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Hidden Fire

Julian Salvatore earned his reputation as a ladies’ man, but chasing women has also been a way to outrun a terrible secret from his past. Then he meets defense attorney Grace McKenna, a beautiful ice queen who’s more than willing to give Julian her body, even if he can’t seem to melt her heart.

In the blazing heat of their passion, Grace and Julian start to let down their guard–just as a series of grisly murders rocks Nashville and Julian is targeted by the killer. As the firefighter comes face-to-face with his demons, he and Grace must race to uncover the terrible truth–or become the next victims.




To my grandmother, Ladine Howard, 
who once fell in love with a handsome rogue who refused 
to take no for an answer. You did your best to turn Papaw away at the dance . . . and we all know how that story turned out. 
But then, you always did love a happy ending. 
Granny, Julian’s story is for you. 
I miss you.
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Julian Salvatore sprayed a steady stream of water at Station Five’s ambulance, rinsing off the soapsuds and gyrating around the vehicle to “Life in the Fast Lane” blaring from the radio just inside the bay.

Nothing like the Eagles to make a boring task bearable.

Using the nozzle as a microphone, he lip-synched a little Don Henley, punctuating the heavy downbeat with blasts to the bubbles. Watching them slide away. Thinking, yeah, he could relate. He enjoyed life a bit too fast.

Too bad he was on shift. He craved some action, and not the type to be found here, working with four guys he couldn’t quite call pals. Not that he hadn’t made an effort—no, screw that. Friendship shouldn’t come with a set of conditions, and God knew his best was never good enough.

Forcing down the old disappointment, he conjured an image of feminine curves, toned thighs. Long, white blond hair draped over his chest, violet eyes holding him captive, while their slick bodies moved in time to the pounding music—

Which abruptly lowered several notches, poofing his fantasy to dust.

“Jeez, man. You selling tickets?”

Julian glanced toward the door to the bay. Zack Knight, A-shift’s fire apparatus operator—aka engine driver— straightened and turned away from the portable radio, cell phone to one ear. Knight leaned against the grille of the big quint, cooing into the phone like a frickin’ turtledove.

“. . . know I don’t care, beautiful,” Knight was saying, face glowing with happiness. “Whatever color you want me to stain it is fine.”

Yep, totally whipped.

Rolling his eyes, Julian made an exaggerated gagging noise. Knight shot him the finger and a big grin, and Julian couldn’t resist smiling back as he shut off the water. So, the geek had grown a big, steely pair after all. Love must do weird shit to a guy.

He wouldn’t know. Nor did he care to.

“Salvatore!”

He started, stifling a curse. Cristo, the captain had a way of lying low, then leaping out of nowhere to lop off an unsuspecting victim’s head like some sort of damned ninja assassin.

Julian turned, pasting on his most innocent expression—a stretch, even on his best day. “Hey, Cap. What’s shakin’?”

Sean Tanner got in his personal space, vibrating with anger from head to toe. He rested his hands on his narrow hips, green eyes snapping. Hoo-yah, this was gonna be a scream.

“I’m going to say this once. The prepubescent shit is getting old. You’re done.”

Julian stared back. What the hell? “Am I supposed to know what you’re talking about?”

“The tampon prank was funny the first time, although inappropriate. You’re lucky Eve didn’t make an issue of it before, but this? Stringing them across the ladies’ restroom door is going too far.”

Knight closed his cell phone, slid it into his pants pocket, and watched with interest. Julian laughed. He couldn’t help it.

“Man, you need to lighten up. Eve’s cool and you know she dishes out as much as she takes.”

Tanner’s face hardened. “I’m fed up, Salvatore. Knock that crap off before you wind up with a formal complaint in your file.”

Julian’s humor fled. “Why don’t you look into the mirror, amigo, say that three times, and see if you land in Kansas. You’re not the only one who’s fed up.”

Color flooded Tanner’s cheeks as he sputtered, “What the fuck do you mean by that?”

“Want to make me spell it out? Fine. You’re not doing such a great job yourself, but you don’t hesitate to shout and bitch at everyone who doesn’t meet your impossible standards.” Julian sighed, shaking his head. “You know what? Forget it. I’m not doing this. The point is, I’m not the one who pulled the stunt. I don’t have a clue who did, and frankly, sir, I don’t give a rat’s ass. If you’ll excuse me, I have work to finish.”

For the first time in his career, Julian gave his back to a superior. And it hurt a helluva lot more than he’d have thought.

Because in that moment, in a startling burst of clarity, he realized Tanner had lost his respect.

Everyone went through rough times, Tanner’s rougher than most. But the captain wasn’t the only one who’d faced total devastation and lived to tell.

Are you hurt, hijo?

No, mamá.

Oh, no. Not going there. Grabbing an old towel, he shoved the memory into its tamperproof compartment and began to dry the ambulance. He longed to get in Tanner’s grille, set him straight. Tell the uptight bastard he didn’t have the market cornered on pain and suffering. Tell him—

“Damn, you should’ve seen his expression,” Knight remarked quietly, coming to stand beside him.

“He’s gone?” Julian wasn’t about to give Tanner the satisfaction of looking.

“After he gave about two seconds’ thought to ripping your head off, yeah.” Knight paused, blinking behind his wire-rimmed glasses. “You shocked him. I mean, I’ve gotten pretty good at not letting him get to me, but nobody stands up to him like that except Six-Pack.”

“And Eve.”

“True.”

Lieutenant Howard “Six-Pack” Paxton was Tanner’s best friend, Eve Marshall their sole female firefighter. Six-Pack was six and a half feet of towering muscle, Eve whipcord lean but tough. Neither of them took crap off anybody.

Julian started on the windshield, keeping his voice low. “Has the intervention been scheduled?”

“I was on my way out to talk to you about it when Cori phoned. Six-Pack needs to meet with all of us first so we’re on the same page with how to proceed. Everyone else is free Friday afternoon. We were thinking around three, at Six-Pack and Kat’s new house. Work for you?”

“I’ve got a date later, but sure. I’ll be there.”

Knight clapped him on the shoulder, then wandered off. Julian tried to imagine Tanner’s reaction when he realized what they’d planned, and winced. No man wanted to listen to the people closest to him air his drinking problem in a public forum. He had a feeling this giant group hug was going to backfire something awful. For the record, he’d warned them.

Still, something had to be done before Sean killed himself.

Three loud high tones over the intercom system scattered his thoughts. The pleasantly creepy computerized voice announced a kitchen fire at one of Sugarland’s few high-end restaurants.

Pitching the towel into the bay, he sprinted for his gear, almost relieved for the distraction.

Almost. If he’d learned anything in all his years as a firefighter, it was that complacence on the job was usually followed by unmitigated disaster.

He might get a dark thrill out of tempting fate, but he wasn’t stupid.

 



Julian grabbed a hose and jogged for the rear entry of the restaurant, Tommy Skyler at his back. Displaced diners milled around the front and side of the building, and Julian spared them a glance as he and Skyler approached the kitchen door.

Most of them appeared to have departed, but a few onlookers watched the proceedings with avid interest. As always, his roving eyes zeroed in on the women, some dressed business casual, but a couple in classy power suits. Including a tall, willowy blonde who seemed to be staring right at him.

Recognition zapped him as if he’d touched a live circuit, charging his libido. He stopped so abruptly, Skyler plowed into his back with a curse.

Grace McKenna.

Five feet eleven delectable inches of cream-your-boxer-briefs temptation. The violet-eyed beauty of his lusty fantasies, the Ice Princess who’d ignored every one of his advances. Well, except for that one toe-curling kiss all those months ago.

And Six-Pack’s off-limits sister-in-law.

He couldn’t have Grace.

Which, of course, only made him want her more.

“What’re you doing, man? Go, go!” Skyler yelled.

Shaking it off and breaking eye contact, he ran. What was he doing? A split second of inattention on the job could get a firefighter killed. He wasn’t ready to die today, and certainly not over a woman.

A woman who wouldn’t suffer a moment of remorse if something bad did happen to him.


Focus. The kitchen was almost fully engulfed in flames, but he and Skyler managed to wrestle the blaze under control with relatively little difficulty. The stove provided the worst problem, since the extinguishing system in the vent hood over it had apparently failed. The unit, covered in grease and equipped with a vat for frying, had gone up like a torch, but was quickly subdued by Eve with chemical foam.

The heat was a nasty bitch, though, boiling his skin through the heavy protective clothing. He’d reek of smoke and sweat, and he hoped they had a long enough reprieve from the calls later to sneak a shower.

Through the kitchen entry into the restaurant’s dining room, he saw Eve join Six-Pack to do a walk-through of the premises. Six-Pack gave him a thumbs-up for an all clear, so they had to concentrate only on the kitchen area and make sure no hot spots remained.

Leaving their buddies to handle that part, Julian and Skyler shut off the hose and exited the way they’d come in. Skyler took charge of helping Knight put away the hose, and as Julian removed his mask to let it dangle around his neck, he observed that the younger man had really started to mature in the past couple of months.

Julian shook his head with a rueful laugh. Yeah, he was such an expert on maturity.

Then he didn’t have time to think about Skyler anymore because, Dios mío, Grace was striding toward him purposefully, lovely expression cool and composed as ever. If he didn’t know better, he might have thought she was marching forward to serve him with a subpoena. After months of her ignoring his phone calls, he couldn’t imagine what on earth she had to say to him.

But it couldn’t be good.

And yippee, here he was caught off guard and out of his groove. With her crisp blouse under her tailored suit jacket and hair in an elegant twist at her nape, the woman looked like she’d just stepped out of the pages of Vogue. An equally sharp-dressed man trailed in her wake—her lunch date?—while Julian was a stinky, sooty old gym sock. Shit. Feeling self-conscious and hating it, he raked his fingers through his wet hair, pasting on a grin.

“Querida, you picked a fine time to accept my dinner invitation. As you can see, I’m a bit underdressed.”

Grace stopped in front of him, huge eyes softening the merest fraction. “I had to stay and make certain you were all right,” she said, her soft, melodic voice edged with a tiny hint of concern.

Just like that, his knees went weak. His heart thudded madly in his chest and for once in his life, he could think of nothing clever to say. The armor of his sarcastic wit deserted him, leaving him naked and squirming.

“I . . . I’m fine, Grace,” he said, shrugging.

“And Howard?” She squinted toward the smoldering restaurant, worry for her sister’s husband plain.

“We’re good. Just another day in the jungle. How have you been?” Why haven’t you acknowledged my existence?


Clutching her purse, she favored him with a polite smile that seized his lungs. “Busy. Half the population needs an attorney.”

“And they’re all innocent, I’m sure.”

“Of course. Those are the only ones I defend.” As though suddenly reminded of her lunch date, she glanced to the man standing behind her and waved him forward. “Oh! Gentlemen, I apologize. Derek, this is an acquaintance of mine, Julian Salvatore. He works with my sister’s husband. Julian, this is Derek Vines.”

The name slammed into him, a double shot to the head and gut. His gaze swung toward the man’s good-looking face. Fifteen years older, but the same face that haunted his night-mares, his every waking moment. One he’d never thought to see again in this lifetime, or the next.

He couldn’t breathe. Was being held underwater. Vision graying at the edges.

Drowning.

“Julian? Are you all right?”

He blinked at Grace, fighting to breathe, the fog clearing some. He’d never fainted and he wasn’t about to now, in front of her.

In front of the man who’d nearly destroyed him.

This must be cosmic punishment for his most terrible mistake and the promiscuous life he’d led since. Hadn’t he suffered enough, simply struggling each day to rise above the past?

“Julian?” She turned to Vines. “Get one of the others—”

“No!” He gave her what he prayed was a reassuring smile, when what he needed to do was find a restroom and be sick. “No, I’m fine. It’s just . . . all of this clothing and gear is hotter than hell. Vines, nice to meet you,” he said.

Because that’s how a normal person greeted another. A normal guy would shake the man’s hand, too, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not even under torture.

Before Vines could open his mouth, Julian took Grace’s arm. “I need to speak with you in private.”

Vines wore a puzzled frown, not a spark of recognition in his eyes. Thank God. Julian steered Grace toward the back of the ambulance, aware of the captain’s disapproving scowl and the other guys’ curious stares. He ignored them all, getting right to the point.

“What the fuck are you doing with a slimeball like Derek Vines?”

Score. That damned irritating, chilly sophistication slipped several notches, and she gaped at him, bristling. “Derek Vines is my client, not that it’s any of your business.”

“Really? You called him Derek, not Mr. Vines,” he pointed out, struggling to remain calm. And losing.

“Derek is a family acquaintance, which is also none of your business. If you’ll excuse me—”

“Cut that asshole loose. Trust me on this.”

“Let go of my arm,” she hissed, jerking the limb in question.

Blinking, he uncurled his fingers from her sleeve. He hadn’t realized he’d grabbed her. “I’m sorry. But please listen,” he entreated, injecting his voice with all the sincerity he possessed. Where Vines was concerned, it wasn’t difficult. “Vines is extremely dangerous, Grace. You have no idea.”

She obviously wanted to leave, but hesitated, anger tempered by curiosity. “How would you know this?”

Oh, God. “Just . . . trust me.”

“Not good enough. I don’t know you.”

“Yeah? Well, you don’t know Vines, either, or you’d never have accepted him as a client. You only defend the innocent?” He gave a bitter laugh and wiped a hand down his grimy face. “Jesus Christ, Grace. Even you can’t be right in every case, about every person, and you’re not right about him.”

“How so? Throw me a bone, Salvatore, or I walk.”

Salvatore. The pervert is “Derek” and I’m “Salvatore.” Great.

What could he tell her when he was shaking apart inside, trying to keep from hitting his knees?

“I grew up in San Antonio, Texas, same as Derek. Suffice it to say he’s trouble for everyone unfortunate enough to cross his path. Do some research.”

“All right,” she said, nodding slightly. “I can do that much.”

“Then drop the bastard like yesterday’s bad news, because that’s what he is.”

Anger animated her face again, and he knew he’d never seen a more gorgeous woman. Sucked to have her fury directed at him, but better for her to be aware of the viper in her midst.

“Thank you for the information, however vague, but I’ll be the one to decide which clients to take on.” A strange expression clouded the anger for a second as she held his gaze; then it vanished. “Good-bye, Julian.”

Good-bye. At least she’d used his first name again. Wasn’t that a positive sign?

And she’d never actually turned him down, had she?

“Why haven’t you just said no?” he blurted, inwardly cursing himself for an idiot.

Grace paused, looking over her shoulder, violet eyes cool as ever. The irritation was gone, a ghost of a smile hovering on those plump lips. “Perhaps I just haven’t said yes.”

Jaw clenched, he watched her walk away, small round butt swinging in her tight skirt. Damn her for stringing him along.

A hand clamped hard on his shoulder. “Oh, boy. Our Latin lover’s got it bad.” Six-Pack stepped in front of him, shaking his head. “I’ve tried to tell you: Forget about her. Grace is as elusive as the wind.”

“You’re just afraid I’ll break your precious sister-in-law’s heart.”

The lieutenant’s expression sobered. “Not anymore, my friend. I’m afraid she’ll break yours.”

Six-Pack strode away and Julian watched, relieved, as Grace and Derek Vines left in separate cars. Even if she wasn’t his business, he cared for her safety. She was representing a monster, and he couldn’t make her truly understand.

Not unless he told her everything.

And that was never going to happen.

Just like Grace accepting his dinner invite.

He had to let go of this fixation on her. It boiled down to lust. Infatuation. Nothing more.

There were plenty of women who wanted him, even if Grace didn’t.

Problem was, giving up and moving on had never hurt so much.
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Julian wound his way through the press of undulating bodies, the beat of heavy bass hammering his brain cells. Or maybe that was the fourth shot of Patrón.

Thanks to the beauty clinging to his hand, that particular throbbing couldn’t compete with the one below his belt. Cindy trailed in his wake, gyrating her voluptuous body to the naughty, hard-driving Nickelback song “Animals.”

How appropriate was that?

Yeah, he was planning to get into some major trouble tonight. He loved redheads. Or brunettes. Blondes. Hell, he worshipped them all. Especially tipsy ones in tight, fire-engine red dresses with plunging necklines.

He had the exit dead in his sights when his date tugged on his arm, bringing him up short.

“Jules, I want another drink!”

He shot Miss Babe-a-licious his best killer grin and raised his voice to be heard above the din. “Honey, I’ve got everything you need to quench your thirst. Let’s go back to my place and you can take your pick.”

Unfortunately, she missed the cue.

She gave him a pretty pout, plumping lips that would be put to better use if she were on her knees. “But I see some people I wanna talk to before we go!” Spinning toward the bar, she waved an arm enthusiastically. “Oh, look, there’s Laurie and Will!”

Cindy danced toward her friends, leaving him standing in the middle of the crowd with a raging erection, frustration souring the anticipation of moments ago. The noise of the Friday night crowd, the sweating masses, pressed in on him like a vise, making him feel slightly claustrophobic. A little sick. Why tonight?

Because Derek Vines is somewhere nearby. He’s here in Tennessee, your darkest secret, your nightmare in the flesh. Poised to ruin the life you worked so hard to build.

Case in point, this trendy Nashville bar on Second Avenue. It was his bachelor hunting ground, his port in the storm on his nights off from the fire station. Normally he thrived on strobe lights and hard rock, the sultry undercurrents in the room, rife with the promise of sex and other dark pleasures even he didn’t dare partake of. An adult play-ground filled with strangers holding out colorful candy.

Yet his edge had deserted him. Left him adrift and disoriented in a sea of writhing, venomous snakes. A shiver crawled down his spine, as though Derek might emerge from the shadows at any moment. He had to get the fuck out of here, soon.

Shoving his way to the bar, he came to stand behind Cindy, who sat on a barstool chatting with her friends and sipping her third or fourth cosmopolitan. His date turned and blew him a sloppy kiss while her companions shot him a smile, then dismissed him altogether as they continued their own party.

Gritting his teeth, Julian pushed between Cindy and some overweight guy next to her with a mumbled apology and leaned against the bar, assuming a casual pose. The unwanted fifth wheel in a room full of people. Again.

God, he hated this shit. Hated hovering like a fool, holding his dick. He’d give her ten minutes and he was out of here, with or without her. They’d arrived separately, so he wasn’t responsible for seeing her home, for which he was now thanking Jesus and the Fabulous Twelve.

He had a feeling that was about all he had going his way tonight.

Squelching the urge to order another shot of Patrón, he filched a cherry out of the cocktail garnish tray, popped it into his mouth, and plucked it from the stem. He chewed the sweet fruit, trying to force himself to relax, and stared across the bar at the patrons lined up on the other side like cattle at a feeding trough—just like his side of the fence.

That’s how we look. A slick bunch of losers, people on the make, some cheating, some lying.

Some unbearably lonely.

Not himself, though. No way. Being alone and lonely were two different things. He wasn’t sitting around pining over Grace’s umpteenth rejection. “Never fix what isn’t broken” was a motto that had always served him well.

No, lonely was the blond kid sitting directly across from him. Eyes downcast, he picked at the napkin under his beer and laughed halfheartedly at something his older, dark-haired companion said. The kid looked rather unhappy, strained, in fact. Julian wondered whether it was because he was underage and worried about getting caught. If he was one frickin’ day over nineteen, Jules was Enrique Iglesias.

“Cody, amigo,” Julian called as the bartender started to rush past.

Cody halted and braced his hands on the bar, giving him a mischievous grin. “Am I setting you up again already? Man, if you’re still here drinking, you obviously need to come up with a better pickup line than the one about big fire hoses.”

“Hey, don’t disparage a tried-and-true method. Almost every woman with a pulse, even my eighty-year-old abuela, would go home with a firefighter.” He arched a brow. “The rest will settle for the bartender, if they must.”

Cody barked a short laugh and shook his head. “You want another Patrón, or are you going to just stand there and be an asshole, as usual?”

“Neither. I’m thinking the blond kid behind you should be home watching the Teletubbies.”

To his credit, the bartender didn’t turn around. He nodded, expression sobering. “Had the same thought, myself. His ID checked out.”

“Must’ve been a damned good fake.”

“I’m not a cop, man. You know my take on those nimrods.”

“Never one around when you need them.” Given his past experience, he’d be the last to argue.

“Right on. Besides, his friend isn’t drinking, said he was the designated driver, so I’m not worried. Anything else?”

“Nope. Think I’m going to cruise.”

“You need a cab?”

“Nah, I’m good.”

Cody slapped a hand on the bar. “Take care, man.”

As Cody hurried off to attend to his customers, Julian’s attention strayed back to the blond kid and his buddy. The dark-haired man leaned against the bar facing the young guy, his face in profile, features wreathed in shadows. He leaned close, said something in his friend’s ear. Laid a hand on the sleeve of the young man’s arm in a sensual manner that sent up rainbow flags all around their space.

As he watched their intense body language, that hand lingering on the kid’s arm, a chill broke out on Julian’s skin. Homosexuality didn’t bother him. It was the kid’s lost, confused expression.

Exactly as though he didn’t really want to leave with the “friend” who wasn’t drinking. In a fucking bar, on a Friday night.

His imagination? Probably. Then the man said something else and they rose to leave. As they did, Julian noted the tremble of the kid’s hand as he raised the bottle to his lips for one more draw of his beer, the tremor so bad he nearly fumbled it when he set it down on the bar. He stumbled, and his companion caught his arm, steadying him.

God Almighty, he’s scared shitless. And drunk?


Or worse—drugged. With that thought Julian was out of his seat, bolting through the crowd after them. Cindy’s shout floated behind him, but he pushed on, driven by frantic impulse. He wished he could’ve gotten a good look at the older man. Maybe he’d catch them outside . . . and then what? Stick his nose where it didn’t belong just to appease his own demons? Embarrass them all for no good reason?

He burst outside, scanning up and down the sidewalk. Downtown Nashville on weekend kickoff night was festive at one in the morning. Groups of twenty-somethings hung out, laughing and cutting up, enjoying the spring evening. Some were walking, barhopping their way to oblivion.

Where—? There. Across the street, the pair he sought was climbing into a dark four-door sedan, the older man driving. Damn, he couldn’t get a description of the guy. Squinting, he focused on the car instead and made out the metallic glint of the unmistakable Mercedes symbol on the trunk. The license plate, he couldn’t see well. X . . . E . . . and was that a P or a B?

The Mercedes backed out and the opportunity was lost. Hell, he couldn’t go running after the car like a lunatic. He already felt stupid enough.

“Dios, Salvatore, what’s wrong with you?” he muttered.

The sedan began to pull away—just as the driver turned his head and looked in Julian’s direction.

Other than short, dark hair and broad features, he still couldn’t make out the man’s face very clearly. He had the fleeting thought that the driver could be staring at any one of the revelers on the sidewalk near Julian. But the man’s gaze hit him in the chest like twin laser points.

Julian staggered backward a step, heart tripping, as the Mercedes pulled away, taillights receding into the darkness. It wasn’t him. Of course it wasn’t.

“Hey, why’d you run off?”

Someone grabbed his arm. He spun to find Cindy next to him, a bemused expression on her face. The same face he’d thought gorgeous four shots ago, and now struck him as garish. A bit harsh, even. His cock, he realized with some surprise, had surrendered hope, and was no longer by any means tempted to come out and play.

Not with Cindy.

“I thought I saw someone I knew,” he said, reaching into his pants pocket for his car keys. “I was wrong.”

“Oh. So, are we leaving?” Gluing herself to his side like a strip of Velcro, she ran a manicured nail down his chest through the part in his buttoned shirt.

“I’m leaving. Alone.” Gently, he set her away from him, marveling that he’d almost made the mistake of taking this woman to bed. Giving one of her hands a squeeze, he leaned in and planted a chaste kiss on her cheek. “I had a good time.”

“But we were supposed to go to your place!”

“Plans change, honey. That ship has sailed, I’m afraid.”

The astonishment on her face was priceless. “You—you’re blowing me off?”

“I prefer to call it reconsidering my options.” Wisely, he refrained from pointing out she’d blown him off first. He and his brother hadn’t grown up in a houseful of women only to learn squat. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

Outraged, she slapped his hand away. “Don’t bother, prick.”

Spinning around, she stalked off, high heels clicking on the pavement in a rapid staccato. He watched her go, the clingy dress painted on her tight, edible body, and sighed.

Yeah, he’d lost his mind.

No doubt, she would’ve been hotter than a firecracker in July. So why did the idea of a few hours of recreation between consenting adults leave him cold when it never had in the past? Cindy was attractive, willing, and . . . that’s all.

She was a virtual stranger. Someone he’d met when Station Five worked a traffic accident last week. She’d slipped him her phone number, and he’d called to arrange a date. Which they’d had. Period.

Julian stood in the middle of the sidewalk, among the milling crowd, and right there had a startling revelation. These clubbers were, by and large, in their early to mid-twenties. On the heels of his thirty-first birthday, those few years of age difference suddenly yawned between them, a chasm as wide and deep as the Royal Gorge. He felt . . . old.

What the fuck am I doing here?

He didn’t want some stranger.

An image of a certain defense lawyer blindsided him as it had at the restaurant fire, flattening him. The ethereal blond beauty who’d set his body afire and left him to burn.

“Grace,” he whispered.

Just like that, the damnable loneliness seeped through his walls of iron. Strangled his breath. Yeah, you liar—lonely. He couldn’t stand the thought of going home to his empty condo. Slipping between cold sheets, shivering as the horror chased away his sleep.

Only a woman’s warm, soft body would ease him tonight. And not just anyone, but one who at least cared for him.

With shaking hands, he took out his cell phone. Speed-dialed the first number on his list. His best—and only—friend’s voice answered with a sleepy greeting.

“Hello?”

“Carmelita.” He closed his eyes, weary with relief. “Dulce, I’m coming over.”

 



The Collector guided the Mercedes away from downtown and glanced at his young passenger. “Did you know that man?” he asked sharply.

The kid, slumped in the leather seat like a limp noodle, rolled his head toward him, the movement loose. His blue eyes were glazed. “Who?”

Good. The GHB was doing its job. Soon, he’d do his.

“Never mind. Just relax and enjoy the ride.”

He’d follow his own advice. People who panicked made mistakes, and he’d do well not to make them.

He’d become a skilled hunter, and the best, most vulnerable prey was to be found in places like the bar tonight. Risk versus reward.

The rewards were positively divine.

Recalling the man watching them, however, dampened some of his satisfaction. A skittering along his nerve endings set him on edge, intrusive and unwelcome. He enjoyed being the one to do the observing, not the other way around. And this particular man’s observation had been rather . . . intense. He’d been much more focused and purposeful than the oblivious patrons around him.

While he, the Collector, had carefully selected his seat at the bar to remain in shadow, the man had been seated in a pool of light. The stranger’s dark eyes had studied them intently, sensual mouth drawn into a frown, brows furrowed. He was Hispanic or maybe Italian, his angular face blessed with classic male beauty belonging on the cover of GQ. Raven hair fell in longish wisps over his brow, the length brushing his neck just past his ears.

All these features he memorized out of necessity because it was his business to do so and, goddamn, he could swear he’d seen their pursuer somewhere before. He had an excellent memory, but no matter how he scoured his brain, the man’s identity eluded him.


Calm yourself. By God, it would come.

When it did, the Collector would simply have one more loose end to snip.

 



Julian discarded the condom and rejoined his lover in bed, sated in body if not in spirit. His morose mood wasn’t Carmelita’s fault. He just couldn’t seem to fill the hollow ache in his chest these days, especially after sex. Even great sex with his closest friend.

Still, going home to stare at his empty bedroom was worse. Right?

Flopping onto his back with a sigh, he linked his fingers behind his head. Carmelita wasn’t much of a cuddler, at least not with him. Cuddling implied something more than friends with benefits, a stronger bond than either of them wanted or needed. Except lately, he found himself longing for a connection he’d never experienced before. A simple touch not related to sex.

Comfort.

“Julian? What’s wrong?”

He turned his head to meet her brown gaze as she rolled to her side, propping her head in one hand. Lush cinnamon hair matching the curls at the apex of her thighs spilled around her shoulders and over her naked breasts.

“Nothing, dulce.” He grinned, knowing she loved the endearment.

“Don’t try to distract me,” she fussed. “You haven’t been yourself for weeks, my friend.”

Months, to be exact, but he saw no need to correct her. “I’m fine. Really. The meeting this afternoon to go over the plan for our captain’s intervention was intense. The real thing is going to be brutal.”

“I can only imagine. That poor man.” Reaching out, she gently brushed a lock of hair out of his eyes, her expression full of compassion. “But I don’t think that’s all, Jules. Are the ghosts bothering you?”


Ghosts. Her tactful term for those dark days when most teenage boys were discovering the world and Julian had wanted only to die. For the secrets he’d left behind in that other life, the one where his family buried an inconvenient truth along with the corpse of the young man he’d been. The awful mistake Carmelita alone knew about, and even she didn’t know the whole story behind why he’d almost thrown his life away. Nobody did, outside his family. No one else would. Ever.

He’d told Grace all he could.

And now tell Carmelita that Derek Vines was here, when she could do nothing except worry about things that couldn’t be changed?

“No,” he lied. The ghosts never rested. Never would. A partial truth, however, seemed in order to ease her fretting. “I . . . met someone.”

Her jaw fell open and her eyes widened. “Really? When?”

“A few months ago.” That revelation earned him a punch in the arm. So much for the nice caressing.

“You rat! Why haven’t you said anything, and what the heck are you doing here, then? Who is she?”

He smiled at his friend. This was why he loved her so much. He could tell her anything, and she never judged him. No inconvenient jealousy, either, to muddle their relationship. “She’s a lawyer in Nashville, and I haven’t said anything because she doesn’t even want to breathe the same air as me.”

“Oh. Ouch.”

“Yeah, sucks, huh?”

She sighed. “How well I know the feeling.”

“That little computer dweeb at work still hasn’t gotten a clue?”

Carmelita worked at Fossier, an accounting firm here in Sugarland, not far from his own condo and the fire station, and a short twenty minutes from Nashville. His knockout friend looked like she’d be more at home modeling for Victoria’s Secret than crunching numbers, but whatever. Her job sounded like a sexless vacuum slowly draining a person’s libido, leaving one in a zombielike state. No wonder she occasionally let off steam in the sack with him, because she sure wasn’t getting any from her nerdy pencil pusher.

“He’s not a dweeb and my guess is he’s definitely not little,” she defended. “He’s just sort of . . . understimulated.”

His brows lifted. “Uh-huh.”

“Oh, shut up.” She gave him a wistful smile. “We’re pathetic. Why didn’t we elope years ago?”

He grinned back. That was an old, safe topic of conversation. The question didn’t need an answer because they both knew it by heart. He gave one anyway.

“Because I squeeze the toothpaste in the middle, I snore, I won’t trade in my Porsche for a minivan, and I’m always right.” There were many more reasons, but those would suffice.

“And I’d smother you in your sleep during a fit of premenstrual rage.”

“Prison would clash with your hair and nails.”

“So I guess we’ll have to remain friends,” she said happily.

“With benefits.”

“Absolutely.”

Her smile took on a predatory quality. She crawled between his spread thighs and his cock reawakened in response to the unspoken demand. He saw no reason to deny them mutual pleasure and spread his legs wider, placing himself at her mercy.

Crouching, she gave the flared crown an experimental flick of her tongue. Her hair tumbled over his groin, tickled his balls. “You want this?” Another lick.

He sucked in a harsh breath. “Shit, yeah.”

“Tell me.”

“I want your mouth, dulce. Suck me.”

She did, exactly the way he loved. Hard and deep, laving the ridge underneath his cock while her fingers played with his sac. Relentless, suctioning him with moist heat, bringing his blood to a steady boil.

Second to fucking a woman from behind, this was the finest way to orgasm. To watch his rod disappear between a woman’s lips, to enjoy being hers. To feel the awesome tingle, the gathering at the base of his spine. Ready to explode.

Like now. His orgasm rolled his eyeballs back in his head. He let go with a hoarse shout, pumping his cum down her throat. Shuddered as she drank every drop.

At last, she released his softening cock and moved to lie beside him. Not touching, as was the norm.

But tonight, he shivered from the absence of warmth.

“Carmelita?”

“Mmm?”

“Can I . . . hold you?”

She patted his chest, giving him an odd stare. “Sure, for a while. You’re like a furnace, you know.”

A confusing wave of sadness and unfulfilled desire swelled inside him, smothering any reply as he rolled to his side, spooning her body against him.

As he tried in vain to drift to sleep, a pair of sparkling violet eyes refused to allow him to rest. Mocked him with the inescapable truth.

Wrong as it might be under the circumstances, he burned to have Grace McKenna underneath him. The flames licked at him, hotter than ever before.

Stupid bastard, forget about her.

He had no choice.

Grace didn’t want him, had made it perfectly clear she never would. Her loss, he told himself . . . and knew he was lying.

The loss, it appeared, was all his.

 



Brett awoke to a god-awful pounding in his skull and a grungy taste in his mouth. Like he’d single-handedly attempted to drink the city dry and he shouldn’t be awake to relive the experience. “Awww . . . shit.”

Agony lanced his brain again, a knife blade burrowing deep into his gray matter to scramble what little was left. He panted, managing not to get sick, but not by much.

The bathroom. Yeah, he needed to crawl there. Splash some water on his face, brush his teeth. Then he’d feel more human.

Cautiously, he uncurled himself from the fetal position and rolled to his hands and knees. He blinked to clear his vision. Frowning, he blinked again. Total darkness. As in can’t-see-your-hand-in-front-of-your-face pitch fucking black.

“What the hell?”

That’s when he noticed the dirt under his palms. Not linoleum or smelly, beer-drenched carpet as he’d expected. Tentatively, he raked his hand over the surface to confirm his finding—dirt and pebbles.

The stench invaded his awakening senses next. It hung in the stagnant air like a shroud, nearly overtaking the natural, pungent smell of rock and earth, of old minerals and decay. No, a rancid smell like that didn’t belong here, wherever here was. Didn’t belong anywhere. He knew what label to give the stench, but his brain recoiled from going there.

“Hello?”

Brett inched forward, feeling his way, not trusting his surroundings. Falling over the edge of a cliff or something would suck, and he had to get away from here. Find help. He crawled until his fingers brushed something hard and chilly. Wet and a little slimy, too. Instinctively he snatched his hand back, then tried again.

A rock wall. A natural formation, not a man-made structure. A round, small space, he realized as he pushed to his feet and his fingers explored the surface, moving slowly to the right as it curved inward. His shoe kicked something hollow, but he kept going, his mind becoming clearer with every passing moment.

“A cave,” he whispered, fear setting in at last. “A freaking cave. What the fuck is going on?”

Willing down the panic, he struggled to remember what he’d done last night—if it was last night. He went downtown to party, and his friends took off club-hopping, promising to come back. He’d been content where he was, people-watching, taking up a conversation with a man at the bar.

Who bought him a drink, which he accepted, even though he shouldn’t have. But it was free and his fake ID passed muster, so why should he refuse?

What happened after that was a huge, yawning black hole.

Jesus, the bastard must’ve slipped him a Mickey. Don’t think about it. Just get out.


Abruptly, the rock face ended—and cold metal took its place. Hands shaking, mind whirling in horrified disbelief, he frantically explored the vertical bars. Kept groping, moving to his right, until he met where the rock resumed on the other side. He stumbled to the left again, rattled the bars.

“Oh, Christ . . . oh, God.”

Imprisoned. He’d been locked up in some sort of goddamned cage. Underground. “Hey! Let me out of here!”

Terror overrode the pounding in his skull, the sickness. He yelled, kicked the unyielding bars for several minutes, until he slumped against them, exhausted. “Help, somebody,” he moaned.

“Won’t do you any good, you know,” came a voice from the darkness. A girl’s voice, weird and singsongy, making her sound about one card short of a full deck.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “Did you put me in here?”

“Me? No.” She giggled as though he’d said something really funny. “No, I’m waiting, just like Joey. Just like you.”

Brett gripped the bars, heart knocking against his ribs, certain he’d gone insane. Right down the rabbit hole. “Waiting for what? Who are you, and who’s Joey?”

“Joey’s next. He doesn’t talk anymore.” She sounded sad about that.

“Next for what?” The trembling spread from his hands throughout his body. He couldn’t stop.

“I’m after Joey. They come back a couple of times, then they don’t come back—they don’t come back,” she sang, the eerie crooning echoing down the chamber. She sounded nearby—perhaps in another cell?

“Who doesn’t come back, us or the bad guys?”

“Us. The generator comes on. They scream and scream like Sarah did, like piglets gone to slaughter. Then they don’t come back.”

Holy Mother of God. Think, Brett. “What’s your name? Mine’s Brett.”

“Kendra. Keeen-dra, Keeen-draaa—”

“Listen to me, Kendra,” he snapped. “There’s got to be a way out of here, right? When the bastard comes, fight, bash him in the face. Just throw him off enough to be able to run, then get away.”

“Can’t get away when they hold you down, give you the nice drugs, make you float, float. . . .”

So Kendra wasn’t just crazy. She was stoned. Out of steam and out of options for now, he slid to the ground and ran a hand down his face, wishing he could see jack shit, but aware he should probably be glad he couldn’t.

Down the rabbit hole and straight into a nightmare.

“Hey, Brett? The screaming isn’t the worst part,” she said, as though making a curious observation.

He barked a laugh, a little hysterical to his own ears. “No shit? Then what is?”

“It’s when they stop.”
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