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December 2010

 



HOLLY tried to ignore the cacophony of multiple conversations and too loud music. Why am I here? Yes, she’d already asked herself that question at least a dozen times. Still no solid answer. Bars. Definitely not her thing. Remnants of dark liquid swirled around ice cubes in her glass as she rotated her wrist.



A tap on her arm reminded her why she was there. The unofficial annual Christmas party for the local emergency services personnel. She forced a smile for the benefit of her companion, trying to hide the fact she didn’t feel the least bit of Christmas spirit at the moment.

“I’m going to get another drink.” Erika Hansen, an emergency room nurse for Sierra Vista Regional Health Center, held up an empty glass for emphasis. Was that drink number three or four? “Would you like a refill?” The other woman pointed to Holly’s glass.

“No, but thanks.” Holly shook her head in case the noise around them drowned out the words.

Erika hopped up and headed for the bar. With a sigh, Holly watched her disappear in the sea of boisterous humanity.

Laughter drew her gaze to pool tables several feet away. Several men gathered there, having their own personal tournament, joking around and teasing each other all the while. County deputies, city police, fire fighters, and paramedics, even an emergency room doctor. She smiled at their antics, affection swelling her heart. For the first time that evening, her smile didn’t feel forced and superficial.

As a paramedic with the Sierra Vista Fire Department, Holly worked or had contact with many of them on a routine basis. Her gaze jumped from one to another. Each of them had endeared himself to her in some way since she’d started working with them a year and a half before. A few got on her nerves more often than not, but oh well. Such was life.

Sierra Vista police officer Edward Michaels, with his devotion to his wife and children, held a special place in her heart though, she had to admit. The teasing grin he aimed at his fellow emergency personnel softened when he turned it on his wife, Penny, who joined him. He drew her close to his side with a gentle kiss on her temple. His smile turned mischievous, and he whispered something in her ear. Penny blushed and swatted his arm.

Holly laughed softly and could only imagine what he’d said.

Envy sliced through her. She wouldn’t have that sort of relationship. Ever. Given the type of men who drew her like a moth to a very hot-burning flame. She wasn’t about to give in to a self-destructive path. She wouldn’t repeat her mother’s mistakes. She wouldn’t do that to herself, much less put a child in such a situation.

Against her will, her gaze moved to the edge of the group to find the man hovering there. Deputy Dax Donovan. Like her, he continued to nurse his first drink of the evening. Like hers, his drink was non-alcoholic. She chose not to delve too deeply into why and how she knew either of those pieces of information, instead focusing on the man.

Six feet and trim with black curly hair, Dax could have blended in if he so chose. Several men around them matched or exceeded him in height or build. There were even others with dark hair. But she could have picked him out of any crowd immediately. She didn’t delude herself into thinking she had him LoJacked or anything else that implied an act of will on her part. He drew her thoughts as surely as a homing beacon guided a lost soul home.

Panic gripped Holly’s throat. Her chest tightened. She forced her gaze away and her breathing to stay normal. She wasn’t lost, and he sure wasn’t “home”. He never could be. She had to banish such foolishness. For good. He wasn’t the kind of man she ever wanted to depend on. Professionally, fine. Personally, no way on God’s green earth.

Against her will, her gaze winged its way back to him.

He smiled stiffly at something fire fighter Gus Lauder said, took a sip of his drink while surreptitiously glancing at his watch. He wouldn’t stay much longer.

She smiled despite herself. Dax was probably being regaled with the rather lengthy tale Gus had told her earlier about his wife’s ill-fated shopping adventure over the weekend.

A couple of the other guys started cutting up, taunting their opponents.

Dax’s smile stiffened further, as she had seen it do before when things became competitive. She wasn’t close enough to see the expression in his eyes, but she was certain it would be the tolerant unease she’d seen in the past. She still found that intriguing.

In most settings, Dax exuded steady confidence that caused others to look to him for leadership. In competitive situations, confidence seemed to vanish like a puff of smoke on a windy day. He didn’t run away. At least, not that she’d ever seen. He became wallpaper. Observing, not participating. Distant. Wary. As though something bad were about to happen.

He shifted back ever so slightly, the move almost indiscernible, but she was watching for it. Her gaze flicked to the others.

They teased and mocked one another, having a good-natured testosterone fest if ever she’d seen one, but no one seemed in danger of stepping out of line. None of them appeared intoxicated. No one was angry or annoyed as far as she could tell. They looked to be having a good time, nothing more.

So, why does Dax look afraid?




 

~~~

 




Dax kept his feet glued to the floor and tried to pay attention to the story Gus shared about his wife’s latest shopping mishap. Something involving a live Christmas tree, bungee cords, and the family dog. Her reason for taking a dog Christmas tree shopping eluded him.

The increasingly raucous banter of their coworkers distracted him.

He raised the soda to his lips, using the move to sneak a peek at his wristwatch. Had he been there long enough yet? No. Biting back a sigh, he smiled again at Gus, trying to give the illusion of listening when he had no idea what the man was saying.

The rambunctious behavior of the others drew both amused and annoyed glances from other patrons, but his coworkers didn’t seem to notice the looks they got as they taunted one another.

Tension built as the memory tried to surface. Dax willed it down and forced his mind to stay in the here and now. As the men’s antics continued, the past pushed against restraints, desiring release. He pulled away from it and took a slow breath to control fear. Memory and fear. The twin hounds of Hell, always fighting their leashes, ready to devour him the moment he dropped his guard and they gained freedom.

He looked away from his coworkers and tried to block them out. His gaze collided with clear blue eyes soft with concern and speculation. Paramedic Holly Randall. She recognized his struggle, he realized with annoyance. At the same time something warm wrapped around him at the blatant concern in those beautiful eyes, resentment reared up. How dare she invade his private thoughts.

His jaw flexed. Dax squashed regret when Holly flushed and looked away. He had no room in his life for a woman, particularly one who sought to get into his head.

Longing mutinously stood its ground and insisted he wanted nothing more than to see her smile. That he would ignore.

She rose from her seat and bid goodnight to coworkers closest in proximity.

An overwhelming need to ensure she safely reached her car pushed him to set his drink down. He bid the guys good night and left before anyone could waylay him. Annoyed with his concern, he reminded himself of three things.

First, it was late, and there were predators of the human variety everywhere, even in this relatively small community of about forty-three thousand people.

Second, they were at a bar and who knew what kind of drunks a woman could run into in the parking lot.

And, last but not least, he was a cop—sworn to serve and to protect, and that duty extended to the paramedics whose work and lives intersected with his.

Besides, his parents would have his head if he allowed something to happen to an innocent when he could have prevented it simply by walking her to her car.




 

~~~

 




Holly leaned against her car, keys in hand, trying to sort and file conflicting emotions. Hurt versus anger. Resentment versus the pain of an unspoken rejection. She hated all of them and fought tears.

It’s ridiculous, getting weepy over that hateful man. You knew better, but you opened yourself up anyway. You can never earn his approval, so why do you try? Really stupid, girl! You should know better by now than to think he’ll feel anything for you but scorn.

Casting her gaze into the cold night sky, she chased it with a silent plea.

Please, Lord, take these feelings away. You know the kind of man Dax is. I don’t want to feel anything for him, especially concern. Am I destined to walk the same road as my mother? I don’t want to go there. Help me!

No answer resonated back. No peace. No nothing.

She sighed and lowered her head. Closing her eyes, she waited for the emotional turmoil to pass. Her eyes shot open at the scuffle of shoes on gravel. She turned in the direction of the sound, bracing herself.

Dax stopped several feet away.

She eyed him. What can he possibly want?

Misinterpreting her look, he held up both hands, palms out, in a show of harmlessness.

Yeah, right, like I believe that for a second.

“I just wanted to make sure you reached your car safely.”

Something in her softened a fraction. That didn’t last any longer than it took for him to speak again.

“You really shouldn’t come out here alone this time of night.”

She could almost hear him silently add “stupid woman” to that patronizing comment. “I’m fine,” she grated through clenched teeth. “I’m parked near the front in a well lit area.” She shoved her key into the lock, gave it a flip, and opened her door. “Goodnight, deputy.” She climbed in, slapped her seatbelt in place, and pulled out, leaving him standing there.




 

~~~

 



Dax watched Holly drive away, baffled. As he walked to his truck, he shook his head. If he lived to be a hundred, he’d never understand women. If a man ignored their safety, they got mad. If he expressed concern, they got mad. No winning with them.
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Friday, December 31, 2010

New Year’s Eve

 



DAX turned his attention to dinner as the sun crawled slowly toward the mountainous horizon. His stomach growled, reminding him how long it had been since he’d eaten. He’d better grab something while he could. Once darkness fell in another half-hour, he probably wouldn’t have a chance. Despite the fact he only wanted to be home, he had the night shift.



New Year’s Eve was one of the nights of the year he hated to work because of the number of accidents that occurred due to drinking and driving. He could fully expect to mop up messes, literally and figuratively, instead of preventing them. On nights like that, he wondered why he kept doing the job.

People never learn.

Dax pulled into a fast food restaurant and went inside. He knew better than to use the drive-thru, couldn’t take the chance of having a call come in and being stuck between vehicles, unable to get out. He surveyed his surroundings when he stepped through the door, noting the location, age, sex, and appearance of the other customers with hardly a conscious thought.

He ordered the first thing that sounded halfway appealing and waited, leaning against the wall so he could see the outside doors. When the cashier called his number, he retrieved the order and left, holding the door briefly for a woman coming in with a toddler on her hip. She gave him a tired smile and a soft “thank you”. He smiled, nodded, and returned to the Chevy Tahoe bearing the Sheriff’s Office colors and logo.

As he ate, Dax half-listened to chatter on the scanner. He watched the sun slip ever closer to the horizon, fighting dread that rose with darkness. He hated feeling that way, but it was unavoidable. After more than a decade on patrol, he knew what lay ahead. The only lingering question was how bad it would get.

In an effort to distract himself, Dax thought about his family. Familiar envy crept in. Safe at home, his parents prepared to celebrate the coming New Year with his twin brother Chase, his wife Jordan, and their kids, as well as his sister Missy and her husband Aaron. He wished he could be with them to ring in the new year. Then again, if he was, being around them would only drive home the loneliness. Even his older brother Anthony had plans, home in Tucson welcoming the year with Myriah, his high school sweetheart whom he’d married last New Year’s Day.

Watching his siblings and their respective spouses had initially caused Dax only amusement, and a bit of annoyance at times, seeing how infatuated they were with each other. They gushed sometimes to the point of nauseating. As time passed, though, he’d found himself envious. The idea of having someone to call his own. Someone to go home to after a long shift. Someone to share the trials and joys of his life with, not that there were many of the latter.

With a frown, he shook off troublesome thoughts. The last thing he needed was some woman complicating his life. His job supplied enough turmoil and tribulation to suit any man. Besides, he’d seen what the job did to far too many marriages. He wasn’t about to go down that road and end up nothing more than a number on someone’s statistics chart.

Even if he found a woman who could live with his career, Dax couldn’t ask any woman to deal with his moods. He was honest enough to admit to irritability during his off-hours. What woman in her right mind would put up with that every single day for the rest of her life?

A picture flashed through his mind. Red hair, blue eyes, and a temper that might very well match his. He scowled. Why couldn’t he keep thoughts of Holly Randall out of his head? Other than purely professional interaction at accident scenes during work hours, the only exchanges they shared outside work, and those very rare, went pretty much like their brief conversation the evening of the Christmas party. They never seemed to have a word for each other that didn’t raise the dander of one or the other. He bristled at the idea of living with that.

Uncle Mark and Aunt Karen fought a great deal at times. Uncle Mark joked that it ensured their marriage was never boring and left a lot of room for “making up”. Though they’d made marriage work in combination with a career in law enforcement, since Uncle Mark worked as a homicide detective in Tucson, Dax couldn’t see himself living with the constant arguments.

Uncle Mark thrived on occasional confrontations, as did Aunt Karen. Contrary to what some thought, Dax didn’t like confrontation if he could avoid it. If that made him a coward, then so be it. He’d stopped caring years ago what others thought of him.

Sirens pulled him out of circling thoughts. Grateful for the distraction, he turned up the scanner and listened. He sighed. The sun wasn’t down yet, and it had already begun. Though help wasn’t requested, he radioed that he was close to the scene. Better to offer unneeded assistance than leave a fellow officer in need of aid. If nothing else, he could help with traffic control.

It would give him something to do besides stew in his juices and hope he saw Holly before night’s end.

When Dax reached the scene of the accident, he left lights flashing and exited his vehicle, huddling into his coat to ward off the chilly evening air. It would drop below freezing during the night. He could count on it. He walked toward the officer already on scene, taking in the accident itself. A four-door sedan had plowed into a block wall in a subdivision. He shook his head and joined Jim Daley, a city patrolman he knew well.

“Drunk driver? Or distracted driving?” He let his demeanor assure Jim he wasn’t there to step on anyone’s jurisdictional toes.

“He says the car ran out of control.” Jim shook his head at the common, and lame, excuse. “He smells like a brewery.” He nodded to where paramedics tended the driver under the watchful eye of another officer.

Never ceased to amaze Dax how often drunks blamed their vehicles for accidents. He shook his head and gave a humorless laugh. “It’s not even dark yet, and they’re already coming out of the woodwork.” He turned away from the ambulance. He wasn’t going to look. Don’t you dare. His best friend, Brett Fowler, had said he was on duty that night with Holly. He would not look to see if it was her… them.

“Tell me about it. If this is any indication of how the night’s gonna go, we’re in trouble.”

Dax nodded in agreement. Dread clenched his gut at what might lay ahead.

Despite the best of intentions, he glanced over his shoulder. No Holly in sight, but Brett was bandaging the drunk’s forehead, doing his best to ignore the man’s slurring belligerence and claims of innocence. He glanced over the guy’s shoulder, his gaze meeting Dax’s for a moment. He shook his head and went back to work. If Dax couldn’t so readily sympathize, the long-suffering look on his friend’s face would’ve been amusing.

Holly climbed out of the front of the ambulance to speak to the officer hovering nearby. Red hair braided away from her face, she still looked way too good, considering she was almost halfway through a twenty-four-hour shift. She nodded at something the officer said and glanced at Dax.

He looked away. Lovely. Get caught staring like some ogling school boy with a crush, why don’t you?

Accident. Focus on the accident.

His gaze traveled back from the car. Tire marks marred the sidewalk some distance from where the car had slammed to a stop. The guy had driven onto the sidewalk and traveled along it before the wall had stopped his forward momentum. As he walked closer with Jim, he studied track marks in the fading light. Then he noticed fresh white gouges in the gray concrete.

“What do you make of those?” He squatted to run a finger over them. Something metal scraping under the car? He glanced back along the tire tracks. A mailbox maybe? The closest yard was missing one. Maybe it had gotten caught underneath and dragged.

“I don’t know. I didn’t notice them before.” Jim frowned, as puzzled as Dax. He pointed. Dark fluid showed up a couple of feet away and continued under the car. “What’s that?”

Did it have a red tinge to it, or was that a trick of the fading sunset and growing darkness?

Dax touched one of the spots of liquid and brought his fingers to his nose, expecting transmission or brake fluid, or possibly oil. Something on the undercarriage could’ve been punctured or cracked when the guy hit the mailbox. Not car fluid.

“Smells like blood.” Dax cast a glance over his shoulder at the ambulance. “Did your guy have any injuries that could’ve left blood back here?”

“No, and I don’t think he ever came near the rear of the car.”

That snake of dread coiled tighter around Dax’s gut, and he suddenly wished he’d skipped dinner. Both men moved closer to the tail of the car. Dax sprawled on his stomach to look underneath it, careful to stay out of the trail of blood. He grabbed the flashlight off his belt and clicked it on to provide much needed light. What he saw turned his stomach and froze him to the ground. He closed his eyes, unable to formulate words to tell Jim what he’d found.

Jim dropped beside him, following his gaze. “Oh, God….” The words of half-horror, half-plea erupted in a groan from Jim’s mouth and trailed off into silence.

Dax couldn’t utter even that much. Wouldn’t, in fact. He’d realized a long time ago it was pointless to ask God for anything.

Jim hopped to his feet, summoned the paramedics, and barked something at the other officer Dax didn’t comprehend. Bandaged and ready for transport, the driver continued to argue with anyone nearby. Brett and Holly scurried to the wrecked vehicle, ducking underneath as best they could. Holly almost disappeared entirely.

Too little, too late. As Dax’s gaze took in the small bicycle with training wheels, he tried to focus on that, pretend it was nothing more. Just a bicycle that had been left on the sidewalk when its owner had gone inside for dinner. Nothing more.

The rest of the scene illuminated by his flashlight mocked the attempt at denial. Denim shorts. A yellow and white striped shirt. A little white sneaker with untied laces. Blood on them all.

The memory resurfaced without warning. Blond hair matted with blood. Flesh that lost color as warmth faded. No movement, not even the faintest hint of life to give hope. “He was your responsibility! How could you let this happen?”

Dax wrestled with the memory and surging loss, guilt, and helplessness that crashed over him. His stomach heaved. He fought to keep his stomach from expelling its contents and even harder to regain control of his emotions.

“Donovan, man, are you alright?”

A hand on his shoulder yanked him back to the present, startling him. He dropped his flashlight then scrambled to retrieve and shut it off. He rolled away from the car and sat up with his back to the paramedics, who moved in an unrushed manner, confirming Dax’s suspicions. With his knees drawn partway up, he draped his elbows across them, letting his hands dangle.

“He never had a chance.” Emotions tore through him. He tried desperately to wipe both disturbing images from his mind. One accident on top of another. Two children dead.

“No, he didn’t.” Jim squatted next to him. “Are you alright?”

Dax turned his gaze on the older officer and swallowed against a churning stomach. He was sure his face must be white as a newly bleached sheet. “I’ve been at this job for over a decade, and I still haven’t gotten used to that.”

“I’ve got a whole decade on you.” Jim gave his shoulder an understanding squeeze, his smile grim and sad. “I promise you, you never get used to that.”

A woman came out of the house with the missing mailbox. “Cody, dinner!”

Panic tightened around Dax’s throat. “Do you need me?” He had to put some serious distance between himself and the gory scene. He climbed to his feet, forcing his stomach to remain under control.

“No, but thanks.” Jim patted him one last time on the shoulder and then moved off in the direction of the house. “Stay safe out there tonight, Dax.”

“You, too, Jim,” he called absently as he returned to the Tahoe. He barely managed not to break into a run when a woman screamed and burst into hysterical sobs. He fought the urge to press the gas pedal all the way to the floor to hurry his retreat.




 

~~~

 




Holly walked out of the hospital with her partner, Brett, her thoughts still on Dax’s rapid departure from the scene of the accident after they’d found that little boy’s body. Poor little guy had never had a chance. The screams of his grieving mother would haunt Holly’s dreams for a few days. She’d had a hard time not hating the drunk driver who’d killed him. Drunks were dangerous. She hadn’t needed that proven to her, yet again.

“Can you believe that idiot?” Brett climbed into the driver’s seat of the ambulance as Holly strapped herself into the passenger seat. “He really thought he could slip away from the police after we got him here.” He shook his head.

Not an uncommon thing really. Drunk drivers seemed to think they could escape the consequences of their choices by accepting the ride to the hospital when it was offered. It didn’t seem to dawn on them that an officer would be right behind the ambulance the whole way. Even when they’d killed an innocent bystander. In this case, a small child who’d done nothing wrong.

“Did you see the look on Dax’s face?” Holly winced. She hadn’t meant to ask that.

“Yeah, I did.” Brett frowned. “This one really shook him up.”

“I don’t think shook up covers it.” She tucked strands of hair behind her ear that had pulled free of her braid. “I thought for sure he was gonna kiss the pavement and we’d have to cart him to the hospital.” She frowned out the passenger window, watching a guy walk his black Labrador retriever. “Do you think he’s okay?”

He snorted and chuckled. “I thought you didn’t like Dax.”

Holly straightened and turned to glare at her partner. “I don’t. I’m just concerned, like I would be about anyone who’d seen what he did and reacted so strongly.”

“Yeah, right.” A broad grin lit his face. “Admit it. You’ve got a crush on Dax.”

“I do not!”

“Me thinks the lady doth protest too much.”

“I do not.” She lowered her voice, scowled, and then presented him with the back of her head. “You just want someone to actually like your best friend with the hugely bad attitude.”

Brett chuckled.

Holly refused to humor him with any further comments. No more mentioning Dax. Period.




 

~~~

 




Dax spent the rest of the night patrolling streets and highways in his jurisdiction. He made multiple stops for reckless driving and speeding. He assisted with another accident—thankfully no fatalities. He also made two arrests for drunk driving, which had taken a full half of his ten-hour shift to process.

He’d had to bite his tongue to prevent himself from lecturing them all the way to the Sierra Vista satellite branch of the county jail and while waiting for the department phlebotomist to do the blood draw for the required chemical test. He was in no mood to be genial with them. They could’ve killed someone. Like an innocent child.

By the time three a.m. approached, and his shift neared its end, Dax felt emotionally and physically wrung out. The steady moan of tires on pavement threatened to lull him to sleep. He wiped a hand over his eyes as he stopped at a traffic light in town, his mind going back over the events of the night.

Would he make it to retirement? Did he want to? Maybe, maybe not. Dad had always warned him and his brothers not to make decisions when their emotions were running high or when exhausted. Sometimes he’d rather ignore that advice.

When he entered the sheriff’s office, he dropped paperwork in the main office then headed for the door. He’d stop in at the beginning of his next shift to check email. For the moment, he just wanted to go home.

Dax drew up short when he collided with someone in the hall. Throwing out his hands instinctively to catch whoever it was, he stepped back at the same time.

Holly stared at him, startled. Just as recognition flashed, compassion and concern flared in those beautiful blue eyes.

What was she doing there?

“Sorry, I wasn’t watching where I was going,” he muttered more to himself than to her. “You okay?” He realized he still grasped her upper arms and quickly dropped his hands to his sides.

She smiled faintly and nodded. “What about you?” The concern in her eyes also made an appearance in a soft voice that probably soothed the fears of the injured and dying she dealt with on the job.

Dax gave her a puzzled frown. Why was she using that tone with him? He was neither injured nor dying.

Her gaze dropped briefly then returned. “The accident last night. I’m sorry you had to see that.” A small, kind smile touched her mouth again, then she grimaced. “I’m sorry any of us had to see it.”

He watched her mouth, fascinated. Would Holly ever give him a genuine, full-blown smile? Don’t be an idiot. Such ludicrous thinking will only get you into trouble.

“So? Are you okay?”

He steeled himself against her concern. “Why wouldn’t I be?” Even he heard the frigid bite behind the words.

Holly reared back as though slapped, hurt in her eyes.

He ignored a pang of guilt.

Anger replaced hurt. Blue eyes warm with compassion turned almost instantly to ice. “No reason, I guess.” Her icy gaze met his. “No reason at all.” Holly turned on her heel and marched out the door to the parking lot. “Brett’s looking for you. Tell him I’m waiting in the ambulance.”

The heavy metal door slammed behind her.

Dax watched her go with a sense of loss he didn’t want to acknowledge but couldn’t ignore. Why did she have to butt in? If she’d leave him alone, they’d get along much better. He didn’t want to talk about the hideous things he saw on the job, the evil things people did to one another, both intentionally and unintentionally. Why did she insist on pestering him about it?

Even as the accusation formed, Dax realized it was harsh and unfair. Holly rarely spoke to him, much less pestered him. It wasn’t her fault he didn’t want to talk to anyone. Every time she expressed concern for him, he snapped at her. No wonder she’d looked at him the way she had.

With a heavy sigh, he made an about-face and went looking for Brett. At least now he knew why she’d been at the sheriff’s office instead of the fire station.

A door at the end of the hall opened. Brett emerged, a ready but weary smile appearing. He jogged toward Dax.

“Holly said you were looking for me.”

“I was, but I gotta go. We just had a call.”

Dax followed him out.

Brett wrenched open the passenger door of the ambulance. “Can you come by the station later? Maybe at the end of shift. There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

Holly sat in the driver’s seat, staring straight ahead, the engine running. At least she wasn’t giving him those doe-eyed looks anymore.

Something twisted in his chest. He shook off the thought. Focus on Brett. He’s talking to you. He glanced at his watch and groaned. They wouldn’t finish their shift until eight. Almost five hours away, and Brett wanted him to stay awake that long after the night he’d had? Seriously? “Um… can’t it wait?”

“Nope.”

“Fine. Tell you what. I’ll come by if I’m still awake then. No promises.”

His friend grinned. “Good enough. If you don’t show, I know where to find you.”

Which was Brett’s less-than-subtle way of saying if Dax didn’t show up at the fire station at eight o’clock, he’d be knocking at Dax’s door to haul him out of bed. Oh, joy.

The door slammed, and the ambulance pulled out. Dax returned to his official vehicle to head home. Might as well go home, change clothes, grab something to eat, and swap vehicles before answering Brett’s summons. Maybe he could fit in a nap.

He was pretty sure he knew what Brett wanted to discuss, and Dax really didn’t want to talk about it. Why did Brett have to be at that accident scene last night?




 

~~~

 




Dressed in jeans and a pale green t-shirt with a black leather jacket for warmth, Dax walked into the fire station minutes before Brett was to get off work. If he didn’t have to be back at work at five that evening, he’d have disappeared into the mountains to escape his friend. He’d managed to catch about three hours of sleep, but he was still dragging.

Brett came out of the break room, having changed into street clothes but wearing a t-shirt bearing the Sierra Vista Fire Department logo. A wide smile softened the tired lines of his face when he spotted Dax. “Took me seriously, huh?”

“That you’d beat my door down to wake me up if I went home and crawled into bed? Yeah.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ve done it before, remember?”

Eyes dancing with glee widened, and Brett pointed to his chest. “Was that me?”

“Uh, yeah.” He barely reined in the hardest edge of his sarcasm. “So what’s so all-fired important anyway?”

Brett glanced around and motioned with his head toward the kitchen. “Let’s talk in there. It’s quiet right now.”

Dax followed his friend into the nearly empty room. One of the incoming crew was making breakfast. Another was putting together a big brewing pot to make coffee. Brett led Dax to a secluded corner, away from the breakfast prep.

“So, what’s on your mind?” As if I don’t know.

In a heartbeat, Brett’s expression shifted from a relaxed smile to a worried, intense frown. Pinned right on Dax. “How’re you doing?”

“I’m fine. Why?”

“If you’d run away from that accident any faster last night, you’d have outrun your SUV.” Brett leaned against the counter and folded his arms over his chest. “I thought I was gonna have to pick you up off the asphalt.”

Dax shrugged. “It caught me off-guard, that’s all.”

“That’s all?” His eyes narrowed, his expression skeptical. “You don’t lie very well, my friend. You should know that by now.”

“Look, I really don’t want to talk about it. It’s done. It’s over. Let it rest.” Or he might never rest again. The more they dredged up, the less sleep he’d get in the foreseeable future. He glanced at his watch. “Was there anything else? I really need to get some sleep. I have to be back to work at five this evening.”

Brett stared at him for several long moments then sighed. “This is gonna eat you up inside.”

“Nothing’s eating me up.” Dax rolled his eyes. “Good grief. If I’m not having to deal with you being melodramatic, I’ve got Holly hounding me to death about how I’m doing.”

His friend’s brows drew together. “She cares about you, whether you like it or not. I really wish you’d stop spitting in her face.”

“I do no such thing.”

“Yes, you do, and you know it. She shows any concern at all, you bite her head off. Real gentlemanly thing to do.”

“Hey, I don’t ask her to pry into my life, and I’m not about to take that lying down. She needs to know there are boundaries she’s not supposed to cross.”

Brett shook his head. “I better go. I’ve got one more thing to take care of before I head home.”

“Are we done now?”

“Yeah.”

“Great.” Dax turned to leave, pushing through the glass door. Why couldn’t they have a door he could slam?

He drew up short at the sight of Holly standing in the parking lot next to her car. She slammed her open hand down on top of it. Turning toward the station, she saw him and froze. Her eyes widened in dismay, and she looked away.

He walked toward his truck.

Why did she just stand there?

“She cares about you, whether you like it or not. I really wish you’d stop spitting in her face.” Brett’s words came back to him, but Dax shook them off. He unlocked the door of his vehicle and started to climb in.

She still hadn’t moved.

“Is something wrong?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Her tone was detached and indifferent. “It’s not your problem.”

Dax shrugged and climbed into the driver’s seat. He glanced over before he closed the door. His conscience needled him. “You just going to stand there all day?”

“What do you care?” Her tone had gone from indifferent to sullen. Not an improvement.

“Fine, whatever.” He pulled the door closed and slid his key into the ignition.

Holly didn’t move.

Something’s wrong.

He growled at his conscience.

Something’s wrong. You can’t just leave her there.

He hung his head, shoulders slouching. Fine. He rolled down the window. One more attempt, then he was out of there. He could think of only one thing that might keep someone in a parking lot. “You having car trouble?”

“Sort of.”

The vague answer tried Dax’s patience. He bit his tongue to keep from giving a sharp retort. “Would you care to be more specific?”

Holly turned to him, her gaze hostile and challenging, arms crossing over her chest. “My key broke off in the lock, if you must know.”

He nodded, forcing himself to stay cool in the face of her annoyance. “I see. Where’s your spare?”

Her impatient yet sheepish look caused his stomach to sink.

“You don’t have one?”

She shook her head and looked away.

He sighed, patience reaching its limit. “Of all the stupid—”

“Don’t even,” she blurted out, angry and hurt all at once. “Don’t you dare!” She turned on her heel and bolted from the parking lot.

“Holly!”

She increased her pace.

Good grief. She must’ve had a very long, tiring shift. Why else would she be so touchy as to blow up over nothing?

Dax shook his head and rolled up the window. As he had been about to say, of all the stupid things life could throw at someone on a holiday. If she found a sober locksmith willing to come out, he’d probably charge her a fortune for an emergency on New Year’s Day.

He’d wanted to warn Holly about that, but she hadn’t given him a chance. Oh, well. She was an intelligent woman. She’d get the problem taken care of one way or another. If not, one of the guys at the fire station would help her. It wasn’t his responsibility.

Dax pulled out of the parking lot. Maybe he should ask if she’d like a ride home.

Her shoulders were set straight, rigid.

Maybe not. Perhaps the wisest move would be to leave her alone. As he drove past, his gaze unwillingly went to her reflection in his rearview mirror. His heart almost stopped.

Tears streaked her face.

Guilt pierced his heart. So much for ever seeing her smile. All he seemed to do was upset the woman. He resolved to keep his distance. His conscience nagged him, jabbing him with the fact he needed to apologize for his behavior.

Your behavior was atrocious, you know.

I didn’t do anything wrong.

Uh, yeah, right. Do you suppose that’s how Mom and Dad would see it?

He winced. Alright! I’ll figure out when and how to apologize. Then I’ll keep my distance. Are you happy now?

His conscience silently stewed but said nothing further.




 

~~~

 




Dax’s white Ram truck passed as Holly marched down the street, head high, shoulders back, only pride keeping her from revealing just how deeply his words had cut. She didn’t want him to have the power to hurt her. She glared at his bumper as he pulled to a stop then made a right turn at the light.

He could be so hateful sometimes, and she hated herself for being drawn to him. Enough was enough. She’d do everything in her power from that day forward to ignore and avoid the hateful man. She wouldn’t set herself up for that anymore. Holly knew where that road led, and she wasn’t having any of it.

“Stupid woman.” He’d almost said it. Just the memory of the annoyed look on Dax’s face when he’d started to chastise her lent more steel to her spine. She may have put up with such things from her father growing up, but she didn’t have to tolerate it anymore. She didn’t need Dax’s approval. She’d cried over the words of that hateful man for the last time.

If only it didn’t hurt so much.
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Sunday, July 24, 2011




 

DAX’S conscience had nagged him for the last six months. He hadn’t found an opportunity to apologize to Holly about New Year’s Day. She’d avoided him like Death himself. He didn’t know how she’d managed, but she had. Except for occasional responses to the same accident, during which she’d been cool and ultra-professional, she’d never spoken to him. She hadn’t been around when he’d dropped by the fire station from time to time to see Brett, and even his friend had noticed her total absence from the wilderness and mountain survival classes Dax sometimes assisted Brett with.



He had to admire her fortitude, despite her obvious dismissal of him. When Holly made a decision, she certainly had the tenacity to stick by it. And she had, quite apparently, made a decision about him. Her presence in his life before had been small, but this marked, and total, absence had to be intentional. She couldn’t “just happen” to avoid him so much. The previous eighteen months of her employment with the fire department had proven that.

Dax had caught sight of her once at the fire station after one of her shifts. That had been a split second to see her back as she’d walked the other way, head high. He’d followed her to apologize, so his conscience would leave him be, only to reach the door just in time to watch her car leave the parking lot.

I should be grateful. He'd wanted to avoid her as much as she'd obviously wanted to avoid him. However, the less he saw of her, the more he thought about her. Much to his annoyance and disgust, he couldn’t get her out of his head. Her tears the last time they’d spoken haunted him. The betrayal and hurt he’d seen despite her attempts to hide it behind a wall of anger. Just the memory he needed to complicate already tormented dreams.

Brett, in fine mother-hen fashion, had been the only one to say something. He’d cornered Dax in mid-January, then again in March, and again in May. He’d initially demanded that Dax fix whatever he’d done to Holly. The last time Brett had insinuated the conflict was affecting his and Holly’s partnership, though he hadn’t gone into detail.

Truth be told, Dax didn’t know how to fix things with Holly. If it could be fixed. Not that he cared… though he wouldn’t say so to Brett. Incurring further wrath from his best friend wasn’t high on Dax’s list of priorities. Brett would corner him again soon. He was due for another lecture.

Dax headed to the parking lot of the apartment complex, ready to begin a new shift. A car pulled into the spot next to the Tahoe. He groaned. Time’s up.

Brett didn’t look happy.

His pace slowed, and he glanced at his watch. Still a few minutes before he needed to check in via radio to say he was on duty. No escape from the coming lecture.

Feet braced apart, Brett crossed his arms over his chest. “I have a bone to pick with you.”

Dax gritted his teeth. If he’d just left the apartment two minutes sooner, he’d have been gone by the time Brett arrived. Two lousy minutes. “What about?” He instilled as much innocent interest as he could muster.

Brett gave him a knowing look. “Don’t play innocent with me, Dax Alexander Donovan.”

He winced. Ouch. Full name. Only Mom usually did that.

“You need to get this issue between you and Holly resolved.”

“I’ve tried to apologize.” He shrugged. “She avoids me like the plague. What am I supposed to do if the woman won’t even be in the same room with me? Stalk her? That’ll look real good on my record.”

His friend glared at him. “You and I both know if you truly wanted to talk to her, you’d have found a way by now. You know when she works, when she’s off, where she is during shifts, and where she lives. Any more excuses you want to toss out there?”

“I suppose not, except for what business is it of yours?” Maybe not the wisest question when talking to the woman’s partner.

“Because it’s gone on long enough, and I’m tired of it.” Brett’s eyes narrowed. “If you don’t shape up and deal with this like a grown-up, I’ll tell your mother.”

Dax flinched. “You wouldn’t!”

“Try me.” There was nothing teasing in that dirty look.

His gaze dropped away, any inclination to argue dying a premature death. He chafed at the fact it felt like his mother had just chastised him about his bad attitude again. If she found out about this Holly thing… he could already hear the lecture. He didn’t appreciate the irony of a thirty-one-year-old man who carried a gun and faced down drug runners, unruly drunks, and ticked off members of the public without hesitation being afraid of his mommy.

“Very good then. I can rest assured this issue will be resolved today.” Brett opened the door of his car. “You’ll feel better afterwards, Dax. I promise.” He climbed into his car. In a few seconds, he backed out of the parking space and left.

The weight of indecision hung over Dax. Brett promised he’d feel better after talking to Holly. He had more than a few doubts about that, given how poorly the two of them had been able to relate. He couldn’t recall a single interaction, other than professional, ending in anything but hostility, anger, or hurt feelings on one or both sides. Couldn’t Brett see Dax and Holly weren’t compatible and accept it?

Dax’s vehicle waited. He got behind the wheel, radioed the office to check in, and headed for the fire station. Brett had been in uniform, so chances were good that Holly was working, too.

He wasn’t thrilled that Brett had so effectively eliminated the only excuse Dax had. It had been easier to blame Holly for the continued breach. I should hit the streets and ignore Brett’s threat. He sighed. If he did that, Brett would just nail him the next day or, worse, get his mother involved. That had been a low blow. A man his age didn’t need either of his parents to solve his problems.

At the fire station a few minutes later, he stopped outside the double glass doors. Holly was probably inside. Since the radio clipped to his waist remained quiet, he wasn’t needed on the streets yet, except for patrol. So he didn’t have a good reason—by Brett’s standards—to run at that point.

Run? He stiffened. You’re not running away from this! Just the thought stirred up anger. With new determination, he reached for the handle of the right side door.




 

~~~

 




Holly was pouting. She knew that. She wasn’t sure what annoyed her more—the fact she was doing it, or the fact that she realized she was doing it. Brett had been right. The breach with Dax had gone on long enough, and the fact Holly had contemplated changing jobs, even if it meant moving away, to escape the tension every time Dax was likely to show up at an accident said so. That she’d been biting Brett’s head off with increasing frequency and little provocation was even worse.

She shouldn’t have mentioned to Brett that she’d considered a change in venue. She hadn’t admitted why she considered leaving a job she’d always loved, but Brett was nobody’s fool. Her partner had driven right to the unspoken heart of the matter, in true Brett fashion, and informed Holly that she would apologize to Dax for her role in the quarrel. He’d never asked Holly, not once in the last six months, exactly what had happened or who’d started it.

“You both played a part,” he’d informed Holly just a half hour earlier with more than a little confidence. Holly had wanted to deny the charge, but she knew better.

She’d avoided Dax since New Year’s Day. Not only had she harbored a grudge, which she hated to admit, but because of it, she hadn’t allowed opportunity for Dax to apologize. Not that she expected him to. She’d never known Dax to apologize to anyone for anything.

However, her forgiveness wasn’t dependent on Dax showing remorse or repentance. Letting go of hurt and anger would free her from the sin of unforgiveness and open the door for reconciliation if Dax ever decided to apologize. If nothing else, it would make her life less stressful and stop the tension she took out on poor Brett. Easier said than done though.

The garage buzzed with activity as some of the fire crew checked and cleaned equipment after having dealt with a fire earlier in the day. Connor Halliday, one of the fire fighters who also served as a paramedic, stood at the sink scrubbing a baked-on casserole dish.

Holly lounged in a chair in the kitchen.

“You alright there, Randall?”

She glanced around into Connor’s concerned gaze. “Yeah. Just hating myself at the moment.” She put a laugh into the words so he’d think she was joking around.

He chuckled and went back to scrubbing the dish.

Holly closed her eyes and prayed. Alright, Lord, I get the picture. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to catch on to this one. I’m stubborn sometimes… a lot of times. It’s a very good thing You’re so patient. I keep waiting for You to get fed up and squash me like an insignificant little bug. I’m not trying to be difficult, but You know that. I’m so sorry. She suppressed a sniffle that might alert Connor or one of the other men that she was on the verge of tears. You’ve forgiven me for far worse sins than what I need to forgive Dax over, but I hurt, Lord. You know that better than anyone. Help me set it aside and forgive Dax the way You’ve forgiven me—completely and unconditionally.

As Holly prayed, months-old hurt eased. Anger cooled. Peace descended. She clung to it like a lifeline. She knew better than to think she’d forgiven Dax so easily, but she was well on the way down that new road. With God’s help, she’d reach absolute forgiveness at some point. At least she didn’t have to carry it alone anymore. Gratitude welled up. Thank you, Lord.

“You sure you’re alright?” Connor’s voice brought her head up.

“Better than I’ve been in a while.” With a bright smile, Holly stretched her arms over her head to release the tension she’d carried in her shoulders. “Much better,” she added at Connor’s dubious look.

“So, how are things with you and Deputy Donovan?” The fire fighter turned back to scrubbing.

Suspicion at the timing of the question was instant. “You talk to Brett, by any chance?”

“No, why?” Connor seemed genuinely puzzled.

Holly waved a hand in the air. “Never mind.”

A few moments of silence passed, then Connor turned to Holly again. “So? Have you two made peace yet?”

Holly shot the man a disgruntled look but figured there wasn’t much point in denying the existence of a problem. Was there anyone who didn’t know about it?

“What makes you think Dax wants to make peace?” Hopefully Connor would just shrug and drop the subject. Then again, maybe he knew something she didn’t.

“Because he has the hots for you, of course.” A cockeyed grin matched a knowing luster in dark eyes, eyebrows raised as though the answer was obvious.

Holly laughed outright. “Yeah, right.” She got out of her chair and put the back of her hand to her co-worker’s forehead.

“What are you doing?”

“Checking for a fever. You’re clearly delirious.” Could he have come up with anything more insane?

Connor grinned. “Mark my words. He’s got a thing for you.”

“Oh, please, he can’t stand the sight of me.” She rolled her eyes. “Have you ever been around when we talk? All we do is argue.”

“Well, of course. With all the sexual tension, and both of you denying it, how can you not have some humdinger fights?”

Holly laughed again. This time with far less certainty. Connor’s words had a ring of truth that struck too close to home. Not that she believed Dax was interested in her, but she certainly was attracted to him, and she hated it. So, she begrudgingly admitted, to herself anyway, Connor might be onto something about the source of the hostility, at least from her side.

They turned at a rap on the doorframe between the kitchen and the outer hall.

She stiffened. Oh, God, please tell me he didn’t overhear that conversation!




 

~~~

 




Dax took half a step into the room. Two pairs of eyes turned to him. Connor Halliday smiled and turned off water in the sink. Dax’s gaze connected with the one he sought. Holly’s expression transitioned from shock to guilt to trepidation to a bright smile so fast he nearly stepped back in surprise.

“Good evening, Dax.” Holly greeted him with what he could only classify as pleasure.

Not the cold, impersonal, strictly professional acknowledgment he’d expected. Thrown, he stared blankly at her.

“Is there something we can help you with?”

What had he wanted? He couldn’t remember, trapped by curious, sparkling blue eyes that grew more confused by the second as he stared dumbly at her. His heart pounded heavy and hard, and he found it difficult to breathe.

Holly shifted her weight from one foot to the other. An uneasy look crossed her face. “Dax?”

She glanced at Connor, who was drying his hands on a small towel.

Without Holly’s gaze binding him, reality jolted Dax into motion. He shot a glance at Connor.

An amused, knowing grin crept across the man’s face and sent heat up Dax’s neck.

“Uh….” His brain scrambled for his reason for being there. What had he wanted? Oh, yeah. Brett. “I wondered if I might speak with you for a moment.”

“Me?” Connor pointed a finger at himself. The amusement in his eyes said he was messing with Dax.

Not cool, dude. He shook his head and pointed to Holly. “Holly, actually.” He looked at her, not quite meeting her gaze for fear he’d freeze up again. “Uh… privately, please.” He didn’t want to do this in front of someone else.

Holly cast a questioning glance at Connor, who nodded. “Go for it. I’m sure I can finish dishes unsupervised.”

She seemed reluctant to pull herself away from the counter. As she passed the sink, Connor grinned and whispered something that sounded suspiciously like “I told you so.”

What is that about? He clenched his teeth. Don’t ask. None of your business. Dax stepped into the hall then followed Holly to the empty conference room. Once she slipped inside, he glanced into the hall to make sure they didn’t have eavesdroppers and closed the door.

She waited, a look like dread on her face.

“Listen, I… uh… I’ve been meaning to talk to you.” He stammered, appalled at being so nervous. Good grief. His palms were sweating. He resisted the urge to wipe them on his pants. This shouldn’t be so hard. “I haven’t been able to catch you, and….” He waved a hand in the air with an impatient frown. He was about to make empty excuses for not doing it sooner. He shook his head. “Never mind, that’s not important. Anyway, what I wanted to say is I’m sorry for my behavior New Year’s Day.”

Holly’s expression changed to shock, and she rocked back on her heels a bit.

He frowned. Was it really so stunning that he’d apologized?

“Um….” She paused then shook her head, her expression shifting into a faint smile. “It’s okay. It’s forgiven.”

He searched for any sign of insincerity. None. Not even a hint. She seemed genuine. His turn to be surprised. He hadn’t expected it to be so easy. Before he could formulate a response, she added more.

“I owe you an apology, too. Our argument wasn’t entirely your fault, and I’m sorry.”

“There’s nothing to forgive.” Dax grinned, tension draining.

For the first time in his recollection of their two-year association, Holly gave him an honest-to-goodness, warm smile that reached those beautiful blue eyes.

Dax realized he was staring when a blush pinkened her cheeks. He shook himself free. “Well, I better head out. I’m sure there’ll be drunk drivers to arrest and speeders to ticket out there tonight.”

He backed away then opened the door and headed down the hall to the outside door. Oddly enough, he felt really light.




 

~~~

 



“Stay safe, Dax.” Holly stood in the hall and watched him leave, still unable to shake the shock. What just happened?



“By the way, Holly?” He turned just as he pushed against the outside door.

“Yeah?”

“Maybe sometime we can get a drink or something? You know, so we can talk without work in the middle.”

She stared at him without responding. Was he teasing, or did he mean it? Was he playing some kind of weird game? His face reflected interest, and a touch of vulnerability that tugged at her heart. Had he just asked her out?

“Um, yeah, I guess. Sure.” Way to go, genius. Brilliant way to answer a question.

“Great! See you later.” With another wide, pleased grin, Dax turned on his heel and disappeared.

Holly felt helpless to rattle herself loose from surprise. Had Dax Donovan not only just apologized but asked her out, or had she misunderstood? She shook her head. She’d definitely read more into the invitation than Dax had intended. He probably had no idea she’d take things to heart. He’d said they should go out so they could talk. Should she be worried about what he wanted to discuss?

She returned to the kitchen. Maybe Connor needed some help straightening up.

Connor waited with an expectant look on his face. “So?”

“So? What?” Holly slouched into a chair after scanning spotless counters, aiming for as much normalcy as possible.

“Soooo, did you two make nice?” Connor asked with the impatience of a child.

Holly refrained from rolling her eyes. “I suppose you could say that.”

A call saved her from having to divulge anything further.

Brett ran in from the garage. “You coming?”

So that’s where he’d disappeared to earlier. How had she missed him when she’d looked? Hadn’t his car been gone? Hm.

She followed Brett to the ambulance.




 

~~~

 




Dax’s pleasure lasted as long as it took to pull his Tahoe onto the highway. Then it hit him. He’d asked Holly out. Whoa, dude, what were you thinking? Are you out of your mind?

Recalling the way he’d felt when his gaze had locked with hers, he groaned. Yep. Clean out of his head. He’d completely forgotten himself when he’d looked into those beautiful eyes and seen that gorgeous smile.

He hadn’t dated in years, since high school in fact. From the moment he’d decided to go into law enforcement, he’d sworn off dating. Since he didn’t intend to marry while working as a cop, there hadn’t been much point. His parents had drilled into him during his formative years that dating had one purpose. To find your future spouse. Therefore, dating someone who wasn’t a potential life-mate was out of the question.

Dax wasn’t interested in casual flings, which was probably for his own good since his parents would have his head if he treated women so disrespectfully. He’d considered asking women out for drinks or dinner from time to time to assuage the loneliness, but they might get the wrong idea. He hadn’t wanted one to develop romantic feelings, only to be hurt when she found out he meant to stand by his platonic and very temporary intentions.

Then he went and blew it by asking Holly out? He sighed. How would he get out of this mess? “Nice job, Donovan. Nice job.” He had to think of something, preferably before he saw her again, which would probably be sometime during that shift.

Trouble was, he’d love to see one of those smiles again.
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Monday, July 25, 2011

 



ANOTHER drunk off the streets. Temporarily, at least. Dax had spent almost four hours getting the belligerent, combative man processed and having the vehicle impounded. A car that turned out to be borrowed. Why someone would loan a drunk their car, Dax would never understand. The guy had been so soused, he could barely stand up. It wasn’t his first time either.



Dax walked out of the county jail, torn between satisfaction that one less drunk driver was on the road and the certainty that it would prove fruitless because the guy would just turn around and do it again. Why didn’t people ever learn?

Just as he reached for the radio to finally sign off, a call came in. A border patrol agent was under fire from suspected drug smugglers in one of the canyons south of town. Dax ran to the Tahoe, climbed behind the wheel, and flipped on lights and siren. He keyed his radio to let dispatch and the agent know he was on his way. An officer with the highway patrol had also responded, his estimated time of arrival just ahead of Dax.

In the gathering light of dawn, Dax sped down a rutted dirt road toward the gunfight. Adrenaline pumped through his system. He shoved fear to the background. No room for it. He had to keep his head clear.

The border agent used his Chevy Tahoe as a shield, the gun in his hand trained on an old corrugated metal shed and a rusty stock tank that looked nearly as old as the shed. A Ford Crown Victoria sat nearby bearing the Arizona Department of Public Safety Highway Patrol logo and characteristic blue stripe on a white background. As Dax drew closer, the DPS officer ducked behind his car, gun in hand. He turned briefly, allowing Dax to identify him. Max Sinclair.

Dax pulled between the other two vehicles just in time to see Max go down. He reached for the door, accidentally yanking his keys out of the ignition as he shifted in his seat. Frowning, he leaned down to scoop them up, opening his door at the same time. A bullet hit his windshield, the breeze it generated whistling past his face. He threw himself to the ground and palmed his gun, keys dismissed. What had he been thinking reaching for them anyway? Flying bullets were more important to pay heed to than dropped keys.

He glanced at Max, who’d pulled himself up against the back of his car, a hand pressed to his shoulder. Blood stained his shirt, but he seemed to be holding his own for the moment, so Dax turned his attention to the most immediate threat—guns aimed his way. Eyes on the gunmen’s hiding places, he keyed the mike on his shoulder, requesting an ambulance. The dispatcher’s calm, cool voice offered assurance that help was on the way, stability in an insane situation.

The sun crept over the eastern horizon. Dax assessed their surroundings. No way to circle behind their quarry. Nothing to cover flanking maneuvers in either direction or from behind. Sunrise gave the officers an advantage though, since it was at their back and right in the faces of the enemy.

Amid another spurt of gunfire from the shed and stock tank, the border agent made a quick, low dash to Dax’s side. Dax looked into familiar eyes.

“Three men. One behind the shed, two behind the water tank,” Agent Luis Rivera offered without greeting before returning fire on the gunmen.

Dax dropped to lie flat on his belly using his car’s tire to mask his movements. His father had raised him and his brothers hunting. If he changed vantage points, another way to end this standoff might become visible. He scanned around the water tank and shed. Movement caught his eye. He focused on the water tank where that spot of movement had appeared. A foot? Yes. Definitely a foot.

Raising his sidearm, he took careful aim and lightly squeezed the trigger. A shot rang out but went wide. Dad had warned him. Said he’d often found himself firing high or wide, or both, when dealing with the enemy in Vietnam. Target shooting or taking down a deer didn’t measure up to the reality of shooting another human being.

Dax clenched his teeth and corrected his aim. He gently squeezed. A shot sounded, followed by a harsh yelp of pain. A figure moved from behind the water tank, raised a semi-automatic rifle, and opened fire on Dax’s car. Bullets peppered the front and far side of the vehicle. Luis ducked as the back passenger window exploded, showering him with glass.

Dax fired another round, directing the shot upward of the last target. The gunman dropped and lay prone, his weapon tossed aside. The other two gunmen, seeing the third go down and not get up, seemed to lose their desire to fight. They tossed their guns away and called out in words Dax didn’t comprehend.

Luis yelled at them in Spanish and rose from his crouched position. Dax knelt by his car, maintaining a fix on the two men as they emerged from hiding, as well as keeping an eye on the fallen man. The one from behind the shed had blood on his shirt and kept one arm tucked against him. The border agent continued to shout instructions. Dax held position until both men were face-down in the dirt and Luis confirmed they were unarmed.

Dax turned his attention to the downed gunman, moving in to remove the man’s weapon. The act proved unnecessary. Wide, empty eyes stared up at the lightening sky.

Certain a threat no longer existed, Dax went to aid the wounded officer and keyed his mike to let dispatch know the situation was contained so the ambulance could approach. Even as he knelt at the DPS officer’s side, a siren in the distance assured him the ambulance was nearly there.

“How you holding up?”

“I’ve had better days.” Max’s grin was weak but game. “My wife’s gonna kill me.”

“Maybe she’ll forgive you just this once,” Dax offered with a chuckle. He checked the wound. It didn’t look too bad from his standpoint, but he’d be glad when paramedics arrived.

“Hurts like a demon,” came a groaning complaint.

“I don’t doubt that for a second, buddy.” Dax remembered the pain far too well from a bullet in the thigh a few years back.

The ambulance drew to an abrupt halt nearby.

Dax waved to the paramedics and stepped out of their way.

Two more border patrol vehicles pulled in behind the ambulance.

Gunmen in good hands, Max receiving aid and soon to be transported to the hospital, and adrenaline fading, Dax walked back to the dead gunman and stared at him. Nausea churned his stomach. He’d killed another human being. Necessity didn’t change reality.

He fought the urge to slap his gun and badge on the seat of his SUV and walk away. He’d had enough of this job. As if dealing with kids killed by drunk drivers, abusive parents, or acts of stupidity wasn’t bad enough, he had to kill a man personally?

“El jefe.” Luis came up beside him. The boss. Though Dax’s Spanish was thin despite having grown up in the area, he at least knew that word. “Once you got him, they didn’t see any reason to keep fighting. The other two were carting heroine, and I suspect we’ll find more in that pack.” He motioned to the discarded pack leaning against the water tank where the leader had left it.

The fact the guy was a drug smuggler failed to remove the lump from the pit of Dax’s stomach. Nothing could nullify the ugly fact that he’d taken a life. He returned to his vehicle to assess the damage. Bullet holes riddled the side and front, including the radiator. Coolant pooled underneath. The windshield spidered out from a bullet that had pierced it when he’d first arrived, with a handful of companion holes on the passenger side. The passenger windows were gone, having taken even worse abuse.

Dax radioed for a tow truck. The dispatcher’s soft response soothed him to some degree. From the driver’s side, he leaned in to assess the damage further. Glass sparkled on every surface. He shifted his weight back. Something caught his eye.

A bullet hole in the headrest, perfectly in line with the first bullet hole in his windshield. Right where his head would’ve been if he hadn’t dropped those keys and reached for them.

The breath left him in a whoosh, his lungs locked up, and his knees almost gave way.

How much would it hurt his family to lose him like that? His mother’s worst fear.

Brett. Holly. Being paramedics but unable to help had he been shot. He’d never thought before about how difficult their position must be at times. Most of their calls were for strangers. How would they feel if it was for someone they knew?

What if he’d died that morning and not had to worry about having asked Holly out? What if he’d never seen that beautiful smile again?

He sank to the ground beside his car, leaned his back against it, and pulled out his cellphone. Suddenly, he wanted very much to hear Holly’s voice. He dialed a number Brett had given him months before but he’d been so sure he’d never use.

“Hello?”

Tears choked him at the reassuring sound of her calm, cool voice. He couldn’t speak. Words simply wouldn’t form.

“Hello? Is anyone there?” Concern wove through her tone.

He cleared his throat and tried again. “It’s me.”

“Dax? Are you okay?”

The way his voice croaked, he hadn’t even recognized it, so he was amazed she had.

“Yeah.” His voice lacked confidence and was husky with the threat of tears. He winced. Had she caught that as clearly as he had?

“Are you sure?” Her voice softened. “I heard the scanner.”

“I’m sure….” He cleared his throat again and leaned his head against the side of the car, closing his eyes and letting her warmth and concern wash over him. “I’m sure I’ll have a mountain of paperwork out of this, enough to last until Christmas. I may bug you and Brett more. For a few days at least.” He tried for a joking tone but wasn’t sure he pulled it off until she chuckled softly.

“I’m sure we can suffer through having you around. For a few days at least,” she teased back, mimicking his words with a light, sarcastic flare.

Some of the tension clinging to him unraveled and released its stranglehold.

A vehicle approached. Dax opened his eyes to see his lieutenant, followed closely by a tow truck. “I gotta go.” Reluctant to sever the connection to Holly, he climbed to his feet.

“See you soon, Dax.”

“Yeah.” He closed his cellphone, part of him desperate to hold onto that tenuous connection to her. He looked at the phone and smiled. They’d had two conversations in the last twenty-four hours that hadn’t ended in an argument. They’d even teased each other. Sort of. Maybe there was hope for them yet.

The lieutenant headed his way.

He forced his mind back into work mode. I have a ton of paperwork to do.




 

~~~

 



“So, what was that all about?” Brett asked when Holly hung up her cellphone, still smiling.



Connor waited with the same question in his expression.

“No clue.” Holly shrugged, baffled by the short phone conversation and secretly delighted. Dax hadn’t bared his soul. They hadn’t even talked about anything important, so she couldn’t fathom why he’d called, unless it was just to reach out.

The men shared amused, knowing grins.

Holly looked from one to the other with suspicion. “What?”

They looked at each other as though debating silently whether to answer, and who should if they did. Finally, Connor turned to Holly. “I told you he has a thing for you.”

“Don’t start that again.” Holly rolled her eyes.

“Connor’s right.” Brett jumped in. “I’ll bet he just wanted to hear your voice. We all need something stable in an insane world at times.”

“Please!” Time to retreat from the kitchen before she got mad and said something she shouldn’t. She had enough trouble with her imagination playing games with her emotions. Their harebrained assertions were sure to make things worse. She had things to take care of before shift’s end.

“Why don’t you just admit it? You love the fact he called you instead of me.”

Holly scowled at Brett’s grin. She sighed and turned to leave. Maybe she’d swing by the sheriff’s office on the way home, check on Dax. He hadn’t sounded right on the phone. No. Probably not. He’d just get upset with her again.

“You’re not actually going home after shift, are you?” Brett asked knowingly.

Holly stumbled to a halt just a stride from the door, wincing. She took a deep breath and glanced over her shoulder at her mind-reading friend. “I have a couple of errands to run after work. Not that it’s any of your business.”

Before the two men could say anything further, she retreated into the hall. She didn’t miss the deep chuckles that followed in her wake.

If errands happened to take her by the sheriff’s office, and Dax just happened to be there, she’d check on him. If not, fine. She couldn’t guess why he’d called her, of all people, but it had certainly been what she’d needed after hearing about the shooting on the scanner. She hadn’t expected him to joke with her, as strained and weak as it had been. That pleased Holly more than she wanted to admit, even to herself.




 

~~~

 




Dax rode in silence in the passenger seat of Lieutenant Mitch Anderson’s vehicle. The Sierra Vista Police Department investigative team had arrived as they were leaving, and a search had been organized to ensure the three suspects hadn’t had unseen companions. Homes nearby would be checked to make sure residents were safe. The Border Patrol’s helicopter had swooped over as he’d climbed into the car.

Dax was grateful his supervisor had removed him from the scene. The chaos was almost too much to handle.

The lieutenant had already taken Dax’s weapon into evidence at the scene. Dax had mixed feelings about that. On the one hand, profound relief. He was truly done for the day. On the other, his night had ended in less than stellar fashion, and the unaccustomed lightness of his holster was a reminder of that. He wouldn’t get the thing off fast enough to suit him. That had to wait until he got home though.

Lieutenant Anderson glanced at him. “What a way to wrap up a shift, eh?”

He sighed. “Wasn’t my first choice, sir, that’s for sure.”

“I understand better than you think.” His superior gave him a sympathetic look, his mouth set in grim lines.

He’d ask what next, but he’d already been through the coming process when he’d been shot. Granted, after the fact. Debriefing with the lieutenant followed by paperwork. Lots of it.

As the vehicle pulled into the parking lot at the office, Dax’s gaze caught on the gold, copper, and brown stripes and logo on the side of a couple of official vehicles. Those had once represented safety and protecting the public. Now, they symbolized futility and far too many nightmares. Maybe it was time he got out. Before he had even more nasty images burned into his mind, haunting waking hours and twisting dreams.

He trudged into the building along with his supervisor, shaking his head slightly. That decision must wait. He had a long conversation ahead with Lieutenant Anderson. He followed the man to his office.

“Have a seat.” The lieutenant waved a hand to an empty chair after he closed the door. He rounded his desk and settled in his chair.

Dax dropped into a seat and waited for the questions to begin. Long day ahead.




 

~~~

 



The rumbling hum of two male voices in Lieutenant Anderson’s office assured Holly that Dax was still in the building. He’d be exhausted by the time he could leave. That reality made her heart ache. She’d been home to change clothes, so she headed for the break room to wait for Dax.



 

~~~

 




Debriefing interview completed, Dax settled in front of a computer to work through pages of forms. He printed them as he went, stacking them haphazardly beside the computer. About the time his vision blurred from the long night, compounded by staring at a computer too long, he printed out the last page.

After double-checking he’d signed everything that required a signature, Dax straightened the stack and pushed out of his chair. He made a copy of everything for his personal file then returned to the lieutenant’s office.

Holly lounged in the break room as he passed the open door. What was she doing there? She appeared to stare blindly out one of the windows, an elbow on the table top, her chin in her upraised hand. The fingertips of her free hand slid idly up and down the side of a can of soda sitting in front of her.

Unsure what to make of her presence, he continued down the hall. Was she waiting for someone? A friend maybe? No, there wasn’t much in the way of staff in that office. Who was in the building that she might be waiting to see?

He tapped on the lieutenant’s open door and waited for the man to acknowledge him. Anderson glanced over the top of his reading glasses, waved Dax inside as he talked on the phone, and made notes on a scratch pad. Dax stepped into the office and went to look out the window while he waited for Anderson to get off the phone, doing his best to tune out the one-sided conversation.

“That’s great news. Let me know if there’s anything we can do. Talk to you later.”

Dax turned as the lieutenant hung up the phone and removed his glasses to toss them on his desk. Dax held up the sheaf of papers in his hand. “I brought you a present.” The joke might’ve been funny, he realized, if it hadn’t come out so flat.

“Great.” Anderson dropped a glance at the notes on his desk. “That call was from Sinclair’s supervisor. He’s out of surgery and expected to make a full recovery, barring unexpected complications.”
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