a lifetime.

Leaning his head back against the sofa cushions he thought of his childhood. He’d been shuffled from
family to family, never having a room to call his own, a place that felt like home.

In the space of a month, this house, Callie’s house, felt like home. No, it wasn’t the house, it was the
woman herself. Callie was home.

He sat up as she came into the living room. She was dressed in her nightgown and robe and she smiled
as she saw the fire. “Hmm, nice,” she said. “Since we didn’t have dessert after dinner, how about some
cheese and fruit?”

“Sure, that sounds good,” he agreed and started to get up.

“Sit, I’ll take care of it.” She disappeared into the kitchen, leaving only that evocative scent of hers
behind.

He leaned back once again, hoping the mood wouldn’t be broken, hoping that tonight would mark a
new beginning for them both.

She returned a few minutes later with a plate. In the center was a slab of cheese pierced with a small
paring knife. Plump green and purple grapes surrounded the cheese.

Placing the plate on the coffee table, she sank onto the sofa next to him. The fact that she sat next to him
instead of in the chair across from the sofa told him that he hadn’t misread her signals, that for the first
time since they’d reunited she was open to him.

“Darn, I meant to get a glass of wine,” she exclaimed.

“I’Il get it,” he said and got up from the sofa. At that moment the telephone rang. “I’ll get the wine, you
get the phone.”

She stood and reached for the cordless on the end table as he headed toward the kitchen. “Hello?
What?”

Tom turned back to face her as he heard the frantic tone to her voice. In the flickering firelight he met her
gaze. Her eyes widened as she looked just over his shoulder. “Tom, look out!”

He started to whirl around, but before he could complete the act, something hard slammed down on the
back of his head.

He crashed to his knees, darkness swimming around him. As he careened forward to his face, the last
thing he heard was the sound of Callie’s scream.

Chapter Thirteen

Callie dropped the phone and screamed in terror as Tom hit the floor and remained unmoving. Was he
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dead? She barely had time to process what had happened when the big man wearing a ski mask rushed
toward her.

She turned to run, but he tackled her from behind, slamming her down to the floor next to the coffee
table with a thud.

She kicked her legs and flailed her arms, her breaths gasps of fear as she tried to get away from him. He
grunted as her foot managed to catch him in the thigh.

He momentarily loosened his grip on her and she got to her feet but took only another step before he
had her on her back once again. She didn’t try to shove him off, knew he was too big, too heavy. Instead
she tried to poke at his eyes through the tiny slits in his mask as she continued to buck wildly beneath
him.

He muttered a curse as her knee connected with his midsection, but he held tight and as they wrestled he
wrapped his big hands around her throat and began to squeeze.

This was the moment she’d feared would come when Del Gardo had escaped from the courthouse.
She’d always known somehow in the back of her mind that he’d find her and that he’d get to her when
he was ready.

And yet, it didn’t make sense. She knew it wasn’t Del Gardo who was squeezing the life from her. She
knew it with certainty.

She bucked and kicked beneath him as his hands squeezed tighter, cutting off her airflow. She needed
air. She needed to breathe.

She beat on his back with her hands and desperately grabbed his wrists in an effort to break his hold.
Pulling and yanking, she felt her strength ebbing.

Oh, God, she needed air and he was too strong and she couldn’t breathe! In an act of sheer
desperation, she raked her fingernails on his wrists, knowing that when somebody found her body they
would scrape her fingernails and would at least be able to get DNA that would hopefully, eventually
identify her killer.

Her killer. She was going to die and she’d never get an opportunity to tell Tom that she loved him, that
she forgave him and wasn’t afraid to trust him anymore.

For all she knew Tom was dead. Tears blurred her vision as darkness edged in around her. A weary
acceptance filled her as she looked into the masked face of her attacker. Although in the dim light of the
room she couldn’t make out the color of his eyes, she saw the glitter of success they contained.

It enraged her, that this man had gotten into her house, that he’d killed the man she loved and now
thought he’d be successful in killing her. And with her rage came the memory of Tom’s gun on top of the
coffee table.

If she could just reach the gun before she fell unconscious. As the darkness encroached, she reached for
the top of the coffee table. Desperate, fighting the dark, she scrabbled her hand on the wooden top.

Find the gun.
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Find the gun.

The words screamed in her head as she felt her life draining away. Instead of the cold hard medal of the
gun she found the platter of cheese and grapes. She wanted to sob in despair, but then her fingers found
the knife stuck into the top of the cheese.

She pulled it out and with a firm grip drove it into the back of the man who was squeezing the life out of
her. He screamed in a combination of pain and rage, but he took his hands from her neck.

Gasping and choking, Callie pulled in large gulps of air as the darkness that had threatened to consume
her retreated. The respite was short-lived. With a new brutality, he fell on her again and grabbed her
throat, obviously not mortally wounded by the small paring knife.

We’ll get you, you bastard,she thought. He might kill her, but her team of forensic scientists would get
the skin from beneath her nails, they’d check her for any hairs that didn’t belong and hopefully that
wound in his back would leak a couple drops of blood.

Eventually her team at the lab would identify him and he’d end up in jail. It would be a hollow victory,
she thought.

Once again the darkness drew near, threatening to overtake her as her lungs burned from lack of
oxygen. Within moments it would all be over and her decision to get on with her life, to embrace all the
joy and love she could find would be for naught.

A roar filled the air and suddenly the man was magically lifted off her body. As Callie coughed and
gasped, she saw Tom, alive and well, throw the man against the wall.

The masked man rushed Tom, and as the two struggled with each other, gigantic shadows darted across
the walls. Neither of them said a word as they fought, swinging fists and punching like prize fighters.

Callie scurried out of the way, still choking as tears streaked down her cheeks. Tom slammed his fist into
the lower jaw of the masked man, then followed up with another punch. He reeled away from Tom and
without warning ran for the kitchen.

Tom followed. Callie was vaguely aware of a whoosh of cold air as the back door opened, then silence.
With a sob, she pulled herself up off the floor and collapsed into the sofa.

She was vaguely aware of the spit and sizzle of the fire as she curled up and continued to gasp for air.
Her throat burned but she was scarcely aware of it as she waited for Tom to return.

Where was Tom? Had the fight continued into her backyard?Let him be okay, she prayed.Please keep
Tom safe.

She was still trying to catch her breath when Tom returned and she gasped in relief. “I lost him in the
dark,” he said, his own rapid breathing filling the room. “Are you all right?”” He hurried to her side and sat

on the sofa next to her.

She nodded and tears began to fall once again as Tom pulled her into his arms. “I thought you were
dead,” she cried.

“You know how hard-headed I am,” he replied with a teasing tone. “It definitely takes more than one hit
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in the head to do any real damage.”

An unexpected laugh burst out of her, then she was crying again as he held her tight and murmured
words of assurance.

“I’m going to make some calls,” he said when he finally released her and stood. “We need to get Patrick
out here, and some of your lab people. I also need to contact some agents and let them know Del Gardo
just made a move on you.”

Callie shook her head. “No, it wasn’t Del Gardo.”
Tom turned on the overhead light and looked at her in surprise. “Then it was one of his goons.”

“No, it wasn’t. I don’t think he had anything to do with what just happened.” She swallowed and placed
a hand against her burning throat. “It was Del Gardo on the phone. He told me to get out, to get out of
the house immediately.” She could tell she’d stunned Tom. “I’'m sure it was him on the phone, Tom. I’d
know his voice in my sleep. Why would he warn me, Tom?”

“I don’t know.” Obviously troubled, he picked up the phone from the floor where she’d dropped it
earlier and he began to call the law enforcement who would respond to the crime.

IT WAS ALMOST DAWNDy the time everyone was ready to leave Callie’s house. Callie had sat
patiently as Olivia scraped beneath her fingernails into the awaiting evidence envelopes. Jacob had kept
busy in the living room where several drops of blood had been found. With the blood and the scrapings
they would easily be able to identify DNA from the attacker.

Tom had explained everything that had occurred not just to Patrick and his men, but also to two FBI
agents who had arrived with the hopes of learning something about Del Gardo.

“Are you sure it was his voice you heard on the phone?”” Sam Salinger asked her for the hundredth time
over the course of the night.

“I’'m positive,” Callie had replied. “He’s called me before. I know his voice and it was definitely Vincent
Del Gardo who called and warned me to get out of the house.”

Everyone agreed that it didn’t make sense, but Callie remained convinced that it had been the mobster
on the phone. Phone records would be checked to see if the call was traceable, but Callie knew Del
Gardo was too smart for that.

The intruder had gotten into the house through the back door. The lock had been sprung and the theory
was that when Callie had gone to the kitchen to prepare the cheese and fruit the man had hidden in the
pantry closet.

It had given Callie the chills to think that while she’d pulled cheese and grapes out of the refrigerator a
killer had been hiding in her pantry.

Finally everything that could be done had been done and Callie and Tom stood side by side at the front
door as they said goodbye to everyone. “It’s starting to snow,” Tom said.
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Callie nodded and for a moment remained standing and watching the glittering flakes drift down from the
sky. She finally closed the front door and leaned against it.

“You okay?” Tom asked. His eyes darkened as they lingered on her bruised throat.

“I'm tired, but I’'m overwhelmingly grateful to be alive,” she replied. “What about you? How’s that hard
head of yours?”

He reached up and touched the back of his head where she knew he had a goose egg. He’d been hit
with her electric can opener and even though he’d been knocked unconscious he’d insisted he didn’t
have a concussion and didn’t need any medical care. “It’s a little sore, but I'm fine,” he assured her.

For a long moment their gazes remained locked, then he opened his arms to her and she immediately
stepped into the embrace.

She closed her eyes as she melted against him, into him, allowing the familiar scent of him to fill her head,
the solid beat of his heart to comfort her. “I thought I was going to die,” she said.

He tightened his arms around her. “Not on my watch,” he replied.
“When his hands were wrapped around my throat, I truly thought it was the end of the line for me.” She
shivered and he reached up and stroked her hair. She raised her face to look at him. “We got through

this, but it’s not over, is it?”

He hesitated, then shook his head. “No, it’s not over. It won’t be over until Julie’s murderer is in prison
and it won’t be over until Del Gardo is back in custody.”

“Why would he call me and warn that I was in danger?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I have a feeling we aren’t going to have answers anytime soon. If we’re lucky the man
who attacked you tonight has a record and once we’ve got his DNA pinned down we can get him. We’ll
get him, Callie. I’'m not going to leave you until I know for sure that you’re out of danger.”

She looked up at him and her heart expanded with all the love she’d been afraid to feel, afraid to accept.
She wanted to tell him what was in her heart. She broke away from the embrace and took him by the

hand. “Come sit with me, Tom. We need to talk.”

He stiffened slightly as if anticipating something bad, but allowed her to lead him to the couch where they
both sat.

She took his hand in hers and gazed at him with loving eyes. “I’ve spent a long time being angry with
you. As long as I could hang on to my anger, I wouldn’t have to face the grief over losing Daniel.”

He squeezed her hand and waited for her to continue.
“When I held Jack Meadows in my arms, all my grief came crashing in on me and no amount of anger [
could summon toward you could keep it away. And after that sorrow was spent I realized I wasn’t angry

with you anymore. But, [ was still so afraid to trust you, to believe that we have a future together.”

“Callie,” he began, his eyes burning with need.
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“Wait.” She held up a hand to still whatever he was about to say. “Then tonight, as that man was
squeezing the life out of me, I realized that if I died, the one thing I would regret would be allowing fear to
keep us apart. [ would die with the regret that I hadn’t given us a second chance to get it right. I love
you, Tom Ryan. I've never stopped loving you and if you still want me, then I’'m yours.”

“If I still want you?” His eyes widened. “Callie, I’ve never wanted anything more than [ want to make a
life with you, build a future together.” He pulled her back into his arms and kissed her, a kiss of promise,
of joy.

When the kiss ended he stood and held out his hand to her. “I want picket fences and babies, I want to
go to sleep in the same bed every night with you beside me. I want to be your bodyguard for life, Callie,
because more than anything [ want you.”

At the moment, the mystery of Del Gardo’s warning phone call and the terror of the attack that just
occurred seemed like a lifetime ago. She was captured by the light in Tom’s eyes, by the smile that
curved his lips and she knew without any scientific reasoning that this time they were going to get it right.
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