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			To my own dear guy-friend from high school who had the courage to write me a love letter I never saw. I hope your life has been as wonderful as mine.

			To my husband, Martin, whom I might never have met had I read that high school love letter all those years ago. Looking back, I’d change nothing. You are my everything.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			St. Petersburg, Florida, Friday, February 19, 1 a.m.

			He stood in the darkness, waiting. Nauseous. Trembling, for God’s sake.

			It had been far, far worse than he’d ever imagined. But then, he never imagined he’d ever take another man’s life in cold blood. Never imagined he’d sit there and watch as another man gasped and clawed and begged for mercy.

			But he had.

			He had.

			He lifted his head when he heard the crunch of gravel . . . coming closer, louder. A shadow appeared beneath the trees where he waited. Large, looming. Menacing by the light of day. But by night. He fought the shudder and squared his shoulders for what needed to be done. Andrews was coming.

			“Is it done?” Andrews asked.

			As if he’d dare show his face were it not. He nodded once. “It’s done.”

			“You’re sure he’s dead?”

			“I checked his pulse,” he returned bitterly. “He’s dead.”

			“And it looked like an accident?”

			He swallowed hard, remembering how the young man had gasped and clawed, his face going a bluish purple before the gurgling finally stopped. “Yeah. I made it look like he’d accidentally ingested one of the chemicals he’d been researching. It was the middle of the night and he was drinking coffee in the lab. They’ll find the chemical in his coffee cup. They’ll rule it accidental contamination. No one will suspect.”

			“Excellent. And the book?”

			He reached in his briefcase and pulled out a hardbound notebook encased in a plastic ziplock bag. “This is what he was working on. Leave it in the bag unless you’re wearing gloves.”

			Andrews’s eyes narrowed doubtfully and a spurt of fury bubbled up to mix with his nausea. He shoved the book into Andrews’s meaty hands. “Take it, dammit,” he snarled. “This is what you damn well wanted.” This is what I killed for. Another wave of nausea rolled and he swallowed it back.

			“You replaced it with another book?”

			“I did.” He was still huffing, his heart still racing. “No one will suspect.”

			Andrews slipped the book into his own briefcase. “Until someone else gets too close.”

			His throat closed at the unspoken command. “No. No way in hell will I do this again. No.”

			Andrews just smiled, his teeth flashing white in the darkness. “Of course you will. I’d only borrowed you before. I own you now.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			St. Petersburg, Florida, Friday, February 19, 7:45 a.m.

			In numb silence Christopher Walker watched the police photographer flashing pictures of Darrell Roberts’s body sprawled on the pristine white tile of the research lab. Darrell’s face was bloated, discolored. His open eyes unseeing. His mouth twisted and open as if his last moments had been a struggle for breath.

			Christopher knew he’d never get the sight out of his mind.

			“This can’t be happening,” he murmured, wishing it was a dream. That he could wake up and find it never happened. That Darrell Roberts was still alive and healthy.

			But it was no dream. Darrell was dead.

			He felt a hand on his arm and turned to find the University police officer who’d been the first to respond to his frantic call for help. “Professor, there’s a detective from St. Pete PD here to talk to you.”

			Christopher’s eyes flicked to the detective who was giving him a measuring stare, then back at the University cop. But he could still feel the detective watching him. It made him feel uneasy, his shoulders tight, constricted, and he frowned at the University cop, confused. “I thought you guys had jurisdiction here.”

			The University cop traded a guarded glance with the St. Pete detective. “We contract St. Pete PD to investigate all unexplained deaths related to campus activity, Professor. We’re a small force with limited experience in such things.” He lifted a brow and a shoulder. “Lawsuits.”

			Christopher stared down at Darrell’s body. Lawsuits. His student, his friend was dead and the University was worrying about lawsuits. He gritted his teeth and met the detective’s steady gaze. The man was in his forties, his dark hair graying at the temples. He wore a jacket and tightly knotted tie. His eyes were narrowed and piercing. Suspicious. Christopher fought the urge to wipe his sweaty palms on his slacks. Ridiculous. I haven’t done anything. He’s trying to unnerve me.

			“I’m Detective Harris,” the man said, and firmly guided Christopher through the door of the lab into the adjoining lounge. “Sit down, Professor.”

			Christopher sat, his eyes drawn to the lab door. To Darrell. Lying dead on the floor. His skin cold. His limbs stiff. Someone had propped the door open with a stack of textbooks and Christopher could hear the conversation inside the other room. Someone was asking if the photographer was finished and could they take him now.

			Take him. To the morgue. They’d zip his body in a bag and take him to the morgue. Because he was dead. Darrell was dead.

			“I have to call his mother,” Christopher murmured. How could he tell Darrell’s mother? That her son was never coming home, that he’d died so unnecessarily. He couldn’t even imagine her pain, couldn’t imagine how he’d feel if someone told him his own precious child, his Megan was never coming home again. He started to stand up and the detective pushed him back down.

			“Professor, I know this is a bad time, but I need to ask you some questions.”

			“Right.” He turned from the door, giving the detective his full attention. “I’m sorry. I’m having trouble connecting my thoughts.”

			“That’s normal. Can you tell me about the victim?”

			Victim. Christopher’s stomach did a nasty roll and he swallowed hard. “His name is . . . was Darrell Roberts. He’s a grad student in my department.” Was. Damn it all.

			“You’re a chemistry professor?”

			“Yes. Darrell was about six months from earning his doctorate.”

			“Who found him?”

			Christopher swallowed again, the image of Darrell’s face filling his mind. “I did.”

			Harris pulled a little notebook from his pocket. “What time was that?”

			“A little before seven. The card reader could give you the exact time.”

			Harris looked up sharply. “The card reader?”

			Christopher touched the photo ID hanging around his neck. “Nobody gets in or out of the lab without one of these. It’s a restricted area.”

			“Why?”

			“We’re doing federally funded research and many of our chemicals are toxic.”

			“Like cyanide?”

			Christopher flinched. He’d smelled the telltale odor of bitter almonds when he’d bent over Darrell’s body. “Yes. We have cyanide here. I smelled it, Detective. I told the officers and the medical examiners as soon as they arrived on the scene so they could protect themselves. Even small exposures to cyanide can be harmful.”

			“And we appreciate the heads-up, Professor Walker,” Harris said mildly. “Was Darrell normally alone in the lab in the middle of the night?”

			“No. I like my grad students to work in pairs if they’re going to be here after hours. Tanya Meyer was supposed to be here with him last night. I called her after I called 911. She told me she was feeling sick last night and Darrell sent her home. She said she left at nine. He was very alive then.”

			Harris noted Tanya’s name. “Okay. Did Darrell seem depressed recently?”

			Christopher’s brain suddenly woke up. He lurched to his feet, furious. “Whoa. Wait just a minute here. This was an accident. A horrible accident. Darrell wouldn’t commit suicide, Detective. I’ve known this boy since he was eighteen years old. He would never commit suicide.”

			Harris nodded. “I’m sure you’re right, but I get paid to ask the questions, Professor. So Darrell didn’t seem depressed?”

			“No. He was a little tired maybe. He’s been working hard on our project and working part-time waiting tables. He had other classes, too. I know he’s pulled a few all-nighters recently, but that’s pretty par for the course. It’s a university. That’s what students do.” Chris could hear the desperation in his own voice and forced himself to calm down. To sit down. “He was getting married this June. He was . . . happy.” He whispered the last word, his throat suddenly thick.

			“I’ll need the name of his fiancée.”

			“Laurie Gaynor. You’ll find her at Edgewater Elementary School. She’s an education major doing her student teaching. She’s going to be . . . devastated.”

			The detective’s voice softened a little bit. “So you were close to Darrell?”

			Fatigue hit Christopher like a brick and he slumped in the chair. “I’ve known him for seven years, ever since he was a freshman. His dad died when he was a sophomore. I’ve been . . . kind of a substitute. Combination big brother, uncle. Mentor. There is no way Darrell Roberts would take his own life. His mom and his younger brothers depended on him.” Chris thought of the poverty in which Darrell’s family lived, wondered what the Roberts family would do now. “He kept his little brothers in school, out of drugs. As soon as he finished his degree he planned to buy them a house in a nice neighborhood, with good schools.”

			“So what do you think happened, Professor?” Harris asked, gently now.

			Christopher closed his eyes. “There’s a coffee cup on the counter next to where I found him. We have a strict rule—no food or drinks in the lab. The risk of accidental ingestion is just too high. I don’t even allow water bottles. Darrell knew this and I’ve never known him to disobey the rule. But he must have been tired. Got a cup of coffee to keep himself awake. Dammit.” Anger surged, both for the loss and for its needlessness. “He knew better,” he whispered harshly, and fought back the tears that stung his eyes.

			“You smelled the cyanide. Why didn’t Darrell?”

			Christopher shrugged. “Not everyone can smell it. About a tenth of the population can’t. It’s genetic, like being able to curl your tongue. Darrell was one of those people.”

			“One last question, Professor. What are you working on in there?”

			Behind him Christopher heard the squeaking of wheels. They were pushing the gurney into the lab. They’d zip Darrell into a body bag and take him away. Bracing himself, he kept his eyes on Harris’s face, away from the door. “We’re working with the USDA on improved methods for soil testing.”

			Harris frowned. “Soil testing?”

			“For contaminants. Dioxins.” Christopher rubbed his forehead. “Cyanides, too.”

			“So Darrell would have been handling the cyanide as part of his work?”

			“Yeah. There’s a bottle of potassium cyanide next to his cup. He was making controls, samples with known contamination levels to use for testing.”

			“Do you have any records of his work, Professor? Anything that I can use in my report to support this being an accident?”

			“Each grad student keeps a notebook. I’ll get Darrell’s for you.” Wearily he rose, just as the gurney came rolling out of the lab, the body bag strapped down. And dammit, he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Couldn’t stop the tears that slid down his face.

			“Professor?” Harris gently prodded. “The book?”

			Christopher jerked his eyes away. “I’ll get it for you.” He made himself walk into the lab, past the now empty tile. He glanced at Darrell’s notebook, open on the table, the familiar handwriting like a knife in his heart. Dammit, why weren’t you more careful?

			“Chris? Chris, what’s going on here? Chris!”

			“You can’t come in here, sir. This is a crime scene. Sir.”

			Christopher looked up to find Jerry Grayson struggling with the University cop. Jerry was a physics professor and his closest friend. They’d been undergraduates together, fellow geeks who’d just loved academia too much to leave, so they’d come here to teach. Jerry had been with him through most of the critical times in his life, high and low. Best man at his wedding, godfather to his daughter. Jerry had been Christopher’s main support during his divorce. And now this. Now this.

			“Chris?” Jerry’s pale face made his beard seem blacker. “I saw the ambulance out front. They were putting a body bag in it. I thought . . .” He swallowed hard, struggling for control. His voice cracked. “I thought it was you, that something had happened to you. What happened?”

			Christopher picked up Darrell’s notebook, conscious of Detective Harris watching them both. Not really caring anymore. “Darrell’s dead,” he said dully.

			“Chris.” Jerry had stopped struggling and the cop loosened his hold. “God, I’m sorry. How did it happen? What can I do?”

			Christopher met Jerry’s eyes, saw his friend’s unswerving support. “I have to tell his mother.”

			“I’ll go with you.”

			“Thanks.”

			* * *

			Cincinnati, Ohio, Friday, February 19, 10:06 p.m.

			Emma Townsend stood on the airport escalator, her palm vibrating as she gripped the heavy black rubber handrail. After a week of lecturing and a six-hour flight from Seattle she should be asleep on her feet, but the throbbing in her head and the dread clawing at her stomach assured her that she was very much awake indeed.

			There were about ten million places on earth that she’d rather be at this moment, but here she was in the Cincinnati airport, steadily rising toward the arrival area where loved ones waited. A sea of faces anxiously peered over the railing from the balcony above, some waving, nearly all smiling. And as if magnetized, her eyes were drawn to the place where Will had always waited with a beaming smile of welcome and a single red rose. A middle-aged man stood in Will’s place, holding a bouquet of pink carnations. Waving at someone else. A shard of pain pierced her chest.

			This is why I hate this airport, she thought. This is why I’ve avoided coming back for so long. It hurt too much. Resolutely she averted her eyes and concentrated on keeping her footing at the end of the escalator, on looking for the driver that should be holding a sign bearing her name. She spotted the black-clad woman quickly, her sign neatly lettered. DR. EMMA TOWNSEND.

			That would be me, Emma thought and approached the driver with what she hoped was a friendly smile. It wasn’t the driver’s fault that there were ten million places on the planet she’d rather be. “I’m Dr. Townsend,” she said and shook the driver’s hand. “I’ll have to get my luggage from the baggage claim, then I’ll be ready to go.”

			The woman gave a brisk nod. “I’m Linda Raines. I was hired by your assistant to drive you to Lexington tonight. Did you have a good flight from Seattle?”

			Emma nodded even though the flight had been truly horrendous. Bumpy and nauseating. She tried to tell herself it was the turbulent flight that had caused the butterflies in her stomach, but deep down she knew better. It was the prospect of facing this airport, this city, and everything it represented. She’d be gone soon enough though. She was just passing through Cincinnati on her way to Lexington where she’d spend the next week lecturing to auditoriums packed with strangers. She’d planned to fly into Lexington, but Kate had called with a last-minute itinerary change. Emma’s flight into Lexington had been cancelled. The only other flight was into Cincinnati.

			Kate booked all of Emma’s lectures and travel, managed the details of Emma’s personal and private business. But Kate was far more than an assistant. She was Emma’s best friend. She’d been Will’s friend as well. Kate knew exactly what flying into this airport would mean for Emma and had apologized profusely, but there had been no way around it. Emma had a book signing in Lexington at two tomorrow afternoon. She had to make it in from the West Coast tonight or she’d miss her commitment.

			Raines cleared her throat. “We should be in Lexington by twelve thirty or so if we don’t have to wait too long for your luggage. Point out your bags when they come ’round and I’ll get them to the limo.”

			Emma stood far enough back from the luggage carousel to be able to see her large suitcase that held two weeks’ worth of suits while standing apart from the throng of people. She’d gotten quite good at that, standing apart from a crowd even as she stood among them. Someone cleared her throat behind Emma and she turned to find a shy-looking woman in her midsixties standing behind her with red cheeks and a book in her hand. A familiar face stared up from the book’s back jacket cover, Emma’s own. She forced a smile and the woman smiled back.

			“Dr. Townsend, I’m sorry to bother you,” the woman said softly, her voice barely audible over the roar of ten luggage carousels and the conversations of fifty times that many people. “I just wanted you to know how much I enjoyed your book. I brought it with me to read on the plane.” She faltered, dropping her eyes. “Your book has helped me a great deal. I lost my son recently and, well . . .” The woman let the thought trail with a self-conscious grimace. “I suppose you hear this all the time.”

			Emma did, in every city she toured, every standing-room-only hall in which she’d lectured over the past year. Bite-Sized had struck an instant chord with the public, hitting and staying on the bestseller lists for more than six weeks. Bite-Sized discussed the ways to cut grief and loss into manageable pieces, suggested practical ways to get through each day after the loss of someone dear. The book was the product of eight years of conducting therapy groups for the bereaved. It had been Emma’s life’s work.

			Now . . . it was her life.

			“You’re not alone,” Emma said quietly. “Have you found a support group?”

			The woman bobbed her head. “Yes, yes, I have. And it does help. My son . . . he was all I had left.” She swallowed hard and Emma found herself doing the same. Found herself watching from the corner of her eye the middle-aged man with the pink carnations who’d been standing in Will’s place. Now he stood next to the luggage carousel with his arm around the shoulders of a plump middle-aged woman who held the pink carnations carelessly in one hand. They were talking animatedly with big smiles and an occasional hug. The pressure in Emma’s chest increased and she dragged her eyes back to the woman holding the book.

			The woman hesitated, then blurted, “I read you lost your husband recently. I’m so sorry.”

			Emma’s smile was now brittle, her heart thundering. It wasn’t recently. It had been a year. A year without him. A year alone. It was not the first time a reader had expressed condolences, but to hear it here . . . The air suddenly seemed thick, impossible to breathe. I need to get out of here. She wanted to bolt, to run far away from this damn airport and all the memories it dredged up. She wanted to tell the woman with the book to mind her own damn business. Instead, she drew a quiet breath and made herself say, “Thank you.”

			“At least you know how to get through the pain.”

			You’d think so, Emma thought. “Yes,” she lied. She’d gotten good at that over the last year, too. Lying, not getting through the pain.

			The woman hesitated again, then held her book out. “Would you mind signing it?”

			At least this was something concrete she could do, Emma thought, reaching for a pen. “Not at all. What’s your name, ma’am?”

			“Alice.”

			“To Alice,” Emma said aloud while writing. “Bite off what you can chew, one day at a time.” The hypocrisy of the message had ceased to sting after several hundred signings. Now it just left a dull ache in the pit of her stomach. She signed her name and handed the book back to Alice. “Take care and stick with the support group. They’ll help you get through. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I just flew in from Seattle and I’m very tired. And I think I see my luggage coming round the bend there.”

			Alice hugged her book to her chest and gave a little wave. “Thank you.”

			Emma was relieved to find that her luggage truly was coming round the bend. She snagged the large bag from the conveyor and jumped when it was taken from her hand.

			Linda Raines. Her driver. Emma had nearly forgotten about her.

			“I’ll take that, Dr. Townsend. Follow me. The limo’s waiting outside.”

			Emma followed and was ushered into the backseat of a black limo with tinted glass. She could vaguely see that another woman sat in the front passenger seat, her profile hidden by the neat black cap she wore. “My partner,” Linda explained. “At night we don’t drive alone. She’s been driving all day, so she’s probably asleep.”

			Emma slid onto the spacious seat with a sigh. “I’m sure I will be, too, as soon as we start rolling.” She had her eyes closed before Linda shut the door and barely felt the trunk slam as her bag was stowed. Then they were off. Away from the dreaded airport, away from the city where she and Will had lived for the entire twelve years of their marriage. Away from the home they’d built together, laughed in, loved in together. The home in which she hadn’t set foot in nearly six months.

			She always had a good reason to bypass Cincinnati. A last-minute lecture, a meeting with fellow psychologists in whatever city she was in, a meeting with her publisher in New York. She flew through JFK often enough that she’d finally leased a small furnished apartment in New York, just to have a place to stay, to store her suits. It was there she went whenever she hadn’t been able to make weekend plans. It was there Kate forwarded her mail, sometimes bringing it in person so they could visit. Go shopping. Walk the streets of Manhattan. It was there Emma hid.

			You should go home, said the nagging voice inside her head. I will when I have a schedule break. But she knew she was booked all the way through June. So I’ll go home in July. I’ll call Kate tomorrow and ask her to set it up. Tonight, I’m going to Lexington where I’ll sign books and lecture until next week when I go to Baton Rouge. Then St. Louis, then Houston. And so on.

			She opened her eyes, looked at the highway signs stretched across the interstate. Then sat up straight as the limo passed the Lexington exit, going north instead. Her heart started pumping hard. They were headed away from Lexington. The wrong way. I never checked Raines’s ID, she thought. I should have checked her ID.

			She tapped on the glass separating the front and back seats. “Excuse me,” she said loudly. “You missed the exit. Hello.” She tapped the glass again. “You missed the Lexington exit.”

			Linda Raines lowered the window. “You’re not going to Lexington, Dr. Townsend.”

			Emma’s heart stopped. She licked her lips, made herself breathe. Slipped her hand into her coat pocket and flipped open her cell phone, prepared to dial 911 by touch. “Then where am I going?”

			Raines’s partner twisted in her seat, yanking off her hat. Emma could only blink, her heart settling back into a somewhat normal rhythm as irritation flared high. “Kate.” Her assistant. Her best friend. “What the hell is going on? Where are we going?”

			Kate’s brows lifted. “You’re going home, Emma. You’ve run long enough.”

			“But . . .” Emma stuttered. “What about Lexington? The signings, the lectures?”

			“I rescheduled Lexington. Baton Rouge, St. Louis and Houston, too. You’re taking a break, Emma. And you’re going to deal with that house and everything in it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			St. Pete, Monday, February 22, 8:15 a.m.

			Someone had set an empty chair on one end of the semicircle. Sitting on the edge of his desk, Christopher swallowed hard as he stared at the empty chair, then made himself meet the grieving eyes of his graduate students. Tanya was crying, quietly. Nate looked like he was trying hard not to. Ian just looked mad.

			Christopher knew how they all felt. For three days he’d been bouncing between rage and grief. He hadn’t slept more than an hour at a time, seeing Darrell’s lifeless eyes every time he closed his own. For three days he’d been hounded by the press, begging for a comment, but even that wasn’t as bad as the reaction of his own bosses.

			He’d been summoned by the University administration, for God’s sake. They’d called him into the dean’s office Friday afternoon, every face tight with concern. For themselves. “Don’t say anything that would make us liable,” the University’s lawyer had warned, and it had taken every ounce of strength he possessed to keep his fury contained, to promise his “cooperation on the subject.” They didn’t care that one of his students had died, only that the University wasn’t held responsible.

			But his students didn’t need his rage right now. They needed him to be calm and strong so they could begin to heal and go on.

			“I don’t know how to start,” Christopher said. This was the first time they’d all been together since Darrell’s death, three days before. “I still remember Darrell when he was a freshman. Seven years ago.” One corner of his mouth lifted in a sad half smile. “He was this scrawny, skinny kid carrying this backpack that looked heavier than he was. He told me that his mother had worked two jobs scrubbing floors to help him buy the books in his backpack and that someday he’d pay her back.” Christopher’s eyes stung as he remembered that first day, the fire in Darrell’s dark eyes, the boy’s determination to succeed. “I asked him what he wanted to do with his life.” The memory lightened and a real smile curved his lips. “He said he wanted my job.”

			This earned him a tremulous smile from Tanya and a sad chuckle from Nate. Ian was unmoved, still angry. “I watched him grow from that scrawny, skinny kid to the man you knew. I was so proud of him.” Christopher sighed, hating what would come next. “But Darrell was careless Thursday night, which was so unlike him. We have to talk about this, even though I know it’ll be hard.”

			“He wasn’t bloody careless,” Ian bit out, his brogue thickening more than usual. “Darrell was more careful than the lot of us put together.”

			Ian and Darrell had been close friends. Accepting Darrell’s death would be hard under any circumstances, but knowing his death had been avoidable had to be particularly hard for Ian to bear. Christopher leaned forward, squeezed Ian’s arm. “Normally, I’d agree with you. But I saw the coffee cup with my own eyes, Ian.”

			Ian jerked his arm away. “There has to be another explanation, that’s all.”

			“Ian.” Nate shook his head. “Let it go, man.”

			“Darrell was tired, Ian,” Tanya murmured wearily. “He’d been pulling all-nighters that whole week before. I guess he just needed the caffeine to stay awake.”

			“He would have drunk it in the lounge, not the fuckin’ lab.” Ian lurched to his feet, paced to the window where he stared out at the courtyard, his arms crossed hard over his chest. He turned, his eyes flashing. “I will not believe he was careless.”

			Christopher slowly pushed away from the edge of his desk and met Ian’s turbulent eyes with deliberate care. “And I will not believe Darrell Roberts took his own life,” he said quietly. “I had to tell his mother he was dead, Ian.” He swallowed hard, remembering the anguished shock in Yvonne Roberts’s eyes, the pitiful choking sound of her sobs when the awful truth sank in. He’d held her, let her cry. Cried with her. Then sat by her side as she told Darrell’s four younger brothers the devastating news. The big brother they idolized had made a mistake that cost him his life. He was never coming home. “It was one of the hardest things I ever had to do.” He had Ian’s attention now. The younger man’s eyes narrowed as he listened. “I can’t even imagine telling his mother he did this to himself. He wouldn’t. You know he wouldn’t.”

			“That detective asked me if Darrell had been depressed.” Tanya’s voice was rough from a weekend of tears. “I was so mad, I told him what he could do with his question.”

			“Pissing off the cops isn’t going to solve anything,” Nate said rationally, if unsteadily. Nate’s calm was surprising, Christopher thought. Nate had a history of being a hothead, of leading with his gut. Darrell had always been the voice of reason among the grad students. Perhaps Nate recognized that and was trying to fill the void.

			“I wasn’t pissed off, actually.”

			Everyone immediately turned to the door to Christopher’s office where Detective Harris stood, his eyes sharp and assessing. A chill crept down Christopher’s back as he met Harris’s cold gaze. “Detective Harris. What can we do for you?”

			“I need to talk to you.”

			Christopher raised a brow. His heart was beating hard and somehow he just knew he wouldn’t like what was coming. “Just me, Detective, or all of us?”

			Harris’s eyes fell on the empty chair. “All of you, I think.” He came into Christopher’s office and perched on the corner of the desk. “I got some interesting information from my lab this morning,” he said, his eyes scanning every face. “The ME says the concentration of cyanide in Mr. Roberts’s stomach was four times higher than the concentration of cyanide in his coffee cup. Now, I’m no chemist, but that just doesn’t seem right to me. Professor Walker, what do you think?”

			Stunned, Christopher could only stare at him. “What?”

			“My ME tells me the numbers should have been switched. That the concentration in the cup should have been higher. That the poison in the coffee should have been diluted in his stomach.”

			Nate shook his head. Hard. “No way. That has to be a mistake. It has to be.”

			“My ME thought so, too. So he reran the test. Twice more. Had a colleague do the same. The numbers were consistent with every test.”

			Tanya was pale. “Your equipment . . . maybe it needs to be calibrated.”

			Harris regarded her with a level stare. “It’s a police crime lab, Miss Meyer,” he said dryly and Christopher got the impression that while Tanya hadn’t pissed him off before, she’d done so now. “Our equipment is every bit as sophisticated as yours.”

			Christopher pulled the heels of his hands down his face, his stomach churning once more at what the detective had left unsaid. “Wait. You’re saying it wasn’t an accident? That Darrell did this to himself? That’s as impossible to believe today as it was on Friday. Darrell Roberts would never have taken his own life.”

			Harris just looked at him. “I agree, Professor.”

			For a moment, Christopher just looked back. Then cognition hit and he could feel the color draining from his face. “Oh, my God. You’re saying somebody else did this? That somebody murdered him? That’s . . .” He dropped into the chair behind his desk. Searched the faces of his students. All three looked as sick as he felt.

			Harris’s face didn’t change, not a muscle moved. “We found Darrell’s fingerprints on the cup, but no trace of his DNA on the cup.”

			“Maybe he wiped it off.” Tanya’s whisper was thin.

			Harris’s smile was sardonic. “There was no trace of DNA in the coffee left behind, either. We didn’t find any trace of a straw near his body, either, so don’t even try. What do you conclude from this, Professor?”

			Christopher met Harris’s gaze unwaveringly. Made himself remain calm at the implied accusation. It’s a police technique, he thought. But I have nothing to hide. “I’d have to say the cyanide was introduced from two different sources, Detective. But while this seems to rule out accidental ingestion, it doesn’t definitively prove foul play.”

			“Spoken like a lawyer,” Harris observed. “Not a chemist.”

			“I watch TV,” Christopher replied evenly, then clenched his jaw. “Look, Harris, I still can’t believe Darrell would kill himself, but if somebody killed him, that person would have to have access to this lab. And that’s us. So if that’s the direction you’re going, just spit it out.”

			Harris didn’t blink. “All right. So where were you between ten p.m. Thursday night and one a.m. Friday morning, Professor?”

			Nate covered his face with his hands. “This isn’t happening,” he whispered.

			Christopher let out a controlled breath. Commanded his heart to slow down. “I was home with my daughter, Megan. She went to bed at ten thirty. I called my mother at eleven thirty. I imagine you can check my phone records to confirm this.”

			“Kind of late to be calling your mother, isn’t it?”

			“She lives in California. It was only eight thirty there.”

			Harris nodded, took out his notebook and jotted it all down. “All right. Any way to prove where you were between midnight and one?”

			“No. I’m divorced, so I have no wife to verify my alibi.” And Mona wouldn’t have if she had been there, Christopher thought grimly. “I did do some research on the University’s online library between twelve and one. The server records should verify it.”

			Harris turned to Tanya. “And you, Miss Meyer?”

			Tanya was white-faced and trembling. “I was home sick. My aunt can tell you.”

			“Your aunt was awake all night?”

			“She came in once, when I was throwing up in the bathroom. I don’t know exactly what time it was, but it was before one a.m.”

			“All right. Mr. Bass?”

			Nate jolted. “I was with my girlfriend. All night,” he said meaningfully. “You can ask her yourself. Look, man, I don’t even own a car and the buses don’t run that late.”

			“Relax, Mr. Bass. I’m just asking questions.” He turned to Ian. “Mr. Delenn. I understand you’re here on a student visa from the UK. Where exactly are you from?”

			Ian clenched his fists at his sides. “I’m from Glasgow, but what does my student visa have to do with anything?”

			Harris shrugged. “So where were you that night, Mr. Delenn?”

			Ian pursed his lips. “Home. Alone. No girlfriend, no daughter, no bloody mother to call long distance, so nobody to confirm my alibi.” The last words were muttered from behind clenched teeth.

			Harris nodded benignly, as if not even noticing Ian’s anger. “Thank you all. Professor, who else has one of those key cards that you all wear around your neck?”

			Christopher shook his head. “Only us. And my boss, Dr. Stossel. He’s the department chair. But he’s out of the country at a symposium.”

			“Who can I contact for a record of key card use for that door?”

			“Try the IT department,” Christopher answered wearily. “They’re the guys who come when it breaks down and we can’t get in.”

			Harris stood up. “Thank you. Please stay available in case I have other questions.”

			“In other words,” Ian gritted, “don’t leave town.”

			Christopher shot him a quelling look. “Be quiet, Ian. You’re not helping. Detective, when can we get back to work in the lab?” The door was still crisscrossed with yellow crime scene tape.

			“When we’re done investigating.”

			Christopher held up his hand to stop Ian from making what would likely have been another antagonistic comment. “Detective. We have a contract with the US Department of Agriculture. I understand that you need to keep your scene protected, but we need to give our sponsor notice if we’re going to be late with our deadline.”

			Harris frowned. “Should be by the end of the week.” He headed for the door.

			“Thank you. And Detective?” Christopher waited until Harris turned around. “When will you release Darrell’s body? I promised his mother I would handle the burial arrangements.” Something flickered in Harris’s eyes. Controlled compassion.

			“The ME signed the paperwork this morning. The body should be released before noon. I’ll show myself out.”

			Christopher sighed. “Looks like we’re taking a break, gang. Catch up on your other classes. Get some sleep. Go down to the beach and catch some sun. But don’t talk to the press. Please. This is bad enough without us contributing more to it.”

			Tanya and Nate filed out. Ian remained and Christopher waited patiently for the young man to have his say. “Professor, something’s been bothering me. I, for one, am not surprised that the detective thinks Darrell was murdered. I knew he’d be too careful to have an accident like that and the idea of him committin’ suicide is just damn ludicrous. I was thinking . . . Do you remember last month when we had that break-in?”

			A sharp pain arced up Christopher’s neck as his muscles tensed. “Yeah, I do.” Three of their gas chromatograph machines had been destroyed, and with it countless soil samples that had been painstakingly prepared. “We haven’t regenerated that data.”

			“Professor, those samples were Darrell’s. That they may be connected is not somethin’ we can ignore.”

			The pain in his neck spiked sharper. “Hell. I’ll let Harris know.”

			* * *

			Cincinnati, Monday, February 22, 10:30 a.m.

			“Hot chocolate break?”

			Emma looked up from a box of Will’s old college books to see a tray rising from the hole in the attic floor, Kate’s hands keeping it steady. Crawling across the attic floor, Emma took the tray and set it on the floor. “You’re too tall to fit up here.”

			“Spoken like a short person.” Kate climbed the rest of the way up and sat cross-legged and hunched, looking around with interest. “Your attic looks bigger than mine.”

			“Because mine’s not as full of junk as yours,” Emma said and took a mug of steaming cocoa from the tray. “This is good.”

			“Thank you.” Kate regarded her over the rim of her mug. “Are you all right?”

			“I’ve survived the trauma of being kidnapped,” Emma replied dryly.

			“I wouldn’t have done it if I hadn’t been desperate. You wouldn’t come home when I asked. And you were never in danger for a minute.” She grinned. “But wasn’t Linda wonderful? You never suspected a thing.”

			“No, I didn’t. And if you ever do anything like that again, I’m calling the cops.”

			“I hope I won’t have to,” Kate said pointedly, then sobered. “So how are you, Em?”

			Emma looked away. “I’m all right. The past few days have been hard, going through his things.” She looked back at Kate’s concerned face and forced her lips into a rueful smile. “I wouldn’t have believed clothes could hold a man’s scent for more than a year.” But they could. Emma hadn’t known just how badly a heart could break until she’d pulled one of Will’s sweaters from a drawer and . . . smelled him.

			She’d held back the tears until that moment, but smelling his woodsy cologne was somehow worse than everything else. The dam had broken then and Will’s sweater became a crying rag. Kate had raced to her side and held her through the torrent and when the weeping had passed, Kate pressed a hot cloth to her face and popped aspirin down her throat to take the edge off the resulting headache. But the headache was long gone now, in its place a . . . peace, a relief she’d long seen in the clients she’d counseled over the years as they too had come to grips with their loss, with having to refind their place in the world without that special person.

			Kate gripped her hand and squeezed hard. “But you needed to do it, Emma. I couldn’t stand watching you hide any longer. This is your home. You need to live here, not in hotels or in New York. You needed to grieve.”

			“I’ve been thinking about that,” Emma said thoughtfully, fixing her gaze out the attic window where snowflakes were silently falling. “I know you think I hadn’t grieved Will because I wouldn’t come home.” She shrugged. “I didn’t think I had either. But I did, in my own way. Every time I went to bed alone in a strange hotel, I missed him. Every time his favorite show came on TV or I heard one of his favorite songs on the radio, I missed him. But every day it got a little easier. Eventually, I stopped reaching for him in the night. I stopped listening for him to call my name in a crowd. Friday night was the first time I’d slept in our bed since he died. And . . .” She drew a breath. “I missed him. But it wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be.”

			Kate’s eyes were shiny. “I’m sorry, Em.”

			“So am I.” She sighed and crawled back to the box of books she’d been cataloging. “I found the newspaper clippings, by the way. Clever, hiding them in with the bag of peanut M&M’s you brought with you.”

			Kate bit her lip. “I was half-hoping you would find them and half-hoping you wouldn’t. I didn’t know if you’d kept up with the case.”

			Emma stared down in the box of books, controlling a sudden rush of grief and helpless rage. “I checked the Post online every day from wherever I was. And the detective called when the trial started.” The trial of the nineteen-year-old that had walked into a convenience store with a loaded gun and changed her life forever. “I was ready to come back if they needed me to testify, but the store video gave the police all the evidence they needed. The police were really wonderful. They faxed a letter to me when I was in LA last year. It was from the mother of the little boy Will pushed out of the way.” Will had saved the child, putting himself in the path of the robber’s bullet instead. Emma’s voice softened, trembled. “The mother was . . . very grateful.”

			“She testified,” Kate said quietly. “The mother, that is. She was a very convincing eyewitness. She had the jury in tears when she told how Will saved her little boy.”

			Emma blinked at Kate. “You went to the trial?”

			“Every damn day. I figured it was the least I could do for you.”

			Emma’s eyes stung. “Oh, Kate.”

			“I cheered when they sentenced the bastard to life without parole,” Kate said forcefully. “He’ll never touch anyone else.”

			“Which is justice, but small consolation.” Emma pulled Will’s books from the box, needing to change the subject before she started crying again. “I wonder how much the used bookstore would pay for these?”

			Kate’s eyes narrowed, but she went along with the subject change. “Not much. You might do better to donate them to the library or to the Salvation Army along with his clothes.” She scooted to another pile of boxes. “What’s all this?”

			Emma cocked her head. “No idea. Open it and see.”

			Kate ripped the tape off the box flaps and laughed out loud. “Lookee here. It’s your old high school yearbooks. This one’s from 1989.”

			Emma groaned. “My junior year.”

			“What was your maiden name?”

			“Kate, please . . . Oh, hell. You’ll pester me until I tell you. It was Wilson.”

			Kate flipped pages and let out another laugh. “Look at you. Your glasses were bigger than your whole face. Here, look.”

			“I don’t want to.” Emma shuddered. “I remember keenly. I was a nerd.”

			“You were not. You were cute. What’s this?” Kate waved a folded sheet of paper.

			Emma glanced up from yet another box of Will’s books. “I have no idea. Read it.”

			“Oh my,” Kate murmured. “Oh my, oh my. Emma, you never told me.”

			“Told you what?”

			“That you’d had a torrid romance in high school.”

			Emma’s eyes widened. “Because I didn’t. Will was the first man I ever dated and I didn’t meet him till college. What is that?”

			“It fell out of the yearbook.” Kate waggled her brows. “It starts with `Emma, my love’ and ends with “All my love, Christopher.’”

			Emma carefully put down the book she’d pulled from the box. “Excuse me? Did you say Christopher?”

			“I certainly did. ‘Emma, mi querida.’” Kate looked up, her eyes twinkling. “That means ‘my love.’”

			“I took six years of Spanish in junior high and high school, so I know what ‘mi querida’ means,” Emma said impatiently. “What else does it say?”

			“‘I’ve sat next to you for two years and only now have the courage to tell you what’s in my heart. We danced last night and for the first time my dreams became real.’”

			Emma closed her eyes, remembering both Christopher Walker and that one dance. “It was our junior prom and we’d gone together. As friends.”

			Kate hummed. “Uh-huh.”

			“It’s true. That’s what I thought at first anyway. But that night he asked me to dance and . . . I wondered.” Emma bit her lower lip. “He was my best guy-friend. We were lab partners in chemistry and we took Spanish together, too. Our seats were always assigned next to each other, since both our names started with W. He broke up with his girlfriend the week before the prom and I’d never had a boyfriend, so we decided to go together.”

			Kate tapped his yearbook photo. “He’s cute with all that curly brown hair. Nice eyes, too. Kind of skinny, though.”

			“He was six feet tall and all arms and legs,” Emma said fondly, then paused and frowned. “Well, is there more, or does he stop there?”

			Kate blinked. “You mean you’ve really never seen this letter? Holy Moses. Okay. Here’s the rest. `When I held you in my arms I let myself hope that you might feel the same way. I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but if you let yourself, you might find we have more in common than you realize.’” Kate lowered the letter, brows raised. “You argued with him?”

			“About everything. World politics, movies, football . . . Sometimes I’d stand on a chair to argue with him nose to nose. I never knew . . . never dreamed he felt that way.”

			“I’d say that’s a given.” Kate shook the notebook paper dramatically. “But there’s more. `I think we could have something special. I love your mind and your heart. But above all else I treasure your friendship. I haven’t said anything before now because I’ve been terrified I’d lose you. If friends is all you want us to be, then that will have to be enough. If you say nothing, I’ll know you just want to stay friends. But if you want more, I’ll be waiting. All my love, Christopher.’” Kate let out a breath. “Oh my, oh my.”

			Emma clasped her hand to her heart, felt it beating hard. “Oh, Kate, I never said a word. I must have hurt him so badly. How could I have missed this letter?”

			“It fell out of two pages that were stuck together. Emma, you look like I hit you.”

			“I should be hit. Kate, I broke his heart.”

			“I’m sure he’s recovered by now,” Kate said wryly. “It’s been seventeen years.”

			Emma shook her head, her thoughts spinning. “You don’t understand, Kate. I sat next to him in Spanish class the next year. I never said a word and after a few weeks, he dropped the class. Said he wanted to take band. Play the trombone of all things. He must have been so mad at me.”

			“Emma, this was another lifetime ago. You can’t change this.”

			Emma frowned, picked up Will’s old college book. “This was another lifetime ago, Kate. This is what I can’t change. I can’t bring Will back. But I can change how Christopher feels. How he remembers me and himself. I can’t go on letting him think he was rejected all those years ago, or worse, that I was too cruel to acknowledge his feelings. Hell, I thought I felt a spark when we danced that one time, but I was so inexperienced, I didn’t know how to pursue it. And when he dropped Spanish, I thought it was because I’d danced too close that night. I compulsed about it for weeks.”

			“You? Compulsing about something? Say it isn’t so.”

			“This is serious, Kate. I have to do something about this.”

			Kate looked worried. “Like what? Find him?”

			“Maybe.” Emma sat up straighter. “Maybe I will.”

			Kate also sat up straighter and bumped her head on the attic roof. “Bad idea, Em,” she said, rubbing her head. “Really, really bad idea. Maybe he’s married. You don’t want to barge in on his marriage. Old flames make current wives very mad. Trust me.”

			“Then I’ll hire a private detective to find out. If he’s married, I’ll leave it alone. If he’s not, I’ll have the detective ask him to call me. If he does, great. If not . . . well, the decision will be in his hands this time.”

			“Em, this is your grief talking. Don’t do this.”

			“Maybe it is my grief. All I know is that I feel something besides lonely for the first time in a year. As luck would have it, what I feel is shame. I broke a boy’s heart and I never even knew. Look, Kate, what harm could it possibly do to have a private detective poke around? God knows I can afford it. Between Will’s life insurance and royalties on Bite-Sized, I have more money than I’ll ever need.”

			Kate sighed. “If he’s married, you walk away. Promise me, Em.”

			Emma raised three fingers. “Promise. Scout’s Honor.”

			* * *

			St. Pete, Monday, February 22, 2:40 p.m.

			Detective Wes Harris hung up the phone with a thoughtful frown.

			“Well?” His captain perched on the edge of Harris’s desk. “Walker must have had something pretty important to tell you. He’s left five messages since nine a.m.”

			“He said that they’d had a break-in last month. Some samples were destroyed that belonged to the Roberts kid. Apparently the female grad student, Tanya Meyer, had her ID stolen. That’s how the vandals got in the lab.”

			“Coincidence?” Captain Thomas asked.

			Harris shrugged. “Maybe. Unlikely.”

			“Walker? What about him?”

			“He’s got a solid alibi. Besides, my gut says he didn’t do it. I was there when he told the mother. He cried right along with her and if it wasn’t genuine, the Professor deserves an Oscar. His grad students I’m not so sure about. On one hand, they’d know how not to goof the cyanide concentrations of the stomach and cup. But then again, they might have purposely made the mistake thinking it would shield them from suspicion. I’ll watch them.”

			“Any video cameras around?”

			Harris sighed. “Yep, but somebody had turned them off. I’m looking into that, too. I’ve got the lab checking out the kid’s notebook. It all looked like Greek to me, but they’ll be able to read it. All of their alibis check out, although Nate Bass’s girlfriend sounded a little too rehearsed. I did get the printout of the key card reader. Nobody besides Darrell Roberts came in or out of the lab between the time Tanya Meyer left and Walker showed up. Whoever came in, Roberts opened the door and let him in.”

			Captain Thomas stood up. “Find out who else is a player here. Check out the kid’s family, his friends outside of school. Let’s get a few suspects on the board, Wes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			St. Pete, Wednesday, February 24, 5:30 p.m.

			“Daddy.” Megan’s voice lifted over the quiet strains of Bach. The sober music suited his mood. “The phone’s for you.”

			Christopher opened one eye and looked at his daughter standing in the doorway of his study, still wearing the black dress she’d worn to Darrell’s funeral. She was a good girl, he thought, pride mixing with the sadness that hadn’t given him a moment’s peace in a week. She’d stood by him today, her hand in his, even though at thirteen she’d started pulling away from such public displays of affection.

			“Can you take a message, honey?”

			Her brown curls bounced as she shook her head. “It’s that private detective again. He’s called four times since yesterday afternoon. Maybe you should just talk to him so he’ll go away.”

			Christopher pushed out of his easy chair with a sigh of extreme irritation. “Him again? I’ll take it in here.” He switched off the stereo and picked up the phone at his desk, turning the ringer back on. He’d turned it off to have some peace and quiet, but it didn’t look like he was going to find either. “This is Christopher Walker,” he said briskly.

			“Dr. Walker, my name is Richard Snowden.”

			“And you’re a private investigator,” Christopher responded impatiently, pulling his tie off. “You’ve called me five times, harassed my daughter, my staff, and my boss’s secretary.” They’d told him so today, at Darrell’s funeral.

			“I didn’t harass your boss’s secretary or your staff, Dr. Walker,” Snowden said mildly. “I merely asked them if your biography listed your hometown and high school.”

			Suspicion prickled at the back of Christopher’s neck. “Can you please state your business, sir? Because this is really not a good time.”

			“I’m sorry, Dr. Walker. I understand condolences are in order. I’m sorry for the loss of your student.”

			“Thank you,” Christopher said tightly. This guy knew about Darrell. The press had been everywhere—outside his office, his gym, even outside the church during the funeral, looking for information about the investigation, which so far hadn’t turned up any leads on Darrell’s death. For two days Christopher had been looking over his shoulder, expecting Detective Harris to jump out from behind a palm tree and arrest him, and his nerves were fried. “Look, if you’re a reporter, you can go—”

			“I’m not a reporter, Dr. Walker. I’ll make this brief. I’ve been retained by one of your former high school classmates to locate you.”

			Christopher almost laughed. “High school?” After the dark events of the day, even the notion of looking up old classmates seemed annoyingly ludicrous. “You’re kidding.”

			“No, sir, I’m very serious. Dr. Townsend has been quite anxious to speak to you.”

			Christopher frowned. “You must have the wrong Walker, Mr. Snowden, because I don’t remember anybody named Townsend in my graduating class.”

			“She was Wilson then. Emma Wilson.”

			It was as if he’d been nailed in the gut by a sledgehammer. Christopher felt his breath leave his chest in a painful huff and he lowered himself into the chair behind his desk, his knees like jelly. “Emma Wilson?” Emma Wilson who’d owned every teenaged dream and fantasy? Emma Wilson who’d laughed and argued and brightened every day of his high school existence until one day he’d gotten the nerve to immortalize his feelings in one very ill-advised letter?

			Emma Wilson who’d told him she didn’t feel about him as he’d felt about her? Without words of course. She’d ignored his letter, acted like it had never happened. Like you told her to, he thought. But still . . . It had been the most traumatic event of his life. Until Mona, that was. Compared to Mona, Emma had been a mere amateur in the pain department. “Did you say Emma Wilson?”

			“I did.”

			“What does she want?” His heart was beating harder now.

			“She wants to talk to you. Face to face if that’s possible.”

			The thought of seeing Emma again made his mouth actually water. It’s pathetic, he thought. Worse than Pavlov’s damn dogs. But it was the reaction he’d had every time Emma Wilson had entered a room, all five-feet-two curvy inches of her. He’d drooled enough over Emma through high school to fill a damn swimming pool.

			“Where is she now?”

			“Dr. Townsend lives in Cincinnati, but she said she’d be more than willing to meet you in St. Pete. She doesn’t want to inconvenience you, just talk to you.”

			Dr. Townsend? He wondered what kind of doctor she was, medical or Ph.D. Either way he was proud of her. Good girl, Em. “Why didn’t she call me herself?”

			“She didn’t want to put you on the spot. She thought if you didn’t want to see her you’d find it easier to say so to me than to her. And she didn’t want to cause any trouble if you were married.”

			Christopher swallowed. Hard. “I’m not.”

			“I know. She wouldn’t let me contact you until I’d made sure of that. What should I tell Dr. Townsend? Would you be willing to meet with her?”

			Yes. Yes. Yes. Christopher drew a breath, made himself slow down. “I’m not sure yet. Is she married?”

			“She’s a widow.”

			Hello. A jolt of pleasure rushed through him, followed quickly by shame. Her husband was dead. That was no reason for celebration. “Why does she want to talk to me? Now, after all this time?” It doesn’t matter, idiot. Just say yes.

			“That she wouldn’t say. Well? What should I tell her?”

			“Where and when was she thinking?”

			“She was thinking you could choose a restaurant. Name a time and place and she’ll fly down to meet you.”

			“Just like that? She’s going to hop on a plane just like that?”

			“Dr. Walker, do you want to meet with Dr. Townsend or not?”

			Christopher sighed. Of course I do. “Tell her to meet me at Crabby Bill’s on St. Pete Beach. It’s a fairly well-known restaurant, so she shouldn’t have any trouble finding it.”

			“Crabby Bill’s. And what day and time, Dr. Walker?”

			“Saturday night? Seven?”

			“I’ll tell her. She’ll meet you there.”

			It was . . . surreal, Christopher thought as he hung up the phone. And the timing . . . On one hand it couldn’t have been better. On the other, it couldn’t have been worse.

			“Daddy?” He turned to find Megan wearing a frown. “Is everything okay?”

			“Everything’s fine, honey. That didn’t have anything to do with Darrell or the trouble at school.” He was unwilling to tell his daughter about Emma Wilson’s visit. He’d purposely stayed alone since his divorce. It had been so hard on Megan, he hadn’t wanted to add to the disruption in her life with a parade of girlfriends. So his love life had remained unfulfilled for three years. As had his sex life.

			But Emma was coming. He gritted his teeth against a sudden surge of need. Don’t be a fool. They’d have dinner. They’d talk. And she’d go home to Cincinnati, her curiosity appeased. And he would remain a single dad, which was his most important priority anyway. He put his arm around Megan’s shoulders and sniffed. “What smells so good? Did you cook dinner?”

			“If I did, it wouldn’t smell so good. Uncle Jerry brought a bucket of KFC. Come on, Dad, sit down and eat.”

			As Megan’s godfather, Jerry had been “Uncle” since she’d learned how to talk. What a huge help he’d been in planning the funeral. Darrell had been one of Jerry’s physics students, so he’d known him, although not as well as Christopher had. That Jerry brought food was a typically thoughtful gesture. “That was nice of him. Let’s go before he eats it all.” He found Jerry standing at the kitchen window, staring at the channel that flowed past the end of Christopher’s back yard on its way to Tampa Bay. “Jerry?”

			Jerry turned, a drumstick in one hand. The sadness in his eyes disappeared as he forced a smile for their benefit. “I got twenty pieces. You can eat it tomorrow, too.”

			Christopher moved the bucket to the table while Megan pulled down plates and glasses. “Sit, Jerry. You look as tired as I feel.”

			Jerry sat with a sigh. “How is Darrell’s mother?”

			“About like you’d think. Some people from her church brought casseroles and cakes, so the boys won’t go hungry, but without Darrell’s salary . . . I don’t know what they’re going to do.”

			Then in a moment that he knew he’d always remember, his daughter bit at her lower lip, then shrugged. “I have a little of my own in savings, Daddy, almost fourteen hundred dollars. Give it to Mrs. Roberts.”

			Christopher sat still, pursing his lips against the sudden rise of emotion, prouder than he’d ever been. “You were saving that money for a car, Megan.”

			“I won’t be able to drive for three years anyway. That gives me time to save more.”

			Jerry cleared his throat, his eyes moist. “And who says America’s teenagers are selfish? Chris, I’ve got some rainy day cash set aside. You can have that, too.”

			“Maybe we can have a fundraiser,” Megan said, excitement lifting her voice for the first time in days. “All the students can help. Tanya and Ian and Nate. And we can call the students that graduated last year and the year before. I know they’ll want to help.”

			“I’ve got a friend at the University TV station,” Jerry said. “He can help you get the word out.”

			Megan beamed. “That’s great. We can do a car wash and a raffle.”

			Christopher sat back and listened to her plan, but the car washes and raffles began to run together and his mind began to wander. To Saturday night. Emma was coming.

			* * *

			St. Pete, Thursday, February 25, 2:00 a.m.

			“You fucked up.”

			He closed his eyes, his stomach liquid and queasy. “I know.” They’d kill him now. Maybe it would be for the best. He’d never be able to live with what he’d done.

			“You said they’d think it was an accident.”

			“I thought they would.”

			“Don’t lie to me.”

			He stiffened when a rope was pulled tight around his throat. Then loosened, left to lie on his shoulders, taunting him. “If you’re going to kill me, then do it, for God’s sake.”

			The rope tightened, leaving just enough space for him to take a labored breath. “I’ll kill you when and if I’m ready. Now I want information. There’s a private detective asking questions about Walker. Why?”

			“I don’t know.” The rope tightened and he gave in to reflex and tried to pull it away from his throat, tried to free even a millimeter for breath to flow. “I swear it!” The rope loosened and he drew a gasping breath. “Dammit.”

			“Find out why. For now, all roads lead to you. If you’re caught, you take the fall. And if you even consider revealing an iota of the nature of our relationship . . .” The rope jerked tight, then loosened once again. “These ropes come in all sizes.”

			Fear iced his heart. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“I think you’ll keep your mouth shut, because you’re smart. If you don’t, you’ll watch the people you care about die one by one. This isn’t a game. We’re serious. We will not be caught, no matter what. Do you understand?”

			He nodded, trembling so hard he could barely stand. The rope was yanked from his throat, leaving a strip of red, raw skin. He dropped to his hands and knees and heard the gravel crunch as the footsteps moved away. Then like the cowardly dog he was, he threw up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			St. Pete Beach, Saturday, February 27, 6:45 p.m.

			Emma shivered. It had been a beautiful day, the warmth welcome after the snow in Cincinnati. But the air cooled quickly as she watched the sun set from the wide balcony outside Crabby Bill’s bar. She pulled on the jacket that went with the dress she’d agonized over for hours. Was it too dressy? She didn’t want to look too dressy. She didn’t want him to get the idea that she’d come to take him up on his seventeen-year-old offer. Was it too casual? She didn’t want that either, didn’t want him to think that this apology was something she just did because she had nothing better to do.

			Emma drew a breath and huffed it out on a laugh. She was compulsing, as usual. He’d probably come in khaki pants and a polo shirt like everybody else here. They’d have a relaxed dinner, she’d humble herself in apology, then she’d go home to Cincinnati, her conscience appeased. He’d return to the life he’d built here. He was divorced with a daughter. That’s all she knew. That’s all she’d allowed the PI to tell her.

			“Emma?” said a voice she’d recognize if she lived to be a hundred.

			It was him. Slowly turning, she caught her first glimpse of him and was glad she’d worn the dress, because he stood behind her in a dark suit with a garishly bright orange tie with green palm trees. She braced her back against the balcony railing and herself for whatever reaction she’d see in his face, praying it wouldn’t be hostility or disdain. She lifted her gaze higher until she’d locked on those blue eyes she remembered so well. When he was young, they’d flash with anger, crinkle with humor, widen with surprise when he learned something new. Now, tiny crow’s feet marked the corners, but the color was still that same vibrant blue. They stared at one another, then the crow’s feet became crinkles as the corners of his mouth tipped up in welcome.

			“You look the same,” he said and she rolled her eyes.

			“I do not.” She studied him as fully as she dared without giving him the wrong idea. “Neither do you. Your curls are all gone.”

			He brushed his large hand over his dark close-cut hair self-consciously. “Curls work better on kids.” He came a few steps closer and took a lock of her hair between his thumb and forefinger. “You’re a lot blonder,” he said teasingly, his mouth still bent in that little smile, and the air seemed suddenly thicker.

			She made herself chuckle. “Without chemicals, life itself would be impossible,” she said, quoting their old chemistry teacher, then drew in a surprised breath when he grinned. As a young boy he’d been cute, lanky. Awkward. As a grown man he was no longer lanky, but filled out and muscular. Very attractive. But when he grinned . . . Her heart resumed, at a less than steady beat. Dear Lord, that smile was potent. Or perhaps it was the waves and the palm trees and the lanterns bobbing in the warm gulf breeze. Or perhaps it’s just the pathetic wishing of a lonely woman. Maybe Kate was right and she never should have come. Recovering, she tapped her temples. “You’ve acquired some new colors yourself.”

			He lifted a broad shoulder. “Gray hair is distinguished on men.”

			“Which is so blatantly unfair.”

			His chuckle was deep and rich. It was his turn to inspect and he did so with a careful precision that sent her pulse scrambling anew. “Your glasses are gone.”

			“Contacts,” she said with a grimace. “Still blind as a bat without them.”

			He tilted his head to one side. “And you’re taller.”

			“Heels, I’m afraid.”

			He was quiet a moment, then his shoulders settled as if he’d been holding them rigid. “It’s good to see you again, Emma.”

			“It’s . . .” She cleared her throat. “It’s good to see you, too.”

			“I thought we could meet here because it’s easy to find, but you’re dressed for something nicer, I think.”

			She smiled up at him. “So are you. But is the food good?”

			“Best seafood platter on the beach.”

			“And is Bill really crabby?”

			He grinned again and her heart thumped. “Nah. Last time I was here it was some couple’s fiftieth anniversary and he treated the whole place to free beer.”

			“Now that’s a glowing endorsement,” Emma laughed. “We’re here, Christopher. Let’s just stay here. I didn’t come for the food or the ambiance, anyway.”

			He sobered at that. “Why did you come, Emma? And why the detective?”

			Emma sobered as well. “Let’s go grab a seat and get a drink. I may need one.”

			And with that she started down the stairs from the bar to the restaurant, leaving him to stare. At the swing of the blonder hair that fit her so well. At the rear of the black dress she wore, which fit even better. He used to love watching Emma taking her turn at the blackboard in high school, the way her round rear sashayed as she conjugated Spanish verbs. She’d only improved with age. He caught up with her and neither said a word as the waitress found them seats and took their drink order.

			She wasn’t looking at him now, her eyes fixed on the menu. He took the opportunity to study her the way he’d really wanted to. If anything, she was curvier than she’d been in high school. Regardless, the impact on his body had been exactly the same. One look at those big brown eyes and big round breasts and he’d been rock hard. Her face was the same, no matter what she’d said. Not a single wrinkle marred the skin he’d so often dreamed of caressing. He still did.

			The waitress came back with two ice-cold mugs of beer. “You ready to order?”

			Emma looked up at her with a smile. “I hear you have the best seafood platter on the beach.”

			“We do.”

			“That’s what I’ll have then.”

			Christopher handed the waitress his menu. “Make that two.” When the waitress was gone, he grabbed his courage and reached across the table and squeezed Emma’s hand. “Now, we’re sitting down and you have your drink. Talk to me, Emma.”

			She drew a very deep breath and huffed it upward, sending her bangs flying. “I got married in college,” she said, looking away.

			He felt an instant and searing jealousy for the lucky man. “I know.”

			“His name was Will Townsend. He was a good man. One of the best I’ve ever known.” She swallowed hard and pursed her lips, still looking away. “A little over a year ago I was in New York on business and I got a phone call. Will had been shot in a convenience store robbery about five miles from where we lived in Cincinnati. He . . . he died on the operating table. Before I was able to get home.”

			He still held her hand and squeezed again. Gently. “I’m so sorry, Emma.”

			“Thank you. Anyway, I was terribly foolish and cowardly and avoided my house. My job required I travel, but I traveled a lot more than I needed to. I just couldn’t go home and face his things. But to make a long story short, last weekend I did. I was in the attic packing his books to give to charity when my friend found my old yearbook.” From her purse she pulled out a single piece of folded paper and his heart started galloping in his chest. “This fell out.” She looked up at him, finally meeting his eyes, hers full of honest anguish. “I never saw it, Christopher. I never knew. I’m so sorry.”

			He took the paper. Carefully unfolded it. Reread the words he’d agonized over so many years ago, a thousand thoughts struggling for center stage in his mind. She’d never read it. She was telling the bitter truth, of that there was no question. She hadn’t rejected him, blown him off like he was nothing.

			She’d never read it. But what might have been if she had?

			She cleared her throat and he looked up, met her eyes once more. “When I saw the letter, I knew I had to make things right. My best friend was with me at the time and made me promise to make sure you weren’t married or engaged or anything, because an old friend, even a platonic one, could wreak havoc on an existing relationship. That’s why I hired the detective. I wanted to make sure you knew the truth in a way that didn’t jeopardize the life you’d built for yourself.”

			Without her. The life he’d built without her. Because she’d never read his letter.

			He moistened his dry lips. Screwed up the courage to pose the question that screamed to be answered. “And if you’d seen it, Emma? What would you have done?”

			She blinked once. Twice. “I don’t know how things would have turned out, Christopher. We can never know, after all. But I know I cared about you. And I wondered . . .” She dropped her eyes to the tablecloth, her cheeks heating in a blush. “I don’t know what I would have said.” She lifted her gaze bravely, pinning him. “But I would have said something. I thought when you dropped our class . . .” She shrugged, shyly now, and looked away. “I thought you didn’t want to be around me anymore.”

			His mind had wiped completely blank and he wasn’t sure he’d ever breathe again. “Emma.” It was the only word that his brain would provide. The only one that mattered. She’d wanted him too. She wanted me.

			Maybe . . . just maybe she still did. Or would again. Either way, this was a chance people didn’t get every day. To go back and correct a cruel twist of fate. He’d let her slip through his fingers once. But smart men didn’t make the same mistake twice and Christopher Walker was a very smart man.

			“Emma.” He reached across the table and took both her hands in his. They were cold, her hands, and trembling. She was here. She came to me. What courage it must have taken to come, to say she was sorry for something she’d never even known she’d done. To admit that she really had cared, that was even braver. “Please look at me.” He waited until she did so, dragging her eyes upward until they met his probing gaze. “I left that class because I couldn’t stand sitting next to you every day knowing I’d never have you. I know I said in my letter that friendship would be enough, but I found out that wasn’t true. If I’d known, if I’d had any inkling you felt the same way . . .” He let the thought trail, squeezing her hands, hard.

			And watched her eyes widen. Change. Sorrow and apology became awareness. And heat. Her cheeks grew rosier still as her lips parted, just a hair. And it took everything he had to stay in his chair, not to leap across the table and crush her in his arms and kiss those lips the way he’d dreamed countless times.

			“Two seafood platters,” the waitress announced and two large plates were unceremoniously deposited in front of them.

			Their hands jerked apart with a jolt, a shiver racing down Emma’s spine. Dear Lord, it had taken every ounce of discipline she possessed not to leap across the table and kiss him. She hadn’t experienced any kind of desire in more than a year. But I still can, she thought. After a year of lonely solitude, she felt like a woman again. And how could she not, sitting across the table from a gorgeous man with broad shoulders and eyes so blue she could drown in them. That’s how she’d felt, like she was drowning. There’d been a moment of panic, but it quickly became thrill as she let herself wonder what it would be like to be held by those strong arms. From the look on his face, he’d been wondering the same thing.

			Their food had arrived at a fortuitous moment. They were flying on memories of adolescent desire and the high of healing a painful misunderstanding. Time to step back. To be an adult. “Tell me about yourself, Christopher.”

			His tanned cheeks stained with a dark flush as he visibly got control of himself and lifted a dark brow. “Your PI didn’t tell you?”

			“Only that you’re not married and you have a daughter. That’s all I wanted to know.”

			“I’m divorced,” he said, then smiled warmly. “My daughter’s name is Megan. She’s thirteen and the best thing that ever happened to me.” And she listened as he talked about Megan, his obvious love for his daughter warming Emma’s heart. He’s a good father, she thought. I knew he would be. He talked about his teaching and the University and his grad students, a shadow crossing his face as he told her about the student who had recently died. Who the police thought might have been murdered. He hadn’t accepted it yet, that his friend could have been killed, and she understood that, too.

			“I’m sorry, Christopher,” she said simply. “I know how hard it is to lose someone you care about.”

			“I guess you do,” he murmured. “I’m the one who should be sorry. I didn’t mean to depress you with my problems.” He resettled himself in his chair, pushing aside his empty plate. “Tell me about Emma. Your PI said you were Dr. Townsend.”

			“I got my Ph.D. in psychology,” she said and he blinked in surprise.

			“Really? I always thought you’d major in chemistry like I did. We used to have such good times in that class and you always had the best grades.”

			“Second to yours,” she replied, smiling at the memory. “I did major in chemistry. I’d planned to be a doctor but I did some volunteering at the local hospital and found I was more interested in the people’s emotions than in their anatomy and physiology.”

			“So you switched majors?”

			“No. I was almost done with the chemistry degree. It didn’t make sense to abandon it, so I just added psychology as a second major. After I got my doctorate I started a private practice focused on grief counseling. Now I travel, lecturing.”

			“Grief counseling,” he said thoughtfully. “We’ve heard a lot about that in the last week. The University’s counselors have met with all of us. They left me with a list of support groups and this book they said was the latest rage in coping with grief.”

			“Did it help?”

			He grimaced, thinking of the session with the University shrinks. He didn’t put much stock in therapists, but he wouldn’t say that to Emma. He did, however, put even less stock in books. “I’m not much on those self-help books. How to diet. How to quit smoking. How to find your inner child, for God’s sake. I’ll miss Darrell like hell, but I can’t see how any book can help me any more than just the good old-fashioned passage of time. And work. I keep busy. It helps more than any book.”

			Emma tilted her head. “Do you remember the title of the book?”

			“Baby something. No, that’s not it. Bite . . . Bite-Sized. Why, have you heard of it?”

			Her lips twitched. “Kind of. I wrote it.”

			Christopher’s jaw dropped and he felt his cheeks go hot. “Oh, hell.” But she was chuckling good-naturedly so he did the same. “Open mouth, extract foot.”

			She shook her head, sending her blond hair swinging across her jawline. “Self-help books aren’t for everyone, Christopher. Some people they do help. Others manage via different avenues. You sound like you have a wonderful natural support network, with your daughter and all your students. Go with that. Do what makes you happy.”

			He stilled, realizing she meant her words one way, but taking them another. At this moment he couldn’t think of anything that would make him happier than exploring this second chance she’d given them both. “I will.” He pushed back from the table. “Now, how do you feel about a walk on the beach to work off all that fried shrimp?”

			“I’m wearing high heels,” she said, her expression doubtful.

			He stood up, looked down into her eyes. “Take them off.” He’d meant it to be a teasing command, but his voice emerged raw and husky.

			She swallowed hard and again his body responded to the sight of her. To the very thought of her. “I’m . . .” She faltered, her eyes wide. She was nervous, he realized, and the knowledge should have been sobering, but instead it thrilled. “I’ve got stockings.”

			“Take them off, too.”

			She hesitated for a full minute, then stood up. “All right. Let’s take a walk.”


			* * *

						Saturday, February 27, 8:30 p.m.

			Walker had met a woman. He’d watched him emerge from his house on the canal earlier this evening, all dressed up in a suit and looking ready to go to church. He’d expected him to meet a man. The PI that had been asking about Walker had been male. But instead Walker had met a woman he didn’t recognize at a restaurant. He’d taken a table for one, ordered dinner, and watched them, at the wrong angle to clearly see her face and too far away to hear what they were saying. Whatever it was, it was serious. A paper was exchanged, which Walker folded and slipped in his coat pocket. There had been some light conversation, but mostly heavily serious dialogue. Then they’d abruptly left without waiting for the check, Walker leaving cash on the table.

			He got up and followed them, only to be stopped by an even voice by the front door.

			“Did you forget something, sir? Perhaps your check?”

			He gut tightened as he turned, Walker and the woman disappearing from his view. Dammit. Dammit to hell. “I’m sorry. I thought I saw someone I knew and I got so carried away I forgot to pay the bill.” He pulled out a few bills, pressed them in the waiter’s hand and burst into the parking lot. But they were gone and he panicked.

			He found Walker’s car still in the parking lot and sighed in relief. He waited for a few minutes, but when they didn’t come back to the car he assumed they’d gone down to the beach. He scanned the sand but in the dark, all the strolling couples looked the same. He wasn’t sure which way they’d walked and he didn’t want to pick the wrong direction. This woman could just be a date, he thought. But Walker didn’t date. Everybody knew that. And she’d given him a paper, days after a private detective was poking around. It was too much coincidence to be safe. He touched his throat, still raw from the rope. He needed to file a report by tomorrow. He needed the woman’s name before then. He certainly didn’t want to be late. Or wrong.

			He’d stay here and wait for Walker to come back to his car.

			
			* * *

			Saturday, February 27, 9:30 p.m.

			“This will work,” Emma said, pointing at a smooth stretch of sand just beyond a four-foot-high dune. “That dune will block some of that cool wind.” She sat down, tucking her bare feet under her skirt, and looked up at him. “Well, are you going to sit or not?”

			Christopher frowned down at her. “Your dress will be ruined.”

			They’d walked an hour down the beach, reminiscing, chatting easily about everything under the sun. Or moon, as it were. It was amazing how quickly they’d returned to the camaraderie they’d shared in their high school days. But beneath the conversation ran a current of tension, an awareness that sensitized her skin, making her anticipate the casual brush of his hand against hers as they walked. Making her wonder if he’d hold her hand again, as he’d done in the restaurant. He didn’t and finally Emma took the initiative, reaching up to grab his hand and pull him down beside her.

			“Stop worrying about my dress, Christopher, and relax.” She fixed her eyes on the water as he settled on the sand, stretching his long legs out in front of him. “It’s a beautiful evening and I want to enjoy watching the water a little longer.”

			His shoulder brushed her upper arm, sending a shiver through her body, and he frowned again. “Are you cold? We should go back before you catch pneumonia.”

			Emma laughed. “Christopher, it was twenty-five and snowing when I left Cincinnati this morning. This is like a tropical paradise in comparison.” But he was already shrugging out of his suit coat and wrapping it around her. Another shiver shook her as his hands lingered on her shoulders a few beats of her heart longer than necessary.

			Her deep breath drew in his scent from his coat, warm and citrusy. Different from Will’s. She felt a small pang of guilt at the thought, but rationally knew Will wouldn’t want that. He’d have been the first to want her to go on with her life. He’d have been furious with the way she’d locked herself away for a year. Well, she wasn’t locked away any longer. Be it Christopher or someone else in the future, her life had to go on.

			Her sigh was nearly lost on the breeze. “I never dreamed I’d end up like this, Christopher.”

			“Which part, Em? Your husband dying, you becoming rich and famous, or ending up here with me after all these years?”

			She studied his profile, the hard line of his jaw. “All of the above, I guess.”

			He looked down and her breath caught in her throat at the expression in his vivid blue eyes. So intense. Compelling. “Would you have changed it if you could?”

			She said nothing for a moment, just looked into his eyes. Then shook her head, soberly. “No. I might have missed the pain, but I would have missed the dance.” The song to which they’d danced rumbled through her mind even as she said the words. Garth Brooks’s “The Dance,” haunting and so very appropriate to her life. Then and now.

			His eyes flashed. “You remembered.”

			One corner of her mouth lifted. “How could I ever forget? It was my first dance, Christopher. My first prom. My first date. I was such a nerd then. I thought you’d asked me out of a combination of pity, friendship and pragmatism.”

			His jaw tightened. “For a very smart girl, that was very dumb.”

			“Probably,” she said lightly and turned back to the water, unable to endure another second of his intense stare. You’re just vulnerable, she told herself, and needy. Back off, Em. He crooked his finger under her chin and pulled until she looked up. And once again she caught her breath. His eyes . . . smoldered. There was no other word for it.

			“Emma, I felt a hell of a lot of things for you then, but pity was never among them.”

			She stared up at him, every word in her mind . . . gone. Vaporized like mist in sunlight. Then even that thought was gone as he slowly threaded his fingers through her hair, cupping the side of her head, lifting her face as he lowered his.

			And he kissed her.

			And oh, it was good. His lips were warm and hard and soft all at the same time. Her heart thundered until all she could hear was the blood rushing in her head, all she could feel was the yearning of her own body, the tightening of her nipples, the sweet tug of desire pooling between her clenched thighs. His coat fell to the sand as she lifted her hands to his face, her palms bracketing his jaws, her thumbs rasping gently against the stubble on his cheeks.

			And he groaned.

			Setting her tingling body on fire. She opened her mouth, seeking, allowing him entry. His tongue found hers and her hands found their way around his neck. A few seconds later he was pushing her to her back, any residual worries about sand on her dress completely forgotten. His mouth was ravenous, eating at hers like a starving man. Like he’d never get enough.

			And his hand . . .

			God, his hand was on her breast. And it felt so good. His thumb pressed against her nipple, flicking it through the fabric of her dress, and she whimpered.

			He lifted his head, breathing like he’d run a marathon. His eyes burned. “I wanted you then, Emma,” he gritted. “Every damn day. God help me, I want you now.” His lips dropped to her throat. Moved lower to her breast. Then his mouth closed over her breast and she moaned. Clasped his head in her shaking hands and held him close while he ravaged, sucking until she thought she’d come, right there on the beach.

			She tried to speak, but no words would come. She, a woman who made her living speaking, could not form a single syllable. Emma, stop this. Get a hold of yourself.

			She didn’t want to. She didn’t want to get a hold of herself more than she’d ever not wanted to do anything in her life. But because she didn’t, she forced herself to speak. “Christopher, wait. Please.” She tugged at his head. “Stop.”

			He went stiff, then still. Lifted his head and met her eyes. “I don’t want to apologize,” he said, his voice hoarse and rough, sending another shiver of electric desire through her body. She was cold without him pressed against her. She wanted to be warm again. She wanted him.

			“I don’t want you to apologize. I just think I’m not quite ready for this.”

			He swallowed hard. “Your body thinks otherwise.”

			“My body hasn’t had sex in a year,” she shot back, then closed her eyes on a soft groan. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud.” He didn’t move and she finally opened her eyes to see him staring down at her, not one whit of his intensity abated.

			“Mine hasn’t had any in three,” he said quietly. “But that has nothing to do with this. I’ve always wanted you, Emma. Always. And now, you walk back into my life and I have to believe it’s for a reason. I’ve waited for you for more than seventeen years. I can wait a little longer. But be advised, Emma. I will have you.” She shuddered violently, again speechless under his gaze, under the mesmerizing timbre of his voice. “I will have you and your body will know you’re mine.” Her hips lifted of their own volition and he smiled, a tiny little smile of male triumph that did nothing to cool her down. “Your body already knows it. I can wait for your heart to catch up.”

			She was afraid her heart wasn’t too far behind. Still she cleared her throat. “You . . . you could be right. You probably are right.”

			He lifted a brow.

			“Okay, Christopher, you’re right,” she said with no small irritation. “But for now . . . I want to slow it down. When and if we do . . .”

			“Make love,” he purred and her insides felt like they were turning inside out.

			“When and if—”

			“When, Emma. Not if.”

			She sighed. “Christopher.” Then he grinned and made her laugh before she sobered again. “If we make love I want it to be for the right reason,” she said softly. “Because it’s the right time, not because we’re two people trying to recapture the past.”

			“Is that what you think?”

			She sighed. “I don’t know. But regardless, Christopher, to risk sounding trite, I’m not that kind of girl.”

			He sat up at that and pulled her so she sat next to him. “I know you’re not. You never were. That’s one of the things I loved about you then, Emma.” He shoved his fingers through his short hair. “I should really apologize. But I still don’t want to.”

			“Then don’t. I feel . . . incredibly flattered.”

			“You should,” he said grumpily. “I’ve waited for you more than half my life.”

			“You didn’t wait,” she pointed out. “You got married, too.”

			A frown shadowed his eyes. “Not well.”

			“I’m sorry, Christopher. I wish your marriage could have been like mine.”

			He lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “It takes two to tango. I made mistakes, too. I worked a lot early on. We were college kids up in Michigan and I was working two part-time jobs and going to school at the same time. Then when Megan was born I had just started grad school, still working two part-time jobs.”

			“Then after?”

			He grimaced. “I worked for a chemical company for a few years, but I hated it. Mona was moving up the ladder in her company and they offered her a promotion. She could choose one of three cities and our best friend from college had already moved down here so we picked St. Pete. My friend was a physics professor at the University and loved it, and I missed academia. I got a position as an assistant professor. I could finally slow down and be a father to Megan. That was seven years ago.”

			“And your wife?”

			He stared out at the water, his jaw tightening. “Mona got busier and busier with her career. Started traveling around the world and she’d be gone for weeks at a time.”

			“Weeks? That must have been hard on your daughter. And you.”

			His laugh was harsh. “You could say that. Megan would cry at night, missing her. When Mona would come home, she’d be more and more distant. One day, she said her company wanted her to take a job in South America and she’d accepted it.”

			“Without discussing it with you?” Emma asked, startled. “Will never would—” She broke it off abruptly. “I’m sorry. That was thoughtless of me.”

			“What, that your husband never would have made a major life decision without discussing it with you? Don’t be sorry. I think that’s how normal couples do things. I’m not sure Mona and I ever were normal. Anyway, I didn’t want to uproot Megan, or myself, if I’m honest. We fought about it and she said I was a selfish bastard and I could go with her or she’d leave us. The next time I saw Mona she was sitting on the other side of the table in the divorce attorney’s office.”

			“And Megan?”

			“She was devastated. Mostly because Mona never even contested my sole custody petition.”

			“Poor little girl,” Emma murmured. “She must have felt so rejected.”

			“She was rejected,” Christopher said bitterly. “I’d already accepted that things were coming to that, but Megan was just a little girl. It broke my heart to see her holding out hope that her mother would actually want her. Mona sees her whenever she comes back to the States on a business trip, but only when it’s convenient. Megan hasn’t seen her mother in almost a year.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Me, too.” He let out a sigh. “But I don’t want to talk about Mona any more. I want to talk about you. There are still so many things I want to know.”

			“Okay. What do you want to know?”

			He was quiet for few moments. “Why did you wait a whole year before dealing with your husband’s things?”

			Emma huffed a surprised laugh. “You cut right to the chase, don’t you? Gosh.” She blew out a breath, sending her bangs dancing. “I was afraid.”

			“Of what?”

			Emma fixed her gaze on the gentle waves, remembering exactly what. “A few years before Will died, I was on an airplane, coming home from some conference. Sitting next to me was this old woman, crying. I asked her what was wrong and she told me that she was on her way home to Wisconsin. That her husband of forty-seven years had died the year before and her sister had come to help her with the funeral. After the funeral, her sister invited her to her condo in Florida for a few days, to rest. On the flight to her sister’s, the woman broke her hip and was forced to stay with her sister until she could move on her own, almost a year later.

			“I’ll never forget how she cried. She said her husband’s shoes would still be in their foyer and his coat on the kitchen chair. She said going home after a year was like he’d died all over again. She had me crying so hard with her that the flight attendant thought she was my grandmother.”

			Christopher was touched. Emma had always had such a tender heart. He’d always loved that about her. “You remembered that when your husband died.”

			“Yeah. I was in New York when Will was killed. My book had just come out and hit the bestseller lists and I’d done a short interview on one of the TV morning shows. I was on top of the world and when I got home, Will and I were going out to celebrate. Instead, I got home just in time to sign the organ donor releases. My friend Kate took me home and I thought about that old woman as I was walking up to my front door. I couldn’t go in. Couldn’t stand to see his shoes in the foyer. I slept at Kate’s that night. Eventually I did go inside the house, but it was so hard.” She shrugged uncomfortably. “The next week, I got an invitation to lecture about the book, so I went away again. The next time I came home it was harder to go in and I stayed an even shorter time. Suddenly a year had passed and I realized what a coward I’d been.”

			Christopher hated to hear her beat herself up. “Maybe you knew too much, Emma. Listening to all those grieving people in your practice all those years, maybe you knew how hard the road to acceptance was going to be. Sometimes knowing how long the road is makes it harder to take the first step.”

			“Or the first bite,” Emma murmured. “That’s very wise, Christopher.” She looked up at him, admiration in her eyes, and his heart stumbled. “Thank you.”

			His chest was tight, pressured. His groin even more so. He wanted her with every fiber of his being and if he didn’t move now, he’d never be able to give her the space and time she’d asked for. Abruptly he stood up. “We should be going now.” He pulled her to her feet, ignoring her surprised squeak. Gathered his coat and her shoes and started back toward the restaurant and his car.

			“Christopher!” He stopped and looked back. She stood there, hands on her hips. Her very curvy hips. His mouth watered as it always had. “What’s wrong with you?”

			He hesitated, then in three long strides was standing in front of her. His coat and her shoes were back on the sand and his arms were around her and his mouth was crushing hers. And she was kissing him back, frantically, as if she’d never get enough. Her arms lifted around his neck, her breasts pressed into his chest and he knew this was the dream he’d had every miserable night of his adolescent life. And longer.

			She was on her toes, leaning up into him. Then her round, curvy ass was filling his hands and he lifted her off her feet, needing to feel her against him. Needing her to feel how much he wanted her. Her wild little whimpers of pleasure drove him insane and he ground himself into her softness, rubbing her up and down his rock hard, aching length. Torturing them both. He could have her here. Right here. Right now.

			But they were on a public beach. His sanity returned with a slam and with it a healthy dose of guilt. He’d promised to give her time. He released her, sliding her down his body until her toes made purchase with the sand. Then let her go, turning to the water, his lungs working like a bellows. She should be angry with him. Maybe even slap his face. Instead, she rested her forehead against his upper arm and sighed.

			“I think you’re right,” she said. “We should be going now.”

			* * *

			They walked back to the restaurant in half the time it had taken them to walk the beach. Earlier they’d been strolling and chatting. Now they were power walking and silent. His car stood nearly alone in Crabby Bill’s parking lot.

			“Where’s your car?” he asked.

			“I took a cab,” she said. “I’ll take one now. You can go home. Megan will be waiting for you.”

			“Megan’s at her friend’s pajama party and I’m not going to let you take a cab. I’ll drive you to the hotel.” When she hesitated he rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to attack you in the car. Get in, Emma.” He pulled out of the parking lot and looked over at her. She was looking out the window, her lower lip pulled between her teeth. “Where are you staying?”

			“The Don CeSar,” she murmured.

			No other words were exchanged until he pulled in front of the St. Pete landmark hotel where uniformed doormen waited to assist the guests. “Not yet,” Christopher barked when one of them tried to open her door. He gentled his voice. “Emma. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you like that when I promised to give you time.”

			Her smile was rueful. “I wanted it as much as you did, Christopher. Which is why I can’t ask you to come up.”

			He ignored the spear of disappointment. “I understand. Can I see you tomorrow?”

			Her smile faltered. “My flight leaves at seven thirty in the morning.”

			His heart stopped. “You’re leaving? You can’t.”

			“I didn’t plan to stay, Christopher. I’d planned to come, say my piece, and leave.”

			He gritted his teeth. “Emma, I just got you back after seventeen fucking years. You’re not leaving me again.”

			She sighed. “Tonight was so much more than I ever expected. You’re so much more than I expected.” She took his hand and squeezed it. “I need to cool down. So do you. Let me go home and sort this out in my mind. I’ll come back. I promise.” She leaned over and kissed him quickly on the lips. “Thank you, Christopher Walker. For making me feel alive again.” Then she was gone before he could say good-bye.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Cincinnati, Sunday, February 28, 9:00 a.m.

			Emma stood on the airport escalator, her palm vibrating as she gripped the heavy black rubber handrail. What a difference a week made. No longer did she dread the airport, the city. The house.

			She still felt a sharp pang of loss when she glanced up to the place where Will had always waited with a single red rose. But it wasn’t as sharp, and the realization was a comfort in and of itself. The next time she came through it would be a little less sharp still. Until one day she’d be able to look up with a smile and think, that’s where Will used to wait for me. Christopher had been right. She’d known the road to acceptance all along, she’d just been overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of the trip.

			She glanced down at the handful of wildflowers she’d gripped all the way from Florida with a wistful smile. He’d been waiting for her in the lobby of her hotel this morning at six a.m., the wildflowers in his hand, and her heart had jumped for joy even as her mind screamed caution. He couldn’t let her go without saying good-bye, he’d said, so sweetly. Plus, she hadn’t given him her address and phone number. So he’d come back, early, and waited for her to come down.

			Then driven her to the airport where he’d said his good-bye, a lusty kiss with his tongue in her mouth and his hand in her hair. Then he’d pressed a heavy manila envelope into her hand that wasn’t grasping the remaining life out of the wildflowers he’d picked in his own garden. “Read it when you’re alone,” he whispered, then kissed her again, leaving her knees weak and her heart racing.

			She hadn’t read it yet. She would when she got home. Anxious to get there, she sailed past the poor souls that had checked luggage, her overnight bag over her shoulder, to where Kate waited outside with her car.

			“Well, how did it go?” she asked when Emma hopped in.

			Emma slanted her a wary look. “Fine.”

			Kate’s lips twitched. “Nice flowers.”

			Emma chuckled. “Drive me home and I’ll tell you all about it.”

			
			* * *

			St. Pete, Sunday, February 28, 9:15 a.m.

			The lights were on in the lab and the yellow police tape no longer blocked the door. Pulling on a pair of protective goggles, Christopher ran his key card through the slot and pushed the door open, finding all three of his students hard at work putting the lab back to rights. “I guess Harris called you guys, too.” He’d found the detective’s message on his home answering machine when he’d returned from taking Emma to the airport.

			Ian looked up from the gas chromatograph he was recalibrating, his eyes narrowed behind his goggles. “He did. He also said we’re still not to consider leavin’ town.”

			“He said we should stay available to answer any questions,” Nate corrected mildly.

			“It’s the same thing,” Ian insisted. “Especially since that damned detective has been doggin’ our every damn move. He’s going to get me deported.”

			“He can’t do that,” Nate sighed, as if Ian’s concern had been voiced once too often.

			“Well, I’m just glad to be getting back to work,” Tanya said quietly. “I’ve been going nuts with all that time to think.”

			They all went still for a moment, all eyes drifting to the table where Darrell had worked. Christopher sighed. “It’s never going to be the same.” Then he straightened. “But we do have a deadline. Sutton at the USDA is waiting for our next report. When can we have it done?”

			The three students looked at one another. “It’ll take us at least a week to do the samples that Darrell was working on,” Tanya said. “On top of our own work.”

			“And another week to redo the samples that got destroyed in the break-in last month,” Ian added. “Perhaps another three to four weeks, Professor. Will they give us that much time?”

			“I hope so. I know they were hoping to start testing the new methods in their own labs by spring.”

			“Suppose you all tell me about these new methods.”

			They turned as one. Detective Harris stood in the door, holding Darrell’s key card in his hand. Under one arm he carried the notebook Darrell had been using the night he was killed. Nate just sighed. Ian scowled. Tanya looked rattled.

			Christopher frowned. “Harris. If you’re going to come in here you have to wear goggles.” He gave him a pair. “I thought you’d cleared us to get back to work.”

			Harris put the goggles on without argument. “I did. I was hoping you’d all rush back here, because I wanted to talk to you all together. I need to know more about the work you’re doing here.”

			Christopher shrugged, puzzled. “It’s no government secret, Detective. We’re working on some new ways to test for soil contaminants. Soil gets tested as part of environmental maintenance around factories and in construction sites before building permits can be issued. Private labs all over the country do this testing, but if they’re certified labs, they use standardized methods blessed by the USDA.”

			“These are the same methods you’re working on,” Harris said.

			“Improved methods,” Christopher clarified. “Ways to do the testing faster, but with equal or better accuracy. Part of proving our new methods are just as accurate as the old methods is by testing samples side by side with old and new methods. We’ve gathered soil samples from all over the state, sandy, peat, rocky—all different soil compositions. Now it’s just a matter of testing and recording data and cranking out the comparisons, old to new. It’s not rocket science. Really.”

			Harris nodded. “And you record all your data where?”

			Ian tapped his hardbound notebook. “First in these, then into the computer. That’s how we do all the statistical comparisons. With the computer.”

			“Can you show me your notebooks?”

			More puzzled, each of them did so, watching as Harris leafed through each page. “And when you’re done with one notebook,” he asked, “what do you do with it?”

			“They’re official records,” Christopher said. “They can be used in court or for patents, that kind of thing, so we want to ensure we keep the data safe. When one notebook is finished, it’s sent to the University library to be copied. We used to microfiche in the old days, but now they put the copies on a CD. Then the library returns the notebooks and a CD to us so we can reference them as needed.”

			“Why are you asking all these questions about our notebooks?” Ian asked.

			Harris pointed at the bookshelf that sagged with old notebooks. “Can I see the book Darrell Roberts was working in before this one?” he asked, ignoring Ian’s question.

			Annoyed, Ian pulled out Darrell’s last finished notebook. “This is it.”

			“Put it on the table,” Harris directed, then put Darrell’s unfinished notebook beside it. He flipped through the older book, then opened the newer one.

			Tanya made a distressed sound. “That’s not Darrell’s notebook.”

			Harris raised a brow. “I know. But why did you say so?”

			Tanya bit her lip. “Darrell was halfway through his book. That one only has a few pages. And the handwriting’s sloppy. Darrell was never sloppy.”

			Harris looked at Christopher. “Our lab checked this book out. It’s Roberts’s handwriting, but it’s shaky. And all the pages were written at the same time, even though they’re dated days apart.”

			Christopher slowly examined both books. “And there are gaps in the dates themselves from book to book,” he said heavily. He hadn’t really believed Darrell had been murdered until this moment. “Whoever killed him, took his latest notebook with him, because it wasn’t here when I found him. Why? These are just soil samples.” His throat thickened as the enormity of the situation struck him hard. “It’s just dirt.”

			“Somebody didn’t want him testing their dirt, Professor,” Ian said quietly.

			“This isn’t possible,” Nate protested weakly. “It’s . . . too fantastic.”

			Christopher could not tear his eyes away from the fake notebook. It was Darrell’s handwriting, but Tanya was quite right. It was sloppy and that was something Darrell had never been. “Whatever was in that book is gone.”

			“No, it’s not,” Tanya whispered and all eyes were suddenly on her pale face.

			“What do you mean, Miss Meyer?” Harris asked sharply.

			She licked her lips nervously. “After Darrell lost all his samples in the break-in last month, he got hypercompulsive about losing his data. He started scanning his notebook pages every night before he went home.” She looked over to the computer in the corner. “The files are on the hard drive.”

			Christopher shook his head. “I don’t understand, Tanya. If he was so worried, why didn’t he say anything?”

			Tanya sighed. “He thought it was too fantastic himself and he didn’t want you to think he was losing it. He said he knew he had to be wrong.” Her lips trembled and she pursed them hard. “He said it was just dirt.”

			There was silence until Harris cleared his throat. “I’ll need access to the files that he scanned from his missing book,” Harris said and Christopher nodded, numbly.

			“Right away.”

			“I appreciate it.” Harris backed out the door, taking off his goggles. “And if you’re planning to work after hours, make sure you’re not alone.” He gave each of them a hard look before walking away.

			Christopher waited until he heard the outer door slam. “Make sure you burn a copy of those files for me as well,” he said tersely. “I’ll be in my office.”

			
			* * *

			Cincinnati, Sunday, February 28, 1:00 p.m.

			Emma put down the last page from Christopher’s envelope and carefully smoothed the worn page with a trembling hand. The envelope had been filled with letters. The yearbook letter and dozens of others. Some were love letters, but most were ordinary “here’s what happened to me today” kind of letters. All ended “All my love, Christopher.” All were letters he’d never sent, dating from their freshman year of high school until his sophomore year of college when they stopped. Abruptly.

			That would have been the year he met and married Mona.

			Dear Lord, she thought. All those years. He was in love with me all that time.

			But on top of the stack had been a letter he’d penned last night after dropping her off at the hotel. She read it again, her cheeks on fire. It was by turns sweet . . . and hot. Filled with longing, both emotional and most definitely physical, Christopher Walker had taken the term “chemistry” to a whole new level. She’d come home to cool down, but that didn’t look like it was going to happen any time soon.

			She gathered the papers into a neat stack and carried them to her bedroom, loathe to leave the letters out where just anyone could see them. Specifically, where Kate’s prying eyes might spy them. Even though Kate knew the basic events of the weekend, the words in these letters were Christopher’s mind and heart and needed to be protected. On an impulse she slid them in the middle of a stack of printed pages that was the beginning of her next manuscript, the follow-up to Bite-Sized that her publisher had been asking for. That she’d had trouble writing.

			Every time she sat down to write she’d felt like a cheat, a fraud. She’d been sure she’d be found out, exposed, the psychologist telling everyone how to deal with their grief when she’d been running from her own. Now she sat down in front of her computer, new ideas filling her mind. And she began to write the story of the old woman she’d met on the plane all those years ago. The woman who was afraid to go home because her husband’s shoes were in the foyer. The paragraphs flowed and the old woman’s story became her own. A story she was now unafraid to write.

			So deep was she into her work that she didn’t notice the sunlight growing dim or the shadows growing longer as the sun went down. She didn’t hear the creak of her kitchen door opening, nor the footsteps on the stairs. A split second of warning was all she had before a big gloved hand covered her mouth and yanked her to her feet.

			She struggled, her feet blindly kicking behind her. No. She bit the hand that covered her mouth and drew a breath to scream when with a grunt the hand let go. But her scream was cut off, a rag shoved in her throat, so deep she gagged.

			He’ll rape me, she thought, her lungs unable to get enough air. God, please. No. I just started over. Please . . . She was pushed to her bed, the man’s knee shoved into her kidney as he held her down. Tears stung her eyes. Pain and fear warred as her mind tried to stay calm. He yanked at her hands, tying them behind her back. Then he tied her feet and wrapped another rag around her eyes.

			The pressure lifted from her back and she gritted her teeth, preparing herself . . .

			The bed creaked as he got to his feet.

			But he didn’t touch her. Emma fought to breathe evenly through her nose as she listened. He was unzipping her overnight bag, dumping it on the floor. Ripping drawers from her bureau. She heard more sounds from over by her desk, the scrape of plastic, the dull clang of metal. A muttered curse.

			Then he left her room. She heard him downstairs, moving all the boxes she and Kate had packed. She heard tape ripping from cardboard, again and again.

			I have to get help, she thought. He could come back when he finished doing . . . whatever it was he was doing. There was a phone on her nightstand. I can do this, she thought. I’ve answered that phone in the dark a hundred times. She inched toward the top corner of her bed, like a caterpillar, swung her legs over the side of the bed and struggled to sit up, as soundlessly as possible. The nightstand was against her knee. She leaned over, knocked the receiver off the phone with her chin. Nearly fainted with relief when she heard the dial tone. Nearly fainted from terror when she realized that he might hear it, too. He was still downstairs. In the kitchen now. She could hear the occasional clatter of dishes or silverware as he continued his search.

			For what? Right now, that didn’t matter. What only mattered was calling for help. She bent her face close to the buttons and carefully she ran the tip of her nose over each one, grateful Will had insisted on a no-nonsense office-style phone. She pictured the position of the numbers nine and one.

			911. She pushed the buttons with her nose, cursing the shrill tones that seemed to echo off the walls. She could clearly hear the calm voice of the operator asking her to state the nature of her emergency. Her grunts were muffled, but the operator understood. Help was on the way.

			Downstairs, his movements went quiet, then she heard a click as he picked up the extension in the kitchen. She winced at the crack when he threw the phone to the marble countertop in her kitchen. Held her breath as the back door creaked open.

			And closed. She let the breath out, let the tears come. He was gone.

			
			* * *

			St. Pete, Sunday, February 28, 7:00 p.m.

			“Daddy! I’m home!” Megan’s voice jerked Christopher’s attention from the book in which he’d spent the better part of the afternoon, totally engrossed. Megan had spent the night at a friend’s pajama party. She’d been concerned about going to a party so soon after Darrell’s funeral, but he’d urged her to go. To have fun. Life went on after all. She poked her head through the door of his study. “What are you reading?”

			Christopher flashed the book her direction. “It’s a book the campus counselor suggested we read. It’s about how to deal with the death of someone close to you.”

			He’d picked it up in his office after Harris left. Brought it home, needing the connection to Emma after coming to grips with the stark truth that Darrell had been murdered after all. He’d thought he’d skim it. But one page had turned into fifty, then a hundred. She wrote like she talked, wry and funny and so damn sincere. It was almost like she was talking, just to him. He could see why her book had been such a success.

			Megan flopped into the chair next to his desk. “It must be good. You never even heard me come in.”

			He turned the book, looked at Emma’s face smiling up at him from the back cover. If he’d looked at the book the day the counselor had given it to him he could have found her himself. But she’d found him just two days later. It was fate, plain and simple.

			“It’s very good,” he said quietly. “Better than I thought it could ever be.” He considered telling his daughter about Emma then, but she started bubbling about the time she’d had with her friends at the party, the movie they’d seen, the pizza they’d made from scratch. She’d been so sweet since Darrell’s death, trying to cheer him up.

			“From scratch?” he said, smiling. “You never make anything from scratch for us.”

			“At a party it’s fun. Every night . . .” She grimaced. “Too much trouble.” Then she bit her lip. “But I could if you wanted me to.”

			“Delivery from the place on the corner is fine with me, Punkin,” he said, lapsing into the pet name he’d had for her when she was small. “In fact, let’s do that tonight.”

			She grinned her relief. “How about I order us a pizza with everything?” Without waiting for his reply, she bounced to her feet and bounded from the room.

			“Bye,” he said to the place where she’d been standing moments before. Oh, to be a teenager again, he thought. But he couldn’t think about being a teenager without thinking of Emma. About how perfect she’d felt in his arms. Her wild cries of pleasure when he’d fondled and suckled her breasts, and that had been with her dress in the way. He could only imagine what she’d be like when he finally got her naked. In his bed. Panting and begging. Her legs wrapped around his hips. His name on her lips.

			He’d imagined it all night long. He was imagining it right now. Damn, he was hard as a rock from all the imagining. It was all he’d been able to do not to buy himself a plane ticket to Cincinnati. To give her the time and space she’d asked for.

			She hadn’t called him yet. He wondered if she’d read his letters. Especially the one he’d written last night. There would be no doubt in her mind what he wanted from her once she’d read that last letter. He leaned back in his chair with a sigh. He missed her already. Missed the way she smiled, the way her brown eyes could hold so many different emotions. The way he felt . . . complete and at peace.

			He needed her right now, as his thoughts seesawed to Darrell and the detective’s visit that afternoon. His friend had been murdered. Over dirt.

			It was still too impossible to be true. But it was. They’d gone over his old notebooks, looking for something suspicious. But all they found was a list of more than fifty samples Darrell had been preparing to run. The fifty samples came from at least two dozen different places. They’d seen no pattern. No smoking gun, as it were. The only thing they could do was re-create Darrell’s tests, to find out what it was that someone didn’t want him to learn.

			The phone rang and out of habit he let Megan pick it up. It was always one of her friends anyway. Until he saw the 513 area code on the caller ID. Cincinnati. Emma. “Hello?” he and Megan both said together. “I’ve got it, Megan. You can hang up.” He waited until he heard the click before uttering a smooth, “Are you ready to come back?”

			“Chr-Christopher?” Her voice was shaking and instantly he was sober. And afraid.

			“Emma? What’s wrong?” He listened as she stuttered the details, his blood running cold. His fist clenched around the phone. “Are you hurt?”

			“No.” He heard her shudder. “Not like you think. He didn’t touch me. Not like that.”

			Staggering relief stole his breath. “Then he just robbed you.”

			“No,” she murmured. “No, he didn’t do that either.”

			“Then what did he do, Emma?”

			“He . . . he was looking for something.”

			Christopher’s cold blood turned to ice. “What?”

			“He was looking for something.” He heard her swallow. “He ripped my hard drive out of my computer. He went through all my papers, all the boxes I’d packed of Will’s things. He threw Will’s things all over the house.” She choked back a sob. “Now I have to pack them away all over again.”

			The bastard had gone through her papers. Emma’s papers. Darrell’s notebooks. It seemed too fantastic, but so had the idea of Darrell being murdered. He closed his eyes and took a hard hold on his churning gut. “Emma, honey, where are you now?”

			“With my friend K-Kate. She came and got me after the police came and untied me.” She was shivering, her teeth chattering. In shock.

			The thought of her tied and gagged . . . and afraid . . . It made him want to find the bastard who’d terrorized her and rip him from limb to limb. “I’m coming.”

			“Christopher, no. I just needed to hear your voice. I really am fine.”

			“No, you’re not. Emma, I just lost a graduate student because he was working on something somebody didn’t want him to know. Now you’re attacked in your own home.” He gritted his teeth, feeling so helpless. “Don’t you think that’s coincidental?”

			“Oh, God. Christopher, I never . . .” Her breath was labored. “But you’re right. It is too coincidental to be ignored.”

			“Put your friend on the phone. Please.” Trapping the phone between his shoulder and ear, he put both hands on his keyboard and pulled up a travel Web site. By the time her friend Kate said hello, he’d booked one flight up and two flights back.

			“This is Kate. Christopher?”

			“Yes. Tell me the truth. Is she all right?”

			“She’s shaken up and bruised, but other than that she’s not hurt. The guy tore up her house. He was looking for something, the cops were sure of it. Why would somebody think Emma had anything of yours in her possession?” Kate’s voice was slightly accusing but mostly terrified, and Christopher couldn’t blame her a bit for either.

			“I gave her an envelope this morning at the airport. If someone was watching me . . . Dammit. Listen, I’ve got a ticket on the seven a.m. flight tomorrow morning. I’ve got two seats on the eleven a.m. flight back here. I’m going to bring her here, where I can keep her safe. Can you make sure she has a packed bag?”

			“I will. I’ll bring her to meet you at the airport. Thank you, Christopher. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			Christopher hung up the phone and sat still. He was trembling. Shaking. She’d been in danger. His woman had been in danger and he’d been too far away to help. His hands were barely steady enough to dial, but he punched in Harris’s number with single-minded intent. “It’s Christopher Walker from the University.” Haltingly, Christopher told Harris what had happened. “I could be making a major deal out of something unrelated, but I’m not willing to take a chance with her life.”

			Harris was quiet for a moment. “I don’t think you’re overreacting, Professor.”

			“I’m going to Cincinnati tomorrow to get her and bring her back here. I just thought you should know I’m leaving town, but I won’t be gone more than a day.”

			“For what it’s worth, I never thought you had a hand in Roberts’s murder. Is your lady friend all right?”

			“Yes, thanks to her own ingenuity.”

			“She sounds like a plucky lady. Who knew you two were going to meet last night?”

			“Only the detective she’d hired and I don’t think he would have done this.”

			“No, that doesn’t make sense. Nobody else?”

			“I didn’t even tell my daughter. But . . .” He rubbed his forehead wearily. “But the private detective did talk to a number of people about me. He called my daughter and my grad students and my boss’s secretary. And during the funeral on Wednesday, all of them told me he’d called them. Anyone could have heard.”

			“I think you’ve got someone watching you, Professor. You need to be careful. Who will watch your daughter while you’re away tomorrow?”

			Christopher’s heart just stopped. Simply . . . stopped. “Oh, my God. Megan. I . . .” He got hold of himself. “She’ll be in school tomorrow. I can have my friend drop her off and pick her up from school.” Jerry would help. No question.

			Papers rustled in the background. “She’s at St. Pete Middle, right?”

			“Yes. She’s in the eighth grade.”

			“We have a resource officer there at the school. She’ll be safe there. I’ll tell him to keep an eye on her.”

			“Thank you.”

			“No problem. Call me if you find anything more in those notebooks.”

			It all came down to what Darrell had been working on. Somebody thought he knew something, that he’d passed information to Emma. “I will.”

			“You will what, Daddy?”

			Christopher turned to find Megan staring at him from the study door. His hand bobbled the receiver as he hung it up. “How long have you been standing there?”

			Megan was frowning. “Long enough to know you’re going away tomorrow and bringing somebody back. What’s going on here, Daddy? And who is she?”

			“She’s an old friend, Megan. It was why that private detective was calling me. He was trying to pass on a message from her. I met her for dinner last night. She went home and someone broke into her house. She’s shaken and scared.”

			Megan’s face went carefully blank. “Why can’t she be shaken and scared in her own house? Why does she need to come here?”

			Christopher flinched at the utter lack of compassion in his daughter’s tone. “Megan.”

			Megan turned on her heel. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I’ll call Debbie and ask if I can spend the night with her. That way you won’t have to worry about me at all tomorrow. For now, I have homework to do.”

			Christopher scrambled to his feet. “Megan, wait. We need to talk.”

			“No, we don’t. Call me when the pizza gets here.”

			He flinched again at the sound of her bedroom door slamming and slumped into his chair. “Hell.” She’d been so sweet this last week. He swore he’d never understand the mercurial mood changes of adolescent girls.

			His daughter wasn’t a baby anymore. But she’s still my baby. His gut clenched at Harris’s warning. Someone had been watching him. That same someone might be watching Megan as well, and while the police meant well, they wouldn’t be able to watch her constantly.

			Christopher picked up the phone and dialed Jerry. “Hey, buddy, I need your help.”

			He could hear a television being turned down in the background. “Name it.”

			He told Jerry about Emma, about Darrell, about Harris’s concerns for Megan. “I’m going to Cincinnati tomorrow. Can you make sure Megan gets to school and then to her friend’s house after school?”

			“My God, Chris.” Jerry’s voice shook a little. “This is insane.”

			“I know. I can’t believe any of this is happening, but it is. Can you watch Megan?”

			“You know I will. Do you need me to come over?”

			“No. She’s going to her friend’s house tonight. Just make sure she gets in the school building tomorrow morning. She’ll be safe there. They have resource officers patrolling the halls.” He’d hated the thought that his daughter’s school needed officers, but at this moment he was damn glad they were there. “I’ll call you when I get back.”

			
			* * *

			St. Pete, Sunday, February 28, 8:30 p.m.

			The phone rang. He closed his eyes, the ceramic tile cold against his cheek. The pain still too intense to move. The ringing ceased, only to start all over again. Groaning, he grabbed the edge of the kitchen counter and pulled himself to his knees. He picked up the phone, a spear of white hot pain shooting up his arm and down his back. “Yeah.”

			“You were wrong,” Andrews said. “He didn’t give the Townsend woman anything.”

			He’d figured that out himself. Having one of Andrews’s Neanderthals attack him in his own kitchen was a major clue. He had at least three broken ribs and cuts and bruises all over his chest, back, and abdomen, none of which would show when he put on his shirt tomorrow. Which, he supposed, had been the point. “I’m sorry.”

			“Lie to me again and you’ll be dead.”

			He hurt too much to be afraid or to argue, but he hadn’t lied. He’d followed Walker to the airport that morning, watched him slip a thick envelope into the hands of the same woman he’d had dinner with the night before. She’d zipped the envelope securely into her overnight bag and he couldn’t get it without her raising a public fuss. So he’d managed to get in line behind her while she waited to go through airport security. She was so intent on sniffing her flowers that she didn’t even notice that he was looking over her shoulder at the ID she held with her boarding pass. Her driver’s license said she was Emma Townsend of Cincinnati, Ohio. Then he’d mumbled something about forgetting something to the person behind him, got out of line and called Andrews.

			He let Andrews know Walker had passed information to this woman, that she was romantically involved with him, clearly evident from their good-bye kiss. Andrews had cursed him for not getting the envelope, muttering that he’d have someone else get it. They moved more quickly than I expected. “Is she?” he asked. “Dead, that is?”

			“No. Our guy was supposed to make it look like a robbery, but he got interrupted when the woman managed to call the police. Now they’ll be doubly suspicious. You’d better find out what Walker knows.”

			The phone clicked in his ear just as someone started knocking at his front door, and he bit back a groan. He pulled on a shirt and fumbled with the buttons, wincing at the pain. “I’m coming.” He opened his door and blinked. “Tanya.”

			Tanya’s eyes were red and puffy. She’d been crying. But now her eyes were dry. And narrowed. She pushed her way in and slammed the door. “We have to talk.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Cincinnati, Monday, March 1, 9:02 a.m.

			“The view looks different from up here,” Emma murmured, looking down over the balcony at Monday morning commuters streaming up the airport escalators. She had always been the one coming up the escalator. Never a traveler, Will had always waited above.

			Kate put her arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “He should be here soon.”

			“This is just so unreal.” Emma rested her head against Kate’s shoulder. “I know I’ve said that a million times already.”

			“Doesn’t make it any less true. Emma, when you get down there with him . . . I just don’t want you to get hurt rushing into anything. Y’know?”

			Emma sighed. “I know. But he wouldn’t hurt me, Kate.”

			“Not on purpose. Just be careful, Emma. Every which way.”

			Emma’s stomach tightened as a familiar form became visible below, his dark head and broad shoulders above the crowd. “That’s him.”

			From behind her Kate hummed her appreciation. “Oh, Emma. Very nice.”

			Emma wasn’t listening, every nerve in her body vibrating, waiting for him. He was halfway up the escalator when he caught her eye and her blood surged. He’s here. He came for me. Then he walked off the escalator and she was in his arms, held so tightly she had a hard time drawing a breath. He lifted her against him and her arms were around his neck, holding on for dear life. They stayed that way for a long moment, and she could feel his heart racing in his chest. Its beat matched her own.

			Shuddering, he let her go, carefully setting her on her feet. “I’m sorry I held you so hard. I forgot you’re bruised,” he said, his eyes critically assessing her face, darkening with fury when he saw the bruise on her cheek. “He hit you.”

			Self-consciously she touched her fingertips to her cheek. “When I tried to get away.”

			“Dammit, Emma,” he hissed. “I’m sorry.”

			“It’s all right.”

			It wasn’t all right, he thought. He’d make sure no one hurt her again. He lifted his eyes from her face to the tall thin woman who stood behind her. “You’re Kate.”

			“Yes.” Kate unabashedly searched his eyes, then nodded. “You’ll keep her safe?”

			“You can count on it.”

			“Your flight doesn’t leave for another hour and a half,” Kate said. “Let’s go grab a cup of coffee. I’d like to get to know you a little better.”

			Christopher slipped his arm around Emma’s waist. “Coffee sounds like heaven right now.” They’d started in the direction of a coffee shop when his cell phone rang. “Walker.” At the sound of Ian’s voice, he stopped short, earning quelling stares from the passengers that were forced to go around them. Ian’s words didn’t seem to make any sense. “What do you mean Tanya’s gone?”

			“Tanya’s gone,” Ian repeated. “She didn’t show up for our eight o’clock class this morning and her aunt says she didn’t come home last night. Her aunt was frantic.”

			Christopher clenched his jaw. “Call Harris.”

			“I did. He says he’ll send a squad car ’round to check out her aunt’s house.”

			“Call me the minute you hear something,” he gritted, hung up and dialed Jerry’s cell. “Did Megan get to school all right?” he asked and Emma looked up at him, her eyes grown wide. He squeezed her shoulder lightly, reassuring her.

			“I walked her in myself, Chris,” Jerry said. He laughed shakily. “She probably won’t speak to me for a month, she was so embarrassed.”

			“She’ll survive a little embarrassment,” Christopher said grimly. “I fly back in a little more than an hour, so I’ll be home in time to pick her up from school. Thanks, buddy.”

			“Anytime. Call me if you get delayed. I’ve got one of my grad students ready to cover my afternoon classes in case I need to pick Megan up.”

			“Thanks, Jerry.” He slipped his phone in his pocket and started moving again. Kate was leading the way toward the coffee shop on the upper level. “Megan is fine.”

			Emma’s sandy brows were puckered. “But Tanya isn’t?”

			Christopher swallowed hard, not even wanting to contemplate the possibilities. “Tanya’s another one of my grad students. She’s missing.”

			“And she’s not one to just take off for a weekend getaway and not come back.”

			“No.” Christopher clenched his jaw. “She’s a first-year grad student, six months out of the undergrad program, but she’s always seemed so much older. More mature. She’d never just up and leave, especially knowing how much we’d worry.”

			Emma laid her head on his shoulder. “You shouldn’t have come up here to get me,” she said softly. “I could have flown down on my own.”

			He looked down at her, at the bruise on her cheek left by some thug looking for something someone had already killed for. At least once. “I know you could have. But I needed to see you with my own eyes. To know you’re safe.”

			Her eyes were sober. “I’m fine, Christopher. Let’s make sure the other people in your life stay that way.”

			
			* * *

			St. Pete, Monday, March 1, 2:30 p.m.

			“It’s not much, but it’s home,” Christopher said, setting her small suitcase on a ceramic tiled entryway. But Emma wasn’t looking at the house. With a delighted smile she walked to the back wall, which was all glass, and looked out onto a narrow channel that flowed at the back of his property. A small two-person fishing boat bobbed in the current, tied up to a weathered dock on which rested a fat pelican. The sky was blue, the air warm, without a hint of the winter she’d left behind.

			“You’re right on the bay,” she exclaimed. “How lovely.”

			He stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders, and an involuntary shiver raced down her back. For the first time since Saturday night on the beach, they were truly alone. His thumbs brushed lightly, rhythmically across the curve of her neck. “It’s technically on the channel,” he said, his voice husky, and she gave in to the need to lean back into him. “Even a shack on the beach is well out of my price range.”

			“It’s still water,” she murmured. “I always found the water to be soothing.” His arms settled around her waist, his hands loosely linked on her stomach. Rocking her gently. Soothing her in a different way. Then his lips brushed the sensitive curve of her neck and she drew in a startled breath as her nerves scrambled.

			“Should I stop?” he whispered and she shook her head.

			“No,” she whispered back. “It’s just still so unexpected. How you make me feel.”

			His lips trailed a warm path up the side of her face, pressing a kiss against her temple. “How do I make you feel?”

			Another shiver shook her. “Alive.” She swallowed hard, tilted her head to one side to give him better access. “Like a woman should feel.”

			“Hmm.” His hum of appreciation tickled her skin and he turned her in his arms, his hands cupping her face, his lips taking hers in a hot, sensual kiss that left her senses reeling. “I can’t take any credit for that, Emma. You’re all a woman should be. I’ve been wanting to really kiss you since I left you at the airport yesterday morning.” His hands rested lightly at the small of her back, undemanding.

			She lifted on her toes, her arms around his neck. “So what’s stopping you?”

			His eyes heated. “I was afraid you were too sore.”

			“Just my ribs, and only a little.” She nibbled at the corner of his mouth, desperately wanting to feel the force of his passion again, as she had on the beach when he’d pressed the hardness of his erection against the softness between her legs. It had been so tempting. Tantalizing. “Kiss me, Christopher.” She pulled herself an inch higher on her toes and felt his body shudder. Felt that tempting ridge once again, but pocketed against her stomach, still not low enough to feel relief. With a growl he cupped her behind and lifted her, bracing her against the wall of glass, and he thrust, drawing a whimper from her throat. His hands slid lower, lifting her thighs so that she gripped his hips, enabling her to grind hard against him, to feel him pulsing against her even through the double denim barrier of their jeans. And he kissed her like he’d kissed her on the beach, open-mouthed and totally sexual, nothing hidden, nothing withheld.

			She kissed him back, greedily, ignoring the twinges in her bruised ribs. Threaded her fingers through his short-cropped hair and moved his head this way and that, getting the most she could out of that kiss. Then froze when his fingers on her thighs brushed inward and upward. Butterfly caresses against the part of her that throbbed for him. How could a touch so light rock her body like that?

			It had been a long time. Too long, she told herself. Long enough that your body will get ahead of your brain if you’re not careful. She remembered the last letter he’d written, the desires he’d spelled out in graphic detail. And she wanted to fulfill each and every one of them. Right this very moment. But she shouldn’t. She forced her head to lift and her eyes to open. Found him breathing hard, his eyes nearly black. His fingertips continued to brush against the juncture of her thighs, so softly. She opened her mouth to speak, to tell him to stop, but no words came out. She hung there, steeped in the sensations with which he gifted her, her body trembling, her heart racing.

			Then his fingers withdrew and he shifted her away from his pulsing erection, slid her thighs down his legs and gently pressed her hips downward until her feet were steady on the floor once more.

			“I didn’t mean to do that.” His voice cracked, raspy and harsh. “I only meant to kiss you, but I can’t seem to stop myself where you’re concerned.” He attempted a smile, but it came out more like a grimace. “I guess I have too much want for you built up.”

			Emma licked her lips, tasting him still. “It’s a two-way street, Christopher. But I’m not ready to go to bed with you. Not yet.”

			He was quiet for a minute, then raised a brow. “Did you read my last letter?”

			Heat flooded her cheeks and he chuckled. “You should have put a warning on the envelope,” she said with mock severity. “Rated R or something.”

			He was grinning now. “I did tell you to open it when you were alone.” His hands had returned to the small of her back where they simply rested. “I read your book.”

			She tucked her tongue in her cheek. “Did you find your inner child?”

			His lips twitched. “No. But I could hear you on every page. It’s good stuff.”

			“From a man who finds self-help books no help, I take that as a compliment.” She sobered, flattening her palms and running them up his arms to his shoulders. “I’m sorry, Christopher. I’m sorry that Darrell’s gone. The pain of losing someone to an act of purposeful violence is different from any other kind of grief.”

			Christopher’s throat worked. “And Tanya’s still missing. I still can’t believe this is happening.” He’d called the detective working the case as soon as he’d set foot off the plane in Florida. The grad student was nowhere to be found. He cleared his throat. “I have to go pick up Megan from school. Let me show you where you’ll be sleeping. You can just relax while I’m gone.”

			He withdrew from her arms, his manner suddenly brisk. But Emma didn’t take offense. It was his way of coping with a situation that had rocked his world. She followed him to the back of the house where he put her suitcase in a modest little room with a double bed. He surveyed the room with a critical eye. “Like I said, not much.” He trailed his finger through a thin layer of dust on the nightstand. “Sorry. We’re not much into housekeeping, Megan and I.”

			“Christopher, after hotel rooms that all look the same, this is perfect.” She brought his face down to her level for a soft peck on the lips. “Go get your daughter. I’ll be fine.” She walked him to the door, gripped by a longing as real as the doorknob she clutched as he drove away. A picture had inserted itself into her imagination, her waving him good-bye every morning from this very door. He’d go to work at the University and she could stay here and write. With the blue sky and the balmy breeze and the swooping birds . . . Who could ask for a better place to just . . . be?

			She shook her head at her own wishing as she closed and locked the door. It was normal to want a home again after living alone. But she’d seen too many clients rush into relationships after the death of their partners, because the loneliness was so severe. Sometimes these new relationships worked, but more often they crumbled. Emma had broken Christopher’s heart once before. She wouldn’t do that to him again. If they were meant to be, it would work out. In its own time. She wouldn’t rush it.

			But she could make him and his daughter dinner, she thought, and headed for the kitchen. It had been more than a year since she’d cooked an entire meal, but . . .

			“Like falling off a bike,” she muttered.

			Her grandmother’s Alfredo sauce was simmering on the stove when the front door slammed and a panicked voice called out.

			“Chris! Megan!”

			Frowning, Emma peeked around the kitchen doorway to see a man roughly her own age pocketing a key. He was burly with a neatly trimmed beard and a pipe clamped between his teeth that made her think of Hemingway. This would be Jerry, she thought. Christopher had told her about his friend, the physics professor, shown her a picture of the two of them together with Megan. It had been a Christmas photo and they’d all been smiling. Jerry wasn’t smiling now, his mouth bent into a frown.

			Emma emerged from the kitchen, unsettled at the sight of a strange man. She told herself it was simply a residual reaction to the man who’d broken into her home and tied her up the day before. She was shaky after an assault. Go figure.

			“He’s not here,” she said, a wooden spoon in one hand. She wasn’t sure why she’d kept it in her hand. It would suck as a weapon anyway. “But he should be back soon.”

			The man narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re either Emma or Chris has finally broken down and hired a housekeeper.”

			“The first one. I’d be pretty lousy at the second. You’re Jerry.”

			His eyes popped wide. “How did you know?”

			“Christopher showed me a picture. He’s gone to pick up Megan.”

			The frown smoothed from the man’s face. “Thank God. I hadn’t heard from him this afternoon, so I went by the school just in case he hadn’t gotten back in time to get Megan, but she wasn’t standing out in front like I’d told her to. I almost had a heart attack.” Jerry dropped onto the soft sofa, his eyes closed, his cheeks gray above his dark beard. “I tried to call him on his cell, but I kept getting voice mail.”

			“He was probably talking to that detective, or his students,” Emma supplied and walked over to him, appraising him with a critical eye. “Are you all right?” He did look like a man on the verge of a heart attack. “Can I get you some water?”

			He opened one eye. “As long as it has scotch mixed with it. Light on the water.”

			Emma poured him a drink from the bottle she’d found in the kitchen. She watched him down the drink in one gulp and hold out the glass for seconds. Perhaps Jerry had more in common with the alcoholic Ernest Hemingway than a pipe and a beard.

			But before she could tell him the bar was closed, the front door opened and a young girl came in. Christopher followed and took an appreciative whiff. “You brought dinner, Jerry. You didn’t have to do that.”

			Jerry shook his head and aimed his thumb at Emma. “No. She’s cooking something.” He struggled to his feet, his eyes on Megan even though his words were for Christopher. “You didn’t call. I was worried sick.”

			Christopher’s face fell. “I’m sorry, Jerry. Detective Harris called when I got off the plane and I got sidetracked.” He turned his attention to the young girl who had dropped her backpack to the floor next to the door. She’d been standing there, regarding Emma through narrowed, hostile eyes, but standing behind her, Christopher hadn’t seen that. “Megan, I want you to meet Dr. Emma Townsend. Emma and I went to high school together. Emma, this is my daughter Megan.”

			Emma took a step forward, her hand outstretched despite the girl’s obvious hesitance. “It’s nice to meet you, Megan.”

			Megan took a step back, her dark eyes blazing. “It’s not nice to meet you,” she said and Christopher gasped.

			“Megan! What’s wrong with you?”

			Megan lifted her brows, her expression one of furious disdain. “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you, Dad? Bringing her here, to our house.”

			Christopher looked utterly shocked. “Megan, you’ve never even met Emma.”

			“I didn’t have to,” Megan said bitterly. “I know plenty about her. She’s the reason for your divorce.”

			And with that startling statement Megan stormed to her room and the whole house shook with the force of her slamming door.

			Stunned, Christopher could only stare for a long moment. Then grimly he followed, carefully closing the door his daughter had slammed. Emma drew a breath, her heart beating like a war drum. Chanced a glance at Jerry, who was staring at Megan’s closed door. Then he turned angry, narrowed eyes on her and Emma opened her mouth in her own defense.

			“The last time I saw Christopher was at our high school graduation,” she said quietly. “Then I saw him Saturday night. I never knew his wife. I never even knew where he was living.”

			Jerry eyed the front door as if considering escape, then shook his head. “I’ll wait for the official statement,” he said dryly and refilled his own glass. “Never a dull moment in this house, I will say that.” He gestured with his pipe at the wooden spoon still clutched in her hand. “Your sauce is burning.”

			Emma rolled her eyes. “Hell.”

			* * *

			Christopher leaned back against Megan’s door, completely at a loss for words. His daughter sat on her bed, arms crossed tightly over her chest, her face to the wall, her back to him. He racked his brain, trying to think of one time, any one time he’d mentioned Emma. He couldn’t think of a single time.

			“Megan. Talk to me, honey.” He stepped forward, put a hand on her shoulder. She jerked it away. “Megan, please.”

			“Please what, Dad?” Her voice was cold. Terribly adult.

			Christopher shook his head helplessly. “I don’t understand.” Again he put his hand on her shoulder. Again she pulled away. “Megan . . . I never even talked to Dr. Townsend after high school. She had nothing to do with your mother and me.”

			Megan’s laugh was bitter. “She had everything to do with the two of you.”

			He pushed a stuffed bear off her desk chair and sank into it. “Megan, I was never unfaithful to your mother. Not once. Not ever.”

			Megan kept her gaze fixed steadfastly on the wall. “Mom found a stack of letters, Dad.” She twisted to pin him with a glare. “Love letters that went way beyond high school.”

			Christopher blinked. Mona had seen the letters he’d written to Emma. They’d been largely innocent. The musings of a young college boy, miles from home. Truly alone for the first time in his life. Almost like a diary, they’d been. But he’d stopped writing them. The day he’d decided to propose to Mona he put the stack of letters away, determined to never write another. And he hadn’t. Not until Saturday night. I should have torn them up, he thought, damning his own sentimentality.

			He cleared his throat. “Your mother must have been hurt,” he said quietly.

			Megan chuckled harshly. “You think?”

			“I never wrote any letters after I asked your mother to marry me, Megan. That’s the truth.”

			“No, you just said her name in your sleep.”

			Christopher’s mouth dropped open. “What? Your mother told you that?”

			His daughter sucked in her cheeks, willing herself not to cry. “Once, when she was visiting. Right after your divorce. I went to stay with her in her hotel and I woke up in the night, crying. She was awake. I asked her why she left us. Why she left you. She . . .” Megan looked away, her lips trembling. “She’d been drinking. She told me.”

			Christopher swallowed hard. He’d suspected Mona drank too much, but to do so when their daughter was with her . . . “She drank when you visited her?”

			Megan’s fingers nervously plucked at the bedspread. “Yeah. The last time, it was bad. I almost wasn’t able to wake her up the next day. When she finally did wake up, she was embarrassed. I think that’s why she hasn’t come back.”

			So much for unsupervised visitation, Christopher thought grimly. He’d make sure that didn’t happen again. But that wasn’t the biggest problem at the moment. His daughter’s resentment of Emma threatened whatever future they could possibly have. “I wish your mother had told me. I could have told her the truth. I may have loved Emma in high school, but your mother was the woman I married. Your mother was the woman I wanted to build a life with. Your mother was the one who chose to walk away, Megan. Not me.”

			Megan narrowed her eyes, dark like Mona’s. “We could have gone with her.”

			“To South America? Would you have wanted to uproot yourself, to move to a foreign country, learn a new language? She wouldn’t have stayed home with us any more there than she did here, honey. We would have been alone there, too.”

			Her eyes flashed. “Are you sleeping with her? With Emma?”

			Christopher flinched at the venom in her tone. “Megan.”

			“Well, are you?”

			He met her eyes. “No. But if I decide to, that’s my business, sweetheart.”

			Her nervous hands stilled on the bedspread. “And what I say doesn’t matter.”

			Christopher leaned his head back and studied her ceiling for several seconds before once again meeting her eyes. “Of course it does. But, Megan, I’ve done nothing wrong here. I never once cheated on your mother, no matter what she thought. If she’d trusted me enough to talk to me about this, perhaps it never would have gone this far. But it did and she’s gone. I have to go on with my life, too, honey. Emma is a wonderful person. I have confidence that once you give her a chance, you’ll see it, too.”

			Megan turned away. “Don’t hold your breath,” she muttered.

			With a sigh, Christopher stood up. “I’ll call you when it’s dinnertime.”

			“Don’t bother. I’d rather starve than eat anything she made.”

			Shaking his head, Christopher took his leave, closing her door behind him. He found Emma in the kitchen boiling pasta and Jerry leaning against the doorjamb, silently watching her with a frown. “I’m sorry, Emma,” he said and she looked up, troubled, but said nothing. Jerry, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have any such hesitation.

			“What did she mean?” he asked.

			Christopher glanced at Jerry and sighed. “I apparently talk in my sleep. That, paired with some old letters Mona found . . .” He shrugged. “She drew her own conclusions. They were wrong. Unfortunately she told Megan one night when she was drunk.” He rubbed his brow. “Mona, not Megan.”

			“I figured that,” Jerry said dryly.

			“I never cheated on Mona, Jerry. Not once. She can’t say the same though.”

			Emma’s eyes widened, but still she said nothing, just watched while silently stirring the boiling pasta. Jerry cleared his throat.

			“How did you know that?”

			“She told me, one night when she’d been drinking too much.” Christopher poured himself a drink, studied it, then dumped the contents of his glass down the sink in disgust. “Never told me who the guy was. She told me to hurt me. That was a few months before she left. I never understood why she was so angry with me. I still don’t understand why she never just asked me.”

			“Maybe she was afraid of what she’d hear,” Jerry said, sadly, Emma thought. “I’ve got work to do. I’ll see you tomorrow, Chris. Emma, a pleasure to meet you.”

			The front door closed and it was quiet. She could feel Christopher watching her move around his kitchen. “Say something, Emma.”

			Emma sighed. “I don’t know what to say. I’ve made an enemy of your child, completely unintentionally. I don’t want to make it worse. I’ll go to a hotel.”

			He shook his head. “No, you won’t. I brought you here to keep you safe. I can’t do that if you’re in a hotel. Megan will just have to understand.”

			Emma opened cabinets until she found plates and pulled three from the stack. “Megan is a thirteen-year-old girl. They don’t `understand.’ Even if her mother didn’t blame me, Megan would have trouble accepting her father with any woman. The Don CeSar has great security. I’ll be safe there.”

			“You’re not going anywhere,” Christopher insisted with a frown. “I’ve done nothing wrong, Emma. You’ve done nothing wrong. Mona, on the other hand, did quite a bit wrong and she’s off in South America living her own life. You’re here because there’s a real threat. Even Detective Harris thought so. When this is settled, we’ll talk about you going to a hotel. But not until then and certainly not tonight.”

			Emma could see from the set of his jaw that argument was futile at the moment. “So what did the detective say when you talked to him on the way back from Megan’s school?” she asked instead, setting the table, pushing aside the terrible feeling that Christopher’s daughter could nix whatever newfound relationship they had before it ever really started. Instead Emma wrapped herself in the warmth of setting a table for more than one. Let herself wish. Just a little.

			“He asked how far we’d gotten on processing the samples Darrell had been gathering. I told him that with Tanya gone the work would take longer.” He clenched his jaw. “I don’t want to think about where she is.”

			“What did the detective say about her?”

			“That she’s still missing. He’s assuming foul play. I guess I know it too, but I don’t want to admit it yet.” He steeled his shoulders. “He’s asked us to step up the pace on testing the samples Darrell was working on when he was killed. I’ll go in myself after dinner to do some of her work.” He frowned. “I guess you and Megan will have to come with me. I won’t leave either of you here alone, especially after dark.”

			And won’t Megan be happy about that? Emma thought wryly, but left it alone. “I can help you with the testing,” she said, “as long as it’s nothing too complicated. I majored in chemistry, too. I can be a lab assistant if you want.” She skimmed a spoon over the simmering sauce and lifted it to his lips, catching his gaze. And her breath.

			He touched his tongue to the spoon, his eyes heating. “I’d appreciate the help. You make a good sauce, Emma.”

			“You’re just saying that because it’s not Hamburger Helper,” she teased, her cheeks warm from his light praise. “You must have two dozen boxes of Hamburger and Tuna Helper in your pantry.”

			“Neither Megan nor I cook very often,” he admitted. “More often than not Jerry brings a bucket of chicken.”

			“I’d scold you for eating all that fat, but it doesn’t seem to have hurt you that much.” Her eyes dropped the length of him, all the way to his toes and back up again.

			He threaded his fingers through her hair and tilted her face up for a soft kiss. “You didn’t age too badly yourself.” Quickly he disengaged himself and lifted the pot from the stove. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.” He glanced at the table where she’d set three places. “Megan said she’d rather starve than eat with us.”

			“Then we’ll make her a plate and she can eat later. Don’t push her, Christopher. Give her time to get used to the idea.”

			Gently he grasped her chin, tilting her face up again. “The idea of what?”

			Emma licked her lower lip, then bit it. “Of us. Of me being part of your life.”

			“Are you getting used to the idea, Emma?”

			“Yes. I think I am.”

			His blue eyes flashed with a look of triumph he either couldn’t or didn’t bother to hide. “Then Megan will come around. She’s a smart girl, loving and generous. She’ll eventually see that this makes me happy. That it will make her happy, too.”

			But Emma remembered the blatant hatred in the girl’s eyes and could only pray Christopher was right. Because if his daughter didn’t approve . . . Emma had counseled enough “spliced” families to know the pressure angry stepchildren could put on new relationships. Even the best case wasn’t good at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Tuesday, March 2, 1:30 a.m.

			Ian inspected Emma’s results. “You’re a quick study, Dr. Townsend.”

			Emma lifted one corner of her mouth at the sour admiration in his tone. He’d been vocally opposed to her “help” when Christopher had first brought her to the lab. She’d disturb their samples, she’d do more harm than good. It wasn’t until Ian moaned that they’d have to babysit her to make sure she didn’t poison herself or blow them all up that Christopher snapped at him to “Be quiet and show her how to run the damned tests.” Now, after running several samples with no harm to the lab, its occupants or her own person, it seemed she’d earned a little respect.

			“Thank you, Ian. I got nothing out of the ordinary from the samples I tested, though. None of them tested positive for anything.”

			“Mine either,” Nate said grimly from the lab table next to Emma’s. “What we have is a shitload of plain dirt. I’ve been here for seventeen hours and I know nothing more than when I walked in this morning.” He threw his pen to the table in disgust. “Dammit.”

			Her shoulders sagging, Emma looked at the rows of little glass bottles filled with dirt lined up along the lab table, watched them blur. They could be here another seventeen hours and still have more samples to test. Blinking hard, she made her eyes focus on her watch. They’d been hard at work for hours, mostly in silence, Megan Walker asleep on a sofa in the next room. Sleep was beginning to sound pretty good to Emma, too.

			“Gentlemen, I’m starting to run on fumes. I didn’t sleep most of last night.” She glanced across the glaring white of the lab to where Christopher was frowning at a computer screen filled with numbers and graphs.

			“He’s trying to find anything to tie these samples together,” Ian murmured.

			But Christopher had found nothing, Emma knew. Not so far. She sat down on the stool at the lab table. “How would anyone know what Darrell was working on? Someone had to have known. He’d be alive otherwise.”

			Ian rubbed the back of his neck wearily. “I don’t know. Detective Harris has asked us that same question, a dozen different ways. Nate and I have racked our brains trying to think of how anyone would have known, but we come up blank.”

			Nate scowled. “Nobody knew except us.”

			“Well, the guy at the USDA office knows,” Emma said thoughtfully.

			Ian lifted a brow. “Yes, Sutton knows, but none of our reports have listed anything but code numbers for the samples. There was nothing that would seem suspicious.”

			“To you, perhaps. It meant something to somebody, Ian.”

			“Tanya knew,” Nate said flatly. “Did you see how she went pale when Harris opened Darrell’s notebook yesterday morning? She knew something. And now she’s gone, too. Doesn’t take a rocket scientist to connect the damn dots.”

			“Christopher said that nothing you were working on was secret. There would have been no reason for her not to talk about it. Perhaps she said something innocently.”

			“To who?” Ian wanted to know. “We’re working with dirt here. It’s not exciting. Not a bit of intrigue. It’s not like the newspapers or anybody else is standing in line to get a peek at our data. The only people who care are at the USDA’s office. Bloody hell.”

			“This new test of yours,” Emma said, ignoring his impatience. “It replaces somebody else’s test, right?”

			Nate nodded. “Yeah. But if you’re thinking that the somebody who owns the right to the old test is pissed off about being superseded, you’re wrong. The tests aren’t like your book,” he said, his own impatience combining with a condescension that annoyed her. “It’s not like every time somebody uses it to test soil you get a royalty. The test is published in USDA literature. In this business there are no secret tests that could make somebody rich. They just don’t exist. So there’s no motive there.”

			“What about the samples themselves?” she asked. “You said it was soil samples that were destroyed last month. Where were the samples taken from?”

			Ian’s tone was downright cross. “We’ve already looked at that as well, Dr. Townsend. I know you’re trying to help, but you’re not. Whatever you could think of to ask, we’ve asked.” He stopped short of asking her to leave, but his intent was clear.

			Emma glanced across the room. Christopher had stopped typing and was watching the conversation with narrowed eyes. He opened his mouth as if to rebuke his students, but Emma shook her head. “Gentlemen. I’m not just `trying to help’ here. I am involved, whether you like it or not. Somebody thought I knew something yesterday. He broke into my house, tied me up, and tore my house apart. I don’t know that I wouldn’t have ended up like Darrell if I hadn’t managed to call the police.” She let the statement hang, saw their eyes drop. “My house is a crime scene, and I won’t feel safe going back there until this thing is cleared up. So if I annoy you by asking questions, that’s just too damn bad. Now it’s late. I assume you’re as tired as I am. Why don’t we all get some sleep and come back tomorrow and try this again?”

			Nate bit the inside of his jaw. “I’m sorry, Dr. Townsend. You’re right. We’re tired, but that doesn’t excuse us being rude.”

			Ian jerked a nod. “Ditto. Ow.” He winced when Nate elbowed him, hard. “I’m sorry, all right?” He rubbed his side. “Dammit, Nate.”

			Emma inclined her head. “All right. Tomorrow, then, gentlemen.” She waited until they were gone, then turned to Christopher. “Sorry. Your grad students pissed me off.”

			One corner of Christopher’s mouth lifted. “Do your worst. Nate tends to have a temper and Ian whines. Darrell yelled at them at least once a day. They were due.” He came to stand behind her, his hands gently massaging her stiff shoulders. “My students get a stipend for their work here. How will I pay you?”

			“It’s been a long time since I’ve had a massage. Feels good.” She dropped her head to give him access to her neck, lifting her eyes to the long row of samples yet to be tested. “Were all these bottles here the night Darrell was killed?”

			His hands stilled. “Yes, why?”

			“Why didn’t whoever killed him destroy them? They destroyed them before, when they broke in, why not destroy the samples when they killed him?”

			Christopher’s hands slid from her shoulders. “They wanted it to look like an accident. If they messed up the lab, it wouldn’t. Darrell gathered all these samples.”

			“How do you know where he took them from?”

			“Each one is labeled with a code. Darrell kept a list of the codes along with map coordinates. Some of these came from around town. Some came from other parts of the state. I gave the map coordinates to Harris yesterday morning.” Christopher frowned, looking at the codes of the untested samples, then at the codes on the empty bottles tested throughout the day. “There’s a block of numbers missing.”

			“What do you mean, missing?”

			“The codes go along with geographies. All the numbers starting with one came from here in Pinellas County. All the numbers starting with two came from the county next to us and so on. There are no codes starting with seven. Not one.”

			Emma sat up straighter, suddenly awake. “Maybe they were taken.”

			He turned, his brow furrowed. “No. I checked the samples myself against the list Darrell had been working on, after Harris left yesterday morning. I hadn’t really believed Darrell had been murdered before that. It was too crazy an idea to be true. I don’t think Darrell had finished gathering all the samples.”

			“So somebody stopped him before he could get to geography number seven?”

			Christopher was back at the computer, frantically tapping keys, pulling up the scanned copy of Darrell’s last notebook, the one that was missing. The one the murderer had taken with him. “Here are the areas where Darrell was collecting samples. Number seven was an area about a hundred miles north of here.”

			“Then I guess we’re making a trip up there tomorrow,” Emma murmured, looking over his shoulder. “Should we take Megan with us?”

			“No. She’ll be safe in school with the resource officer.” He shut off the computer. “Let me wake Megan up so we can get her home and into bed.”

		
			* * *

				Tuesday, March 2, 2:30 a.m.

			“Did she ever wake up?” Emma asked when Christopher walked into the kitchen. She was making herself a cup of herbal tea, a ritual she’d developed during her year on the road. She was exhausted, but too wired to sleep.

			Christopher pulled a bottle of water from the refrigerator. “Nope. Kid can sleep anywhere, anytime, even on her feet. When Mona was on the road I’d sometimes take Megan into the lab if I needed to check on an experiment that had to run all night. She’d always curl up and sleep on the sofa. Getting her to sleep has never been the problem. Now, getting her to wake up in time for school, that’s always fun.” He eyed the tea now steeping in a sturdy cup. “Does that help you sleep?”

			“Doesn’t seem to hurt. Want me to make you some?”

			His eyes flashed and her skin begin to heat. His gaze was hot, palpable as a touch. When he’d gotten that look before, he’d kissed her, and she wanted him to, right now. There was something both soothing and dangerous about a kiss in a quiet kitchen. Forbidden, even. But he abruptly dropped his eyes to the bottle he held in his hand.

			“Emma, do me a favor and take your tea and go to bed.”

			Disappointment speared. “Christopher—”

			“Please,” he interrupted. “I’m tired and worried.” He blew out a breath. “And I want you so much I can’t think straight, but you said you weren’t ready to go to bed with me and I respect that. I just don’t think I have enough willpower to do the right thing tonight.”

			She backed away, unspeakably aroused, the steaming cup of tea hot between her palms, an almost equal heat between her legs. Wondering what the right thing really was. “Good night, Christopher. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			She sat down on the spare bedroom bed, conscious that his bedroom was directly next to hers. The house was L-shaped, their bedroom windows facing both the channel and each other. The light in his room came on and she could see the shadow of his body pacing back and forth. Like a large panther stuck in a small cage. She could feel his worry, his anger. One student dead, another missing. His daughter angry and hurt even though he’d done nothing. And then there’s me, Emma thought. A face from his past, the one he’d wanted first, with the ardency of young love. He was a good boy. Now he’s a good man. And Emma knew she wanted him, too.

			She heard his muttered oath through the wall and the light in his room switched off. Senses, thoughts, emotions reeling, Emma climbed beneath the covers. A hundred times she told herself to stay where she was, but still she wished. And finally she slept.


			* * *

			Tuesday, March 2, 10:00 p.m.

			The trip north to Darrell’s area seven was made without incident and with very little conversation. Christopher informed Harris of his plans; then he and Emma drove up the coast, collected samples from the locations Darrell had marked in his notes, then climbed back into Christopher’s old car for a quiet ride back, arriving in St. Pete just in time to pick a taciturn Megan up from school. Through the day Christopher was impressed with Emma’s ability to respect his need for silence. Many women would have needed to fill the gaps with idle chitchat, but Emma had spoken when necessary, assisted him at every stop, often anticipating his needs before he could voice them.

			Back at his house, Emma made dinner as she had the evening before, and as she had the evening before, Megan declared she’d rather starve than eat with them. But unlike the evening before, Christopher stood firm. Megan would eat with them, or not at all, so the girl sat at the table angrily eating a grilled pork chop. But Christopher noticed the bone was gnawed clean and not a morsel of vegetables remained on Megan’s plate. However Megan felt, she appreciated Emma’s culinary skills. That was at least a start.

			After dinner the three of them were back at the lab. It was quiet when they arrived, Christopher having called ahead to tell Ian and Nate to go home and get some rest.

			“I don’t see why I have to come with you again,” Megan muttered, throwing herself down on the sofa in the lounge, her algebra book under one arm.

			“Because I said so,” Christopher returned sharply, then drew a deep breath. “Megan, I know this has been difficult for you, but please put yourself in my place. Darrell is dead and Tanya is missing. Emma was attacked. I need you to be safe.”

			His daughter’s face paled as she fully comprehended the implication. “I could have gone to Uncle Jerry’s.”

			“I should have asked him to come and stay with you, but I didn’t think of it. Megan, please. Just do your homework.” He sent her a look of paternal entreaty. “Please.”

			Her teeth gritted, Megan gave a curt nod. “Fine.”

			Emma was already in the lab, goggles and gloves in place. “Let’s get started.”

			Christopher took the glass bottles filled with dirt samples from the box in which he’d been carrying them. “What if none of these are unusual?”

			“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” she replied evenly.

			Three hours later she put her pen down. “I’ve botched this or I found something.”

			He was at her side in a flash, frowning at the numbers she’d neatly printed in the notebook. “That sample came from where, Emma?”

			She consulted her list, then looked up, her eyes deeply troubled. “It was the construction area we visited before lunch. They’d already put up two high-rise condos and had a third building mostly done. The sign said it would be a medical center.”

			Christopher closed his eyes, not wanting to accept the numbers on the page. “Built on land with dioxin levels a hundred times higher than the safe limit. My God. That land is worthless. No one should have built anything there.”

			“Somebody knew,” Emma murmured. “And didn’t want you all to find out.”

			“I need to call Harris,” Christopher said.

			* * *

			Harris was a hard man, Emma thought. He reminded her of the detective that had worked Will’s murder. She wondered how these men and women dealt with death and the grieving of helpless families day after day. Some turned off their emotions, she supposed. It was purely self-preservation to do so. Now he stood before them, his expression unreadable as he looked at their findings, penned in Emma’s own hand.

			“This testing should have been done as part of issuing a building permit,” Christopher said. “We should look into the company that did the testing. Somebody there should know about this. It could be one tester who was paid to keep the results a secret. It could be the testing company is crooked. Either way, there’s no way any test could miss dioxin levels this high.”

			“What would cause this kind of contamination, Professor?” Harris asked.

			Christopher shrugged wearily. “Dioxin is a by-product of a lot of industries. Was, anyway. Most industries have found ways not to produce it, or heavily control the way they dispose of their factory waste. This contamination could have been there for thirty, forty years. Darrell’s area seven hit a population boom recently. The land was probably not being used before, but when somebody wanted to build on it, this showed up. I can give you our samples and draw you a map showing where we took these from.”

			“I’ll take the map now, but I think I’ll request our lab send someone out for the samples,” Harris said. “I don’t even like looking at that stuff in the little bottles.”

			“Think about your kids playing in it,” Christopher said, his jaw clenched as he sketched the map. “Sonsofbitches, keeping this secret. Entire towns have been evacuated with dioxin levels this high.” He folded the paper with vicious creases. “Well, at least this made your trip out here worthwhile for once.”

			Harris pocketed the map with a sigh. “Professor, I was actually going to come by here tonight anyway.”

			Christopher flinched, his face going gray. “Tanya?”

			“We found her body,” Harris said heavily. “I’m sorry.”

			Emma slipped her hands over Christopher’s shoulders as he sagged onto a stool in front of her. He cleared his throat harshly. “Where did you find her?”

			“In the park just outside the University.”

			“How?”

			Harris clearly hesitated. “She was strangled.”

			Christopher shuddered under her hands. “Have you told her family?”

			“Yes. I just came from her aunt’s house where her parents were staying. They’d flown in from Iowa yesterday afternoon.”

			“I should go see them,” Christopher murmured, his voice breaking.

			Emma lowered her brow to his shoulder. “I’ll go with you, if you want.”

			He jerked a nod, for a moment unable to speak. Then he whispered, “Emma, she was only twenty-two years old. Just a kid. How could this happen?”

			Emma jumped when Harris gripped Christopher’s arm. The detective’s eyes flickered with compassion. “Professor, do you know if she was seeing someone?”

			“No, I don’t. She could have been, I guess, but she never mentioned anyone.”

			“Did she go out a lot, with other friends, maybe?”

			Christopher’s laugh was mirthless. “She was a grad student. She didn’t have any money for entertain . . .” The thought trailed off and he sucked in a breath, straightening his spine. “Wait. About two weeks ago, she was heating up a meal in the microwave in the lounge. It wasn’t her usual Chef Boyardee and I remember asking her about it. She said it was . . .” He grimaced. “I don’t remember . . . Some French dish. It was in a foam box, like you get at restaurants. I teased her that I was paying her too much if she could afford restaurants like that and she blushed. Said she hadn’t paid the check herself. Ian teased her about having a boyfriend and that made her really mad.”

			“Why would a twenty-two-year-old girl be upset over having a boyfriend?” Emma asked. “Especially one that took her to fancy French restaurants.” She looked at Harris shrewdly. “Why do you ask, Detective?”

			“When she disappeared yesterday I went back to check my notes from my interviews with her after Darrell’s death. She’d been home sick the night before. It struck me as a little coincidental that she’d be sick the night he was killed.” Harris shrugged. “Coupled with the fact that her ID had been used to enter the lab when the vandalism was done a month ago . . . It didn’t add up. I asked her aunt how she got home that night, when she was sick.”

			“Tanya didn’t have a car,” Christopher said numbly. “She used the bus.”

			“That’s what her aunt said. But somebody dropped her off that night. Her aunt remembered hearing a car door slam just before Tanya staggered in. She had a high fever that night, but the next day was fine.”

			“Food poisoning?” Emma asked.

			“Maybe. The ME’s doing a tox screen, but if it was garden-variety food poisoning, it won’t show up. Regardless, somebody brought her home. Somebody she trusted. She didn’t call anybody to take her home from your phone here. I checked the LUDs. I’m pulling her cell phone LUDs so we may get a lead there. She was shocked to find Darrell had been murdered on Sunday, Professor. You weren’t looking at her face, but I was. If she knew something, suspected someone, she may have confronted them.”

			“And they killed her.” Christopher slowly stood up. “Like they killed Darrell. What about my other students, Detective? Will you have them protected?”

			“I’ve got unmarked cars sitting outside both Ian and Nate’s residences.”

			Christopher shook his head. “I hope Ian doesn’t see them. He’s so damn sure you’re going to deport him, this will just underscore his paranoia.”

			“Why is Ian so afraid he’ll be deported?” Emma asked. “What has he done?”

			Harris waved his hand. “Some protests back in Scotland when he was just a kid. His record’s been clean ever since. I’m not INS. I’m not going to deport him. I just want to know who killed two people. Now we know someone stood to gain or lose financially from you analyzing those soil samples, but we still don’t know their connection to this lab or to you. Someone followed you this weekend, saw you pass what they thought was information to you, Dr. Townsend. We still need to know who that person is.”

			“Because that person probably killed Darrell and Tanya.” Christopher’s voice hardened.

			“That’s my thinking, Professor. Now I’m going to see if I can find somebody who can get into state building permit records after closing hours. I’ll call you when I know something. For now, go home and get some rest.” With a nod of his head, he was gone, leaving Emma and Christopher staring at each other.

			“I’m sorry, Christopher,” Emma said quietly. “I’m so sorry.”

			“Why?” Megan asked from the doorway, taking her headphones off her ears. “Who was that guy that just left?”

			Christopher sighed. “That was the detective working Darrell’s death, honey. I don’t know how to tell you this . . . so I’ll just tell you. Tanya’s dead.”

			Megan’s composure crumbled. “Oh, Daddy, no.” She rushed into his arms, tears coursing down her face, and Christopher rocked her. Emma stood to the side, feeling like a third wheel and ashamed of herself for feeling so. They were grieving. They needed each other. Then Christopher met her eyes over Megan’s head and the sorrow in his gaze made any feelings of isolation disappear. He needs me, too.

			“Let’s go home, Punkin,” Christopher murmured. “You need to sleep.”

		
			* * *

				Tuesday, March 2, 11:35 p.m.

			As she had the night before, Emma stood at the spare bedroom window, watching for Christopher to appear in his room. The trip back from the lab had been tense, to say the least. Megan, still weeping, had pushed past Emma to climb in the front seat, next to her father. Christopher had opened his mouth to tell Megan to move, but Emma shook her head and took the backseat, listening to Megan’s sniffling the whole way.

			She had no doubt that Megan was devastated over Tanya’s death. According to Christopher, Megan was close to all his students, so she had a real right to her grief. But Emma was equally positive that Megan had seen this as an opportunity to insert herself between Emma and her father, an adolescent attempt to sever a relationship of which the young girl didn’t approve. So while annoyance tickled at the back of Emma’s neck, compassion for the girl overwhelmed. Her life had been turned upside down, as had Emma’s and Christopher’s. But adults had the maturity to deal with such upheaval. A thirteen-year-old girl did not.

			When they’d arrived back at the house Christopher had tucked his daughter into bed, rubbing her back as she cried herself to sleep, and once again Emma had felt out of place. In the way. Christopher and Megan had lost two people they’d loved, two people Emma would never know. Helpless to comfort either of them, Emma made herself a cup of tea and went to her room. Stood at the window. And waited.

			The sounds of the shower running were followed by various soft bumps and thuds as he prepared for bed. Emma stood there, drinking in the sounds after so many months alone, remembering what it felt like to wait for Will as he got ready for bed. Watching as he’d gone through his regular little routine, knowing that in a few minutes Will would be next to her in their bed, holding her tight. She craved that now, that closeness, the knowledge that she wasn’t alone. Craved the feeling of a man’s arms around her. Christopher’s arms.

			Eventually the light switched on in Christopher’s room and once again, he began to pace. But he covered the breadth of his room only once before leaning his forehead against his window, his shoulders sagging. Then heaving. Again and again.

			He was crying. Soundlessly weeping. The sight broke Emma’s heart. Her feet moved and she made no move to stop them. Carefully she opened his bedroom door and slipped inside. He still stood at the window, shirtless, head bowed, his arms crossed hard over his bare chest, the corded muscles of his arms and back clenching with each shuddering breath he drew. She pushed away the tug of desire at the sight of him. He was grieving and with this she was trained to deal. “Christopher.”

			His back went ramrod straight. He kept his face carefully averted. “Did you need something?” The tears had thickened his voice and he cleared his throat.

			“Is Megan all right?”

			“She’s upset, afraid. She’s worried that I might be next.”

			An icy fist gripped her gut. “I’ve thought of that,” Emma replied, her voice certainly more controlled than she felt at the moment. “Haven’t you?”

			“Let them come,” he said with barely restrained fury. “I’d welcome the chance to do to them what they did to Tanya. She was too small to fight back. I’m not.”

			Emma pursed her lips, hard. “Don’t talk like that. Whoever is behind this has killed twice, Christopher. Tanya may not have been able to fight back, but Darrell was a healthy young man. Don’t you think he fought for his life?”

			His shoulders sagged. “I haven’t been able to think of anything else.”

			“None of this is your fault, Christopher,” she said quietly.

			“I know,” he said bitterly. “But that doesn’t give much comfort to their parents.”

			Tentatively she approached, close enough to smell the soap from his shower. His sagging shoulders straightened as if he’d been electrocuted. Perhaps he had. God only knew her skin was almost painfully sensitized. “You’ll help find the person who did this. That will bring resolution to their parents. Comfort will come. In time.”

			Lightly she ran her hand across his bare back and he sucked in a breath. Gritted his teeth. “Emma. Please. Go away.”

			The muscles in his back quivered under her palm. “Is that what you want?”

			He turned his head then, his face hard, his cheeks streaked. His eyes wet. Yet still they burned. “You know it’s not.”

			Gently she pried free one of his hands. Cupped his palm against her cheek and kissed his hand. Then slid it lower to cup her breast through the modest cotton sleep shirt she wore. Waited, breath pent until his hand took her, greedily kneading, his thumb flicking against her rigid nipple. The breath she held rushed out in a gasp of pleasure.

			“You’re sure this is what you want?” he whispered fiercely.

			“Yes.” She clamped her teeth over her lower lip, biting back the moan that surely would have echoed off the walls. “Please.”

			No sooner had the plea passed her lips than her nightshirt was on the floor and she was in his arms, scooped up effortlessly, held tight against his thundering heart. Then she was laid down on his bed, so reverently she wanted to sigh.

			He stood at the edge of his bed, his bare chest rising and falling with the silent, labored breaths he drew. He stared down, those wonderful blue eyes nearly black with passion. His eyes traveled the length of her body, taking in her breasts, making them tingle in anticipation. He ran a finger down her stomach, lightly, making her nerves quiver and jump. He hooked that finger just inside the elastic band of the plain white cotton panties she wished were lace instead. Then she didn’t care what they were made of because the finger dipped lower, questing.

			Finding. She arched her back, pressing closer to the finger that seemed to know exactly how to touch her, and watched his powerful body shudder. With need. For me.

			She reached up, cupped his rigid erection through his jeans. His head fell backward when she wrapped her fingers around him, touching him for the first time. She leaned up and tugged at the snap of his jeans, then slowly pulled at the tab of his zipper, feeling him throb beneath her fingertips. Then reached inside his briefs. He was hot and hard and silky. Ready. God, he was ready. For me.

			She was touching him. Finally. It was heaven. Hell. And everything in between. A surge of lust barreled through him with the force of a hurricane, snapping his body into motion. Jerkily he pushed his jeans to the floor and yanked her panties down her legs. And stared. She was exquisite. Better than any fantasy his mind had ever conjured, every one of which was tumbling through his mind. He wanted them all, knew he’d have them all. She was here, in his bed, looking up at him with raw hunger that literally brought him to his knees, and he knew which fantasy he’d have first.

			Kneeling by the bed he scooped his arms beneath her back and lifted her, repositioning her. Slipped her smooth thighs over his shoulders. And felt her entire body jolt when he kissed her hot wet heat. Heard her muffled whimper when his tongue delved deep. Felt his own climax inexorably building when she arched and bucked and thrashed beneath his mouth, driving him even deeper. Then her body went completely stiff, her thighs closing hard, bringing him even closer, and he rode the wave of her orgasm until she collapsed, panting, gasping, her thighs trembling as he feathered kisses across her skin.

			Carefully, very carefully, he stood and clenched his teeth against the vicious need to take her. He’d hurt her if he wasn’t slow, if he wasn’t careful. She was lying limply on his bedspread, one arm flung above her head, her hand open, twitching still. The other hand was fisted against her mouth and her eyes were closed. She looked . . .

			Like every dream he’d ever had. He’d slip into her now, he thought, fighting the urge to thrust himself inside her. He’d gently rock her to another orgasm. Then I’ll let myself come. That’s what I’ll do. He leaned forward, meaning to press a soft kiss to her shoulder, when her eyes opened, dark and brown and turbulent.

			And hot. God, she was hot. For me. Slowly she moved the hand that covered her mouth. “Christopher.” She mouthed his name, no sound emerging. “Please.”

			And his control snapped. Frantically he pulled her to the middle of the bed, shocked when she dug her heels into the mattress to help him. More shocked when her small hands pulled him down on her, grabbing his buttocks, pulling him closer.

			“Dammit, Emma.” His breath was hot in her ear, his harsh whispers thrilling her. “I need to go slow.”

			She shook her head, her whisper desperate to her own ears. “No, you don’t. I need you now. Now, Christopher.” And she couldn’t stop the small cry of satisfaction when with one hard thrust he was inside her. Filling her. He felt . . . so good.

			He pushed his body above her, his biceps cording as he held himself still. His eyes were closed, his expression . . . reverent. He shuddered once. Then began to move. Slow and hard, his face set with an almost grim resolve.

			She could feel him, every stroke of his hips stirring embers of sensation that had been dormant too long. She arched, drawing him deeper still, and he groaned.

			“I wanted to make this last. But I can’t.” His thrusts took new power and the bedspread scratched her back as the force of his thrusts moved her up the bed. She was climbing again, unbelievably. She’d thought herself emptied after the first climax, but it wasn’t so. The second peak took her by surprise and she cried out, his hand covering her mouth to stifle the sound as she shuddered. His thrusts grew frantic and fast. Then he stiffened, his chest expanding, his teeth bared as he spilled himself deep into her body.

			Then collapsed against her, shaking. “My God,” he breathed. “My God. Emma.”

			She pressed her lips to the side of his neck, hot and sweaty. So strong. And she said nothing. There were simply no words.

			Still shaking, he rolled them to their sides, his hands on her butt, his body still buried deep inside hers. She wondered if, after all those years, it had been what he’d hoped. She didn’t have to wonder long.

			His lips grazed her ear, vibrating gently as he hummed in completion. “That was more than I ever dared to hope for.”

			She said nothing and he leaned back, anxious to see her face. Wondering if he’d hurt her. Afraid he’d see regret in her eyes. But it wasn’t regret. It was awe. And intense satisfaction. The worries he’d harbored, worries that he wouldn’t be able to please her as her husband had, just disappeared. She stared at him, as if stunned. Maybe she’d never come twice before. But Christopher was wise enough not to ask. He’d pleased her and that was all that mattered. And if he had his way, he thought, pulling the blanket around them, he’d please her again before the night was over.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			St. Pete, Wednesday, March 3, 1:15 a.m.

			He waited in the shadows of the trees, dreading what was to come, knowing he would be unable to stop it. The crunch of gravel was like ground glass in his gut. Andrews was here. The heavy footsteps behind him stopped and there was a scratch of a match, the flare of a flame. Andrews took a long drag on his cigarette, blew it out.

			“Walker was up at the site today.”

			Nausea rolled through him. “I know.”

			“If Walker doesn’t know now, within days he will. It’s just a matter of time.”

			“I won’t kill him,” he hissed. Vehemently.

			Andrews just chuckled, sending the chill of wet sweat dripping down his back. “You know, for a man who can be tied to two murders . . .” Andrews took another deep drag on the cigarette, making him wish for one of his own. “One phone call from me and you’ll be locked up tight. And Walker would still die if I wanted him to.”

			“If Walker dies, it will all come back to you. Your company will go under.”

			“If Walker dies, yes, that’s probably true, especially now that you killed the Meyer woman.” Cold fury edged Andrews’s voice. “I never told you to kill her. Why did you?”

			“Tanya suspected. I had to.” He was trembling now, the vile memory of choking the life out of Tanya’s body rising above his fear of Andrews. “The night Darrell . . .”

			“The night you killed Darrell Roberts,” Andrews supplied acidly.

			He swiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. “I tried to get him out of the lab, tried to get him to go drinking with me, but he insisted he had to work. And if he worked, Tanya would be with him. It’s Walker’s rule. Nobody works alone. I needed to get her out of there, so that night before she went to the lab I made her dinner. She’s allergic . . .” Dammit. Was. “She was allergic to cinnamon. It made her nauseous. I made spicy chili, added the cinnamon in so she wouldn’t taste it, but she did anyway. I told her she was imagining it. When she called me to come get her later that night she told me she knew what it felt like when she ate cinnamon. I denied it again. I told her I didn’t even keep cinnamon in my kitchen. But Sunday, Harris came to the lab, proved Darrell had been murdered. Tanya came to my apartment, went straight to the kitchen.”

			“Where she found the cinnamon because you were too stupid to throw it away.”

			Stupid was exactly what he’d been. “Yes. She remembered me asking questions about Darrell’s work. She was so angry. She accused me of poisoning her, too. She said she was going to Harris with what she knew. I didn’t have any choice. I killed her.” He gritted his teeth. “But no more. I can’t do it again. Not Walker.”

			“No, we won’t kill Walker. We’ll just convince him it’s in his best interest to forget about all of this. You’ll see that his new girlfriend disappears. Make it look like she went home. Then make sure Walker knows she didn’t. If he cooperates, his girlfriend will be the only one who disappears. If he doesn’t, that pretty little girl of his will be next.”


			* * *

						Wednesday, March 3, 5:15 a.m.

			Emma opened one eye to squint at the alarm clock next to Christopher’s bed. It would be dawn soon. She needed to be getting back to her own bed before his daughter woke up. Gingerly she swung her legs over the side of the bed, only to be pulled back, his arm snaking around her waist.

			“Not yet,” he murmured. “Stay a little longer. Please.”

			He’d snuggled up against her, his lips grazing her hip. His eyes were closed but he was very much awake. “That’s what you said the last time I tried to get up.”

			One corner of his mouth lifted in a smug smile. “It worked, too.”

			She had to smile back. “That it did.” It worked. She worked. It hadn’t been until after she’d climaxed in his arms that she’d admitted that she’d been afraid her body wouldn’t function. That she’d never again feel that incredible rush, that explosion of feeling. But feel it she had. Several times during the night, as a matter of fact. But now it was morning and they had to face the ramifications of what they’d done. Sobering, she frowned slightly. “Christopher, what happened here—”

			She was silenced by his fingertips on her lips. He sat up and she averted her eyes from his chest, every square inch of which she’d savored during the night. He was too tempting, she knew. A look would become a kiss, which would become a caress. And she wasn’t certain her body would allow any more of what would follow that. She was sore, inside and out. Even so, she wanted more.

			“Don’t say you’re sorry,” he warned, his voice low, his blue eyes intense.

			Gently she pulled his hand away from her mouth, entwining their fingers. “I wasn’t going to because I’m not. I needed you last night and I think you needed me.”

			“I did. I do.”

			She brought their joined hands to her lips. “What I was going to say is that we shouldn’t assume that what happened here last night . . . well, it may be the start of something permanent and it may not. Either way, this has been a night I’ll never forget. You gave me back myself, Christopher. For that I’m grateful.”

			He let out a heavy breath. “Are you finished?”

			He was hurt. She hadn’t meant to hurt him. “Yes, but—”

			“Emma, please. I know this is happening fast for you. I know you didn’t come down here with the intent of sleeping with me, but I’m damn glad you did. Last night may have been the first time, but it won’t be the last. Wherever we end up.”

			“Will you be able to live with whatever happens? Even if it’s not permanent?”

			He threaded his fingers through her hair and pulled her against him for a soft kiss. “Whatever happens, we will have had the dance, Emma.”

			“That song again. It was years before I could listen to it without wondering where you were. I thought I’d scared you away because I’d danced too close . . .”

			He pulled back far enough for her to see his grimace. “I gave up a whole music category,” he said darkly and she chuckled. “It’s true. It was like some cosmic bad joke. Every time I’d let the radio station land on a country station, that song was playing. And I’d think of you, and wonder if you were happy. I wanted you to be happy, Em,” he whispered. “Wherever you were.”

			She looked into his eyes, seeing so many things. Her old friend, the boy he’d been. Her new friend, the man he’d become. Her new lover. It was overwhelming. “There were times I thought I knew you better than I knew myself,” she murmured. “Why didn’t I see how you felt?”

			“You were so shy about certain things,” he murmured back. “Anything academic was a breeze for you. But anything that had to do with yourself, your self-confidence . . .” He shrugged. “I was afraid to push. Afraid you’d run the other way and I’d lose your friendship. Then that night of the junior prom, I don’t know what came over me. I took a chance. Asked you to dance. You were so scared at first, I could tell. But you relaxed and laid your head against me and I thought my heart would beat right out of my chest. I thought: This is the time. Make your move. But I guess I was shy, too. It was always easier to write letters to you than to talk to you about things like that in person.”

			“They were lovely letters, Christopher. You should have been a poet.” His cheeks darkened and she smiled, delighted. “You do! You write poetry, too?”

			“Not very good poetry,” he admitted. He tilted his head, his eyes suddenly very serious. “We were careless last night, Em.”

			Emma caught her breath. They’d made love three times and not once used a condom. That wasn’t careless. That was insane. Gathering her thoughts, she sought to reassure him as best she could. “Will was the only man I’d ever been with. There were no others after his death. But I’ll get a test if you want.”

			“That’s not necessary, Emma. And I did get tested when I found out Mona had cheated. Luckily I was clean. I was thinking more about pregnancy.”

			Oh, Lord. Rapidly she counted days in her mind. “It’s dicey, but probably okay.” A shadow of disappointment crossed his face and she blinked at him. “You wanted me to be pregnant? Christopher.”

			He slid back down to the pillows and closed his eyes. “I always did. Do you remember that project in Mr. Bell’s health class where we got a pretend spouse and had to take care of a doll for a week as our pretend kid?”

			“How could I forget?” she grumbled, still reeling. “I was ‘married’ to Skip Loomis.”

			A smile flitted about Christopher’s lips. “I wanted to kill him because he thought the project gave him a right to touch you.”

			Emma shuddered. “Don’t remind me. You got hooked up with Bethany Rigonelli who left your doll at a pot party,” she said smugly. “I hated her.”

			Christopher chuckled. “So did I. I had to explain to Mr. Bell why my doll smelled like the child of sixties flower children. I wanted so badly to be your husband then. I’d watch you carry that doll around like it was real and I’d wish it was real. And mine.”

			“Oh, Christopher, that’s so sweet.”

			“Emma . . . Why didn’t you ever have children with Will?”

			Emma hesitated, then shrugged. “He couldn’t. He’d had mumps when he was a little boy and it left him . . . You know. We were planning to adopt a child. We’d even filled out the initial paperwork. And then he was killed.”

			His eyes opened, regarding her intently. “If we made a baby here, we get married.”

			She sighed, unable to think that far ahead at the moment. “Why don’t we cross that bridge when we get there? For now, I just need to get back to my room before your child wakes up. She doesn’t like me as it is. I don’t want to add fuel to the fire.”

			“I’m sorry, Emma. Mona should never have told her those things. I’ve got to think of a way to undo that damage.”

			Emma slid off the bed and pulled on her nightshirt. “Counseling will help her, Christopher. But I say we get through this current crisis before we tackle any new ones. Will you send Megan to school today?”

			He frowned. “I think she’s as safe there as anywhere, as long as she doesn’t leave the campus. I’ll drop her off, then go see Tanya’s parents.”

			“Megan may not want to go to school today,” Emma said gently. “Someone she was close to is dead. She’s going to need time to deal with that.” She kissed his forehead. “Sleep. We’ve got a few hours before she has to wake up and decide.”

			Christopher watched her go with a sigh. He’d been careless on purpose, he admitted to himself. At least the second and third times. The first time he’d needed to be inside her so badly, everything else just seemed irrelevant. He had a whole box of condoms in his nightstand. They’d use them next time. And the time after that. He’d give her all the time she needed to come to terms with her own feelings, but when all was said and done, they’d be together. He just knew it.

			“Christopher! Come here! Now. Please.”

			He bolted upright at the sound of Emma’s panicked cry. Pulling on his pants, he ran to her room, only to find her standing in Megan’s open doorway. Megan’s room was empty and Emma held a note. His heart was pounding, so hard he thought he’d pass out. “Where is she, Emma? Where’s Megan?”

			Emma’s face was tight with fear. “She’s run away.”

			“Why? She just wouldn’t run away! Dammit.” He grabbed the note and read it in disbelief. Dear Daddy. I got up for a glass of water and found your houseguest’s door open and her bed empty. How could you? I won’t stay in the same house with that woman another minute. I’ll come home when she’s gone. Megan.

			Emma stared up at him, her brown eyes pained. “You call her friends. I’ll call Detective Harris. We’ll find her, Christopher.”

			The fear that gripped them both went unsaid. Before somebody else does.

			
			* * *

			Wednesday, March 3, 7:15 a.m.

			“He’s gone.”

			Megan slid out from under her friend’s bed. “Thanks.”

			Debbie sat on her bed with a frown, her arms crossed over her chest. “I don’t feel right about this, Megan. I just lied to my mother and your father.”

			Megan’s jaw set. Her friend had denied having seen her, but this wasn’t Debbie’s problem. It’s mine. “I’m sorry.”

			“Your dad’s so worried, Megan. You need to call him, let him know you’re safe.”

			“When that bitch leaves, I will.”

			“How will you know she’s gone?”

			“I’m going to go back to my house and watch from across the street. I only came here last night because it was too cold to sleep outside. The bitch’ll be going home soon,” Megan said with satisfaction. “Dad won’t make the same mistake twice.”

			Debbie bit her lip. “Doesn’t sound like he really made a mistake the first time, Meg. You said he didn’t cheat on your mother with this Emma person.”

			“No, I said he said he didn’t cheat with this Emma person,” she said with contempt, narrowing her eyes at her best friend. “Promise me you won’t say a word. Promise.”

			Debbie nodded miserably. “I promise. Call me later. Let me know you’re okay.”

			“I will.” Megan stuck her head out of Debbie’s bedroom window and looked both ways. “Coast is clear. I’m gone.”

			Keeping to backyards, Megan made her way home. She’d never left the house in the middle of the night before. Never skipped school for that matter. It was all Emma’s fault. When she was gone, everything would be back to normal. She and her father did fine on their own. Besides, if she lived with them, her mom would never come home.

			Her father’s old car was gone from the driveway. He’d be making the rounds to her friends’ houses. All would say they’d never seen her. She stood in the shadow of her neighbor’s garage, the morning sun growing bright enough to make her easily seen. So I’ll stay out of sight. Her teeth grated when the front door opened and Emma came out, clutching the cordless phone in one hand, shielding her eyes from the sun with the other. She’s watching for me. Wearing a sweatshirt that belongs to my father.

			To Megan’s surprise a strange car pulled in the driveway and the man who’d come to the lab last night got out. Detective Harris. What was he doing here? Oh my God, she thought, horrified. The bitch has called the cops on me. He went inside the house with her. A few minutes later he came out, giving her shoulder a squeeze. Like she cares, Megan thought sardonically. Like she gives a shit about me or my dad. If she did, she wouldn’t be here. The cop drove away slowly, checking out the street.

			I can’t stay here. He might come back. She couldn’t go to her friends’ houses—they’d all have left for school by now and their mothers wouldn’t go along with her plan.

			Then a few minutes later salvation arrived. Uncle Jerry’s SUV pulled into the driveway. She’d go with him. He’d understand. He was her father’s friend, but he’d been her mother’s friend first. Her mother had told her so. Megan bit her lip. Her mother had told her a lot of other things that she didn’t want to think about now.

			She frowned. Jerry was taking a long time to get out of the SUV. He sat there, his hands clenched on the wheel. Finally he got out and slowly walked up to the house and let himself in the front door. Her frown deepened. Uncle Jerry never looked old to her before, but this morning he walked like an old man. She’d make sure he was eating right, just like she did for her dad. No more KFC for Jerry.

			But for now, he was her escape. He’s my godfather. He’ll understand. He’ll let me hang with him until she’s gone. But just to be safe, she’d hide in the backseat until he got far enough away from the house that she could explain without being taken immediately home. Looking both ways for that detective, Megan sprinted across the street. Luck was with her and he’d left his door unlocked. Quickly she climbed in and over the backseats, hiding in the cargo area. She pulled a blanket over herself and waited.

			* * *

			Emma’s head jerked up when the door opened. “Chris—” His name went unfinished because it was Jerry who stood in the foyer, a haunted expression on his face. Of course, Christopher had called him. He was Megan’s godfather. Of course he’d be worried. She stood up, uncertainly. “Jerry. Christopher isn’t here. Megan is—”

			“You have to come with me,” he said heavily. She studied him with a frown. It wasn’t intoxication that made his speech slow. It was dread.

			Suddenly his dread became hers. “Why are you here? Everyone else is—”

			“You have to come with me,” he repeated, drawing a semiautomatic pistol from his coat pocket. “Don’t make me use this, Dr. Townsend. Please.”

			Emma’s eyes darted side to side. The cordless phone was . . . on the coffee table. Just out of reach. But her cell phone was in the pocket of her jeans.

			“Dr. Townsend, please. I will use this, I can assure you. Don’t even think about touching that phone. And give me the cell phone in the pocket of your jeans. Let’s go.”

			“Why?”

			Jerry shook his head. “Just go.”

			She didn’t move a muscle, just stood her ground. “It’s you, isn’t it? Darrell and Tanya? You killed them. Or you know who did.”

			For a bulky man he moved quickly. In a split second his hand was tangled in her hair, lifting her to her toes. The back of his other hand crashed into her cheek, making her cry out. “I said, let’s go.” He forced her to the door, the gun jammed against the small of her back. “I’m going to let go of your hair and take the phone from your pocket. Then you’re going to walk quietly to my car. If anyone sees you, you will smile and say ‘Hello’ as will I. If you scream, I will shoot you and any innocent bystander that sees us.”

			Her heart pounding in her head, Emma did what he said, stumbling as she was forced to his SUV. He opened the back passenger door and pushed her. “Climb in,” he said softly. “Don’t try anything stupid. I really don’t want to kill you.”

			She climbed in, her lungs pumping. She had to think. Think.

			He slammed the door and walked around to the driver’s side. Emma grabbed the door handle and pulled, but nothing happened.

			“I have the child locks set on both doors,” he said, climbing into the front seat. “Now get down on the floorboards and don’t move.”

			Helplessly Emma did what he said. “Where are you taking me?”

			“Shut up.”

			“If you’re going to kill me, I at least have a right to know why.” She knew why. Jerry was the connection between the lab and whoever had falsified those soil tests. But she wouldn’t let him know. Feigning ignorance might be the only thing that saved her life.

			“Shut up.”

			“But—”

			“Dr. Townsend, I don’t want to hurt you any more than I wanted to hurt the others. But I will if I must. Now shut up.”

			Emma tried to control her breathing. “Are you the one that broke into my house?”

			The SUV made a right turn, slowed, then stopped. Jerry’s arm came whipping over the seat and grabbed her by the sweatshirt. They were in an alley, between two buildings, not a window or person in sight. “I said shut up.” His fist slammed into her other cheek, the pain shocking her. Rage and pain erupted and she stared him down in contempt. Blood filled her mouth and she spat it at him. Furiously he stared down at the stain on his white shirt and cuffed her on the side of her head. Stars twinkled before her eyes and she moaned.

			“Now you’ll shut up,” he growled and threw her back down to the floorboards.

			Clenching her teeth against what would have been a whimper of pain she was quiet, wondering how this man had become involved in such a mess. He was a physics professor, for God’s sake. Christopher’s closest friend.

			Christopher.

			“What will you do to Christopher?” she asked, her speech now slurred. Her tongue felt swollen and her jaw ached along with her head. He said nothing and she knew. Panic gripped her. He was planning to kill Christopher, too.

		
			* * *

				Wednesday, March 3, 9:45 a.m.

			She wasn’t here. He’d called to talk to Emma, to see if Megan had returned, but the phone rang and rang so he’d raced back home to find her gone, too. Christopher ran from room to room, retracing his steps, checking every closet, under every bed.

			They weren’t here. He punched in Harris’s number on his cell, jumping when the doorbell rang. It was Detective Harris himself, holding his ringing phone, looking grim. His stomach roiling, Christopher disconnected his cell and stepped aside to let Harris in.

			“Megan’s still missing. I’ve been to every one of her friends’ houses, her school, the mall, everywhere.”

			Harris nodded. “I know. I was here earlier talking to Dr. Townsend. Where is she?”

			“I was hoping you could tell me. Because Emma’s gone, too.” He could hear the hitching panic in his voice and was powerless to stop it.

			“Maybe she went out somewhere.”

			“She didn’t have the car. I had the car.” Shaking, Christopher pressed his fist against his lips. “She wouldn’t just leave, Detective. She was staying here in case Megan came home. Something’s wrong.” He frowned. “If you’re not here about Megan, why are you here?”

			“I just got Tanya’s cell phone LUDs. Here’s the number she called when she left the lab Thursday night, when she was sick. It’s a disposable cell.” Harris held out a piece of paper with a number scrawled across the top.

			Christopher shook his head. “I don’t recognize it.”

			“Do me a favor,” Harris said evenly. “Call it.”

			His palms sweaty, Christopher complied. And his heart dropped from his chest to his gut like a rock as his phone’s display listed the name that went along with the number. “That’s not possible. It’s Jerry’s cell.”

			“Is he answering it?”

			“No. It’s still ringing.” Dazed, Christopher sank to the arm of the sofa. “He called me once and I asked what number this was because it wasn’t his normal cell. He said it was a new phone, so I stored the number. This isn’t possible. Jerry didn’t even know Tanya that well.” He blinked at Harris. “But you’re not surprised.”

			“No. After I left you and Dr. Townsend last night I went by Tanya’s aunt’s house and searched again. This time I went through the dirty clothes in the laundry room. In the pocket of her jeans, I found a matchbook from a place called Le Panoramique.”

			“I’ve never heard of it,” Christopher said, still staring at his cell display in disbelief.

			“It’s not around here. It’s up past Madeira Beach. I drove up there last night, got there as they were closing. Showed them Tanya’s picture. The bartender remembered her because he thought she had an illegal ID when he carded her. She looked younger than twenty-two, he said. He remembers her showing her University ID, which annoyed her companion. A bulky man in his forties with a black beard.”

			“Jerry and Tanya?” Christopher whispered. “My God. That’s against the code of conduct. He’ll lose his tenure.” He closed his eyes. As if Jerry’s breaking University rules was their only problem. “I’m sorry, that was a stupid thing to say.”

			“No, Professor, it’s not. That’s why Tanya never told anyone about her boyfriend. It could get Dr. Grayson fired or at least harshly reprimanded. I’m afraid we need to find him, bring him in for questioning.”

			“But why would Jerry be involved with Tanya? Why is he involved in any of this?”

			“I don’t know, Professor. But we’ll find out.”

			The doorbell rang and Christopher bolted. Megan. Then exhaled in disappointment when he saw his elderly neighbor standing on his doorstep. “Mrs. Hewett, have you seen Megan?”

			Mrs. Hewett’s face fell. “Megan’s not home yet? I hoped he’d brought her home.”

			Christopher straightened slowly. “Who, Mrs. Hewett?”

			“That friend of yours. The one who drives the big black Expedition.”

			Christopher’s heart stopped. “He was here?”

			Mrs. Hewett started when Harris stepped out from behind the door. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Detective Harris, ma’am,” he said, showing her his badge. “What time was the black Expedition here?”

			“It was daylight,” she said. “Maybe quarter to eight? He didn’t stay long.”

			Harris wrote it down. “You’re sure?”

			“Yes. My husband had just left for work. Chris, your guest from up north went with him,” she said and looked over at Harris. “She got in the backseat, not the front.”

			Christopher steeled his body to stay upright even though every drop of blood had drained from his head. “He’s got her, Harris. Just like Tanya.”

			“But now we know who we’re looking for, Professor,” Harris said. “I’ll put out an APB for Dr. Townsend. I want you to focus on finding your daughter.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Wednesday, March 3, 11:00 a.m.

			The gravel crunched under her shoes as Jerry dragged her. She was blindfolded and her hands were bound in front of her. They had driven for hours, she thought, but she didn’t know how far she was from Christopher’s house. Jerry had made a lot of turns before arriving here. Wherever “here” was. She was dragged up three steps, then pushed through a door into a stuffy room. Pushed into a chair, her feet bound to the chair legs. Someone else was here. They were smoking, but didn’t speak. Finally Jerry pulled the blindfold from her eyes and Emma looked around.

			It was a small trailer, dingy and hot. A large man with a nasty sneer was looking her over, head to toe. A shiver of fear ran down Emma’s back, which seemed to amuse the man. “So you’re the famous Dr. Townsend,” he said sarcastically, taking a drag on his cigarette. “What took you so long?” he snapped to Jerry. “We’re only a half hour from Walker’s house. You drive around for hours, losing your nerve?”

			Jerry said nothing and Emma felt a spurt of hope. Jerry was weakening. Maybe she could use that to her advantage.

			“Why am I here?” she demanded with far more bravado than she possessed.

			“Because your boyfriend can’t keep out of matters that don’t concern him. I know you were at the Costaine construction site yesterday, gathering samples.”

			Emma did her best to appear confused. “We were at so many sites yesterday. I’m not sure which one you mean.” Then she cried out when the man struck her, harder than Jerry had.

			“Maybe you’ll remember now. It’s a pretty little place. Two big condos. One enormous medical center.” Her eyes must have flickered, because he grinned. “Good. Now we’re speaking the same language. Did you analyze the samples you took?”

			She said nothing. His lip curled. Another blow knocked her to the floor, chair and all. “Don’t even consider lying to me,” he said quietly. With one hand he jerked the chair back up and Emma felt a sob build in her chest, but ruthlessly battled it back.

			“What does it matter what I say?” Emma said, her breath hitching. “If I say we found nothing, you won’t believe me. If I say we found something, which we didn’t, you’ll kill me.”

			He shrugged. “I’m going to kill you anyway. I just want to know how much damage control I have to do. What did you find?”

			She looked into his stubbled face, at his hard jaw, his crooked nose, and knew he spoke the truth. She was seeing his face. There was no way he’d let her live. Panic welled, but like the sob, she battled it back. At this point, all that mattered was protecting Christopher. “We found nothing. We were only able to test about half the samples. We hadn’t gotten to the samples from that construction site yet.” She narrowed her eyes. “You can believe me or not. It’s the truth.” Carefully she turned her head toward the door where Jerry stood, pale, his pipe clenched between his teeth. Ignoring the pain shooting down her spine, she shook her head. “How could you?” she asked. “Christopher is your best friend. How could you betray him this way?”

			“Money is a powerful motivator,” the man with the crooked nose said, humor in his voice. “Professor Grayson here has a bit of a gambling problem. We offered to help him out of his dilemma in exchange for a small favor.”

			“You betrayed your best friend,” Emma said quietly. “You killed Darrell and Tanya. Will you kill Christopher too?”

			Jerry flinched. “I brought her to you, Andrews. I fulfilled my end. Let me go.”

			Andrews stood abruptly when the door opened. Filling the opening was yet another thug, this one older and balding. But it wasn’t his receding hairline that had both Emma and Jerry gasping. It was the young girl whose shoulders he held in an iron grip.

			Megan.

			“She was in Grayson’s SUV,” the man said, his voice raspy. “She was trying to sneak away.”

			“Megan,” Jerry whispered. All the color had drained from his face. “What—”

			White-faced, Megan said nothing, just stood looking at all three men. And Emma. Andrews made the floor creak as he crossed to her. Ran a fingertip down her cheek. “Pretty,” he murmured mockingly.

			Emma lunged to her feet, bringing the chair with her. “Don’t you touch that child,” she snarled and Andrews just laughed.

			“My taste doesn’t run this young,” he said, his voice back to amused contempt. “But I know lots of people who would pay good money for a girl this pretty.”

			As if the words were a whip to her back, Megan began to frantically struggle.

			The man holding Megan shoved her at Andrews and with excessive force pushed Emma back down, her teeth jarring in her head as her chair made contact with the floor. Horrified, she could only sit there and stare at Andrews. “You monster.”

			Jerry put his pipe in his pocket, his hands shaking. “Surely you can’t be serious,” he said, trying for calm reason even though his voice was shaking nearly as badly as his hands. “She’s just a child.”

			Andrews shrugged. “Then kill her. But she’s not leaving here free.” He flicked a finger at Jerry’s shirt, bloody where Emma had spat on him. “Kill her or I’ll sell her. I like the second one because it makes me a profit. But I’ll let you choose. I have to go deal with Walker. With his daughter gone, we’ll have no leverage, so he’ll have to go, too. He’s got an old car, doesn’t he? Too bad about old cars. Their brakes go bad.”

			“No,” Megan whispered harshly. “Uncle Jerry, please. Don’t let them hurt my dad.”

			“You don’t think anyone’s going to notice all these missing people?” Emma asked derisively. “You don’t think anyone will figure all this out?”

			“Probably,” Andrews said smoothly. “But none of it can be linked to me. Grayson will go down for all the murders.”

			Jerry made a choking noise. “But—”

			Andrews just smiled. “Never forget, Professor, when you gamble, the house always has the advantage. Always.” He grabbed Megan by her arm and forced her into a chair. “Sit down, Princess. Your uncle’s about to decide your future. Wait outside the door,” he said to the balding man. “Don’t let him leave unless Townsend is dead. Then bring the girl to me. If he doesn’t come out in twenty minutes, go in and kill him and Townsend yourself.” He smiled. “Then bring the girl to me. I have some calls to make.”

			The door shut, leaving Emma, Megan and Jerry alone.

			“You can’t kill her,” Emma said, her voice husky with fear. “You can’t. You are her godfather. You vowed to care for her. You promised, Jerry. Kill me if you must, but you have to get her out of here alive.”

			Wide-eyed, Megan sat and cried quietly.

			“You don’t understand,” Jerry said pathetically. “These men are powerful.”

			“For God’s sake, Jerry,” Emma exploded. “Be a man, dammit. You’ve got a gun. Use it on them.”

			“You think it’s just the two of them?” Jerry laughed hysterically. “There are ten men out there. Even if I kill Hudson out there on the stairs, two more will take his place. I’ll be dead. I can’t run. They can get to me anywhere. They got to you in your own house, a thousand miles away. They’ll kill me.”

			“You are an adult, Jerry,” Emma said levelly. “You made choices that brought you here. Megan did not. You have to find a way to get her out of here and keep Christopher safe. You owe that to them, Jerry. Whatever the cost to yourself.”

			“What about you?” Megan whispered, her voice small.

			Emma turned to her, saw the girl wince at the bruises on her face. “I don’t want to die, Megan. I’ll fight to live. But you’re a child. Adults . . .” She glared at Jerry. “Good, responsible adults care for children. You are important to your father. He’s important to me. I don’t want to see either of you hurt.”

			Jerry pulled his pipe from his pocket and tried to light it, but his shaking hands extinguished every match he lit. Finally he sank into the chair at Andrews’s desk and covered his face with his hands. “I don’t know what to do,” he murmured.

			“Yes, you do,” Emma said, injecting into her voice all the authority she could muster. “Untie me, Jerry.”

			“Please, Uncle Jerry,” Megan sobbed. “Please don’t do this.”

			He dropped his hands and looked at her sadly. “I’m sorry, Megan. I’m so sorry.”

		
			* * *

				Wednesday, March 3, 11:00 a.m.

			Harris slipped his cell phone into his pocket. “Do you know a soil testing firm by the name of Seymour and Elliot?” he asked Christopher, who sat in a chair at the police station, numbly watching the activity. All available personnel had been put against finding Jerry. And Emma.

			Jerry. There was still a piece of Christopher’s heart that refused to believe his friend could be involved. I’ve known him for fifteen years. Since before Megan was born. Since before he’d married Mona. The Jerry Grayson he knew could never do something so vile. But pictures didn’t lie. While the surveillance cameras in the chemistry lab had been disabled, the cameras in Jerry’s condo complex had not. There was proof in black and white that Tanya had visited Jerry the afternoon she disappeared. Right after two big men wearing baseball caps had visited Jerry. Harris was circulating photos of the two big men, but held little hope as their caps hid their faces.

			“Professor?” Harris snapped his fingers under Christopher’s nose. “Seymour and Elliot. Have you heard of them?”

			Christopher shook his head to clear his thoughts. “No. Should I?”

			“According to the state records department, they’re the testing company that gave that contaminated land the thumbs up. We’ll check their records, find out who knew what and when. A land management company in Atlanta holds the title, so they’re suspects as well. A company named Costaine is managing the construction at the site you took the samples from. Owner’s name is Andrews. We’ll audit his records, too.”

			Christopher blanched. “Now?”

			Harris’s mouth quirked in sympathy. “Not now. Maybe tomorrow or the next day.”

			“When Megan’s home,” he murmured. “And Emma.” His cell phone shrilled and with unsteady hands he answered it. “Hello?”

			“Chris, this is Stella.” Debbie’s mom. His heart started to race.

			“Does Debbie know where Megan is?”

			“Not directly, no. I just got a call from Debbie at school. She promised Megan not to talk, but her conscience has been bothering her all morning. She lied to both of us, Chris. Apparently Megan was hiding under her bed all along. When you’d left, Megan told Debbie she was going home. That she’d watch your house from across the street to know when Emma had gone home. She left here a little after seven fifteen. I don’t know where she is now. I’m so sorry, Chris.”

			“I’ve got to go,” he murmured, the implications already flashing through his mind.

			“Chris, call me when you find her, please.”

			“I will.” Slowly he hung up and looked at Harris. “Megan left her friend’s house after seven this morning, headed for home. She would have gotten there right about the time Jerry did.” Numbly, he rubbed his face, barely feeling the stubble scratching his palms. “Last night she said she wanted to stay with Jerry. If she’s with him . . .”

			Harris sighed grimly. “Shit.” He stood up and shouted for the attention of every other detective in the room. “Walker’s thirteen-year-old daughter may be with Emma Townsend and Jerry Grayson,” he said. A ripple of discussion moved through the room. “How close are we to tracking his vehicle through GPS?”

			Christopher’s head jerked up. “GPS? You know where Jerry’s SUV is?”

			“Don’t get your hopes up,” Harris said gently. “Even if we find the SUV, it doesn’t mean your daughter and Dr. Townsend will be inside. Phillips, have you found it?”

			Detective Phillips was on the phone and held up one finger. “Almost. Another minute.” After another minute that felt like a day, Phillips aimed an encouraging smile Christopher’s direction. “Here it is, Harris. They’re at 1298 Milliken Road, east of town. I’ll call all available cars to that location.”

			“Sirens off,” Harris ordered. “Silent approach, everybody wears a vest. Walker, you stay here.”

			Christopher waited until most of the detectives had cleared the room. Then calmly rose and exited the building. Found his car and turned the ignition. And followed them.

			His daughter was in danger. As was his . . . what was Emma? he wondered as he pointed his car in the direction of Milliken Road. He was feeling strangely calm, surreally so. So what was Emma? His lover? After last night, yes. His girlfriend? So high school. How appropriate. The woman he’d loved the better part of his life? Perhaps.

			All Christopher knew for certain was that he’d have nothing left to live for without Megan. Without Emma he’d survive, but at what cost? He prayed that would be a question forever left unasked and unanswered.

			Please. I swear I’ll ask for nothing else for the rest of my life. Let them be alive. Please.

			* * *

			“Don’t do this, Jerry,” Emma said, her voice cracking. He’d risen from the table and, hand shaking, held his semiautomatic pistol to her head. If she was dead, there would be no one to protect Megan for Christopher. “Please don’t do this.”

			“Uncle Jerry.” Megan was sobbing, begging pitifully, “You’re not a bad man deep down. Don’t kill us. Think of Dad.” She drew a ragged breath. “Think of my mother.”

			Emma strained her peripheral vision, staring at Jerry’s face. Guilt was stamped there, indelibly. But more than that, Emma saw a stunned paralysis in the man’s eyes. She’d seen this before in patients she’d counseled. Faced with an untenable choice, he’d frozen. He was incapable of making a decision either way, but in less than twelve minutes it wouldn’t matter. The balding man named Hudson would barrel through that door and kill her and Jerry. And take Megan. Over my dead body. Bad metaphor.

			Think of my mother, Megan had said, and that had triggered Jerry’s response. She looked at Megan, the girl’s dark eyes weary and ancient as tears poured down her face. What else did this child know? What strength did she possess, both physical and emotional? It was time to find out. “Megan, I see Jerry’s penknife on the desk over there next to his pipe. I want you to get it and bring it to me.” She gave a nod of encouragement. “It’s all right. Just do it.”

			Sniffling, Megan got the knife and held it uncertainly.

			“Cut my ropes, Megan.”

			Her eyes narrowing in trepidation, Megan obeyed, sawing the rope until Emma’s hands and feet were free. As she’d expected, Jerry never moved. Just stood in his guilty paralysis, holding his gun. Emma slowly rose to her feet and gently pried the gun from Jerry’s fingers. He never put up the minutest of struggles.

			She put her finger over her lips, signaling Megan to silence. “We need a diversion,” she breathed. “For now I want you to continue begging for Jerry not to kill you.”

			But Megan just looked at her wide-eyed and silent. They now had ten minutes to plan before Hudson came in. Fewer if he got impatient or suspicious at the silence.

			“Dammit, Jerry,” Emma said loudly. “She’s your godchild. She trusts you.” Megan stared at her as if she were poleaxed. “You changed her diapers for God’s sake. You can’t let Andrews have her. You can’t.” With that she moved to Andrews’s desk. There was no phone.

			Phone. Jerry had taken her cell and put it in his pocket. Emma plunged her hands in his jacket pockets as he looked at her with all the life of a mannequin. Triumphantly she found her phone and dialed 911 and told the operator everything she knew. Then she handed the phone to Megan. “Just hold it. Hopefully they can trace us here.”

			Returning to Andrews’s desk, she cautiously opened a drawer to find a pair of mud-covered shoes and a set of rolled-up blueprints. Another drawer yielded pencils and pens. Damn, she thought. It was a construction site. Was it too much to hope for a few sticks of dynamite? But realistically, those would be locked up, she knew. There had to be something here she could use. Something. She slid open the final drawer, exposing a nearly full bottle of vodka.

			Very good vodka. Absolut. One hundred proof. And very flammable. She remembered the gravel that crunched under her feet. Given the proper propulsion, the gravel would blow like leaves under a leaf blower, and when it came down, it would rain like hail. Hopefully it would be enough to distract the ten men Jerry said were outside with Hudson and Andrews. Emma grabbed Jerry’s shirt and sliced a long thin strip with the knife. Even then he said nothing. It was almost as if he was beyond consciousness.

			Carefully Emma doused the strip of cotton with the vodka, then just as carefully threaded the strip into the mouth of the bottle. Jerry’s matches were still on the desk and she grabbed them, her tool set complete. She gripped Jerry’s gun in her right hand, her makeshift Molotov cocktail in her left.

			Megan was watching her, a light of cognition in her eyes. “You’re going to light it and throw it,” she breathed.

			“And hopefully buy us some time. Your job is to hold on to that cell phone. Don’t let it get hung up. And if it does, redial. Understand?”

			Megan nodded. “I understand.”

			“And Megan. If something happens to me, you keep running, you understand me? Run and use that phone to call for help.”

			Megan drew a breath. “I understand.”

			“Then let’s go. Jerry, are you coming?”

			He blinked. Just blinked. Emma sighed. “Then it’s just you and me, Megan. Stay behind me and when we get out, you run like hell.”

			Quietly Emma pulled the door open an inch. Hudson stood with his back to the door, staring at the trees that lined the gravel. There was another trailer next to this one. A Jeep was parked about ten feet away, between the two trailers. She couldn’t see Jerry’s SUV. She’d handled guns before, tagging along when Will had taken up target shooting as a hobby. But shooting a paper target was different from a breathing man. She’d never shot anyone before. Never even considered it. Well, except for meting retribution on the punk that killed Will. But that was a revenge fantasy. This was very, very real. There would be emotional fallout, she knew. Taking the life of another . . . But she’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

			Praying for calm, she leveled the gun at Hudson’s back and quickly pulled the trigger. Once, twice. Three times. The shots cracked like cannon. In seconds they would be overrun. Andrews would come back. Hurry, Emma, hurry. Hudson managed to turn after the third shot and lunged. Her fourth shot hit him squarely in the chest. Gurgling, he dropped to the ground, his body covering the wooden stairs.

			“Megan, run!” Uncertainly, Megan stepped over Hudson. “Dammit,” Emma hissed. “Run, girl!” But Megan stared, the cell phone clutched in her hand. Her own hands shaking, Emma trapped the gun under her arm and lit the match. Held it to the vodka-soaked cotton, waited a full second.

			Then aiming at the Jeep parked just outside the trailer, threw it with all her might. The bottle shattered on impact. And Emma grabbed Megan’s hand and ran like hell.

			Andrews emerged from the other trailer, and Emma might have enjoyed the look of stunned shock on his face had she more time. The gun in her hand again, Emma dragged Megan as shouts filled the air, shouts to get them, get them. They’d gone about fifty feet when a huge explosion rent the air. She tackled Megan, knocking her to the ground, covering Christopher’s daughter with her own body, wincing as debris showered down, pelting her back. Gravel stung, hot metal burned, but they weren’t dead. “Do you have the phone?”

			“Yeah,” Megan grunted.

			“Then get up and run!”

			“I don’t think so, Dr. Townsend.” The shout stopped them both in their tracks.

			Emma rose, turned and found herself staring into the barrel of Andrews’s gun. It was a .38, much bigger and more powerful than her .22. She pulled Megan behind her, but the girl was already half a head taller than she was, so the gesture meant little.

			“Drop your gun, Dr. Townsend. Now.”

			* * *

			Harris grabbed his radio at the dispatcher’s call. He was less than a mile from the site where Grayson’s SUV had been tracked. “Harris.”

			“A 911 call has been received from the same coordinates as the tracked SUV. It’s Townsend and Megan Walker is with her. We’ve heard gunfire and an explosion.”

			Harris surveyed the sky. “I see the smoke. How many units are here?”

			“Ten. Five more are on their way. Sirens silenced.”

			“Thanks.” Harris hooked his radio back in its bracket. He pulled his car alongside the line of radio cars that had responded to the call. “What happened?”

			A county cop came forward, frowning. “We don’t know. We just got here when something through those trees just exploded.”

			Harris spotted Phillips and beckoned him over. “Is the SUV still in position?”

			“It’s there. Whether the lady and girl are with it, that’s anybody’s guess. We called the fire department, Wes. If this fire gets going, it could spread to all these woods and the winter’s been so dry . . . This whole area will go up like a tinderbox.”

			Harris raised his hand, getting the attention of all the responding officers. “People! If you see fire coming your way, don’t go further. The last thing we need is to send the fire department in to rescue trapped law enforcement. You’re looking for a woman and a little girl. Thirty-four and thirteen. The girl’s name is Megan and she’s probably scared stiff. The lady’s name is Emma. Be careful and let’s go.”

			* * *

			Christopher brought his car to a stop at the tail end of a long line of police cars. Common sense told him to stay put, that he was more likely to get shot by a cop than to do any real good. He stared at the thick black smoke, his heart going a mile a minute.

			My baby’s in there. Megan.

			Emma.

			He pulled his shirt over his mouth and moved toward the trees.

			* * *

			Emma drew a labored breath. Thick black smoke rose from the burning Jeep, burning her lungs, but the discomfort was nothing compared to the sight of Andrews and his gun. If the call to 911 worked, the police could be on their way by now. If not, she was on her own. So to his demand to drop her gun she said, “No.”

			Andrews’s brows rose. “No?”

			“I said no. You’ll kill me either way, so I’d be insane to give up my only hope of escape.” She clutched the gun in her hand, feeling its weight. “I killed Hudson. I don’t have anything to lose. So, no, I won’t drop my gun. You’ll have to shoot me.”

			He lifted his hand and she could actually see his fingers squeezing the trigger when a dark blur came from the right, barreling into Andrews, sending him flying to his back.

			Jerry stood before him, chest heaving. “You will not touch that girl,” he hissed.

			Fury on his face, Andrews stared up at Jerry. And pulled the trigger.

			Jerry dropped like a rock and Emma cried out, covering Megan’s eyes with her hand. Megan’s scream rent the air.

			“Jerry. No.” She tried to pull out of Emma’s arms, but Emma held her firm. Turned her the other way. And pushed with all her might.

			“Run, Megan.”

			She could hear Megan stumbling behind her, moving away. She wasn’t running yet but Christopher’s daughter was at least moving. Andrews was struggling to his knees, shaking his head. Jerry must have knocked the wind out of him. Well, I’ll knock out the rest. She pointed the gun straight at his chest and squeezed, catching her breath at the crack of the bullet. At the rapidly spreading red stain in the middle of his chest.

			With a roar of indignation Andrews lurched to his feet, stumbling a few steps closer. Emma backed away, matching his pace. He’ll fall down soon. He’s bleeding. Why isn’t he falling down? Why isn’t he dead?

			She fired again, flinching at her gun’s recoil that hadn’t hurt the first few times, but her shoulder was now sore. Then the soreness in her shoulder was simply eclipsed by the ripping, excruciating burning in her gut. She looked down at her stomach as her legs buckled. She was on her knees, staring at her own body. At Christopher’s sweatshirt. Christopher’s sweatshirt was growing wet and dark. Blood.

			He shot me. God, it hurts. Nausea roiled and she fought it. Because he was coming closer. Andrews was coming closer.

			Christopher was running, his eyes scanning the ground for some trace of them. Some sign they’d been there. My baby. Jerry has my little girl.

			Jerry. His heart threatened to break even as it pounded against his ribs. His foot caught on a root, sending him crashing to the ground. Not stopping, he forced himself to his feet, skidding along the pine needles.

			His rampaging heart nearly stopped when he saw her. Megan. She was thrashing, pulling herself free from branches that tangled in her hair. Sobbing, panting. Breathing.

			Alive. He ran to her, grabbed her in his arms. Was shocked when she fought him, clawing and screaming. “Baby, baby, it’s me. It’s me. It’s Daddy. Megan, it’s me.” He rocked her in his arms. Felt her stiffen, then sag as she recognized his voice. He supported her as she crumbled, sobbing wildly.

			“He’s dead. Jerry’s dead. He shot him. He’s dead.”

			He. “Who, baby? Where’s Emma?”

			“He’s got her. He’ll k-k-kill her.”

			Christopher stilled. “Jerry has her?”

			“No!” Megan screamed. “Didn’t you hear me? Jerry’s dead. I saw him. He shot him and he died.” Her fists pounded his chest and Christopher held on. “She’s still there. She made me run. I was so scared, Daddy.” She convulsed into a terrifying spasm of sobbing and Christopher grabbed her shoulders and pulled her face back.

			“Megan, listen to me. Listen. Is Emma alive?”

			Megan shook her head, gasping for air, her body shaking with the force of her weeping. “I’m sorry, Daddy. She made me run. I couldn’t do anything.”

			Christopher gut turned to water. “Stay here.” He pulled her behind a tree, made her lie flat on her stomach. “Stay here. Don’t move, Megan. I’ll be back.” He dug for his cell phone and dialed Harris. “Where the hell are your men?”

			“Where the hell are you?” Harris shot back, breathing hard. He sounded like he’d been running. Run faster.

			“I’m at the south end of the woods. Back from the line of police cars.” Christopher squinted at the sun, high in the sky, but not straight overhead. “A quarter-mile southwest of the road. My daughter is here, Harris. Emma Townsend is still inside.”

			“Walker, stop right there.”

			But the crack of gunshots tore the air and Christopher was running again, following the path of broken branches Megan had left behind. His heart in his throat.

			Andrews was coming closer. On his knees, crawling. One hand clutching his chest, the other his gun.

			He’ll kill me now.

			It hurts. She wanted to curl up and cry. But she didn’t. She wasn’t dead yet. But neither was he. She wouldn’t give up.

			“No.” Saying the word aloud gave her strength when she would have sworn she had none left. Hands shaking, she lifted the gun. It was heavy. God, so heavy. It must weigh a thousand pounds. The thought was airy, it echoed in her mind.

			I’m losing blood. I’ll die here. She gritted her teeth. Then so will he. Closing her eyes she squeezed the trigger. And felt nothing. Heard nothing but an empty click.

			Andrews laughed, his breath wheezing from his chest. Rattling. “Next time you steal a gun . . .” He drew a labored breath. “Make sure it has a full . . . magazine. Like mine.”

			Slowly he extended his arm. His whole body shook, but at this range, he couldn’t miss. Megan, please get away. Please. She could only watch, unable to move, unable to look away. Then Andrews crumpled into a heap.

			Emma blinked, her limbs heavy. He finally fell down. It was getting dark. It can’t be dark. It’s only noon. Dammit.

			Christopher threw the rock to the ground and wrested the gun from the unconscious man’s fingers. He was bleeding badly, whoever he was.

			But so was Emma. She’d collapsed just as he’d run up behind the man with the gun. Now she lay on her side, his gray sweatshirt dark with blood. She was so pale. The blood is hers. My God. She’s been hit.

			He dropped to his knees by her side, gingerly rolled her to her back. “Emma. Dammit, wake up.” His breath hitched in his chest, a terrified sob building. Gritting his teeth he forced it back, forced himself to breathe. To remember basic first aid. Harris was coming. He’d call an ambulance. I just have to make her hold on till they get here.

			Trembling, he tore his shirt open, buttons flying. He shrugged out of the shirt and ripped a three-inch-wide strip. Gingerly lifted the hem of the sweatshirt.

			Gritted his teeth again to choke back the bile in his throat. It was bad. Really bad. She might die. Oh, God, she might die. Not if I can help it. “Come on, Emma,” he growled, carefully tucking the strip of cotton against the gaping hole in her stomach. “You didn’t find me after all this time to die on me now. Stay with me. You stay with me.”

			“Walker!”

			Christopher didn’t turn around, intent on pulling his belt from his pants. “Did you find Megan?”

			“She’s with a policewoman. She’s fine.” Harris dropped to his knees between Emma and the unconscious man as two uniformed officers skidded to a stop behind him. “Radio for a bus,” he barked. “Tell ’em we have two coming in. GSWs. Both unconscious.” He frowned at Jerry’s body. “Your friend—”

			“He’s not breathing,” Christopher said flatly. “I don’t know who this other guy is, but Megan said he shot Jerry. Help me lift Emma up.” Harris tilted Emma’s body, allowing Christopher to thread his belt beneath her back. His hands shaking, he fastened the belt over the makeshift bandage, just tight enough to put pressure on the bleeding wound. “Emma, stay with me! Listen to my voice. Lift her legs, Harris.”

			“I know,” Harris snapped. He glanced around, then pulled Jerry’s body closer, lifted Emma’s legs and propped them on Jerry’s chest. Then Harris yanked at his jacket. “Put this under her head. Move over, Walker, you look like you’re ready to pass out.”

			Christopher sat back on his heels, breathing in, out. Trying to stay calm. Be all right, Emma. Please. He took Emma’s hand in his, so gently. Her hand was so cold. “Emma, hold on. Just a little longer. Megan’s fine. You saved her. Thank you.” He brought her hand to his lips, a shudder racking his body. “Thank you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Thursday, March 4, 7:15 a.m.

			“Daddy?”

			Christopher woke with a jerk. Megan stood in the doorway of Emma’s room in the ICU. He pushed himself straight in the chair and opened his arms. “Baby. I thought they wouldn’t let you in because you’re not sixteen.”

			Megan slid onto his knee and pressed her face into his neck. “Detective Harris told them to let me in.” Harris had been waiting for Andrews to regain consciousness after his surgery. If Harris is back at the hospital, that bastard Andrews must be awake. Fury blazed through Christopher, making his body tense. “Daddy, I’m so sorry.”

			“You didn’t do this, baby,” he murmured. “Andrews did.” Harris had identified the man that owned the construction company building on the contaminated land in the area Darrell had labeled “Number Seven.” The man who’d killed his best friend. The man who’d threatened to . . . to sell his child. His stomach rolled at the thought. The man who’d damn near killed the woman he’d waited for more than half his life.

			Touch and go, the doctor had said. But Emma was a fighter. They’d nearly lost her on the operating table, but she fought back. Her heart kept beating. Now she lay still as death, tubes running from her body. But the monitor continued to beep as her heart continued to beat. The next twenty-four hours would be critical, the doctor had said when he came out of surgery. It had already been twelve and Emma wasn’t yet awake.

			“No,” Megan whispered. “I meant I’m sorry about the note I wrote. I wanted to hurt you. I’m so sorry, Daddy.”

			Christopher brushed a kiss across his daughter’s hair. She was cleaned up, her minor cuts, bruises and scratches attended to. Her friend Debbie’s mother had come, taken her to their house, let her shower and sleep. While he sat, keeping vigil at Emma’s side. “I know, Megan. You were hurt. I understand that. You never should have been told any of this to start with. Your mother should have come to me, never to you. I’m sorry you’ve carried that burden all this time.” He lifted her chin with a gentle forefinger. “But honey, I never, ever was unfaithful to your mother, no matter what she thought or believed. I need you to believe me.”

			She nodded, shakily. “I do.” Her eyes darted to Emma. “Mother hated her.”

			“I never knew,” Christopher said simply. “Once I decided to marry your mother, I didn’t look back. I may have thought about Emma from time to time, but it was more with . . . wistfulness. I may have occasionally wondered about what might have been, but I loved your mother, Megan. She gave me . . . you.”

			Megan swallowed hard. “She . . . Daddy, she wasn’t.”

			Christopher’s brows snapped together. “She wasn’t what, Megan?”

			Megan closed her eyes. “Faithful. To you.”

			Christopher dropped his head back against the chair, closing his eyes on a soft groan. “Dear God. She told you that, too?”

			“You knew?” Megan’s voice was slightly accusatory. “You knew?”

			“She told me.” Christopher opened his eyes with a sigh. “I never knew who.”

			Megan shifted uncomfortably. Looked guilty. And said nothing. Christopher rubbed the bridge of his nose. Mona, how could you? “But you do?”

			“Jerry.”

			It was barely a whisper. Christopher’s eyes widened. His heart stuttered. He’d thought it couldn’t get worse. “Jerry?”

			Megan was pale. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

			He pulled her to his chest, enveloping her in a hard hug. “It’s all right, honey. I guess I never really knew him. Do you know why he did all this?”

			“No. He just kept saying he was sorry. He tackled that man, Andrews. He may have saved our lives.”

			No, Emma did that. But Christopher gritted his teeth, knowing his daughter needed some part of her childhood to hold on to. Her mother had abandoned her. The uncle she loved had been killed before her eyes. “Maybe he did at that, honey.”

			She was quiet for a long, long moment. Then she sighed and pushed back, sitting on the edge of his knee again. “No, Daddy. Emma saved us. She shot the man outside the trailer. She made that bottle bomb and blew up the Jeep.”

			A Molotov cocktail. Christopher’s heart had burst with pride when Megan had first told the story, hours ago now. His Emma thought on her feet.

			“She made me run,” she whispered harshly. “She pushed me, made me go.”

			Christopher swallowed. Thank you, Em. “She’s a good person, Meg.”

			Megan’s eyes filled. “I said terrible things to her.”

			“She understood.”

			His daughter blinked, sending a stream of tears down her face. “I’m sorry.”

			“She’d understand that, too.”

			“When she wakes up, I’ll try . . . I really will.”

			Christopher hugged her hard. “I’d appreciate it, Punkin.”

			“Are you coming home tonight?”

			“No, baby. I want you to go home with Debbie’s mom. I’ll call you when she wakes up.” Please wake up, Em. Please. He walked Megan to where Debbie’s mother waited. Kissed her on the forehead and watched her walk away. At the end of the hall Megan turned and ran back, throwing her arms around his neck. “I love you, Dad.”

			Christopher held on, rocking her, overwhelmed once again by what might have happened, so grateful it had not. So grateful that his child was unharmed. Untouched. Wanting to make that bastard Andrews pay for laying a single finger on his daughter. Wanting to kill him for what he had planned to do to Megan. The very thought made his blood run cold. Christopher laid his head on top of Megan’s head. His baby was safe. “I love you, too, Megan. I love you, too.” With difficulty he let her go and met Debbie’s mother’s understanding eyes.

			“I’ll check on her every hour, Christopher,” she murmured. “Come on, Megan. Debbie’s waiting out by the candy machine with a roll of quarters. She said she was getting enough chocolate for you two to make yourself sick on the way home.” She put her arm around Megan’s shoulders and walked her out.

			“She’ll be okay, Walker.”

			Christopher turned to find Harris leaning against the wall. “I know.” He had to believe that. It was the only thing to keep him going. “So Andrews is awake?”

			“He is. We’re going to transfer him up to Tampa General when he’s stable. I don’t want you to have to risk running into him as Dr. Townsend goes through her recovery.”

			“Thanks. Do you know why he did this?”

			“It’s what you thought, Professor. Andrews’s company had a lot riding on the construction up north. Two condos, a medical center.” He lifted a shaggy brow. “They didn’t own the land, but they’d lose the building contract if the soil contamination became known. His business was nearly bankrupt. He needed the money from the medical center to keep himself afloat. He convinced one of the chemists at Seymour and Elliot to falsify the records.”

			“When will you arrest the chemist?”

			“We won’t. He died in a car accident six months ago.” Again the shaggy brows went up. “Dry day, no tire wear, and the guy’s car skids off the road and into a tree.”

			“Andrews?”

			“I’m going to try to prove it, but it’ll be tough.”

			“I don’t understand. This would have come out sooner or later. Who was Andrews trying to fool?”

			“I think he was buying time. If he could keep it quiet until the medical center was built, he’d still get paid. When you guys started taking samples, he panicked. I’m guessing he talked your friend Grayson into helping him figure out how much you knew. That’s why Grayson got involved with Tanya.”

			Christopher felt light-headed. “I still can’t believe Jerry killed Darrell and Tanya.”

			“I found several transfers into Grayson’s bank account. I’ll trace them back to Andrews if it’s the last thing I do. Grayson had paid money out to a local bookie.”

			“He gambled? I never knew he gambled. How could I not know this?”

			“He bet the ponies. He still had a lot of Andrews’s money in his account, though.”

			Christopher closed his eyes. “He said he had rainy day money set aside. He offered to give it to Darrell’s mother. Sonofabitch.”

			Harris’s chuckle was mirthless. “I don’t know if it was guilt or chutzpah. I imagine a bit of both. Professor, you look beat. Why don’t you go home and get some sleep?”

			“No, I want to be here when Emma wakes up.”

			“She’s a strong lady. Tell her I said so.”

			Christopher walked to Emma’s room and sank into the chair at her side. “Emma, I’m back.” She didn’t move, didn’t flicker an eyelash. “Harris said to tell you you’re a strong lady.” He settled into the chair. “Remember back in high school? Remember Elton Jacobs, the kid that everybody said would either be a garbage collector or a politician? Well, he’s a TV news reporter so I guess that puts him somewhere in between. He heard about this and remembered us and wants to interview you. So you have to wake up. I also got a call from Kate. She’ll be flying down later this morning.” He leaned forward and took her hand. And prepared himself to talk until his voice gave out. She could hear him, he was sure of it. And he wasn’t letting her go.


			* * *

						Friday, March 5, 1:00 p.m.

			The bed was hard. And her head hurt. Her body hurt. It felt like she’d been knocked flat by a Mack truck. Cognition slowly returned and Emma was convinced there might be one toe on her right foot that didn’t hurt. She was cold. Except for her left hand. It was warm.

			Because Christopher held it. She blinked, trying in vain to bring him in focus. Someone had removed her contacts and everything was a blur. He sat next to her bed, his clothes rumpled, his face dark with a new beard. That’s no five o’clock shadow, she thought. I’ve been here awhile. Tenderness clutched her heart. So has he.

			“Christopher.” Her voice sounded like a stranger’s, raspy and croaky. His eyes flew open and he was on his knees beside the bed before she could blink again. “Don’t move so fast. You’ll make me sick.”

			“You’re awake.”

			She tried to smile. “So it would seem. Megan?”

			Tears filled his eyes. “She’s fine.”

			Emma breathed again. “I’m glad.”

			“How can I ever thank you, Em? Megan told me what you did.”

			“You would have done the same for me,” she murmured, tired already. “How long have I been here?”

			“Two days, give or take.”

			“You stayed with me.”

			“I told you, Emma, I waited for you seventeen years. I’m not about to lose you now.”

			“When can I go home?”

			“The doctor says you can’t fly for a few weeks at least. You’ll have to stay with me.”

			Her lips curved. “That’s what I meant.”

			He smiled back. “Good, because I hadn’t planned to let you go anyway.” He pressed his lips to her forehead. “Thank you.”

			“You said that already.”

			“You heard me?”

			“Snippets. I remember you reading me letters.”

			He grimaced. “Poems.”

			“You read me poems you wrote yourself?”

			“I did, but only because the circumstances were extreme. I’d run out of things to say and you wouldn’t wake up. Now the poems go back in the vault.” He brushed a kiss against her lips. “Welcome back, Em. Don’t ever leave me again.”

			“I won’t. You’re stuck with me.”

			“And glad to be.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Friday, August 6, 6:30 p.m.

			Emma slid the glass door closed, shuddering as she blocked the sound of seven squealing fourteen-year-old girls. Christopher sat outside in a chaise lounge with a cold beer in his hand and a smirk on his face.

			“I told you to only let her invite three girls,” he said. “But you said, no, a girl only turns fourteen once. So you get to deal with them all.”

			“I was insane, obviously,” Emma said dryly and sat down on the edge of his lounge, making him scoot over. “I’ll remember this when she’s fifteen.”

			“Uh-huh.” He sounded unconvinced. “You spoil her.”

			She kissed his nose. “I didn’t have anybody to spoil for so long. I’m catching up.”

			“So what are they doing in there?”

			“Watching a horror movie and seeing who can scream the loudest. I say we stay out here until it’s over.”

			“I say you’re right.” He scooted a little lower in the lounge, looking at the new boat tied to their dock. “I like my birthday present, by the way.”

			Emma grinned down at him. “Which one?” They’d celebrated his birthday the month before, with a sail on his new boat and a sail in his bed later that night.

			He chuckled and pinched her butt. “The boat’s nice, too. Seems to me you have a birthday coming up.”

			She grimaced. Her own birthday was less than two months away. “Don’t remind me. Thirty-five is a milestone, then it’s downhill to forty.” But she had to admit that thirty-five was looking pretty damn good. She was happy again. She’d just finished writing Bite-Sized II and no longer did she feel like a hypocrite, running from her own grief. She’d met it, dealt with it. And a few days out of every month shared her experiences with auditoriums full of others. But each time she came back to Christopher. Each time he met her at the airport with a bouquet of wildflowers to welcome her home.

			“You’ll look as beautiful at forty as you did when you were seventeen,” Christopher said and she had to kiss him for being so sweet. One kiss became two, then three and when she pulled away they were both breathing hard.

			“No fair turning me on with guests in your house.” She was still technically a guest herself. After getting out of the hospital, she’d slowed their relationship down a bit. She’d needed a place of her own, and despite Megan’s turnaround, the girl had needed time to get used to the idea of another woman in her father’s life. So Emma had leased a condo on St. Pete Beach, less than a mile from where they’d first kissed that first night. That particular patch of sand held fond memories and they’d returned to it often.

			Things had settled down after her release from the hospital, five months ago now. Christopher had grieved Darrell and Tanya. And Jerry. Despite everything Jerry had done, he’d been Christopher’s friend. Andrews was in prison, awaiting trial and Emma hoped he had suffered the same fate he’d planned for Megan. There were nights she woke from the nightmare where Megan hadn’t gotten away. But it was just a dream.

			She’d returned to Cincinnati a month after “that day” to find Kate had reboxed all of Will’s things and given them away. Emma had walked around the empty house and felt peace, knowing that Will would have wanted her to go on, to be happy. So she’d sold the house and put the proceeds of the sale in a fund for Darrell Roberts’s mother and brothers. Properly invested, the money would support the Roberts family for years to come. Will would have wanted that, too.

			Megan had come around. Months of counseling had helped her to sleep at night. Helped her to accept Emma as a part of her father’s life. Helped her realize Emma could never take the place of her own mother, nor did Emma plan to try. Mona had breezed in for Jerry’s funeral, then was gone once again, leaving Megan with the too-adult understanding of the kind of woman her mother really was.

			Another loud round of squeals from inside the house made Emma wince, but Christopher seemed oblivious to the sound. He hadn’t moved his gaze from her face and her pulse kicked up a few beats. His blue eyes flashed, surprising her with their sudden intensity. “Make this your house, too, Emma. Move in with me. Us.”

			She drew a careful breath. “Christopher—” He put a finger over her lips.

			“We said you would move in when we were sure this was going to last.”

			She couldn’t look away from his eyes. So it would be tonight then. The question that had been so long in the making. “That’s true.”

			His mouth didn’t smile. “So are you sure?”

			She’d been examining that same question with great frequency over the last five months, and came up with the same response each time. “Yes.”

			He reached blindly to the table beside him, then opened his hand before her eyes. On his palm lay a ring. “Then marry me, Emma.”

			She’d been anticipating this question as well and once again, the response was always the same. “Yes.”

			Again his eyes flashed, more intensely than before. With hands that were absolutely steady he slid the ring on her finger. “I love you.”

			“I love you, too.” They’d grown into it, this love of theirs. It was so much more than an attempt to recapture their youth. True, it was inextricably connected to their past, but it was grounded in their present and it was, quite simply, their future.

			He tilted her face up, covered her lips with his. Kissed her thoroughly, making her wish they were alone in her condo instead of a glass door away from seven squealing teenaged girls. “You’ll stay with me tonight?” he murmured, his voice husky.

			She smiled at him. “Nope. I’m sleeping in a bag on the floor with the girls. Megan’s friends promised to give me a pedicure if I make French toast in the morning.”

			His lips twitched. “I’ll give you a pedicure.”

			“No you won’t. You always say you will, then you get distracted by other parts.”

			“I like your other parts.”

			“You can like them tomorrow night.” She rested her forehead against his. “So we’re getting married. Kate will finally stop asking me if you’ve proposed yet.”

			He leaned back, his grin very satisfied. “Yep. And it’s no fake high school health project either. I get true husbandly privileges unlike that poor sap that you got paired up with back then. Skip Loomis can just eat his heart out.”

			She lifted one corner of her mouth. “You get those privileges now.”

			His grin faded, his eyes sobering. “I’m not talking about sex, Emma. I want to wake up with you every morning. Hold you every night. And I don’t want any fake dolls like we had in that high school project. I want a real baby with you. Maybe two.”

			The thought of Christopher holding their babies made her eyes sting. “At least. We’ll have to get started soon. I’m ticking, you know.”

			“You could sneak out and meet me on the boat later tonight. I’ll play our song and we can dance,” he added slyly and she laughed.

			“Tomorrow, Christopher.” She leaned down and kissed him softly. “And every night after that. For the

			rest of your life.”
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			Eight years earlier

			Baltimore, Maryland, Thursday, March 15, 5:45 p.m.

			I can’t. I can’t do this.

			The words thundered in John Hudson’s mind, drowning out the beep of the cash register at the front of the convenience store. The customer at the counter paid for her purchases, then left, oblivious to the fact that the guy standing in front of the motor oil was a cold-blooded killer.

			But I’m not a killer. Not yet.

			But you will be. In less than five minutes, you will be. Desperation grabbed his throat, churned his gut. Made his heart beat too hard and too fast. I can’t. God help me, I cannot do this.

			You have to. The small print on the back of the bottle of motor oil he pretended to study blurred as his eyes filled with hot tears. He knew what he had to do.

			John put the bottle back on the shelf, his hand trembling. He closed his eyes, felt the burn as the tears streaked down his wind-chapped cheeks. He swiped a knuckle under his eyes, the wool of his gloves scraping his skin. Blindly he chose another bottle, conscious of the seconds ticking by. Conscious of the risk, of the cost if he followed through. And if he did not.

			The text had come that morning. There had been no words. None had been needed. The photo attached had been more than sufficient.

			Sam. My boy.

			His son was no longer a boy. John knew that. At twenty-two his son was a man. But John also knew he’d lost the best years of his son’s life because he couldn’t recall much from that time. He’d spent them snorting and shooting up, filling his body with what he couldn’t live without. Even now, standing here, he was high. Just enough to be borderline functional, but not enough to dull the horror of what he was about to do.

			His addiction had nearly killed him too many times to count. Now it was killing Sam.

			This is my fault. All my fault.

			His son had pulled himself out of the neighborhood, kept himself clean. Straight. Sam had a future. Or he would, if John did what he was supposed to do.

			God. How can I? His hand trembling, John flipped his phone open to the photo that had been texted to him that day—his son bound, unconscious, a thin line of blood trickling from his mouth. Tied to a chair, his head lolling to the side. A gloved hand holding a gun to his head.

			How can I? How can I not?

			The assignment had originally come via text yesterday morning from a number John had hoped he’d never see. He’d made a desperate deal with the devil and payment had come due. His target had been identified, the time and place specified.

			The target came to this store every evening on his way home from work. John just had to show up. Do the job. Make it look unplanned. Wrong place, wrong time.

			But he hadn’t been able to do it yesterday. Hadn’t been able to force himself to walk inside the store. Hadn’t been able to force himself to pull the trigger.

			So the ante had been upped, the second text sent, this time with the photo. And Sam was the pawn. Son. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

			John heard the quiet beep of the door as it opened. Please don’t let it be him. Please don’t let him stop here today. Please.

			But if it’s not him, you can’t kill him. And then Sam will die.

			“Hey, Paul.” The greeting had come from the cashier, a fifty-something African-American woman who greeted several of her customers by name. “What’s shakin’ in the hallowed halls?”

			John’s heart sank. It’s him. Make your move.

			“Same old, same old,” Paul replied, a weariness to his voice that somehow made John’s task seem even worse. “Cops put them in jail, we do our best to throw away the key. Most of the time they’re back on the street so fast, the door doesn’t even hit them in the ass.”

			“Damn defense attorneys,” the cashier muttered. “Same old, same old on the numbers, too?”

			“My mother is a creature of habit,” Paul said, his chuckle now rueful.

			“You’re a good boy to pick up her lotto tickets every day, Paul.”

			“It makes her happy,” he said simply. “She doesn’t ask for much.”

			Just do it! Before he makes you like him even more.

			He edged to the end of the aisle, closer to the cash register. Pretending to scratch his head, he reached up under his Orioles’ baseball cap to yank down the ski mask he’d hidden under it to cover his face. It could be worse. The three of them were the only ones in the store. If he had to dispose of a lot of witnesses . . . That would be much worse.

			“That’ll be ten bucks,” the cashier said. “How’s your wife, Paul? Pregnancy going okay?”

			His wife is pregnant. Don’t do this. For the love of God, do not do this.

			Ignoring the screaming in his head, John wheeled around, drawing his gun.

			“Everybody freeze,” John growled. “Hands where I can see them.”

			The cashier froze and John’s target paled, his hands lifted, palms out. “Give him what he wants, Lilah,” Paul said quietly. “Nothing in this store is worth your life.”

			“What do you want?” the cashier whispered.

			Not this. I don’t want this.

			Do it. Or Sam will die. Of this John had no doubt. The gloved hand holding the gun to his son’s head had killed before. He would kill Sam.

			Do. It.

			Hand shaking, John pointed the gun at Paul’s chest and pulled the trigger. Lilah screamed as the man went down. John caught a movement from the corner of his eye. Lilah had retrieved a gun from below the counter. Clenching his jaw, John pulled the trigger a second time and Lilah crumpled to the counter, blood pooling around the hole he had just put in her head.

			It’s done. Nausea churned in his gut. Get out of here before you throw up.

			He took a step toward the door when he froze, stunned. Paul was struggling to his knees. There was no blood on the man’s white shirt. Holes, but no blood. Understanding dawned. The man wore a vest.

			What the fucking hell? John lifted his gun, aiming at the man’s forehead.

			The shrill beep of the door opening had him glancing to the left.

			“Daddy!”

			Oh hell. A little boy. The devil had never said anything about a kid.

			Fucking hell. Now what? What do I do now?
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			Cold. So cold.

			Ford curled into himself, instinctively trying to find some warmth. But there was none.

			Cold. The floor was cold. And hard. And dirty. Hard to breathe.

			The wind was blowing outside, rattling windows, sending jets of frigid air around his body. Over his skin. So cold. A shudder racked his body and he struggled to open his eyes. It was dark. Can’t see. Head hurts. God. He tried to get up, to push at whatever covered his eyes, but he couldn’t. Where am . . . What hap—

			Clarity returned in a rush and with it came blinding panic. He was blindfolded. Gagged. Tied, hands and feet. No. He fought wildly for a few seconds, hissing when the rope seared his skin. He slumped, fatigued, his heart racing.

			Kim. The image of her face broke through the pounding in his head. He’d been with Kim. Walking her to her car. He drew a sharp breath through his nose, the dirt he inhaled making him sneeze violently. Nausea roiled as bright lights flashed behind his eyelids.

			Alley. They’d gone through an alley. Kim had parked behind the movie theater.

			That damn foreign film. She’d had to see some French film for class. Weird theater, bad part of town. He’d insisted she not go alone. They had to go through the alley to get to her car.

			Ford tried to remember. He’d heard a noise. Felt . . . pain. Oh God. The fear in Kim’s eyes. Her scream. The shattering pain in his head, right before everything went dark.

			Kim. He threw his body forward and grunted, the exploding pain in his shoulder sending him back to the floor, where he huddled, grimacing, catching his breath. Where is she?

			He drew another breath, taking care not to inhale the dirt this time. Quieting himself, he listened for any sound— a whisper, a wheeze, a whimper. But there was none.

			She’s not here. She’s not here. He closed his eyes, fighting to control his pounding heart. Please don’t let her be here. Because if she was here, she wasn’t breathing. If she was here, she was hurt. Maybe dead. No. No. He shook his head hard, wincing when the pain spiked deep. She got away. Please let her have gotten away.

			Away . . . from what? From whom? Where is here? The panic rose in his throat, choking him. Calm down. Think. You know how to think. Thinking was what Ford Elkhart did best.

			He closed his eyes, forced himself to calm. To think. To remember. It’s cold. Which told him nothing. It was December, for God’s sake. He could be anywhere north of Florida.

			Why? Why me? He gave the ropes binding his wrists another hard yank, then swore when his frozen skin burned. Why? He knew why.

			Money. Ransom. It had to be. He wondered if they were contacting his mother or his father. He hoped his mother. Dad won’t pay a dime to get me back, he thought bitterly. Then he pictured his mother and his heart clenched.

			Mom. She’d be terrified. Out of her mind with worry. Because his mother had prosecuted enough of these cases to know what was happening to him right now.

			And what was likely to happen next.

			I’m sorry, Mom. His eyes filled. I’m so sorry. She’d warned him to be careful, urged him to let her hire a bodyguard. He’d scoffed at her fear. He hadn’t needed any bodyguard. He could take care of himself.

			Hell. He’d taken care of himself so well that he was trussed up like a Christmas turkey. Probably awaiting the same fate. He blinked hard, shook the tears off his face. Stop it, he thought. Crying won’t help you get away.

			And he had to get away. Kim needs me. So think. Breathe. He forced himself to calm, willed his mind to hear the voice of his mother’s friend Paige, who taught self-defense. He’d taken Kim to see Paige for instruction because he’d wanted to keep her safe, even when he wasn’t there to protect her.

			You were there, his mind mocked. Standing right beside her. And it didn’t make a bit of difference.

			He fought the terror that closed his throat. Please let her be all right. I’ll do anything. Please, God, just let Kim be all right. If something happened to her . . . because somebody was trying to get to me . . . He’d never be able to forgive himself.

			You might not get the chance to forgive yourself—or to save her—if you die here, so stop whining and think. He tried to remember what Paige had said, but he’d been watching Kim from the sidelines, admiring her body as she practiced the escape moves Paige had demonstrated. He’d been thinking about what they’d do when he got Kim back to his room.

			He prayed that Kim had been paying attention, because he hadn’t been.

			So pay attention now. Eventually whoever brought him here would come back, if only to kill him. You need to be ready to strike. To get away.

			Ford closed his eyes, took an inventory of his injuries. His head . . . The back of his skull hurt like hell. That’s where the bastard hit me. His right arm hurt, too, but probably wasn’t broken. His shoulder throbbed, but it had before. Rowing training last week. At least I’m in decent shape. It might give him a fighting chance.

			His legs . . . He tried to move them within the confines of the ropes. They seemed okay. Stiff from being tied, but not injured. So you can run. When you get the chance, hit with your left and run like a bat out of hell.

			To where? He could hear nothing, no sounds of the city. They were far enough out that getting back might be a challenge. It was cold and he had no coat. At least he had shoes. He might have to walk a long way. But he’d do it.

			He’d get back. He’d find Kim and they’d get back to their lives. He’d take her home, introduce her to his mother and Gran. He wished he’d done so already.

			He’d marry her, just like they’d talked about when the night was quiet and he held her in his arms. They’d have a whole life together. They would.

			But first he had to get away from here. Wherever the hell here is.

			Ford froze, straining to hear. Someone was coming. Stay calm. Pay attention to details.

			A door creaked as it opened, an icy blast rushing into the room. His teeth would have chattered had it not been for the gag in his mouth.

			He heard footsteps. Coming closer. Heavy footsteps. A man. Boots. He was wearing boots.

			The footsteps stopped close to Ford’s head and he could feel warmth from the man’s body.

			“You’re awake.”

			Gravelly. The voice was deep and harsh. Filled with . . . laughter? Yeah, laughter. Asshole’s laughing at me. Ford bit back the fury that roared through him. Focus. Pay attention.

			He heard the crack of knees and the warmth came closer. There was a scent. Aftershave. Familiar. He’d smelled it before. He was sure of it. Where? He tensed when fingers ran over his hair, then hissed a curse when a fist grabbed his hair and yanked his head up. Fight. Dammit, fight. Ford thrashed, flinging his body to one side. A heavy knee planted itself on his chest, holding him down. His head was yanked to one side, exposing his neck.

			“Honey, I’m home,” the man crooned. “Did you miss me?”
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			Baltimore, Monday, December 23, 11:00 a.m.

			They wouldn’t stop talking. The people came into her room and talked and talked, but Lana didn’t talk back. Because she knew what would happen if she did.

			She wasn’t sure how long she’d been here. Her head hurt. It was hard to think.

			Especially because the people were still talking. This time it was the doctor and the lady who wasn’t a nurse. The lady was nice. Her name was Heidi. She’d brushed Lana’s hair and touched her face and smiled. Like Lana’s mama used to do. Before she got sick.

			The man was a doctor. Lana knew because he had a white coat and that thing he used to listen to her heart. The stethoscope. He’d held it in front of her and said, “Steth-o-scope,” slowly, like she was too dumb to understand. But I’m not dumb. I’m not. I know things.

			Like her name. Her birthday. She’d be seven years old soon. She knew that she was in the United States. And that she was in a hospital. And her hands had gotten frozen. Lana stared at her hands, all wrapped in bandages. They still hurt, but not so much as they did before.

			Lana knew that she had a sister. And that she didn’t have a mama. Not anymore. Or a papa. Papa. Mama. Please come back. Please don’t leave me here.

			But she knew that they were never coming back. Because they were dead.

			She wanted to cry, but she didn’t dare. Nurse was here. Nurse was always here. She didn’t dress like a nurse, not like she did before. When she took care of Mama. Here she dressed like a normal lady. Not mean. Not bad. She’d fooled everyone. But not me. I know who she is.

			Nurse didn’t come into Lana’s room. Except that one time. But that once was enough.

			Now Nurse stayed out in the hall, always walking by so slowly, her finger over her lips. Sshh. Don’t tell, Lana. Don’t tell. Or you know what I’ll do.

			Lana knew what Nurse would do. She knew what Nurse had already done.

			The doctor and the lady kept talking and Lana tried to ignore them. Please leave me alone. They thought she couldn’t talk. But it wasn’t true. Lana could so talk. She wanted to beg them to help her. But she could not. Because of Nurse.

			Oh no, no. Lana’s heart started to race. She’s here again. Nurse was outside the big window in Lana’s room, carrying the baby. Lana’s sister. Her sister didn’t know that Nurse was bad. She didn’t know about Mama and Papa. She was just a little baby.

			Nurse stopped in the doorway and brushed her fingertips over the baby’s pretty blond hair. Then pressed a finger to her lips and gave Lana “the look.” Mama had thought Nurse was a good person, but Mama had been wrong.

			And now Lana didn’t know what to do. All she knew was that she couldn’t say a single word or her little sister would die. Nurse had said so and Lana believed her.

			“Sweetie?” Heidi knelt next to the bed, holding clothes.

			Pants and a top. Shoes and a new coat. My size. They’re for me.

			Where is my coat? This coat was an ugly brown color. Lana’s coat was snowy white and had real fox fur. She and Mama had picked it out before they’d left home. I want to go home now. Please, Mama. I want to go home.

			Heidi held up the top with a cheery smile. Lana nodded and Heidi pulled the hospital top off and tugged the new top on—and Lana understood. They were leaving the hospital.

			Lana’s heart began to race. Maybe Nurse won’t know I’m gone or where they take me. I can tell. I can get help.

			Then she looked up and her heart sank. Nurse was still there, standing at the window. Nurse’s eyes turned to slits and she shook her head slowly as she touched the baby’s hair.

			Lana nodded. She understood. She wouldn’t say a word.
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