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AUTHOR NOTE

Myths and legends are usually inspired by fact or history. While doing research for Gabriel Martinez’s backstory, I wondered what he might have endured while leaving his home country of Spain. I also found myself fascinated with the history of mercury. 

Each civilization had its own legends regarding the silvery-white metal. Its use ranged from medicine to various talismans. Mercury could protect a person from death by murder or poison, guard them against treason, and if placed beneath the head during sleep, it could produce prophetic dreams.

Gabriel’s story is pure fiction. I took the great liberty of changing time periods, adding conflicts where there were none, and creating my own unique world.

Some characters in Gabriel’s history did, in fact, exist while others were pure fabrications on my part. When reading about Aztec lore, like any other writer, I thought of what if.

I hope you enjoy Gabriel’s and Amanda’s story.


To Tim, my constant companion on this amazing journey.


PROLOGUE

“Almost there,” Mark muttered through gritted teeth. Both his shoulders brushed rock as he crawled on his hands and knees and squeezed deeper into the tunnel, surrounded by limestone. Moist air clung to his face. The sudden hint of a breeze, a sign of a possible live cave, urged him forward. To actually find a cave no one had discovered…. Calm down. After all, he and his cousin had been searching for two years now and found nothing but empty mine shafts, dead caves, and sinkholes. The light attached to his helmet illuminated a few feet in front of him as he edged forward. Anything farther was a black wall of the unknown facing him.

“I think you said that half an hour ago,” Jason grumbled from behind him.

“Yeah, yeah.” Mark paused on all fours and tried to see his cousin over his shoulder, but his helmet butted up against rock. As he faced forward, he continued, “I know, but you don’t have to—”

Lurching forward, he lost his balance and tumbled headlong into black space.

Grunting, he landed on his back, the wind knocked from his lungs. He shifted his legs. Thank God. Ending up paralyzed wasn’t something he planned in this life. The helmet with the flashlight remained attached to his skull. Well, that was something.

Shuffling echoed into the chamber, and a moment later Jason appeared standing to his left, his helmet’s light glaring from above. “You sure make things difficult for yourself, don’t you?”

The pain in his hip made him snap back, “Like you haven’t had a couple of close calls. If I hadn’t gone first, you would have been the one landing on his back instead of getting forewarned long enough to rappel down to here.” 

“Too true.” Jason offered his hand.

Mark took it and scrambled to his feet. He stepped forward gingerly to gauge his injury and sank a foot into a puddle. Forget aches or pains! He’d landed in water which meant— 

Something dropped on Mark’s forearm. He glanced up. More water.

Hot damn. It looked like they’d found a live cave.

Jason unhooked another flashlight attached to his belt and shined the beam upward a good twenty feet and toward the entrance where they’d entered the cave.

Mark gasped in unison with his cousin. Excitement rushed through his body, and he thought for a brief moment his chest might explode from the sheer power of it.

“Holy crap,” Jason whispered, turning slowly, the scrape of his boots hollow against the rock floor. The beam from the light on his helmet arced along the wall. Tube-like formations gleamed. “This has gotta be virgin territory. I think I need to sit down before I pass out with happiness.”

Mark glanced up at the cave’s ceiling. “Damn! Do you see all those soda straws? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

The distinct drip of water hitting water merged with the sound of their breathing.

Jason edged forward. “A pond. The humidity in here is amazing.”

Cold, musty air rushed into Mark’s lungs. “I can’t believe we found a freaking live cave. All these years of vague rumors but no one knowing exactly where the hell it was.” He aimed the beam at his cousin.

Jason flashed him a toothy grin. “Just think of the money.”

“You know it’s not the money.”

“Still... It’ll be an added bonus along with the recognition.” Jason’s flashlight caught on some type of odd-shaped formation on the ground several feet in length. “Hey, what’s that?”

Mark unhooked his light from his belt and raised its beam to meld with his cousin’s. Stepping carefully to avoid ruining any formations, he moved toward it. “Not sure...”

Something brushed his ear. Shivering, he swiped at his neck and glanced around. He could have sworn he’d heard wings. 

Bats?

He peered up at the ceiling. The light only penetrated so far. He hadn’t seen any signs of bats—no tell-tale squeaking, droppings or smell. Unease prickled the back of his neck. 

As they drew closer to the mound, unmistakable disquiet entered Jason’s voice. “What the hell is it? I swear it looks like a—” The other man sucked in a harsh breath. “Jesus.” 

Their flashlights illuminated what appeared to be a man’s decomposing body. Sections of skin and flesh had dissolved. Time must have eaten the skin and tissue of his lips. The teeth and upper and lower jaw gleamed white, while the man’s eyes had caved into the skull’s sockets. By the side of the body, a helmet rested, its light extinguished. For how long, he couldn’t even guess.

Mark grimaced. “The poor bastard.”

“What do you think happened? Do you suppose he got trapped in here and just wasn’t able to get out? He couldn’t have been stupid enough to go spelunking alone.”

They both pivoted around and angled their lights around them in a complete circle. Stalagmites protruded from the cave floor, and the ground to their right sloped downward to the motionless pool. A thick black, impenetrable wall cut off deeper parts of the cave and the area above where they’d entered the chamber. 

 “I don’t see another body,” Jason murmured. “I’m not an expert on dead people, but I’m guessing that he’s been dead several months.”

“You think?” Mark avoided glancing at the body. It just crept him out too much. But that lasted all of two seconds. Morbid curiosity won out over repugnance, and reluctantly he gazed back at the corpse. 

“Hell if I know.” Jason grunted. “I can’t imagine dying in this place alone and being unable to see a damn thing. I’d have gone insane before I finally bit the bullet.”

“He might have been alive for a good while. He could have easily broken a leg or something and couldn’t get out, and then possibly starved to death.” The corpse’s chest looked odd; he stopped scanning with his light. “Then again, maybe not...”

That same morbid curiosity urged him down on his haunches to get a better view. This close to the body, both his flashlights revealed a chest torn apart. “Shit. This guy didn’t die from anything broken. It looks like a wild animal got to him.”

“That’s crazy,” Jason argued, his voice thick with unease. “This place is locked up tight. Nothing that big could survive down here.”

“Tell that to the dead guy.” There was a round, somewhat oval object between the size of a golf and tennis ball. “Hey, what’s that between his arm and body? A rock?”

His cousin aimed his light at it. “I don’t know about that. Too porous...”

“Jesus!” Mark jumped up and back, almost falling on his ass in his haste to get away from the body. “I think it’s his heart.”

“No!” Jason bent over and peered down. “Uh, is part of it missing?”

“Missing? It looks worse than that. It looks like someone ripped his heart out of his body. That’s what it looks like!” Mark backed farther away. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” Gooseflesh rose along his spine and across his neck. He peered into the blackness around him again, unable to shake the sudden fear digging into his muscles and kicking up his heart rate. Any second now he expected a wild bear or rabid wolf to attack.

“Wait. Not yet. There’s something else...” Jason hunched even lower and pulled at something in the corpse’s hand. 

“Just forget it. It’s not important.”

“No. This guy found it important. He was clutching it like a lifeline.” Jason tugged harder. 

At the sound of bone snapping and giving away, Mark winced. Bile rose from his stomach to catch against the back of his throat.

Jason lifted some type of silver rope into the air.

They both angled their lights at the object. It wasn’t a silver rope but a thick chain with a large fist-sized medallion on one end.

The pendant swung back and forth before Jason steadied it. Then he raised his palm. The silver winked beneath the flashlight’s beam.

Mark was wrong again. The object wasn’t really a medallion or a pendant, but a necklace. And attached was a blood-encrusted cross.


CHAPTER 1

“And here I thought the town of Spirit Lake didn’t have much crime,” Amanda Douglas murmured, her gaze fixated on the corpse.

Standing beside his partner of two weeks, Gabriel Martinez rubbed his neck, but that didn’t ease the tension, which cut a swath across his neck and into every part of his body. Holy Mother, he was getting tired of this. He had been working for the police department for five years now. Like Amanda, he had escaped to Spirit Lake, a small town of around five thousand in northern Iowa, in hopes of never coming across sights like the one in front of him, which just proved he would never escape.

 Amanda, face blanched of much of its color, stepped cautiously away from the body. “Two years in Chicago as a cop, I’d seen my share of murders, but after moving here almost a month ago, I get this, this...  What type of crazy is running around in your town?”

They stood in the middle of Jack Blunt’s living room. Along with the fan’s overhead light, every other lamp in the room illuminated the area in bright, glaring detail. With the drapes open wide, the night, a silent witness to the crime, clung to the front window, while winter air intruded through the open front door. 

“It appears someone crazy with rage.” Gabriel looked at the corpse sprawled on one side of the sofa as if Blunt had been tossed there as an afterthought.

Fully clothed in jeans and sweatshirt, the male victim didn’t appear to have struggled against his murderer. No contusions on his arms or hands, no broken fingernails. But above his torso… Holy Mother. That was a different story. It looked like someone had used a serrated knife and shredded his neck until they’d gotten past tendon, muscle and bone.

As for the head...

There was none.

At least they hadn’t come across one. They’d checked beyond the living room with no luck. Blood immediately around the victim had seeped into the leather, and there were some large puddles two yards away from the couch and the victim—as if someone had been standing there watching the man while dripping blood.

The metallic scent permeated the air. Gabriel wrinkled his nose and backed up, but the odor still clung to his senses. 

According to dispatch, the call had come in from the mother of one of three kids selling cookies door to door. The girls had seen the victim from the front window and had run screaming to the mother hovering on the sidewalk. They would have nightmares for weeks.

Hell, at that age, Gabriel would have too. The whole tableau was nauseating. 

Amanda whispered, “Those poor little kids. Nicole could have been one of those girls. She could have easily walked up those stairs and looked into the window and found this… this...” She waved a trembling hand at the body.

“But she didn’t, and she was not anywhere around this place.” Gabriel tried to reassure the new patrol officer. “You checked on her on our way here, and she is home watching her favorite television series with your babysitter. Did you not tell me that yourself?”

“Yes, but still...” She took a deep breath. “I don’t get it. What type of person would do something like this?” 

“I don’t know.” Gabriel rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Maybe he had a pet that attacked him.”

“Seriously? A pet?” She turned her startled gaze toward him, disbelief in her large brown eyes. “A pet that runs off with a human head?”

Gabriel shrugged. “Probably not any type of pet I have ever had.”

“Well, the only type of pet I can think of would be some exotic animal no one’s seen or heard of.” She rubbed her arms and backed up another step. “It looks worse than any animal attack. Almost like someone took a small chainsaw to him.”

“I’m sure he didn’t have a tiger running loose, and as for the chainsaw, I haven’t a clue.” Gabriel noticed the fine sheen of sweat on her brow. “Are you going to be okay?” 

He cupped her elbow, his hand gentle against the fragile bone and muscle, then brushed a finger along her inner arm. What would her skin feel like beneath her long-sleeved shirt? No doubt better than he could imagine.

Supple, silky. 

Holy Mother. Sudden awareness of her being a woman and not just a coworker rushed through him. He should not have touched her. She stiffened under his hand, and he let go, but the warmth and texture of her flesh against his palm still lingered. Suddenly awkward, he dropped his hand to his side. 

“Yeah, sure. I’m fine.” She jerked her head a couple of times. “I’ve seen some dead bodies. I’ll get over this one too. Maybe not as quickly.”

He suspected she would probably have herself a nightmare, too, after their shift was over. “Do you want to wait in the patrol car until someone from the Medical Examiner’s Office arrives? You don’t have your jacket, and you can crank up the heater.”

Alarm flashed in her eyes. “No. I’d never live it down if the rest of the department got wind I couldn’t stomach a scene like this.”

“They wouldn’t hear anything from me, and you are not in Chicago.” Gabriel tried to give her an out. “Your reaction is understandable. No one is going to give you flak for being human.”

“Well, I’m feeling a little green, probably look it too. You, on the other hand, seem unfazed. I’m sure you’ve got some years on me and faced your share of grisly crime scenes.”

“A few.” If only she knew. Gabriel decided to keep his mouth shut on the details. “It is always harder when you know the person, though. I played poker with Jack and some of the locals on a number of Friday nights.”

She shook her head, clearly dismayed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. But then, this being such a small town, you must know everyone.”

Some more than he wanted to. “Yes, pretty much.” Gabriel searched the room. Other than a couple of magazines littering the coffee table and a few gold-framed pictures sitting on the end table, nothing else revealed the owner’s personality. Like the living room, the rest of the house was clean but sparsely furnished. “We’re going to have to call his family. His sister lives in Omaha, and I know his parents retired to Florida. I think, Miami.”

“I can do that if you like.”

“They know me. I think it’s best coming from me.” 

“Sure.”

“Are you positive you’re okay?” Gabriel was a little worried she might pass out on him. “You can sit down outside until the medical examiner gets here. The cold air might do you some good.”

She stiffened. “Like I said before, I’m fine.” Jaw taut, she looked at the corpse. “Obviously the person was enraged when they killed him. Possibly jealous? There has to be a motive.”

“Why does there need to be a motive?”

“Well, because”—she frowned and trailed a hand down the chestnut-colored ponytail draped over her shoulder—“if there isn’t, then we’re dealing with a psychopath who gets their kicks out of ripping apart people’s chests.” She twirled the tip of her ponytail between her long, elegant fingers again and again.

So far, Gabriel had only seen her with hair swept back from her face. The severe hairstyle emphasized the regal curve of her cheekbones, the arch of her nose, the strong, graceful sweep of her jaw and the long, smooth column of her neck. Too many times, he had imagined that same hair loose around her shoulders, her naked beneath him, arching into his body in complete surrender. 

Longing and hunger, intense and jaw-grinding, raged through his body. How the hell a woman could look sexy in a navy-blue police uniform and padded bullet-proof vest was beyond him, but somehow Amanda managed it. He had been salivating over her from the moment she joined the local police force. He had it bad. But no one would find that out from him.

“Gabriel?”

He returned to reality with a sickening thump. Amanda was staring at him with a question in her eyes, and he had no clue what she had asked him. “I’m sorry?”

“I was just wondering if you knew of anyone he’d pissed off recently.”

“He had a nasty divorce years ago. Then there were a couple of complaints over the last few years about him getting too loud and obnoxious at the bar when he was drinking too much. But I can’t think of one person enraged enough to cut off his head like that.”

The headlights of a car arced into the room then disappeared. The medical examiner’s vehicle pulled into the driveway. 

Jennifer Barnes and a crime scene tech stepped into the house. One look at the victim and Jennifer’s jaw slackened. “What the hell?” She walked over and joined them.

Amanda looked at her. “You probably haven’t seen a death like this one.” 

“That I haven’t.” After her initial shock, Jennifer’s voice thickened with obvious excitement. “Where’s the head?”

“Not sure.” Gabriel rocked back on his heels. “We didn’t find it in the house.”

“It’ll be interesting to see if the perp is trying to mask the cause of death. Actually, I don’t think I’ve gotten something this fascinating in years.”

Amanda pressed her mouth into a tight line. “Yes, well, fascinating as it may be, I’m afraid I’ve been looking at it a little too much.”

“On that note”—Gabriel headed for the door—“we will let you and your tech get to work on the crime scene.”

After getting behind the wheel of his patrol car, Gabriel looked over at Amanda. Lights from the house illuminated a face devoid of feeling, but it was probably only a fragile mask, and she was shell-shocked. “I think we need a break before we get through a mountain of paperwork. I’m sure you’re not up to eating, but how about some coffee?”

Shoulders sagging, she cranked up the heat and sank into the passenger seat. “How about some decaf? I think I’ve got enough adrenaline to keep me going for a while.”

“Decaf, it is.” 

Five minutes later, he pulled into Wombats, the only twenty-four-hour restaurant in town. The place was owned by an Australian couple who visited Iowa a decade ago and liked it so much they’d never moved back. After Blunt’s murder, they might think differently.

The moment they stepped into the diner, the night manager, his body shaped like a bowling pin, rounded the cashier’s counter. Scott frowned at them. “What happened to Jack?”

Gabriel wanted to groan aloud. “How did you find out so quickly?”

“Susan told me. Her kid was selling cookies and is traumatized. A rumor’s going around that it was a wild animal.”

He should have known it wouldn't take long for the word to get out to the general public, but even for Spirit Lake, this was close to a record. “You know I can’t tell you anything, Scott.”

The dreadlocked man rolled his eyes at Amanda. “He’s one of the most close mouthed cops we have. Care to let me in on the details?”

Amanda shook her head. “Sorry. Can’t do that. I might be green, but I’m not stupid.”

At Scott’s rabid gaze, Gabriel laughed. “Cut it out. No one is going to tell you a thing.”

“Fine. Be that way.” Scott wrinkled his nose. Then a sardonic smile tipped one corner of his mouth. “So what are you wanting to eat? Steak? How about something a little extra rare and bloody?” 

Gabriel narrowed his eyes. “Funny. I wouldn’t be making any jokes. You could end up a suspect. Everyone knows you and Jack never got along. Especially after that last poker game the two of you were in.”

The other man’s smile congealed. 

Gabriel arched a brow. “We both would like a cup of decaf coffee. And not some of that stuff you’ve had sitting on the burner for the last couple of hours.”

When they reached their booth and were out of earshot, Gabriel sat down on a well-worn bench. “I bet you’re not used to town gossip or Scott’s lack of empathy.”

Amanda twisted her lips as she dropped into the opposite bench. “Hmmm, no. But you’re efficient when it comes to shutting it down.”

“I try my best.” He sank back and smiled, relieved to see color bloom into her cheeks. “Scott is one of our top gossips. Actually, there are four or five who can beat him hands down, but I would say he thrives on it the most. I wouldn't be surprised if he gets back at me for not spilling my guts about tonight. He might retaliate by serving a poisoned donut one day soon.”

“That sounds scary. Someone vindictive enough to poison my prized breakfast food.” She teased him with a smile that revealed the dimple in her left cheek, while her eyes warmed to chestnut. 

Gabriel inhaled sharply and broke eye contact before he gave himself away. Where was Scott with their coffee? Amanda had no clue the power she held over him with just a look or gesture. Yes, she knew he found her attractive, but it went beyond any physical release, and she needed to remain clueless about his feelings. But the hunger, the driving need to taste and touch her... He clenched his hand on the seat and forced his mouth into a semblance of a smile.

He knew she felt something for him. At times the sexual tension between them locked him in place, froze his thoughts. He had caught her staring at him several times with her lips parted, cheeks flushed. It wouldn’t take much to have her succumb, to—

“You don’t look like the donut type.” Those incredible eyes held his gaze. They were light brown, almost caramel in color. A lioness. Fierce. Protective. Loyal to her young. She was all of those things and more. 

“Donuts are not my favorite food”—he smirked—“only because I refuse to be the stereotypical cop. Give me another five years, though, and that might change. I could gain a couple of spare tires around my middle.”

Maybe if he cleared the air, talked about this attraction between them, it would go away and lose its power. Or maybe they should act on it, get it out of their systems and move on. Something had to give. He couldn’t take much more of this.

“I find that hard to believe.” She laughed, a deep throaty sound filled with sensual pleasure that caressed his senses.

“Here.” Scott plopped two cups of coffee and creamer on the table with such force that it sounded like he’d used a hammer to pound them onto the table. He disappeared without another comment.

Amanda blinked, thankful for the timely interruption. She’d been eyeing Gabriel’s physical attributes far too closely. The man was muscle, sinew, and sexy as hell. She couldn't ever see a spare tire around Gabriel’s middle. If his biceps were any indication, a person probably could bounce a quarter off his abs or any other body part.

Enough. The last thing she needed was to start an affair with a coworker. She’d just started work two weeks ago. A new town, a new job. No need to ruin everything with a fling. At least not this quickly.

“See what I mean?” Gabriel rested an arm on the back of the bench, accenting the wide breadth of his chest and shoulders. “Scott now has it in for me. It will take a week before he warms up.”

“Remind me to keep on his good side.”

Gabriel slid the creamer across the table toward her and shifted, his knee brushing against hers. The action underscored their close proximity and how important it was to keep her distance so she didn’t get completely distracted by his maleness. 

In a hurry to take the container from him without touching his hand, she spilled cream over her own. Heat rushed into her face, and she bit back a four-letter word. Even with three yards and a table between them, she still got flustered. Any shorter distance and her brain would combust, short-circuit, or cease to do anything for the foreseeable future. Only two more days of training and getting familiar with the department, and then she would have her own patrol car. Those two days seemed a hell of a long time. She couldn’t exactly sit in the back behind the cage while he chauffeured her around town, now could she?

The silence between them thickened. Awkward—with a capital A. At least she found it awkward. Gabriel might be completely oblivious to how she thought of him and that three letter word that screamed at her every time he stepped within her radar.

SEX.

Amanda shifted, and air whooshed out of the leather bench. Well, awkward might be putting it mildly.

Gabriel rubbed a thumb over the rim of his coffee cup again and again. 

She desperately tried not to think of those large hands on her body.

“Taking tonight out of the equation, how are you liking Spirit Lake?” Gabriel finally broke the silence.

Maybe he didn’t find anything awkward, and all this sexual awareness between them was just her wild imagination.

“Love it.” She managed a decent reply. Cool and composed, at least, she hoped so.

“You don’t find it too boring? There is really not much nightlife in the area.”

“I like boring.” She eyed his bland expression. What was going on inside his head? “But after tonight, I’m not sure I’m going to get boring.”

Leaning forward, he set both elbows on the table and slowly searched her face. “I am not sure what to tell you. Before this, Spirit Lake’s violent crime has been non-existent. We get busy in the summer. The Great Lakes area here is a popular tourist destination, especially for families and college students. The most crime we get is during the summer—disorderly conduct and boating while intoxicated, while our main emergency calls are due to people passing out from dehydration.”

“The lack of crime is why I moved here with my daughter. I was hoping to raise her in a safe place with a sense of community.” 

“Before this evening, I would have told you this place is perfect for the both of you. Everyone watches out for each other’s back. Many of the locals still do not lock their car or house doors.” He leaned back against his bench. “There is only one downfall…”

“And what’s that?”

His eyes crinkled into a smile. “Trying to avoid someone, especially during the winter here, is near impossible.”

She laughed, relaxing at the warmth in his gaze. The interest in his eyes did something to her insides she hadn’t felt in a long while. It was hard to consider it a good thing, though. She didn’t need any complications right now, not on a personal level.

His expression turned serious, and the light in his eyes darkened suddenly to rich chocolate. “Hopefully, you’ll have an opportunity to meet new people and to laugh more here. Freer mentioned something happened to your daughter. I don’t know all the details.”

“I-I-”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” His hand cupped hers on top of the table. “I didn'tmean to make you feel uncomfortable.”

She quickly withdrew her hand, but the brief heat of his palm still lingered on her skin. So much for confiding in Bill Freer, the Chief of Police, and expecting him to keep it private. She struggled to keep her voice even. “I just didn’t realize he’d been talking.”

“He didn’t go into any details. I walked off before he could. He tends to stick his nose where it doesn’t belong and gossips more than most, and I have never been one to listen to hearsay.” 

 She stared at the remaining coffee in her cup as if it were suddenly fascinating. Her uniform and bullet-proof vest turned constrictive. She didn’t want to talk about Nicole. It would only make her feel terribly inadequate at her parenting skills.

“Hey.”

She looked up.

“I didn’t intend to upset you. Tonight has been upsetting as it is. The last thing you need is for me to make you feel even worse.” 

The sincerity in his eyes made her smile. 

“You know…you have a beautiful smile.” He flushed. “Forget I said that.” 

How could she? “Consider it forgotten.”

Sudden tension filled the booth. Gabriel drummed his fingers on the tabletop, while she cleared her throat before taking a sip of cooling coffee. 

He rubbed a palm against the back of his neck. “The two of us getting involved is not a smart move. Not when we have to work together.”

Amanda sucked in a breath. Now that was a surprise she hadn’t planned on, him addressing the sexual tension between them. So much for hoping he’d ignore it or pretend it didn’t exist, like she’d been failing to do for days now. “Absolutely.” She nodded. “I should be able to keep my hands to myself.” At her asinine attempt at a joke, a blush rapidly heated her neck and face. But could she control herself? Yes, she had Nicole to think of. Nicole, traumatized and emotionally fragile, needed a strong, capable, and protective parent. Still, no matter how much she wanted to deny it to herself or anyone else, a part of her was lonely, craving something more than being a parent, traffic cop, and fully functioning and responsible adult. 

A secret part of her wanted to be wildly irresponsible… 

“That is good to know.” He stared at her with eyes gone dark with some indefinable emotion. “I hope to do the same.” 

“Well then, it seems we’re on the same page.” Amanda’s pulse quickened and her body stirred with undeniable longing. Having sex with Gabriel would be stupid, irresponsible, and completely selfish on her part. She needed to think of Nicole. The move, on top of everything else the past year, had been a traumatizing change for her daughter. 

When the staticky voice of the dispatcher came over the radio attached to Gabriel’s shoulder, Amanda thanked the heavens for the interruption, that is, until Becky’s next sentence.

“We have a possible 240 at Christopher’s Crossing. Someone heard screaming.”

Amanda tensed while Gabriel swore under his breath. He clicked on his radio and replied, “10-4. We will go check it out.” 

For the briefest of moments, they stared across the table at each other. Then Amanda said what they were both thinking. “I hope to hell we don’t have another victim on our hands.”


CHAPTER 2

Back in the squad car, Amanda rubbed her brow with a thumb and index finger. “Where’s Christopher Crossing? I haven’t heard of it.”

“After a while, you’ll hear about it plenty enough. It’s inside the city limits.” Gabriel guided the vehicle from the restaurant’s parking lot and drove a good mile before pulling onto the highway. 

Brief glimpses of snow-dusted farmland appeared on both sides of the road as the vehicle devoured asphalt and the yellow median line sped by. “And?”

“It’s a teenage hangout. We are always getting calls about loud music and fighting—teenagers blowing off steam. During the summer, a lot of kids go fishing there and drink more than they should. We make appearances to keep them in line, but the fear of landing in jail does not always work. We usually get fewer calls during the winter, though. I guess the natives have gotten bored and are in need of some excitement.”

“Dispatch said a 240. Assault, I can understand with a bunch of drunk teenagers. Screaming’s a whole different matter.”

“Hmmm. Well, let us hope it’s nothing more. I don’t think either one of us wants to deal with another dead body.”

“I’ll take rowdy teenagers any day of the week.”

“Is that so?” Gabriel was obviously amused. “Does that mean you can relate, and you were rowdy yourself as a teenager?”

Amanda’s lips twisted into a wry grimace. “Just a typical one. I’m sure you have far wilder stories under your belt than I do. I think the craziest thing was a bunch of us going skinny-dipping.”

“Skinny-dipping, eh?” He chuckled, his next words growing deep and smoky. “I would have liked to have been there to see that.” He slowed the car and turned it onto a dirt road.

The headlights bounced off patches of snow, dirt, and several pines. A deer leaped across the road and disappeared into the brush. 

“I’m sure you would have,” she quipped, turning and catching the flash of a smile in the car’s interior. His eyes glowed a metallic golden brown and his large shadow suddenly took up too much of the front seat. 

Oh, no. She sucked in a breath as her chest tightened with desire. She hated how her brain ceased to function just because of a little smile. After all, she’d been fighting this attraction since the moment she walked into the police department and saw Gabriel seated at his desk that first day.

As they rounded a bend, a fire flickered in the distance, while smoke billowed into the night sky. Flames revealed a good half-dozen people. Couples sat on the tailgates of two trucks backed up to the fire. 

The group must have seen them. Two people started kicking dirt and snow into the fire. Others jumped into their cars.

“See what I mean?” Gabriel guided the vehicle down the dirt road layered with potholes and patches of ice, both of which impeded their speed.  

“I’m sure we’re putting the fear of God into them.”

“It's possible, but not probable. And as for the screaming from the looks of the group, they were just getting rowdy and loud.”

Headlights flashed. Engines rumbled. Dirt and snow kicked up into the air as vehicles fishtailed from the area. Taillights disappeared.

“It has become a bit of a game,” Gabriel explained. “We have never arrested anyone yet. Maybe if they get out of hand and do more than regular teenager stuff, that might change.”

By the time Gabriel pulled the car to the side of the dirt road and angled the headlights, only embers glowed in the fire pit. 

“Not even a beer can left behind.” Amanda peered around the cleaned-up area. No signs of fighting or foul play. She relaxed. Just a bunch of teenagers letting off steam. “I’m pretty impressed. You can’t even fine them for littering.”

“They clean up the area after themselves, and we pretty well let them go on their way.” 

“What about drunk driving?”

“Doesn’t happen often. But we should check the place out and make sure we’ve got a dead fire.”

“Well, shoot. We didn’t even get to see the whites of their eyes.”

Gabriel laughed. “There’s always next time. There always is.”

Amanda unbuckled her belt and tried to open the door, once, twice.

“Is that thing sticking again?” He shook his head. “You would think they’d learned that a bit of WD-40 doesn’t always do the trick.”

Amanda checked to make sure it wasn’t locked, and this time shoved at the door. It didn’t budge. “I guess I don’t have enough muscle to unjam it.”

“Damn budget cuts. Nothing seems to be working. God forbid if anything breaks down. If it does, you are going to have to wait until you retire to get it fixed.” He muttered a four-letter word under his breath. “Here, let me.” He reached over to grab the door with his right hand. 

“No, that’s fine.” She squished up against the backrest to avoid his touch. It didn’t work. Even through the bulletproof vest, bra, and shirt, his arm burned through to her breasts as he caught at the handle and twisted.

The scent of his aftershave drifted toward her. Oh, crap. The smell was divine. Musky, male, woodsy, clean, and something else Amanda couldn’t decipher. A wild, hungry scent was the only way she could describe it, but the smell was distinct and pure Gabriel. She’d gotten too close to him a couple of times and hadn’t been able to avoid inhaling.

Double crap. Her body started to respond. Desire roiled through her limbs to pool in the pit of her stomach. 

“The thing is worse than before,” he muttered.

In her panic to get away, she grabbed the door handle herself, entwining her fingers with his as she yanked at the metal. 

He twisted around and used his other hand instead, which made everything worse. Now his chest angled toward her. His cheek brushed against her lips. His upper torso pushed into her breasts.

“Just leave it alone!” Her voice was too loud, too emotional in the close confines of the car.

With one hand resting on the side of the backrest by her shoulder and the other clasping the handle, he froze. His cinnamon-scented breath whispered into the car’s interior.

Her pulse thundered. Please don’t turn. Just, please don’t turn. Gabriel made her feel too needy, too lonely for a man. She was afraid—one touch from him and she’d cave.

He turned. 

Inches separated their lips. 

They both jerked back at the same time. 

But then he pushed up against her again, sending her heart ricocheting inside her chest. 

“Move!” She twisted against his chest and tried to edge closer to her door, using her feet to get a better grip on the vehicle floor. Her heels skidded, and she lost her footing, sliding across the leather bench to land on her back.  

He reached for the dashboard for balance, missed, and landed on top of her, his legs entwining with hers. “Damn it. I can’t.”

“Bullshit.”

Her breath came out in quick, shallow pants.

Gabriel was now plastered over her body. 

She grabbed his arms. Beneath the fabric of his uniform, his muscles bunched beneath her fingers. 

“I am stuck somehow,” he said by her ear.

His breath sent a delicious shiver down her spine. She wanted to kiss him. No, she wanted to do more than kiss him. This wasn’t good. Not good at all. 

“What do you mean?” She managed to get the question out as she touched her cheek to his and looked between their bodies.

Somehow they’d twisted this way and that, to the point that he was almost on top of her. She couldn’t take this; she was going to do something stupid.

Like kiss him.

“My badge is caught on yours.”

“That’s impossible.” She squirmed harder. Her hips twisted and meshed with his, and, and—

“Damn it,” he demanded. “Just stop. Stop it right now.”

Beneath him, she stilled and looked up into his face.

The moon had risen over the trees to stream into the vehicle from the window, illuminating the hard angles of his face, the gold flecks in his eyes. 

His erection burned against her pelvis.  

My God, he wanted her just as bad as she wanted him. If she moved just so and arched up— Whoa. Stop right there. But by God, she couldn’t remember one moment, one instant where she was drowning in desire like this.

“To hell with the badge.” He caught her lips in a kiss, thrusting his tongue into her mouth, tasting, touching as if he wanted to devour her.

She kissed him back with equal fervor, brushing her fingers along his nape to caress the fringe of his hair, then slipping them through the silken strands until she tugged at his scalp, urging him on. 

He shoved a hand beneath her body until he cupped her ass and pressed her deeper against his groin.

She squirmed until her thighs cradled his hips.

He pushed into her again.

Perfect, so perfect. Except for the clothes keeping them apart. She wanted to rip them off. Feel naked skin against naked skin. She wanted—needed more.

Hunger eclipsed all thought.

Clawing at his shirt, she pulled the hem from his pants until her fingers encountered flesh. She caressed the small of his back with shaking hands, rimmed the inside of his belt loop, then edged higher, but his bulletproof vest impeded her from caressing his back or anything above his waist.

With one hand beneath her head and the other on her hip, pressing her deeper against his erection, he kissed her jaw, temple, earlobe. The wet heat of his lips trailed along the arch of her neck.

My God. She cried out at the pain of unfulfilled desire. The ache between her legs was unbearable. Near frantic, she inched back into the padded seat of the cruiser and tried to get her hands between them to disentangle their shields and get to the buttons of his shirt and beyond.

The badges disengaged. Freedom! Quickly she twisted at his buttons, opening each with frantic fingers. She needed to get at his skin, touch it, taste it...

The sound of a horn ripped into the car’s interior.

For a moment Amanda didn’t understand. Oh, hell! Her foot had connected to the steering wheel and was digging into the padded horn.

“What the—” Gabriel jerked away from her. He grabbed onto the dashboard and the back of her seat to keep from crushing her.

She came to with a resounding crash. Fog clung to the windows, shielding her view from beyond the vehicle. They’d misted the glass in a thick film like a couple of randy teenagers.

My God. She’d been about to have sex with her partner. Even worse, while she was on duty. What the hell was wrong with her?

“Jesus.” Gabriel pulled away from her.

Shadows masked his expression, but she sensed his need. Felt the desperation and tremor in his hand as he stroked wayward strands of hair from her face.

He kissed her brow, his breath quick and unsteady against her temple before he drew away. “This is what I was talking about.” Raw hunger laced his voice. “This attraction, this need between us. It's much worse than I thought. Especially now that I have had a chance to taste you.”

“It’s only because it’s been a while for me.” She pulled herself into a sitting position and tried to keep her voice from cracking.

“Come on, Amanda. I am a cop. I can read bullshit with the best of them.”

She pressed her lips tightly together. “Fine. It doesn’t mean we have to give in.”

“Can you honestly say this is not going to happen again when we’re alone?” With a hand curled around the top of the steering wheel, he stared at her across the barely two-foot distance between them. 

“I...” Her body ached. “No. But I’d like to think the two of us are more than animals and can handle keeping our hands to ourselves for the next two days. After that, I’ll have my own car and the only time we’ll be in each other’s company is at the office.”

Her cell buzzed. In relief, she slumped against the cushioned backrest. Topic closed for the moment. She pulled the phone from the case at her hip. “It’s my daughter. I’ve got to get it.” Time to switch gears. “Hey, honey. What’s up?” She made a point of not looking at Gabriel. It was hard enough focusing on her daughter with him only feet away.

“I can’t sleep.” Fear peppered Nicole’s voice. 

“Nightmares?” Amanda groaned silently. 

“Yeah.”

“I’m so sorry, sweetie. I thought they might have disappeared. You haven’t had one since we moved here.”

“Katie didn’t hide all the knives after dinner. She said she would, but they were all in that big wooden box thingy. And the other ones were still in the drawer.” 

Amanda’s shoulders dipped. “I’ll talk to her again and make sure she understands how important that is.” Though she wasn’t yet ready to get into any great detail about Nicole’s past with the babysitter. 

“Oh, Autumn asked if I could spend the night tomorrow.” A hint of excitement overshadowed Nicole’s sadness. 

“And?” Hope bubbled up in Amanda’s chest.

“I want to.”

“That’s great.” She broke into a smile. Finally, just when she thought an overnight stay would never happen. Maybe moving to Spirit Lake was the best thing she’d done in a long while. She tried not to think of the savage attack on Jack Blunt. “I’ll be home in a little over an hour, and we can talk about it more, but just remember that I’ll have to pick you up from Autumn’s the next morning for volleyball practice.”

When she hung up, Gabriel looked at her, his brow creased. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, Nicole’s spending the night at a friend’s house tomorrow night.” She smiled with genuine pleasure. “It’s a first. She’s never done that before. She’s finding her wings when I thought she never would.”

“Well, it could be she has wanted to stay close to home all this time because she has such a special mother.”

The mood had changed, thank God, and she was going to make sure it stayed that way by keeping to a safe topic. No detours back to where they were. “I’m trying. Motherhood is something pretty new to me. Nicole might be eleven, but I’ve only had her a year.”

“I am sure she realizes how lucky she is.”

Amanda adjusted her clothing and slipped on her seatbelt. “The adoption was final just last month.”

Gabriel started the car and rubbed the condensation off the window in front of the steering wheel. “So, she is going to be over at a friend’s house tomorrow night.”

“Yes…” 

“We both have that night off.” His voice turned husky. 

“Uh-huh.”

“So, you are going to be alone.”

Amanda couldn’t find the willpower to lie. Her heart rate kicked up a notch. “Yep.” It was hard to keep her voice steady.

“Did you want me to come over?”

“I-I don’t know…” The idea sent a new wave of desire roiling through her. Did she have the power to say no if he showed up at her door? Actually, she didn’t think she wanted to say no.  

Gabriel left it at that as he turned the car around on the dirt road and drove them back to town.


CHAPTER 3

Shoulders slumped with weariness, Amanda slipped through the side entrance of her house and into the kitchen, softly closing the door behind her. What a crazy, exhausting work night. Lows and highs, and then more lows. Talk about being twisted into a mental pretzel. She was just glad she was home with her body and part of her mind intact.

Above the counter, the babysitter had left on a nightlight, which illuminated the brown-flecked countertops, ceramic floor, and maple kitchen table and chairs. The warm, cozy feel of the place took the edge off the tension digging into her shoulders, back and neck. A hot shower would remove the rest. Sleep would have to wait a little longer.
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