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          CHAPTER 1
        
      

      Something's wrong. 


       With a growing sense of urgency, Heather Carter searched for the source of trouble among the hundred and fifty first and second grade students playing in the warm California sunlight. Everywhere she looked she saw only normal activity—the joy and restless energy of children. 

       And yet, to her inborn special perceptions, the earth vibrated with a sense of menace. The slight breeze hushed as if holding its breath. In the park beyond the chain link fencing, a flock of crows suddenly took flight, voicing their warning calls as they soared above the eucalyptus and pepper trees. 

       Few cars used North Street in the morning, so the midnight-blue van with tinted windows cruising slowly toward the school caught Heather's attention. 

       Probably a parent bringing a child late, was her first thought. But some internal warning shouted danger. 


       Instead of pulling into the parking lot, the van stopped in the red zone parallel to the playground. A window on the passenger side slid down and a young Hispanic man with a shaved head pointed a handgun toward the children on the swings. At the same time, the driver stepped outside the van and aimed across the metal roof. 

       All sound died. 

       “Emergency lock-in,” Heather shouted, motioning for children near the buildings to run for the nearest door. 
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       Someone yelled, “Vipers!” 

       Children screamed and scattered. Some dashed into classrooms. Others ran to the bathrooms or down the open hallways between classroom wings. Heather watched in numbed horror as one boy tripped and two more fell over him. They jumped up and scrambled to safety. A few children raced to Heather sobbing in terror. 

       She clutched them tightly for a brief moment, then said, 

       “Quick, get down.” 

       Boys and girls farther from the buildings threw themselves flat, face down on the grass or blacktop. Abandoned balls rolled across the Four Square and Handball courts. 

       One lone girl stood, a bewildered expression on her face, her blonde hair a bright target. 

       Heather shouted, “Brianna, get down!” Terrified for the new student, she raced to protect the child. With a quick motion, she pushed the six-year-old face-down on the grass, breaking her fall at the last second. “Stay flat, honey,” she urged, scanning the area to make sure everyone else was prone on the ground. 

       Without warning, a hard blow shoved her into the sparse grass. Her knees scraped across patches of bare dirt and stones. 

       Had she been shot? Breathing in quick, shallow gasps, she waited for the surge of pain. Instead, a slim form pressed against her side and a heavy weight lay across her back. 

      Who? What?  Cautiously she raised her face to look. 
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       “Keep your fool head down,” a deep male voice commanded. The weight on her back became a warm, muscular arm. 

       “Daddy?” Brianna whimpered softly. 

       “Shh, kitten, I'm here.” 

       Tense quiet rippled across the playground. Three bold crows flew down to search for something edible. Sparrows called through the dry, hot air. Muffled sobs trembled in the heat. 

       Heather's pulse pounded in her throat. She turned her face, a few scant inches above the grass, to stare at the two gunmen who menaced the children. 

       One raised his gun, and fired a volley of shots into the air. 

       The rattlesnake tattoo on his arm writhed in lifelike intimidation. 

       The van's side door rumbled open. Two more young men wearing white muscle shirts and black pants jumped out. 

       They swaggered into a loose line, handguns pointed toward the children. One, holding his weapon with two hands, aimed at three boys on the tether ball court. The other whistled a gang signal as he targeted a girl and boy huddled in dirt grooves under the swings. 

       The man at her left spoke to a 911 operator in low, urgent tones. But Heather knew she had to do something now, and broke her own vow to hide her special gifts. 

       Whispering a chant, she sent tendrils of energy fanning out across the nearby park and found a curl of breeze. In a low voice, she called, "From the soil, from the sand, from the
windswept sky,"  coaxing the energy away from a small 8 
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       updraft, and toward the heat and sand under the swings. It cheerfully picked up speed and swirled between the children on the ground as it gathered a column of brown dust and grit. 

       With the leashed power in her control, Heather slid her right hand along the ground, stretched her fingers toward the gunmen, and released the wind. It raced around them, plucked at their hair, tugged their clothes, and blasted sand at their faces. 

       “Freakin’ wind,” one Viper growled. 

       The terrorists shielded their eyes against the stinging grit, but held their weapons steady, still targeting the children. 

       A sickening wave of fear rolled over Heather. She wanted to close her eyes and wait for someone braver, stronger, to help her. No.  She ignored her growing panic, and gathered another handful of wind. Drawing power from the earth, she visualized a spear of wind grasped in her right hand, whispered an incantation, and hurled it at the men. 

       They cursed at the new assault, then fired shots into the air shouting, "Vipers de San Lozano." 


       Sobs and muffled screams rose from the children on the ground. 

       “Where are the police?” Heather asked through trembling lips. 

       “Probably on silent running.” Strong fingers clasped her left shoulder. 

       She looked across Brianna's blonde head into clear, winter-gray eyes set in a tanned, harsh face. A jagged scar slashed in a curve from the corner of his right eye up into coal-black 9 
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       hair. He had the aura of a man who'd looked into the depths of hell and survived, stronger than ever. 

       Heather licked her dry lips. “Who are you?” 

       “I'm Quinn Archer, Brianna's dad.” He glanced at the precious little girl sheltered between them. “I can't thank you enough for coming to her rescue.” 

       “What else could I do?” Tenderly, she smoothed Brianna's hair. “I'm her teacher, Heather Carter.” 

       Quinn quickly scanned Ms. Carter's face. Wavy blonde hair framed delicate facial bones, a stubborn chin, and eyes as blue as a high mountain lake. Fear shadowed their depths, but that hadn't stopped her from racing to save Brie. 

       More shots filled the air. Children screamed. 

       Brie cringed against him, and he tightened his hold. 

       “Daddy, you're squishing me.” 

       “Just a little squeeze, kitten. Keep down flat.” 

       Quinn tucked his daughter closer. With a silent curse he looked for a way to protect her. 

       “Daddy, where's your gun?” 

       “Hidden under the seat in the Cherokee.” 

       “You carry a gun?” Mrs. Carter asked suspiciously. 

       “Lady, this is the wrong time to go into long explanations. 

       Sure as hell never thought I'd need one at school.” 

       Brie put her lips to his ear and whispered, “I'm scared.” 

       “Smart girl.” He kissed her forehead to reassure her and savored her clean, little girl scent. 

       Her small hand slipped trustingly into his scarred one. “My daddy carries a gun so the bad men won't catch him.” 

       “Ex-ATF,” he said. 
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       “That explains it,” Mrs. Carter said. “You made dangerous enemies.” 

       A delicate fragrance wafted from the slim woman who'd saved his daughter, made more poignant by the sharp scent of fear mingled with the sweetness. 

       He squeezed her shoulder. “Hang in there. Help's coming.” 

       Two of the bastards fired more rounds into the air. The muscles in her shoulder tensed. At her instinctive reaction to danger, Quinn's gut tightened. He wanted to sweep up both his daughter and Mrs. Carter, and carry them to safety. 

       Heather shivered, cold in spite of the hot sun's rays on her head and back. The strong male hand on her shoulder offered support, but she had to get past her own terror, block out the children's cries, and find another updraft, another fistful of wind to send against the gang-bangers. 

       Her mouth was dry. Her cheek itched where it pressed into grass. She could smell her own fear. 

       “Teacher, I'm scared.” The shivering six-year-old boy sprawled just ahead of her turned his tear-stained face toward her. “I wanna throw up.” 

       “I'm scared too, Timmy, but we have to stay flat.” She squeezed his ankle to comfort him. 

       Archer's strong fingers pressed her shoulder. “Tim, let's pretend we're soldiers. Right now we're pinned down in the line of fire. Follow orders and stay flat. Our buddies will rescue us. Okay?” 

       “Okay.” His childish treble wavered, and he slid one grimy thumb into his mouth. 
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       To encourage him, Heather added, “The police'll be here in just a little bit.” 

       As if to confirm her words, she heard the throb of helicopter engines and the burst of sirens coming closer. 

       A ragged cheer went up from the children. Someone called, “The cops're coming. Can I get up?” 

       “Children, don't move.” Her voice rasped with the effort to make everyone hear. “Stay quiet until the police say it's all clear.” 

       Shouting defiantly, the Viper with the shaved head fired toward the approaching helicopter. Untouched, it swerved out of range, swooped around, and came in from the opposite direction. Moments later two more helicopters, TV logos on the sides, circled higher above. 

      Not again. Not like New York,  she thought bleakly. 

       As the police craft drew closer, she saw Timmy cover his ears against the roar of its rotor blades. Beside her, Brianna whimpered, as the powerful downdraft blew dirt and bits of grass against Heather's body. This was her chance. 

       Whispering a chant, she snatched a whirlpool of air stirred by the rotating blades, careful not to interfere with the craft's flight, and sent a gale screaming against the four gunmen. 

       “My eyes. Can't see,” one cried. He swept his weapon around, blindly seeking a target. 

       “Hey, man, don't point that at me.” 

       “What the hell's going down?” The third gang member looked around frantically. “Where'd that shittin’ wind come from?” 
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       Heather peered more closely at him. She'd seen him before, but when? 

       “Christ,” the driver shouted. “You guys haul ass! Let's get the shit out of here.” 

       “You got it.” 

       The four made a mad scramble for the van. Doors slammed. The powerful engine roared to life just as a police cruiser swung around the corner and blocked the van. The gang-bangers tried to back up, but another black and white unit swung in behind. More police parked on the narrow street. Sirens cut off. Car doors opened and a small army of officers, crouched behind the slim protection, leveled their handguns and assault rifles at the van. 

       A voice boomed over a loudspeaker, “Police. Throw down your weapons and come out with hands up.” 

       The men in the van were silent. 

       Heather glanced up and saw more media helicopters had joined the circle in the warm blue sky. It was starting again. 


       “You're surrounded,” the amplified voice continued. “Come out one at a time.” 

       The van doors opened. One by one, handguns landed on the ground. The driver stepped into view. 

       Two children started to get up. 

      "No,"  Heather said sharply, rising to her knees to reach them. “Jenny, Lucita—don't move!” 

       As she watched them huddle closer to the grass, Archer pulled her down, his powerful hand pressing her to the ground. “You too, Ms. Carter.” 
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       For a moment, she let herself feel the protection offered in his touch. Then she wiped the stinging sweat from her eyes, and ignored the brief flash of attraction. 

      Would this nightmare never end? 


      


      * * * * 

       In a few minutes the police had secured the gang members. The danger was over and the children, by habit, went to their assigned lines. They chattered nervously about the gunmen and the funny wind. Some wiped tears from their eyes. 

       After a quick check to see if anyone had been injured, Heather joined her students, patting and soothing the frightened children. Her throat ached with unshed tears of fear and relief, and her muscles trembled with exhaustion. 

       The coiling residue of the wind spell sapped her energy. She hadn't been prepared, but she couldn't give in to her fatigue. 

       At least not yet. 

       She took a deep breath and pasted a reassuring expression on her face. The boys and girls in her care came first. 

       A crowd had gathered behind police lines outside the fence. People shouted their child's name. Children cried. 

       Police officers and School Security roamed the halls and playground. 

       “Teacher,” Brianna slipped her arms around Heather's waist. “I was awfully scared, but Daddy was there, and the wind came up like magic in a fairy tale and blew sand at the bad men.” 
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       “You were brave.” Heather hugged the six-year-old then offered her hand to the child's father. “Words aren't enough, but thank you for your help.” 

       He pulled Brianna close to his side and frowned at Heather. 

       “Are you okay? Want me to call your husband? You should have the Paramedics check you out.” 

       Her stomach twisted. She didn't want to deal with the question, but under the circumstances he did deserve an answer. “I'm all right.” She looked away, hearing the hesitation in her own voice. “My...Matthew died three years ago.” 

       From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a video camera pointed in her direction. More reporters?  Pretending to smooth her hair fluttering in the warm breeze, she took a quick look. She'd been right. News reporters were filming her and the students. 

       Forcing herself to act calm, she turned to walk with her students to the classroom. 

       Quinn's concern for the fragile looking woman changed to cynicism. He'd noted small signs of deception—glancing to the side without turning her head, playing with her hair, nervous motions with her fingers. Damn, he'd learned the hard way not to trust a woman who had secrets. And he sure as hell wouldn't let associating with one endanger Brianna. 

       As Mrs. Carter turned to go with her students, he called, 

       “Wait. Who the hell were those bastards?” 

       He moved ahead to block her. “I won't have my daughter in a school where she's in danger!” 
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       The small amount of color left in her face drained away, and she looked dismayed by the confrontation. He stifled a flicker of compassion, reminding himself of Brie's safety. 

       She drew in a deep breath, obviously forcing herself to face him once more. “They're the Vipers, part of the San Lozano gang.” With shaking fingers she smoothed back some strands that had escaped the hair clip, then studied him. 

       “We've never had this happen here.” 

      "Never doesn't mean shit when my daughter's life is threatened. Who's going to guarantee it won't happen again? 

       We were damned lucky that wind blew up when it did, or we'd still be pinned down.” 

       He watched in grudging admiration as her anger rose at his harsh tone. 

       Her eyes flashed. “For that matter, Mr. Archer, how did you get here? This is a locked campus and you need permission from the office to be on the grounds.” 

       Fixing his gaze on her, he slowly scanned her. Beginning at the top of her head, his look lingered on her breasts, then swept down past her flared skirt, to the tips of her flat, white shoes. 

       Her expression reminded him of a sparrow about to be impaled by an angry eagle. 

       Drawing a slip of white paper from his shirt pocket, he presented it to her. “Here's Brianna's Permission to Leave the
Campus."  His voice was cold. “She had a dental appointment which we have now obviously missed.” 
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       He pointed a thumb over his shoulder toward the police. 

       “If nothing like this has happened, how did the kids know what to do?” 

       She twisted her hands in the folds of her skirt obviously to hide their shaking. “Surely you plan ahead, Mr. Archer. We do too. Just like fire and earthquake drills, we practice for other emergencies. Read the newspapers. Children are in danger these days, no matter where they are. Our first duty at school is to protect them.” 

       Even as he admired her courage in standing up to him, he loomed over her, “I know what I saw. I sure as hell didn't like it.” 

       Clasping his daughter's hand, he said, “Come on, Brianna. 

       We have to go.” 

      


      * * * * 

       After giving his report, as a witness, to an officer, Quinn showed his I.D. at the reunion gate and led Brianna past the other parents waiting to take their children home. 

       She held tight to his hand as they crossed the sun-drenched parking lot. “That was scary, Daddy, but Mrs. Carter pertected me.” 

       He noticed her two steps to his one and slowed down. 

      "Protected,  not pertected.” Quinn crouched down in front of her and stroked her cheek. 

       “Yeah, protected me. I like her, Daddy. It's fun in her class. We're not gonna move again, are we? I just made some friends here, and Arleena invited me to her birthday party.” 
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       Quinn gently tapped her freckled nose. “After what happened today, aren't you afraid to stay here?” 

       “No. I was scared when the mean ol’ Vipers came, but I like this school.” Brianna's cornflower blue eyes sparkled with excitement. “We do lots of fun things. My wind chime pieces are drying, and Mrs. Carter says we're going on the train into Los Angeles to Olvera Street next week.” She pulled a paper out of her pocket. “This is my permission slip for the trip.” 

       Quinn smoothed Brianna's hair, studying her precious face. 

       “No, we're not going to move. Your Aunt Karen takes good care of you when I'm at work.” He hugged her. “You're my little girl. I want you to be happy and safe.” 

       Brianna leaned against him and whispered, “I love your daddy smell. It makes me feel safe and all warm and fuzzy.” 

       “Kitten,” he murmured, his heart bursting with emotion. 

       She nuzzled his shoulder. “I am happy. I love Aunt Karen and Uncle Dan, and Mike and Patty.” 

       Straightening in the circle of his arms, she held his face between her small hands. “I love you best of all, and you're with me now.” She sighed. “I missed you when you had to go away. I cried every night for you.” 

       “I'm sorry you were so sad, Brie.” Tenderly, he raised his left hand and stroked her sun-warmed hair. During all the dark days and nights he was chained in the drug lord Feo's hell, he'd clung to memories of Brianna. Through the beatings and torture, images of his little girl had kept him going, given him hope. Now he held her in his arms, tucked her into bed at night. 

       “I thought about you all the time, kitten.” 
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       “I'm glad you didn't forget me, Daddy.” She tugged his hand to her lips and kissed the scarred part of his little finger where the rest was missing. The touch of her innocent lips on the symbol of what one man's evil had done to him staggered Quinn. 

       “Mommy said you were never coming back, and I should forget you. She told me to call Mr. Brown, Daddy.  I said ‘He's not my daddy. My real daddy is coming home.'” Then she got mad and I had to go to bed, and it wasn't even dark.” 

       Quinn's stomach knotted in fury. Shelly had told their daughter and anyone who'd listen that he'd never come back because he loved fighting in other countries too much. Hell, she'd been the one who'd betrayed him to Señor Feo. 

       Brianna ducked her head, and whispered, “I didn't mean to make her mad. Maybe that's why Mommy ran away from me and went away to heaven.” 

       Gently, Quinn raised his little girl's chin. “Kitten, it wasn't your fault. Your mommy had a car accident.” Acutely aware of how close he'd come to never seeing his child again when he was at Feo's mercy, Quinn's hands tightened on her waist. 

       “Daddy, you're squeezing me again.” Brianna snuggled closer. “I like it.” 

       “Yeah,” he said in a lighter tone. “Same here, squirt.” 

       Quinn released her and stood. “Come on, Brie. Dr. West is waiting to check that pretty smile. Maybe he can work us into his schedule.” He knew some might question why they were going ahead with the planned visit after the earlier traumatic events, but he wanted to get Brianna back to the reassurance 19 
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       of a normal routine as soon as possible. Afterwards, they'd go to lunch and take time to be together. 

       By habit, Quinn scanned the parking lot carefully before heading to the Cherokee. Some police officers talked with witnesses and took their statements, while others looped yellow tape around the crime scene. 

       Brianna waved at a female officer standing nearby. “That lady's pretty. My teacher's pretty, too. Her smile makes me feel all good inside.” 

       Quinn buckled Brie into the Cherokee, then tapped her nose. "Your smile makes me feel special.” 

       “Uncle Hawk's smile makes me feel good, too.” She settled more comfortably into the back seat. “He looks so sad and fierce most of the time. Mommy didn't like him, but I do.” 

       Quinn drove out of the parking lot into the traffic going south on Bloomfield Street. “Hawk's my best friend. You can trust him. If he comes for you without me...” 

       “I remember. If Uncle Hawk ever says ‘Let's see the man on the white horse,’ that means I should go with him and do what he says.” 

       “That's our secret, kitten.” 

       “A good secret, not a bad one.” 

       He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw her emphatic nod. “Yes, honey, it's a good secret.” 

       “Mommy and Mr. Brown had bad secrets. They didn't know I heard them.” 

       Quinn considered what his little girl had said, filled with the usual helpless anger. Only four then, she'd seen and heard things no child should've had to know. 

       20 
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      Secrets. Had his wife been the one who told a business
rival about the preliminary research for his new energy
system? 


       Shelly and her lover were dead, but Quinn still had the unsettling awareness of unfinished business, of danger. That train of thought brought him back to events at school, and the heart-stopping moment he'd seen Brianna in peril—too far for him to reach in time. Even as he'd sprinted toward his daughter, the blonde woman had been there ahead of him. 

       Mrs. Carter. Heather. A soft name for a gutsy lady. Now that he'd recovered from the gut-wrenching fear for his little girl, he regretted his harsh words. 

       Images of Heather's blue eyes framed by thick lashes lingered in his mind. At first they'd been shadowed by fear, then soft with tenderness as she'd hugged Brianna and soothed the other children. Later they'd blazed with indignation as she stood up to him. 

       He spun the wheel and drove into the dentist's parking lot, still captured by thoughts of the woman he'd met today. A man could rest in the warm depths of her gaze, could drift in her gentle fragrance. 

       Pull yourself together, Archer, he ordered. She's a woman with secrets. Shelly's betrayal cured you of getting serious about any woman. 

       Especially one with something to hide. 
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          CHAPTER 2
        
      

       At the end of the school day, police cars patrolled the surrounding streets as students walked home. Reporters and camera crews had driven off. Teachers and support staff were advised to leave the campus immediately. 

       Heather was one of the last to check out. She shoved a book of fairy tales into her tote bag of papers to correct. If anyone needed a knight in shining armor, she did. 

       The walk from her classroom along the open corridors to the front gate was eerily quiet. Usually a few children lingered to talk to her or other teachers, or to meet their friends. 

       Today the halls were empty. Instead of the usual laughter and busy chatter, the only sounds were birds singing and the throb of powerful engines as patrol cars cruised past the school. 

       As she walked through the open gate, she puzzled over the identity of the gang member who'd shot at the helicopter. 

       Somehow he seemed familiar. It was more than the tattoo of a rattlesnake coiled around his arm. All the shooters had sported the same tattoo. Even describing the young man to the officer who took her report hadn't helped. 

       Then her rebellious thoughts turned to the one subject she'd tried to avoid all day—Quinn Archer—and the warmth of his hand clasping her shoulder. How long had it been since a man's touch had stirred her so strongly? 

      Stop it,  she chided herself. He's Brianna's father. 
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       As if fate had decided to tempt her, Quinn Archer leaned against a black SUV parked opposite the gate. Had he returned to continue the argument? 

       He straightened and strode toward her, his ebony hair ruffled by the warm breeze. For a moment, she saw him as a warrior king who'd stepped from the pages of a fairy tale. 

       Instead of armor or courtly dress, he wore a light blue dress shirt, smooth across wide shoulders, open at the neck, and tucked into the narrow waist of his navy-blue suit pants. His shirtsleeves were rolled up showing tanned muscular arms. 

       Her whole being seemed to fill with anticipation as he drew closer. 

       “Mrs. Carter, I finished with a client early and stopped by to see how you're doing after this morning's adventure.” 

       He studied her with a curious intensity that sent little sparks of awareness through her. “I survived, but no more adventures, please. How's Brianna?” 

       His expression softened. “She's a champ. One order of cheeseburger, fries, and a chocolate malt, and she was raring to go.” 

       Heather started to ask what his wife thought, then she recalled the notation, mother deceased,  in Brianna's file. 

       “She's only been in my class a week, but I've seen how she meets problems head on. You've done a good job giving her that confidence.” 

       Shadows flickered in his gray eyes. “The credit goes to my sister, Karen, and to Brianna's own resilience. I wasn't around enough to make much difference when my girl was younger.” 
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       He'd sounded so bleak, Heather didn't know how to respond. Shifting her purse and canvas tote bag, she selected her car door key. “Thanks for coming by to check on me. Say hello to Brianna.” 

       “Wait. I said some rough things today.” 

       “I understood. You had reason to be angry.” 

       “I shouldn't have growled at you."  He rubbed his face. “I want to make it up. Buy you a cup of coffee or whatever. 

       There's a new coffee shop, the Blue Rose, behind the Performing Arts complex in Town Center. Will you go with me?” 

       Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a van with the logo of a TV station turn into the driveway. Her stomach flipped. 

       “I'm sorry. I have to leave.” 

       “Meet me for coffee? It's south on Bloomfield to Cypress Street and turn left.” 

       She eyed the van as it parked two cars down from hers. 

       She had to leave before a reporter trapped her. Hastily she said, “I'll meet you there.” 

       “Great.” 

       Hurrying to her car, she quickly opened the door, dropped her bag behind the driver's seat, slid in, and drove out of the parking lot. One less reporter to ask questions, torment her. 


       But she still had to face Quinn. This is a mistake,  she told herself, driving toward the complex of towers patterned in mauve, sandstone, and cream. He's the father of one of my
students. It's not professional to become interested in him. 

      One quick coffee, then I'll go. 


      


      * * * * 
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      A quick coffee and I'll take off,  Quinn decided as they settled at a table beside a window, and gave their orders. 

       Sunlight filtering through the panes highlighted the gold in Heather's hair but what Quinn noticed even more were the signs of stress. Her eyes held a haunted look. Lines furrowed her brow. She'd bitten off her lipstick, and her delicate jaw was tense. He'd dealt with stress for too many years. It ripped up a person's guts. He couldn't walk away from her now. 

       “Don't keep replaying what happened today.” He captured her slender fingers. “It doesn't help to go over what might have been. Thanks to the unexpected wind, nobody was injured, and the police caught the bastards.” 

       Her face paled. “It's hard not to think about it. The district sent in counselors to work with the children the rest of the week.” 

       “What about the teachers? What about you? ” 

       “I'll work through it myself. I've had practice.” She took a deep breath, and nodded toward the view outside. “The rocks and waterfall remind me of camping in the Laguna Mountains, east of San Diego, when I was a kid.” 

      So she wants to change the subject.  Quinn followed her gaze, deciding to play along. Water bubbled up from a rocky bowl at the top of an artificial stack of granite boulders and cascaded into a pond rimmed with plants and rocks. “You go camping often?” 

       “I did every summer until I was a teenager.” Her shoulders relaxed, and he knew he'd been right. He made a mental note to discover what she was hiding. 
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       The waitress set their coffee mugs on the table and left. 

       Heather tasted hers, then put it down. “The first thing my parents did after setting up camp was to brew a pot of coffee. 

       We always stayed in the same area near a waterfall. My brother, Gabriel, and I would climb to the top where the water had made a natural slide in the granite. We'd swish down like a couple of otters into the pool.” She toyed with her cup handle a moment, before looking up. “We had so much fun in those days. Life was simpler.” 

       The lines of tension across her brow had eased, but Quinn wanted her more relaxed before he left. “Reminds me of camping in the White Mountains near Tucson, Arizona. Our family would backpack to an isolated area and camp near a stream. I'd go swimming or fishing. My sister would tag along.” 

       He paused while the waitress refilled their cups. “Karen's three years younger than me, but we're pretty close. Then, I was big brother taking care of my little sister. Now, she has her own kids, and watches Brianna after school.” 

       Observing Heather carefully, he took another slug of coffee. “Sounds like you and your brother got along, too. Was he older or younger?” 

       “Older. Most of the time he didn't complain about me hanging around, that is until he discovered girls. The four years between us didn't seem to matter, especially when we were camping. He'd let me ping away at targets with his BB 

       rifle, or use his fishing rod and reel.” 

       Quinn chuckled. “He trusted you.” 
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       She hesitated, and studied her cup. “Gabriel depended on me to use good sense.” 

       When her gaze swung up to him, the sad light in her eyes puzzled Quinn. “You see him often these days?” 

       She looked out the window. “Tell me more about your sister. Brianna's drawn pictures of her and the family. And she's written about them and you in her journal.” 

       Mentally, Quinn filed away her lack of response about the older brother, cursing his suspicious nature. But, in his former line of work, caution had often meant the difference between life and death. 

       He'd play along...for a while. “Once when we were camping, Karen found a bear cub and decided it was lonely.” 

       “How old was she?” 

       “Five. She coaxed it to follow her, but it wouldn't, so she ran back to camp, spread honey on a slice of bread, and took it to the cub. That got the little guy's attention. The first I knew of her plan was when I saw her leading the cub toward camp. About fifty yards back, momma bear was sniffing the ground, trailing them.” 

       As he told the story, Heather's eyes had widened. Now she burst out, “What happened?” 

       “I charged up to Karen, grabbed the bread and honey, threw it to the cub, then took off carrying my sister to the nearest pool. We hit the water feet first and kept going until we were in the middle. I stretched to touch bottom, and held Karen's head above water.” 

       “Did the mother bear go after you?” 
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       “No. A bear's eyesight's poor, and the water confused her. 

       She and her cub finished the bread and wandered away.” 

       As he'd told about the event, a variety of expressions had moved across Heather's face. 

       “You were brave and resourceful.” She laid a hand over his. “When those gang members threatened us, I was so scared for a moment I couldn't move.” 

       “You moved when it counted.” He turned his palm up and gripped her fingers. “You saved my daughter. I'll never forget that. She's all I have.” 

       “You're blessed to have her with you.” Heather's eyes darkened with sadness. She sighed, shaking her head. “I'd better go. Thanks for the coffee.” 

       Retrieving her purse, she left. 

       Quinn dropped a few dollars on the table and strode out to the parking lot. He caught a glimpse of Heather's pale, tear-streaked face before she turned toward the lot exit. 

      Tears?  His first impulse was to follow her, to comfort her the way he would Brianna. No, not like his daughter. Like the delicate woman who'd stirred feelings he thought were long dead. 

       He watched the car turn left and disappear down the street. She's Brianna's teacher, he told himself. Off-limits. 

      


      * * * * 

       Heather fought to hold back the tears as she steered left on to Main Street. Her chest was tight. She shivered, chilled to her very core. 

       “Oh, Crystal,” she mourned. You'll never feel the warmth
of the sun, never hear birds sing, never smell flowers. 
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       A horn sounded behind her. She jerked to attention and realized she'd almost collided with a car in the right hand lane. 

       Struggling with the memories of that awful day two years earlier, her heart ached. God, she'd lost so much. She glanced down at the wedding ring she still wore on her left hand. Matthew. Their baby. My precious baby,  Heather thought, blinking away the tears. I only held you once. 


      


      * * * * 

       Three days later, Heather glanced up from checking attendance to see Brianna and her father standing in the doorway. Her pulse quickened at his presence. What was it about him? His strong features were appealing, but she was more intrigued by his aura of strength and command. 

       Embarrassed over the way she'd fled from him at the coffee shop, she went to the door to greet him. “Mr. Archer, good to see you again.” 

       “It's Quinn, remember?” 

       “Quinn.” She turned to Brianna. “I promised to fire your wind chime pieces. They're in the kiln. Tomorrow you can string them.” 

       “Oh, boy.” Brianna hugged her father and gave him a plastic margarine container with holes in the lid. “Arleena's working on Rapunzel. I gotta help.” She hurried to where her reading partner was gluing yellow yarn on a puppet head. 

       “Sorry we're late. Brianna said she had to bring a snail today. We had a snail hunt after breakfast. No luck.” Quinn's lips curved up in a faint smile. “Karen's geese eat the snails in her yard, so we had to ask the lady next door. It's more 29 
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       neighborly to wait until you smell the coffee before you knock on someone's door in the morning.” 

       He gestured toward the snail Heather had in a cup on her desk. Its head was above the rim, antennae waving as it surveyed the room. 

       “What delights do you have for the children today? A snail bake? Curling up like a snail? Maybe dip it in paint and let it trail across canvas board like some Jackson Pollock art Brianna said your class was studying?” 

       The humor in his voice caught Heather by surprise. He seemed more approachable than the intense man she'd first met. 

       “Would you believe math, creative writing, and art?” She matched his light tone. “For math, the children'll measure the trail in centimeters, then inches to compare the types of measurement. Finally, they'll draw pictures of their snail in a real or fantasy setting and write a story.” 

       He grinned. “I get it. Not culinary. Creative and practical. 

       School wasn't like this when I was a student. 

       “Here's Slow Poke. And, yes, Brianna named it.” As he gave Heather the container, their fingers brushed, and a subtle current flowed between them. Confused, Heather stepped back wiping her fingers on her skirt. 

       “Have fun.” 

       “We will. That reminds me. Brianna said you're an architect. Will you be a guest lecturer for our Career Day next week on Friday?” 

       “I'll let you know tomorrow afternoon when I pick her up.” 
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       Heather watched him walk away in long, fluid strides. His confidence, his gentleness with his daughter, his masculine grace, all appealed to her. Too bad there could never be anything between them but a parent-teacher connection. 

       As she called her first reading group together, her thoughts wandered back to Quinn. She'd see him again tomorrow. 

      


      * * * * 

       Quinn pulled into the traffic, his thoughts divided between driving and the woman he'd just left. Mrs. Carter. Heather. 

       Not a fashion model beauty, but softer, more feminine. Her delicately carved face, deep blue eyes with a fan of dark lashes, and saucy freckles sprinkled across her nose, showed sweetness and strength of character in her expression. 

       She was a hell of a lot different from his former wife. 

      Shelly.  Her image came to mind. Tall, fantastic figure, hair a stunning shade of red thanks to her hairdresser, and an enticing smile that hid a conniving soul. He'd been dazzled by her interest, and so eager to get her into bed, he'd never stopped to look under the surface. Thinking back, he should've seen the cold, calculating shadows in her eyes, her greedy plots. He'd been a damned fool. He was slowly rebuilding his reputation for reliability that had been lost through Shelly's scheming. 

       Driving up the ramp onto the eastbound Riverside Freeway, he headed for Mira Loma and his first appointment that day. As he settled into the high-speed lane, his thoughts returned to Brianna and her teacher. Children worked in pairs or small groups scattered throughout the cheerful room. 
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       Displays of student work filled the walls, and the air crackled with energy. No wonder Brianna was happy at her new school. 

       Quinn knew it went deeper than the surface. It was the air of acceptance he'd felt in the room. Brianna basked in that approval and glowed brighter than cedar wood polished with beeswax. The moment she saw Mrs. Carter. 

       Hell, I'd glow too, he thought, to have that same warmth showered on me. He'd enjoyed their short time at the Blue Rose. Maybe she'd go out with him again, get better acquainted. 

       Hold it, Archer, he thought. You're half a bubble off level and leaning. There are damn good reasons to stay away from her. First, she's Brianna's teacher. Second, she's a widow who still wears the wedding ring given to her by her husband. 

       Third, how do you know the pleasant surface doesn't hide a mind as manipulative as Shelly's? 

       He rubbed his face. Recalling the old saying, once burned, twice shy ,  a chill settled in his gut. Shelly had burned him big time. He wouldn't get tangled up with another woman. 

       Especially one with secrets. 
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       Heather slipped into her soft, white cotton sleeveless gown and brushed out her hair, still damp from the shower. She'd been home from school for hours. It had taken that long to compose her mind for the task ahead, as she waited for night to fall. 

       At least she could use her talents with a clear conscience. 

       Growing up psychic, her parents feared her gift and had, at first, made her try to deny the special talents, then to practice them in secret. Only her brother Gabriel had understood. 

       Her prayer for guidance was answered in the silent balm of reassurance. 

       As she stepped out of the sliding door onto the flagstone patio in her back yard, the stones were cool under her bare feet. A waxing quarter moon had risen. Its light bathed the gardens in a faint silvery light, adding threads of power to the spell she'd soon work. Soft wind stirred the roses and honeysuckle, mixing their lush fragrances with the spice of stocks and sage. 

       Carrying a basket over one arm, she crossed the lawn to a small section of yard hidden by vine-draped fencing. Kneeling on the short-clipped grass, she spread a square of deep purple linen. Then she quickly arranged a smooth granite rock polished by desert winds on the north corner, a fallen feather at the east corner, a white candle in its rose quartz holder to the south, and water in a polished bronze dish in the west. 
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       In the middle, she laid the ceramic chimes Brianna had shaped and decorated, just as she had for her other students the first month of school. 

       Breathing deeply, Heather readied herself to enter the quiet pool of receptiveness. The image of Quinn as warrior king surfaced in her mind. She put the recollection aside, centered her thoughts, and let herself slide into the cool realm of power. 

       As she moved her right hand in circles over each elemental tool clockwise, beginning with the stone, she chanted: 

      "Earth, empower my spell. 


      Air, empower my spell. 


      Fire, empower my spell


      Water, empower my spell." 


       The rhythms of the earth filled her body, resonating in her bones. Her blood pulsed to the primal beat. A sudden wind whipped her hair and molded her dress to her body. 

       She turned her face toward the starlit sky and raised her hands, palms up, to receive the goddess's blessing. Silver strands of moonlight poured the heat and passion of love through her. The gentle rain of purification and healing lifted her higher. 

       The time had come. 

       Gathering the power of all the love and healing flowing into her, she held her right hand above the chimes and poured out a spell of restoration and protection. 

       When it was complete, she bowed her head and breathed her thanks. Once Brianna hung the wind chimes in her home, she'd be safeguarded. 
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       Heather gently wrapped the ceramic sections in red silk, and set them back in the basket. Murmuring words of thankfulness, she emptied the water over a patch of pansies as a libation, and placed her symbols into the basket. 

       On her walk back to the house, a mild breeze, carrying the fragrance of night-blooming jasmine, caressed her face and bare arms. With a peaceful heart, she readied for bed and slipped under the covers. 

       Floating in that open state just before sleep, her body tingled with the forming vision. There was a quick wrench of disorientation, and she stood in full sunlight on a high place
overlooking a sweep of valley and a lake far below. She held a
child's hand, and the air vibrated with another person's anger. 


       “Who's there?” Was it Quinn? 


       The sound of her own voice jolted her back to the here and now. For a long time, she lay wide awake, wondering about the meaning of the vision. 

      


      * * * * 

       At lunchtime the next day, Heather found an envelope in her teacher's mailbox addressed to her in care of the school. 

       The moment she picked it up, a warning chill crawled up her spine. Her arms blossomed with goose bumps. There was no return information, not even a postmark. 

       Had it been delivered in person or come by inter-school mail? Who could've sent it? 

       Chiding herself for an overactive imagination, she opened the mystery letter and drew out the single sheet, a photocopy of a newspaper article. 
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       The headline read, Cop Killer Convicted.  A grim-faced young man stared at her from the paper. She didn't need to read the rest to recognize Leland Janko, the man who'd murdered her husband. 

      An eye for an eye had been printed in red block letters across the bottom. 

       As she stared at the photo, painful memories sent her back to a summer day in Woodhaven, New York. She and Matthew had been shopping for baby furniture. She'd paused to look at a window display, when she'd heard two loud shots. As she turned to her husband, he collapsed beside her. Heather didn't remember falling to her knees, but she did recall screaming for help as she tried to stop the blood welling from his chest and flowing down his face. Matthew. Matthew.  Her whole being tumbled in a whirlpool of pain and loss. 

       Suddenly, a touch on her shoulder pulled her back to the present. 

       “What's wrong, Heather? Are you sick?” The usually unflappable school secretary, June, looked at her anxiously. 

       Heather blinked and shook her head to dispel the lingering horror. Crumpling the paper in one hand, she said, “I'm okay. 

       I just got some unpleasant news, and it shook me.” 

       June glanced down at the paper crackling in Heather's fist. 

       “Just the same, I think you'd better sit. You're still pale. I'll pour you some coffee.” 

       Stuffing the note into her purse, Heather followed June to the teacher's lounge and settled at a table. The trim, middle-age woman bustled around first bringing a cup of coffee, then Heather's lunch from the refrigerator. 
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       “Now you relax. If you need to talk, I'm only a few steps away.” 

       “I'm feeling better.” To assure June, Heather opened the container of salad even though her appetite was gone. 

       Three other teachers entered and June left, but Heather's fear still remained. 

      


      * * * * 

       After school, Heather stood beside one of her students, Javier, at the edge of the crosswalk on North Street. All afternoon, while she went about the classroom routine, she'd puzzled over what to do about the threat she'd received. 

       Should she contact the police or ignore it the way she'd ignored the reporters’ repeated demands for interviews after Matthew's murder and the trial? 

       “Hello, Mrs. Carter.” 

       She looked for the source of the familiar male voice, and saw Quinn Archer walking toward her. His jet-black hair stirred in the breeze. A black knit shirt and low-slung, well-washed jeans fit his broad chest and narrow hips as smooth as sin. Once more, she was struck by his commanding presence. 

       His car was parked beyond the crossing zone, and Brianna waved from the back seat. 

       “Missed you in your room,” he said, stopping so close she smelled the spicy scent of pine soap. “I left a message at the office. I'll do a talk on Career Day.” 

       “That's great. I know the kids will enjoy it.” 
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       “See you next Friday.” He turned to leave, then swung back. “You're walking? Is it car trouble? Want me to take a look?” 

       “My car's fine, but thanks for the offer.” 

       He raised one brow questioningly, and she plunged into an explanation. “I walk home with a different student each week to visit their family. It's Javier's turn.” 

       “Is it safe after what happened four days ago?” 

       “Of course. The guys are in custody, and everything's back to normal.” Mentally she crossed her fingers. 

       He frowned. “Why chance it? What difference would waiting a few more days make?” 

       “I promised to visit today.” 

       Just then, the crossing guard signaled for pedestrians to go. Heather smiled at Quinn, waved at Brianna, and crossed with Javier and the group of waiting children. 

       She could feel the weight of Quinn's gaze, but she didn't pause or look back. After all, she had an obligation. 

       As they walked along the sidewalk lined with blooming jacaranda trees, Heather enjoyed the fragrance of the purple flowers and lively conversation with the children. 

       They laughed and chatted, waving to other friends in the tidy, single-story houses. 

       At the first cross street, the group suddenly grew quiet. A dark blue, four-door low-rider pulled up to the intersection with a low rumble, and waited. Its tinted windows gave it an ominous appearance. 
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       Heather's palms grew clammy, but she tried to hide her fear from the children so they wouldn't panic. Quietly, she told them to hurry on to their homes. 

       The front window on the passenger side rolled down. A young man, half hidden in the shadowy interior, called, "Hola,
bruja." 


       A shiver of fear dampened Heather's palms, but she deliberately ignored him and turned to Javier. 

       “Vipers,” he whispered, his eyes were wide with fear. 

       “They called you a witch.” 

       “They're trying to get a rise out of me. Ignore them.” 

       As the car drove away, it left her feeling jumpy. She held Javier's hand more tightly and walked with quick, purposeful steps. 

       Two blocks farther on, the same car cruised by. It stopped just ahead of Heather and Javier. 

       The back door swung open. A faint haze of smoke with the unforgettable sweet, burnt-rope odor of marijuana drifted out. A scruffy-looking eighteen or nineteen-year-old male with a tagger haircut leaned out and waved for Heather to step closer. 

       Without answering, she hurried Javier down the sidewalk, through the picket fence gate, and onto the red brick path leading to his front door. 

       Behind her, a door slammed. As the car went by, she glanced over her shoulder. The front passenger flashed the forked-tongue sign, then laughed. 

       “You were brave, teacher.” Javier looked up at her, his dark eyes full of admiration. 
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       “I was scared.” She watched the car disappear around a corner, hoping that was the end of the Vipers’ interest. But the knot in her stomach warned her it had only begun. 

      


      * * * * 

       Thirty minutes later, Heather stepped out of the Hernandez house and looked up and down the tree-lined street. All clear, at least for now. 

       She took a slightly different route back to school; one that passed a home built in 1879 that was now a museum. She'd planned to arrange a walking trip to the house, for her students, as part of their History of the Community study. 

       Now she decided to postpone the outing. 

       Moving quickly through the peaceful neighborhood, she thought back to the Hernandez family. Javier had proudly shown her a photo of himself and his favorite uncle, Crazy Tony. 

       As Heather admired the picture, a chill had threaded her spine. Javier's uncle was the gang member she'd recognized. 

       No wonder he'd looked familiar. First, she had seen him walking Javier to school in early September. Next, he'd been one of the shooters terrorizing the children. Finally, she'd identified him in the police line-up. 

       Why hadn't Javier known his uncle was involved? Thinking back, she remembered her student had been absent with the flu. 

       She heard a familiar rumble and saw the blue low-rider cross the intersection ahead of her. Pausing, she stepped behind the trunk of a jacaranda tree. Had they seen her? 

       God, she hoped not. 

       40 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       Her pulse kicked up its beat. Maybe it was a false alarm, but she walked faster, passing through patches of sunlight and shade from the feathery trees. In the quiet, she could hear the faint pop of purple blossoms under her feet. 

       Minutes flew by. Then two blocks ahead, between her and school, the blue car turned out of a cross street and moved relentlessly in her direction. 

       She sped up, looking for a friendly face, but the street, once busy with children at play and people working in their yards, was suddenly empty. 

       As the low-rider pulled even, it crossed to the curb beside her, stopped, and the back door opened. 

       Before she could move, a man lunged out of the car and grabbed her wrist. “Get in, bitch,” he growled. “We got plans.” 

       A wave of icy fear swept over her. She twisted and jerked, fighting to get free, but the viper was stronger. 

       “Get her, Cholo,"  someone urged from the car. 

       “She's a damned wildcat,” he growled. Tightening his grip, he pulled her toward the open door. She leaned back, using her weight against his greater bulk, but it seemed useless. 

       Her low-heeled shoes slid on blossoms strewn across the cement. She was drawn ever closer to the smoky interior of the car. 

       Once inside, all hope would be gone. 

       Another door swung open and a second man grabbed at her legs. Almost blind with terror, she clawed at his eyes with her free hand. Groaning and cursing, he fell to his knees with blood oozing between the fingers he held over his eyes. 
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       Swearing, the first man slapped her face. The shock cleared her mind. She lunged sideways, saw an opening, and kicked his shin. 

       He howled with pain. His grip loosened. She wrenched free, stumbled over a rough edge of the cement and fell, scraping her hands and knees. She scrambled away from his reach and struggled to her feet. 

       At that moment, two women stepped out of the next house. 

       Heather's attackers jumped back into the car. The door slammed and the low-rider took off with a screech of tires. 

       The women glanced at Heather, then hurriedly got into their car and left. 

       Given an unexpected reprieve, she ran. She had to get off the street before the men came back. In a short time, she was out of breath. Her sides and legs ached. She slowed to a jog, looking for a place to hide. 

       Another block passed before she heard the menacing rumble behind her again. A quick look over her shoulder at the car set her pulse roaring in her ears. 

       Ahead of her, was a white house trimmed in green. It seemed familiar. As she drew closer, she saw a white picket fence enclosed flower-filled gardens. Two geese roamed across the lush lawn. It looked like the pictures Brianna had drawn of her Aunt Karen's house. 

       A black Jeep Cherokee waited in the driveway. She hoped it was Quinn's car, but no matter, she'd try for help there. 

       The menacing rumble was closer, nearly beside her, and she fought against panic. 
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       “Oh, God! Oh, God!” she whimpered. Tears of fear slid down her face. Her lungs were on fire, but she had to keep going. 

       She opened the gate and raced up the walk. The geese rushed toward her, their wings spread, hissing. It was worth the risk of a few pecks to gain safety. 

       As she reached the door, it flew open and a man she'd never seen before pulled her inside. The door closed behind her and a deadbolt slid shut. 

       Before she could scream, a childish voice said, “Teacher, why are you here?” Brianna bounced out of a doorway, an apron covering the front of her blouse and jeans. “Did you come to the meeting with my daddy and Uncle Hawk and Uncle Dan?” 

       She stopped abruptly. Her eyes widened. Her hand flew to her mouth. “Your knees are skinned and bleeding, and you've been crying.” 

       A lovely woman with auburn hair took Heather's hand. “I'm Brianna's Aunt Karen.” She peered at Heather's face, and then examined her palms. “You're pale and your hands are bleeding. What happened?” 

       “Some men...” Heather's throat closed. She couldn't speak. 

       Karen turned to the tall, stern man who stood to one side of the window, gazing out. “Hawk, what do you see?” 

       “Trouble.” 

       “How did you know?” 

       “Felt it. Saw her face.” 
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       His steely gaze shifted to Heather, and she sensed the leashed potency in him, the same power she'd felt in Quinn. 

       “Blue low-rider?” Hawk asked. 

       She nodded, her mouth too dry to speak. 

       “Followed you? Tried to get you into the car?” 

       “Yes,” she said in a choked voice. 

       “Who the hell tried to force you into their car?” Quinn had entered silently and now faced her. 

       “The Vipers.” Her words came out in a whisper. 

       His dark gaze moved from her hands to her bloody knees. 

       “You fought the bastards.” 

       Heather trembled at the grimness in his expression. It made her realize even more what could've happened. She swallowed to clear her throat. “I kicked and scratched.” 

       “Damn good thing.” His warm hand settled on her shoulder. 

       Hawk turned from the window. “Where are Mike and Patty?” 

       “I gave them something to keep them busy and told them to stay in the den,” Quinn said. “Brianna, go play with your cousins.” 

       “But Dad, I want to help.” 

       She sidled close to Heather and touched her cheek. “Are you going to die like my mommy?” 

       Tenderly, her heart aching for the child, Heather brushed back Brie's hair. “No, sweetheart. I'll be okay.” 

       Quinn dropped a fatherly hand on Brianna's shoulder. “Go on back to the den.” 

       She looked up at him. “My teacher's hurt. Can I get—” 
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      "Now,  kitten.” 

       She stormed off as far as the opening to the hallway, and turned. “Mrs. Carter, I'm glad you got away from those mean people. I'll bring you some cookies tomorrow to help you feel better.” 

       Heather pasted a faint smile on her face. “I'd love them.” 

       As the little girl left, Quinn's strong fingers cupped Heather's elbow, and he led her to the couch. “Better sit. Your skin's cold and clammy and you look pretty rocky.” 

       “Good idea.” After she settled on the cushioned fabric, her legs throbbed and trembled. Swallowing hard to hold back the nausea, she felt light-headed. 

       Vaguely, she heard Karen say, “I'll stay with the kids.” 

       Through the ringing in her ears, she heard Quinn ask the man at the window, “What's going down?” 

       The answer was swallowed up in darkness. 

      


      * * * * 

       The next thing Heather knew, she lay on the couch with her feet propped up and a crocheted afghan covering her. 

       Quinn sat on the edge beside her. His friend, Hawk, held her wrist and counted her pulse. 

       She struggled to sit up, only to have Quinn gently press her back. 

       “Stay down until Hawk says it's okay. He's a trained medic.” 

       She saw a look pass between the two men. 

       “Give yourself a few minutes,” Quinn urged. “You've had a shock.” 
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       “I've never been so afraid,” she said, struggling to keep the hysteria out of her voice. 

       Hawk released her wrist. “With good reason. You could feel the evil.” 

       Suddenly, she realized how much she'd put her trust in a man she barely knew and one she'd never met. The press of Quinn's thigh against her hip made her uneasy. She certainly wasn't accustomed to being touched by strangers. 

       “Please move, Mr. Archer. I want to sit up.” 

       “It's Quinn.” Slipping off the couch, he slid a hand behind her back. 

       Grateful for his help because she was still light-headed, she shoved aside the cover, swung her feet off the couch, and sat. The motion set off assorted aches in her body. “Lord, I'm a mess,” she muttered. 

       “But you're safe and in one piece.” 

       “No thanks to the Vipers.” She examined her scraped palms. 

       Cursing in a low voice, Quinn gently cupped each hand and looked at the abrasions. “My sister's getting the first aid kit.” 

       At that moment, Brianna's aunt came into view around the corner of the couch. 

       “Here it is.” Karen set the kit, towels, and water in a stainless steel bowl, on the low table beside the couch. “If you don't need anything else, I'll get back to the kids.” 

       After she'd gone, Hawk said, “I'll make coffee,” and left the room. 
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       With a low, “This will hurt,” Quinn crouched at her feet holding some blunt-nosed scissors. “We need to cut away the hose first.” 

       She reached for the scissors. “I'll do it.” 

       He raised his eyebrows. “Independent, huh?” 

       “You've got that right.” 

       As he watched her clip away the nylon, Quinn congratulated himself on hiding his anger. When he'd entered the room and saw Heather pale and shaken, his first impulse had been to go after the bastards who'd attacked her and beat the hell out of them. In his younger, wilder days he would have. Since then, he'd learned to set priorities. Her welfare came ahead of vengeance no matter how satisfying. 

       When she leaned over to strip off the hose, she swayed dizzily, and he caught her before she pitched forward. “Hey, don't push yourself.” 

       “Give me a minute.” She shrugged out of his hold, making an obvious effort to clear her head. 

       “Your system overloaded on adrenaline. You crashed when it began to drop.” 

       She eyed him curiously. “How do you know?” 

       “I went through medic training with Hawk.” He touched her arm above the wrist. “Skin's still cold and clammy. Take a few more minutes to stabilize.” 

       He draped the afghan around her shoulders. “Better?” 

       Nodding, she tucked the warm folds closer and relaxed against the couch back. 
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       Quinn hunkered down at her feet, and picked up the bowl of water and the cloth. “You gonna let me do this without a fuss? 

       She gave him a faint smile. “It's either that or I fall on my face when I bend over.” 

       “Figured you'd see it my way.” 

       “Don't get cocky,” she said, closing her eyes. 

       He drawled, “Yes, ma'am,” determined to try for a light tone. He hadn't realized how tightly strung he'd been until she'd given him this small measure of trust. If he felt the tension, her stress level must be even higher. 

       As he bathed her knees, he realized she had more ordeals ahead—reporting the attack to the police, and the knowledge that there were still Vipers on the loose with her as their target. 

       Why did they want her? 

       And why did he have the overwhelming urge to take her into his arms and swear to protect her forever? 
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          CHAPTER 4
        
      

       It was past five in the afternoon by the time Detective Platt finished the report with Heather. 

       Closing the door behind the policeman, Quinn studied her pale face and the tension in her shoulders. “You did good answering all the questions. Not many people would've remembered the details you did.” 

       “The details are burned in my memory.” She shifted uneasily on the couch. “I'm worried about repercussions for your sister's family, and for you and Brianna.” 

       “Dan can keep his family safe from the Vipers. My house is well protected with state-of-the-art security, and there's always an adult to meet Brie after school.” 

       Her shoulders relaxed. “I'm glad to hear that.” 

       Heather pulled a set of keys out of her skirt pocket. “It's time for me to go home.” 

       She'd held up under the strain, but he'd be damned if he'd allow her to drive herself home. “Give me your address and car keys. I'll take you home in the Cherokee.” 

       “What about my car?” 

       “No problem. Hawk'll deliver it to your house.” 

       She stood, bracing one hand against the arm of the couch. 

       “I can drive myself.” 

       “Not a good idea. You've been through hell today.” 

       The corners of her lips curled in a faint smile. “I sure had a glimpse of it.” 
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      Damn, now he knew he wanted to hold her.  The wariness behind her smile stopped him. “Smarten up. Your system's had a shock. Don't tell me you're a hundred percent alert.” 

       She shook her head ruefully. “You're right. I'd probably be a danger to other drivers. Thanks. I'll accept the ride.” 

       She handed him the keys and gave her address, then went to thank Karen and say good-bye to Brianna. 

       In a few minutes, Quinn helped her ease into his car. 

       Once in the Cherokee, her sweet fragrance made him too aware of her femininity. He rolled down the window to let fresh air clear his head, but that was about as effective as tearing out a load-bearing wall and expecting the ceiling not to sag. 

       As they pulled onto the southbound lanes of the 91 

       freeway, Heather cleared her throat. “I'm glad it's the weekend. By Monday most of the gossip about what happened today will have died down.” 

       “Don't bet on it.” The thought of her anywhere near the school made his hackles rise. “You heard what the officer said. Take time off. Get a substitute until they apprehend the bastards.” 

       “I can't do that. If I stay away, everyone'll think the gang won by frightening me. God knows, I am scared, but I won't be intimidated.” 

       “The kids'll survive. Think about yourself.” 

       “I am. I have to face my problems, not hide.” 

       He looked at her, then turned his attention back to driving. 

       A touch of color had seeped into her face, but her fingers tightly clenched in her lap were a dead giveaway of emotional 50 
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       stress. He gentled his tone. “Don't make a snap decision. Give yourself time.” 

       “It's not a snap decision. It's something I have to do.” She shifted in her seat and opened the window on her side. 

       Minutes passed. He maneuvered through heavy traffic, watching for her turnoff. 

       “Quinn.” 

       Until she said his name, he hadn't realized how tense he'd been, waiting for her to talk to him. 

       “Maybe you'll understand if I tell you why I have to face the problem of the Vipers,  and not hide.” 

       “I'm listening.” He couldn't help the harsh tone. 

       She cleared her throat again. “When I was little, Gabriel teased me with the nickname Baby Ostrich because I'd try to ignore problems hoping they'd go away or someone else would solve them.” 

       “Hey, you were just a kid.” 

       “There's more. I carried the same attitude into my marriage. Matt liked to make the decisions, and it was easier for me. After his death, I moved to California. It signaled the beginning of my independence. Now I make my own choices.” 

       “The Vipers are still out there, and they won't give you a choice.” Quinn gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. “It's too damned dangerous.” 

       “I've made up my mind. I won't do anything stupid, but I certainly won't go into hiding.” She leaned forward. “There's my turnoff.” 
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       He gritted his teeth and followed her directions to her home, but he sure as hell wasn't finished trying to change her mind. 

       Two more corners and he was driving through a pleasant neighborhood with well-maintained houses and gardens and clipped lawns. 

       Swinging into the driveway, he parked behind her car. 

       Hawk eased out from the shadows under a large magnolia tree and gave a quick hand signal, all secure. 


       “There's your friend,” Heather said. “It was nice of him to drive my car home. Do you both want to come in? I have soft drinks, iced tea, coffee, or wine.” 

       He shouldn't hang around, but he was curious about her. 

       After all, he owed it to his little girl to check out the adult who had so much influence on her. In fact, my teacher said,  or, Mrs. Carter showed me how,  had become part of Brianna's vocabulary. “I'll stay for coffee. Can't speak for Hawk.” 

       Quinn stepped out of the jeep and went around to get the passenger side door. But, to Quinn's annoyance, Hawk was there first. After opening the door for Heather, Hawk gave her the keys to her car and declined her invitation, saying one of his agents was coming to pick him up. 

       “An agent?” Her fingers tightened on the car keys. “Are you with the DEA or the FBI?” 

       Hawk's usual hard expression softened. “I run my own private agency, Challenge Security.” 

       She smiled faintly. “That must keep you busy.” 

       “You got it.” He gestured toward a black Corvette pulling into the driveway. “Here's my ride.” 
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       As Quinn followed Heather through the lush garden, he mulled over her reaction to Hawk's comment that an agent was coming to pick him up. She'd obviously been nervous. 

       Her body language had given her away. Why? 

       Would he regret his decision to spend some time with her? 

       Which was the real Heather Carter? Was his first impression of her as being an honest woman correct, or was his judgment off again? At the coffee shop she'd evaded questions that should've been simple to answer. 

       He'd let those kinds of questions go with Shelly until it was almost too late. 

       When they crossed the porch and stepped into the cool house, he gave the interior a quick appraisal. An upgraded tract home built in the late nineteen-sixties. The polished parquet floor of the living room was enhanced by an area rug in soft colors. A subtle fragrance in the air reminded him of hiking through fields of spring wildflowers. 

       He sat on the brightly-patterned sofa, then gazed around at the cheerful interior. What he saw was neat and home-like with a touch of whimsy, like the crystals glittering in the east-facing window, and a table set below, spread with a purple and gold cloth. It held a crystal vase of dainty flowers, an ivy wreath, bone-handled knife, and a cut-glass decanter of Burgundy wine. Why a knife and Burgundy? 

       His curiosity roused, he strolled across the room for a closer look. He removed the glass stopper from the decanter and sniffed the contents. Definitely a rich, fruity scent. 

       Sealing the bottle with a faint clink,  he studied the knife. 
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       On closer examination, the bone handle was etched with symbols. He traced a spiral from the center to the end. It led to a triangle with the top third bisected by a horizontal line. 

       For some unknown reason his finger grew warmer as it touched each symbol. 

       The last figure was a curved arrow point. When his finger drifted over it, he could've sworn a faint breeze whirled around him. 

       Suddenly, the back of his neck prickled with the awareness of someone behind him. His hand closed on the knife handle as he whirled in defense. 

       Heather, holding a tray, paused in the archway leading from the dining room. Her eyes grew wider. Cups rattled in their saucers. She gave a nervous laugh. “Planning to raid the kitchen?” 

       Casually, he replaced the knife while he held her gaze. 

       “Nope, examining the loot.” He moved forward to take the tray from her. “I'll get that.” 

       She watched him, warily. 

      Damn. 


       Setting the tray on the coffee table, he waited for her to sit. One thing his Uncle Sigmund had beaten into him was good manners. Shelly had preened like a foolish peacock over the attention when it was for her, but shot sulky looks at him when he'd shown politeness to other women. 

       This time it paid off when Heather's shoulders relaxed and she gave him a faint smile. “Guess I'm still jumpy from what happened earlier today.” Her gaze slid past him to the small table with the knife. 
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       “Sorry if I was out of line examining your unusual display.” 

       “It's...okay. I use it to celebrate the seasons.” She folded her arms defensively. “This time, it's set up to celebrate spring.” 

       “It looks like an altar.” 

       “Technically it's a Beltane Altar.” Her chin tilted up, and she squared her shoulders. “To honor the Bright Mother and spring. There's gold for longer hours of sunlight, green for new growth, purple for flowers and grapes-” 

       “The knife?” 

       He saw her fingers tighten on her arms. “That particular knife is a symbol of the weather.” 

       “What does a knife have to do with the weather?” 

       “The figures represent the renewal of the earth's spirit in spring, the air, and the wind.” 

       Not entirely satisfied with her explanation, he gazed out the window. The garden, organized with a casual hand, exuded a welcome. He could picture kids playing there without looking over their shoulders for the next angry shout. 

       “You have a gardener?” he asked. 

       “I do it myself.” Her voice was filled with relief. “I love to dig in the soil, watch the plants grow.” 

       “It's peaceful.” More than peaceful,  he thought. The house and gardens were a helluva lot different from the cold and sterile place he and Karen had lived since he was seven. 

       Sitting here in Heather's cheerful home, he wanted to believe she was exactly what she'd said, a widow making a new start after her husband's death. No hidden agenda. 
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       “The coffee will get cold.” After filling two cups with steaming liquid from an insulated carafe, she stood and handed him a delicate cup. Their fingers brushed. 

       Quinn felt the lightning charge of that touch as surely as an electric jolt from a frayed hot line. 

       He watched her grope for the armchair placed at an angle across the side table. Her cup rattled in the saucer and she quickly placed it on the table, but nothing could disguise the color flooding her face. 

       It made her seem more vulnerable. Hell, he didn't need
this flash of sexual attraction. 


       Deliberately, he leaned back, crossed his right foot over his left knee and watched her through narrowed eyes. He'd been trained to assess body language. What he saw in hers was a gentle, sincere woman who'd been through a frightening experience. 

       She spent extra time settling into the chair, looking everywhere but at him. Finally drawing an audible breath, she faced him. “Thank you again for all your help today.” 

       “Then use some sense and stay home like Detective Platt suggested.” 

       She stiffened. “No.” 

       He studied her stubborn expression. “You got a death wish?” 

       “Would you back off if you were in my place?” Her determined gaze held him. 

       “That's different.” He eyed her slender frame and the bruises blooming on her arms, mentally swearing. “I'm trained to handle bastards. You're not.” 
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       “Gabriel taught me self-defense when I started dating.” 

       Quinn sat forward. “It's not enough. You're—” 

       “Don't give me the, you're just a woman,  line. It won't change my mind. How can I expect the kids to take a stand against the Vipers if I don't?” She set her cup in the saucer with a faint click.  “But after what happened today, I know enough to be careful, not take foolish chances.” 

       The resolute set of her mouth told him it was time to drop the subject—for now. 

       Quinn's attention was caught by a photograph framed in brass on the walnut lamp table at his elbow. It showed an older blonde woman seated in a formal pose. Behind her stood a keen-eyed young man in a police officer's uniform, a younger Heather, and a middle-age man whose hairline had started to recede. 

       The resemblance between the seated woman and Heather made it obvious they were mother and daughter. 

       “That your family?” he asked, indicating the photo. 

       “It was taken the day Gabriel graduated from the police academy.” Her voice held the same note of love as it had when she'd talked about her brother in the coffee shop. 

       “He looks like the older man. Your father?” 

       “Yes. Dad and Gabe had a lot in common. My father wanted to join the force when he graduated from high school, but his heart murmur prevented it.” She sipped the coffee reflectively. “In a way, Dad lived his dream through Gabriel. 

       When I married Matthew, my father was delighted to have another law officer in the family.” 

       “Your mother had the same opinion?” 

       57 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       “She worried about the hazards of police work.” Heather's fingers tightened on the delicate cup. “Gabriel would try to make light of the dangers involved in his job to relieve her concern.” 

       “They live around here?” 

       “My parents’ home is in Rockaway, New York. It's where Gabe and I grew up.” 

       “Your brother still in New York?” 

       She hesitated. “Not anymore.” Her eyes took on a haunted look. “More coffee?” 

       Hell, she was doing it again—evading a question and stirring his protective instincts at the same time. He lunged to his feet, prowled to the window, and turned. “What's going on? I ask about your brother and you change the subject.” 

       “There's no mystery.” She said wearily, joining him at the window. “Gabriel's dead.” 

      


      * * * * 

       Driving home, Quinn was still furious with himself for the way he'd handled the scene at Heather's house. Her brother was dead. When she'd told him, his desire to hold her was the last thing he'd expected. Hell, he must've broken the record for fast good-byes. He'd had to leave for both their sakes. 

       Otherwise, he would've pulled her into his arms and tried to kiss away her pain. 

       He thudded one fist on the steering wheel. God, there she was grieving for her brother, while he, Mr. I'll-make-it-better-Archer, fought his own sexual arousal. 
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       Disgusted with himself, he entered the freeway and settled into the challenge of once again maneuvering through rush hour traffic. 

       No matter how he tried to block it from his mind, the image remained of a slender woman, hands and knees bandaged, arms bearing bruises of violence, and eyes full of determination and courage. And he'd walked out on her when she'd needed to be comforted, cherished. 

       No two ways about it. He'd run like a coward. 

      


      * * * * 

       That evening, her thoughts still filled with Quinn and her mixed feelings about him, Heather switched on the TV to watch the news. The program opened with an urgent bulletin on the escape of the man who'd fired at the police helicopter in the North Street Elementary school incident. When Heather saw the photo, a wave of terror welled up in her throat. It was Crazy Tony, the one she'd identified in the police line-up. 

       The phone rang. She snatched it up hoping it was Quinn. 

       Instead, a low, menacing voice growled, “Bitch.” 

       Stunned, she dropped the phone in the cradle. Oh, God,
what can I do? 


       She picked it up again and called Detective Platt. Long after she hung up, his words kept repeating in her mind. Be
careful, ma'am. He's armed and dangerous, and out for
revenge. 


       Hurrying through the house, she tested all the windows and doors to be sure they were locked. But her uneasiness grew. Once more, the phone rang. She stared at it as if it 59 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       were alive. Should she answer? No. Let the machine pick up. 

       When it did, there was no message, just a coarse laugh. 

      I have to defend myself.  She rummaged through her kitchen cupboards, finally settling on a mid-size frying pan, easy to swing, but heavy enough to pack a wallop. 

       Suddenly, headlights flashed past her windows as a car pulled into her driveway. Was it Crazy Tony? The police? Platt had said extra cars had been assigned to patrol her street. 

       She hurried to the window in the guest bedroom facing the front. In the dark room, she eased the drape aside and peered at the car. A blacker shadow in the night, the roof was smooth—no light bar. Not a police car. Her breath quickened. 

       Was it Crazy Tony? The vipers? 

       A shadowy form detached itself from beside the car, and headed for her porch. Was it—? 

       A heavy fist hit the door. “Heather, open up. It's Quinn Archer.” 

       “Quinn!” Dashing to the door, she fumbled with the lock and threw open the door. 

       “Heather.” In one swift move he had his arms around her. 

       The frying pan slipped from her fingers and clattered on the polished parquet. “Lord, I'm glad you're here.” His strong arms, his solid chest under the black knit shirt gave her a sense of safety. 

       “I heard about the bastard's escape.” 

       Quinn's breath stirred her hair. She didn't want to move, didn't want to think or worry, only stand here in the circle of his embrace. 

       He loosened his grip and she bit back a protest. 
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       Quinn fingered a tendril of hair on her cheek. “You plan to take me out with that pan?” One arm still around her waist, he scooped up the skillet. 

       “I—” 

       A burst of amplified voices and powerful lights behind the pulled drapes interrupted her. “That sounds like a police radio,” Heather exclaimed. 

       Someone hammered on the door. “Mrs. Carter.” 

       She twitched a drape aside. “It's a policeman. Some others are out there and they look like they're set for trouble.” She raised her voice. “I'm coming.” 

       “Wait.” Quinn sounded grim. “I'll get it. Just in case.” 

      In case of what?  His unreadable expression stopped her question. 

       Shouldering her out of the way, he opened the door, his body sheltering most of hers. “Is there a problem, officer?” 

       “A routine check.” He looked at Heather. “Mrs. Carter?” 

       “Yes, I'm Heather Carter.” Both men stood as if braced for trouble. A second lawman stood beside the porch stairs, one hand near his gun. A third policeman, partially sheltered by the open door of a cruiser, spoke into his hand radio. Hoping to diffuse the tension, she said, “This is Quinn Archer.” 

       The policeman's attention centered on Quinn. “Is that your black Grand Cherokee in the driveway, sir?” 

       Quinn assumed a nonchalant pose. Arms folded, he leaned against the doorframe. “Yes, it is, officer,” he said in a pleasant voice. 

       His stance didn't fool her. Heather suspected it didn't deceive the officers. 
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       “Step out here and show me your identification.” The patrolman's voice was calm, but his body language showed he was alert, ready for action. 

       Quinn slowly straightened with his hands in plain sight, and moved onto the porch. He pulled a slim folder from an inside pocket of his light jacket, and presented his driver's license. 

       The officer raised his hand radio and called in Quinn's driver's license number. 

       A reply came quickly. The officer at the car called, “Driver's license and car registration both check out.” 

       The officer thanked them and left. 

       As the patrol cars drove away, Heather joined Quinn on the porch. 

       He put a protective arm around her shoulder and urged her back inside. “Just to be safe, we'll avoid the front of the house. You got a back porch or patio?” 

       She looked up into his silvery eyes. The very air seemed electrified. “Patio? Yes. Through here.” 

       Walking ahead, she led him through the house to the sliding patio door, removed the safety rod and opened the door. They stepped out onto the smooth flagstones. 

       She inhaled a deep breath of the fresh night air. “It's so peaceful now, I wish it would always be like this.” 

       “Yeah.” He held out one hand. She went to him willingly, and he slid an arm around her waist. She leaned there, drinking in the quiet. Wind chimes played melodically in the gentle breeze. Night-blooming Jasmine filled the air with 62 
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       fragrance. A Mocking bird sang through its repertoire. The scattered stars, not hidden by city lights, sparkled in the sky. 

       A faint thread of moonlight spread its silvery wedge across the plush lawn. Quinn turned her in his arms, and she looked up. The pewter gleam in his eyes held a sensuous light. 

       He crooked one knuckle under her chin and lowered his lips to hers in a tender kiss so warm and gentle her automatic defenses crumbled. He touched the corners of her mouth, nibbled delicately on her lower lip. Her mouth followed his, drawn deeper into the exquisite world of sensation. 

       Raising her hands to his neck, she slid her fingers into his silky, thick hair. Her legs barely held her, and she clung to him. 

       He made a rough sound, and deepened the kiss, possessing her mouth with a passion she'd never before experienced. His hands slid down her back to her bottom and tugged her closer. 

       Abruptly, he drew away and shoved one hand through his hair. “Honey, you're dynamite.” 

       She blinked, and gripped the back of a patio chair for support before her knees gave way. “I...that shouldn't have happened.” 

       Framing her face with his hands, he murmured, “It was overdue. We both felt the charge.” 

       “But—” 

       He brushed one thumb across her lips. “No regrets, Heather. I won't kiss you again until you give me the go-ahead. But there's one thing you should know.” 
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       He touched the side of her mouth. “I'm staying here tonight.” 
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          CHAPTER 5
        
      

       “Wrong. You're leaving.” 

       As Heather pulled away and stepped back, hands fisted at her sides, Quinn mentally cursed his rotten timing. 

       He realized he'd sprung the idea too quickly. Bad move. 


       “Heather, be reasonable. I don't mean let's jump into bed.” 

       “You've got that right, mister.” Her eyes flashed. 

       Damn, she'd gone from sweet female to blazing Valkyrie. 

       Quinn couldn't decide which he liked better. Whoa, Archer,  he chided himself. You're here to protect her, not jump her
bones. 


       He raised his hands in a let's-be-sensible gesture. “Think about Crazy Tony, the Vipers, the threats against you.” 

       “How can I forget?” she said in a taut voice. “But I have to live with it until he's caught and the Vipers find someone else to annoy.” 

       Quinn ran a hand through his hair, frustrated as hell. “It's a damned sight more than annoy. Can't you get it through your head? They tried to kidnap you!” 

       She glared back. “I know.” 

       Cursing under his breath, he fought to regain his ordinarily cool detachment in problem solving. The fact she was watching him warily didn't help. “Look, can't we discuss this? 

       Wouldn't you feel safer to have someone here tonight?” 

       “I don't need—” 

       “Just one night, and I'll sleep out here on the couch.” 
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       She glanced at the piece of furniture, then back at him assessingly. “How tall are you?” 

       “Six feet, two inches.” 

       “You like sleeping scrunched up?” She raised an eyebrow. 

       It gave him hope. “If I have to.” 

       “What about Brianna?” 

       “Happy to have a sleep-over with her cousins.” 

       She turned and went to the display of family photos. He suddenly realized there wasn't one of her deceased husband. 

      Interesting. 


       “Quinn, I told you when I came to California I resolved to be independent, to make my own decisions.” 

       He nodded, afraid to interfere with the fragile truce. 

       She traced the photo of her brother. “Gabriel would've understood my reasons. He'd also tell me when I was cutting off my nose to spite my face.” She took a deep breath. 

       “You're correct to say I'd rest better knowing someone was here tonight. I trust you to keep your word.” 

       He took a step toward her. “Heather—” 

       “You promised.” 

       “Yeah. I promised.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. 

       “You can use the guest room.” 

       She led him down the hall to the first room, opened the door, and switched on the light. “Check the nightstand drawer. There are a few toiletries for guests. Bathroom's across the hall. Clean towels on the rack.” 

       “Looks good. Beats sleeping on the couch.” 

       “Then that's it.” She hesitated. “Quinn, I'm glad you're here.” She kissed his cheek and walked out. 
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      * * * * 

       By Monday, Heather's cuts and bruises were healing, but the memory of the assault would take longer. 

       She hadn't seen or heard from Quinn since Saturday morning when he'd run a finger along the side of her face, said, get some rest,  and left for an early appointment. 

       The neighborhood gossips had spread the news of the Vipers’ vicious attempt on her. Former students stopped by before school to ask what happened and tell her to be careful. 

       Those warnings were on her mind as she checked on the students as they worked on their writing logs. Brianna seemed preoccupied as Heather sat down beside her. 

       “Do you know what you want to write about today?” 

       “I don't know, Mrs. Carter.” The six-year-old's voice wavered and her eyes glimmered with unshed tears. 

       “Is there something you want to talk about?” Heather smoothed back a lock of Brianna's hair. 

       “Can I tell you something private?” 

       “Come with me.” She clasped the troubled girl's small hand and led her to the Special Kid easy chair at one end of the large area rug where the children would later gather for lessons. 

       Heather sat in the chair. “Do you want to sit on my lap?” 

       The blonde six-year-old nodded yes. 


       Cuddling Brianna, Heather's gaze swept the room. The other children were accustomed to her comforting a child in the same manner, so they kept working. 

       “Want to tell me why you're so sad today?” 
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       The little girl relaxed against her teacher. “My daddy had to go away for a week.” 

       “You must miss him a whole lot.” 

       “Yes.” Brianna looked up. Apparently reassured, she rested her head on Heather's shoulder again. “Sometimes he has to see a client. I don't worry then.” Her voice wavered. “But I'm worried this time.” 

       Heather patted Brianna's shoulder. “Your father will be home in a few days and everything'll be okay. Are you staying with your Aunt Karen?” 

       “Uh, huh. It's fun with Mike and Patty.” 

       “Your father loves you. He always makes sure someone takes care of you when he can't be there.” 

       “I know.” Brianna nodded. “When Uncle Hawk came to see him yesterday and said they had to go away on business, Daddy made sure I could stay with Uncle Dan and Aunt Karen.” 

       “See? Your father takes good care of you. He loves you.” 

       She stroked Brianna's arm and gave her a tissue from the box beside the chair. 

       “I love Uncle Hawk, but I worry when Daddy has to go with him. I'm not supposed to know, but sometimes they get hurt. 

       And I know Daddy took his big knife and gun.” 

       Heather squeezed Brianna reassuringly, but a cold knot formed in her own stomach. Quinn was involved in something dangerous. 

       Brianna snuggled against her. “They tried to pretend it was just a little trip, but Uncle Hawk was extra quiet, and Daddy looked sad and angry.” She wiped her tears with her fingers. 

       68 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       “When I walked out of the bathroom, I heard Daddy say, 

      'We have to get Michael out of that'. ..and he said a bad word.” 

       “It sounds like they want to help a friend.” 

       “Yes, Michael Forest is a nice man.” Brianna smiled through her tears. “He brings me baby roses when he comes to our house.” 

       She slid off Heather's lap. “I know. I'll write about the baby roses.” 

      


      * * * * 

       That night, as she settled in bed, the conversation with Quinn's daughter was still on Heather's mind. Unable to sleep, she wandered into the living room, and to the Beltane Altar set at the east window. Moonlight glowed in the dangling crystals and flowed like a blessing across the spring altar. 

       Bending, she swept her hair out of her face and buried her nose in the fragrant sweet peas. A shiver of anticipation raised chills down her arms. She didn't know why, but the very air held its breath as if waiting. 

       She traced the outer leaves of the ivy wreath, centered herself in the moonbeam, closed her eyes, and let the night whisper its secrets. 

       She heard the faint tinkle of wind chimes hung on her porch. On a breath, she moved into deeper level. A flash of light shone red through her closed eyelids. Guided by an inner sense, she brushed the decanter to her right and followed the thread of masculine essence to the handle of her knife. 
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       The moment her fingers closed around the carved handle with its symbols of spirituality, divination, and wind magic, an image of Quinn swept into her mind. 

      He lay on his stomach in a dark jungle where the dense
foliage pressed up against a stone wall. His clothing blended
with the tangled plants and vines. Even his face had been
painted to match the rioting plants. Beside him, Hawk, also
camouflaged, studied a metal grate set at the base. 

      Everything inside her cringed at the idea of going into the
thick miasma of danger and pain radiating from behind that
wall. But she knew that was exactly what Quinn and Hawk
planned. She sensed their friend, Michael, was held there in a
place so unspeakable she couldn't express it in words. 


      As she watched, Hawk removed the grate while Quinn
stood guard, his piercing gaze sweeping across the jungle
night. She wanted to scream a warning, but her voice was
paralyzed. 


      Helplessly, she watched the men enter the dark tunnel
while yet another tortured cry shattered the night. 


       The faint sound of wind chimes drew her back to her home, to her feet in front of the altar celebrating spring joy. 

       With the knife burning in her grasp, she crumpled to her knees to pray for the men's safety. 

       To pray for Quinn. 

      


      * * * * 

       A week later, her dreams were still haunted by the image of Quinn in danger as she pulled into the school parking lot. 

       She'd never had a waking vision before the night she grasped the knife he'd handled. That knife now held his signature 70 
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       touch as surely as if he'd carved his name across the symbols. 

       In spite of her studies about the paranormal, she'd barely dipped below the surface of knowledge about her gifts. But she knew that somehow the knife had crystallized the connection between her and Quinn. 

       When she was a child, her unusual abilities had frightened her parents. Her husband, Matthew, had never been comfortable about them. Even now, she hid those gifts from other people. 

       With the vision of danger and Quinn on her mind, she crossed the blacktop and went through the main gate. A banner stretched above the office door said, Welcome to
Career Day. 


       Had Quinn returned safely? Would he be at school? Her heart ached with worry. 

       As if to answer her worry, Brianna skipped down the open hall toward her. A bouquet of pink and yellow roses with maidenhair fern clutched in her small hand bounced with every step. 

       Almost breathless, she stopped in front of Heather. Her eyes sparkled with happiness. “Teacher, Daddy's home. He came in last night.” 

       “I'm happy for you, honey.” Elated by the news, Heather bent her head to breathe in the rich fragrance of the blossoms and hide the flush she felt spreading across her cheeks. “The roses are wonderful. Thank you.” 
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       “Daddy and I went out real early to pick them.” She hopped on one foot. “I cut the fern, and didn't even say ouch when it poked me.” 

       Crouching beside her, Heather hugged her with one arm. 

       “You're growing up.” 

       “That's what Daddy said.” One small hand crept around Heather's neck and the little body leaned trustingly against her. “He wants to know which room to use for his talk today. 

       He brought a computer and some model buildings.” 

       “Tell him room seventy-three, next door to our buddy class. I'll send a helper with a cart.” 

       While Heather made the arrangements for a sixth-grade student to assist Quinn, happiness filled her at the knowledge he'd returned safely and she'd see him during the day. Nine days had passed since he'd left her house. For seven of those days, she'd worried. In spite of her resolve to avoid becoming involved with any man, her heart rose knowing she'd see him in the next two hours. 

       By the time it was her class's turn to hear Quinn's talk, the students were restless, keyed up from a dance participation program and a visit to the fire engine and police cars parked on the playground. 

       When they walked into the room and the children began to ooh and ahh at the computer-generated graphics and scale models of buildings in various stages of construction, she relaxed. 

       She hadn't counted on the effect he had on her. Her heart felt lighter just seeing him there. She carefully searched for 72 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       any evidence of injury. After all, Brianna had said he'd taken his knife and gun. 

       While Quinn patiently answered the children's questions, he often looked in her direction. Every time their gazes met, a wave of pleasure filled her in response. 

       When their session finished, she reluctantly gathered her students to lead them back to class. Before they left, she glanced back in time to see him wince and clamp his lips together. 

      


      * * * * 

       The time until lunch passed in a blur. Heather went through the motions of moving around the classroom to monitor the children's work, but she worried about Quinn. 

       What had happened? She'd seen the evidence of pain before he concealed it. 

       By the time she reached the teacher's room where a potluck had been set up for the guest lecturers, the chairs on both sides and across the table from him had been filled. 

       Disappointed, she sat with other guests. 

       She'd just finished eating, when he crossed the room and stopped beside her. “Mrs. Carter, can we have a quick conference about my daughter?” 

       Hiding her eagerness, she collected her purse and stood. 

       “We can discuss Brianna in the classroom.” 

       As they strolled down the open hallway with the midday breeze swirling around them, she wanted to tell Quinn she'd missed him. Instead, she said, “Thanks for asking Dan to install better locks on my doors and windows. My house is a 73 
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       lot safer now. He wouldn't accept payment for the materials or labor.” 

       Quinn growled, “He better not take any money. The job was a favor to me. I planned to do it, but had to go out of town on business.” 

       He faced her, and ran a hand through his hair. “Speaking of Dan, his construction company's building a mansion on a site overlooking Lake Elsinore. 

       “One of your designs?” 

       “I did the whole package from the partial and preliminary sketches to the finished plans. Windspear has a great view. 

       I'm taking Brianna out there Saturday.” He paused, studying her. “Want to go with us for a change of scene?” 

       She felt the wild impulse to say yes.  Caution made her wait until she could think more clearly away from his disturbing presence. “I'll think about it.” 

      She'd think about it.  Quinn figured that was better than a flat, no.  As they continued down the hallway, between long wings of classrooms, he lifted one of Heather's hands to exam her palm and see how the scrapes had healed. He curbed his mad impulse to kiss every scar and make it better. 

       Contenting himself, instead, with gently rubbing a finger along each pink line. 

       Her light blush pleased him. That genuine response was refreshing after dealing with so many cynical people. 

       During the long nights he and Hawk had spent in the Brazilian rain forest, with mosquitoes making life hell, he'd blocked out the torment and thought about Heather. In the daylight while they lay concealed in the thick tropical plants 74 
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       and vines, studying how to rescue Michael, flashes of her smile had intruded in Quinn's thoughts. He'd seen her hair and creamy skin in the delicate orchids blooming all around. 

       The flash of brilliant blue from a bird's wing became the gleam in her eyes. 

       Now she walked beside him and the attraction sparkled through his blood like fine champagne. 

       A sudden blow to his side damn near sent him to his knees. Automatically he clapped a protective hand over his ribs. With the other hand, he steadied the little guy who'd barreled into him. For a moment, Quinn couldn't speak as he struggled to hide his pain. 

       Then he took a breath. “Whoa, buddy, where's the fire?” 

       “Sorry, mister.” The kid looked up at him wide-eyed. 

       “‘S okay.” He ruffled the kid's hair. 

       The boy left, and Quinn stifled a groan. 

       Heather whispered, “Lean on me.” 

      "No,  dammit.” He straightened and said in a milder tone, 

       “Thanks, but Brianna doesn't know I'm hurt. I don't want her upset.” 

       “She sensed something was wrong. And I worried about you all week.” 

       Heather's words shook him. Worried?  He's the one who worried about others and took care of them. 

       Once in the classroom, she directed him to a chair, and quietly asked, “What happened? I suspect it was more than an accident.” Her eyes were deep pools of worry. 

       He couldn't lie to those eyes. “Took a knife across the ribs.” 
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       At her horrified gasp, he hastily said, “Hey, it's okay. Just stitches and a bandage. I'll be as good as new.” 

       Pulling up a student chair, she sat in front of him and laid a slim hand on his arm. “What happened?” 

       Compelled by the genuine concern he saw in her face, he decided to explain. “You know Hawk has a security consultant business.” 

       She nodded. 

       “He also takes occasional jobs for the U.S. government. 

       This time he sent our friend, Michael, to investigate a drug lord conducting business from a fortress in the Brazilian rain forest. 

       “When Michael was captured, Hawk and I went down there to get him out alive instead of in pieces as Señor Feo threatened.” 

       She turned pale. "Señor Feo sounds terrible. Would he really hack up someone?” 

       “Hell, yes. He's done it before.” 

       She gasped and covered her mouth. In the heavy silence that followed, Quinn mentally cursed himself. He'd put that expression of horror in her eyes. 

       Outside the classroom door, children laughed and shouted. 

       He heard the rhythmic thud of balls bouncing back and forth between players. Even the rattle of swing chains. But inside, the air was heavy with denial and acceptance. He smoothed back a lock of her hair, amazed that his fingers trembled. 

       “Damn. I didn't mean to upset you.” 

       “I'm not upset with you.” She touched his cheek. “Only what you've lived through.” 
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       Once more, the quiet of the classroom surrounded them. 

       The air had the typical school aroma of paper and paste. This was overlaid by the faint fragrance of roses and sweet peas, and Heather's delicate wildflower perfume. He fingered the lock of her hair, then reluctantly withdrew his hand. 

       She sighed and clasped his hand. “Is your friend all right?” 

       “Michael's in bad shape, but we got to him in time. Once he's out of the hospital, he'll recuperate at Zack and Anna's place back east in the Appalachians.” 

       “I'm glad he's safe.” 

       She leaned closer and his heart rate kicked up a notch. Her lips were parted. 

       Would they taste as good as they had that night on the porch? Better? 

       A child's voice outside the door said, “Hey, Brianna. Your father's in the classroom talking to your teacher.” 

       Heather stood, and Quinn damned the lost opportunity to discover the answer to his question. 
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       Kneeling in her garden, Heather shaped a shallow depression in the damp soil around a pale, straggly pineapple geranium. The same afternoon sun warming her back spread nurturing rays across the tender plant. Earlier, she'd rescued it from the reject pile at a local super store when she'd stopped after school for groceries. 

       Now she poured cool water around the thirsty geranium. 

       Her body tingled with gathering power as she murmured, 

      "Roots push deep to catch the flow. I give you life so you may
grow." 


       Gently stroking one velvety leaf, she breathed in the faint pineapple fragrance and visualized a full, vigorous plant. 

       Under her delicate touch, she sensed a quickening of fresh energy. 

       She sat back on her legs, raised her hands above the plant, palms down, and chanted, "Grow now here, forever
strong. I welcome you home where you belong, and I give
you love." 


       With earth power still surging through her body, she raised her arms in invitation to the cheerful zephyrs idling among the lavenders and the day lilies, the roses, mint, and sage. 

       Wind chimes sang melodiously. The soft breezes gathered, swirling sweet and spice fragrances around her and the newest member of the garden. She closed her eyes, tipped her head back, and reveled in the joy of sun and wind. 

      


      * * * * 
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       That stunning sight greeted Quinn as he parked at one side of her driveway. If he lived to be a hundred, he mused, he'd never forget this image of the slender woman, blonde hair glowing in the afternoon sunshine, wind rippling her pink T-shirt and shorts, kneeling among the rich greens and bright colors of her garden. In fact, if he believed in magic, he'd have sworn she'd put a spell of enchantment on the garden. 

       Loath to break the mood, he eased out of the jeep. 

       She stood in one graceful movement and faced him, shading her eyes with one hand. “Quinn, how nice to see you.” Her voice was rich with pleasure. 

       He moved forward, relieved by her greeting, more than he cared to examine or admit. He'd spent four days trying to forget her by concentrating on his work, but her memory was always there, intruding on his thoughts. 

       As he drew closer, he saw a streak of dirt on her cheek and joy sparkling in her eyes. “Gardening agrees with you.” 

       “I love it.” She brushed the dirt off her hands. “I don't wear gloves unless I'm pruning roses because I enjoy the feel of the cool loam when I grub among the plants.” 

       “Sort of like a kid,” he teased. 

      "Exactly like a kid.” She went a few steps across the lawn toward the house, stopped and grinned at him over her shoulder. “Come into the house. I made fresh lemonade.” 

       He wanted to touch her, had to touch her. Catching up with Heather, he stopped her with a hand on her arm, then brushed the dirt from her cheek. “You're no child.” 

       She stared at him, eyes wide, rosy lips parted. “No?” 
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       Slipping an arm around her waist, he dropped a kiss on her forehead. “You're all woman.” He pressed his lips to hers with gentle urgency. 

       Her hands gripped his shoulders, and he accepted the welcome. Just the scent, the touch of her and he was getting hard. 

       “Are you a witch?” he murmured, gliding kisses from her temple to one cheek, then down the other side of her face. 

       “Yes. A good witch.” Her body molded against his. Her hands locked around his neck. She opened her mouth to him and he took the invitation, diving into the warm depths. She froze for a moment before softening, then melted against him with a hungry sound. She tangled her tongue with his, at first shyly, then followed his in advance and retreat, until he wanted to lay her down naked in the fragrant garden, and join their bodies in the real act their mouths only imitated. 

       In the deep reaches of his mind, he knew he'd found the answer to his question, would her lips taste as good as that
night on the porch?  Yes. Now warmed by the sun, and softened by growing passion, they tasted richer, sweeter, better. 

       “Heather,” he whispered, afraid to break the spell. “I want you.” 

       “Oh, God, I want you, too, but I-” 

       He silenced her with another kiss, and reached for the hem of her T-shirt. 

       She gripped his wrist, her hand too petite to circle it. 

       “Quinn, I can't. We can't do this.” 
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       “Right. We're outdoors. What the hell was I thinking?” He tugged her across the lawn toward the house, but she resisted. 

       “We have to stop. Now.” Her voice was filled with regret. 

      Damn, she meant it. 


       “Give me a minute.” Wiping a hand across his face, he dragged in a deep breath and commanded his hormones to stand down. 

       “I'm sorry.” She touched his shoulder gently. 

       He pulled away. “I can handle frustration,” he growled. 

       “How about we have that lemonade out on the porch?” 

       “Good idea. I'll get it.” 

       Silently cursing himself, he watched her disappear into the house. Why in hell had he come on so strong? Stupid question. He'd taken a hit between the eyes the moment he saw her kneeling like a pagan goddess among the flowers. 

       By the time she returned with two glasses, a pitcher, and a plate of cookies on a tray, he lounged on the bright pillows in a white wicker chair. After giving him a tall, frosty glass, she set the tray on a small table and sat in the other chair. 

       Ice tinkled as he took his first swallow. Both tart and sweet, the lemonade brought back memories, and he spoke without thinking, “Mom used to make fresh lemonade like this.” 

       “Where does she live? Do you see her often?” 

       “My parents are dead.” He tensed, realizing he was spilling his guts to Heather. 

       “I'm sorry.” She reached across the small table and laid her hand on his clenched fist. 
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       He turned his hand over, clasping her slender fingers. The electric spark of attraction surged to a deeper level. Damn, he wanted her, but he could wait. 

       She gently tugged her hand away and offered the plate of sugar cookies. Sampling one, he relaxed and studied the lawn and flowerbeds. “Karen has a great yard, but yours has hers beat.” 

       Heather smiled over the rim of her glass. “I learned a lot from my mother. Her gardens are in bloom from the first snowdrops and crocus poking their heads up in early spring to the last blaze of chrysanthemums in the fall. She has bright holly at Christmas, pots of herbs in her kitchen window, and African violets in the south-facing windows.” 

       “You get back to see her often?” 

       Her smile faded. For a moment, shadows darkened her eyes. 

       She dipped her head and traced circles in the dewy condensation on her glass. “I haven't seen her or my father since I left.” 

       “Invite them out.” 

       “If I did, they wouldn't come.” 

       “Have you tried?” 

       “Several times.” 

       He heard the sadness in her voice. Dammit, solving family problems wasn't in his job description. “You and my sister have a lot in common, healthy gardens and you both bake great cookies.” He helped himself to another one, and sensed Heather's tension ease. 
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       They sat in companionable silence for a while listening to bird song and the busy drone of bees. Quinn pondered the fact that he was relaxed, not anxious to go anywhere. 

       One thing he knew for certain, he wanted to learn more about Heather. He set his glass on the carved wood tray with a click.  “Let's go out for an early dinner.” 

       “What about Brianna?” 

       “Attending a classmate's birthday party at Pete's Pizza
Patio.  I offered to help ride herd on the kids, but she didn't want me to hang around.” 

       Heather nodded understandingly. “It's hard to let go.” 

       “Damn right. With more reason than most. I made enemies in my old job, the kind who hold a grudge. Hawk sent two of his young-looking agents on a pretend date to the pizza place.” 

       “A perfect solution. Brianna has fun and you know she's safe.” 

       “You've got it.” He glanced at his watch. “It's two hours before I pick her up. Have dinner with me?” 

       “I don't—” 

       “Just someplace casual.” 

       Her face mirrored an internal struggle. Silently he urged her to say, yes. 


       “Okay, but I get to pick the place.” 

       “It's a deal.” 

       She stood. “Give me fifteen minutes. Come into the living room when you're ready.” 

       Figuring it would take longer, he poured another glass of lemonade, drank it, then carried the tray into the house. 
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      * * * * 

       Keyed up, Heather dashed through a quick shower and dried off. Quinn's unexpected appearance, the sensual tug between them had added a new dimension, a new depth to their acquaintance. For a few precious moments, she could almost believe there was a chance for them to build a lasting relationship. 

       As she slipped into her pale green linen slacks and pulled on a deeper green linen top, she reminded herself they were only going to dinner. The earlier kiss had happened because she was still floating in the joy that followed the success of bringing a new chance at life to plants or people. 

       Deftly, she swept her hair up into a knot secured with a butterfly clip, slicked on lipstick, and debated about adding more makeup. Keep it casual, she told her reflection. But her face heated as she recalled the kiss they'd shared and her helpless reaction. 

      Enough.  She stepped into sandals, scooped up her purse and went to join Quinn. 

       Standing in the doorway, she studied his long, powerful frame as he relaxed in her living room. His expression was almost...mellow, for lack of a better description, and she had a glimpse of him as he might've looked before life had scarred his soul. 

       She stepped into the room and he came to his feet, alert, as if prepared to attack. 

       Surprised, she bit back a yelp. “I'm ready. Fifteen minutes as promised.” 
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       His stance relaxed. He made a show of looking at his watch. “A woman of her word.” 

       “Always. I keep my promises.” She led him to the front door. “We're going to the Rocking D. Hope you like Tex-Mex food.” 

       “Love it,” he said, holding the door for her. 

      


      * * * * 

       The Rocking D lived up to its claim of being a slice of Texas, Quinn thought as he and Heather crossed the random-length plank floor following the hostess. 

       Country Western music and the buzz of conversation made a background to an open interior. Adobe block walls, painted in sand with deep green trim, were lit by defused sunshine from the skylight. Vines, pottery figures, and cacti decorated open wood shelves out of reach of curious fingers. 

       He took a place across from Heather in the maroon leather booth. A waitress in jeans and western shirt appeared, took their drink orders and left. 

       “The Donatelli's bought this place four years ago,” Heather said. “They redecorated, changed the menu, and business took off.” 

       “I can see why.” He did another quick survey of the room. 

       The lampshade hanging by a chain over the booth was adapted from a feed bucket painted in yellow with ziz-zag lines in red, green, and bright blue. Dark green Spanish tiles decorated in bright colors covered the tabletop. 

       His study was interrupted by a shout. 
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       “Well, look who the wind blew in.” A barrel-chested man in jeans and a red and blue plaid cowboy shirt bore down on them. “My ol’ childhood sweetheart.” 

       “Gino.” Heather scrambled out of the booth just in time for the fake cowboy to catch her up in a bear hug. He swung her around, gave her a smacking kiss on one cheek, and set her back on her feet. 

       Quinn, surprised by a rush of male rivalry, stood, intending to be prepared for...what? Protect her from a man she obviously knew and liked? 

       The cowboy offered a tanned, work-scarred hand to Quinn. 

       “Name's Gino. Gino Donatelli. Heather and I go way back.” 

       His teeth flashed in a challenging smile. 

       Quinn took the proffered hand, applying more than usual pressure. “Quinn Archer.” 

       They stood face-to-face, muscles straining. Quinn figured he'd lost a few marbles to be matching handgrips over a female. 

       A tiny, obviously pregnant woman fluttered up to Donatelli and rested a slender hand on his arm. “That's enough, sugah. 

       Play nice.” 

       She grinned at Heather. “I see mah honey-bear's up to his ol’ tricks.” 

       Smiling, Heather gave the black-haired pixie a hug. “Looks that way. Mr. macho is Quinn Archer. I promised him barbecue, not hand-wrestling.” 

       By mutual consent, Quinn and Donatelli parted. The cowboy gave Quinn a respectful look. “You're a damnsight stronger than some pampered city boy. Military?” 
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       “Special Forces.” 

       “Red Beret, here.” 

       The black-haired woman interrupted. “That's enough mutual admiration, boys.” 

       Heather stepped closer to Quinn and he looped an arm around her waist. She gave him a knowing look, but to his satisfaction didn't pull away. 

       “Quinn, this is Gino and Robin Donatelli. They own the restaurant. We three were friends all through high school in New York.” 

       “And Donatelli's sweetheart?” 

       “Not after one date with Robin.” Gino leaned over and kissed his wife. 

       “And you're still a flirt, honey-bear, but I love you.” 

       Easing out of Quinn's hold, Heather slid back into the booth. Again, he settled across from her. 

       The waitress brought two bright blue mugs of coffee and set them in front of Heather and him. Quinn took a cautious taste. Better than the usual restaurant coffee. 

       Gino sent the waitress away, and addressed Quinn. “Want to order or trust me?” 

       Quinn eyed him, then looked at Heather. “Your choice.” 

       “Surprise us.” She grinned at Donatelli. “But not too spicy hot. I want to keep all my teeth and the lining of my mouth.” 

       “Tenderfoot.” 

       “You've got that right. I learned my lesson last time you ordered.” 
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       After Gino left, Robin scooted in beside Heather. “Ah'm only stayin’ a minute, but I haven't seen Heather for a week and I need her advice.” 

       “No problem.” Quinn contented himself with watching the animated expressions crossing Heather's face as she talked with her friend. 

       Robin said, “I have anothah patient for you. My Creeping Charley. Po’ thing is sickly. Will you look at it?” 

       “Of course. What happened this time? Did you overwater?” 

       “Who knows? I didn't think I had.” She stood. “I'll be right back.” 

       “Have you known Robin a long time?” Quinn asked. 

       “She was my best friend in high school.” Heather's gaze focused on the lively woman heading between booths and tables toward the back of the restaurant. “But we lost touch after I married Matthew. I didn't even know she and Gino had moved out of New York until we connected again when I settled here. 

       “Matt...” She shook her head as if dispelling a sad memory and gave Quinn a too-bright smile. “That's in the past. Robin and Gino have been wonderful since I arrived in California.” 

       A server set a sizzling tray of appetizers in front of them, dealt out plates and extra napkins, and left. 

       Helping himself to a miniature taquito,  Quinn scooped up guacamole and popped the treat into his mouth. 

       Heather nodded in satisfaction. “Good isn't it? Gino was a cooks’ helper on cattle round-ups when he was a kid in Texas.” 

       “How'd he land in New York?” 
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       “His mother moved there to be near her parents after his father was killed in a rodeo accident. Robin and I were in a class with him. We just sort of gravitated toward each other.” 

       The appetizer plate of taquitos,  cheese quesadillas,  and spicy chicken wings was half empty when Robin returned carrying a bedraggled, drooping plant. 

       “Poor thing is right.” Heather gently stroked a broad leaf, browned on the edges. “When was the last time you watered it?” 

       “Last week, and I had it in a south window to give it plenty of sunlight.” 

       Quinn watched Heather cradle the ceramic pot between her slender hands and bend over to inspect the plant. She murmured something too softly for him to hear, then straightened. “I'll take it home, see what I can do.” 

       Robin Donatelli's expression cleared. “Sugah, if anyone can save it, you can.” 

       “I won't promise miracles.” Heather delicately touched one leaf, then set the pot out of the way as Gino and a waitress arrived at the table with tray loads of food. 

       Quinn had the odd impression that the plant already seemed stronger, but shook off the notion. Impossible. 


      


      * * * * 

       From her front porch, Heather watched Quinn's Cherokee turn onto the street and disappear into the twilight. Their time at the Rocking D had flown, and she'd enjoyed every minute. 

       Carrying Robin's sickly plant, she entered her house, lit the floor lamp, and set the plant on the Beltane altar. “We'll wait for full dark and the moon,” she promised the sad Creeping 89 
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       Charley. Its singed leaves were too vulnerable to sunlight at this point. 

       By habit, she switched on the TV news and picked up her stack of unopened mail on the table beside one armchair. The announcer's mention of New York drew her attention to the screen. As she watched pictures of downed trees and flooded streets, her uneasiness grew. The reporter said, “The wind and rainstorm pummeling New York City and surrounding areas has caused wide-spread damage and power outages. 

       We take you now to Rockaway Beach.” 

       Heather's stomach churned with dread. She watched the live pictures of familiar streets and buildings while the reporter continued, “With winds of eighty miles an hour and drenching rain combined with high tide and destructive waves, the beach towns have been hit the hardest.” 

       She telephoned her parents in spite of the late hour where they lived, but reached a recording that all circuits were busy. 

       She tried twice more, then decided that a call too late at night would upset her mother. 

       Heather had finally switched her thoughts to preparations for healing Robin's plant when the phone rang. 

       Maybe it was her parents calling her. She snatched up the phone with a breathless, “Hello.” 

       “Have you read your mail?” asked a heavy male voice with a strong New York accent. 

       She slammed down the receiver, and riffled through her unopened mail. All but one had familiar return addresses. She turned it over in her hand, plagued by curiosity and worry. 

       Who could have sent it? Should she open it? 
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       Impatient with her own hesitation, she didn't wait to sit in the nearby chair, but carefully opened the legal size envelope and pulled out a handful of newspaper clippings, and a smaller mailer. She put it aside to read the articles. 

      The Black Widow of Jamaica Ave,  blared the headline. 

       Below it a spread of photos showed her, dressed in black, in front of two caskets. Her husband's was draped in an American flag. The other, tiny and white with a spray of red roses, held their infant daughter. 

      Old news,  she told herself, but her baby, Crystal's, death still cut like a knife. 

       Trembling on the brink of tears, she put the paper aside and picked up the small mailer, feeling a split-pea-size lump inside it. What in the world? 

       She opened one end and shook out the contents. Nausea twisted her stomach as she recognized the dead spider. A black widow—symbol of the sorrow she'd carried since that bloody day on Jamaica Avenue. 

       As the past crashed down on her, she collapsed into the chair, and relived the horror—Matthew's death, her guilt at asking him to change his plans and go shopping, a trip that had resulted in his murder in front of the store. 

       Rubbing a shaky hand across her face, Heather struggled with the bitter gall of self-condemnation. Oh, Bright Lady, she mourned, why hadn't she been more attuned to her husband's needs? 

       She'd sensed his growing disinterest, and knew he viewed her pregnancy with dismay. But she'd clung to the hope that when he held the baby, he'd love their child. 
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      Their baby.  Heather folded her arms against her empty womb and rocked in grief. Her sweet baby, born too soon out of its mother's sorrow and shock. Her little one, dead because of that shopping trip, a trip Matthew had never wanted to make. 

       Heather sat huddled in her grief, the empty envelope crushed in her hand, until darkness wrapped the land, until the birds were silent, until her own tears had dried. 

       The floor lamp beside her chair made the only pool of light in the shadowed house. Slowly, she looked around the familiar room at the Beltane Altar, the fireplace where she'd kindle applewood and juniper in winter, the polished floors and area rug she'd chosen with such hope for a new life. 

      A new life.  She drew in a cleansing breath and, for the present, carefully closed a door on the sad memories. 

       Then out of the murk came two compelling questions that sent chills down her spine and set her heart pounding. 

       Who had sent the letter? 

       And why? 
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          CHAPTER 7
        
      

       In the early light of dawn, Heather fingered her copy of the police report on the kitchen table, and sipped her morning coffee. Detective Platt had come over the previous evening when she'd called about the mystery letter containing the dead spider. He'd interviewed her again, collected the envelopes and contents to take back to the station for analysis, and left after cautioning her. All she could do was wait and hope some fingerprints turned up that gave a clue to the sender. 

       As for her sad memories, she continued to keep them locked away. 

       Restless, she checked the time and decided her parents would be awake. 

       Her mother answered on the second ring. In her usual aloof tone, she said, “Heather, there was no need for you to call. Your father and I have survived the high winds without your presence.” 

       Clutching the telephone, she listened to the coolness in her mother's voice. Some things never change.  She drew in a fortifying breath. “Mother, of course I had to call and find out if you and father were all right after yesterday's storm.” 

       “We came through relatively unscathed. The wind caused some damage to the roof and back porch, but insurance will cover it. The big maple lost several branches. One damaged the front stoop. Another went through a porch window.” 
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       Worried about her parents, Heather said, “I'll arrange for a substitute and catch the first plane home.” 

       “Don't trouble yourself. If you had been here instead of running away, you could've helped us. Now it's too late.” 

       Heather felt the familiar bite of frustration at the old condemnation. “I didn't run away.  You know I had to get out of the area. The reporters wouldn't leave me alone.” 

       “That's died down.” Her mother paused and Heather heard her father's muffled voice in the background. 

       “William said to tell you he met that nice Peter Vanderstoff, and he asked about you.” 

       “I'm not interested in Peter or any other man. I have my job and my house. I'm content.” Liar,  she thought, but she wouldn't let her parents know about her interest in Quinn Archer. 

       “There is one thing you might do.” 

       Heather struggled to keep the surprise from her voice. 

       “What is it? Shall I come there after all?” 

       “I'm not too old that I can't take care of things. Your father is fuming because he can't get up on the roof himself. I told him he's an old fool. We'll get a contractor. Besides, this is a good time to do a little modernizing. We saved enough money to pay for most of what's not covered by insurance. We can work out the rest.” 

       Picturing her father up on the roof was enough to give Heather chills. “I'm glad you talked him into letting an expert do the job. Let me help with the extra cost.” 

       “That's not necessary, but it will make it easier for William and me.” 
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       Relieved, Heather said, “Let me know what you need. Is there anything else?” 

       “You knew a lot of people here before you moved to California. Maybe one of your friends in this area is a building contractor or knows one who's honest.” 

       Heather recalled Quinn's brother-in-law had a construction company. “I know someone who might have connections there. Are you sure you and Dad will be okay?” 

       “I'm fine and your father refuses to be a burden on anyone.” She cleared her throat. “Ever since his heart attack, he fights to act as normal as possible. If you show up before school's over out there, it'll just upset him.” 

       Maybe it was her imagination, Heather thought, but the coolness in her mother's voice had begun to thaw. “I understand, Mother. I'll call tomorrow.” 

       “I'll be waiting...daughter.” 

       Bemused by her mother's softened attitude, Heather put the handset back in its cradle, and looked out the east-facing window. Sunlight glittered on dewdrops spread across the lawn and gardens. The sky was a warm, clear blue. 

       She spotted the police report laying on the table. Today was Saturday, and suddenly she wanted to be where she didn't have to worry about school problems, or the Vipers, or mysterious letters. Quinn's invitation to go with him and Brianna to a place overlooking Lake Elsinore grew more appealing. Was the offer still open? Did she dare call? 

       Before she lost her nerve, she opened her briefcase, dug out the list of student contact information, and perched on the chair beside the telephone. 
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      * * * * 

       As usual, Quinn had awakened before Brianna. After his shower and shave, he'd dressed in comfortable old jeans and a T-shirt from Brianna inscribed with #1 Daddy.  He grinned at his reflection in the bedroom mirror. If my old squad saw me
now, they'd fall over with laughter. 


       Breakfast was nearly ready by the time Brianna came bouncing into the kitchen, her yellow and white print nightgown fluttering around her knees. 

       The tantalizing aroma of fresh-brewed coffee filled the air. 

       The table was set, and bacon sizzled in the pan. 

       “Mornin', kitten,” he said giving her an I'm-gonna-eat-you-up kiss. 

       Brianna squealed and pretended to wipe off the kiss, but she leaned closer and hugged him. He noticed she avoided his injured ribs. So much for keeping news of the injury from her. 


       The griddle was hot enough to start the pancakes. He picked up the metal mixing bowl of batter as the telephone rang. 

       “I'll get it.” Brianna ran off, her kitten slippers pattering on the polished tile. 

       “It's Mrs. Carter,” she called. 

       The bowl clattered on the granite counter as Quinn strode out of the kitchen, fear pumping adrenaline through his body. 

       “She says it's not a problem. She just wants to talk to you.” 

       Relief raced through him, and he took a moment to step back into the kitchen and turn off the stove. 
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       As he walked toward his little girl, he heard her say, “My daddy makes the best pancakes in the whole world. He even makes them look like cartoon characters.” 

       She grinned and said, “Here's Daddy.” 

       Casually, he took the phone from Brianna and patted her shoulder. “Good morning, Heather. Did you sleep well?” 

       “A good seven hours.” 

       He heard a cheerful note in her voice. 

       She went on. “Brianna said you're making pancakes for breakfast.” 

       “It's a good old family tradition for the Archer men to cook Saturday breakfast. My father did it, and his father before him. One of my favorite early memories is Dad teaching me how to measure, mix, and cook flap jacks.” 

       “I'm impressed.” 

       Again the lilt in Heather's voice made him smile. He covered the mouthpiece and asked Brianna to pour the orange juice. 

       Once his daughter was out of earshot, he said, “Heather, I'm glad you called. Is everything really okay?” 

       “Yes.” 

       She hesitated too long. He wondered why. 

       “A few days ago, you invited me to go with you and Brianna to a house being built overlooking Lake Elsinore.” 

       “Windspear House,” he said helpfully. 

       “Right. You said to let you know the answer later. I'd like to go if the offer's still open.” 

       “Great. You'll love the ride up there.” Did he sound too
eager?  “We'll eat lunch in San Juan Capistrano. My treat. I've 97 
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       been promising Brianna I'd take her to La Casa down the street from the mission.” 

       “I've never been there. Is it very formal?” 

       “Casual dress is fine. Bring a sweater for later. We get a cool wind at the house site.” 

       After arranging the pick up time, Quinn went to tell Brianna and finish breakfast. 

       A whole day with Heather, he thought, smiling in anticipation. 

      


      * * * * 

       Heather was ready in light blue walking shorts and white cotton blouse long before Quinn arrived. When he drove up and parked, she picked up her sweater and tote bag, and stepped out onto the porch, anticipation singing through her blood. 

       Deliberately she tried to put aside the threat in the letter and her worry about her parents. 

       This would be a day to store up good memories. 

       As she left the porch and passed her bed of asters beside the driveway, she smiled at Brianna who was waving from the backseat. Quinn swung out of the car in his easy way to open the passenger door for her. 

       He looked closely at her, his dark eyebrows slanted in a frown. “What's wrong? You're putting on a cheerful face, but something's worrying you.” 

       Unprepared for his question, she blurted out, “I got another threatening letter yesterday.” 

       “Hell,” he muttered. “What did the cops say?” 

       “They just told me to be careful.” 
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       “That's about as helpful as udders on a bull.” 

       Surprised, she chuckled. “You have a way of putting things into perspective.” 

       “Still want to go with us today?” 

       She could sense him urging her to say yes.  “I wouldn't miss it.” 

       His expression lightened. Opening the door, he held it for her, and she slipped past him aware of his male heat and power just a touch away. 

       For one brief instant, she looked up into his eyes as he closed the door. Desire glittered in their silver depths. Then he blinked and the heat disappeared. 

       “Mrs. Carter,” Brianna called from the back. “Isn't this fun?” 

       Heather turned to smile at the excited little girl. 

       The six-year-old almost bounced out of her seat despite the shoulder and lap belts. Her eyes sparkled with excitement. “My daddy's wearing the shirt I gave him for his birthday.” 

       While they were talking, Quinn had slid behind the wheel. 

       Heather glanced at him, admiring the way his cranberry-red knit polo shirt fit his broad shoulders and muscular chest. 

       “You made a good choice,” Heather said over her shoulder. 

       “I like the cheerful color.” 

       “He was wearing the blue one this morning, but he changed it. 

       Quinn pulled out of the driveway, and started down the street. “The other shirt is a favorite, but I wasn't sure if the wording, number one Daddy,  would improve my image on the 99 
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       job site. I'm trying some innovations in the design of Windspear, and didn't want to shake the owner's confidence.” 

       “Don't worry, Daddy. You're the best.” 

       Silently, Heather echoed the sentiment. 

       It didn't take long to reach the 405 freeway, and soon they were speeding south. Open fields flowed up against industrial complexes. New glass and stone office buildings thrust skyward, their clean lines set against a background of grass and shrub-covered hills. To the east, Saddleback Mountain made a backdrop for groves of orange and lemon trees growing between eucalyptus windbreaks. 

       “We're traveling way up in the mountains,” Brianna called over the wind whipping through open windows. “When we get there, we can see for a thousand miles, maybe even to China.” 

       Quinn chuckled. “Not quite China, kitten, but a long way. If it's clear enough we'll see Mesa Azul in Mexico. 

       “The blue mesa?” Brianna asked. 

       “Got it in one.” Quinn smoothly switched lanes. 

       Swept along by traffic, they merged into the 5 Freeway, and drove southwest. Shafts of sunbeams highlighted Quinn's long, skillful fingers on the steering wheel. Heather had a sudden image of those capable fingers brushing her lips, touching her throat, her... 

       Curbing her guilty fantasy, she concentrated on the unfolding view and the delightful scent of ripe strawberries in the fields they were passing. 
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       At San Juan Capistrano, Quinn turned east onto the winding Ortega Highway, climbing higher and shifting the spears of sunlight to Heather's side. 

       Finally they reached a graded dirt road. As Quinn maneuvered between and over ruts made by contractor's trucks, he said, “By the time Windspear's finished and the furniture in place, this road will be paved and the upper quarter lined with alternating pink and white oleanders. 

       “Is water a problem? Do you pipe it up here from Capistrano?” 

       “Nope. Everton, the owner, got lucky. When the geologist did an environmental impact study, he found water. There's a small natural spring on the property that the native tribes once used. 

       “The well Everton put in is deep, and uncontaminated. 

       Water's pumped into a holding tank in a draw behind the house.” 

       Quinn lifted one hand from the steering wheel, sketching a large, invisible area. “Sprinklers will water the lawn and gardens when needed, or in case of fire. And the swimming pool will have its own fire pump in place.” 

       “Sounds like you've planned for every contingency,” 

       Heather said admiringly. 

       He glanced at her as if surprised. “It's my job.” He spoke in a neutral tone as he returned his attention to the road. 

       When they reached the crest where the road overlooked Lake Elsinore, Quinn parked, jumped out, then rounded the Cherokee and opened the door. “Watch where you step. The 101 
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       rattlers should be in their dens by this time of day, but you never know.” 

       “Oh, great. Now I have to worry about snake bite,” 

       Heather said half-teasingly. She took his large, warm hand, trying to ignore the crackle of attraction, and stepped onto the dry, crumbly ground. Releasing her grip, she moved away, and waited. 

       Brianna scrambled out of the back. “Oh, boy, we really are way up high.” 

       Quinn interrupted her dash to the edge. “Whoa, hold your horses. What did I say about snakes?” He clasped his daughter's hand and the three of them moved closer to the sharp drop-off, but far enough back to be safe. 

       Warm wind sweeping up from the valley carried the spicy fragrance of sagebrush and mesquite. A hawk, riding the thermals, spiraled lazily high above. 

       Heather's heart lifted at the view spread out before them. 

       Far below, the lake, cupped in a long valley between two mountain ranges, shimmered blue and silver in the morning light. The town of Elsinore, clustered along the lake's northeast perimeter, looked like an architect's model laid out for viewing. 

       She could visually trace the ribbon of freeway skirting along one side of the lake before the wide strip of concrete climbed higher to disappear through a pass toward Escondido and San Diego. 

       Quinn looked at his watch. “I promised Dan we'd meet with him and the owner in ten minutes. You can enjoy the view from the house site.” 
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       Returning to the car, they once more took their places. As Quinn continued along the road, Heather drank in the beauty and wildness of the surroundings. 

       A short time later, Heather saw Windspear House. It had been placed like a jewel in a rugged setting of tumbled boulders and ancient trees. Built of creamy stone with arched Palladian windows, it seemed to grow from its place as if it were a natural part of the land. 

       “It's beautiful, Quinn. Magnificent.” 

       “The client's pleased.” He pulled under a spreading live oak tree and parked. 

       “The man ought to give you a bonus.” Heather opened her door and stepped out. “This is a wonderful location, and the house fits it perfectly.” 

       Quinn moved close and cupped her shoulders in his strong hands. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” He lifted one hand to brush back a stray lock of her hair tangled in her lashes. 

       Then eased away leaving her with a sense of loss. 

       Remembering Brianna, she clasped the little girl's hand. 

       “Let's explore while your father has his meeting.” 

       “Okay!!” The six-year-old tugged on Heather's fingers. “I wanna see everything.” 

       “Remember the snakes,” Quinn said. 

       “I'll watch her.” Heather gave Quinn a reassuring smile. 

       “I know you will.” 

       He glanced toward the house and a calm, almost expressionless face replaced his easy friendliness. She realized that was the way he presented himself to most of the 103 
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       world. He could look, listen, and assess without giving away his thoughts. 

       After nodding his thanks, he strode toward where Dan and two other men waited beside a folding table set in the shade of a graceful California pepper tree. 

       Brianna tugged Heather to a rock-lined shallow pond. A miniature waterfall tumbled into one end. Beneath the clear water, sand and water-smoothed stones covered the bottom. 

       Slender reeds and yellow violets grew along the rim. On the opposite side, liquid spilled over a lip of granite and flowed away down a natural watercourse. 

       Dense clusters of blue lupines grew along both sides of the stream. Here and there were drifts of orange-gold California poppies with their delicate blossoms raised on slender stems above lacy green leaves. 

       Heather and Brie dabbled their fingers in the water and watched shimmering dragonflies dance through the air. 

       In a few minutes, one of the men who'd been talking with Quinn strolled toward her and Brianna. From his straw-colored Panama hat to his safari shirt and pants, and black polished boots, he exuded an air of wealth and authority. 

       Heather had no doubts that this was the owner. 

       As he drew closer, she moved between him and Brianna to intercept him. If he wanted to chide them for splashing in the pond, he could deal with her first. When he reached her, his cheerful expression showed he wasn't annoyed. 

       After introducing himself as Charles Everton, he said, “You ladies look hot. You're welcome to wade in the pond.” He waved toward the California Pepper trees and live oaks. “Even 104 
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       climb the trees. I know my grand kids will when they come visit.” 

       “Thanks. The cool water sounds great.” Heather looked at Brianna. “We'll check with Brianna's father.” 

       Everton's smile broadened. “I'm way ahead of you. I asked Archer first before I gave you two the go-ahead.” 

       Heather caught Quinn's eye. She pointed toward the pool and the trees. He nodded and gave a thumbs-up. 

       “Thank you, Mr. Everton.” 

       “Before you go gallavantin’ off, may I snap a picture of you both? My instant camera's new. I brought it to document work in progress for my wife. This way I'll practice using it, and you ladies can keep the pictures.” 

       Choosing her words carefully, Heather said, “I can't give permission for Brianna-” 

       “Not a problem.” He gestured toward Quinn. “I already got Archer's okay to take his daughter's photo.” He smiled hopefully. “Please say yes,  Mrs. Carter, or may I call you Heather?” 

       “It's Heather.” Relieved, she offered her hand. “And you have a deal.” 

       In the time it took to snap two photos and let them develop, Heather learned about the kindly man's delight with the design and construction of Windspear. 

       “This is my wife's and my dream house,” he added. “We're planning to live here after I retire.” 

       He handed the two photos to her and strolled back to where Quinn and Dan were examining a new set of drawings. 
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       Heather put both pictures in her blouse pocket for safekeeping. “Let's go wading.” 

       Giggling together, she and Brianna took off their deck shoes and socks and stepped into the cool water. 

      


      * * * * 

       Quinn heard their laughter and raised his head to study the sight of his little girl and Heather, their blonde heads shining against the background of water, boulders, and trees. 

       Dan chuckled. “They've found a way to beat the heat. The two sure look like mother and daughter.” 

       Quinn silently agreed, surprised by the sudden wish that it were true. He fantasized about evenings at home. Brianna, warm and drowsy from her bath, would snuggle into bed and go to sleep. Then he'd lead Heather to their room and slowly remove her clothes, tantalizing each newly exposed inch with kisses until— 

       He shook his head to dispel the seductive image. He could almost taste Heather's warm skin on his lips. 

       A warm breeze rustled through the tree shading their table, lifting one corner of the plans for Windspear, and reminded Quinn of his reasons for being there. He wanted to show Everton the innovations that made the house more energy efficient. He also wanted to casually question the workers and see if he could get more information on who was trying to steal the plans to his new energy system. Once in operation, it could revolutionize future construction in homes and commercial buildings, and cement his reputation as an outstanding architect. 
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       The four men concentrated on the complex drawings. From time to time Quinn would stop to explain a section more fully. 

       Everton had approved the plans before construction began, but he wanted them defined again so he could answer any future questions from guests. 

       They were deeply involved in discussion when they heard Brianna scream. 

       Sweeping Everton out of the way, Quinn raced toward his girl and Heather. He saw her climb a pile of old lumber, grab Brianna from the top, and start down. As Heather swung Brie to the side and set her on her feet, the pile collapsed. 

       Crying, “Daddy,” Brianna fled toward him. 

       “Kitten.” One glance assured him she was okay, then his attention snapped back to Heather lying on the ground. 

       Weathered rail ties and long two by fours had settled in a cloud of dust, trapping one of Heather's legs. More landed to the side in an unstable heap, like Brianna's game of Pick-Up-Sticks. If the wrong one was moved, the whole pile threatened to tumble onto Heather's back and head. 

       Dan, just behind Quinn, called, “I've got Brianna.” 

       Quinn heard his friend's reassurance, but the loose lumber pinning Heather presented an immediate danger. 

       Fear sent his adrenaline higher. 

       “Don't move,” he shouted, halting at a point far enough away to study the situation without triggering another slide of splinter-filled, heavy wood. 

       When Heather had felt the wood begin to shift under her feet, she'd scrambled to get Brianna and herself to safety. 
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       Brie had made it, but now Heather knew she was trapped, her leg pinned. 

       She heard Quinn's shouted warning not to move. He'd help her, the way her brother had come to her aid when she was growing up. 

      Gabriel. Two gunshots. Dead. 


       Heather shuddered, struggling against terrible memories, compounded by the headline and photos in the newspaper clippings she'd received the previous day. 

       She couldn't, wouldn't be the cause of any more injury or deaths. 

       She cried, “Stay back.” 

       That's when she saw the swollen black body of a spider creep away from it's ripped web toward her. 

       A black widow, she thought in despair, like the dead one delivered to her yesterday. Suddenly they were all around her, alive, crawling across her out-stretched hand and up her arm. Arching her back, she raised her head and upper chest from the dirt, and swept spiders away from her arm, expecting a poisonous sting at any moment. 

       Frantically, she tried to reach her upper leg to pull her ankle and foot loose, but the unforgiving weight of the wood stopped her. On one side, she was blocked and pinned by the weathered lumber. The side closer to the house was clear, but that didn't help her. 

       She saw another spider scurry across a splintered piece of wood and climb into the web. It clung to a strand, its swollen underbelly exposing the distinctive red hourglass shape. 

       Heather shivered. 
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       She felt strangely disembodied, and shook her head to clear her thinking. 

       Again, an image of the headlines flashed across her memory. 

       Was she like that seductively deadly creature, surviving by feeding her own needs on the death of others? 

       A small, rational part of her mind denied the charge, but how else could she explain the way sorrow and death touched the people she loved? 

       More spiders scrambled out from under the wood, but Heather remained frozen to the spot, locked in an endless loop of horror. 

       The moment Quinn saw the deadly spiders crawl out from under the wood, he started to curse. He had to get Heather out of there without the rest of the lumber collapsing on her. 

       In the past, his quick, accurate judgment had often meant the difference between life and death for his team, but in these few moments he faced a greater challenge—protecting this appealing woman. 

       Then Heather screamed, “No!” She began to flail at the spiders. 

       With a low creak,  the loose pile shifted. 

       Cursing, Quinn sprinted for Heather, leaped her prone form, and blocked the wood with his body. 

       Rapidly, he tugged away the beams trapping the bottom part of her leg, scooped her up, and carried her to a shady patch of grass. 

       Behind him, the clatter of more falling wood showed how close she'd come to having bones broken or her skull crushed. 
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       Settling her against the tree trunk, he knelt beside her. 

       “Did any of the spiders bite you?” Frantically, he ran his fingers over her feet and legs, looking for evidence of red marks and swelling. 

       Time was running out. He growled, “Tell me if a damned black widow bit you.” 

       No response. The look of emptiness in her eyes frightened him. He gripped her upper arms. God, he wanted to shake the answer out of her, and stop the spread of venom. 

       Dan said, “Easy, buddy.” 

       “Hell,” Quinn muttered, suddenly realizing his fingers were bruising her flesh. He had to break through the stasis that held her. 

       He cupped her chin with a careful touch and turned her face toward him. “Honey, talk to me.” 

       Her eyes slowly focused on him like someone coming out of a trance. “It...it didn't bite me.” 

       “Didn't bite you? Are you sure? A black widow bite is serious.” 

       Heather shuddered and rubbed her arms. “I...I'm all right.” 

       Behind Quinn, Dan knelt with Brianna in his embrace. 

       The cold knot in Heather's stomach grew tighter. How could she tell them the nest of black widows in the rotted wood had brought back terrible memories? 

       Once more, the images of what had just occurred replayed on the screen of her mind. Before she could stop Brianna, the curious child had run ahead to the stack of lumber, climbed on top, and was reaching for something under the top board, when a colony of spiders scrambled out of hiding. The flash of 110 
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       red against black and Brianna's cry had galvanized Heather into action. As she swung Brianna to safety, the pile had slipped, and left her trapped at the mercy of the black widows. 

       Dazed by the flood of painful images, she shook her head to clear her thoughts and buried her face in her hands. “I feel so stupid,” she said in a strained voice. 

       “Teacher, I'm sorry.” Brianna's voice quivered with remorse. 

       The last thing Heather wanted was to make the little girl feel guilty. Wiping her tears with her fingers, Heather put on a faint smile. “Honey, we all make mistakes.” 

       Brianna, snuggled in the security of her uncle's arms, gazed at her solemnly, then looked at her father. “Daddy, I saw a pretty piece of tile under a chunk of wood and climbed up to get it. Mrs. Carter said stop,  but I pretended I didn't hear her. I wanted to hurry and wash it in the pond.” 

       She stopped at the anger in her father's face. 

       “Go on,” he said in a clipped tone, still on one knee. 

       Heather gripped his arm trying to soothe him, but he wrenched away with a low oath. 

       Brianna gulped and continued. “When I saw the black spiders, I thought they were gonna bite me, so I screamed. 

       Mrs. Carter picked me up away from the mean old things. 

       Then the boards fell and she got caught. I was so scared for her.” 

       On the last word, the little girl sobbed, “Don't be mad, Daddy.” 
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       “We'll talk more later,” Quinn said curtly. Trapped by the potent combination of fury and fear, he didn't dare say anymore or allow anyone to touch him. For years, he'd held a tight leash on the deadly skills born in shadow wars and undercover assignments against terrorists and drug dealers. 

       The days of torture at Feo's hands had stripped away all but the last bits of humanity and left him with one purpose—kill Feo. Shelly's betrayal had only confirmed his dark side. 

       He'd found his way back to the living thanks to Hawk and Michael and Dan, and especially Brianna. She was the sunshine in his darkness. She'd taught him to laugh and love again. 

       Then Heather had tumbled into his life and he'd begun, finally, to care for a woman. 

       Quinn stepped out of the shade into the heat of the sun, his breath raw in his throat. Hell would freeze over before he let the demons of violence prowling in him ever touch Brianna or Heather. He had to find an outlet to his anger. 

       Stalking over to the pile of wood, he began to systematically look for spiders and smash them with a booted foot. As rage poured through him, each chunk of weathered wood became an enemy. Every spider that scurried from his callused hands became a deadly threat to his child and Heather. 

       He tore the jumbled pile apart. With every spider that evaded his attack, his fury grew at the danger Brianna and Heather had experienced. The sun's heat made the wood burn under his fingers. Splinters scraped and gouged his hands. He welcomed the pain—used it to block uglier memories from his 112 
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       mind—as he once had ignored the wounds of war, had blocked out the laughter of his torturers. 

       Perspiration dripped off his face and stood in beads on his arms. The scrapes and cuts on his hands bled. 

       When the sweat rolling down his face blinded him, he'd wipe it out of his eyes and attack once more. 

       Heather saw Dan set Brianna on her feet, and slowly walk toward Quinn. 

       She opened her arms to the little girl. With a sob, Brie ran to her. Heather cuddled the distraught child, but kept her own attention focused on the two men. 

       Worried about Quinn, she stood, and with Brianna clinging to her waist, moved up close enough to hear Dan say, “Easy, buddy. You'll tear your stitches.” 

       Quinn gave him a vicious look and continued to shift wood and smash spiders. 

       Securing a wheelbarrow, Dan took it to his friend. 

       When Dan trudged back across the powdery dirt in the direction of the workers, Heather stopped him. “I'm afraid Quinn will get heat stroke working like that in this temperature.” 

       She glanced down at Brianna, searching for a way to say the rest. 

       “Dan, you know there's another reason for him to quit. 

       Can't you get him to stop?” 

       Wiping the sweat off his forehead, he said, “Heather, twice I've seen Quinn like this in battle.” He lowered his voice to a bare whisper so she was the only one who could hear his words. “I never want to be the target of that deadly force.” 
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       “But what can we do? What can I do to help him slow down?” 

       “Just give him room. He won't welcome anyone. The best thing you or anyone can do is to stay out of range of his black mood.” 

       Brianna tugged on her. “Teacher, is my daddy gonna be okay?” 

       “Yes. We'll do what your Uncle Dan said, and give your father a little more time to himself.” 

       Still worried about Quinn, Heather led Brie back to the shade. 

       Even as he worked furiously, Quinn had been aware of Dan intercepting Heather. Good. The last thing he wanted was for her to come too close when he was held in the grip of hot anger. Piling another stack of wood into the wheelbarrow he took it to the dumpster and heaved it in with a satisfying clatter. 

       When the area was totally clean, he stalked through the rocks and crumbled dirt to the edge of the overlook and stood, hands fisted, still trying to deal with the wash of emotions. 

       He wanted to carry Brianna and Heather to a place where they'd always be safe. 

       Since when had he put Heather in the same category with Brianna? It didn't matter. 

      Damn.  He just wanted to hold and protect them, and promise that nothing would ever hurt or frighten them again. 

       But how could they trust him now? He'd seen the hurt in Brianna's eyes and the wariness in Heather's. 
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       Heather rubbed Brianna's back in slow, soothing circles as she watched Quinn, waiting for the moment when she could finally go to him. 

       He stood rigid, fingers curled in fists, muscles raised in tense knots and cords along his arms. Black shadows and muted light moved in his sweat-dampened hair. His tall, commanding presence made a figure of pain against the backdrop of blue sky and distant mountains. 

       She saw Dan and Everton join the idle workers who watched Quinn with respect and apprehension. 

       “I was in Archer's unit.” She heard one of the carpenters say. “I saw him take out an enemy bunker single-handed. 

       Afterwards, just like now, he looked like the hound of Hell. 

       Nobody was fool enough to get near him. Not even Michael Forest or Hawk Adams.” 

       She sensed pain and remorse radiating in somber waves around Quinn. He was so terribly alone. 

       Should she go to him now? Touch him? Or would he turn on her? 

       Did she dare? 

       Snuggling Brianna with one arm, Heather closed her eyes and rested her receptive hand on the ground to gather energy. Murmuring a quiet chant, she called to a cool breeze hovering over the pond. Making sure not to disrupt the weather pattern, she sent the zephyr to swirl around Quinn as a soothing balm. 

       Minutes passed. Once more, a hawk riding the thermals soared above Windspear. 
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       The light breeze Heather had called to cool Quinn whirled away and left him unprotected from the high-noon sun. 

       Quietly she rose to her feet and waited under the live oak tree with one arm around Brianna. 

       The isolation around the troubled man was complete. He stood with his back to everyone, staring out at the lonely mountains and sky. 

       The workers had drifted off to whatever shade they could find to eat lunch. Even Dan and Everton kept their distance. 

       “What's wrong with Daddy?” Brianna whispered. “Is he still mad at us?” 

       Crouching down to the six-year-old's eye level, Heather said in a low voice, “Remember when you got scared of the spiders and your daddy was brave for us? Well, he got scared for us, that we'd be hurt. It's our turn to be brave for him. 

       Your Daddy needs us.” 

       She smoothed Brianna's hair and hugged her. Standing, she gently clasped the child's hand and led her to within four feet of Quinn. Only steps beyond where he stood, the land fell away into an airy void. The harsh scolding cry of a scrub jay shattered the silence, then all was quiet. 

       Heather paused, not wanting to approach too soon. As a policeman's sister and wife, she knew there were times when battle rage blinded strong men to their surroundings. 

       Squeezing Brianna's hand to encourage her, Heather murmured, “Call your daddy.” 

       Brianna sniffed back her tears and said, “Daddy?” 

       Quinn trembled as if shot. 

       Heather whispered, “Call him again.” 
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       Leaning against Heather, Brianna said, “Daddy, are you okay?” 

       A deep groan came from Quinn. He rubbed his fingers across his face. 

       A lizard had crept close to one scarred boot. Quinn slowly turned, and the little brown and blue reptile scurried back to the sanctuary of its hole in the jumble of rocks. 

       When Quinn faced them, Heather saw the guilt and remorse in his eyes. 

       He whispered, “I'm sorry,” in a tortured voice. 

       Heather touched Brianna's soft cheek and said quietly, “Go to your father. He needs you.” She smiled encouragingly. “I'll go with you.” 

       Together, they walked up to Quinn's right side. Brianna hugged her father's waist. Heather brushed the sweat-dampened hair out of his eyes. They were dark as tarnished silver, tormented. 

       Quinn exhaled a long sigh. Gathering Brianna into his arms, he nuzzled her neck, then kissed her cheek. “Kitten,” 

       he said in a voice vibrating with remorse. “I'm sorry I made you cry. I was afraid you'd been hurt.” 

       He tucked his daughter close with one arm, and pulled Heather into a three-way embrace. 

       She wrapped her arms around him, careful to avoid his injured side, and rested her cheek on his chest. His rapid heartbeat still raced, but gradually slowed. His musky sweat dried in the hot air. 
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       To her relief, Heather felt an unexpected peace settle over the three of them. Quinn was back from the shadows; the terror-filled shadows that haunted his mind. 

       As she snuggled in his warm embrace, Heather realized how much she'd come to love him and Brianna. She was the child Heather would never have. 

       The thermal that had supported the hawk had changed into a soft, calming breeze. 

       Now it suddenly grew cold as Heather recalled the letters, the threats to her. 

       The nest of spiders had reminded her that a black widow first mated, then killed its mate. Again she recalled how people she loved had suffered violent deaths. 

       Was she endangering Quinn and Brianna by being near them, with them? 

       Now, more than ever, she knew she must build internal walls between her and Quinn. 

       Tonight she'd begin the heart-wrenching task. She'd ease out of his life without hurting him or Brianna. 

       Just a few more hours of being close to him. 

       School would be over in another week, then she'd also have to close Brianna out of her life. 

       Forever. 
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          CHAPTER 8
        
      

       The ride back down the Ortega highway and into San Juan Capistrano was subdued. Instead of the restaurant, they made a mutual decision to pick up fast food and take it to the small park near the old Mission. 

       Lush green grass, shade trees, and quiet provided the calm Heather, Quinn, and Brianna all needed after the morning's emotional storm. 

       They ate their lunch at a picnic table, then Quinn brought a blanket from the Cherokee and spread it on the grass in the shade. Brianna lay down and was soon asleep. 

       Heather tensed as Quinn laid a hand over hers. Recalling her vow to ease out of his life, she tugged her fingers from under his grip and traced the groove between two planks in the table top. To distract herself, she read the message carved into one board, Ken loves Mary. 


      Hello, young lovers,  she thought, wistfully. 

       The bench across from her creaked as Quinn straightened. 

       His brows pleated in a frown. “It scared the hell out of me when that lumber pile began to collapse under Brianna and you.” His fingers curved into a fist. “Damn, it was worse when your leg was pinned and I thought the whole lot would bury you.” 

       Fighting the surge of fear-induced nausea, Heather said, “I was pretty stunned, too. But when those black widows came boiling out of their nests, headed for me, I panicked.” 
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       She rubbed her arms as she studied Quinn's hard-planed features. The vicious slashing scar across his forehead reminded her of the battles he'd fought in the past. The little finger on his left hand had been severed at the first knuckle—another reminder of a perilous past. 

       With an impatient gesture, he speared his fingers through his hair. “I understand you were frightened by being trapped under the wood and threatened by poisonous spiders. Anyone with half a brain would fight.” 

       He paused, and she felt the force of his long, searching look. 

       “Heather, are you going to explain why you froze afterward? If I didn't know better, I'd say you were showing signs of battle fatigue.” 

       “Battle fatigue,” she mused out loud. “A battle I've been fighting with myself.” 

       She stopped to check if Brianna was sleeping, then sighed. 

       Maybe telling him would help him understand the necessity to put some distance between them. “You know I was married.” 

       She looked at her wedding band worn more to deter unwanted advances than in memory of Matthew. 

       “Go on.” He'd slipped into his cool, inscrutable mode. 

       “Matthew and I had been married for two years and were already drifting apart when my brother, Gabriel, was killed.” 

       She struggled to hide her guilt over what had happened to Gabe. “Right after his funeral, I discovered I was pregnant.” 

       “Rough on you.” Quinn's voice held an understanding tone, and he touched her cheek. 
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       Startled by his unexpected tenderness, she pulled in a deep breath and released it, trying to get control of her rioting emotions. “I'd wanted a child. Matthew wanted to wait, but it only takes one slip and we made it.” She closed her eyes remembering Matthew's unfair accusation that she'd trapped him deliberately. 

       “When I was seven months pregnant, we went shopping for baby furniture. Matt had been working undercover with the narcotics division. He'd just completed testifying at a trial in connection with his investigation into a local gang involved in drug trafficking. Since he'd finished his assignment he took some vacation time to decompress.” 

       As the images of that day swept into her mind, her throat closed. 

       Quinn silently offered her a bottle of cool spring water. She took a quick sip. 

       “I'd stopped to look at a window display. Matt had moved ahead. When I heard the shots, I whirled in time to see him collapse on the sidewalk. I fell to my knees beside him, screaming for help and trying to stop the blood. God, there was so much blood.” 

       Quinn clasped her hand. Needing his strength, she clung to his fingers. “It was all a blur, except for the killer's face. I remember him as though it had just happened. We stared at each other and he raised his gun, then someone came out of the door between us and he faded away into the gathering crowd.” 

       “He would've killed you, too.” Quinn's lips were tight and grim. 
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       “Yes. I saw my death in his face.” She closed her eyes a moment, struggling to keep her voice level. “The police came and the ambulance. After that, I waited in the hospital, sitting in bloody clothes while they made the official decision that Matt had died there on the sidewalk.” 

       She tightened her grasp on Quinn's hand. “The whole time I was there, my back had been aching, but that wasn't anything new.” 

       “Shelly had backaches with Brianna,” Quinn offered. “I used to massage her shoulders and down her spine.” 

       Heather nodded, aware this was the first time he'd mentioned his former wife. 

       “I never told Matt. He despised weakness.” 

       Quinn's mouth flattened into a hard line, and she hurried on before he could speak. “I'd been in labor and didn't know it. Our baby daughter was born prematurely, and only lived a few hours.” 

       Quinn's hand cradled hers. His silent sympathy, the compassion in his eyes showed he understood the depths of her grief. 

       “Go on with your story. It'll help,” Quinn urged as he eased a strand of hair away from her eyes and tucked it behind her ear. 

       She studied their joined hands resting on top of the park-service-green planks. He was right. After all this time, she'd found someone who truly understood, and it did give her a small measure of peace. 

       Looking up into his face, she continued, “Later, one officer told me the word on the street was that Matt had been killed 122 
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       in revenge and as a warning to other law officers involved in similar investigations.” 

       “It's happened before. Criminals rule by violence and intimidation.” 

       She nodded. “That's what I've heard, but I often wonder if we hadn't been window-shopping for baby furniture, would Matt still be alive? I guess I'll never know. And that thought haunts me.” 

       Quinn's strong fingers tightened over hers. “So the trauma from today brought back those horrific memories.” 

       “In a way, but there's more. I told you I got another threatening letter yesterday.” 

       “And?” He brushed her cheek with one finger. “Tell me.” 

       She bowed her head and pretended to study her wedding band so Quinn wouldn't see the sheen of tears in her eyes. 

       When she'd blinked them away, she faced him again. 

       “The envelope held newspaper photos of me at the funeral for Matthew and our baby. The headline referred to me as the black widow of Jamaica Avenue. There was more. A smaller envelope held a dead black widow. When I saw those awful spiders coming at me, all the memories flooded back stronger than before, Gabriel, Matthew, baby Crystal.” She clamped her lips tight to hold back a sob. 

       Finally, she gained control. Exhausted, she eased her fingers out of his grip, propped her elbows on the table and rested her forehead in her hands. “That's all I can tell you.” 

      Her baby girl.  Quinn looked at Brianna sleeping on the blanket. God! He didn't know what he would do if anything happened to his daughter. 
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       Filled with sympathy, he cupped Heather's cheek. “You lived through hell.” 

       “If you can call it living.” Raising her head, she looked at him with sadness in her eyes. “It's been nearly three years. I finally learned to exist with the loss. My kids at school and my garden helps.” 

       For one wild moment, he wanted to promise her he'd help her live again in every sense. 

       Instead, recalling the scene at Windspear overlook when she'd brought him peace, he decided to share one of his painful secrets. 

       First he studied Brianna again to be sure she was asleep. A warm, fresh grass-scented breeze rustled through the trees. 

       The waving leaves dappled the grass and blanket with shifting sunlight and shadows, but his little girl slept peacefully. Her lips were half-parted, her little body sprawled in childish abandon. 

       He saw Heather's gaze had followed his to Brianna. 

       Smiling gently, Heather said, “You're doing a wonderful job of raising Brie. She's sweet and bright, and unspoiled.” 

       “She's the light of my life,” he said simply. “I've never told anyone, but Shelly wanted to abort Brianna.” Once more his stomach churned with the bitterness of betrayal. He tightened his fist until his nails bit into his palm. 

       Heather's eyes widened, and she laid her hand over his. 

       “How could she want to do that? Was her life threatened by the pregnancy?” 

       “No. She said it was inconvenient.  Hell, I bargained like the devil for my daughter's existence.” Quinn's heart ached 124 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       with the knowledge he'd almost lost his child. “I promised Shelly a housekeeper, a nanny for the baby, and a vacation trip to anywhere she wanted to go after the baby was born.” 

       Gently, Heather uncurled his fingers and rubbed the crescent-shaped dents left in his palm. “The thought still hurts, doesn't it?” 

       He started to say, more than anyone knows,  then he recalled how she'd lost her own child. “It gets me in the gut every time I remember Shelly's threat.” 

       “I know the feeling. Matthew made the same suggestion.” 

       Heather closed her eyes briefly, then looked at Quinn. “I'm glad you fought for Brianna.” 

       Quinn nodded. “Now that I think about it, I doubt she'd have gone through with abortion. She just wanted a bargaining chip.” 

       “Oh, Quinn. That's sad to think she'd even make such a threat.” 

       Heather's eyes were gentle with compassion and tenderness. A combination that drew him to her like a battered hound to a warm place by the fire. 

       Rounding the picnic table, he tugged her to her feet and framed her face between his hands. “Forget Shelly. 

       Concentrate on us. Where's this relationship going?” 

       Heather pressed one hand against his chest. “Nowhere. 

       There are complications, parts of my life I can't share.” 

       He pulled her closer. “Give it up, honey. Nothing you've done could be that bad. I certainly can't see you involved in anything crooked.” 
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       “I haven't broken any laws unless you count the times my foot got too heavy on the gas pedal.” She gave him a faint smile. 

       He chuckled. “Join the crowd.” Easing one hand to the top of her spine, he pressed her closer. Her skin, warm under the cotton fabric, tantalized his fingers. 

       “Heather,” he said in a low voice, “There's something good between us. We both feel it, so don't deny the truth. I damn near went wild when I saw those poisonous spiders on you today.” 

       Without warning, Heather stiffened and stepped back. “It's time to go.” 

       “What the hell?” Caught off guard by her sudden turnabout, he reached for her. But she quickly retreated until she backed into the trunk of a California Pepper tree. He trapped her there, bracketing her with his hands on the rough bark. 

       She wedged her fingers between them and pushed on his chest. “Don't do this, Quinn. Don't build us up into something we'll never be.” She gazed over his shoulder. “We had a pleasant drive down here, and an...unusual morning. We even shared a few secrets. That doesn't make us intimate friends. You're overstepping your bounds. Yes, I'm attracted, but I don't want this to go further. I don't have the time or the need.” 

       He moved back a pace and studied her. 

       She gave him an obviously fake smile and jammed her hands into the pockets of her shorts. “Look, it's been an eventful day, but I'm ready to go home. Why don't you wake 126 
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       Brianna and get her settled in the car while I dump the trash?” 

       “Heather,” he said in a tone he'd used on reluctant trainees. “Drop the pose. What's going on?” 

       “Nothing. It's time for us to head back home. I have plans to prepare for Monday, papers to grade. I want to call my parents again.” She collected the last cheese-stained paper wrappers, wedged them into the sack, and added the empty French fries container. “Brianna already took care of her trash. As I said earlier, you've done a good job training her.” 

       “You're talking too much, and you won't look directly at me.” He deliberately crowded her again, this time between his body and the wooden bench and table. 

       She hugged her arms, gripping her elbows. “Don't analyze me. All I did was make a simple request to pack up and leave. 

       That shouldn't require an elaborate explanation.” 

       He studied her expression and body language. Many times, his ability to know when someone was lying or withholding information had made the difference between life and death for him and his team. 

       The signs were clear. Heather was concealing something important. Just as Shelly had done. 

       He hated deception. 

       Caging Heather between his arms, he planted both hands on the scarred table. “One last chance, lady. There's more to this sudden turnabout than you're telling me. I can see it in your eyes. You're not a convincing liar.” 

       She glared at him. “I can't help what lies your fertile imagination thinks I'm telling. As far as I'm concerned, this 127 
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       topic is closed. Now, do we pack up and go, or do I march over to the station and get the next train north? I'm a big girl. 

       I can find my way home without you. What's it going to be, Quinn?” 

       “Damn,” he muttered. “I'll get Brianna.” 

      


      * * * * 

       Sunday was a miserably long day for Heather. At Windspear, she hadn't had a chance to ask Quinn's brother-in-law if he knew a good contractor for her parents. 

       On the possibility that she'd catch Dan in his office, or at least leave a message for him, she found the number in the Yellow Pages. 

       When she called the number, Dan answered. After she explained her parents’ problem, he said, “I may know someone in their area. Can you wait a couple of days for the info?” 

       “Yes, my parents don't need the work done immediately.” 

       “Great. I'll get on it. Before you hang up, I have something to say about yesterday.” 

       Her blood pounded in her ears, as her face grew hot. She was glad he couldn't see her. “Yesterday? I'm so embarrassed about blanking out and acting like a fool.” 

       “That's not it. You didn't act like a fool. In fact, you did a great thing for Quinn and my niece. You went to him when everyone else was afraid, and you gave him the understanding he needed.” 

       “All I did was let him know he wasn't alone.” 

       “Well, I won't say anymore except to add that I was in Quinn's squad during a so-called peace action. He saved my 128 
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       life at least twice. I've seen him risk his own life in the midst of battle to protect women and children. They don't come any finer than Quinn.” 

       “I know they don't.” A dull heaviness settled in her chest. 

       “And Brianna is a darling. She's sweet and bright, and loves her father deeply. Someday they'll make a fortunate woman very happy.” She struggled to keep the tears out of her voice. 

       “I'll appreciate any help you can find for my parents.” 

      


      * * * * 

       After a warm bath, Heather fell into bed, but sleep eluded her. Like an endless loop, the shock of the spiders, her struggle with her memories, then the emotional scene with Quinn played through her mind. 

       She padded, barefoot, into the kitchen and prepared a relaxing tea of lemon balm and chamomile, but when she finally fell into a troubled sleep, nightmares once more invaded her fragile peace. 

      A faceless menace pursued her through sagebrush and
mesquite. When she burst into the cleared area surrounding
Windspear, she wanted to call the wind to help her. But an
angry voice, sounding like Quinn, growled, “I never should've
trusted you,” and she let the breeze slip away. 


       She woke Monday morning, exhausted. 

       It was the last week of school. The last week with her precious Brianna. The last few times she'd see Quinn. How could she keep her distance from him—from them? She yearned for Quinn's love. 
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       A chilling image of the spiders crawling toward Brianna filled Heather's mind. She had to stay away...for his sake and Brianna's. 

      


      * * * * 

       The day at school passed quickly. An Awards Assembly, an afternoon of hands-on math and science activities kept the children excited and challenged. From time to time, Brianna had looked at her quizzically, then jumped back into the activities. 

       By the time she was ready to leave, Heather was satisfied her own emotional turmoil hadn't interfered with her students’ 

       learning. 

       Walking up the hallway toward the front gate, Heather's mind was flooded with images of strolling beside Quinn the day he'd invited her to go to Windspear. Had that only been a week ago? So much had happened. 

       “Mrs. Carter,” called a young male voice. 

       Heather turned and waited for the Hispanic boy who appeared to be nine or ten years old. 

       “I'm Rick. My brother, Javier, is in your class.” The boy looked around cautiously. “Javier talks about you all the time, and my mom and dad say you're muy simpatico." 


       Heather shifted her tote bag to her left side and offered her hand. “I'm glad to meet you, Rick. Javier brags about you a lot.” 

       Rick shook her hand. “Yeah, that's my little brother.” He flashed a charming smile. 

       Heather suspected he'd be a hit with the girls in a couple of years. 
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       She paused to see if he had something else to tell her. 

       Since that didn't appear to be the case, she changed her bag back to her right hand. “It was nice meeting you, Rick.” 

       “Wait...please.” His smile disappeared, and he chewed on his lower lip. “My little brother's been tellin’ me what you said about drugs and gangs.” 

       A car drove past the school, and Rick froze at the sound. 

       His eyes darkened with fear. 

       Setting down her tote and purse, Heather stepped between Rick and the section of hall that opened onto the parking lot. 

       “No one saw you,” she assured the boy. “We're screened from the street by the cafeteria and the hedge along the fence. 

       And, as long as I stand here, nobody in the parking lot can see I'm talking to you.” 

       He nodded once, but the wariness didn't leave his eyes. He licked his lips. “I just gotta talk to someone, Mrs. Carter, and I wanted to tell you about the Vipers. I hear they're still planning to go after you.” 

       At his words, a familiar fear twisted her stomach. 

       She swallowed. “Thanks for the warning, Rick. It took courage for you to come here and tell me.” 

      "De nada,  it's nothing. Don't thank me. I would've told you anyhow. I don't wanna be like my tio,  Crazy Tony. He's with the Vipers and he wants me to join them. I don't want to do it. I'm signin’ up for the Alternative to Gangs program this summer instead.” 

       Heather studied him, impressed by the defiant courage in his expression. “Rick, anyone as brave as you will be a 131 
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       wonderful addition to the program. I'm teaching the sessions on drug awareness and prevention. I'll see you there.” 

       Rick shuffled his expensive high-tops on the cement walkway. In a low voice, he confided, “Uncle Tony came over last night. My mom and dad tried to make him leave, but he hung around braggin’ about how he was gonna make it big because he'd met a guy from New York who had drug ties to South America.” 

       At the words New York and drugs, a cold fear raced down her spine. “Did your uncle say anything else about the man? 

       Did he mention his name?” 

       “Uriah Vance. He's supposed to be really scary.” Rick looked over his shoulder. 

       A car horn beeped. Rick moved uneasily. “I gotta go before someone sees me talkin’ to you, and tells the Vipers. They'll know I warned you.” 

       “Be careful,” she called after his retreating figure. 

       As she resumed her walk toward the parking lot, Heather wracked her brain over the name of Uriah Vance. It sounded familiar. Something told her she should know him. Had Matthew mentioned Vance's name? 

       Frustrated, she looped the tote bag strap over her arm, picked up her purse, grabbed the keys, and headed for the parking lot. 

       Most of the cars were gone, except for June's green compact parked beside hers, the custodian's pickup, and a couple more. 
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       After unlocking the door, she tossed her bag of schoolwork on the floor in the back and left the door open to air out the heat. 

       A folded note lay on her driver's seat. She froze in place. 

       How had it gotten there? All the windows were closed and the doors had been locked. 

       The small hairs on the back of her neck prickled, as if someone was watching her. She looked around, but saw nothing out of place. Just as she picked up the note on the sun-warmed seat, a strange buzzing noise made her stop. 

      Rattlesnake. 


       Sheer, bone-melting terror swept through her. She stumbled back against June's car, paper in hand. At that moment, a snake's head darted out from under the seat. She could almost feel it's deadly fangs sink into her flesh. She kicked the door shut and heard the thud of the rattler against it. 

       A voice shouted, “Heather!” 

       She sagged in relief, head down, bracing her hands on June's car. Oh, God, oh God, that had been too close. 

       “Are you okay?” Quinn dragged her into his embrace, holding her tightly. “What happened? You look terrified.” 

       “A snake. Someone put a rattlesnake in my car.” With the danger past, her knees turned to jelly. 

       Quinn tightened his hold. His breath stirred loose tendrils of hair at her temples. “I've got you now. You're safe.” 

      Safe?  She didn't know if she'd ever feel safe again. She needed him. Needed his arms around her now. Her plan to keep a distance from him dissolved like ice in the summer 133 
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       sun. Her cheek rested on the fine cotton shirt covering his warm, muscled chest. The clean scent and touch of his virile body was scrambling her pulse. She gripped his right shoulder and tucked her other hand at his waist. Paper crackled in her fist. 

       “The note,” she exclaimed. “I found it on the driver's seat.” 

       “We'll read it later.” He held her close to his left side, and they both peered into the car. 

       Heather studied the snake curled on the floor beside the brake pedal and gas feed. It had raised its head facing them. 

       Its forked tongue flicked in and out-tasting the air for prey. 

       Through the closed window they heard the buzz of an angry rattlesnake. 

       “That's a Western Rattler. You can tell by the dark brown blotches down the back of its lighter greenish-brown body,” 

       Quinn said, giving Heather's shoulders a reassuring squeeze. 

       “It can't get to us through the glass.” 

       “I don't care what kind it is. I just want it out of my car.” 

       She shuddered. “Ever since Gabriel put a garter snake in my sleeping bag when we were camping, I've been afraid of snakes, even so-called harmless ones.” 

       Quinn nuzzled the top of her head with his chin. “Nothing harmless about your uninvited guest. You did a helluva good job keeping your cool and closing the door.” 

       “Cool? I was practically frozen with fright, but I couldn't let the snake get out.” She took a trembling breath. “Who put it there? Who hates me enough to go to all that trouble?” 

       “Read the note.” He pulled a cell phone from where it was clipped on his belt. “I'll contact the police.” 
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       Unfolding the note, she waited for Quinn to complete his call, then read the contents aloud: 

      "Keep your mouth shut or we shut it for you. 


      Our little surprise tells who." 


       Quinn scowled. “Another name for this kind of rattlesnake is a pit viper. That tells who delivered the surprise.” 

       “The Vipers.” Cold sweat beaded her forehead. Her stomach rolled with nausea. “Why can't they leave me alone?” To her dismay, her voice rose on a shrill note. 

       Quinn's warm arm around her waist was a band of comfort in a cold world. She yearned to cling to his strength. 

       He said, “We'll wait for the police in my car. Can you walk?” 

       She nodded, afraid her voice would break with choking emotions. 

       At his Cherokee, he opened the door and helped her in as if she were a delicate flower. 

       Feeling as defenseless as a seedling at first frost, she sat back against the warm fabric of the passenger seat, studying the tremble in her fingers. She was so frightened. Quinn offered protection now. But for how long? Did she dare risk accepting his help now that the Vipers had made such an overt attack? 

       He stood beside the open door. “After the cops arrive, I'll get you something cool to drink from the teachers’ lounge. 

       Don't they have a machine?” 

       “Yes. Ask June. She's the school secretary.” Heather managed a shaky smile. “A cold drink sounds wonderful. 

       Could I get it now?” 
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       “No. We'll wait for the police.” Quinn's voice took on a hard edge. “We don't know who's still around watching.” 

      Watching?  Oh, God. Of course the vipers would want to know what happened with her and the snake. And Quinn was standing in the open, exposed to any danger! 

       “Get in,” she urged. “Better yet, let's go into the office now.” She wanted to drag him inside the protection of the school building, but she knew he'd never go just for his own safety. 

       His lips quirked in a half-smile. “Think I'm in the line of fire here?” 

       He'd seen through her poor attempt. “Yes. Reporting to the police is my responsibility. You shouldn't get mixed up in a potentially hazardous situation.” 

       “I've survived real danger. These Vipers are just punks, little wannabes who think they're hot stuff.” 

       “What if they have guns like the ones who threatened the kids on the playground?” 

       Before Quinn answered, a police cruiser pulled into the parking lot. 

       While the officers questioned Heather, Detective Platt joined them. He'd removed his jacket and clipped his badge to the pocket of his wilted shirt. The middle-aged officer's holster was slung under his left arm secured by a harness. He had the weary expression of a person who'd seen too many tragedies. 

       “Mrs. Carter,” he said in a surprisingly gentle voice. “Looks like you've had another nasty shock.” 
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       Handing him the note, she said, “I hope it's the last one. 

       School's over Thursday. After that, I won't be an easy target.” 

       At his direction, she held the note open for him to read, then dropped it into an evidence bag. 

       Sealing the bag, Platt commented, “We might get lucky and pull a print off it.” 

       Extracting a small notebook from his shirt pocket, he consulted a page. “Are you still planning to teach a drug prevention class at the Sports Center this summer?” 

       “Yes. It's important to me.” 

       “Important, but not safe. Tell the director about the threats and bail out for this year.” 

       Quinn touched her arm. “That's damned good advice Platt's giving you.” 

       Annoyed, she stepped away from him on the hot blacktop. 

       “Gentlemen, I made a promise. One I plan to keep. I've been very careful the last few days.” 

       A savage rattle came from her car, and a chill oozed down her spine. 

       Tight-lipped, Quinn said, “What if being careful isn't enough?” 

       After jotting a quick note in his book, Platt nodded toward Heather's car. “Planting a rattlesnake in a victim's vehicle is a Viper trademark. If we don't apprehend them, it could happen to you again, or to someone close to you.” 

      Oh, Bright Lady. .. Her skin crawled with goose bumps. 

       What if it was Quinn or Brianna? The edges of her vision wavered and grew dark. An angry wind erupted in the trees, cracking branches and firing leaves in every direction. 
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       “What the hell?” Quinn drew her close to him, shielding her from flying debris. 

      Stop,  she silently demanded of the wind. Her body went rigid as she struggled to repair the walls controlling her special gifts. One more command and the wind subsided. She felt limp with exhaustion. 

       “Heather, talk to me.” 

       The urgency in Quinn's voice penetrated the haze. She recognized his firm arm around her waist, his strong, callused hand rubbing her arm. 

       “I'm...okay.” Her teeth chattered, but her body gradually absorbed his welcome heat. 

       “The hell you are. You went white as chalk. Your skin's cold and clammy, and your pulse is wrong. You're shocky.” 

       The note of concern in his voice belied his harsh words. 

       Platt said, “Delayed reaction. I'll call the paramedics.” He unhooked the cell phone from his belt. 

       “Please don't bother them.” Heather rested gratefully against Quinn. “I'm warmer, now. Give me a couple more minutes and I'll be fine.” 

       Both men studied her. Finally Quinn nodded, and the detective returned the phone to its place. Minutes later, an Animal Control officer arrived to take away the snake. 

       Heather shivered again as she heard the deadly rattle. The detective finished his interview and arranged to have the car hauled to the station. 

       Handing Heather's tote bag of work to her, he said, “You're the only one who drives the car, right?” 
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       “That's correct. In fact, I haven't had any passengers since the last time I took it to the car wash.” 

       “Good. I'll have the boys go over every inch looking for clues. We may get lucky and find a few prints, fibers, or hair.” 

       Heather watched while the flatbed truck came and carried off her little blue compact. 

       Platt asked, “Do you want a ride home?” 

       “I'll drive her.” Quinn tightened his arm around her waist. 

       Before she could object, the detective nodded. “Mrs. 

       Carter, I'll call you when we have information.” 

       Quinn took out a business card and handed it to Platt. “I'm going to persuade Heather to stay in my guest room tonight. 

       She'll be safer.” 

       The two men exchanged a telling look. 

       “Sounds like a damned good idea.” Platt tore a page from his notebook and gave it to Heather. “That's the report number. You have my card.” 

       Stunned by the swift turn of events, she watched Platt climb into his car, pull out the north driveway and merge with traffic. 

       Worried that staying with Quinn would make him and Brianna a target for the Vipers, she turned on him. “Of all the high-handed people, you win the prize. I'll call a taxi or get a ride from June. I'm not going home with you.” 

       “How safe will you feel tonight all alone in your house? 

       Sure you have new locks, but what if someone smashed your window and threw in another snake or a firebomb. Will your stubbornness protect you?” 
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       “The Vipers don't know where I live.” Her stomach clenched as she recalled the mocking phone calls. If they found her number, they could easily find her. “I'll be fine.” 

       “Hell, don't ever play Poker. Your face'll give you away every time.” He gripped her shoulders. “Look me in the eye and tell me they haven't contacted you at home.” 

       She stared at his grim expression and knew she had to tell him. “I've had calls and notes.” 

       “Damn,” he muttered gathering her close. “We'll stop at your place for a change of clothes. Tonight you'll sleep in my guest room.” 

       “Alone.” 

       “My God, do you think this is a ploy to get in your pants?” 

       He held her at arm's length and, frowning, studied her. “I said guest,  nothing else. Brianna'll be there just down the hall.” 

       Heather thought of being alone in her house tonight. Even if no threat materialized, she'd be edgy. Common sense told her she could trust Quinn, especially with his daughter there. 

       And it didn't seem like Quinn would accept her going anywhere but to his house. She had no energy left to fight him. “All right. Thank you. We'll have to make it clear to Brianna.” 

       “No problem. I'll have Karen drive her home and explain it on the way.” 

       Heather picked up her tote bag. Quinn took it from her, guided her toward his Cherokee, and helped her in. 

       Watching him settle behind the steering wheel, she mused that there were times when a person had to accept help. 
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       She'd worked hard to stand alone, but Quinn had overcome her barriers with his unique blend of forcefulness and caring. 

       But she had to remember the closer they grew to each other, the greater the risk to them both. 

       Maybe tomorrow she'd have a different plan. 

       Quinn Archer must not die because of her weakness. 
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          CHAPTER 9
        
      

       Heather followed Quinn out to the front steps of his house. 

       In spite of the cheerful splash of a nearby fountain and the delicate fragrance from the rose garden, her hands grew clammy with nervous perspiration. 

       She watched the heavy security gate close behind Karen's cherry-red mini-van. What would Quinn's sister think? Would she object to Heather staying overnight? 

       Brianna's reaction was a bigger worry. It would be an awkward situation if the little girl discussed Quinn's houseguest at school. 

       At the moment, the answer to those problems was more important than the potential threat of another encounter with a poisonous snake. 

       When Karen stepped out of the van with a welcoming smile on her face, Heather sighed in relief. 

       Brianna bounced out of the sliding side door and raced to her shouting, “You're here! You're really here!” She flung her arms around Heather and looked up, her blue eyes sparkling with joy. “Aunt Karen said you're staying tonight because some mean guys messed up your car. Now I can show you the playhouse Daddy's building for me, and the curtains Aunt Karen made, and—” 

       “Whoa, kitten.” Quinn ruffled his little girl's hair. “Slow down, take a breath. You'll have time for that later.” 

       She whirled and hugged him around the waist. “I love you, Daddy.” 
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       He hoisted her up in his arms and nuzzled her while she squealed happily. 

       Karen hooked her elbow with Heather's. Together, they stepped into the cool interior and crossed the tiled entry. 

       “Heather, I'm pleased to see you here.” 

       “I wasn't sure what you'd think about me accepting your brother's invitation. I'm only a guest, you know.” 

       “I suspect it's more than that with Quinn, but knowing my brother, he won't push...yet.” 

       They turned into the family room, and then settled on the overstuffed chairs near the cold fireplace. Karen had snatched a bright floral pillow from the couch. She tucked it behind her back, and waved one hand. “Make yourself at home.” 

       “This room is lovely.” Looking around, Heather saw the comfortable furniture and a beautiful carved coffee table. 

       Mentally she added a crystal bowl of roses. 

       She brushed her fingertips across the smooth finish of the table. “Quinn's wife must've loved this room.” 

       “Shelly never lived here. If she had, the furniture would be far different. Glass and brass was more her style.” Karen slipped off her shoes and stretched out her long legs. “She hated that table. Said it was too frou-frou.  When Quinn finished it, he gave it to me for safekeeping. Guess he hoped her taste would change one day.” 

       “Quinn made this?” Heather inspected it more carefully. 

       The beautiful cherry wood table had an intricate decoration of carved vines and leaves two inches from the edge all around the top. The legs curved gently to the floor, and the whole surface had been given a silky finish. 
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       “Fine carpentry has been his hobby since he was a kid. 

       Aunt Flavia didn't care as long as it kept him out of her way. 

       And since Uncle Sigmund decided it was productive, he let my brother continue.” Karen made a face. “Productive being the operative word. No matter that Quinn's work was real artistry.” 

       Heather traced one of the delicate leaves. “This piece is certainly a work of art. Look how he used the grain to enhance the carving.” 

       “You don't have to convince me he's wonderful.” Karen shifted in her chair and tucked a lock of her shiny brunette hair behind one ear. “I suspect my big brother's giving you and me time for woman talk.” 

       “Oh?” Heather wondered if she should brace herself, but Karen's eyes held a friendly light. 

       “He's as hard-headed as the toughest nut, but he does have a sensitive side. He suggested I talk with Brianna about you staying here tonight. She's excited to have you. I told her your visit is a good secret and you'd be happier if she didn't tell anyone at school.” 

       “I appreciate that. If other kids found out, they might think Brianna was receiving favored treatment. And heaven knows what their parents would say. You've seen how gossip takes on a life of its own.” 

       Karen wrinkled her nose. “Tell me about it. The tabloids have nothing on the back-fence snoops.” 

       “Both can be destructive.” Heather had a brief image of the devastating headlines following Matthew's funeral. 
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       “After Shelly's death, the media vultures tried to swoop down on little Brianna,” Karen said grimly. “But Dan and I took her and the kids for a visit to our friends, Zach and Anna, out of state.” 

       “In the Appalachian Mountains?” 

       Karen's eyes widened. “Quinn told you that?” 

       “He told me about him and Hawk rescuing Michael Forest from the drug lord's fortress. He said his friend would recuperate at Zach and Anna's place in the Appalachians.” 

       Heather recalled the bleak note in Quinn's voice. 

       “Well, I'll be...” Karen's gaze held a speculative gleam. “My brother never tells anyone outside the family about his special activities.” 

       Heather's fingers tensed on the padded armrest. Uneasy, she cleared her throat. “Quinn and Brianna will be here soon. 

       You said you explained to Brie that it was all right to keep my staying here a secret.” 

       “I told her it was a good secret like birthday and Christmas gifts for other people. 

       Relaxing, Heather said, “Good way to explain the concept, sort of like the good touches, bad touches we discuss at school.” 

       “Exactly.” Karen leaned forward and clasped Heather's hand. “I'm delighted you're here, if only for one night. 

       “It seemed like the best thing to do when Quinn asked.” 

       Karen shuddered. “I can't begin to understand how you must have felt when you found the rattlesnake in your car.” 

       At the reminder, Heather swallowed dryly. “I was scared to death.” 
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       “I'd probably have screamed my lungs out.” Karen shook her head. “Snakes! Brrrr.” 

       “Believe me, they're not my favorite either. I can deal with a friendly lizard or two in the garden. Let someone else have snakes.” 

       “In the last few weeks, you've experienced more traumatic events than anyone should have to deal with.” Karen's voice was filled with compassion. “Tonight you can relax knowing you're safe. Quinn has made his home a fortress to protect Brianna.” 

       “I saw him enter the code for the gate, and a code and palm print for the door.” 

       Karen smiled without humor. “You can add bullet-proof glass and sensors throughout the grounds. My brother made some very nasty enemies before he got out of covert operations and restarted his architecture business.” 

       Heather traced a flowing curve along one side of the tabletop. “His wife must have spent sleepless nights worrying about him. I know I did when Matt was working undercover.” 

       She also recalled that Matt had never seemed especially concerned about her safety, saying, 'sic the wind on anyone
who bothers you.'  Smoothing back a strand of her brunette hair, Karen said, “Shelly didn't care. When Quinn was gone, she had an active social life, especially after Brianna's birth. 

       She dated different men, and was cagey about keeping her affairs secret. But Dan found out. He still has contacts from the days he worked for Hawk.” 
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       Karen's lips set in a grim line. “The bitch even tried to turn Brianna against her father. My brother never knew that until after Shelly's death.” 

       Heather's heart ached for him. He'd been betrayed by the woman he loved, the woman who should have cherished him. 

       Quinn chose that moment to step into the room with Brianna beside him. 

       Heather's heart fluttered. His masculine presence, his vitality reached out and filled her whole being. 

       He gave her a long, searching look. “You ladies finished with your gab session?” 

       Karen raised her eyebrows. “Why do you ask? Are your ears burning or is it just a guilty conscience?” 

       He curved his fingers into mock claws, and acted ferocious. 

       “Who wants to know?” 

       Snatching the pillow from behind her, Karen threw it at him. “No monsters allowed in here.” 

       Laughing, Brianna flew to his defense. “My daddy's not a monster.” 

       He squatted on his heels, caught her around the waist, and pretended to nibble on her shoulder. “What if I gobble you up?” 

       “Then you're a troll.” She squirmed and giggled. 

       Like a thirsty plant in the desert, Heather drank in the love flowing in that room. No wonder Brianna was so cheerful and well adjusted. Her father loved her so much. 

       Karen slipped into her shoes, and stood. “Time for me to head home. Dan and the kids'll be waiting for dinner.” 
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       She smiled at Heather. “Sure you want to stay with a monster turned troll?” 

       “I'll take my chances.” 

       They said their good-byes and Karen left. 

       Brianna, declaring she had to feed her pet fish, skipped off to her bedroom. 

       Quinn put a companionable arm around Heather's shoulders. “Tacos, Mexican rice, warm flour tortillas, and salad for dinner. Sound okay?” 

       “Who's cooking?” 

       “Me.” He grinned. “This is a night for taking chances.” 

      


      * * * * 

       Later that evening, when Brianna had drifted off to sleep after her bedtime story, Quinn strolled down the hall toward the family room. His head was filled with a series of mental snapshots—Heather slicing tomatoes and teasing him about his onion-chopping technique, Heather crouched beside Brianna, gazing into the aquarium and discussing angelfish. 

       All evening the atmosphere had been filled with quiet laughter and warmth. 

       He paused in the arched entrance to the family room, and reveled in the sight of Heather tucked in one corner of the pale green couch. Her legs and feet were curled under her pink skirt with only her bare toes showing. As she examined a page in Brianna's photo album, light from the rose Tiffany lamp glowed on her shoulder-length blonde hair, waking golden highlights. 

       Something alerted her to his presence, and she looked up at him, a fond smile still curving her lips. 
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       The thought slammed into him—this felt like family, like home; a far happier one than he'd ever known. 

       Heather spoke, but the words didn't register. He was busily trying to cope with the sudden rush of desire and aching need. 

       She put the album aside, rose gracefully, and crossed the rug to him. “Is Brianna asleep?” 

       Her proximity and beguiling scent were giving his body ideas. Hell, more than ideas, he was getting hard and in a few seconds it'd be obvious to her. Behind her, the soft couch beckoned. His mind scrambled for control. What had she asked? “Yeah, Brie's sleeping like a log.” 

       “You're doing a good job raising her.” 

       “Brie makes it easy. She's a great kid.” 

       Heather gestured toward the album. “She wanted me to look at pictures of the playhouse you're building. She promised me a tour when it's completed.” 

       In his present, half-aroused state, the idea of a stroll in the concealing darkness was damned appealing. He figured if he didn't touch Heather, he'd be okay. “Want to see what I've done so far? The security lights will give us enough illumination.” 

       “Great idea.” She flashed a delighted smile. “I'll get my shoes on.” 

       He watched her walk back to the couch, and bend slightly as she slipped on her sandals and fastened them. The sight of her gently rounded bottom made his libido sit up and howl. 

       God, he was in deep trouble. 

       She turned, still smiling. “I'm ready.” 
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       He led her through the kitchen and the utility room, clipped his remote security monitor on his belt, and held the door for her. 

       Once they were both outside on the lit patio, Heather gestured at the monitor. “Is that a cell phone?” 

       “It's a wireless connection to the main security system. It'll warn me of any potential problem.” 

       Her expression grew solemn. “Are you expecting trouble tonight?” 

       “I always try to be prepared, especially with Brianna in the house.” 

       Stress lines wrinkled her brow. “Have I brought danger with me? Should I call a taxi? I don't want anything to happen to your little girl.” 

       He moved closer and gently ran his knuckles down her cheek. Her soft skin and luscious mouth tempted him. He settled for brushing his thumb tenderly across her lips. 

       “Nothing will happen to her or you as long as you're here.” 

       “That's a relief.” 

       As they stood in the cool night air, he watched the tension ease from her shoulders. 

       “Ready to see the building project?” 

       Reaching out, she laced her fingers with his. The trust in her simple gesture stirred his protective instincts. 

       She smiled up at him, her expression full of warmth. 

       “Show me the dream house.” 

       “Anytime,” he murmured, bemused by the subtle currents swirling between them. 
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       Following the new brick sidewalk, they strolled from one pool of light to the next under decorative security lamps, until they reached the site set back twenty feet opposite the kitchen windows. 

       “You can see the foundation, frame, and roof are up,” he explained. “Brie can hardly wait for me to finish.” 

       “It's going to be charming. A dream house for any little girl.” Heather's eyes glowed with admiration. “Brianna's lucky to have you for her father.” 

       Not so lucky in the past, according to Shelly, he thought. 

       Now Heather's honest approval, not just for the playhouse, but for his abilities as a father, forged another link in his deepening attraction to her. 

       He drew her right hand to his lips and kissed each fingertip, watching her eyes grow darker. As he touched his tongue to the tender skin between her fingers, she trembled. 

       “Quinn.” Her breathing quickened, and she laid her fingers on his chest. “This isn't a good idea.” 

       “On the contrary. It's a very good idea,” he said in a low voice, pressing his lips to her palm. 

       Closing her hand as if to treasure the kiss, she whispered his name. 

       He stroked his fingers down her arms, and held her. The warm silkiness of her skin, her sweet scent of roses and woman sent the blood pounding through his veins. “I want to taste you again.” 

       Wordlessly, she lifted her face to him. 

       Bending his head, he feathered kisses across her forehead to her temples where the blood pulsed under delicate skin. 
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       There, he lingered, tasting, savoring the sweetness and the hint of salt. 

       Overhead, the evening sky was clear and dotted with stars. The prevailing breeze whirled around them, carrying the scents of fresh grass and flowers. Brianna's wind chimes played a mystical sounding melody. Shifting his hold on Heather, he cradled her head in one hand. Her shimmering hair took on a life of its own, as strands drifted around his wrist. He spread his fingers across the middle of her slender back, holding his eagerness in check. She needed tenderness tonight, not speed. 

       “I can't get enough of you,” he muttered, and traced the soft fullness of her lips with the tip of his tongue. 

       Murmuring his name, she wrapped her arms around his waist, melting and flowing against him. 

       Her surrender intoxicated him. The blood roared in his ears. A hot wave swept through him, and he struggled to contain the primitive urge to take her right there on the grass. Then he felt her lips on his throat, and his control snapped. His mouth captured hers in a blaze of passion, his tongue slipping past her teeth to the softness beyond. Her tongue touched and mated with his. She moaned and her fingers dug into his back through the thin barrier of his shirt. 

       Shifting his stance, he pressed his arousal against the feminine heat between her thighs. 

       Her low, sensuous sound of approval sent his blood racing in an explosion of need. He wanted, had to have her now, and to hell with anyone or anything. Every muscle trembled with his effort to lay her tenderly on the clipped grass. She looked 152 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       up at him in the overlapping circles of light, eyes dark and dreamy. 

       Languidly, she raised her arms to him. “Quinn, here. Now.” 

       Falling on his knees beside her, he worked on the buttons of her blouse. But his fingers, deft enough to dismantle and reassemble an AK47 in the field while blindfolded, grew clumsy. One smooth button popped off in his hands. He grasped both sides of the blouse at the neckline. One good
yank, and—


       The security monitor vibrated an urgent warning against his skin, the signal already at stage two- area breached. 


       Covering Heather protectively with his body, he placed a warning hand over her lips and breathed, “Danger.” 

       Beneath him, she froze. A quick glance down at her shadowed face and he saw her awareness of the situation. 

       He scanned the surrounding grounds for sign of movement. When he saw none, he muttered, “Roll over and get ready to move.” 

       Quickly, she followed his directions. 

       He checked his monitor. The house was secure and Brianna safe, but not Heather. With one hand on her arm, they made a crouching dash for sanctuary. 

       Once locked inside, he raced to the main panel in the entry and studied the security cameras positioned throughout the grounds. 

       One, set at the far northeast corner where the neighbor's yard overlooked his, showed a camouflage-print bag opened on the applewood ground-cover edging the wall. He cursed at the sight of one, then a second snake slithering out into the 153 
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       night-shrouded garden. A string of rattles on the tails left no doubt of their identity. They were joined by a third, and all rapidly disappeared into the plants. Sensors buried in the six-foot wide security strip tracked their progress. But once on the lawn the snakes could head for most anywhere on his landscaped acre. 

       Dammit, how many had already escaped from the bag before he'd responded to the alarm? 

       The vipers had left more calling cards, but this time they weren't confined to a car. 

       This time they were loose and hunting for prey. 
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          CHAPTER 10
        
      

       Splitting his attention between the monitor pictures and read-outs, Quinn pressed the button for Hawk's number on the wall telephone beside the panel. When his friend answered, Quinn gave a quick summation of events, and hung up with Hawk's promise to bring help. 

       Quinn heard Heather's rapid footfalls behind him on the tile and turned. 

       “I looked in on Brianna. She's sound asleep, bless her—is every part of the yard and house under surveillance?” she burst out, waving toward the bank of monitors. 

       “There are sensors and cameras throughout the grounds, and at every outside door and window here in the house.” 

       “Even the bathrooms?” 

       “Yes,” he said absently, dividing his attention between Heather and the monitors. “Those inside the house are only activated when we leave.” 

       He detected a sinuous movement in the lush groundcover a short distance from the bag. Gotcha.  He made a note of the coordinates. 

       “How can you live like this? Always on guard.” 

       “Survival,” he said grimly, adjusting the lens to zoom. 


       “Brie's and mine.” 

       Heather moved up beside him. “What's happening? 

       Where's the danger?” 

       He tapped the screen focused on the sack. “Another Viper calling card.” 

       155 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       “Oh, no. Where's the snake?” 

       “Plural. Snakes. I saw three, but there could be more.” 

       A spasm of fear crossed her face, and she took a quick breath. “That's awful. How soon will the police arrive?” 

       His gut clenched at the fear in her expression. He wanted to hold her, comfort her and say everything would be okay. 

       He settled for brushing his knuckles along her delicate jaw line. 

       “I called Hawk. He'll be here with a team to search the grounds and tighten security.” 

       “But the police should be notified.” 

       “Some of my stuff's classified. I don't want them rummaging around. I'll notify Platt after we find the snakes.” 

       Bowing her head, she pressed two fingers to her brow. 

       “This is so unreal,” she said in a muffled voice. 

       “Nope. It's as real as it gets.” He tucked his hands into his pants pockets so he wouldn't lose control and drag her into his embrace. 

       Looking up, she squared her shoulders. “I know it's real. 

       Don't worry, I won't fall apart on you. Just tell me what I can do.” 

       “Honey, I believe you.” He couldn't help it. He drew her closer and dropped a quick kiss on her lips. “No snake hunting for you. But you can start a full pot of coffee for the team. 

       They'll be rolling in anytime.” 

       The gate alert punctuated his words. Glancing in the monitor, Quinn grinned at the sight of the red convertible, top down, and its occupant. Dean. 
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       He pressed the release. “Looks like the first member just arrived.” 

       With Heather beside him, he watched the progress of the flashy convertible on the screen. Dean's blond hair gleamed in the driveway lamps. 

       “That young guy?” Heather asked. “He looks like he belongs on a college campus, not in the security business.” 

       “Don't let his appearance fool you. Dean's always locked and loaded and ready to go. You can trust him to get the job done. He and his sister, Linda, are the ones who guarded Brianna at the pizza party.” 

       “I'm glad he's here to help.” She stepped away and paused. “I'll go change my blouse, then I'll start the coffee.” 

      Her blouse.  Quinn remembered the button coming loose in his eager grasp. His thoughts went back to the moment when she'd pressed her lips to his throat and his control had snapped. His damn lust could have gotten them both killed. 

      


      * * * * 

       Hours later, Heather wearily stacked dishes in the washer, listening to the rumble of men's voices in the family room. 

       The team Hawk Adams brought had methodically quartered the yard, capturing or destroying four rattlesnakes. 

       Detective Platt had come and gone after making pithy comments about amateurs. But she'd seen a hint of admiration in his eyes as Quinn and Hawk had coolly given their statements. 

       They'd have to wait until morning to call Animal Control. 

       However, the jaunty agent, Dean, had assured her that the live reptiles were well secured. He'd made a comical face and 157 
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       said, “I can take snakes or leave them alone. Ever since I got trapped in a pool with water moccasins, they're not my favorite critter.” 

       “Trapped? With poisonous snakes?” 

       He'd flashed a killer grin. “Hey, one of the joys of working for Hawk. Keeps me on my toes.” 

       When she'd started to ask more details, he'd politely changed the topic. 

       Glancing out the kitchen window, she saw Dean stroll past, holding a businesslike gun. Quinn's description came to mind, Dean's always locked and loaded and ready to go.  She shivered, glad he was on their side. 

       Entering quietly, Quinn said, “You're exhausted. Go to bed.” 

       “I will. Is everything wrapped up?” 

       He rubbed his face. “Hawk's leaving, but he's stationed some agents here for the rest of the night and the next few days. You'll be safe.” 

       She studied him, noting the shadow of a new beard, his weary expression. “You should take your own advice about going to bed.” 

       “In twenty minutes I'll crash.” 

       His finger tenderly traced the line of her cheek, and her heart turned over. 

       He gazed at her intently. “Stay here tomorrow. Rest. Get a substitute for your class.” 

       “With only three days of school left? No way. If I sleep until seven, that will give me five hours. I'll make it.” 
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       “No one'll blame you if you change your mind. You can't keep running on nerves alone.” 

      "I'll blame myself if I give in to the Vipers’ intimidation.” 

       She smothered a yawn. “See you in the morning.” 

       He shrugged. “Have it your way.” 

       Resting her hand on the place where he'd touched her cheek, she watched him disappear down the hall. For both their sakes, and Brianna's, she had to get out of Quinn's home tomorrow and—as much as it hurt—out of his life forever. 

       Maybe that way the Vipers wouldn't make him and his little girl a target. 

      


      * * * * 

       Heather woke at six, groggy and tired, but determined to leave. How could she get a taxi, slip past the guards, and leave before Quinn stopped her? 

       After quickly dressing for school, she packed her few items in the overnight bag, jotted a quick thank you note, and crept down the hall to the kitchen. She could use the phone to call information for a taxi company. She'd deal with the problem of the guards when the cab was on the way. 

       Just as the Information Operator gave Heather a number and offered to place the call for an additional charge, Dean came in through the utility room door. 

       Hastily, Heather hung up. 

       “Mrs. Carter.” Dean flashed an easy smile. “You're up early. Going to work?” 
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       “I wanted to get a jump on the day. I have a lot to do at school.” She was proud her voice didn't reflect the turmoil churning in her stomach. 

       The young blond propped one shoulder against the doorframe. “Big man gonna drive you?” 

      Would Dean stop her?  “Quinn has a full schedule. I decided to call a taxi.” Mentally she crossed her fingers. 

       He straightened. 

       She waited in anguish for him to blow her escape plans to smithereens. 

       “I just went off duty and I'm heading for home. Want a ride?” 

      A ride?  She wanted to cry in relief. “I should do the polite thing and say don't bother, but it really would help, so I'll say yes, thank you." 


       He reached for her overnight bag and the tote. “I'll leave the top up so you're hair doesn't get messed. It isn't every day I get to drive a classy lady.” 

       She followed him, her muscles tense, waiting for Quinn's roar of anger. He wouldn't be pleased that she'd circumvented his plans. On the other hand, maybe the polite, impersonal note she'd left on the dresser top would convince him she didn't want to see him. 

       Dean popped her overnighter into the trunk, and helped her into his racy car. 

       Only when the security gate closed behind them did she begin to relax. 
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       She spent the ride replaying the events of the previous evening, hoarding the sweet moments with Quinn against a lifetime of loneliness. 

       Dean made one stop to pick up a sack of banana-nut muffins and two coffees to go. 

       They were pulling into a parking slot at school when the car phone buzzed. 

       Dean answered, winced, and glanced at Heather. “Yes, she's with me.” 

       She watched him snap to attention. His mouth flattened into a grim line. “Yes sir. I'll wait with Mrs. Carter.” 

       Replacing the phone, he turned to study her. “Archer's royally pissed.” 

       “I was afraid of that.” 

       “He gave me a message for you. ‘ This isn't over. '” 

       “Oh...” Utterly miserable, she closed her eyes. Why did he have to prolong the ordeal? Saying goodbye wasn't what she wanted. It was what she had to do. 

       “I have my orders, too,” he said in an oddly gentle voice. 

       Heather's spirits sank even lower. “He didn't fire you, did he?” 

       “Nothing like that.” Dean's expression cleared, and he gave her a cheerful smile. “He said to wait with you until more people arrived.” 

       She pulled herself together. Whatever happened, she'd live with it. 

       “The custodian's pickup is parked over there by the service gate. I'll be safe enough.” 
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       Dean shifted to a more casual position. “We'll wait here awhile longer and have breakfast.” After offering her a muffin to go with her coffee, he took a healthy bite of his breakfast. 

       Heather nibbled on hers without really tasting it. Only a few hours earlier she'd been in Quinn's arms. Now that tenderness, that passion was gone. What had he meant, 

       “... this isn't over?" 


       Seated in the safety of the sports car, Heather considered the long, open hallway to her classroom. Other mornings when she'd been here this early, she'd walked through the echoing silence with only the sound of birds and the whisper of the wind blowing between the silent buildings. This time, the back of her neck prickled at the thought of all that open exposure. Fear of the unseen watchers was her constant companion. 

       She glanced at Dean, saw him rub his eyes and yawn. 

       “You've been up all night on guard duty. You shouldn't have to hang around here when you could be sleeping.” 

       “I've pulled all-nighters under gnarly conditions. Last night was a walk in the park once we took out the snakes.” He grinned. “Besides, I like my head on my shoulders.” 

       “Head on your shoulders? Did Quinn threaten you?” 

       “He didn't have to put it in words. His tone made it damn clear.” 

       Impulsively, she laid a hand on his arm. “I'm sorry.” 

       “Don't be. I work for Hawk, not Archer. The boss would give me the same orders. It makes sense to have someone here with you this early.” For a moment, steel showed under his casual attitude. “I intended to stay even without orders.” 
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       “Thank you.” She watched June drive up and park in the slot nearest the office. “The school secretary's here. Come in with me to the teachers’ lounge. I'll fix a pot of coffee.” 

       Stretching his arms in front of him, palms flat on the windshield, he said, “It's a deal. I've already finished this cup. 

       Wait in the car while I look around.” 

       He hopped out and made a careful, visual survey of the area, then went around the hood to her side and opened the door. “I'll bring your overnighter,” he said, helping her out of the low-slung car. 

       She retrieved her tote bag and hitched the handle of her purse over one shoulder. 

       They made a quick stop in the lounge where the custodian had brewed the first pot of coffee for the day. While Dean drank a mug of French Roast, Heather checked her mail box. 

       No threats today, thank goodness. 

       “Ready to go to your classroom?” Dean asked. “I'll give you a hand setting up.” 

       “You don't have to...” 

       He gave her a patiently amused look. “I ain't going nowhere, lady, until there's more folks around.” 

       “I should've known,” she murmured. 

       He walked beside her down the long hall, his head turning as his gaze swept the area. It was rather like having a young male lion on guard, she thought, except this lion wore a black T-shirt, jeans and boots. 

       Recalling the time Quinn had strolled with her down the same hallway, she mentally compared the two men. If Dean 163 
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       was a young lion, then Quinn was King of the Jungle, a fully matured male at the height of his powers. 

       “I'm glad to have your company.” Heather unlocked the classroom door and they went inside. “I hate to admit it, but I would've been uneasy in here alone.” 

       She put him to work taking down student work she planned to distribute at the end of the day. Before she knew it, the playground had filled with children waiting for class to begin. As the first bell rang for the kids to line up in front of their rooms, Hawk walked around the corner with Brianna. 

      So it's Hawk, not Quinn bringing the little girl this morning. 


       Heaviness centered in her chest, but it made it easier for her by not seeing Quinn. Heather didn't need the reminder to know what she'd lost. Hawk sent Dean home to sleep, then waited as the children walked into the room. 

       Under cover of the buzz of conversation, he said, “Give Quinn time. He'll come around when he's ready.” 

       Surprised by the compassion in this somber man, she shook her head. “It's better if he stays away.” 

       Hawk gave her a long look, nodded, and then walked away. 

       Brianna kept eyeing her as if puzzled, but Heather couldn't single her out. Her heart wouldn't take it. She swept the children into the morning routine. 

      Only two more days of school after today. Thank God. 


      


      * * * * 

       Two more days of school, Quinn thought as he waited in his car for Brianna to exit her classroom. He'd parked at the 164 
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       curb where he could watch for her, then jump out and meet her at the gate. 

      That's not the only reason.  He wanted to see Heather's face when she noticed him. After leaving that pitiful excuse for a note, how would she react? 

       The words were damned near burned into his brain: Dear Quinn, 


      Thank you for your hospitality. It's better
if we don't see each other again. 


      Goodbye, 


      Heather


       What part of his hospitality did she mean? Was it the dinner they'd teased over? How about him and Hawk's men rounding up the snakes? Or was it the passion that exploded between them when he'd kissed her in the garden and she'd melted against him. 

       Damn, now she'd done an about-face, and crept out of his house before he could stop her. 

       How had she secured a ride and bypassed the guards so easily? Charmed Dean? 

       He cursed his own jealousy. Hell, Shelly had taught him plenty about manipulating people's emotions. 

       Had he been wrong about Heather? Was she into playing games, like most women? 

       He allowed himself a humorless chuckle. If he ever accused Karen of playing female games, she's kick his ass, then ask Dan to repeat the favor. But Karen was a straight shooter. Did he really know that much about Heather? 
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       The classroom door opened. Anticipating Heather's appearance, he tensed. But instead of a slim, graceful woman, children hustled out, shouting their goodbyes. 

       His daughter walked out last carrying a handful of bright-colored papers. Heather followed and stood in the doorway. 

       Turning back, Brie flung her arms around her teacher's waist. 

       Heather bent and gathered Brianna close, one hand rubbing the little back in a soothing motion. 

       Straightening, Heather said something to Brie that made the little girl shake her head, no,  defiantly. 

       When Heather looked up, Quinn knew the exact moment she saw him by the way she froze. Then she stepped back out of sight. 

       Brianna trudged toward the central hallway, head down, the papers drooping in one hand. 

       He paralleled her along the outside of the fence to the gate. The moment she reached the opening, he took one look at her quivering lower lip, and scooped her up, settling her on one arm. 

       She laid her cheek on his shoulder. 

       Tearfully she said, “Mrs. Carter won't come to our house anymore. I waited until everyone had gone, and asked when she could visit us again. She said never." 


       Quinn carried Brianna to the Cherokee, mentally damning Heather for being abrupt with the child. Hell, he could handle rejection. That didn't mean she should take it out on his daughter. As he watched her settle in the back seat, he 166 
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       searched for a way to reassure his little girl. Nothing came to mind until he'd taken his place in the driver's seat. 

       Half-turning so he could see her expression, he said, 

       “Kitten, don't worry about Mrs. Carter. School's almost over and you'll have a different teacher next year.” 

       “I don't want another teacher. I want her.” 

       Quinn tightened his fingers on the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. Under his breath he said, “So do I, dammit. So do I.” 

       “She cried, Daddy. She cried when she saw you.” 

       Quinn's gut twisted. 

      Heather? Weeping for him after telling him to get out of
her life? What the hell was going on? 


      


      * * * * 

       Wiping her eyes, Heather drew in a deep breath and washed her face at the classroom sink. Shedding all the tears in the world wouldn't make her feel any better. She'd just end up like now, with a red nose. She glanced in the mirror. Oh,
Lord, just call me Rudolph. 


       She collected the papers to check, packed them in the tote bag, picked up her overnight suitcase, and left her room, locking the door. 

       Earlier, Detective Platt had called to inform her the police lab had finished searching her car for clues and he'd arranged to have it delivered to her at school. As she crossed the parking lot to her blue compact, she licked her dry lips remembering yesterday when she'd found the snake coiled on the floor. Logically, she knew it wasn't there any longer, but her skin prickled with goose bumps. 
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       Unlocking the driver's side door, she opened it, set her bag on the floor behind the seat as usual, placed her overnighter on the backseat, then stopped. How could she slide onto her seat after watching the sinuous head slither out from under the very place where her legs would be? 

       “Get a grip,” she lectured herself. The car had been in the police yard all night. Which reminded her, where was the dust used to find fingerprints? Looking closer, she realized the car had been vacuumed and washed. She made a mental note to call Detective Platt and thank him. 

      You've stalled enough, Heather Marie.  Depositing her purse on the passenger side, she slid behind the steering wheel. The muscles in the back of each leg tensed as if waiting for the sting of a snakebite. Turning the key in the ignition, she told her racing pulse everything was okay, pulled out onto the street and headed for home. 

       Twice, she glimpsed the same black compact in her rearview mirror. Was someone following her or was it a coincidence? When she didn't see the car again, she hoped she'd been worried for nothing. She finally reached her own driveway and parked, relieved to be home. 

       Everything looked the same as when she'd left yesterday morning. Was it really only one day? Enough had happened in the last twenty-nine hours to fill a lifetime. 

       Unlocking the door, she walked into the house, finding comfort in the familiar surroundings. After leaving the overnight bag in her bedroom, she settled by the telephone with her address book. It was time to call Nathan Roberts, 168 
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       Matt's last partner, and ask if he'd heard of the man Rick had mentioned, Uriah Vance. 

       It didn't take long for Nathan to come up with the answer. 

       Vance was the father of Leland Janko, the man who'd killed Matthew. 

       She clutched the telephone, recalling Janko's cold, murderous stare as she'd testified against him. He'd been sentenced to life without the possibility of parole, but she'd had many nightmares in which he'd pursued her, vowing vengeance. 

       Roberts said, “Leland Janko died in a prison fight four months ago.” 

       Her spirits lightened. Now he'd never escape and kill her as he'd threatened. 

       Then Roberts continued, “The father, Uriah Vance, took it hard. I think you should know that one person heard him threaten to get even with you. He says your testimony sent his boy to prison and death. Heather, the word on the street is that he's dropped out of sight.” 

       Fighting the sudden constriction in her throat, she swallowed and spoke as calmly as possible. “There's a Uriah Vance from New York City visiting near the school where I teach. I heard he has ties to drugs in South America.” 

       “Dammit, sounds like the same guy,” Roberts said. “Keep a low profile. He's a career criminal, but cagey enough to keep one jump ahead of the law. I'll notify your local police.” 

       She hung up. For a moment, her mind fluttered in panic. 

       Then she forced herself to mentally sort through all the 169 
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       threats directed at her since the Vipers had terrorized the children on the playground. 

       Keeping the panic at bay, she realized the newspaper clippings, the threatening call from the male with a New York City accent, the dead black widow, all had been from Vance. 

       The Vipers were bad enough, but Uriah Vance on a mission to avenge his son presented a far greater danger not only to her, but also to everyone near her. No matter what, she had to make Quinn understand that she never wanted to see him again. She could deal with his disgust and hatred, but not with his death. 
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          CHAPTER 11
        
      

       Before she lost her resolve, Heather located Quinn at Karen and Dan's home, and arranged to meet him there. 

       When she parked in front of their home, the white picket fence glowed in the light of the half moon. She recalled the afternoon she'd found sanctuary there from the Vipers. Quinn had been gentle and compassionate, wrapping her in the warmth of security. Now, for his and Brianna's safety, she had to make a final break with them. 

       Quinn met her on the darkened porch and wordlessly escorted her around the house to the back gate. With only the pale moonlight to light their way, she tripped on an uneven stepping-stone. 

       His hand flashed out to steady her. Once she had her balance, he removed his supporting fingers with a speed that showed his reluctance to touch her. 

       Even though his distant attitude was her goal, she felt saddened by his coldness. 

       He directed her to a plastic, fan-back chair, in the unlit patio porch. Once seated, she realized reflected light from inside the house illuminated her while leaving him in the cloaking darkness. 

       She faced him where he stood, his arms folded, one shoulder propped on an upright support. Behind him, the night garden shone palely in the dim moonshine. Here, under the redwood roof, his face was in shadows. But his pewter 171 
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       eyes caught the reflected light, gleaming like a predator watching his prey. 

       “Dean gave me your message.” She smoothed her skirt with a nervous hand, then stopped, knowing she had to look casual, as if she didn't care. As if her heart weren't breaking in two. “I came to make sure you understand it is over. I don't want to see you again.” 

       “Kind of sudden, wasn't it?” 

       “Not really.” She flipped her hair back with feigned nonchalance, knowing the gesture would add to her act. “I got what I wanted. A few kisses. A chance to meet some interesting men.” 

       “The hell you did.” He abandoned his post and stalked toward her with the dangerous grace of a hunter on the prowl. 

       She quelled the urge to bolt to safety. “Don't try your macho intimidation on me.” 

       “Try?” He loomed over her, only a few short steps away. 

       Her heart hammered in her chest. She gripped the solid arms of the chair and made herself continue. “Look Quinn, thanks to you, I know I'm desirable; but you're getting serious way too fast. I decided I want to be a merry widow, play the field. You know, circulate.” 

       He moved closer, his steps soundless on the cold cement, until the fabric of his jeans-clad leg brushed the silky cotton of her skirt. His form blotted out the view of the garden beyond. The male heat and musk of his powerful body captured her in its thrall. 
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       For a moment she bowed her head to hide the yearning she couldn't disguise. Then with a brittle laugh, she assumed her mask once more and looked up into his taut face. “Give it up, Quinn. I'm onto your little game of seduce and control. I just don't want you.” 

       “You witch!” In a lightning move, he trapped her, his hands coming down on her wrists, pinning them to the arms of the chair. “No way in hell can you tell me you weren't affected when we kissed. I could've had you under me on the grass and begging that night at my house.” 

      Oh, Bright Lady, he was right but she couldn't let him
know—couldn't give him that victory. Not when she loved
him.  Heather tried to tug away from his steely fingers. He only tightened his hold but she realized that in spite of his superior strength, he wasn't hurting her. 

       “One last chance to tell the whole truth,” he said in icy, controlled tones. 

       Oh, Quinn, she thought brokenly. Where was the tender man she'd known? The swell of pain in her heart was beyond tears. 

       The time had come to deliver the killing blow. “You want the whole truth? It's simple. You're a great guy, but you come with baggage: a six-year-old child. Brianna's sweet, but why would I want to help raise someone else's kid? I have enough kids at school. The difference is, they go home at night to their parents. I go home to peace and quiet. I'm not ready for instant motherhood. Sorry.” 

       He froze, exhaling in quick gasps. His hands chained hers. 

       His anger was tangible, a wild beast looking for prey. 
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       Nighttime noises ceased as if even the earth awaited some kind of explosion. 

       With extraordinary care, he released her and moved stiffly back into the deeper shadows. “Go, before I do something I may regret in a thousand years or so.” 

       Shakily, she rose and played out her act, praying her voice didn't betray her. “Goodbye, Quinn. It's been...interesting, but don't bother to call.” 

       He didn't answer, but she felt the iciness of his glare between her shoulder blades as she went out through the gate and down the stepping-stone path to the front of the house. 

       This time the geese gave a token hiss before settling back into their little shelter. 

       Jamming her key into the lock, she somehow opened the door and climbed in. 

       It was over. 

       Her control finally slipped. She blessed the dark that hid her expression as she drove away from Quinn. Drove away from the man and child who owned her heart. 

      


      * * * * 

       On the last day of school, Heather said goodbye to her students and watched, with tears burning her eyes, as Quinn met Brianna just a few steps away from the room. 

       She knew she'd been right to make the break, but her heart ached with every beat. 

       Suddenly, Brianna raced back to her carrying a package. 

       Quinn watched with a dark, enigmatic expression. 
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      Now what?  Heather gathered her fragile composure around her like a ragged cloak. 

       “Teacher, I forgot these this morning. Daddy brought them for me from our house.” Brianna thrust the package into Heather's hands. “They're chocolate chip cookies. Aunt Karen helped me bake them for you, and I wrapped them last night.” 

       “Cookies, yum.” Heather tried to sound enthused, but the words barely emerged, she was so choked with the struggle to not weep. 

       Brianna hopped from one foot to the other. “I wrapped the box myself. Open it. You said they were your favorite.” 

      Oh, Bright Lady,  Heather thought. I can't disappoint her. 


       Struggling against the pressure of tears building behind her eyes, Heather carefully undid the lopsided bow, removed the tape holding the colorful paper, and lifted the lid to examine the offering. “These smell wonderful.” 

       Brianna tucked her hands behind her back and looked so eager and hopeful Heather couldn't resist. Setting the box on the counter beside the door, she crouched down to the little girl's eye level, and held out her arms. “Thank you, honey.” 

      I'll miss you. 


       Brianna hugged her. “Please, Mrs. Carter, won't you come and visit us? I'll be very good.” 

       Heather swallowed the lump in her throat. “Sweetie, you're a very special little girl. I just can't come to your house anymore.” 

       Glancing at Quinn, she almost lost her resolve. He stood there, so masculine and appealing, one big hand holding 175 
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       Brianna's report card and pink sweater. But anger filled his eyes. 

       Then he said, “Have a nice summer, Heather.” But his tone said, go to hell. 


      


      * * * * 

       A week later, Quinn couldn't shake the memory of those last moments at school when he'd spoken to Heather and watched the color drain from her face. Why did her refusal to visit Brianna irritate him? Hell, he should be relieved. Heather had made her position on children clear the night they talked at Karen's. In fact, Mrs. Carter had shown her true colors. 

       “Damn her,” he muttered, remembering Brianna's disappointment. 

       Worse, he had to admit he still wanted to see her, in spite of his suspicion that she'd hidden vital parts of her background. Hadn't he learned from earlier mistakes? Should he plead temporary insanity due to lust? 

       Quinn set aside the preliminary sketch for his new project, then rose and gravitated to the window of his home office. His gaze was drawn to the corner of the yard where the Vipers had left the sack of rattlers. 

       Since that night, Hawk had quietly assigned one of his people to keep an eye on Heather. She had her car back from the police. Dan had upgraded the locks on her house. Was that enough to keep her safe? 

       And, dammit, why should he worry? 

       But he couldn't help remembering the tense moments on the school parking lot after she'd discovered the deadly snake in her car. In spite of her own danger, she'd tried to get him 176 
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       out of harm's way by sending him into the security of the school building. 

       Quinn braced a hand against the window frame, watching a handful of birds investigate the applewood where it met the clipped lawn, poking at the miniature red flowers, hunting insects under the thick leaves. 

       Involuntarily, his thoughts went back to the moment he'd seen Heather kneeling in her garden with the sun shining around her and the flowers dancing in the wind. Hell, now she even had him thinking in poetic terms. 

       He whirled from the scene and stalked back to his desk. 

       Heather and Brianna laughed at him from the photo taken at Windspear. He cursed. Bottom line—he still wanted her, still got hard thinking about her. But that wouldn't change his plans to ignore her. 

       Spreading the sketch out again, he'd added a few more lines when the gate signal brought him out of his chair. A quick check of the monitor in his office showed Hawk's Jag coming down the long driveway. 

       They didn't have a scheduled meeting. Quinn strode to the front entry, realizing something important had brought his friend here in the middle of the day. 

       He met a grim-looking Hawk on the steps. “What's the problem? More trouble for Heather?” 

       “No. You and Brianna.” 

       Closing the door behind them, Quinn automatically reset the alarm system, absorbing the impact of Hawk's announcement. “What do you mean, trouble for Brianna?” 
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       “Everything's under control for now.” Hawk led the way to the kitchen. “Got any coffee made?” 

       “To hell with coffee. What's wrong with Brianna?” 

       “Nothing. I plan to keep it that way.” Hawk pulled a soft drink out of the refrigerator, popped the top, and took possession of a chair. “Linda's with Karen and the kids at the beach. I sent Dean and Jim to bring them back.” 

       “You mean guard them.” Quinn sank into the chair opposite his friend. “What the hell's going on?” 

       “Juan Aguirre Ochoa's in town.” 

       Hawk's flat-voiced announcement stunned Quinn. He jumped to his feet and paced to the window and back. “Feo's second in command. That means—” 

       “Feo's got something in the works.” 

       Quinn cursed. “You don't have to tell me. Where Ochoa goes, his boss has dirty business in mind. Any clues?” 

       “Not yet.” Hawk downed the rest of his soda and stood. 

       “My resources are workin’ on it. In the meantime, I want you, Brianna, and Karen and her kids to leave town. Go visit Zach and Anna. Michael's gettin’ restless. Company will do him good.” 

       “You want?” Quinn asked in a soft, deadly voice. “You're not my keeper, friend.  I sure as hell won't run from Feo or any of his men.” 

       “Whoa.” Hawk raised a conciliatory hand. “I know you eat nails for breakfast and spit bullets. I was thinkin’ of Brianna.” 

       “If Feo ever touched her...” Quinn couldn't finish the thought. 

       178 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       “He won't, if I have to lock her in a vault surrounded by every agent in my employ.” 

       Pacing to the window again, Quinn's attention settled on the half-finished playhouse. “No one, especially a child, should have to live hidden away under close guard, with no chance to run and play.” 

       In a rare display of affection, Hawk gripped Quinn's shoulder. “You have every reason to want Brianna where you can see her and know she's safe.” 

       “You got that right.” 

       “Buddy, you escaped Feo once. If he gets his hands on you again, he'll do more than take half your finger and torture you. He'll carve off parts, piece by piece, until not even your friends will recognize you. Then he'll really get nasty.” 

       Images of nights and days in hell, the memory of searing agony, paraded through Quinn's mind. Sweat beaded his forehead and trickled down from his armpits. Come to think of it, if he ever found himself again as Feo's prisoner, Hell would be a relief. 

       And, Brianna... 

       “You're right. I'll send her to Zach and Anna. I can't take the risk of Brianna falling into Feo's hands. Nothing gets near their place unless they give the go-ahead.” 

       “You're not going with her? That's what I figured, but it was worth a try.” Hawk rolled his shoulders and stretched. 

       “I'll make the arrangements for tomorrow night. It'll be easier to slip into Zach's place under cover of dark.” 

       “Who's flying the last leg?” 
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       “Jim Wolfe. He can land a chopper on a dime and give back change.” 

       “Who gets to convince my sister to head for the mountains with Mike and Patty?” 

       “Call Dan.” 

       After a short discussion of the details, Hawk left. 

       Quinn pulled a suitcase out of storage in the garage, and packed clothes for his daughter's trip. Folding her yellow and white nightgown, he remembered the morning she'd answered the phone when Heather had called to accept the invitation to visit Windspear. 

       “Heather,” he muttered. Maybe her telling him to get lost wasn't that bad a thing. At least he didn't have to worry about Feo getting to her. 

      


      * * * * 

       Quinn jammed his hands into his pants pockets and watched Michael's company Gulfstream jet lift off from the private runway, then disappear into the night sky. Brianna would have a ball playing with all the tame animals, especially with Mike and Patty there. 

       Bottom line was, his little girl and Karen and the kids would be safe with Zach and Anna. 

      Safe.  Was Heather really safe? Or were the Vipers still harassing her? The agents assigned by Hawk to follow her had reported occasional strangers hanging around her neighborhood, but no overt threat. That didn't mean she wasn't getting mail and phone messages. 

       Hawk joined him, slipping a cell phone back in its clip. 

       “Michael will like seein’ Karen and the kids.” 
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       Quinn said, “Dan did a hell of a job convincing Karen to stay there once the kids were settled.” 

       “Just as well. Ochoa's gone to ground. That makes me real nervous.” 

       Hawk nervous was a forbidding thought. Quinn squared his shoulders. “We'll have to stay alert.” 

       “That goes double for you, my friend. Sure you don't want help?” 

       “You mean a bodyguard? No. You're stretching your manpower already between your regular accounts, sending a guard with Karen and the kids, and keeping a watch on Heather.” 

       “Hell, I'd have set someone to watch over Heather even if you hadn't asked.” 

       “I offered to-” 

       Hawk raised a cautionary hand. “We've been over this argument too many times. Don't try to pay me. She's a nice lady, an’ Brianna likes her. That's good enough for me.” 

       Between them hung the unspoken thought that Quinn was still attracted to Heather. 

       Sometimes Hawk and his spooky intuition saw too much. 

      


      * * * * 

       The moment Heather stepped into the Rocking D 

       restaurant, her mind filled with images of the time she'd dined there with Quinn. 

       Had it only been a week? 

       As the hostess led her to a booth, Heather recalled Quinn's open pleasure at the setting and the food. He'd lounged back in the maroon-leather booth and checked out the interior, 181 
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       from the sand-colored walls and the skylight, to the profusion of plants and pottery figures, and the hanging lamps fashioned from feed buckets. 

       Tracing a fanciful cactus flower design in one of the dark green tiles in the tabletop, she reminisced at the way Gino and Quinn had bonded like old combat buddies. 

       Oh, Lord, she missed Quinn. 

       She glanced up and saw Robin making her way down the broad aisle between the booths. 

       “Heather, you sweet thing. Why didn't you tell me you were coming when we talked last night?” Robin set down two glasses of ice water with a slice of lemon in each, and eased into the booth. 

       Leaning back with a sigh, she massaged her protruding abdomen. “I swear this li'l pea in a pod has turned into a jumpin’ bean.” 

       “I used to say Crystal would be a dancer,” Heather offered. 

       Had she said that? She never talked about her baby. The memory of her loss had hurt too deeply. This time instead of grief, she felt a gentle nostalgia and acceptance. 

       Opening the menu, she smoothed it flat on the tiled tabletop. “I only decided to come half an hour ago, when I got a yen for good food and conversation.” 

       “And?” Robin laid a hand over Heather's. “Tell it all, sweetie, or your nose will start to grow.” 

       Heather gave a weak chuckle. “Trust you to spot a half-truth.” 

       “You never could tell a lie worth spit.” 
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       Nodding, Heather remembered those years when she and the then bubbly teen had exchanged confidences. “Even when we were kids, I couldn't hide anything from you.” 

       “So, come on, give. What's the problem?” Robin rubbed her abdomen again and shifted in her seat. “Why isn't that go'geous hunk with black hair and the sexy scar on his forehead keeping you company?” 

       “It's complicated.” 

       She idly traced a heart on the frosty side of the glass as she recalled the kisses they'd exchanged and the sensual sparks whenever they touched. 

       Robin pounced. “I suppose the heart you just drew is complicated, too?” 

       “More like wishful thinking. It shouldn't matter, because I've made it clear I don't want to see him again.” 

       “You don't want—” Robin slapped her hand on the tabletop. “I swea', Heather Marie Carter, you are the silliest thing. That time he came with you, he looked at you like you held the answer to all his dreams. And you told him to hit the road?” 

       “For his and his little girl's protection.” Heather pressed two fingers to her forehead. “The Vipers are getting bolder with their efforts to frighten me. Now I have to worry about another threat. I won't be responsible for Quinn or Brianna getting hurt.” 

       A pang sliced through Heather. She slid out of the booth and stood. “I shouldn't even be here talking to you. It might put you in danger, too.” 
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       “Sit down and don't be a ditz. Gino can protect me.” She swept out one hand to indicate the customers. “With all these folks heah, who's gonna do anything with so many witnesses?” 

       “But—” 

       “But no buts. Gino and I talked it ove’ when the creeps began threatenin’ you. We agreed your friendship was mo’ 

       important. Now sit down.” 

       Deeply touched, Heather settled back into the booth. “You convinced me.” 

       “Good. Let's order.” Robin beckoned to a waitress. 

       Once the server had taken their request for two Donatelli Lunch Specials, she hurried away. 

       “Is Gino here?” Heather asked. “He usually comes out of the kitchen to say hello.” 

       Robin set her glass down, and touched Heather's arm. 

       “Mah honey-bear knew I wanted time alone with you. He'll come out later.” 

       With a faint smile, Heather said, “Oh, oh. More third degree coming up. What do you want to discuss?” 

       “The sexy hunk.” 

       Heather sighed. “Quinn. I just told you I won't see him again.” 

       Robin waited for the waitress to put milk and iced tea on the table. “Sweetie, your lips are denyin', but your eyes are sayin’ yes.” 

       “I never could fool you.” She stirred sugar into her tea, remembering the happiness in her heart the time Quinn had come to the restaurant with her. “Even if the threats to him 184 
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       and his daughter didn't exist, there's another reason. I haven't told him about my special gifts.” 

       “You're afraid.” Robin shook her head, her sleek, black hair gleaming under the hanging lamp. “‘Fess up. Clear the air.” 

       “If only I could, but you know how my parents and Matthew reacted to my weird abilities, especially the way I could call the wind.” 

       “Your parents were frightened. They couldn't get over the shock they'd had when you were little and didn't know how to control your gift.” 

       She broke off the conversation when the waitress arrived with two barbecue-chicken salads and rolls. 

       Heather nodded. “Mother said whenever I cried, they had to close the windows so the wind wouldn't tear through the house. Things stayed peaceful as long as I was content.” 

       Suddenly she had a new insight into what her parents had experienced. “You know, it must've been a real shock the first time they realized their baby daughter had caused the damage. No wonder a distance developed between mother and me as I grew up. It must've been like adopting a cute kitten only to see it turn into a raging lion.” 

       Robin patted her belly. “My little jumpin’ bean's promising to surprise me.” 

       Reaching across the table, Robin gripped Heather's hand again. “Sweetie, when I hung out at your place, your mom would brag about you bein’ a super gardener when you were out of the room.” 

       Heather picked a fork and toyed with her salad. 

       “Sometimes she'd compliment me on my healthy plants. Her 185 
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       garden was a wonder. When she worked in it, people would stop and beg her for the secret to her success.” 

       “Sounds like yours. Maybe she also had an earth magic gift.” 

       “I said that to her once when I was a kid. She got terribly upset and sent me to my room. After that, I let it drop.” 

       “Did you ever find out why she got so agitated?” 

       “Never.” Heather sampled a chunk of barbecued chicken. 

       “As I got older, we drifted farther apart. By the time I married Matthew, I'd learned to hide my ability to call the wind, and I was careful not to call attention to my garden or potted plants.” 

       “You told Matt, didn't you.” 

       “Of course. I wouldn't keep a secret like that from my husband.” Heather closed her eyes, remembering the ugly scene. “Matt was furious. He asked why I wanted to lie to him about something so impossible.” 

       “How did you convince him?” 

       “I called a little breeze and coaxed it into our apartment through an open window. He came unglued. Said he didn't want people to know he had a weird wife.” 

       Robin's eyes blazed. “The rat.” She stabbed a piece of chicken with her fork and waved it. “Weird? Give me a break. 

       You're the sweetest, most down-to-earth person I know.” 

       “Not according to him. That's when he began screening my calls every time he was home. If I went out while he had duty, he'd question me as soon as he got home. Later I found out he had his friends watching me.” 
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       “Did I say rat? I was wrong.” Robin's voice rose. “I know you married him, honey, but he was a snake to say that stuff about you. And to have you followed...I could spit." 


       Heather's heart warmed to her friend's militant defense. 

       “Oh, Robin, what did I do all those years without you after we lost contact?” 

       “You can thank Matthew for that. He made it clear you didn't want to continue our friendship.” 

       “I wondered.” Heather shook her head in regret. “Matt always answered the phone when he was home. Most of the calls were for him anyway. He wanted privacy, so I'd leave the room. God, I was such a fool.” 

       She split a roll, but left it on the plate. Her appetite had fled. “I did write you. Matt took the letters with him to...mail...” her voice trailed off as Robin shook her head sadly. 

       “Now I realize he never mailed them. Since he was a police officer, we had a P.O. box so people wouldn't know where we lived.” 

       Robin's nose wrinkled in disgust. “He did drop one in the mail. But, when I sent a reply to the P.O. box, it was returned with, refused by the recipient,  scrawled across the front. I tried twice more with the same results. Then a letter came from Matthew saying you didn't want to hear from me anymore.” 

       Heather pushed her salad away as anger swelled in her throat. “I feel so foolish, so betrayed,” she said in a choked voice. “After all that, it's a miracle you and I ever connected again.” 
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       Robin gave her a gentle smile. “We're friends, sweetie. I suspected something had gone wrong, but didn't know your married address.” 

       Heather returned the smile, feeling lighter than she had since she'd said goodbye to Brianna and Quinn. She slid her plate back in front of her. It smelled and looked delicious. 

       “That's the past. On with the future.” 

       “That's the spirit, sugah.” 

       “There's one thing I need to do,” Heather said. “It's time I fly back home to see my parents. I want to repair my relationship with Mother. After all, it must've been hard and a little frightening for her to cope with my earth magic abilities when I was young. I realize now that she did her best with a difficult child.” 

       Heather paused, reflectively. “You know, the terrible twos must have been something else.” 
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          CHAPTER 12
        
      

       Heather stepped off the escalator and went through the doors into the airport baggage claim section. After spending five days with her parents, she was ready to get back to her own home. 

       Mentally she checked off things to do. Collect her suitcases and call Travel Time,  the independent airport shuttle service. 

       They'd pick her up outside the exit on this level and drive her to her house. 

       Suddenly her hackles rose. She looked around then hurried toward the rows of luggage carousels. 

       There it was again, the feeling of someone watching her. 

       Someone evil. She hadn't experienced it while she'd been in New York. Now the menacing presence had returned, closer than ever. Was it the Vipers? Uriah Vance? 

       Anxious to pick up her baggage and get out of there, she stood shoulder to shoulder with the mob of people grabbing their bags. She cringed with each brush of a hand or shoulder or hip. Around her, people jostled for position. Anyone could watch her without her knowing it in this crowd. 

       She had to get out as soon as possible. 

       As her first piece of luggage with the multi-colored ribbon on its handle came around the corner of the metal carousel, she heard a familiar voice call, “Yoo, hoo, sugah.” 

       Heather grabbed the wheeled suitcase and looked up in time to be swept into Robin's embrace. 

       With that, the menace slowly receded. 
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       Gino stepped around them, his attention on the revolving carousel, and plucked out her other suitcase with the matching ribbon. “We came to give you a ride home. Robin worried you'd be tired.” 

       Robin linked arms with her. “What mah honey-bear means is I was dyin’ to hear how yo’ visit went.” 

       Breathing easier, Heather said, “I'm so glad to see you, and I can't tell you how happy I am to get a ride.” 

       “Now, sweetie,” Robin patted her hand. “What are friends fo’ if not to help?” 

       In a few minutes they were driving east on the 105 

       freeway. Heather relaxed, slipping back into the familiar southern California scenery—blue, cloudless sky, palms, jacarandas and orange trees, lawns and gardens. To her left in the distance across a valley of homes and businesses, she saw an occasional cluster of high rises. Santa Monica, the Wilshire district, downtown Los Angeles. The whole scene, bounded by mountains to the east and north, was bathed in bright sunlight. 

       She'd come home. 

       By the time they reached her house, Heather had told Robin and Gino about her trip, seeing old friends and repairing the damage caused by Matt's studied isolation. 

       She talked about the work in progress by Sam Chandler, the contractor Dan Wright had located. But she saved the explanation of the new understanding between her and her mother until they reached her home. 

       “My mom had been adopted, but never told me,” she said, after settling everyone in the front room with a cold drink. 
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       “She never realized her wonderful gardening ability was an innate gift. When I came along with the uncontrolled gift of calling the wind, she was afraid it was a taint she'd passed down from her unknown parents.” 

       “Why that's plum’ foolish,” Robin declared. 

       “The way mother explained it to me, I could see her side. 

       It's all a matter of perception. The best part is we're closer now than I ever remember.” 

       They talked a little longer, then Gino and Robin had to get back to the restaurant before the dinner rush. 

       As Heather watched them drive away, the phone rang. She dashed inside to answer it, hoping, by some miracle, it was Quinn. 

       When she answered, a coarse, male voice she'd heard before said, “Have a good trip? The next one will end in Hell.” 

       Then he broke the connection. 

       Heather dropped the phone back into the cradle and collapsed into a chair. A muscle in her cheek twitched. Her legs shook. Oh, God would this terror never end? 


      


      * * * * 

       Cursing, Quinn tossed the report into the trash, surged to his feet, and stalked to the window where outside, a misty dawn coated the grass with dew. 

       He wheeled to face his best friend. “I feel like a damn peeping Tom every time I read a report of Heather's activities.” 

       Hawk crossed an ankle over the opposite knee and leaned back in the padded leather chair with a coffee mug in one hand, quietly studying him. “Just keepin’ you current.” 
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       “She's been back from New York for three days.” 

       “Your point is?” Hawk's expression had settled into his inscrutable mask. 

       “What the hell does she do besides work in her garden, do a little grocery shopping, and hang around the house?” 

       “Would you like it better if she dated? You said she tossed you out of her life.” 

       “Not exactly tossed me out,” Quinn said through clenched teeth. 

       “Got it.” Hawk drank the coffee, his gaze fixed on Quinn. 

       “Ah, hell.” Quinn threw himself into his desk chair, ignoring the ominous creak.  “The truth is, I'm worried. The Vipers have been quiet. By now, you should've eased back on the surveillance.” He stabbed a finger in the direction of the wastebasket. “Instead, you've increased the watch on her. 

       Why?” 

       “Good training for my people,” Hawk said laconically. 

       Quinn's gut churned with worry and frustration. He pulled the report out of the trash and slammed it onto his desktop. 

       “Training? Bull! Since when did Ron, or Jeff, or Linda, or, for that matter, Dean need more training? Hell, you're even taking a turn watching Heather.” 

       “Told you we're spread thin.” Hawk sat forward. “As you pointed out, the Vipers have been quiet—too damned quiet. I don't like it.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “My intuition's been givin’ me hell.” 

       Quinn went cold. If Hawk was worried... “Heather starts at the Sports Complex today. Who's watching her?” 
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       “Me.” Hawk set down his mug and stood. “Gotta relieve Dean.” 

       Gliding around the desk, he gripped Quinn's shoulder. 

       “Buddy, I know you want to be there to keep an eye on her in spite of what she wrote. I also know your appointment today is vital to learn who's tryin’ to steal information on your new energy system. Ron'll be at Windspear with you, but he's no architect. You take care of your business. I'll take care of mine.” 

      


      * * * * 

       After parking her car in the Sports Complex lot, Heather picked up her purse and the handful of letters to mail, locked the car, and walked briskly toward the mailbox on the corner. 

       Morning sunshine had burned away the earlier mist and left the air fresh and scented with the faint cedar of the ornamental trees planted at intervals beside the sidewalk. 

       While she hadn't sensed the evil watcher since the time at the airport, she stayed on guard. 

       The Alternative to Gangs program would begin today, but it was only orientation. Her class started tomorrow. That gave her time to decorate her room. 

       She glanced at the ringless finger on her left hand. She'd removed the wedding band after her trip to see her parents. 

       It was past time to get on with life. 

       A black SUV passed her, and for a moment she thought it was Quinn's Grand Cherokee. Quinn.  Her heart flipped over just thinking about him. If only she dared mend the rift between them-the break she'd made deliberately. 
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       Her low heels echoed on the concrete sidewalk as she drew closer to the box, but her mind was filled with images of Quinn laughing with her, holding her, coming to her rescue. 

       Her pulse beat faster recalling his touch, his lips on hers, the fire that blazed between them. Oh, Bright Lady,  she ached for him. 

       As she reached her destination, she returned to the question that haunted all her days and nights—had she made the wrong decision when she cut him out of her life? 

       Dropping the letters into the mailbox, she turned to start back when a young voice called, "Hola. Maestra.  Mrs. Carter.” 

       Smiling, she watched Javier's brother, Rick, hurrying toward her from a bus stop on the busy street. Dressed in clean blue jeans and a navy blue T-shirt, he looked far different than he had the last time they'd met. Then, he'd worn the style of clothing associated with local gangs. 

       “Rick, I'm glad to see you again. Are you having a good summer?” 

       “The best,” he said enthusiastically. “I signed up for basketball here at the Sports Complex, an’ I'm startin’ in the Alternatives program this morning. No more running with taggers for me.” 

       Heather touched his shoulder, delighted with his openness, so different from the last time they'd talked. “Your family must be thrilled.” 

       “They are. Mom and dad and Javier were really worried. 

       Not anymore.” His face lit up in a big smile. 

       The rumble of an engine caught Heather's attention. She saw a familiar blue van move slowly toward her and Rick. 
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       When it was nearly even, a gun glinted in the passenger window aimed at Rick. 

       Simultaneously, a male voice shouted a warning. 

       She screamed, “Look out!” pulling Rick to cover behind the bulk of the mailbox. 

       Shots rang out. One bullet burned past her cheek. She rolled with the boy onto the cement, the large mailbox between them and the street. Her heart jumped in her chest. 

       The acid taste of fear filled her mouth. 

       Other people screamed and ran for cover. 

       Panting, she laid half on top of Rick, her mind whirling from the speed and surprise of the attack. 

       Suddenly, Hawk Adams was crouched beside her and Rick; his wicked-looking gun aimed at the fast-disappearing van. 

       “Stay down,” he ordered. “They could come back.” 

       He glanced at Heather. “You okay?” 

       “Yes.” She saw Rick clutch his leg. “Rick's hit.” 

       Rising to her knees in the shadow of the box, she untied the scarf she'd used for a belt and tried to stanch the blood flowing from the boy's leg. 

       Hawk slipped his weapon under his black jacket and knelt to help. 

       Rick's face twisted in pain. He lay tight-lipped, quiet, watching Heather press the silky material against his wound. 

       “You're a brave kid,” Hawk said, nodding to Heather to keep the pressure on. He pulled a knife from his boot and slit the heavy jeans fabric, exposing the injury. 
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       “Sirens are coming.” Hawk edged her hand away from the scarf, and applied more pressure to Rick's wound. “Help's almost here.” 

       Squad cars pulled up, followed by a medic unit and a fire engine. Paramedics jumped out. One knelt beside Rick and began to work on him. The other brought a large medical box. 

       Heather moved back and leaned against the shadowed west wall of a nearby building. Now that the danger was over, her legs threatened to give way. Her scraped knees and palms stung. 

       Easing down to sit on the chilled cement at the base of the wall, she welcomed the coolness after the heat of the morning sun. She stared at the blood on her hands, blouse, and skirt, just like when Matt had been shot in the street. No. This time it was different. Rick would live. She'd saved him. 

       Other officers arrived. While Hawk gave the license number and description of the van, Heather saw him glance her way from time to time still guarding her. 

       A crowd gathered across the street, held back by policemen. Yellow crime scene tape stretched on both sides of where the shooting had occurred. Cars slowed, and drivers craned their necks to see who'd been injured or killed. 

       An officer squatted on his heels in front of Heather to write down her report. “You all right, ma'am?” 

       “I'm fine.” She didn't want to mention the achiness from falling on the cement. She just wanted to get out of there. 

       “Guess the excitement took something out of me.” 
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       She answered the officer's questions, trying to ignore the throb in her left shoulder. She must have bruised it on the edge of the postal box. 

       “Sure you're okay, ma'am? You're looking kind of pale.” 

       “Just adrenaline letdown.” 

       Hawk came to stand beside her as the officer finished. If
only Quinn were here.  She sighed, yearning to see him. She watched Rick being loaded into the ambulance, elated to see him talk to one of the paramedics, waving a hand to illustrate his words. 

       As the ambulance drove away, Hawk hunkered down beside her. “Kid's gonna be okay.” 

       “I'm so relieved.” She focused her attention on the enigmatic man. “I'm glad you're here, but is this a coincidence or did you need to see me?” 

       “No coincidence.” 

       A sudden fear jolted her. “Is Quinn okay? He's not hurt?” 

       Her voice rose and cracked on the last word. 

       “He's fine.” Hawk put an arm around her waist and helped her stand. After studying her face, he counted her pulse. 

       “You're not up to driving. I'll give you a lift home.” 

       She blinked, feeling lightheaded. He hadn't answered all her questions, but she didn't have the energy to pursue it. “I won't turn down a ride. Guess I'm a little out of it.” She retrieved her purse and went with him. 

       “One of my men'll get your car.” He opened the passenger door of the black Jaguar, his gaze sweeping the area. 

       “It's nice to travel in style,” she murmured, preparing to step in. 
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       Another wave of dizziness hit. She staggered, and he gripped her upper arm to steady her. 

       Pain streaked through her arm. Nausea rolled over her and she let out a groan. 

       “Damn,” Hawk muttered, examining the blood on his hand. 

       He eased up the sleeve of her red blouse, then pulled a clean handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it against a long furrow in her upper arm. “Hold this while I get you into the car. 

       Gritting her teeth, she held the fabric in place, fighting the cold dark threatening to overwhelm her. 

       He slipped an arm under her legs, the other across her back and eased her onto the seat. 

       “Wait. It'll ruin the leather if I lean back.” The moment the words were out of her mouth, she wanted to take them back. 

       Of course he knew that before he put her into the car. 

       Muttering an obscenity about unimportant stuff when she'd been injured, he brought a first aid box from the trunk and put a temporary bandage on her arm. Then he reached across and clicked her seat belt. “You're going to Emergency, now.” 

       “I suppose you plan to tell Quinn,” she said as he settled into the driver's seat. 

       “He'll have my head no matter what,” Hawk answered, pulling away from the curb. 

       He called Quinn, tapping on the steering wheel while he waited. 

       Heather studied Hawk's closed expression, wondering what Quinn would say. Would he even be interested? With a pang, 198 
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       she realized he might not care. After all, the last time she'd seen him, his attitude had been, go to hell. 


       When Quinn apparently answered, Hawk gave him a quick rundown on the shooting. 

       After clicking off, he glanced at her. “Next sonic boom will be Quinn heading to Memorial West. He's working at Windspear.” 

       She leaned back and closed her eyes. “Now what?” she murmured. But deep inside a cold, lonely place began to warm. 

       Quinn cared enough to come. 

      


      * * * * 

       The call had come as Quinn compared his original drawings with the ones kept on site, but locked away at night. He'd just found a discrepancy when the phone buzzed. 

       “Archer,” he growled, annoyed by the interruption. At the words, Heather and Emergency,  he froze. By the time Hawk finished, Quinn's gut twisted and churned. 

      Just a graze.  Clinging to those words as if his life depended on it, he raced to his car and floored the gas pedal, his back wheels sliding before they caught traction and held. 

       The long drive gave him time to think and imagine the worst-case scenario. He called Hawk's car phone, then tried the cell phone. Each unanswered ring raised his fear to a new level. If it was a simple graze, why in the hell didn't Hawk answer? 

       Quinn's gaze swept over the traffic ahead and to the sides, gauging distance, pushing his speed to the edge of safety and beyond. 
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       Along this section of the freeway, the low-growing landscape plants painted the slopes in red and yellow. Quinn's thoughts flashed back to the moment he'd seen Heather on her knees in her garden amid rich greens and bright colors. 

       Her expression, in fact her whole body had radiated delight as flowers bloomed around her. 

       He passed a field of ripening tomatoes. The sharp, green scent of the plants flowed into the car triggering another memory—Heather slicing tomatoes in his kitchen and teasing him. Teaching Brianna how to tear lettuce for salad, praising the little girl's efforts until Brie glowed like the sun. In fact each time he'd seen the two together, there had been an obvious bond, even when Heather said she could never again visit him and Brianna. 

       “God,” he groaned. Why did she make that big scene in
Karen's patio, calling my little girl baggage? 


       Two memories supplied the answer—Heather protecting Brie from the gang's bullets at school, and trying to send him to safety when she thought he might be the Viper's target. 

       He pounded one fist against the steering wheel. “How could I have been so damned blind?” Now it was obvious. 

      She'd been protecting him and Brie. 


       And what had he done? He swallowed the bitter taste of self-disgust. He'd bullied her, intimidated her, treated her like the criminals he'd once brought to justice. 

       Would she listen to him when he apologized? Let him back into her life? His foot pressed the accelerator. He couldn't wait to see her, tell her he cared. 
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       Taillights glowed red as cars and trucks slowed ahead. 

      Damn, not now.  He switched on the radio for a Sigalert traffic bulletin. Instead he caught a news flash about Heather pulling a boy out of the line of gunfire. Listening to the details, he realized how close she'd been to death. Fear settled thick and cold in his gut. He was taking her to his home and safety, no matter what she said. 

       Quinn pulled into the hospital lot and parked. Forty minutes had passed since Hawk's call, but his Jag still occupied a space in an emergency parking slot. 

       As Quinn jumped out of his Cherokee, he saw TV news vans parked near a squad car. A crowd of reporters clustered around the entrance, held back by two security guards. 

       “Damn vultures,” Quinn muttered, elbowing his way through the crowd. In moments, he'd made his way past the guards. 

       “Over here,” Hawk called leading Quinn to a corner treatment room. “She's almost ready to go. Gotta get her past a bunch of news hounds.” 

       “I saw them,” he said in disgust. 

       The moment Quinn stepped into the room, divided into sections by hospital-green drapes, he saw Heather. She sat in a wheelchair beside a rumpled hospital bed. As she answered Detective Platt's questions, she brushed hair away from her pale face. Dark shadows under her eyes showed the strain of her ordeal. 

       A pang shot through him. He wanted to hold her, promise he'd always be her protector. He wouldn't let her go again. 
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       She wore a hospital gown over her skirt. Her left arm had a thick bandage wrapped around it just below the shoulder, and was cradled in a sling. Had the damage been worse than Hawk reported? 

       He turned on Hawk. “Dammit, you said a graze.” 

       “That's what I saw.” 

       “Then we're getting her out of here.” 

      Look at me,  he thought, concentrating on Heather. 

       As if she'd heard him, she raised her head. Their gazes met. For a brief moment, hope flared in her beautiful blue eyes. 

       Quinn took a step toward her. 

       Instantly, her shoulders hunched and her gaze slid away. 

       Heather's apprehension hit him like a punch in the gut. 

       Images of their tense confrontation flashed across his mind—the ugly memory of looming over her, chaining her delicate wrists to the chair with his callused hands. He'd never asked if he'd hurt her. 

       And the last time they'd seen each other at school, he'd been cold, unbending. How could he regain her confidence when he'd given her plenty of reasons to be afraid? 

       Striding forward, he skirted the equipment, ignored the medical personnel and Detective Platt. Instead, he went down on one knee beside her, but he didn't dare touch her—yet. 

       “Honey,” he said as gently as possible. “Everything's going to be all right now. Don't be afraid.” 

       With her face still averted from him, she gave a low sob and shook her head. 

       “Heather—” 
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       “Get out, Archer.” Platt clamped an authoritative hand on Quinn's shoulder. “You're upsetting Mrs. Carter.” 

       “Dammit, Platt. This is between Heather and me.” 

       Friction filled the air as sharp and pervasive as the scent of pine disinfectant. 

       The detective bristled. “Move or get tossed in jail for interfering with the investigation of a crime.” 

       Quinn's muscles bunched. He readied himself to come up off the floor in a rush. No way would he ever again be locked up, defenseless. 

       “Wait.” Heather's soft voice cut through the growing tension. “It's all right. I'll talk with Mr. Archer.” 

      Mr. Archer.  He swallowed a curse. “It's Quinn...please.” 

       “Three minutes.” Platt withdrew a few paces. 

       Breathing easier, Quinn, still on one knee, faced Heather. 

       He spoke low enough so only she could hear his words under cover of the constant beep of machines monitoring other patients. “Honey, I realize why you tried to make a split between us.” 

       “Quinn.” Her eyes were liquid with unshed tears. She pressed her fingers to her mouth. 

      Hell, he'd made her cry.  His stomach clenched. “Heather,” 

       he said as gently as he knew how. “I understand why you put on the pretense that night in Karen and Dan's patio.” 

       Silently she bowed her head, her hair flowing forward to hide her face. 

       He wanted to pound something and swear at her withdrawal. Instead, he took a chance and laid one hand on her knee. 
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       She froze like a hunted animal. 

       “Honey, I'm here to apologize. You don't have to say anything. Just listen.” 

       “Apologize?” 

       “I'm sorry I acted like a caveman. I should have realized you were putting on an act.” 

       Her head came up, and she stared at him. “Are you saying you didn't believe me that night?” 

       “I sure as hell did believe you. Lady, you had me going.” 

       She shifted in the wheelchair. “If I convinced you I really wanted to date other men, that I wasn't interested in kids once they went home, what changed your mind?” 

       He laid one hand on her cheek, pleased to see she didn't flinch away. He certainly couldn't tell her about the surveillance reports, so he told her the rest of the truth. “You, honey. Your gentleness and patience with Brianna, the time we spent together, your understanding that morning at Windspear.” 

       “Oh...” She pressed her hand over his. “Quinn, I've missed you so much.” 

       He rose, and careful not to jostle her, cradled her face with his fingers. “I'll take you to my home where you'll be safe.” 

       “Just a day or two.” The pleasure in her eyes dimmed. 

       “There—” She made a helpless motion with her hand. 

       “There's something I have to tell you.” 

       “Later,” he said, eyeing Platt who was moving toward them. “Here comes trouble.” 
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       Quinn stepped between the detective and Heather. “You've asked her enough questions. If you need more information later, she'll be at my house.” 

       Heather watched in relief as Platt left. She knew he was only doing his duty, but she felt too exhausted to keep up a pleasant front. 

       Hawk appeared with Doctor Winstead in tow. 

       “Looks like you're anxious to get going, little lady.” He gave her the release forms to sign, and turned to Quinn. 

       “Mrs. Carter's had an injection for pain, and we also administered a sedative. I wanted to keep her overnight for observation, but she insists on leaving.” 

       “You've got that right,” Heather said with a flash of her old spirit. “I want out even if I have to call a taxi.” 

       Quinn's silvery gaze studied her with quiet intensity. “You agreed to stay in my guest room tonight.” 

       He addressed the doctor. “I've had medic training in the service. I'll keep an eye on her.” 

       “Good enough.” 

       The doctor handed Heather her prescriptions and copies of the discharge forms. 

       She smiled her thanks. “I'll remember your instructions.” 

       “Take care of yourself.” He patted her shoulder. “Looks like you're in good hands. 

       Good hands, she thought contentedly, gazing up at Quinn. 

       Hawk joined Quinn, and gave her a faint smile. “Ready to get outta here?” 

       “If I have to crawl.” 
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       “Naw. If it comes to that, my buddy here will carry you.” 

       Hawk winked and strode away toward the exit. 

       The wink startled her. 

       She studied the determination in Quinn's eyes. She'd be safe with him. 

       A nurse who'd been hovering in the background gave Heather her purse and the plastic hospital bag containing her blouse and bra. 

       “I'm more than ready,” Heather said. 

       Quinn crouched at her eye level. “It'll take a couple of minutes. First we have to get past the reporters outside the exit. Hawk's gone to park my car close to the door.” 

       “Reporters,” she groaned, a shock running through her body. 

       Quinn settled a hand protectively on her shoulder. “Hawk and I and a couple of his men will get you through with the help of the security guards.” 

       He broke off and rose as Dean appeared at the door. 

       “Here's part of our team, now.” 

       With a jaunty salute, the blond man said, “Your chariot awaits.” 

       At the exit, Quinn swung her up into his arms, muttering, 

       “It'll be faster this way.” 

       She settled there, comforted by his closeness, prepared to ignore the barrage of questions from reporters. 

       The black Jeep truck was only steps from the door, but the space was filled with news people thrusting microphones at her, shouting questions. Cameras flashed. She felt like the target of a feeding frenzy. 
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       Grim-faced, Hawk, Dean and another man she didn't recognize, joined forces with the two security guards. They muscled through the crowd toward the truck door. 

       In spite of the human shield, bodies jostled Heather. She bit her lip to hold back cries of pain, and buried her face in Quinn's shoulder. 

       Tightening his hold, he murmured encouragement. 

       As soon as she was in the Cherokee with her purse and bag on the floor behind her, Quinn fastened her seat belt, and they drove away. 

       She welcomed the silence after a morning of noise and confusion, capped by the swarm of reporters. 

       Leaning back, she struggled to stay awake, afraid the combination of painkiller and sedative would undermine her control of her special abilities. Instead, scenes of the drive-by shooting replayed in her head. Now that it was over, she trembled with fear. 

       “Heather?” 

       The tender concern in Quinn's voice further eroded her emotions. Silent tears flowed down her face. 

       Abruptly, he pulled over, parked, and faced her. “You've had a rough day, but it's over,” he said soothingly. 

       Reaching across the console, he tenderly brushed a tendril of hair from her cheek. “Honey, try to rest. I'll have you home soon where you'll be safe.” 

       The warmth and gentleness of his touch eased her tight fear. 

       “You're right. I can relax.” Her muscles loosened. A heavy lassitude crept over her. She heard the engine start, felt the 207 
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       smooth motion as they once more merged into traffic. She could depend on Quinn. He'd keep her safe. 

       Then, before the sedative completely drew her under, a greater worry gripped her. Rick had stopped to talk to her and became a target. Recalling the sight of him on the ground and wounded, the feel of his blood pulsing against the flimsy barrier of a scarf, brought back the nightmare that had haunted her days and nights since she realized she loved Quinn. 

       While there was safety within the guarded walls of his home, what about the rest of the time? Would Quinn, like Gabriel and Matthew, become another victim of the curse that followed her? 

       Would her love also cause his death? 
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          CHAPTER 13
        
      

       Quinn laid Heather on the bed in his guestroom, worried by her obvious fragility. She'd slept during most of the drive to his home, and hadn't roused when he'd parked the Cherokee and carried her in. 

       First he removed her shoes. Then folding back the bottom of the short hospital gown she'd worn home, he unzipped her red and white skirt, and slipped it down her slender hips, forcing himself to ignore the bloodstains on the fabric. 

       His glance fastened on the pale shadow at the delta of her thighs veiled by pink silky panties, and he began to sweat. He swore silently, and forced his attention past the tempting sight to the purple bruises marring her hip. It was lust—inappropriate and unwelcome. He wanted her, but not until she had healed, not until she came to him willingly. 

       He examined her knees. The scrapes had been cleaned and medicated. She'd be stiff in the morning, but at least she was alive. His muscles tightened. The thought of her brush with death gnawed at his insides. 

       Quinn pulled the bottom of the hospital gown down over Heather's hips to her knees, and covered her with a sheet and light blanket. Frowning in concern, he checked her pulse and eased his hand under the sling to rest his fingers between her breasts and measure her respiration. 

       Sunlight coming through the open drapes pooled on the pale-blue cover, glowed in her hair, and illuminated her drawn face. She looked delicate, ethereal, but that slender 209 
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       body held the heart of a tigress. She'd put her life on the line for Brianna and for the boy, Rick. 

       From the few details he'd heard, Quinn knew she could've dropped behind the sturdy mailbox with no thought of helping anyone, but the extra seconds used in protecting Rick had put her life at greater risk. 

       “Little tigress,” he murmured, fingering a silky wave. Had it only been two weeks since he'd last seen her? Two lifetimes would be a better description. He hadn't known how much he'd needed to see her, talk to her, hold her, until Hawk's call. Then, when he feared he'd be too late, he realized how much he wanted Heather in his life. 

       He closed the drapes and walked out, leaving the door ajar so he could hear if she called for help. 

       Quinn found Hawk in the family room, making notations in his pocket notebook. 

       “Dean took the prescriptions to a drugstore, Jeff's on guard, and I've called in two more men for later,” Hawk said, scribbling another entry. 

       “Good idea. We'll be ready for anything.” 

       Hawk closed the notebook and slipped it into his pocket. 

       “Your guest all settled?” 

       Quinn ran his fingers through his hair. “I think so. When it comes to Heather being injured, my judgment's all shot to hell.” 

       “I can take a look.” 

       The two men quietly stepped into the muted light of the guestroom. Hawk measured her pulse and touched her forehead. “She'll be okay. Remember she's lost blood.” 
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       “You don't have to remind me,” Quinn said grimly. 

       He picked up her skirt and the hospital bag with the other clothes to take to the laundry section of the utility room. 

       Hawk glimpsed Quinn's face and followed him. He paused in the doorway watching his friend pull clothes out of the hospital bag. 

       Slowly, Quinn inspected the blood-soaked sleeve on Heather's blouse, and her bra and skirt. When he looked up, the anguish in his eyes shook Hawk. 

       “Dammit, Hawk,” Quinn said in a choked voice. “I almost lost her today. Some bastard just pointed a gun at her and pulled the trigger. How did it happen?” He took a step toward Hawk. “Why did you let it happen? Hell, you knew she was at risk. I trusted you to protect her.” 

       Quinn crumpled the clothes and threw them in the hamper. “I can't deal with it now.” His voice shook. “It rips my guts apart.” 

       Hawk waited in the laundry room, staring at the place in front of the white washing machine where Quinn had stood. 

       The sleeve of Heather's blouse had brushed the washer leaving a red smear. He cursed low and viciously. 

       Noon sunshine streamed through the bulletproof glass in the window, filling the room with warm light. But as far as Hawk was concerned the world had become darker than the deepest cave. He couldn't defend himself against Quinn's accusations. Damn, he'd asked himself the same questions. 

       Over the years, they'd been to hell and back together. But in this sunny room, he'd seen greater pain and horror in 211 
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       Quinn's eyes than had been there the night he and Michael rescued Quinn from Feo's torture pit. 

       Quiet pain seeped through Hawk's heart and mind. Quinn was his closest friend and he'd failed him. Was this the end of that friendship? Bleakly, Hawk reminded himself he could still assure that all safeguards were in place to protect Quinn and Heather. 

       After entering the code to exit the utility room, he'd just stepped out into the bright daylight when he heard Quinn call, 

       “Hawk, wait.” 

       Silently, he turned back, wondering if this would be the final blow. 

       Quinn drew close, a somber expression on his face. He offered his hand. “Hawk, friend, I know you did everything you could for Heather. If you hadn't been there, the shooters would've had time to finish her off.” 

       Hawk released a great, shuddering sigh, and clasped Quinn's hand. “Thank God.” 

      


      * * * * 

       An hour had passed when Quinn heard the wind begin to blow. He looked up from his computer monitor, and stared out the window at the eerie weather. Clouds piled up, blotting out the sun. Leaves and small branches flew past the window, climbing in a giant spiral. The hazy light held a strange glow. 

       If he didn't know this was California in July, he'd think he was in Texas with a tornado coming. 

       He heard a loud crack. The top half of his magnificent old magnolia tree hung at an angle. As he watched, the broken-212 
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       off section of trunk and branches fell in a shower of dark-green leaves, peeling off a wide swath of bark. 

       Sensors tripped all across his yard, triggering alarms. He rushed to the entry in time to see Hawk, Jeff, and Dean stagger inside, then struggle to close the door. 

       All three men bore scratches on their faces and hands from flying debris. 

       “Craziest damn wind I ever saw,” Hawk declared. “No one can stand out there.” 

       Hawk quickly deployed Jeff and Dean to keep a watch inside the house. 

       Quinn checked the view from each monitor, frowning at three blank screens. 

       Hawk pointed to one. “Saw a flying branch take out the camera.” 

       A stronger blast of wind rattled the steel-core front door and made the beams of the house groan. 

       Heather screamed. 

       Quinn raced to her room and found her twisting and turning in bed, crying, “No! No! Quinn, look out!” 

       “I'm here.” He caught her flailing right hand, afraid she'd bang it on the headboard. Her left hand strained against the sling, and he caged her wrist to prevent it from moving. 

       “Heather, it's Quinn. I'm here with you.” 

       “The wind,” she sobbed. “I had a nightmare and now I can't stop the wind.” Wrenching away from his gentle grip, she bolted upright and raised her right hand, fingers outstretched as if to hold back an unknown force. 
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       He sat on the edge of the bed beside her and gripped her shoulders, careful of her wound, trying to protect her, calm her. 

       Another gale shook the house built to withstand a Richter Scale 8 earthquake. He could've sworn it bowed the bulletproof glass, but that was impossible. 

       “Help me,” Heather sobbed, her eyes open and blank. “I can't control the storm.” 

       “Heather, sweetheart.” He shifted position, slid an arm across her back, and murmured soothingly, “Wake up.” 

       She blinked. Slowly her fixed stare changed, focused on him. “Oh...the wind. I have to stop it.” 

       With one last shriek, the gale died. 

       The room grew quiet. Heather leaned her head on his shoulder and sighed. A deep calm settled over Quinn as he held her gently. 

       Hawk came to the open bedroom door. “Windstorm's over. 

       Dean and I'll check around outside. I'm leaving Jeff inside to monitor weather reports. Maybe he can find out what the hell happened.” 

       “Got it.” 

       Quinn heard the kitchen radio switched on, and turned his attention back to Heather. 

       Rearranging the pillows one-handed, he laid her on them in a half-sitting position. “Feeling better?” 

       Her eyes were wide, haunted by shadows. She licked her lips and said, “Better,” in a choked voice. 

       Tenderly, he traced the line of her cheek. “You were having a nightmare. Somehow the wind got mixed up in it.” 
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       She swallowed. Her gaze slid past his right shoulder. She inhaled a shuddering breath and once more faced him. “I have something to tell you.” 

       “Can't it wait until you've rested?” He brushed the hair away from her forehead feeling the dampness of perspiration. 

       “The wound in your arm left you weak.” 

       She gripped his wrist with a strange desperation. “I have to tell you before I lose my nerve.” 

       “All right,” he said, hoping it would help her relax. “I'm listening.” 

       Before she could speak, she was interrupted by a radio announcement— "To repeat. A freak storm is wreaking havoc
in one section of Whittier Hills..." 


       “Oh, no!” Heather scrambled out of bed and stumbled to the bathroom door. 

       Alarmed, he followed her. “Let me help—” 

       The door closed in his face. The lock clicked. 

       “Heather,” he cajoled. “Open the door.” 

       “Go away. I can't talk now.” Her voice rose on the last word. 

       Quinn knew it would only take a few seconds to force the lock. He'd learned that skill years ago and even used it the time Brianna had accidentally locked herself in, then panicked. 

       On the other hand, Heather was an adult. He propped his shoulder against the wall and prepared to wait. He'd give her a few minutes, then he was going in, no matter what. The effects of the medications and loss of blood could've clouded her judgment. 
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       Inside the bathroom, Heather, horrified by the storm her gift had unleashed, struggled down onto her sore knees on the thick white rug beside the cream-on-white marble bathtub. She had to restore the atmospheric balance before the winds caused more damage. 

       Blocking out Quinn's presence on the other side of the door, and the throbbing pain in her arm, she reached deep inside for energy. 

       Her mind felt clouded from the sedative. She turned the tub faucet and splashed handfuls of water on her face. That helped. She left the water flowing to cover the sound of her chant, and once more delved into her inner strength. 

       As she sank into communion with the air and wind, the cool, hard marble pressed against her breasts anchoring her to the earth. An image formed in her mind. She seemed to float above Quinn's property. She wept at the torn branches, the broken tree, the beds of flowers bruised and flattened by the winds. She wanted to walk among those damaged plants, nurture and restore them, but healing would have to wait. 

       She pursued the jeering winds where they circled and tore across other houses, other yards, like gleeful imps, leaving destruction behind. 

       In a strong voice, she commanded, 

      "Cruel winds that rip the sky,
Chilling winds that blow. 


      You're out of season, out of time. 


      To restore the balance, you must GO!" 


       On the last word, she scooped up a symbolic handful of air and cast it away. 
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       After a brief struggle between her will and the power of the winds, the atmosphere calmed. A sense of renewed balance in earth and sky assured her the damage had ended. 

       Wearily, drained even more than before, she used the solid rim of the tub to lever herself to her feet. Swaying there, not ready to take even one step, she heard Quinn say, “Heather, I'm coming in.” 

       “Wait,” she answered in a voice sounding too weak to her own ears. “I'll unlock—” 

       A scrape and click, and the door swung open. Quinn stepped into the room, his jaws clenched, eyes narrowed. 

       “Ready, now?” 

       Her heart flooded with relief. “Yes, as soon as my legs let me.” 

       “No problem.” In two strides he reached her, lifted her into his arms and carried her back to bed. 

       He'd rolled up the sleeves of his shirt to his elbows. His bare skin made contact with hers through the gaps between the ties of the hospital gown. In spite of her throbbing arm, her weariness from the effort to control the wind, her body vibrated with new life in his arms. 

       With great care, he placed her on the bed and drew the sheet to her waist. “Want some lunch? Soup? A sandwich?” 

       At the mention of food, her stomach churned. “I'm not hungry. Maybe later.” 

       “Later,” he agreed. “Dean got your prescription filled. It's time for your medication.” 

       Propping her up, he handed her a capsule. “Come on, doctor's orders.” 
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       Trusting Quinn, she placed the pill in her mouth, and swallowed water from the glass he gave her. 

       He eased her down and sat on the bed beside her, his hip close to her thigh. His tender care touched her heart. She floated in the balm of his closeness. 

       He smoothed her hair and she wanted to purr like a well-pampered kitten. 

       “Heather,” he murmured in a low, encouraging tone. “You said there was something you had to tell me.” 

      Oh, my God.  Her contentment fled. Her throat went dry. 

       How could she tell him? Especially now with the ruin caused by the winds just outside the window. Her earth magic gifts had frightened her parents. Only recently they'd come to a bare acceptance of them. Gabriel had flat out told her to use them, but conceal the fact because people wouldn't understand. Matthew had angrily said he didn't want people to know he had a weird wife. 

       “Heather?” Slowly, Quinn tipped up her chin with his bent knuckle. His silvery eyes searched her face. “You wanted to tell me something important?” 

       “It's about the wind,” she said, forcing the words between stiff lips. 

       “It frightened you,” he said understandingly. 

       “Not...not really.” She inhaled and dove into the explanation. “It was me. I caused the wind to go out of control. That is, my earth magic gift caused it.” 

       “You had a nightmare.” 
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       “That's right. I had a nightmare and because of the sedative, my control slipped. It hasn't happened like that since I was a little kid.” 

       She kept her head bowed and pleated the sheet with her fingers, afraid to see fear, or anger, or disgust in his expression.” 

       “Some dream.” He chuckled. 

       She raised her eyes and studied the indulgent acceptance in his warm gaze. 

       “Quinn, it's reality, not a dream.” 

       “Whatever you say.” Lifting one powerful hand, he trailed his fingers down her temple. “You should rest some more.” 

       Sadly, she realized he hadn't believed her after all. “I don't want to sleep. If I do, the wind might get out of control again.” 

       He glanced at his steel case watch. In the soothing tone one used with a child, he said, “Don't worry about the wind. 

       This is a strong house.” 

       To her dismay, she yawned. “I know it is. That didn't stop the wind from shaking the walls or tearing up your garden.” 

       “When did you see the damage to the garden?” 

       Her body wanted to sleep and she fought it. “I floated—” 

       She slapped a hand over her mouth, and sat bolt upright. If he didn't believe her... 

       “A dream.” He nodded. “You had a dream, a hallucination. 

       Probably the sedative and painkiller. Sleep's the cure. Sleep and a light meal when you wake.” 
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       Suddenly her arms and head were too heavy to remain sitting. She slumped back, murmuring, “What was in that capsule?” 

       “Something to help you sleep and get better.” His voice drifted farther away. 

       “Hold me, Quinn, so I won't...dream.” 

       “I'll hold you.” The bed dipped as he changed position, his breath whispered against her cheek. She felt the press of his lips to her temple. Content, she drifted off to sleep, secure in his warm embrace. 

      


      * * * * 

       Late that evening, Quinn found Hawk in the kitchen brewing another pot of coffee. 

       “Heather still sleepin'?” Hawk deftly layered slices of ham, turkey, and roast beef onto dill rye bread. 

       “Best thing for her. Color's better tonight.” Quinn took out a sharp knife and halved the other prepared sandwiches. 

       “She's a fighter. She'll recover.” Hawk finished his task and grinned. “For two old war-horses, we're pretty damned domesticated.” 

       “Cook or starve. I had to learn, especially when I got Brianna.” Quinn gestured to the food. “That for the men on guard?” 

       “Yeah, I told Jeff and Dean to bunk down in the camper van. Ron and Calahan are on duty.” 

       Hawk checked his Sig Sauer, and slipped it back into the holster. “Gonna take the food and coffee out to ‘em now.” 

       “I'll do it,” Quinn said. “I need the fresh air, and I want to give the sensors one more test tonight.” 
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       “You got it.” 

       After securing his Glock in a holster at the small of his back, Quinn delivered the evening snack. 

       He talked with the men a few minutes, then prowled through the yard, assessing the damage. There hadn't been time to do more than replace the security cameras and the few disabled sensors, and clear away any debris that would be a fire hazard. 

       Brianna's nearly completed playhouse had escaped damage. Even the delicate ceramic wind chimes she'd made in Heather's class hung, apparently untouched, from a beam in the scaled-down porch. His little girl would've been devastated if anything had happened to the playhouse, especially the wind chimes. 

       Quinn laid a hand lovingly on the porch rail. He missed Brianna, could hardly wait until it was safe to bring her home. 

       His daily telephone calls to her assured him she loved being at Zach and Anna's, but he heard the wistful note in her voice when she asked about coming home. 

       He tapped the wind chimes, listening to their melodic notes. Bright and sweet like his daughter, delicate and lovely with hidden strength—like Heather. 

       Back inside the house, he found the security system in working order, and joined Hawk in the family room. 

       “Just talked with Michael,” Hawk said. “He's drivin’ Zach and Anna crazy, so I said I'd give him an assignment when Anna said he was ready.” 

       “When?” Quinn picked up a graph pad he'd left there earlier. 
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       “A couple more days.” 

       Hawk sauntered over to where Quinn sat and tapped the pad. “You dream up a new security device?” 

       “Maybe. It hasn't jelled.” 

       Quinn consulted his watch. Had the damn thing stopped? 

       By now, Heather should be awake. 

       Casually, he rose. “Think I'll check on our patient.” 

      


      * * * * 

       Heather woke to an unfamiliar room. Her head ached and she couldn't concentrate. Her thoughts skittered away before she made sense of anything, and her left arm, hip, and both knees throbbed. 

       She sat up, regretting the action when the world seemed to whirl around her. She fought against the dizziness. 

       “I'm a wreck,” she muttered. What happened? 


       As if by magic, Quinn appeared in the doorway. The light behind him illuminated the strong outline of his body and wove deeper shadows in his hair, but hid his face in the darkness. 

       Seeing him triggered her memory. She'd been grazed by a bullet. This was Quinn's house. It meant safety. No threatening notes or telephone calls. 

       “Heather?” His voice, pitched low, slid over her as firm and enticing as his touch. 

       “Love your voice...” Her thoughts drifted off. 

       “How do you feel?” His tone took on a demanding note. 

       Sounded like he really wanted to know, she thought floating halfway in a dream. “Hmm?” 
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       He moved closer and switched on the lamp beside the bed. 

       She flinched. 

       “Does your head ache?” 

       “The light doesn't help.” Closing her eyes, she turned her face away. Now, she sounded waspish, she thought in disgust. 

       Something big and warm shaded her eyes. “That help?” 

       Slowly, she raised her lids. Her eyes adjusted to the light and she saw Quinn's hand just above her face. “Nothing like Gulliver's hand for an umbrella.” 

       He chuckled. “You are better. Hungry?” 

       “Crackers?” she asked, recalling more of Gulliver's Travels. 


       “With soup and hot tea? Or should I just print the word, food,  on each cracker?” 

       Struggling to sit up, she said, “You remember the story, too?” 

       “Read it to Brianna last month.” He slipped an arm behind her shoulders and raised her to a sitting position, then braced her while she swung her feet around and sat on the edge of the bed. 

       “Wait here. I'll get a robe.” 

       Quinn reached into the closet and brought out a red, heavy silk robe with a golden dragon standing guard on the front. 

       “Karen gave this to me last Christmas. Said it matched my personality.” The expectant light in his eyes invited comment. 

       “The snarl?” Heather asked with fake innocence. 

       He grinned. “You are feeling better.” 

       With his help, Heather stood and slipped into the robe. 

       Quinn tied it and repositioned the sling. 
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       They walked slowly down the hall and through the kitchen to the breakfast nook at one end. 

       Heather's pleasure at Quinn's help died when she saw the destruction to the garden revealed by the security lights. Her lack of control had caused those broken branches, the decimated flowerbeds. The thought sickened her. 

       “The damage is awful,” she said with a hitch in her voice. 

       “It'll grow back,” Quinn pointed out. “The house is fine and Brianna's playhouse came though without a scratch. Even Brianna's wind chimes are still hanging—not a crack or chip.” 

       “That's good,” Heather murmured, glad she'd set a strong spell of protection on the ceramic pieces. 

       “Soup's almost ready.” 

       She heard him move closer. 

       “Things'll look better after you eat.” On the last word, he raised her face with a finger under her chin, and touched his lips to hers in a gentle, undemanding kiss. 

       A sweet shiver of desire danced through her blood. “Are you trying to distract me?” 

       He brushed his thumb across her mouth. “Is it working?” 

       “Better than it should.” 

       He smiled and closed the drapes, shutting out the destruction, then moved back to the kitchen counter. 

       “What do you think of the table setup?” He busied himself pouring hot water into a graceful teapot trimmed with English Violets. 

       Forcing her attention away from him, she studied the neat white table set with yellow place mats, tableware, and butter in a crystal holder. “It's charming.” 
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       “Brianna chose the place mats. Wait until you see her selection of dishes.” 

       Heather watched him dump the steaming water into the sink, measure tea leaves into the pot, and fill it with boiling water. 

       It struck her that this very masculine man, this warrior should look out of place handling a dainty teapot, moving with obvious familiarity around the kitchen. But he didn't. It was one more facet to a complex, intriguing man. 

       “Almost ready.” He popped bread into the toaster, and brought the teapot with a cup and saucer. 

       She ran an appreciative finger around the saucer. 

       “Sunflowers. They're lovely. Brianna made a great choice.” 

       Quinn set soup and toast in front of her, and sat across from her the table. “She couldn't wait to unpack them.” 

       As she poured some tea, Heather heard the pensive note in his voice. “You miss her. I know she's out of town because Karen called to tell me they'd be gone part of the summer.” 

       He shrugged. “This way I know Brianna's safe.” 

       “Safe?” Filled with a sickening dread, Heather put her cup down with a clatter. “Is that why she's gone? Was she in peril because of the Vipers? Did helping me that day they tried to abduct me put her and Karen and the kids in danger?” 

       Quinn reached across the small table and clasped her hand. “Don't blame yourself. Before I moved into this house, Hawk and I installed enough security devices to guard a royal family. I wanted to make damn sure Brianna was safe from enemies I'd made in the past.” 

       “That doesn't answer my question. Why this summer?” 
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       “Don't worry. She's having a great time with all the baby animals around to keep her entertained.” 

       “I still feel responsible.” 

       Anything Quinn would have said was interrupted when Hawk came into the room. 

       “Somethin's come up and I have to go. My men'll watch in shifts.” 

       He looked at Heather. “We parked a camper van beside the house. The guys not on shift can sleep or make their own coffee and relax.” 

       Quinn added. “That's standing shifts in luxury.” 

       “Yeah. You and I remember when a place to sleep in a tree or in a cave was luxury.” He gestured toward the outside. “So do they.” 

       Hawk moved closer to Heather, hesitated, then said, “I feel like hell that I didn't protect you today.” 

       The sadness and self-condemnation in his eyes startled her. “Don't blame yourself.” 

       Rising, she took Hawk's hand and studied it. Like Quinn's it held fine scars and powerful muscles. Looking into his face, she said, “You're strong and fast, but can you stop a bullet with your hands or halt a speeding car with your body?” 

       “What's your point?” 

       She released his hand, and, still a little rocky, braced her hip against the table. 

       Quinn wrapped an arm around her waist, but her attention stayed focused on Hawk. “I've lost too many people I cared about already. I don't want anyone else hurt on my account. 
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       and me. Stop condemning yourself when you saved our lives.” 

       Silence filled the kitchen. Outside, a mocking bird went through its repertoire. 

       Quinn said, in a voice laced with friendship and caring, 

       “Buddy, you've done everything you could to protect us. Try to get some rest tonight. You and I know this danger isn't over.” 

       Abruptly, he went to Hawk, embraced him, and stepped back. “There isn't anyone I'd rather have stand with me.” 

       “Same goes,” Hawk said in a low, choked voice, then turned and left. 

       Heather's eyes filled with tears. She knew she'd witnessed a powerful moment. 

       She looked at Quinn who still faced the door Hawk had closed. 

       Placing her hand on his forearm, she said, “Something tells me he'd walk through fire and fight to the death for you.” 

       Quinn covered her hand with his, and said in a voice that shook, “He already has, Heather. He already has.” 
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          CHAPTER 14
        
      

       The mood in the kitchen was pensive, subdued. 

       Heather watched as Quinn poured a cup of tea for himself, and took his place across the table from her. 

       “Surprised to see me drinking this?” He raised the cup halfway, handling the delicate china with the same controlled strength she'd felt in his arms the night he'd held her in the garden. 

       Forcing her thoughts back to the present, Heather said, 

       “Not exactly surprised. I just thought you were a coffee drinker.” 

       “Most of the time.” He took a swallow. “Michael got me started on tea.” 

       “Is that where you learned your brewing technique?” 

       “Yes. Michael learned it from the family cook when he was a kid. He said his mom served tea every afternoon while he was growing up. From what I heard, she was a very classy lady.” 

       Spooning up some soup, Heather listened to Quinn, enjoying the quiet camaraderie. “You're close to Michael, the way you are to Hawk.” 

       “Yeah. The three of us were in Special Forces together. 

       Nobody knew Michael was wealthy. He acted like a regular guy. Later, when we were out and involved in other...activities, and Feo took me to his dirty little prison, Michael rounded up an airplane from his company and he and Hawk flew to South America to rescue me.” 
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       “A good friend.” 

       “The best, next to Hawk.” 

       Heather finished her light meal and swallowed the antibiotic the doctor had prescribed. 

       When she stood and started to collect her dishes, Quinn told her to leave them, he'd take care of clearing the table and washing up. 

       “In that case, I'll cook breakfast.” 

       His dark eyebrows rose inquiringly. “That will be tricky with one arm out of commission.” 

       “The doctor said I could take off the sling tomorrow unless I needed to rest my arm. I'll fix breakfast.” 

       “Ms. Independence, right?” 

       “I've learned to stand on my own.” 

       He studied her a few moments, then the corners of his hard mouth softened and curved up in a faint grin. “You've got yourself a deal.” 

       As he collected her soup dish and plate, he said, “You still look bushed. Go back to bed. Sleep longer.” 

       “I'll stay up for awhile. May I use the phone?” 

       “Planning to call your parents?” 

       “Tomorrow. By now, they're in bed.” Hastily she added, 

       “I'll charge it to my home phone.” 

       “Not necessary.” He waved one hand in permission. “Go ahead.” 

       “Thanks.” She went into the family room and settled into a comfortable chair. 

       As she reached for the telephone to call the Director at the Sports Complex, the security alarm sounded. What now? 
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       Her breath clogged in her throat. 

       She heard Quinn race down the hall to the monitor panel. 

       She followed, determined to keep control of her fears. 

       By the time she reached him, Quinn looked more relaxed. 

       “It's Dan,” he said, motioning toward a screen showing the four-wheel-drive white truck with the Wright Construction Company logo on the door. “I asked him to go by your house and pick up a few clothes. Figured since he's married you'd prefer him going through your closet and dresser to one of the single guys.” 

       “Going through my clothes?” She stiffened. Her privacy had been invaded. 

       “You sure as hell can't wear the things you had on today,” 

       he said in a harsh tone. 

       She had a quick image of her bloodstained skirt and blouse. Unconsciously she touched the bandage on her arm. 

       “Yeah,” he said abruptly, and turned away cursing, but not before she saw the self-condemnation in his eyes. 

       Suddenly she understood. Somehow he blamed himself. 

       She laid a hand on his shoulder, and the muscles tensed under her fingers. “Quinn Archer, you can't possibly blame yourself for what happened today.” 

       “Dammit, Heather.” He shrugged away. 

       It was as if he'd erected an invisible wall between them. 

       She sensed it was time to back off. 

       With Quinn, she monitored Dan's progress on the security cameras as he parked and jumped out of the truck. He paused to talk with one of the guards. The thought of anyone, even a nice person like Dan, going through her personal 230 
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       things still disturbed Heather. Don't be silly, she chided herself. He'd seen Karen's bras and panties. Heather cleared her throat. “You're right, Quinn. Dan was a good choice to get my clothes.” 

       She turned her attention back to the monitor screen and watched Dan open the door on the passenger side and bring out a suitcase and small cosmetic bag. 

       As he mounted the shallow stairs to the porch, she got a good view of his face under the porch light. He looked grim instead of his usual easy-going expression. 

       “Got something to discuss with you, Archer,” Dan said as Quinn closed and secured the door behind him. 

       Tucking the cosmetic case under his arm, he added, “I'll explain after I put these in the guest room.” 

       Heather saw Dan move his free hand in what looked like a signal. 

       Quinn's jaw hardened. “We'll talk in my office.” 

       Obviously at home in Quinn's house, Dan carried the luggage down the hall to Heather's room, and set it on the padded bench at the foot of the bed. 

       Thanking him, she opened the case to see what he'd brought, but the confrontation between her and Quinn in the entry lingered on her mind. 

       After much one-handed maneuvering, she hung up a dress to wear the next day. 

       While she worked, Dan's stern-faced expression and Quinn's reaction disturbed her. Had something happened to Karen and their children? To Brianna? 
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       Heather's heart sank. If any of them had been injured, she had to know. She headed to Quinn's office to ask Dan when the logical part of her mind stopped her. 

       Why would either of the men keep it a secret from her? It must be another matter. 

       Returning to the telephone, she opened her address book to the director's home phone number. 

       Quinn entered and sat on the couch across from her. “Dan left. Finish your call, and I'll tell you what he said.” 

       Heather wanted to know immediately, but it was ten o'clock at night, almost too late to make the call. 

       The moment Quinn realized who was at the other end of the conversation, his face grew harder and more foreboding. 

       When she said to the director, “I'll be back tomorrow,” 

       Quinn half-rose as if to protest, then settled back and watched her with the patience of a predator. 

       After hanging up the phone, Heather said, “I don't want to argue about returning to the Alternatives program. I have an obligation to teach the classes. I signed a contract.” 

       He made a vulgar suggestion about where the director could put Heather's contract. 

       She took a deep breath and boldly met his glare. “My main reason is to prove to the students that gang violence didn't win this time.” 

       Quinn lunged to his feet, crossed the short distance, and gripped both armrests of her chair, trapping her. “You'll be a walking target,” he said in a low, menacing voice. 

       “No more than before.” Unafraid, she studied his face. 
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       Light from the table lamp illuminated his slash of dark eyebrows and revealed the shadows in his silvery eyes. His lips were drawn in a hard line of disapproval. 

       “Dammit, Heather, be reasonable.” His long, powerful fingers slipped from the chair to her elbows. Hunkering down on the thick rug in front of her, he carefully stroked her right, uninjured arm, from elbow to shoulder and back down. At the same time, he cupped her left elbow to protect her wounded arm from being jarred. The mix of frustration in his voice and his tender touch gave her a sense of protection. 

       “Quinn, please understand. I have my own demons to fight. I must go back before I lose my nerve.” 

       His gentle strokes paused, then continued. “Nobody will think any less of you if you wait until the Vipers are all rounded up.” 

       Her determination faltered. She tightened her right hand into a fist. “You're right. It would be easy to hide behind the trauma of the shooting.” 

       “Then you'll call the director and arrange for a substitute?” 

       “No.” She shivered at the thought of what she had to do. 

       “Remember when I told you about Matthew's death?” 

       His fingers stilled. He lifted one hand to gently open her fist and clasp it in his. “I remember. It was a terrible time for you.” 

       “There's more. As I told you, I saw the killer's face. I found the courage to testify against him in court, in spite of his efforts to intimidate me. My testimony convicted him and sent him to prison for life.” 
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       She hesitated, wanting to say more, but prevented by her old habit of keeping secrets in self-protection. “I also identified the Vipers who terrorized the children at school. 

       Frankly I'm scared, but I refuse to give in to that fear.” 

       The room was quiet, locked in by the night. The graceful lamp spilled light in a pool around her and Quinn, and across the carved cherry wood table. 

       He'd left the voice monitor switched on at the entry security panel. The distant voices of the men on guard as they checked with each other broke the silence. Audible evidence that the danger remained. 

       When Quinn didn't move or speak, Heather sighed, desperately holding to her resolution. 

       Finally he released her hand, rose to his feet, and drew her to her feet. “Since you're so damned determined to make yourself a walking target, you'll accept a bodyguard or I won't let you out of the house.” 

       “That's kidnapping.” 

       He rested his chin on her head. “Nope. Protective custody.” 

       The heat from his body wrapped around her in a warm embrace. Until that moment she hadn't realized how truly cold she'd been since she'd come awake with the shocking memory of the drive-by lingering in her mind. 

       “You've convinced me. I agree to a bodyguard.” 

       “Good. How does a warm bath sound? You'll need to keep the bandage dry.” 

       “I'd kill for a bath.” Looking up, she saw the flicker of indulgent humor in his eyes. 

       “Oops, bad choice of words.” 
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       Quinn chuckled. “Want me to wash your back?” 

       “No way,” she said with genuine regret. The image of his large, capable hands stroking down her spine, kindled a glow that drifted through her body. 

       Wrapping a supporting arm around her, Quinn walked her into the bathroom adjoining her room. 

       As Quinn adjusted the temperature of the water gushing into the marble tub, Heather recalled her struggle earlier that day, to control the destructive gale whipped up out of her own unwelcome earth magic gift. Quinn knelt in the very spot where she'd leaned against the side of the tub, grounding herself to the source of strength and power. 

       It was just as well that he hadn't believed her when she'd told him about her ability to manipulate the atmospheric energies. Life had made him cynical. Loving him, she couldn't bear his laughter at the idea, or worse yet, his pity. 

       How could she see him daily without blurting out her love? 

       The day would come when she'd have to walk out of his life for good. Until then, she'd enjoy their time together, and store up memories for the future. 

       “Water's almost ready,” Quinn said, standing. “I'll help you with the robe. How about the hospital gown and...the rest?” 

       She forced her lips into a smile. “I'll take your offer of help with the robe. The rest, I'll do myself. No free shows.” 

       “Don't worry, honey.” Tenderly, he eased her arm out of the sling, untied her robe, and slid the sling and robe away from her body. 

       He frowned at the thick bandage. “Maybe this wasn't such a good idea.” 
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       “Oh, no you don't, Quinn Archer. I need a bath.” Heather saw the concern in his eyes. “I'll be very careful easing into the water. Same when I get out.” 

       “Leave the door unlocked. I'll wait just outside in case you need me.” 

       “You don't have to. I'll be all right.” 

       “I said I'd wait. Call if you need me.” 

      If you need me.  As she finished undressing and settled into the warm water, Heather could think of a hundred ways she needed him—his tenderness and yes, his contrary ways, his humor and intelligence, his hands on her, his arms around her...his sinewy male body... Damn. Her face grew hot and it wasn't caused by the gentle steam rising from the water. 

       Awkwardly, she rubbed soap on the washcloth, one-handed, and washed her face. She rinsed and squeezed the washcloth, then repeated the process on her left arm from below the bandage, and across her breasts. 

       The clear water lapped around her body to the under-curve of her breasts. 

       Recalling Quinn's offer to wash her back, she indulged in the fantasy of him stroking a warm, soapy cloth over every inch of her body. He'd touch her here, she thought, her nipples rising to attention as she passed the cloth across them; and here—the cloth traced a path down past her waist to the nest of blonde hair at the apex of her thighs. Her pale thighs and legs seemed to undulate in the clear ripples. 

       She blinked, suddenly disoriented. Must be leftover reaction to the medication, she thought. She sat motionless to let the wooziness fade. Her pulse throbbed in her throat, 236 
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       and in the place where the bullet had grazed her arm. In spite of the warm water, she'd grown icy-cold. Should she call Quinn? 

       No. Determined to finish what she'd started, she soaped the cloth again, and biting her lips against the pain, transferred the cloth to her left hand and started the slow process of washing her right side. 

       The dizziness struck again. She swayed, bumping her wounded arm on the side of the tub. 

       Helplessly, she groaned. 

       Water surged around her, soaked the bandage, while all she could do was brace her right hand against the rim of the tub where it met the tiled wall. Pain rolled over her, pain and threatening darkness. 

       That's all she needed, she thought in disgust, was to faint and drown. 

       The door opened. She heard Quinn's voice, but didn't dare move, didn't dare turn her head or answer. It took her full attention to cling to consciousness, to fight the overwhelming desire to fall into the dark. 

       Strong hands— Quinn's— tucked under her arms and lifted. 

       Her senses spun. Nausea rolled through her stomach. Her legs wobbled, but she locked her knees and stood in the splashing water, braced by his arm. 

       “Hold on, honey, I've got you.” Quinn's voice came from a distant place, but his hands were there, wrapping a warmed bath sheet around her. Then he lifted her into his secure hold. 

       Her head fell against his shoulder and her eyes closed as she floated in the half-world of semi-consciousness. 
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       The dizziness and nausea stopped. She sniffed his neck, a potent mix of male musk and soap. “You smell good,” she murmured, wishing her right arm wasn't wedged against his chest. She'd like to brush her fingers along his cheek and feel the strong jawline, the prickly feedback of new-grown beard. 

       “Honey, your nose is out of order if you think I smell good after a day like this.” 

       “Oh my God, did I say that out loud?” she yelped. 

       “Sure did.” Quinn carried Heather out of the bathroom, torn between amusement at her words and worry over her injury. 

       He placed her near the edge of the bed and helped her sit up, fascinated by the way her blush spread from her face down her neck to the towel tucked across the top of her breasts. 

       She ducked her head, shielding her eyes with one hand. “I can't believe the words popped out of my mouth.” 

       “Believe it.” Using the extra towel he'd draped over one shoulder, Quinn dried her arms, avoiding the wet bandage wrapped around the bullet wound. The outer edges had turned pink, darkening to red toward the center. His stomach lurched. He couldn't allow himself to dwell on her being shot. 

       Heather tugged at the towel he was using. “I can do that.” 

       Wordlessly, he left the towel in her hand and stood back, ready to catch her if she got dizzy again. 

       She finished drying her neck and shoulders, then leaned forward to do her legs. 

       He watched her waver and clutch the side of the bed. 
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       Trust Ms. Independence to overdo. He should've known. 

       “Want help?” 

       Without waiting for an answer, he braced her with one hand at the top of her spine, his fingers draped loosely around the back of her neck. 

       “Thank you,” she replied in a muffled voice. 

       As he finished drying her legs and feet, his thoughts went back to the moment he'd walked into the bathroom and saw her pale and trembling, clutching at the tub's edge for support. His whole system had gone into the fast response learned in battle. But even that rush of adrenaline hadn't distracted him from the sight of her slender, graceful body as he'd helped her stand. 

       Damn, he was getting hot. 

       He watched her color return to normal. “You feeling steadier?” 

       “Yes, but I acted like a fool.” 

       “Chalk it up to the medication.” 

       Her lips curved in a tentative smile. “You're a nice man, Quinn Archer.” 

       “Don't say that too loud. Some people might believe you.” 

       “Brianna already knows.” 

       Her fingers went to the damp bandage, and she shivered. 

       “If you'll get a nightgown and robe from my suitcase, I'll change out of this damp towel. 

       He could've kicked himself. Here he was with medic training and not enough sense to take care of a patient who needed something as simple as a clean bandage and warm clothes. 
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       Opening the bag, Quinn found a pale blue robe and a white cotton gown trimmed in lace. He held the robe open for her. 

       “Thanks, I'll do it myself,” Heather said. She eased her right arm into the sleeve, pulled the robe around herself, and dropped the towel. 

       Now she was naked under the soft robe, and Quinn began to sweat. 

       Heather's graceful shoulder and arm glimmered palely against the blue. With her right hand, she held the lapels closed over her breasts. But the bottom of the robe parted just enough to show a lovely expanse of legs. 

       When his gaze went back to the bandage, his sensual appreciation died. More blood had seeped through. 

       “I'll be back with the first aid box,” he said curtly, and headed down the hallway to the main bathroom. 

      


      * * * * 

       Later, after he cleaned the ugly slash, applied an antibiotic, and wrapped gauze around her arm, he stepped outside the bedroom, at her insistence. She wanted privacy while she put on her nightgown. 

       As he waited, one shoulder propped against the wall, he reflected on her modesty in spite of being a widow. Another indication that she didn't go from lover to lover. 

       The agents trailing her had reported she lived a quiet life, not even dating. Did she still mourn her deceased husband? 

       The door opened and Heather walked out into the dim hallway. Light spilling from the bedroom illuminated her slender figure and glimmered like gold in her hair. 

       “You said you'd tell me what Dan discussed with you.” 
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       Mentally, Quinn swore. He didn't want to upset her tonight. 

       “It can wait until morning.” 

       “From your tone of voice, it's bad news. I'd prefer to get it out of the way.” 

       Her ability to read him so accurately surprised Quinn. Only Hawk and Michael were that astute. 

       She moved ahead down the hallway into the family room and sat on the couch, fingering the edge of the sling with her right hand. 

       Quinn parked himself in the armchair across from her, the same chair where he'd cornered her earlier. She'd neatly avoided that happening again, he noted wryly. 

       “When Dan got the clothes from your house, he picked up the mail and set it on your coffee table.” 

       “That was thoughtful, but not earth-shaking. Why are you acting so grim? There must be more.” 

       “You see too much for your own good.” Restlessly, he rose and paced to the fireplace and back. “There was another letter without stamps or return address.” 

       “Letter? Where is it?” Her eyes took on a hunted look. 

       “In my office. I'll get it.” 

       Silently cursing, Quinn marched to his office and grabbed the envelope. At least he knew it wasn't a letter bomb, although the contents could be almost as lethal. 

       Back in the family room, he gave the envelope to Heather, wishing he could take the sad shadows from her eyes. 

       She scrutinized the outside as if searching for a clue to its contents then drew the envelope between her fingers. 
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       Her expressive face changed from worried to tentative relief. “I don't feel a lump. At least there's no spider this time.” 

       Licking her lips nervously, she opened the letter and drew out a packet of newspaper clippings. 

       She stiffened in shock and went absolutely white. 
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          CHAPTER 15
        
      

       Heather stared at the note, her mind refusing to function. 

       Instead, she floated in a frigid, dreamlike place, aware only of the couch where she sat, and the papers in her lap. 

       A distant voice called her name. She didn't have the energy to move. The slightest motion and she'd shatter. 

       Hands gripped her shoulders, the fingers burning though her clothes and into her flesh. 

       “Heather, talk to me. What the hell's wrong?” 

       Slowly, she surfaced back to reality. 

       She looked up into Quinn's pewter eyes. What she saw there gave her courage to speak. “I killed them. My brother. 

       My husband. My baby.” 

       His strong arms wrapped around her without jolting her injury and held her. “Not you, honey. You care about other people too much.” 

       “Oh, Bright Lady, it's terrible but true. I'm the reason they're dead,” she sobbed against his chest. “Look at this note. Read these clippings.” 

       He adjusted her position so she rested across his lap. 

       “We'll read them together. No way you're a murderer.” 

       Heather gulped, and struggled for control. She found comfort in leaning against the rise and fall of his chest. 

       Opening the note by the top and bottom corners, she read, 

      "Victims of Heather Norton Carter, also known as the Black
Widow. Gabriel Norton, death by gunshot. William Norton, 243 
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      heart attack; Matthew Carter, death by gunshot. Crystal
Carter, died at birth. Leland Janko, killed in prison." 


       At the bottom of the paper, was scrawled, I won't forget. 


       The warning echoed like a death knell in her mind. 

       Her hands shook as she unfolded the top clipping and silently read the headline, Drug Task Force Officer Killed on
Fishing Trip. 


       From behind her, Quinn said, “Heather, it states right here in the article that your brother was the victim of someone hunting out of season. 

       “You don't understand. That's not all the facts.” 

       “Suppose you explain.” 

       She wiped the tears away from her cheeks with the sleeve of her soft robe. “He died because I made him wear a fishing vest I'd given to him for his birthday.” 

       “What does a vest have to do with his death?” 

       “I'd also arranged a mountain fishing trip for the two of us. 

       Matt was beginning a new assignment, so he didn't object to me going. 

       When I arrived at Gabe's apartment before dawn, he had his gear laid out, including his old red fishing vest. I teased him into wearing the new camouflage one.” 

       “It was his choice.” 

       “He asked if I wanted to use the old one because it had all those handy little pockets like the new one. I said yes.  That way he'd have to wear the one I'd given to him.” Her voice cracked. “God, why did I have to be so selfish?” 
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       “Listen to me,” Quinn said with quiet emphasis. “Your brother was an adult who made his own decisions. It was ultimately his choice to wear the gift.” 

       “You're right. Gabriel made his decisions and stuck to them. I hadn't considered that fact.” Deep inside her heart, a dark corner grew lighter. Her guilt over her brother's death eased. 

       In the quiet of the cozy room, Heather lay against Quinn's solid arm and chest. The low voices of the guards coming from the monitor in the entry assured her all was well for the present. 

       Turning her head, she looked up into his compelling eyes. 

       “Quinn, others would have called me hysterical. My parents agreed that I caused Gabriel's death because the bright red vest would've warned the hunter before he shot.” 

       She laced her fingers with his left hand, assured by his careful strength. “Your clear reasoning helped me understand that Gabriel made the final choice.” 

       Covering their joined fingers with his other hand, Quinn said, “Didn't they realize you could've easily been the one killed?” 

       “They were too blinded by grief to think beyond Gabriel's death.” 

       “What about now?” 

       She sighed. “They've been annoyed with me because I said the police should've done more investigating. I never saw the hunter and I only heard two shots. Those facts have always bothered me.” 
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       He shifted with her, the couch silently absorbing the move. 

       “Tell me.” 

       “I had moved down the bank of the stream a short distance, casting for trout in a pool below the rapids. The thick brush and trees hid Gabriel from my view. 

       “When I heard the two shots, I rushed back to Gabriel, but it was too late. He died at the edge of the stream, shot from behind, a shot to his head and one in the back that penetrated his heart, according to the coroner's report.” The old swell of grief rose, choking her. 

       “Sounds like a contract hit—heart and head,” Quinn said grimly. 

       She took a quick breath of astonishment. "You believe it was murder, not an accident? I'd always suspected that, but when I told the police, they brushed me off, said some hunter was sneaking around out of season and made a mistake.” 

       He touched her trembling lips with one finger. “Honey, is that why you ducked my questions about your brother?” 

       Her mouth tingled from his touch. She gazed up into his silvery eyes, and saw them filled with compassion. At last, here was someone who didn't laugh or tell her she was weird. 

       “How did I know you'd accept my answers? The police didn't believe me. My mother said it was just another wild idea. Then Dad had a heart attack at Gabriel's funeral, and she had enough on her hands without me saying any more about my brother's death.” 

       Heather made a production out of adjusting her sling. It gave her the opportunity to look anywhere, but at Quinn. “In a way, I have to blame myself for my father's heart failure.” 
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       “Where did that idea come from?” His big hand massaged the back of her neck, loosening tense muscles. 

       “The doctor said it had been brought on by stress and grief over Gabriel's death.” 

       “Hell of a thing to take on your shoulders.” Quinn's fingers stilled a moment, then slid up into her hair, gliding over her scalp. 

       She tilted her head slowly under his sensual massage. “At the time, I accepted the doctor's diagnosis. Now, I'm not so sure.” 

       “Didn't you have anyone who'd listen to you? ” Quinn asked, an edge to his voice. “You said you'd been married for two years when your brother died. What did Matthew say?” 

       Recalling Matt's dismissive tone, she explained, “Matthew said he didn't want to be bothered over idle speculation about my brother's death, but he agreed with the doctor's opinion on the cause of Dad's attack.” 

       “So nobody would take your feelings or ideas seriously. 

       Hell, were they stupid or just insensitive?” His fingers paused. 

       “Neither. All my life I've been a disappointment to my parents. That's started to change since my visit to them.” 

       “Good thing they're finally coming around.” Quinn's angry tone made Heather feel championed. 

       His fingers slid down to her shoulder and clasped it protectively. “Honey, you're not a disappointment to me. You have more savvy, more courage, and honesty in your little finger than one of them has in their whole body.” 

      Honesty.  Anxiety gripped her. She hadn't been completely honest with him. That had to change, but the intimacy of 247 
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       resting in his arms was scrambling her emotions. She pulled away from him and sat on the opposite end of the soft couch, folding her right arm protectively over the left. 

       In the warm light from the lamp, his dark eyebrows raised quizzically. The deep scar curving from the corner of his right eye up to his midnight-black hair reminded her this was a warrior with a warrior's quick strength and moral courage. 

       Did she have that same courage? 

       Clearing her throat, she said, “You value honesty, and I haven't told you about people and events I should've explained.” 

       He stiffened. The old, unreadable expression darkened his face. “You lied?” 

       “Never.” She spoke swiftly, stung by his conclusion. “I just didn't tell you everything.” 

       “I'm listening.” Casually, he stretched out his long legs. 

       His pose didn't fool her. She knew he could be on her, hold her helpless, demand the truth in the space of one breath. 

       “The note said I caused Matthew's death. In a way that's true.” She hurried on before Quinn could speak. “I told you we were shopping for baby furniture when he was killed. 

       What I didn't say was that I'm the one who insisted we go out that day. He wanted to spend time with his friends.” 

       “The baby's needs came first. Don't blame yourself for the natural urge to be prepared.” 

       Quinn's considerate tone gave her the courage to continue. 

       “Since Gabriel's death, I tried to warn my husband that he needed to be more cautious. I didn't ask him to quit undercover work. He loved it too much. I just wanted him to 248 
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       stop taking unnecessary chances; foolish chances I'd heard about from his partner.” 

       “From my experience undercover, I know there are men and women who crave the adrenaline high they get from the danger.” Quinn shrugged. “I did too, before I married and became a father.” 

       “I suspected Matt loved the challenge. No matter what, it was wrong for me to insist we go shopping. I should have known it would expose Matthew to danger.” 

       She traced a B in the plush, velvety fabric of her robe, watching the fibers spring back into place. “Because of my selfishness, I lost my husband and my baby only hours apart.” 

       The couch moved and Quinn eased into place beside her. 

       He put one hand under her chin, turning her face toward him. 

       “Are you God? Do you choose who lives and dies?” 

       “Of course not!” Indignant, she pulled away and squared her shoulders. “Who are y—oh, I see.” 

       And she did see. For the first time she realized no matter how she'd warned her husband, told him of the possible threat to his life, he would have done what he chose or did not choose to do. 

       A great burden tumbled from her shoulders. 

       She managed a faint smile. “Thank you.” 

       “You're welcome.” He brushed his thumb across her lips. 

       “Any more dark secrets?” 

       Her lips tingled with the sensual contact. In spite of her aching arm, she wanted him to embrace her, to kiss her until the world went away and there was only the two of them. 
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       “Yes. I haven't told you about Leland Janko and the man who sent this message.” 

       Quinn's eyes glimmered in the lamplight. He carefully picked up the note and clippings, and put them back into the envelope. “I'll give this to Hawk tomorrow to check for fingerprints. See what his sources can find.” 

       “Shouldn't I turn it over to the police?” 

       “Do you think the same person who left this was the one who left the other envelopes and notes you turned over to the police?” 

       “Yes. The clippings look like they're from the same newspaper. Also, the block printing on the note is the same.” 

       “If it makes you more comfortable, you can give this latest batch to the police after Hawk has a go at it.” 

       Heather had just started to relax, when Quinn said, “Now, who's Leland Janko?” 

       At his words, the butterflies were back in her stomach. She bit her lips. “Leland Janko is the hit man who killed Matthew. 

       He's the one who targeted me with his gun before someone stepped between us.” 

       She froze at the sudden image of slender, dark-haired man in a neat business suit aiming his weapon at her while she knelt in Matt's blood. 

       “Heather.” Quinn sat on his heels in front of her and took her hand. “Don't think about what happened. What else can you tell me about Janko?” 

       “You don't want much,” she said with a bitter laugh. 

       “The whole truth.” 
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       Leaning back, she rested her head on the couch, exhausted. “I identified Janko for the police and testified against him at his trial. He threatened to kill me, but never had the chance. He received the sentence of life without parole, and was killed in prison.” 

       “Why's he a problem now?” Quinn asked. 

       “Not him.” Heather sat up and studied Quinn's tanned hand cradling her pale fingers. “Janko's father is the one who's worrying me. He's a drug dealer from New York who has connected up with the Vipers. He sent the threatening notes and stalked me.” 

       “Give me his name,” Quinn said in a low, deadly voice. 

       “Uriah Vance. According to Matt's partner, Vance will stop at nothing for revenge. He'll use anyone, even children, to get vengeance. That's why I tried to stay away from you and Brianna.” 

       Heather took a deep breath and shook her head. “How could I put you both in danger? Too many people I cared about are dead. I don't want that to happen to you and Brianna.” She brought his scarred hand to her cheek. “Quinn, If it came to a choice, I'd rather be the one to die.” 

       As if to underscore the danger, an alarm sounded. Quinn launched from the couch, and pulled his gun from the holster at his back as he headed toward the entry. 

       Heather followed him to the door. 

       “Stay inside,” he commanded. 

       Opening the heavy door, he went out into the night. 
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       The voice monitor was still switched on, but the guards kept silent except for cryptic messages like, "Section one—All
clear." 


       The visual monitors gave brief glimpses of Quinn and the guards, even those who'd been asleep, making a thorough sweep of the grounds. 

       All Heather could do was wait. 

      


      * * * * 

       Quinn walked into the house an hour later annoyed as hell by the fruitless search. Midnight. His gut still churned with the adrenaline high from trying to track what could've been danger for Heather. 

       He stepped into the family room to switch off the light before going to bed, and found Heather asleep on the couch. 

       How long had it been since someone had waited up for him? 

       Too long. In fact, he couldn't remember the last time someone had cared enough. Studying her, he saw how she'd propped herself on the loose pillows to keep pressure off the bandaged arm. Hell, she should be in bed, not trying to wait up for him or anyone. 

       Lamplight gilded the waves in her hair, but it also showed the dark circles under her eyes and her drawn face. She'd been shot this morning, suffered a terrifying nightmare, been horrified by a note from Vance; a man who should be shot. 

       And to top it off, Quinn thought savagely, she'd raked up painful memories and bared her soul to him to prove her honesty. 

       He bit off an oath. This wasn't the time for introspection. 
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       Touching her forearm carefully, he said in a low voice, 

       “Heather wake up.” 

       Her velvety lashes slowly rose, and she looked up dreamily. “Quinn. I wanted to stay awake until you came in.” 

       She sat up slowly, wincing. “Feels like I went three rounds with the champ.” 

       “Yeah, catching a bullet and diving for the pavement will have that effect.” 

       He helped her stand. “Time for you to be in bed. Want me to carry you?” 

       “Not this time.” 

       Heather slid her good arm around his waist and looked up at him. Her eyes glowed with a welcoming light. 

       “I worried about you.” She laid her head against his chest. 

       He drew her closer into his embrace, and rested his chin on her head, astonished by the effect of her simple statement. 

       “It's been a long day. You should be in bed resting.” He cradled her head in one hand, feeling the silkiness of her honey-blonde hair. 

       “I couldn't rest until I knew you were all right.” Her voice was heavy with emotion. 

       Easing her out of his embrace, he slipped an arm around her waist and turned toward the hallway. “I'll walk you to your room and tell you what happened.” 

       “I'm listening.” She tilted back her head and smiled at him. 

       He chuckled, controlling the urge to kiss her. “Using my own words on me?” 
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       “It's a handy phrase.” Her smile dimmed. “What did you find?” 

       Opening the guest room door, he flipped on the light and drew her to the bed. “Hop in.” 

       She settled against the pillows. “I'm waiting.” 

       Did she know how much she appealed to him? His body was getting ideas. Ideas? Damn. Already he felt the heat of blood rushing to his groin. 

       He half-turned to hide the growing erection. “Dean caught a glimpse of someone with a camera aimed over the wall from the neighbor north of us. Nothing else turned up.” 

       “Reporters,” she sighed. “Will they ever leave me alone?” 

       “They can't get to you inside the house.” 

       “I refuse to be housebound by them. Remember, I'll be at the Sports Center tomorrow teaching classes.” 

      Damn, one more frustration.  “I suppose you won't listen to me and stay here where it's safe.” 

       “We've already discussed this, Quinn.” 

       “I know. You made a promise.” He leaned over her, wanting to kiss her instead of argue, but his control was almost shot after a hellacious day. 

       She took the decision out of his hands when she ran her hand up his arm to his neck, and drew his head down. “Just one kiss, Quinn. Then I'll sleep.” 

       Bracing his hand against the mattress, he tenderly touched his mouth to hers. He nibbled at her lower lip, soothed it with his tongue, then turned his attention to the full, upper lip. Her mouth softened under his, sending a wild craving through his blood. But tonight she needed gentleness. His mouth settled 254 
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       on hers, finding a sweet tenderness, finding the key to paradise. 
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          CHAPTER 16
        
      

       The first week of teaching the Alternatives classes passed quickly. Each day, Heather had more energy than the previous one. 

       Waving to the last student out the door on Friday, she saw Quinn waiting for her. She drank in the sight of him in black jeans, a black belt with a silver buckle, and a soft, silvery-gray shirt the color of his compelling eyes. 

       Leaving his place beside an anti-drugs poster, he came swiftly into the room, closed the door behind him, and gathered her in his arms. “I've waited all day for this.” His warm tongue traced the rim of her ear. 

       “Mmm, I missed you too.” She wrapped her arms around his waist. 

       His powerful hand followed her spine, urging her closer as he skated kisses down the sensitive skin at the side of her neck from her ear to the curve where it met her shoulder. 

       “Quinn,” she murmured, falling deeper under his sensual spell. “One of the students might come back to ask a question.” 

       He gently bit her earlobe. 

       Shivers of delight swept through her body. “I don't want you to stop, but we should.” 

       “Jeff's still standing guard. He'll keep everyone out until we leave, then he'll go off-duty.” 
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       “You think of everything.” She rested her cheek on the silky fabric covering the heat of his hard chest underneath, and closed her eyes, breathing in his seductive scent. 

       Chuckling, he moved one hand to the bundle of nerves at the nape of her neck, kneading them until they gradually loosened. 

       “Ah...feels good,” she murmured. “I didn't know how knotted up my neck was before you started your treatment.” 

       “I aim to please, sweetheart,” he whispered. 

       “You do, Quinn. You most definitely do.” 

       He lifted his hand to the crown of her head, smoothing her hair in long, sensuous strokes down to her shoulders. 

       By the third stroke, she wanted to purr like a satisfied kitten. By the fifth, the only reason she didn't collapse in boneless pleasure was his steel arm wrapped around her lower back. 

       Slipping a finger under her chin, he tipped her face up to him. “Would you like to spend the weekend at a hidden cabin in the mountains? Just the two of us. Alone.” 

       “Sounds like paradise. What would we do there? Hike?” 

       He pressed his lips to her forehead, to the bridge of her nose, across one cheek and then the other. His sensuous lips hovered above hers as he murmured, “Anything you like.” 

       Then his mouth took hers until all she could do was melt and cling to him. 

       When they came up for air, he asked, “Is that a yes?” 

       “Guess,” she said, smiling dreamily. 
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       “Good. Get your purse,” he said briskly. “We'll detour by the house to get a few things. The chopper's loaded with food and other supplies. Jim will fly us to a spot near the cabin.” 

       Her head spun with the sudden flurry of orders. 

       “Helicopter? Food loaded? Pilot? You were pretty sure of yourself.” 

       “Hey, who can resist a weekend in the mountains? There's even a small waterfall and pool near the cabin.” 

       When she stepped away from him, he looked at her more quietly. “Did I guess wrong? Is it too soon for us to be isolated together? Honey, you always have the option to tell me no,  whether it's the whole trip or sleeping together.” 

       Heather glimpsed the flash of insecurity in his eyes. This was the man who'd kept her safe when the Vipers had terrorized the children; the one who'd bathed her cuts and soothed her fears after the kidnap attempt. The one who'd shaken her with probing questions, and stirred her to her depths with his touch, his stunning kisses. 

       She'd finally made peace with Matthew's death. Quinn could be her future if he accepted her paranormal gifts and came to love her. 

       Reaching out, she took his hand. “You didn't guess wrong. 

       I'd love to spend the weekend alone with you at the cabin. By helicopter, yet. What an adventure.” 

      


      * * * * 

       Dusk found them gently rocking in a glider on the cabin porch. A pleasant breeze carried the woodsy scent of pine. 
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       Quinn studied Heather's profile as she looked out into the gathering night. The attraction between them had grown stronger than ever. 

       She'd exchanged the soft skirt and blouse she'd worn at school for well-loved jeans and a pale blue cotton blouse with a row of tiny buttons shaped like white roses down the front. 

       A man could have a thousand daydreams about making love to her as he unbuttoned that garden. 

       Her eagerness to climb into the chopper, ready for a new adventure, had enchanted him. Through her eyes he'd rediscovered his own pleasure of soaring above the long sweep of mountain slopes, of hovering in place to watch a herd of horses cross a high mountain meadow, then the descent between towering pines to the clearing just large enough for Jim to land. 

       She must have felt his attention, because she looked at him with a sweet smile. 

       “I love it here. We could be a thousand miles from civilization. It was wonderful of Michael Forest to let us use it.” Her sudden frown was barely visible in the fading light. 

       “How's he doing? You said he was recuperating with your friends where Brianna and Karen and the children are staying.” 

       At the mention of his little girl, he had a brief image of Brie holding his hand and smiling up at him. Damn, he missed her. 

       He rolled his shoulders. “He's much better. According to Hawk, Michael was driving Anna crazy with his restlessness. 

       Hawk gave him an assignment to get him out of Zach and Anna's hair.” 
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       “I'm so glad he recovered from his terrible injuries.” 

       Heather laid her hand on his. “I'm sorry you had to send Brianna away to your friends.” 

       He turned his hand over and held hers. “Brie's safer where she is for now. It shouldn't be much longer until she can come home.” 

       He stood and pulled Heather to her feet. “The stars are coming out. Let's walk away from these trees down to a clearing nearby.” 

       He stepped back into the cabin to get a flashlight, jackets, sleeping bag, and a second ammunition clip for the Glock tucked into the holster at his back. His satellite-link cell phone was clipped to his belt as usual. 

       When he joined Heather, she eyed the bundle and asked, 

       “Are we sleeping under the stars tonight?” 

       “We can sit, or recline, and enjoy the night sky.” He recaptured her hand. “And each other, if you like.” 

       “I like,” she said in a husky voice that held both innocence and a thousand promises of delight. 

       After handing her a jacket, he carried his over the same arm as the sleeping bag, and switched on the flashlight, leaving his right hand free to pull his weapon. The possibility of someone tracking them here was one in a million, but with Heather he wouldn't leave her safety to chance. 

       They followed a barely visible game trail through the trees. 

       Pine needles muffled their footsteps. Only the sounds of nature accompanied their stroll. 

       High above, the light breeze sighed through living clusters of needles and branches. 
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       A sleepy bird chirped one last territorial warning. 

       Nighttime insects trilled in the safety of the dark. 

       As they approached the small clearing, Quinn doused the light. “Take my hand,” he said. “I can see where we're going.” 

       “You must have eyes like a cat.” 

       “Saved my skin a lot of times.” 

       They stepped into the open space, an area surrounded by trees and bushes on three sides, and clear on the fourth. The land fell gently away toward the west, to a long sweep of valleys and more mountains. The moon wouldn't rise for another hour, but the star shine was strong enough in the high, clear air to allow them to see the grass covering the space where they stood. 

       Quinn unrolled the bag, leaving it zippered and double. He straightened and watched Heather, her head back, gazing at the stars dotting the night sky. 

       “Quinn, this is marvelous.” Slowly she turned in rapt attention as more glittering points of light appeared. She laughed and reached for his arm. “I'm making myself dizzy.” 

       “That's why I brought something to sit on. You can look until you fall over and not get hurt.” 

       “Good idea.” She sat on the padded bag, hugging her knees, and stared up with an expression of wonder on her face. “The constellations are so clear and sharp from up here. 

       It's breathtaking, awesome.” 

       “So are you.” He sat on his heels beside Heather, but didn't dare touch her. His need to kiss her, to make love to her had reached hair-trigger response. But kisses and more were up to her. He'd made a promise. 

       261 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


       She must've heard the desire in his voice. Releasing her knees, she turned and set her slim hand on his cheek. “Earlier today, you asked if it was too soon for us to be isolated together. The answer is—not anymore.” 

       His breathing thickened. He fought to contain the unraveling edges of his control. “Honey, if you don't want to end up under me in two more heartbeats, scoot away.” 

       “Threat or promise?” Her challenge floated on the night air.” 

       “Both. You have one beat left before I lose my head.” 

       She rolled onto her knees, rose in front of him, a seductively sweet shadow, and framed his face between her hands. “Kiss me.” 

       His grip on the sudden, urgent demands of his body slipped one more notch, but Heather needed, deserved tenderness. With his thumb, he traced her feminine jaw line, her cheekbone, and the hollow beneath, ending with a feather-light sweep across her lips. “Sweet little teacher,” he murmured, “teach me to be gentle.” 

       She spread her fingers on his chest. “Strong heartbeat, dynamic body, powerful control. That first day you met me after school to apologize, I saw you as a warrior king who'd stepped from the pages of a fairy tale.” 

       “I'm no fairy tale,” he muttered. 

       “Thank the Bright Lady, you're not.” 

       She moved her hands up to his shoulders at the base of his neck. “From what the workers said at Windspear, you're a nightmare to your enemies. But I don't want a fairy tale, or a legendary nightmare.” 
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       Swaying closer, she eased her fingers up into his hair and drew his face to hers. “I want a living, breathing man who faces his fears and conquers them, who isn't afraid to say, I'm sorry, who gentles me with powerful hands. Quinn Archer, I want you.” 

       Her words, her response swept through him like fire. The chains on his control melted. 

       With a hungry groan, he bound her to him, one hand at the nape of her neck, the other at the middle of her back pressing her closer. He took her willing mouth and explored the erotic textures of her lips, her tongue, the serration of her teeth and the warm sweet tender flesh behind. The tips of her unrestrained breasts beaded against his body. Suddenly he couldn't wait to feel those lovely buds touching his bare chest. 

       He cupped her head with one hand, still nibbling and kissing her lips, her mouth. With the other, he jerked his buttons undone and shucked out of his shirt. 

       A soft wind whispered around him, cooling the perspiration on his back. 

       Heather's fingers found his chest. She made an approving sound low in her throat as she traced his muscles with her fingertips. 

       “I have to see you,” he muttered. “Now.” 

       With a dreamy, yes,  she reached for the top button of her blouse. 

       “I want to do it.” Gently, he laid her on the sleeping bag and reached for the first carved rose. One by one, he unfastened the buttons, each time exposing more skin that gleamed pearl-like in the star shine. 
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       She moved her head restlessly. “Hurry,” she said, sliding her fingers up and down his arm. 

       He shuddered. God, it took every bit of his willpower not to rip apart the rest of the blouse. Finally the last flower was undone. Reverently, he spread the blouse open, sat back on his heels, and stared at her firm breasts. 

       “Quinn?” 

       He heard her hesitation, her self-consciousness in that one word. 

       “You're lovely, sweetheart. Perfect.” 

       Reaching out, he traced the shadowed under curve. 

       “Perfect size.” 

       His finger followed the curve to the areola. “Perfect shape.” 

       Circling the beaded nipple, he pressed his palm to it. She gasped and the tip hardened even more. 

       Her reaction was the last stroke that severed his restraint. 

       “Sexy response,” he said, bending to take the tip between his lips. He tongued it, drawing, flattening it against the roof of his mouth. 

       Her hips moved restlessly. She swept her fingers up and down his back. Finally, she arched her body and held his head to her breast. 

       He moved his lips to her other breast, drawing the nipple into his mouth while he fondled the tip of the first one. 

       “Oh, Bright Lady,” she breathed slowly twisting under his skillful mouth and hands. “Quinn, I feel so...so...” 

       He felt a shudder sweep through her body, and moved one hand down to cup the humid warmth between her thighs guarded by tight jeans. 
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       “Yes,” she whimpered. “I can't wait.” 

       Lifting her with one hand, he pulled off her blouse and dropped it beside the sleeping bag. Then in a flurry, their clothes melted away and they lay wrapped in each other's arms in the soft, pine-scented night. 

      


      * * * * 

       Heather's body vibrated from Quinn's magic touch. Raising up on his elbows, he leaned over and licked the very tip of her nipple with his warm, rough tongue. A lightning stroke shot through her body, pooling in her womb. Kneeling, Quinn lapped the other breast then sat back on his heels while the sighing wind cooled her skin and sent erotic chills skittering across her body. 

       His back was to the east. Behind him the sky began to take on the soft glow that precedes the rising moon. A few stars faded in that pale light. But it traced a thin sheen of light along the edges of Quinn's broad shoulders and head, and left his face and body in the shadows. A primitive man in a primitive land pleasuring his woman. 

       “Warrior chief,” she murmured. 

       “Your lover,” he countered, going down on his knees to kiss and lick the swell of her breasts, trace the sensitive under curves, while his hand worked its own magic across her body—touches soft and hard with gentle, callused fingers. 

       He searched out all her pleasure spots, driving her higher, farther into a sensual storm. 

       The layers of fabric between her naked body and the ground were no barrier to the surging tide of energy in the land. As the moon rose, its power bonded with her earth 265 
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       magic and grew until it sizzled through her blood and streamed from her fingertips. 

       Languidly, she skimmed a finger across the hard contours of his chest. As her fingertips brushed his flat, male nipple he went rigid. The very air seemed to crackle with sensual energy. 

       “You pack one hell of a wallop, honey. Do it again.” 

       Collecting another handful of energy, she brushed her fingers across his muscles again to his other nipple. With an earthy growl, he slid over her, pressing his tough, sinewy body to her soft one, breast to chest, stomach to stomach. 

       She felt the hard length of his desire against her belly, and daringly reached down to cup his erection in her hand. More moon fire pulsed through her fingers. 

       “Sweet woman, you'll drive me crazy.” He took her mouth again, while his powerful hands explored her more intimately. 

       The pressure below her womb increased, the fullness, the urge to mate became a raging need. 

       His fingers explored the curls covering her most feminine place. “Your body's ready. Are you?” 

       “Now, Quinn. Now,” she panted. 

       He positioned his body, blocking out the sky, making her a willing captive. Then he pressed in gently, giving her time to adjust after the long years. 

       She looked up at his shadowed face. Felt his male heat. 

       Inhaled his masculine scent. Wrapping her arms around him, she stroked the supple tendons down his back. 

       He said her name in a low, erotic growl. 
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       Her body melted into his, and they joined in a primitive rhythm as old as time, yet as new as tomorrow. Her shivers of delight grew with each stroke. Digging her fingers into his taut skin she held him, wanting this pleasure to go on and on. 

       She'd never known this complete possession, this total joining. One more deep thrust, and Heather's body went up in flame, brighter, hotter than the distant stars lighting the sky. 

       Then there was nothing at all, but him and the fullness of his body over her, in her. 

       Carrying her to paradise. 
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          CHAPTER 17
        
      

       Heather washed the last breakfast dish, rinsed it, and handed the plate to Quinn who briskly dried it. In the confines of the cabin's tiny efficiency kitchen, they bumped hips. The sensual awareness simmering between them flared. 

       Quinn dipped his head and brushed his lips over her mouth. “Yum, dessert.” 

       “For breakfast?” she murmured. 

       “Anytime.” He touched his mouth to each side of hers. 

       “Anywhere.” 

       He set the plate and dishtowel on the small pinewood table and drew her into his arms. 

       “You'll get wet,” she protested, holding her soapy hands away from her sides and leaning into his embrace. 

       “What's a little water? I know a more entertaining way to make you wet and warm and shivering in my arms like you were last night.” 

       “Pervert,” she said in a husky voice. 

       Quinn gave a low laugh. “No, hungry. You turn me on more than any woman I've ever known.” 

       “I'm glad.” Propping her wrists on his shoulders, she offered her lips for more dessert while seductive images danced through her mind—making love under the stars with the moon rising, bathing and touching each other in the minuscule shower stall, and flowing together again in bed. 
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       His hands caressed her back. “Honey, I'd love to go back to bed and give the sheets another workout, but it's been years for you. I bet you're achy this morning.” 

       Sighing, she snuggled closer. “You're right. Almost four years. Matt lost interest in me when I got pregnant.” 

       “He was a fool. If you were carrying my child...” He kissed her and stepped back. “Want to see the waterfall?” 

       “Sure. Give me a couple of minutes to finish up here.” 

       As Quinn walked away, Heather emptied the dishpan and mopped it dry thinking about his comment, If you were
carrying my child.  Her heart swelled with pleasure at the idea. 

       An image formed of cradling a baby in her arms, a little boy or girl with clear gray eyes and black hair. Imagination added Quinn's arm around her, one strong finger tenderly stroking the child's cheek. 

       “You about ready?” Quinn asked. 

       Startled out of the beguiling daydream, she turned toward where he waited at the wide entrance to the kitchen alcove. “I just have to store this pan under the sink and grab a jacket.” 

       “Good idea. Morning's are cool around here this time of the year.” 

       In a short time, they were outside in the fresh mountain air. Quinn gave her a canteen and laid his aside on the porch rail while he shrugged into his jacket. 

       Heather glimpsed his gun in its holster before the fabric covered it. 

       “Why do you need a weapon up here when you said it was safe?” 
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       He retrieved his canteen, slinging the broad strap across his chest. “Precaution. I carry the cell phone for the same reason.” 

       She frowned. “I wish you didn't have to keep a handgun with you. I'm perfectly safe when you're with me.” 

       He draped an arm around her shoulders. “Glad to hear you think so. I want to keep it that way.” 

       As they stepped off the last wooden stair, she said, “It's so beautiful and peaceful. Do you come here often?” 

       “Not as much as I'd like.” He indicated the surrounding area. “Michael owns the mountain. I've asked several times to buy this cabin and ten acres around it. He always says no,  but I'm welcome to use it anytime I want.” 

       Side by side, they followed a path through the trees. The earthy aroma of rich leaf mold and pine rose around them. 

       Birds chirped and fluttered through the branches. A squirrel busily searching for food on the ground sat up and eyed them. Finally, when they were only steps away, it gave a flirt of its tail and raced up a nearby tree. 

       As they paused in a small clearing, Quinn moved away from her and knelt to examine an animal track. 

       Heather shaded her eyes against the early sunlight and absorbed the beauty of forest-green pines towering against a stunning blue sky. 

       He rose, dusting off his hands. “Momma mountain lion's still around. Michael will be pleased.” 

       “Mountain lion,” she exclaimed peering into the nearby forest. 
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       “Hey, don't worry. She's miles away by now. We're at the far end of her range. She probably came down for a drink.” 

       Heather's heart was still beating fast. “Is that why you carried your Glock last night and today?” 

       “The wild animals around here will leave you alone if you don't bother them. They haven't been harassed and shot at by hunters. I'm on the lookout for humans.” 

       “Oh.” She studied his powerful body and alert stance that announced nothing and nobody would take him by surprise. 

       “I'm glad I'm on your side.” 

       “No more than I am.” He reached for her hand, folding it into his larger one. “Honey, you're safe. Come on. The waterfall and pool are only a little farther.” 

       She hiked beside him, stretching her steps to accommodate his longer stride. He noticed and shortened his pace. Wind hummed through the tall trees and danced around her. She realized this might be a good time to tell Quinn about her gifts. 

       With a nervous smile, she asked, “What If I said I could direct the wind to blow harder or go away?” 

       “Are you saying you're a witch?” His eyes gleamed with humor. “Honey, Halloween is months away.” 

       “It's no joke.” 

       He stopped and turned to her, the smile replaced by a grave expression. “You having a flashback to the night you were shot?” 

       “Not a flashback. The truth. I tried to tell you then.” 

       Carefully, Quinn settled his hands on her shoulders and drew her closer, studying her face. “You had a nightmare 271 
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       brought on by trauma and medication. Sometimes dreams seem very real.” 

       “It wasn't a dream.” She gritted her teeth in frustration. 

       She'd been prepared for him to look at her with fear or derision in his eyes, like her parents and Matt. But not for his absolute disbelief coupled with him humoring what he saw as a bad dream. 

       “Quinn, let me explain it this way. Do you recall the wind chimes Brianna made in my class?” 

       “Sure. They're hanging on the porch of her playhouse.” 

       “Before she brought them home, I set a spell of protection on them. The spell kept a shield around her little house when the winds got out of my control. You said Brie's playhouse hadn't been touched, while even the big magnolia tree was damaged.” 

       His lips tightened in annoyance. “That was a freak storm. 

       Come on, Heather. I love your sense of humor, but you're pushing it.” 

       “Have it your way.” She moved out from under his hands. 

       “Did you say we were nearly to the waterfall? 

       Lightly, he touched her cheek. “You've had a helluva time the last few months. Once the Vipers and Crazy Tony are out of the way, things will get better.” 

       “I hope so.” She accepted his rough sympathy and decided to drop the effort to convince him about her gift. Maybe she'd try again. 

       They hiked another five minutes. The air grew warmer. 

       Heather took off her jacket and tied it around her waist. 

       Quinn touched her shoulder. 
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       “Let's stop and drink. You don't want to get dehydrated in this dry air.” 

       Touched by his caring manner, she smiled at him. 

       When his teeth flashed in a sexy response, her heart flipped over. Damn, he was so appealing. If only... She put away her foolish dreams. 

       After swallowing some of the lukewarm water from the canteen, she sighed. “This place, being here with you, has been wonderful. I wish this trip would never end.” 

       He replaced the cap on his canteen. “We can come back. 

       Bring Brianna, too. She loves it here. As usual, she'd sleep in the second bedroom.” 

       Heather knew there'd never be another time for her, but she went along with the conversation. “Did your former wife like it up here?” 

       “Hell, no. She hated the primitive conditions. We came up here once when I was trying to salvage my marriage before my last assignment.” His hand tightened on the metal canteen until the knuckles turned white. 

       “Her loss.” Heather loosened his hold on the metal and laced her fingers with his. “The cabin isn't primitive. It has running water, a propane stove, a real toilet, hot water, and a shower. She looked up from under her eyelashes. “I especially love the shower.” 

       His expression changed. Interest flared in his eyes. 

       “Honey, with you a shower becomes a brand new level of lovemaking.” 

       She felt her face flush wildly. “I have to admit, you taught me a whole new dimension.” Heather saw the hungry 273 
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       speculation in his eyes. “Down, boy. You promised to show me the waterfall. I'm holding you to your word.” 

       “Spoilsport.” He pointed east. “Another couple of minutes in that direction and you'll hear the water.” 

       They hiked awhile longer and reached a rocky area at the base of a granite cliff. 

       Heather caught her breath in awe when she saw the narrow waterfall plunging from an opening in the cliff into a broad pool lined by tumbled boulders, wildflowers, and ferns. 

       This time of the morning, the cliff face was still in shadows. 

       But the water leaped out into the sunlight, turning into a shower of diamonds with rainbows dancing in the mist at the edges. 

       “Quinn, it's beautiful.” 

       He slid his arm around her waist. “Rainbow Falls. Only a handful of people alive today have seen it. There are traces of Native Americans who lived here in the past. Since Michael bought the mountain years ago, he's left it as natural as possible, with the exception of the cabin.” 

       “I'm so glad you brought me here.” She rested her head on his shoulder watching the flowing water. 

       He gently squeezed her waist. “Nothing like running water to make our own problems seem small.” 

       Quinn led her to a thick patch of grass and dry leaves in the lacy shadow of a tall Alder. “The sun at this altitude will burn your fair skin in minutes.” 

       “I put on sunscreen this morning, but this is a lovely spot to watch the fall.” She sat with her back against a convenient boulder listening to the gurgle and roar of the water. 
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       From time to time, a playful breeze carried the mist toward them. The morning had become warmer, and she welcomed the cool moisture. 

       Sitting cross-legged beside her, Quinn picked up a handful of pebbles and threw one into a quieter section of the pool. 

       “The memory of this place carried me through some rough spots,” he mused aloud. 

       Sensing he needed silence not conversation, Heather listened. 

       He threw two more pebbles, and began to speak in a matter-of-fact tone. “There were times when I lay in chains after one of Feo's torture sessions, that I'd turn my thoughts inward to block out the pain. That's when my mind would bring me to this spot. I'd watch the sunshine sparkle on the water, feel the cool breeze on my face and forget I was in his damned pit with rats for company.” 

       Heather muffled her gasp. Her heart ached for what he'd endured. 

       He threw three small, flat rocks one after another. “The Señor thought he could get a ransom for me. While he waited for an answer, he entertained himself by testing my endurance and level of pain.” 

       Quinn's fist closed around the last few pebbles. “I can still picture him sitting on a big, carved chair, smoking a thin cigarillo and watching me being strung up by my wrists. His second in command, Generale Juan Aguirre Ochoa, would stand beside him making suggestions.” 

       Heather put her fingers over his right hand, silently urging him to ease the tension in his muscles. 
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       Dropping the pebbles, he clasped her hand and brought her knuckles to his lips. “I shouldn't expose you to all this ugly stuff.” 

       “I think you need to talk about it.” She touched his cheek. 

       “You listened when I told you about Matt and later about my brother. The telling hurt, but it also healed. I want to help you that way.” 

       He nodded. “When my boss at the agency didn't answer Feo's demands, Juan Ochoa suggested they send something more personal to show they were serious about either receiving money or killing me. 

       “Ochoa whacked off my little finger at the knuckle, and they sent that to my boss.” 

       “Oh, Quinn,” Heather said in a choked voice. Anger swelled in her until she wanted to scream. “I could kill them for what they did to you.” 

       He looked startled. “Whoa, little wildcat. That was years ago.” 

       Leaning closer, Heather clasped his left hand and gently stroked his fingers. “It isn't fair. He's free and you carry the reminder with you daily.” 

       “Life isn't fair. I wouldn't have gone on the last assignment, but Shelly said we needed one more good paycheck, then I could quit and work at my architect company full time.” 

       “Didn't she realize the danger?” 

       “She didn't care. In fact, she'd been draining the funds from my small business and not paying the bills. She had a 276 
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       lover on the side. It would've been convenient for her if I never came back from the last assignment.” 

       In spite of Quinn's matter-of-fact narration, Heather heard echoes of anger and frustration in his voice. She warred against her own impulse to draw him into her arms and soothe him the way she would a hurt little boy. He was no boy, but a man, fully grown with a child of his own. 

       Heather cleared her aching throat. “What about Brianna?” 

       “My little girl. She gave me the reason to go on in those endless bleak days.” Quinn's voice hardened. “Shelly tried to turn Brie against me. It didn't work and my baby was punished for loving me.” 

       “How could any mother...?” Moving from her seat against the boulder, Heather knelt on the grass in front of Quinn. This time she did take him into her arms. He stiffened then rose on his knees to more fully meet her. Slowly his tense muscles softened, and he embraced her with the strength of desperation. 

       She held him, her head tucked under his chin, while the peace of nature filled the air—wind sighing through the branches, the steady heartbeat of the waterfall bringing life to the mountain, the murmur of the stream flowing down to valleys and plains far below. 

       As that peace seeped through them, Quinn shifted to prop his back against the boulder and draw Heather down onto his lap. “I'm spilling my guts to you.” He pressed a kiss on her hair. “By now you should be edging away from me and my sordid tale, or trying to change the subject. Want me to shut up?” 
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       Nestling in his embrace, she cradled his left hand. Tenderly stroking the scarred site of the amputation, she looked up into his somber face. “Tell me the rest. I know Brianna adores you, and it's obvious she's the most important person in your life.” 

       He gave her a long look, and seemed to find reassurance there. 

       “After Michael and Hawk rescued me, I spent a month in the hospital and physical therapy. God, I wanted to get home so bad—to see Brianna, not Shelly. But I never again saw my wife alive. 

       “She and her boyfriend took the rest of my money and headed for Mexico in my car. As it happened, someone who had a grudge against me cut the brake line so it didn't show up for several miles. Shelly loved to drive too fast. They were going around a curve when the brakes went out. She lost control, the car slammed into a supporting column of a freeway overpass, and they both died.” 

       The roof of Heather's mouth burned, with unshed tears. 

       Lowering her head so Quinn couldn't see the betraying sheen in her eyes, she drew his hand to her lips and gently kissed the top of the knuckle where Ochoa had done such violence. 

       “Heather?” His powerful hand shook. 

       “Quinn.” Her throat closed. The first tear trickled down her cheek and she swallowed. Her heart froze with horror at what he'd endured. “You lived through hell. And yet, you went back to the place where they tortured you to rescue your friend.” 

       Tenderly, he raised her face. “Heather, are you crying for me?” 
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       “You, Brianna, your wife, what happened to your friend, Michael. How can such evil exist in this world?” 

       Quinn wiped a tear from her jaw. “I'm out of covert activities. No more assignments where my butt's on the line.” 

       His last comment made her feel worse. “So now I've pulled you back into danger protecting me.” 

       “Honey, it's nothing like when I worked for the agency.” 

       “The danger is real. What about the rattlesnakes in your yard? You even sent Brianna away to a safer place.” 

       His mouth tightened. “Dan and I sent Brie and Karen and the children to Zach and Anna because Juan Ochoa was in town. If he had the chance, he'd snatch one of them and use them to get to me.” 

       “Ochoa!” Heather's heart sank. 

      Quinn was still in danger. 
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          CHAPTER 18
        
      

       After the weekend at the mountain cabin, Heather was still blissfully happy Monday afternoon. As she watched her lively nine and ten-year-old students collect papers and books to carry home she mused about the past few days she'd spent with Quinn. The hours alone with him had been precious—filled with laughter, tenderness, lovemaking, and a deeper understanding of his bravery and vulnerability. This man who had good reason to mistrust women, especially those with secrets, had demonstrated his trust in her by talking about his time as Feo's prisoner, even about his former wife's betrayal. 

       For a moment, Heather's joy dimmed. She had a secret, one that could rip them apart. Don't be so pessimistic,  she chided herself. Maybe he'd finally believe in her special abilities and not reject her because of them. 

       In the meantime, the boys and girls in her class were waiting for her to release them to the summer day and after-school games. Smiling at their eagerness to go, she dismissed them and watched her students leave, calling goodbye to her, bumping elbows, laughing, shouting to other friends. She closed the door and returned to her desk in the sudden quiet to jot notes on the lesson plans for Tuesday. 

       Afternoon sunlight shining through the windows near her desk illuminated the deep red American Beauty roses in a crystal vase on one corner of her desk. Quinn had given them 280 
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       to her at breakfast, fresh from his garden. Now their delightful fragrance perfumed the classroom air. 

       When the door opened, she looked up, expecting to see her bodyguard, Jeff, who was stationed just outside in the hall. Instead, to her delight, Quinn stood there grinning. 

       “Quinn.” Heather threaded her way around the student desks and rushed into his arms. 

       He caught her up in his embrace and whirled her. 

       Laughing, she wrapped her hands across the back of his neck. 

       “I missed you.” He stopped, and his warm mouth came down on hers. 

       The familiar hunger for him flowed through her, filled her heart. She pressed her body closer to his, felt his strong fingers tighten on her buttocks drawing them against his lower body. His lips and mouth danced across hers, urging, demanding, burning her with his hungry fire. She melted in to him, loving the strength of his embrace, his strong body against hers, his masculine scent. Her knees weakened. If he released her, she'd collapse bonelessly onto the polished linoleum floor tiles. 

       A hard ridge pushed against her belly. Time and place fell away. The growing dampness between her thighs showed she was ready for him. Her primitive urges demanded she pull him down on the hard floor and offer herself to his possession. 

       Young laughter spilled through the open window and brought Heather back to reality, reminding her of where she stood tangled in Quinn's arms. 
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       She recognized from the way his body stilled and subtly changed that he'd heard it too. Quinn muttered a curse that shocked her into choked laughter. 

       “Talk about killing the mood,” he said in a husky voice, and slid his hands up to her waist. 

       Clinging to his shoulders she nodded against his chest. 

       “True, but it feels good to be held by you.” 

       He whispered her name and cradled her. Passion flowed just under the surface of his tight control, but his embrace was tender. 

       Behind them, someone cleared their throat. “Better break it up. Wouldn't want to shock the kiddies.” 

       With an apologetic squeeze to her waist, Quinn left her and rushed toward the brown-haired man, who leaned heavily on a cane, standing beside Hawk. 

       “My God, Michael, where'd you come from?” Quinn enveloped the stranger in a backslapping bear hug. 

       After the two men traded friendly insults, Quinn came back to her. Circling her waist with one arm, he drew her closer to the stranger, and introduced her to Michael Forest. 

       She offered her hand, studying his face. There was inherent strength there, marked by deep lines from an eternity of pain, but warmed by the humor in his eyes. 

       “Call me Michael.” He carried her fingers to his lips and kissed the back of her hand with a continental flair. “I'm enchanted to meet you. According to Brianna, 'Mrs. Carter,
my teacher'  can make plants grow prettier than anyone else, saved her from the mean old shooters, and makes learning fun.” 
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       “Please call me Heather. And you're the Michael Forest who brings baby roses to Brianna.” 

       “Guilty as charged.” Releasing Heather's hand, he smiled. 

       “I also know when it's smart to heed the off limits vibrations coming from my friend, Quinn.” 

       “That's enough, old friend,"  Quinn said. “Find your own woman.” 

       Michael chuckled, but Heather saw a flash of sadness in his eyes. She noticed that neither Hawk nor Quinn made another joking comment. 

       Hawk briefly laid a hand on Michael's shoulder. “We have news for you, Heather. We'll fill you in at Quinn's.” 

      


      * * * * 

       When they parked beside Hawk's car in Quinn's driveway, they found Dean leaning against his red convertible, waiting in the afternoon heat. He joined them as they all entered the air-conditioned house and gave Heather a bundle of letters, magazines, and catalogs. 

       Thanking him, she carried the mail into the family room, placed it on the cherry wood table, and sat on the pale green couch beside Quinn. 

       Michael eased into a chair and propped his leg up on the matching footstool. 

       Hawk leaned one shoulder on the mantle of the fieldstone fireplace. 

       Lounging in one of the overstuffed chairs, Dean said, “I did the usual security check inside and out at your house. The next door neighbor came over and asked if I knew anything about ‘ that nice Mr. Smithington, ’ because she hadn't seen 283 
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       him for the last few days. Seems he'd talked with her a couple of times, saying he worked for a lawyer who had a small inheritance for you from a distant cousin.” 

       “That's strange. I haven't received a letter from any lawyer since right after Matthew's death.” Heather rifled through the letters on the carved coffee table. “None here and when I called mother a few days ago, she didn't mention the death of any relative.” 

       Quinn looked at Dean. “You get a description?” 

       “Does a skunk have a tail? According to Mrs. Bennet he was heavy-set, polite, and had thinning brown hair.” 

       Heather folded her hands to prevent them from trembling. 

       “He's been watching my house?” 

       “Sounds like it.” Dean gave her an encouraging smile. 

       Hawk straightened. “Heather, do you know anything about the guy?” 

       “No, but Matt's former partner warned me about a man named Uriah Vance who blamed me for the death of his son, Leland Janko.” 

       The gate signal interrupted their discussion and Hawk went to check the monitor. 

       In a short time, he came back with Detective Platt. After introductions were made between Michael and the detective, the middle-aged man sat in a chair near Heather and wiped his forehead. 

       “Heat gets to me more everyday. My wife says, ‘Take early retirement, George. We'll travel to Alaska and Canada.'” 

       With a wry smile, he shook his head. “I'd just vegetate if I retired.” 
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       He extracted his small notebook from his shirt pocket and opened it. “I have news for you, Mrs. Carter, about the Vipers. Thanks to Adams, we ran the license plate through the DMV, came up with the owner, and impounded the van before they wiped it down.” 

       “Did you catch the man who did the shooting?” 

       “He got away, but we arrested the other Vipers. We already had fingerprints and trace evidence from your car connecting several members of the gang to the attempt to injure or kill you. With evidence from the van, and statements by witnesses, there's enough to charge the others and convict them.” 

       “Do you know who shot Rick?” Heather asked, almost sure she knew the answer. 

       Without consulting his notes, Platt said, “Tony Hernandez.” 

       “And he's still out there.” To Heather's dismay, her voice broke. 

       “Not for long.” Platt gave her a quick smile. “We got a handle on him. He had a deal going with some guy from South America and a New York drug dealer, Uriah Vance. 

       Tony and Vance had a shoot-out. Vance lost. The South American dropped out of sight.” 

       Heather shivered. “Vance was a dangerous man. In the meantime, Crazy Tony's still free.” 

       “Don't you worry. We're keeping the heat on. First time he shows up, we'll take him down.” 

       Quinn frowned. “Heather won't be safe until he's permanently behind bars or dead.” 
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       Returning the notebook to his pocket, Platt said, “She's safe here.” 

       Heather shook her head. “I can't stay forever. It isn't fair to Linda to drive over to my house every few days to water my yard or to Dean going each day to pick up the mail. It's time I moved back home.” 

       “We'll talk about this later,” Quinn said, scowling. 

       Heather suspected she had a battle on her hands, but it was time for her to get on with her life in her own home. 

       Platt stood. “Mrs. Carter, I'll keep you posted on the whereabouts of Hernandez if and when he's spotted. Chances are, he made a run for the border and is hiding out in Mexico.” 

       He nodded to the others and left with Dean behind him. 

       Michael shifted in the chair and rubbed his leg. “Heather, I have better news for you. I uncovered some interesting information about your brother's death.” 

       “Gabriel?” At the reminder, pain squeezed her heart. 

       “How? Why?” 

       “For the how,  I talked with your parents. By the way, your father's looking good. I stopped by their place again after I finished my investigation to tell them what I learned.” 

       Hawk gave a rare grin. “For the why,  Michael was driving Zach and Anna crazy. He isn't used to sitting around. I asked him to check in to your brother's death.” 

       Heather looked from one man to the other, then turned to Quinn, moved by his consideration. “You did this for me?” 

       “You had legitimate questions and the authorities apparently weren't interested in digging for more answers.” 
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       His fingers trailed down her arm to her hand, and he clasped it gently. “Michael has better sources of information than the police.” 

       Gripping Quinn's fingers, she said, “Michael, thank you for investigating Gabe's death. What did you learn?” 

       “You were correct. Gabriel was murdered by a contract killer named Leland Janko.” 

       Shocked, Heather stared at him. “The same Janko who killed Matthew?” 

       Michael nodded. “The same person. And you're the one who sent him to prison for life.” 

       As if in a dream, she said, “Janko's dead.” 

       “I know,” Michael said in a stern tone. “Even better.” 

       Quinn drew her closer to his side, wrapping her in his embrace. 

       As the four of them sat quietly in the comfortable room with inviting furniture and the beautiful table Quinn had made, Heather relaxed in his arms. 

       Filled with a new sense of freedom, she drew in a deep breath and exhaled. “I wasn't responsible for any of it,” she murmured. “Not what happened to Gabriel or Dad, or Matt, or even my baby. I'm not a danger to those I love.” 

       Quinn kissed her temple. “You never caused any of those tragedies. Look how you protected Brianna, and saved Rick, and,” his voice dropped to a low, intimate tone, “led stubborn me out of the darkness at Windspear.” 

       She lifted his left hand to her lips, deliberately kissing the damaged finger. 

       “Heather,” he whispered, his mouth seeking hers. 
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       “You lovebirds want privacy?” Hawk drawled. 

       Startled, Heather looked up. She'd forgotten they weren't alone. 

       Michael pushed to his feet and picked up his cane. “I haven't been home yet. Come on, Hawk. I'll treat you to one of Brigid's baked goodies.” 

       “It's a deal. Your housekeeper's the best cook in town.” 

       Hawk paused in front of Heather. “Give me a few days to check out this Smithington character, see if it was Vance or someone else.” 

       Michael gave her a warm smile. “It was nice meeting you. 

       Have Quinn bring you to my place. Brigid loves to cook for company.” 

       He took her hand. “I'll have my sources track down Tony Hernandez, make certain he's in Mexico.” 

       After the two men left, Heather carried her mail to the guestroom. 

       She opened the letter from G. R. Sam, the contractor working on her parents’ remodeling. She had arranged to help pay for the work, and owed him one more payment on completion of the work. 

       She read: 

      Dear Mrs. Carter, 


      Everything is ready to finish. I'll contact
you later to set the date and time of our meeting. 


      We will discuss final terms, then. 


      Good working with you, 


      G. R. Sam
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       Heather slipped the note back into the envelope. One more problem resolved. 

       She gazed around the bedroom, but another bed, another room filled her thoughts. She recalled the nights she'd made love with Quinn in the mountain cabin. 

       At least, for her it was love. Quinn had never said he loved her. 

       She went to the window, opened the blue drapes and brushed back the lace curtains to gaze out at the sunlit yard. 

       A hot Santa Ana wind had blown in from the desert. In spite of the high wall surrounding Quinn's property, the trees and shrubs bowed and shook in the strong blasts sweeping across the basin until they met his home in the Whittier hills. 

       From this side of the house, she saw the magnolia tree, damaged the night she'd lost control of her special abilities. 

       What would Quinn say if he truly believed she'd caused the terrible windstorm? Her thoughts circled back to the same two questions. Did Quinn love her? And would he accept her paranormal abilities? Unless both became reality, there was no future for her in his home or even in his life. 

       She pulled out her suitcase. The time had come to pack and leave. 
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          CHAPTER 19
        
      

       Quinn watched Heather pack her suitcase and struggled to hold on to his rising temper. “Why the hell do you want to go back to your house, today?” 

       With meticulous care, she folded a pink blouse and laid it on top of a lacy white one in the case. “As I said, it's time to get on with my life. Uriah Vance is dead. The Vipers are in jail and Detective Platt says they'll be there for a long time.” 

       “What about Tony Hernandez?” 

       Quinn saw her muscles tense, but she continued packing. 

       “Crazy Tony is smart enough to stay in Mexico or wherever he ran to hide. His support base is gone and he's wanted for murder.” 

       Heather closed the suitcase with a final snap and left it on the bed. Beyond her, the light blue drapes framed a view of bushes and flowers bending under the force of the Santa Ana winds. 

       Facing him, she said, “You've been wonderful to me, Quinn. No one could have been more understanding or tender when I was hurt.” She studied his face as if looking for the answer to some unknown question. 

       Quinn sensed her slipping away. Only hours earlier she'd been warm and willing in his arms. He could still taste her on his lips. 

       “Come on, dammit, spit it out. Things have been great between us. What brought on this sudden desire to leave?” 
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       “Oh, Quinn.” She crossed the blue and rose carpet to him and laid her hand on his cheek. “You were betrayed by a woman with her own, wicked secrets. It's made you cautious about other women.” 

       He stiffened. “What's that got to do with us?” 

       “I also have secrets, but I didn't reveal them out of self-protection.” 

       Seizing her wrist, he jerked her hand away from his face. 

       “Secrets?” he asked harshly. His gut ran cold. Had his early suspicions been correct? 

       She stepped back rubbing her wrist, and stared at him. “I'll tell you, then get out of your life forever, if that's what you want.” 

       “I'm listening.” Folding his arms, he watched her through narrowed eyes. Damn, he'd really cared for her. 


       Moistening her lips, Heather said, “Twice I tried to explain the one secret that's haunted me my whole life. You brushed it off so I'll tell you the other one. It's a truth close to my heart.” 

       She raised her hand halfway toward him, and then dropped it at her side. Quietly, she said, “I love you, Quinn Archer. I love your honor, your strength and tenderness, your bravery, the way you picked up the pieces of a shattered marriage and made a loving, secure home for Brianna.” 

       She sounded so sincere, right down to the wobble in her voice that he almost believed her. Almost. 

       “Come on, Heather, it's easy to say you love someone. 

       Hell, Shelly said it when she kissed me goodbye and sent me 291 
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       off on the last mission. By that time, she'd already betrayed me.” 

       He moved closer, crowding her until she stepped back, trapped between him and the bed. 

      The bed. Touching. Kissing. Her soft body under his, open
and yielding. 


       “I suppose you loved me when we played our sexy games under the stars. You were willing, and it was a damned good way to pass the time.” 

       Heather gasped as if she'd been struck. Her eyes dilated in shock. The color drained from her face. She was one hell of an actress, he thought. But a small voice said no one was that good at acting. 

       Lifting her chin, she met his gaze straight on. No wavering. 

       No shifting. “Yes, I loved you even before that night under the stars and moon. Otherwise, I'd never have gone with you. 

       I still love you, although right now I don't like your actions or your suspicion.” 

       They faced each other in that intimate setting. Her beguiling scent was giving his body ideas even as his mind rejected them. God, he wanted to believe her. That made her dangerous. 

       He hardened his tone. “You said you had two secrets to tell me. I'm waiting for number two.” 

       “I tried to explain the other, but you didn't believe me. 

       Come to the window and I'll show you.” 

       He moved to one side, allowing her to ease past him, then followed. 
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       Heather pulled one lace curtain aside and gestured toward the view. “What do you see?” 

       “The Santa Ana winds blowing like hell.” 

       “Aside from that, did you notice the new growth on the magnolia tree?” 

       He shrugged. “I'm no tree expert.” 

       She let the curtain fall back into place. An expression of sadness crossed her face as she gazed at him. “I'll explain, but you'll have to listen with an open mind.” 

       When she hesitated, he growled, “Get on with your story. I haven't got all day.” 

       “You're right. Our time is running out.” She took a deep breath as if steeling herself for his rejection. Smiling sadly, she said, “I was born with paranormal abilities, earth magic, whatever you want to call I-” 

       “Fake. I call it fake. Is that your big secret? Give me credit for some intelligence.” He reached for her suitcase. Suddenly he couldn't get her out of the house fast enough—couldn't stand the fact that she was trying to deceive him. 

       Quickly, Heather blocked the door. They both knew he had the muscular power to easily sweep her aside. He had to give her credit. She'd met his accusations without flinching. 

       “You didn't let me finish my explanation,” she said in a low, composed voice. “I asked if you'd noticed the new growth on your big tree because one of my primary gifts is to heal and encourage growth in plants. That's why the magnolia is sprouting new leaves more quickly than usual. That's how I restored Robin's Creeping Charley in a short time.” 
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       Slowly, she rubbed her forehead. Quinn saw her fingers shake. Was she afraid he'd catch her in more lies? 

       He shifted his stance and folded his arms again. “I'll reserve judgment on that claim. What's your other so-called earth magic ability?” 

       “It's the one I told you about, twice. The ability to call the wind the way I did when the Vipers threatened the children.” 

       “Who are you trying to kid? You can command the wind? 

       Give me a break.” Once more he invaded her personal space, and loomed over her. “Prove it. Tell the wind to stop.” 

       “Quinn, it doesn't work that way. I could make it stop, but I won't.” 

       “Explain,” he said curtly. 

       “With special abilities come obligations. The Santa Ana winds are a natural component of the weather cycle in this area. If I tamper with them, it could have unforeseen, even dangerous repercussions.” 

       “That's a pretty handy excuse for not demonstrating proof of your gift.  What about the night you were wounded? You claimed the wind that ripped up my property did all that damage because you lost control.” 

       “It's what happened. I finally stopped the destruction.” 

       His stomach rolled. “Wait a minute, I just remembered you said you'd put a spell of protection in Brianna's wind chimes. 

       Damn. I won't allow you to influence my daughter with this mumbo jumbo crap.” 

       “Quinn.” A look of sorrow passed over her features. “I'd never in any way by thought or action hurt Brianna. I set a 294 
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       spell of protection on the wind chimes made by every child in my class.” 

       “Okay, since Brie's not here, we'll let that go for now. 

       Besides, I'm still not convinced you have these weird abilities.” 

       “It certainly isn't something I brag about. My own parents were afraid of me when I was little. They didn't understand what was happening, and I didn't know how to control my influence over the winds. Can you imagine, if I fell and got a bump or scrape, like other two and three-year-olds, any passing breeze would sweep through an open window and race around inside the house creating havoc.” 

       “I'd say it's a handy excuse for a kid to tear around breaking things.” 

       Heather listened with rising dismay to Quinn's rationalization of her explanation. He didn't believe her. Why bother to prove she could direct the wind? He didn't love her. 

       Even if he did accept the reality of her paranormal gifts, and didn't fear her or the special abilities, that didn't mean they'd have a future together. 

       Quinn, his mouth set in a cynical line, challenged her. 

       “What's the matter, Heather? You run out of fairy tales?” 

      Her mind filled with an enticing image from the past. His
lips pressed against hers, gliding kisses across her bare skin,
her most sensitive places. Lying in his arms, touching, being
touched... 


       She cleared her throat, cleared away the images before she fell into his arms. “Not fairy tales, Quinn. Facts. I could 295 
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       ask you to open a window in one of the rooms, and then I'd invite a breeze to come to this room.” 

       “Sure,” he said in a skeptical tone. “Anyone can do that. It doesn't take paranormal abilities to create a draft.” 

       “Not everyone can direct the flow to one specific room the way I'd do it. That doesn't matter. I know a spell used by the Finnish shamans centuries ago. I'll show you if you can get me a three foot section of rope.” 

       “Lady, I'm calling your bluff. I have a coil of rope in my workshop. Be right back.” 

       As Quinn left, Heather settled cross-legged on the carpet, the soft skirt of her yellow sundress swirling around her,and closed her eyes. She lifted her hands, palms up, to catch blessings from the Bright Lady. 

       After inhaling and exhaling three deep breaths, she opened her heart and mind to be cleansed and readied. 

       Softly, she chanted, 

      "I call the earth that nurtures us. 


      I call the enfolding sky. 


      I call on wind and fire—


      come guide my willing heart and hands to all I now
aspire." 


       Sensing the deep renewal and strength in her spirit, she bowed her head in thanksgiving, and whispered, "May what I
do today cause no harm. If it should, so be it on my head." 


       How long she had sat entranced, she didn't know. But Quinn's return brought her back to the harsh reality of his disbelief. 
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       He said with light bitterness, “Here's the rope. Prove your claim.” 

       Silently, she rose, and holding the length of rope, led him to the front door. 

       As if in a dream, Heather followed an invisible pathway to a point south of the house where wind rushing up from the valley blew the hardest. 

       With each step, she willed her body to absorb more energy from the earth, more highly charged ions from the winds. Her hair began to lift and crackle, electrified by nature's forces and condensed by her body's special powers. The sharp scent of ozone filled the swirling air. 

       Behind her, Quinn said, “What the hell's happening?” 

       She didn't dare answer him and lose her concentration. 

       Instead, with both hands, she raised the rope high above her head, stretched taut. Closing her eyes, she absorbed the power of the wind while it sang through the tightly wound strands, and funneled the potent energy into the rope. 

       Then, still holding the rope overhead, she knotted the middle, chanting, "First knot, the breeze that shakes magnolia
leaves." 


       She tied the second knot. "Two knots to power a sail. By
this charm, you shall not fail." 


       Then she did the last one. "Three knots to catch the storm. 

      The power that destroys can also form." 


       Slowly turning to face Quinn, she held out the knotted rope, and said, “Look, but please don't touch.” 

       “More mumbo jumbo?” Unexpectedly, he reached for the charged strands. 
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       She jerked it back, barely preventing his fingers from brushing it. But the flailing end of the rope struck her bare leg, and the backlash of surging power drove her to her knees on the grassy rise. 

       “Heather,” Quinn shouted, lunging for her. “My God, what the hell's going on?” 

       She waved him away before he made contact. “Wait. Not yet. Too dangerous.” 

       Quickly, she drained the extra energy into the earth. When it was secured, she presented the rope to Quinn. “Now it's safe for you to touch.” 

       He studied her face for a moment. “Okay, I'll take a chance.” Gripping the rope by the middle and last knot, he turned it in his hands. “So it's a rope knotted three times. 

       What's the big deal? Where's the magic?” 

       “I'll show you the rest inside the house.” She tried to take the rope, but he tightened his grip. “It's not leaving my possession until I'm satisfied with the last part of the demonstration.” 

       “That's your choice,” she said wearily. “You won't be able to say I switched ropes or tricked you some other way.” 

       Silently, he gestured toward the house. 

       Once more, she led the way. This time, her exhaustion made the distance seem twice as long. Even prepared, her body had been drained by the power built up to direct and hold the elements. 

       Close behind her, Quinn's brooding hostility battered her fragile emotions. 
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       Once they were inside, Quinn said, “Time to pay up, lady.” 

       His voice hardened ruthlessly. “Prove your psychic claims.” 

       She stiffened at the challenge. "You'll be the one to demonstrate the reality. To do that, untie a knot and release the wind. The more knots you undo, the stronger the wind.” 

       “Yeah, right. Just for the hell of it, we'll use the spare bedroom. Wouldn't want to damage something important.” 

       Wordlessly, Heather followed him down the hall and into a sparsely furnished room. With each step, her worry had increased. She'd never used the knot spell, and the power of it had taken her by surprise. 

       “Quinn, there's one more thing to do before you test the spell. I want to put a cloak of protection on you.” 

       “No more hocus pocus. You've stalled enough.” 

       As he began to untie the first knot, Heather gripped one post of the walnut bed and whispered, "Harm him not, both
wind and breeze. Let any ill be on my head. So mote it be." 


       When he released the first tie, a light wind sprang up, circling in lazy spirals across the room. The pale green quilted bedspread rippled. Antique gold drapes and white curtains danced at the closed window. 

       Quinn eyed her. “Hell of a good trick.” 

       “No trick, just the wind spell set in motion. The next unbinding will be stronger.” 

       “We'll just see.” 

       She wanted to stop him, but the determined set of his shoulders showed he wouldn't listen. 

       He untied the last two knots in rapid order. Wind exploded with a woosh,  whirling in a cyclone that lifted the throw rug 299 
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       from the polished floor and hurled it against one wall. The sliding closet doors rattled. The mirror on the vanity shook on its support, banging the wall behind it while a hole appeared and bits of plaster spattered to the floor. 

       “Stop the damn wind,” Quinn shouted, fighting to stand under the assault. His hair waved wildly as if unseen fingers tousled it. His knit shirt and trousers were plastered tight to his body. 

       Shielding her eyes, Heather released her hold on the bedpost and raised her right hand, calling "Come." 


       The wind abandoned Quinn and rushed to her, wrapping her in a tight spiral that ripped her fine cotton dress and snatched away her breath. 

       Clutching the bedpost once more, she said, 

       “Open...window,” in a choked voice. 

       Through the strands of hair wrapped around her face, she glimpsed Quinn reach the window and shove it open. 

       With one last wailing cry, the gale swept outside to freedom. 

       She sagged to her knees on the pile made of the bedspread, blankets and sheets stripped from the bed by the roaring blasts. Resting her cheek on the side of the bare mattress, she struggled to fill her burning lungs. 

       In the sudden quiet, she heard the whisper of Quinn's footsteps moving toward her. 

       He sat on his haunches close by, but didn't touch her. “You hurt?” he asked in an emotionless voice. 

       She shook her head, no. 
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       “You proved your point.” He dropped the limp rope at her side. 

       Standing, he said, “I'll open the gate when you're ready to leave.” 

       He opened the door and disappeared down the hallway. 

       In lonely silence, Heather stared at the spot where Quinn had stood only a moment ago. 

       She'd lost him. 

       That sad truth burdened her heart as she struggled to her feet and limped down the hall. For the last time, she entered the room laden with memories of Quinn, pulled off her torn yellow sundress, and dropped it in a ragged puddle on the blue and rose carpet. 

       Her mind and body still functioned. She counted that a victory as she dressed in jeans and a powder blue T-shirt. 

       She brushed her hair, chiding herself for being a fool to have ever fallen in love. A normal home and family had been made impossible the moment her paranormal abilities had surfaced out of the genetic pool. It was time she accepted that reality. 

       After one more glance around the room, she picked up her suitcase, cosmetic bag, and purse, and walked out the door. 

      


      * * * * 

       The rest of the week settled into the normal routine at home and the Alternatives class. Only now there was no bodyguard stationed outside the door of her classroom, and no one to ride beside her on the way to and from the Sports Center. For the first time since she'd established her home in 301 
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       California, Heather's days and nights were haunted by loneliness. 

       She thought she caught a glimpse of a familiar blond head, but the man drove a sedate compact instead of a racy red car. Another time, she was almost positive a white pickup followed her, but she sensed no menace from the truck, and it turned off before she reached her street. 

       The first thing she'd done after unpacking her suitcase had been to clear off the Beltane altar. She'd lingered over the memory of the day she'd explained its significance to Quinn. 

       The bone-handled knife had still carried the psychic residue of his fingers. She'd postponed the decision to cleanse it of his touch, and set up the altar for Litha with summery colors of green and gold. 

       The knife remained untouched in the drawer where she stored it, wrapped in silk to preserve psychic energy. 

       Three days after she'd left, a thick manila envelope had come in the mail with the address in Quinn's bold handwriting. He'd sent the bundle of letters she'd overlooked in her rush to leave. 

       She'd sorted through them, filled with a sad longing for the days she'd spent with Quinn. Finally, she threw out the ones she no longer needed, filed some and, chiding herself, carefully saved the large mailer. 

      


      * * * * 

       Another week passed. 

       Heather woke in the night, haunted by uneasy dreams. 

       She'd found herself in a dark place, unable to move and filled with terror for someone else—someone important to her. But 302 
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       the dream images had slipped away from her, vanishing like water soaking into desert sand. 

       She drew back the bedroom drapes, and opened the window to the last rays of the waxing gibbous moon. A rose and honeysuckle scented breeze flowed into the room. 

       Heather knelt in the pool of moonlight—not as strong as a full moon, but enough to weave a spell of protection. With head bowed, she closed her eyes and let her thoughts drift, hoping to learn who was in danger. For a long time, she waited, floating in a state of receptiveness. When the name didn't surface, she tipped her head back and gazed at the nimbus of light that haloed the moon. 

       Convinced it was important to surround the unknown person with a shield, she centered herself and raised her hands, palms up, in supplication. "Oh, blessed Lady of the
Night, hear my plea,"  she called. "I ask not for myself, but for
the dream one who walks in danger."  Her palms grew warm. 

       Moonlight filled her cupped hands and fell in silvery streams to the rug. She lifted high the offering of light. A shimmering cord spun between her hands and a face formed in the center. Quinn. 


       “When? Where?” she asked, feeling the power of the moon reach it's greatest level. 

      When the full moon rides the spear, and the friend of one
called, ugly, appears, loose the bound winds from every
quarter.  Then, like a candle snuffed out, clouds covered the moon and everything was back to normal. 

       Heather sank down on the cotton rug, her body still vibrating from the spell. Quinn was in peril, but she didn't 303 
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       know when or where. She only knew that in the future, on the night of a full moon, Quinn would walk into danger. 

       304 

      


       A Breath Of Heather 

      
        by Barbara Clark 
      

      
        

      

      


      


      

      

    

    
      
      
        
          CHAPTER 20
        
      

       The call came as Heather walked into the house. “Mrs. 

       Carter, this is Phil Sloan down at Windspear house. Archer's had an accident.” 

       She gripped the phone to keep her hand from shaking. 

       “Quinn? How bad? God, what happened?” 

       “He's pretty ripped up, bleeding like hell. He was measuring tension on a ceiling joist when the beam gave way, knocked him off the ladder, pinned him to the floor. 

       Paramedics are on the way. He kept muttering your name.” 

       “Tell him I'm coming.” Her voice cracked and she swallowed. “I'll be there as soon as possible.” 

       She hung up and froze in panic. Gabriel, Matthew gone. 

      Now Quinn...  She couldn't think about it. 

       With purse and keys in hand, she realized she should call Dan. Her hand shook as she keyed in his office number, left a message on his machine, and dashed out the door. 

       The drive down the Santa Ana Freeway and up the winding Ortega highway had a nightmare quality. As the sun set behind her, ribbons of red and gold clouds gave way to the sharp-edged shadows of coming night—shadows as dark as Quinn's hair, as cool as his gray eyes. 

       Warm air whipped through the car, carrying the scents of sage and mesquite as it tangled her hair. She recalled the night she'd made love with Quinn on Michael's mountain, under the stars. There, the clean tang of pine and fir had 305 
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       mingled in the fresh breeze, cooling their love-warmed bodies. 

       Instead of a leisurely drive past breathtaking vistas, like the last time they'd visited Windspear, she raced toward Quinn in frantic haste. Over and over she prayed, “Please, God, let him live.” 

       At each curve, her hands gripped the steering wheel fighting the vicious pull of gravity. Then she was on the crest, driving along the road lined with tall oleander bushes. Their pink blossoms were sweetly fragrant, but she knew any part of the plant was poisonous. Wildly, she wondered if it was an omen. 

       To her left, far below, Lake Elsinore glimmered with sunset colors. Finally she saw the towers and walls of Windspear. 

       Yellow construction equipment ranged around one side of the house. The workers had left for the day, but a red truck with a light bar sat near the front entrance. 

      Paramedics.  Parking where she wouldn't block their exit, she rushed to the front door. Phil met her there with another worker standing behind him. 

       “You made great time. Bet the road's smokin'.” He stepped back to let her in. 

       “Where is he? What did the paramedics say?” She gripped Phil's arm. “Take me to him.” 

       “I'm sorry,” he mumbled. The worker behind him moved closer. 

       Heather's blood went cold. “Is? Is he...?” 

       Phil wiped sweat from his face. “Go ahead through the entry to the living room.” He took her elbow and hurried her 306 
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       along, their footsteps echoing on the wood floor in the massive, unfurnished room overlooking the lake. 

       “Where is he? And where are the paramedics?” In spite of her anxiety over Quinn, she became uneasy. 

       Phil, with his silent companion at his heels, urged her forward. “Almost there, past the two crates.” 

       “I don't see any fallen beams or the paramedics.” 

       Troubled, Heather gazed around at the intact walls and ceiling. 

       Phil touched her forearm. When she turned, he gave her a pleading look. “I'm sorry, ma'am, they said they'd kill my family if I didn't do what they told me.” 

       “Quinn's not hurt?” 

       “Not even here.” The foreman avoided her eyes and studied the floor. 

       The worker behind him took out a gun and pointed it at her and Phil. 

       “What's going on?” she demanded. “Put that gun away before it goes off and hurts somebody.” 

       “Can't do that. Someone's here to see you.” The gunman grinned and pointed to the doorway opposite the entrance. 

      "Hola,  teacher. Como te va?  How ya doin'?” The sickeningly familiar man leaned against the doorframe. His white sleeveless T-shirt showed off the coiled rattlesnake tattoo on one muscular arm. “It's me, Crazy Tony. 

       Remember?” 

       Her skin blossomed with goose bumps. She laced her fingers together in front of herself, determined to hide her fear. “How could I forget? You terrorized small children on the 307 
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       playground. If Javier had been there, you might have shot your own nephew.” 

       Tony pulled a wicked-looking knife from a sheath strapped to his belt and examined the blade. “Javier comes from a tradition of gangs. He must learn to be brave and strong.” 

       He wet his finger and rubbed it on the metal parallel to the edge. “Soon my little nephew will learn the ways of the knife.” He slashed the blade through the air. “Then he will know how to bend people to his will.” 

       “What about Rick? He could've been killed.” 

       “He's a traitor.” 

       In one blurred motion, Tony hurled the knife toward Heather. Before she could think or move, the point buried itself in the parquet floor at her feet. 

       She stared at the blade vibrating a hand's length away from her and shuddered. She felt nauseous, frozen. The edges of her vision faded. 

       “What a weak woman you are. No wonder Archer doesn't trust you.” Tony stalked toward her, his silent steps unnerving. 

       Forcing back the dark, she said, “You think he doesn't trust me?” 

       “Yeah.” Tony chuckled. Casually he pulled the knife from the floor and cut a lock of her hair. 

       She flinched. Her heart beat faster. 

       Grinning at her reaction, he made a rapid comment in Spanish to the other men. 

       She couldn't understand the words, but the men's coarse laughter increased her worry. One stepped forward, and 308 
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       before she could react, pulled her hands behind her back and bound her wrists. 

       Tony said, “He'll come. Archer trusts the foreman. Sloan here, will call and say you're double-crossing Archer.” 

       “Quinn won't believe him.” 

       “Ah, but he will. Our informant will tell him you removed the plans for Windspear from his home office when you stayed there, made copies and returned the plans. Now you're here to sell the plans to another company.” 

       Heather swallowed dryly. There had been times when Quinn doubted her. 

       Gathering her courage, she threw back her shoulders and stood straight, her chin lifted in defiance. “I'd never betray him.” 

       Tony placed the tip of his knife just under Heather's chin. 

       “You, my not-so-favorite teacher, will have the chance to tell him, but he won't believe you.” 

       He pressed the tip just enough to pop the skin. It stung, but the small pain was nothing compared to the thought that Quinn might believe she'd sold his secrets. 

       How could she warn him? 

       Fear heightened her senses. She smelled the iron tang of her own blood, felt its warm trickle down her neck. 

       Focusing her attention on Phil, she said, “Quinn's treated you decently. Don't sell him out.” 

       “Shut up!” Tony slapped her across the face. Her head jerked back, her ears rang. 

       Phil stared at her, then took the cell phone held out to him by one of the men. 
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       He punched in the number. “Hello, Archer?” 

       Heather screamed, “Quinn, don't—” when a big hand clamped over her mouth, fingers digging cruelly into her cheeks. A muscled arm held her tight against a hard body smelling of stale sweat and filth. 

       Struggling to breathe, she helplessly listened to Phil spin his lies. 

       When he finished, he said, “Archer's coming.” Then a gunman led the foreman away. 

       At Tony's gesture, her unseen captor released his hold. 

       Dragging in great draughts of air, she waited to see what would happen next, while her mind searched for some way to get loose—to warn Quinn he was walking into a trap. 

       “Don't worry, little decoy. When Archer arrives he'll see you with the plans at your feet, gettin’ it on with the buyer, comprende?" 


       “I understand, but you can't force me to do it.” She cursed the waver in her voice that betrayed her fear. 

       “You'll do exactly what I say.” Tony held the knife to her throat again. “I will have my revenge against you for fingering me, and I'll be paid for Archer's capture. There's an old friend of his, Señor Feo,  who has a score to settle with Quinn Archer.” 

      Feo. Bright lady, no. If only I had the nerve to...  Self-preservation wouldn't let her complete the thought or the act. 

       “I see you have heard of Feo. His second in command is here to personally take charge of Archer.” 

       In a deadly whisper, Tony told Heather all the vile things he'd do to her with his knife if she didn't cooperate. Finally, 310 
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       he wiped one broad finger through the blood trickling from the cut under her chin, and sampled it with his tongue. 

       Heather clung to consciousness. Jumbled scenes flicked through her mind—Matthew collapsing, blood on his face; Gabriel, smiling, proudly displaying the trout he'd caught the last time she'd talked to him before the fatal shots. Quinn helping her, holding her, his great frame trembling at her touch. Above all, she loved Quinn. She had to stop Tony. 

       How? 

       The same ruthless person who'd restrained her when Phil called Quinn grabbed her from behind and marched her into another room. Her mind whirled in panic. Was he going to rape her? 

       Instead, he shoved a gag into her mouth, tied it with cruel force, and growled, “That'll keep you quiet.” Then he pushed her into an unfinished closet and slammed the door. The lock clicked. 

       She lay helpless and alone in the dark. 

      


      * * * * 

       The message reached Quinn in his Cherokee as he drove to an appointment with Hawk. 

       “Hello, Archer? This is Phil Sloan at Windspear.” 

       For a moment, Quinn thought he heard Heather's voice call his name. 

       Sloan continued, “Something strange is going down. Mrs. 

       Carter's here with a contractor I've never seen.” 

       “Are you certain it's Heather?” A chill oozed down Quinn's spine. 
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       “Yeah, I'm sure. She's walkin’ around Windspear with the guy and she has some plans in her hand. They keep unrolling the papers and lookin’ at mostly the secret stuff.” 

       The cold, sick feeling spread. “How do you know she has the Windspear plans? They're locked in my safe.” 

       “Gee, I'm really sorry, sir. I heard her say the originals came from your safe. She laughed and said she made the copies when you were out of the house. When the guy asked how she got them out of the safe, she just laughed and said you trusted her.” 

      Trusted her?  Quinn cursed the day he'd carried her into the house. 

       He cleared his throat. “Thanks for the warning. You did what you had to do. Don't let them know I'm coming.” 

       “Better hurry. Mrs. Carter and the guy are talkin’ money.” 

       In a lower voice he said, “She needs help.” Then in a normal voice, “I'll keep watch on them until you get here.” 

       Quinn took the next freeway off-ramp, and turned south, in the direction of Windspear. All he could think of was how could Heather betray him? 

      Wait. That was wrong. She'd never betray me.  Quinn knew it with a certainty that went bone deep. Damn, she'd opened her heart and soul to him. She'd revealed her most guarded secret, the ability to call the wind. And what had he done? 

       Tossed her out of his life. 

       Switching lanes, he thought of the jeweler's box in his safe. He'd commissioned the gold and diamond lover's knot pin for her. His plan had been to invite her to an intimate dinner where he'd apologize, ask her forgiveness, and tell her 312 
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       as far as he was concerned, it was okay that she had paranormal abilities. 

       He winced. God, it sounded so cold now. Her special abilities to heal plants and to call the wind were as uniquely a part of her as her wonderful eyes and sweet smile. He wanted the whole package, with nothing held back. 

       His hands-free car phone buzzed. It was Dan. 

       His brother-in-law said, “I just got home and found a strange message on the machine from Heather.” 

       “She tell you what's up?” 

       “She sounded upset. Said Sloan over at Windspear had called reporting you'd been injured. She disconnected after saying she was heading there.” 

       “My message from Sloan said Heather was there with an unknown contractor, consulting Windspear plans and laughing about how I'd trusted her.” 

       “Bull! You didn't believe that load of crap?” 

       “For a minute or two, but not now. I thought the G. R. 

       Sam she'd been corresponding with was the stranger.” 

       “Archer, Karen's brother or not, if you were standing in front of me, I'd plant my fist in your face.” 

       “Hell, I'd deserve it. But now I know she'd never betray me.” 

       “You got that right. I recommended G. R. to Heather. He's been doing the remodeling for her parents. He'll be in town next week. She paid for part of the work, and he wants to show her photos of the finished job.” 

       “Something's wrong at Windspear and Heather's walked into the middle of it. During my conversation with Sloan, I 313 
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       thought I heard her call my name. Actually it sounded more like a warning.” A chill seized his gut. “Call Hawk. Tell him. 

       Then wait thirty-five minutes and call the sheriff's office. If she's a hostage, I want to check it out first. I'll be at Windspear in thirty.” 

       “Right. I'll contact Michael. He'll want in on this.” 

       Quinn cursed the slow evening traffic on the freeway. He finally reached the Ortega highway at dusk. Switching on his headlights, he raced up the highway. Ahead, the rocky peaks of the coastal range glimmered in the last rays of sunset. 

       Heather's face filled his mind. He saw her bend over him, kiss him, her silky hair sliding across his face, across his nude body. He felt her slender form, her velvet skin above him, under him, warm, yielding. 

       The open window brought in the night fragrances. He breathed the spicy perfumes of orange blossoms and sage, of eucalyptus and night blooming jasmine and thought of Heather. 

       He recalled the moments at Windspear when Heather, with Brianna at her side, had broken through his blind rage. Where strong men had been afraid, she and his little girl had touched him and brought him peace. 

      Peace.  Damn, he missed that connection, that peace. 

       Quinn saw a flash of gold high above and to his left. 

       Windspear towers reflecting the last light of sunset. 

       He recalled another sunset on Michael's mountain, and the precious night of healing and lovemaking he'd spent there with Heather. 

       God, if anything happened to her... 
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       Some people might think her gift to call the wind gave her protection. Not true. Not only was she delicate, but in spite of her strong will, her paranormal gifts made her vulnerable. 

       A hard left and he was on the road leading up to the mansion. 

       Just as he turned off the headlights, his phone buzzed. He answered, maneuvering along the dark road. 

       Hawk spoke rapidly. “I'm headin’ toward Windspear with a team. Was about to call when Dan caught me. Got word that Crazy Tony's holed up there.” 

       “Tony!” Quinn's blood ran cold. “That means Heather's in greater danger.” 

       “You got that right. I'm comin', buddy. Watch your back.” 

       As Quinn's battle instincts took hold, his perceptions became more acute. 

       To his keener vision, trees and plants grew distinct. He took the sharp curves with deft precision as he made plans. 

       Just below the crest he found a clump of trees and bushes where he hid the Cherokee. 

       Silently, his Glock at the ready, he slipped closer to the house. At the sight of Heather's car parked near the front entrance, his cold rage grew. She was still here. If they'd harmed her, they'd pay, beginning with Phil Sloan. 

       He saw a lookout patrolling the driveway. 

       As the man approached, Quinn rose out of the deeper shadows and took down his prey, bound him with electrical cord, and rolled him under some bushes to wait for the sheriff's men. 
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       Moving closer to the house, Quinn found and disabled the alarm system. 

       Then methodically, he tracked down the other guards. 

      


      * * * * 

       Heather rolled to her side in the dark closet, groaning at the rush of returning circulation in her arms. She'd been lying on her back to ground her hands to the earth, collecting energy to call the wind. 

       Somehow she'd use the distraction to protect Quinn. 

       The closet door opened. A rough-looking stranger pulled her out into the shadowed room. 

       “C'mon. Crazy Tony's ready for you to start the big show.” 

       Blinking at the beam from his powerful flashlight, Heather staggered, fighting to keep her balance. 

       Her captor prodded her in the back with a gun. He marched her into the high-ceiling room where the wall of windows on the east side overlooked the lake and the charcoal-black mountains across the valley. Far below, the town's streets and buildings made a cheerful grid of light with golden beads of house lights scattered along the watery shore. In this darkened room, the only source of illumination was a work light hung from a hook on the north paneled wall. 

       Tony occupied the center of that harsh spotlight. He pulled his knife out of the floor, and rose from a squatting position. 

       The chips and gouges in the wood near his feet showed he'd passed the time playing mumblety-peg in the carefully crafted parquet. 

       “Here she is, the star.” Laughing coarsely at his own joke, he strolled closer to Heather, absently wiping his knife blade 316 
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       on his black pants. “A lookout spotted Archer's car five minutes ago. Time to set the stage.” 

       Gesturing to an arrogant looking man in old-fashioned wire-rim glasses, wearing a military uniform, Tony said, “This is General Juan Ochoa. He's Señor Feo's most trusted man, here to settle an old score and kill Archer.” 

       She stared at Ochoa in sick horror, recalling Quinn's recital of the torture he'd endured at the hands of Feo's second in command. 

       Tony laughed. “I see you've heard of the Generale.  Do you wish to plead prettily for your life? Perhaps for your lover's life?” 

       He removed the gag. “Speak, little decoy. Any last prayers before the show begins?” 

       “What good would it do?” 

       While Heather had lain in the closet, planning and gathering energy, she'd gone beyond fear to recklessness. If she made enough commotion, it would warn Quinn. But not yet. She'd wait. 

       Ochoa stepped closer, his wire rimmed glasses glittering in the light. “Untie her hands and bind them again in front. All must be ready when Archer arrives.” 

       Heather felt the ropes cut. Her hands had been numb; now with restored circulation came pain. Her shoulders were in fiery agony, but she had to move them. Had to catch the men by surprise while they thought she was immobilized. 

       She lashed out with her fingers bent, knocked Ochoa's glasses askew and raked his cheek. 
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       Cursing, he grabbed her wrists, squeezed them until the bones ground together, and held her while Tony tied her wrists in front of her. Wrapping her hair around one fist, he pulled her head back until her neck stretched and the cut under her chin cracked open. 

       Unwilling tears of pain gathered in her eyes. 

       Ochoa said in a harsh voice, “I have much to teach you, bitch. When I'm through, these other men shall have you.” 

       Releasing her, he pulled a snowy white handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it over the oozing scratches. “Position her for the show.” 

       As Heather struggled to control the trembling brought on by his threats, he marched to a half-open door, and stepped behind it, his shiny boots ringing on the polished floor. 

       With a clatter of footsteps, the other men hid. 

       Tony jerked Heather to a place near the bank of windows, her back to the two entrances available to Quinn. 

       With his knifepoint once more at her throat, Crazy Tony said, “Make a noise and you'll get this. Understand?” 

       Soundlessly, Heather formed the word, yes. 


       She looked at the large window behind her tormentor. 

       Outside it had become dark enough for the glass to act as a mirror, reflecting the room, and the entrances to where the men hid. 

       She closed her eyes and spread her senses out to probe other windows. All were closed and locked. 

       At the sound of heavy footsteps, she looked for the source without moving her body. 
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       A neatly dressed, older man came into view and arranged rolls of architectural drawings at Heather's feet. 

       “Ready, boss.” With a sharp, lethal knife in one hand, he took a position facing her. 

       Tony slipped away out of her range of vision, but she felt his evil nearby. 

       The trap was set. 

      


      * * * * 

       Quinn moved around the outside of Windspear, slipping from one bit of cover to another. For years he'd worked like this, a silent shadow in a world of moonlight and dark pools. 

       That world had changed when he'd come in from the cold to raise Brianna. Now he'd resurrected old skills to rescue the woman he loved. 

       He tried a side door. Unlocked. Too convenient. He went around to another door. Same story. Did they think he was stupid? He didn't like the setup. Should he wait for Hawk? No. 

       Crazy Tony had Heather. Who knows what he'd do to her? 

       Had already done? Quinn took a firm grip on the anger roaring through his blood. Losing his focus wouldn't help her. 

       He recalled the French doors leading off the patio into the master bedroom at the north end of the house. Locked, but it only took moments to pick the lock and get in. If he left them open, and jammed the other doors in between so they couldn't close, it might help Heather. All senses alert, Quinn glided along the dark hallway, quietly testing other closed doors as he went. All opened into empty rooms. 

       The door at the far end into the main room stood ajar. A bright light shone from the room beyond the hall opening. He 319 
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       moved closer and saw Heather facing a well-dressed older man. His fingers caressed her cheek. She stood rigidly as if afraid to move. 

       A warning chill prickled his skin. The whole scene smelled of a setup. How could he get her away safely? 

      


      * * * * 

       Heather strained to watch the reflections in the windows. 

       She didn't want Tony or the man facing her to realize what she could see, so she kept an expression of fear on her face. 

       That was too easy. A small movement caught her attention. 

       Quinn at the inside hallway entrance, with a finger at his lips. 

       Trust him to recognize her strategy. She nodded a fraction of an inch. 

       The crook facing her stroked her cheek muttering, “Stay still.” 

       “Yes,” she said in a high, breathless voice. 

       “You understand.” He spoke in quiet, menacing tone. 

       Heather closed her eyes briefly, as if acknowledging his statement. In reality, she lowered her eyelids only enough to make it look real, and give herself more time to study Quinn's reflection through the concealing lashes as he circled one finger in the air. 

       She froze, afraid to give away her excitement. Quinn was making the symbol for wind. He must have left a window open somewhere for her. 

       As she prepared to find that entrance, she saw a movement behind Quinn reflected in the glass. 

       “Look out, Quinn,” she screamed just as a gun barrel came down on his head from behind. 
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       The crook cursed and knocked her down. 

       Crazy Tony dashed into the room. Men erupted from every doorway and hiding place. They swarmed over Quinn, held him down, and tied him hand and foot. 

       His gun skittered away. One crook picked it up, fired it into the vaulted ceiling, shattering the crystal chandelier. Bright shards spattered on the floor. 

       Heather lay on the cold, hard wood, struggling against fear for the man she loved. To help him, she had to stay in charge of her emotions. As she closed her eyes and spread her senses to find the way to let in the wind, she heard Quinn groan. Opening her eyes, she watched the men prop him up against the wall in a seated position. His head lolled on his chest. 

       Tony said, "Generale,  kill him now.” 

       “Patience, my friend. Wait until he is fully conscious. I want him to feel every moment of pain before he dies. That will be far more satisfying.” 

       The last thing she saw before closing her eyes to find a thermal was Ochoa standing over Quinn's unconscious body holding a long, serrated knife. Her other sight located the door Quinn had left open, and raced through the still of night, searching for a breeze. But this was the time when air from inland and air from the ocean were equal in temperature. The air was calm, motionless. 

       She sobbed, struggling to free her hands, to grasp the earth connection, to call forth the wind. At the lip of the cliff, she found a lazy thermal swirling over a basalt boulder where its darker material had stored up heat from the sun. Coaxing 321 
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       the wind, she let it sense the heat of the work light inside Windspear, and it came, hungry to grow. 

       A rough hand on her shoulder shaking her broke her concentration. It slid down to her breast and pinched. She jerked away, barely holding the thermal, while she opened her eyes. 

       Ochoa stood over her, knife gleaming in another light someone had added to the room. 

       “You must not faint, Ms. Carter. The second show will begin when your lover wakes.” 

       Tony squatted down beside her. “Too bad we can't have some fun while we wait.” He slid the handle of his knife across her breasts. 

       Shuddering, she turned her face away and drew the breeze toward the great room. It blew in and set up a happy spiral in the heat from the nearby light, gathering energy and wood chips from the mutilated floor. 

       Above Heather, Ochoa said, “Perhaps, my friend Tony, we can enjoy just a little fun.” 

      


      * * * * 

       Quinn came to with a massive headache. He kept his eyes closed and didn't move, listening for what he could learn before they knew he'd regained consciousness. 

       A familiar voice drew him back to the time of torture and pain. Damn. Juan Aguirre Ochoa. He'd know that voice anywhere. Where was Heather? 

       The hated voice said, Señor  Archer, will you sleep all night? Open your eyes and look at my lovely companion.” 

       What Quinn saw sent him beyond rage. 
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       Ochoa pulled Heather up from the parquet floor and pushed her closer. Her eyes were wide with fear. Her ashen face had ben cut under the chin, a trickle-line of dried blood showing. A bruise darkened one cheek. 

       Looking directly at him, her bloodless lips formed the words, I love you. 


       Quinn struggled like a madman to break the ropes holding him, but they'd been tied by experts. 

       Crazy Tony sauntered over and kicked him in the side. 

       “Before we say, adios,  Archer, we have a show for you.” 

       Doubling over in agony from the blow, Quinn clamped his jaws closed. 

       When he could speak without groaning, he said, “Cut these ropes and I'll give you a show, you son of a bitch.” 

       “And spoil our performance?” Tony said mockingly. 

       “Watch. When the Generale is finished, your woman will turn away in disgust from all men.” 

       “Touch her and I'll kill you,” Quinn promised while he grimly searched for a way to get loose. 

       “An empty threat,” Ochoa said. “Observe.” 

       He grabbed a handful of Heather's hair and forced her head back. “We shall examine the treasure, no?” He hooked the point of his knife in the neckline of Heather's silky print blouse and ripped it open to her waist. The pieces fell apart to show her lacy slip. 

       Heather's face reflected numbed horror. Trembling, she bit her lips. 

       Quinn struggled to his knees, straining to reach Ochoa. 
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       With a mocking laugh, Tony planted a foot against Quinn's chest and shoved him back against the wall. 

       “Watch the show, hero.  Soon, it will be my turn with your woman.” 

       Ochoa said, “Let us proceed.” With one blunt finger, he stroked the swell of Heather's breasts rising above the lacy slip. “Look. So smooth.” 

       Sliding the flat of the blade over her left breast, he cut the strap of her slip and then her bra. "Señor Archer, shall I inspect this prize more intimately?” 

       “Leave her alone, you bastard. This is between us, not her.” Quinn's voice came in hoarse gasps as once more he struggled to get to Heather, to protect her. 

       Heather's mind felt paralyzed. How could she help Quinn when she was so helpless? Would the wind silently building strength be enough? Surely he'd called for backup. 

       Ochoa's hand's sickened her. Her feminine intuition told her he would rape her, cruelly. 

       Closing her eyes as if in abject terror, which wasn't too far wrong, she peeked through her eyelashes at the baby cyclone with its spiraling wood chips. Some inner guide told her to look at the room reflected in the night-mirrored glass. A glance revealed Dean standing in the hallway shadows. 

       It was time for her plan. 

       “General Ochoa, you're the one in charge. Please let me speak to Quinn one last time.” 

       Ochoa released her hair, but stripped the slip and bra down to reveal her breast. “Beg,” he said with a salacious grin. 
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       Kneeling, she fought her desire to cover her breast. 

       Instead, she held her bound hands up in silent supplication, then bent over until her hair brushed his polished boots. 

       “See, my prize knows her place. She bows to me,” he gloated to the men gathered around. 

       Roughly, Ochoa drew her to her feet. “I am a generous man, little prize. I shall grant your request. Then Archer will die, knowing you will be my toy until I tire of you.” 

       “Thank you.” She bowed her head as if acknowledging his generosity. 

       Quinn cursed viciously. 

       She risked one more look at the window's reflection, saw Dean give her an okay sign as she moved quietly to stand facing Quinn. 

       “This is goodbye, Quinn,” she said in a voice shaky with emotion. 

       His eyes darkened. “Heather, I—” 

       At that moment, she saw Ochoa raise his gun. Lifting her bound hands higher, she called the wind. 

       It swept through the room, hurling the bits of wood at the men, blinding them with its power. 

       But Ochoa's glasses protected his eyes long enough for him to target Quinn. 

       “No!” she screamed throwing herself on Quinn. She felt an agonizing blow, heard the explosive sound. 

       Then fell into an endless night. 
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          CHAPTER 21
        
      

       As Heather slumped against Quinn, Hawk, Dean, and Michael burst into the room followed by more of Hawk's agents. With grim expertise, they fanned out across the room, firing short, controlled bursts at Tony and Ochoa's men. 

       For a moment, Quinn couldn't move or think. Then stunned by Heather's seemingly lifeless body, the horror hit full force. “My God,” he cried. “Heather! No!” 

       Trapped with his hands and feet tied, he couldn't touch her, couldn't do anything for her while men fought all around them. A body fell against Quinn's shoulders. He heaved it off, and rolled to one side with Heather between him and the wall so his body shielded hers from the hand-to-hand combat. 

       Above the shouts and curses, the sounds of battle, Quinn heard distant sirens coming closer. Would medical help arrive in time to save Heather? 

       Hunched over her protectively, he moved his mouth close to her ear and whispered, “I love you, sweetheart. Brianna loves you. Hang on. Don't leave us.” 

       She lay motionless, and he fought quiet despair. Would her subconscious register the words? 

       Dean knelt beside Quinn with a knife in hand, and slashed the ropes binding his hands and feet. 

       “Give me that,” Quinn said in a choked voice. 
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       He cut the ropes around Heather's wrists, then delicately felt the tender skin of her neck for a flutter, for any sign of life. 

       Nothing pulsed beneath his trembling fingers. 

       Behind him, the fight raged. He was barely aware of Michael and Hawk covering his back, guarding him and the woman he loved. 

       With his mind screaming curses, he wiped his sweaty fingers, then took a breath and let it out to slow his heartbeats and detect hers no matter how weak or far apart. 

       Once again, he sought for the precious pulse, literally holding his breath. 

       A faint throb, and another. 

       “She's alive.” Relieved beyond words, he carefully turned her to reach the wound on her back. 

       Michael whipped off his cotton T-shirt and gave it to Quinn. 

       Pressing the thick fabric against the entry wound, Quinn fought to stanch the blood, wondering how long her small form could survive the loss and live. 

       The sounds of fighting diminished then stopped. 

       Suddenly, the room filled with sheriff's men handcuffing the remaining criminals and leading them away. Hawk knelt beside Heather, monitoring her pulse and respiration while Quinn kept the pressure on her wound. 

       One of the lawmen said a Medivac helicopter was on the way. Moments later Quinn heard the familiar whup, whup of helicopter rotors. Soon, a team of paramedics raced into the room with their medical equipment, and set about stabilizing 327 
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       Heather. Finally, they carried her on a stretcher out to the helicopter and left. 

       Numbly, Quinn looked around. Signs of fierce combat were evident throughout the room, from bullet holes in the paneling to a smashed packing case, and a man-sized gap in one of the large, double-pane windows. 

       Three male bodies lay where they had died. Dully, he identified two, Crazy Tony and Juan Aguirre Ochoa. The third was unknown, but not one of Hawk's agents. Heather's blood stained the floor and his shirt. Quinn seemed to hear her saying, If it came to a choice, I'd rather be the one to die. 


       “No,” he breathed. She couldn't die. Not now. He needed her. Brianna needed her. 

       Hawk touched his arm. “I'll drive you to the hospital. Give the keys to Dean. He'll bring your car.” 

       Thinking took too much effort. He gave his keys to the agent and followed Hawk. 

       If Heather died, nothing else would matter. 

      


      * * * * 

       Forty minutes—a lifetime-later—Quinn walked into Memorial West. The swish of automatic doors marked the boundary between chilled night air and the warm lobby. 

       Quinn saw nothing but the sign pointing to Emergency. 


       With Hawk beside him, he followed the arrow down the long hallway. 

       People stared at the blood on the front of his shirt. Not my blood, he thought, but it might as well be. Oh, God, Heather. 

      Why? 
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       His shoes thudded on the polished linoleum tile. The air held the pervasive scent he remembered from his own days of pain. “Antiseptic,” he muttered. “Damned antiseptic smell. 

       You can't get away from it.” 

       Hawk touched his shoulder. “I hate hospitals, too.” 

       They reached the Emergency waiting room and saw one of the medics who'd treated Heather. 

       “We brought her in twenty-five minutes ago.” Wearily, the medic rubbed his face. “She's a fighter. Thought we'd lost her once. When they get her stabilized again, Doctor Winstead will come out to let you know her condition.” 

       After he left, Quinn sat in a gray, plastic chair and closed his eyes. He relived every terrible moment in the great room at Windspear. Heather had to live. He wanted to tell her he valued her paranormal abilities. He ached to show her how much he loved her. Tightening his hand into a fist, he vowed that if she survived, he'd always cherish her, always trust her. 

       Hawk brought him a cup of coffee. He drank it; his thoughts focused on the last few months since Heather had come into his life. He recalled every precious, every painful moment. 

       When Doctor Winstead entered the waiting room, Quinn stood, bracing himself for the doctor's words. 

       Winstead said, “She's gone into surgery. It'll be several hours before we know the outcome.” 

       The hours passed. At one point, Quinn said to Hawk, “You have a business to run. Don't let this interfere with seeing clients.” 
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       Hawk growled, “You can put that comment where the sun don't shine. I'm staying.” 

       Michael brought a change of clothes for Quinn, and joined the vigil. 

       Finally the surgeon came in wearing green scrubs, covers over his shoes, and a facemask dangling from his neck by a cord. 

       “Mrs. Carter is out of surgery and in the Intensive Care unit.” He paused to wipe his face tiredly. “The bullet passed close to her spine. We don't know yet if she'll suffer any paralysis. Luckily it was a small caliber bullet. She came through the surgery as well as can be expected.” 

       He put his hand on Quinn's shoulder. “She had your name in her wallet as the person in the area to contact. I assume you're her fiancé.” 

       Quinn nodded. “Yes.” 

       “Good. You'll be able to go in for five minutes once an hour.” 

       After changing his shirt, he went into the ICU to see Heather. She looks so small,  he thought. Almost buried by tubes and wires. Her face was partially hidden by the ventilator tube, but he saw the hand-shaped bruise on her cheek and struggled to contain his helpless rage. Folding her slim hand in his, he willed life into her too pale, too quiet body. 

       The IV tubes, the beeps of monitors, and the sigh of oxygen reminded him of times when those sounds had been his lonely companions. He murmured, “Sweetheart, I'm here. 

       You're not alone.” 
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       A nurse touched his arm. “I'm sorry, Mr. Archer. You'll have to go now. You're allowed to come back in an hour.” 

       Reluctantly he released Heather. “I'll wait in the Quiet Room.” 

       She nodded. “We'll take good care of her.” 

       Hawk met him outside the door. “You look like hell. Get some rest or I'll Shanghai you and keep you incommunicado until you do.” 

       “You and what army?” Quinn asked wearily. “I'll nap in the Quiet Room. Wake me in an hour.” 

       For the next twenty-four hours, they followed that routine. 

       Michael took Hawk's place at the twelve-hour mark. 

       Later, Hawk returned and told Quinn that the foreman, Sloan, had confessed to trying to steal the plans for the new energy system. Wearily Quinn thanked him, but the only news he really wanted to hear was that Heather would recover. Finally she was weaned off the ventilator, her condition upgraded, and they moved her to a private room. 

       Quinn took up his vigil in a chair beside the bed. 

      


      * * * * 

       Heather slowly surfaced out of the dark into a place of shadows and pain. Her mouth tasted like old worksheets, dry and dusty. And why was her throat sore? Why did her back and chest hurt? 

       Someone held her hand. Who?  Her eyelids were too heavy to open. 

       She heard Quinn say, “You're not alone, Heather.” 

       Just a dream, she thought. He thinks I betrayed him. 

       Desolation swept over her 
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       She felt tears trickle down her cheeks. Crying won't help. 

      I'm such a wimp. 


       The fingers around hers tightened. That part was real. 

       “Honey, what's wrong?” 

       He sounded strange, worried. It gave her hope. Maybe he still cared for her. 

       She licked her lips and whispered, “Quinn?” 

       “Yes. Why the tears?” 

       His tone changed, grew commanding. “Do something. 

       She's in pain. 

       She had to tell him. “Didn't...steal.” 

       “I know that, sweetheart. I know.” His fingers trailed down her temple then wiped a tear from her cheek. 

       A soft footstep. A cold touch. A sting. 

       Her muzzy brain said, nurse. Injection.  She squeezed Quinn's warm hand before she succumbed to the shadows. 

       Quinn watched her sleep. The painkiller had worked. 

       After endless hours of hope and fear, Heather had responded to him. His spirits rose. Now he had proof that she'd get well. Next time she woke, he had to tell her he loved her. 

       Michael limped into the room and looked at Heather with a tender expression. “She's a hell of a woman. She'll make it.” 

       He clapped a hand on Quinn's shoulder. “Whatever it takes, I want to help. I'll fly in specialists from anywhere in the world.” 

       Quinn struggled to keep his voice steady. Laying his hand on Michael's, he said, “Thanks, old friend. If she needs it I'll take you up on the offer.” 
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       “That's settled.” Michael studied him. “Okay, big guy. It's breakfast time for you and don't argue or I'll tell Karen.” 

       “Karen's here?” 

       “Just arrived. Brianna went home with Dan. I promised you'd see her in a little while. Your sister wants to look in on Heather, then she'll eat with us. My treat.” 

       “No argument here.” 

       Quinn walked with Michael toward the hospital cafeteria, but his thoughts were back with Heather. Would her legs be paralyzed? He began to plan the wider doors, the ramps, whatever was needed to make the house accessible for her. 

      


      * * * * 

       Heather woke again. This time she didn't hurt as much. 

       Still in a hospital. Restlessly, she moved her legs, trying to get more comfortable. 

       A man and a woman called to her. “Heather, you must wake up.” 

       Heather opened her eyes. No Quinn. 


       She turned her head, and saw the friendly faces. “Karen, Dan. Is Brianna okay?” 

       Karen said, “Brie's fine. It's Quinn that worries us.” 

       “Was Quinn wounded?” A cold fist closed over her heart. 

       “How bad? Where is he?” 

       One of her monitors began to warble and a nurse rushed into the room. 

       Weakly, Heather waved her away. “I have to know—” 

       “My brother's okay,” Karen said quickly. “He won't go home until you wake up.” 

       Heather whispered, “Stubborn.” 
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       “You've got that right.” 

       The nurse took Heather's vital signs, pursed her lips and said to Karen and Dan, “Five more minutes, then you'll have to go.” 

       Reaching for Karen's hand, Heather said, “Please call Quinn.” 

       Dan headed for the hallway. “I'll get him.” 

       In a short time, Quinn entered the room and paused at the doorway. 

       She noticed Dan and Karen leave, but focused on the man she loved. 

       Quinn's rumpled clothes looked like he'd slept in them. He needed a shave. There were dark circles under his eyes and deep lines of strain on his face. If she could just touch his face, ease his worry. 

       As he moved to her side, his unfathomable gray eyes searched her face. “How do you feel?” 

       “Better. I feel better, thank you,” she said politely as if they were mere acquaintances. Had he really called her sweetheart? He acted so tense, so controlled. 

       Suddenly, he groaned, “Oh God. I thought I'd lost you.” He leaned over her burying his face in the pillow beside her head, careful not to jar her. His right arm arched across her waist. 

       His hand cuddled her. “If I live to be a hundred, I'll never forget the sight of that son of a bitch shooting you.” 

       She stroked his sweat-dampened hair, filled with the sure knowledge that he did care. 

       “Forget it, Quinn. That's in the past.” 
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       Carefully tightening his hold on her waist, he raised his head and looked at her. “I can't forget the last time at my house when you proved your ability to call the wind and I threw you out of my life. Can you forgive me?” 

       The tears on his cheeks startled her. “Quinn, dear, of course I forgive you. I love you.” 

       “There's no of course,  about it.” Gently, he touched his mouth to hers moving, gliding his lips across hers as if she were precious. 

       She laced the fingers of her right hand in his hair, cherishing his vulnerability, his maleness. 

       Murmuring her name, he straightened, carrying her hand to his lips. “I want to do this the correct way.” 

       With that, he went down on one knee, holding her hand. 

       “Heather, I love you. I love your honesty and courage. I love your unique abilities to heal the plants and make the winds dance. I love everything about you.” 

       “Quinn—” 

       Rising, he stopped her with a kiss. 

       As he sank to his knee once more, Heather's heart overflowed with love for her strong and tender man. 

       Still cradling her hand in his, he gazed into her eyes. 

       “Heather Marie Carter, will you be my friend, my lover, my wife, and the mother of our children? Sweetheart, will you marry me?” 

      Marry him?  A gentle breeze, fragrant with sunshine and roses, flowed into every corner of the hospital room dispelling all but its own sweet scent. 

       Wind chimes sang. 
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       Lovingly, Heather laid her fingers on Quinn's face, feeling the gentle rasp of his unshaven jaw. As she looked into his eyes, she saw them filled with love and acceptance and trust in her. Her vision swam with happy tears. “Yes, my darling Quinn. I'll marry you.” Pressing her lips to his hand, she added, “I thought you'd never ask.” 
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      Barbara Clark


      


       Barbara was born in San Diego, California, but basically was raised all over the United States; at least that's what it seemed like when she had to list the twenty-three schools she'd attended in her college application. Most of the moving around was during World War II when her father's job took him to the East Coast and back again with a great two and a half years living in Tucson, Arizona. 

       Barbara and her sister and brother learned to adapt to new places. They lived at the edge of the Dismal Swamp in North Carolina, fed the ducks in Fenway Park in Boston where Barbara went to Girls Latin School, and experienced their only hurricane in Charleston, South Carolina. They also lived in New York City, then moved back to the San Diego area, and finally the Los Angeles, and Orange county areas of California. 

       Some of those years have become part of Barbara's fictional characters’ backgrounds. 

       Barbara says, “You'd think I'd had enough traveling and moving. Not quite. After teaching in Kindergarten and First Grade in California for five years, I took a job in Nome, Alaska. It was a fantastic experience. Nome was where I tasted whale blubber (tastes sort of nut-like), had a ride in an umiak (a forty-passenger boat made out of driftwood with oogrook hide stretched over it) and walked out on the frozen Norton Sound.” 

       Now that Barbara's retired after thirty-four years of teaching, she's excited by her new and growing career in 337 
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       writing. “Growing” hardly describes Barbara’ leaps and bounds of recent achievements. Her novel A Breath Of
Heather (the second book in her popular and best-selling Sons of Earth and Wind series) won First Place in the Paranormal, Time Travel, Fantasy category of the 2001 

       Orange Rose Award contest. Additionally, the book was named a finalist in both Affaire de Coeur's Reader-Writer poll and in the Daphne Du Maurier Award (Paranormal Category). 

       Moreover, A Touch of Fire (the third book in the Sons of Earth
and Wind series) was christened the winner of the 2001 

       Golden Quill Award in the paranormal romance category. The literary world, not to mention the voracious fans of paranormal romance, wonders why she didn't retire years earlier with the quality of product she continually produces. 

       Indeed, in 2002, two of Barbara's novels— Dangerous Haven and Deserts Of The Heart— also became finalists in the 2002 

       Crystal Globe Awards, for “Best Overall Romantic Fiction"! 

       Expect both Tears of the Desert Rose and Jade Dreams, books Five and Six in the Sons of Earth and Wind series, to become additional award-winners. Both titles will be available in the near future! 
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