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Blurb

Bounty hunter Louie Russell has ajob to do and afugitive to catch. James " Jamie"
McDonald has jumped on a $100,000 bond and Louie must bring him back. She always
works alone—until she finds herself shadowed by sexy older brother Paul McDonald, a
man who shakes up her world and touches her heart.

All Paul McDonald wants to do is coach his hockey team and enjoy his post-NHL
life in Spokane, Washington. At the same time, he's sick and tired of his brother's antics
and now Jami€e's gone too far. Paul will drag him back by the ear if he has to. So, when he
starts to shadow the beautiful bounty hunter on his brother's trail, it's only because he
wants to find Jamie asquick as possible. The fact that Louie's sexy and amazing has
nothing to do with it. Or so hetriesto tell himself.

When Jamie is murdered, the routine hunt becomes something much darker and far
more threatening. Along with passion and love comes danger. Will they be strong enough
to stop akiller cutting a wide path of death and destruction? Or will the truth be the final
nightmare Louie can't survive?



Prologue

A very bad feeling sat deep in the pit of Chris Russell's stomach, but he couldn't put
afinger on why. At his desk, he fastened the straps of his bullet-proof vest and wrestled
in silence with the uneasiness that had stuck with him since he'd gotten out of bed in the
morning. The bulky vest secure, he dipped on his black jacket with the bold yellow
letters DEA stenciled on the back.

He picked up his sidearm, checked the clip, and then slipped it into the holster at his
waist. He put an extraclip in the black |eather mag pouch on his belt and two morein his
bag. Next was hisrifle. It fit into the black nylon bag that looked, to the casual glance,
like an over-sized gym tote. Zipping the bag shut, he picked it up and turned to head out
the door. Regardless of his discomfort, it was time to go. Without something concrete, he
would move forward. No reason not to.

Chris had worked this case since the start and wanted to bring it to a successful
conclusion despite the sensation at the back of his neck like cold, dead fingers brushing
his skin. He didn't care what anybody else said, intuition counted for agreat deal in his
book. Intuition had kept him alive more than once during his time with the Army Rangers
and he was not about to ignore it now. But he'd still go full bore ahead with this bust.
Setting it up had taken months, and it was time to take down the key person responsible
for bringing huge quantities of drugsinto his city. That bad feeling, though, would keep
him on his toes, and his senses on hyper-alert.

They till didn't know the name of the man they would haul into federal custody later
tonight. The Medicine Man was the only i.d. they had...preciouslittle to go on. The
Medicine Man had set up his facade with such skill that law enforcement was unable to
break through to discover the identity behind it. That bothered Chris as much asit pissed
him off. He would know who this asshole was before the sun came up, one way or the
other.

Through careful work and perfect timing, he and the othersinvolved in the operation
had put their own cast together. The bust would play like the finest symphony, flushing
out the man who pulled strings like a master puppeteer. At long last, he would answer for
his crimes. The Medicine Man would be out of business.

Chriswould be lying if he said he wasn't curious as to the identity of the one who
was ableto pull off such a successful and profitable drug enterprise without his name
ever being slipped even once. A pretty good feat when to offer aname in exchange for a
deal was common practice. Too bad the guy didn't work on the right side of the law; he
would have been a great success. Now, he was about to find his ass sitting in prison.

The warehouse appeared deserted when Chris and his partner parked the black SUV
in the shadows about a block away. North of town and a scant block off Market Street,
the warehouse sat near rolling hills. Those hills, dotted with low brush and pine trees,
provided an excellent cover position for Chris and the other agents. The only downside
was that the front of the building was wide and flat with a quick and easy escape to
Market Street. There was no way to block access without tipping their hand. They had
little choice except to leave the front section unprotected. If all went well, and Chris
prayed it did, the unprotected front wouldn't be a problem. If it didn't? Well, he wasn't



going to think that way. It would go their way. The bastard was going down.

He pulled hisrifle from the bag and attached the night scope before he slung the
strap over his shoulder. His partner, also armed, motioned he would take the | eft side.
Chris nodded and started to the hill on the right. They were near enough to the rear of the
building that both would have a clear, lethal shot, while still able to maintain sufficient
cover.

Kneeling behind a clump of pine seedlings, the tallest of which was only about three
feet high, Chris brought the rifle to his shoulder and peered through the scope. He let out
the breath he'd been holding. This was the spot. He had a clear view of the warehouse and
astraight shot, if need be.

Subtle movement rippled around the warehouse. SWAT officers from the Spokane
Police Department and deputies from the United States Marshal's Service were taking up
posts in various locations around the perimeter. Bottom line: it was covered from every
angle it could be, and by the best from each of the participating agencies. No one was
about to walk out of this without handcuffs on their wrists and a federal indictment
looming large on their horizon. Now all that was |eft to do was wait.

After over two hours of patience, adark van rolled up to the rear door. About damn
time. Chris shouldered hisrifle and peered through the scope for a better ook at the
newest arrivals. Right away he recognized the two men who got out and walked around
to the rear of the van. Eddy Pearson and Andy Shea were well-known and frequent
visitors of the SPD'slocal bed and breakfast. Eddy was also the guy responsible for
setting this up. He'd been given achoice: either set it up or head to Walla Wallawhere
Washington State's notorious maximum security prison was located. Eddy wasn't eager to
risk atrip back to Walla Walla and had been far more amenabl e to their suggested plan.
The dedl till held jail time for Eddy, but at the much more comfortable Geiger
Corrections Center. The meeting was thus arranged and Eddy was, so far, playing his part
to perfection. Amazing how the threat of time in a maximum security prison could elicit
the kind of assistance needed for a bust thisimportant.

Less than five minutes later, alate model BMW pulled up behind the van and alone
man got out. Once more Chris looked through the scope. No, it couldn't be. He adjusted
therifle at his shoulder again before peering through the high-powered scope for another
close-up look. What was he doing at this warehouse in the middle of the night? He
needed to get out of there before he muddied up the bust they'd spent so long pulling
together. Chris started to sling hisrifle back over his shoulder and then stopped. Slowly
he brought the rifle around and put his eye back to the scope.

Oh, shit. Now he understood. He lowered the rifle and took a couple of deep
steadying breaths. It didn't matter. Not in the big picture. The Medicine Man had to be
stopped, regardiess of hisidentity.

At the sound of gunshots near the building, Chris snapped the rifle back up to his
shoulder in one fluid movement. In the seconds since he'd lowered hisrifle, something
had gone very wrong. The shots didn't stop, their sound as loud as cannons in the till
night.

"Damnit," he muttered as hisfinger glided to the trigger. This could not go south,
not now.

Chris adjusted therifle to ready it for firing, and put his eye to his scope. Again,
unease dlithered through his body. He had a brief glimpse of arifle protruding from the



driver's window of the BMW—pointed right at him—before the punch of a bullet sent
him flying backward.
Then everything went black.



Chapter One

"Bastard!"

Louie Russell shot out of her chair and through the door connecting her office to
Harry's, from where the thunderous expl etive had issued. His round face was red, and
looked even redder because of the jet-black braids yet to play host to even one strand of
white. His dark eyes were narrowed and flashing as he looked up at her.

Eyebrows raised, she shook her head. "Watch it, Harry, you know my CPR card is
out of date."

Her comment was only part jest. It had been ages since she'd completed her CPR
training and whether they liked it or not, neither one of them was getting any younger.
The crimson flush on his neck and face didn't give her awarm and cozy fedling. She
could almost hear his arteries pop and that was most definitely not a good thing.

Harry was a good fifteen pounds heavier than when she'd moved into her small
office five years ago, and he hadn't been alittle guy back then. The last couple of years,
each time one of the clients skipped, she was certain the big one was just around the
corner for her friend and co-worker. His face would get bright red, and with every
successive explosion, it seemed to take longer for the flush to fade. Y eah, she pretty
much figured it was past time for Harry to get a physical and way past time for her to
refresh the old CPR training.

"Funny,” he muttered at the same time he tossed a manila folder toward her like a
Frisbee. It landed with a plop on the yellowed vinyl at her feet. "Little Canadian bastard
took off."

"Which little Canadian bastard?'

A reasonable question since he seemed to have a corner on the market lately. Among
other illegal product, BC bud was big business these days and for whatever reason,
Spokane was destination central. Dope hadn't lost its appeal in these parts, or at least
that's the way it seemed to Louie. The constant influx kept both local and federal law
enforcement busy, not to mention Harry's door swinging, and by extension, hers. If Harry
was busy, Louie's caseload went up in direct proportion. Nothing like good old
mathematics to keep a business popping and the paychecks rolling in. If she'd known how
much money there was in this business, she might have been tempted to change jobs eons
ago.

"James McDonald." Harry's words were clipped as though it was painful to even say
the name.

"Oh the cute Canadian bastard,” Louie said and nodded. Just the mere mention of
McDonald's name seemed have reignited the flush in Harry's face. She didn't like that.

"Oh yeah, Russell, he'sareal cutie al right. Took off on a 100K bond. I am not
inclined to cough up the dough and his parents, poor suckers, can't afford it either. Do
you know what the exchange rate is right now? Thiswill wipe them out, lock, stock, and
barrel. A shametoo, they seemed like real decent people to me. | hate it when this kind of
shit happens.”

Harry shook his head and pulled a candy bar from the middle drawer of his desk. He
peeled back the wrapper and took a big bite. The scent of chocolate floated across the air.



The wrapper crackled as he balled it up and tossed it in the direction of the trash can. He
mi ssed.

"Harry..." Her eyes narrowed and she nodded her head toward the treat.

He shrugged and said through a mouth full of candy, "1'm stressed.”

Good excuse was what she thought, though L ouie kept the commentary to herself.
Not that she blamed Harry for being a bit tense. When somebody skipped, it was bad al
the way around. Still, she'd heard the story too many times to feel much of anything
beyond annoyance. She sympathized with the parents and their potential 1oss, but
personal feelings had no businessin this business. There were good people and there
were bad people, plain and smple. Her job, however, wasn't to worry about the
distinction. Her job was to get James McDonald back in a courtroom before Harry was
forced to forfeit the bond and, by extension, the McDonalds lost all their collateral.

"How much time?" she asked.

"Joe Harper's the Assistant U.S. Attorney on this one and he gave me acall. Helll
hold off on amotion for bond forfeiture until the end of the month. I promised him you
would drag the boy back so I'm counting on you not to make aliar out of me." He popped
the final chunk of the candy into his mouth and licked his lips, a satisfied smile on his
face.

"Great, Harry, | love it when you make promises on my behalf. Any leads on where
thislittle fellow took off to?"

"Y eah, he went north."

There were reasons why she was the field person and Harry stayed in the office. She
let out along sigh. "You're just a bundle of information, Studhorse.”

"Y eah, well, I'm the money, baby, you're the great white hunter.”

"Some kind of Indian you are. Y ou don't even pretend to try."

"Naw, too much work and | think you forget, I'm the chief so | get to order trackers
around. That's what a chief does these days. Besides, | did my time, now it's my turn to
sit on my fat ass and watch someone younger and much better looking do all the hard
work. Does the old heart good, if you know what | mean." He tapped a finger to his chest.

Louie smiled, relieved to see the tension in his face begin to relax. The brilliant red
in his cheeks finally faded to aflushed pink or whatever color it could be called
underneath his latte-colored skin. Despite the candy bar, a heart attack did not appear
imminent—for the moment anyway. She still intended to pester him until he made an
appointment for a physical. Oh and yeah, she'd best 1ook into that CPR refresher too.

"And you do it so well." She bent down to retrieve the folder still on the floor by her
feet. "l have thirty days?"

"Don't pressit.” Harry tilted back in his chair to study her with aglint in his black
eyes. "Make it twenty-five."

"Oh, so you want to make a challenge out of it?' To work in this business, it was
impossible not have a bit of gambler's soul. A wager was their way of making a game out
of the hunt. She wasn't much of atrue gambler, but this was a game she loved to play.
Hide and seek with alittle kick-the-can thrown in for good measure, combined with rules
with far more elasticity to them than when she'd been a cop.

Harry leaned forward in his chair and folded his arms on top of apile of folders
littering his desk. "Tell you what, Russell. Y ou bring me that boy in twenty days and |
will up your take another five percent.”



Her smile broadened. "I so love a challenge, especially one with alittle bonus
attached. I'll hold you to the wager, Studhorse." She pointed a finger at him.

"It'sadeal, sugar. The extrafive percent isworth it if you bring me the boy. It will
make this chief very happy to not have to cough up a cool hundred.”

"Ah, Harry, have | ever let you down?"

"No, baby, that's why you're still here."

"You're such a sweet talker."

"So the ladies say."

"Ah hal And what ladies would those be exactly, if you don't mind me asking?"'

Harry waved his hands in the air. "A gentleman doesn't name names."

Louie shook her head and left him laughing at his own cleverness. She turned in the
direction of the part of the building she called hers. The tile was faded, the woodwork a
bit battered and dull. Still, it was as comfortable as an old pair of shoes, as though she'd
been here al her life.

In her office, Louie spread open the folder Harry had tossed to her and started to
read. The picture of James McDonald showed a youthful looking man of twenty-nine
with wavy red hair and bright green eyes. No deep lines creased his face, and his skin
was smooth and unblemished. She was struck by the thought his was not the face of a
hardened criminal. Y et, the nature of the aleged crimes spoke of more than an amateur.
He had, after all, been caught red-handed in his attempt to haul a major amount of BC
bud over the border.

Still, he looked more like a Scottish throwback. It was easier for Louie to imagine
the handsome face and lithe body in full Highland regalia rather than the dark glasses and
black clothes of the stereotypical drug runner. She rather liked the Highland image.

A magjor player, she mused while she flipped through the indictment and
accompanying paperwork Harry'd prepared for the bond. James McDonald was caught in
possession of a serious amount of dope without any identifiable links to a known
organization. Hence the theory he was the top man. A solitary run? Or, aguy with aplan
to make quick piles of money without deep involvement with other established networks?

Not according to the feds. They seemed to think he was The Big Guy and were
patting themselves on the back for the bust. But why would the supposed kingpin do the
run himself? Solitary or not, it seemed amajor flaw in the case, at least in her opinion.
She'd been on the job long enough to know how it all came down. Leaders paid mules to
trangport their drugs; they didn't do it themselves. That James was caught with a huge
load of dopein ajet black Suburban didn't make sense if he was truly the top man.

But it didn't change the facts. He was charged with some very sobering offenses, and
the one hundred thousand dollar bond was a clear sign the feds were dead serious about
thisguy. Harry, of course, took it seriously aswell. He didn't respond well to being
parted from his cash or being forced to collect on collateral. Most of the time, he posted
the bond and the defendant showed up. Everybody was happy, so to speak. Every oncein
awhile, though, a James McDonald situation popped up. Not good for anyone involved,
except Louie. It's how she made aliving.

She fired up her computer and logged in to do alittle background work on James and
hisfamily. An hour later, her pad full of notes, Louie leaned back in her chair.
Interesting. Very, very interesting.

Her chair squeaked as she stood. She opened the top drawer of her desk, took out her



gun and tucked it into her shoulder holster. The dark blue jacket she dlipped into was
excellent for hiding the gun. In blue jeans and leather boots, her hair cut in a short, sporty
style, she blended in well with the general population. She liked Spokane with its big city
size and small town friendliness. Luxury cars and pickup trucks moved together through
the streets of the city without drawing a second glance. A person could fish in the
afternoon and attend the symphony the same night. It was a blue-jeans-to-velvet kind of
town that suited her extremely well. She was born to be in this place.

Bottom line: Louie liked it here and she liked her job. The profession had been
thrown at her rather than one made from conscious choice, but sometimes things worked
out very well in spite of everything. Thiswas one of those instances. Five years ago, she
would never have believed she'd end up a bail enforcement agent, let alone one of the top
agents in the region. These days, she was offered more jobs than she could handle.
Harry's dways came first. Their relationship was much more than professional, and she
for one was not about to forget it. Loyalty weighed heavy in her book.

Dropping her small spiral notebook and pen into her pocket, she waved to Harry and
headed out to the parking lot, off on the hunt for James McDonald. She figured twenty
days was a cakewalk with this guy, and the extra five percent Harry promised wasicing
on the cake.

Halfway to her car Louie heard afamiliar rattle. She did an about-face and jogged
over to where eighty-seven—year-old Meg English pushed atired silver cart with a
single paper sack in the bottom. Dressed in her familiar peach track suit, Meg could
easily pass for awoman at least a decade or two younger. Today she wore a snappy pair
of sunglasses, her alwaystidy hair in asingle braid down her back.

"Let me," Louie said as she eased the rickety cart from Meg's firm grasp.

"Well, Miss Louise, thank you." Meg stepped aside and let L ouie take control. She
patted her hair with thin, slightly shaky hands and then straightened her zippered jacket.
Her smile revealed even, white teeth.

"I told you I'd take you for groceries, and you promised not to walk all the way to
Rosauers again,” Louie said, pushing the cart across the asphalt parking lot with Meg
beside her

"Now, Louise, that was indeed afine offer, but if | let you take me in the car, how
would | get my exercise? | don't want my bottom to get as big as aballoon. |'ve seen what
women my age look like when they get too soft."

Fat chance. Louie laughed and shook her head. "Like that's really going to happen to
you."

Meg pursed her lips, her face serious even though her deep brown eyes twinkled. "It
will if | get lazy." She lifted her chin.

Not only was Meg the most energetic octogenarian Louie ever met, she was asthin
asarail with a bottom that would never in amillion years be mistaken for aballoon. At a
whopping five foot three, if she stood very tall, Meg maybe weighed a hundred pounds
on agood day. Her mocha skin glowed with good health and her ebony hair hosted a
mere peppering of white. Few, if any, would guess her true age. Louie sure hadn't and
had been floored the day she discovered how old Meg was.

More days than not Meg could be found with her silver cart on the way to the
grocery store for fresh fruits and vegetables. If not the grocery store, it was Aunti€'s, the
huge local bookstore down on the corner of Main and Washington where she'd pick up



the Wall Street Journal. Or, if not on her way for books or groceries, she could be found
at one of the downtown charities helping those whose lives had spiraled into
homel essness and despair.

Meg was one-of-a-kind. And there was little use in arguing with her. Louied tried
many times before and each time she'd lost. Instead, just as she did today, Louie chastised
Meg—though with afriendly smile—and then carried the cart up the flight of stairs from
the ground floor, where Loui€'s office was located, to the second story, where Meg's one-
bedroom apartment overlooked Monroe Street.

Louie waited for Meg to unlock the apartment door before taking the cart into the
kitchen. Louie loved to spend time with Meg. She was spirited and interesting with a
keen eye on current events. She didn't talk much about herself and even though Louie
would love to have known more about her history, she respected Meg's privacy and didn't
ask personal questions.

She was dying to know about the original paintings by artists such as Frida Kahlo
and Remedios Varo that graced the small apartment walls. She hadn't recognized the
names on the paintings the first time she studied them. But she was an investigator, so
she'd gone home and looked on her computer. The good old internet poured forth its
magic. Fascinated by the history of the two twentieth-century surrealist painters, Louie
spent the better part of two hours just reading. She now knew awhole lot about Kahlo
and Varo. What she didn't know was how the two originals landed on the beige walls of a
Monroe Street walk-up.

Even now as Louie looked around the familiar room with the older yet tasteful
furniture, she felt comforted, the same way she did every time she went there. Still, she
was very curious to know how awoman with such obvious grace and intelligence lived
so simply in asmall apartment in downtown Spokane. Curious minds want to know...

Today, like most days, Louie kept her curiosity to herself. She put away Meg's small
sack of groceries and helped her settle into favorite chair. Meg's eyes were closed, the
linesin her face relaxed and serene. Louie tried hard to be quiet as she moved to the door.
She wasn't exactly abull in a china shop but she wasn't quite a ballerina either. She
wanted to stay for a cup of tea, except duty called. Teawould have to wait for another
day.

"Thank you." Meg said, her eyes still closed.

Louie paused and smiled. "Y ou're very welcome. Now, you call me next time you
need to go to the store, promise?’

"I promise to think about it."

"You're a stubborn old lady, Meg English," Louie said with alaugh.

A smile turned up the corners of Meg's mouth, though she still didn't open her eyes.
Her hands were on the arms of the chair and her fingers tapped lightly. " So I've been told
at atable of kings."

Louie raised an eyebrow. "Y eah, right, and | had dinner with Prince Charles|ast
night."

"Y es, Prince Charles, such a serious boy."

Louie raised both eyebrows. "Y ou know Prince Charles?" Sure she does, just about
aswell as| know the president.

Meg opened her eyes, atwinkle in the deep brown gaze, and gave her alittle nod.
"Know him? No, not really, but | did have dinner with him once," she said and winked.



Then she settled back into the chair and closed her eyes again.
Louie was still shaking her head when she stepped into the hallway and closed the
door. Table of kings indeed.

* % % %

"I'm gonnakill him." Paul threw the portable phone across his office. The sound of
shattered plastic raining down was like that of a ghostly storm. Harsh but brief. He
looked over at the mess. Gonna have to replace that out of his pocket. No big deal. Right
at this moment, it was the least of hisworries. He could care less about a stupid telephone
or how much it would cost to replace.

The big issue pressing like a hundred-pound weight on his head right at the moment
was where to find his little brother. It wasn't a big stretch to believe Jamie could get
busted for something as stupid as dope dealing, but to skip out on the bail and leave their
parents hanging high and dry ... even Jamie wasn't that big of an asshole. He might be a
lot of things not particularly savory, but Paul had never known him to do one thing to
harm the folks. Until now.

Jamie had managed to put Mom and Dad at risk to lose everything. Their home, their
retirement savings, everything. Not acceptable. No way, no how.

Paul dropped to his chair and ran his fingers through his hair. Time for a haircut, he
thought, and then wondered why something so inconsequential would occur to him at a
time like this. He could care less what his hair looked like.

What he needed was to find Jamie before the bond was forfeited by the court. He
hoped he could find him before it wastoo late. For all he knew, it could be too late
already. The criminal justice system wasn't the arena he knew.

Paul dug through his desk drawer and found the business card the bondsman had
given him the day he and his parents had bailed Jamie out, even though leaving Jamiein
jail had been Paul's preference. It was high time for Jamie to face the consequences of his
actions without Mommy and Daddy stepping in to pick up the pieces for him. Paul
wished they'd listened to him. If they had, this call would be totally unnecessary.

He started to reach for the phone, but was interrupted by a tentative knock on his
door. In the doorway, looking like he'd rather be anywhere else but in Paul's office was
his goaltender, Todd Fox. At seventeen, Todd was an easy six-foot-three and one of the
reasons the team was well on its way to aleague championship. Until last night anyway.

"Coach, you wanted to see me?' There was just the slightest tremor in Todd's voice.

Paul waved himin. "Yeah, we gottatalk."

Todd dropped to a chair and looked at the floor. "Coach, | know | messed up last
night. It won't happen again.”

"l know it won't."

Todd's head snapped up and alook of horror crossed his face. "Are you cutting me?"

Paul smiled and shook his head. "No, as long as you tell me what's distracting you.
Last night your game sucked big time and that's not like you. What's up?"

The panic in Todd's young face faded, replaced by sadness. Tearswelled in his eyes,
something Paul hadn't seen before in this very focused and tough young man. "It's my
grandma, Coach. She'sin the hospital .”

"Isit serious?’

Todd nodded and a single tear escaped down his cheek. "I'm afraid we're gonnalose



her.

Paul swiveled his chair until he faced his computer. "Hang on a second.” Hisfingers
punched the keys in rapid succession. A couple minutes of silence passed before Paul
swiveled back to look at Todd. The printer behind him whirred and a second later he
grabbed the single piece of paper it spat out.

"Y ou go pack abag and I'll have Coach Curry pick you up.”

"To do what?' Todd's eyes were bright and he didn't move.

"To go home. | just made a plane reservation for you into Vancouver. | assume your
folks can pick you up there?' Paul shoved the printed ticket across the desk to Todd.

"What about Friday's game?"

"WEe'll make it through one game without you, | promise. There are some things
more important than hockey. Go see your grandmother. I'll see you back here on
Sunday."

Todd picked up the ticket and got up out of the chair. A big smile was on hisface.
"Thanks, Coach. I'll pay you back, | promise.”

Paul stood and patted Todd on the shoulder. "Not a problem. | have aton of frequent
flier miles to use up anyway. Didn't cost me, or the team, adime.”

As soon as Todd left, Paul sat down at his desk and reached for the phone. He paused
when it dawned on him that he'd made confetti out of it. He dug in his pocket and pulled
out hiscell. Flipping it open, he punched in the number off the business card as he
wondered what he was going to say. He didn't know where to start. He'd always avoided
trouble with the law. He'd never even been pulled over for atraffic ticket, let alone gotten
himself thrown in jail by the federal government.

Oh, he'd been stuck with atough-guy reputation all right, but if people really knew
how much was back office propaganda, they'd be shocked. Then again, people believed
what they wanted to believe, and for years he was the toughest player on the ice. Few
realized, or cared for that matter, he aways left his aggression at the rink. Of course the
phone he just destroyed might argue the point if it could. Still, funny as it seemed, he'd
been a big tough professional hockey player without a single encounter with the police at
any level.

At the moment, he needed to figure out the playing field, which meant he needed to
start somewhere. The man who helped his parents post the bond for Jamie had seemed
reasonable. Even more than that, he was interesting and friendly. Harry Studhorse, Paul
discovered, was an enrolled member of the Blackfoot Tribe. He was atall, regal-looking
man with waist-length black braids and a hearty laugh. Right now, Paul was grasping at
straws and Harry Studhorse seemed as good as any place to start.

"River City Bail Bonds."

"Mr. Studhorse?' The name still made him smile when he said it. He found out after
their initial meeting it was an old and distinguished name in the tribe, one that went back
for many generations. Once he got beyond the novelty of it, the name conjured up an
image of alarge and powerful horse, sort of like the bronze scul ptures lining the hills
overlooking the Columbia River near Vantage, Washington. He wondered if the original
bearer of the name had been a big, powerful warrior.

"Harry speaking."

"Harry, thisis Paul McDonald."

"Sir, please tell me you're calling to let me know where your brother is at this



moment?’

"l wish."

"So do I. Well, what then can | do for you, Mr. McDonald?'

"Please call me Paul, and I'm calling to see what | can do to help. My parents can't
afford this." There was no sense beating around the bush or pretending things weren't as
they were.

"Not high on my list either, Paul."

He liked the candid response, made him feel he talked to kindred soul—sort of. " So
Harry, how can | help?’

"I've got Louie Russell on it, but if you have any ideas where he might be at, it would
help Louie to know."

"A bounty hunter?' Paul didn't expect that even if it was alogical progression; River
City Bail Bonds surely wanted Jamie back here as much as he did. Still, a bounty hunter
seemed drastic. His brother wouldn't take well to the kind of people Paul saw on reality
shows. No, Jamie wouldn't do well with that at all, and much as he hated to admit it, Paul
didn't want Jamie hurt. In fact, if anyone was to hurt his brother, it'd be him.

"It's bail enforcement agent these days, and just for your own safety, Louie doesn't
like being called a bounty hunter. And yes, | have to get the boy back here or I'm out a
hundred grand. That doesn't sit any better with me than it does your folks. So, if you have
any ideawhere he's hiding..."

"I wish | did, I'd drag him back here myself." Paul wasn't kidding either. He'd grab
Jamie by the collar and drag him in kicking and screaming if he could.

"Well, Paul, do us all afavor and start thinking, maybe make some callsto his
friends. Louie will be tracking you down and any inside info you have will be real
helpful ."

"I don't know his friends and that's the truth. My brother and | are not what you'd call
close and haven't been for avery long time. Still, I'll seewhat | can dig up.”

"We appreciate the help, Paul. We want to get your brother back here safe and sound
so my hundred grand stays where it is and your parents keep their collateral."

"You'll get no argument from me, Harry, and if | come up with anything, I'll call.”

"Sounds good, keep in touch."

Paul flipped the phone shut. Laying it on the desk, he ran his fingers through his hair
and massaged the back of his neck where the throb was beginning to grow stronger, ared
hot hammer pounding with a steady rhythm at the base of his neck. A bounty hunter
chasing down Jamie...Christ. Jamie might be alot of things like irresponsible, immature,
and yes, even stupid in some ways. But he wasn't violent.

Paul didn't have any personal knowledge of bounty hunters, but his mind conjured up
an image of a bulked-up tree trunk of aguy with lots of muscle and less brains. He saw
the TV images of bounty hunters and, despite his rational mind knowing Hollywood
wasn't the reality, those images still made him nervous. Jamie was bound to get hurt even
if the bounty hunter wasn't atree trunk.

He wished he knew how to help or better yet, who to call. He hadn't lied to Harry
when he told him he and Jamie weren't close. He hadn't even talked to Jamie in over three
years. He made Paul so mad with his constant refusal to grow up that it worked better if
they just didn't see each other at al. At least it worked better for Paul.

Of course, he got reports from Mom and Dad every time he was back homein



Surrey. The last time he and Jamie were face to face was three years ago on Christmas,
and then he ended up so furious with his younger brother that he headed back to Spokane
two days early just to get away. It was either that or take a hockey stick to Jami€'s groin.
Not exactly the poster children for brotherly love.

Now this. It just didn't stop with Jamie. Ever. It was one thing after another, year in
and year out. At some point, it'd seem like little Jamie would have to grow up and
become a man equal to the name of James. So far, it hadn't happened. He managed to roll
from one stupid stunt to another.

Thiswas different. Most of Jamie's escapades were annoying and pretty much
always costly. In the big picture though, they were minor problems. Thislatest clash with
law enforcements was the mother of all trouble. There was nothing minor about it. He'd
managed to get himself brought up on federal charges, in the United States no less, and
then if that alone wasn't bad enough, managed to convince the parents to bail him out.
They'd put everything they owned on the line for Jamie, and now he'd |eft them high and
dry. They'd lose their house and what little money they'd saved would be gone as well.
His parents were good people whose only crime wasto love their errant son just alittle
too much.

Paul opened the cell phone one more time and punched in the number for his
accountant. He talked with Ken for a good twenty minutes before he shut the phone and
put in back down on the desk. His hands folded, his eyes shut, Paul took several long,
even breaths. So much for his great idea. Why couldn't it be easy?

With a sigh, he reached under his desk and pulled out his skates. Lacing them up, he
stomped out of his office and to the rink. It was quiet in the arena right now; practice for
the team didn't start for another hour. For the moment, the place was his alone. Nothing
helped him think better than to glide across the ice, a hockey stick held in his hands.

He opened the door and stepped onto the smooth ice. Bill would grumble later when
he'd be forced to run the Zamboni again to smooth out all the damage Paul would inflict.
But hey, it was good for al of them to break their routines once in awhile, Bill included.

As Paul's skates hit the ice, he no longer thought about Jamie or the bounty hunter on
histail.



Chapter Two

From the rapid succession of thumps Louie could hear from the outside corridor of
the Spokane Arena, she'd have sworn the entire hockey team was on the ice. Instead, one
man circled the arena, methodically lining up arow of small pucks on the red line. Once
they were in an order that seemed to please him, he would circle to the opposite end of
the ice and then race back toward them. One by one he flew to the pucks, striking them
with such force they crashed into the boards and made the glass rattle. Strength and fury
roared through each and every shot. Impressive, very impressive.

Louie didn't need to ask who the skater was. Paul McDonald resembled his younger
brother or rather, young James McDonald resembled his older brother Paul. Resembled
was the key word, for they were most definitely not twins. James' stats had him at five-
foot-ten and about one-sixty which pretty much jibed with her memory of the man who'd
come into the office. His face was soft, and tough was definitely not the adjective she'd
use to describe James.

This McDonald was well over thirty and decidedly not thin or soft. From where she
stood, her best guess was at |east six feet tall. She'd be able to look him pretty squarein
the eye, though the skates gave him afew more inches. His shoulders were broad and
muscled. He wore a white workout jersey with the recognizable Chargers logo. Without
all the pads normally worn under the jersey, she could see thick, strong arms flex each
time he swung the stick. Oh yeah, thiswas a big brother in a big way.

"Not bad,” Louie muttered.

She'd done alittle background on Paul McDonald before heading over to the rink.
She liked to know who and what she was dealing with. When she was on the job, she
learned quickly that the more she knew about a situation, the better. That particular trait
had made her avery good police officer; it made her an even better bail enforcement
agent. She'd learned that Paul McDonald was an interesting man who, unlike his fugitive
younger brother, was a pillar of excellence and achievement.

He'd begun his professional career in the magjor junior hockey league as a teen and
moved to the NHL at age eighteen. An injury to his knee ended his playing career six
years ago and now he coached the WHL team in Spokane. There was a huge following in
the community for the team and he was the most popular coach ever. Spokane embraced
the Canadian export asif he was a native son and from everything she read, he returned
the sentiment. He held dual citizenship and spent the vast majority of histimein the
United States.

The fact he was gorgeous didn't hurt either. Oh, not in amodel kind of way. More
like ared-haired princely Highlander who opened his arms and made his adopted
homeland his kingdom. Earlier she'd decided James would do akilt proud. Now as she
stood watching big brother, L ouie decided he could do more than make akilt proud. She
was pretty sure he'd make it downright sexy. She was such a sucker for aman in a skirt.
And what exactly did those Highlanders wear under a kilt? The naughty girl in her hoped
it was nothing.

She made her way down the steep steps to the glass topped boards surrounding the
ice rink. She waited until he finished slamming the latest row of pucksinto the far wall



before knocking hard on the glass.

He spun, sprays of ice shooting up from the blades of his skates. He looked over at
her, his eyes hooded and stormy. An instant later they cleared. He covered the short
distance to the door in aflash. Opening the door, he stepped through onto the rubber mat.

"Yes," hesaid in adeep, rich voice. "Can | help you?"

She put out her hand. "Coach McDonald, my name's Louie Russell.” Now that he
was close, she could see those stormy eyes were an enticing shade of green.

He stuck hisright hand under his left arm and pulled off a bulky glove. With his
hand now free, he took hersin a solid handshake. His long fingers wrapped around her
hand, his grip firm, his skin warm. "The bounty hunter,” he said.

God, she hated that. It made her sound like some sort of masochistic dyke who wore
her wallet on a chain and sported a spiky blue hairstyle. Why did everyoneinsist on
calling her abounty hunter? Too many bad "reality" television shows.

She removed her hand from his. "Bail enforcement agent.” Though she tried, she
couldn't keep the edge from her voice. Half a decade of defending herself made Louie a
bit on the touchy side.

"Ohyes," he said, her brusque words seeming to bring atwinkleto his eyes. "Harry
told me you don't like being called a bounty hunter, although I've got to say you aren't
exactly what | expected.”

"And that would be?' Oh, this ought to be good.

He raised an eyebrow, shrugged his shoulders and said, "A man."

That pissed her off. She was sick and tired of people assuming bail enforcement was
aman'sjob. She did it better than ninety-nine percent of the men in eastern Washington
and she was damned tired of having to prove herself over and over again. Was this world
ever going to change and stop pigeonholing women?

Her thoughts tumbled of her mouth before she could stop them. "Women are
perfectly capable of doing thisjob, Mr. McDonad." Her cheeks were hot, and she hoped
it didn't show on her face.

He put his hand up asif to shield himself. "Whoa, Ms. Russell," he said in a neutral
voice. "l didn't mean it in adiscriminatory way. | was expecting a man because every
other Louie I've ever met was a man. It was your name that threw me, not your
profession.”

WEell, crap. She didn't want to think she'd jumped to a conclusion or made the same
sort of assumption she'd accused him of ...except it appeared she just did. She'd sped right
straight to the conclusion he was making a sexist statement. If she was truthful, she
couldn't blame him for not knowing she was a woman. Her nickname was masculine and
if it wasn't for the fact everyone had called her Louie since the first grade, it might have
occurred to her.

So now she owed him an apology and a bigger person probably would. Louie didn't
feel like it. Besides, she didn't even know the guy. He was simply the brother of a
fugitive. Yeah, a really attractive and successful brother of a fugitive. She didn't have to
explain herself to him or apologize for what she considered justifiable defensiveness. So
she didn't. She shrugged and pulled a small notebook out of her jacket pocket.

" About your brother James," she began.

Darkness flowed across his face at the mention of his brother's name. Interesting.

"Come on," he growled. He turned to head for an entryway that opened between the



rows of seats that came down al the way to the boards surrounding the ice. Once through
it, aprivate area was revealed. She assumed it encompassed the locker rooms, equipment
storage and offices for the hockey team staff. Sure enough, he pulled open one door and
ushered her into awarm and inviting office.

The furniture was old though comfortable-looking in a homey way, and well-used,
not put in place for ssmple decoration. The room smelled of sweat, old leather and, very
faintly, cologne.

The desk he walked around was a cluttered mess with piles of papers and file folders.
In the corner was a huge hockey bag, just like the kind his brother had used while
attempting to smuggle his stash of BC bud into the States. Paul dropped into the chair
behind his desk, bending over to take off the skates.

"Go ahead," he said, his attention focused on the laces.

Louie poised her pen over the as-yet-empty note pad. "Any ideas on where we might
find him?'

"Not aclue," he answered.

"Friends, girlfriends?" Surely he'd have something to point her in the right direction.

"I don't know any of hisfriends, and | don't believe there'sagirlfriend. I'm relatively
certain Mom would have mentioned awoman, if there was one."

"He wouldn't tell you?"

The skates hit the floor with a thud and he pulled back upright in his chair. His green
eyes narrowed. He didn't look like a happy man. "No, he wouldn't tell me. Y ou need to
understand, Ms. Russell, my brother and | aren't close. | haven't even talked to himin
years."

She believed him. The frosty edge to his words spoke volumes. She nodded,
scribbling with aquick hand in her notebook. "I'm Louie, please, and even if you don't
talk with your brother, anything you can think of might help. In fact, sometimes| find
that when people run, they don't run to the newest group of friends but to the oldest.”

"Trust me, | wouldn't be the one he'd come to."

"Maybe, maybe not. I've done this long enough to discover what makes us feel safest
is sometimes what's the most familiar to us, like our past. Anyone from his past who
might draw him?"

Again hiseyesflashed. "Like me?' he asked.

She met his gaze, her own brown eyes rock steady. He was sharp and she liked it
about him. "Like you. After al, you're hisrich, successful brother."

"I'm telling you again, Jamie will not come here, period. He knows better."

"You won't help him?'

"No." Therewasice in that single word.

Ice didn't scare her. "And if the bond ends up forfeited?’

"I don't know." He closed his eyes and sighed. He ran a hand through his thick, red
hair and she watched it asit fell around hisface. "It would be disastrous for the folks."

She studied him for amoment. What about this big, successful brother? He was
handsome, rich, and powerful. So what was his story?

Louie wasn't above asking. "So, Mr. McDonald, given forfeiture would be such a
financial hardship to your parents, why haven't you stepped up to at least take the burden
from them?" It was areasonable question if the financial impact was indeed that great
upon his parents.



His eyes grew dark and narrow. "Perhaps you don't fully understand me, Ms.
Russell. There are reasons why my brother and | aren't close and trust me, 1'd be the last
person Jamie'd come to in any situation. Asto my stepping up with my checkbook, that
Ms. Russell is personal and none of your business.” Theicein hisvoice had gone glacial.

Possibly true; it didn't mean she'd give up on this particular line of questioning. If he
thought she would, he had a great deal to learn about her. "But you're family."

"Just because we're related doesn't mean we're friends and in thisinstancein
particular, Jamie'd know better than to come to me. He wouldn't ask me for money, and
he'd know in this case, I'd put him in your hands so fast, he wouldn't know what hit him.
Isthat clear enough for you?”

Not really. She shrugged. "It's alogica assumption."”

"True enough, it's just an erroneous one. If | could get hold of him, right after | beat
the crap out of him for what he's doing to our parents, 1'd hand him over to you in a New
Y ork minute.”

"The money?' She prodded in case he forgot the little detail.

His face relaxed a fraction and some of the flash went out of his eyes. "Y ou don't
give up, do you?"

She shook her head. "Not a chance. I'd make a pretty piss-poor bail enforcement
agent if | did. So, about the money..."

He took a deep breath and put his hands together on the top of his desk. He leaned
forward as if to get closer to her. "Asfar as the money goes, I'd drop a hundred grand in a
heartbeat to help my parents, if | had it. Look around yourself, Ms. Russell, and you'll see
my money. Every dime | made in the NHL was dumped into this facility and into the
team. | look real good on paper, but as for liquidity, forget it. It's easier and quicker to
find the little bastard and drag him back here than for me to come up with six figuresin
cash. | can doit, but | suspect it'll take more time than we have.”

The truth was deep and dark in Paul's eyes. No doubt he'd do precisely what he said.
She'd gotten the hard answers she came searching for. Now she needed to coax out any
little detail he might remember about his brother, something to put her on the right trail.

Paul could hold the key without even realizing it. Even families that weren't close
knew details about each other no one else did, and success was more often than not in
those details. His fractured relationship was by no means a show-stopper.

"You cal him Jamie." She made a note because that little piece of information was
not in Harry'sfile. She liked the nickname, it was warm and friendly. Not exactly the
moniker of abig, dangerous drug lord.

"Yes. | can't say what his new friends and associates call him, but we've always
caled him Jamie."

She didn't miss the inflection on the words new friends and associates. There was
distaste in hiswords and it came across as clear as a bell. Paul McDonald didn't think
much more of his brother's current profession than she did and it put another plusin his
column.

Once she made the last note, Louie folded the notebook shut and slipped it along
with the pen back into her pocket. From her other pocket she pulled a business card that
she handed to Paul. His fingers brushed hers as he took it, histouch light and electric.

"If you think of anything that might help, please give me acall.”

He looked down at the card and then back up to her face. "Of course.”



"Serioudly, Mr. McDonald."

"Paul."

She paused and then nodded. "Paul. Anything you think of could be important.”

"If come up with anything, I'll call," hetold her.

"Promise?’

He used hisindex finger to make an 'x' across the |eft side of his chest. "Cross my
heart."

"Thank you."

She shook his hand once more, then turned and made her way back out of the office
and into the public area of the arena. She didn't leave right away, but instead stood in the
dim light at the top of stairs gazing down at the now quiet ice.

Paul McDonad wasn't hiding anything from her. She'd been around enough to know
lies when she heard them, and he wasn't lying. He was as angry with his brother asif the
bond money came right out of his pocket. Paul could prove helpful in making her job
much easier.

So what was the nagging feeling rolling around in the pit of her stomach? She was
missing something. But what was it?

* % *x %

He watched and waited, darkness falling deep enough so he could move to the back
door without detection, but he jumped every time a car drove by. Walking to Kendall's
house with his hands stuffed in his pockets, he tried as best he could to ook like a guy
doing nothing more than taking an early evening walk. At her driveway, he looked
around before he raced to the back door. Feeling around with his fingertipsinside the lip
of the hanging plant, he found the key she | eft there for emergencies.

Unlocking the door, he dlipped inside. Only then did he let out a breath. The feeling
of safety the dark entryway gave him almost brought him to tears. A spicy scent hung in
the air and he recognized it immediately. Kendall's homemade spaghetti sauce.

"Kendall," he said in avoice quiet enough he hoped he wouldn't scare her.

She stood at the kitchen sink afew feet away from where he huddled in the shadows.
At the hushed sound of her name, she jumped. With her hand over her heart, she spun
toward the back door and the direction of hisvoice. "Jesus, Jamie, you just about gave me
aheart attack."

"Sorry." He meant it too. He hated the look on her face and knowing he was the one
who put it there.

He didn't move from the back door, afraid to get too close to the large dining room
window with afull view of the yard. He couldn't be certain he wasn't followed, and he
wasn't about to take any more chances than necessary.

Kendall seemed to sense the root of his reluctance to come further into the room and
went around the counter to the window. Pulling the cord, she closed the blinds. Relieved,
he moved to wrap her in his arms and dropped his head to her shoulder. God, he wanted
to be strong, to be the kind of man Kendall deserved, but he just couldn't pull it off. His
best intentions dissolved the moment he felt the touch of her lips against his cheek. Sobs
he couldn't stop rolled out.

"Oh, baby," she cooed into his ear, her arms holding him tight. "Come on, sit down
and tell me what's going on."



He managed to get himself under control long enough to follow her to the table. His
head hung as he dropped into one of the high-backed chairs. His body still buzzed with
emotion. At least the tears stopped. He hoped he got it out of his system. Some big tough
guy he was, bawling like a baby.

"I'm so screwed." His words were muffled, his head in his hands. It was too hard to
look at her. His heart told him she must be as disgusted with him as he was with himself.
Any reasonable person would be. He couldn't bear to see the disappointment in her eyes.

"Y our mother called looking for you. She said you failed to show up for your
preliminary hearing. | don't understand, Jam, why did you jump bond? We'd have gotten
through this." Her words were soft and full of caring.

He pulled his head up and turned his watery eyes to her face. There was no sensein
beating around the bush. At the very least, she deserved the truth.

"I didn't have a choice, Kendall, they're going to kill me, one way or the other. If |
stay in jail, somebody will put me down in there, and if | don't hide, they'll take me out
heretoo. I'm a dead man either way."

She reached out and took his handsin hers. Her face mirrored the concern in her
voice. "l gill don't understand. Who are they?"

"The guys I've been working for."

She brought his hands to her lips and placed a kiss each on the back of each. "Jamie,
thisis crazy. Nobody's going to kill you. Y ou're scared and over-reacting. They don't kill
people for marijuana.” She gave him a small encouraging smile.

Pulling his hands away, he stood up and went back to the window. He pushed aside
the blinds so he could peek out between the window frame and the edge of the closed
blind. Quiet darkness spread out before him with ominous shadows that quivered and
shifted. Anyone could be out there right now waiting and watching for him. He wasn't
safe. He'd never be safe.

"They'll find away. | know too much and they're not going to take a chance I'll talk.

She sat back in the chair and studied him. Her eyes were bright and intelligent. Her
arms were crossed over her chest. "All you were doing is alittle dope running, right?"

He kept his gaze on the dliver of darkness outside searching for any sign of
movement. He wasn't about to look at her face. "Depends on what you mean by little."
He braved a glance at her out of the corners of his eyes.

She sat up alittle straighter in the chair, her eyes flashing. She put both hands on the
table. "What do you mean, Jamie? Y ou told me it was alittle easy cash. There wasn't any
big risk. What did you do?"

He let go of the blind and turned. With his back against the wall he looked over at
the woman he loved. She was so young and pretty, beautiful really. And, she trusted him.
Just like his parents did. His way of saying "thanks for believing in me" wasto lieto
them al. Thelies had rolled off histongue with such ease it became second nature.
Sometimes even he couldn't tell the difference between the truth and his lies anymore;
why would he expect anyone el se to? Except maybe Paul. He'd never been able to fool
his big brother.

What a mess. He couldn't have screwed this up more if he tried. How he got caught
was beyond him. He was careful. He'd made the run so many times, he could do it in his
deep. It was almost as if someone set him up, only that didn't make sense either. Who
would be crazy enough to do that?



The feds now had their hands on over two hundred thousand dollars of BC bud. It
was one mighty big haul by anyone's standards and losing it to the U.S. authorities was as
good as signing his own death warrant. Losing a quarter of amillion dollars could do
that.

Now, the feds wanted names and the people he worked for wanted his hide. A lose-
lose situation all the way around for him. He thought he'd gotten himself in hot water
before. Compared to this, everything else was chicken-feed. He'd screwed himself big
time.

"Jamie," Kendall prompted when he continued to stare at her in silence.

"Yeah?'

"How much were you running?" she asked in a quiet, steady voice.

He closed his eyes and sighed. "Way more than you want to know about."

"Oh Christ, Jamie, how could you be so stupid?' The firein her words burned his
heart.

"I wanted to make the money for us."

"Bullshit."

She didn't understand, but it was the God's honest truth. That he had debts to pay for
losses at the casino was equally true. But with thislast run, histake would've paid his
gambling losses and till left atidy sum for hislife with Kendall. She didn't need his
money; she had plenty of her own. He'd needed to prove he could take care of her. "I
did."

"No, you didn't, you just wanted to be abig shot." Her words were bitter.

Man, he wasn't expecting that. "Come on, babe, | wanted to make alife for us."

"You'refull of it. You know it and | know it. | turned the other way because | love
you, but damn it, thisis bad."

"l know and | don't want you involved."

"Right. And you're here now for exactly what reason then?'

She had a point. He didn't want her involved, but his being in this house got her
involved whether he meant to or not. The problem was she was the only one he could
turn to. The only one he trusted enough anyway.

"I need some cash and your car." He figured he might as well be blunt and, for a
change, honest.

She took a deep breath and her gaze held his. After a second, she blinked and got up.
Alone in the kitchen, he rubbed his face and choked back tears. He wouldn't cry again. A
minute later she came back in and slapped three fifty-dollar bills and a set of car keys on
the table in front of him.

"I'm so sorry." He stuffed the cash into his pocket with shaking hands. His whole
body buzzed asif he was on speed.

She reached up and touched his face, then sighed. "Y ou can't keep running, you
know. Y ou're going to have to make this right somehow."

He wanted to say something profound and powerful. He had nothing. "I'm scared.”

"Y eah, baby, | know, and I'm scared for you but it doesn't change athing. Y ou go
figure this out and when you do, I'll be here."

"Kendall, I love you," he whispered.

She smiled though her eyes were sad. "'l know, and some day you're going to grow
up enough we might even have afuture together. Now go before somebody finds you



here.
"I'll bring your car back." He didn't want to stay, but he didn't want to leave either.
"Go." She turned him toward the same back door he'd come in through earlier. "And
try not to get yourself killed."
Jamie kissed her and then left. Somehow he would get himself out of this mess, and
come back a changed man for Kendall.



Chapter Three

True to hisword, Paul McDonald telephoned about an hour after she'd left the arena
to report James did, indeed, have a girlfriend, afact he learned only after acall to his
parents. Louie thanked him for the lead, turned back to her computer, and began to dig up
what she could on the newest piece of the puzzle.

The girlfriend was a reed-thin twenty-year-old from the south side of Spokane who
worked at one of the hottest nightspots in town. She attended school at Gonzaga
University, though Louie wasn't able to discover her magjor. From all accounts, she was a
knockout so popular at the nightclub that her tips paid for her school expenses.

Kendall Stewart didn't seem like the kind of girl who would pal around with James
McDonald, a college dropout who never knew where his next dollar was coming from.
On the other hand, he was good-looking and seemed, from what L ouie had gathered so
far, rather sweet. Well, sweet in anot-responsible, crimeis okay sort of way. There was,
she'd learned from experience, no accounting for taste. Whatever it was Kendall Stewart
found in Jamesto stir her heart, it was enough to sustain arelationship amost two years
strong.

Satisfied that she'd found out all she could online, Louie decided that her next stop
was Kendall Stewart's home, afair sized two-story located mid-south hill. The property
records showed that she'd inherited it from her grandmother. Even in the dark, Louie
could seethat it looked well cared for, loved even. It was surrounded by gorgeous old
growth mapletreesin atidy yard. No car was in the driveway.

Degspite the lack of avehicle, the hour was late, and Louie hoped Kendall would be
home and able to provide a clue or two, but there was no telling what Louie would run
into. Love affected people in many ways. She understood better than most the lengths to
which one could and would go for love.

She'd |eft onelife behind and created a brand new one al in the name of love. Well,
love and revenge. She'd have liked to include justice in as well, but she wasn't all that
certain when she came face to face with her brother's would-be killer she'd leave his fate
in the hands of the justice system. She wanted to think she'd take the high road, though
truth be told, she wasn't completely convinced she would.

Louie got out of the car and walked up to the front door. Music played behind the
closed door, not loud though not soft either. She knocked and waited. And, waited alittle
longer. She knocked again, louder thistime. Still no answer.

Hmm, the lights are on and nobody's home? She looked around. The driveway was
empty, as was the street in front of the house. The only thing that clued her in that a car
had been in the driveway not long ago was the fresh spot of dark oil on the otherwise
clean concrete.

She | eft the front steps and walked around the house. As she did, she peered into
windows. She walked with a nonchalance she hoped would raise little suspicion if anyone
happened to glance out of neighboring windows. So far, so good. Nothing seemed to
move near or around the house.

At the back door, she knocked again. Just as when she tried the front door, no one
came to answer her knock. Again, she looked around. All quiet on the western front. She



dlipped on a pair of latex gloves she'd pulled from a pocket and then tried her luck with
the doorknob. It was unlocked. She pushed the door open and stuck her head inside.

"Hello," she said loud enough to be heard over the music.

Other than the beat of the song playing, not another sound greeted her. She stepped
inside and stopped. Her breath caught in her throat.

An unwelcome though familiar scent hit her. Her gaze dropped to the floor where
drops of blood glowed crimson against the muted sand-color of thetile floor. It was still
wet.

Thiswasn't good. Slowly, Louie drew the gun from inside her jacket. Both hands on
the grip, she dlipped further into the kitchen. She watched for movement and listened for
any sounds beyond the beat of the music. The house was quiet. Eerily quiet.

Kendall Stewart's still body lay half in the kitchen and half in the hallway. She'd
been shot while standing at the sink, Louie decided as she studied the room. Blood
splatter fanned out from the counter and at the window, a hole about the size of a quarter
was surrounded by spider-web cracks.

As she gazed out the damaged window, alarge maple at the back of the lot caught
her attention. It would be the perfect hiding spot with aclear line of vision into the
kitchen. Whoever fired the fatal shot knew exactly what he or she was doing.

Death had not been instantaneous. Even as her life faded, Kendall had tried to flee
her attacker or attackers by pulling her body as far as she could out of the kitchen and
into the hallway. A small wound dotted the front of her shirt while blood spread out
beneath her body like a crimson cape. Louie didn't need to check for a pulse. Kendall's
spirit had left long before Louie stepped foot inside the house.

Kendall's eyes were open, an expression of surprise and fear etched forever on her
once beautiful face. Louie studied the body for only a moment before resuming her slow
and careful search of the rest of the house. She needed to see what she could while
avoiding the same person who ended the life of this pretty young woman. The
overwhelming silence made her feel as though she was alone in the house. Her gut told
her the same. Still, only afool would forego a search.

Her gun lowered, Louie finished her exploration of the house and was just outside
the doorway to the kitchen when a noise brought her hand back up with the gun pointed.
Her back against the wall, gun held out, she sidestepped into the kitchen, taking awell-
practiced shooter's stance.

For just a moment, she thought she was hallucinating. Only for a moment though and
then as her finger moved slowly away from the trigger, she snapped. "What're you doing
here?'

Did he have any idea how close she just came to shooting him? Damn fool. Thiswas
the last place she expected to see him. To see anyone for that matter.

Paul McDonald's face registered shock at about the same level of annoyance she was
feeling. "Are you going to kill me too?"

Louie lowered the gun, clicked on the safety, and then tucked it back into the holster.
"Am | going to what?'

"Kill me."

"Why on earth would | kill you?' she asked. Was the guy as nuts as his brother?

"You tell me." His gaze traveled to the hallway where Kendall lay, sprawled and
bloody.



Shaking her head, Louie ran a hand through her hair. "Oh, for heaven's sake, | didn't
kill her."

"Y ou're the one with agun.”

"My handgun aside, Mr. McDonald, you're seeing the same thing | did about five
minutes ago when | camein.”

It should be obviousif he had two eyesin his head. She hated civilians at crime
scenes. Oh yeah, she forgot, technically she was a civilian these days. Well, she hated the
uninstructed at crime scenes like Mr. Hockey Coach here.

"Y ou didn't shoot her?' he asked, and it sounded a bit like disbelief to Louie.

"No, Mr. McDonald. | didn't kill her."

L ouie noticed the hockey stick he gripped with both hands. Raising an eyebrow, she
asked. "And you were going to do what with that?' She pointed to the stick.

He possessed the good grace to look sheepish. His shoulders lifted. "I don't carry a
gun."

"So | see. Come on." She motioned to the door. "We need to get out of here. Did you
touch anything?"

"No."

"Good. Then let'sgo.”

He paused at the door, his gaze on Kendall. "We can't leave her like this."

Louie put a hand on his back and pushed. "We can't be here when the police show

up.”
He didn't move. "We didn't do anything."
"True, but have you ever been forced to sit at the police station when you were a
witness to something?" she asked.
He shook his head.
"Well, | have and trust me, it's better to just get the hell out of here. We can call the
police from a public phone."
"I don't know." Paul and his lethal hockey stick still weren't moving.
"Trust me. Let's go somewhere and talk." She nudged him again.
"You're sure?"'
“I'm sure."

* k% % %

One down, oneto go.

A smart man probably would have |eft the second his quarry was down. He was a
smart man, though he was still compelled to stay and savor the moment. Outside it was
dark, the neighborhood was quiet, and he assessed the danger level to be quite low. And
so he stayed under the cover of the big old maple tree, soaking in the sweet smell of
success. The air was fresh and the night sky cloudless. Stars sparkled as if turned on just
for him.

He did indeed savor the moment until noise broke into his pleasant introspection. He
made up hismind to call it quits at the sound of light steps. Someone was heading his
way. He shook his head, not at all surprised to see the spunky bounty hunter Louie
Russell. Or, rather the first visitor, Louie Russell. She was being cautious and he was
convinced she was unaware of his presence.

Not long after she dlipped into the darkened house, visitor number two made an



appearance and turned out to be a huge surprise. Big brother showed up on the
girlfriend's doorstep. Now that made him smile. Sooner or later hockey boy was going to
blaze him atrail right straight to little James and then al his problems would be solved.

It was only a matter of time before it all came together. He just hoped it was sooner
rather than later. Dusting off the old rifle always brought him pleasure, though he would
prefer to do it on his own schedule. This clean-up work, while entertaining, was annoying
at the same time. He had things to do, people to see, and places to go.

Pinpoints of light bounced in the kitchen window like fireflies dancing in the
darkness. If he were to guess, he would say they were searching for answers. How
exactly did a healthy young woman end up lifeless on the kitchen floor? He knew, and it
sent shiversracing up his spine. Good luck with their search for the truth. They would
never guess.

How he'd missed this: the hunt and the kill. Running his hands along the stock of the
rifle, he smiled. It felt so good against his palm, both familiar and comforting. It wasn't
just aweapon; it was a piece of him, a part of the whole. Once perhaps he could have
lived without it, but no longer. Somewhere along the line, he and the gun became part
and parcel of each other.

His fingersitched to bring the rifle back up and to pull the trigger once, twice. He
longed to feel again the power over life and death. The temptation was strong. His
willpower was even stronger. He would like nothing better than to leave the two
interlopers dead and bleeding on the kitchen floor alongside Kendall Stewart. He
wouldn't though; he would walk away as he knew he must.

He would need the other two if he wasto gift James McDonald with the final
solution. Certainly he was skilled enough to find James on his own. It was safer and more
expedient to have Russell and the other McDonald pave the way. For his own safety, he
would stay in the shadows, and after all, wasn't this whole clean-up operation done to
assure his safety?

Of course it was, and so now he turned and walked away from the house, therifle
clutched tight to his body in case wandering eyes were paying attention to the tall
stranger who sauntered down the street. In the darkness, someone would have a hard time
distinguishing what he held close to his side.

A block away, his car was parked beneath yet another of the tall maple trees. One of
the things he liked about this part of the city was the ubiquitous maples that weretall,
large and excellent for cover.

At the car, he laid the rifle on the rear seat and covered it with a navy blanket.
Siding in behind the wheel, he turned the key and the engine started with a purr. He
whistled softly as he drove down the quiet street. The traffic was light and the traffic
signals favored him with a parade of green. Y et another sign he was on the right path.
Life was good.

Back at home, he sat down at the long workbench he'd built across the north end of
his garage. He took the rifle apart, piece by piece, and cleaned it just as he had a hundred
other times. He loved everything about the process from the feel of the metal against his
fingertips to the smell of the oil on the soft cloth and brushes. He closed his eyes as he
worked, seeing the weapon in his mind, feeling the shape and texture of each piece with
hisfingers. It had started as a game when he was a kid, a bet with his father that he, of
course, won. That talent had served him well throughout the years.



His fingers moved with the caress of alover over the stock, the barrel, the sight.
Within minutes, the cleaned rifle was reassembled. He opened his eyes and smiled.
Beautiful. Perfect. Just like his plan.

"Soon," he said into the silence, therifle pressed to his cheek. "Soon."

* % *x %

An hour later, Paul sat across from Louie at the downtown Perkins restaurant,
explaining how he cameto be at Kendall Stewart's house. He'd called his parents to talk,
and that he'd been surprised to discover Jamie not only had a girlfriend but had been
dating her for almost two years was an understatement. He was also stunned that his
parents never so much as mentioned it to him. Why not? What did they think he'd do if he
knew? After al, he was the good son, the one who always did the right thing. Jamie was
the perpetual screw-up, the one who could never get anything right.

Y et, when he'd disconnected the call to his mother, it hit him how protected Jamie
was by both of his parents as though he was a sick child who needed their tender care.
That it hurt Paul really was a shock. The night had been full of surprises, and so far not a
single one good.

Once he'd talked to Louie and given her the information on Kendall, he'd fully
intended to leave the arena and go home. Somewhere between the two places, he changed
his mind. He was curious. He'd wanted to the see the woman who loved his brother
despite his many faults. Paul was the one who earned it all: success, admiration, respect.
Everything except for love. Jamie, who couldn't tie his shoes right, was the one who
managed to not only find love but keep it alive for years. The irony wasn't lost on Paul.
S0, the next thing he knew, he was standing in Kendall's kitchen and Louie was pointing
agun at the middle of his chest.

Right now, about the last thing he felt like doing was sitting around drinking coffee.
He went along with Louie because he didn't know what else to do. At the house, he'd
been reluctant to leave. He just didn't think leaving the scene of a murder was a good
idea. He still wasn't convinced, although he admitted L ouie made afairly good argument
that waiting around for the police was a pretty bad idea. She was also true to her word,
and called one of her friends on the police force not long after they left the house. At least
it made him fedl alittle lesslike a criminal. Little being the operative word.

If running away before the police arrived wasn't bad enough, Paul had never seen a
dead body before. His stomach still rolled when he thought about the pretty young girl
and the dark, red blood around her body. It was nothing like television and movies
portrayed it. To call it surreal was an understatement. He hoped he never encountered
anything like it again and if he did, he hoped to be better armed than with his favorite
hockey stick. The sight of Paul and his stick might make goalies quake in their skates, but
he doubted he or the stick, would be very effective against, say, a nine-millimeter Smith
and Wesson or perhaps a Colt 38.

He picked up the heavy brown mug and sipped scalding hot coffee. Terrible didn't
begin to describe the taste and even worse, it burned his tongue. What he really needed
was a beer or better yet, anice stiff whiskey. Anything to dull the memory of that poor
girl sprawled on the kitchen floor, surrounded by a bloody halo. Yeah, some big macho
guy | am.

He looked up to see Louie studying him, her eyes narrowed and her mouth athin



line. "Y ou haven't seen anything like that before, have you?' she asked.

Great, now she was reading his mind. There were a couple of options available as far
as he could see. He could lie and try to sound tough. Or, he could ‘fess up and be honest.
Option two seemed better. Death wasn't his business and trying to pretend otherwise was
stupid. Besides, he didn't feel the need to lie to her. There was something about Louie
that made him want to trust her.

The truth was simple. "No."

A sad smile crossed her face and, as odd as it was given their circumstances, it
occurred to him she was really quite beautiful. Auburn hair curled around her face, and
her skin was pale and flawless. She didn't wear makeup or if she did, it was so light as to
not show.

Shewas in atough field where nerves of steel and unflinching determination weren't
optional. Thejob could easily harden a person both physically and mentally. He didn't
seeit in her. She was a dichotomy: tough as nails on one side, gentle and understanding
on the other, although he suspected she'd argue about the | atter. Reputations after all,
were everything—something he knew from personal experience.

Louie looked down at the coffee mug she held between her hands. "1'd like to say |
haven't either except | have. It's never pretty and it's never easy to take. Anybody who
tells you different islying through their teeth. And if they're not, I'm telling you right
now, be very, very afraid.”

He didn't have a bit of trouble agreeing with the sentiment. Still, something nagged
at him and refused to accept the comfort she offered. "We should have stayed."

No matter how long they sat there, no matter how he rationalized it, he couldn't get
out of hismind it was wrong for them to have left. Responsible people didn't run away.
People like Paul didn't run away. Granted, he'd never been awitness at a murder scene,
but it still seemed like they should have stayed until the Spokane Police arrived.

She reached out and put her hands around his. They were warm.

"In aperfect world I'd agree with you. This unfortunately is far from a perfect world
and | have no intention of spending the whole night in the police station being asked
guestions | don't have answersto. All | can do is speculate on what happened and that's
the best you'd be able to do aswell. | doubt the police would believe us any timein the
next, oh, say twenty-four hours. We'd sit in interrogation rooms for hours and hours
repeating the same thing over and over again.”

Paul pulled his hands free and leaned back in the booth. He ran his hands through his
hair, stopping to massage his temples. She wasright, at least in some respects. They'd
stumbled on a crime scene after the fact, and wouldn't be able to provide any helpful
information. Wasting a night downtown in the bowels of the Public Safety Building
wouldn't help the police or get them any closer to Jamie. In redlity, al it would do would
be to put them further behind. Jamie already had the jump and Paul didn't want to give
him any more time. If there was one thing Jamie was good at, it was running.

Paul hedged only because he wasn't ready to jump on board a hundred percent. "Y ou
might be right," he grumbled.

"Your brother..."

"Hedidn't do this." Asangry as he was with Jamie, Paul was quick to leap to his
defense, and wondered why. Maybe it was a case of old habits dying hard. He'd been
defending Jamie since they were little kids. It was okay for Paul to kick the crap out of



his younger brother, but it wasn't al right for anyone else to do it.

"I didn't think he did," she told him, sounding matter-of-fact.

"Jamie might be stupid about some things ... plenty of thingsreally. He's afuck-up
of major proportions. Thing is, as screwy as heis, he'd never hurt someone he loved.”

"I believe you." Her words were calm.

Her gaze met his and the sincerity he saw reassured him. It wasn't all he noticed;
there was something else on her mind. Short as their time together had been thus far, he
could still detect a hold-back when he saw it. He'd spent most of hislife learning to read
faces on the ice. Reading them off theicereally wasn't al that much different.

He leaned forward, put his hands on the table and called her onit. "Y ou know who
did."

"I don't know the name, but | have a pretty good idea. It has to be the people your
brother was working for. Violence is aroutine part of the drug trade.”

His laugh was bitter. "Leave it to Jamie to get himself involved with murderers.”

She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. " Paul ?"

"Yeah?' He liked the way she said his name. Liked even more the feel of her hand
on his.

"We have to start thinking. If they're this quick to violence, then your brother isfar
from safe. Whatever he got himself mixed up in, I think it's beyond the dope the feds
confiscated."

"The thought already crossed my mind." In fact, it had been on his mind since the
phone call camein telling him Jamie failed to show up for his hearing. He just hadn't
wanted to verbalize it. Somehow to say it out loud madeit alittle too real.

"Good, then we're on the same sheet of music here. We're not going to have much
time. We haveto find your brother and fast.”

He was about to agree with her when a sudden, horrible thought occurred to him.
"What about my parents?”



Chapter Four

Paul McDonald was the real thing: a genuine, good old-fashioned nice guy, a stark
contrast to the person portrayed in the newspaper articles Louie'd pulled up on him. He
was incredible on skates, a pro player with throngs of hopeful women waiting outside the
locker room doors, and legions of fans with hisjersey on their backs. He was the it guy
until an injury pulled the plug on his career. Or at least his career as a player. He seemed
to have made the transition from player to coach with the smoothness of a seasoned
professional. Bottom line, Paul McDonald loved the game of hockey and found away to
stay in it even when he couldn't be a player.

Now, he sat in the cold light of the all-night restaurant, his face a pale testament to
his discomfort with violent death. His look, one that couldn't be faked, went along way
toward easing her mind. She'd walked away from his office earlier not completely
convinced he was on the up and up with her. He may have been truthful with her, but
there was always the omission factor. What was it he didn't tell her? He came across
sincere enough and yet, who could blame him if hetried to protect hislittle brother?
Blood was thicker than water. She wouldn't blame him for protecting his brother; she'd be
ahypocrite if she did.

Her fingers wrapped around his, and she stroked the cool skin on the back of his
hand with her thumb. Though he tensed when she first touched him, he didn't pull away.
She found that somehow comforting and even alittle exciting. She didn't typically touch
aclient's family members. Not exactly professional, and it was always wise to keep
things professional. Or not.

She continued to hold his hand.

"Comeon." Shefinally, reluctantly, let go and dlid out of the booth to stand. "Let's
check on your parents.”

"I've got my cell." He started to dig in his pocket.

She shook her head. "Not in here. Too many people.”

"Y eah, maybe you'reright." He followed her to the door.

Outside the night had become dark and the air cold. Fall was coming. Each day grew
alittle shorter and a bit cooler. Louie took a deep breath. She treasured this time of year.
Loved the way the breeze kissed her skin and the air smelled clean and fresh. Not far in
the distance, was the splash of ducks as they paddled in the nearby Spokane River. She
felt alive and peaceful. Or, as peaceful as she ever got anyway.

Over by the SUV, Paul leaned on the rear door and flipped open his cell phone.
Worry lines creased his forehead beneath locks of wavy red hair. As he talked, the fingers
of hisfree hand rubbed at one temple asif he was trying to massage away amigraine.
She had the strangest urge to go to him, slide her hands along his cheeks where just the
hint of stubble darkened his skin, and try to smooth away the concern. Probably not an
urge she'd act on. The man already thought her capable of murder; she didn't want him
thinking she was a nut-bag as well.

His conversation was brief. When he put the phone back into his pocket, the worry
lines were gone. She walked over to him and, despite her best intentions to keep her
handsto herself, put one on his arm. Warm, strong muscles tensed beneath her touch.



"Arethey dl right?

"Y eah. Everything's quiet in Surrey. They haven't seen Jamie or anyone else, thank
God. | told them to call me the second they set eyes on little brother. If they do. | also
told them they needed to leave the house and why."

"Arethey going?' She hoped so. Some failed to really grasp the danger they could be
in when one of their family members played with the devil, like James McDona d had
managed to do. Bad things could and did happen to people whose only crime was to be
related to a screw-up.

He nodded. "It surprised me Mom didn't put up more of afight. | guess the word
murder did the trick. They're heading up to the cabin. It's remote enough no one will find
them, without some experienced help anyway. I'm fairly confident they'll be safe there."

"Excellent." She liked the sound of "remote cabin." It wasn't a guarantee, but the
folks pursuing James might not want to work that hard to get to the family.

He shifted from foot to foot, hisintent gaze on her face. "Now what?'

Good question. She wanted to know more about the dead girlfriend, but there was
little chance she'd get anything tonight unless she wanted to tell the police about her pre-
911 vigit. She didn't, which left her not much in the way of choices. She might still have
friends on the job, but if they knew she'd been at a murder scene and left, it wouldn't go
over well. Even friendship had limits when murder entered into the mix. The best choice,
the only choice, was to go home, get some sleep, and hit it hard tomorrow.

"We go home," she told him with a shrug as she let her hand fall away from hisarm.

The expression on his face could only be described as horror. "How can we do that?
| mean, look what happened to that poor girl. If they're so quick to put abullet in her,
what's going to stop them from killing Jamie?"

She could sugar coat it, but why? Louie gave it to him straight. "Nothing."

"Then we've got to keep looking." He reached for the handle of the driver's door.

She put a hand on his arm again. "Not tonight. Right now, we're working blind and
that's not good considering the stakes have gone up way beyond the bond money."

He shook his head. "No, | can't just go home. Y ou do whatever you want. I'll keep
looking."

She took both of his hands in hers. They were cold. "Paul. Go home. Get some sleep
and I'll call you in the morning."

"l can't.”

"Please.”

He let out abig sigh, his green eyesintent on her face. "It just doesn't feel right. |
need to be doing something."

She did understand. She also understood how futile the effort would be right at the
moment. "l promiseto call you first thing. We'll find him together."

Crap! Why had she said that? She worked alone. It was one of the beautiful things
about her kind of work. She not only worked alone, she reported to no one. Not like when
she was on the job where there were partners, superiors, and lest she forget, the
politicians. For the last five years, she'd worked beautifully. Alone. Now all of a sudden
one look into the fabulous green eyes of tall, red-haired, and handsome, and she made
him a partner. So what if he was all those things and made her body buzz the second she
touched him? Didn't mean she needed to invite him to hang around al the time. It was
wrong on so many levels.



"Y ou promise?' The hope in both his voice and his eyes made any thought of
backing out impossible.

Louie sighed, let go of his hands and pulled her cell phone out of her jacket pocket.
She flipped it open and looked up at him. "What's your home number?"

He told her and she programmed it in. "There." She showed him the display on her
phone. "Now all | have to do is hit speed-dial and voila, well be connected in seconds.”

He nodded. "All right, I'll go home. | expect to hear from you bright and early."

“It'sadea."

She opened the car door for him and he slipped in behind the wheel. Almost without
conscious thought, she reached over and touched him on the shoulder. "I'll call you in the
morning."

She watched him drive away. She'd have expected him to own aflashy car, a Jag
perhaps or maybe a BMW. Instead he drove what she'd describe as a soccer-mom
vehicle: alate model SUV. It made her smile. She liked this guy better by the minute.

No soccer-mom rig for her either. She opened the door to her 1970 Chevelle
convertible and slid in. Before long she'd have to put the muscle car into storage for the
winter. For now, she was enjoying the last vestiges of good weather. The raw horsepower
of the machine and the way men drooled over the Black Cherry American muscle was
hard to resist. Soon enough, she'd bein her foul wesather ride, a four-by-four extended cab
pickup, but until then, it was speed and power al the way home.

She had one more stop before she headed home. She pulled the car into the long
driveway that curved between tall evergreens before it opened into an ample parking
area. She stopped the Chevellein the far corner, as far away from any other vehicles as
possible. Door dings were not an option. The cost to repair those nasty little dents was
outrageously expensive and something she went to great |lengths to avoid.

Inside the big brick building located on the other end of the lot, Louie waved hello at
the guard seated just inside the double doors. Low, sweet music played overhead. A
subtle antiseptic smell pervaded the interior. At first it had bothered her. Now, it was
strangely comforting.

"Hey Joe, how's life treating you?"

"Doing fine, Lou, and you?' Six-feet-six in his socks, Joe was a fixture in her world
these days. She looked forward to seeing him and cherished his warm sense of humor. He
could always make her smile and there were days when a simple smile made all the
difference.

"Great. How's Abby?'

"Good as gold. Saysto tell you hey and wondering when you're going to settle down
with some fine man. Y ou know have akid or three." He was grinning as he said it.

Louie laughed. "Soon. Tell her real soon." Good thing Joe didn't see the way she had
her hands al over Paul McDonald. It'd be al the ammunition he'd need to start making
wedding plans for her.

"I'll give you away, yaknow."

"I'm sure you will." She tapped the counter as she walked by laughing.

His laughter followed her most of the way down the first long hallway. Still smiling,
she made aright at the T and kept walking. A few feet down this hallway and she could
no longer hear Joe or the soft music. Instead, it was quiet except for alow mechanical
hum. Like the smell of the place, the hum had also become a comfort to Louie.



The door she stopped at was second to the last. Here the hum was louder. Before she
went in, she tapped her fingers twice on the door. She didn't really know why except she
did the same thing each time she came here. Part ritual, part prayer. In the back of her
mind, she hoped one day when she tapped twice on the door, Chris would tell her to
come in. Tonight wasn't that night.

She pushed open the door and stepped inside. The lights were on near the bed
positioned parallel to the large picture window. One of the efficient attendants had been
in to draw the blinds shut against the darkness of the evening. She grabbed a chair from
the corner and pulled it next to the bed.

"Hi, Bro." Shetook his pale, motionless hand in hers and brought it to her lips. She
kissed Christopher's hand and then put it gently down on the sheet. He was thin and pale,
his short dark hair a sharp contrast to his paper-white skin. His eyes were closed, as they
were most of the time. Louie was torn between wanting him to open his eyes and fear of
the emptinessin them if he did. Every day of the last five years she waited for
Christopher to open his eyes, sit up and ask, "What've | missed?’

It hadn't happened yet and it didn't happen now. Instead, he lay unmoving in the bed
as she spent the next hour telling him about James and Paul McDonald. She talked to him
of her own thoughts and concerns asif he could hear and understand every word. Degp in
her heart she hoped he did, and one day they'd look back on these days with a smile about
the conversations held in the light of the lamp, alone in aroom at the end of the long
hallway.

Someday .



Chapter Five

Jamie was scared and didn't know what to do, so he returned to Kendall's only to find
it six feet deep in police. He'd told her he'd steer clear except he loved her and just
wanted to see her one more time before he headed north. The reality that he might not be
able to be with her for along time hit him really hard and so here he was.

He'd come with absolutely no intention of going up to the house. His whole plan was
to sit down the street and watch. That was al. Just look at her and know she loved him. If
he could see Kendall again, he'd be able to work up the courage to make arun to the
border.

Now, as he drove in the opposite direction, his entire body trembled. He drove
dowly because he didn't want to draw attention to himself in any way, shape or form. A
few miles from the house, he found a spot on the street in Browne's Addition where he
was able to park the car. This part of town was full of large homes built in the early years
of the city, many of which had been converted into apartments. Cars parked on the street
garnered little or no attention because everyone who lived in the area parked on the street.
The only ones who didn't were the people who lived in the newer high-dollar condos
shoved between the old places. No one would notice Kendall's car for at least aday or
two.

He was still shaking when he took a T-shirt out of his backpack and wiped the car
down, trying to reach every spot on the car he'd touched. As soon asthe police
discovered her car wasn't in the garage, they'd come looking. They'd never believe she
loaned it to him. Whoever believed him?

Once the car was as clean as he could get it, he tossed the rag in the back of a pickup
truck parked afew cars ahead of Kendall's. In the gathering darkness, his jeans and navy
hooded sweatshirt helped him blend into the night. He pulled the hood up. The damn red
hair was worse than a flashing neon sign.

Both handsin his pockets, he put his head down and began to walk briskly down the
street. He wanted to run. People ran all the time through the streets of Browne's Addition,
just not usually in jeans and a hoodie. If he was in running gear, no one would take a
second look. He wasn't, and they would. He had to be content with a brisk walk to put
distance between himself and Kendall's car.

On the grassy knoll near the sign that defined the start of Browne's Addition, he sat
on a bench with aview of the city. What a mess. When he first saw the police at
Kendall's house, Jamie hoped it was because of something as simple as a break-in. His
hopes and his heart were crushed the minute he saw the body rolled out of the house on a
wheeled gurney that squeaked loud enough to wake every neighbor. Nobody needed to
tell him it was Kendall. Nobody needed to tell him it was his fault she was dead.

How he get himself into this? Everything went wrong. Everything. And now his
beautiful, sweet Kendall was dead. Tears ran down his cheeks. He wiped at them with the
back of his sleeve, not caring that the fabric soon became soaked through.

The darkness grew deeper as he sat on the bench. Overhead, stars glittered like
millions of diamonds, and the moon was a mere dliver of buttery yellow. Cars passed on
the street and occasionally someone would walk by, many with a dog at the end of a



leash.

He should move except he didn't know where to go. A few blocks north was the area
known as Peaceful Valley and it would be easy to hide along the banks of the Spokane
River. But the night was chilly and he feared hiding there would be too cold.

At last, he got up and walked east, stopping in the center of the Maple Street
overpass. Even at thistime of night, cars traveled the bridge both north and south. He
watched them for along time as an idea grew.

In acrouch, Jamie inched beneath the Maple Street Bridge overpass where it curved
down from Riverside Avenue. It smelled of things Jamie couldn't bear to think about. The
toes of his sneakers kicked empty beer cans and broken needles. The only good thing was
the hiding spot turned out to be deserted. It would have to do until morning. He sank to
the dirt, cramming as far back into the shadows as possible and willed himself to become
invisible.

The sound of cars driving across the bridge overhead was almost comforting in its
steady rhythm. Every so often, someone would walk by on the sidewalk above. He'd hold
his breath and then as they passed by, would let it out. Weariness finally overcame fear,
and he drifted into an uneasy rest.

The shadows were thick when the sound of footsteps snatched him from sleep. He
jerked and banged his head on cold steel. "Fuck," he muttered, then slapped a hand over
his mouth.

The footsteps grew closer. He shoved his hands in his pockets. Nothing. Not asingle
thing to use as a weapon.

A bad smell reached him before a dark mound settled into the dirt not far from
Jamie's feet. He tensed and waited, praying his bladder would hold. Every sound the
intruder made sent Jamie's pulse racing. Minutes ticked by like hours punctuated by the
rattling coughs of the man beneath the mounds of clothing.

Finally, dawn sent shafts of thin light to puncture the darkness beneath the bridge.
Hunched against the damp cool air of the early morning, Jamie crawled out into the
daylight. His legs were so stiff it was hard to straighten them. His back and shoulders
ached.

Dirt stuck to his jeans and he brushed it away as best he could. He started to walk
way and then stopped. Crouching, he peered beneath the bridge. In the morning light he
was able to get a better look at his evening's companion. Throughout the endless night, a
deep, rattling cough had shaken the huddled mass of clothing. Jamie still didn't know if
he was young or old. He did know the man was sick.

The other man was still curled up in the shadows though now enough light cut into
the space Jamie could see his dirt-streaked face. He couldn't have been more than twenty
if he was even that old. What could have driven someone this young to the underbelly of
the city? The cough made him sound like he was eighty and Jamie worried he'd dielying
in the dirt.

"Hey," Jamie said to him. "l think you need to see a doctor."

The kid's blue eyes were watery as he looked up and shook his head. "No, man. I'll
just lay here awhile."

Jamie didn't like it. What could he do? He was in so much trouble himself that he
wouldn't—couldn't—be much help. He did the only thing he could think of. He dug in his
pocket and pulled out one of the fifty dollar bills. He held his hand out to the sick kid.



"Maybe some food and cough medicine?' Jamie suggested.

At first, the kid didn't move. His narrowed gaze seemed to assess Jamie's face. He
didn't ook at the money Jamie held out. Slowly, a hand came up and took the offered
cash. "Thanks." The hand and the cash disappeared into the folds of what Jamie could
now recognize as a grimy plaid jacket.

Jamie nodded and walked away as the echo of the man's cough faded. He hoped the
money would give him alittle comfort. He was already responsible for the loss of one
life; he didn't want another one on his conscience.

With his head down, he walked west with no particular destination in mind until
once more he stood on the overpass. He gazed down at the traffic on the bridge. The
morning commute was gearing up. Hands stuffed into his pockets, he once more stared at
the cars zipping north and south on Maple Street. Everything around him continued in a
business-as-usual fashion. He wished his own life could be the same. Wishes didn't count
for much.

The only upside was he'd made it through the night, but now he had to come up with
aplan. He had to figure out how to stay alive.

* % % %

When Louie left the house, it was still dark, and barely light by the time she pulled
up to the office. She wasn't surprised to find another car in the lot. By the looks of him,
Paul hadn't gotten much, if any, sleep. Hisred hair was damp and it curled around the
collar of hisshirt. He pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans as he walked closer.
Damn but he looked fine, and he sent a flush of desire washing through her.

"Did you hear from your brother?' She didn't see the point of niceties or of giving
him any ideathat her fingers itched to run through his curly damp hair. Instead, she lifted
her chin and got right to the point.

He stopped a couple feet away and shook his head. "No, but | didn't expect to. Likel
told you yesterday, I'm really the last person Jamie'd cometo.”

"Come on." She unlocked the rear entrance to the offices and held the door open. She
caught awhiff of cologne as he walked by. Not bad. "I'll make us some coffee.”

He made aface. "Thanks, but | don't drink coffee. It about killed me in that
restaurant last night.”

She stopped and stared. "How you can live in this part of the country and not drink
coffee? That's just wrong."

He shrugged. "Never acquired the taste. Now beer is another story altogether, even
your wimpy American beer." He smiled and raised his eyebrows.

She shook her head as she led him into her section of the office. A smile pulled up
the corners of her mouth. She bypassed Harry's door, went right to her office and flipped
on the overhead lights. Harry, anight owl, wouldn't show his face for hours. Of course, it
seemed as though most of the calls for his services came during either the late night or
wee hours of the morning, so it was probably a good thing.

Louie, on the other hand, was a morning girl. She liked nothing better than the early
hours of the day when the sun kissed the hills with golden light. She adored the quiet and
the solitude, the hope that came with the dawn of each day. For a person who often saw
the worst side of people, she was perpetually hopeful.

And, speaking of solitude, she'd been counting on a couple hours of it when she



rolled in. A few callsto friends who were still with the Spokane Police Department might
provide the edge she needed. She even had a friend or two with the feds and hoped to tap
them as well. She might've walked away from a promising career in law enforcement, but
she was bright enough not to have burned any bridges. Not that she went out under any
kind of cloud or had even wanted to burn bridges. Her reason for leaving the job was one-
hundred-percent personal.

Pretty much everyone had understood her decision, and for the most part supported
her. Her hands would've been tied if she'd stayed on the force. Independence provided her
all the freedom she required these days. She still earned aliving with the time she needed
to investigate. Oh, she knew no one had really given up on her brother's case, despite its
status as a cold case, and that was al fine and good. If they found the bastard who left
Christopher for dead before she did, great. If not, she'd be the one to take the son-of-a-
bitch out. She'd take great satisfaction in doing it, too.

In meantime, she worked on jobs like the search-and-return mission of young Mr.
McDonald. She wasn't above hauling him back by the ear if necessary. Usually it wasn't a
tall order. After last night, she wasn't so sure about this one. Normal hunts didn't include
dead bodies. At least not here in Spokane.

After she and Paul had left the house last night, she'd called 9-1-1 with the location
of the murder. At the time, that was about all she could do. Today was a different story.
Later she'd call her brother's former partner and see what info she could pry out of him.
She really wanted to know what, if anything, the techs found during their sweep of the
house. Not now, but after Paul left. Some conversations didn't need to be overheard.

Reaching into the small refrigerator next to the counter, she pulled out a bottle of
water and tossed it to him. "Kind of boring but it's the best | can offer besides coffee.”

He caught it and nodded. "Thanks."

"Did you sleep at al?' All things considered, he looked and smelled pretty good.
Except around his eyes. Most people probably wouldn't even notice. She did.

He sighed and tipped his head back. "No."

A notein his voice caught her attention. When she first approached him yesterday
he'd sounded irritated. A big brother who was sick and tired of little brother's annoying
antics. Thiswas different. Now she heard fear.

"Look." She came around from behind her desk to crouch in front of him, her hand
on the arm of hischair. It was better to keep her hands on the furniture and not on the
man. "I'll find your brother. It'swhat | do and I'm very good at it. Y ou go home and rest.
Betherein case he calsyou."

He turned the bottle of water in his hands, his gaze downcast. "He won't call.”

"Y ou can't be certain of that. He'sin trouble. HE'sin alot of trouble and people do
odd things when they're backed into a corner. I've seen it more than once."

His hands stopped and he brought his gaze up to meet hers. The bright green of his
eyes sent alittle thrill through her. "No, you don't understand. He won't call me. Not now.
Not ever."

Maybe he was right. The McDonald brothers may have had a gulf between them too
wide to cross. Even so, at the moment Paul needed some rest if he was going to be any
help at all. Fatigue was not a friend when it came time to think and act sharp, especialy
for someone not in the business.

"Then go home, get some rest and after that, call hisfriends. Talk to your parents



again. Tak to anyone you think he might go to." So far, so good...she'd managed to keep
her hands off of him.

Hesighed. "I fed like | should be able to do more.”

She lost the battle and reached up to lay her hand against his cheek. His skin was
cool and clean-shaven. Her body tingled in placesit hadn't for avery long time. She
wondered what his lips would taste like. With sheer force of will, she kept her voice calm
and even. "I'll find him, | promise.”

His green eyes, tired as they were, held hers with a steady gaze. "He's my brother.”

"l understand.” And she did. Her voice was tender as she told him, "Go home, Paul.
Get some sleep and then come back. We'll find him together.”

He continued to study her face. His gaze fell to her lips and for aflash of a second
she wondered if he also had the crazy urge to kiss her. A second later, his eyes met hers
again and the moment was lost. He pushed out of the chair and walked to the back door.
"I'll be back later."

She watched him through the window as he walked to his car and drove away.
Finally. Alone at last. Timeto turn away from wild thoughts of what it would be like to
kiss a man she barely knew and work on finding James McDonald. She swiveled to face
her computer, powered it up, and began to work. Over the next four hours, she only
moved away from the computer to fill up her coffee mug. Unlike Paul, she thrived on
good, strong, black coffee. And concentrating on something besides his hot body and
kissable lips didn't hurt either.

"Hey good-lookin', find my boy yet?'

Harry stood in the doorway to her office, his big bulk filling it to capacity. Today he
wore an indigo shirt with his standard blue jeans and boots. The dark circles under his
eyes were just about the same color as the shirt. More and more over the last year, she'd
noticed those circles darkening his face. He always seemed to ook tired but when she'd
ask, he'd blow her off saying he was sleeping just fine and feeling great. She didn't
believe him.

He wasn't fine and she worried alittle more every day. If anything happened to
Harry, she'd essentially be alone. Both her parents were gone and with Chrislocked in a
silent world, she'd have no one without Harry. The thought made her shiver.

Theirs was a specia relationship. She could talk to him about things she couldn't
share with others. Her friends were willing to listen, but they had no way of relating.
Most of them didn't know Chris very well; some had never even met him. Not one had
ever faced life with asibling who lay in arehab center locked away from the world,
courtesy of a gunshot wound to the head.

With Harry it was different. Chris and Harry had been in the Rangers together.
They'd passed the grueling training together and that had linked them for life. When
they'd left the elite corps and headed home, Harry had taken to the bonding business like
afish to water, while Chris found his niche with the Drug Enforcement Agency. Chris
seemed to be born to alife asafed. At the time, Louie's own career as a Spokane Police
officer had been going great guns. She'd done her time on patrol and moved forward to
work as aK9 officer. The training was incredible and her dog an absolute joy. Better than
she'd ever imagined. Five years ago, everything looked great for all three of them.

One night, one moment, changed it all. A bullet in Chris's head had ended his career
and hers. The day the SPD gave her brother's attempted murder a cold case status was the



same day she turned in her badge and gave up her dog. If they wouldn't continue to
actively track down the sonofabitch who tried to kill Chris, she would. Harry'd been there
to offer the perfect solution. Unlike her failed romantic relationships, he was the one guy
she could always count on.

Now she was worried. Harry looked haggard and his weight concerned her more
than alittle. She wasn't ready, by along shot, to be left alone in thisworld, so he better
damn well get with the program. There'd be no heart attack on her watch. Louie was
ready to tell him as much when he turned and walked away, his cell phone pressed to his
ear. Well, so much for amotherly lecture. Just like Harry to wander off before even a
hello came out of her mouth.

Her gaze shifted to the clock on the far wall. It was well past eleven. Where had the
morning gone? She didn't have time to ponder that one either because the doorway just
vacated by Harry was just as quickly filled with another man, equally tall but with far less
girth. Paul McDonald stepped inside. He looked like anew man in adark gray shirt
tucked into a nice-looking pair of black jeans. A very nice pair of jeans. He turned to
close the door, giving her afine view of his backside. Off topic, she chastised herself.
The last thing she needed was to get sidetracked by long legs and a great ass.

He made himself comfortable in the chair across from her desk. "What have you
found?' he asked, leaning forward, his elbows resting on long legs.

Louie settled back in her chair and crossed her arms. "And hello to you too, Mr.
McDonad."

"Paul." His reminder was given with araised eyebrow.

Sherolled her eyes. "Paul."

"Well?'

"Well, what?'

"Well, what've you found?'

"I know | told you to get somerest but if 1'd known thisis what sleep did to you, I'd
have suggested you stay here."

He shrugged. "I do feel better and probably look better too, en?"

Better didn't even begin to describe how he looked to her, but she'd be damned if
she'd tell him. "If you're fishing for a compliment, you're fishing in the wrong pond.”

He gave her asmall smile that sent a spark rushing up her back. No wonder he had
such afollowing. Damn, he was alooker. Maybe it was the red hair, alittle long with a
hint of curl. She wanted to touch it, to run her fingers through it, let it wind around her
hand. Oh yeah, it was definitely the hair. Or the hot body. Or the deep voice. Or...hdl, it
was just about everything.

Again he shrugged. "No biggie. I'm really here to find my brother. | can find him by
myself, I'm pretty sure of that. | just think you can help me track him down faster. I'm all
for having a professional on the team.”

"A professiona? Is that a compliment?’

"Of course. You know, Ms. Russell, | wasn't born yesterday. | know a cop when |
see one. Or in your case, an ex-cop, | presume.”

"You figured that out all by yourself?' She didn't try to hide the skepticism.

He steepled his fingers beneath his chin and grinned once more. "Sort of. | had a
hunch, and afriend who happens to be on the SPD confirmed it for me."

"Anybody | know?'



"Jason James."

"Ahyes, | do indeed know Jas. Tal, blond and usualy pretty quiet." She would give
him an ear full next time she saw old Jason. For a quiet guy, he certainly could tell tales
when he felt the urge. Or maybe he was just bucking for box seats to a hockey game or
two.

"Maybe around you. The guy talks trash non-stop on the ice. Rec league,” he
explained before she could ask. "A regular tough guy."

"All right, so you know who | am and | know who you are. Now that we're both on
the same playing field, I'll get you up to speed. | made some calls of my own and talked
to my friends on the force."

Her cell phone rang. She flipped the phone open and put it to her ear, recognizing the
baritone of Fred Hawks right away. Fred was the lead detective on the murder of Kendall
Stewart. As she listened, afrown pulled down the corners of her moth. L ouie expected
things could get weird or convoluted; this was a case with that kind of fedl to it. Never in
amillion years did she expect what Fred told her. She was still reeling as she closed the
tiny phone and set it lowly back down on her desk. Both of her hands shook as she
gazed across at Paul.

"What?' He was looking at her with narrow green eyes.

She shook her head. It till didn't make any sense. "Thisis crazy. Pure crazy."

"Come on, Louie, I'm not amind reader.”

She took a deep breath. "They just received the report on the bullet they recovered
from Kendall Stewart's house."

"Yeah?'

"Y eah, well...the match is highly consistent with a bullet from another crime
committed five years ago."

"And that means what exactly?"

Tearsformed in her eyes even though she willed them away. It shouldn't affect her
like this! She was aflipping professional, and it had been five years. She took another
deep breath. "It means whoever killed Kendall Stewart also tried to kill my brother."



Chapter Six

Louie spent an hour at the lab talking with the weapons expert about the gun and
ammo used to kill Kendall and almost kill Chris. He was yet another friend from her SPD
days who patiently explained his finding. From there she walked to the Public Safety
Building, where she spent another two hours with Fred. By the time she drove back to her
office, shefelt like she'd been through awringer. She hadn't stopped in front of a mirror
all day and suspected she looked as bad as she felt. Not a big concern; she wasn't trying
to impress anyone. Thiswas work and nothing more, even if her new partner was a
walking magazine cover. She could never live up to that anyway, and it wasn't like her
mother hadn't tried.

Paul, who'd accompanied her, had been very quiet all afternoon, though he'd listened
carefully to what he heard at the lab and from Fred. He seemed to takeit all in, weigh it
for importance, and then store it away for when he might need it. The strong, silent type;
they were the ones to watch out for. And the ones who sent her blood rushing.

When they'd finished with Fred, she managed to convince Paul to go home again. He
was all set to be her 24/7 shadow. Y eah, she could use his help, at the very least pick his
brain for the little details on James to keep her from wasting valuable time off on the
wrong track. And yeah, he was easy on the eyes. But there was something about the ex-
hockey stud turned coach that set her nerves on edge, and not in a bad way. It was
damned freaky, if the truth be told.

Eons had passed since she'd felt drawn to a man, and never, never when she was
involved in a case. Of course, the fact she never went to bars or clubs, hardly ever hung
out with her friends anymore, and worked with only one man, Harry, meant she rarely
met an eligible guy these days. Assuming Paul McDonald was even digible. The more
she thought about it, the more unlikely it seemed he'd be unattached. He was just
too...everything to be on his own. At least that's the way he seemed and she wasn't a bad
judge of people. She was pretty darned good as a matter of fact.

"Cut it out, Russell," she muttered.

"Cut what out?"

Her cheeks blazed red at the sound of Harry's voice. Where did he come from?
Trying to look unfazed despite the flush in her face, Louie looked up and smiled. Not a
hard thing to do. Harry always made her feel safe and comfortable. Smiles came easy
when she was with her best friend.

"Ah, nothing, Harry. I'm just talking things out, you know."

Harry's intense gaze stayed on her face a breath too long. He wasn't buying what she
was selling. Thankfully he took the high road and didn't push. She let out the breath she
held.

He said, "Gotcha. Do the same thing myself now and again. So, how's it going with
our little friend McDonald? Clock's ticking, ya know."

"Trust me, Harry, | hear it ticking loud and clear.” She leaned back in her chair and
sighed. "Right now, it isn't going well. Last night McDonald's girlfriend or friend or
whatever she was, got herself dead.”

"No shit?'



"I shit you not."

He leaned against the door, his fingers turning a toothpick he held between his teeth.
"Murder or suicide?’

"I'd personally put my money on murder."

"That sucksfor her."

"Yeah, well, it gets worse. Whoever killed Kendall Stewart appears to be the same
person who tried to kill Chris."

"Yasure?' Harry sounded as amazed as she'd been.

Louie nodded and ran her fingers through her hair. All of a sudden she felt very tired.
"It may not be the same person, but it is very definitely the same gun.”

"Well, crap. What's that about?"

"Your guessis as good as mine. This James McDonald thing doesn't fit to begin
with, and now this new wrinkle...well, | don't like it. Thiswas supposed to be an easy
case, Harry." She pointed an index finger in hisdirection. "I think you suckered me."

He continued to turn the toothpick in his mouth. "Hey, baby girl, | thought it was an
easy one too. Maybe you should let the feds and the police handle it and we'll just collect
on the bond." He took the toothpick out of his mouth and tossed it into her trashcan.

She frowned. "No, Harry. No. | said I'd bring James back and | will. If | quit tracking
him because it's too hard or too dangerous, | might aswell quit altogether. | can go back
and be adesk jockey at the police department.”

Harry laughed. "That'll be the day. Y ou go back to the SPD? Y ou may have left on
good terms, baby girl, but go back? It'll never happen. The problem is now you've had a
taste of thislife and you'll never be able to go back to the constraints and the politics.
They'd welcome you with loving arms and you, my pretty little partner, would end up
hating every second of it."

She couldn't argue with him or hislogic. She still had friends at the SPD who'd love
nothing better than to have her return. A time or two during the last five years the thought
had crossed her mind. She missed some of the action. She missed her dog. The thought of
returning only lasted a few seconds. Harry was dead on. She loved what she did now and
cherished the freedom it gave her. She'd never felt as empowered or aive as she did since
becoming a bail enforcement agent. It would be a hard thing to give up. No, hard wasn't
the right word. Impossible was more like it.

Harry continued, "Serioudly, Lou, I'll pay the bond and the folks can ante up. It
happens all the time. | say when folks start popping up dead, it'stimeto let the boys with
the big guns take over. We're just the hired help, after all.”

"No." She pushed up from her desk and slipped her keysinto her pocket. "I'll find
him and bring him back. Trust me, I'll doit."

What she didn't add was that when she got her hands on James, the two of them were
going to have anice long chat before she turned him into the feds. He'd tell her who
wanted him bad enough to kill—a name she'd been waiting five years to hear.

She gave Harry a quick hug as she walked past him, loving the spicy scent of the
spendy cologne he liked to wear. At the same time she wondered if he wore it because he
had a date tonight. Good for him if he did. He was almost as bad as L ouie when it came
to solitude. A date wouldn't hurt either one of them.

* % *x %



Time pressed at him with the force of amigraine. He never expected it of little
James. If they were in the middle of a business transaction, James' cleverness would
please him. He liked his people to move around unnoticed. Stealth was a good thing. Of
course, if James had done that, he wouldn't have landed his little pale butt in jail. The
arrest became a dangerous problem for all of them, not just for McDonald.

If he didn't get this cleaned up and soon, there'd serious and far-reaching
complications. The old saying that shit rolls down hill applied here. Despite being up the
food chain afair notch, he was still amiddle man, and there were others far more
powerful than he. Those people wouldn't take it well if James wasn't neutralized soon. He
didn't need the shit burying him. He hadn't come this far to be taken down by one careless
Canadian.

He liked hislife and the way things were. He had the freedom to do what he loved
most and he wasn't ready or willing for a change. James would be found and taken care
of. Once, there might have been choices on how to deal with him. Not any longer. James
forfeited his options the same day he took off. The feds do not take it well when the
indicted decide to run. Neither did he.

He was thinking about how to handle things when the phone next to him rang. His
eyes narrowed. Caller ID showed a number he never expected to see on thisline. He
thought about not answering and then changed his mind. He didn't want to take the call.
He didn't want them to think there was a problem either.

"Yeah."

"Have you found him?" The deep voice was cultured and succinct.

This was not good. "No, and why are you calling me on this line?"

The response was slow, unconcerned. "We aren't worried about calls being tracked to
you; we're more concerned about Mr. McDonald."

Hisface felt warm. Nothing like the old blood pressure taking a spike. "So am I, and
I'd appreciateit if you'd call the cell. The throw away phone can't be traced. This can.”

"Are you going to handle things there or do we need to bring in someone to clean up
your mess?' The mild tone to the caller's voice was gone. Venom now ran through his
words.

The underlying threat wasn't hard to figure out. If they brought in a cleanup guy, he
would find himself swept out with the rest of the trash. "No," he snapped. "I'll take care
of this."

"Be sure that you do and make it soon."

He slammed the receiver down and took along, deep breath. He better find the little
snot and soon, or trouble would roll in like a tsunami. Turning to the computer, his
fingers began to move over the keyboard. Time for athorough search on the family of
one James McDonald.

"Okay, little boy," he said to the screen. "Come out, come out wherever you are.”

* % * %

When Louie walked outside, Meg was sitting on the lower step of the entry to the
apartments. Her face was haggard and very unlike her normally cheerful countenance.
Worry shot through Louie like a hot poker.

"Meg?' Louie changed direction and headed away from her car.

"Happy day, beautiful.” Meg smiled and tipped up her face. Today she looked much



closer to her eighty-seven years than Louie could ever recall. Beneath her sparkling eyes,
dark circles stained her skin. She wore an old sweater wrapped tight around her body.

Louie frowned. Meg might be smiling, but she was far from happy. "What's wrong?"

Meg reached out and touched L ouie's arm with ice cold fingers. The sun was going
down behind the far mountains, and the day was quickly fading into darkness. Even so,
the air was still warm enough to be comfortable. Meg's hands shouldn't feel like she'd just
spent the afternoon in the North Pole.

"Nothing, child. Just sitting here to enjoy abit of fresh air. My apartment was too
stuffy tonight. | needed to get out for alittle while. Sometimes, the walls just close in on
me."

Louie wrapped her fingers around Meg's hand. It felt tiny and fragile in hers. She
hoped to infuse some warmth into her friend. "Y our hands are so cold."

Meg's smile turned sad. "Chalk it up to the ravages of time. The heart is still young,
child, even if the body trembles and fades with each year. Not the quick, hot young thing
| used to be."

"You're not fading, but you are freezing. Come on, let me help you upstairs and get
some warmth back into your bones.”

"No, Louise. | just want to sit and let the last of the sun warm me for alittle while
before it disappears behind the mountains. There will be aday when I'll no longer be able
to watch the sunset. Can you see how beautiful it will be tonight, with the brilliant blues
and crimson reds? It's the majesty of the Good L ord's best work."

Louie hadn't noticed the sunset, not that it was unusual for her to be oblivious. She
was typically on adead run, and to take the time to sit and watch a sunset was not in the
cards for her. Still, tonight she stopped and looked. Meg was right; it was going to be
gpectacular. It was as if someone hand-painted the sky in deep, magical hues.
Breathtaking.

"It's beautiful,” she murmured.

"Nature at its finest."

Her attention didn't stay on the sunset long. Louie didn't like the way Meg sat on the
hard steps all wrapped up like a frightened child. There was nothing comfortable about
the staircase; it was downright painful. "If you want to stay here and watch, at least let me
go grab achair for you. It'd be so much more comfortabl e than the steps.”

Meg shook her head. "No, again. I'm only going to sit here for alittle bit and these
old steps are just fine."

"Areyou readly al right?' She needed to leave, and yet wanted to stay here to make
certain Meg was okay. It felt somehow wrong to go with Meg huddled on the bottom
step.

"I'm fine, now scoot and leave this old woman to enjoy her sunset in silence. Anyone
ever tell you that you talk too much?' Meg smiled at her.

"Oh, Meg." Louie leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. "Y ou're atreasure. I'll
check on you in the morning and | better find you upstairs with a nice cup of tea."

Meg patted Louie's hand. "I'll seeyou at seven. | have alovely Earl Grey straight
from jolly old England | think you'll like."

" Jet-setting again, are you?'

"No, no little one, | ordered it off the internet," she said asif it was the most natural
thing in the world for her to have done.



"Of course you did." Meg never ceased to amaze Louie. Nothing passed her by, not
current events, not politics, and certainly not technology. Of course, neither had time, and
it was never as clear to Louie as tonight.

As Louie walked away, Meg tipped her head to the late afternoon sun, the warm light
spilling onto her wizened face. Louie took one more glance at her friend before she got
into the car. Meg really was a treasure and one Louie worried about. She didn't relish the
thought that one day, possibly one day soon, she could come out of her office and Meg
would no longer be sitting on those steps. It made her heart ache and her throat constrict.

Twenty minutes later she sat next to Christopher's bed filling him in on the day's
details. She told him all about her information search on James and his girlfriend. She
told him about the ballistic findings, her conversations with the lab tech and her buddy
Fred. She explained it al, including her ideas on what was happening in the James
McDonald case.

"It's all about the Medicine Man, Chris. The bastard got you shot and Kendall
Stewart killed. Y ou aways taught me that real coincidences are few and far between. |
don't believe thisis one now. James McDonald is going to take me to the Medicine Man.
I'll find the bastard,” she promised her motionless brother. "And he'll pay for what he did
to you and to Kendall Stewart."

Enough said about justice and revenge. Louie moved on to other things. She talked at
length about her friend Meg and the way time was catching up with her. When Louie
finished up her stories at last, silence fell. She didn't want to leave, even if she had
nothing left to share. Her house was dark and quiet. No one there to keep the lights on.
No onethereto care if she came home or not. So, she sat with Christopher for another
half an hour just holding his hand. She believed deep down Chris knew he wasn't alone
and it gave her comfort.

Night settled deep and black outside the big window. The wind picked up outside,
and the branch of a nearby tree tapped softly against the glass. She got up, closed the
blinds and put the chair back into the corner. His cheek was warm when she leaned over
and kissed him. Like their mother used to do when they were children, Louie put the back
of her hand against hisforehead. A little warmer than he should be. Damn. Chris didn't
need afever. Any tiny illness could be the catalyst to his final resolution, and she wasn't
anywhere near ready for that.

For five years, faith had kept her afloat. Faith that one day Chris would open his eyes
and return to her. He was all she had left and she wasn't about to let go of Chris ... or
hope.

Before she left the care facility, Louie made a quick stop at the nurse's station to ask
them to check on Chris. The care providers were the best, and she had every confidence
they would keep aclose eye on her brother. After five years, most of them were like
family and treated Chris the same way. As much as she hated to leave him there day after
day, there was a certain amount of comfort in it at the same time.

As the doors whispered shut behind her and she walked across the darkened parking
lot to her car, aweariness she hadn't felt for years settled throughout her whole body. All
she wanted to do was get home and sleep for days.

She pulled into her driveway and hit the button of the garage door remote. Nothing
happened. "Damnit," she muttered. She'd known for days the remote battery was weak
and had tried to remember to replace it. Obvioudly that little chore hadn't gone so well.



She wondered what she'd be like when she got old if she couldn't remember one nine volt
battery at this age.

Sighing, she parked in the driveway, got out of the car, and walked to the front door.
The street was quiet except for the rustle of leaves and bushes pushed around by the
wind. She guessed that the cool weather had sent the kids inside as soon as darkness
descended. She missed the summer days when she could hear pick-up games of
basketball or the shouts of playersin a street hockey game. She even liked those silly
little scooters the kids would buzz by on. How much fun would she and Chris have had
with one of those? Tonight, there wasn't a scooter in sight. The street was as deserted as
her home. Soon, the cool days would give way to ice and snow. She didn't look forward
to winter.

As she moved to unlock the door, Louie dropped the ring of keys. "Crap." Her
muttered curse covered more than just the fallen keys. Would this night ever end? All she
wanted to do was get inside, put her feet up, and have a good stiff drink.

When alarge hand reached down from behind her to pick up the dropped keys,
Louie screamed. She shoved a hand inside her jacket to grab her gun and then whirled
around to find Paul McDonald on the step behind her, the dropped keys dangling from a
fingertip. His green eyes were full of concern.

"Let me," he said and reached past her to put the key in the lock.

* % * %

Jamie sat on the back porch steps for along time. The wide steps ran down to meet a
tidy yard ringed by crimson fire bushes. Returning to Kendall's was beyond stupid and
into dangerous, but he did it anyway. At least he took the alleyways rather than the front
sidewalks. He didn't want to draw any unwanted attention. Or, any more unwanted
attention than he'd already managed to get.

Chewing on afingernail, Jamie wondered what to do next. He needed to know if the
police had found anything in Kendall's house that might lead them to him. It was bad
enough they'd look for him because he failed to appear in court. He didn't need them to
think he was the one who killed his beautiful Kendall. They had to know he would never,
ever do that.

At Kendall's, police tape was stretched across the back door. He stared at it for along
time before he went to a basement window. He knew it was loose. Even though he'd
promised Kendall for months he'd fix it, he never had. Like so many other promises he
made to her, he hadn't followed through.

He pushed the window open and dlid through. He was as familiar with the basement
as with the rest of the house, but fumbling around in the dark had him bumping into old
furniture and boxes. By the time he reached the stairs to the kitchen, he'd smacked his
knees at |east a dozen times. His legs would be a mass of bruises.

At the door to the kitchen, he felt around the ledge just inside until his fingers
touched the flashlight Kendall kept there for emergencies. He pushed the switch and the
light came on. The basement looked the same as the last time he'd been here. Somehow,
it didn't feel the same.

In the kitchen, he was careful not to step in the dried blood. He choked back tears.
He wouldn't cry. Kendall wouldn't want him to. The smell almost made him gag, but he
forced that down as well. He'd be strong for her. He owed her at least that much.



Down the short hallway was the bedroom where he spent so many nightsin
Kendall's arms. He swung the light in through the door, focusing it on the oak nightstand.
It was empty. Jamie walked in and sank to the edge of the bed. A slight trace in the dust
was the only sign a photograph once stood there. The picture was of the two of them in
the Manito rose garden last year. He remembered the day because it was one of the
happiest in hislife. There'd been acres of green grass and roses of all colorsin bloom
around them. The stone fountain had sent a gentle spray of cool water through the air and
onto their faces. They'd both been smiling and in love.

Now, the picture was in the hands of Spokane Police Department. If they didn't know
about him before, they did now.

He looked at the phone on the nightstand for along time before he picked up the
hand set. He punched in six numbers and paused, questioning whether he should make
the call. After along moment, he punched in the final number.

With each ring, Jami€'s nerves grew tauter. What would he say? What could he say?
After the fourth ring, the call went into voicemail.

"Hello, you've reached Paul McDonald. Sorry | can't catch your call right at the
moment but leave me a message after the tone and I'll call you back as soon as| can.
Talk to yalater."

Jamie paused, listened to the beep and then put the receiver back down. He didn't
bother to wipe his fingerprints. What'd be the point? Everyone was looking for a piece of
his hide anyway. He didn't know which would be worse, the good guys or the bad guys.

When he heard the sound of voices outside the bedroom window, he jumped as if
burned. Quickly, he doused the light and sat as still as a statute. What else could go
wrong? He listened and let out a sigh of relief when he realized the voices came from the
next door neighbor's house. He was still safe.

Then again, there was no sense tempting fate. Time to get out of Dodge. He took a
quick look in the drawer where she kept spare cash. It was empty. Either she'd given him
everything she had at the house or the police had seized her small stash. He was
disappointed. The cash would have come in handy, and she wouldn't need it now.

Back in the kitchen, he sucked in aquick breath. No matter how much time passed,
he'd always have the sight of the blood-stained tile seared into his memory. His beautiful,
loving Kendall died for no other reason than that he was afool. Aslong as he lived, that
painful knowledge would weigh on his heart.

Tears threatened, and he stuck his hand in his pocket to pull out the napkin he'd
picked up earlier at a coffee shop. With it came the business card from the bail bonding
company. It floated to the floor before sliding beneath the stove. Jamie ignored the card
and wiped his eyes with the napkin before putting it back in his pocket. He should
probably retrieve the card but what the hell for? The thing slid so far under the stove, no
one would see it anyway.

Instead, he looked around the darkened house. A vase on the table held a dozen
dried, long-stemmed red roses—roses he'd given her on Valentine's Day. The look on her
face the day he brought them to her was worth amillion bucks. He'd felt like aking.

He glanced at the sofa where they'd sat side-by-side and watched movies, television,
and hockey games. There was little better than a Saturday movie with Kendall curled up
at hisside. Tearsfilled his eyes once again.

"Goodbye, Kendall. I love you."



He put the flashlight back on the stairway ledge, closed the door to the kitchen and
made his way through the basement to the same window he'd used to crawl in. Once
outside, he pulled it closed and secured it as best he could. Maybe someday he'd come
back and fix it

He had nowhere else to go and no oneto turn to. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he
pulled the hood of his sweatshirt up to keep hisred hair under cover. He stood outside for
along time. The only place he could think of to go was that cold, dirty spot beneath the
bridge.

* k% * %

When he'd first noticed Louie at the arena, Paul initially thought was she was another
no-nonsense woman doing double-time to succeed in a male-dominated world. He knew
the type well: tough as nails and pushy. He understood it was difficult at best to break
into afield long seen as an exclusive haven for men, and gave women credit for crashing
boundaries. For breaking the old glass ceiling. Everyone deserved the chance to do what
their heart called them to do.

Still, respect for their ambition aside, he also found they weren't usually histype. He
was more into afriend and alover, not a competitor. Day to day he wasin aworld
competitive enough and had lived there since childhood. He didn't want to come home to
it aswell, and if that made him old-fashioned, then so be it.

Louie Russell was different from any woman he'd met before. She was tough all
right and entirely focused, just like the job required. At the same time, there was a
kindness to her that surprised him. She was aworld away from the tough, hard-drinking,
chain-smoking stereotype of a bounty hunter, man or woman. She had a gentle face and
eyes as expressive as they were beautiful. Every time he looked into her eyes, he felt an
insane urge to pull her into his arms and crush hislipsto hers.

If she'd intrigued him that first day, today did nothing to lessen the feeling. Earlier,
she'd sent him on hisway, an odd thing for him, since he was typically the guy who gave
the orders. Needless to say, he wasn't real good at following orders, at least not these
days.

In his playing days, he'd been ateam guy. It was the only way to win and winning
was important to him. Now, he was the chess master; he made the decisions and called all
the moves. At least until Louie had walked into hislife. She seemed to be the one
handing out the orders.

Except ... he hadn't exactly followed her directions. He'd gone to his car all right, but
he hadn't |eft for the arena or home. Instead, he'd parked about a block away from Louie's
office and waited. When she'd left, so did he, adiscreet distance behind her. For the first
time ever, he was tailing someone. A little James Bond in an SUV, though not quite as
suave or cool as Bond.

He'd expected her to go home or perhaps visit one or two of Jamie's favorite haunts
to try and get abead on him. If he was the hunter, that's what he would done. Of course
he wasn't the hunter, and once again his expectations were way off base. The
rehabilitation facility she disappeared into raised hisinterest level to al an all time high.
What or who was inside the low brick building?

When Louie had reappeared alittle under an hour later, the pain on her face was all
too clear even under the harsh glow of the parking lot lights. Her shoulders slumped as if



the weight of the world rested on them. The confidence and the bravado he'd witnessed
thus far was nowhere to be seen. A curious turn of events.

Once he followed her to the house, the last thing he'd intended to do when he walked
up the steps behind her was to scare her. Stealth wasn't what he'd been going for at al.
Shejust didn't hear him. He didn't, however, miss the movement of her hand.
Considering there was arather large gun inside her jacket, Paul was lucky he wasn't lying
on the green grass of her front yard with abig fat holein his chest.

Fortunately, her hand jerked away from her waist and he assumed she'd decided not
to shoot him. Lucky for him. Provided, however, his assumption was right. He wasn't
quite as good at making assumptions as he was at making goals.

"What're you doing here?' Her voice trembled with adlight edge. He wasn't sureif it
was fear or anger. What he noticed was that her face still held the same hint of sorrow
he'd glimpsed at the rehab center. The kind of sadness that came directly from the heart.
Who had she gone to see?

With her hand still hovering near the gun, he wasn't about to ask. It was better to
stick to the basics and keep her gun hand outside of the jacket. "I wanted to talk to you,"
he told her.

Her brow furrowed and her eyes grew even darker. "How do you know where |
live?' Her words were tinged with abit of ice.

"I didn't know." He might as well come clean. She'd find out sooner or later anyway.
"I followed you."

Paul looked away from her face to turn the key in the lock and push the door open.
He stepped back to let her go in first. She didn't move.

"Y ou followed me." Her words were very slow. If she hadn't been angry before, she
was now. In fact, he had the distinct impression she went right by angry and straight to
furious. He didn't like the look on her face either, or the way she almost seemed to twitch.
He kept one eye on the flickering hand.

He shrugged. "Y eah."

"What for?'

So much for the sadness. That was al gone in an instant and her eyes now blazed.

Y up, he'd called that one. It wasn't anger he heard in her words, it was outright fury. It
wasn't only in her voice, it aso flashed from her dark brown eyes. This was one pissed
off bounty hunter. Oops, bail enforcement agent. Great, he was just kept messing up.

The truth was his best defense. It was his only defense. "I want to be with you in case
you find Jamie," he said, hoping.

* % * %

Of all the stupid, crazy things. The damn man had followed her. Who exactly did he
think he was? A better question was. what wrong with her? She'd been doing thisalong
time now and not once had she encountered something like this. Lazy and sloppy...not to
notice atail was inexcusable. Not to notice an amateur tail was unthinkable. If this kept
up, it'd betimeto find a new career. She was as ticked off at herself as she was with him.

Through the haze of her anger, a sudden, uncomfortable thought occurred to her.

"How long have you been following me?*

His gaze was steady. "Since you left the office.”

"Since | |eft the office?' She sucked in a deep breath.



He nodded. "Y eah."

Great, just flipping great. So he followed her to Christopher's care center and then
here. Was nothing sacred in this world? Damn, damn, damn. It pissed her off royally.
Cute as he might be, Paul McDonald didn't have the right to invade her personal life.
And, hereally didn't have the right to invade on her brother'slife.

Only ahandful of people knew where to find Chris and that was for his own safety.
The asshole who'd shot him was still out there. Until he was found, Chris had to be kept
safe. She worked hard to protect him. To think she was followed so easily and that she
was the one responsible for putting her brother in jeopardy yet again made her furious.
An unforgivable lapse.

Asif he seemed to read her thoughts, he said. "I didn't mean to pry into your life. |
only wanted to be with you in case you find Jamie before | do. That's all, | swear.”

She closed her eyes and counted to ten. A hundred would be better. Ten would have
to do. It worked, and theinitial flush of fury dulled to asmall roar. She opened her eyes
again and met Paul's cool green ones. She could understand where he came from. If the
shoe was on the other foot, she'd have done the same thing. If Chriswasin trouble, she'd
do whatever it took to help him. And wasn't that exactly what she'd been doing for the
last five years?

She looked up at Paul and said, "It isn't aquestion of if, it's a case of when. I'll track
down your brother and I'll bring him back to the feds." And I'll know who tried to kill
Chris.

Paul nodded. "Good."

She stood, blocking the open doorway. "Y ou don't have to follow me. I'll let you
know when | find him."

"I believeyou."

"Then why not go back home?"

He shook his head. "I don't know. | just fedl like | have to be here."

She wanted to stay angry with the man and couldn't. There was something very
honest about him and it drew her in. His face was so sincere. She should probably remind
herself that in his NHL days he was known an ice hockey hottie with women dripping off
hisarms. He'd be a pro at sweet-talking and he might be playing her now. Maybe. Then
again, maybe not. He seemed genuine and for the moment that was enough for her.

She should send him packing, so she surprised herself when she stepped aside and
said, "Comeonin."

She followed him through the open door and flipped the light switch, bathing the
room in awarm luminescent glow. Even after all thistime, she still wasn't accustomed to
the quiet of her house at the end of along day. After her initial stint on patrol, she'd spent
her days on the force as a K9 officer and her dog, Butch, had lived with her. Butch was a
fantastic drug dog, a seventy-five pound mutt she'd discovered at the Humane Society.

L ouie had been with Butch from day one, going through the training, the trials and the
certifications. It was great, at least until Chris was shot. She |eft the force, but Butch
hadn't. He was still working and she still missed him. The house seemed cold and empty
without the spunky dog's company.

She could have gone out and found another dog to take the place of her canine
partner. She hadn't; it wouldn't have been fair. The hours she kept now didn't lend
themselves to sharing her life with a pet. There were times she didn't come home at all



and she wouldn't subject adog or a cat to that kind of loneliness. She dealt with it herself.

"Nice place," Paul said, looking around.

"Thanks." She tossed her coat on achair, took off her gun and laid it on atable with
her keys. "Y ou want a drink?"

"Wdll..."

"Y eah, you do. What's your poison? Y ou like bourbon? | have a nice bottle of Jack
Daniels.”

He gave her asmall smile. "Jack would be great. Y ou want me to build afire? It's
little cool in here."

"Y eah, that would be nice. There's kindling on the hearth and a couple of logs. You
build the fire, I'll bring the spirits.”

Sheleft him at the hearth while she headed to the kitchen. She pulled a couple of
glasses from the cupboard, checked them for water spots and then filled them with ice.
The glasses in one hand, the bottle of Jack Daniels in the other, she returned to the front
room. An admirable fire blazed in the fireplace. Not bad for ajock. WWho would have
thought he'd be so good with a fire. What else is he good at?

The first drink went down easy and so did the second. Paul kept the fire warm and
crackling while they talked like old friends for several hours. She sat on the floor in front
of the hearth with her back against the sofa, the heat of both the bourbon and the flames
[ulling her into an easy relaxation.

Their glasses were almost empty when he got up to put another log on the fire. He
didn't go back to the chair across from her. Instead he eased himself next to her on the
floor. Hislong legs stretched out mere inches from hers, the nearness of his body sending
atingle down her arms. Had to be the Jack.

"Tell me about the rehabilitation center," he said, without taking his eyes from the
blazing fire.

Louie put her head back against the sofa and closed her eyes. The air was warm and
filled with the fragrant scent of the burning tamarack. Beside her, his body added to the
heat. Did she want to talk about Christopher to a man she barely knew? Did she want to
talk about Christopher at all, especially after the news on the bullet?

An hour ago she'd have said no way, no how. That was an hour ago. In thistime and
this place, she wanted to tell Paul about her brother. There were times when not talking
about Christopher made her feel as though she'd explode. Next to Paul, relaxed and
comfortable, Louie began to talk and the words flowed as though this moment was meant
to be.

After shefinished, athick silence fell between them. He reached over and took her
hand, bringing it to hislips. He pressed a kiss into her palm. Her whole body quivered at
the touch, hislips hot against her skin. She didn't pull away.

"I'm sorry." He kissed her palm again.

Tearswelled in her eyes and she willed herself not to cry. It wasn't like her to allow
emotion to rule; it had to be the booze. Except, if that's all it was, why didn't she pull her
hand away? The answer, even through the fog of bourbon was simple. Because she didn't
want to. The feel of hislipswas heaven.

"I wish..." He continued when she said nothing. "That | could feel the kind of love
for my brother that you do for yours." The sadnessin his voice touched her heart.

She opened her eyes and studied his face. He was serious. He didn't believe he loved



his brother any longer. She reached over and touched his chest with the palm of her hand.
"You do, in here."

His green eyes were sad as they looked into hers, and he shook his head slowly. "No,
| don't. It's just not there anymore.”

Her hand stayed on his chest. She didn't believe it. His were not the eyes of aman
who was cold and uncaring. She'd looked into eyes like that before. There were those
who existed in the world whose hearts were, indeed, black. This man wasn't one of them.

"Itis," shesad. "Itis."

He covered her hand with his and they stayed that way for along moment. Then, he
bent his head and kissed her, the touch of hislips as light as a feather. The sensation of
his warm lips pressed against hers was unexpected, and at the same time, thrilling. She
leaned into him and pressed her lips harder against his, her tongue dipping into his
mouth. He tasted as good as he felt, and her pulse roared.

He pulled her close, afaint groan escaping histhroat. Her breasts pressed against his
chest, and her arms came around his neck. Her fingers touched the long red hair, so full
and soft in her hands. It was everything she imagined. She wanted more.

She was alittle shocked when he leaned away from her and brushed a stray hair from
her eyes. "I think we've both had too much to drink."

He was right. Even so, she longed to kiss him again and to let herself forget the rest
of the world for alittle while. She'd earned it and it had been such avery long time.

But, if she did, she'd be sorry in the morning. Corny as it sounded, she wasn't that
kind of girl. Hook-ups just weren't her thing.

"Maybe," she whispered.

"I should go."

She leaned her forehead against his and said, "'l don't think so. Y ou, Mr. Hockey
Stud, have had too much to drink and will not be driving yourself home. I'd feel horrible
if you ended up with aDUI after | fed you all the bourbon.”

A smilelifted his mouth and once again she was struck by how really attractive he
was. Her blood roared when he looked at her like that. Maybe she should rethink her
stance on one night hook-ups.

“I'll call acab," hetold her.

"No way. | have avery comfortable sofaright here. Besides, that way you can keep
an eye on me. Wasn't that what following me around was all about?’

"That it was. Well, if you don't mind..." His beaming smile made her heart skip a
beat.



Chapter Seven

It wasn't the brightest move he'd ever made and Paul felt it in every inch of his body.
What in the world had they been they thinking last night when they'd cracked the bottle
of Jack? Jesus, how many drinks had they downed? Might not be a great ideato look at
the bottle to see what was left. Argh, his head felt like someone had tap danced on his
skull &l night. His mouth didn't fare much better. Someone had obviously snuck in and
stuffed it full of cotton while he was asleep. If he was actually asleep—hard to tell the
difference between passed out and sleeping.

God, he hated feeling like this. Precisely the reason he rarely drank. He wasn't the
playboy type. Hanging out in bars, picking up women, and drinking like afish weren't his
style now or during the height of his glory. It looked good in the tabloids or in the
entertainment blurbs of the popular online news reports. It wasn't so hot for an athlete
who was serious about the game.

These days he was lucky if he drank asingle beer in aweek. Hislife was a haze of
meetings, hockey practices, spunky young players, and, of course, financial reviews with
his accountants, the bean counters and their spreadsheets. It took alot of money to keep a
farm team alive and there were many days when Paul wondered what kind of insanity
had gotten into him the day he bought the team. At least until he was back out on theice
with the kids, who were so full of enthusiasm and joy for nothing more than the game
itself. That's when he remembered why he'd bought the team and why he stayed even
when it seemed like more than one man could handle.

Last night was ararity for him. He couldn't remember the last time he sat alone with
awoman and enjoyed good bourbon and conversation. Everyone always wanted
something from him. When he'd played, the coaches wanted goals and the women wanted
a star along with the spotlight that came with it. Now, the parents of hisyoung players
wanted him to make their sons stars. There was no such thing as a conversation without
an underlying agenda.

Until last night. Sitting by the fire with Louie had been pleasant in spite of the
tragedy that had brought them together. And there was no doubt, at least in hismind, his
brother's rash actions fell into the category of tragedy.

The longer he sat beside her, the more he was intrigued by her rare beauty. She
wasn't the model or the beauty queen type, she was something much better. Her skin was
clear and fresh, her short hair dark and full of shine. He was fascinated by her eyes when
she talked, mesmerized by the life that seemed to jump and roar in them. He'd wanted to
kiss her from the beginning and when their lips finally did meet, man oh man it had sent a
fireright into the old pants.

That she was awilling, amost eager, participant warmed him through. She was
responding to him, not the NHL star, not the coach, but to the man. And it felt fantastic,
at least until rational thought shoved its way into his brain and he'd opted to take the high
road. It sucked, no doubt about it, but until he had Jamie by the scruff of the neck, he
needed to focus on more important things than his libido. Jamie first, and then he'd have
al the timein the world to see where things could take them.

Everything in its time and the time would be later when this unpleasant task was



done. That seemed like areally good and lucid train of thought until he raised his head to
see her standing in the doorway. In shorts and a plain cotton shirt, her long legs bare and
golden, he just about swallowed his tongue. The high road was hard to take when avision
like that was a guy's wake-up call. One thing was certain, he wasn't about to stand up
anytime soon. His eyes darted to the blanket and he raised one leg dlightly. No need to
broadcast what was going through his mind.

"Hey," she said with a small smile.

"Hey."

"I know you're not a coffee guy, so would you like some tea?"

"Yeah," he squeaked. Was that his voice? Great. So smooth. A little booze, alittle
kissy-face, and he turned into a guy with the nerves of athirteen-year-old. Get it together,
McDonald.

"Bewith you in asec." Sheturned away and disappeared back through the doorway
into the kitchen.

Paul dropped his head down to the pillow and groaned. They'd better find Jamie and
soon. If she kept looking like that, the high road be damned. He'd jJump her bones like an
over-eager frat boy.

* % *x %

For aman who'd kissed her like alover last night, he certainly was different in the
light of day. Granted, he did look alittle worse for wear, and she supposed the bourbon
played abig hand in that. Wait, there was no supposing about it. Way too much liquor
combined with cozy firelight had set the mood, and both of them had responded. She'd
like to say she was sorry except she wasn't. It had been great. There were times when
getting carried away with the moment was the right thing to do and last night was one
such moment. She smiled all over again just thinking about the touch of hislipsto hers.
She'd like more of that, but maybe not right now.

Waiting for the tea to steep, Louie risked a peek around the corner. Paul's head was
on the pillow, an arm thrown over his eyes. Damn, he looked good. Thinking about how
he'd reacted to her afew minutes ago gave her pause. For a second there it seemed like he
would jump right out of his skin. Twitchy, definitely twitchy. Never realized she had that
kind of power over aman. Some tough hockey player he seemed to be. If he was going to
shadow her on this hunt, he really was going to have to toughen up.

Then again, the end to last night was unexpected. She bet he felt the same way. They
didn't really know each other, she was tracking his criminal brother, and they'd
discovered a dead body. None of those things were particularly conducive to the start of a
romantic relationship. And yet that's the way it felt the moment his lips touched hers:
pure romance, not at all like a couple of strangers reaching out in an al cohol-enhanced
moment. No, it truly had felt natural and real. That he pulled back and hadn't seized the
advantage impressed her more than alittle.

It took alot to impress Louie; she'd seen and heard it all. If not during her dayson
the police force, certainly since becoming a bail enforcement agent. Every excuse known
to man had been offered during the last five years, and she'd grown hardened in response.
Or maybe she was just cynical. In any event, impressing her was not something done
easily or often.

Before she'd announced her presence and asked Paul if he wanted tea, she'd studied



him for afew minutes. She didn't mean to spy. More than anything else, she was curious,
or at least that's what she told herself. She was as intrigued with Paul McDonald as with
any man. He kept surprising her, and she liked that about him.

With all the bourbon she poured down last night, she thought she'd drop like arock
once she hit the bed. Didn't happen. Instead, she kept seeing his green eyesand recalling
the fabulous pressure of hislips against hers. She'd wanted more and was disappointed
when he pulled away. Well, disappointed and awed. Most men she knew would have
pressed the advantage and dealt with the fallout later. Not Paul McDonald, who took the
gentleman's path.

This morning with hisred hair tousled, and his long, muscular body stretched out on
her sofa, she'd had the crazy urge to run in and jump on him. Considering the fact he was
the brother of aman under federal indictment, that didn't make awhole lot of sense.
Plenty of men expressed interest in Louie, and a couple who were even doggedly
persistent. She'd dated one or two of them, and it had been fine. The difference between
those men and the one on her sofawas simple: sparks. Not once did she experience the
urge to jJump on any of the others. Only one so far filled her with such want and a
complete and utter disregard for consequences.

Once more the single word floated through her mind: crazy.

The tea she fixed now was little more than an excuse to get out of the same room.
She'd really been afraid she'd do something to embarrass herself. A little time and alittle
space were in order. Give her that and she'd be rock steady Louie again.

By the time the tea had steeped, Paul was up and looking more like the man she met
on theice that first day. His green eyes were clear and though he was a bit on the pale
side, he appeared to be making afull recovery.

They sat at the bar in the kitchen and drank the tea while chatting about his brother
and what they'd do next. Neither one of them brought up the kiss or what it implied. It
sort of hung between them, acknowledged though unspoken. Asif either one of them
mentioned it, the magic would be gone. So they drank tea, exchanged smiles and small
talk as though nothing passed between them.

The tea polished off, Paul left and after Louie changed into jeans and a blouse, she
headed over to her office. When she parked the Chevelle outside the brick building, she
noticed that Paul's car wasn't in the |ot.

She breathed easier. Thank God for small favors.

"Good morning, sunshine.”

Louie turned and grinned but her smile faded as she got agood look at Meg. Her
coffee-colored skin was gray and her eyes were hooded. Her whole body seemed smaller,
amost folded in on itself. Louie ran to Meg's side and took one arm to help her up the
stairs. Always thin, today Meg felt like little more than a shadow.

"Areyou al right?' There had to be some reason her friend seemed to fade away
before her eyes.

Meg patted Louie's arm. "Had better days, little one, but this too shall pass,” she said.

Had better days? That was an understatement. Louie knew some really good doctors
and she was certain they could do something to help Meg. "Maybe we should take arun
to the doctor's office?'

Meg shook her head. "No, no, no. All | need isalittlerest and I'll be good as gold.”

Louie wasn't buying it. She'd never seen Meg look this haggard before. On most



days, she was a veritable ray of sunshine, abundle of energy and good humor that Louie
envied. Not today, and afeeling deep in the pit of her stomach told her this wasn't good.
She couldn't just stand by and do nothing. There had to be something she could do. She
helped Meg up the stairs and into the small apartment.

Louie got Meg settled into her favorite chair and made her a cup of steaming tea, the
special Earl Grey ordered from England. She set it on the small table beside Meg and
knelt in front of her.

"Areyou sure you don't want meto call the doctor? I'll go with you."

Meg's smile held some of her usua brightness. She touched afrail hand to Louie's
hair. "No, Louise, | don't want to visit the doctor."

"l think..."

Meg pressed afinger to Loui€'s lips, stopping her. "I'm an old woman and time, my
dear sweet friend, takesits toll whether we want it to or not. The doctor cannot turn back
the clock and make me young and vital again.”

"He could help you fedl better."

"Perhaps and perhaps not. Thisiswhat it isand | accept that. You'll have to do the
same."

"I don't know."

Her smile was sad. "I've had my day, Louise, and it was good. Now, | watch time
pass and wonder when | will join my dear sweet Henry. | don't believe it will be today, so
please stop worrying. I'm going to be asfine as an old lady can be."

"I can't help but worry about you."

"And that's one of the reason | love you. | can't imagine how dull these last few years
would have been without you around. Y ou remind me of myself, little one. Y ou are the
kind of pistol | wasin my day. Y ou'll do something good for thisworld and I'll go to my
maker glad you were my friend."

Louie smiled. She appreciated Meg's confidence in her even if it might be misplaced.
She did know that having Meg as her friend made her a better person. "And right back at
you."

Meg squeezed her hand. "Now get to work,"” she said. "Y ou're wasting daylight, as
my darling Henry would say."

"Yes maam." Louie saluted.

By the time Louie | eft the apartment, Meg was at rest in her chair, her eyes closed.
Louiefelt alittle better, though not much. Despite Meg's protestations to the contrary, she
looked ill and Louie didn't like it. She made a mental note to check on Meg more often
and to ask Harry to keep an eye out as well. Friends like Meg were few and far between,
and she didn't want anything to happen to Meg.

* % *x %

Jamie knew it was stupid to even do this, but what choice did he have at this point?
He had nowhere to run and no oneto run to. They'd killed the one person who still
believed in him. Now, she was cold and dead, and it was his fault. He was more alone
than ever and he deserved to be.

Except for his brother. Paul would be furious, and even Jamie couldn't blame him at
this point. Man, oh man, he'd screwed things up big time, even for alifelong screw-up
like him. Right now, he was desperate enough to risk Paul's fury.



The time Jamie'd spent underneath the city bridge was the last straw. While that
nasty spot under the bridge had been an excellent place to hide, he couldn't and wouldn't
spend one more second beneath the rattling concrete and asphalt. The thought of what he
might find if he returned was something he couldn't deal with. No, what he needed were
clothes, food, and a car, and he needed them pronto.

He would beg, he would cry...hell, he'd do whatever he needed to in order to get
Paul to listen. If Jamiejust stuck to the truth, even as crappy as it was, Paul would have to
help him. There was atime, even if it was along time ago, when they were close. Paul
would remember. He'd haveto. If he didn't, Jamie was afraid he'd be dead before the
week was out. He could feel them breathing down the back of his neck already, and it had
him jumping at his own shadow.

Paul might hate Jamie for a dozen different reasons, but he refused to believe Paul
would turn his back and let his only brother die. He'd always been a stand-up kind of guy,
the one who did the right thing every time. More important, they were blood and that had
to count for something. Didn't it? Jesus, Jamie hoped so.

Early morning traffic was light as he walked on the shoulder of the narrow road
toward Paul's house. Gravel crunched beneath his feet. He kept to the shadows along the
ridge of the prairie they call Five Mile. Once, long ago, instead of the high-end urban
devel opments now dotting the landscape, Five Mile had been covered with massive
wheat fields and family farms. In the middle of the hundreds of acres of prairie sat an old
red brick schoolhouse and the requisite clapboard-sided country grange painted bright
white.

Just down the road from the schoolhouse, Paul's place was one of the few original
farmhouses still on the prairie, distinctive amidst the rush of modern architecture of the
surrounding homes. From the outside, it looked much like it did in days gone by. Inside
was different story, with every modern convenience installed with great care and thought.
The house still had an original feel to it without sacrificing its past. Jamie hadn't been
invited here often, but when he did, he was in awe of the home Paul had made.

Jamie had thought it wise to come under the cover of the pre-dawn darkness,
particularly considering it had been days since he'd showered or shaved. A hundred years
ago, he could have moved through the area without attracting attention. Today, his
clothes were dirty and he smelled. He'd stick out like the proverbia sore thumb. People
would pay attention and he didn't need a nosy neighbor calling the police.

After he waited a good two hours under the fire bushes planted along one of the
small out-buildings, Jamie felt confident enough to sneak up to the back door. He hadn't
noticed a single sign of life during the entire time he waited. Quiet as a cemetery, there
was afeeling of emptiness. He was pretty sure Paul wasn't at home.

At the back door, he tried the knob. Of course it was locked. No big surprise, since
Paul was a careful guy. Jamie reached up to feel around the gutter and the planters.
Hopefully, big brother tucked away an emergency key. No such luck. He eyed the door,
solid wood with six panels of glass. It was attractive and designed to allow plenty of light
into the kitchen. He studied it for along moment before making his decision.

The choice was between his safety and Paul's property. Right at the moment, Jamie
didn't much care about a mess or damage to the tidy house. He looked around and spied a
nice big rock just on the other side of the driveway. Once he held the rock in his hand,
Jamie put it through the glass of the back door panel closest to the lock. He carefully



reached through the jagged pieces to turn the deadbolt. The door whispered open. He
dipped inside and held his breath. So far, so good.

No alarm screeched to announce his unauthorized entry, and he let out that withheld
breath, relieved. Just in case, he zipped to the front of the house to look for an alarm
panel and found it inside the front hall. He also found it was armed and the clock was
ticking. Jamie started to panic, and then, just as quickly stopped and smiled. He punched
in afour-digit number and voila, the lighted digital panel informed him the alarm was
disengaged. All it took to shut it down was a head for triviaand the ability to recall the
year of his brother's Stanley Cup winning goal. Good old dependable and, more
importantly, predictable Paul.

With the alarm disengaged, Jamie stood very still and listened. Earlier, he'd had the
sense the house was empty and he'd been right. Odd, though. Paul was very much a
creature of habit. With the start of the new season, Paul would never consider leaving
town during the season. Not without his team anyway.

Of course, Jamie hadn't talked to Paul in along time and things change. For all he
knew, Paul could have a couple of beauties on the string and might be spending alittle
quality time with one, or both. Didn't sound like such a bad ideato Jamie.

He remembered all too well the throngs of women that hung on his brother when he
was a player. They were at every door in every city and they never seemed to have eyes
for anyone but Paul McDonald. Why should it be any different now? Big brother was still
tall, handsome, and successful, the holy trinity for a babe magnet.

But Jamie had no time to worry about why Paul wasn't home. Too much to do. First
thingsfirst: he raced up the carpeted oak stairs, stripped off his clothes and stepped into
the shower in Paul's master bath. The shower itself was an absolute thing of beauty with
glass walls and three massaging shower heads. After a couple of nights of torture, the
warm water assaulting his body from the different directions was nothing short of heaven.
He scrubbed until his skin glowed and he felt clean for the first time in days. He sure
smelled alot better.

He dug around in the bathroom drawers and was rewarded by the discovery of a
brand new toothbrush, still in the package. Who'd have guessed the simple act of
brushing his teeth would be this incredible? He rinsed his mouth and ran his tongue over
his clean teeth. He was beginning to feel human again.

He gazed at his reflection in the mirror and gave thought to passing up ashave. The
stubble he now sported sort of made him look dangerous and not much like himself. Then
it occurred to him a beard wouldn't be much of a disguise. Letting his beard grow out
would be a different look and that's about it. Nothing could be done about the damn red
hair. Neither he nor Paul had ever been able to blend into a crowd thanks to their fine
Scottish heritage. Too bad he hadn't thought about hair dye. He sighed, grabbed the razor
and went to work on hisface. A few minutes later, he looked up. He still didn't recognize
the pale, trembling reflection that stared back him from the mirror, but at least it was
clean.

Now for clothes. Paul wastaller than Jamie and more muscled, thanks to plenty of
time on the ice and in weight rooms. The star-turned-coach didn't expect anything of his
players he wasn't willing to do himself. More than once, Jamie watched Paul in the gym
side by side with his young players working just as hard as they were.

Jamie hadn't skated or worked out in years, and as much as he hated to admit the



truth, it showed. Once he'd figured out he could never become the player Paul turned out
to be, he'd stopped trying. What was the point? That was pretty much the way it was
between them. Paul excelled and Jamie fell athousand miles short.

But, enough with the poor me crap. What he really needed to do was find some clean
clothes. Fortunately, the size difference between them wasn't enough to be a problem.
Jamie rifled through the closet, found clean jeans and a shirt. Over the shirt he slipped on
an old Vancouver Canucks sweatshirt.

And now for shoes, because his sneakers were filthy. Jamie studied the row of black,
brown, and tan shoes lined up with military precision on the closet floor. Where was
Paul's sense of adventure? Not a decent pair of sneakers in the bunch. Jamie cocked an
eyebrow and leaned down. He shouldn't do it. No, he really shouldn't. He knelt down in
the closet and moved the shoes around until all the colors were mixed together. Some
shoes faced forward, some backward. A couple he turned upside down. When he stood
up, he was smiling. So much better.

It didn't bother him a bit to wear Paul's clothes. What Jamie couldn't deal with were
the old guy shoes. He was going to have to be content with his dirty sneakers. His
handiwork inside the closet completed, he went to the bed. He sat down and slipped on
his own old sneakers over the nice clean socks. He stood up and stretched his arms over
his head. Showered and dressed, Jamie felt like a new man and with it came a rush of
hope. Maybe things would work out after all.

His stomach growled loudly in the quiet of the bedroom. He didn't realize until now
how hungry he was. Downstairs, he found food and tea, exactly what he needed after the
craziness of hislife during the last interminable hours. While he ate breakfast and drank
three cups of strong tea, he made his plans. If he played his cards right, he could make it
to the border crossing north of Metaline Fallsin a couple of hours.

Once he got back to Canada, what could they do to him? If he laid low long enough,
they were bound to forget about him eventually. There was, after all, a statute of
limitations. All he had to do wasrideit out and then he'd bein fat city. It seemed to him
that in spite of his arrest and Kendall's murder, patience could very well have its rewards.

The thought of Kendall made his heart ache. He didn't think that particular ache
would ever leave him. He'd have to learn to live with it and without Kendall.

Cleaned up and with food in his stomach, Jamie's optimism grew as did the sunlight
out the window. He left the kitchen, dishes still on the table, and walked outside. In the
bright sunlight, he got another great idea. He backtracked into the kitchen and through the
door connecting the kitchen to a short breezeway attached to the three-car garage. At the
garage, he reached out to flip on the overhead fluorescent light. He shook his head as he
looked around the garage. In typical Paul style, it was finished top to bottom and painted
a bright white. Only his brother would have a garage as nice as the house. As much as he
admired Paul, the guy did have some weird quirks. Wound alittle tight in Jami€e's
opinion.

Just as he hoped, the sleek blue Harley Davidson Fat Boy sat in the corner as though
it waited just for him. Yes.

It was athing of beauty and he'd been impressed with it since the day Paul brought it
home. Jamie remembered the day well. It was one of the last times they spoke to each
other. The very next day Paul made it very clear Jamie was never to call him again. That,
like his beautiful Kendall, was something he didn't want to think about. He really wasn't



stupid, and knew refusing to think about it was little more than sticking his head in the
sand. He didn't careif it was stupid. He had abigger problem: just staying alive.

He turned his attention back to the motorcycle. The paint was a deep blue that by
itself was impressive. What Jamie liked most were the flames that were so redlistic he
could almost feel the heat of the fire coming off of them. Even with hisown artistic
background, he could never figure out how someone was able to create the realism of the
waves of flickering fire. Paul must have spent afortune on the paint alone. Jamie ran his
fingertips across the flames. Paul was bound to be furious when he discovered the bike
missing. Jamie sighed and pulled his hand away. He didn't have a choice. Or rather he
didn't have a better choice. It had to be the bike.

Asif to further reinforce his sense of absolute destiny, it didn't take him long to find
the keys. Paul hadn't changed much over the years and was a creature of habit, at least to
someone who grew up with him. Jamie remembered how Paul would line up his hockey
sticksin a perfect row, and stack the pucks in piles five high. Never six, never four—
awaysfive.

Back in the garage, Jamie put the key in the ignition, pulled out the choke, and
turned the throttle. The bike roared to life and with the rumble of the big engine bouncing
off the garage walls, Jami€'s hope rose even higher. Things were falling into place like
magic. It was all going to work out.

Jamie sat on the Fat Boy and with the toe of his shoe, popped it into neutral. With his
feet on the concrete, he pushed it backward out of the garage and into the driveway. It
took a few minutes to maneuver it around until he and the bike faced the street. In less
than ten minutes he had the house and the garage locked back up, or at least locked up as
well as he could, considering he'd knocked out one of the window panes in the back door.
He didn't feel great about leaving Paul's house with a broken window. Still, some things
couldn't be helped and if things went as he hoped, someday he'd be able to make it up to
his brother.

As soon as everything was done, Jamie once more straddled the bike and this time,
put it into first gear. It lurched when he slowly released the clutch and his heart jumped
with it. He pulled the clutch back in and took a breath. He could do this. After all, he and
Paul spent their childhoods riding dirt bikes behind their cabin up in the mountains. If he
could ride those dirt bikes, he could master the Harley. He tried again, letting the clutch
out slow and easy. Thistime, the bike purred without jerking forward. His confidence
steadied. In the bright morning sun, he glided away, his sights set on the border crossing
ninety miles to the north.

The cool morning breeze kissed his face as Jamie wove in and out of traffic. Once he
reached the open stretch of highway, he kicked the Harley into fifth gear and roared
north.

* k% % %

Paul was less than wild about the idea of leaving Louie. At the same, he couldn't
fight her logic. Though she was giving him the bum's rush, she was right. He'd have to go
home at some point and yes, he did have a hockey franchise to run as well. Fall was
starting to roll in, pre-season games were on the agenda, and league games would start
soon enough. His team was good and he was confident they'd have a stellar season. Still,
if he neglected the team, it'd show and his hopes for atitle would fade in aflash. It



wouldn't be fair to the young men who counted on him. For his older players, it could
mean the difference between going to the NHL and going home.

So he gave Louie aquick kiss and left her on the front steps. He didn't ook back,
afraid if he did, he'd change his mind and pull her back into the house. It was hard work
being a gentleman.

The early morning traffic was pretty light. Francis Street had a nasty habit of
clogging up at peak rush hour times and he didn't want to find himself staring at arow of
red lights right now. Somebody was looking out for him, because he made it across
Francis and up Maplein record time.

He didn't bother with the garage and instead parked in the driveway closer to the
front of the house. He wouldn't be home long enough to put the car away. A change of
clothes, aquick of check of emails and messages, then on to the arenafor a couple hours.
If everything went well, and he had no reason to believe it wouldn't, he'd make it back to
Loui€'s office by lunch.

Jogging up the front steps, he unlocked the door and stepped inside. Paul paused the
moment his feet hit the tiled entry. His eyes narrowed and his gaze swept the entry. He
missed it at first. He took a breath and looked again. Then he saw that the light on the
alarm box glowed pale green. It was blinking bright red when he left the house yesterday.

Did he forget to the set the alarm? No way. Not once had he forgotten since his
house was burglarized and his skates from his last championship were stolen. He still
watched the sports memorabilia sites waiting for those skates to make an appearance.
Had the thieves come back for his stick?

Except it didn't feel like as simple as atheft. The hair at the back of his neck
prickled, and after what he witnessed at that poor girl's house, aknot hit like granitein
the pit of his stomach. Like he didn't have enough on his plate already. He should turn
around, head back outside and wait for the police to show up. He didn't have the timeto
be a careful man and frankly, he didn't have the patience. Instead, he stood still and
listened. Nothing except the tick, tick, tick of the grandfather clock in the living room.

Relatively certain he was alone, he walked through the entire house, upstairs and
down. Hisinitia sense of disturbance was spot on. The first thing he found was a broken
window in the kitchen door. Shards of glass were scattered across the cocoa-col ored
quarry tile like tiny glittering crystals. At least he knew how they got in.

He quickly figured out who the intruder had been and it wasn't athey or a stranger.
The wet towelsin his bathroom, the filthy clothes |eft on the floor, and the kitchen that
looked as though a gang of teenagers assaulted the refrigerator were all achingly familiar.
The handiwork possessed a signature he knew well. Jamie.

Back downstairsin the kitchen, Paul picked up the phone, and after a moment of
hesitation, put it back down. Instead of acall, he left the kitchen and headed to the
garage. Relief washed over him when the lights came on to reveal his treasured Mustang
still parked safe and sound in its customary spot.

He was just about to leave the garage to go back in and call Louie when he stopped
and did aslow turn. Son-of-a-bitch. Despite hisinitial observation, everything in the
garage was not as he'd left it.

The little bastard had taken his Harley.

When he left the garage, his blood was boiling. This was not good, not good at all.
The worst part wasn't the fact Jamie took a very expensive custom bike with trick paint



and tons of chrome. The worst part was Jamie was an inexperienced rider. All it would
take to destroy both Jamie and the beautiful bike would be atiny slip on gravel. Did
Jamie's stupidity have no end? He hurried to the phone while digging out Loui€e's card
from his pocket. She picked up on the first ring.

"We have aproblem,” hetold her. "A big problem.”

When he finished explaining what he'd found, she asked. "Where do you think he's
headed?"

The answer didn't require much in the way of thought. "He's going home."

"Asin Canada?'

"One and the same. He'll be heading to British Columbia. I'd bank on it."

"We have to grab him before he getsinto B.C."

"That shouldn't be too hard. I mean, how's he going to get across the border? Aren't
the feds looking for him too?'

Louie was quiet for amoment and then asked. "Have you seen your passport |ately?"

"Damnit," he muttered as he ran up the stairs and through the door of his office.
Now he walked into the room and studied his desk. Every drawer was open at least a
crack. He closed his eyes and let out a big sigh. He didn't need to open a single drawer to
know what he'd find. He did anyway, his hand going to the top drawer on the left hand
side. He stared at the empty spot where yesterday his passport had been.

"Jamie looks alot like you." Loui€'s voice was soft. He'd forgotten he was still
holding the phoneto his ear.

Paul gripped the handset with one hand and rubbed his throbbing temple with the
other. Y eah, he knew they looked alike. Even though Paul was older, they both had fair
complexions, green eyes and the distinctive red hair. Paul was taller, though he doubted
anyone would notice unless they stood side by side. Jami€e's odds were better than
average of breezing right through at the border and no one would be the wiser.

"We need to haul ass," he said.

"Well put.”

"I'll be at your office in twenty minutes.”

He was still cursing under his breath as he put the handheld's receiver back into the
cradle on the kitchen counter. He had ten minutes to shower and put on clean clothes. As
for histeam, well, what were assistant coaches good for if not to cover for him when he
couldn't be there? He called hisfirst assistant, Michael Curry, on his cell while he sped
through traffic. Michael tried to pump Paul for details. He didn't get far because Paull
ended the call mid-sentence. Michael would just have to wait for al the nitty gritty.



Chapter Eight

"Find my boy?"' Harry asked when Louie raced out of her office while dlipping into
her jacket at the same time.

She grimaced and shrugged. " Sort of ."

"And that means what? Either you got him or you don't." Harry leaned back in his
big leather chair. His black braids framed his face and he held a bottle of Pepsi in one
hand.

"Thenit'sadon't."

Harry clicked histongue. "A shame. Y ou might lose this one beautiful ."

She smiled and shook her head. "Not a chance, Chief. I'll bring him back and maybe
even today. | have asolid lead.”

"Dotell." Hetook a big swig of the Pepsi.

"He's heading to British Columbia on a Harley. My guessis he's going to try the
crossing up at Metaline Falls. It's close, small, and arelatively quick drive from here with
the least amount of traffic. Paul agrees Jamie would try there because it's so much closer
and smaller than the port north of Bellingham.”

Harry nodded. "Not bad, not bad."

"I'll give you acall as soon as| have my hands on him."

"Please do."

Their conversation was interrupted by the screech of tiresin the parking lot. Pretty
impressive driving. She glanced at the time on her cell phone. Y esindeed, very
impressive driving. He promised her twenty minutes and he made it in nineteen. This guy
might come in handy yet.

With the keysto the Chevelle in hand, Louie jogged out the door. When she caught
sight of the brand new Mustang with Paul behind the wheel, she headed straight for it.
Peppy little car and it would be almost as quick as her good old Chevrolet.

She heard the cheerful comment about the same time the squeak of the rolling cart
caught her attention.

"He'sacute one,” Meg said brightly.

Louie turned and raced to Meg's side. "Now I'm not going to tell you again, Meg.
Stop pushing this thing around and wait for me. I'll take you shopping. Y ou know my cell
phone number; all you haveto doiscall."

Meg stopped, ignoring Loui€e's reprimand, and turned a smiling face to Paul. She
gave him awave. "Hello."

"Hi." His brow wrinkled and Louie could almost see his foot tapping.

She held up her index finger. "Give me a sec,” she said to him. To Meg she said,
"Come on. Let's get this up to your apartment.” She put a hand on the cart.

Meg pushed Loui€e's hand aside and put both of her own back on the handle of the
cart once more. "Y ou go take care of handsome there." Meg's head tilted to the side as
she studied Paul's profile. "Y ou know, Louise, | do believe he's the one.”

"Excuse me?' Louie blinked.

"Y ou heard me, young lady." Meg grinned and began to push the cart toward the
staircase to the second story apartments.



"You're crazy. He's the brother of one of Harry's clients."

"Makes no never mind who he isrelated to. The boy has the shine for you. Now be
off. He'sitching to get away from here and you two could use a little alone time. '‘Bout
time you found yourself aman."

Louie resisted the urge to argue. Time was wasting. She and Meg would have alittle
heart to heart about this after James McDonald was behind bars.

"All right, I'm gone. You and I'll talk later."

"Of course we will." Meg smiled and resumed her trek with the noisy cart to the back
stairs.

Louie jogged to Paul's car. She dlid into the passenger's seat and buckled her seatbelt.
"Do you know the way?"

He looked at her and rolled his eyes.

"Y eah, dumb question,” she said. "Y ou've probably made the trip once or twice."

"Once or twice." He stepped on the gas and they roared out of the parking lot.

Maneuvering through the downtown corridor and up North Division was beyond
frustrating. Stoplights were plentiful and the color of choice for the morning was red. So
far, their only luck was bad. Louie hoped James was having the same kind of luck. His
head start was big enough that fate didn't need to give him any more of an edge.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, the traffic broke and they were on the two-lane
highway straight to the border. Traffic on U.S. 395 was light and the sun glowed. If they
weren't in the middle of a dangerous mess, it would be a gorgeous drive. They were in the
middle of it though, and enjoying the scenery was about the last thing on her mind.

| do believe he's the one. Leave it to Meg to say something outrageous and leave
Louieto stew about it. She couldn't get the comment out of her mind. As much as she
loved Meg, there were moments when Louie wanted to wring the old lady's scrawny little
neck.

She looked over at Paul, his eyes behind the darkened lenses of his sunglasses intent
on the road. He hadn't turned his head since they'd left Loui€e's office. What was it Meg
saw in aminute's worth of time that prompted her to make such a pronouncement? Paul
was cute enough and yeah, he had a body that made her hands want to learn Braille. But
the one? She wasn't even looking for a good time let alone the one. She didn't want to
think about the implications of Meg's bold announcement and decided to take thingsin
another direction.

"What happened between you and your brother?" she asked.

Paul still didn't turn his head but kept his eyes on the road. "Y ou have a great
relationship with your brother so you wouldn't understand.”

Y eah, right—if talking to a comatose patient was a great relationship. She said, "Try
me."

After alengthy silence, he glanced over at her. She couldn't read his expression,
because the dark glasses pretty much hid his green eyes. His mouth was set inagrim line.

"Come on, Paul. | shared my deepest, darkest secret with you."

Hislaugh was not filled with humor. "If that's your deepest and darkest secret,
you've led avery sheltered life.”

That wasn't quite the truth. There were other secretsin her soul and perhaps
someday, she'd share them with him. Not yet though. They didn't know each other that
well. "Not so sheltered. Come on, tell me what happened with James."



"Oh, what the hell...It wasn't any one thing; it was a lifetime of everything until one
day | had to walk away. It was either that or kill him, and | didn't feel like atrip to
prison.”

She reached over and put a hand on his shoulder. He tilted his head and touched his
cheek to her hand before he continued.

"I think more than anything I'm furious with Jamie. He was only afair hockey player
but he was a fantastic artist. He has the kind of talent we all wish we had, and he ignores
it. He could have been somebody, and instead he chooses to do things like drugs. If it
requires hard work, it's not for Jamie."

"Maybe he's just confused.” In her line of business, lost souls were in over-
abundance.

"He was and is confused, but big deal. Everybody goes through that."

"Did you?' she asked.

"What do you mean?"

"How long did you focus on being a professional hockey player?"

She felt the flinch beneath her hand.

"That was different.”

"Why?'

"I don't know, it just was. I've lived and breathed hockey for aslong as| can
remember. Jamie was different. He couldn't focus on anything, ever. He jumped from one
thing to another, always getting the hopes of our parents up, and then crushing them
when he screwed up again. | tried to be supportive but that wasn't what Jamie wanted."

"What did he want?"

Paul said nothing for amoment. When he did, his voice was flat and emotionless. "A
freeride.”

Something in his voice told her not to push any further and she respected that. She
didn't have the right to push anyway. A few kisses didn't grant her alicenseto pry. She
gave his shoulder one last soft squeeze and then reluctantly put both handsin her Iap. She
contented herself with watching the scenery flash by as Spokane faded away to be
replaced by fields, lakes and tiny towns. Paul didn't offer anything else either.

A couple miles shy of Metaline Falls, Paul started to slow and Louie leaned forward.
Something was up ahead on the side of the highway though it was too far away to
distinguish exactly what it was. Slowly it came into focus. By the time he pulled the
Mustang to a stop on the shoulder, they both sat and stared. L eaning on the kickstand,
one whedl missing and one rider short, was Paul's shiny Harley Davidson.

"I'm going to kill him." He drew each word out long and slow.

"Well, if | wasto make an educated guess, I'd say he hasn't made it across the border
yet."

"Brilliant deduction, Watson."

"I'm going to choose to believe you're worried about your bike and your brother, and
therefore assume the sarcasm was not directed at me."

He pulled off his sunglasses and turned to look at her, his green eyes dark and
flashing. "Glass half full kind of woman?'

"Not necessarily. There are many days when the glassis most definitely half empty.
Today I'm feeling more optimistic. | think we're going to get him and pretty darn soon."

Paul gave her alook that betrayed his skepticism. "He's had aflat. After he managed



to get the front stable without the tire, someone must have picked him up and taken him
to get it fixed."

It was her turn for sarcasm. "That's a big duh. I'm not blind."

He grimaced. "Sorry."

"We should go on into Metaline Falls. We can probably track him down at alocal
shop.”

Paul shook his head. "I doubt it. Tires and wheels for a Fat Boy aren't something you
can just pick up. He's going to have to go back to Spokane."

She groaned. "Okay, that | didn't know. Spokane's too far away to backtrack now.
Well play hell finding him. We could be passing each other on the highway and not even
know it."

He nodded. "Y eah, my thought exactly. | think we stay and wait."

She looked around at the stretch of highway bordered on each side by thick pines and
evergreens with mountains rising around them. For the moment, the sun was shining and
the air was warm. But once the sun set, sunny and warm would be long gone.

"Wait where?"

He turned to look out the side window. "I saw aturnout half a mile or so back. | say
we park the car out of view and hike back up here. Well be plenty hidden in the trees.
Then we wait. It's atwofer really. We wait to snag Jamie and keep an eye on my bike at
the sametime."

She wasn't particularly enthusiastic about his plan. Sure, she'd spent plenty of time
waiting on her bounty. Usually it meant sitting in her car down the road with a cup of
coffee, some heat, and a cushioned seat. Hiding behind trees was not a tactic she had
embraced so far. Not to mention stakeouts were about as exciting as watching paint dry.

"I don't know."

"It'sareally expensive bike that | don't want to lose, and you know he's gonna bolt if
he sees us," he said reasonably.

"He doesn't know me."

"True. But you think he's going to trust awoman who just happens to be waiting
alongside the highway in a car that just happens to be the same one his brother owns?
Jamie does stupid things, but he's not stupid.”

He had a point. James would be jumpy at this juncture. He was in some kind of
trouble, and not only with the feds. Somebody else out there was very unhappy with
James McDonald, if the murder of Kendall Stewart was any indication. If he was smart,
he'd trust no one. Especially not some helpful woman who just happened to show up
alongside the highway. And, it was areally pretty bike. It would be area shameif it was
stolen.

"All right," she said, frowning at the timbered landscape. "The treesit is."

* k% % %

Figuresit would happen to him. Jamie's earlier optimism went flat just about the
same time the bike tire did. He had only two kinds of luck: bad and worse. The front tire
blowing out on Paul's bike didn't come as a huge surprise. If something could go wrong,
it would. Now Paul, on the other hand, he'd probably ridden tens of thousands of miles on
the bike without a single mishap. All Jamie had to do was get on and cover lessthan a
hundred miles before poof: big, fat flat tire. The only good thing to happen was he didn't



lose control and was able to get the bike to the side of the road without putting it down.
Stealing his brother's bike was one thing, crashing it was another. If he wrecked it, he'd
have to worry about Paul wanting to kill him too. He already had enough people trying to
put him down.

Jamietried every shop in Metaline Falls, not that there were many, and not asingle
place could give him areplacement. Each and every one offered the same advice: check
with the dealership in Spokane. He finally snagged a ride with a Spokane-based truck
driver who was making his daily egg delivery loop. Jamie not only got aride back to
town, but the man, who seemed eager for company, offered to take him back up the next
morning if Jamie needed aride. He did.

Thank goodness he'd thought to snag one of Paul's credit cards. The little bit of
money he had on him wouldn't last long if he had to pop for motorcycle tires. Why
couldn't Paul have a cheap import bike like most people? No, big brother had to go for
the flash and get himself not only aHarley, but a custom Harley to boot. Okay, it was fun
to ride, but not nearly as much fun to repair on the fly.

The replacement for the front tire was very expensive. With Paul's credit card, it
wasn't an insurmountable issue. The Golden Boy also possessed a golden card. By the
time Paul discovered Jamie pinched it, the bike would be back on the road and he'd be
long gone in the wilds of northern British Columbia or even the Northwest Territories.
Stealing the credit card was necessary and using it unavoidable, but was another wrong
that Jamie'd have to make up for. He'd find away to make it right. He would. Maybe not
for along time, but he'd make it up to Paul.

A little luck fell hisway at last. The dedler had atirein stock the right size for the
Fat Boy. Within an hour, it was ready to go. He had to pay extrafor the immediate
service and Paul's nifty gold card took care of that too. Now all Jamie had to do was wait
for his ride back up north and that wasn't going to happen for many hours. He'd have to
find a place to wait.

Coming into town earlier, he'd noticed a motel less than a quarter mile away from the
Harley dealership, the kind of hostelry that rented for cash by the hour with few questions
asked of their guests. Perfect.

Jamie checked himself in, paid with some of his dwindling cash supply, and dropped
to the bed once the door clicked shut. Exhaustion was nearly crippling. In away, he was
glad he didn't make it across the border today. He'd still be on the road and as tired as he
was, that wouldn't have been safe for him or anyone el se for the matter. Tomorrow
morning would be soon enough. By catching aride with Scott Aaron, the egg hauling
truck driver, he'd be back at the bike and across the border before nine in the morning.
Thingswould al still work out and with enough time for the luxury of alittle rest.

As he lay across the sagging bed, his mood deflated even more. Maybe he was being
stupid, thinking he could make a run across the border and find safety in the wilds of
northern Canada. Maybe the best thing he could do was call Paul, tell him the truth and
beg for us his help. Paul always knew the right thing to do. Jamie rolled over and grabbed
the receiver of the old olive green phone bedside telephone. He punched in Paul's
number. His heart raced as he listened. After the fourth ring, it popped into voicemail.

Should he leave a message? He slowly replaced the receiver and stared at the phone
for along moment. It didn't matter. He didn't really know what he expected anyway.
Absolution? Forgiveness? What ajoke. Paul couldn't help him. No one could help him.



Jamie lay back against the flat pillows, closed his eyes, and finally drifted into an
uneasy slumber.

* % * %

When the classic Mustang stopped, he pulled over as well, till far enough behind the
two in the car to be confident they hadn't noticed him behind them. He was very good at
what he did and he'd certain Paul McDonald had no idea he was being followed.

He sat and stared at the Ford, curious as to why they'd pulled off the highway. They
were still miles away from the border crossing and by stopping, they'd give the younger
McDonald more time to pull ahead. But when the Mustang did a one-eighty, he noticed
the motorcycle on the side of the highway propped on its kickstand with the two front
forks resting on a good-sized block of wood. Now he understood.

Little James had encountered a problem with the front tire of the big shiny bike. He
smiled as he turned his own car around and began to head south. Two miles back, adirt
county access road led him far enough off the highway he could park without fear of
being seen. Thiswas going to be easier than he thought. More fun, too.

He got out and opened the back hatch. He slipped into the camouflage pants and shirt
he kept folded and ready in the rear cargo area. A camo hat covered his hair. He had paint
for hisface aswell and he picked it up before he put it right back down. They'd be hard
pressed to see him under the cover of the thick pine trees and evergreens that lined both
sides of the highway, especially when they weren't expecting company. The face paint
would be overkill he didn't need. Besides it was a bitch to wash off. Better to go natural.

Not that he intended to get close enough to McDonald or his pretty passenger to be
seen. He didn't need to. All he needed was brush for cover and a clear view of the
motorcycle. Neither would be a problem in this rural, mountainous terrain. Plenty of
evergreens and pines. Plenty of low brush and tall wild grasses, a perfect setting for a
man with his great skills and bad intentions. Excellent for cover.

He closed the hatch and walked around to the vehicle's side. From the rear seat he
took hisrifle from between the folds of the navy blanket. He held it to his face, inhaling
the faint scent of cleaning oil. Fresh and ready. The stock was warm against his cheek.

He pulled hisrifle down and held it out in front of him. Y ears of routine had him
checking the load. Habits were hard to break even when he knew better. He'd never go to
a battle without the proper preparation. Smiling, he caressed the stock.

Locked and |oaded.

Into his jacket pocket, he dropped extra rounds, just in case. He wouldn't need them,
never did. He did, however, believe in always being prepared though he'd never even
been a Boy Scout. Hey, a good ideawas a good idea. And after all, he'd been a scout, just
not the Boy Scout variety. The do-good Boy Scouts were always alittle tame for him.
Too by-the-rules for histastes even as a young guy.

With the dling clipped on therifle, he was able to hang it off his shoulder. It made
carrying the precious gun easier while he hiked. From the backseat, he also grabbed a
pair of night goggles. If Jamie-boy came tripping back after sunset, the goggles would
prove very handy. He liked to be prepared for every contingency.

Night was dropping fast, the woods alive with the sounds of the animals that made
the forested area their home. He dlipped through the trees and underbrush in near silence,
aquiet predator stalking its quarry. Comfortable in the rough, overgrown terrain, he



moved quickly. How much time before James returned was the only question. It could be
hours or it could be minutes. He'd be in position before James came back to claim the
bike.

James McDonald would never ride on the leather seat again with the wind in his hair
and the sun on hisface. The raw truth was that he lived on borrowed time already and
while he didn't know it, hisride to the gravel shoulder of the highway would be his last.
Not athreat but a written-in-stone promise.

A small rise flanked the road far enough back to provide excellent cover but not so
far away he'd have trouble with the kill shot. He lined up from several different positions,
sighting on the bike each time. Each was acceptable. The death gods were by his side
tonight. Not only was the location perfect, but he was far enough away from Spokane to
create a disconnect with Kendall Stewart's take-down. The local podunk cops would need
yearsto make the link, if they ever did. He loved it when a plan came together.

He settled in to wait, gazing up at the moon as it rose full and milky in the clear sky.
He put therifle to his shoulder, the sight to his eye, and looked at the motorcycle where it
sat empty along the side of the road.

"Bang, bang you're dead.” he whispered and laughed under his breath.



Chapter Nine

"Heis coming back tonight, right?" Louie eyed the sky overhead, wondering how
long they'd be stuck sitting against the massive pine like a couple of huggers on save-the-
tree duty. The sun was going down and the air, while crisp and clean, was alittle on the
cold side. There was no cool about it either. The temperature had dropped from
comfortable to cold in the blink of an eye, and she wasn't dressed for it. The only thing
that kept the night from being a complete wilderness adventure was a couple of soft
blankets retrieved from the trunk of the Mustang and spread out on the ground.

Paul leaned against the tree and watched the occasional passing car or truck.
"Maybe."

"Maybe?'

"Well, it's possible he couldn't find atire.”

She smacked him in the arm. "Now you tell me."

He shrugged. "One of the dealers will have one. The real question iswhether or not
they'll have it now or in the morning."

She groaned. "Great, so you're suggesting we stay here in the woods all night?’

"Why not? | thought you tough bounty hunter types were used to all sorts of
stakeouts and covert operations.”

Sherolled her eyes. "Y ou've been watching too much television.”

"You Yanks are so soft."

She smacked him again. "I'll show you soft."

"Ouch. You hit al your partners?' He rubbed his arm though his gaze never wavered
from the stretch of highway framed by the expanse of trees and brush.

"Oh, so now we're partners?' The word didn't have abad ring to it even if she hadn't
worked with a partner since leaving the police. Of course, her last partner had been a dog,
so she wasn't sureif that really counted. Not that she believed he was being serious about
the partner thing. Bail enforcement and hockey weren't even in the same universe.

Paul shrugged. "Sounds better than stalker."

That made her smile. She didn't think of him like that. Maybe with another man
stalker might be closer to the truth. With Paul, not a chance. "True. I'd prefer partner over
stalker too, and no, | don't usually hit my partners. Only the ones who deserveit."

The wind chose that moment to kick up, sending leaves and pine needles hurtling
through the air. The cold air struck her face and she shivered, brushing bits of leaf from
her hair. It was going to be along night.

She jumped when Paul put an arm around her and pulled her close to his body. Lord,
she acted like she'd never been touched by a man before. She wanted to keep her distance
except...damn if he wasn't big and warm. She cuddled closer instead of moving away.

Y eah, and how unprofessional was that anyway?

Why not? She was cold and he was warm, and they were all aone.

The hoot of an owl rippled through the still evening air. What else would the night
bring? She was a city girl, comfortable in streets and alleys that bustled with constant
movement. She knew Spokane like the back of her hand, from the West Plains to the
South Hill to the North Division corridor. She knew where the kids cruised, the meth



makers plied their trade, and the skin merchants peddied their bodies. She'd spent
countless hours on stakeouts during her time on the job, drinking crappy coffee and
watching run-down brick buildings and crumbling rentals. She and Butch had crawled
through tunnels, jJumped fences and raced through open lots.

What she didn't know were the sights, sounds, and smells of the wilderness. She
didn't hunt, didn't fish, and absolutely didn't camp. Her idea of camping had the words
concierge and room service attached. She was completely out of her element out herein
God's country and knew it, not that she was about to admit it to Paul. Better he think her
rough and tough than a pansy.

Traffic was light on the highway, with fewer and fewer vehicles passing by their
niche in the underbrush as each hour passed. Without heat or life-giving coffee, the night
would be long and cold. Those many mind-numbing stakeouts in her unmarked car were
beginning to look really good.

For along time they sat in silence, side by side. Cool air slapped her face while her
hands were stuffed into her pockets. Odd how comfortable she felt with his arm around
her shoulder, her body pressed next to his. Comfortable though not peaceful. Every nerve
tingled and heat pooled inside her. Still, curiosity trumped attraction. Besides, it was safer
to act on curiosity.

"So what's the story with you and little brother? Y ou didn't really finish explaining
earlier and I'm curious. Or, maybe just nosy."

Paul sighed, a sad sound floating across the night. He leaned back to rest his head
against the tall tree. Moments passed, and she didn't think he was going to answer. She'd
pushed too far thistime.

"That's the million dollar question,” he said quietly. "I tried for years to understand
Jamie and | finally gave up. He's been doing one stupid thing after another for aslong as |
can remember. | kept thinking one day he'd grow up. | waswrong."

"What made you stop talking to him?"

"It wasn't any one thing. More like awhole lot of little things that built up until he
calls me early one morning to ask if | would come bail him out of jail. He'd been partying
with some friends, driving Mom's new car, and managed to get it high-centered it on a
median in downtown Vancouver. He was picked up for driving under the influence. That
was the last straw for me. | left himin jail and | haven't talked to him since. | figured it
was only a matter of time before he either killed himself or somebody else.”

"What about your parents? Obvioudly they're still involved.”

Thistime his sigh was louder. "I hoped they would make Jamie stand up and be
responsible. They didn't and they haven't. Not that | blame them. It's that unconditional
love thing. They keep hoping and they keep enabling. It'savicious circle.”

She put a hand on his arm and squeezed. "l see it more than you can possibly
imagine. Parents comein to see Harry every day of the week. Guilt, | think. Their babies
are in trouble and they wonder what they did wrong. They all want to try and make it
better. They want to fix what's broken, not realizing they can't.”

"I don't get that." He sounded bitter. "I grew up with Jamie. We were in the same
house with the same parents. He had every chance the same as | did. Bottom line s, our
parents didn't do anything wrong, yet Jamie keeps dragging them down into his mud.”

"If I've seen it once, I've seen it ahundred times and it is alittle thing called free will.
It'sal about choices, Paul. Parents want to believe that if they raise their childrenin a



good and loving environment, they'll be good and loving adults. They fail to factor in free
will. Despite al the best intentions of parents, some children choose a path that's contrary
to everything they were taught.”

"Like Jamie?

"Like Jamie."

A strong gust of wind whipped the bushes around them. She shivered again as the
cold knifed right through her thin jacket. A heavier coat would have been nice.

"Damn," she said and moved closer to him. "This could be along night."

He pulled her to him until she sat between his outstretched legs, her back against his
chest. He arranged one of the blankets over the top of them both, tucking them inside a
cocoon that cradled them together. The intimacy seemed wrong and right at the same
time. His arms came around her and he held her close, his chin on the top of her head.

"Thisisn't very professional,” shetold him.

"No, | suppose not. Do you want to go back to the car?”

She thought about it for a split second. The nice cushy seat. The warmth of the heater
to take the chill from her skin. It would be better in so many ways and so much worse a
few others.

"Uh ... no."

"Good."

Louie relaxed her body and the tense muscles in her neck eased as she rested against
him. When was the last time she'd felt so peaceful ? Maybe never. Odd that she did now,
considering they were sat wrapped up in ablanket in the chilly woods of Northeast
Washington. Not the most romantic getaway .

She closed her eyes and let herself be in the moment, accepting the invitation without
guestion or comment. When his lips touched the tip of her ear, she smiled. She tipped her
head to the side and allowed his mouth to move to her neck. His touch was feather light
and erotic. A rush of something she hadn't felt in eons flowed through her body. She had
forgotten how it felt to be embraced by passion. Or was it lust? Didn't matter redly, it felt
fabulous whatever it was.

"Tell meto stop,” Paul murmured against her ear.

* % *x %

The dream came again, dark and evil. Chris didn't want to go through it and yet was
powerless to make it stop. He tried before to wake up and couldn't. The dream refused to
be denied.

The night was dark, the stars sprinkled across the black sky like a thousand sparkling
diamonds. The warehouse appeared deserted and traffic on Market Street was almost
non-existent. All day his gut instinct had tried to warn him, telling him to look once,
twice. He'd ignored it, and the price for his neglect was very high.

Again he walked through the brush, hearing soft swishing noises as he moved. Pine
cones were scattered on the ground, and he kicked them out of the way as he walked. He
needed to be careful not to step on one and trip. The pine cones were big and hearty this
time of year, perfect to cause aturned ankle. Usually he loved the tall pines and their
beautiful brown cones. He'd been around the world and on almost every continent. None
of the places he visited ever spoke to his heart like Spokane and the majesty Mother
Nature had bestowed on the area.



He hated the Medicine Man. People like that sullied this beautiful place with
destructive drugs and violence. No more. Not on his watch.

Chris crouched in the brush, his shoulder against the trunk of a pine. He could smell
the scent of pitch as he pushed against the tree. He steadied himself as he brought therifle
up and set the scope to his right eye. Once more the feeling of disbelief dammed through
his body. It didn't seem possible and yet what he saw, rather who he saw, was right there,
big aslife.

The sorrow that washed over him was something he hadn't felt since the day his
parents were killed in an automobile accident. Snowbirds...both he and Louie worried
about the long drive they continued to insist on making. Their worry that one day
something terrible would happen came true, and he'd lost a piece of his heart. Now
another piece fell away.

His nerves grew taut as he waited, unable to doing anything about what was to come.
The dream always ended the same way. The bullet hit his head and whipped his neck
back. His body floated through the air toward the ground. The last thing he saw before
everything went black was the twinkling starsin the night sky.

"No," he croaked. "No."

Beside his bed, one of the monitors registered the flash of a spike before it settled
once more into a steady pattern—nblip, blip, blip. The dream over, Chris was grateful for
the sleep that took him once more into a place of peaceful silence.

Outside the room at the end of the hall, Kevin Rowe, one of the night shift nurses,
stopped and listened. Did he just hear avoice inside the room of Chris Russell? No way.
Russell would never come out of the coma. They all knew that. It was just a matter of
time before the shell the man lived inside gave up its struggle to hold onto life.

Kevin pushed the door open and stepped inside. Only the glow from the machines
around Chris' bed broke up the shadowy darkness. Kevin stepped to the bed and |ooked
down. No, Chrislooked as he always did: thin, pale and serene. The monitors gave no
sign of anything unusual, just their normal steady rhythm.

Kevin figured he'd been hearing things. Wouldn't be the first time. The night shift
had its own set of challenges like phantom sounds and, in his opinion, lingering souls. So
many came hererolled in on abed and rolled out in a body bag. He couldn't remember
when someone had |eft for the last time sitting in awheelchair. Oh well, probably not in
my lifetime. Kevin turned and walked out, pulling the door closed behind him just as a
single tear did down Chris cheek.

* % *x %

Louie turned so she could tip her face up to Paul's. She couldn't read his expression
in the darkness. She could, however, feel his need pressed against her. It was raw, it was
intense, and it was very real. He paused for a heartbeat before he lowered her onto the
blanket and stretched out beside her. His hand slipped beneath her jacket, beneath her
shirt, and her breath caught as his hand cupped her breast, his fingers teasing the nipple to
hardness.

"Don't." She pressed her lips against his, whispering. "Don't stop."

Overwhelming need rushed through her body, but why? She could blame on too
many years of celibacy, of denying her body's need for release, but that would be alie. It
wasn't a case of a body too long denied the touch of aman. No, it was much deeper than



that. It was her need for this man, and this man aone. She wanted to taste him, to run her
hands through his glorious red hair, to feel him inside her. From the first innocent touch,
she'd known somewhere deep inside she had to have more.

His nearness fanned a slow heat into glorious flame.

"Arewe crazy?' Hisfingers teased her nipples and she rose to his touch.

Louie put her hands on both sides of hisface. "Maybe. Probably." Her eyes, grown
accustomed to the darkness, could dimly see the strong lines of his face and his heavy
lidded eyes.

"I don't remember ever feeling like this." His confession was whispered against her
throat as his tongue seared a hot path down her soft skin. Hot shivery thrillsrolled
through her like ocean waves.

Neither did she, but she was afraid to put it into words. Maybe it was the magic of
the full moon casting a creamy glow through the canopy of the pine trees. Maybe it was
clear air carrying the fresh scents of nature. Or maybe it was desperation. Whatever it
was, for this moment she'd take it in both hands and let it carry her away. For this
moment, she'd forget the rest of the world and do something crazy—and wonderful.

Under the cover of darkness, the black sky sprinkled with the tiny lights of amillion
stars, and surrounded by thick brush and forest, they stood and slipped out of their
clothes. She shivered as cool air kissed her skin but it wasn't the cold that made her
quiver. It wasthe sight of his body in the light of full moon. Pale skin, broad muscled
shoulders, aflat stomach. It took her breath away.

He held out a hand and she took it. Gently, he helped her lay back down onto the
blanket. Then slowly, he pulled the second blanket over them, capturing the heat of
bodies beneath. He brushed the hair from her face and their eyes met.

"Y ou're so beautiful," he murmured as his lips pressed to hers.

At first the kisswas light but it didn't stay that way long. Her tongue met hisin a
dance that filled her with desire. Beneath the single blanket, her hands explored the
strong lines of his back, the fine hair on his chest, the strong muscles of atoned athlete,
his hard cock. It was heaven.

His hands touched and stroked her, moving from her breasts to her stomach and
dipping between her legs to find her wet and wanting. Her hips lifted into his touch.

She stroked him, the smooth feel of his shaft against the palm of her hand fantastic.
He groaned as her hand glided up and down. Did he taste as good as he felt? It was
guestion she'd love to answer but not right now.

Instead, with his cock in her hand, she guided him between her legs, agroan
escaping her throat as he dipped into her, first moving gently, testing how much she
could take. Then, with a strong thrust, he was fully inside. Her hands cupped his buttocks
and she pulled him closer trying to feel as much him as she could.

Hefit her as perfectly asif they were made for each other. The sensation was
wondrous and once more she thought of magic. Except how could it be? Shewas a
careful woman, one not given to flights of fancy or casual hook-ups, and yet it was
almost like coming home.

"You feel like heaven," he rasped against her skin, his hot breath washing over her.

As he moved inside her, coaxing her slowly to the peak of pleasure, she met his eyes.
Thiswas no hook-up. Sex was a great thing, a needed thing, and this was so much more
than sex. Deep in her soul that acknowledgement brought tears to her eyes, and fear to



her heart.

Even so, she held him tighter, moving with him as he thrust into her with building
force. She wanted it to go on forever, the touch, and feel of this man who was amost a
stranger, and at the same time, a soul she felt as though she'd known for eternity.

He pressed hislipsto hers. "Hold on, angel, just hold on." His whisper was ragged.

She wanted to. She wanted to hold on to the sensation of his cock dliding in and out
of her with delicious, wet strokes. She couldn't. In ablinding rush of sensation, Louie
came, her cry muffled as he covered her mouth, his tongue hot and probing.

A second later his body tensed and then shuddered. As the climax passed, he stilled
and rolled to lie beside her, his breathing jerky. He put his arms around her and pulled her
close to his hot body.

This was the craziest thing she'd ever done. Leaning her head against his chest, she
closed her eyes, breathed in his earthy scent, and decided it was also the most perfect
thing she'd ever done.

His panting breaths calmed, evened. A light breeze swished through the underbrush,
and the hoot of an owl drifted through the night air.

"That was incredible,” he whispered, his breath hot against her cheek.

She smiled in the darkness. "Y eah, it was."



Chapter Ten

Jamie's eyes snapped open. At first he couldn't remember where he was. Then it all
rushed back, sending a knot to the pit of his stomach. The crappy mattress beneath him
was better than last night's rocky ground under the bridge, though not by much. The
pillows, little more than thick cardboard, left his neck aching. He felt old and weary.
Probably looked like crap too.

Rolling to his side, Jamie looked at the gap in the curtains on the window. It was still
dark outside, and the face of the digital clock read three. Not bad, all things considered.
He'd managed to snag afew hours sleep and still had enough time to shower before he
was to meet Scott. He'd soon cross the border for safety in Canada, where there were
plenty of placesto hide in the north where they wouldn't come looking for him. Thanks to
Dad and his insistence on summer days in the mountains, Jamie had no hesitation about
spending some quality time there now.

He got up from the bed, stretched his arms above his head and tried to smooth out
the kinks. The face that looked back at him from the mirror was almost unrecognizable.
His skin was aways pale; it went along with the red hair both he and Paul inherited from
their Scottish ancestors. Tonight, or rather this morning, he was well beyond pale. There
didn't seem to be adrop of blood in his complexion, and he wondered if this was how
dead people looked. The thought sent a chill up his back as though his thoughts were
somehow indicative of thingsto come.

Despite the fact he'd gotten himself into the mother of all bad situations, it didn't
mean he was ready to die even though he already missed Kendall. He'd see her again one
day—he hoped. God would forgive him, wouldn't he?

He turned away from the mirror. On the scratched and dented table that served as a
desk were several pieces of stationery, the edges curled, and a pen that no longer had a
cap. Anxious as he was to get on the road, he sat down at the desk and picked up the pen.
He glanced over at the mirror, staring for along minute at his deathly complexion. His
green eyes were huge and ringed with dark circles. His face reminded him of the bad
vampire makeup he'd sported at along ago Halloween party. Wasn't his best ook back
then, made him look like shit now. Hopefully it wouldn't draw unnecessary attention
from the border patrol. He'd have to come up with a plausible story like a bad case of the
flu.

He ran a hand through his hair and stared at the blank paper. Paul always pissed him
off with his good looks, natural athletic abilities, and success. Jamie never intended to be
a screw-up. He'd dreamed of just the opposite; he wanted to be everything Paul had been.
Jamie had really wanted his brother to be proud of him.

His earliest memories centered around an ice rink, skates, and the idea that one day
he'd would be in the NHL. Dreams aside, all he could remember hearing were comments
like "too bad he's not more like his brother" or "he'll never be the player Paul is." By the
time Jamie was ten, he'd abandoned his dreams and stopped trying. He'd learned early he
could never live up to his big brother, so why even make the effort?

Don't even get him started on love. Who even bothered to look at Jamie when Paul
was around? Jamie was good-looking, but just wasn't Paul. And the worst part—Paul



never seemed to care. He'd been oblivious to al the attention while Jamie had been
defeated. Paul didn't work for adate in his entire life while Jamie was forced to fight for
every scrap of attention he got. Hisonly real success, the only time he dared to be
himself, was with Kendall. Poor, dead Kendall. He was aloser al over again.

Tapping the pen against the paper, He thought about what he wanted to write. As
angry as he was with Paul, Jamie worried about the what-ifs. He was confident once he
was across the border, he'd find safety in the anonymity afforded by the Northwest
Territories. What worried him was the possibility something would go wrong because
honestly, more often than not it did for him. Paul could take care of himself. Jamie
worried more about the folks. Mom and Dad had stood by him time and time again, when
they should've walked away. Anybody else would have dropped him, just like Paul did.
Not their parents, who'd been there again and again and again. Jamie owed them
everything and if something did go wrong, he'd need to make amends. Only one way to
do that.

He leaned his head down and began to write. An hour later, he stopped by the front
desk and asked the clerk to mail the letter. It wasn't much, but it was the best he could do
under the circumstances. Rolling the very heavy motorcycle tire, Jamie walked the half
mile from the motel to the egg company where he found Scott busy loading his trailer for
the early morning run north.

His arms screamed with pain by the time he hefted the wheel and tire to the trailer.
He rubbed them as he sat in the tractor and listened to the rumble of the Freightliner's
engine. Soon, he'd be on the powerful motorcycle headed for safety.

* % * %

L ouie woke up aone and wondered first, how long she'd been asleep, and second,
how long she'd been alone. Even on the hard ground, the cold night air al around, she'd
drifted off into awarm and comforting sleep. She hadn't meant to. After al, they were
here to work even if making love on the forest floor made it ook otherwise. She didn't
have to delve deep to figure out why she drifted off. For the first timein many long years,
she'd been relaxed and comfortable. It wasn't that she'd been anun forever, but she'd be
the first to admit it had been along dry spell.

After the shooting, she'd more or less folded into herself and her focus had been one
hundred percent on finding the person responsible for her brother's condition. There'd
been little time left over for persona affairs and she hadn't cared all that much. The few
relationships she'd been in were over quickly and with little emotion involved. Paul was
different. Something about him was different and she was afraid to delve too deeply into
why.

Her hastily discarded clothes were now folded and within easy reach. Beside her
clothes were handcuffs, her holster, and her gun. She lifted her head and saw him leaning
against atree, adark shadow in the muddy light of early morning. As she dressed she
watched him, his back straight, his head never moving as if something of grave
importance unfolded in front of him.

What was he thinking? Was it regret? Or was it something more along the lines of
what shefelt ... confusion? She didn't just jump in bed with men and she didn't roll
around on aforest floor buck naked for God and everyone to see. Except she had and
without so much as a minute's hesitation. All the stars had aligned in that moment and



lovemaking was as right as anything had ever been. Even now she should feel ashamed of
herself for being not only unprofessional, but downright indecent. Except that she didn't.
It was true that all it would have taken was one passerby glancing over to see a naked butt
and they'd have been busted.

Actually, that thought made her smile. Chris always told her she was alittle too
serious and that life had to be challenged, had to be pushed to really enjoy it. That was
the philosophy that had taken him to the Army Rangers and then on to DEA. She'd been
the careful one, the detail person who stayed within the bounds, who always colored
within the lines.

At least until she met Paul McDonald. Now she had a bit of an ideawhat Christried
to tell her. She felt wicked and alive, and not in the least bit ashamed of herself. The last
couple of days her life had been filled with twists and turns she could never have
imagined. Some of it was good, like making love to Paul, and some of it not so good, like
the bullet killing Kendall Stewart.

For now, Louie would let things be. She'd been trying for years to make life conform
to her way and that hadn't worked out so well. Just for one day, she was going to let
things roll. She'd et go and let life take control.

Dressed and with her jacket slipped back on, Louie shivered, the dampness of the
early morning seeping through her despite her clothing. "Hey," she said as she touched
Paul's shoulder.

He didn't turn his head. "Look," he began, his tone very serious.

She stopped him before he could say anything further. "If you say you're sorry |
swear to God I'll shoot you, McDonald."

His shoulders began to shake as laughter burst forth, a startling sound in the quiet
brush. He turned to look at her, his eyesfull of joy. "Y ou're something else, Russell."

"I know you mean that in the best possible way."

"Absolutely.”

"Haveyou dept at all?'

He sobered and shook his head. "It wasn't that our little tryst didn't calm me down a
whole bunch, it's just I'm both furious and worried about Jamie. It's sad that with a
beautiful, naked woman next to me al | could think about was Jamie."

"Aha, and here | thought you couldn't stand your brother."

He ran both hands through his hair that curled even more as the damp air worked its
way in. "Yeah, | thought so too. | guess when it comes down to it, I'm furious with him
because | care. | mean I'm so pissed off | could kill him, but at the same time | want to
protect him. Jamie's gotten himself into more trouble than even | believed possible, and
I'm scared he's gone too far thistime. | don't know if anyone can help him."

She put an arm around his waist and pressed her cheek to hisarm. "It'll be okay.
WEe'l grab him when he comes for the bike and have him back in custody before lunch.
He'll be safer behind bars than anywhere else.”

He put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. She loved how warm his
body was and how a dlight scent of cologne still clung to him. "I hope so," he said. "
really hope so."

She heard the note of question in his voice and honestly couldn't blame him. Even
her statement was more reassurance than fact. James McDonad was into something very
dangerous and he was in deep. She'd been around crime all of her adult life and knew



what dangerous looked like. Putting him in jail was somewhat protective so she wasn't
lying to Paul. It wasn't, however, fool proof and James might find himself in trouble
inside the bars as well as outside. There were no guarantees. Some powerful people had a
very long reach.

The sun was beginning to peep over the mountains and she was glad. The sooner
they got their quarry and were back in the nice warm car, the better. She was ready for
the hunt to be over even if she wasn't quite ready to let go of the hunter. She hugged him
even tighter and waited for the sound of approaching traffic.

She didn't have to wait long. Ten minutes passed, and they heard the rumble of abig
truck. Soon a semi bearing the logo of a Spokane egg company on the trailer pulled to the
side of the road behind the leaning Fat Boy.

The passenger's side door opened and Louie caught a glimpse of red hair as someone
jumped down and slammed the door shut.

"Thanks, Scott." The voice carried in the still morning air.

Paul's body tensed, and Loui€e's arm dropped away. Without conscious thought, her
hand strayed to her back, her fingers closing around the handcuffs on her belt right next
to her gun.

The driver aso jJumped out and both men went to the back of the truck. The driver
swung the big door open and James appeared a moment later with the motorcycle wheel.
The driver locked the trailer up again and climbed inside once more. The truck pulled
away and James McDonald began to roll the tire to the motorcycle.

Paul started to walk out of the brush and toward the highway, his back straight and
his green eyes focused on his younger brother. He seemed to have forgotten Louie was
with him. She hurried to keep up with hislong and determined strides. The gentle lover
from hours earlier was nowhere to be seen in the somber man in front of her.

"Jamie." Paul's voice carried over the air with atimbre of authority that only one
accustomed to being in command could carry off. The air seemed to crackle with
electricity.

James stopped rolling the new tire. His head snapped up. The motorcycle wheel and
tire he'd been rolling tipped over on its side. He took several steps back asif he was
thinking about bolting.

"Paul?" Shock was clear in hisvoice.

Louie hurried to catch up with Paul. Man, could he move fast when he wanted. No
wonder he was such aterror on theice. If he could walk this fast, what could he do on
skates? Her leg muscles burned with the effort of keeping pace.

They were ailmost to James when aloud, unmistakable sound shattered the morning
quiet. Paul stopped.

"What..." Louie gasped as her right hand dug into her jacket to grab the gun at her
waist. The sound came again and again. One, two, three.

His momentary paralysis gone, Paul took off at arun, screaming a single word.
"No!"

Louie's head whipped to the right, the direction the shots had come from. She
dropped to a shooter's stance and scanned right to left, left to right. Nothing, not a flash,
not even arustle. Nothing. The cop in her wanted to run in the direction of the shots, to
give chase. The woman in her wanted to turn and rush to Paul's side. The woman won.
She abandoned the visual search and rushed to Paul, on the far side of the road next to the



motorcycle.

Paul knelt, cradling his dying brother in hisarms. A red stain was growing larger and
larger in the middle of Jami€e's chest. His face was gray.

She'd seen that color on a man's face more than once.



Chapter Eleven

"Oh yeah, baby," he said under his breath as he looked at his handiwork through the
high-powered scope. Damn, but he was good. Sometimes he wondered why he'd given up
wet work. Nobody was as good as he. He probably could have made a fortune as a gun-
for-hire.

The relief that came over him as he watched James leave this earth was almost as
great as the pleasure he got when he pulled the trigger. The last of his problems was
bleeding out on the side of the rural highway. His troubles were over and it was full speed
ahead. Some nice work here this morning.

With that piece of unfortunate business finished, there were shipments to be made
and anew guy to get up to speed. Thistime around, he'd keep his finger on the pulse
more than he had with James. He didn't want another fuck-up. As much as he liked using
his specia rifle, he'd prefer to do it on his own terms and on his own schedule. He didn't
like the feeling of being behind the eight ball, and that's what it had been like with
McDonald.

Far in the distance, the scream of a siren disturbed the quiet of the morning, his call
to get out quick. He'd love to sit and watch the paramedics try to undo the damage he'd
inflicted on the boy's body. It would make him laugh. If he'd wanted to wound
McDonald, that's what he'd have done. He shot to kill. What was the point otherwise? No
matter what they tried to do for James, it wouldn't make a damn bit of difference. A kill
shot was akill shot was akill shot. One, two, three, and dead he will be. He laughed at
his own pitiful poetry.

He took one more look through the scope and then lowered the rifle. He stood, slung
the rifle and the binoculars over his shoulder, and began to walk back to his car. It had
been along, cold night, and yet he'd never felt better. A perfect hunt aways gave him an
incredible high. Some people got it from booze and some from drugs. Not him, it was all
about the pull of that trigger and a perfectly sighted shot. There wasn't a substance on
earth that could equal the high.

At the car, he dipped out of the camouflage so that in his jeans and plain shirt he'd be
just another guy driving down the road. He again placed the rifle between the folds of the
blanket on the back seat. It was like tucking in a baby.

When the sound of the siren stopped, he was headed south. If they decided to sweep
the area, not only would they fail to find a single clue he'd been there, but he'd be long
gone. It would take far greater skill than local police in this area possessed to catch him.
Héell, it would take more skill than anyone possessed to stop him. He was like the Holy
Spirit. People could feel his presence but they never saw hisface.

* % % %

This couldn't be happening. One second Jamie was next to the bike looking like a
little kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar and in the next, he was on the ground with
abig red hole in his chest. Paul didn't stop to think, he just reacted. He bolted from the
edge of the woods and across the fifty-five mile an hour highway asfast as he could run.



Once when they'd been kids, Jamie'd crashed on his bicycle, cutting his elbow so bad
it took ten stitches to close it up. Paul had been right behind him, wrapping his shirt
around Jamie€'s bleeding arm and getting him back to the house. He'd gone to the hospital
with Mom and Jamie, holding his brother's hand when they'd started on the stitches.
Jamie hated needles but Paul talked to him the whole time and before Jamie realized it,
the doctor was done. Paul remembered that morning as he now pulled off his shirt and
held it to the hole in grown-up Jamie's chest. Within only a couple of seconds, his shirt
was soaked. He pressed harder, trying to staunch the flow of blood.

"Come on, Jam, hang in there." The cloth beneath his hand was growing heavier,
wetter. The smell of blood was strong. He had to make it stop.

Jamie's face wasn't pale; it was pasty. The stark white skin made his green eyes |ook
huge. The fear in them mirrored the fear gripping Paul's heart as he held Jamie tight. He
remembered how awful he'd felt for Jamie so long ago when his injured arm took away
the already short summer. That was nothing compared to this horror. Paul could almost
seethe life dipping away from hislittle brother and he could do nothing to stop it. He
held Jamie closer, his head against Paul's chest.

"Stay with me, little brother. Stay with me.”

Louie's warm hand on his shoulder cut through the ice in his body, and he looked up,
surprised to see her in a shooter's crouch with her gun drawn. She wasn't looking at either
him or Jamie. Her gaze was sweeping everything around them.

Strange as it was, he'd forgotten about the shooter, if he'd even really given the
invisible killer athought. After he'd heard the first shot he'd thought only about getting to
Jamie. That he might have put himself in the line of fire never even occurred to him.
Judging by her stance and hardened gaze, it had occurred to Louie. At least somebody
was watching his back.

"I'm sorry." Jami€'s words were so low it was hard to hear him.

Paul looked back down into Jami€e's face and hot tears began to sting. "It's all right
Jamie, it'sal right. Just stay with me, little brother."

In the distance, the sound of sirens began to get louder. Louie must have called for
help, bless her heart. They'd have to hurry; the shirt he pressed to Jamie's chest was thick
and heavy with his brother's blood, so soaked through that it now streamed rather than
dripped from the sodden cloth. Way too much blood.

"I loveyou, Paulie. Tell thefolks| love them too."

"You tell them yourself."

“Tell 'em..."

The tears began to slide down Paul's cheeks, hot and salty as they touched his lips.
He leaned in close to hear because Jamie's words were little more than whisper. "What,
little bro?’

"Tell them I'm sorry."

Jami€e's eyes fluttered shut. His lips had a strange blue tinge to them as he took one
final, shuddering breath. His body went still, limp and heavy in Paul's arms. He wanted to
shake him, to make him open his eyes, but it wouldn't do any good.

Jamie no longer needed to worry about afederal indictment, atrip to jail, or adead
girlfriend.

* % *x %



The three bullets had hit James McDonald's body with frightening accuracy. The
result was like a target practice dummy where the shooter tried to line up al the shots and
see how close together he could get them. This shooter was no amateur and that bothered
Louie. It bothered her alot.

Louie and Paul stood afew feet behind the paramedics while they cut away the
sodden shirt and light jacket James had been wearing. Even through the mess on his
chest, Louie could make out the holes, three of them, mid-chest, just left of center. They
looked like three black eyesin the middle of abrilliant red face. It was awonder he lived
aslong as he did. Those shots had to have torn his heart to pieces. Paul's intake of breath
told her the same thought occurred to him. She reached over and squeezed his hand.
Though cold, he returned the gentle pressure.

James surprised her with strength of will enough to allow him time to say goodbye to
his brother. A few days ago, hell, afew hours ago, Paul'd been bitter and furious with this
man who caused plenty of grief for the entire McDonald family. All of that baggage
disappeared in a heartbeat the moment the gunman fired. Paul reacted on instinct rooted
in love, regardless of what he might say. Good God, how she understood how things can
change in a matter of seconds.

She and Christopher had never fought, hadn't been estranged as Paul and James had
been. Still, tragedy changes everything. Her life hadn't been the same since a bullet put
her brother into a coma. She'd had lived for two things since: revenge and hope. She
hunted daily for the person who pulled the trigger, hoping she'd have the strength to
merely take him into custody and not kill him. And she hoped every day she'd get acall
from the care facility telling her Chris had come back to them. She was still waiting and
hoping for both.

While they'd waited for the ambulance to arrive, she'd watched Paul cradle his
brother's body. Her heart ached with the knowledge that his life would, like hers, never
be the same. Any hope for his brother was gone, and she wondered if he'd be filled with
the same sense of injustice and fury that had been with her since the day Chris was shot.
Would he seek revenge as she did? Or would he find the kind of peace she never had?

It seemed as though it had taken hours for the ambulance to arrive rather than ten
minutes. They were close enough to Metaline Falls that the response time was excellent.
Under normal circumstances, it would have meant the difference between life and desth.
Asit was, death had been inevitable for James McDonald. No life-saving measures could
bring him back from the hat trick to his heart despite the valiant efforts of the capable
EMTs. They still had him on an oxygen mask and IV drip as they moved him onto the
waiting gurney.

Even knowing James was gone, Paul crawled into the ambulance with his brother,
his hand on the sheet that covered him from neck to foot. She watched the back of the
ambulance as it sped away down the quiet highway. Though she deeply understood Paul's
loss, she couldn't offer much comfort. She'd been around death many times. It was cold
and it was final. Unlike the hope offered in literature and popular movies, coming back
from death was a fantasy.

Instead of following the ambulance, Louie waited for the sheriff. They had things to
discuss. Louied met Joe Federer once or twice and liked him. He was sharp and intuitive
even though he was sheriff of asmall community and a mostly rural county.

He drove up in amarked cruiser and stepped out. Tall, husky, and with beautiful



silver hair, Joe commanded attention anywhere he went.

"Lou." His deep voice filled the morning. He didn't seem surprised to see her. He
held out his hand and she took it. His grip was warm and sure.

"Joe, good to see you."

"What's up with this?' He inclined his toward the motorcycle and the stain on the
asphalt beside it. "Drugs, | assume.”

L ouie nodded and grimaced at the same time. "Y es and no."

He raised an eyebrow. "How so?"

Louiefilled him in on what she knew, which wasn't nearly as much as she'd have
liked. There were too many holesin the story, too many unknowns. It wasn't asimple
drug deal gone bad. She'd seen enough of those to know, and so had Joe. There was
something bigger going on here and damned if she could figure out what it was.

"Any idea on the shooter?"

"No." That was the part that bugged her the most. She needed to know who was
pulling the trigger just as much for Paul as for herself. She guessed that the bullets that
pierced James McDonald's heart would match those that came from Chris and Kendall.

Joe chewed on atoothpick and narrowed his eyes taking in everything from the
bloody gravel on the side of the road to the motorcycle whedl lying in the ditch. "He shot
from there." Joe pointed to the same spot that Louie had been pointing her gun at earlier.

"Y eah and one of the shots was a through and through." She'd seen the blood running
through Paul's hands as he held James, and had known one of the shots went all the way
through his chest and out his back. "That tree." She pointed to alarge pine about ten feet
from the road's edge.

It had taken all her will-power not to pry the bullet from the tree when she realized it
was lodged there. More than anything she wanted the ballistics run even though she was
positive what the results would be. She'd been off the job along time now, but once
trained, always trained, and she wouldn't jeopardize another's investigation. Joe was a
stand-up cop, and he'd share the ballistics with her. Trouble was, this was a small county
and the analysis often took far longer than down in Spokane. She sensed that somewhere
aclock was ticking, and she needed to be armed with as much information as she could
as soon as possible.

Joe pulled apair of latex gloves out of his jacket pocket and slipped them onto his
big hands as he walked in the direction of the giant pine. Louie followed close on his
heels. With a pocket knife, he dislodged the bullet from the tree without damaging it. The
tree didn't fare aswell, but so beit. The precious evidence was intact. Joe was al
professional despite his small town arena. She watched him turn the bullet over in his
hands, studying it.

"Y our boy likes high caliber." He held out his hand so Louie could see.

She was certain the second she saw the bullet that it was the same. It almost hurt to
be right.

"Interesting.” Joe was looking from the bullet to the spot where they believed the
shooter had stood.

She looked up at him. "How so?'

"Y our boy isgood, Lou, rea good.”

"Y ou know that how?"

"Two things. Thisis a straight shot, an accurate shot. Put together the accuracy and



the distance and your shooter is a boy with some real skill."

Her mind raced at the possibilities. "How skilled, do you think?"

"I think special ops. Heis or was either a sniper or Special Forces."

Her same thought. She appreciated the unintended validation of her own deductive
reasoning. "What did James McDonald know that somebody didn't want out?' She was
talking more to herself than anything.

"Good question.”

Joe put the bullet into an evidence bag, marked it and handed it off to a deputy. He
then walked her back to the Mustang where it still sat shielded from view.

"Nice car. Yours?'

She shook her head. "No, till got the Chevelle."

"Sweet car."

"Hard to resist agreat muscle car, isn't it?"

He smiled, shook her hand and opened the door for her. "I'll keep in touch, and you
have the folks in Spokane get a hold of me. Sounds like we got ourselves alittle
conspiracy here. Don't like finding dead bodies alongside my roads. That's for you folks
down in the big city, if you know what | mean."

"Y eah, right. Maybe we can put out a public announcement bulletin that all murders
must stop at the Spokane County line."

"Works for me." He pushed the door shut and leaned down to the open window.
"Serioudly, Lou, be careful. Something about this doesn't smell right to me."

She knew what he meant; it wasn't passing the smell test for her either. "Will do, Joe.
Keep in touch.”

"Y ou do the same." He tapped his fingers against the door and then stepped back to
give her room to pull out onto the highway.

She turned the key Paul had given her and the Mustang roared to life. It didn't quite
have the kick her Chevelle did, but it wasn't bad driving either. Instead of heading for
Metaline Falls, she turned the car and started to drive toward Mount Carmel Hospital in
Colville, the closest medical facility. No doubt Paul would be waiting outside because the
doctors wouldn't be able to save Jamie. The trip to the hospital would be short and
bittersweet, and then James M cDonald would be making one more trip. Thistime to the
morgue.



Chapter Twelve

After only five minutesin the emergency room, Jamie was declared DOA by atall
ER doctor with brown hair just beginning to turn gray at his temples. He had kind eyes
and a gentle voice. He put a hand on Paul's shoulder as he offered his condolences.

The thoughtful staff of the small hospital left him alone to sit by Jamie, the drapes
around the small emergency room cubicle pulled together for privacy. Jamie's face
retained the pasty white pallor; his chest beneath the white linen was still covered with
blood. Paul held Jami€'s cold and lifeless hand, his own fingers speckled crimson. He
didn't know how to leave him.

It could have been an hour or ten minutes, when the drapes rustled and then parted.
Loui€'s sober face peered in. She didn't say aword and for that he was grateful. Silently,
she pulled a chair close and sat down, her hand on hisleg. They sat that way for along
time, the only sound the hustle and bustle of the emergency room personnel beyond the
closed drapes.

"I don't know what to do," Paul finally said. He couldn't keep the raw emotion from
spilling into hiswords.

She put an arm around his shoulders and hugged him. "L et the good people here take
care of him."

Helaid his head against her hair. "I can't just leave him." His voice broke.

"Oh Paul, I'm so sorry."

A sob broke lose and tears streamed down his cheeks. "I let him die."

"No," she said and held his face between her hands. Her eyes were intense. "No, you
didn't. Someone else took hislife."

He closed his eyes. "I should have done more."

"What more could you have done?’

A hundred memories rushed through his mind all mixed together with conflicting
emotions. "l don't know."

"Paul, look at me ... please. It's not your fault and you did the best you could've
done. You held him in your arms. No matter what else happens, you have to remember
that he didn't die alone.”

He could get lost her in eyes and the dark honesty he saw there. She wasn't ssimply
saying the words, she meant what she said. "Thank you."

With her thumbs, Louie wiped the tears from his cheeks and then kissed him so
softly it was like the touch of butterfly wings. "Y ou're agood guy, Paul McDonald, and
don't you ever think different." She kissed him again.

He still held Jamie's lifeless fingers when she reached over and ever so gently pulled
his away. Just as gently, she placed Jamie's hand beneath the white sheet. Paul could
amost make himself believe Jamie was simply asleep, and if he was to come back later,
everything would be different.

"Comeon, it'stimeto go." She touched his shoulder and waited.

She wasright. Still, once standing he couldn't get his feet to move. He stayed beside
the hospital bed, his hands gripping the silver rail, staring down at Jamie's face. Tiny
specks of blood on his cheeks and across the bridge of his nose made him look like when



he was six and had contracted the chicken pox. He'd been so mad because it'd been mid-
winter and Dad had constructed an ice rink in the front yard so the boys could play
hockey. Jamie stood hour upon hour at the front window, his red spotted face sad while
he watched Paul and his friends play hockey until they were so tired they could barely
move.

Right now, Paul would give anything to have one more day with Jamie. To be the
kids they once were; when all they had to worry about in their lives was whether their
skates were sharp enough. He wanted to fly across the ice with his brother, to roar with
laughter when they checked each other and then fell down in atangled heap of arms, legs,
skates and sticks. He wanted to sit and watch Jamie sketch the mountains of their
hometown, his charcoals turning a clean piece of paper into a beautiful landscape. Paul
wanted to forget that life had turned them into strangers.

He couldn't have that day. He couldn't even have an hour. Jamie was gone and Paul
would always carry a piece of the blame. Perhaps that was the reason he couldn't walk
away. He kept thinking if only he hadn't turned his back on Jamie then maybe, just
maybe, things would be different. Maybe his brother would still be alive.

"Come on, Paul.” Louietugged at his arm, a gentle nudge toward the room beyond
the white curtains.

He touched Jami€'s hair, blinked back a new rush of tears and turned. With Louie
holding his hand, he walked out of the emergency room and out of the hospital without
another ook back.

Paul didn't even give it athought when she unlocked the passenger's side door and
motioned for him to get in. She drove the Mustang back to Spokane while he sat in
silence, gazing out the window without really seeing athing. He didn't have the heart or
the energy for small talk and bless her, she seemed to understand. If he liked her before,
his feelings went to another level now. She seemed to have a sixth sense for what he
needed and when. She was not only wise and exciting, she was intuitive.

She parked the Mustang behind her office, in the now-familiar parking lot. She
looked over at him, and for the first time since they left Colville, met her gaze. Her eyes
were full of concern.

"Areyou going to be all right?' She laid ahand on hisarm.

The touch her fingers warmed him though his heart hurt and his mind was numb. He
answered her slowly. "Yes ... intime."

She nodded and gave his arm a gentle squeeze. "I'm hereif you need me."

He smiled though he didn't feel very optimistic. "Thank you."

"I'm serious. | know what it's like to lose loved ones in aflash. It's hard any time
someone you loveis hurt. It's even worse when it comes out of nowhere. It's amost
impossible to wrap your mind around it. | just want you to know, I'm here for you."

He leaned over and kissed her. The slow kiss held everything in his heart. Her lips
were soft and yielding. Unlike the passion they shared under the stars, it was something
more, something he'd never felt before, perhaps because of the tragedy. Perhaps not.

He took a deep breath and said, "I have to call our—my folks."

She kissed him and touched his cheek with her hand. "Y es, you need to talk with
your parents. They're really going to need you now. Call me later?"

He reached up and touched her cheek. "I'd rather you be with me." She didn't owe
him anything. One night under the stars didn't entitle him to what he asked of her now



and yet he hoped she'd stay.

Her gaze softened and an expression he couldn't quite define crossed her face. Her
fingers stroked his cheek. "Of course.”

He let out a breath and leaned his head back. Thank you, God.

"Do you want to make the call from my office or go back to your house?'

"Home, | think."

Louie dlid out of the car as she said, "I'll follow you in my car."

Paul watched her from the rear-view mirror al the way to Five Mile and into his
driveway. He waited for her before he opened the door and walked into the house.
Knowing this was the last place Jamie was before...it was like a shot to the heart. Jamie
came here. Came to him but Paul had turned his back. How was he going to tell the
folks?

Asif sheread his mind, Louie wrapped her arms around him. "It's not your fault,”
she said softly as her cheek rested against his chest. " Jamie made a deal with the wrong
devil and it wasn't you."

He hugged her back and took the strength she offered. With a deep intake of breath,
he stepped back. "1'm going to make a stiff drink before | call the folks. Y ou want one?"

She shook her head. "No."

Once he had the scotch and water in hand, he picked up the telephone handset. He
sank to the sofa and stared at the numbers. She sat beside him and took the drink from his
hand, setting it on the low table in front of them.

"I don't know if | can do this," he said not looking at her.

"You can,” she said softly. "I'm right here with you."

Finally, he summoned the courage to punch in the numbers. The moment he heard
his mother's voice, tears began to slide down his cheeks. If not for the steady comfort of
Loui€e's hand on hisleg, he might have lost it altogether.

When he clicked off and set the phone on the side table, he was numb. Louie pressed
the drink into his hand and he gratefully took a big swallow. The burn of the scotch was a
welcome sensation. At least he could feel something.

For along time, they sat together in silence. He sipped from the drink and she leaned
into him. He put his hand over the one she till had on hisleg.

"Thank you," he said at last.

She turned his face with one finger and kissed him on the lips. "No thanks required.
I'm here for you any time."

A quiet hour later, Paul stood at the window and watched Louie drive away. He had
the strangest urge to run out after her, afraid that he might lose her too if she was out of
his sight. He turned away from the window and went to make himself one more drink.

* % *x %

Much later, Louie looked up from behind her desk to see Harry standing in the
doorway. He smiled, gave her awave, and then headed to his office. He looked good,
better than she could remember seeing him for along time. Granted, she hadn't been
paying aton of attention to him the last few days. She'd been otherwise occupied. Now
she saw a calm about him that had been missing for eons. He'd been like thisin the early
days, back when Chris was active and Harry was in the beginning stages of setting up his
bonding company. But that had been another lifetime. All three had been different people



back then, with different lives and radically different priorities.

The last five years had been tough on both Louie and Harry. Wrapped up in her own
world, sherarely took full stock of what her partner was up to, though she'd noticed the
escalating blood pressure, which was obvious when he looked and sounded ready to
explode at any moment. Still, she hadn't really taken the time to just be with Harry likein
the old days. They'd been three great friends when Chris was healthy. Harry'd been like
another older brother. She wished, as she had a thousand times before, that those days
hadn't disappeared.

Maybe things could be different soon. She sure felt different. Chris had always
chided her about the reserve she maintained...until she'd met Paul. In the last few days
everything changed for her and now, shefdt it in Harry aswell.

Harry didn't wish James McDonald dead, that was a given. At the same time, no one
had to tell her he was happy not to have to pay the hundred thousand dollar bond and then
turn around and foreclose on the McDonalds. If nothing else, Harry was a pragmatist who
could see the good in every situation even if it was a bad one, and James dying alongside
the scenic highway was way up on her list of bad.

She bet Harry thought that the McDonald case was over, but it wasn't, not to her.
Finding James had become only a piece of the puzzle, and she didn't intend to stop until
she had all the answers.

Five years. For five incredibly long years, she'd been searching for the shooter who'd
put her brother into a coma up on that hillside. Now, atall red-head had walked into her
life and everything turned upside down, in more ways than one. The answer to her
personal tragedy was somehow linked to the McDonald brothers and she was going to
find out how and why.

That she had rolled in the hay with Paul McDonald, or rather rolled in the pine
needles, was strange enough. She should feel bad about being more than alittle wanton
and yet she didn't. Not even atiny little bit. They'd been great together, and if she was
lucky, she'd get the chance to do it with him again. Pretty weird thinking for her. The last
thing on her mind during the last five years had been sex. Too many other more
important matters had cluttered her mind and consumed her energy. Now, one night of
love under the stars and she couldn't stop thinking of sex.

Sex and finding akiller. What was the old adage about a fine line separating sex and
violence? Didn't bode well for the beginning of alasting relationship with Paul. Oh well,
she'd worry about those details later. Right now, she wanted to know who killed James
McDonad and why.

She'd think about the sex, the very great sex, later.

Louie got up and walked to the doorway between their offices. She leaned against
the doorframe and watched Harry work. His head was bent in concentration, hislong
braids hanging down on either side of hisface. Something Joe said earlier nagged at the
back of her mind, like an itch that wouldn't go away. A bad penny that kept turning up. A
bad rash that kept coming back. Y eah, bugging her like that.

"Hey, Harry?"'

He looked up from his desk, his dark eyes aert. "Hey yourself, sugar.”

"What do you know about snipers?"

He shrugged his big shoulders. "Everything."

"Come on, I'm serious.”



"Soam |, sugar. You forget, I'm asniper." He held out his thumb and forefinger asif
to shoot her.

She pushed away from the doorframe and walked over to his desk, dropping into a
chair in front of it. She knew Harry had been atrained sniper for the Rangers. Her
guestion was vague because she wasn't even sure at this point what she was trying to get
at. She was throwing out broad questions hoping something would click to narrow her
focus and get her on the right path.

"Oh, | remember. | just don't know what | need to ask."

Leaning back in his chair, he stretched out his arms, lacing his fingers together and
resting his hands on the back of his head. "Why are you asking about shooters?
Something to do with the McDonald kid?"

"Yes." Then she told him about her conversation with Joe and his theory that the
shooter was atrained professional. "I have to agree with him. Whoever shot James knew
what he was doing."

"What else, Louie? | can seeit in your face. Trained shooters are adime adozenin
these parts. Thisis prime hunting country and folks around here love their guns. It
wouldn't take much to find a couple guys with the kind of skill you're talking about. So
what else ison your mind?'

"We haven't talked much the last few days, have we? Well, the down and dirty is that
the murders of James McDonald and Kendall Stewart are somehow related to what
happened to Chris."

"Aw, come on. How that can be? Chris was shot five years ago. He wouldn't even
have known McDonald or this Stewart gal."

"I know it sounds crazy. Doesn't make it any lesstrue. The bullet they pulled from
Chris was shot from the same gun that killed Kendall Stewart. That'safact and it putsa
completely different spin on everything.”

"No shit?" He sat up sat up straight and leaned toward her.

"No shit."

"Okay, so say that's true, how do McDonald and his girlfriend fit into this? | mean, it
seems incredible they'd be connected to Chris."

She didn't have a good answer. The ballistics told her that the bullets in two of the
shootings—Kendall and Chris—had been shot from the same gun. She'd put a big bet on
the same match for James. Her gut also told her the shooter who had pulled the trigger
was the same. Running both hands through her hair, she shook her head. She still didn't
know where she was going with all of this except she felt compelled to keep pushing
forward.

"Don't know, Harry. The only thing | do know isit's all connected.”

"Maybe, sugar, and maybe not. | think you're tired and could be making connections
where they might not exist. I'll grant you the shots could have come from the same gun
but guns move, you know that aswell as| do. It's possible you could have at least two
shooters with no connection to each other at all beyond the gun.”

Nope, she wasn't buying into his argument. She was tired, yes, but she wasn't wrong
about the connection.

"Could be," she said, even though she didn't believe it. Chris was a part of whatever
James McDonald had gotten caught up in and she was going to find out what it was. "l
still think it's one shooter."



"A riflekilled McDonald, right?" he asked.

"True, but atrained shooter, a sniper for the sake of argument, would be skilled with
anumber of guns.”

He nodded. "True enough, Lou. | can handle just about any gun you put in my hands.
I'm best with my favoriterifle, but I can shoot anything and be damned good at it too.
Shoot the wings off afly, if you know what | mean."

She didn't doubt him. If anyone knew guns and how to handle each and every one of
them, it was Harry. "Then it's possible that we have one shooter in all three cases. The
ballistics state that rifle shots took Chris down and killed Kendall Stewart, so my
argument is more than academic.”

He nodded slowly. "Y ou could beright, Louie. My only advice isto remember our
deal isdone and you'd probably be wise to leave the rest of it up to your buddiesin law
enforcement. Y ou're not on the job anymore and you know how touchy they get when we
civilians tread on their investigations. Let them do what the good taxpayers of this state
pay them to do."

Being off the job and turning off her mind were two very different things. Harry
should know that as well as anyone. She didn't believe for a second that he'd ever turned
off. Once a Ranger, always a Ranger. She'd seen the same thing in Chris.

She stood, tapped his desk a couple times with her fingertips, and smiled. "1 think I'll
take your advice and give it arest. Right now I'm dog tired and home has areal nicering
toit."

"Good idea, sugar. You could use some beauty sleep, if you catch my drift." He gave
her an exaggerated wink.

"Thanksalot. You know, areal gentleman wouldn't mention when alady islooking
abit less than her usual model-ready self.”

"Now, sugar, | don't think | ever claimed to be a gentleman.” His laughter followed
her all the way into her own office.

Ten minutes later when she left, Harry was already gone though she hadn't heard him
take off. Probably hiding from her non-stop questions and "what if" scenarios. She didn't
blame him. If the shoe was on the other foot, it'd likely get on her nerves as well. He was
aman of few words and if she had to guess, one who'd been pushed well beyond his limit
for the day.

* % * %

He watched from the shadows. She was too focused to notice him. Tall and thin with
curvesthat proved she was all woman; when she walked by, heads turned, both male and
female. The shine of her dark hair in the sunlight made him want to run hisfingers
through it. She was one-hundred-percent female despite her choice of ahistorically male
profession. The fact she'd made that particular choice and flourished made her all the
sexier.

He wondered again how she was in bed. He imagined her naked and filled with
desire, afine sheen of sweat giving her body an aluring shimmer. He could seeit in his
mind's eye and wished things had been different. How he'd love to hear her scream with
pleasure. How he'd love to feel her soft skin against his. He'd never have her, but who
could blame a red-blooded man for fantasizing? Louie Russell was straight up hot and
she carried a gun which made her even hotter.



For the most part, he was happy about how things turned out. He never quite got
over the fact Christopher Russell refused to die, but since he was locked into aworld far
away from the rest of them, his survival was a moot point. Short of a miracle, Christopher
would never cause him trouble again. Chances were that comatose Chris would pass
away without ever opening his eyes. That put the odds very much in his favor and he
loved odds like that.

Little siswas a different story. So was James McDonald. James had been handy
enough for awhile. He'd caught on quick and turned out to be quite efficient at the drug
smuggling game. He'd carried that hockey bag without the tiniest hesitation. He'd been a
natural, maybe because he'd grown up with ahockey bag in his hand. The only difference
between then and now was the contents of the bag.

Of course, if James had been as efficient with the cards as he was at smuggling dope
across the border, he'd never have found himself working in the game. The boy couldn't
gamble worth a shit and McDonald's loss was his gain. He'd paid James markers and that
allowed him to keep playing. James also put a new spin on the term losing streak. For
every marker he picked up, young James made another run. The arrangement had been
perfection until the little shit got himself arrested.

Long story short, McDonald had been aroyal pain in the ass since the arrest.
Shooting the little bastard in front of his famous big brother had been...well, fun. The
third shot was the kill shot; the other two were for show. He was an artist, after al, and
every artist needed to be admired. He'd have loved to be able to stay and observe their
admiration for his skill except that while he was skilled, he wasn't foolish. As soon as he
saw McDonald go down, he'd made tracks for Spokane. Besides, he'd endured along
night waiting for the man to get back with the missing tire and wheel. Pathetic Jamie
McDonald couldn't even get an escape right. As much as he hated the thought of finding
areplacement for the bumbling McDonald, he hated the thought of being caught even
more. James McDonald had become aliability and liabilities couldn't be allowed to
remain. The threat they posed to him wasn't acceptable.

The roar of a powerful engine brought his attention back to the here and now. From
the parking lot outside her office, Russell drove away in the powerful convertible, her
shiny hair catching the wind, her eyes hidden by the dark glasses. She was quite asight in
that automobile, the kind of car most guys would give atesticle to own.

Though she passed very close to where he stood, she didn't glance hisway. He
suspected her mind was far away on another man, one with red hair and green eyes. What
drew women to guys like that? Never understood it himself. The things he could do with
agun were far more admirable than anything hockey boy could do with a stick. But
women were women and there was no accounting for taste.

He stayed in the shadows until he could no longer see the taillights of her car. He
would have to keep an eye on her; she could cause him real trouble. He'd like to think this
little matter was all tidied up. The only reason he'd stayed alive and in business thislong
was because he was a careful man. He paid attention to all the details and right now,
Louie Russell was a detail that would have to be watched. He couldn't afford to get
sloppy at this point. He'd hate to have to take down awoman as attractive and intriguing
as Russell. He'd do it though, if he was forced to. Life was all about choices, and getting
caught was not a choice he'd make. If it came down to a choice between her life and his
freedom, she'd lose.



For tonight, there was little more he could do and little she could do to harm him or
disrupt his careful plans. She was going home, which for him opened up the night to
indulge in his favorite pastime. He was whistling as he |eft the shadows and strode across
the almost empty parking lot.

"Hey, dude, can you spare a couple bucks?"'

The man who approached him was missing most of his teeth and his hair was along
matted mess. The pan-handling street person smelled worse than he looked.

He tried not to breathe as the man came near. "Y ou need money for some food,
right?'

The walking mess scrunched up his face, his eyes red-rimmed and watery. "Fuck no,
| need a bottle, man. Do | look like | need to eat?"

He respected an honest man who embraced his vice. He dug in his pocket and pulled
out aten dollar bill. He held it out and the dirty face lit up.

"Thanks, dude. You'reall right." He grabbed the bill with grubby fingers and it
disappeared into the folds of the filthy clothes. With the movement came another wave of
fetid odor.

He wouldn't have believed the man he could move that fast. After that ten dollar bill
was tucked away, the guy made tracks like along-distance runner. He wondered how
much that ten spot would get the grungy man at the liquor store afew blocks away. He
was in agood mood tonight, so why not share the love? He continued whistling ashe
walked away.

He spared only a passing glance for the petite black woman with the little silver
grocery cart standing in the shadows of the building, watching him with wise and
understanding eyes. When he drove away, she turned and trod slowly up the stairs and to
the little apartment where she kept a telephone number right next to the phone.

* % * %

"So," Louie told the unmoving Chris, "it's a huge screwed-up mess. | mean, the good
part isthat Harry doesn't have to cough up the bond. The bad part is severa people have
been killed. | wish you were here, Christopher, | could use your input. Y ou'd see
whatever it is1'm missing. Y ou always could.”

She held his hand, her warm fingers wrapped around his cool ones. What, Chris
wondered, was she talking about? And, why was she babbling on and on? He was really
tired. Didn't she realize a bullet punched through his head not more than aday ago? His
slly little sister always did like to jabber. Even she ought to be smart enough to realize he
needed a chance to recoup before she wore him out with stories about her latest exploits
with that crazy dog of hers.

When he thought about it, Louie and that dog were natural partners. She'd done well
enough as a patrol cop. He'd been incredibly proud of hislittle sister, even if he failed to
tell her so. When she'd started on the K9 unit and found that goofy dog, she bloomed. She
was a natural and everyone around could see it. Given time, she was bound to be the top
dog in Spokane's K9 squad. No doubt about it.

He did love her stories. She could make him laugh like nobody else. Still, right now
he was so incredibly tired. His whole body felt drugged and heavy. He supposed it had to
do with the shot at the warehouse. Taking a hit like that was guaranteed to take a guy
down for awhile.



He honestly didn't feel like going over her latest raid with the dog and hearing how
many they arrested. He wanted to sleep. Usually his sister had better sense. She was
attuned to people and that was one of the reasons she made such a great cop. That being
the case, why was she having so much trouble seeing he was exhausted and wanted to
deep?

Maybe if he just kept his eyes closed, she'd get the hint. He hoped so anyway, except
that it didn't seem to be working despite his closed eyes. Maybe he should snore?

"If | had to guess, I'd say he could very well be working with the Medicine Man. |
wish you'd have taken him down that night, Chris. Maybe this whole mess could have
been avoided. | really wish you would wake up, bro, | really do. | need you."

She stood and fiddled with his covers, taking his hand and putting her lipsto it. The
soft kiss against the back of his hand was nice. His tough little sister who never wanted
anyone to know she was a softie at heart. He couldn't imagine his life without Louie
around. After al, these days they only had each other. She put his hand down and tucked
it beneath the blanket. Such a mother hen.

"I'm probably way off base." She kept talking even as she moved around. "Paul's
brother may have a whole different group of dirtballsin his racket."

Who in the world was Paul ? Chris didn't recall Louie ever talking about somebody
with that name. Maybe Paul was one of the new recruits. She had that way about her and
made friends of everyone. Not that Chris would know who they were. Despite both of
them being in law enforcement, their worlds were very different.

"I've got to go, Chris. | should let this thing with James McDonald go, but | can't and
it's more than falling in lust with his brother."

Lust? That was new for little sis. About time too. It'd be nice to have some nieces
and nephews, and heaven knows he wasn't making much progressin the love department.
One of them ought to be thinking about marriage and kids. Maybe he could find himself a
nice nurse here at the hospital. Play up the wounded agent routine. It could work for him.
Well, maybe after he got enough sleep he'd actually open his eyes and scope out the field
in those sexy blue scrubs. Now, that sounded like aplan. All he needed was some rest.

Louie was till talking as the weariness he couldn't seem to shake dragged him down
once again into the blackness.

* k% % %

What a mess. Paul had been gone for less than twenty-four hours, and it was like he'd
been missing in action for a month or more. There were times when running this hockey
team was more like running a giant daycare. Two players with shaky grades, two players
battling with each other, and another patched up after a dislocated shoulder. All in one
day. Before he could head up to Surrey to help his parents make the arrangements for
Jamie, he had to meet with the team, lay down the law, and put the fear of God into a
roster of players with an average age of seventeen. What'd he been thinking when he
bought this team? The beginnings of a headache began to tap at his skull.

Paul sat at his desk and leaned his head into his hands. He rubbed his scalp with his
fingertips. He knew exactly what he was thinking when he purchased the franchise, and
on any other day he could have taken these latest developmentsin stride. It was all part of
ayoung team, one just like he played on years ago. Thiswasn't any other day, however,
and he was at loss on just about everything.



His heart literally ached over Jamie's death. It wasn't fair and it wasn't right. Jamie
had been a screw-up of colossal proportions. Nobody with an ounce of intelligence could
argue the fact. A screw-up was one thing, but evil was another altogether. Jamie never
had been abad guy. Stupid, yes. Evil, never. Aslong as he lived, Paul would never forget
the moment when he felt Jamie'slife ebb away. HE'd never in hisentire life felt as
helpless and hoped to God he never did again.

He should go home and get some rest except the last thing he felt was tired. It was
more than Jami€e's death or the problems with the team. It had a great deal to do with tall
and beautiful. Two nights they'd spent together. Two crazy nights and he felt like he
found what he'd been looking for all hislife without even realizing he'd been searching.
He closed his eyes and he saw her face. He took a breath and he smelled her perfume. He
opened his hand and he felt her breast against his fingertips.

Paul had never been in love before and wondered if it felt something like this. Not
that he was in love with Louie Russell. That would be impossible. He only met her afew
days ago and people, rationa people, didn't fall in love over the course of a couple of
days.

Still, he missed her and wished he could see her or talk to her. That too would be
improbable. She'd been on the job looking for Jamie so that she could turn him over to
the authorities. It had been ajob for her and the job was now done. She'd collect her pay
and move on to the next case. He'd be surprised if he ever saw her again.

The thought made his stomach lurch. He hadn't really thought about it like that
before and it made him frown. It shouldn't. It wasn't like he hadn't done that himself a
time or two. He'd played professional hockey for years. Women waited outside the locker
rooms everywhere he'd played. Was this how those puck bunnies had felt? He suspected
they had, and the shame he should have felt at the time now washed him over like dirty
bath water. Cold, dirty bath water.

He pushed the guilt aside and thought instead of Louie. He didn't want the magic
they created under the stars to be all there was to their relationship. He didn't want that
one night to be the only night and yet he didn't know how to go from here. He didn't
know if Louie cared one way or the other. Maybe she didn't want to see him again.
Maybe it wasn't as special for her asit felt to him.

Thistrain of thought was driving him crazy. He had many other things to worry
about. He didn't have the time or the energy to waste on a woman right now. Even if she
was the most special woman he ever met. Silken hair and ivory skin...He could imagine
how beautiful their children would be.

Enough already. Paul shoved his chair back and kicked off his shoes. They landed on
the far side of the room with athud. He reached for his skates and jammed them on his
feet. Theice never failed him. Most of the team was gone for the day and so far Bill
hadn't run the Zamboni over theice yet. Thiswould be a great time to work off alittle of
the stress that had him wired. At least this time, Bill wouldn't scow! at him for messing
up hispristineice.

Today, heleft his stick in the office. He hit the ice like a sprinter, moving as fast as
his legs could push him. He circled the rink again and again, each loop faster than the one
before it. His breath came quicker, his heart thumped and the muscles in his legs burned
more with every pass. He focused only on the skating. His body buzzed and his lungs
were on fire. Still he pushed harder and faster until nothing existed except the scrape of



ice beneath his skates.

He didn't want to feel anything except the burning of his muscles. When he looked
up and saw Louie, he came close to crashing into the nearest board. He didn't know how
long she'd been standing there, his concentration so intent on pushing his body to the
absolute limit. At least she wouldn't wonder why he wasn't in the pros any longer.

He didn't crash and recovered with what he hoped was at least alittle grace. His
breathing was still heavy when he skated to the nearest door, stepped off the ice and onto
the rubber pad with shaky legs.

"Hi." She looked alittle tired and alittle sad.

She looked beautiful.

He meant to say hello back and then did something that surprised him. He reached
out, pulled her close, and kissed her hard and deep.

And he wasn't one bit sorry.



Chapter Thirteen

Okay, now thiswas just plain nuts. They were far from aone in the huge building
and anybody could walk in to see them sucking face like a couple of teenagers. So, would
Louie back off? Not a chance. She returned his passion and upped the ante. His lips were
sweet against hers, the taste of his sweat salty against her tongue.

Her face was flushed and her breathing ragged when Paul pulled away. She could
have gone on kissing him like that for hours.

"I'm s-sorry," he stuttered. "That was out of line."

"Areyou really sorry?' Louie raised an eyebrow.

He blinked and then smiled. "No."

"Me either." She returned the smile and took him by the hand, leading him back to
the office she sat in the first day they'd met. They'd have privacy there.

With his skates on, Paul towered over her. Once they were in the office with the door
shut, he pulled her into his arms again, his body hot and sticky. He smelled all man. "I'm
glad you're here."

"Back at ya." She kissed his neck. "Mmm, salty."

A growl sounded low in histhroat, like the one she'd heard under the stars and it
made her pulseroar. "Y ou're dangerous." His words were muttered against her ear, his
breath hot.

"Well, | do carry agun.”

"It's not your gun I'm worried about."

She leaned away from him and studied his face. "l worry you?"

She hadn't stopped to think about how she might be affecting him. So far she'd been
focused on her own feelings, how strange it was to be hot and bothered for a man she
knew little about, though she'd spent more than a few minutes googling him and the
reading was quite interesting. That was just the press and she knew better than to use that
as measuring stick for the real man.

He let her go, walking to the battered sofawhere he sat and began to take off his
skates. His eyes were focused on hisfeet. "I don't know. Maybe. Maybe not."

"Well, that's just about as clear as mud.” She went over and sat next to him on the
sofa. Maybe she'd gone too far, but he'd initiated the kiss. All she'd done was reciprocate.
Right?

"What brought you here?' he asked.

She could lie and make up some excuse about needing more information on James. It
would save face in many ways except it wasn't true. She wanted to be up front with Paul.
Honesty was important.

"I cameto seeyou."

"Why?" He dropped the skates to the floor with aloud thud. He turned to look at her,
his brilliant green eyes focused on her face. She had absolutely no idea what was going
through his mind at the moment.

Damn, but he was handsome. She was surprised some supermodel hadn't snapped
him up years ago. What he saw in her was a mystery. Louie was along way from
supermodel and could never compete at that level. Not that she was ugly. She was



confident in her own style and look; it worked for her without requiring too much effort
on her part. She just wasn't a beautiful woman and never would be. Not to mention
primping wasn't exactly her style. Way too much work when she could be doing
something far more interesting.

She looked over at Paul now and wondered what she should tell him. She started
with the truth so she might aswell go for it—balls to the wall as Chrisloved to say.

With a breath, she said quickly, "Because | was afraid you'd leave for Canada and |
might never see you again."

He reached out and touched her hair. His eyes became soft, and Louie decided she'd
never seen amore beautiful man. "Y ou will see me again.”

"Promise?' Her voice was a husky whisper.

He pulled her to him and kissed her. "Promise."

She was breathless a moment later when she came up for air. She laughed lightly.
"Y ou'd think we were both about seventeen.”

He kissed her lips, her cheeks, her eyes. "I don't know about you but | feel like I'm
seventeen again. Even with everything horrible that's happened, the second | touch you,
nothing else matters. Y ou make me feel hope.”

She ran her hand against his cheek, liking the way fine stubble tickled her palm.
"Thisis crazy, you know."

"Yup." He pressed his body against hers, and she could tell exactly how he was
feeling. "Crazy."

She put both hands on his chest and pushed herself back. "I am not doing that here."

"Y ou were game up there in the deep, dark forest." His eyes were sparkling.

She schooled her features into her I-mean-business expression. "Yes, well, | have a
perfectly good bed at home and the next time you want to jJump my bones, you can plan
on doing it there."

"How does half an hour sound?' He winked.

She tingled from head to foot at his suggestion and hoped she didn't flush atelltale
red all over. She didn't need to broadcast her willingness any more. She leaned into him
and kissed him quick. "Make it an hour."

He groaned. "I don't think | can wait that long."

"All the better."

Louie jumped up and hurried to the office door. She blew him akiss. "Y ou have one
hour."

* % *x %

He had plenty of undisturbed time to go through her desk. The office was as empty
as the parking lot had been when he let himself in. No one would be the wiser and he'd be
al the better informed. He needed to know what Russell did. After he finished going
through her records, he left everything as he found it. Gloves made certain he didn't leave
fingerprints.

The search of her office and files didn't turn up much. Good for him and good for
her. The less she knew, the longer she'd stay alive. Still, he had to be certain. There was
far too much at stake to let anything slip at this point.

What he didn't like was the fact she not only had the files for James McDonald till
on her desk, but she'd also pulled the files on her brother. Right next to those two were



photocopies of the police reports on Kendall Stewart. She wasn't closing things out like
she needed to do if she wanted to stay alive.

Not that he was all that surprised. Louie Russell rarely did what she was told. Rumor
had it that while with the Spokane Police Department she caused more than a few ruffled
feathers with her no-nonsense style and refusal to bend to pure politics. It was probably a
good thing she'd switched careers. In the long run, she may not have made it within a
system that clung to its politics with such feverish dedication. She was arogue, an
individual with a strong sense of right and wrong. It was all black and white for Russell.
There was never any gray.

He understood that in the real world there was much gray. He was one who
embraced that shadowy land falling somewhere between right and wrong where he felt
most comfortable and most at home. She'd never be able to understand and it really was a
shame. She could be valuable in his businessif she'd open her mind to the possibilitiesit
presented. The real world was far more gray than black or white. She refused to grasp
that reality and wishing otherwise wasn't going to change her. That was why he was here
now. She must be watched and possibly stopped at the same end of the barrel that had
been pointed at her brother's head.

If shewasto stay alive, somehow she'd have to be guided away from pursuing the
McDonald issue any further. She didn't need to stick her nose in where it wasn't needed.
Besides, plenty of police were on the case. The thought of everyone looking for him, the
mysterious gunman, made him smile. Even with the ballistics matches that had been
made, they'd never track it back to him. So beautiful and so entertaining.

He'd planned to use an untraceable rifle on McDonald and then decided what the
hell. Much more fun to use Old Faithful on number three. The games were the best part
of the chase for him, and he took his fun wherever he could find it. Everything he did had
to have an element of entertainment or what was the point? A person only went around
one time, and he had every intention of making his go-around enjoyable.

Then there was the urge to put holes in chests or the occasional forehead. Hey, once
atrained killer, aways atrained killer. That urge wasn't something a person took on and
off like ajacket. Once that particular coat was on, it was on for life. Sorry if folks didn't
likeit, but they were the ones who'd made him thisway, so they'd just have to find away
to live with it. He sure had.

Still, he liked Louie and didn't want to have to exercise his considerable skill on her
tasty little body. Few women held a candle to her either in looks or brains. Such awaste
if he was forced to put her down. She could handle a gun aswell as any man he'd ever
run into, and that meant a great deal to him. Guns were the most alluring lover he ever
encountered. He'd been entranced as a young man, and they'd never lost their luster in his
heart. Unlike most people, guns were dependable. They never argued, they never aged,
they never failed.

Now that James McDonald was in cold storage, the immediate pressure was off. He'd
been the last link to big trouble, and probably the most dangerous. Not because he was
vicious or threatening; just the opposite. McDonald had been a threat because he'd been
both honest and stupid at the same time. Rather odd considering hisdecisionto joinin a
criminal endeavor. He'd been a naive drug runner whose heart wasn't in it. He wanted the
easy money. They all wanted money. Who didn't?

What James hadn't wanted was the criminal persona and the violence that always



lurked just beneath the surface. What he came to find out, as did all who put their toes
into this particular pool, was that he couldn't have one without the other. When he tried,
the price was very high. He wasn't able to swim. McDonald drowned.

He, on the other hand, found a way to reconcile the whole mess within his own heart.
Sleep came quite easy and untroubled. Any doubts he had about the business and what
he'd become had been managed a very long time ago.

When there was nothing left to read, he clicked off the reading lamp on the corner of
Russell's desk and left her office. She'd never know he was there, never realize he'd been
through every paper and file in her office. He was good. He was very, very good. If
anyone harbored doubt, all they had to do was ask him.

The door closed with a quiet snap and the room was thrown into blackness. He
turned in the hallway between the two offices and stopped short, halted by a presence he
hadn't expected.

His heart lurched. A woman stood in the doorway, atiny dark shadow against the
golden glow filtering in from the parking lot lights. Then, as he got a good look at the
other visitor, a smile crept up his face.

"Tsk, tsk." He moved slowly toward the old woman.

She backed away from him. "Shelll know." Meg's voice trembled.

"Not if no onetells her,” he said smugly.

Her small hand was on the handle of the outer door. "I'll tell her. | aready left a
message for her."

"Now that's a shame."

"I'm not scared of you." She stood tall and proud, her hand dropping away from the
door. "I've faced worse than you."

He smiled and closed the distance between them with two steps. His hands circled
her thin neck. "Oh, | doubt that."

* % % %

The thought she was going nutso flashed through Louie's mind more than once
during the drive home from the arena. Talk about throwing herself at aman. She'd all but
thrown Paul on the floor of his office and ripped his clothes off. The only thing that had
held her back had been the thought of her nice, comfortable king-sized bed. After the
night under the stars, she was ready for something alittle more refined. Beautiful asthe
forest had been, bed covers and a mattress had such anicering.

At the same, she was al so ready for more than the wildness they'd shared with nature
as the backdrop. Her heart thumped and she clutched her steering wheel as she recalled
the fever that seemed to have gripped both of them under the dark sky with the twinkling
stars. She'd never felt that before. She'd never shimmied out of her clothesin the wide-
open like that before, let alone even felt like doing it. But with Paul, she hadn't been able
to get out of her clothes fast enough, even surrounded by pine trees and tiny forest
dwellers.

She rushed home, jumped in the shower and then slipped into a flowing cotton dress.
She smoothed it over her hips once, twice, three times. She was as nervous as if she were
avirgin bride awaiting her brand new husband's arrival. Pacing in front of the window,
she kept glancing out at the road, lights of the occasional car hitting the window and then
passing by. What seemed like an eternity later, a pair of headlights pulled into the



driveway and then switched off. She smoothed the dress once more before she went to
the door and opened it.

Even in the twilight of the early evening, Paul looked good. The sun was low over
the mountains to the west lighting up the sky in brilliant ruby and deep sapphire hues,
Louie's favorite. The backdrop, combined with his red hair and green eyes, made him
look like something out of an Allan Ramsay painting. His strong Scottish heritage
showed in his face and body. Had he lived afew centuries earlier, Paul would have been
afine subject for Ramsay.

His eyes seemed to light up when he looked her over. Probably the dress. People
didn't see her in one very often. She'd never been the girliest of girls, and dresses were
more a necessary evil than a staple in her wardrobe. Right now, she was glad she'd
dipped it on. She liked the ook in his eyes, which sent a warm shiver through her whole
body.

"Comein." She stood back and motioned him in. Lordy, he not only looked good, he
smelled great.

"Hi."

Ah, aman of few words. Talking could be so overrated at times. Her body buzzed,
and she was about ready to jump out of her skin if he didn't touch her soon. So much for
cool, calm and collected Louie Russell, Bail Enforcement Agent extraordinaire. How
about jumpy and more accurately, horny Louie Russell, woman.

He seemed to read her mind because he kicked the door shut with one foot and
grabbed her at the same time. She was crushed against his chest in the blink of an eye.
His mouth crushed hers and he thrust his tongue inside in awonderfully erotic kiss that
had her quivering inside. Oh, he'd so read her mind.

"Bedroom?' he asked, hislips till touching hers.

L ouie pointed behind her without moving her mouth away while staying tight against
his hard, lean body.

It happened so fast. One second they were in the entry and the next they were in her
bedroom with clothes flying in al directions. So much for the pretty dress. Just the look
on his face alone was worth the price of the lovely little thing. She'd have to remember
that in the future. Presuming, of course, that there was a future in store for them.

That thought was the only blight on the frenzy that took hold of them. She didn't
want anything to break the mood and pushed the disturbing thought away. It had no
businessin the here and now. All she wanted in this moment was the beautiful man who
was about to make love to her. Sometimes all that was really important was the moment.
She learned five years ago that a wise person seized the opportunity when it came
because without warning it could all be gone.

His lips met hers once more and the thrill that raced through her body was
exhilarating. In aflash, everything came roaring back: the passion that had begun beneath
astar-lit sky, the emotions bottled inside her for so many years, and the need for aman's
touch. No, that wasn't entirely correct. It was the need for his touch. For Paul McDonald's
touch.

The palms of his hands slid to her breasts and he cupped them, one in each hand, his
thumbs rubbing over the tender nipples that responded by springing up hard and wanting.
His eyes, no longer emerald but now dark and smoky, held hers as he stroked again and
again over the hardened nubs. It made everything inside her go warm and soft.



Louie ran her hands up his hard chest, rising up sightly on her toes to kiss him.
When he moaned into her mouth, she smiled. Good to know she wasn't the only one
holding on by athread.

"You're driving me crazy," she said against hislips.

He buried his hands in her hair and pulled her head back until they were once again
staring into each other's eyes. "And you're driving me wild."

"Oh," she breathed. "I like wild."

He let go of her hair, his hands drifting down her back until he gripped her ass,
pulling her hips close to him. His cock, hard and hot, pressed against the tender flesh of
her stomach. She definitely wasn't in this alone. Her legs quivered and for a moment she
thought her knees might buckle.

Any reserve she had, and it wasn't much to begin with, evaporated when he dropped
his head to take a nipple in his mouth. The heat of histongue against her skin had her
shaking all over. He bit her nipple, not hard enough to hurt but enough to start a firestorm
in her body. It was more than she could take and still she wanted more.

"Paul," she said on asigh, her hands now on his ass urging him even closer. The feel
of hisbody against hers was intoxicating. She moved against him, her hips shifting,
rubbing.

A husky sound from deep in histhroat was the only warning she had before they fell
to the bed, atangle of arms, legs, and lips. It all became blurred then, flesh against flesh,
heat and growing desire. His lips met hersin akiss so hot it singed. Then his lips moved
to her neck, her shoulder, her breast and stomach. Finally, his kisses trailed down from
her stomach to the soft curls between her legs. When his tongue invaded her hot, wet
center, her hips lifted to his mouth. He licked, kissed and teased until she thought she'd
fly apart. Just at the edge of coming, he slowly kissed his way back to her lips.

"You'retrying to kill me, and | think it's working."

He smiled against her lips. "Y ou taste as sweet as you smell.”

The scent of her was on him as he kissed her deeply, his tongue dancing with hers. It
was exciting. It was special.

With amove that even surprised her, Louie flipped Paul onto his back and deftly
mounted him. She cried out as her body filled with him. He reached out to hold her hips
as she moved on him, the feel of his cock sliding in and out, amazing. Slowly she rocked,
taking every stroke into her moist folds. She wanted to make it last all night and yet with
every stroke, the fire inside her body grew hotter and more demanding. She didn't know
how much longer she could hang on and judging by the tension in Paul's body, he wasn't
far behind.

All of asudden, she cried out as everything in her body tightened. Paul's hand moved
to her clit and he fingered it gently as she came in an explosion of sensation. A moment
later, he tensed, pumped harder and came with shuddering moan.

She dropped her head to his chest as his arms came around her. His heart beat
quickly against her ear and she dropped akiss to his chest, licking the salty taste of sweat
from her lips.

Louie wasn't akid and she'd been around the block atime or two, yet as sherolled
off of himto lie back damp and sated against the rumpled sheets, the redlization it'd never
been like this before hit her. Something in Paul touched a place no one else had ever even
gotten close to. She absolutely hated the term soul mate and yet right now, she wondered



if there was more truth in the theory than she'd ever believed.

She was breathing hard and her words were little more than awhisper. "I've never
felt like this before.” She hadn't really intended to say it out loud and now feared he'd
bolt.

He didn't. Instead he rolled on his side and propped his head on one hand. With his
other hand, he brushed the damp hairs from her face. His breathing was as ragged as hers.
"It's never been like thisfor me either.”

She looked away. "You're just saying that to make me feel better. |'ve seen pictures
of you with models and actresses.” Recalling pictures of him in newspapers and
magazines with beautiful women smiling up at him, actually made her heart ache.

He laughed and kissed her hair. "No doubt you have, along with a couple million
other people.”

How could Louie ever compete with women like that? She wasn't beautiful, model-
like, or famous. She'd have to be happy with the little time they had together before their
real livesintruded once more. He'd go back to his hockey and his fame; she'd go back to
obscurity and the hunt for her brother's would-be killer.

Paul turned her face with his finger until she looked at him. His green eyes had gone
soft. "Thisis special, Louie, whether you want to believe it or not."

Her eyesfilled with tears and it made her want to scream. She wouldn't melt, she just
wouldn't. "I'm not like those women."

He laughed and the sound was gentle, happy. "Thank the good Lord for that."

She cocked her head and studied him. His lips were full and just a hint of reddish
stubble darkened his face. God, he looked good. "I don't understand.”

Pulling her into his arms once more, his body was hot and hard against hers. "You're
the most wonderful woman I've ever met. Y ou're fearless and powerful."

"Thanks for the compliment. | sound like your friendly neighborhood Amazon."

His armstightened. "You didn't let me finish. Y ou're also beautiful and intelligent
and everything a guy hopes for and rarely ever finds."

"Beautiful?' Was he blind?

"Beautiful." He kissed her softly, his tongue parting her lips, searching, tasting.

Okay, so maybe he was blind, but what the hell, blind was good. Her hands moved
down his body to his hips and she drew him close. Plenty of night |eft to make memories,
and she wasn't going to think about tomorrow. For now, she'd take what he was offering
and treasure it.

* % *x %

Paul stood at the kitchen sink, still naked, drinking a glass of water and staring out
the window. He'd left Louie dozing in her bedroom down the hall, her dark hair splayed
against the pale linen of the pillowcase, her skin flushed in the creamy moonlight spilling
through the window over the bed.

After making love a second time, much slower than the first frenzied rush to
pleasure, she'd drifted off to sleep while he'd laid there watching the play of moonlight on
the ceiling. As comfortable as he was with Louie's head on his shoulder, her breathing
easy and steady, he'd been unsettled. So much so, he'd finally slipped out of the bedroom.

It wasn't just the beautiful woman who filled him with a hot rush of desire that had
him so restless. No, it was alittle bit of everything. Emotions were coming at him from



all directions. Emotions he never saw coming. After their night under the stars, he'd
realized how different it was with her. Even so, he wasn't prepared for how she touched
his heart. He hadn't foreseen awoman like Louie walking into hislife, especially now.

What he'd redlly like to do was go back into the bedroom and make love until both of
them were so exhausted they couldn't move. Except that fantasy was too far out of reach
because life wasn't going to be stalled. Soon, he'd have to leave her side to take his
brother home.

How many times had he prayed for Jamie to end the constant chaos he created? Too
many to count. Well, it was over now. Paul had never dreamed the solution to Jami€e's
errant ways was at the end of arifle.

He finished the water, set the empty glass on the counter and turned to walk back to
the bedroom. The house was dark and peaceful, the quiet broken only by the slight hum
of the refrigerator. The hardwood floor was cool on the soles of hisfeet. A very faint
scent of cinnamon floated through the air.

In the bedroom doorway, he paused and |eaned against the frame. Louie shifted a
little, stretching her long smooth legs like a cat. Everything about her was magnificent
from those shapely legs, to her flat stomach and sensual lips. He'd seen a great many
beauties in his time but not one could compare to the woman on the bed. She was
beautiful and sexy in away that none of the others could match. She made his blood roar.

In fact, the blood was roaring right now and as he watched her sleep, his cock
hardened. From the first sweet taste of her lips, he'd been hooked. She made him horny
with little more than the twitch of atoe. Soon, he'd have to leave but right now, he had
plenty of timefor love.

Paul slid back onto the bed next to Louie and ran his hand down her smooth hip. He
leaned over and kissed her cheek, then licked her ear. He loved the way she smelled and
tasted. Her body quivered beneath his hand as he stroked her skin, and he smiled.

"Hummm," she purred. "Can't agirl get some sleep without being mauled?”

He licked her ear again, nipping at the tender lobe. "The girl can sleep on her time.
Right now, it'smy time."

"Pushy."” Sherolled over and put her arms around his neck. "I guess I'm just a sucker
for pushy men."

"My good luck."

She pulled his head down and kissed him, urging his lips open with her tongue. He
obliged. The taste of her was intoxicating, and he loved drinking her in. With one knee,
he nudged her legs apart. Rising on his hands, he slid lowly into her wet heat. His gaze
intent on hers, he watched the emotions cross her face as he moved in and out with
agonizing slowness. In her eyes, he saw everything he felt in his heart and in that moment
realized through the tragedy that was his brother's life and death, something beautiful had
been born.

Putting lips against hers, he murmured, " Thank you."

* % *x %

When he left her in the early hours of the morning, Louie wondered if she'd ever see
him again. She kissed him goodbye and watched as he backed his car out of the
driveway. As he'd walked out the front door, his eyes had been filled with sadness and
her heart ached for him. She knew what it felt like to lose a brother. Though Chris was



still alive, it didn't count for much. His heart continued to beat strong and steady while
his mind was locked away in asilent prison. She could visit him, touch him, and talk to
him, and till he was lost to her. Now, Paul was leaving to bury his brother and the grief it
brought had to be deep and painful.

As he'd made loveto her the last time, he'd been incredibly tender. Nothing was
rushed and they came together with a sweetness so intense it had brought tears to her
eyes. It was more than thinking of it as making love, it actually felt like love. Who would
have guessed?

She wanted to believe that she'd see Paul again and yet no promises were made, not
in the throes of passion, not in the calm afterward. She couldn't bring herself to ask and
he didn't offer the words she'd wanted to hear. Of course, to be fair, he left her bed to take
his dead brother home. He might have had something else on his mind.

sill...

Louie stood at the window wrapped in her old terrycloth robe until his car's taillights
disappeared down the street. Outside the air was cool, alight rain giving the still dark
morning a misty glow from encroaching sunrise and dimming streetlights. She loved her
home and her neighborhood, yet all of a sudden it somehow seemed gloomy and lonely.
She pulled her robe tighter, pushing away the chill that crept up her back.



Chapter Fourteen

Louie found that no matter how much she tossed and turned, she couldn't get back to
sleep after Paul |eft. She finally gave up and instead dressed and headed for the office.
Traffic this early in the morning was light and it made for a great commute. She loved
crossing the Monroe Street Bridge this time of year because the Spokane Falls were
running hard. It was a sight that never failed to amaze her even though she'd spent her
whole life in Spokane. The way the massive falls roared, white foam spraying over the
huge basalt rock at the river's edge, was awe-inspiring.

The message light on her phone was blinking when she got in, and she crossed to her
desk to pick up the receiver and punch the voice-mail button. The recognizable voice
made her pulse quicken.

Joe Federer got straight to the point. "Lou, Joe here. Doc Septen completed his post-
mortem and he's on the same page as you and me. Our shooter is a pro. The accuracy was
adead giveaway." He laughed harshly. "Lou, even our own guys aren't that good. Y ou
still keep up with the job? Well, if you do, you won't like the latest stats. Our boys and
girls only hit one out of five shots. This asshole hit three for three. Sent the bullet to the
Spokane folks to see if they can make a match. Call meif you come across anything on
your end."

He left her his personal cell number that Louie jotted down on a piece of paper. Then
she erased the voicemail. She wasn't sure why she did that. It just seemed important not
to have that particular message left on her phone. Something smelled here and she was
bound and determined to find out what it wasiif it was the last thing she did.

The second message on her phone was more cryptic. It was Amy Johnson, an old
friend from the job. She didn't leave much of a message just something about a body that
might be of interest to Louie. Like she needed to be around yet another death. Jotting
down Amy's number, she slipped the note into her pocket. She'd call her back later.

Pulling her cell phone out of her pocket, she checked it for messages dismayed to see
the display was black. The battery was dead. Probably would have been a good ideato
chargeit. Well, if anyone left a message on the cell, she hoped it wasn't important.

Louie wasn't surprised to find herself alone in the shared offices. Harry thrived on
the night. That'd never been her thing even when she was a new recruit and stuck on the
worst night patrol. Two years she spent on patrol before she was able to get off that
stinky assignment although she'd have to admit that driving and walking through the city
in the wee hours of the morning had taught her a great deal. By day, it was a city defined
by friendly people, clear skies, and easy traffic. By night, it was a different beast
altogether. Oh, people were still friendly enough; it just cost alittle moreto €licit the
friendship. When the clear skies turned dark and the easy traffic faded to atrickle, what
was left behind in the heart of the city were users, dealers, prostitutes and those who lived
on the fringes of society, as well as those who fed on them. A world arose in the gloom
that most of the good and proper citizens of the city didn't realize existed. They didn't
want to know about that part of their world.

She'd made friends during her days on night patrol, something that had amazed her
partner for those two years, Gene Baker. He was the kind of guy with a fondness for root



beer, Fritos, and cigarettes. He was neither a maverick nor a slug and had been a good
partner. She'd learned a ton from Gene, though she wasn't sorry when her nightsin the
patrol car ended. He was still on the street and seemed happy enough to be there. Like
Harry, Gene preferred the night. He didn't make friends like L ouie, however, and had
never quite been able to grasp the concept of mutual cooperation. Good as he was, Gene
possessed the "us and them™ mentality that kept him from making any real difference to
the people of night. It was a shame. He had the potential; he just didn't have the heart.

Heart would make the difference now. For five years she'd been waiting for a break
in her brother's case, five years of waiting in vain. She was tired of the wait and the break
she'd been hoping for had at last come through.

A gun was the key and she knew guns. Anyone who worked the job knew guns, but
her level of knowledge wasn't enough. She needed an expert, someone who lived and
breathed weapons. Harry would be a good start except he wasn't here and he wasn't
answering his phone. He knew weapons as well or better than most. They'd been his
specialty in the Rangers. She could wait for Harry to show up or she could move to Plan
B. She decided on Plan B.

Chucky Reisen had been afriend since grade school days. Fierce and blond, he'd
been the neighborhood tough kid who in reality was about as nice as they came. Only
later had she realized that tough had been hisway of dealing with a hugely dysfunctional
family. Toughness had kept him sane in an insane environment. Today he was the head
of the crime scene unit for the Spokane Police Department. Armed with a Ph.D. and an
incredible eye for detail, he'd been snapped up after completing the police academy and
had never looked back. He still had the tough-guy exterior that kept everyone, except
those who knew him well, at arm's length.

He'd bein. For aslong as she'd known him, Chucky wasin hislab early and out late.
Didn't make for much asocial life, but it did make him one extraordinary expert. She
grabbed the reports and her notes, stuffing them into her pocket. Time to take the hunt for
akiller into her own two hands. She wasn't going to wait on her sisters and brothersin
blue a second longer. They'd had their chance.

* % * %

A clever man would never hold on to weapons used in a murder or two. Hewas a
clever man, but he was also a man of superstition, and his guns were important to him.
Therifle was a gift from his grandfather and a sacred blessing had been laid upon it. That
his grandfather had given it to akiller was a bit of information the old man hadn't needed.
He loved that weapon, athough that love was only one of the reasons he could neither
destroy it nor discard it. It was precious.

Besides, hadn't he heard at |east one homicide detective declare that "if you ever
want to get away with murder, do it yourself and never tell another living soul.” Well, he
had killed, and he never told a single person. Granted, those he worked for might suspect
he had a hand in the "housecleaning” here and there, but they never heard that info from
hislips. He didn't need to brag; he knew how good he was.

What he couldn't do under any circumstances was get rid of therifle. Aslong as he
kept his mouth shut, no one would ever be able to connect him to any of the shootings,
either current or past. He was a careful man.

So instead of throwing it into the raging waters of the Spokane River or buryingitin



an out of way spot in Riverside State Park, he took it apart, cleaned and reassembled it,
then as he always did, put it in the lighted gun display case. He shut the glass door and
listened for the click of the lock. It would be safer in the gun vault downstairs with al of
the other weapons he collected except down there he couldn't look at it every time he
walked into the room. A little bit of danger made life more exciting and so therifle stayed
upstairsin the case.

Leaving the house, he drove downtown where he treated himself to large cup of
excellent coffee at Four Seasons. So far, the clean-up work appeared to be done. Time to
put on his hat of respectability for the start of his day.

Of course, not being a stupid man, he realized the danger hadn't passed completely.
Louie Russell could be trouble. A little smarter than the average bear, he thought with a
grimace. He didn't know how many from the underside of the city knew how lucky they
were she was no longer on the police force. She was certain to have kept her ties with the
friends she made during her days with the department and, without the restrictions placed
on law enforcement, her nosiness could be a problem. But all she'd need was alittle
nudge in the wrong direction and the problem might very well go away.

On the passenger's seat, a bundle of twenty dollar bills seemed to glow in the
morning light. Certainly, the glow was all in hisimagination and that was okay. Stacks of
cash had away of making his whole world brighter. After all, cash was what made the
world go around regardless of what the Bible thumpers and Pollyannas had to say. It sure
made his world go around. When he didn't have it, and there'd been more days than he'd
like to admit when he'd been broke, everything was dark.

Thanks to some very ambitious folks from north of the border, bust wasn't something
he'd been for along time. The arrangement had been an act of desperation that eventually
evolved into alabor of love. It worked for them, it solved problems for him. And every
oncein awhile he got to relive his glory days at the end of high-powered rifle. He
touched the stack of cash and started to whistle.

He was still whistling when he parked his car in the lot that was at |east three-
quartersfull. Looked to be a busy day. With coffee in hand, he headed into his office. He
had a strong feeling it was also going to be avery good day.

* % *x %

Clouds seemed to follow Paul from the moment he pulled away from the Blaine-
Pacific Highway border crossing and began the journey to the home of his youth. Any
other day he'd have found both the road and the clouds comforting. Spokane was only a
few hundred milesaway from Surrey and yet they were aworld apart. Where Spokane
was dry and sunny much of the year, Surrey with its closeness to VVancouver was often
cloudy and gray. Today he found the gloominess to be, well, gloomy. He dreaded having
to face his parents as much as he hated the thought of Jamie lying cold and dead inside a
wooden coffin.

"Damn it, Jamie," he said out loud. The whole thing just pissed him off. What Jamie
put the family through wasn't right. That he'd lost his life over some stupid marijuana
wasn't right either. Jesus...dope? Who really got killed over dope these days? Even
premium, buzz-guaranteed dope. But, leave it to Jamie to find away.

There had to be more to the story. People got arrested all the time for crimes far
more serious than Jamie's and they weren't dying. People jumped bail all the time and



they weren't dying. So, why then did Jamie have to die? No matter how Paul looked at it,
one and one kept adding up to five. He might be nothing more than a glorified jock but he
could do simple addition.

He was still frowning and mulling over the quandary when he hit the outskirts of
Surrey. Hisfirst stop was at the funeral home. The most important thing at the moment
wasthat all the details were in place so that his parents worries were minimized as much
as possible. He owed them that much. He hadn't been able to protect Jamiein life. He'd
make sure all was asit should be in death.

Ten minutes and aVISA Gold were al it took to wrap things up with George Halber,
Jr. at Halber and Y aeger Funeral Home. A single moment more would have driven him
crazy. No doubt Halber wanted to be a caring support in atime of sorrow, but everyone
in the funeral home struck Paul asirritating and phony. Not to mention none of them
helped him feel one damned bit better. The sickness he felt al the way to his soul
couldn't be soothed by any of their proffered kindness, well-intentioned or not.

He had turned his back on his only brother and left him hanging out to die. If Paul
had tried harder to understand, if he'd been there for Jamie instead of telling him to grow
up, perhaps things would have turned out differently. A thousand ifs went through Paul's
mind in the few miles between the funeral home and the tidy brick house where he'd
grown up. The house he and Jamie had grown up in, played in, and shared their dreams
in.

Dreams. They'd both had visions of glory in those days. Paul was going to be the
next Wayne Gretsky. Jamie was going to be an artist. For aslong as Paul could
remember, Jamie made things from any substance he could mold with his hands. Mud,
clay, even mashed potatoes. Remembering the dog that a ten-year-old Jamie had
fashioned from a bow! of leftover mashed potatoes brought a smile to Paul's face. At the
same time, he blinked back the tears that suddenly blurred hisvision. "Damn it," he
muttered as he wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand. "Enough of this."

Cars crowded the driveway and both sides of the street near the McDonald house. He
wasn't surprised. Unlike Paul, the rest of the family hadn't turned their backs on Jamie.
They'd come en masse to mourn the loss of a gentle, if misguided, soul. Like his parents,
many made the choice to see only the good side of Jamie, and they now would pay their
respects.

His friends had probably turned up, too. Jamie had heart and everyone responded to
that whether they approved of his antics or not. He'd had charisma, and people liked him
even when they were bailing him out of jail, which had blown Paul away while
infuriating him. Friends and family had enabled Jami€'s dlide into irresponsibility. If
more had taken atough love stance, perhaps they wouldn't be gathering together now for
afuneral.

Glancing up at the house, his stomach knotted. He wished he felt confident the
gathered friends and family would be glad to see him. In the past he'd returned, first as
the hometown boy done good with a successful NHL career, then as the coach to a
respectabl e team. Everyone had been happy to see him.

Unlike his childhood dreams, he hadn't become the next Wayne Gretsky, though he
did distinguish himself. Despite taking on an American team when he'd left professional
hockey, hisfamily, aswell as his hometown, still showed support and pride. They made a
lot of Yankee jokes, but they were always delivered in good fun. They remained as true



to him as they had to his little brother throughout the good times and the bad.

Paul's professional successwas in direct contrast to his personal failure. He'd met
and exceeded every expectation when it came to hockey. The facade was spectacular. On
the surface, he was a success as long as a person didn't look beneath the gild. He was
worried that the man who would step out of the car today had become tarnished and
black. The gild had come off at last, exposing a soul that wasdark and ugly. His success
was only skin deep.

His arms resting on the steering wheel, he dropped his head and closed his eyes. His
vision became ablur of red asit spread across shredded fabric. He could smell the warm
blood, could feel Jamie's body twitching in his arms. Again and again he heard Jami€'s
whispered words, "I love you."

"Come on out of the car, Paulie."

He jumped at the sound of his mother's tender voice. She was standing next to the
now open car door. He'd been so wrapped up in guilt and remorse he hadn't heard or seen
her. His heart raced. Man, he was a mess.

"It'sall right, son." Her voice was gentle.

He shouldn't be surprised that she seemed to read his mind. Mom had away of doing
that. Still, she shocked him every time she hit his thoughts right on the head. She'd been
able to look inside his head when they were kids and she hadn't lost her touch long into
his adult years. She probably never would. He and Jamie would forever be her little boys
even when they were old men. He corrected himself—when he became an old man. Old
age was arite of passage that would never come for Jamie.

"Mom, I'm sorry." He opened the car door wider and slid out to stand next to her.
Her petite stature hid a powerful personality that made him proud to call her Mom. She
was, and always had been, the glue that held the McDonald family together. Time and
tragedy would never change that.

She put her arms around him and hugged him tight. She wastiny, like a sparrow, and
he felt like adragon. Still, he wrapped his big arms around her and felt her warmth to his
heart. Until this moment, he hadn't realized how much he needed her and her strength.

"Thisworld was always too big for our Jamie," she said with her cheek pressed
againgt his broad chest. Slight as she was, she felt as solid as a mountain.

"I should have kept him safe.” He didn't even try to stop the single tear that slid
down his cheek.

Shetilted her head and smiled up at him, the expression on her face sad despite the
attempt at asmile. "And, | should have taught him better."

He was shocked. He was the one who let Jamie down, not his mother, not his father.
She had nothing to apologize for. "Mom, you didn't do anything wrong."

Patting his arm, she stepped back and away from him, her face turned up to his. Her
eyes glistened with unshed tears though her smile turned warm. "And neither did you."



Chapter Fifteen

Chucky read for twenty full minutes before he looked up at Louie. A frown drew his
brows together in a solid line across his forehead. "Have you shown this to Harry?'

She shook her head. "No. Harry's been scarce lately. I'm pretty much solo on this
With one hand, Chucky pushed tumbling blond hair off hisforehead. "Okay, I'm
gonnatell you something that's gonna sound weird." Perched on the edge of his stool, he
looked nothing like a brilliant forensic scientist. His jeans were old and faded, his button-
down shirt wrinkled beneath a pale blue lab coat. He resembled a mad scientist rather
than a sought-after expert.

She smiled at her longtime friend. "Y eah, right. Like anything you tell me now is
going to be strange. | hate to be the one to break it to you, Chucky, but you're the
definition of weird. Always have been.”

"Hey, | resemble that remark. Serioudly, though, | think at least for now, keep thisto
yourself. Don't show these reports to Harry." He waved severa sheets of paper in her
genera direction.

"Oh, come on. Not show them to Harry? He knows this crap better than anyonein
the city. If anybody can make sense of them, it's Studhorse."”

Chucky's deep blue eyes were not sparkling when his gaze met hers. His mouth was
turned down into adight frown. "That's my point, darling.”

Okay, now she was confused. Or, rather more confused than she already was. It was
more than the ssimple fact Harry knew both guns and the rounds they shot. Harry was, in
many ways, her partner. They were a two-person team and had been for five years. He
shared everything with her and she shared everything with him.

"Your point, darling, isover my head. Explain it in nice plain English please.”

"Stay with me, junior,” he said as he laid out the three reports across the long
counter, side-by-side. "What I'm talking about here is more than the ballistics match.

Y our buddy Joe up in Metaline Fallsisright; whoever did the shooting is no amateur.”

She tapped her fingers on the counter. So far, he wasn't telling her anything she
didn't already know. But why should she keep it secret from Harry? "1 know." She
couldn't keep the impatience out of her voice.

"Right. Stay with me alittle longer." He reached over and squeezed her lightly on the
shoulder. "Take the accuracy of the shooting and combine it with the type of rounds the
shooter used and we gots us a conundrum.”

She was just about to open her mouth when his train of thought hit her square
between the eyes. "Oh, Lord." She'd come to Chucky thinking things couldn't get any
worse. She'd been wrong.

He patted her on the back. "Y ou got it, baby."

The conclusion seemed outrageous and plausible al at the same time. "He couldn't
be."

"And maybe heisn't, but the reality is there are only a handful of shooters around
here who can do this."

"Harry's one of them," she said lowly, her eyes still on the reports.

one.



"Bingo, baby sister.”

She shook her head. "No, | refuseto believe it. It's got to be one of those horrible
coincidences." Her hands were shaking as she picked up the last page of the report and
read.

"Then again, you remember what they taught us in the academy?' he asked.

She'd never forgotten, but at the moment she didn't want to believe it could be true.
"Thereis no such thing as a coincidence,” she repeated as if she was the student just
called on by the teacher to answer atest question.

He nodded. "That's the reigning philosophy here, Lou. | really think you need to err
on the side of caution. For the moment anyway."

"Don't tell Harry."

Tapping the report, Chucky nodded even harder. "Don't tell Harry. | hope I'm wrong.
If I'm not, well..."

She put ahand to hislips. "Don't even say it."

Harry.

Christ, Harry.

Thereis no such thing as a coincidence. The thought stayed with her on the drive
back to the office. She parked in the far corner of the lot or, as she liked to call it, the
ding-free zone. Near the rear entrance to the building, Harry's late model extended cab
pickup wasin its usual spot; he didn't have the same distaste for door dings that she did.
For amoment, she sat in the car, her eyes narrowed.

Something wasn't right here and it had nothing to do with her visit to Chucky.
Granted, everything around her the last few days had been out of whack. Thiswas
something else. Then sherealized: Meg. Where was Meg?

Every day for the last week, Louie had found Meg pushing her silver cart across the
parking lot. Now the parking lot was quiet. A rush went up Loui€'s spine. She hoped Meg
was feeling al right. After all, time was taking itstoll on the fascinating woman, which
worried Louie.

He gaze rose to the second story windows. Nothing moved. She had to assume Meg
was upstairs taking it easy. She hoped so anyway. Later, she'd stop in and check.

Taking a deep breath, she got of the car and headed to the office. On anormal day,
she'd have charged through the door, spread everything out on her desk and picked
Harry's brain. He was like Chrisin alot of ways, or rather like Chris used to be. Harry
possessed awealth of experience and could see details everyone else missed. That talent
had made both Chris and Harry great Army Rangers.

The difference between the two men was evident after they'd left the Army. Chris
felt histalents were still needed and was quickly snapped up by DEA. Harry turned down
the DEA and every other law enforcement agency that offered him ajob. He'd done his
time for his country, he'd explained, and now wanted to work in his own way and on his
own time. Bail bonding was a perfect profession for awild card like Harry.

Still, he did have an eye for detail and in this instance she could use his expertise.
He'd be able to look at the pictures, read the reports, and then give her the details of her
prey aswell asany FBI profiler. She could use his help. Except she wasn't going to ask
for it.

What Chucky had told her niggled at the back of her mind, so she'd keep everything
close even if shefelt disloyal. Harry was the closest thing to family she had since Chris



fell into the coma. Nobody could have been more loyal or attentive. The three of them
had been close before the shooting, but afterward, she and Harry had become even closer.
The seed of doubt Chucky had planted made her sick to her stomach.

Stepping inside the office, Louie wrinkled her nose. "Harry!" she bellowed.

Around the corner and sitting behind his big desk, Harry leaned back in his chair all
wide-eyed and innocent. "What's doing, L ouie?’

Putting thumb and forefinger to her nose, she made aface. "Y ou promised not to
smoke those things in the office anymore."

"Come on, beautiful." He brought his right hand up from benesth the desk, a big,
brown, smoldering cigar held tight between two fingers. "They don't smell that bad. In
fact, they smell incredible.”

"It'll take a month of Sundays to get that awful stink out of here. Y ou're not the only
one who has to work here, you know."

He was smiling and his good humor reached all the way to his dark eyes. He held the
cigar out in her direction. "Y ou wanna puff?' He wagged his eyebrows.

Sherolled her eyes and turned away. "Put it out.”

In her office, she shut the door hoping that the smell could be held at bay. Not likely
since the place already smelled like a cigar lounge. She walked to the window and
opened it. The fresh air helped.

As she stood breathing in the clean air, another disturbing thought flitted through her
already troubled mind. The cigar. That five-inch roll of tobacco sent chills up her arms,
and not because the stench made her stomach roll. Since being diagnosed with diabetes
two years earlier, Harry had been forced to give up the cancer-causing indulgence that
also had atendency to exacerbate his diabetes symptoms. But she knew he hadn't walked
away from his vice one-hundred percent. No, he still smoked an occasional cigar,
whenever he wanted to celebrate.

So what exactly was Harry celebrating today?

Before she delved into that quandary any further, she remembered the call from Amy
Johnson and dug the note with Amy's number on it out of her pocket. She really was off
her game. She should have taken five minutes and stopped by Amy's desk after she'd
finished with Chucky. Okay, she'd call now and see what Amy needed. Louie couldn't
imagine what it would be. Homicide hadn't been her area of expertise when she'd been on
the job and she rarely dealt with death now. The last few days had been grimly
exceptional.

She picked up the phone and punched in the number, still standing by the open
window.

" Johnson."

"Amy, it'sLouie."

"Hey girl, how are you? Been along time. Y ou never come by just to say hello.”

"Life'sgood, and | promise next time I'm in your neighborhood, I'll stop by. So

what's up with the cryptic message?"

"Caught a DB this morning, and I'm wondering if you know her,” Amy said, her
voice shifting to all business.

"Me?'

"Y eah. The addressin her wallet has her living in your office building.”

A black thought raced across Louie's mind and her stomach sank anew. "Oh, dear



God. Please tell meit's not Meg."

"If by Meg you mean Margaret Johnson..."

Louie didn't understand. Was there someone else living in the apartments with a
similar name? "My friend's name is Meg English, not Margaret Johnson."

"I think we're talking about the same woman, Margaret English Johnson."

"How?" Louie couldn't finish the question. She simply couldn't say the word "die."

"It's still preliminary, but we're treating it as a homicide.”

"Oh, sweet Jesus..." Her knees buckled and she sank to the chair.

* k% * %

Paul left right after the funeral. He'd been hugged, patted and consoled about all he
could take. Besides, he'd promised the folks he'd stop by Jamie's apartment and pack
things up. They'd take care of getting the belongings moved if he'd get things packed up
and ready to go. Paul figured it was the least he could do.

Jamie had lived in a part of the city that made Paul wonder if his car would be safe
for the few hoursit'd take him to pack the place. The building itself was tired, the brick
gray with grit and age. Sad shrubs in planters flanked the main door, its glass smudged
and filthy. Protective bars were installed on al the windows as well as the glass door.
That was comforting.

It took three trips from the car to carry all the boxes to the second story cube Jamie
called home. Once all of the boxes were out of the car and stacked up in the middle of
what passed for aliving room, Paul looked around the small apartment.

It was typical Jamie. A kind of ordered chaos that made perfect sense to Jamie and
no one else. It'd drive Paul crazy to live like this. Not Jamie. For as long as Paul could
remember Jamie owned awhirlwind of clutter that moved with him anywhere he went.
No one ever had to wonder if Jamie'd been around. He always | eft atrail.

For the first hour, Paul tried to make sense out of the clutter so that the packed boxes
could be sorted easily when his parents got around to dealing with them. Unlike Jamie,
Paul wanted a plan. He needed the structure.

At least ten different pairs of sneakers were scattered around aong with dozens of
magazines tossed aside in random disarray. The mess brought back memories of their
childhood. The sneakers made him smile. They were so Jamie. He'd show up for
Christmas dinner in nice slacks and a shirt he'd actually taken the time to press, and as
likely as not, a bright red pair of sneakers.

Paul couldn't recall the last time he'd seen Jamie in dress shoes. Maybe Easter
Sunday when Jamie was about six? Hisllittle brother loved ariot of color and style, which
was why Paul had been less than surprised when he'd looked in his own closet to find
Jamie's handiwork with the shoes. Jamie had hated Paul's compulsive tidiness. They
might have had the same parents and been raised in the same household, but that didn't
make them alike. They'd been different as night and day.

He'd just begun to pack up the living room when his cell phone rang. He didn't feel
like talking to anyone. Not today. His hand went to his pocket anyway.

"Hello."

"Paul." Loui€'s gentle voice greeted him.

"Hi." He couldn't work up enthusiasm even for her though he was glad to hear her
voice.



"l just wanted to seeif you're okay."

He heard it then, anote, a sound in her voice that was off. His problems really didn't
matter. "What's wrong, Louie?’

"Nothing."

"I don't believe you. What's happened? Isit your brother?' Wouldn't that be the
mother of all ironies?

"No." He heard the catch in her voice.

"I'm here for you. Tell me what's wrong."

"It's my friend Meg. She's gone.”

He had to think quickly and then remembered the spry little old lady who'd stopped
Louiein the parking lot. What could have happened? The woman had looked okay to
him. "I'm so sorry. | didn't know her, but I'm sure she was a sweet woman."

"Shewas ajewdl. I've never met anyone quite like her."

"Tell mewhat elseiswrong,” he said. Something in her voice made him believe
there was more.

Louielet out along sigh. "She didn't just die. She was murdered.”

"What's going on?" he barked. All around them people were being killed and it didn't
make sense. One day I'm coaching young men hockey and the next I'm picking up one
body after another. This crazy shit hasto stop.

"I don't know. | don't know." Her voice trailed off with a choked sob.

"Look, I'll be done herein a couple of hours and then I'm on my way back to
Spokane. I'll come by assoon as| get to town."

"That'd be nice. I'm heading over to the morgue now." Her voice was a touch shaky.

"If you need me, I'm only acall away."

"Thank you."

He flipped the phone shut and began to tackle the packing with new vigor. By the
end of the second hour, he'd made pretty good progress in the combined living/kitchen
area. Jamie had been a man of simple needs, so there wasn't much to pack. All that
remained now was the bedroom and presumably the bathroom beyond. He walked
through the door that separated the bedroom from the main living area, flipped the light
switch, and stopped to stare at a picture on the wall of Jamie's bedroom.

After amoment tears began to blur hisvision. "Damnit," he muttered, wiping at his
face with the palms of his hands. "That isn't fair."

The bedroom, like the rest of the apartment, was spare although not nearly as
cluttered. A double bed, a single dresser, and only one picture that decorated the
otherwise bare walls.

Matted, framed, and hung in a place where everyone who walked to the bathroom
would be certain to seeit, the picture was of Paul racing across the ice with his stick
pulled back in the moment just before he made his Stanley Cup winning goal. That
picture represented the best moment of his career, that one moment in time when he
reached as high as he could. He knew who'd created the amazing charcoal version of the
photograph that had been on the front page of every paper in Canada. Jamie's talent was
unmistakable.

Seeing that demonstration of his young brother's pride and loyalty humbled Paul. It
also brought him to anew low. Paul stared at the picture, at the man he used to be, and it
hit him exactly how far he'd fallen. He'd turned his back on his only brother, but Jamie



had never turned his back on him.

* k% % %

Louie's vision blurred as she stared down at her friend's body lying on the cold steel
table, covered with a sterile white sheet. She looked so small and frail, her dark skin
ashen in death. Louie didn't care that Meg had lived along, full life. It still wasn't fair.
Her life was stolen from her and it hadn't been Meg's time to die.

Y et, the truth of her brutal death couldn't be denied. The distinct marks on her neck
showed that. Large and purple, the imprint of fingers around Meg's neck would be
forever etched into Louie's memory. She'd find out who'd done this.

Louie touched Meg's hair and whispered, " Sleep well, my sweet friend.”

Amy gently led Louie out of the morgue and down the hall to the elevators. Neither
of them spoke until they were seated across from each other in Amy's office several
floors above.

"Any ideas on who or why?' Amy asked.

Louie shook her head. "I don't understand any of it. Who'd want kill Meg? Shewas a
delightful person who was quiet and gentle. | don't know of anyone who disliked her."

Amy's brow wrinkled. "Do you know who she was?

"What do you mean?' Louie looked over at Amy and wrinkled her brow. Of course
she knew who Meg was. She'd seen her ailmost every day for the last five years.

"Do you know who Margaret Johnson was?'

Okay, maybe there were some things about Meg she didn't know. Those were just
details. She knew Meg's heart and that was the most important thing. "1 didn't even know
that was her name,” she finally said. "She went by Meg English.”

"English was her maiden name."

Louie studied Amy's face and then shrugged. "I hate to be dense but I'm still not
following you."

Amy pushed afolder across the desk to Louie. "Margaret Johnson won the Nobel
Peace prize forty years ago for her work with the civil rights movement. That tiny little
woman downstairs in our morgue helped to change the world."

Louie stared at the information in the file, unable to reconcile the woman in the
photographs and newspaper articles with her spunky yet private friend Meg. As she read,
civicslessons from her youth came back to her and she remembered bits and pieces about
awoman who stood up when no one else had the courage to do it.

Finally, she lowered one article to the file folder. "I'm seeing but I'm not believing.”

"Believeit, Lou. Meg English was Margaret Johnson, and anyone who's done what
she did was bound to have enemies.”

"Yeah, but in al the time she'slived upstairs, | don't recall seeing many visitors. A
family member now and again, and that's about it. She was the gentlest person | think I've
ever met."

"But you didn't really know her."

Louie shook her head. "I thought | did. | seem to be finding out lately I've been
wrong about alot of things."

"If you think of anything that might help, call me."

"What about her arrangements?’

"We've been able to contact a niece."



Louie did the folder back across the desk to Amy. "I'll keep in touch."”

As she walked back to her car, Louie wondered how things could have gotten so
screwed up in such a short amount of time. A week ago her life was rolling along and
now, nothing seemed to make any sense anymore. It seemed as though there was a
murder every time she turned around, she was keeping secrets from her best friend, and
then there was Paul McDonald...she didn't even want to get started on that quandary.

What next?



Chapter Sixteen

Awareness began to creep in, slow and muted, something akin to afine Monet
painting. It was al muddled and out of focus for Chris, and yet it seemed like if he could
stand back afoot or two, everything would finally come into focus. Somewhere far in the
distance, music played, a soft and haunting melody. He concentrated, the effort almost
painful, and began after atime to recognize afamiliar pattern to the tune. It was a classic,
aBeethoven classic, if hisrecollection served him right.

Remember ... remember, he told himself. It was hard, it made his head hurt, and at
the same time it seemed very important to be able to recall the name of the piece. It was
weird and disconcerting. It made him want to pound hisfists against his forehead—if he
could get his hands to move, that is. Nothing on his body wanted to move. Odd.

The music was just as strange. The last thing he remembered, he was on the job
hunkered down behind a pine tree, waiting for the Medicine Man to make his appearance
at the warehouse. So why now did he hear Beethoven? Somehow, it seemed more
important to remember the name of the song than to move his hands.

Then it came to him and relief flowed through his body like the rush of a good stiff
shot of whiskey. Fur Elise by Ludwig van Beethoven. Hal Again and again both he and
Louie had practiced that piece at the insistence of their mother. He'd found the obligatory
piano lessons a drudgery he tolerated because, much to his surprise, his ability to play the
piano impressed the girls. Louie'd hated the piano with a vengeance and took every
chance she could to dodge both practice and lessons. She played beautifully despite her
aversion to the instrument, and he wondered if it was Louie who played the haunting
Beethoven now.

Mom had hoped her two children would be refined and gracious. She'd gone to great
pains to coax them in that direction very early on. By the time they'd both hit their teens,
Mom had given up. Chris had set his sights on the Army Rangers from the age of
thirteen, when he'd watched a documentary on the elite special force. His vision had
never wavered, and piano lessons had no part in his ultimate goal. Mom's only choice had
been to capitul ate.

Louie, oh, his beautiful little sister Louise, was a bundle of energy and determination
that neither Mom nor Dad ever figured out. Mom had hoped for a ballerina or ateacher.
For years, she'd dragged Louie to al the requisite dance and music lessons, to no avail.
From the time she could talk, Louie had been determined to follow in Dad's footsteps and
become a police officer. As always, headstrong L ouie won, much to Dad's immense pride
and Mom's dismay. No one would ever have guessed, given the huge smile on Mom's
face the day Louie earned her shield, that she'd had any other wish for her daughter. Mom
was proud of both her children even if the piano lessons were a bust.

Now, he relaxed and let the familiar sound of Fur Elise lull him. It was nice. All the
sounds around him were familiar and comforting though he couldn't say why. Figuring
out why, not important. At the moment he was content that it was enough. Later, when he
felt abit stronger, perhaps he'd open his eyes and figure out exactly where he was. He
only knew for certain he wasn't on that hillside any longer. For now, he'd rest.

A nurse came into the room. "So what's up with you today, Chris?"



Her patient's eyes were closed, his body as still as a statue. The question was entirely
rhetorical. It had been five long years of silence for the attractive man who'd intrigued all
of them. She'd been here the day he'd arrived and no doubt she'd be here on the day he
left. Though none of the staff ever made mention of it aoud, the pattern rarely changed.

She took a cool damp rag and blotted his forehead where tiny beads of sweat had
popped out. The monitors that buzzed and whirred next to his bed jumped with activity
that was alittle out of the norm. She checked them to make certain they were all working
as they should. Whatever made them jump could have been nothing more than arandom
blip of energy. It happened, not often, but it happened.

It could also signal that Chris might be nearing the end. She'd it seen time and time
again—that bit of movement, a flash of activity that could give families an unfair and
false sense of hope. She was glad his sister wasn't here to see the movement of the
monitors.

Chris younger sister, Louise, or Louie as she asked everyoneto call her, came often
to sit with her brother. All of the staff was aware of how she held on to the hope that he'd
one day wake up. It was a shame because the odds were about a million to one he'd
emerge from the coma. It just didn't happen.

It was really too bad he was till so far away from them. Chris Russell was a man
who, before the gunshot, possessed all the potential in the world. Even emaciated from
years of silence and inactivity, she could see what a handsome man he was. Such aloss
that he'd never come back to this world where family and friends held on to hope. It was
bound to break their hearts all over again, especialy for his sister.

Shrugging, the nurse straightened his blanket, blotted his forehead one more time,
and patted his cool hand. Change was in the air; she could fed it. "You rest easy, Chris.
WEell be here when you need us. We won't let you go alone.”

Looking at the CD player Chris sister brought in years ago, she noticed that it had
gjected the disc. She pushed the CD back in, and once more the classical strains of music
began to play softly. She didn't know if he heard the music or if it even helped, but it was
pretty and, at least in her opinion, brought some beauty into aworld that was otherwise
locked in silence.

With one last glance at the monitors that had settled into afamiliar, constant pattern,
she left the room.

* % * %

Louie had to wait until dark. Kendall Stewart's house still had yellow police tape
across the front and back doors, which meant Louie'd have to sneak in. Couldn't do that
in broad daylight, so she waited, hoping no one would notice. She had away of blending
into the background, and she was relying on that now. She seemed to pull the shadows
around her like Dracula's cape.

Under the cover of darkness, she kept close to trees and bushes until she got to the
back door. Picking the lock took a little longer than made her happy. What could she do?
It took what it took. She wasn't a professional but it just happened it was one of those
little skills that came in handy once in awhile. Chris had been able to teach her all sorts
of nifty tricks before his accident, and they were lessons she remembered well. When he
came out of his coma, she'd thank him again.

With her hands covered by a nice pair of latex gloves, she peeled away the yellow



tape with care. When she left, she'd put it back in place and no one would be the wiser
about her little nocturnal visit.

Inside, the house was as dark and quiet as a cemetery. Her penlight didn't give her
much illumination, but she'd have to make do. It wouldn't be wise to turn on an overhead
light and broadcast to the neighbors that the recent murder site currently hosted a visitor.
Too many amateur sleuths these days, thanks to reality television and a slew of crime
scene investigation shows. She didn't need either the complication or the annoyance, so
penlight it would haveto be.

She stepped carefully to avoid the blood-covered floor. The stains left a detailed
picture of the violence that had claimed Kendall's young life. Once past the scene of the
shooting, Louie went through the rest of the house, room by room. She hoped that she'd
find something to help her understand both Kendall's connection to James McDonald and
the reason why she was killed. Asrandom as the killing seemed, L ouie was convinced it
was anything but.

Kendall had been atidy woman. The only mess in the house had been created by her
murder and the subsequent investigation. Fingerprint powder was smudged everywhere
and blood stains streaked the otherwise lovely kitchen floor. She pitied the cleanup crew
saddled with this job. Few people thought about the aftermath of violence and what was
often left behind for the families. Another piece of the heartache Louie didn't wish upon
anyone.

Her gaze went to the floor and she sucked in a breath. She didn't need an outline to
remind her where the body had been. She could seeit all too vividly in her mind, blood
and all. Chills still went up her back at the memory. She'd seen many dead bodiesin
various states of decomp, but that didn't mean she ever grew accustomed to it. Death was
cruel and it was ugly. There was no getting around it. Anybody who did, well, she had
the name of a good shrink.

She stood in the kitchen and tried to get a sense of what had happened that night. She
closed her eyes and remembered what she and Paul had seen: the trail of blood, the
position of the body. Opening her eyes and turning in aslow circle, Louie walked to the
kitchen sink. A window above the sink opened to the backyard. Although it wasn't alarge
yard, it did have several old maples big enough for a man to stand behind, unseen from
inside the house. Correction ... big enough for aman and arifle to stand behind.

When she'd been here the night Kendall died, Louie hadn't had enough time to study
the window. She had the time now. Though the window didn't shatter, the hole was
surrounded by a network of cracks. One big wind storm and the window would giveit up.

"Y ou son of abitch," she muttered.

He'd been outside in the yard, probably waiting for James to run to his girlfriend.
Actually, it was pretty faultless logic. But why had Kendall been killed rather than
James? What did she do? Or more likely, what did she know? This was the kind of crime
that pissed off Louie the most. It wasn't fair that a woman died just because she knew or
was involved with aman. Kendall didn't do one single thing wrong and still she'd lost her
life.

Once more Louie closed her eyes. Thistime she put herself in Kendall's shoes. She
envisioned Kendall standing at the sink when out of the inky darkness a shot hits her in
the chest. At first she doesn't understand why suddenly there's a burning sensation in the
middle of her chest. She spins, lurches for the phone, and falls. As she drops, she realizes



in an instant that had to have seemed more like an eternity, that someone has shot her.
She looks down in amazement at the flowering red stain asit spreads across the front of
her shirt.

L ouie mimicked the imagined movements, falling to the floor near where Kendall
had lain while managing to avoid the police marks and dried blood. She wanted to
understand, but she couldn't disturb anything. She stretched her right arm out above her
head where she remembered Kendall's had been, and turned her head, so her cheek rested
against the cool tile floor. She could smell the faint though unmistakable scent of blood.

Louie slowed her breathing and relaxed. She listened to the sounds of the refrigerator
running, the occasional car driving by on the street outside, a dog barking. She went
outside herself to become Kendall Stewart and a whole new world was revealed. Her
eyes scanned the floor from where she lay looking for something, anything that the police
might have missed.

It worked. The tiny speck of white was almost impossible to see from where she lay,
and would have been concealed from any angle other than prone on the floor. She dlid her
fingers as far she could beneath the lip of the range and was able to feel just the edge of
the card. She worked it until she could dideit out.

"Thank you, Kendall," she whispered.

Louie sat up and blew the dust off the business card. She recognized the name, and a
chill raced through her. In her business she knew them all, from the gypsy car dealersto
the loan sharks who preyed on those souls who needed money and had no where else to
turn. Martin Fitz was one of the latter, or as he was known around town, Money Marty.
He was the guy always willing to bail out the druggies and the gamblers...at aprice. A
very big price. Why would Kendall Stewart have Money Marty's card?

Something was written on the back. As Louie turned the card over, the chill turned to
ice.

* % % %

The only thing left for Paul to do was pack up Jamie's desk. The scarred wreck
looked as though it might have been salvaged from a Dumpster. He picked up a calendar
with notes in Jamie's handwriting jotted all over it. Curious, he flipped through the
months. A few phone numbers were written along the edges every month or so, and one,
a Spokane number, looked vaguely familiar. More than likely Kendall Stewart's, and
perhaps it looked familiar because of the area code. He looked at the number again,
shrugged and dropped the calendar into one of the packing boxes.

The second drawer Paul opened had a shoebox inside. As soon as he removed the lid,
hisvision blurred. Ticket stubs to games he'd played in and even afair number of games
he'd coached filled the battered shoebox. He picked the stubs up, one after another, and
his heart ached alittle more with each one. He'd wondered for years why Jamie kept
coming to the States. As he stared into the box he suddenly understood why Jamie came
back over and over. More than Kendall Stewart had brought Jamie over the border.

His heart twisting, Paul put the lid back on the shoebox and placed it inside the
packing box next to the calendar. There'd been so much about Jamie that Paul hadn't been
willing or able to understand. Now he did and now it was too late. He'd made the
conscious choice to see only the bad things about his brother and by doing so had blinded
himself to the good things. What kind of man did something like that? What kind of



brother did something like that? All he could do now was right the wrong done to Jamie.
Hiskiller would be found and brought to justice.

He started to close the packing box and, prompted by some inner instinct, stopped to
pick up the calendar one more time. He flipped six pages or so and looked at the phone
numbers. One caught his attention, the Spokane one. He was pretty certain it wasn't
Kendall's, because it looked familiar, and he didn't know Kendall Stewart's phone
number. Taking a piece of scratch paper, he copied it and shoved the paper into his jacket
pocket. Then, he dropped the calendar back into the box, closed the lid and ran a strip of
fiber tape across the top.

Slowly, he walked around the apartment one last time. The boxes were taped,
marked and stacked. Everything was ready for when his folks felt up to moving them out.
The place no longer held the personality it had afew hours earlier. The sneakers were
gone, the picture was gone, Jamie was gone.

Paul breathed deeply and stepped outside. The door clicked shut and he walked
away.

He was on the freeway and a few hours out of Spokane when he remembered why
that telephone number seemed familiar. He hit the brakes, pulled the car over to the side
of the road, and clicked on the interior light. Digging in his pocket, he pulled out the
piece of paper and again looked at the mysterious phone number. Then he pulled his cell
phone out and punched in Loui€e's number, which he'd memorized about two seconds
after she'd given it to him.

"Paul?" She sounded surprised.

"Yeah."

"Areyou al right?' Her surprise had shifted to concern.

"Why are you whispering?"

"Givemeasec."

He heard rustling, the sound of adoor closing, some more rustling and then what
sounded the opening and closing of a car door. What in the world was she up to?

"Louie?'

"One more sec."

He could hear a car start and assumed she was on the road.

"Okay," she said, her voice now at a more normal pitch.

"What was that all about?’

"Y ou don't want to know."

"l think | do."

"Why did you call me?

He didn't miss the change in subject and while any other time he might pursue it,
tonight he had something more important on his mind. "l've been in Jami€'s gpartment.”

"Did you find something?’

"I found Harry's phone number jotted on Jami€e's calendar.”

"No big deal there. Harry was his bondsman, so of course he'd have his number."

"Except it was on his calendar six months ago."

There was a moment of dead silence before she asked him, "Where are you?'

"Just west of Moses Lake. I'll be Spokane in less than two hours.”

"Meet me at the office."

He didn't like the way her voice sounded. "What's up?'



"I don't know yet, but I'm going to find out."

* k% % %

Louie looked at her watch. She had some time. Enough? Could be pushing it. She
was maybe a mile from Harry's house and odds were in her favor he'd be at the office for
at least another hour or so. Herarely, if ever, left before eleven. Most of his business
came during the night and he liked to be available. She was banking on that now.

As she anticipated, the house was dark and the street quiet. His middle-class
neighbors were, from all appearances, tucked in for the night. She drove by and parked a
block away, hoping to blend in with little or no notice by inquiring eyes. As quickly and
quietly as she could, she closed the distance between her car and Harry's house. So far so
good.

The lights were out in the neighboring houses and she managed to make it to his
back door without arousing any sleepless dogs. The lock was a little challenging, yielding
only after afair amount of coaxing. She dipped into the kitchen and breathed out a sigh
of relief. This breaking and entering was becoming a bad habit tonight, even if it was
necessary. And to think she'd personally arrested any number of perpsfor B and E.

Harry was a pragmatist which meant there was an alarm mounted on the wall not far
from the door. A bright red light on the small panel blinked rapidly. She'd have only a
couple of minutes to get in and get out. No delusions here. She could pick alock pretty
quickly but she had no expertise at all at disarming security systems. But she'd beenin
Harry's house dozens of time through the years and knew exactly where to look. All she
needed was sixty seconds, give or take a moment or two.

She glided out of the kitchen and down the hallway to the den. Twenty seconds later,
she stood in front of alarge, lighted gun display case. One bit of luck today, Harry had it
in the display case instead of locked inside the gun vault installed in a corner of the
basement.

"Oh, Harry," she murmured.

The M24 sniper rifle was his pride and joy. Vauable as it was, he tended to keep it
out for guests, and himself, to admire rather than hiding it away in the much more secure
vault. There was always the chance he'd have put it downstairs. Tonight luck and
predictability were on her side.

One minute and counting.

Once more, Louie pulled the picks out. Was there time? After a short moment of
indecision she stuffed them back in her pocket. Instead, she picked up a book from the
nearby table and used it to smash the glass.

Thirty seconds gone.

She grabbed the bolt-action rifle and ran down the carpeted hallway, past the
blinking alarm panel, and into the kitchen. She dashed out the back door pausing only
long enough to turn the lock as she went. No sense advertising her entry into the house.

Keeping to the shadows, she ran asfast as she could to her car. She put therifleinto
the trunk and covered it with atarp. Slamming the trunk lid shut, she got into the driver's
seat and started the car. Telling herself to be calm, she began to drive down Harry's street,
right on the speed limit.

In the distance, asiren wailed.



Chapter Seventeen

Harry took the call at about nine thirty. False alarm or so the patrolman who
responded to the silent alarm at his house reported. He wasn't convinced. Something
didn't pass the smell test here, and he couldn't afford any more slips. McDonald had cost
him enough already.

He locked up the office and drove the few miles from Monroe to the Garden Springs
area where his house boasted a great view of Finch Arboretum. Just as the patrolman
reported, the house was locked up tight as a drum. It still stank, and he didn't care how
innocent things appeared. The patrolman was wrong.

Opening the back door, he crossed to the alarm panel and punched in the code. Then
he turned on the lights and looked around. Everything was as it had been earlier when
he'd left for the office. Nothing that he could see had been disturbed. That all changed
when he went into the den and flipped on the light. His eyes narrowed and his heart
raced.

"You little bitch," he hissed.

Only one person he knew had the skills to get in and out of his house quick enough
to elude the police. Only one person who knew where he kept his guns on display without
having to search. Louie.

Shattered glass lay all over the rug and the ruined door hung open. A single gun was
missing and he didn't have to check to know which one. Fury rose hot in his chest.

Downstairs, he turned the combination lock on the large gray gun safe. The heavy
door swung open and Harry stopped to study the various weapons inside. His gaze
lingered on the array of handguns on the top shelf. There was a Colt Commander, a sweet
Glock 19, an even sweeter Springfield XD. He put afinger to hislips, his eyes narrowing
again. Decisions, decisions.

He could always go for the ever-dependable M 16, but it was far too impersonal. This
had become quite personal when she'd removed his baby from the display case. And on
top of that, she hadn't bothered to pick the lock. It was as though she was taunting him.

He'd kill Louise Russell and he'd do it face-to-face. He wanted to see the life flow
out of her after he let her know he'd shot her precious brother.

That stupid Russell family had cost him much over the years and it wasn't fair. It
wasn't like he was doing anything that horrible. Drugs were a commodity and the
business needed people like Harry to keep the commerce going. Besides, the damn Army
had gotten him hooked on gambling in the first place. If that hadn't happened, he wouldn't
have needed the extramoney. If he hadn't needed the extra money, he wouldn't have
become involved with the drug trade. So, all he'd really done was use the skills the Army
had provided to solve hisfinancia problems.

When Chris had become involved, it amost cost Harry everything. Jesus, Chris had
been Harry's very best friend. To turn on Harry like that was wrong and he'd had no
choice but to stop him. Harry had planned to kill Chris, not put him into a coma. Not that
it mattered either way, the end result was still the same, and he'd been safe for the last
fiveyears. At least until that piece of shit James McDonald messed up.

Killing didn't bother Harry, but the untidiness and the waste of his valuable time did



annoy him. Still, aman had to do what a man had to do.

He picked up the 9mm and tucked it into his belt. It'd do quite agood job of putting
Louie Russell in her place once and for all. It felt warm and comfortable at his side, as
natural asif it was part of hisbody.

He should have known this day would come. As hot as she was, Louie was far more
than skin-deep looks. She was a natural on the job and didn't miss a beat when she'd
stepped into the role of bounty hunter, oh, oops ... bail enforcement agent. Good was
good and Louie had it in spades. Unfortunately for the talented beauty, the very brains
and skills that made her so good were going to get her killed. A damn shame too. He was
gonna have a hard time finding another employee with her natural ability to step and take
her place.

He closed the heavy vault door, spun the dial and headed back out to his car.
Adrenaline made his body buzz. He whistled as he pulled out of the driveway.

"Here | come, little girl," he said into the darkness.

The hunted now became the hunter.

* % * %

L ouie dropped the M 24 off with Chucky before she headed back to the office. Relief
washed over her when she noticed Harry's car wasn't in the lot. All the better. Her
breaking and entering for the night wasn't quite done yet. Hey, with two already under
her belt, one more wasn't going to make a difference. The upside was at |least she didn't
have to break and enter into the building. All she had to do here was break into his desk
and hisfiles, which should be a cakewak compared to her earlier endeavors. Besides, she
was on adefinite roll.

Before she got out of the car, her gaze strayed to the dark windows on the second
story of the old brick building. Her heart ached at the thought of Meg and the violence
that had ended her life. Who would want to hurt such a gentle soul? Of course, Amy's
logic made sense considering the background that Meg had conceal ed. Perhaps her past
was the reason she now lay cold and alone in a morgue. And maybe not.

Louie'd been around the block atime or two and whether she liked it or not, knew
that often the elderly were victims of violence for no other reason than they were old. The
thought of her precious friend alone and dying at the hands of an evil stranger made her
heart clench. Meg didn't deserve that kind of a death.

But Louie couldn't let emotion sidetrack her. First things first. She'd deal with her
sorrow later. She got out of the car and walked to the back door of the offices she shared
with Harry.

Inside, she dipped on yet another pair of latex gloves and went to work in his office.
His desk was clean, and she found nothing that would explain any of the current mystery.
Next was the bank of files that lined the wall separating his office from hers. Loui€'s
hopes at finding something were fading by the time she got to the fifth and final four-
drawer cabinet. She didn't hold out much optimism she would come across anything here
either.

She was wrong. She pulled out a plain manila envelope stuck far in the back of the
third drawer. Inside was a thick bundle of paper pulled from alegal pad and held together
with abinder clip. She flipped through page after page of the cryptic notes. At first
glance, nothing made sense, but as she worked, she began to detect a pattern.



Papers in hand, she sat on the floor and spread the individual sheets out. Studying
them carefully, she began to arrange them in a pattern that corresponded to the notes on
each. Ten minutes later, she leaned back and sighed, a heavy weight sitting squarely
across her shoulders.

"Harry, you sneaky bastard.”

Had she not spent so much time around Harry, she'd have missed it. His shorthand
by itself made little sense. Line it all up, and a schedule and timetable for drops, pick-ups,
and payoffs emerged, ingenious, very clever, and very damning. But for the fiasco with
James McDonald, chances were better than average Harry would have gotten away with
hiscrimesfor alot of years.

He'd been in the drug trade since before she'd come to work for him. Since before
Chris was shot. Combined with what she was certain the rifle would tell them, Harry
Studhorse was about to go to jail for avery long time. Tears blurred her vision and she
rubbed them away. Would there be anyone left in her world after tonight? The way things
were going, no.

Louie gathered up her strength of will and all of the papers. She didn't have timeto
wallow in self-pity. Regardless of how she felt about Harry, she had ajob to do. She put
the stack of paper into the automatic document feed of the copier. She hit the button only
to discover it didn't want to send her copies through; the small lighted display informed
her that the machine was warming up. Shifting from foot to foot, she muttered "hurry
up,”" while looking at the window.

An eternity later, the machine began to feed the sheets of paper through one at atime
and the resulting copies collected in the tray. She wouldn't take any chances. Once the
copies were done, she put Harry's originals back in the file cabinet where she'd found
them, shut the drawer and pushed in the small silver knob to engage the lock. Her copies
clutched to her chest, she turned on her heel intending to retreat into her own space.

"Hello, Louise."

For the first time, words failed her. She simply stood and stared. Harry filled the
doorway with hisimposing bulk. Dressed in blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a deep red
shirt, hislong black braids hanging down, he was impressive. He was the strong,
handsome Harry who was such a great part of her life. He was also someone she no
longer recognized. His face was hard and unflinching, his eyes coal black and opague.
And he was carrying a gun, the barrel of which was pointed at her head.

"Harry, 1..."

"Don't." The single word roared in the small office and she flinched. "Do not start
with thelies, Louise."

"l didn't intend to."

"Oh, and you were just about to tell me what you were doing in my private files,
right?'

"l wasn't..."

"| said, don't." Thistime hiswords were low. She wasn't sure which was worse.

She couldn't snow him; she didn't know how long he'd been standing in the doorway.
She hadn't heard even atiny rustle of movement to let her know she was no longer alone
in the darkened offices. He could have been there watching for quite awhile and she
wouldn't have known. It didn't matter. It had been long enough for Harry to realize she'd
found afile he didn't want her to see.



She sighed and shrugged. He was right. Evasion was futile. He knew and so did she.
Except there were afew things she didn't know, and if he was going to kill her, then the
least he could do wasfill in the blanks.

"Why, Harry? Why would you kill two people? What did either of them do to you?
And Chris, for heaven's sake. Why would you set up my brother, your best friend?"

A wry smile turned up the corners of his mouth. The linesin his face softened, but
his dark eyes still looked mean. She didn't like that.

"Y ou don't count so well, sugar.”

What was he talking about? "What do you mean?"

"Y ou asked why I'd kill two people but that's where your math is off. | killed three,
and it would have been four if your stubborn brother hadn't decided to hold on."

"Three?' Her heart sank and it was all she could do not to throw up.

"Y eah, well, here'sthe score. | couldn't let your brother destroy me, | couldn't let
McDonald and his girlfriend expose me, and your nosy friend Meg, well, let's just say she
stuck her face into my business one too many times."

"Y ou murdered Meg?' Her voice took on a strangled tone. Bile rose in her throat.

He shrugged. "Y eah, well that little thing was hardly a challenge. No fight left in the
old bat."

"Y ou bastard."

"Sticks and stones..."

"And what about Chris? Destroy you? He was your best friend!" She was having a
hard time believing what she was hearing. Harry and Chris were as close as brothers.
Maybe even closer.

He shrugged again. "Friends come, friends go."

Fury rose in her chest. Chriswould have given hislife for Harry. "That's a horrible
thing to say."

"And you're too smart to be that naive."

The hint of a picture started to form. "Y ou're the one James McDonald was running
drugs for and you're the one he was running from as well."

He nodded so dlightly it was almost imperceptible.

Pieces began to fall into place, creating aterrible picture that made her stomach
lurch. "Chris found out about you."

Harry shrugged. "He only figured out part of it. I'm just the big fish in this part of the
pond. There are other fish further up the pond alot bigger than me."

"Y ou're the Medicine Man," she whispered. " Chris was going to take you down the
night he was shot."

Harry smiled, the barrel of the gun never wavering from her face. "Y ou mean the
night | shot him."

* k% % %

Paul pulled into the parking lot and turned the key. It was alittle before eleven, and
there were only two other carsin the lot. The Chevelle was easy to recognize, and he
assumed the black SUV belonged to her partner, Harry Studhorse. Without the lights of
the car, the lot was inky save for the one flickering streetlamp. The four light posts
around the perimeter of the parking lot should have illuminated it, but they were dark. He
wondered why. Shadows danced around him in away that made him shift in his seat with



discomfort.

Looking over at the building, he frowned. If they were both there, why was only one
small light visible? Like the darkened parking lot, the offices should have been bright. He
didn't like this. Nothing about it felt right.

In the window, a shadow moved. "Oh shit,” Paul muttered as he realized the shadow,
the big shadow had to be Harry. Was he holding a handgun?

Reaching into the backseat, he grabbed his jacket. He fumbled around in his pockets
until he found the card Joe Federer up in Metaline Falls had given him the day of Jamie's
murder. He knew Joe was too far away to help, but he was hoping he'd know who to call
here. If he dialed 9-1-1, they'd assume he was a crackpot when he told them he'd seen a
shadow with a gun. Joe would be his best bet at the moment. At least the guy would
believe him...he hoped.

He dialed and talked in aquick, low voice. At first Joe, and rightfully so, seemed
skeptical. Somewhere along the line he got on board with Paul and assured him he'd send
someone to the office in amatter of minutes. Paul felt awhole bunch better when he
snapped the phone shut and stuffed it back in his pocket. Joe told him to wait and while
that might be the smartest thing to do, no way. Time was aluxury he didn't have.

Paul looked around his car for something, anything he could use. He didn't own a
gun. Hislethal weapon was the one he'd held in his hands since about the time he learned
how to walk. He was Canadian, and everyone knew not to mess with a Canadian and his
hockey stick. Their bad luck if they did.

He got out of the car and went around to the trunk. Inside was not just one, but six
different sticks. It took only a moment to pick the one he wanted. Wizards had their
wands; he had his sticks.

He shut the trunk very carefully so as not to make any noise and draw attention to
himself. If he was to have any luck tonight, he'd need the element of surprise. Harry
might be older than Paul, but he'd bet a month's salary regardless of his age, Harry was
one tough sonofabitch. He was not in the mood to get his ass kicked at the very least, and
at the worst, shot.

Stick in hand, he moved quickly from the car to the building, keeping to south side
of the parking lot so that he was as far away from the window as possible. He grasped the
door handle and pulled down. The door squeaked when he pulled it open and Paul froze.
After amoment of silence, he let out the breath he was holding and slipped inside,
moving down the darkened hallway with his back to the wall. He stopped when he heard
thelir voices.

"Y ou bastard," Louie barked, her voice harsh and angry.

Harry chuckled and sound sent shivers up Paul's back. " Sticks and stones.”

"Damn it, Harry, why?"

"Money, baby, it's always been about the money."

"Chris would have helped you."

Again he laughed. "Y ou don't understand. On his public servant salary, hiskind of
help wouldn't even have come close. | owed money, Louie, alot of money to people who
don't take credit cards. When | couldn't pay, they offered me away out of my problem. A
solution that turned out to be very lucrative.”

"Drugs."

"You say that likeit's abad thing."



"Jesus, Harry, what happened to you?"

Now hiswords turned bitter. " Get off your damn moral high horse. What have you
or anyone else ever done for me?"

"I've been your friend."

"Screw that. You've been my friend aslong as | was the goody-two shoes you
wanted to believe me to be. Not once have you ever seen me, the real me."

"That's not fair."

"And what does fair have to do with anything? This country robbed my ancestors of
their birthright and stuffed them on worthless land. Now that we've found away to make
it pay, the country bitches about that. If that's not bad enough, America taught meto be a
killer and then tells me not to kill. This country pridesitself on the rights of citizens to
bear arms as long as we don't use them. This country, that | served so well, tellsme |
have the right to chase the American dream and yet when | do, when | protect what's
mine, you call me akiller."

"Y ou're twisting everything!"

"I'm tired of people like you and your virtuous big brother telling me what's right and
wrong. Y ou don't know shit. I'm tired of having to watch my back because little snots like
Jamie McDonald try to put aknifeit in. I'm not going down because you disagree with
my lifestyle.

There was silence for amoment, Harry's bitter words hanging in the air.

"The police have your rifle." Loui€e's voice was quiet, cam. "By tomorrow they'll be
able to prove you shot not only Chris, but James McDonald and Kendall Stewart. You're
going down, regardless of what you do to me."

"Y eah, well, you know what, little girl? They'll probably also figure out who killed
you, and it won't make a damn bit of difference because I'll be long gone."

"They'll find you."

"No, swesetie, that's where you're wrong. It's quite amazing what money can do, and
I've been preparing for the day 1'd have to disappear for years. By the time they slap your
body into cold storage at the morgue, I'll be laying on the beach with a drink in one hand
and a nice Cuban cigar in the other.”

The sound of the gun shot coincided with the reverberating force of a hockey stick
against Harry's substantial arm. Louie screamed as Harry turned on Paul.

Paul raised the hockey stick again.

Harry smiled. "Just as stupid as your little brother," he sneered. "Y ou two are the
kind of guyswho bring a knife to a gun fight, and who do you suppose is gonnawin?
WEell, we know little bro didn't and guess what, Mr. N.H.L ., neither are you. Nighty,
night.”

At the sound of the first shot, he flinched. Nothing. Shouldn't he have felt
something? When the second shot sounded, pain exploded in his body and as he dropped
to the ground, everything went black.



Chapter Eighteen

Harry. Harry. Harry.

Over and over again the name flowed through Chris' consciousness. One minute he
wasin blissful never-never land and the next, he heard the shot of the rifle moments after
he saw Harry's face through the gun's scope.

The minute Chris had arrived at the warehouse he'd had the feeling something was
off. Now he understood what it was. His friend, his best friend, had been using him.
They'd always been buddies, even before boot camp. Then there was their Ranger
training. A person didn't go through purgatory and not become closer than brothers. He'd
never been closer to anyone. That's why Chris didn't think twice about sharing work
stories with him without realizing Harry had used the intel to keep his own business
dealings flowing with seamless precision.

Chris had been suckered and it hurt like a sonofabitch.

He'd wanted to put down a drug operation, to once and for all stop the creep whose
business blighted Spokane. He'd planned to learn the identity of the player known as
Medicine Man. Now it all made sense. Why he hadn't been able to put two and two
together before escaped him. It all seemed so crystal clear now.

He blinked and the light sent daggers through his skull. Jesus, how long had he been
asleep? He remembered feeling the shot, arazor-sharp pain in the side of his head, and
then nothing but blackness. The paramedics would have come, though he didn't have any
recollection of that. Harry's shot must have kicked the living shit out of him. Figures.
Harry was the best shooter Chris ever met, bar none.

He blinked again and gave himself a second to let his eyes adjust to the light that at
first he thought was glaring. In fact, the lights were low in what he eventually recognized
was a hospital room. A rather strange hospital room. Instead of the normal dull bedding,
his adjustable bed was covered with a bright-colored comforter. He expected to see Louie
here and was surprised to find himself alone in the dim room.

Maybe she'd gone down to the cafeteriafor coffee. It had to make for along night
sitting up here though he wondered where "here" was. Had they taken him to Deaconess
or perhaps Sacred Heart? Either one was a good choice. He just couldn't tell from his
surroundings which one. The drapes were closed, blocking his line of sight to the outside.
It didn't matter; one hospital was as good as the other. He just hoped he wouldn't be stuck
here too long. If they didn't get the chance to grab Harry at the warehouse, Chris needed
to find him as soon as possible.

He felt like crap and when he tried to push up to a sitting position, found he was too
weak to get himself up. Wow, whatever happened must have kicked the crap out of him.
Twitching afinger was as tough as walking through hardened concrete. He was hoping to
find the nurse call button. The effort needed to move hisfingersin search of the call
button brought sweat popping out al over his body. Jesus, what was that about?

His movement caused atube to fall free, and an alarm began to sound, an annoying
ping, ping, ping that wouldn't stop. Seconds later, a nurse came rushing into the room.
She was avery pretty woman with curly blonde hair and bright blue eyes. He'd get her
number before he checked out. She stopped abruptly at the foot of the bed and just stared



at him.

"Water." Inside his head it sounded like he screamed the single word. To hisearsit
sounded like more of acroak. At first he didn't think she heard him.

She continued to stare for a second longer and then a huge smile appeared as she
exclaimed, "Oh, my God."



Epilogue

The air was warm and fresh when Louie limped out onto the sun-drenched patient
courtyard on the fifth level of the hospital. In awheelchair, turned toward aview of the
city below, Chris sat seemingly unaware of her presence. She studied him for a moment.
His profile really showed how thin he'd become since that night long ago. Gone were the
bulky shoulders and the "guns,” as he'd liked to call them. He was a shell of the man he'd
been, and yet she didn't think she'd ever seen anyone look so beautiful in her life.

Today was the first time they'd been alone since he'd awakened, and strangely, she
wasn't sure what to say. She'd talked to him athousand times over the last five years. Day
after day, she'd sat next to his bed and shared her world with him, wishing he'd talk back.
Now that he could, she was nervous. Would he be disappointed in her? After al, she'd
abandoned a promising career and ended up partner with the man who'd robbed Chris of
five years. She'd been lied to and deceived. She'd amost been killed.

But he was her brother, the only family she had left. Even if he was disappointed in
her, they'd find away to get past it. They had to.

She grabbed one of the patio chairs and brought it next to his wheelchair. Before she
sat, she leaned over and placed a kiss on his cheek. Christurned his head and smiled. It lit
hiswhole face. Every trace of her nervousness disappeared.

"About time you got your skinny little ass up here," he said with alaugh. "They've
been fussing around me like the second coming."

"Ah," she said and took his hand. "Better get used to it. Y ou're front page news, big
brother."

He shook his head. "Great. Just what | need when I'm still trying to wrap my head
around the five year comathing. | could swear I've only been out for aday or two. At
least when they moved me here to the hospital, I've been able to get in touch with reality
little more, see alittle more of rea life happening.”

"It's definitely been five years, bro. Trust me, | feel every one of them."

His eyes narrowed and he raised one eyebrow. "I'd say you look like it too, but..."

"I will hit aguy in awheelchair." Her smile belied the threat.

"Naw, you look like amillion bucks."

"And you lie when you're scared."

"A wise person knows when to lie."

God, how she'd missed this easy camaraderie. She sobered and sucked in abig
breath. " Speaking of lies..."

He held her hand, hislong bony fingers stroking her palm. "Start at the beginning,
Lou. | need to know."

"It'sall pretty ssmple. Harry lied to both of us. He shot you, tried to kill you, and then
used me to make sure you were out of commission. When | figured it all out, he tried to
kill me too. But damn it, | loved him like another brother." She choked back a sob.

His hand tightened on hers. "I did too."

"How could he do this us?' She wiped away the tears with her free hand. "How
could he hate us this much?'

Chris stroked her hair. "He didn't hate either of us. Not really. He was lost, Louie."



She stared at him. "How can you defend him? He shot me in the goddamn foot." She
held up her foot, encased in ablack adjustable cast. "He was aiming for my heart. If it
hadn't been for Paul and his hockey stick, Harry would have killed me."

"I'm not defending him, little sister. I'm simply stating afact. Harry wanted to love,
he wanted to be loved, but his spirit was weak and he made choices he couldn't undo. |
saw hints of it before he shot me and | ignored the signs because | didn't want to see
them. If I'd have done more back then—"

"Ah, shit."

"Y eah, ah shit."

"It just hurts," she said as she leaned her head lightly against his shoulder. "And |
don't mean the foot."

He patted her head. "Y up, it hurts but we'll heal, both of us. By theway..." hetilted
his head to study her face. "Who's Paul ?'

She sat up and smiled. "How do you fedl about hockey?"

"Hockey?"

"Now you're talking my game,” Paul said from the courtyard doorway.

Loui€'s smile grew even if the nurse pushing Paul's wheelchair was alittle too pretty
for her taste. If anyone was going to push Paul around it was damn well going to be
Louie.

She gimped over to him and kissed him on the lips. "I'm so glad you're here."

"I'm pretty happy about it myself."

"Hey," Chrissaid. "What about me?'

"He's such ababy," Louie whispered loud enough for Christo hear.

"Takes one to know one," Chris shot back.

Paul laughed. "Easy to tell you two are related. So are you going to introduce us?’
He glanced at Louie.

She pushed Paul over to where Chris waited and then sat back down on her chair
gazing at the two men she loved. Oh yeah, no use even trying to deceive herself. She
loved Paul and didn't care who knew it.

Looking from Paul to Chris, she said, "Paul McDonald, 1'd like you to meet my
brother, Christopher Russell.”

"Chris. Call me Chris. Nice to meet you, Paul." Chris held out his hand.

Paul shook it. "Likewise. If not for your little sister here, I'd probably be dead.”

"Hmm, that's not the way | hear it. Louie tells me you saved her life with a hockey
stick."

Louie laughed at the flush that raced up Paul's face. "Let me explain. Werein the
office, Harry's holding a gun pointed at my chest and Paul, who's a hockey coach by the
way, sneaks in the back and smacks Harry with one of his sticks. Instead of shooting me
in the chest, Harry's shot went through my foot. Broke a few bones but nothing serious.”

"I think there's alittle something's missing in this story.” Chris nodded at Paul.

"Little something" didn't even begin to describe what happened after Harry shot her
in the foot. In the seconds it took to get her back-up gun out of the ankle holster, she was
enveloped in pure panic. Harry's gun was pointed at Paul's head. No way was she going
to let him take Paul away from her too.

In the sunlight, Paul's eyes held hers and his fingers tightened around her hand. " She
saved my life."



Something in his voice made her heart beat alittle faster. "Harry was just about to
shoot Paul in the head. | shot him, but as he was going down, he still managed to get a
shot off at Paul."

"Thanksto your sister, his bullet only winged me instead of giving me athird eyein
the middle of my forehead."

"She'sokay," Chris said softly. "She's okay."

"Yes, sheis." Paul lifted her hand and kissed her palm.

The touch of hislipsagainst her skin sent electric shocks racing through her body.
Louie barely noticed the pretty nurse who came out and whisked Chris away. She heard
something about physical therapy but honestly, she couldn't recall the exact words. Al
her thoughts turned to how close she'd come to losing Paul. Even in the bright sunlight,
she shivered.

"| was so scared.”

"I wasn't about to leave you and | wasn't going to let him take you from me."

Her eyesfilled with the tears she'd been holding back. "If you hadn't raced in with
that silly hockey stick, 1'd be dead.”

A tear dlid down her cheek, and Paul reached over to pull her close. He felt warm
and best of al, alive. He kissed the top of her head and whispered, "Couldn't let that
happen. Y ou still haven't met the folks."

She stilled, not daring to hope. "Meaning?*

"Meaning, | waited a long time to meet someone like you, Louie Russell, and I'm not
about to let one crazy man with agun take you away."

A smile chased away her tears. She took his hand and kissed the palm. "I love you
too."

His green eyes sparkled. "I can't tell you how happy | am to hear you say that."
"Because..."

"Because | love you too."

She leaned in and kissed him as she did her hand slowly down hisleg. "Y ou need to
get well. I've got some big plans for you."

The grin that rolled up his face sent a shot of heat through her body. "I can hardly
wait."

TheEnd
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