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Prologue




1965

 

“Doctor Murphy to ICU.” Soft words echoed through sterile white halls. People drifted through them, speaking in hushed tones. Doctors and nurses went about their business. Families and friends passed open doors as they sought patients they knew.

No one stopped at room two-thirteen where sixteen-year-old Terry O’Reilly held silent vigil over her adoptive father, Chase, clinging tight to his cold, lifeless fingers. He lay silent, unmoving, unconscious. He didn’t raise his head or open his eyes. An array of tubes and sensors ran from his body to various monitors and machines.

Alert and in uniform, he’d commanded respect. Those who knew him trusted his quiet strength and sense of humor to pull them through the toughest situations. Unconscious, that humor and strength vanished, no longer able to help those who worried about him.

Hollow cheeks and deathly pallor added twenty years to his actual thirty-seven. Dark hair brushed a high forehead. A scar across one cheek once lent him an air of mystery, but now made hollow cheeks more despairing. Death lurked in the room, in waiting, eerily silent but its presence painfully apparent.

A nurse entered to check vital signs. Her nametag read “A. Miller, RN.” Ann checked on Terry often. She proceeded through her routine with calm efficiency, jotting notes on a clipboard. That done, she headed for the door.

Terry waited with sad but tolerant expectancy. She smiled when the nurse turned.

“You should get some sleep.”

“I’m okay.” Terry’s gaze dropped, her reply automatic. “Lack of sleep never killed anyone.”

“Actually it has. At least go to the cafeteria and get something to eat.”

“I can’t leave. I don’t want him to be alone.”

“Okay.” Ann sighed with resignation. “Give me a holler if you need anything.” The door closed behind her.

Silence fell again, disrupted by beeps, whirs, and clicks of machines.

Terry squeezed Chase’s cold hand, trying to encourage some sign of life. No response.

“You can’t leave me,” she whispered. A knot clogged her throat. “Please. What will I do without you? I need you.”

“He knows, Terry.” A short uniformed officer with a slightly rounded middle stepped into the room. The door drifted closed behind him. Premature balding added to David Sutton’s thirty-three years. A warm but sad smile touched his mouth. Gentle brown eyes held concern. “How is he?”

“The same. The doctor says he may never come out of the coma, but I don’t believe it. One way or another, he will. He won’t expect me to stay here forever. He knows I hate hospitals.”

“What will you do if he dies, Terry?” His tone and eyes soft with sympathy and his own worry, David gave voice to their worst fear.

She wished she could argue. Wanted to. She shook her head and studied clasped hands. “I don’t know. I won’t go to a foster home.” She looked up, hatred and defiance rolling through her despite exhaustion. “I won’t.”

“They’re not all as bad as the ones you were in, Terry.” He scowled, moving to stand across the bed from her.

Silence fell for the span of two of Chase’s slow, steady heartbeats.

“I promised Chase I’d find my brother if anything happened to him. I have to keep that promise. I know Anthony’s alive. I just have to find him. I can’t do that trapped in some stupid foster home.” She swallowed past a lump in her throat. “I’m not ready to search for him, Chase. Please stay with me. Please.” A hand fell across hers. She raised her eyes.

“He’s feared something like this would happen since you came to live with him.” He sighed and looked into her eyes. “No matter what, remember he loves you.”

“I hope he knows how much I love him.”

David didn’t have a chance to respond.

Fingers that before had been lifeless encircled hers, offering a tender squeeze. She stilled, afraid she imagined it. They relaxed a mere second later and alarms sounded. In seconds, doctors and nurses flooded the room, pushing her aside. David ushered her into the hallway.

“He’s gone. He’s gone.”

David pushed her gently into a chair in the hallway and returned to the room. He stopped outside the door and glanced back. The distance couldn’t hide tears glistening in his eyes.

Chase was gone.

She was alone. Again.













Chapter 1




Friday, Jan. 23, 1976

 

In the midst of a downpour, two figures lurked at second-floor windows of an abandoned store, watchful eyes on the silhouette of a warehouse down the street. The chilly January pre-dawn air seeped into the dark, unheated room. Rain flooded the parched streets of Tucson. Unable to handle the onslaught, rain gutters flowed past tolerance. Water spilled onto sidewalks and made rivers of low-lying roads. Street lamps cast rain-dimmed light among the buildings, producing eerie shadows. Sounds of traffic passing a block away disappeared under the pound of rain. The front of the store still bore remnants of a hardware sign, which banged from time to time against the wall.

“I wish this rain would stop.” Terry stepped back from the window, darkness enveloping her as she paced the sparsely furnished room, ignoring its dilapidated, dirty state.

At one time, the shop’s owner had used the second floor as an apartment. When they’d abandoned it for whatever reason, second-floor furnishings remained, deserted. In one corner, away from the window, stood an old roll-away bed, concealed in darkness. Against the opposite wall stood an even older table. Empty doughnut boxes, fast food containers, and coffee cups lay scattered over most of its surface, in danger of spilling onto the floor. Two portable radios sat on the floor next to the only other person in the room, who attempted to take pictures of the warehouse.

“Give it up, Mark. You won’t get anything until this rain lets up.” She smiled as his fingers shot through short, dusty blond hair. For a brief moment, she considered spurring a discussion about President Ford’s State of the Union address that Monday evening past. She’d barely paid attention to it, but Mark had probably listened to each and every word. She could rile him up if nothing else. At least they wouldn’t be bored anymore.

Correction, Mark wouldn’t be bored. His ramblings about it probably would put her into a coma though. No. Better not to provoke that.

Mark Grayson stood six-foot-two, well above her five-foot-seven. Muscular chest, arms, and broad shoulders built by years of weight training and swimming lent him an air of danger. More facade than reality. Clear blue eyes showed stark in the dim light coming through the window. In the muted light, his features took on a much softer appearance, giving him an almost little-boy quality. No one seeing him right then would suspect him to be a streetwise cop. Especially if they noticed the slight pout perched on his mouth at the moment.

“You’re probably right.” Dropping to the floor, he leaned against the wall next to the window. A sheepskin-lined denim jacket topped worn blue jeans and a red flannel shirt.

She glanced at her own jeans and denim jacket, finding the similarities in their taste rather amusing.

“This is so stupid. How can he expect us to get evidence on this guy when we can’t even see the building?” Angry, Mark stood and walked to the table. He picked up several coffee cups in turn, finding them all empty. He crushed one in his frustration. “He sends us out here in this miserable weather to freeze our tails off, knowing perfectly well it’s an absolute waste of time.”

“I’m sure it’s sorry.” Terry laughed, attempting to tease him out of his ill humor.

He looked down at the remains of the cup in his hand and shook his head. Throwing it on the table, he glanced at his watch for the tenth time that hour.

She sobered. Sighed. “He’s the boss. If he asks us to freeze our butts off for a few pictures, we have no other choice. Besides, the guys will be here in an hour or so. ’Til then, we just have to sit tight.”

“This isn’t our job. We’re patrolmen, not detectives, for pity’s sake.” He paced from one end of the room to the other. “I still haven’t figured out what we’re doing here. It makes no sense. How often have you seen patrol officers assigned to do the work of detectives?”

“Orders came down, so here we are.” Terry’s own anxiety level rose as he paced. He was right. None of this made sense, but his rapid back and forth wouldn’t change things. “Would you please sit down? You’re making me nauseous.”

He stopped in the middle of the floor to look at her.

“Besides, you might as well get used to it if you want that promotion.” If he did, Mark would deal with men like DeCosta all the time. She suppressed a shiver and shook off the disturbing thought. “And be careful who you use the word patrolmen around. You’ll have every woman on the force after your hide. There may not be many of us, but some aren’t as understanding as I am about your chauvinism.”

“That might not be so bad.” He tapped his chin, lips twitching suspiciously. “But you know as well as I do, if I lack any virtue, it’s patience.”

“Well, Mr. Almost Perfect,” she started good-naturedly, “what do you want me to do? Go out and get soaked taking pictures?”

“There’s an idea.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, eyes glimmering.

“If you think I’m going out in that mess, you’re definitely short gray matter between your ears.” She flopped down on the bed. “The warehouse isn’t going anywhere. You want pictures so bad, you can drag your sorry self out there and get them. I’m staying right here where it’s at least dry.”

“You wouldn’t do it for me?” His persuasive purr and hopeful pout made her laugh.

“Not if you were the best looking guy in town.”

“I’m not?” He feigned hurt.

“You—” An almost inaudible sound rippled up the stairs. She tensed and pushed away from the bed to huddle close to the wall, a grin giving way to concentration. Freeing her gun from its holster, she aimed at the open doorway and pretended she could actually fire straight right now if their lives depended on it.

Mark merged with shadows near the window and palmed his gun.

They waited in tense silence. The thump of footsteps on the stairs reached through the pound of rain on the roof. Wood creaked an angry protest as someone put weight on it. The sixth step. One person from the sounds, and they didn’t expect anyone this early.

“Your life is mine.” The memory came unbidden, feeding deep-held fear. Surely he wouldn’t be so careless. It’s too much to hope it would be this easy. The phone calls. She should have told Mark about the phone calls. She forced away the thought and waited, holding her breath. Nothing could be done about it now.

Mark released a sigh of relief that sounded like a whistle and holstered his gun as a disgustingly familiar figure appeared in the doorway, followed closely by a second, unknown individual.

Terry froze midway through holstering her revolver, her gaze glued to the unexpected stranger who slipped into the room without a sound. He stood about the same height as Mark, but not quite as broad, with a guarded loneliness in his stance, as well as an almost tangible sense of danger. The loneliness tugged at her heart while the danger warned her to keep a safe distance. She wished for better light so she could see detail other than dark, curly hair.

His gaze skimmed the room, taking in everything around him. His presence filled the space. Trapped, she wanted to run. Don’t be ridiculous! As though sensing her thoughts, he turned and looked right at her. He couldn’t see her, but his penetrating gaze appeared to do just that. She almost believed he could see through the darkness. Creepy.

“Plannin’ to ambush us, officers.” Blatant sarcasm in Lieutenant Stewart’s words went unacknowledged.

Terry continued her inspection of the man who seemed to watch her in return. She admitted, albeit with considerable reluctance, that she liked what she saw. Officer Tom Martin’s bubbly girlfriend, April, would classify him as a fox.

“Terry.”

Mark’s summons reined in straying thoughts. She snapped back to that place, that moment, and finished holstering her gun.

“What are you doing here, Lieutenant?” Her eyes remained with the man at his side, who looked her up and down in silent appraisal. Heat rose in her cheeks.

“Is something wrong?” If the arrival of the Lieutenant ruffled Mark in any way, he didn’t show it.

Terry envied him the ability to pretend normalcy when things were far from normal.

“Of course not,” Stewart snapped. Intolerant of them at the best of times, their temporary supervisor’s animosity didn’t surprise either of them. Years of worry and bitterness weathered his face. Silvery-gray hair pretended to cover his balding head. “I decided to drop by and introduce our new man myself. He arrived yesterday from Los Angeles. He’s working with you two for a couple of weeks. Help acquaint him with the area.” He glanced at Terry as if expecting an argument.

Her gaze stayed on the other man. Suspicion rolled through her.

LA.

“Officers, Sergeant Wesley Donovan. Donovan, Officers Marcus Grayson and Teresa O’Reilly.” The lieutenant put slurring emphasis on her first name, mockery oozing from his mouth.

Terry gave him no more acknowledgment than a flick of her gaze, studying Donovan, ignoring Stewart’s predictable jabs. Something wasn’t right about the new man. Like seeing your dentist’s receptionist in the supermarket. But she’d never seen the man before.

Admit it, Terry. You want something to be wrong with him, because you don’t want to like him.

She almost winced at the stark honesty of the accusation and gave herself a mental shake.

Mark took the sergeant’s outstretched hand and offered a cheerful welcome.

When Donovan offered his hand to Terry, she placed her hand in his, removing it almost before they made proper contact. She fought the urge to wipe away tingling left by the contact, hoping he hadn’t noticed the tremor plaguing her hands these days. She didn’t want or need his sympathy, or his pity, or the trouble he could stir up if he recognized her emotional and mental state. If he noticed, he didn’t say so, his face unreadable. She turned away, fighting the desire to scream at him to stop staring. He’d scarcely looked at Mark since he arrived.

Why is he so interested in me? Fear crawled through her. The possibility her unseen caller could be so close, could even be this man.

Restless, she unbuckled the holster and dropped it in a corner. Picking up the camera, she glanced out the window.

Mark gave her a quizzical look.

“I’ve read your file, O’Reilly. You’re a fine officer.”

She turned and looked narrowly at Donovan, searching for sarcasm or mockery. Why did he choose to only address her? What about Mark? Had he read Mark’s file, too? Simple sincerity met her inspection. She responded with a simple nod.

“I’m going to get those pictures.” One desire dominated her mind. Get out!

“But, you said—”

Terry turned to Mark, pleading and demanding all at once.

He let it drop.

“I hate wasting time.” She directed her words at Stewart and walked out, knowing he’d catch the implication. She smiled at the top of the stairs as she recalled the lieutenant’s instant irritation. Her jab had hit home. He wouldn’t stick around long.

She stopped at the bottom of the stairs and pulled up her coat collar in hopes of protecting her neck to some extent from the pelting rain before stepping outside to make her way around the building. The rain eased up, granting better visibility, but not by much.

Terry ran across the street and crouched close to a building there, wiping rain out of her eyes. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. She glanced up at the window from which Mark watched.

He smirked.

She’d never hear the end of this.

Stewart’s furious frown and Donovan’s presence didn’t surprise her either. Donovan’s face remained blank, but Terry could swear the corner of his mouth twitched.

Blast the man. He thinks this is funny. The thought zipped through her mind that he knew she’d run away, and why. She shrugged away the notion. Don’t be ridiculous. You’re letting your imagination get the better of you.

She turned her mind to the task at hand and studied the area, unable to quell the uneasy feeling someone watched her. Someone with a malicious heart. She shook her head.

That over-active imagination is going to be the death of you yet.

“You’re way too tired,” she muttered.

Terry wound along buildings hugging the street until she reached a vacant building near the warehouse on the opposite end of the block from the store they sheltered in. A loading area separated the two. She studied her surroundings. No security cameras. Good. She slipped behind several fifty-five gallon drums and sought a position with a clear view of the loading dock. A truck almost obscured her view of the loading dock doorway.

Men moved back and forth loading crates onto the truck. She snapped a few shots of the men and the truck. A familiar dark-haired figure in a cream-colored suit stood to one side of the door, sheltered from the weather by an awning, speaking to someone partially concealed by the truck.

Pleased, Terry took several pictures of DeCosta then continued to snap pictures at regular intervals. A man in a trench coat emerged from behind the truck, his back to her. She took a couple more shots. He turned, giving the impression of light features and brown hair. She zoomed in as close as she could, which wasn’t close enough to get a clear look at his features. They needed better equipment. She sighed and snapped a couple of photos anyway.

The crunch of loafers on gravel sent her into the protection of the shadows. A security guard rounded the corner and headed straight for her.

You sure picked a good time to come around. Go away.

He stopped ten feet away, glancing around, listening, then continued around the building.

When he turned the far corner of the warehouse, Terry sighed in relief. Returning to her original position, she pulled the camera to her face.

The men in the doorway had vanished.

With a muttered curse, she hung the camera around her neck and pulled the coat closed over it.

She made her way back to the spot across from the store where she’d stopped earlier. Looking up, she saw a thumbs-up from Mark. She shook her head with a frown, disgruntled at missing what could be a vital shot for lack of equipment and time. Stewart probably planned it that way, she decided, refusing to linger on the ridiculous nature of such thinking.

Terry pulled the soaked jacket closer and buttoned it, giving an annoyed shove to wet tendrils of hair obscuring her vision. Was there anything more miserable than wet, clammy jeans? Drenched sneakers squished with each step, and cold crept into her bones. If only she could go home and change, but that had to wait until the detectives showed up for the next shift. In the meantime, maybe she could blame Mark and Donovan. No, probably not. She’d chosen to bolt like a spooked filly. They hadn’t anything to do with that.

She glanced up to see a worried frown mar Mark’s face the instant before he slipped out of sight. A vice-like grip on Terry’s arm provided immediate explanation. She gasped and jumped, landing face to face with the security guard.













Chapter 2




“What are you doing here?” A threat underlined the guard’s words.

Terry remained silent, shocked by his sudden appearance, more than a little intimidated by his size and obvious displeasure, and angry with herself for not hearing his approach.

He squeezed her arm and gave her a little shake then repeated the question.

Think! Think, Terry, think. She chanted to the rapid rhythm of her heart. “I’m looking for a grocery store,” she burst out with mock timidity. Well, at least part of the fear wasn’t real. Though he was no bigger than Mark, the scowl on his face made him more forbidding.

“A grocery store?” The guard eyed her.

Why is the muscle along his jaw twitching like that?

“The nearest one is several blocks that way.” He pointed.

“Oh.” Terry dropped her gaze to the pavement, water running down her face. “I can’t be gone long. My husband is sick.” She added just the right amount of despair to her voice. Conviction struck deep at the bald faced lie. Chase’s disapproval reached from the grave.

“Do you have a car?” The guard released her, his tone and eyes softening.

She shook her head and looked at the ground. The picture of utter dejection, she hoped.

“You can catch a bus a couple of blocks from here.”

“Really?” She smiled with renewed hope, amazed he’d bought such a line of bull. Mark had claimed she was a bad liar. Showed what he knew.

“Yeah, sure.” He smiled.

Something about his smile struck a chord. Familiar and yet…. She shook off the notion and forced her focus to maintaining her cover. Good grief. She hated undercover work.

He provided directions and an idea of when to expect the next bus.

“Thank you. You have no idea how much I appreciate your help.”

He smiled and returned to his patrol.

Terry could have sworn amusement flickered in his eyes just before he turned away then shook her head. Such thinking was pure nonsense. The moment he stepped out of sight, she bolted across the street and around the corner of the old store. She didn’t stop running until the door closed behind her. She took a moment to catch her breath and walked nonchalantly up the stairs.

One, two, three, four, five. Skip six. Seven, eight….

“That was close.” She laughed as she stepped into the room, hoping to hide rattled nerves.

Mark beamed with pride, but there was no mistaking the relief in his eyes. He nodded and replied, “Awful close.”

“Too close.” Sergeant Donovan watched her with a thoughtful expression she found more than a little unnerving. Amusement flashed in his eyes so fast she must have imagined it.

First the guard. Now him. My imagination is really working overtime. A vacation. That’s what I need. A long, relaxing vacation. She shoved the thought aside with more than a little regret. There’s work to be done.

Donovan’s continued scrutiny made Terry aware her body language might be revealing more than desired.

Terry straightened her spine and met his gaze. My secrets are my own. She smoothed soaked clothes self-consciously when his gaze dropped to perform a quick scan of her appearance. A lump under her coat served as a reminder of why she’d gone outside. She unbuttoned it and lifted the camera from her neck, handing it to Mark.

He shook his head and accepted it.

She retrieved the holster from the corner, looking around as she buckled it around her waist. “Where’s the lieutenant?”

Mark chuckled. His gaze went to Donovan, turning hesitant. “Um. He had to get back to the station. Mumbled something about paperwork.” He turned toward the rising sun. Or at least where it would be if not for the clouds and rain.

Footsteps tromped up the stairs, echoing off the walls of the staircase.

Terry glanced at her watch. Right on time.

“Anybody home?”

Terry recognized the jovial call of fellow officer, Chuck Douglass, even though she couldn’t see him at first.

At thirty-four, Chuck remained single and quite content with his unattached lifestyle. When he entered the room, he wore his standard attire, a pair of worn blue jeans and an old, stained sweatshirt. Ratty loafers begged for retirement. The blue windbreaker tossed over his shoulder looked as though it had lost a battle with someone’s cat. He and his partner, James, were two of the four detectives working the case.

James Patrick, thirty-five, claimed marriage and law enforcement didn’t mix. Or so he said when asked. Terry doubted his veracity and sincerity. Envy and longing he failed to conceal sometimes when around other officers and their families revealed the truth. The fact he’d asked Terry out on more than one occasion lent credibility to her suspicions. Rumors said he was divorced, but she didn’t know how true it was.

In contrast to his scruffy partner, James wore a nice pair of black trousers, a warm navy and gray knit sweater, and a charcoal gray sport coat. He wiped at raindrops lingering on his oiled leather jacket. Black loafers were polished to a reflective shine. How he managed it with the rain, she didn’t know, but leave it to James.

The two men were as different as poodles and junkyard dogs, both in appearance and personality. Their contrasting attitudes often made for an explosive match. James accused Chuck of being a careless, lackadaisical slob. Chuck returned insult for insult, labeling James a self-righteous, uptight snob. Try as he may, James couldn’t keep his partner on the straight and narrow and out of trouble.

“Hey, guys. Figured you’d show up at some point.” Terry gave a pointed look at her watch. Her gaze collided with Donovan’s. What color were those inquisitive eyes? She flinched at the unexpected turn of her thoughts and forced them back to the topic at hand.

“We saw Stewart’s car.” Chuck spoke in hushed tones and glanced around as though the lieutenant might hear him. “I decided to keep a low profile until he left. James agreed for a change.” He smirked at his partner, setting a thermos and a box of doughnuts on the cluttered table, shoving the mess aside.

“I did no such thing.” James raised his chin and arched a condescending brow, casting a look of abject disgust at the mess overflowing to the floor. “I merely wished to be certain Terry returned unharmed.”

“Uh-huh. Sure.” Chuck snorted and rolled his eyes.

“So someone was watching,” Terry mumbled. She shrugged out of her coat and tossed it on the littered table. More mess tumbled to the floor and would have taken Chuck’s doughnuts with it if he hadn’t rescued them with a mock scowl. She sent an unabashed grin in return.

“We saw that guy grab you. James thought you were a goner. He was ready to charge to your rescue and shoot the guy. I told him you’d be fine.”

“And if I wasn’t?” Terry prompted.

“I woulda jumped in and saved you myself.” Chuck puffed out his chest and nodded with conviction.

“My hero.” She feigned breathlessness.

Mark and Chuck laughed. James shook his head.

Terry purposely ignored the other man observing their antics.

“How’d you come up with that fantastic story you laid on him?” Chuck looked at Mark. “Did you hear the line she gave that guy?”

“No.” Mark cast her a knowing look. “But I can well imagine.”

Terry crossed her arms over her chest, trying to keep warmth in her trembling body. A hot shower and dry clothes became more welcome thoughts with each passing moment.

“He took it hook, line, and sinker. You shoulda heard her.” Chuck laughed. “It was great. Right, James?”

James shrugged out of his leather jacket, placing it over Terry’s shoulders. She smiled, almost as grateful for his thoughtfulness as she was for the warmth. His hands rested on her shoulders. She tensed but refused to give into the urge to move away.

“It was rather impressive.” James sounded reluctant to say so, but he smiled at Terry, admiration gleaming in his eyes.

She shrugged one shoulder.

“That’s grand of you,” Chuck scoffed. “You couldn’t have done better yourself and you know it. She’d….” He fell silent, caught Terry’s eye, and nodded his head to indicate the back of the room.

“Oh.” Terry pointed at Donovan and smiled. Leaning toward Chuck, hoping James’ hands would fall away, she whispered, “He’s the reason for Stewart’s visit.”

Hands remained, tightening.

She glanced at James, intrigued by blatant mistrust on his face. How odd.

“Sergeant Donovan, Detectives Chuck Douglass and James Patrick.” She pointed to Chuck with a flick of her wrist then touched James’ hand.

Donovan’s gaze followed the movement. He frowned then stepped forward to join their group. “Wes, please. I hate having to worry about titles.”

James shifted to one side and put an arm around her shoulders, the weight more possessive than protective.

Her shiver had nothing to do with the cold.

The three men exchanged handshakes.

“Chuck and James work this case with us, so you’ll see a lot of them.” Terry forced the past back into its box and slammed the lid closed.

The detectives cast her puzzled looks.

She shrugged, again aiming to break James’ contact without being obvious or making a scene. His arm remained.

“Cappy wants him to work with us for a couple of weeks to help him get acquainted with the area. He’s just in from LA.” Mark’s cheerful smile suggested contentment with the assignment.

If only she felt the same way. “I guess this means we won’t be working with you guys much longer.”

James tensed, his arm tightening around her shoulders.

Unease coiled tighter in her gut.

Terry slipped from under James’ arm, relieved to put distance between herself and his possessive hovering, and leaned against the doorframe to watch the four men. Chuck’s friendly demeanor said he liked the new sergeant. Mark, no question. James, however, watched him with a nasty gleam in his eyes.

Why, James? What do you have to be angry about? Donovan hasn’t done anything to you, unless you know him from somewhere. Do you?

Donovan, or rather Wes as he’d said he preferred to be called, gave no indication he knew James. Not so much as a spark of recognition. He either hid it very well, or he didn’t know him. Loneliness seemed to surround him. He wore it like a shadowy cloak, too familiar a companion to dispose of without great effort. It set him apart, kept an invisible wall between him and the others.

Her chest tightened as sadness slapped her in the face without warning. Terry understood his companion too well, having walked through much of her life with it. She knew all the whys and hows of her own situation. But what had made that man so heavy-hearted?

It’s none of your business, missy.

Perhaps she could ignore him. He watched far too intently, but he wouldn’t be a threat unless she dropped her guard, something she hadn’t done for a very long time. There was nothing to fear from him.

So why do you want to run for your life?

“Terry?” Mark intruded into her pondering and waited, looking expectant.

“Sorry, wool gathering.” She offered an apologetic smile. “What’d you say?”

“I asked if you’re headed back to the station from here.”

“Uh, yeah. I need to do some paperwork and check messages. Why?” She looked past Mark at Wes. What about him unsettled her so? Something intangible nagged her. Was it simply because he’d come from LA? Had he followed her? Was he her mysterious caller? Unlikely, but she couldn’t dismiss the possibility without consideration.

“Terry?” Mark’s impatient plea broke through the fog of thought once again. He stood in front of her now, concern in his eyes. “What’s with you? You’ve been out in space for weeks. Are you alright?”

Terry shook her head. She hadn’t felt well for quite some time. She shoved the thought aside, fearing the images it would summon. She sighed and drew herself up. “Sorry. What do you need?”

“Wes needs a ride to the station to pick up his car. Mind if he goes with you?”

Terry’s gaze jumped to the sergeant. Instinct said to refuse. Be careful. But of what? What should she avoid? If she refused, Mark would be suspicious. There would be questions. Questions she wasn’t prepared to answer.

Against better judgment, she said, “Not a problem.”

Wes smiled. And what a smile. It devastated her already limited ability to think.

Get away. Run!

“See you tonight, guys.” Terry forced a cheery smile, hoping she didn’t sound as breathless to them as she did to herself. She shrugged out of James’ jacket and handed it to him with a smile of thanks then grabbed her jacket, knocking more litter to the floor, and tossed the jacket over her shoulder. Terry tucked her damp arm in Mark’s and headed for the stairs. She glanced back to see Wes in the doorway.

He wore a strange expression, but it vanished before she could identify it.

“If you’re comin’, Sergeant, you better get a move on. Terry waits for no man.” Mark laughed.

“In that case, I’m right behind you. Don’t want to keep a lady waiting.” Wes chuckled, his pensive mood dissipating. His warm smile sent a silky wave up her spine, making her knees tremble.

Be careful. The charm is only part of an act. Don’t fall for it.

Terry stumbled, drawing a concerned frown from Mark. What act? Then wasn’t the time for her subconscious to play games. She released Mark’s arm, trudged down the stairs, and bolted out the door without a glance back.

When Terry reached the beat up blue Datsun pickup parked in the alley behind the store, she forced herself to take slow deep breaths. Be rational and reasonable about this. His smile didn’t really have such a devastating effect. She’d imagined it. Tired, cold, wet, and hungry made for a hyperactive imagination.

She glanced over her shoulder, dreading the reality check she sensed coming.

Mark made his way down the alley toward his truck.

The sergeant stopped beside her pickup, watching her from across the top of the cab. Black hair. The color would look raven-blue in direct sunlight. The most compelling pair of green eyes she’d ever faced were still and brooding. The same vibrant green as the high desert of home during the summer rains in all its beauty and wonder. Fresh and new. So near and yet so very far away.

She swallowed and forced down longing.

Terry tugged keys out of a pocket then tossed the jacket to the middle of the bench seat and climbed in, leaning to the far side to unlock Wes’ door. She didn’t remove her gun belt. She’d keep it close until she knew more about her passenger. Part of her winced at the ridiculous nature of such a notion, but another part continued to sound an alarm. She offered the man a cursory glance before switching on the ignition and pulling down the alley.

“You handle yourself well.”

Was that an undertone of amusement in his voice?

“Thanks.”

“They don’t teach that at the academy.”

Terry smirked at the obvious ploy to draw her out, to establish rapport. She wasn’t to be drawn out. Not by him. She didn’t need a friend. She had all the friends she needed. “You should know.” Her tone invited no further questions.

Silence fell as an invisible door slammed soundly between them.




 

~~~

 




Wes watched Terry maneuver the small truck through early morning traffic.

Several wet strands of blond hair had escaped her ponytail and lay against her face, giving her a not altogether unappealing waif-like appearance. A worn dark blue flannel shirt stuck to her skin. Thin, even for her small frame, blue jeans fit too loose on rounded hips and long legs.

He frowned in concern then swung his gaze to her face and replayed her emergence from darkness earlier to confront him and Stewart. Confront. Strong word, but accurate for her demeanor. But obvious antagonism between Stewart and Terry didn’t explain the less than healthy suspicion and distrust she emanated.

The pictures Tony treasured didn’t do her justice. A bit-too-square chin and too-high forehead kept her from being considered beautiful in a classic sense but didn’t detract from her appeal. At least not for him apparently. Friendliness and longing lurked behind distrust and cool speculation. Her eyes revealed desire to trust as well as her fight against it. Could her stubbornness match his?

I guess we’ll find out.

Study in the light of day revealed the hollowness in Terry’s cheeks. Dark circles marred the top ridge of high cheekbones. Exhaustion streaked eyes red that were an unusual ice blue. The look in them arrested his heart. She stared straight ahead at the road, but her gaze focused on something other than passing storefronts and wet pavement.

Wes knew that look. He’d seen it in the eyes of law enforcement officers who’d seen and felt too much, unable to distance themselves from their work.

Teresa Anne O’Reilly was precariously close to burn out.

A sudden spurt of desire made him want to comfort her. He mentally slapped it back, as one would the hand of a wayward child, and locked the feeling away. The last thing you need right now, buddy, is an emotional entanglement. You’re almost free and clear. Keep it that way. She’s a cop, so you know it won’t work.

Strengthening his resolve, Wes continued his perusal. Her hands trembled whenever they released their white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. Something in her eyes didn’t make sense. Terry feared him. She couldn’t know his true identity. And despite her efforts to conceal it, he’d seen feminine interest when she watched him earlier. So why fear?

Tony had arranged the investigative assignment of hers to keep her off the streets until Wes’ arrival, but Mark’s involvement presented a puzzle. Perhaps because they were partners and it avoided suspicion if they were assigned together? Perhaps Terry had arranged it, knowing Mark had his eye on an open detective slot? Wes would have to ask Tony.

Maybe she can’t stand to be away from him. He grimaced, hating that more than he had a right to. Logic pushed emotion aside. Wouldn’t she opt for a detective slot herself if that were true? Ensure they remained partners?

Maybe she and Detective Patrick had something going, he thought, recalling the detective’s too friendly manner. He discounted the theory. The unmistakable possessive light in the man’s eyes aside, Terry’s casual attitude toward him, and her unease when the man had put his hands on her, clearly relayed lack of interest.

He narrowed his eyes. The partner theory deserved more consideration.

Regardless, Terry was a haunted woman, and she wasn’t talking.

Wes sighed and looked out the window. A rapid resolution to the case would allow him to go home to stay, but home would have to wait. Unless something changed, and soon, Tucson owned him for a while. He grimaced.

Lord, please let it be over soon.













Chapter 3




Terry pulled herself from ever-circling thoughts, unable to reach any solid conclusions about Sergeant Donovan. She heard him sigh and glanced at him out of the corner of her eye.

He propped his elbow on the car door, fingers rubbing back and forth across his chin.

Much to her dismay, he was more handsome than she’d first ascertained, even with his jaw set and tense. Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel against the urge to smooth the tension from his face.

Exactly what her already messed up life needed. An attraction. To a man she couldn’t trust. Even better. To a cop. Great. Just great.

Terry stopped for a red light then took the opportunity to study him. High cheekbones. A slight crook in the bridge of his nose. A couple of worry wrinkles between thick, dark brows. Laugh lines radiating from green eyes. His angular features fell firmly into the ruggedly handsome category.

Her heart pounded at the sheer masculine power she sensed behind the cool, controlled veneer. Women probably lined up on his doorstep and swooned at the man’s feet. Drawn to boot-clad feet, her eyes made a slow ascent up long legs straining denim confines, leashed power pleading for release. His arms and hands spoke of a strong grip. One that may never let go. She yearned to find out, to grasp his hand, to let him hold her and keep the pain at bay.

A blaring horn reined in wayward thoughts and reminded Terry to watch her driving. Friday early morning traffic was light, but she could still cause an accident if she didn’t pay attention. She pulled across the intersection, glancing at him once the vehicle was in motion.

His mouth twisted in a lopsided grin. Wes hadn’t looked at her, but he’d sensed her study of him, she realized with horror.

With profound relief, she pulled into an empty slot in the department parking lot. She grabbed her keys and exited the truck, slamming the car door harder than necessary behind her. “See you later.” She walked away and refused to look back.

Awestruck appreciation on another female officer’s face caught her eye as she crossed the lobby.

Glancing back, she saw Wes enter. He didn’t look very happy.

So what. Not her problem.

“You’re drooling, Alice,” Terry whispered in passing.

Alice continued to gawk. “I don’t care. He’s delicious. Do you think he’s married?”

Terry gave a derisive laugh. Her traitorous heart certainly hoped not. Put a lid on it.

She traipsed up the stairs to the third floor and dropped into the chair of the shared desk. Leaning elbows on the desk, she fingered a stack of paperwork in the to-do box. All of it had to be done. But. Another time. She rested her forehead on her hands. She’d lost too much sleep the last few weeks. She couldn’t delude herself into thinking it wasn’t taking a toll.

“Line one,” the desk officer yelled to someone across the noisy room.

Plain clothes detectives and uniformed officers moved about the room. Raised voices, the continuous click of typewriter keys, and the steady ring of phones filled the station. Sometimes it was too quiet, which gave her too much time to think. She usually welcomed the racket. At the moment, though, it was bothersome. Noise. Constant motion. Organized chaos. Suffocating and closed in. Too hard to take.

Terry closed her eyes to block out all of the activity threatening to ignite an explosion within an already pounding head. Today, she just wished for peace.

A tap on a shoulder brought her straight to her feet, braced for a fight. The desk officer startled back a step, his eyes widening. She forced her body to relax but couldn’t kick the edgy feeling that came on the tail end of an adrenaline rush.

“Wee bit jumpy, ain’t we?” the officer chided gently.

She gave a short, cheerless laugh. “Too tired, I think. What ya need?”

“Call for you on three.” He returned to his desk.

She picked up the phone, hit the button, and sank into her chair. “O’Reilly.”

No reply.

Maybe her blunt tone had put them off. Terry frowned. No need to scare the innocent members of the public or other officers. “This is Officer O’Reilly. May I help you?”

Still nothing.

“Hello? Is anyone there?” Maybe they’d hung up.

She scanned the room, halting on Wes deep in conversation with Stewart. Could she be the topic of discussion? Doubtful. Wes didn’t strike her as the kind of man who would whine to a superior.

“If someone’s there, answer me or I’m hanging up.”

“You think you’re so tough,” an eerie, muffled voice said.

“Excuse me?” The familiar voice had haunted her sleep the past few weeks. Tough didn’t even come close. More like weak and vulnerable lately. Too much like her life as a child, trying to survive alone on the streets of Los Angeles. If Chase hadn’t adopted her when he had, she shuddered to think how things would have turned out.

“You’ll see.” Her mysterious caller continued as though she hadn’t spoken. “You’re not so tough. No tougher than the man whose blood will spill from your veins.”

“What?” Terry surged to her feet.

Every pair of eyes in the room landed on her. Conversations halted and people stood mid-stride in the aisles. Typewriters quieted.

Cursing herself for the outburst, Terry cupped her hand over the receiver and quipped, “The cleaners lost my favorite jacket.”

Chuckles filled the room, eyes rolled, and people returned to work. The noise level grew until it returned to normal.

Her gaze met and locked with a curious pair of green eyes across the room. She put the receiver back to her ear and lowered her voice.

“Who is this?” As if you expect an answer. Fear clawed at her insides, digging in deeper and deeper. Her stomach churned. Her mind worked double time on possibilities. She had to know who the voice belonged to. She had to find out. And soon. Who had her brother ticked off so badly?

“He took part of my life, so I’m taking part of his. The most important part.”

A cold, hollow laugh sent chills through her. It must be a joke. No one could be as twisted as this person sounded. She slammed the phone down before he spoke another word and stared at it as terror engulfed her heart.

Terry kicked the lower desk drawer shut, grabbed her keys, and ran into the corridor. She halted on the stairs halfway between floors. Calm down. Nothing is accomplished by panicking. This can be solved with logic, but allowing emotions to run roughshod over reason will get me nowhere. And who does the guy think he is, threatening me like that? She had enough problems without that added to the mix that was her lousy life.

Fear and anger waged war within her, both vying for control. A cold, sick feeling entrenched itself in her stomach.

She continued down the stairs, ignored greetings from passing officers, and stopped in Records to talk to Jerry. Just in case it wasn’t a joke.

He would do what he could, he assured her. Off the record, of course. He wouldn’t tell anyone about her inquiry, he promised.

She didn’t want Mark or Stewart to get word she was nosing around.

Terry had been threatened before. Most were nothing more than someone blowing off steam. She wanted to dismiss the latest caller just as readily but couldn’t. What if the threat was real? What if it wasn’t just some loony messing with her head? What if her brother truly had made someone angry enough to come after her in revenge?

When she reached the truck, Terry leaned against the cab and took a deep breath. Raw emotions clawed at each other and her. She scowled.

“You’re not so tough. No tougher than the man whose blood will spill from your veins.” The sinister tone behind the words wouldn’t allow her to dismiss them.

But could she deal with it alone?

James and Chuck didn’t need to be involved in her problems. Especially James. She shuddered. No way she’d tell Mark. If the threat was real, and not some evil mind game, dragging Mark into things would only put him in danger. Maybe Cappy? No. If he believed there was anything to it, he’d probably pull her off the streets and lock her away somewhere until the truth was uncovered. She’d go nuts locked up somewhere for who knew how long.

She kicked hard at the front tire of the truck. Pain shot up her leg.

“Must’ve been an expensive jacket,” said a warm voice rich with humor.

She glared at Wes. “As a matter of fact it was.” She grimaced, instantly contrite for snapping at him. He didn’t mean to be a bother. Not that he was really. It wasn’t his fault she didn’t want help. At least I know it’s not him making the phone calls.

Terry opened the truck door, seeking escape, but her legs ignored the command to climb in. She slammed the door and turned to lean against the truck again, rubbing at the leg she’d offended kicking the tire.

Wes stood on the sidewalk, not speaking, hands shoved in his coat pockets.

“I’m sorry I snapped at you. It’s not your fault.” She stared at an oil stain on the dark pavement. Oil glistened and shimmered in dirty rainbow hues on the surface of a puddle left by the rain.

“It’s okay.” Wes gave a careless shrug. “We all have those kinds of days.”

She found only sincere understanding in his eyes and offered a small smile.

Trust him. Her heart’s plea matched the one in those emerald eyes.

Not yet. Too many unknown variables. Too much at stake.

“Thanks,” Terry murmured.

He nodded acknowledgment.

“See you tonight.” She reached for the handle on her door.

“Six o’clock, right? I wouldn’t want to be late my first night out. Gotta impress the boss, you know.” Wes smiled, revealing near-perfect white teeth.

“Yeah.” She sent him a genuine smile. Maybe he wasn’t so bad after all.




 

~~~

 




Fear lurked deep in ice-blue eyes when Wes’ gaze captured hers. Terry climbed in the vehicle, favoring one leg. With a muttered promise of forbearance, he watched her drive away.

She’d made it obvious she didn’t trust him, or want him around. She’d certainly been rude enough in making her point, but she wasn’t going to get rid of him so easily. He had a job to do, and he intended to get it done. With or without her cooperation. And if he’d correctly read the look in Terry’s eyes at that last moment, she might not be entirely resistant to his help.

A serious storm brewed. It would come soon. He wanted to help her through it. Not a single reason related to work, promises, or obligation came to mind to justify that desire. Only one reason resonated. She needed help. What if he was the only one who could help her? Maybe that’s why God had brought him there.




 

~~~

 




The ring of the telephone caught Terry’s ear as she walked along the balcony in front of her apartment. Probably Mark. She hurriedly unlocked the door then left it standing open as she grabbed the phone. At the last second, she hesitated.

What if it wasn’t Mark?

With a shiver of trepidation, she took a deep breath and picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Hey, Terry.” A pleasingly familiar female voice crossed the miles. “I was afraid you wouldn’t be home yet.”

Tension fell away in one breath. Ugh. Two adrenaline rushes in one hour. Didn’t need another one right then. “Hi, Meg. I just walked in the door.” She stretched the cord and her arm to the limit to slam the door. “What’s up?”

“Not much.” A light laugh came over the line. “I’ve got a few minutes to breathe and wanted to touch base. Nothing much of real interest going on here. Although, Mr. Tuttle is trying to sell his business. He’s decided it’s time to retire. He’s over eighty, you know. He’s had two potential buyers already, but he turned them down flat. Said they lacked character. Oh, and Mrs. Edwards took over as Sunday School Superintendent.”

Terry mumbled something she wouldn’t remember later and listened with half an ear as Meg updated her on the latest “gossip”. Terry smiled, happy to hear familiar names and places. The mountains of southwestern Cochise County had been her heart’s home for years. She knew every ridge and canyon better than she knew herself. They were her family, a part of her, as much as Meg and Ryan Everett were.

Ryan, an ex-cop from Los Angeles, had been close friends with her adoptive father, Chase. He and Meg had moved to Arizona after they married to fulfill their lifelong dreams—raising horses and cattle on the ranch Meg’s grandfather had left her. He’d known her love for the place despite her leaving it for school in LA. She hadn’t stayed away long, hadn’t returned alone.

Chase had taken Terry to the ranch for a week-long vacation early the summer before she turned thirteen. She’d stayed all summer. Meg had been thrilled with the company, and Ryan had given her the space she needed to put her life in perspective, at least as much as a kid could. He’d also allowed her freedom around the stable once she’d convinced him she knew what she was doing.

That summer, a black colt had been born and orphaned in one night. One look at the defiance in his eyes, Terry’s heart had been his. She’d named him Maverick and cared for him from that day forward. Even convinced Chase to let her stay and go to high school there for the year, so she could be close to Maverick. She’d spent many vacations at the ranch, even after returning to Los Angeles to join the police force.

The ranch. The one place that felt safe. Her sanctuary after Chase died. Meg and Ryan had understood her need for space and let her be. Neither pushed her to do anything but heal. However, she’d grown too restless. “I will become someone you can be proud of, Chase.” A promise made the day he had died haunted her, forced her to leave Cochise County once she’d completed high school.

She missed the ranch. She missed riding, chatting with Ryan, helping Meg with cooking and cleaning, playing with the kids. Heather had turned ten last month, right before Christmas, making Brad seven. He’d started second grade the previous fall. Jessica, with violet eyes like her mother and a smile that never quit, would be five next month. Baby Matthew would be two come September. He’d been so small the last time she’d seen him more than a year ago. How much had he grown since then?

She missed them.

“Terry?”

Silence greeted her when she emerged from her reveries.

“Sorry, Meg. I’m tired, so my attention’s wandering.” She rubbed a hand over her eyes. “What were you saying?”

“Ryan wanted me to remind you the offer still stands. He keeps hoping you’ll change your mind. You’re wasting your talents.”

Old dreams tempted her to another life, but a long ago promise held her firm.

“I can’t, Meg, especially right now.” With this axe hanging over my head.

Meg sighed. “Well, if you change your mind, let us know. Okay?”

They talked a few more minutes then hung up.

Restlessness hounded her.

There would be no sleep.













Chapter 4




Terry arrived at the store just before six that evening to find Mark had already arrived. His truck occupied its usual spot down the alley. She pulled hers behind the store. James’ black Thunderbird sat around the corner, immaculate inside and out. Chuck’s beat up red Mustang was absent. No surprise. He often rode with James. The fact James let Chuck anywhere near his car, much less inside it, never ceased to amaze her.

An unfamiliar blue Dodge four-door sedan sat farther down the alley. Donovan. She sat for a time, preparing to face him. The strange ambivalence about him resurfaced. Longing to trust him. Yet it somehow felt wrong to do so. Should she or not?

Once inside the old building, she mounted the stairs. Skip six. The whole situation was downright confusing. Terry’s heart said trust him. Her head threatened dire consequences if she did. Her gut made matters worse by urging her to move forward, while at the same time giving a warning to hold back. Clear as mud. Which left her with one option. Keep her distance. At least until matters became clearer.

Keep your cool. Keep your distance. But be friendly, at least until you figure him out.

That seemed to satisfy all parties for the time being. She repeated the order to herself as she walked the short hall. She stopped in the doorway of the bedroom and leaned against the doorframe to survey the scene.

Chuck and Mark companionably discussed the pros and cons of various forms of restraint. The discussion, like others before it, would turn heated if Terry didn’t step in soon. All of three days on the job had driven that lesson home.

Mark jabbed fingers through his hair, a clear sign of annoyance far too familiar to her.

She glanced at James, who wasn’t shaking his head or rolling his eyes at the other two. He watched Wes with undisguised suspicion.

The sergeant returned his scrutiny with bored disinterest.

She couldn’t even hazard a guess what problem existed between the two men. Maybe they simply didn’t like each other.

Raised voices reminded her children need tending before a discussion turned argument became something more serious. Like a show of stubborn masculine strength.

More like bloated egos.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Chuck scoffed. “Only men can execute those maneuvers effectively. Women don’t have the muscle.”

“Bull,” Mark countered. “I’ve seen Terry take down guys bigger than me with no problem.”

“You shouldn’t even let her close to such scum.” Chuck’s voice raised in alarm. “She could get hurt.”

Terry bristled and started to say something in her own defense.

Mark beat her to it. “She’d fry my gizzard if I said she couldn’t go after a suspect. You tell her to wait in the car and see how far it gets you. Terry’s stronger than you think, and what she lacks in strength, she makes up for in speed and tenacity. I bet she could take you.”

Terry wished she could see Chuck’s face instead of his back.

“Me?” Chuck laughed incredulously. “I’m half a head taller and a good seventy-five pounds heavier, if not more. I also have more experience.”

Terry edged away from the door.

“Ha,” Mark scoffed. “Terry has more experience than you think.”

If Mark saw her sneaking up behind Chuck, he gave no indication. “How much you want to bet she can take you and”—adding insult to injury—“handcuff you?”

Terry smiled. He knew she was there alright.

“Twenty bucks says she couldn’t do it on her best day,” Chuck replied without a hint of hesitation.

Mark nodded and shook Chuck’s proffered hand. Then he stepped away to lean against the wall.

At the same moment he stepped back, Terry planted her foot hard in the back of Chuck’s leg, catching him by surprise, bringing him to his knees on the hardwood floor. She locked her left arm around his neck and gripped his collar in her fist. Feet planted, she shifted backwards so he couldn’t pull her over his head, grabbed her handcuffs, and slapped a bracelet on Chuck’s wrist when he instinctively grabbed her. His other hand grasped her arm in a hold tight enough to hurt. She winced and tightened her grip further. Don’t let go.

Closing her hold just enough to cut off his air supply, Terry waited for Chuck’s struggles to weaken, shoved him face first to the floor, and shifted to kneel beside his head with her knee between his shoulder blades. She finished cuffing him and jumped to her feet. She pushed away a wave of dizziness along with accompanying queasiness. Not a time to show weakness.

Laughing, James helped his startled partner to his feet.

Mark laughed along with him.

As Chuck gasped for air, the color of his face shifted from pale to red, a mixture of surprise, outrage, and embarrassment.

The hair on the back of Terry’s neck stood on end. Someone watched her. She glanced around and tensed at Wes’ speculative look. Hopefully he hadn’t seen her moment of weakness.

Mark’s laughter pulled her gaze away.

“Now, what did I hear about me sitting in the car?” She forced her voice not to waver.

“Okay.” Chuck shrugged contritely. “So Mark’s right. You can take care of yourself.” He motioned with his arms. “Can you please take these off me?”

“Can’t you get out of them yourself?” she asked.

Chuck gave her a quelling look.

“Okay, okay.” She laughed, removed the cuffs, and shoved them in her pocket.

Mark stepped forward, hand outstretched, palm up, wriggling his fingers. “Pay up.”

“Unfair.” Chuck grumbled as he handed over the money. “I didn’t know she was there.”

“That’s your problem,” James harped. “You’re supposed to watch your back.” At the receiving end of one of Chuck’s quelling looks, he grinned.

“That’s what partners are for,” Chuck growled.

James threw up his hands. “Hey, pal. You mess with Terry, you’re on your own. I’m not about to put my life in that kind of jeopardy.”

Yeah, right. Because you have so much faith in my ability to take care of myself. She rolled her eyes at James’ exaggeration and glanced at Wes, who approached the group, his face a cool mask. His jaw tight, the muscles worked at his temples. If she didn’t know better, she would swear he was angry. About what? His gaze centered on James. Had she missed something?

“Do you do this sort of thing often?” His conversational tone belied the chill in his eyes.

Oh, I get it. We’ve got ourselves another uptight Lieutenant Stewart.

“Occasionally.” Her tone matched the cold in his expression. “But it doesn’t interfere with our work, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

An uncomfortable silence fell as Terry turned and walked out the door. She stomped down the stairs and jerked open the back door. Once outside, she took great pleasure in slamming the door and ignored the threatening rattle of old windows.

So much for being friendly.

She retrieved the jacket from the seat of her truck. Just as her fingers closed around the collar, the faint scuff of loafers on gravel alerted her to company. She withdrew from the cab, jacket clutched in one hand.

“What do you want, James?” Without looking at him, Terry shrugged into warm denim and closed the door.

“I wanted to make sure you’re okay. I’ve never seen you so out of sorts.”

“You don’t know me very well.” She’d felt nothing but out of sorts for weeks. Had the man not noticed? Either that, or he was being incredibly generous. She’d rather believe the former.

A moment of awkward silence passed.

“Listen, Terry.” His words were solemn, hesitant. “Watch out for that Donovan character.”

“Why?”

“I don’t like him. He’s too cool, and there’s something….” James shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it.” A puzzled frown accompanied the admission.

The back door opened. Chuck emerged, carrying his thermos. He joined them, glanced at Terry. “I thought your jacket was wet.”

Thank you, Chuck. Did slugging a detective carry the same professional and personal risks as taking a swing at a superior officer? She should ask about that. Just for future reference.

“It was. I dried it earlier. I’ll need it tonight sitting in that icebox.”

James’ eyes narrowed.

Chuck nodded.

The humidity, increased by the rain of the night before, would add a slight chill to the air. However, her turtleneck and flannel shirt would most likely be sufficient inside. She had no intention of pointing that out, however.

“See you tomorrow.” Chuck waved good-naturedly. Turning on his heel, he headed for James’ sedan.

He’d no sooner moved out of earshot than James pounced with both feet. “You didn’t sleep today, did you?”

Terry glared at him. Her sleep patterns were none of his concern. And he needn’t treat her like a two-year-old.

“I bet you haven’t eaten either.”

“I’ll grab something later.” He’d better back off.

“Terry, you’ve got to rest and eat, or you’ll burn out.” Though James merely expressed concern, it still grated. She wasn’t a child.

“Leave it alone. I’m an adult.” She didn’t need his attitude spreading through the department. Being one of only a handful of women working the job, she didn’t want the confidence of the other officers undermined. James and his attitude could jeopardize everything, no matter what he said when they were all horsing around.

James eyed her for a few seconds before responding. “I’m not so sure. You’re pale and too thin, like those teen junkies we’re always pulling off the streets.”

“Thank you so much for the lovely compliment,” she snapped. “I can take care of myself, have for a very long time. I don’t need anyone, including you, telling me what to do.” She brushed past him, opened the battered back door, and stormed up the stairs.

Mark and Wes watched from their stations at the windows as she stomped across the room and kicked a paper cup lying on the floor.

“You okay?” Mark’s gaze held silent reproach at her tantrum as well as concern.

It’s fine for him to throw a tantrum, but let me do it and it’s a capital crime.

“Fine,” Terry ground out through gritted teeth. “Just fine.” She pushed hair out of her face. Should have put it up. Stupid oversight, and the humidity wasn’t helping by taking advantage of the lapse.

“O’Reilly?”

She turned to the man moving toward her.

Wes looked uncertain.

He should. He’d already admitted to reading her file, so he should know she didn’t let anything stand between her and work, including banter with friends or colleagues.
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