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            Did Former Child Star Really Fall?

            Hollywood Tattletale Reporter J. Federer

         

         
            November 14, 2018

 

            LOS ANGELES—Although actor Steve Baker’s death was ruled an accident, questions remain about this summer’s tragedy.

            Baker’s body was found in June at the base of a cliff directly below the home of actor-turned-director Reece Winchester. Though the reclusive star was questioned, police say he was not suspected of any crime and called Baker’s death an accident. But some Hollywood insiders aren’t convinced. Whispers of suicide, or even worse, still surround the case.

            Baker, who starred in the sitcom Dear Family, was once a household name. Part of a teen supercouple, his career took a nosedive after his girlfriend, actress Rachel Winchester—sister to the famed director—fell to her death from a hotel balcony eighteen years ago. Although ruled an accident, no one really knows whether Rachel actually had committed suicide.

            Six years ago, the actor’s father, superstar agent Harry Baker, was brutally murdered in his home. The case remains unsolved to this day.

            Did the series of tragedies prove too much for Steve Baker? Enough for him to follow his long-lost love and take his own life?

            Or is something darker at work?

            Some wonder if his fall was part of a revenge plot by the Winchesters—a family known for carrying grudges, especially against those involved in the sad life and death of Rachel Winchester.

            With one Winchester brother living in the house where the incident occurred, another a former Army Ranger and professional bodyguard, and a third a renowned detective within the LAPD, who knows how deep the conspiracy might go…or what else the powerful but secretive Winchester brothers might be concealing?

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Anyone interested in the many infamous murders that had occurred in Los Angeles knew the Cecil Hotel was worth a visit. More than one violent killer had called the building home, and brutal crimes had been committed within its walls. The place showed up on the city’s murder tours and had even landed its own TV series on a cable network, even though it was now known by a different name.

         For Evie Fleming, however, going to the Cecil wasn’t about morbid curiosity. She made her living—a very good one—writing in-depth explorations about notorious crimes. As far as she was concerned, there was no better place to begin her research on the city’s most brutal killers.

         Right now, though, she wondered if that visit might have been a big mistake.

         Because a man was following her down Seventh Street.

         “Hell,” she whispered as she heard his hard footsteps behind her.

         She walked even faster toward the parking garage where she’d left her rental car. The neighborhood was still, silent. When she’d arrived this afternoon, it had been crowded with busy Monday workers from surrounding office buildings. There were few shops, though, and the restaurants catered to the area’s daytime employees, who’d left long ago.

         She should have left earlier too. But her conversation with a talkative old maintenance man at the hotel had been fascinating, and she’d spent hours in his small office. Hours during which the night had grown late, the air had grown cold, and the street had grown menacing.

         Knowing she was now within a block of the garage didn’t offer much relief. The narrow entrance ramp was tucked in between two tiny stores. Even from here she could see they were dark and shuttered with security gates.

         She’d parked on the third level. The elevator was in the back. The front stairs were completely enclosed—a vertical tunnel of privacy for anyone with crime in mind. None of this looked promising.

         Maybe there’s a twenty-four-hour cashier at the exit gate.

         Or maybe it was entirely electronic.

         There’s probably a security guard.

         But there might not be.

         Damn it. By walking into it that garage she might be trapping herself with no way to get out.

         The heavy footsteps on the sidewalk were getting louder. Although it didn’t sound like he was running, he certainly wasn’t strolling.

         Maybe he was totally innocent, on an errand or meeting a friend. But she didn’t think so. A creepy-crawly sensation danced up her spine, the one every woman felt when something told her she was being followed by danger. Her job—the constant immersion in the world of violent crime—made her more suspicious than most. She knew awful things could happen to anyone. At any time.

         Should’ve Uber’d it.

         Yes, she should have. But it hadn’t seemed necessary. The LAPD headquarters building was only six or seven blocks from the Cecil. She’d walked to the station that afternoon, hitting the hotel on her way back. The neighborhood had seemed a little run-down but was still a busy, commercial one. She just hadn’t seen the nighttime potential.

         Big mistake.

         “Okay, what are you going to do?” she whispered.

         Did she go into the garage and call herself a paranoid fool when the stranger kept walking up the street? Did she turn around and confront him, knowing some guys would back off if they knew they’d been looked at and could be identified?

         Identified. Another possibility flared in her mind.

         Without missing a stride, she reached into her purse and pulled out her phone. Tapping the screen and thumbing for the camera app, she was prepared to swing around and take the guy’s picture and text it to a friend. Just in case.

         The footsteps pounded harder. The guy was getting closer. Maybe he’d seen the flash of light from the camera. Or maybe he’d realized they’d reached the darkest center of the street.

         “Damn it,” she muttered as she fumbled with the phone. Not even wanting to stop long enough to turn around, she lifted the camera high. She snapped what might have been a picture of her own shoulder, or the street in the opposite direction, and forwarded it in response to the last text message she’d received. Although she knew she should take another—one that she was sure actually showed the guy—her tension had quadrupled. Her heart thudded, her pulse roared, and her brain ordered her to move. Now. Go now.

         Sensing she didn’t have time to do anything else, she obeyed her inner voice and took off toward the next intersection. Broadway. It was seventy yards maybe. She just hoped she got there safely to give it her regards.

         She ran. No, she flew, her long legs eating the sidewalk, her feet steady in her thick-heeled leather boots.

         Although she’d anticipated it, the attack still shocked her. A hard form slammed into her, a powerful arm encircling her waist. Her phone flew from her hand as a strong hand yanked a fistful of hair and jerked her head back against a strong, alcohol-reeking body.

         “Don’t scream.”

         Of course she screamed.

         He let go of her hair, slamming his thick hand over her mouth. Even as she twisted and struggled, he began to drag her toward a narrow service alley between two tall office buildings.

         Evie wasn’t stupid, and she wasn’t helpless. She couldn’t let him get her back there, away from any potential passersby. Obediently getting into the car, going into the back alley, or into the strange building was a common mistake victims made when confronted by an attacker. They might think it was safer to go along, but it wasn’t. Because once an attacker got you out of sight and sound of anyone else, the battle was already lost.

         She fought with all her strength, elbows hitting his gut, eliciting a grunt. Her nails clawed the hand over her mouth. Swinging her leg back, she caught his shin with the heel of her boot.

         He winced but tightened his grip around her middle. His other hand went to her throat and began to squeeze. “Stop struggling, bitch.”

         As if. So far he hadn’t produced a weapon. That was fortunate. She just had to get away from him, or at least turn around to give herself a real fighting chance. Anything to prevent him from getting her in that alley. And to get his strong, powerful fingers off her neck.

         Suddenly, she remembered a trick from a self-defense class she’d taken.

         Evie picked up her feet.

         Surprised at having to bear her entire weight, the attacker dropped her onto the ground. She rolled away quickly, knowing he would lunge after her and that he wouldn’t be caught off guard again. Leaping to her feet, she swung around, preparing to jab her nails into his eyes, a fist into his throat, a knee into his crotch.

         But he wasn’t there. Rather than the attacker charging at her, something had come at him. A dark shape, powerful and broad, slammed into the other man, sending him flying.

         Her ridiculous first thought was that Batman was real. Her second was that she was going to start carrying pepper spray. Her third was sheer, utter relief.

         The attacker landed on the hard corner of a cement step and howled in pain.

         “Police. Don’t move,” a deep voice growled.

         A tall man moved toward the thug and pushed him onto his stomach. A gleam of moonlight on metal and a clanking sound told her he was putting handcuffs on her attacker.

         “This is police brutality! I think you broke my arm.”

         “You’re lucky it wasn’t your neck. You think I don’t know what you had in store for this woman?”

         The words being thrown right out there made Evie shiver. So far, she’d held herself together. She suspected only the adrenaline roaring through her kept her from a more emotional reaction.

         She might have been able to fight the guy off. But she might not have. And if she hadn’t, she would probably, right now, be in that alley being robbed, beaten…maybe worse. Jesus.

         Don’t think about it. Just don’t.

         Once the handcuffs were in place, her savior looked up at her. His face was washed in shadow, only the dark eyes gleaming. “Are you all right, Miss…?”

         “Fleming. Evie Fleming. And yes, I’m okay. Thanks to you.”

         She would have aches, pains, and bruises tomorrow from her fall. But all of those things were better than what she might have endured had the big cop with the intense eyes not come onto the scene.

         Just like something out of a crime TV show, he sat the handcuffed creep on a cement step and read him his rights. Pointing an index finger in the guy’s face, he said, “You move for anything other than to breathe, and you’ll regret it.”

         The would-be mugger—oh God, rapist?—groaned. But he didn’t move.

         Pulling a radio off his belt, the police officer called in the crime. After he’d made the call, requesting assistance, he refocused his attention on Evie. “Are you sure you’re not hurt? Do you want me to have them send an ambulance?”

         “No, really, I’m fine,” she said, meaning it. Everything—from her noticing she was being followed, to the jerk being put in handcuffs—had taken no more than five minutes. She might be a bit banged up because of her own maneuvers, but really, the only thing she felt was gratitude.

         Now that her heart was settling back into a normal rhythm, the rush of danger easing out of her with every exhalation, she noticed more about the cop. First, that he was probably about six feet tall but gave the impression of being taller because of his overall bigness. Although he was still cloaked by night, she saw that his body appeared powerful—broad in the shoulder and in the chest, definitely no donut belly. He was in perfect shape. Good thing, since her attacker was probably a bit taller. But the guy wouldn’t have stood a chance against someone this strong.

         “You’ll have to wait to talk to the local responders from Central. They should be here within a couple of minutes.”

         “You’re not from there?” That surprised her. She’d figured she’d been correct in her initial assumption that this neighborhood would be well patrolled, given the location of headquarters up on Second.

         “No, it was just dumb luck. I was dropping off some paperwork. Saw this jackoff start to follow you when I was waiting at the intersection and decided to cruise by and see what was going on.”

         “Thank goodness for me you did.”

         He shifted a little, probably uncomfortable with the praise, as many heroic types were. And she’d already pegged him as one.

         As he moved, so, apparently, did some clouds overhead. Because a shimmer of moonlight emerged and cast light on him. God in heaven.

         He had that kind of strong, angular face, all sculpted bones and jutting jaw, that made women take a second look. She catalogued the sexy close-cut beard, the thick, nearly black hair, and the swoop of equally black brows over dark, deep-set eyes. The chin was hard, the jaw defined, the nose strong but not overlarge, the mouth…oh, Jesus, the man had mouth. A slow, involuntary shiver rolled up her body, but it was nothing like the shudders of desperation she’d been experiencing just minutes ago in this very spot.

         “You’re cold.” He didn’t wait for a reply, instead coming closer and whipping off a soft, worn leather jacket. He put it over her shoulders.

         Funny, now that he was standing so close, cold was the last way she’d describe herself. The man put off more fire than a jet engine.

         There was something else. He looked familiar.

         Evie couldn’t identify him, and she was almost certain they hadn’t met in person. But she’d seen him somewhere. Maybe when researching one of her books—he was a cop, after all, in a city that had had more than its fair share of serial killer cases. She would figure it out eventually, of that she had no doubt. The man was simply too spectacular to be entirely forgotten.

         “I’m fine, really,” she said. “I think my senses are just a little heightened after what happened.” That had to be why she was reacting so strongly to everything—the moonlight, his mouth, his broad, powerful body, and his heat.

         “Completely understandable.” He frowned. “You know, this isn’t a great area to walk alone at night.”

         “I figured that out. It looked okay when I arrived this afternoon. I didn’t realize how it would be once the businesses closed.”

         “Common mistake all over LA.”

         “First lesson learned.”

         “You’re new here?”

         She nodded. “As of yesterday.”

         He barked a laugh. “Welcome to the City of Angels, Evie Fleming.”

         “If he’s a part of the welcoming committee, I prefer to skip the muffins and the glad-to-have-you-in-the-neighborhood basket.” She managed a tiny smile. “I don’t think I can handle any more of that kind of hospitality.”

         “Sorry about that. It’s not a bad place. Like any big city, you just have to be aware of your surroundings.”

         “Understood. Honestly, I hadn’t planned to be out this late—I lost track of time visiting the Cecil.”

         “Oh.”

         Evie heard a tone, an unmistakably judgy one. “What?”

         “Nothing,” he said. He glanced over at the mugger to make sure he still wasn’t moving, but still addressed her. “You’re a horror fan, huh?”

         “No, actually, I’m a murder fan.”

         He jerked his head back. “Excuse me?”

         Seeing the way he gaped, she hesitated. Not many people understood her chosen profession. Her parents certainly didn’t. They’d been happy having her work the local beat on a small Virginia paper, in a small Virginia town, reporting on bake sales and teen vandalism. They hated that she now immersed herself in violent crime, and especially hated that she sometimes interacted with violent killers. If they knew what she intended to do during this research stint in LA, they would lose their minds. Which was why she hadn’t told them.

         Lightning doesn’t strike twice.

         She couldn’t possibly be repeating history by stumbling across a nearly invisible trail left by a serial killer. One nobody else in the world even realized existed. How could one person, a simple crime writer, come across two cases like that in her lifetime? No, it just wasn’t possible.

         And yet. Yeah. And yet.

         She had questions, she saw connections, and while she was here in Southern California working on her contracted book, why couldn’t she do just a little bit of snooping into this other matter?

         Twelve women, their murders spread out over the last fifteen years, the crimes unsolved. Different jurisdictions played hell with investigations here in the sprawling Los Angeles area, and the crimes didn’t leap out as being connected.

         Maybe they aren’t.

         Maybe not. But maybe they were.

         The cop who’d saved her stepped closer. “You sure you’re okay, murder fan?”

         Realizing she’d gone deep into her brain, she nodded quickly, and the arrival of a patrol car saved her from having to explain. The two police officers inside got out and hailed her rescuer, one calling him Detective Winchester. A crime scene investigator showed up ninety seconds later.

         While the detective explained what had happened, Evie took a moment to look around on the sidewalk and found her phone. The screen was cracked, but the phone was still on, and she could see some of what was displayed.

         Right away she noticed she had more than twenty text messages.

         “Crap,” she muttered, and she opened them, seeing a long string of “What’s going on?” type questions from Candace Oakley, her agent and good friend.

         Going back through the stream, she soon realized why. Candace had been the last person she had texted this evening as she left the hotel…and was the one who received the weird picture Evie had taken a short time later.

         “Not bad,” she murmured when she saw her own efforts hadn’t been entirely in vain. She’d caught a digital image of her attacker looming out of the darkness, his face not clear, but possibly recognizable. She supposed there was some comfort knowing she might have helped solve her own murder if she’d had her throat slit in that back alley.

         Enough, Evie, she thought, even while wondering what it would be like to have a normal job that didn’t have her seeing psychopaths, sociopaths, and sheer monsters around every corner.

         Then again, she had known psychopaths, sociopaths and monsters, and the guy who’d just attacked her could be one of them. Job or no job.

         “The officers are going to take him in and book him. The crime scene guy wants to talk to you and will probably want to take some scrapings from under your fingernails. Judging by the marks on his hands, you scratched the guy, right?”

         She nodded. “Can we can do it here rather than going in to the station?”

         He hesitated, then slowly nodded. “I can probably arrange that, if you don’t mind somebody looking you over right here on the street.”

         “Honestly, I’d prefer that than being paraded through a police station right now.”

         “It’s usually done in a hospital. But since he didn’t get any further than a grab, and you say you’re fine, I’ve already convinced him that’s not necessary.”

         That was a relief.

         “But you will have to go in tomorrow.”

         “I have an appointment at Headquarters in the morning anyway.”

         The LAPD captain she’d met with today had been very gruff. He didn’t know who she was or what she did and had resisted when she’d asked for specific old case files and reports. She was supposed to go back in the morning and hoped that with some pressure from her agent and publisher, she’d get the all-clear.

         “Okay, then.”

         “Give me a second to send this message and then the guy can scrape away.”

         His brow went up and his mouth tightened. Figuring he thought she was some flighty social media type who was posting about her near-miss, Evie swung the phone around so he could see the image.

         He leaned close, staring at the picture on the cracked screen. “Is that…”

         “Yes,” she said. “When I realized he was following me, I snapped a picture and sent it to a friend.”

         This time when his brow went up, he managed a small, lopsided smile. Good Lord, the man had a nice smile to go along with his oh-so-nice face.

         “Very good thinking.”

         “Thanks. But the friend I texted it to is in panic/meltdown mode.”

         “Let her know you’re okay, and then you can answer some questions. You’re also going to have to turn over that phone.”

         “Of course.”

         She had a digital image of the man just before he attacked her. More solid evidence that would be used to put him away, she had no doubt.

         She sent Candace a quick text that all was well, she was fine, and she would be in touch later. No way was Evie going to tell her that she had been attacked; the phone would ring a split second later, and she’d never get off the call. Candace had moved to California from New York when she married the owner of a talent agency two years ago. She was pretty jaded when it came to street crime. But even she would freak out if she found out somebody had tried to drag Evie into an alley.

         After a couple of quick follow-up texts, she handed over the phone and allowed the crime scene analyst to do his job. While he studied her hands, her scrapes, and her clothing, she answered the questions posed by the responding cops. The detective who’d tackled the mugger—Winchester—filled in some blanks too. One thing she noticed: The other cops were deferential to him. Since he’d said he didn’t work at their location, he must have a wide reputation.

         As one officer put the suspect into the back of the patrol car, the other said, “Right place right time, huh, Cop Hollywood?”

         Her incredibly sexy savior shot back, “Bite me, Bingham.”

         The other cop laughed. “You gonna make sure she gets safely to her car?”

         “Yeah.”

         Evie hadn’t really thought about that—about being alone with this man again or about walking into that parking garage. She’d assumed she would be fine now. What were the chances she would run into two predators in one night?

         Tell that to the Beachside Butcher’s last victim, who escaped captivity from her abusive boyfriend and landed in the hands of a serial killer.

         One bad thing about Evie’s line of work—she was an expert on brutal murder, and she had a damn good memory. Random tidbits of horror often popped into her mind without warning. She only hoped she remembered who this Winchester guy was soon, because it was starting to drive her a little crazy.

         “Where are you parked?” he asked.

         She pointed to the garage.

         “Come on, I’ll walk you to your car,” the dark-haired detective said. “Before you refuse, it’s really no trouble, and I’d prefer to do it.”

         “I wasn’t going to refuse, Detective Winchester.” She didn’t mention the Beachside Butcher. Some people were a little squicked out by her encyclopedic knowledge of murder. Given the way he’d reacted when she said she’d been at the Cecil, he could be one of them.

         “Sensible.”

         “Actually, yes, I usually am, despite what you might think given what happened tonight.”

         As they stepped off the curb into the street, he put a hand on her arm. The touch was supportive, as if he feared she might still be shaky from what had happened, and there was nothing terribly intimate about it. Still, even through the leather of his jacket, which she was still wearing, she felt the strength of his fingers and the warm cup of his palm against her elbow.

         “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply you were careless. You just didn’t know.”

         “Hmm.”

         “What?” he asked.

         “I caught a tone.”

         “I don’t recall throwing one,” he said. She thought his mouth quirked a bit.

         “You did before. When I mentioned the Cecil.”

         They reached the garage and entered through the access door next to the ramp. No one was inside the stairwell, but it was full nonetheless. Full of garbage, dust, broken glass, dampness, and shadows. Her heart pounded. Despite the capable man at her side, she wanted to swing around and go right back out.

         “Look, no offense, but ever since the TV show came out about that place, it’s been a magnet for lookie-loos and thrill seekers,” he said as the door swung shut behind them. He either hadn’t noticed her sudden fear, or he was trying to distract her with normal conversation. “Which one are you?”

         “I’m neither.”

         They began to ascend the stairs, shoes tapping on concrete, him still holding her arm. She probably could have managed with just the handrail—gross and germy as it probably was—but something about that completely innocent, yet somehow intimate, touch made her decide not to shrug him off. Evie had never felt like the type who needed anyone’s protection, so the desire to stay close to him caught her off guard. Maybe it was because of the quiet. Or the smell. The dirty, rust-colored stains on the cement drew her eye, and the pitted handrail scraped against her fingertips. Smutty graffiti competed with smeary stains to cover the walls.

         Evie’s footsteps slowed. She was breathing heavier, despite being in good enough shape to take a few flights of steps without a gasp. And she was suddenly having trouble hearing—there was an echo in her ears, a pounding in her head.

         “So why the interest in the place?” he asked, still focused on the hotel.

         She swallowed, trying to find her voice. “It’s research…for my job.”

         Even in the low lighting, she saw his mouth twitch. “Serial killer?”

         “Not yet.” Even to her own ears, the quip sounded weak and forced.

         He glanced up and down the deserted stairwell. “Good thing for me.”

         “I think you could hold your own.” But following his stare, seeing all those hollows of shadow and secrecy, she wondered if she could have.

         Her stomach churned as she realized something. If she hadn’t noticed the man following her, she might actually have been in here when the attacker had launched. No way would anyone have come to her rescue. The stairwell was tall and cement block-walled. Probably soundproof. She could have been dragged under the bottom-floor stairwell and…

         Just envisioning it, she stumbled a tiny bit.

         He immediately slid an arm around her waist and steadied her, pressing against her side as they reached the first landing. He was preventing her from taking a nasty fall, only that, but there was no doubt all her senses tingled at the contact of his hard, broad body against her own. It was almost enough to distract her from the dizziness in her head and the churning of her stomach, neither of which were dizzying or churning in a good way.

         They were bad. All bad.

         “You okay?” His deep voice held concern.

         All light conversation was gone; he had noticed her tension. She sensed he had been aware of it all along, and the casual talk had been a mere cover as he waited for…something.

         She nodded, swallowing hard, confused as hell about all the crazy signals her body was sending her. Her brain ordered her to remain calm, but every other part of her was on high alert.

         Finally, her brain was too.

         I was attacked.

         Yes. She had been. She had just been assaulted, on a public street, in the late evening, by someone who’d intended to hurt her very badly. If not for this man’s arrival, she couldn’t even imagine what she would be going through right now. Or if she would even be alive to go through it.

         “Oh God,” she groaned.

         “Don’t picture it.”

         Swinging her gaze up to his, she saw the concern in his face. “What?”

         “Don’t let yourself imagine what might have happened. It didn’t.”

         Forcing a shaky laugh, she replied, “I am, unfortunately, pretty good at picturing things.”

         Dark things. Ugly things. Violent things. She had movies playing in her mind almost all the time, especially when she was working on an in-depth examination of a killer and his or her crimes. Police departments and the FBI gave her access to evidence deemed too violent and gruesome for public consumption. The stuff was nightmare-inducing, though she’d rarely suffered from nightmares.

         Tonight, she just might.

         Then there was tomorrow. And all the tomorrows laid out before her while she stayed in this city, writing her new book.

         Intentionally or not, the research into the seediest, most brutal underbelly of Los Angeles had begun tonight…with her being dragged toward an alley by a strong attacker. It had set a dark pall over the work she was about to begin. For the first time since she’d proposed the new book to her publisher, she let herself acknowledge it was going to be more brutal than anything she’d done before.

         Because it wasn’t just one monster’s crimes she would be focusing on.

         It was many. So, so many.

         She would soon immerse herself in a world populated by the dead, who’d lived their worst nightmares in the final moments of their lives. People victimized by single killers, by duos, by cults. Killers with catchy names the press so enjoyed: the Night Stalker, the Hillside Stranglers, the Grim Sleeper, the Lonely Hearts Killers. And some whose last name could conjure terror across the world: Manson.

         She needed to be in complete control—dispassionate and unafraid—for what she was about to tackle. Not a near-victim.

         That, however, wasn’t going to be easy after tonight. Evie didn’t know what her attacker had had in mind, but her darkest mental wanderings were certain to offer some possibilities.

         Her shaking intensified. It started in her legs, and only her stiff leather boots kept her ankles from wobbling. Her knees did, though, practically knocking together, and then shudders rolled up her body. From out of nowhere, a thick lump of something jammed itself in her throat, suffocating her. Her teeth chattered, her eyes watered, and her stomach churned.

         “There it is,” he whispered.

         Evie didn’t understand his words. Besides, she wasn’t hearing well, seeing clearly, reasoning at all. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t fill her lungs, couldn’t draw air down her throat. She was spinning, reeling, tumbling into a truth she’d managed to hold back for an hour.

         He caught her. “It’s okay, honey. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

         She didn’t so much fall as collapse against his body, all of her strength—physical and mental—gone.

         He wrapped strong arms around her and held her close against his chest, one hand going to the back of her head to gently cup it as she buried her face in the crook of his neck.

         Every drop of bravado and adrenaline had seeped out of her like a squeezed sponge. Energy and excitement had been holding her upright, and all of those things were gone now as reality filled every cell in her body. The could-have-beens lived in her imagination and chased away reason until all that remained was a weak, quivering, breathless, nauseous near-victim.

         As tears burst from her eyes and sobs from her throat, she could only think about how very much she owed to this strong, handsome stranger, holding her so protectively in the night.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Rowan Winchester had been waiting for the dam holding back Evie Fleming’s emotions to break. Considering most would-be crime victims fell apart almost immediately after the police were on scene and they knew they were safe, this one had held herself together for a remarkably long time.

         Now reality had set in. That reality had blasted down her defensive walls, leaving her exposed to the fear, rage, and helplessness her attack had almost certainly inspired.

         “You’re okay,” he murmured, stroking the very pretty woman’s fine blond hair as she cried away her tension and her fear. “You’re going to be fine.”

         Although her arms weren’t wrapped around him, she was leaning against him hard enough that he knew he was supporting her weight. Were he not here, she’d probably have collapsed onto the filthy concrete landing.

         Of course, had he never been here at all tonight, he didn’t even want to think about where she might be right now.

         Had they been close enough to a bench or a car, he would have lifted her onto a seat and held her on his lap like a kid, but they were stuck inside what must feel like a tomb to her. It was the worst place she could be. He kicked himself for not keeping her outside, where she wouldn’t see corners where someone could be lurking and where the smell of sweat and desperation wouldn’t have tinged every breath.

         “Let’s get out of here and have a cup of coffee,” he said, not wanting to take her any higher up this stairwell that reeked of urine and vomit. “You shouldn’t be driving tonight, anyway. You can come back for your car tomorrow when it’s daylight and you’re feeling a little better.”

         He didn’t wait for her assent. Feeling the boneless way she still sagged against him and the wetness on his shirt, he made the decision for her. Bending down, he picked her up behind the knees and pulled her into his arms.

         She jerked her head up, her startlingly blue eyes wide. “What are you…”

         “Coffee. Fresh air. In the reverse order.”

         To his surprise, she didn’t argue. She had enough sense to know she had to get out of this place pronto and probably also knew she’d fall on her cute ass if she tried to walk down on her own.

         Being slim and of average height, she was easy to carry down a single flight of stairs. Hell, he’d carried heavier gear during training exercises. And she was a lot more pleasant—soft and smelling of cinnamony cookies.

         Reaching the bottom level, he turned and pushed the exit door open with his hip to bring her right outside into the moonlit night. Los Angeles wasn’t exactly the fresh air capital of the world, but it seemed like a tropical paradise compared to the miasma inside that stairwell.

         Feeling her relax as she drew in deep breaths, Rowan lowered her to the sidewalk. He kept a steadying hand on her shoulder. “Better?”

         She nodded slowly. Keeping her eyes closed, she brought herself back under control, one deep inhalation after another. Finally she whispered, “Was that an anxiety attack?”

         “I suspect so.”

         “Me too.” She rubbed her face with her hands, and then dropped them and finally looked up at him. “I’ve never had one before.”

         “I think you were entitled.”

         “I felt like I was being suffocated and having a heart attack.”

         “It happens even to people who haven’t just escaped from a thug.”

         She winced. He kicked himself for bringing that guy up again. “Keep on breathing deeply,” he reminded her, squeezing her shoulder. “You’re doing fine.”

         “Getting there, anyway.”

         They fell silent for another minute, and he watched as she drew her focus inward, making herself come to grips with what had happened. Rowan wondered if she had any idea it would take a long time before she’d really be able to do that. What had just happened was the first step, but it wouldn’t be the last one. He’d dealt with enough trauma in his own life to know that. And not just on the job.

         Not moving far, he did edge back a little when he realized she was getting steadier on her feet. Right now, all her cylinders were sparking in every direction. As calmness came back in, though, she might realize she didn’t want a strange man standing so close to her. He’d seen that reaction before in victims. So while he kept a light grip on her shoulder to keep her from falling, he also gradually inched away. Once she appeared completely still and straight, he dropped his hand and gave her even more room.

         She remained where she was, still concentrating, and he watched her. Not for the first time, he found himself acknowledging just how attractive the woman was. He’d of course noted the just-below-the-shoulder-length hair the color of creamy coffee—dark blond with streaks of gold, amber, and brown. And of course those blue eyes. Now he studied the tear-stained oval face. Though it was cast in shadow, he’d already noticed the high cheekbones, the arched brows, the slim nose, and the pretty mouth.

         He also noticed rough scratches and red marks that would become bruises tomorrow. Splotchy circles where ruthless fingers had dug in stood out on the soft skin of her jaw and throat.

         Fuck. He wished he’d crammed that guy’s head into a sewer drain. And then thrown the rest of him in after it.

         With a low, deep sigh, she shrugged her shoulders and tilted her neck from side to side, stretching to release her tension and the last of her fear.

         “There you are, Evie Fleming,” he said, knowing she was past the anxiety attack and had regained her calmness.

         “Here I am.” She looked around, up the block and down it. Nobody was around, any onlookers interested in the police lights having gone about their business. “I owe you another thank-you for getting me out of there. I guess I wasn’t really ready for enclosed spaces yet.”

         “No problem. I should have realized it sooner, after what happened.”

         “I don’t think I was the only casualty tonight,” she said, looking up at him. Lifting a hand, she scraped the tip of her finger on his cheek, rubbing something away. “You’re dirty, and that creep apparently got in one good punch.”

         “My cat punches me harder than that when I don’t feed him on time.”

         She smiled a little. Not much, but it was something.

         “So. Coffee?” he asked.

         She nibbled a corner of her lip. “You know, I think I just want to go home, take a hot shower, and get into bed.”

         The images of a hot, wet woman and a bed quickly filled his mind, but he called himself an asshole and forced them away. Sexy as she might be, she had been through hell. Only a total prick would let the thought of soaping every inch of this woman’s sweet body interfere with his need to help her.

         “If you don’t mind waiting with me, I’ll call for a ride.”

         “No way,” he said. “I’m taking you home.”

         “You really don’t have to do that, Detective.”

         “I know I don’t. But I’m doing it anyway.”

         He knew she wanted to argue—the flare of those midnight blue eyes revealed that. Again, though, her common sense outweighed any embarrassment. “I’d really appreciate that.”

         “It’s not a problem. Protect and serve and all that.”

         “Well, you definitely protected and served tonight. I’m the one who will buy you a coffee…but not now.”

         “I’ll hold you to that.” And he would. Although his protective instincts demanded that he remain just a caretaker for now, he’d definitely like to see her again under better circumstances.

         “I’ll hold you to holding me to it,” she said with the faintest of smiles.

         He nodded, wanting to fist-pump the air with the knowledge of what that meant. She was interested. She was scared, tired, messed up, but she was also as interested in him as he was in her.

         “You ready to go?” he asked, knowing that, attracted or not, the primary issue was getting her somewhere where she felt safe, warm, and comfortable.

         “More than ready.”

         “I’m parked right down there.”

         Not taking her arm—initiating no more contact that might set her off again—he led her across the street. But before they’d gotten close to his car, which he’d parked so quickly it was almost on the sidewalk, another vehicle swung around the corner. It was coming fast, and he instinctively pushed her behind him.

         “Where are they going in such a hurry?” he snapped when he realized the vehicle was a van from one of the local news stations.

         Things became stranger when the van stopped, the side door slid open, and a woman holding a microphone hopped down. “Do you have any comment on tonight’s attack? Was anyone injured?”

         “Are you kidding me?” Evie groaned.

         That was a good question, and Rowan wondered about it too. Muggings happened in LA all the time. How would a news team find out so quickly, and why on earth would they want to cover what was just another random act of interrupted violence in a city filled with them?

         “No comment,” he said. “Don’t you have anything better to report on?”

         The reporter wasn’t deterred. “Is the suspect in custody?”

         “I don’t know what you’re looking for, but there’s nothing to see here. Excitement over.” Noting the shock on Evie’s face, he led her past the reporter, and a cameraman who’d followed her out of the van.

         “Miss Fleming, do you have any idea why someone would target you?”

         Rowan opened the passenger door of his unmarked sedan and ushered her inside, barely hearing the reporter.

         “Do you think this has anything to do with the Joe Henry Angstrom case?”

         Angstrom? What the fuck? “I told you, no comment,” he snapped as the reporter tried to knock on the window of his car. “Now get that van out of the way before I cite you for reckless driving and illegal parking.”

         A veteran LA reporter probably would only have banged harder on the window. This one was young, fresh-faced, and not yet ready to take on a cop.

         She stepped back as he walked around the car but didn’t give up entirely. “Officer, can you give us any details at all? Do you know if Miss Fleming was a random victim or if this was a targeted assault?”

         “How many times can I say ‘no comment’ in one conversation?”

         His curiosity growing along with his annoyance, Rowan waved the woman off, got in the car, and jammed the key into the ignition. He was careful maneuvering around the newspeople but hit the gas hard once he had a clear path down the street.

         “What the hell was that all about?” he asked once the van was in his rearview. His passenger huddled in her seat, his coat wrapped tightly around her. Rowan jabbed at the heater to warm up the car. “Are you famous or something?”

         “No. Not really.”

         Meaning what? He racked his brain, trying to figure out if he’d ever heard her name before. It was pretty distinct and sounded a little made up. Not that he’d ever judge anybody for that—hell, his name was as fake as the Gucci bags peddled in Santee Alley. When his late mother had dragged him and his brothers to Hollywood after she’d divorced his father, she’d had their names changed to suit their big, bright, movie-star future.

         Rowan had realized at a young age that he didn’t want to be a superstar. His twin brother, Reece, and their sister, Rachel, had been the ones meant for the limelight. Rowan hadn’t been sorry to leave that world behind and had thought about changing his name back. Unfortunately, George Franklin Winchester just wasn’t a name he wanted to reembrace. So Rowan it remained. His brothers had done the same—Reece because he’d reentered the business. Younger brother Raine—whose given name was worst of all—just hadn’t cared either way. And, of course, Rachel had died.

         “Thank you for getting me out of there,” she said softly, pulling him out of his thoughts. “I can’t imagine how they found out so quickly.”

         “Well, you must have some element of fame. Somebody drawn by the police lights obviously recognized you and called it in.”

         She shrugged and looked out the window. “I’m just a writer.”

         “A famous one?”

         Another shrug. So she was famous. Not being much of a reader, beyond the occasional police procedural, he supposed it was no wonder he hadn’t heard of her.

         “Kid’s books?”

         She jerked her head around and glared. “Why do men automatically assume a young female author writes children’s books? I happen to write nonfiction.”

         Whoops. He had stepped in it there and realized he had definitely made a shitty assumption. “Sorry. My bad.” He frowned. “I haven’t heard of many nonfiction writers who are stalked by paparazzi.”

         She reached over and jacked up the heat. It was warm in the car, but he supposed after her evening, she was fighting off a chill that wasn’t weather-related.

         “They’re making a movie of one of my books,” she admitted. Clearing her throat, she added, “And talking about a TV show.”

         He nodded. That made sense. In this town, anybody who got a sniff of a new project always wanted to hover around the makers and the influencers. A nonfiction writer might not have a whole lot of input on any project made from her work, but it was possible she had some voice in casting. So he’d bet the hungry actors’ agents who swam like sharks in Hollywood already had an eye on her. As, he would bet, did the movie-biz shows, tabloids, and websites.

         Evie Fleming would be an especially attractive subject for them to cover. She was, after all, beautiful. Not just pretty, as he’d thought in that stairwell when she’d been shaking and looking ready to puke. But pretty damned stunning, in a brainy-sexy way. She would be entitled to attention for that alone. Add to it a movie and TV deal? The back-clawingly ambitious entertainment crowd was probably already trying to dig in their nails. Hence the media interest.

         “What was that about Joe Henry Angstrom?” he asked, remembering what else the reporter had said. How Evie could be connected to an infamous serial killer who had terrorized the mid-Atlantic region a few years ago, he had no idea.

         “I testified against him.”

         He jerked his head to look at her. “Seriously?”

         She nodded.

         “Holy shit. That must have been tough.”

         “It was.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “His last victim was my roommate.”

         He sucked in a breath, remembering more details. Angstrom was one monstrous sonofabitch. He couldn’t imagine how she lived with the knowledge of what her friend had probably gone through. “I’m so sorry.”

         “Me too. We had just finished college and were living in an apartment in Richmond. Angstrom owned an auto repair shop close to our place.”

         Right, mechanic. “I remember this—he used to copy house keys when people left their cars to be worked on.”

         Handing your whole key ring to someone who also had access to your car registration—with your home address printed right on it—wasn’t wise. But it happened more than most people realized.

         She sniffed. “Yes. That’s how he got into our place. She was home alone.”

         He didn’t want to think about what would have happened if she hadn’t been. It was tragic about her roommate; Evie’s presence, however, almost certainly wouldn’t have stopped that murder from happening. It would just have meant two victims.

         “It was my fault,” she added in a low whisper.

         “Don’t.”

         As if she hadn’t heard him, she went on. “I had a flat tire. I waited right there in the shop office while he fixed it. It just didn’t occur to me that he would make a copy of my apartment key while I was sitting ten feet away. She died because I was stupid and careless.”

         “It was not your fault.”

         It wasn’t, of course. It was the fault of a psychotic monster. And hell, even Rowan had probably left his whole key ring in the car when getting a super-quick tire change while he waited. Angstrom had been good at what he did, and obviously very fast at key molding.

         More, though, her words made him realize something else.

         Evie had probably been the intended target.

         “If I hadn’t been dumb enough to…”

         “Don’t,” he urged. “Do not do that to yourself. It is not your fault; it’s that sick bastard’s.”

         “So said my shrink for a couple of years afterward.”

         He wasn’t at all surprised she’d needed professional help. “And now?”

         “Now…I suppose my rational side accepts that it wasn’t my fault. The emotional side isn’t so sure.”

         “Let me be sure for you,” he insisted. “Perps count on victims blaming themselves a lot of the time, but it’s nobody’s fault but the killer’s.

         “I still miss her,” she said. “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Angstrom in prison.”

         “Must’ve been hard testifying against him with him sitting right there in the courtroom. Bet that caused a few nightmares.”

         “And daymares. I had so hoped that phase of my life was over, but it keeps getting dragged back up.”

         Considering heartbreaking death had touched his own life, and the reverberations of it seemed to go on for years, he understood that. Maybe it had been a suicide, but nobody really knew how his sister had plunged off that high-rise balcony so many years ago.

         Then there was the unsolved murder of Harry Baker, his childhood movie agent. For years, Rowan and Reece had believed their baby brother Raine had killed the man because Baker had molested their sister. Finding out they’d been wrong had been a shock. Guilt about that, as well as their desperate need to know the truth, had driven all three of the brothers into the most private of investigations.

         They intended to find out what had really happened that night six and a half years ago when somebody had shot Harry Baker dead in his living room. No matter what it took.

         “So what is it you testified to, leaving your car there?”

         “That was only part of it.” Clearing her throat, she explained, “I got a little obsessive about her murder and did some sleuthing on my own.”

         “Wow. Ballsy.”

         “Not really. I wasn’t out there Sherlock Holmes’ing the case. It was more about doing a lot of Internet research and realizing there had been similar murders in several states. Then I remembered the license plates hanging on the wall of Angstrom’s repair shop and everything sort of clicked.”

         “License plates?”

         “One from each state of a previous victim. His souvenirs. I know some people do decorate with those, but it seemed odd that there were only nine of them, too few for a real collector, but obviously important enough to be displayed. I noticed what states they were from and remembered one of the personalized tags.”

         “That was pretty stupid of him.”

         “Yes, it was. I did a little search when I got home. Imagine my surprise when the tag showed up in a police report about a South Carolina girl who’d been murdered two years prior.”

         The implication sank in. “Are you telling me you were the first to realize there was a serial killer operating on the East Coast, and you identified him?”

         She shrugged. Answer enough.

         “Impressive. Did that lead you to a career in law enforcement?” He shook his head, remembering what she’d said before. “No, of course, you’re a writer.”

         “I was a fledgling journalist at the time. Junior Girl-Friday type thing. I just wasn’t going to give up trying to find out what happened to my friend Blair and I had a knack for research.”

         Rowan was fascinated, shocked a young journalist had put together a puzzle that multiple law enforcement agencies had not. Thinking about the Angstrom case and what he had done to his victims, Rowan could only think the world was a better place because of Evie Fleming’s research abilities.

         “I guess I should give you my address,” she said, changing the subject.

         He suspected she had to do that a lot. People were never pushier than when wanting details about a gruesome crime; he ran into those types every day. No way would he become one of them.

         “Yeah, you probably should,” he said, realizing he’d been on autopilot and was heading for his brother’s place in the hills. He’d been staying there for a couple of weeks and just took the route for granted.

         She gave him the address, and he frowned. She didn’t live in a bad place, but it was in an older, beachside neighborhood. There weren’t a lot of security fences or gates, as there were in most upscale communities. That area was trendy, with crowds of partiers even on weeknights. Probably not the best atmosphere for a woman who had been attacked, and then had a microphone shoved in her face by a reporter. He only hoped they hadn’t tracked down her address yet.

         “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Is there something wrong with that street?”

         “No, it’s not like downtown. Don’t worry about that.”

         “So what are you worrying about?”

         “Nothing.” He shook off his concerns. There was no reason to think the mugging had been anything but a random crime of opportunity. And the news van was far behind them. “Forget it, I’m overanalyzing. Everything will be okay.”

         He didn’t realize they would not be okay until he reached an intersection at the end of her street and stopped before turning left. “Oh, shit,” he muttered.

         She leaned forward and peered around him, letting out a low sigh at the sight of two of those news vans.

         “How much do I win if I bet they’re parked in front of your place?” he asked.

         “I’m not going to take that bet,” she said, throwing herself back in the seat.

         He didn’t make the turn, going straight instead. “Is it always like this?”

         “Absolutely not,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m a nonentity, seriously. But since this Hollywood deal came along and I moved out here, it’s put me in a fifteen-minutes-of-fame spotlight.” She fisted her hands in her lap, drawing his attention to her long fingers and trimmed, no-nonsense nails. A writer’s hands.

         Of course, he’d noticed those palms before they’d gotten into the car. They were scratched and scraped, and one of those nails was torn. He didn’t imagine she’d be in any condition to type tomorrow.

         He suddenly remembered something he’d heard in passing on the news a few days ago. “There’s another reason you’re in the spotlight, isn’t there? Angstrom…his appeal has progressed a step, right?”

         “Yeah. And if he gets a new trial…”

         “You’ll have to testify again.”

         “Exactly.”

         The situation wasn’t unusual in today’s legal system, with murderers and lawyers dragging appeals through the courts for years—or decades. Families and witnesses had to hold their breath, not sure if the torment would ever end.

         Sure, everybody deserved a fair trial. The possibility of an innocent person being imprisoned or even executed for a crime he or she didn’t commit made exhaustive appeals necessary. But Angstrom? They’d found a fucking slaughterhouse in his basement. If he recalled correctly, this latest appeal was on a technicality over a legal filing, not because the sonofabitch could be innocent.

         Evie would have to be dragged back into the world of a deranged monster, not only as a random witness or journalist, but also as the friend of a victim. Christ, no wonder the media was on her trail. She had the whole Hollywood thing going on and was connected to the most brutal serial killer caught this decade.

         “I wonder how long they’ll stake me out.”

         Honestly? Probably until every one of Angstrom’s legal options were exhausted and he took his place in the last chair in which he would ever sit.

         “Depends on how slow a news night it is.”

         She rubbed a weary hand over her eyes. “God, I’m tired.”

         “What about a hotel?”

         “Looking like this?”

         Idling at a red light several blocks from her place, he glanced at her dirty, rumpled clothes. Her hair was tangled—twisted by a brutal hand. A red scrape and the beginnings of a yellowish bruise marred her jaw, and flecks of dried blood stood out against the pale skin. That alone made Rowan want to go back, find her attacker, and beat the shit out of him.

         “Yeah, I suspected that’s what I look like,” she said, reading his expression.

         “Sorry. You’re beautiful, but you do look like you’ve been in a street fight.”

         When she sucked her lip into her mouth and looked down at her hands, he realized he shouldn’t have made the beautiful remark. It wasn’t exactly cop-and-victim appropriate. Then again, she had essentially agreed to a future coffee date.

         Her throat worked as she swallowed hard before mumbling, “I guess that’s fair, since I was in a street fight.”

         “I saw as I drove up. You handled that really well, fighting back and trying to get free. It could have been bad if he’d gotten you into that alley.”

         “And if you hadn’t come along.”

         He didn’t like the thought.

         “Think if we go for that cup of coffee they’ll be gone when we get back?”

         “Probably not. I don’t suppose you have any family in the area you could stay with?” Knowing she was a new resident, he seriously doubted it.

         “No.”

         “What about the friend you texted?”

         She nodded slowly. “I guess that’s possible. But her new husband…”

         Rowan’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Bad guy?”

         “Not really. Just a very ambitious one. She’s my publishing agent, and he’s my Hollywood one. He’s always got an eye on deal making, and I suspect he’d love to use tonight’s incident to get more media attention.”

         Just what she would not want. “Is he, uh, ambitious enough that he’d have tipped off the press about what happened? Or even shared your address?”

         Evie started to shake her head, but slowly stopped moving. “He wouldn’t have. He couldn’t have.”

         “You sure about that? This town can bring out the worst in people.”

         “Can I borrow your phone?” she asked.

         He nodded and pointed toward the center console. She took it, tapped some buttons, and then waited. In the dark interior of the car, he saw the screen darken and then, almost immediately, flash to life again.

         “She swears it wasn’t him,” she said.

         Huh. Maybe. “Do you believe her?”

         “Of course I believe her.”

         Catching the inflection, he knew what he meant. But he didn’t push it. Her opinion of her friend’s husband was none of his business, though if he’d ratted her out to the press to gain some publicity, Rowan already couldn’t stand the guy.

         Thinking about her predicament a little more, he came up with another solution. He just had to word it in a way that didn’t sound creepy.

         “Look, I have a place you can stay for the night. My brother and his girlfriend are out of town and I’ve been house-sitting for them.”

         The light changed and he drove forward, thinking about the idea and liking it more and more. The house Reece had rented while his fire-damaged one was being rebuilt was entirely secure. That would probably make Evie feel better after tonight’s experience.

         “You want to take me home like a stray puppy?”

         He laughed softly. “I don’t think Cecil B would like that.”

         “Who?”

         “My brother’s dog.”

         “Cecil B…DeMille?”

         “Of course.”

         “That’s a Hollywood dog’s name if I’ve ever heard one.”

         “He’s the main reason I’m house-sitting. You’re not allergic to dogs, are you? He’s a slobbery golden retriever.”

         “No allergies.”

         “Perfect. The house is in the hills. It’s gated and has security cameras everywhere. You’ll be totally safe.”

         “Sounds that way. But, uh…”

         Hearing her concern, he quickly explained. “You can have the place to yourself. I’ll drop you off and go back to my own apartment to sleep. That is, as long as you don’t mind letting C.B. out while I’m gone?”

         “Of course I don’t mind. But I can’t ask you to do that.”

         “Believe me, I would enjoy a night in my own bed. There’s only so much Hollywood Hills luxury my cop lifestyle can handle.”

         She laughed softly.

         “Besides, Jagger would probably like a night away from the dog.”

         “Jagger?”

         “My cat.”

         “You weren’t kidding about the cat?”

         “Nope. And he’s an unfriendly terror. He’s had about enough canine as he can stand. That’s why I didn’t just bring C.B. to my apartment while my brother’s out of town. It’s too small for them to retreat to their separate corners.”

         “Won’t your brother and his girlfriend mind having a stranger in their home?”

         “No. It’s a furnished rental. His place in town is being rebuilt after a fire.” He didn’t want to get into specifics by mentioning the word arson—or, well, if Steve Baker’s last words were to be believed accidental arson. “There’s not a lot of personal stuff at the rental. I know they wouldn’t mind.”

         “I don’t know…maybe a hotel would be best.”

         “Sure, so a clerk can snap a picture and sell it to the tabloids?”

         “I’m not that famous.”

         “In this town, it doesn’t matter.” Glancing over, he saw her nibbling on her lip and read her indecision. “Believe me, it’s not a problem, but if it makes you feel better, I’ll call my brother to be sure.”

         After a brief hesitation, she nodded. “Okay. I would feel better if you did.”

         No cop would use a cell phone while driving, and he was no exception. So he barked a familiar number into his Bluetooth. His brother answered almost immediately, his voice sharp and hard through the car’s speakers.

         “What’s wrong? Is it Dad?”

         Suddenly remembering the three-hour time difference, Rowan answered, “Sorry, dude, not an emergency.”

         His brother’s low sigh held both relief and a hint of irritation. “Then why are you calling me in the middle of the night?”

         Rowan quickly ran down the situation, trying to be succinct and careful considering Evie could hear every word being said. He didn’t want her to feel more like a stray dog than before.

         “Of course she can stay at the house.” After a brief murmur in the background, Reece added, “Jess said to tell her to feel free to use or wear anything she needs.”

         The response didn’t surprise Rowan at all. Reece might have been described as self-protective—even cold—a year ago. Since falling for Jessica Jensen, a sexy, sassy redhead, however, his icy walls had been blown all to hell. She had him eating out of her hand, and the rest of the family couldn’t be happier about that.

         Ending the call with a promise to get together when Reece and Jess returned to California in a week, he glanced at Evie and said, “Okay?”

         “Just like that?” she asked, her eyes wide. “They’re really fine about you bringing a complete stranger to their house and letting her stay there?”

         “You heard him.”

         “I don’t know whether that says more about your brother or about you.”

         “Meaning?”

         “Meaning either he’s very trusting overall, or he has complete faith in you.”

         He barked a laugh, picturing his brother, the poster child for self-protective, reclusive Hollywood mogul, being overly trusting. Reece might have been named the Sexiest Man Alive a few years ago, but more than one starlet also privately called him the biggest asshole alive. He’d been an immovable mountain of cool calculation…until Jessica.

         “Of course he has faith in me. We’re twins.”

         “Oh my God, there are two of you walking the streets?” She immediately gasped and put a hand to her mouth, as if angry at herself for having made that remark, which was when he realized she was paying him a compliment.

         He hid his amusement. “Fraternal. Some people actually think he’s the good-looking one. Can you believe it?”

         He might have heard the tiniest snort, but didn’t push. He liked that she was actually relaxed enough—and no longer arguing about where she was going to be spending the night—to laugh about something.

         But as he watched her, seeing the dashboard lights make art out of her profile, watching her stretch to make herself more comfortable, noticing the soft curves of her body as she settled back for the ride, Rowan realized he might have made a mistake. A big mistake. And not just professionally.

         He had invited a crime victim to come home with him. Worse, she wasn’t just a crime victim; she was a woman to whom he was incredibly attracted.

         Maybe a hotel would have been a better idea.

         Maybe he should take her out for coffee and then try to go back to her house in an hour.

         Maybe they should have tried going over a neighbor’s fence into her yard.

         Maybe…anything.

         Anything other than going home with a woman he most definitely could not take advantage of, but who he wanted more than he’d wanted anyone in a very long time.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Parked on Evie Fleming’s street, one block down from her house, the dark-cloaked figure jerked awake with a curse, angry at himself for having drifted off. He quickly peered up the block to make sure the situation hadn’t changed.

         All was the same.

         Three local news vans were parked in front of the small house, right where they’d been since he arrived. Had there been news to report, had they caught up with their quarry, they would have been gone by now, or else in the midst of shoving cameras into her face. So he almost certainly hadn’t missed her, and didn’t give himself too much of a hard time about falling asleep. Judging by the dashboard clock, it had only been for a couple of minutes.

         He slunk back down in his seat, hiding in shadow, parked away from any streetlights for even more concealment. Other cars stood at the curb, so he didn’t fear standing out, but it would be stupid to take a chance on being seen and remembered. His SUV was dark, nondescript, and dusty. And he’d taken the precaution of removing the license plate. Were he pulled over, he could always claim it was stolen. Anyway, it was worth taking the risk.

         He just hadn’t counted on the damn press.

         “Assholes,” he muttered, staring at the vans, willing them to just go away. But he knew they wouldn’t. They were waiting for the same person he was—a snotty writer who needed to be taught to mind her own business. Or else to shut right the fuck up permanently.

         “Where are you, nosy bitch?”

         He began to wonder if she was going to come home at all. Little pigeon was probably so scared after tonight’s attack that she’d checked into a hotel. She would be afraid of things that went bump in the night for a while and probably on guard once she did get home, which made things a little harder for him.

         Not that much harder, though. He could be very quiet when he wanted to be.

         He would get to her. Sooner or later, he would get to her.

         He reached for a cigarette, but decided against it. The tiny flare of a match might be enough to draw the attention of a neighbor looking out a window to see what the excitement on the street was all about.

         Thinking about going home, figuring tonight was probably a bust, he realized there was another possibility.

         “Did you sneak home, Ms. New York Times Bestseller?”

         Had she gotten here before he or the press had arrived, and was she now playing possum inside her house, keeping the lights off and blinds closed?

         Possible.

         He could go check. It would be the easiest thing in the world to go over to the next street, creeping through lawns, over fences, until he reached hers. He could be in her place in ten minutes, easily finding her bedroom.

         Easily finishing what that idiot downtown had started.

         You just couldn’t trust anybody these days. If you wanted anything done right, you had to do it yourself.

         The more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea. He hated sitting here with his thumb up his ass, risking exposure just by staying still.

         “Yeah, do it,” he muttered, liking the idea of creeping into her home and silencing her when there were cameras and reporters set up right outside.

         But not from here. There was no point risking it.

         He started the engine and put the SUV in gear. Not turning on the headlights, he drove slowly toward the intersection and turned, going to the next block. Just as many cars parked on this side. Just as easy to blend in.

         And much easier to go through a neighbor’s yard so he could get into her house and end this once and for all.
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