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      Shannon looked down at her rear tire incredulously. “Are you serious? Why today, damn it?”

      Snow flurried around her as she stood there, hands on hips, and tried to decide what to do. She’d have to change it, of course. And call Duncan to let him know she’d be late. Grumbling, she stomped up the walk and into the house to change her clothes.

      Twenty minutes later, she was positively livid. Not only was the brand new snow tire flat for no apparent reason, but so was the freaking spare. How the hell did that happen? She could hear her father’s amused voice in her mind now, as he whispered ‘oh, calamity Grace’. Little black rain clouds followed her sometimes and no matter how many pairs of boots she wore or umbrellas she carried, she always managed to get drenched.

      Lisa pulled into her driveway a couple houses down just then and waved. Shannon heaved a relieved sigh and crossed the snowy ground to her. “Hey, neighbor.”

      The pretty strawberry-blond flashed a tired smile. “Hey, yourself. Something wrong? You’re usually gone by now.”

      Shannon waved a hand at the lopsided Explorer. “Somehow, I managed to get not one, but two flat tires sitting in my driveway.”

      Lisa scrunched up her face and laughed. “Really? Oh, Shannon, even for you that’s impressive.” She looked down at her blue scrubs. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll drive you to the garage. Come on in.”

      Shannon followed Lisa up the walk and waited on her entry rug while she changed. “Wow, nice TV,” she called. The flat screen took up a huge expanse of wall-space. Looking around, she could see evidence that a man might be staying with her neighbor.

      Lisa peeked her face around the corner, grinning.

      “You like that? Boyfriend’s last apology for being a schmutz.”

      Shannon laughed and shook her head. Lisa’s up and down relationship with her boyfriend was more tumultuous than a Colorado snow storm. “So why do you stay with him?”

      Her friend’s face closed down. “There are some things you can’t change in life; who you’re related to, taxes, the nasty boss you’d like to shove off a roof. And you can’t choose who you’re attracted to.”

      Oh, boy. Didn’t she know it?

      Lisa drove her to the garage, then back home an hour later. Shannon couldn’t quit wondering aloud about the tire. “If nothing was in it, how did it get flat then?”

      Lisa glanced at her and shrugged, but Shannon could tell her patience was wearing thin.

      “Sorry, I know I keep harping on this, but it’s driving me nuts. I also had strange tire tracks in my driveway last week.”

      “Well, do what the mechanic said and drive the truck in and he’ll check the other tire too. And maybe the tracks were just somebody turning around.”

      Shannon nodded and looked out the window. She needed to think about something else.

      “I’m sorry I’ve delayed your sleep. Working swing this week?”

      “Nah. Just pulled an extra for a friend with the flu. I’ll be back on days after tomorrow.”

      “Ah, was it a bad shift?”

      Lisa grimaced as she turned into their subdivision. “Bad enough,” she admitted. “A three year old swallowed two quarters and a nickel, an old guy came in with chest pain, and there was a car crash out east that was flown in. Not pretty. They all managed to survive though.”

      “I don’t know how you do it, Lisa.”

      The other woman shrugged. “You get used to it.” She grinned. “I don’t know how you sit at a computer all day.”

      “You get used to it,” she retorted, laughing.

      Lisa stayed with her long enough for Shannon to change the tire, then headed home. Shannon changed her clothes, again, and drove to the garage. The nice little mechanic had the truck ready to go in minutes.

      “Nothing in that tire either, ma’am.”

      Shannon stared at him for several long seconds, and asked him to repeat that. He did, but it didn’t make any more sense the second time. She paid the man and walked out to her truck in a daze. What would cause both tires to go flat that way?

      Or who?

      Unease tightened her scalp and she glanced up and down the busy street. Then she shook her head at her craziness. It was a fluke. Had to be.
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      John gritted his teeth and clenched the wheels of his sport chair in his fists as he listened to the men blather on about how good their lives could be. He wished they would just shut the fuck up so he could hear Shannon in the outer office. She’d come in beautiful but frazzled two hours late and said her tire had been flat. That actually hadn’t worried him as much as the unease he had seen in her eyes. She’d tried to laugh the incident off, but he’d been watching her for a long time. Everybody else accepted her explanation, but in his gut he knew something wasn’t right.

      Something one of the men said snagged his attention. Pictures? Really? He was supposed to be taking part in the meeting, but the proposal was so ridiculous he’d zoned out. He focused his attention on the two…men seated beside him. Were they for real? Yes, they were competent, knew the security business and had plenty of money to throw around, but at the bottom line they wanted the publicity of financing an all-veteran detective agency. His eyes flashed to Duncan’s across the desk, and he was gratified to see his boss was as unenthused as he was.

      Time to end this farce.

      “Are you fucking serious?” he snarled.

      The men looked uncomfortable for all of two seconds, before they plowed on with their spiel.

      As if it wasn’t bad enough they were disabled, now these yahoos wanted to make money off them? No fucking way. Even Chad seemed turned off. Texas was his home state, and he was the one who had pushed for this meeting, to talk about a possible expansion to Dallas. John personally thought that the Denver office was enough for now. They were busy, but not so busy that things slipped through the cracks.

      John was relieved when the meeting finally began to pull to a close. The automatic cringe on Duncan’s face and the way he crossed his arms when he heard the proposal had said it all. How were they supposed to be effective investigators if their faces were plastered everywhere, as well as their disabilities? That was the part that turned his stomach. Why on earth would he want more people to know he was damaged? He could hardly stand the stares now. He had taken the on-line crimes section and the technology side, the bugs and wires the guys used every day, deliberately so he wouldn’t have to deal with the public. To offer them money was just crass.

      Chad, ever the laid-back Texan, deflected the conversation to a favorite sports team and Duncan told the men they would consider their proposal. John knew by the sound of his voice, though, that they would do no such thing.

      The business was doing great, but he could not help but be resentful that he was not part of the detectives out on the street. Looking down at his worthless legs, he was once again swamped with anger. As a Marine, it had been standard practice to run for five or ten miles a day. Now he was lucky if he could get his thigh to twitch on command. It was historic if he could even get a hard-on.

      Although, he thought with a slight smile, it was happened more and more often when Shannon was in the room.

      The first time he’d met her, more than six months ago now, she and Mrs. Harrison had been kneeling on the floor going through files. Shannon had straightened and arched her back to work out the kinks. She’d been wearing a cute little pink outfit thing that clung to her lush curves, but she’d kicked off her high heels. The lust that had fired through his veins caught him totally unaware. For the first time in five years, he’d gotten excited looking at a woman’s ass and bare legs. He sat stunned, soaking up her subtle beauty and the exhilaration of being turned on.

      The women hadn’t seen him yet, so he cataloged everything he could about Shannon Murphy. Mrs. Harrison had told them she was extremely intelligent and would be a wonderful office manager, but she had not told them how exceedingly beautiful she was, with her petite little shape and curly, dark-chocolate colored hair laying gently on her shoulders. She was a good bit smaller than the older woman beside her, and had a husky laugh that gave him chills. His own lips curled up in shared humor, even though he had no idea what she laughed at. Without conscious thought, he’d pushed his chair forward to get their attention.

      Mrs. Harrison noticed him first and pushed herself to her feet, then urged Shannon to join her. John barely heard the introduction as his eyes took in the details of her face. In honest fact, she was not classically beautiful. Actually, cute would more likely be applied to her mobile features and wide-set hazel eyes. Her broad smile started with up-tilted lips on one side, then spread to encompass her whole mouth.

      He held out his hand and was entranced as she pumped energetically. Without blinking, he watched for any hint that the chair or his disability bothered her, but she seemed almost oblivious to the fact that he could not stand up to shake her hand. For the first time in longer than he could remember, he had met a person that not by word or deed made him feel like less than a man.

      Even her height made him feel manlier. In her bare feet, she was maybe an inch over five feet. With heels on, she stood about five four. Before the accident, he’d been six three in his stocking feet. Sitting in his modified chair, he was only a bit shorter than she was. And no shorter when she sat in her own office chair, which she seemed to do a lot when he entered the office. She seemed to sense that it put him more at ease, to be on an equal level. John appreciated that more than she knew. It infuriated him and frustrated him beyond belief to be stuck in this chair, especially when he had to look up at men he could not tolerate.

      The Texans stood to make their goodbyes, and John pulled his attention back, glancing at his watch. He wanted to leave Duncan’s office and join Shannon for lunch. Period. As often as he could he tried to join her in the break room. Even such casual contact calmed him, and made him appreciate relating to another person. They didn’t talk about anything in particular. For the most part, Shannon carried the conversation, and he was content to just sit and listen. And wonder. It sounded like she had an interesting life, with her animals and her family, and the house she’d moved into last year. Totally different than his own boring day to day routine. She didn’t badger him with questions about what had happened to his legs or try to dance around his disability. The only time she’d hesitated was when she’d told him she jogged occasionally. He knew by the reaction on her face that his own must have reflected a crushing desire to feel the hot asphalt beneath his pounding feet. Smiling softly, she left the table, but not before she rested her hand gently on his shoulder. “Believe me,” she told him softly, “you’re probably faster in that chair than I’ll ever be on my feet. Maybe you can join me sometime.”

      And just that easily, she made one of his greatest losses a bit easier to bear.

      He powered out of Duncan’s office, not caring if he was abrupt. They usually shook their heads at him no matter what he did.

      Shannon wasn’t at her desk when he rolled by, nor in any of the other offices down the hallway. His heart began to pound as he pulled up to the break room door and looked in the half window. There she was. Laughing and gesturing with her hands to Roger Stottsberry, one of the Bravo Team afternoon detectives. Roger had been coming in every Friday for Shannon’s lunch since she started, and John didn’t blame him. When not at the agency, it seemed he just sat at home and stared at the walls. There was only so much brainless TV you could watch before you slowly went insane. It was hard to go out in public, both physically and mentally, and these offices had turned into a haven for the men who worked here. Duncan had let them convert one of the empty meeting rooms into a multi-purpose room, with a couple of bunks in one corner in case somebody needed to crash, exercise equipment and a TV and game system on the opposite wall to help them relax. The refrigerator was always stocked with easy, microwaveable foods. John found himself occupying that room more and more, as did a lot of the other guys.

      Every week the shift teams, Alpha, Bravo and Charlie, got together for some kind of tournament, be it darts or jeopardy or anything they could think of to be competitive. It built camaraderie between the teams and was a great way to blow off steam. At first they’d tried to separate into whichever branch of the military they’d been discharged from, but because there were so many more Marines than any other branch, it hadn’t always worked out.

      He rolled through the break room door and was immediately warmed by Shannon’s broad smile. Any aggravation she felt earlier in the day had apparently faded away. The tension in his own body eased.

      “I was just telling Roger about my niece naming one of my kittens Boohini. I had called him Houdini because he kept getting out of wherever I put him, and somehow she changed it around to Boohini.”

      That was kind of cute, and he chuckled along with them, before he wheeled around the table to the large crock pot on the counter. His mouth watered before he even lifted the lid. Shannon’s food was phenomenal. But by the time he got his meatball sandwich made and situated on his lap for the return trip, Shannon had gathered up her things to leave. He almost dropped his plate as she stretched behind herself for a cola, her luscious breasts outlined by the cloth of her peach colored sweater. Man she looked nice in that sweater. It was one of his personal favorites. Dragging his gaze away, he situated himself at the table. She plunked the cola in front of him, threw her stuff away and told the men goodbye.

      He watched intently until she disappeared down the hallway, curvy hips swinging.

      Roger had his head tilted to one side, and his dark brown eyes were squinted in laughter. “Oh, so it’s that way huh?”

      John picked up his sandwich. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The former Marine laughed and slapped his leg with his good hand. The molded right hand rested on the table, currently immobile. John admired Roger, because his amputated arm had been replaced with a state of the art prosthetic that was actually wired into the nerves of his arm. It was truly a wonder to watch, because it was so lifelike. Even the skin tone was incredibly close to Roger’s dark walnut color. It was seriously cutting edge stuff. There were military medical trials going on with paraplegics and quadriplegics using stem-cells and spinal implants, but John had chosen not to participate in them. If he’d had a family, maybe it would have been a different story.

      Roger had leaned down to try to catch his eye.

      “What, damn it?” John shoved his plate away and sat back in his chair, ready to fight. Adrenaline coursed through his veins, disproportionate to the situation.

      Roger held up his hands before sitting back in his own chair. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I think Shannon is a great girl. Why do you think I get myself out of bed so early every Friday?”

      John narrowed his eyes and tried to breathe deeply. Was Roger interested in her like he was? He could understand some women would be attracted to him. The man wasn’t bad looking, even with the shrapnel scars covering one side of his face and the prosthetic forearm.

      He had legs.

      “I didn’t realize you had a claim on her,” Roger said.

      “I don’t,” John grumbled. That was the whole problem in a nutshell. He had no claim on her. He didn’t even know if he wanted to claim her. Yeah, she turned him on, but what could he offer her? Certainly nothing long term. What would an active, vibrant woman like her want with a broken man like him?

      John tried to think of other things as he finished his sandwich, and ignore the ache in his chest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Shannon hated to leave the break room. She saw John so little. But they were all busier recently. LNF Investigative Services was expanding exponentially as more people learned of their ability and dedication to get a job done. Contracts were rolling in or extending out for the security division. The agency had gone from the three partners when they first started five years ago to almost twenty men now. Shannon knew that Duncan had stacks of résumés from other disabled vets who would love to work here. New résumés came in every day.

      Just this week they’d hired a brash young Marine that had been a canine officer in Afghanistan. Two weeks before that they’d hired a former helicopter pilot.

      Settling into her chair, she began typing up Chad’s dictation notes from his surveillance on the Malone divorce case. A couple of weeks ago she’d found him in the spare office hunting and pecking on the keyboard with his good right hand. He admitted that the report writing was difficult, because he did not have the same mobility in his left hand and arm he used to.

      The scars that crisscrossed his left arm showed that he had been burned terribly, and Shannon’s soft heart had gone out to him. All of the men that worked at the agency had been in their prime when they were injured. Most were adapting to their injuries, but a couple still visibly struggled. As the only woman around, she tried to make it a point to bring hominess and comfort to the office. Several of the men had left their families to come to Denver to work for Duncan, because he had been a great Company leader. He’d evoked enough loyalty for several members to move from several states away.

      Chad walked into the office and through the reception area to her desk, smiling broadly. Shannon could not help but return his smile as she reached for the candy container in her lower desk drawer. Chad Lowell had a sweet tooth that would not stop and Shannon found that the candy needed to be hidden or it would all mysteriously disappear. In jest, she had tried to hire him to find the missing candy, but he told her, eyes dark with concern, that it would be a waste of her money because he did not think the candy was ever coming back. Occasionally, giant bags of his favorites would materialize on her desk. Chad was already turning into a great friend, in addition to a fabulous boss.

      “Hey, Chad,” she greeted. “What are you up to?”

      Chad put on a wounded look that was totally ruined by his twinkling eyes. “I don’t know what you mean. Why would I be up to something?”

      Shannon laughed outright and put the plastic container at the edge of the desk within easy reach. “Right….”

      Chad dug a couple of pieces of caramel out of the container. “We have an interview in a while. Boss man wants to talk at us before the kid gets here.”

      “Jennings?”

      “That’s the one. Duncan wants to see what we read from him.”

      Shannon gave a single nod, and kind of hoped that they didn’t hire the recently discharged young Marine. There was something that nagged at her about his eyes. Almost as if there was a disconnect there and he seemed to be going through the motions to present himself correctly.

      But it wasn’t really her place to say anything. If he got hired, she’d do her best to make him as welcome as she did the others.

      She saved the work on her computer and printed off the notes she’d just typed up for Chad’s case, then attached them with a paper clip and handed them to him.

      “Oh, Shannon, you are a doll. That would have taken me two hours.” His stunning green eyes lost their twinkle.

      “It only took me ten minutes. And it was no big deal. I’m trained to do it, you aren’t. I do appreciate you using the dictation machine, though.”

      Chad shifted in front of her and grimaced. “I don’t like talking into that thing. Feels weird. Don’t be surprised if I’m knocking on your desk again before too long,” he told her as he slipped into Duncan’s office.

      John wheeled in seconds later as she put the lid on the candy container. He chuckled as he pulled alongside her desk, making her shiver convulsively. The man was sex on wheels, literally, and it was all she could do not to jump into his lap. A hint of his deodorant wafted over her. Shannon clenched her teeth in an effort to control her roaring response but it was always the same. And he seemed totally oblivious. Of course.

      “Hi, John.”

      “Shannon. I see Chad’s already been here.”

      She nodded and held the dish out to him, but John declined. His sweet tooth leaned more toward baked goods. Fridays she usually brought in some type of cake or cookies.

      “Hey, I wanted to see if you could find a copy of an invoice for me.”

      Shannon sat back in her chair, fingers ready at her keyboard.

      He reeled off the company name and the list of what he’d ordered, and Shannon frowned. “I just put a copy of this on your desk yesterday. You lost it already?”

      John glowered, clamped his jaw, and scrubbed a broad hand over his short black hair. He didn’t say anything for several long seconds, and when he looked up, his dark brown eyes were calm. “My desk is pretty terrible right now. Maybe it is there. I’ll look after I talk to Duncan. Thanks, Shannon.”

      He turned and powered his chair through Duncan’s doorway.

      “Lunch was awesome, by the way,” he said, just before he disappeared.

      Shannon could not keep the goofy grin from spreading across her face. John very rarely commented positively on anything. Within thirty seconds she had gotten an ‘ok, I’ll check’ and a ‘lunch was awesome’ out of him. That was a new record. Not that he was a grouch or anything. Well, maybe he was a bit on the grumpy side. It seemed like he was genuinely trying to be a little friendlier, though. They’d had to go through some growing pains when she was first hired.

      There’d been an incident a couple of months ago when she’d gone off on him. She wasn’t even sure what the original conversation had been about, but he had demanded some paper or another that she had already given him. John had said flat out that it was not on his desk. Shannon had to physically walk to his office and pull the paper from his overloaded desk before he believed her.

      As she left his cluttered office, she’d snapped at him, “And you could be a little nicer about it, too,” before she’d slammed his office door shut.

      Since then, John had tried to temper his snappishness, at least with her. The men were another story entirely. If one of them did something wrong, John let them know immediately. But constructively. She had to give him that; he always yelled with a purpose.

      Shannon strongly believed that his paralysis had darkened his already reserved demeanor. And she didn’t blame him in the least. If Shannon were in his place, it would have done the same to her.

      With his shorn hair, serious eyes, and shadowed jaw, John’s dour expressions seemed to fit his dark coloring naturally. His heavy brows drew down when he was upset, and his tan complexion darkened. More than once, she had compared him in her mind to a swarthy pirate yelling at his crew, or a Bedouin chief directing his desert army. In her daydreams though, the anger changed easily to lust.

      And there was no wheel chair.

      Not that being in a chair seemed to have slowed him down at all. He was such a dominant personality, and the chair was such an integral part of him, that she hardly even noticed it after a couple of days. She’d seen him race Chad down the long office hallway and beat him. She’d walked into his office one day and found him rocking backward on two wheels, with the front dangling in the air. It had scared her a little and she’d asked him if he’d ever fallen over backward that way. She’d snapped her mouth shut, because she hadn’t meant to sound so informal with a man who was, technically, one of her three bosses. The twinkle in his dark eyes had brightened, though, and he’d grinned at her. ‘I have, but not in front of anybody.’ It was one of the friendliest interactions they’d had at that point, and the beginning of her infatuation.

      The outer office door opened and Cameron Jennings stepped into the reception area. Shannon forced herself to greet him with a smile. “Mr. Jennings. If you’ll have a seat please I’ll let Mr. Wilde know you’re here.”

      He stalked across the office and lowered himself to one of the leather couches directly across from her desk. Shannon called Duncan to let him know his appointment was waiting, then turned back to her computer. She didn’t know why the man across from her put her on edge, because he looked decent. Short dark hair, pale eyes. Lean body. In fact, he kind of reminded her of her brother Chris. The entire time she sat there though, she could feel Jennings’ gaze resting on her. When she looked up, he would turn his head away. Very disconcerting.

      This was his second interview. Duncan put every new hire through the wringer when he  considered them. There were criminal background checks, interviews with friends, family and former commanding officers, psychological testing; a whole gamut of tests to make sure they were ready for whatever Duncan would throw at them. If they weren’t ready, they would be nudged to seek counseling at the VA hospital. Shannon had hoped Jennings wouldn’t make it through. The first day he’d come, he’d looked at her as if he’d seen a ghost, and spent most of the time waiting staring at his hands. Shannon glanced up and caught him glaring at her again, but this time his eyes didn’t shift away. “Can I help you with something?”

      Jennings shook his head. “No, ma’am.”

      Still, his eyes didn’t shift away.

      Chad stepped out just then to shake hands with the Marine and guide him into Duncan’s office, and the tension eased from her spine. For some reason, Jenning’s face took on a vitality as he walked into the office that hadn’t been present in front of her, and she wondered what was going on with him. For half an hour, the door stayed firmly shut. She heard raised voices once, then Jennings suddenly lurched out of the office and stopped in front of her desk to stare at her for several long seconds. Shannon sat back in her chair as his eyes drifted up to her hair, then back down her face. Her soft heart actually went out to him as desolation swept over his features and he turned to let himself quietly out of the office.

      John came out of the office and stopped at her side. “Are you okay?”

      She blinked, shook for some unknown reason. “That was very strange. Is he okay?”

      John looked at the door, but the young man was already gone. “He will be. He needs to take some time though.”

      Shannon made a deliberate effort to calm herself, but things kept replaying in her head. Strange was becoming a way of life recently and she didn’t like it. John looked at her for a long moment before she waved him away. He rolled down the hallway to his office and out of sight.

      She glanced at the clock and was amazed to see it was almost three o’clock already. Her stomach twinged with renewed anxiety at the thought of going home alone, but she pushed it away. Tonight she would put the truck in the garage, like she should have done last night. She just hadn’t wanted to chill the kittens in the garage when she pulled in. Tonight, they would have to be cold, and hopefully she’d have full tires tomorrow. It was probably just kids messing with her.

      At five o’clock, she cleaned her desk off and dug her purse from the depths of the drawer. She wrapped her muffler around her neck and slipped her dark green coat on, then made sure her gloves and hat were in her pocket. The weather man had called for more snow tonight, and the temperature had already plunged into the twenties. Although that was nothing new for Denver, it was only the beginning of November. Winter had moved in early.

      She ducked her head into Duncan’s office. His close-cropped gray head lifted when she entered.  “I’m heading home, Boss. Do you need anything before I go?”

      Duncan seemed surprised as he looked at the clock on the wall. “Is it five already?”

      Nodding her head in amusement, Shannon tucked her hair behind her ear.  “A bit after actually.”

      “Ugh,” he grumbled. “The time just got away from me, I guess.”

      “Again,” she reminded him. “Why don’t you do something crazy, like go home early tonight? And do something other than work over the weekend.”

      Duncan chuckled, but he didn’t promise her anything as she headed out the door. She wished he would take her advice. His brown eyes seemed more tired recently. The man worked all hours, keeping abreast of every case they had under contract.  Even when the case was complete, he followed up with and maintained contact with previous customers. Shannon was seriously impressed with the work ethic she’d found working there.

      Maybe it was a Marine thing.

      She’d never had close contact with anybody in the military and it had been an eye-opening experience listening to the repartee and insults that flew between the men. And the cussing. Jeez! But every word was said, or yelled in many cases, with a friendliness that amazed her. They didn’t technically have rank in the office, although there was a hierarchy of power. Everybody deferred to Duncan, as was appropriate for the owner of the business. Chad and John had both been sergeants and were next on the list. But even with the rest of the guys, she could definitely tell the leaders from the followers.

      She retrieved her crock-pot and cake pan from the break room, and turned to leave, but didn’t see John in the doorway. Her toe caught on the edge of his wheel. She flailed, trying to maintain  her balance and hang onto the crock-pot and lid, the trailing electrical cord, her purse and cake pan in the opposite arm. She growled as her purse slipped off her shoulder to land on her forearm, which made the lopsided cake pan tip over.

      John snatched the heavy pot out of her left arm, unburdening her. The lack of weight itself was enough to overbalance her in the opposite direction, but she clamped everything to her body and righted herself. Immediately, she could feel her cheeks burn in humiliation. Good God, you almost landed on your ass with your legs in the air.

      John tried, and failed, not to laugh. He attempted to pass it off as a cough, but Shannon knew better. In the six months she had been at the agency, she could remember on one hand the number of times she had heard him let it all out. It was a very distinctive bass rumble. She sagged back against the doorjamb and allowed herself to disintegrate into giggles. John laughed with her, and it was the most amazing thing she’d ever heard.

      That was how Chad found them a few moments later, with John shaking his head and Shannon wiping tears from her cheeks.

      “What did I miss?”

      Shannon giggled, one hand over her mouth. “Chad, did I ever tell you my middle name was Grace?”

      John let out a roar of laughter, even as he turned his chair toward the elevator.

      “Come on, Grace, let’s get you to your car.”

      Shannon followed obediently, trying not to let the act mean too much to her fragile emotions. He was just escorting her to her car, not offering her anything more.

      They were both quiet on the long ride down in the elevator, but Shannon knew she was still smiling. It was nice being with him, and having his attention centered on her for a few moments.

      “Is your middle name actually Grace?” he asked finally.

      Nodding her head, Shannon pulled her knit cap out of her coat pocket, tugging it over her head one-handed.

      “I swear. It was the bane of my existence, because it’s so totally opposite of how I actually am.”

      John shook his dark head, and Shannon was ecstatic for having brought some humor into his day. Walking through the doors in the lobby, she was also pleased she had worn her heavy coat to work that day. The temperature may have been in the twenties, but the wind chill dropped it at least fifteen degrees. She frowned at John.

      “I can take it from here,” she told him, and reached for the pot.

      John wheeled around her and shot toward the parking lot. “C’mon, Shannon.”

      “John,” she warned, “You’re only wearing a t-shirt. I’m clear in the back. You’ll freeze out here.”

      “Not if you hurry up, damn it.”

      Shannon shut her mouth and jogged after him as he dodged vehicles to get to her white blazer in the back. There was no hesitation on his part, and Shannon shouldn’t have been surprised he knew exactly where she parked. John always seemed to know too much.

      She dug her keys from her coat pocket and rushed ahead of him to unlock the doors.

      “Don’t slip on the ice, Grace,” she heard him mutter.

      Daring fate, she smiled at him over her shoulder, not too flirtatiously, she hoped, as she crossed the last few feet. No calamity befell her, and Shannon mouthed a silent ‘thank-you’ to the heavens. She threw her purse in the backseat, tossed the empty cake pan on the passenger side floorboard, and turned to take the crock pot from John’s hands. She took a minute to glance at her full tires.

      “You have a spare, right?”

      She nodded at him, and forced her smile to stay unconcerned.

      “Thank you so much for helping me. Now, you better get inside before you catch a cold.”

      John tipped his beard-shadowed chin towards the vehicle. The man acted as if he wore a parka rather than a thin blue t-shirt. Although if she had a chest like his to show off, she’d probably do the same thing. “Make sure it starts and I’ll go.”

      Shannon slammed the passenger door shut, then scrambled to the driver’s side. The hardy little truck started immediately, and Shannon gave John a thumbs-up. With a wave, he turned the wheel chair and started back across the snowy lot. Against her will, her eyes followed him as he wove through cars and finally rolled into the front lobby and disappeared.

      What a fascinating man.

      Shannon flicked the heat on, sat back in the seat and waited for the vehicle to warm up. Three seconds after he was gone and she was already wondering what he’d be doing this evening. She knew he was single. Most of the guys were.

      But prying details out of John Palmer was like pulling teeth. He very rarely told her anything about himself. She knew he had served in Iraq, and she knew he and Duncan had had very similar crush injuries. Duncan’s had just been recoverable. Shannon could not build up the courage to ask John how extensive his injuries were, and wondering whether he could operate fully as a man bothered her constantly.

      Not that it really made a difference. She had already decided that she would take whatever John was willing to give. Friendship, romance, good sex.

      Even if it was just a grumpy ‘hello’ in the hallway.

      She slipped the car into gear and turned north, toward home. The roads were not as bad as she first thought. The snow was only blowing right now, making it look worse than it actually was. Later in the week, they were supposed to get the better part of a foot, which was thrilling. It would be the most they’d had since last spring.

      Shannon turned left at the intersection of Poindexter and Cherry Creek, smiling. Winter was her favorite time of year in Colorado. The scenery was so pristine and Christmas was her favorite holiday. Yes, sometimes things could be difficult, but those that didn’t like the challenge moved away.

      Five minutes later, she pulled into the drive of her house. The little ranch blended in with the rest of the neighborhood, and Shannon thanked her stars once again that she had listened to her friend Stacy when she told her about it. Stacy’s mother happened to be good friends of the people that had lived in the house, the Johnsons, and knew they wanted to sell. Mr. Johnson had developed lung issues, and they wanted to move to Arizona.

      Shannon loved the proximity of the house to work, and the interior floor plan, which was wide open with hardwood floors. The kitchen was well-equipped, and it was three bedroom, which gave her plenty of space to spread out. The garage was just one car, but considering that’s all she had at the moment, it worked out fine. The best part about the house was that it had already been modified. Her brother Chris had lived with her several months, and she still looked for him when she entered the house, even though he’d left for his new job in Florida months before.

      Shannon pushed the button on the opener and pulled in. She hugged the exterior wall to the left. Pickle and the kittens were in a large box next to the entry door into the kitchen. The four five-week old kittens watched her curiously as she lugged things from the car to the kitchen, meowing pitifully from their box when they did not get the attention they thought they deserved.

      “You guys are noisy,” Shannon told them firmly. “What do you want?”

      Boohini, the largest black kitten, dug his claws into the cardboard, trying desperately to get to her. Shannon scooped him up and cuddled him under her chin as she sorted through mail.

      Something caught her attention beside her. The trash can was almost full, and right on top was a bright red and blue Pepsi can. Standing upright. Shannon felt goose bumps rise on her skin.

      She hadn’t had an actual Pepsi in several years. There wasn’t even any in the house. She always drank diet instead. And she had cleaned the kitchen top to bottom yesterday.

      The can was not hers.

      Dropping her head, she tried to look around the room from under her lashes. Nothing else appeared to be out of place. She tiptoed to the garage door and dropped the kitten back into the box, then crept back through the kitchen and leaned out slightly. She peeked through the living room entryway, but nothing caught her eye there. Pulling a heavy butcher knife out of the drawer beside her, she balanced it in her hand. She wished her gun was closer. Heart pounding heavily in her chest, she crept around the corner into the living room, knife held out in front of her. She tried to feel if anybody was in the house, but she had no sense that anybody was.

      As she crept across the living room floor, thoughts of a horror flick she had seen several months ago flitted through her mind. She could only assume it was because of the anxiety she was feeling. Still, she tried to be extra vigilant as she peered behind doors and into closets.

      She didn’t find anything.

      Had she imagined the can? Maybe she had drank the cola and just didn’t remember. That seemed like a more likely excuse than somebody being in her house.

      Certainly, it couldn’t be Mike. He was still in jail.

      Right?

      Shannon had decided that the house was clear when her phone rang, re-energizing her fear. Her heart thudded as she tried to control her breathing, but her voice quivered when she snatched up the handset.

      “Hello?”

      “Shannon? You okay?”

      Unaccountably, her eyes filled with relieved tears when she heard John’s clipped voice. She had no idea why he’d called, but she didn’t care. His voice was safety to her.

      Shannon took a deep breath and cleared her throat. “Hey, John. What’s up?”

      “You were acting a little off at work today. Are you okay?” he repeated, more forcefully.

      Shannon swiped her hair off her forehead and tried to gather her thoughts. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a bit spooked. That’s all.”

      “Why are you spooked?”

      “Well, it’s going to sound stupid. I, uh, found a Pepsi can in the trash. And I haven’t drank a Pepsi for years. Only diet. Don’t even keep it in the house.”

      There were several long beats of silence on the other end of the line, and Shannon wondered if John had hung up on her.

      “Shannon, are you sure? You didn’t buy it for somebody else?”

      She nodded her head emphatically, even though she knew he could not see her. “Absolutely. I wouldn’t have said anything if I wasn’t sure.”

      “Okay,” he said finally. “I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      “Oh, John, no. That’s all right.”

      But the receiver in her hand was already dead.
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      Duncan ran his hand over his face and rubbed at his eyes, trying to clear away the fuzziness. He needed to get this email done while it was still fresh in his mind.

      The men from Texas had been polite, but their proposal had left much to be desired. Hell, it had made him grit his teeth most of the time. As much as he wanted to help other vets, he wanted no part of the circus he knew it would be down there. Honestly, these guys would leave and probably start their own service, which was fine. They could deal with it.

      He finished the ‘Thanks, but no thanks’ email and rocked back in his chair, trying to find a kinder position for his hip. His gaze automatically zeroed in across the room. The whiteboard across from his desk was full of names and colors, identifying where everybody was assigned at the moment, how long they were projected to be on project and every other pertinent detail he might need to remember. It was still a difficult machine to drive.

      The whiteboard was one of Shannon’s ideas, tossed to him when he’d lost yet another legal pad and had been scrambling for information. But if the company kept growing the way they were, he was going to outgrow this one and need two more.

      He looked at the Jennings file on his desk.  Until the kid looked for the help he needed, Duncan would not, could not, take him on. The men that worked here were damaged. Period. Both physically and mentally. But they were all taking steps to make their lives better, either dealing with the VA or finding alternative counseling. Cameron wasn’t doing either, though he needed to be.

      Pushing from the desk, Duncan planted his feet and stood, bracing himself against the hardwood. Blood flowed down through his thighs and he winced at the pins and needles. Though it hurt like a bitch, he needed to move around more often. Today he’d been sitting way too long.

      Picking up his cane, he stepped to the glass window behind his desk and looked out. Snow whirled across the streets and he shivered. Without even stepping outside he knew the wind would cut like a bitch.

      Movement drew his eye down the street. A familiar dark figure shuffled along the sidewalk, head into the wind. He’d seen the man before. Denver had its fair share of homeless downtown, but out here in the business area, there weren’t as many. There weren’t as many places to curl up at night or get food.

      He wondered when the man had last eaten. Or slept.

      Leaving his office, he headed to the break room to scrounge through the refrigerator, dropping an apple and bottle of water into a shopping bag. He grabbed two of the pre-packaged sandwiches from the freezer and threw them into the microwave for two minutes. While he was waiting, he went to the multi-purpose room. There were a couple of cotton blankets in the cupboard. He grabbed one and returned to the break room to stuff it into the shopping bag. Then he tossed the sandwiches into the folds of the blanket to stay warm.

      Locking the office, he made his way downstairs and through the lobby. His truck was stone cold when he got in, but he didn’t give it a chance to warm up before he took off. He didn’t want to lose him.

      When he turned down the street, the man was still shuffling along. Traffic was minimal, so Duncan pulled along the opposite curb beside the man as he walked. “Excuse me.”

      The man continued to walk as if he hadn’t even heard Duncan.

      “Hey, buddy!”

      Finally, the man paused and turned toward his truck. Duncan held the bag out, but the man made no move to take it. He wore a hooded sweatshirt that covered his face, and his hands were shoved deep in his pockets. Just as Duncan noticed this, though, the man pulled them free and backed up a step.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” Duncan swung the bag in his fingers and dropped it to the man’s feet.  “There’s a sandwich and a blanket in there. Do you need a ride somewhere?”

      The man didn’t say anything, and didn’t move to pick up the bag. The wind gusted and he shuddered, but he still didn’t move.

      Duncan waited for a minute, then just pulled away. When he looked in the rear-view mirror, the man’s hood followed his departure. It wasn’t until Duncan had almost lost him from sight that the man stepped forward and picked up the bag.
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      John called himself ten kinds of fool as he tapped a finger on the cell screen and slid it into his pocket. He’d known something was up with Shannon. He’d seen the worry in her brittle smile as she tried to reassure him. Reassure him. When she was the one unsettled.

      John tossed a few items into his chair bag then leaned down into the front closet safe and pulled out his M9 Beretta. The shoulder holster was folded neatly on top of the safe and he slipped it on. It was a struggle to keep his mind clear of memories as he checked the clip and the action of the gun, then shoved it in the holster. He pulled his leather jacket over top of everything.

      Adrenalin pounded through his blood as he hurried down the sidewalk. It was so cold outside, the wheels of his chair slipped as he tried to stop, and he scuffed the side fender of his new black F150. Fuck! He waited impatiently for the hydraulic pad to level out, then rolled on. He pressed the button to lift him inside and seal the door. He set the automatic clamps onto his wheels and twisted the key. The throaty engine cranked immediately. He’d only been at the apartment a few minutes when he had decided to call Shannon. The heater even pumped out lukewarm air when he flicked it on.

      Shannon’s house was just a few streets over from his apartment building, less than two miles away. John gave little regard to the speed limit signs as he passed them. He’d sensed that something was wrong by the quiver in her voice when she’d answered the phone. Very little shook Shannon. Even his typical glowing personality hadn’t put her off. She was always as cheerful and upbeat as that very first day he’d met her.

      The fact that something had shaken her tonight was enough to make him come out in twenty degree weather to check on her.

      Within just a couple of minutes, he pulled onto her block. Automatically, his eyes began to scan the cars on the street, looking for anything out of the ordinary.  A dark green Range Rover passed him, but John knew it was the neighbor just a few houses down the street. His observation was confirmed when the vehicle pulled into the drive, then disappeared into the attached garage. No other cars were on the street.

      John pulled into Shannon’s driveway and turned off the truck. He sat for several long moments and observed what he could of her house and surrounding area. He unlocked his chair and pressed the door release. Shannon’s vehicle was apparently in the garage.

      John pushed himself up the handicapped access ramp, surprised at the convenience. Why she even had it on her house, he didn’t know.

      Shannon opened the door before he had a chance to knock. She still wore her office clothes, but she had taken the barrette out of her chocolate-colored hair. It swung freely now to the side of her face, hiding part of her expression.

      “You didn’t have to come over, John. It’s probably nothing.”

      Rolling inside the entry way, John surveyed what he could see of the living room. It was neat and tidy. Uncluttered. Easy to see if something was out of place.

      “Show me the can.”

      Her gaze had latched onto the shoulder holster and gun, which he didn’t normally wear, but she turned and wove her way through the house to the kitchen at the back. The connecting garage door stood open, letting in chilly air, as if she had been interrupted in her routine. Shannon motioned to the white trash can in the corner, near the beginning of the counter. There were miscellaneous items in the can, which filled it about halfway. Placed conspicuously on top of the trash was a Pepsi can, sitting vertically. Almost as if somebody wanted it to be seen.

      “Did you touch anything in here? Did you touch the can?”

      Shannon shook her head emphatically. “It was exactly like that when I got home.”

      John pulled the digital camera out of his chair bag and began to take pictures. Then he snapped on a pair of rubber gloves and opened a paper bag. Holding the can very carefully by the rim, he dropped it down into the bag, then sealed it with red evidence tape.

      “I’ll send this into the lab first thing in the morning,” he promised. “But it’ll be a while before we hear anything back.”

      Shannon nodded her head as if she already knew what he said was true. “Tell them to check the Ohio State penitentiary database, specifically against an inmate by the name of Michael Gerbowski.”

      John’s dark eyes narrowed in on her. “Do you know who did this?” he demanded.

      Shannon rubbed her arms up and down and clasped her elbows. “No, I don’t know who it is that put the can there. Years ago, though, I had a problem with a stalker. I just want to make sure he’s still where he’s supposed to be.”

      John nodded his head. “Did you check the rest of the house?”

      “Yes. Nothing else seems out of place. The doors were all locked when I got home and the windows latched. I wouldn’t mind if you checked though. Maybe I missed something.”

      John took her at her word and rolled away. Shannon heard him enter the living room, then he was quiet. The rubber wheels on the chair made no sound on the hardwood floors.

      She closed her eyes for a moment and felt the tension ease in her shoulders. Just the knowledge that John was in the house eased her mind. She prided herself on not needing anyone for anything, but having a strong man in the house was a nice change.

      She turned to the refrigerator to look for something for dinner.  Nothing appealed to her. She was too on edge. Maybe John would see something she hadn’t on her walkthrough. There were no forced doors or windows. Nothing moved out of place. She was too paranoid to keep a key hidden outside anywhere. She had not the slightest idea how the intruder had gotten in.

      Snatching a container of homemade noodles out of the fridge, she tried to think rationally. The only people who had a key to her house were her parents and sister, several hundred miles away, and her brother, a thousand miles away. Lisa had one in case Shannon ran down to her sister’s for the weekend or something, but she hadn’t asked her to watch the house recently. She also had one taped to the inside of her desk drawer at work, but that was only because she tended to lock herself out of the house.

      She thought of the tracks in her driveway and the flat tires. Those had been strange too.

      John rolled silently into the kitchen. Shannon’s gaze stalled on the muscles of his biceps and the thick vein running beneath the skin and down his arm. It was a struggle to drag her gaze away.

      “Did you find anything?” she asked, making her voice firm.

      John shook his dark head from side to side. The normal glower was even deeper than usual, and his mouth was tight. “Doesn’t mean anything though. I’ve never been in your house, so I don’t know if anything is out of place or not. And the windows and doors are secure, like you said.”

      Shannon nodded and stared sightlessly at the door of the white refrigerator. She’d known he wouldn’t find anything.

      The kittens meowed piteously. Moving to the open door she brought the box into the kitchen and set it on the floor. Boohini looked up at her reproachfully. She reached down and scratched his head apologetically, then turned back to John.

      “I’m sorry I dragged you out in this crappy weather. I probably could have done the same thing if I had been thinking better. It just shook me, is all.” She told him about the tracks in her driveway earlier in the week and his glower deepened.

      “And you had a flat tire this morning?”

      She shook her head. “No, I had two. My spare was flat as well.”

      Shannon watched all expression leave his face. It was as if a curtain blanked everything out. For some reason, that worried her more than the glower.

      “So that’s why you were worried today?” He rolled toward her and stopped fairly close. “I would probably be shook too, especially if there was a history there. How long ago did Gerbowski get put away?”

      Shannon leaned her butt back against the oven door and swallowed heavily. Just on the off chance something happened, he needed to know the details. “About ten years ago now. I was actually in college with him at Ohio State. Business majors. We went on two dates and things felt really weird, so I told him no when he asked me again. That made him mad, and things got crazy. He would show up at my regular hangouts, and try to put me on the spot, pretending we were boyfriend and girlfriend in front of my friends. He managed to get a credit card issued with my name changed to Shannon Gerbowski, which he hung on the wall we found later. He took pictures of me and lined the ceiling of his bedroom with them. So many things. The stalking finally culminated in an abduction attempt with a gun. Supposedly, he has two years before he can go up in front of a parole board.”

      She waved a hand at the trash can. “This is the kind of stuff he would do. Leave little mementos to let me know he had been there.”

      When she peered at John’s face, she was surprised to see it was contorted by fury. “Why didn’t somebody do something about it?” he snapped.

      Shannon blinked in surprise. “Well, they did, eventually. But Ohio had very few laws on the books at that time that applied to stalking. They couldn’t do much until the gun came into play. Believe me, my family did everything they could.”

      She dared to reach out and rest her hand on his granite hard deltoid. All of his muscles were tensed and solid, and he still had a frown on his face. He glanced at her hand on his shoulder, and took a deep breath, visibly trying to relax. He took her hand in his and gave it a gentle squeeze before he turned away.

      Shannon was stunned. She’d expected him to shove her hand away in anger or something. John seemed to make it a point never to touch her, even in the most mundane of circumstances, and it hurt sometimes. The squeeze had been sweet, and unless she was mistaken, his fingers had wanted to linger.

      Hers definitely had.

      She took a deep breath and turned back to the refrigerator. “Since I dragged you out on this crappy night, can I at least make you some dinner?”

      John looked intrigued for a minute, then shook his head. “Nah, that’s okay Shannon. I didn’t come over here for you to cook for me.”

      She shrugged, trying to look unconcerned. Inside, she hoped desperately he would stay a little bit longer, and not because she was spooked. “I have to eat too. And it will give me something to do. I was going to warm up some chicken and noodles I made the other night.”

      For a long moment, he just stared at her, silently. “What kind of chicken?”

      Shannon smiled. “Parmesan chicken tenders, no bone, and egg noodles I made last night.”

      “Okay,” he grumbled. “You talked me into it. That sounds good.”

      And it was good. Everything was warmed up and plated within ten minutes. Shannon defrosted some of her mother’s homemade rolls from the freezer, and steamed some peas in a bag. John didn’t say a word as he started to eat. Shannon smiled when he cleaned his plate and dished out a second helping of everything. What was it about feeding a man that made a woman feel good?

      John sat back in his chair, with a hand across his flat belly. “I can’t eat any more. That was phenomenal.”

      “I’m glad you liked it.”

      “Not liked, loved. It’s better than anything I’ve ever had before.”

      Shannon felt her brows lower skeptically. “Oh, please. I’m an okay cook, but certainly not fantastic.”

      “After MRE’s, hospital food and take-out, believe me, this is ambrosia.”

      Shannon tipped her head forward. “Well, thank you very much for the compliment, John. It’s the least I could do.”

      She took a piece of chicken over to the box in the corner and broke it into little pieces. One she gave to the mother, and the others to each of the kittens. John rolled over behind her, and peered down into the box. He scowled as he watched them spit and hiss at each other. “Why are they doing that?” he demanded.

      Shannon smiled and separated two of the kittens. “Well, they haven’t been eating solid food very long, and they’re trying to establish a pecking order. They don’t usually hurt each other.”

      She handed a small gray bundle of fur to John. “This is the runt of the litter, and I try to feed her a little more than the others.”

      John held the kitten awkwardly in front of him. The young cat’s paws batted the air, looking for something to claw into.

      “No, no, hold her against you, like this.”

      She settled his hand against his chest and shaped his fingers around the little creature’s bottom.  Shannon didn’t even realize how close she had moved to John until she looked up and found him staring at her. Hard. With those heavy black brows furrowed and his dark eyes full of burning emotion.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled and pulled away quickly. She snatched another kitten out of the box and tucked it under her chin.

      John’s kitten started to purr.

      “What’s it doing now?” he demanded.

      Shannon laughed at the ferocious frown on his face. “Relax,” she told him gently, “he’s just purring. It means he’s comfortable and he likes what you’re doing.”

      John eased back in his chair and eyed the cat.

      “Haven’t you ever had a cat?” she asked him curiously.

      John’s face lost all expression, and a subtle tension eased into the air. “No, I haven’t. Animals weren’t allowed at the boy’s home where I grew up.”

      “Oh.” Shannon felt like a heel as the revelation about his childhood settled into her. It explained so much of who he was.

      “I didn’t mean to dig things up,” she told him finally.

      John shrugged and stroked the kitten on the top of its head with a huge finger. “No big deal. You didn’t know.”

      “So, have you ever had any pets?” she asked finally.

      John shook his head. “None. There was a stray dog I used to toss scraps to outside my window at the orphanage, but he wasn’t around very long before the pound caught him.”

      Shannon felt her eyes fill with helpless tears. How very sad. No animals in his life at all, and the one small contact he had destroyed by the dog catcher. She couldn’t imagine not having animals in her life. She still had three horses at her parent’s house in Colorado Springs she needed to decide what to do with. And she had always had animals in her life. From hamsters and hermit crabs as a child to horses and cattle she showed in 4-H in her teenage years. Actually, she couldn’t remember ever not having an animal in her life.

      John fondled the kitten around the ears, and the little animal purred just as loud as she could, her eyes slitted shut in rapture. Shannon knew she would do the same thing if John handled her that way too.

      “She really likes you,” she told him softly.

      John made a non-committal grunt, but he continued to run his big fingers gently over her coat.

      “You know,” Shannon murmured. “I’m going to have to find homes for these before too long.”

      John immediately held the kitten out to her. “No, thank you. You’ll find a better home for it than with me.”

      Reluctantly, she took the dangling kitten from his hand. She wouldn’t push him on it. They wouldn’t be ready to wean for a couple of weeks yet anyway. Setting the two gently in the box, she turned back to John.

      And caught him as he glanced away from her ass.

      Shannon felt heat wash across her cheekbones. There was no hiding her curves, but she couldn’t help smoothing her hands over her slacks in embarrassment. She turned away from John and went to gather dirty dishes to put in the dishwasher.

      John rolled around her and started to hand her things to put in. Shannon appreciated that he put forth the effort. He didn’t seem the type to do kitchen chores. Neither said anything about what happened seconds before, but a subtle awareness had crept into the air.

      “Thank you, John. You didn’t have to help.”

      He shrugged. “I ate the food. It’s only right I help clean up.”

      Nothing more was said as her kitchen was set to rights. John went over and, after a last, thorough look at the trash can, removed the bag. Shannon was thankful that he did that too. It was one less reminder that something wasn’t right in her life. He rolled to the garage door and tossed it into the wheeled refuse can.

      “I should probably go,” he said finally, “and let you have your evening. Will you be ok?”

      Shannon knew he had to leave, but it still made her sad. She liked having John in her house, for whatever reason.

      “Yes, I’ll be fine,” she sighed. “I really appreciate you coming over.”

      John waved a big hand in dismissal before he powered himself through the dining room. He was almost through the living room by the time she caught up with him. He stopped suddenly and leaned over a picture frame on an end table. Shannon knew it was a group shot of her family.

      “This is my dad Charles,” she said, pointing to the strapping gray haired man with his arm around an older woman.  “My mom, Elizabeth. My sister Abigail. And my younger brother Chris.” Her finger brushed lovingly over the smiling young man in the wheelchair. “I’m five years older than he is. He was kind of a surprise. My parents planned on having just us two girls. Mom was in her forties when she got pregnant again unexpectedly. When they found out they were having a boy, they were so excited. And we were too.”

      Shannon smiled at John and folded her arms under her breasts. “I owe my brother my life. He was there the night Gerbowski tried to kidnap me, at my parent’s house. We used to live outside of Columbus. Mike was holding me hostage when Chris found us. Luckily, my parents were away on a trip, or it could have been so much worse. Chris grabbed my dad’s pistol out of the truck when he saw Mike’s car in the driveway. And when he realized what was going on, Chris shot at him, but Mike fired back at the same time. Mike’s bullet entered Chris’s spine, paralyzing him. Chris’s bullet went center mass, nicked an artery, deflated a lung. Enough to make Mike let me go. After dealing with months of his obsession, we all hoped he would die before the ambulance got there, but he didn’t. We got Chris to the hospital within minutes of the injury, but he was still paralyzed. The bullet is still in his spine. They didn’t want to take it out for fear they would damage him more. Mike, on the other hand, is fine. Three square meals a day and all the cable he can watch in prison.”

      Shannon looked at John. “Isn’t that a sad thing to say, wishing death on another person? He terrorized me for months, and if he was here, I would blow him to pieces in a heartbeat.”

      “You can’t help how you feel,” John grumbled. “The guy put you through hell. Your whole family. Of course you’d wish him gone. If he is responsible, I promise you, he won’t hurt you again. Not with me watching.”

      Shannon smiled sadly. “Thank you, John. I appreciate that.”

      She watched as he slipped on the jacket he had discarded on the back of the couch, covering the shoulder holster. “Did you carry a Beretta in the Marines?”

      John’s sat back in his chair, surprised. “Yes.”

      Shannon nodded her head. “It’s a very good gun.”

      She laughed at the look on his face. “I have the same gun in my bedroom safe. Though I prefer my little Beretta Bobcat, 25 caliber.  Dad made sure I could protect myself if I ever got into that situation again.”

      John smiled slightly as he turned away. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

      She laughed and watched as he rolled down the ramp to his black truck. He pulled a remote from his pocket, pressed a button and the whole side of the truck seemed to move! He rolled into the contraption and it lifted him up, then slid him inside behind the wheel. Fascinating. She watched until he’d pulled away, then shut and double locked the door.

      As she wandered back through the house, Shannon felt decidedly better since John had gone through it. The violation she had felt was gone, replaced by a warm spot in her heart that he had created. She appreciated that he had come to her house, though he hadn’t stayed nearly long enough.
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      John cursed as he clutched his jacket around himself and rubbed his hands together. If he’d known he was going to stake out her house, he’d have prepared better. Warmer jacket, thermos of coffee. No-doz pills maybe. Since he’d been out of the military, he’d gotten used to comfort, and regular schedules. It was 3 a.m. and sleep dragged him down, bad.

      Hell, he may be out here for no reason. Shannon could have drank the Pepsi herself, and just didn’t remember doing it. Though he’d only ever seen her drink diet at work. He sighed as he remembered the call. No, she was positive she hadn’t. And he believed her. She couldn’t have known he was going to call, and the fear was evident in her voice on the phone. That kind of quivering anxiety was difficult to duplicate on the spur of the moment. He knew, intimately, the sound of fear.

      The pop can had definitely been placed to grab attention. As soon as was decent tomorrow, he would take it over and see what Ralph Jamison could find on it. The ex-FBI forensic criminologist was a boon to the Denver area. Definitely worth his weight in gold. But he wouldn’t like being woken on a Saturday.

      John thought about the picture he had seen in her living room. It explained so much. From her easy acceptance when he first met Shannon, to her familiarity with the wheelchair, it all made sense now. Her brother had lived with her not too long ago while he was between jobs. She’d told him that during one of their lunches. They were close, obviously. Shannon glowed when she spoke about her little brother. He had a feeling if he spoke with Chris, the feeling would be mutual.

      For a long moment, John wondered what it would feel like to be that connected to another person. His mother had dropped him off at the orphanage when he was five years old. He remembered the day perfectly. It had been bright and sunny, and she had been unusually nice to him that day. Letting him ride in the front seat, getting him a hamburger from McDonalds. And she had been sober. He’d been so surprised; it stuck out in his memory as one of the best times he’d ever had with her. When she had pulled up to the curb of the big, beautiful church, he hadn’t thought anything was out of the ordinary; they often went to church rummage sales and food lines. But when she handed him a paper sack with his clothes in it, he knew something was wrong. There were tears in her eyes as she told him things had changed, and that if he was a good little boy, he would be able to find a family that would love him and be better able to take care of him. John hadn’t understood. What had he done to make her mad? Crying had only made her more determined, until she finally snapped at him, “This is why I’m getting rid of you.”

      She left him standing there on the steps as he cried his eyes out. It was the last time he’d ever seen her.

      John contemplated the suburban scene in front of him as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. He’d covered a lot of distance between then and now. Actually, if he thought about it, he was fairly proud of where he was. For an abandoned kid that had barely scraped through school, he did good in the military. Commendations and awards were stacked in a box in his closet, telling him how brave other people thought he was. As a Gunnery Sergeant, he had been well respected by his men. His orders were followed immediately and without question, and his team had had one of the lowest casualty counts in his company.

      Well, until that day outside of Kabul. Everything had gone to shit then.

      He tipped his head to one side, then the other and cracked the bones in his neck. He scrubbed his hands through his hair and flicked the ignition on without starting the truck. He pressed buttons on the radio until he found an irritating station that would keep him awake.

      Shannon was up and moving around by seven o’clock. John thought it was safe to head back to the apartment. Maybe he could catch a few minutes sleep in his bed before he had to go in to the office and submit the evidence. Jamison would not appreciate business on a Saturday, but it couldn’t be helped.
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      Through a crack in her bedroom drapes, Shannon watched John’s truck pull away from the curb, several yards down the street. Her heart warmed at the thought of him waiting out there in the cold, watching to make sure she was okay. For a man who didn’t have any relationships, family or otherwise, she was amazed at how well he took care of her. If she confronted him about it, he would deny it, of course. But she knew the truth. John Palmer had an incredibly warm, caring heart.

      And he seemed to have a soft spot for her.

      Smiling, she turned and headed for the hot shower. She needed to clean and shop today.
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      Chad called Zeke at three.

      “’lo?”

      “Dude, are you still in bed?”

      There was silence on the other end of the line, and Chad thought the other man had fallen asleep. “Maybe. What do you want? It’s damn… early.”

      He snorted. “No, it’s not. It’s after three. What time do you normally get up?”

      Zeke yawned on the other end of the line. “Mm, five-ish. Depends on the job the night before.”

      “Well, whatever. You need to get up. Are you going with me?”

      The silence stretched on the other end of the line even longer, and Chad knew Zeke had hoped he’d forgotten.

      “I don’t know, Chad. I’m not…ch-chomping at the bit for a girlfriend like you…are. I don’t need to go out and be looked at like scum over and over again.”

      Chad winced at the too blunt description of their normal nights out. Zeke was all too right. Finding girls was not the problem, it was getting to know them. Between Chad’s obviously fucked up arm and Zeke’s long pauses and patch-work face, people tended to give them a wide berth, no matter how friendly they tried to be. And if the women did pause long enough for a drink, they usually fell into two categories: the mother-ers and the pity-ers. Neither of which they were in the market for. If he wanted to be mothered or pitied, he could go back home to Texas.

      He was hungry for companionship, though. It had been years since he’d been in a serious relationship, and months since his last half-dressed fuck.

      The first time he’d been with a woman, she’d said over and over again she’d be fine with his amputation, and that she’d seen injuries like his before. Well, apparently not, because as soon as she caught sight of his stub, she’d paled and shuddered, making an excuse to leave. The second time he’d been with a woman he’d left his jeans and leg on, in spite of her protests, and everything had worked out great, though it had felt shallow. Not as mind-blowing as his first fuck post-injury should have been.

      Finding the perfect woman was probably an impossibility for him.

      “I’ll tell you what, we won’t go looking for girls. We’ll just go get a drink, and see if we can get a couple of the other guys to go, too. We’ll just hang out and watch the game tonight.”

      Zeke sighed over the line but agreed. Chad promised to text him where and when once he’d talked to the others.

      They settled on a new sports-bar in the Flat Irons Mall area, to the north of the city, called Frog Dog. When they walked inside, it was busy. Chad looked at his buddies and saw the same trepidation he felt at being in a group like this, and he would have faded right back out the door if the hostess hadn’t arrived just then.

      “Four of ya?” she smiled at them all then scanned the wipe-board on the podium. “This way please.”

      She started to weave through the noise toward the back of the restaurant. Chad was about to stop her, but she led them to a table along the back wall, a bit detached from the rest of the room. It still had a perfect view of the flat-screens. “Your waitress will be with you in a minute.”

      He looked at the guys as they sat down. Ortiz took the chair farthest away from the crowd and backed it up against the wall even further, arms crossed over his chest. Chad, Zeke and Terrell took the other three seats, and they all tried to look relaxed, though they were all scoping out the numbers they’d have to take out to get to the exits. Zeke was the only one okay with the crowd at his back, because it was more comfortable than being under scrutiny for his scars.

      Chad swallowed heavily and forced himself to sit back. Ortiz was the most newly discharged, and his tension was feeding that of the group. Five years after combat, Chad had learned to tamp down the urge to fight in crowds like this, but the younger soldier had a long road to go.

      “Hi guys! What can I get you?”

      The cute little brunette waitress was unaware of the tension she’d just helped dissipate. She grinned at Chad with a toothy smile, and her eyes didn’t flicker at all, even when she glanced at his hand.

      “Ah, beer, please. What do you have on tap?”

      “Well, Frog Dog is our in-house brew but we have just about anything you’d like.” She reeled off a list of names but he chose the house stuff. Ortiz asked for a cola, Terrell the same as Chad. All eyes swung to Zeke. The waitress rested her hand on his shoulder, and his eyes widened when they looked up at her. Color leeched from his face.

      “And what about you, Big guy?”

      His mouth worked, but he couldn’t articulate what he wanted. The waitress waited, though she had patrons calling her, until he finally wrenched out the name of a domestic brew. She smiled even wider. “I’ll get your drinks for you. Menus are there on the table and I’ll be back to get your order in a minute.”

      She turned away and they all watched her cute little backside disappear into the crowd.

      “F-fuck! I didn’t think I was going to be able to spit it out,” Zeke growled. “She…surprised me.”

      Chad grinned. “But you worked it out, buddy, and she didn’t seem to mind at all.”

      Zeke’s crooked lips lifted in a smile and he nodded.

      Chad handed him a menu. “Decide what you want now so you can plan it in your head.”

      Zeke ducked his head to the menu. Chad knew it would take him a few minutes to work things out, but he’d gotten faster over the past year. In Afghanistan, Zeke had been standing on the opposite side of a ten-foot cinder-block wall when a mortar exploded. He’d received a traumatic brain injury from the blast, then been buried beneath the rubble, and the bricks themselves had ripped up his face. The docs had patched him up, but he needed a few more surgeries before he would feel confident enough to respond to a beautiful woman like their waitress.

      If he ever did. Surgery wasn’t the answer to everything. And it wouldn’t help his stuttering and delayed speech from the concussive injury to his brain. Only time and a lot of therapy would help that.

      The waitress returned with their drinks and thumped them down in front of each of them, then pulled a pad from the back pocket of her jeans. “Do you guys know what you’d like?”

      They all ordered appetizers and sandwiches. Zeke stumbled over his buffalo chicken sandwich order, but he powered through. It helped that the waitress smiled sweetly at him and didn’t seem in any hurry to leave. She nodded to the group when they were done. “I’ll get these in to the kitchen now. My name is Ember. If you guys need anything just give me a holler.”

      Zeke twisted in his chair to watch her walk away. Chad thought it was funny the way he had reacted to her. “She’s cute.”

      Zeke glanced at him and nodded, then picked up his beer and turned in his chair enough to watch the screen.

      They all had a good night, and Chad was glad they’d gone somewhere different. The crowd was boisterous because the game was on fire, and the enthusiasm was contagious. Even Ortiz relaxed enough to enjoy himself and joke around.

      Ember came back several times throughout the night to reload drinks and chit-chat, and she made it a point to draw Zeke into the conversation. Although he seemed uncomfortable at first, he appeared to like the attention.

      They left that night in much better spirits than when they’d arrived.
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      At nine o’clock Saturday night, when Shannon peeked out the curtain, John was parked once again several yards down the street. Just barely within sight of the house. Shannon really appreciated that. When she’d returned from running errands, her machine had been blinking with a message. John had given her his house address and Shannon was surprised at how close they had always been. Denver was a huge city, so it was a real coincidence that they landed just a few blocks away. In the back of her mind, she had to wonder if his proximity to her was on purpose. He had no other family. The two of them got along well at the office. Definitely better than John and anybody else. He got along well with Duncan and Chad, but they were the exceptions. They acted more like brothers, than anything. Everybody else he treated with, well, reserve.

      Maybe he just couldn’t relate to people without being in charge. He was one of three partners, but Duncan definitely had the authority in the company. Maybe John just couldn’t figure out how not to be a commanding officer.

      She backed away and tried to distract herself by watching some TV, but her eyes were drawn to the window instead. An hour later, she peeked out again. John’s truck was still in the same spot, and it had started to flurry. She was too far away to see inside the vehicle, but she hoped he stayed warm.

      Guilt ate at her as she got ready to turn in. It didn’t seem right that she was in her comfortable bed and John was out there in the cold. It probably wasn’t good for his back either. When he thought nobody was looking, he would often go through a series of stretches forward and back, then twist side to side, always with a grimace on his face. It was painful to watch and she always cringed along with him.

      Curiously, though, she was not worried about the strange occurrences that had happened. John put her at ease. Well, when he wasn’t turning her on. She had given little to no thought to Mike. Certainly, the prison would have notified her if he had been released. Hell, she still had an active restraining order against him. His first parole hearing wouldn’t be for several years yet.

      An hour later she still tossed and turned in bed. She appreciated John’s help too much to leave him out there any longer. Snatching her cell phone off her bedside table, she scrolled through until she found his name.

      He answered on the first ring. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. Totally fine. You have to be cold though. Why don’t you come in?”

      Silence stretched on the other end of the line.

      “How long have you known I was here?” he asked finally.

      “Since last night.”

      For a moment, there was just silence, then he snorted. “Fuck. Guess I wasn’t as sneaky as I thought I was, huh?”

      Laughing outright, she sat up in bed. “Well, normally I’m sure you are, but I’m pretty paranoid recently. I’m, like, hyper-aware of a lot of things right now.”

      “That’s understandable. But you don’t have to worry. Until we figure out what’s going on, I’ll be here every night.”

      Her heart softened and tears came to her eyes. Her throat tightened and became uncomfortable. “I know, John. And I can’t tell you how much I appreciate that. I would appreciate it a lot more though, if you were actually in the house, and I didn’t have to worry about you freezing to death out there on the street. That would not be good for business.” Or my heart, she thought. “Come in. I have a spare bedroom, or you can sleep on the couch in the living room. Either one would be fine.”

      John agreed with a sigh. “Ok. I’ll be over in a minute.”

      Shannon slid off the bed and snatched her robe from the footboard, tossing her phone to the nightstand. She flicked on the lights when she padded into the spare bedroom. The bed already had fresh sheets on it, and the bathroom across the hall had clean towels.

      Walking to the front door, she pulled it open just as he rolled up.

      “Not very slick, am I? Can’t believe you spotted me.”

      Shannon smiled at him, genuinely tickled that she had needled him. “Nope,” she agreed. “I promise I won’t tell the guys at work, though.”

      Shannon thought he was maybe even blushing, but he turned away before she could confirm it, busying himself taking off his jacket. He tossed it on the bench by the door, and straightened in the chair. Shannon’s gaze was immediately drawn to the expanse of his chest, and the way the t-shirt strained against him, outlining his awesome pecs. Shannon felt her nipples react to the sight, and a heaviness settled low in her gut. It had been a long time, years actually, since she’d reacted to anybody with anything other than friendliness.

      “Shannon?”

      John’s voice made her realize she was staring, and she turned away abruptly. Snapping the light on next to the couch, she motioned with her hand. “You can stretch out here, or I have the guest room all made up and ready. It’s up to you.” Walking to the hearth, she threw a log into the grate, making the embers of the fire flare. It sucked greedily at the fresh wood.

      “I think I may just stretch out here, if you don’t mind. There’s no need for me to mess up a bed.”

      Shannon nodded her head, trying not to look at him directly. Moving to the hall closet, she pulled down a sheet and a couple of blankets.

      “Actually,” she told him, “this couch is really comfortable. I slept on it for several nights when I was waiting for my bedroom furniture to get here. You should have plenty of room to stretch out.”

      When she moved to make up the couch for him, he intercepted her. “I can do it, Shannon. Don’t worry about it.”

      She bit her lip, trying to decide if she had offended him or something. Maybe he just wanted to make his own bed. That was fine.

      “Okay. Good night, John. And thank you.”

      He waved her thanks away and turned toward the couch. Shannon looked at him for a long moment before heading down the hallway. She had a feeling she was going to sleep better with him in the house, for more than one reason.
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      John released the breath he had been holding until Shannon walked away. She was trying to kill him. She had to be. Telling him she had slept on the same couch. He definitely wouldn’t be getting any sleep tonight. Picking up the sheets, he inhaled. Shit. They smelled like her too. Some kind of fabric softener mixed in with that smell she had, of womanliness and sweetness. John shook his head at himself and snapped the sheet out over the couch.

      Hell, he may not even sleep. The whole point of him coming in was to watch her more closely, not stretch out on the couch. At least if something did happen he would be here. Maybe it was a good thing she’d spotted him, even if it was damn humiliating.
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      Shannon got up a few minutes early the next morning to start breakfast. She’d slept like a log the whole night through, knowing John was just a hallway away. When she walked out to the living room, she was not surprised to see him sitting in his wheelchair at the living room window. The sheets she had set out were refolded and sitting on the corner of the cushion. Had he slept at all?

      She circled until she could see his face clearly. His dark eyes were sharp, but definitely a little heavy lidded. The beard on his jaw was thicker.

      “Did you sleep at all?” she demanded.

      John shrugged. “I cat-napped a bit. I don’t need a lot of sleep.”

      Shannon frowned at him. She felt secure when he was in the house, but she didn’t want his health to suffer for it. Damn Mike for making her crazy like this. Maybe everything was just a coincidence, and nothing was actually going on. Maybe she was putting John through this for nothing. Guilt knotted her stomach.

      “I’m sorry, John. Why don’t you go home and sleep for a while? I’m not going anywhere today. I don’t even know if you need to be here.” Running her hand through her hair, she crossed her arms over her tummy. “Maybe I’m just going crazy, and these things are just flukes. I mean, anybody could have turned around in my driveway. And my tires going flat could have been anything.”

      John regarded her silently, letting her vent. “Did the tire shop find anything in the tires? Any reason for them to go flat? ”

      “No,” she conceded.

      “So, why would two brand new tires go flat, unless somebody had deflated it by hand?”

      Shannon had no answer to that and it shut her up. Turning away, she headed in to the kitchen. Crossing the floor to the fridge, she pulled onions, green peppers, ham, cheese and eggs out, assembling an omelet. John rolled in silently behind her and positioned himself at the table in the same spot Chris normally sat at. She plunked a steaming cup of black coffee in front of him, and he curled his hands around it.

      “Don’t worry about my sleep, Shannon. I’m fine. Until we find out what’s going on, I think I should be here.” He coughed into his hand before continuing. “This isn’t going to cause problems with a boyfriend or anything, is it?”

      Shannon looked at him in surprise. Not because of the question itself, but because of the hesitancy she thought she heard in his voice. She turned her concentration back to beating the eggs. “No, no boyfriend.”

      “Do you date? Any chance this could be another boyfriend doing these things?”

      Shaking her head from side to side, she told him, “Nope.”

      Pouring the onions and other ingredients in the pan, she tried not to let her hands shake. John asking about her dating life was a little strange, because she had been imagining dating him for so long.

      “You do date, though?”

      She nodded her head, still not looking at him. “Of course I date.”

      “Why don’t you have a boyfriend then?” he asked finally.

      Pouring the eggs into the pan, she paused, then turned to look at him directly. Her heart was almost pounding out of her chest as she debated what to tell him. From the first moment she’d seen him, backlit by the sunlight from the office window, she wanted to know more about him. Six freaking months she’d been mooning after an impossible need. What the hell.

      “I’m pretty picky in who I date, and I’m waiting for the right guy to ask me.” She stared at him for several seconds, then turned back to the stove.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Unease curled through John’s stomach at her words. Hell, not even her words so much as her actions. Did she mean what he thought she meant? Was she telling him she was waiting on him?

      She continued to stir the eggs, and he couldn’t see her face clearly any more. Clenching his teeth, he tried to control his galloping heart.

      Breakfast, he was sure, was wonderful, but he barely tasted it. He was too busy tossing her words around. As soon as was polite, he made his excuses and headed out the door, promising to be back in a few hours.

      John drove to his apartment in a daze. What had she meant, ‘waiting for the right guy?’ He tried to twist things around, but he kept coming back to the same conclusion. With her words and the fact that she was staring at him so hard at the time she said it, only one thing was possible. Shannon was waiting on him to ask her out.

      The thought chilled him to the bone.

      What on earth did he have to offer a woman like her? She appeared to be his exact opposite. He’d grown up in foster homes and group orphanages with no family to speak of. She had grown up in rural Ohio with parents and siblings that loved her. When he signed up to go to war, she had signed up to go to college. And when he returned a broken man, she was growing into being a professional woman. What could they possibly have in common?

      A matching desire to be together?

      Snorting out loud, he turned into the parking lot of his apartment complex, automatically winding his way through the generic boxes to his own. He pulled past the spot assigned to him, with its very own bright blue handicapped sign, and slid into one further down, not marked. That fucking sign pissed him off to no end. He knew the anger was irrational. But he couldn’t help it.

      Hell, he should thank them for having the spot at all. Not every business did.

      John’s mood was sour, to say the least, when he finally let himself into his apartment.

      He knew what the problem was. It was Shannon.

      What the hell was he going to do with her?

      Reclining on his couch hours later, the question still nagged at him. What if he did make a move on her? And she laughed her ass off?

      What if he made a move on her, and she didn’t laugh her ass off?

      In a way, that was even scarier.
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      Shannon had not intended to make John uncomfortable with that statement at the table. She’d just wanted to…open his eyes a bit. For months she had hoped he would look at her as something other than an employee.  Even though it was wrong, she had not looked at John as an employer for a long time, rather as a potential partner. He had every characteristic she had always wanted in a man. Humor, strength, level-headedness. The physical characteristics came in a distant second to his quiet personality and sardonic humor. They were what had drawn her most at the beginning. As well as his unrelenting loneliness. Shannon felt special in that he seemed to relate to her on a level that he didn’t with anybody else, so he opened up much more with her than anybody. Granted, she was the only female in the office, but Shannon had a feeling it was more than that. Possibly much more.

      While he was gone, Shannon spot cleaned and went from window to window putting little tiny pieces of blue tape over the crack where the window met the sill. She had heard once that you could tell if somebody had opened a window that way. If the tape was loose, there was a high probability that somebody had been in the house.

      She felt neurotic doing it, and a little stupid, but it made her feel better. Every piece of tape was hidden out of sight from the exterior. It didn’t make sense to do it at the garage door, because she used it so much. The French doors at the kitchen she put two pieces on.

      At noon, she sat down to watch the news. It wasn’t good. A cold front was sweeping down from the north. When it hit the warmer air over Colorado, it was expected to dump a boatload of snow. The mountain passes were already closed, and were expected to be closed for several days, if not weeks.

      Shannon took stock of her pantry and set candles and gas lamps out, in case she lost power. What little laundry there was she finished, then ran several buckets of fresh water, and filled several large soup pots as well, leaving them sitting on the back burners. She e-mailed her family, telling them she would probably be without power for a couple days. Courtney, her sister, lived about four hundred miles south, and would probably get the same, if not worse, weather. Shannon debated telling her family about the Pepsi can and the fears that had been nagging her, but changed her mind at the last minute. It wouldn’t be fair to scare them without concrete information yet.

      John arrived shortly after four, laden down with several bags of groceries.

      “Oh, wow. You didn’t have to do that, John.” Shannon struggled to relieve him of them, and even the small contact of his fingers on hers transferring the bags sent a thrill through her. He had on the standard leather, but this coat was longer than the bomber jacket he normally wore, with a wool collar around his neck. The dark brown complemented the color of his skin perfectly, and the beard stubble growing in made him look dangerous. More dangerous actually. There was an army green duffel hanging off the back of his wheelchair.

      “If you take the groceries, I’ll get my bag.”

      Nodding, she carried what she could into the kitchen, then returned for a second load. He must have bought two of everything. Two packages of steaks, two containers of potato salad, two bags of chips. Ten cans of miscellaneous veggies and fruit. There were also several bags of the frozen steamer bags of vegetables she preferred. And chocolate. Lots of chocolate. Her heart warmed as she found her favorite dark chocolate treat. Times four.

      Tears actually came to her eyes. Why would he do that for her?

      Heading back out, she found him in the guest room, pulling clothes from the bag.

      “I hope you don’t think I’m too presumptuous. I claimed the closet.” With a big hand, he motioned to the closet to the right of the door. “I think I’ll probably sleep out on the couch, more central, but I’ll keep my things in here.”

      Shannon nodded, trying not to let the sight of his clothing hanging in the closet mean too much. “That’s fine. I’m sorry you have to go to so much trouble, but I really appreciate you being here John. I slept better last night than I have in several days.”

      He nodded. “I checked on you once, and you were totally out. You looked exhausted.”

      Shannon felt color creep up her neck at the thought of being watched in her sleep, especially by John. “Was I snoring?” she asked with a laugh.

      John shook his head firmly. “Nah, you were just deep asleep. Hey, uh, I talked to Jamison. He called a friend of a friend, and Michael J. Gerbowski is still behind bars in the state penitentiary.”

      Shannon plopped down on the end of the bed, her legs suddenly boneless. What a relief that was. She had logged onto the prison website to try to find out if he was still there, but the computer kept locking up on her. After several attempts she had stopped looking.

      John rolled in front of her, looking her directly in the eye. Knee to knee, he stopped, and Shannon suddenly knew more was coming. “Shannon. The prints on the can matched Gerbowski’s intake prints.”

      “What?” Shaking her head, Shannon tried to understand what he just told her. “You said he was still in prison.”

      John nodded. “I know. He is. I called my own contact and confirmed it as well. Michael Gerbowski is still in prison, but somehow his prints are on that can.”

      Shaking her head, mouth open in disbelief, she just sat there. “How the hell is that possible?”

      John’s face had hardened into a glower. “I don’t know. But we will find out. Consider Lost and Found officially on the case. I already talked to Duncan about it.”

      Shannon nodded. How had everything blown up this way? God, it had been almost ten years exactly since all this crap had gone down. Why was somebody resurrecting it now?

      John touched her knee with his hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll be here. I’ll be everywhere you are. If I’m not, one of the other guys will be.”

      Shannon was heartened that he touched her. It was one of the few times she remembered him actually doing that. Hell, John didn’t touch anybody if he could avoid it.

      Nodding her head firmly, Shannon straightened. “I’m fine. Just a little shook. I’m not worried though.” She patted his hand in return, and he pulled away. “So, logically, if he is still in prison, how can his prints be on that can?”

      Shrugging, he rolled back a bit, readjusting in the chair, cocking an arm over the back. “Well, somebody may have smuggled it out of the prison. Most have scanners going in, but I’m not sure if they make visitors pass through one going out. It may be a can from several years ago. The logo looks a little dated. It may be a fingerprint transfer somebody lifted and placed on the can. It’s hard to tell. There are a lot of different options.”

      Shannon stood and started to pace. What craziness. The man was in prison, but he still caused problems.

      Her brother Chris was going to be devastated.

      Thanksgiving was a few weeks away, and she would have to see him then.

      Emotion swamped her, and she walked to the window, fighting tears. She felt more than heard John roll up behind her. “Shannon, I know this is hard. I’m sorry.”

      She turned to him with a smile and pushed away the tears. “John, that sounded very comforting. You better be careful, or you’ll turn into a nice guy. I’m all right.” Smoothing her face, she turned to him fully. “Did you get any sleep at all?”

      Rubbing a hand over the stubble of his face, he avoided her eyes. “I got enough.”

      In other words, no.

      Cursing stubborn men in general, she gave him a reproachful look. “What good are you going to do me if you can’t keep your eyes open?”

      “Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. Believe me, my body knows what it can take and what it can’t. I’m nowhere near my breaking point.”
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      Overall, Shannon believed him, but she watched him a lot. This was not a chore, of course. She just didn’t want him to overwork himself. For the most part, he stayed busy. He had stopped at the office and gathered some ‘toys’ he called them. To her it looked like a jumbled box of wires, but to John they were security. When she asked what they were, he explained they were door wires, window sensors and cameras. Shannon found herself recruited for mounting in places she could reach but he couldn’t. By the way he gritted his teeth and was short with her, Shannon knew he hated having her do anything like that. He wouldn’t let her get on the ladder to mount the higher cameras though. Roger, he told her, was on his way over to do the job.

      No sooner had he said that than the front door bell rang. Automatically, Shannon headed for the front of the house.

      “Shannon! I’ll get it.”

      Rolling past her, John gave her a scathing look. Shannon bit her lip, because he’d warned her that she was not to open the door for anyone unless she knew exactly who it was, and even then with caution. He positioned himself beside the doorway and she was hit with exactly how much danger they could possibly be in. John in particular. Fear tightened her scalp as he pulled the gun from the holster he wore constantly now. Michael had already proven he was willing to kill for her. The shot that hit Chris should have killed him. And as forceful and masculine as John was, it was a fact he was still in a wheelchair, and definitely would not have the same advantages of an able-bodied man in a fight.

      She hoped they caught whoever tormented her before it came to that.

      Roger called out a greeting from the other side of the door, and John opened it cautiously, before sliding back to let him in. The gun disappeared into the holster.

      The men nodded to each other, and talked briefly about a stake-out Roger was assigned. He held out his arms, and she had no problem taking a firm hug from him.

      “You okay, girly? John filled us in on what’s going on.”

      “I’m fine,” she told him honestly. “John’s here. Nothing’s getting through him.”

      Roger gave her that knowing look and she gave him a reassuring smile back, telling him without words she really was okay. Roger knew how she felt about John. She had admitted it a month ago during one of their lunches. Actually, Roger was the only one that knew.

      “And when John’s not here, one of us will be,” he promised. “We’ll get these cameras up and catch this guy.”

      The living room turned into security headquarters, cluttered with wires and closed circuit monitors. There were now seven cameras mounted in and around the exterior of her house.

      Shannon felt like she was living in a goldfish bowl. They even put one in her bedroom. When she objected, John overruled her. “It’s your most vulnerable place,” he told her simply.

      Which didn’t make her feel any better.

      He called her over to the table and motioned for her to sit down in the chair beside him. “I want to give you something.”

      Her heart slammed in her chest when he stretched a glittering tennis bracelet between his hands. Shock held her immobile for several long seconds before she held out her wrist. She felt blood rush into her cheeks and she struggled for something to say. “John, I-”

      “You need to keep this on twenty-four seven, even in the shower. It has a short-range transmitter in it that feeds to this GPS,” he pointed to one of the black boxes on the table, “but it only has a range of about five miles.”

      Shannon blinked at him, knowing she had stupid written all over her face. “Oh, okay.”

      “And I want you to start carrying your gun. Do you have a holster for it?”

      She nodded. “An ankle one.”

      “Good. Later we’ll get it out and go over its action.”

      John turned back to the monitors and she was left sitting in the chair with her arm still held out. She pulled it back and lurched to her feet, humiliated tears burning her eyes. Roger stepped forward to say something, but she waved him away and escaped to the kitchen.

      How stupid could she be? John would never have actually given her a piece of jewelry. They weren’t dating. They were barely even friends. She’d just let herself react before her brain had a chance to compute.

      At loose ends, she started to bake. In little time, she had a corn cake in the oven, and Mexican food simmered on the stove. The men entered the kitchen just as she removed everything from the burners.

      “Damn, girl, whatcha cookin’? Smells too good in here.”

      Shannon laughed at Roger. “Mexican food. Hungry?”

      “Even if I wasn’t I’d eat, just to have your cooking.” Eagerly, he grabbed a plate and began building a burrito.

      John was still in the doorway, brows furrowed, watching the banter between she and Roger.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      He nodded and rolled forward. “Fine.”

      Dinner was a fun escape for her. Roger made sure she didn’t linger on the heavy stuff, and instead steered the conversation to lighter topics. Shannon was a little uncomfortable with how John acted. He didn’t talk.  He glowered.  At Roger specifically.

      Roger didn’t seem to mind, he just kept talking. She couldn’t help but laugh at some of the stories he told her. And it seemed every time she laughed, John frowned all the harder. It was actually a relief when Roger said he needed to head out. It was after nine and he had work in a few hours, covering a shift for a buddy.

      Roger promised to see her the next day and pressed a kiss to her cheek. Snow fell heavily outside. “Maybe. Maybe not. Look at it.”

      “Aw, Shannon, it’s just a few snowflakes.”

      Roger pulled the hood up on his coat, and was gone. Shannon closed the door after him and leaned back against it as she glared at John.

      “Why were you mad at him?”

      John’s lip curled before he turned away. “I wasn’t mad at him.”

      She followed him to the fireplace, where he tossed another log on the already roaring blaze. “Why were you scowling at him like that then? You looked like you were going to rip his head off.”

      John stared into the fire and didn’t respond right away. “It was nothing. Just stuff. Don’t worry about it.”

      Shannon turned away angrily. She hated feeling like she was not seeing something right in front of her, but everybody else was. And nobody was telling her what she wasn’t seeing.

      She stomped to the kitchen and cleaned up the leftover food, then started the dishwasher. The kittens cried piteously, so she sat down on the floor to play with them. Within seconds, she could feel the anger fade away. How could she stay mad holding such beautiful little creatures?

      John rolled in and stopped a few feet away. Shannon knew he was too hard-headed to ask, so she reached into the box and fished out a kitten. It was one of the black ones with orange markings that looked like Pickle. Silently, she handed it up to him and watched as he folded it into his chest. He chuckled quietly as the little animal started to purr.

      “Not very discriminatory, are they?”

      “Nope,” she agreed. “They love all grumps the same.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      Shannon noticed he didn’t disagree with the grump assessment.

      For a good fifteen minutes, they just sat there petting the kittens. John seemed to prefer the gray female she had given him the first day, and the love seemed reciprocal. Pickle preened over her babies and licked each one as they were handed back to her care.

      John seemed more relaxed after he held the babies too, but she didn’t say anything. Tiredness deepened the brackets around his mouth, though, and Shannon knew he had to be tired. His eyes were getting heavy lidded too. He had probably only gotten a few hours sleep, at most, in the last twenty-four hours. Well, if she couldn’t make him go to bed, she would at least relieve him of watching her.

      “I think I’m going to head to bed. I’m tired.”

      “Okay. Good night, Shannon.”

      “Night, John.”

      She pulled the stack of blankets down from the hallway closet shelf, along with a sheet, and placed them on the corner of the couch. If he wanted to sleep on the couch, he could make it up.
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      John watched Shannon leave regretfully. It made him uncomfortable to know she was irritated with him and not do anything to explain himself. But there was nothing he could say to exonerate himself. Roger had stoked his jealousy, plain and simple. Stoked it to where it was a roaring blaze of anger. But the anger was at himself. He should have approached her with the bracelet differently, so that she understood it was work and not personal. Roger had punched him in the arm as soon as she was out of earshot. “You dumb shit. You just made that girl think she meant something to you, then ripped her down. You need to get your head out of your ass before somebody steps in with a real offer.”

      As much as he hated to admit it, the other man was right. Shannon was a fantastic woman. And she reacted to Roger as if he were her best friend in the world. He didn’t blame Shannon for responding that way; the man was likeable. He blamed himself for not making an effort to even try to be personable.

      Shannon must think he was a total ass. And it was his own fault.

      It wasn’t as if she would seriously consider you for an option, but damn, dude. Show some sense. Don’t alienate her for no reason.

      As he rolled up to the monitors, his gaze zeroed in on her form lying in the bed. The dark blue satin comforter was pulled up and tucked beneath her arms. She was crazy hot, in a simple white flannel nightgown.  And she looked to be already asleep. What he wouldn’t give to be in that bed with her.

      Fuck.
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      Duncan stared out his apartment window at the swirling snow and tried not to worry about the homeless man. But, it was fifteen degrees outside and colder than a witch’s tit. The concrete alleys around the office offered little escape from the weather, and it was only supposed to get worse over night.

      Once again, he bundled up and limped for his truck. It was worth going out in the weather if it would ease his mind. Although he hadn’t seen the man’s face or heard his voice, there’d been something about him that spoke military.

      He started at the office, where’d he’d seen him before, and began searching outward in a grid pattern. There was very little traffic this late, so he idled back and forth on the streets. At times the snow got so heavy he wouldn’t have been able to see the man if he’d been standing right in front of him.

      When it was too blinding to drive, he pulled to the curb and waited for it to ease up. He’d just pulled over for a third time when he spied an odd lump wedged against a dumpster. What caught his attention was a flag of light blue cotton flapping in the wind, the same color as the blanket he’d given the man the day before.

      Duncan shoved the truck into park and turned the heater on high. Tugging his knit cap down over his ears, he stepped out of the truck and circled the hood. He was glad he’d thought to bring his cane, because the footing was treacherous.

      The man seemed to be curled into a ball, with that blanket wrapped over top of him. Snow had accumulated on top of the blanket. Duncan called out a hello, but the ball didn’t move. He reached forward with his cane and poked at the lump.

      In a blinding swirl of snow, the man lurched to his feet and fell into a defensive stance, with his fists up. Duncan backed away and held his hands palm out to show the man he wasn’t armed, but his own adrenalin spiked as well.

      “I’m sorry for poking you, but I didn’t know how else to get your attention.” He motioned to the idling truck. “Can we sit inside for a minute where it’s warm?”

      The man didn’t move from his defensive position. By the light of the headlights, Duncan could see he was still only wearing the black hooded sweatshirt, not nearly enough in a Colorado snowstorm. His hood was down and Duncan could see light brown hair blowing in the wind, and a stubbled, haggard face.

      “My name is Duncan Wilde, former Marine, IV Marine Expeditionary Force.  I’m not going to hurt you, I just want to help you out. Please, come sit in the truck. It’s warm.”

      Duncan backed away, through the lights of the truck, went to the driver’s side and climbed behind the wheel. Then he waited. The man stood just outside the beam of light, but there was enough illumination to see when he finally moved. He walked to the passenger side, opened the door and slowly climbed in, staring at Duncan the entire time.

      Duncan made sure to leave his hands on the wheel, though he had a weapon within reach. As much as he wanted to help this guy out, he wasn’t going to get hurt doing it.

      The man blinked and looked away, toward the dash. He raised his hands and cupped them around one of the heater vents, then leaned his face into the air. With a shudder, he basked in the warmth.

      Duncan slowly reached down to the seat and moved a couple of granola bars beside the man. It had been the only thing he’d had in the apartment. Most of the time he ate at work or just ordered drive thru.

      The man’s eyes flickered to the food, then Duncan, then back to the heater. He wasn’t in any hurry to move away from the warmth.

      “What’s your name, soldier?”

      “Willingham.” He rasped, voice obviously unused. “Aiden Willingham.”

      “Nice to meet you, Aiden. Do you have someplace I can take you so you can get out of the cold tonight? Family, or a friend’s house?”

      Aiden shook his head, still wrapped around the vent. He did take a minute to grab one of the bars, rip it open and shove it in his mouth. He chewed slowly, obviously savoring the granola. Duncan wished he’d brought something else for him.

      “I know of a shelter downtown. Can I take you there?”

      Anger flashed in the man’s eyes before he looked away. “No, thank you.”

      Duncan frowned at him. “Is there any reason why not? You’d have a warm place to sleep and food in your belly.”

      “And be disgusted with myself. I don’t go to those places. I do fine out here on my own.”

      Duncan couldn’t help but raise his eyebrows at the statement. “Why don’t you go to those places? They’re there for a reason.”

      Aiden shook his head. “I just don’t. There are people that need it worse than me around here.”

      “Probably not very many. Dude, you’re going to die of exposure if you don’t get help.”

      Aiden looked out the windshield and seemed to realize how nasty it actually was. Or maybe he realized how cold it was going to be when he left the heater.

      Duncan let him stew on it a few minutes. “So, can I take you to the shelter? It’s only going to get colder tonight.”

      With a weary glance outside, Aiden nodded his head. “Let me get my stuff, though.”

      Cold swirled into the cab as he stepped out to gather his belongings. He snapped the snow off his blanket and bundled it into his arms. He dug a pack from beneath the dumpster he’d been leaning against and swung it over his shoulder, then came back to the truck.

      As Duncan shifted into gear, he felt the tension increase on the other side of the cab. “You okay?”

      Nodding, Aiden turned to look out the window.

      Catholic Samaritan House was usually the only one with empty beds when it got this cold, so Duncan turned the truck in that direction. But the closer he got, the more tense Aiden became. Duncan pulled over and parked between two cars.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Aiden shook his head. “I don’t know if I can be in there. It’s going to be crowded and people are going to want to talk to me.”

      “Well, it probably will be, because of the weather, but I think if you let them know you need to be alone, they’ll respect that.”

      But the anxiety didn’t leave his face. By the time he pulled up in front of the building, Aiden looked ready to leap out of the truck.

      Duncan shifted into park and leaned back in the seat, deliberately trying to look relaxed. “Let’s just sit here a bit, ok?”

      The younger man nodded and seemed relieved not to be pushed.

      “Is this how you ended up on the streets? Anxiety? PTSD?”

      Aiden shrugged, looking out the window. The snow continued to come down steadily, highlighted orange from the vapor lights on the street. But the heater continued to pump out hot air.

      “Answer me one question. Were you in Iraq or Afghanistan?”

      “Iraq.”

      As much as twenty percent of returning veterans from Iraq had post-traumatic stress, some thought even more. Aiden’s anxiety was par-for-the-course. Duncan wondered why he hadn’t gotten therapy at the VA.

      “Well, how about I go in and talk to the manager here and see what we can do for you? Maybe they have a secluded area where you can stay away from the crowds or something.”

      Aiden glanced at him and nodded.

      “Can I trust you if I leave the truck running?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Duncan fastened his coat and slipped out of the truck, being sure to plant his feet and cane before he moved. It was slow going across the snowy walk. He glanced back at one point and Aiden was watching him.  Duncan’s mind blanked out for a moment, and he had the thought that he would not see young Aiden again, but he brushed it away, hurrying into the building.

      The manager on duty was harried and kind, but she shook her head regretfully when he told her what Aiden needed. “We separate the men from the women and families, but I’m almost at capacity now. I have room for him but he would have to go into the group.”

      Duncan nodded and headed back out to the truck. Once on the sidewalk, he could see Aiden was no longer inside.

      Glancing up and down the street, Duncan looked for his form, but he didn’t see him anywhere. He debated driving around looking for him, but he had a feeling Aiden would be hiding now. Not wanting to be found. He’d gotten spooked, and Duncan honestly couldn’t blame him. With a regretful look around, he climbed into the idling truck and pulled away.
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      Shannon woke up at three having to use the bathroom, just like every other night. As she padded her way back to bed, she heard something bump out in the living room. She peered out the crack of her door, but couldn’t see anything. Stepping out quietly, she tugged her nightgown down as far as it would go, before heading down the hallway.

      The glow from the fire had died down, but she could still see John’s outline. One long arm rested across his forehead while the other twitched beside him on the couch. Shannon could see now that one of the backrest cushions had been knocked off and into an unlit candle on the coffee table, and bumped it askew. It wasn’t hurting anything where it was, so she just left it alone, rather than risk waking John up.

      Shannon bent to put a fresh log on the fire. The hot coals felt good on her front as they began consuming the log. She rubbed the goose flesh away from her arms.

      “Did I wake you?”

      Shannon jumped as the deep voice came out of the darkness. She spun and sought John’s eyes in the weak light.

      “Jeez, you scared me! I thought you were sleeping.”

      “I was. A dream woke me up.”

      After she put one more log on the fire, Shannon crossed the room and sat on the corner of the coffee table. “I think you knocked a cushion down and into the candle. That’s what I heard.”

      He rubbed a rough hand over his face and turned his head toward her. “I looked up and saw you in front of the fire, and thought it was a different kind of dream.”

      Shannon sat back as his words sank in, then she felt her face burn. With the fire behind her, her nightgown had probably been transparent. She gasped, placing her palms over her cheeks to try to cool them. “Oh, my gosh. I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      “I’m not,” he told her firmly. “It’s the best thing I’ve woken up to in years.”

      Her heart pounded heavily as she savored his words. Was it just the darkness that was creating this…intimacy? “Well, thank you then.”

      “No, thank you,” he returned firmly. “I’m sorry I was an ass earlier. I just…Roger makes you laugh.”

      Surprise straightened on the corner of the table, confused. “And that’s bad?”

      “No,” he grumbled.  “Just…” he hesitated, running a hand over his face, “frustrating. Never mind.”

      Not sure what to do, she tried to redirect the conversation. “Do your dreams wake you up every night,” she asked softly.

      John folded his arms under his head. “No, not all the time. It seems like when I’m especially tired they get worse. Tonight I’ve been restless.”

      “I’m sorry. Is the couch not comfortable?”

      “No, no, nothing like that,” he told her. Briefly, he rested a hand on her bare knee, before drawing away quickly. “I’ve actually been very comfortable in your home, Shannon. It’s just…other things.”

      “Oh, well, if there’s anything I can do to help you out, just let me know.”

      For the longest time, he didn’t say anything, and Shannon thought he had gone back to sleep. She couldn’t see his eyes very well, because she blocked the light from the fire.

      “Would you mind,” he started quietly, before he stopped to clear his throat. “Ah, don’t worry about it.”

      “No, what?” Shannon leaned forward, fighting to keep her hands to herself.

      After a long silence, he finally asked her, “Would you mind just sitting and talking for a while?”

      “Absolutely,” she told him with no hesitation. “I like talking to you, John. You’re a hard-ass, but you’re interesting.”

      “A hard-ass?” he asked in affront, obviously teasing her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Shannon laughed at his expression, outrage mixed with twinkling devilment in his dark eyes. This side of John appealed to her desperately and Shannon was beginning to see it more and more. Was it just because he was getting used to her in the office, or was it something a little more personal. Did he see her as a woman he had an interest in? She had no clue.

      “So, what do you want to talk about?” she asked him.

      “Hell, I don’t know,” he told her as he propped himself up on one elbow. “You’re the talker, you come up with something.”

      For the first time, she noticed that his shoulders were bare. The quilt was over his chest, but his heavy arms were exposed. Her eyes traced over the line of his biceps, highlighted by the firelight. Did he work out, like, all the time? Only heavy-duty weightlifters usually had those kinds of arms. Or was all that bulk from being in the chair? An intricate Marine insignia tattoo wrapped around the deltoid of his right shoulder. The quilt covered most of his chest, but Shannon knew it had to be just as impressive. The tight cotton t-shirts he wore left little to the imagination. Shannon’s mouth watered at the thought of tugging the quilt down just a bit to explore.

      She forced her eyes away and struggled for something to talk about.

      “Where did you get your tattoo?”

      John’s dark brows raised in the weak firelight. “Uh, some little tattoo shop off base. It was pretty much all the guy did, work on service personnel.”

      “What base were you at?”

      “Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. 24th Marine Expeditionary Unit.”

      Satisfaction laced his rough voice.

      “Sounds like you liked it there.”

      He looked down at the couch for a moment before meeting her gaze. “Very much so. More than any other place I’d been in my life.”

      And they probably enjoyed having him there too.

      Smiling at her slightly, he shrugged his shoulders, which dislodged the quilt a bit more. Shannon forced her gaze away, and swallowed heavily as she rubbed her hands over her goose-bumped flesh. The man could probably turn on any woman from eighteen to eighty, so she didn’t castigate herself too much. He just had too much natural testosterone.

      John apparently noticed her goose bumps, and assumed it was because she was cold. He sat up and tugged the quilt toward her. “Here, I didn’t mean for you to get chilled.”

      Shannon waved a hand and lurched to her feet. “No, no, don’t worry about it. Keep-keep yourself, uh, covered. I’ll get another blanket.”

      Quickly, she moved to the hall closet and tugged down another blanket, this one fuzzy with a horse running across the width of it. She wrapped it around her like a robe, then settled on the floor in front of the couch. Shannon felt like a coward, because now she didn’t have to look at John directly, but she was still close enough to feel his body heat behind her. She worked one elbow out enough to prop it on the edge of the couch in front of him, and rested her head on it. John shifted back to his side, and mirrored her position.

      “Sorry,” she told him. “I had to move. That corner was getting a bit sharp.”

      “That’s fine. I don’t want to put you out.”

      Shannon frowned at him. “You’re not putting me out at all. I owe you for helping me out.”

      John frowned, then changed the subject. “What is your brother doing in Florida?”

      Shannon laughed lightly, pulling the fuzzy blanket closer around her. “Who knows? It seems like he’s had ten different jobs since he’s graduated school. He’s spreading his wings. He’s only twenty-seven, so I guess it’s okay. It’s just kind of hard, because he was living here not too long ago. He wanted to get away from Mom and Dad after the shooting, and I was the furthest away. But not far enough away that they didn’t come to visit. A lot. I think he just poked his finger on a map one day to find a job far enough away that our parents wouldn’t check up on him day and night.”

      “Are your parents hard to get along with?” he asked finally.

      “No, no, not at all,” she told him quickly. “They just love us and want to see us do well. And with Chris’s injury, it just seems to be a bit harder for them to let him go. They’ve taken care of everything for him. He was just seventeen when he got shot. I think they’re kind of lost as to what to do now, without him nearby. Dad still works, but Mom always stayed home with us kids, and it’s hardest for her.”

      John stared off into the fire, and Shannon wondered if this was painful for him to talk about. “What happened to your parents?” she asked quietly.

      Tension leapt into the air, and John tensed. Although he hadn’t physically moved, Shannon could feel his withdrawal.

      “I never knew my dad. My mother left me at a church when I was five. I remember her saying she didn’t have the money to keep me.”

      “Wow,” she said softly. It took all the strength she had to not let him see how much his history hurt her. “Did you have any brothers or sisters?”

      His dark brow furrowed. “You know, I think I did. A younger brother maybe. Though I may just be confusing one of the other orphanage kids. I don’t know for sure. It was a long time ago.”

      Shannon turned to face him fully. “Aren’t you curious?  Why don’t you look him up? You’re in a perfect position to do some snooping. It would kill me to think I had a relative out there I had never met.”

      John shook his head. “I’m sure he doesn’t even remember me. Why should I stir stuff up?”

      “John, what if he does remember you though? What if he’s been looking for you?”

      There was a fierce frown on his face, like he was actually thinking about what she said, but he shook off her words.

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s not pertinent to what’s going on now. Besides, he could probably care less.”

      Shannon sighed at the hardness she heard in his voice. Obviously his mother had cared less, so of course the brother wouldn’t care either. That kind of stance was difficult to reverse. Honestly, she would probably feel the same way.

      “So, how long were you in the orphanage? Did you have friends?”

      “Friends?” he asked her with a snort. “No, no friends. What was the sense in making friends if they were just going to be gone in a day, or a week, or a year? I was in the home for most of my childhood, give or take a few months here and there where somebody would take me in and try to mold me into what they wanted. I was eventually sent to a boy’s halfway house and strongly encouraged to join the military when I was old enough. I didn’t have anything better to do at the time, so I joined. It was the best thing I’ve ever done.”

      “Were you in the Marines with Duncan and Chad?”

      He rocked his head on his hand. “Nah, I didn’t meet them until I was injured in combat almost six years ago. I met Chad first and the damn kid wouldn’t leave me alone. Duncan came along a few months later. We were roomies at Walter Reed.”

      Shannon smiled. “I thought you guys had known each other longer. You seem like brothers.”

      John laughed lightly. “Well, I wouldn’t know about that, but they’ve gotten me through a lot of crap, and I’d give my life for either one of them.”

      Shannon blinked at his vehemence, but she shouldn’t have been surprised. When he decided to do something, he did it whole-heartedly.

      “Can I ask you a nosy question?”

      He just looked at her for a moment. “You can, but I may not answer it.”

      She took a deep breath. “How were you injured?”

      His brows quirked and one side of his mouth tipped up in a sardonic smirk. “Well, we were on patrol and we came across this vehicle that was broken down in the road. We knew something was up, so we parked about thirty yards away and approached it cautiously. It ended up being exactly as it appeared. A broken down vehicle. When we headed back to the hummer though, we were attacked. The Hummer was blown into the air and came down in pieces. A door landed on me, shattered a couple of vertebra.”

      Shannon swallowed heavily. His words were flat, as if he had told the story many times, although she had a feeling quite the opposite was true. Her heart ached at the thought of his being injured in a foreign land and coming home to no one. That was so wrong.

      They were both quiet for a long time, lost in their own thoughts. The fire spit and crackled merrily, in counterpoint to the heavy overtones in the room. She wondered if John realized how much anger he carried around inside him. It was obvious to her, and she wondered why he even told her about it. Another attempt to connect in some way?

      She felt a tug on her scalp, and looked back to find John running a thick curl through his fingertips.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “You can,” she told him with a smile, “But I may not answer it.”

      John grinned as he heard his own words parroted back to him. “Is this your natural color?”

      “Muddy brown, you mean? Yes, it is.”

      “It’s not muddy,” he told her firmly. “In the firelight it looks about ten different colors. None of them mud-colored.”

      “Thank you,” she said finally. He tugged the loose curl out straight and let it fall, then pulled it out again. Finally, he tunneled his fingers in against her scalp, and Shannon could not help but groan. Nerve endings on her head leapt to attention. “That feels really good,” she told him, and tipped her head to rest completely against the couch.

      For several long minutes, he ran his fingers over and under and through her hair. “I have to warn you,” she told him finally, “that if you don’t quit, I’ll be asleep in no time.”
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      John chuckled quietly, and continued to tug and massage her scalp. True to her word, within minutes, she was asleep, her head lolling with his movements.

      John sighed and let his head rest on the pillow while he continued to run his hands through her hair. It was soft as silk, and smelled like some kind of fruity confection. Actually, she smelled like some kind of confection. It was a distinctive mix of sugar cookie and ocean. He could tell hours later when she had been in a room, and he always found himself inhaling more deeply, trying to track her down.

      Hell, he’d known the minute she entered the living room, but he had feigned sleep for a moment to watch her. And what a show he had gotten. The thin cotton gown she wore was nearly transparent and he had seen every delicious curve of her body. The sight had turned him on unbearably, and he had spoken out so she wouldn’t leave. Shannon’s attention was becoming something he required, rather than wanted.

      His background was not something he ever talked about, but he had felt as if Shannon would understand and not pass judgment. It had been a long time since he’d thought about that period of his personal life, and he’d almost forgotten about his brother until she asked. What had his name been? Jason, James? J-A something. The only clear memory he had of him was when he was playing on the floor. John had had one of those wiggly-eyed rotary phones and he remembered specifically giving that to the little guy before he was dropped off. They had been in an old blue station wagon and the kid had been crying in the back. John had handed it over the seat and gotten out of the car. There had been no goodbye kiss from his mother. She’d barely even looked at him as she drove away, leaving him on the steps of the orphanage.

      What had happened to, was it Jake? No, that didn’t sound right. James, Jamie. That was it. Jamie! What had happened to him when he disappeared? Had his mother eventually gotten tired of him as well and dropped him off somewhere too? The thought nagged at him for a long time.

      Shannon was beginning to slump forward. He sat up and debated what to do. Could he lift her up onto the couch? Did he have the leverage? There was plenty of room for her if he could. John reached down as far as he could, scooped underneath her legs and back, and lifted. Her weight overbalanced him a bit, but once he got her past a certain point, everything straightened out. She hardly weighed anything at all. Hell, the gear he used to carry weighed more than she did.  He held his breath and waited for her to waken, but her eyes remained closed. She mumbled a bit in her sleep, but John whispered to her that everything was fine, and she quieted.

      John lowered them both down to the couch cushion, Shannon’s head on his shoulder. She was quiet as a mouse, and John felt a little bad about taking advantage of her this way, but he couldn’t help himself. His heart pounded so loud he was afraid the sound would wake her. It had been so very long since he had held somebody against him in sleep. He tried to remember when it had been, but his brain was beginning to slow down. At least six years. There’d been nobody since he’d been in the chair. He wrapped his arms around her belly and pulled her against him. She sighed and melted into him, and his blood headed south. He tried to think generic thoughts to tamp down his desire. If she woke up, he didn’t want her to run from the room in disgust.

      Taking a deep breath, he buried his nose in her hair. Just the smell of her turned him on even more. God, what was he going to do with her?
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      Shannon woke up slowly. She was incredibly warm and content. Somebody had bumped up the heat. With a sigh, she tucked her chin into the quilt and snuggled down.

      She woke again a little later.

      Eyes squinted, she looked for the alarm clock at the side of the bed and was totally confused when she saw the fireplace. The fireplace? She was in the living room? Consciousness was returning quickly, and she realized the burning heat behind her was not the cat. It was a hard, masculine chest branding itself to her back. How on earth had she gotten here? John had been rubbing her hair. But she had been on the floor, not on the couch. Trying to move slowly, she turned her head to look behind her.

      John’s somber dark eyes regarded her quietly. “Good morning,” he rumbled.

      Damn, Shannon thought, his voice was even sexier with that rasp in it. She tried to summon up a smile. “Good morning. Uh, how did I get here?”

      “You fell asleep and rather than let you crumple on the floor, I brought you up here with me.”

      Blood crept into her cheeks. “Oh. Sorry ‘bout that.” Shannon started to peel back the blanket to sit up, but John tugged her back down.

      “Don’t leave just yet. You’re very warm. And don’t be sorry. I enjoyed every minute of it. I actually slept very good with you, which is surprising.”

      Shannon eased back down onto his shoulder and pulled the blanket up to her chin. A heavy hand resettled at her waist.

      “You don’t normally sleep good?”

      “No. Dreams wake me up a lot, like last night.”

      “Oh,” she said, inanely. Duh. Shannon felt so out of her depth as she laid here and tried not to breathe. Last night John Palmer was her somewhat friendly boss she had a crush on, but this morning they had stepped over some line. They were teetering, she felt, on the cusp of slipping into a relationship. Which was what she wanted, right? Her heart pounded so loud she knew he felt it.

      Looking at the front window, she saw it was still dark out, so it had to be early.

      “Can you fall back asleep after the dreams wake you?”

      He was silent for a long time, and Shannon relaxed as she listened and felt his deep breaths. The burning heat from his body tempted her back to sleep as well, and she felt her eyelids drift down.

      “Sometimes,” he said finally.

      John’s right arm tightened over her belly, pulling her back snug against his front. Suddenly, she was not tired any more. Shannon’s skin tingled where it made contact with his, and her breath caught as she realized her nightgown had worked up around her hips and she couldn’t feel any clothing on his legs. Bristly hair tickled the back of her knees, and she was hit with a wave of need. How bad was it that a man’s legs turned her on? Instinctively, minutely, she arched her back and pressed her bottom into his groin.

      John gasped and clenched a heavy hand on her hip. He also could not seem to prevent the involuntary grind, and Shannon was so thrilled to feel him swell into her bottom. They had not gotten to the point where they talked in depth about his injuries, so she had had no idea whether or not he could participate in a physical relationship. Even while her body readied itself for him, a corner of her mind cheered that this intrinsic part of being a man had not been taken from him.

      And oh, if what she felt could be trusted, it would have been an incredible loss to womankind.

      Shannon realized his hand on her hip trembled, just slightly. She peered over her shoulder at him.

      “Are you ok?” she asked softly.

      Heavy black lashes rested on his cheeks, and his skin looked ruddy in the dim glow from the coals. He inhaled deeply through his nose, lifted his lids and gave her a slow, sexy smile. All the angst of the week, and the worry, faded away at the sight of the most beautiful expression she’d ever seen on his face.

      “I’m totally fine. Better than fine. Just relishing the feeling.”

      “I’m very happy for you too.” Shannon could feel a heavy blush work up her neck and into her cheeks. “I worried that you…couldn’t, ahh, do that.”

      In mortification, she turned her face away, back to the fireplace. John chuckled softly behind her, and squeezed her even tighter.

      “Shannon, you’re adorable. Thank you for worrying about me.”

      “I worry about all you guys,” she told him firmly.

      “I know.”

      With a last glance behind her, Shannon reluctantly slid off the couch. The chill of the room raised goose bumps on her arms. She retrieved the spare blanket from the floor and wrapped it around her. Outside the frosty windows, the sky was beginning to lighten, so she knew it had to be almost six. Time to start the day.

      Turning to look at John, she saw he was once again on his back, with his arms folded behind his head. The homespun quilt rest below his pectorals, and Shannon had a difficult time making eye contact, with all the eye candy screaming at her. John’s twinkling dark eyes told her he was not unaware of her problem, and he almost seemed to be…preening. Her eyes flicked south, and she moaned at the erection she could see even under the heavy quilt.  It took a monumental effort to drag her eyes back up to his chest.

      Clenching her teeth, Shannon spun away down the hallway.

      “I’m going to take a shower. Breakfast will be ready in half an hour.”
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      John chuckled outright as Shannon swept down the hallway, blanket corner trailing behind on the floor. The happiness he felt inside seemed almost out of proportion to the situation. What had actually happened? They had talked, then slept together on the couch for a few hours before he got a hard-on and scared her away.

      So what?

      So, big what.

      For the first time in six years, he had slept with a woman.

      Kind of.

      And she had responded. That one small arch of her spine had made him feel ten feet tall.

      Kind of.

      It had made him forget, for one infinitesimal moment, that he wasn’t even six feet tall, anymore.

      So, where did they go from here? It was obvious there was desire on both their parts, but was it enough? What if he couldn’t perform once he got it up? And if he did get it up, would she expect a relationship? Gratification for the moment was all well and good, but what if the relationship did not survive? The two of them had to work together every day. What would happen if they fell through? Hell, even thinking the word ‘relationship’ gave him cold chills.

      The questions chased each other around in his mind for several minutes. Finally, he devoted a small sliver of time to imagining the best case scenario. But with his limited relationship experience, he had no real idea where exactly it could go. It was not as if he had great role models either. The only somewhat working marriage he had seen had been Duncan’s parents, Meredith and Joe. They had been together for almost forty years. They still got along fine, and seemed to genuinely care about one another. It was a fact they both loved Duncan. That was very apparent. But John had never really paid much attention to their relationship dynamic.

      He reached for his clothes on the floor under the end table and dragged them up beside him as he sat up. Pushing his legs to the floor, John dressed and transferred himself to his chair, then rolled into the bathroom to relieve himself and clean up. By the time he returned, he heard Shannon in the kitchen rattling pans. After checking the security cameras again, he took a deep breath. There was a chance she’d be pissed or aggravated at him for taking advantage.

      John rolled into the kitchen and parked himself at the open spot at the table.

      Shannon glanced at him as she moved about the kitchen. Within a few seconds she brought over a cutting board with two big potatoes on it.

      “Would you slice those for me?”

      John stared in bemusement as she retreated. Nothing made him more angry than people who wanted to do everything for him. Women who looked at him in pity as they held a door open for him really pissed him off. Or men who smirked as he rolled into the handicapped stall of public restrooms. Why couldn’t they keep their noses to themselves?

      Shannon, on the other hand, had never treated him as if he were disabled. Not once. Several times, he had held the door open for her, not the other way around. Although, he did concede, she had held doors for him on occasion.

      It surprised him that he only just now thought of that. She had opened doors for him. Why did it bother him when other people did it, but not Shannon?

      Maybe because she treats you as an equal, not as someone who has to have the door opened for them.

      “Come on, John. I need those potatoes.”

      With a wave of his knife, John quit daydreaming and started peeling.
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      They didn’t get as much snow as was predicted, though there was some to shovel Monday morning. The storm had moved slower than expected and would arrive later in the day.     Shannon scraped the ramp and walkway clean while John watched. Actually, he glowered from the front porch. At the driveway, she used a broom to clean a path to the walkway. The garage was too narrow for his chair to maneuver around her truck, so she would have to back out for him to get in it out in the open. She stomped her way to John, trying to knock as much snow from her boots as possible before she went inside.

      John looked thoroughly pissed when she stopped in front of him. “What’s wrong?” she asked, winded from her exertions.

      He didn’t say a word, just turned and rolled into the house. Confused, Shannon followed him. “What?”

      “Nothing Shannon. Just … nothing.”

      Shannon pulled off her snow boots and shoved them in the closet. She didn’t understand his moods. They’d been getting along pretty good after last night, but something certainly put a bee in his bonnet.

      Shannon raised her brows at the arrogance in his words, but she didn’t say anything, just walked to the bedroom to change into her work clothes. She needed to get into a different frame of mind.
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      Work was different that day. All the guys on shift came to her to tell her they had her back, and if she needed anything to let them know. It made Shannon’s heart warm with gratitude that they would tell her that.

      Then Duncan told her there would be no charge for any of the services rendered.

      “You’re part of the family,” he told her. “I wouldn’t charge my little brother for anything.”

      Shannon almost cried. Instead, she just hugged him.

      “Don’t get too excited,” he warned her. “We need to have a meeting, and we’re going to have to dig into what happened years ago.”

      Shannon nodded that she understood. Whatever it took to be done with this mess.

      John disappeared as soon as they came in the door, and she didn’t see him for several hours. Which was fine. By the time this was all over, they would probably be sick of each other. But she couldn’t help but glance up every time she heard a sound in the hallway or office.

      Lunch was a mediocre affair in the break room. Chad came in and sat with her to eat his own sandwich, but they avoided talking about Michael or anything that had gone on. He did tell her about the group of them going to the bar, and Zeke talking to a girl.

      “Did he really?”

      Chad nodded and told her they planned to go again next Saturday.

      “Good, you all need to get out and be social.”

      When two o’clock finally rolled around, she was nervous and anxious to be done with the meeting. Then she was angry at herself. They were trying to help her.

      Duncan had papers spread across his desk when she walked in, and his computer had several different screens up and running. He hung up the phone when she walked in.

      “Hey, Shannon. Have a seat. I just called the other two in. They’ll be here in a minute.”

      Chad came in first, with John bringing up the rear. Shannon tried really hard not to stare at him too long, but it was obvious he noticed. His eyes flared with something hot before he looked away and guided his chair to the other side of Duncan’s desk. Chad handed Duncan a file folder, then sat down in the chair beside Shannon. Patting her knee, he smiled his charming smile.

      “Don’t worry babe. We’ll be done with this in no time.”

      Shannon didn’t know if he meant the meeting or the situation they were in, but she smiled anyway.

      “Okay, Shannon,” Duncan leaned forward and steepled his hands together in front of his face. “I know this is difficult, and John has filled us in a bit on what happened, but in your own words, could you tell us about Michael Gerbowski? What you did, how you met, all that. And take your time. We’re not going anywhere.”

      Shannon nodded, reassured. Taking a deep breath, she launched into her tale. Most of the things she had already told John, but she filled in what she knew of the police and psychiatric reports gathered in the investigation. She told them about the whispers she had heard about her not being the first one he had done this to, but nobody being able to substantiate the rumors. Duncan took notes, and asked questions here and there, but mostly stayed quiet. John rolled over to the window to watch outside.

      “So, nobody has a key to your house?” Duncan asked finally.

      “My parents do, but they’re several hundred miles away. I have a spare here, taped to the inside drawer of my desk if I need it, and yes, I checked, it’s still there. Hasn’t been moved. Tape hasn’t been broken. And my neighbor Lisa has one, because I have a tendency to lock myself out.”

      Duncan nodded his silver head, appreciative she seemed to know what he was going to ask. Shannon could tell him she’d been through these interviews before, but most of the other times nobody could help her. She clasped her arms under her breasts and rubbed at her cool skin. She really hoped it didn’t get to the same point this time.

      “Well,” Duncan said finally, “you’ve told us about everything we’ve already discovered. The only bit I have to add is that I talked to the Warden at the Ohio State Pen. He says Gerbowski has very few visitors, and is generally a good inmate.” He turned to John. “He said that they do have metal detectors going in and out.”

      John turned his chair with one hand. “So, the can didn’t come from the prison then?”

      Duncan shook his head. “If it did, I don’t know how.”

      John scowled and crossed his arms over his expansive chest.

      Shannon could tell by the look on his face he had hoped for a lead. A visitor they could investigate. Something.

      “Well, we’ll keep the investigation going on the can. They did find something else of interest. There was a rose petal inside the can.”

      Shannon actually felt her face pale. “A rose petal?”

      “Yes.”

      John pivoted until he could reach a hand out to her knee. “Does it mean something to you Shannon?”

      “Well, kind of. Mike used to leave roses in places he knew I was going to be.”

      John’s mouth tightened and his gaze shot to Duncan’s across the desk. But Duncan didn’t appear ruffled.  “For now I suggest you file a police report, just to get these strange occurrences down on record.” He winked at her. “Just in case somebody breaks into your home and gets shot trespassing.”

      Shannon’s gaze shot to John. He had the most threatening grin on his face she had ever seen, and she had to laugh out loud.

      “Blood thirsty?”

      He winked at her, out of sight of the other men. Warmth coursed through her. It was the most intimate thing he had ever done in the company of others, and it warmed her heart.

      The meeting broke up, and Shannon did as she was instructed and called the police to file a report. The officer arrived within just a few minutes. He was polite and oozed charm, and he noted everything down diligently. John stayed in the meeting room with her to explain that the evidence had already been turned in and to fill the officer in on the steps LNF had taken in the investigation.

      Shannon did not miss the look of pity the officer cast at John when he first walked in and saw John sitting at the end of the table in a wheel chair. Unfortunately, John didn’t miss the look either, and Shannon recognized the signs of an impending blow-up. His square jaw was clenched, and his eyes were squinted. To make things worse, Officer Wilkins flirted with her, just a bit. Shannon tried to respond unemotionally to his questions, and did not acknowledge in any way his flirting. Maybe if she ignored the advances he would get the hint. Actually, she was getting angry on John’s behalf. The officer completely ignored him, even going so far as to step into her line of sight to block her view of him. Shannon shifted just a bit to the opposite leg, where she could watch her boss out of the corner of her eye.

      But the officer didn’t get the hint. As the interview drew to a close, Officer Wilkins removed a business card from his breast pocket. He scrawled another number on the back of the crisp white card.

      “Ms. Murphy, here are my work numbers and e-mail. And I put my personal cell number on the back, you know, just in case something comes up and you need to talk.”

      If Shannon had been any other woman, she probably would have taken him up on his advances, because the officer wasn’t bad looking. Dark hair and kind eyes, but he knew he was cute, and that was very off-putting. Her eyes drifted to John. He looked ready to blow up. Shannon actually felt a shiver of fear for the officer.

      She smiled and thanked the man for his time, then walked him to the door. The report would be done within a couple of days and she could pick up a copy at her convenience.

      John was still in the conference room when she returned.

      “Well,” she said, “that was interesting.”

      John glowered at her from beneath his brows. She took the chair beside him.

      “Don’t they teach tact in police academies?” she asked curiously.

      Incredibly, John’s face closed down even more. “You mean when they deal with cripples?” he snapped.

      “What?”

      John glared at her. “You heard me.”

      Hurt ripped through her. Is that what he thought she was talking about?

      “Actually, I meant him hitting on me in the middle of an investigation.” Gathering her dignity, she carefully stood and pushed the office chair under the table. “Thank you for sitting in on the meeting, John.”

      With as much dignity as she could muster, she walked out.
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      “Fuck!”

      John called himself ten kinds of idiot asshole as he watched her walk out the door, head high. She didn’t look back at him, and he couldn’t blame her. He’d behaved like a child. Pouting and belligerent. That guy, standing tall and strong in his uniform, had pushed every one of his buttons. Attractive, cocky. Hell, he’d been just like him not too many years ago. Maybe that was why he had such a problem with him- because he saw so much of himself in the officer.

      Shannon hadn’t reacted the way he’d expected though. Instead of being flattered, she’d been uncomfortable and angry because of the way the officer had acted.

      And he thought it was all about him. I’m such an ass.

      Shannon avoided him all afternoon and John felt nauseous to his stomach. He watched until the minutes dwindled to five o’clock. Trapped in the car, she had to talk to him.

      At five after five she was dressed and waiting for him in the reception area. They didn’t say anything as he followed her onto the elevator, went down the four floors to the lobby and out the front door of the building. Outside, snowflakes swirled, but John didn’t even notice. He scanned the street left and right. His gaze was caught by a man diagonal from them. In the swirling snow, John couldn’t make out many details, but his senses went on edge. Tall. Wearing a dark hooded coat and leaning against the corner of a building. A red, white and blue RTD bus gasped to a stop, and when it pulled away, the man was gone. He’d just been waiting for the bus.  John noted the number of the route to check later, and continued to scan. A car idled at the curb with tinted windows, exhaust fumes curling lazily into the air. He maneuvered himself between Shannon and the car and also memorized the plate number to check later.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            A smartly dressed woman in heels stepped out of the building behind them and climbed into the car, but John stayed alert all the way to the truck. He unlocked the doors but he waved her back so he could check the vehicle. Nothing looked tampered with. He pressed the button on the remote to lower the lift. Once inside and with the truck started, he looked at her through the windshield.

      Shannon waited patiently, arms crossed, at the front of the vehicle. A cream colored knit cap covered her glistening chocolate colored curls, and matched the thigh-length coat she wore. The cold had brought out color in her cheeks, and John was distracted for a moment by how beautiful she was. It was no wonder the cop had hit on her. Even as she stared at him mulishly, he couldn’t help but smile.

      That just seemed to make her madder. “Are you done?”

      He nodded and she climbed into the passenger side of the truck, setting her lunchbox and purse on the floorboard.

      Shannon rubbed her hands together as she settled in. She flicked the heat on. John stopped her hand as she started to pull away.

      “Just a minute, please. I need to talk to you.”

      Shannon’s gaze turned wary as she sat back in the chair. “Did you hear something?”

      “About the case? No. I wanted to tell you I was sorry, for the way I acted earlier.”

      “Oh. That’s okay. No big deal.”

      John watched her out of the corner of his eye. He didn’t like the offhand way she said that. “It is a big deal. I overreacted, and I apologize. I just,” he turned his head to look at her, “got defensive, because he was hitting on you. Honestly, if I were you, I’d take him up on it. I mean, he was good looking, and healthy. Seemed charming. Your age.”

      Shannon held up a hand to cut him off. “Did you check his teeth?”

      John frowned at her. “What?”

      “If you’re buying a horse, the first thing you check is his teeth.”

      John knew he stared, but he had no idea what she was talking about.

      Shannon waved a hand in frustration. “You’ve already decided we’d be a perfect couple. You’re trying to sell me a horse I don’t want.”

      John reared his head back in realization. “Ah. Okay. Sorry.” Man, could he screw this up anymore than he already had? His relationship inexperience was really showing. “I didn’t mean to sound like that. I just,” he took a deep breath, “don’t want to hold you back.”

      Shannon’s face scrunched up in confusion. “Why would you think you hold me back?”

      John clamped his jaw and looked away.

      “Ah,” she said softly.

      John hated that one small sound, and the wealth of meaning that went with it. Something popped in his jaw.

      “Let me tell you something, John.” She leaned back in the chair and took a deep breath.

      He didn’t dare look at her, but the breath stalled in his lungs as he waited. He kept his face deliberately turned to the window.

      “I want you to listen to what I say, and actually hear. Your disability is more of a hurdle to you than me, and I don’t mean physically. I’ve lived with a paraplegic, so I’m probably a little more cognizant of what you go through every day than anybody else here. As well as the kind of care you may eventually need.”

      He caught a glimpse of her hand in the air and he assumed she had waved at the building. John had to admit, she was probably right. Other than Duncan, none of the other operatives were wheelchair bound. Several had been in the chair during recovery, but only he and his partner had spent any length of time in one.

      She was silent, but she leaned toward him enough to catch his gaze with her own. John couldn’t look away from her gentle smile. “I like you. A lot. I wasn’t flirting with that cop because he didn’t do anything for me. You’re the one that makes my heart race.”

      Fear and exhilaration flashed through him, heady in their force. On the one hand, he was man enough to admit he was scared to death that she was interested in him. Because interest led to other things and he didn’t know if he could fulfill her expectations. On the other hand, the fact that she admitted out loud that she was attracted to him floored him and humbled him. What did he have that that cop didn’t? What did she see in him that nobody else ever had?

      Her body called to him. Unable to deny himself, John cupped her head in his shaking hands and brought his mouth to hers. She was surprised for a moment, then her lips softened and she pressed back, clutching at his shirt and jacket with her gloved hands. He needed more. Teasing her lips with his tongue, he requesting entrance. With a moan, her mouth opened, and John found himself lost in the sweetness inside. It had been so long since he’d been intimate with anybody, but his body remembered what it was supposed to do, and responded with enthusiasm, which thrilled him even more. The rush of blood heading south made him lightheaded.

      Nibbling his way down her neck, John tried to absorb her intoxicating scent into his body. Even when he’d gone home the previous morning, he could still smell her in his clothes, imprinting on him.

      Shannon pulled away enough to look in his eyes. One hand brushed at the beard hair growing on his jaw, and he moved away, concerned. “Is my beard too rough?” he rubbed one of his own hands over the hair, but his hands were too calloused from the chair to feel how rough it was. He scanned her skin for redness, but didn’t see any.

      Shannon smiled at him and shook her head gently. “No, it’s fine. I was just looking at you. I’ve never had a kiss like that.”

      Immediately, his defenses came up. “Like what?” Maybe he’d been out of the dating game too long and had done something wrong. Some faux pas he knew nothing about.

      “I’ve never had a kiss that gentle. It was very nice.”

      With one last brush of her hand against his cheek, she faced forward and gripped her hands in her lap. Eventually, she connected the seat belt and sat back.

      John gripped the steering wheel, shook. That kiss had knocked him on his ass, and she called it nice. Fuck! He turned to scan their surroundings as they headed for her house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was everything she could do to keep her hands to herself as John drove them home. John had KISSED her. Not some peck on the cheek, but a rockin’, wet kiss that made her melt all over. She shifted subtly in the seat and tried to ease the pressure from her pants. Deliberately she kept her eyes facing forward. What she really wanted to do was look at him to see if he was as affected as she was. There had been a slight tremble in his hands, but maybe it had just been her trembling. She certainly was now. Her stomach quivered with nerves and her mind repeated those few seconds over and over. As hard and forbidding as he was, his lips were as soft as down, and gentle as a whisper. Totally opposite of how he presented himself.

      She wanted to taste him again. And more. She could feel how wet she was. Her body wanted to go all the way, and her brain was heading that way as well.

      They didn’t speak as he drove them home, which was okay. They were each lost in their own thoughts. When he pulled in the drive, John had her sit in the truck for a few minutes while he observed the surroundings. John lowered himself in the chair to the driveway, pushed the button for the door to retract and powered himself up the ramp. Shannon watched, heart pounding, as he let himself into her house and disengaged the new alarm. She counted the seconds as she waited for him to reappear and wave her in.

      Time ticked away and her tension mounted painfully. She was just about to call Duncan on her cell phone when John appeared at the doorway with Boohini in his lap. Shannon climbed out of the truck, snatched up her purse and lunchbox, and jogged up the ramp.

      “You scared me,” she told him as she crossed the threshold. “I thought something had happened to you.”

      John’s eyes narrowed into a squint, as if he didn’t know what to make of her words. He took her lunchbox from her hand and motioned to the cat on his lap. “I heard something, and the motion detectors had gone off, so I had to sweep the house. This guy was in your bedroom, as far underneath the bed as he could go. He was a pain-in-the-ass to get.”

      The tension in Shannon’s stomach eased. Well, that made sense. The little cat was an explorer, and she had found him there once herself. But the lingering taste of fear in her mouth was not pleasant. She had really been worried about John. Was the entire ordeal going to be like this?

      She turned to the closet and removed her coat and hat and hung them on one of the hangers. John still had his on, so she wiggled her fingers at him to take it off, then hung it beside her own. Her hand dragged down the sleeve slowly, savoring the warmth.

      John was looking at her oddly when she turned from the closet. “You okay?”

      Shannon nodded and walked around him. “Yes. I’m going to go change.”

      Without waiting for a response, she headed for her bedroom. Heels went into the closet with a thump and the outfit went onto a hanger for the dry-cleaner. She tossed a set of soft pink sweats on the bed and crossed to the bathroom to brush out her hair. If she were home alone, she would strip off the constricting bra too, but she didn’t think that was wise with John in the house. She needed all the support she could get around him. It seemed like her nipples waited for him to notice them, pressing as hard as they could against the cup of the bra. It drove her nuts constantly being aroused this way.

      And certainly tonight would be harder, considering the kiss they’d just shared. He hadn’t said anything about it, of course, but she had felt the weight of his gaze on her face several times on the short trip home, and her lips had tingled every time. Desire beat at her almost constantly now.

      What would he do if she made the first move? Would he respond, as she thought maybe he would? Or would he try to be a stand-up kind of guy and keep the situation on an even keel? Things could get difficult if they entered into a relationship that didn’t work out. There would be no escaping each other at the office. Shannon knew in her heart that if a relationship with John didn’t work out, she would leave to find a job elsewhere.

      As she looked at herself in the mirror, though, and saw the dazed, fuzzy look in her eyes from that kiss, she vowed to herself that she would try to make the relationship work. John would have to be the one to take it in that direction, though. He needed to have enough faith in them to try.

      Pulling her hair back into a ponytail, she went to the bedroom to slip on her sweat suit. It wasn’t until she padded down the hallway that she remembered the cameras. There was one in the corner of her ceiling sighted directly at her bed.

      Exactly where she had stood to pull on her clothes.

      John could not hide the guilt in his face as he turned away from the monitors in the living room. “I, uh, was going over the recorded footage. Just so you know, the cameras don’t come on until there’s movement in the field of view. You may want to remember that when you change. And stuff.”

      Color flushed his lean cheeks, and Shannon forgot her own embarrassment. He had watched her. Damn, how long had she stood beside the bed in just her bra? Several minutes anyway. Her gaze dropped to the remote control that rested on his lap. It was no shield for the erection she could see behind the zipper of his jeans. Glancing up, she was surprised to see him glowering at her. “Quit it,” he growled.

      With a grin, she turned for the kitchen. Maybe it would be fun to tease the lion in her den, so to speak.
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      Dinner was a plain affair of hamburgers topped with mushrooms and French fries done in the oven. John ate quickly, then retreated to the living room to keep an eye on the monitors. Shannon didn’t think they needed to be watched so closely, but she kept her mouth shut. If John wanted to avoid her, that was his prerogative.

      Heading out to the front closet, she retrieved the officer’s card from her pocket and stuck it to the fridge with a magnet. Aggravation worried at her and she wondered if she should report him to his superiors. How many other women had he hit on that way, she wondered. She was loathe to bring it up to John because of the reaction he had, but maybe she could say something to Duncan.

      The kittens were more than happy to occupy her for a while, and Shannon laughed at some of their antics. They were almost six weeks old now, and she would need to find homes for them soon. The neighbor’s child down the street wanted one of the kittens, and had already chosen one of the black ones with white feet. Actually, the little girl wanted Pickle, too, but Gina just couldn’t part with her.

      And even though John denied it, she thought he wanted one too. Having a little cat to come home to would probably do him good.

      With a sigh, she wished she knew how to get close to him. She walked out into the living room.

      “I’m not really tired,” she told him finally. “Want to watch some TV?”

      “Sure.”

      Shannon pulled the remotes to her and plopped down onto the couch, legs stretched out along the length, before she started to flip through channels. What would John want to watch? The cooking show with the yelling chef? No. The travel channel going to New York? Probably not.

      “If you see something you want to watch, let me know.”

      Nodding his head, he turned his chair and rolled a little closer to the couch.

      “There. That’s good.”

      Jeopardy was on the screen. “Jeopardy? Really?”

      Dark brows lowered over his dark eyes. “What’s wrong with that?” he demanded.

      Shannon held up her hands with a smile. “Not a thing. It’s one of my favorites too. You just surprised me.”

      The show was, of course, a re-run on the game show network. Shannon was surprised when John started to blurt out answers. He did not seem the type to be like that. Shannon tossed out her own responses, although most of them were incredibly wrong.

      They were both laughing when the show went to commercial before double jeopardy. Shannon went to the kitchen for popcorn and drinks, and when she came back, John had positioned himself on the opposite end of the couch, and had just pushed his chair behind. Shannon’s heart began to pound as she sat in the couch corner and tucked one leg underneath her. It would be so hard not to touch him when he was this close. She placed the bowl on the cushion between them, and tried not to choke each time John’s hand bumped hers.

      After a while, Shannon did begin to relax and enjoy herself again. John grumbled when his answers were wrong, and pumped the air with his fist and a ‘oorah!’ when he got one right that the contestants did not. Watching him was vastly more entertaining than the show.

      Somehow or another, his big left hand ended up wrapped around her foot. Shannon did not even notice it at first, because she was laughing at him, but when he started to massage, all the nerve endings in her foot started to scream. John himself did not seem to know he was even doing it, and it made Shannon’s heart pound when she realized he had reached out to her, not vice versa.

      The show finally drew to a close, and Shannon muted the sound.

      “You impress me, John,” she told him honestly. “I guess you’re not just a jarhead.”

      John tipped back his head and laughed, and Shannon could not help but laugh with him.

      “When we were in the hospital,” he murmured, “we would have competitions for all the game shows. Helped to break up the time.”

      “I’m sure.”

      He suddenly realized his hand was wrapped around her foot, and his laughter subsided. With narrowed eyes, he wrapped both hands around her narrow foot, measuring it against the length of his hand, from heel to toe. Shaking his head, he wrapped his fingers around her ankle bone. Long, calloused fingers overlapped.

      “You are so small,” he said finally.

      “I know, I know. Don’t bother with the short jokes. I’ve heard them all.”

      It was meant to be funny, but he didn’t laugh the way he was supposed to. Instead, he ran his fingers inside the edge of her sock and circled gently. Shannon was intrigued by the thoughtful look on his face. She didn’t believe he was actually thinking about how small she was.

      “You okay?” she asked softly.

      Deep brown eyes flicked to hers, then latched on. Shannon was curious about the tension she felt in the air.

      “You know I’ll never walk again, right?”

      She cocked her head to the side and regarded him carefully. Why was he asking her this?

      “I know that as of right now,” she said carefully, “you are not able to walk.”

      “No, not as of right now. As of never. My spine was crushed, Shannon. That’s not going to change. I have feeling occasionally in one or both of my legs, but I was told that it didn’t necessarily mean anything.”

      Anger vibrated in his tone, but Shannon could not tell if he was angry with her or the fact that his spine was crushed. Five years after the injury, the anger should have at least started to ease. But maybe not. Treading lightly, she agreed with him.

      “No, your injury isn’t going to change, but every day there are new advances in the medical world. You never know when a crush injury like yours may have a chance of being repaired. Is it a complete or incomplete injury?”

      John shook his head at her stubbornness, but continued to rub her ankle. Finally, he looked up at her with troubled eyes. “Incomplete. I still have some feeling in my legs, but it doesn’t mean anything. I like you Shannon.  I don’t want to…hurt you. Or lead you on thinking you might have a future with me.”

      Her heart warmed at the timbre of his voice, and the thought that he had considered a future with her. “I don’t want to be hurt either. I can’t help but be hopeful though. It’s how I’m made.”

      He looked away, back toward the fire. He still rubbed her foot though. Shannon tried to remember when the last time was she had seen him voluntarily touch anybody, and no instance came to mind. Usually she was the touchy one, but he had reached out to her a lot recently. It was hard not to put some kind of stock in his actions. John was not the wasteful type. If he touched her, it was for a reason.

      Shannon’s breath stalled in her throat as his hand began to glide up her leg underneath the soft cotton of her pant, all the way to her kneecap, then back down. Several times he repeated the action. Instinctively, her muscles tightened when he reached her knee, waiting to see if he would go any further up or not. Honestly, Shannon had no idea what she would do if he did. The cotton was getting too tight for him to go much further anyway.

      His troubled eyes followed his hand now, as if he were trying to reconcile in his mind what his hand was feeling. “Your skin is so soft,” he whispered.

      Shannon turned her leg slightly to give him access to the even softer skin on the inside of her knee.

      “Damn,” he whispered. “It’s like butter.”

      Shannon fought the shivers that course through her. The tentative, gentle motion of his fingers turned her on. She had never felt anything so exquisitely pleasurable. She loved touch. She loved anything with texture. And right now, John’s rough hands on her skin felt sublime.

      He motioned for her to turn around and back up against him. Holding her breath in anticipation, Shannon nestled into the crook of his shoulder. He shifted her a little bit and rested his arm over her shoulder, folding her into him.

      Shannon was in heaven. The man smelled so good! She couldn’t even identify exactly what he smelled like, just spicy man. And he was so warm. His skin burned like a furnace. She found herself nestling in closer to him just for his warmth. He dragged a blanket up over the both of them, and snagged the remotes from her side of the couch.

      “Ah, I see now,” she told him laughing. “You wanted me distracted while you stole the remote. Ok, Buddy, you can have it for now.”

      John chuckled and un-muted the screen. He squeezed her and began flipping through channels. He stopped on Animal Planet at a popular law enforcement show. Shannon settled back happily.

      “I love this show.”

      John’s chest jerked underneath her in a laugh. “I figured you would.”

      They watched TV for a couple more hours. She eventually slid down until her head rested on John’s thigh. He kept his heavy hand on her arm, or her shoulder or hip. She didn’t care what they watched, as long as he held her the way he was. Her eyes drifted shut.

      She woke when John prodded her gently. “I’m going to have to shift. I’ve been in one position too long.”

      Shannon sat up immediately, blinking heavily. “Oh, John. I’m sorry. I was just so comfortable.”

      John smiled slightly. “I was too, actually.” He reached around the arm of the couch and pulled out his chair. Shannon began to gather the dirty dishes, and watched as he shifted himself over to the sleek silver wheeled chair. He made it look easy. After so many years, it probably was easy for him, or at least not as hard. Her eyes lingered on his upper body, honed by time to perfection. The deep hills and valleys of his abdomen tightened and released, and it was a struggle to remember what she was doing.

      John made a round of the house, ending in the bathroom. Shannon felt on edge, and didn’t understand why. She slipped down the hall and into her own bedroom to change into night clothes, then went back out to tell him good night.

      John was at the wide bay window in the living room, peering out the tiniest slit between the closed drapes. Beyond him, she could see snow swirling.

      He shoved himself away from the window and fiddled with one of the dials on the little closed circuit TVs.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He glanced up at her. “The snow is swirling too hard for the cameras to see anything. It’s white out.”

      Shannon wasn’t too worried. The delayed storm had finally rolled in. It happened all the time in Colorado. As long as John was in here with her, she was sure she’d be fine.

      John had a fierce frown on his face, and Shannon felt her own tension creep up.  “What else?”

      He didn’t respond for several seconds. Finally, he shrugged. “Not sure exactly. Something just feels off.”

      “I feel it too,” she admitted, and crossed her arms over her breasts.

      John stopped what he was doing and looked at her hard. “Like something’s creeping up your spine?”

      She nodded. “Or watching us.”

      The warrior in front of her grinned fiercely, and she had a flash of what he must have been like before the war changed him: brash and bold and playful, daring life to hand him its best. Or worst.

      The lights suddenly flickered and went out.

      Shannon gasped and moved to the wall closest to her, then slid down into a crouch. “John?”

      The glide of his chair wheels on the hardwood floor barely made a sound, but she could feel his warmth as he drew closer. He leaned down and cupped her face to whisper in her ear. “Stay right here, no matter what, so I know where you are.”

      She nodded firmly. Her eyes strained in the darkness as he rolled away. The fire had died down to coals. She should have stoked it by now. Then she’d have light.

      Time dragged unmercifully as she sat hunched on the floor. The wind from the storm howled outside, and she thought she heard it get louder at one point, as if somebody had opened a door. A swirl of cold air swept across the floor, and she shuddered, praying that John wasn’t going to try to go outside. She counted her heartbeats as she waited for him to return. A crash in the garage set her heart racing, but she forced herself to stay still.

      The lights flashed back on, blinding her. Nothing moved in the house, but she stayed crouched where she was. John had told her to stay right here, so she would.

      Shannon clamped her jaw to keep from calling out. She didn’t want to endanger him if he responded. When he rounded the corner from the kitchen, though, she couldn’t keep in a small gasp. She bolted across the room and stopped just short of slamming into him. She reached one hand out to touch him. “I was so worried. I heard the crash.”

      John froze for a moment, stunned that she would even care. He folded her hand into his own and tugged, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Slipping one arm under her knees he swung her into his lap. She curled into him as if she belonged there.

      He fought to maintain some kind of emotional distance. There was a bad guy out there messing with her, and he needed to keep his cool. The problem was, he’d never meant anything to anybody. He’d been a buddy and friend to the guys, but he’d never been involved with a woman the same way.

      As she tightened her arms around his neck, emotion clogged his throat.

      “I thought you were in trouble. I heard the door open and I thought somebody had come in.”

      John cleared his throat and stroked a hand over her loose curls. “No, no, I just checked the power box in the garage. It’s fine. Must have been a tree branch fall on the power line or something to make it black out.”

      She pulled back enough to look up at him. “I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      Those big hazel eyes looked at him as if he were the most important thing in her world. John leaned forward and covered her lips with his own, desperate to maintain that connection.

      After so long without, he should have been rusty at kissing, but everything was so natural with Shannon, it was no effort at all to just let himself drown in her. She tasted so good. Freshness, and mint, and something more abstract too. She tasted of hope, and fear, and desire. Belonging.

      John didn’t dare look for anything other than what she offered right that second. As much as he enjoyed her company, he didn’t think he was built for relationships. He didn’t want to hurt her when she wanted more than he could give.

      That sober thought made him pull away in regret. He wished he could go back five years and tell Hanity to drive on past that vehicle. Hell, he wished he could just go back and talk to Hanity. The kid hadn’t deserved to die over there.

      John cringed at the confused look on Shannon’s face. She’d been enjoying a kiss, and he’d been replaying traumas in his head. “Sorry, Shannon. I just don’t know that right now’s the best time to do this.”

      It was like he’d kicked a puppy. The aroused, slumberous look faded away to be replaced with reserve, and she slid off his lap.  “Yes, of course. Okay. I’m going to bed. Do you need anything?”

      He shook his head and she turned and padded down the hallway. He watched her hips sway for a minute before he dragged his gaze away.

      Stupid asshole. She was right there on your lap, kissing you better than you’ve ever been kissed, and you shut her down.

      The erection strained his zipper, but he tried to ignore the distraction. Somebody was after Shannon, and he needed to figure out who.
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      After a restless sleep that night, Shannon rose and dressed in the bathroom, then headed to the kitchen. John was already up and in his chair, and she had to wonder yet again if he had even gone to bed. The blankets were folded the same way she’d left them, although his clothes were different. His short hair was slicked down and glossy, so he must have managed a shower.

      “Good morning.” She was determined to play it cool.

      “Morning,” he rumbled.

      Shannon fought not to react to his rusty voice, even though it sent chills racing down her spine and made her nipples tighten. The man was too sexy for her peace of mind.

      She threw something together for breakfast, then escaped to finish getting ready. When she glanced out the bedroom window, she had second thoughts. The snow had really accumulated last night. The boughs of the pines dragged the ground, and she couldn’t see anything moving on the street.

      “Hey, John,” she called.

      “Yeah.”

      “Have you looked outside?”

      “Yeah. Don’t think we’re going anywhere today.”

      That was what she thought too, but she just wanted to hear him confirm it. She pulled a favorite sweatshirt over top of the long-sleeved t-shirt she already had on and slipped her feet into her slippers to pad down the hallway. John was on his cell phone, obviously talking to Duncan. Shannon picked up the receiver of the house phone. Dead.

      She wasn’t surprised. Colorado was notorious for bad weather, and if a person got upset by minor things like dead phone lines and car batteries, it wasn’t the place for them. At least they still had power. She had a generator in the garage if they needed it. Difficult to start, but a necessity, nonetheless. Crossing to the fireplace, she stoked the coals, and within minutes had a wonderful blaze going. The stack of wood beside the grate had dwindled quickly. John was still talking, so she grabbed a jacket from her closet and stepped out onto the back porch.

      And screamed.

      A bloody, mangled, furry mess lay on the concrete porch lightly covered in snow, and Shannon stumbled back into the house, slamming the door shut. John was right there when she turned, and she clutched his shirt in her hands, gasping. He shushed her and set her gently aside, then opened the door and scanned outside. His gun was already in his hand. Shannon backed further into the kitchen as he rolled out the door. She didn’t know what the thing laying on the concrete had been, but it had died a horrible death.

      John came back in a few minutes later. Shannon had gotten hold of her emotions, somewhat, but she felt brittle.

      “It’s just a dog, Shannon.” He pulled her hands into his and stared into her eyes. “It looks like it was hit somewhere else and dragged here. There’s no fresh blood. Whoever brought it here dropped it on the concrete and left over the back fence, dragging a branch or something behind them to cover up their tracks. The snowstorm then covered that track, so that we wouldn’t see anything unless you looked specifically. I need to get a crew out here, to catalog the evidence and get photographs as soon as possible. Okay?”

      Shannon nodded, and crossed to the sink to scrub her hands. She hadn’t actually touched the poor thing, but she still felt dirty.

      “You shouldn’t have gone out there alone.”

      She could tell John was angry at her, and it made her defensive. “You were on the phone, and I didn’t want to bother you. It was just the back porch.”

      “What if the guy had been standing out there waiting for you to come out?” John actually growled, and smacked the cupboard beside her. Shannon jumped in surprise and winced at the sound. Tears came to her eyes. She didn’t want John to be mad at her.

      It had been irresponsible. Hell, she hadn’t even looked through the vertical blinds before she walked out. Taking a deep breath, she forced the tears away. “You’re right, and I’m sorry. I didn’t think, I just went along like I normally do.” She looked him in the eye. “I won’t do it again, I promise.”

      John was still angry, but he accepted her apology. He turned away to the living room, and within a few seconds she heard him on the phone, calling people in.

      For two hours, her house turned into a circus. The PD came to file another report and take pictures. The detectives arrived to ask questions, and the crime scene people stomped through her house and outside as they gathered evidence. Duncan stopped to look things over and talk to John. He gave her a big hug when he walked in the door. “Don’t worry, Shannon. We’ll get him.”

      She nodded and hugged the older man back. He’d become a dear friend to her over the months and she had a lot of faith in his abilities. She retreated to her bedroom and curled up in the soft little chair beside the window. Here she could watch the cars pull in and leave her driveway, but she didn’t need to talk to anybody else.

      Duncan was the last to leave, and the house finally quieted. At some point she drifted off into a weary doze. When she woke John sat beside her in his chair. The light had dimmed outside, fading into afternoon. A snowplow lumbered past, spitting salt.

      Shannon adjusted and stretched her arms above her head. When she looked at John, he was just shifting his eyes away from her breasts. Shannon smiled inwardly, even as she girded herself for him to say whatever it was that had the frown on his face. He started to say something, then looked like he changed his mind and went in a different direction.

      “I, uh, shouldn’t have snapped at you.” The words were quiet, and sounded like they were forced out.

      She shrugged. “I think I needed it. Walking out the door was irresponsible. I’ll remember next time.”

      He blinked at her as if he were surprised at how easy the apology had been. He ran his palms down his jean-clad thighs.

      “It’ll be a while before we hear anything from forensics, but on preliminary examination, it looks like the dog was just road kill. There were bald patches where the hair had been scraped off, and a couple of minor marks that looked like tire prints. If I had to guess, the prick saw the dog and thought it would be funny to throw on your back porch to spook you.

      She ran a hand through her tangled hair. “Well, it worked.”

      John didn’t look so chipper himself. Deep lines bracketed his mouth, and the black stubble on his jaw was longer than normal. Shannon knew it had to frustrate him, because the weather wasn’t cooperating. He hadn’t seen the intruder on the monitors because of the swirling snow, and she had a feeling the crime scene people didn’t get anything either, for the same reason.

      “Duncan and I talked, and we’re going to bring in another guy.”

      Surprise lifted her brows. “Really?”

      John’s expression completely closed down, and he crossed his heavy arms over his chest. “Really. I can’t protect you properly with just me. I need back-up. Legs, basically.”

      Shannon wished things could have been different. John had probably been a force to be reckoned with a few years ago, big and robust. Bitterness rolled off him now, and his mouth twisted when he said the words. It was the biggest humiliation in the world for a man to admit he needed help.

      “Who’s coming in?”

      “Harper.”

      She nodded. The former SEAL was one of the few men actually not on assignment right now. He worked nights, so she didn’t know him as well as the others, but he seemed like a very dangerous individual. Even more so than John. He set her on edge actually. Almost as bad as the Jennings kid had.

      “He’ll be here within the hour.”

      John turned his chair to go, but Shannon reached out and brushed her hand against his arm. She wanted to acknowledge how hard it must have been for him to request back-up, but if she said anything it would only make him feel worse. “Thanks for letting me know, John.”

      He stared at her for a long moment. “Whatever we need to do to get this guy, we’ll do. I promise.” He tipped his head and rolled away.

      Shannon felt her heart melt as she watched him maneuver out the door. John Palmer was a good guy, whether he wanted to admit it or not.

      When the sky started to ease into evening, she headed to the kitchen to make dinner. John sat, elbows propped, at the table. Harper leaned against her counter. Shannon was a little spooked, because she hadn’t even heard him enter the house. She certainly hadn’t seen him. He had an open blade in his hand, and was scraping the edge against his black jeans, back and forth, back and forth. His pale silver eyes pinned her to the doorway, and it was all Shannon could do to contain a shiver. He had the eyes of a killer, cold and merciless. His head was shaved so close, only the barest hint of dark stubble remained.

      Those eerie eyes settled on her, and he folded the knife away. “Ms. Murphy.”

      “Hello Mr. Harper. I’m sorry you got dragged into my mess here.”

      Extra wide shoulders jerked in a shrug. “It’s all work.”

      John’s expression was guarded as he watched them. Shannon didn’t like feeling he examined her movements. She crossed to the refrigerator. Harper moved as far away from her as he could, then turned to lean against the wall, looking out the sliding glass doors. The space in the room was stifling.

      Shannon ducked her head back into the fridge. “Is there anything you’d like for dinner guys?”

      Harper didn’t say anything, but she didn’t really expect him to.

      “Anything is fine, Shannon. The easier the better.”

      She pulled pork chops and a bag of vegetables from the shelves. A can of fruit got dumped into a bowl, and she warmed up the few remaining noodles from a few nights ago. Within minutes, she had set the table and was passing around food. Harper filled his plate, then moved to stand back where he had been, leaning against the jamb. Shannon had to clamp her mouth shut not to say anything about his behavior. John smiled slightly and winked at her.

      The agency wouldn’t hire anybody not suitable for the job, she knew that. And Duncan certainly wouldn’t put a man in her house that he didn’t trust. More importantly to her, John didn’t seem to mind him either. Maybe it was just a military thing.

      Dinner was tense and quiet. Shannon ate quickly just so she could get away from the menace in the air. She offered seconds, which the new guard promptly accepted, and put the food away.

      “I’ll get the dishes.”

      The thought of the muscle-bound hulk with tattoos on his arms filling her dishwasher almost made her smile. “Thank you.” Hell, she wasn’t going to argue with the man.

      Shannon didn’t give him time to change his mind. She grabbed the box of kittens and walked them down the hallway, with Pickle trailing behind. She heard the whisper of John’s rubber wheels on the floor as he brought up the rear.

      He stopped inside the doorway and closed the door behind him.

      Shannon’s heart began to accelerate. The door had been open before. Closed, it suddenly ratcheted up the intimacy.

      “Don’t worry about Harper. As long as he has focus, he’s good. Just try to stay out of his way, and for god’s sake don’t come up behind him.” His full lips spread in a grim smile.

      Shivering, she crossed to the bed and reached the kittens out of the box, setting them on the comforter. John rolled to the opposite side of her bed to keep one from falling off.  Boohini clawed into her pant leg and climbed into her lap. Shannon stroked him, and he set up a little rumble in his throat.

      “I’ll remember. Is he really that dangerous?”

      John sighed. “Let’s just leave him alone, okay. Don’t try to butter him up with your cooking or anything.” He dropped his head when he said the last, and she had to strain to hear.

      Shannon laughed.  “Oh, please. He doesn’t look like the German-chocolate cake type.”

      John raised a dark eyebrow. “That’s my cake. You better not make him that.”

      Shannon knew he was trying to tease her out of the funk she was in, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready for that. “I won’t make that cake for anybody but you,” she promised.

      The laughter in his face faded away as he heard the sincerity in her voice. He cleared his throat sharply. “Maybe, you uh, should. You know, just in case somebody likes it better, or appreciates it more. Or something.”

      He avoided her eyes until she moved off the bed to stand in front of him.

      “John.”

      He dragged his gaze up to her face, but he wasn’t happy about it. “I just don’t want you to settle.”

      “How the heck am I settling? That’s not the way I see it at all. Move your hands.”

      He held his arms at his side, and she settled crossways onto his lap. Automatically, his hands settled at her hips, and he leaned to the side to look in her face.

      Shannon didn’t give him a chance to complain; she just wrapped her arms around his shoulders and nuzzled her nose into his neck. She sighed and melted into him. “I’ll cook anything you want if you just let me rest here for a little minute.”
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      Well, fuck.

      Here he was, trying to do what was best for her, and she was having none of it. Instead she curled up against him and destroyed all reasoning. How the hell was he supposed to do the right thing with all this softness nestled on his lap? And, god, what was she doing to his neck?

      John fought to keep things even, but his body welcomed her presence like a desert begging for rain, finally being granted just a few precious drops. She smelled good enough he wanted to lick her, just to see if she tasted like he thought.

      Awareness coursed through him, and heat began to build in his groin. Oh, yeah.

      Desperate curiosity ate at him. He was getting erections more often, but would he be able to follow through? He’d masturbated this morning before she got up, and it had definitely been easier than normal. All he had to do was remember her bent over the first day he had met her to get hard. That didn’t mean he’d actually be able to have sex, though.

      Doubts crowded into his mind.

      “Why did you tense up?” she whispered. “Oh.” She stiffened and pulled away, sliding her legs off his lap. “Sorry, I forgot.”

      Against his better judgment, his hands tightened on her. “Don’t leave.”

      She looked at him warily, and John was hit with a fresh surge of guilt. She didn’t know what he wanted. He had put that uncertainty in her eyes.

      “Shannon, I like being close to you, and you didn’t put me out by sitting on my lap. I just…I’m not sure what I want.”

      That was a total lie, of course. He knew exactly what he wanted, and she sat on his useless legs waiting for him to make up his mind.

      “Well,” she said softly, “maybe I can give you something to think about.”

      John knew the kiss was coming, and he froze. He willed himself not to move. Shannon’s plump lips brushed his once, twice and nibbled at the corner of his mouth. John forced himself to rein in his frantic excitement. Shifting to the side a bit, she nibbled down the hardness of his throat. It was all he could do not to grab her and devour her. Deliberately being gentle, he burrowed a hand into her thick hair and dragged her mouth back to his to taste again.

      Shannon moaned in her throat, making his excitement spike, and his erection fill. John knew the moment Shannon felt his excitement. She stilled, then pulled back to look at him.

      Instead of the condescending pity he expected to see, her face was drowsy with her own need. For him. In spite of all the obstacles.

      “I’m willing to go as far as you’ll let me.”

      John felt his throat tighten with emotion at her words. She was prepared to give herself over to whatever he wanted, with no promise as to what might be in it for her. Nobody had ever offered themselves to him like that. One nagging part of his mind had to wonder why she offered herself to him. Was she curious if he could get it up? Or keep it up? Did she think he’d be grateful for any attention he got?

      No. Shannon wasn’t like that. He knew that, in spite of what his brain was trying to tell him. She wasn’t the type to play with a person’s emotions. If she offered herself to him, she had to have a strong motivation.

      Was it possible she did actually care about him?

      Unable to even comprehend the possibility, his mind veered away from the question.

      Shannon waited for him to make a move, but John honestly didn’t know if he could. He cleared his throat and looked toward the door. “I don’t know if this is the time. I need to finish briefing Harper.”

      She stared at him for several long seconds, and he felt like a damn schmuck, always making excuses to get away from her. Finally, she slid off his lap and turned to the bed. “Okay, John. I’m going to read for a while, then I’m going to bed. I think for now, I’ll keep the kittens in here with me.”

      The tightness in his throat didn’t allow him to respond, so he just rolled out the door.

      Harper was in the living room, at the bank of security monitors. John felt a moment of embarrassment that the soldier had probably seen Shannon on his lap, but he brushed it away. Shannon was a beautiful woman. He would be proud to be seen with her anywhere. Should be proud.

      The burly soldier looked up with a smirk from the monitors. “Personal protection, huh?”

      John clamped his jaw shut, and stared the man down. “Yes, and if you have problems with that, let me know now. I’ll have somebody else assigned.”

      Harper shook his bald head and backed down immediately. “No, Gunny. No problem. Just collecting intel.”

      John nodded, and briefed the man on the particulars of the case. Duncan called about half-way through, and informed John that they’d gotten a tiny break; carpet fibers had been found in the hair of the dead dog. They were running them now, and assumed they came from the vehicle the dog had been transported in. He said he’d call as soon as they had more information. Clayton Williams, another investigator, was also being sent out to Ohio to interview Gerbowski. He would arrive in the morning, and hopefully by tomorrow afternoon they would have some insight into the stalker.

      John told Harper about the find, but the ex-sniper didn’t seem impressed. “Even if you figure out what kind of vehicle it came from, it probably won’t help you until you pinpoint a suspect.”

      He was right, but John couldn’t help but be encouraged. This was the first tiny break they had. And Williams was a professional interrogator. They would have answers, soon.

      Harper waved him away when John started to go over the camera angles again. “Dude, you’re half asleep. You need to catch some z’s. I’ll be fine here. Nothing will get past me.”

      John knew he was probably right. He nodded and pushed his chair backwards, away from the table. “I’ll be in the guestroom.”

      Harper thumped his fist on one of the monitors. “We’ve got something wrong with camera three. You better check it out.”

      John snorted. “Camera three, huh?” Shannon’s room.

      Harper nodded. “Yep. It’s all snow. Maybe you should just camp out in there. I’ll turn this off for now.”

      John tipped his head, unwilling to argue. His estimation of the man had just gone up. “Will do.”

      Trying not to look too eager, he shoved away from the table and down the hallway. Shannon’s door was firmly closed, but a light still glowed beneath the crack. When he tapped, she opened it a mere inch. “Yes?”

      “Harper says there’s a problem with the camera, and maybe I should just camp out in here to make sure everything stays secure.”

      She raised her brows in disbelief, even as her eyes flared with heat. “Really? Well, maybe you should.”

      She stepped back from the door and eased it open.

      John’s heart pounded as he rolled across the threshold. He wasn’t sure exactly what would happen tonight, but he was tired of worrying about it. He’d just let things happen.

      Then he caught sight of what she wore. Though she wasn’t tall, her legs looked a mile long. The hem of a threadbare T-shirt just brushed the top of her thighs. It used to be red, but it had softened to a multi-hued pink, and the lettering had faded to illegibility. The elastic had relaxed too. The cloth clung to her curves, outlining her braless breasts and ass. As he watched, her nipples hardened, and it was all he could do to drag his eyes back to her face.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and nodded to the bed. “I was just turning in. Since we, um, slept together the other night, I don’t see why we can’t again.”

      John fought to keep the stupid grin off his face. Now that he’d decided to give in, he felt lighter in his skin. Hell, maybe nothing would happen, but at least his options were open.

      His eager dick demanded otherwise.

      He escaped to the bathroom for a moment to catch his breath. He’d been in firefights, had a gun held to his head, jumped out of airplanes in the dark, but the thought of baring himself to Shannon eclipsed all of those things. Everything else had been work. Shannon meant something to him.

      You need to get your fucking ass out there!

      He used the bathroom and washed his hands and brushed his teeth. When he had nothing else to do, he rolled out into the bedroom.

      Shannon had turned off the lights, and only the soft glow from the bedroom window illuminated the room.

      The bed presented a bit of a problem. It was taller than his at the apartment, and would be a struggle to get into it from the chair. Surveying the problem, he moved to the bottom and used the short corner foot post as leverage. Straining, he got himself onto the mattress, but his face burned with humiliation. He wasn’t graceful at the best of times, let alone when he was at a disadvantage in a new environment.

      The embarrassment was for naught, though. Shannon was curled up on her side, facing away from him. John’s throat swelled with emotion at her sensitivity. She knew there was no way in hell he’d ever ask for help, so she left him to his own devices.

      John dragged himself up the bed and under the covers. He left his jeans and t-shirt on, simply because he didn’t want to look like he expected more. The only thing he removed was the Beretta and harness, which he placed within reach on the bedside table. His heart pounded his chest in expectation as he settled back against the bed. All thought of danger outside the house slipped away as her scent overwhelmed him.

      Shannon peeked at him over her shoulder, then rolled over. As if she’d been doing it for years, she laid her arm over his belly and nestled her head on the cup of his shoulder. John allowed himself to cradle her closer. He pressed a quick kiss to her head. “You’re really something, Shannon.”

      Her arm tightened around his middle. “You’re pretty awesome yourself.”

      He didn’t know about that. Sure, he’d gotten attention for doing his job in the Marines, but he’d never had anyone tell him that in his personal life. Relationships had been few and far between, and superficial at the very best. The way Shannon affected him was outside his scope of knowledge.

      But he enjoyed learning. Even when she was pissed at him it allowed him to know more about her. It was fascinating.

      She ran her hand over his chest now and outlined his pectoral muscles. Her fingers pressed against the creases between the muscles of his stomach, and it felt so good. Lying down beside her was supposed to give him a chance to catch a breath, but it only aroused him further. Her fingers teased along his waistband, and the tension between them suddenly sky-rocketed.

      He grabbed her hand. “Shannon, I don’t want you to be…disappointed.” He could feel his face burn with humiliation, and was thankful it was dark in the bedroom. “Things don’t always happen the way I expect them to, if they happen at all.”

      She sighed beside him, and propped herself up on her elbow. There was just enough illumination from the outside street light he could see the curve of her cheek as she smiled. “John, like I told you before, we can do as much or as little as you want. There’s no pressure, other than what you’re putting on yourself. I love being with you. If lying beside me is what you’re comfortable with, that’s what we’ll do.”

      Squeezing him with her arm again, she rested her head back against his shoulder and hummed contentedly.

      John appreciated her willingness to go slow, but it aggravated him too. He wished she would push, because the curiosity was slowly killing him. Doubts battered at his mind, but one thought ripped through more clearly than any other.

      Could he actually perform?

      His stomach twisted in knots as he debated how to proceed. His hard-on ached and demanded attention.

      Twisting, he reversed their positions until he loomed over top of her. His dick rested against her lush hip, and it was all he could do not to grind into her. “I can’t promise you anything beyond this, Shannon. Hell, maybe nothing will happen. My body isn’t like it used to be. But I can make sure you’re taken care of.”

      She gave him the sweetest, sexiest smile and looped her arms up around his neck. “John, I’m sure you’ll take care of me. I have no doubt. And don’t worry about promises. I’m here, number one, because I am your friend. I want the best for you. If I can help you over this hurdle, so to speak, I will.”

      His throat tightened with emotion, and his eyes burned. He buried his face in her hair to keep her from seeing. He had to clear his throat several times before he could talk though. “Thank you, Shannon. We’re friends with benefits, now, huh?”

      She giggled beneath him, and nipped his neck. “I guess so.”

      He couldn’t help it. Dragging her hips against him, he pressed his erection into her side.

      “Oh, damn,” she sighed.

      John found her mouth with his own, and sank into her. For months he’d moped after her, watched her, fantasized about her. She had tormented him with her sweetness and sexiness. But nothing could have prepared him for the absolute enjoyment he felt as he explored her mouth. Shannon let him have everything she had, and gave him more than he’d ever hoped. She pulled away and lifted the ragged t-shirt over her head, baring her full, unbound breasts. John’s vision actually darkened. He thought he was going to pass out as all of his blood headed south, to his already rock hard cock. The tingle in his balls told him orgasm was not very far away, and he couldn’t believe how aroused he was.

      Dark cinnamon colored nipples pouted up at him and he wrapped his mouth around the one closest to him. Shannon moaned as he drew the nipple deep and teased it with his tongue. He shifted to the other side and drew that one in as well. He lifted his head enough to blow a gentle breath across both tips.

      Shannon tugged him against her. John levered himself up onto his arms and shifted his lower body over hers. She bent her knees to cradle him against her pelvis, and John couldn’t restrain himself any more. Tightening his stomach for all he was worth, he curled his back and pressed his cock against the hardness of her pubic bone. The movement felt freaking sensational, so he did it again. Shannon moaned in his ear, and her tiny hands slid beneath his waistband to clench his ass.

      John ground himself against her again, then again, unable to help himself. Shannon pressed kisses against his chest and neck, whatever her lips could reach, and rocked him against her. Her hands left his ass and circled his waist. John felt a tug at his zipper, and the gentle brush of her soft hands on his naked cock was his undoing. He felt the orgasm rush at him, and couldn’t get his mouth to move quick enough to tell her to stop. “Wait, I can’t…oh, fuck!”

      For the first time in years, he had an orgasm with a woman. Kind of. John let his body play out the movements, but humiliation burnt the edge off quickly. He wanted to burrow into her neck and disappear. Furious with himself, he rolled to the side and sat up. One glance at her lower body confirmed that he’d come all over her, and her hand. He couldn’t force his eyes to her face, because he knew he would see the same things he felt. Disgust, embarrassment. Ripping his shirt over his head, he turned it inside out and used it to clean every bit from her body.  “Shannon, I am so incredibly sorry.”

      He reached for her hand, but she pulled it away. John watched, fascinated, as she lifted the hand to her mouth, and slipped one wet finger between her lips. Electricity shot through him as her eyes fluttered shut as she licked herself clean.

      Even though it had been mere seconds since he’d come, his cock tingled.

      Her languorous eyes opened, and she smiled. “I think that’s the hottest thing I’ve been a part of in, well, ever.”

      Exhilaration slammed through him, and he closed his eyes for a second. She wasn’t disgusted. He swallowed thickly, unable to believe his good fortune in finding a woman like her.

      Shannon looked at him with one brow raised in question.

      “I thought, you uh…” he had to stop to clear his throat. “I thought you’d be disgusted I came all over you.”

      She looked down at her still moist belly. The cotton of her pink panties was dark with wetness, and she undulated on the bed. “Not hardly. That was the hottest thing I’ve ever felt. Although I’m kind of...” she shifted on the bed again, and reached both hands up to tweak her hard nipples.

      John cursed when he got her meaning. Of course she’s still hungry. She hadn’t come yet. “Take your panties off.”

      She scrambled to do as he said, but looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “You’re over dressed too.”

      John couldn’t agree more. He maneuvered his legs around, and stripped the clothing off. And was attacked by self-consciousness again. His heavy thighs had withered away with disuse, and it was difficult to sit beside her and not compare. Her body was heavenly, lush and firm with health. And he was pale. He had Italian in him from his mother’s side of the family, so that left him with some natural color, but the dark, sun-baked tan he used to have had faded long ago.

      When he met her eyes, she smiled gently. “Whatever it is bothering you, get over it.”

      John laughed outright, and leaned down on his right elbow beside her. Her expression was clear and eager, and she turned to face him so she could run her hands over his chest. Her fingers traced over the tattoo on his arm, outlined the anchor, the eagle, and the globe. “Did this hurt?”

      “No.”

      She raised her eyebrows at him, and he shrugged his high shoulder. “Okay, maybe a bit. But it was worth it.”

      She smiled in agreement. “I think so. It’s very sexy.”

      Resting her hand behind his neck, she leaned up to kiss him, and he met her halfway. The ease with which he accepted the intimacy scared him. He’d never been this easy, or relaxed, or turned on with another human being.

      Flat out, he was humbled by her acceptance.

      Kissing her with everything he had, he glided his hand down to pluck at her nipples. She moaned into his mouth, and it was all he could do to go slow. The patch of dark brown curls at her crotch taunted him. He wanted to spread her wide and explore her. And taste her. God. His mouth watered.

      His almost erection flexed at the thought, drawing her attention.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Shannon tried not to pant as she looked down at John’s body. Yes, the paralysis had had an effect on him, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as she expected. His legs were criss-crossed with pale silver scars. It certainly wasn’t as bad as what his own mind probably concocted. And the working parts more than made up for the non-working ones.

      His cock flexed and hardened. The thought of having that lurid purple head in her mouth, or body, made her shudder. Her clit pulsed with the need to come. Daring to reach out again, she squeezed the tip of him with her fingertips.

      John surged into her hand, his cock filling quickly and impressively. Shannon didn’t know he’d be so big, and it actually worried her.

      With a groan, he pulled her hand away. He kissed her palm and rested it on her own breast. “Your hands are dangerous. Leave it there.”

      Shannon grinned in spite of herself, but it slipped away as he lifted her thigh up over his hip. His cock was only a couple inches away, now, and her heart thumped painfully against her chest. She wanted to nestle him between her legs more than she’d ever wanted anything before. Her pussy clenched in expectation, and her eyes fluttered shut.

      He didn’t do what she expected though. She felt a tickle at her pussy lips, and looked down to find him swirling her short damp hair with his fingers. Even that felt wonderful. Then he slipped his thick middle finger between her folds, and just held it there.

      Shannon moaned, and pressed a kiss to his mouth. It was a struggle not to grind against his hand, and he seemed to understand that. The tip of his finger danced up around her clit, then swept down around her opening. He paused there, building her anticipation, before gently sliding his finger inside.

      Shannon panted, willing him to move. “Please,” she moaned. “Please.”

      John plunged his finger deeper, grinding the palm of his hand against her clit. She gasped as pleasure slammed through her. “Harder,” she whispered.

      In and out, he set up a steady rhythm designed to build. “You are soaked,” he grumbled.

      Then he lowered his head to her nipple, and started to suck. Shannon cried out, and her hips worked against his hand.

      Frantic heat built deep in her body, and she didn’t try to fight it. She’d lusted after John for months, and now that she was finally with him, she wasn’t going to waste the opportunity to enjoy him. She gripped his cock in her hand and pumped lightly.

      John pulled away from her touch and pushed her flat on her back. Then, more gracefully than she would have thought possible, he rolled over and pushed himself down the bed. His moist breath suddenly teased her wet folds. A split second later, his tongue laved her cleft from top to bottom. Shannon cried out, and tried to cover her mouth with her hand to keep the sound in, but she had no control over her body. That frantic heat grew and became too big to contain. John shoved his finger deep as he flicked at her clit with his tongue, driving her over the edge. Shannon whipped her hands out to clutch the blanket, and let the scream go that had been building for so long.

      But he didn’t let up. Her body quaked and shuddered through one of the hottest orgasms she’d ever had, and just as her body began to calm, he flicked his tongue again to prolong her pleasure. Shannon moaned and clutched his short hair, not sure if she was shoving him away or holding him to her. Finally, though, she did push him away, gently. “Oh, my god.”

      John looked up the length of her body, mouth glistening with her release, and gave her the sexiest, most self-satisfied, manly grin she’d ever seen on his face. Her heart contracted in her chest, and tears actually came to her eyes. Friends with benefits, my ass. He’s mine.

      He elbowed his way up beside her, and gently fondled her breast as she recovered her breath. Shannon knew he was hard, and the need to take the night further pushed her. John covered her mouth with his own and nibbled softly. Shannon tasted her own saltiness, and it made her clit contract.

      She pulled away and pushed against his massive shoulders, guiding him flat. Then levered herself up and over his hips. She held her body high, away from his, and plumped her breasts for him. John’s face darkened as he watched her, and his strong hands clamped onto her hips. She brought one knee up, centered herself over the tip of his cock and lowered.

      The work they did before was good, because the moisture from her release eased the way for his size. Even then, it still took several movements to seat him in her body. Shannon had never felt so full.

      “Oh, fuck,” John whispered. “Just hold right there for a minute.”

      His hands trembled on her hips, and his strong jaw clenched. “I never thought I’d feel this again.”

      Shannon leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his pursed lips. John moaned and clasped her head in his palms, guiding her mouth. Wrapping an arm around her waist, he held her to him and flexed his stomach, shoving into her. She gasped as the fullness intensified. Originally, she’d planned to ride John, but he plunged well enough beneath her that she didn’t want to move.

      That expectation began to build again, and she panted, making minute adjustments to what he was doing to heighten the sensation. His excitement began to build as well, and he guided her to sit up, then held her hips in his hands. Shannon gasped at the position change. It was too much. Her body struggled to accept him. Her thighs quivered as she lifted high, bouncing lightly before sinking down again. Within seconds, though, she wasn’t doing enough. She bounced harder, panting, as that tantalizing flame grew brighter. It suddenly flared out of control as John rested a thumb just above her clit. When she rocked down, her clit bumped against his finger, and that tiny touch was enough to swing her over the edge. As she orgasmed around his body, crying, John tightened his hands on her hips and slammed her down against him. It was good he was as strong as he was, because she had gone beyond coherence. Within just a few seconds, though, he stalled out beneath her, quivering, shaking, and roared out his own release. Shannon rocked against him, and felt the spread of scalding heat as he released into her body.

      She collapsed against him, boneless, crying, rocked to her very foundations. John wrapped both arms around her and held her to him. He seemed just as affected as he wiped her tears away with the pad of his thumb. When his body relaxed and slipped from hers, Shannon forced herself to get up and go to the bathroom to clean up, even though she didn’t want to leave. John seemed just as reluctant to let her go, and eager to have her back in his arms when she returned. Shannon snuggled in against his chest, more content than she could remember being in a very long time.

      John cleared his throat and tilted his head to meet her eyes. “Are you okay?”

      She smiled, and raised a brow. “You mean after my ravishing? I can’t walk straight yet, but I think I’ll be okay.”

      Even in the dim light, she could see his face turn ruddy, but he grinned. “I don’t think I can do much right now either, but I feel fantastic.  Actually, I feel like I did when I was fifteen and lost my virginity with Ellen Nichols.”

      She grinned with him, proud to be a part of his reawakening. “I’m happy for you. I didn’t know what to expect, but I have to say, I’ve never been so thoroughly sexed. You’ve blown me away.”

      He relaxed back and closed his eyes. He looked more content than she’d ever seen him. Now that the excitement was over, her body was pulling her into sleep. Tugging the comforter up over them, she adjusted a bit and settled into sleep.
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      John pulled away from Shannon, careful not to wake her. She slept deeply, her mouth curved in a slight smile. He thought perhaps it was because of their loving earlier, but he didn’t want to bet much on it.

      He adjusted the chair beside the bed and locked the brake. It held steady as he fell down into it. He glanced back at Shannon, but she was still asleep. Shifting his ass center, he pulled his feet up on the rests and rolled out of the bedroom. The hallway bath was his first stop, and he took the time for a quick wipe down with a wet washcloth. Shannon’s fragrance was suddenly all around him, and it made his heart clench. She’d been freaking phenomenal last night, no judgment, no impatience. More than he could have ever hoped for.

      Had he been enough for her though?

      If her reaction had been any indication, then hopefully yes. She’d come several times, and that kind of response was hard to fake.  At least, he thought it was. Hell, I don’t know.

      Rolling down the hallway gave him a chance to distance himself, physically and mentally. There were other things to worry about than his sex life.

      Harper watched one of the security monitors intently, and the attention was enough to alarm John.

      “What’s going on?”

      The big man shook his head and shifted on the chair. “I’m not sure. Something.” He stood up abruptly. “Are you going to stay up? I might run outside.”

      John nodded once. “I will.” The clock on the mantle ticked just past three o’clock. He reached into a box beside the table and pulled out a head-set. “Put this on.”

      Harper didn’t argue, just fitted it to his big head and pulled a black skull-cap over top. John liked the head-sets because they were so similar to what they used to use in combat.

      “If I’m not back in twenty, call for back-up.”

      John nodded, and checked the Beretta. “Will do.”

      Harper faded out the back.

      John scanned the cameras, but nothing stood out to him as being out of place. He flicked the monitor on for Shannon’s bedroom. She was still curled up in the center of the bed.

      As the minutes ticked away, and Harper didn’t break radio silence, John’s anxiety level increased. He didn’t know what the former SEAL had seen, but the man was not known for dramatizing a situation. Calm, cool, deadly described him better, exactly what a sniper needed to be. If something was important enough for him to leave tracks in the fresh snow, John would have to trust his judgment.

      Nineteen and a half minutes later, the big man padded silently back into the room.

      “What did you find?”

      Harper stripped off the cap and mic, as well as his black fleece jacket and tossed them onto a chair. “Nothing. Not a damned thing.”

      “What did you think you saw?”

      Harper shifted his shoulders. Something cagey shifted through his expression. “I just had a feeling.”

      John didn’t laugh. He’d been with guys who ‘just had a feeling’ and lived to tell about the experience. Hell, he’d had a feeling like that just last night before the power had gone out. Gut instinct was the most important thing a soldier could have. “Well, if you get another feeling, let me know.”

      Harper gave him a nod and settled back into the chair, glancing at John. “Looks like you had a good night.”

      John fought not to grin like a mother-fucker, but he didn’t think he was very successful. “It was all right.”

      Snorting, the other man rocked back in the chair. “Just all right, huh?”

      He couldn’t hold Harper’s too-knowing gaze. “Yep.”

      The other man didn’t say anything, just turned back to the monitors.

      “I can relieve you, now.”

      Harper waved a hand. “Nah, I won’t be able to sleep tonight anyway. Too tense.”

      John understood. Your body just wouldn’t allow you to relax after a false alarm like they just had.

      At loose ends, he rolled into the kitchen to find something to drink. In spite of the situation they were in, he felt very light inside, like a weight had been lifted. The feeling made him uncomfortable, because he wasn’t normally that way. He wanted to go in and wake Shannon up, and look at her, and touch her. Some imaginary barrier had been broken inside him, some reserve, and he wanted intimacy. He wanted to be with her.

      Snatching a diet-Sprite from the Fridge, he chugged it in a few heavy swallows, and tossed the can. The he paced the house, going from window to window, peering out between the cracks of the curtains. The street was quiet, and the roads were once again covered in snow. A couple of heavy pines bordered her driveway, their limbs hanging heavy with snow. His eyes zeroed in on something out of place.

      “Harper!”

      Harper joined him at the big picture window where he was parked.

      “Did you walk to the end of the driveway?”

      “Yes.”

      John pointed. “I need you to go check that out. Those limbs have no snow, like somebody brushed against them.”

      The ex-sniper didn’t even question, just gathered the head piece and went out the back.

      There was no way to be stealthy working under the glow of a streetlight, but Harper managed. He was a shadow, working along the line of trees until he got to the last one. The radio crackled. “Definite sign. Male boot, size ten and a half. Looks like a Bates imprint. Definitely military or police type. Looks like he rested against the tree for a while. Tracks go over the snow drift and onto the road, but I lose them there. I’ll track down the street a bit.”

      There was a click over the air, and Harper was gone out of John’s sight.

      John was relieved, though, that something had been found. This cat and mouse game was getting old.

      Harper returned ten minutes later, shaking his head. “Didn’t pick up the sign anywhere within a three block radius. He had to have gotten into a vehicle. I checked that tree not even fifteen minutes ago and there was no sign.”

      John nodded, and sent Duncan a text message on what they’d found. Duncan called him almost immediately.

      “What do you have?”

      John related what Harper had found, and his ‘feeling’ from earlier.

      “Sounds like we have military or cop. You sure it wasn’t one of the uniforms patrolling?”

      John repeated the message to Harper, but the man shook his head.

      “Harper does not believe so.”

      “Hmm…well, the problem is, if it is a Bates shoe, they sell to everybody. Hell, cops, guards, food service people, sanitation. Anybody can buy them, so I don’t know that that really limits our suspect pool.”

      John grimaced, because he knew Duncan was right. They even offered them to their guys if they wanted them. The faint glimmer of excitement died.

      “I’ll send somebody out to get a plaster cast,” Duncan continued, “but I wouldn’t expect anything from it.”

      John appreciated the call so late at night, even though the news was not promising. “Thanks Duncan. Why are you up, actually? It’s almost four in the morning.”

      There was a long silence on the other end of the line. “Same old, same old. Why are you up?”

      John was suddenly uncomfortable with the conversation. He didn’t know if he wanted everybody to know what he and Shannon had done together. Especially right now, with what was going on with Gerbowski. “Ah, same thing. I better go. I’ll watch for the tech.”

      Zipping his finger across the touch screen, he released a sigh. Later, he’d tell his partner what was going on. Face to face. Losing his ‘cherry’ wasn’t something to be mentioned in passing. If anybody would understand how momentous it was, Duncan would be the man. When he’d returned from Iraq, he’d been in a wheelchair as well. Through therapy and multiple surgeries, Duncan had recovered enough to walk with a cane. He still had a heavy limp, but he was at least mobile.

      Turning his chair back to Harper, John related what Duncan had said.

      “I heard. I’ll watch for him. Why don’t you head back to bed.” A slight smile eased the hardness of his face. “You have a warm woman waiting for you. Take advantage of that.”

      John didn’t need to be told twice. Trying to control his excitement, he powered down the hallway.
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      Shannon felt a warm weight ease in behind her. She hummed in happiness, and snuggled her bottom into John’s lap. “You’re warm,” she whispered.

      John slid one arm underneath her head, and wrapped his other around her hips. Shannon thought he felt better than any bed she’d ever laid on.

      She was still comfortable when the alarm on her phone woke her several hours later. She tapped the screen, but was too blurry eyed to actually turn it off. When it woke her five minutes later, she roused enough to focus. She tapped the button to turn the noise off, and noticed she had several text messages in her in-box. Who would be texting her in the middle of the night?

      She gasped as she scrolled through them.

      John leaned over her shoulder, immediately alert. “What?”

      Shannon handed him the phone. “Read them.”

      Nausea turned her stomach and she rolled out of bed. John’s jaw was clenched in anger when he read them, and he sat up, flinging the blankets.  “Has he texted you before?”

      “No, never.”

      This was a new invasion. She wrapped her arms around her waist and fought a shudder.  If this was Gerbowski somehow, he had hit a new level. Granted, cell phones weren’t as prevalent years ago, but he’d never sent her messages like this. There were four text messages in the space of about two hours, and they escalated. The first ‘who’s the guy?’ wasn’t bad, but the last one had been something about killing her gimp boyfriend in front of her.

      “He has to have been watching us,” she whispered. “We only made love a few hours ago.”

      John shifted to his chair and he looked livid. “Harper’s spidey senses went off earlier tonight, and we found an area where somebody stood out by the road. He must have a telephoto lense.” Or a fucking rifle scope. He set the phone on the bed and jerked his t-shirt over his head. “We need to go in to work today.”

      Shannon nodded. “I had already planned to go. The roads are clear and I can’t hide out here forever.”

      She hustled into the shower and scrubbed the night away. Even with the worry and fear dogging her, she still paused when she came to her tender breasts. Their first night together had been wonderful; more than she’d ever expected. She’d worried that his sexuality had been compromised from the injuries, but she’d never been so satisfied in her life. Hell, just thinking about it made her clit tingle.

      Breakfast was a quick pan of scrambled eggs and microwave bacon. Again, Harper stood against the wall, peering out the blinds as he shoveled food into his mouth.

      John was quiet, but he did touch her arm lightly as she set a plate in front of him. Shannon knew that was probably all the pda she was going to get today, so she leaned down and pressed a quick kiss to the top of his head.

      “I need you to put your phone on the charger, but do not erase those messages.”

      Shannon nodded and hooked it up to the charger on the counter. The message icon was blinking again, but she didn’t want to read any more. She disappeared into the bathroom to finish getting ready.

      Harper slipped out the door a few minutes before they were ready to leave, to retrieve his truck he said. John nodded and planted himself in front of the cameras until the other man came back in. The men nodded to each other and told her to get her stuff together. Grabbing her phone and purse, she was guided out to the huge black Hum-Vee outfitted with spotlights and a black matte grill. While she climbed into the back seat, John hoisted himself up into the truck using the oh-shit handles in front. He managed to make it look easy, even though he had to really reach. Harper folded the sport chair and placed it in the back beside Shannon.

      She caught his eye in the rearview mirror when he climbed behind the steering wheel. “This is a truck?”

      The forbidding former-SEAL winked at her, and backed out of the drive.

      It was difficult to believe that all the extra hoopla was needed, until she remembered Chris. He was in a chair for the rest of his life because of that crazed maniac. A cold chill shook her. She didn’t know what she would do if anything happened to John. Or any of the guys that worked at the agency. They’d all come to mean a great deal to her.

      Walking into the office building was almost surreal. So much had happened in the few days she’d been gone. She felt older, and wiser. More scared. Yet hopeful of what could happen with John.

      More in love than ever.

      John had put himself between the street and her body as they entered, squeezing her hand as they rode up in the elevator.

      Shannon unloaded her crap on her desk and sat in the chair. Memos and notes were stacked on her blotter; waiting for attention she wasn’t sure she could pay it. She switched her computer on and listened to the hum as it booted up. John disappeared down the hallway with her cell-phone on his lap, and Duncan headed that way as well. If anybody could track the caller down she honestly believed it was the men who worked here. She’d seen them do amazing things in the time she’d been here.

      The computer beeped for her password, and Shannon grabbed a stack of papers. She had work to do. She shoved the worry about Gerbowski to the side.
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      “I don’t like it. It’s too easy.”

      Duncan shrugged. “I know. But Quillen confirmed it.” He had the phone to his ear, and was on hold. He shifted his stance as he leaned against the corner of John’s heavy desk

      John gritted his teeth in frustration. The phone number had traced back to a criminal by the name of Reginald Barnes, currently incarcerated in the Colorado State Penitentiary in Canón City, a hundred miles away. Mr. Barnes was enjoying prison life for twenty-five years, after he’d raped and murdered a woman in Colorado Springs. Patrick Quillen, the Denver PD police chief, had tracked the information down for them. They had called the number to see if anybody would pick up. A confused intake clerk in Denver PD booking had answered. Duncan explained who they were, and requested to be hooked up to a supervisor. They had eventually been connected to Quillen, who was just as confused as they were.

      Duncan’s gaze focused as somebody obviously came on the line. He fumbled the phone a bit, and found a speaker button. “Can you say that again Chief? I have somebody in the room that needs to hear that.”

      “Mr. Barnes left our facility two weeks ago. All his belongings went with him. I’m looking at the sheet now. The phone is listed and he signed off on it.”

      Duncan was quiet for several long seconds. “When was he originally arrested?”

      The other man sighed. “He’s been in and out all his life, but the rape he was convicted of happened about two years ago. He was arrested in June of oh-nine. Been incarcerated ever since.”

      John motioned to the phone, and Duncan turned it toward him. “Who was the arresting officer?”

      “Mmm, it’s listed as Detective Angela Halloway, but I know S.W.A.T. actually apprehended him.”

      Frustration tightened his fists on the wheels of his chair. “Can you do us a big favor, and confirm that Barnes is still in prison? Have a guard confirm by sight.”

      “Can do. Give me a call-back number.”

      It took the better part of half an hour, but Quillen called back and confirmed that the warden herself had verified his bod was still in her jailhouse. Quillen promised that he would submit the found cell-phone to evidence and dust for prints, and he’d call no matter what they found.

      John slammed his fist into a box on the desk, knocking it to the floor and scattering packing peanuts all over the floor. “Fuck!”

      Duncan watched him shrewdly, as if he knew there was a reason for John’s reaction. “You okay there, buddy?”

      “I’m fine,” John snarled.

      Duncan chuckled and knocked a peanut away from his foot with the tip of his cane.

      John felt ridiculous. It wasn’t like him to act this way. He was known as Mr. Cool, unflappable, nothing bothered him. But the thought of Shannon being in danger set his teeth on edge. The thought of not being able to do anything about it was even more infuriating. His hands clenched around the wheels of his chair and took a deep breath. This anger shit wasn’t getting them anywhere.

      “I think I’ve lost my objectivity,” he admitted. “Shannon and I are involved.”

      Duncan didn’t even blink. “About time. Maybe you’ll quit moping around now.”

      John sat back in his chair, offended. “I don’t mope.” Duncan chuckled, which made John all the more frustrated. “I don’t,” he snapped.

      His best friend squeezed his shoulder as he headed toward the door. “You’re right John, you don’t mope. You just get …moody. I’m glad for you though. Shannon is really a great girl. I think she’ll be good for you. If you let her.”

      John watched Duncan limp out the door. ‘If you let her’. What the hell?

      He’d be incredibly lucky if she would take a chance on him.

      He couldn’t help but worry that he wouldn’t be enough for her though.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The work that had accumulated while Shannon had been off for the day kept her from thinking about anything. The Malone case was dragging on and Chad’s notes indicated as much. He was getting frustrated because there was very little to investigate.

      Roger was working under-cover in a warehouse, trying to cut back on a company’s theft problem, which was a little more interesting reading. Grafton Parks, another agent, had just been dispatched to Vail for a security detail with a Hollywood starlet. Shannon was impressed with that assignment. It showed that they were branching out a making a name for themselves.

      John joined her for lunch in the break room, and filled her in on the details about the phone.

      “So this dude is in prison, but for some reason his phone didn’t go with him?”

      John dug into his delivery Chinese. “The Captain sent over a booking photo, too. Do you recognize this guy?”

      He pushed a paper across the table with a headshot of a man in front of a blue background. He looked like an insurance salesman, balding on top, beady dark eyes, but he wasn’t familiar to her. She told John her thoughts.

      “I didn’t think you would.”

      “So who sent the messages then?”

      He wound his fork into a pile of noodles. “Well, the texts stopped as soon as the phone was found, so the Captain is going over booking footage to try to figure out who put the phone there.”

      Shannon felt deflated. She hoped John would suddenly be able to work magic and be able to tell her all the answers. Now they had to wait some more.

      “Eat, Shannon. The asshole’s trying to knock you off balance. Don’t let him do that.”

      John was right, she knew that, but she couldn’t not worry. She’d seen what men were capable of, and it disturbed her to know she was the target of his fascination.

      Stabbing a piece of chicken, she forced herself to eat. John would take care of her. She needed to be as strong as he was being. He pushed away from the table and circled around to her side. Clasping her hands in his own, he looked at her, dark eyes gleaming with determination. “I won’t let anything happen to you Shannon.”

      Tears came to her eyes, and she rubbed them away on her shoulder so that she didn’t have to let go of his hands. “I know. It’s just frustrating. I wish I had a normal life, you know? There must be something about me that attracts psychos. You’re the first regular guy I’ve hooked up with.”

      He snorted, and scrunched his face. “Normal? Not even close.”

      Shannon smiled, like he meant her to do. “Yes, normal.”

      She leaned her head against his shoulder, and he rubbed her back. It was the most comforting thing he’d ever done for her, and it actually made her tear up more.

      She pulled away and wiped her eyes. “Thanks, John. I know you’ll catch this guy.”
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      Shannon was surprised when Lisa called her later that day.

      “Hey, Shannon. Just wanted to catch up with you a bit and see what all the commotion was at your house the other morning?”

      Shannon stalled. It probably wouldn’t be wise to let everybody know yet what was going on. But Lisa may have seen something. “Uh, well, I think those flat tires were from my ex.” Not exactly a lie. “And he left me a couple of nasty presents, too. Stuff like that.”

      “No way! Your ex did that? Some guys just don’t get it though, you know? This ex I’ve got just shows up out of nowhere too, and he’s been coming around more often recently. Sweet talks his way back in. I think he just doesn’t want me with anybody but him, you know?”

      “I know. You haven’t seen anybody hanging around my house have you?”

      “No. Well,” her voice lowered, “no one other than that hunky guy in the wheelchair I saw you with yesterday. Who’s he? And does he have a brother?”

      Shannon laughed. “That’s actually one of my bosses. He’s helping me out with the ex.”

      Lisa hummed over the phone. “He looks yummy. When he’s done helping you out, send him my way.”

      Jealously spiked, and Shannon clamped her mouth on the automatic denial. “Well, we’ll see. I may need help for a while.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Lisa laughed softly. “I hear your warning. I’ll leave him alone. If you need anything just let me know.”

      “I will. Hey, if you see anybody let me know, would you?”

      “Sure thing. Later, chickie!”

      “Bye, Lisa.”

      Shannon shook her head as she replaced the receiver. Lisa seemed like she had a good heart, but she needed to ease back on the loser. If he wasn’t into her by now, he never would be.

      She took a few minutes to call her parents and tell them she was getting a new phone number, and if they needed anything to call her at work. They were immediately suspicious, clamoring on the speaker phone, but when she told them she was switching carriers and would be issued a new number, they seemed to accept the excuse. Shannon felt guilty lying to them, but she didn’t want them to worry.  If they knew she was having problems, there was a good chance they’d drive out to check on her too. And that couldn’t happen.

      They chit-chatted for a while and caught up on news. As subtly as she could, she sprinkled queries into the conversation. Everything seemed normal. She promised to call them when she got her new number and she hung up.

      Turning back to the computer, she stared at the screen as she tried to work out who could be after her. She debated pulling up a blank word doc, but she knew there was no way she could fill it up. Mike had been the only aberration in a fairly mundane life. She pulled a yellow pad to her, and started to doodle. Frustration ate at her. Why had she been chosen to put up with this crap?

      She rubbed at her ankle holster. Though her dad had trained her with the weapon it still felt bulky and awkward. John had said that the more she wore it the easier it would be, but so far it was just plain irritating.

      John rolled into sight and her anxiety eased. She couldn’t help but smile when she saw him. When his gaze connected to hers, and he grinned, all the angst and frustration of the morning melted away.

      He stopped beside her desk and just looked at her. “Are you okay?”

      Nodding, she ripped the paper off the tablet and crumpled it, then sent it sailing into the trashcan across the way. He raised his dark brows in surprise.

      “Yes, I am. I’ve been wracking my brain for suspects, but it has to be Mike, or somebody connected directly to him. My life is boring, and I don’t have weird things happen to me. Mike is the only aberration.”

      John scanned her face. “We’ll concentrate on him then.”

      Shannon felt tears start in her eyes at his confidence in her, and she nodded her head.

      “We’ve already got somebody investigating the family. Maybe they’ll turn something up.”

      Shannon tried to remember who had been in the courtroom during the trial. “I think he had a couple of brothers, and a sister, but I don’t think either of his parents were alive.”

      “Did you interact with any of them?”

      She nodded, and tears filled her eyes. “I walked by a couple of them during the trial, and I could tell they thought I had led him on. It was the story he spouted all through court. You have to understand, Mike looks like this nice normal guy. Not bad looking, in general people liked him. Intelligent. He had scholarships for college. We were hooked up by a mutual friend, but within just a couple of hours I could tell something was off. He was too…interested in everything I did. He wanted to know every detail of my day.”

      John frowned fiercely. Shannon didn’t think he liked hearing about her ex-stalker. She shrugged uncomfortably. “It went downhill from there.”

      Shannon folded her arms, cold at the thought of what might be ahead. John motioned her up from her office chair and guided her into his lap. She cuddled into him and inhaled the scent of his skin. This was her new favorite place in the world. He wrapped his arms around her, and she relaxed into him gratefully. Nothing could go wrong when John held her like this.

      He seemed to take comfort from her as well. He pressed a kiss to her head, and worked down to her ear. “We’ll get him,” he whispered. “Whoever it is, we’ll get him.”
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      Shannon was getting used to the security measures, but she still didn’t have to like them. As they walked out of the LNF offices and onto the street later that day, Harper led the way, hand hanging to his side and ready to grab his exposed sidearm. Shannon walked behind him and John pulled up the rear. The tank idled at the curb and he guided her into the back. John hoisted himself into the passenger seat as quickly as he could, then Harper folded his chair and slipped it in beside her.

      As they drove toward her house, she found herself scanning every vehicle they passed, trying to spot something incriminating. But the traffic was random. Nobody followed them, or pulled out in front of them. She doubted anybody would chance doing anything with this huge vehicle.

      Her house was a welcome sight, and she began to relax.

      “Turn away, turn away!”

      John’s yell startled her enough that she yelped. Harper had been about to turn into the driveway, but he jerked the wheel at the last minute and kept the truck on the street.

      “Park in front,” John told him, twisting in his seat to try to see behind them. “There’s something in the snow on her driveway.”

      Harper left the truck idling as he slipped out the door and looked around. Shannon couldn’t see his eyes behind the reflective wrap-around sunglasses he wore, but she had a feeling he had immediately cataloged every car on the street. He walked to her driveway and knelt, then brushed at the snow with his hand. Curling his fist, he stood and looked around, but the street was quiet.

      John’s yell had made her heart pound, but it settled when there was no immediate danger.

      Harper returned and handed John a strangely shaped piece of metal.

      “What the heck is that?” she asked.

      John frowned, then turned the piece over in his hand. “It’s called a caltrop, or tire spike. They’re designed to deflate tires and incapacitate a vehicle. The Iraqi’s used them on our vehicles occasionally, though this is just a small one. I don’t know that it would have done anything to this truck, but I’m more concerned as to why they put them there.”

      “To get us out of the truck,” Harper rumbled.

      John’s jaw tightened. “If you hadn’t been driving us, it would have been Shannon getting out and me getting these in my wheels.”

      Harper shifted into drive and floored the accelerator. He zigzagged his way back to the office. Shannon felt sick to her stomach. This was getting out of hand.

      Her phone buzzed with a text message, and she pulled up the screen.

      Damn, I missed.

      Growling, she handed the phone to John.

      “Fuck this.” He began tapping keys on her keypad.

      “John, what are you doing?”

      He glanced at her, then continued to type, jaw clenched. “If he wants to play games, we’ll let him. He’ll screw up one of these times.” He held up the screen for her to see.  ‘Puhleaze. Not even close’. Shannon grinned in spite of herself, and shook her head at him.

      The phone buzzed almost immediately with another message and John read it. Shannon knew it wasn’t good, because his face turned red in fury. She leaned over his shoulder.

      I’m going to hurt you, Shannon. And enjoy it.

      She sat back in the seat, all the laughter gone. John pressed a button on the phone to shut it down, and slipped it into his pocket. “The asshole’s not going to touch you, Shannon. I won’t let him.”

      She nodded her head, even though she knew he couldn’t actually promise that. They could only protect her for so long.

      Harper parked the truck in front of the agency, and the process reversed. He grabbed John’s chair out of the back seat, positioned it, then helped Shannon down and escorted her into the building, this time walking behind her. The lobby doors weren’t locked yet, so she pushed straight through.

      And ran straight into Cameron Jennings.

      The young man grabbed her arms above the elbows, and stared down at her. He seemed not so surprised to see her, as if he had been waiting for her. Purple smudged the skin beneath his manic eyes, and he was unshaven. It looked as if he had been sleeping on the street. He opened his mouth to say something but Shannon was suddenly ripped away from him and shoved aside.

      Harper was a lion. The huge former sniper spun the young man and shoved him into the nearest wall face first. He cranked Jennings’ arms high up behind his shoulder blades, and the man cried out. The old security guard behind the desk lurched toward them, but it was obvious he would be more of a hindrance than a help, and Harper snapped at the man to stay back.

      “Harper, wait,” Shannon didn’t know what to do. John blasted in behind her, surveyed the situation in a split second and tried to herd her to the elevator. “John, that’s the Jennings kid that came in to the interview yesterday.”

      John slowed for the briefest second to confirm what she said, then continued to goose her forward. When she didn’t move quickly enough, he tripped her down to his lap and shoved them both onto the elevator, slamming his hand against the buttons.

      Shannon didn’t know what had just happened, but she was shook. Her arms were aching where the kid had grabbed her, and her heart was thudding in fear. She began to wonder if Jennings had been the one following her. His behavior was strange at best, and had escalated each time she saw him.

      John rolled off the elevator and into her reception area.

      Her blood chilled at the thought that somebody would come after them in daylight. And if they wanted to hurt her, they would hurt John. Yes, he was a smaller target in the chair, but he was definitely more vulnerable having to deal with vehicles and handling doors as he entered and exited buildings. It would kill her if something happened to him.

      Rubbing her back with his broad hand, John whispered that everything was going to be okay. Shannon appreciated the contact. Her emotions were in a boil.

      When the elevator doors dinged, Duncan stepped out of his office to see who was there. The looks on their faces must have been pretty grim.

      “What happened?”

      They filled him in on what had occurred. John tossed him the spike and urged her off his lap, then motioned her down for a kiss. “I’ll be back. I want to talk to the kid.”

      Duncan wrapped an arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “Are you okay?”

      Shannon nodded and pushed him toward the elevator after John. “I’m fine. You probably need to be down there when they talk to him.”

      Her boss watched her for a second, as if to reassure himself she was indeed good.

      “Go! Harper is down there alone with that guy.”

      With a final nod, the elevator doors closed behind them and they disappeared.

      Shannon sank down into her office chair with a shudder. Hopefully they wouldn’t be gone long. She was as curious as anybody about why the kid kept showing up, but she knew her presence down there would probably not be conducive to him talking.

      At loose ends, she walked into Duncan’s office to look out the window at the dark night. Harper’s Hum-Vee was parked directly below the office, but the snowy street was quiet. Lights twinkled across the city, but she wished desperately she could see what was going on directly below her. Within ten minutes, a Denver PD squad car pulled up behind Harper’s truck, and the officer got out and headed for the front of the building.

      Shannon stood watching the street as long as her tired feet could hold her, then she sank down into Duncan’s chair. She tucked her feet beneath her and shut her eyes, just for a moment.
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      John fought to calm the rage inside him. The kid, Jennings, wouldn’t say a word about why he was so into Shannon. Everything else he was very forthcoming with, but not about her. John had enough information in his head, though, that he should be able to track down the reason within a few hours. The cop had stepped in when John got too aggressive, and it had pissed him off to no end. The only thing Duncan could do was file trespassing charges against Jennings, and he hesitated to do that. Technically, the kid hadn’t done anything wrong, just waited to talk to Shannon. When that hadn’t gotten him anywhere, he’d changed the story to he’d wanted to speak to Duncan about the progress with his therapy.

      Jennings and Duncan had spoken for several minutes, then Jennings had been free to go, with a warning not to return to the LNF office building unless he’d made an appointment ahead of time. Something in his gaze, as it slid away, told John he would see Jennings again.

      Without waiting for anybody else, he shoved toward the elevator. Shannon was upstairs alone, and that made him worry. The elevator doors opened immediately and he rolled inside. Harper slipped in behind him and left Duncan to finish up with the cop. John was glad he didn’t have to deal with all the public relations bullshit. They’d be out of business in a minute if it were left up to him. There was one thing he did need to do, though.

      “Thanks for getting to her as quick as you did,” he told Harper, voice gruff.

      “No problem, Gunny.”

      Shannon wasn’t in the outer office, and she didn’t respond when he called her name. Harper jogged down the hallway to the restrooms and John rolled for the break room. When he didn’t find her there, and Harper walked up the hallway shaking his head, John’s heart began to thud painfully and his throat began to ache. Had Jennings been a decoy while somebody else snuck in the back way and snatched her?

      He found her curled up in the big office chair behind Duncan’s desk, her tiny feet tucked beneath her. Every muscle in John’s body quivered with tension he had no release for. She was safe, but he was having a reaction as if something had happened to her. As quietly as he could, he backed out of the office and pulled the door shut. Then he sat staring at the door as his body calmed.

      “Did you find her?”

      He nodded but didn’t turn around. “She’s asleep.”

      Harper chuckled, and it was the first time John had ever heard the man do that. The sound was curious enough to make him turn around and look up at him in surprise.

      “Gunny, you better let that poor girl sleep at night. She’s got a lot going on right now.”

      John snorted, then chuckled, and it was exactly the release he needed. Harper had managed to hone in on the most light-hearted aspect of the night and spotlight it. “Hey, it’s been a while. What can I say? I’ve got catching up to do.”

      He reached out and clasped hands with the big man. “You’re all right, Harper.”

      Shannon stepped out of the office then, rumpled and bleary eyed. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing, Shannon.” John reached out, and as naturally as breathing brought her down onto his lap. She pressed her lips to his, and wrapped her arms around him. She had to be the sweetest weight he’d ever carried. He rubbed her back up and down.

      Shannon let him cuddle her for a minute, then pulled back to look him in the face. “So what’s going on with Jennings?”

      John shrugged lightly, trying to keep the anger off his face. “Nothing right now. He got a warning to stay away from the building unless he has an appointment.”

      Pursing her lips, Shannon nodded once. “Did he say anything about me? Why he looks at me like I broke his toy? Any hints?”

      “No.”

      John wished he could wipe the dismay from her expression, but he didn’t know how. He continued to rub her back and just let her know he was there.

      The elevator dinged and Duncan stepped off, just as grim faced. He forced a smile for Shannon, though. “Don’t worry Shannon. Old Frank knows not to let him in the building now unless I let him know he’s coming ahead of time.”

      “Thanks, Duncan.” She smiled at him and winked. “Maybe I’ll get some overtime in to pay for all this security.”

      John chuckled and let her slip off his lap.  Duncan glared at her. “No, you won’t be working. Go into the lounge and chill out, both of you. We’ll order take-out while we decide what to do.”

      They settled on Chinese. John headed to his office to work on something. Shannon ordered while Harper flipped channels on the big flat screen mounted to the wall. He settled on a show about sharks, and the Great Barrier Reef. Shannon thought it was appropriate for the big ex-soldier, and sat on the couch cattycorner from his chair. “Have you ever been there?”

      “No.”

      Guess that was the end of that conversation. Restless, she rose and headed to John’s office.

      Hunched over the computer, he didn’t even look up when she entered. Shannon thought he seemed excited. “What do you see?”

      His dark eyes flicked to hers. “For shits and giggles, I had Harper mount a camera with an attached transmitter to the tree where we noticed the snow was brushed off the other day.”

      “Did it record something?” she leaned over his shoulder to peer at the screen. Excitement sped up her heart as she followed the line of his finger. The video was in black and white, but it captured a lean figure as he knelt at the end of her driveway. Even her sharp eyes couldn’t see anything distinguishing about the person, although something seemed vaguely familiar. The camera was too far away to see their face, just a lean shape as they hunched over, packing the barbs in the snow. John tapped a couple of keys, and the camera zoomed in, but the image degraded too much to be visible.

      “It’s not Mike. I actually had doubt about the prison keeping track of him. But it’s definitely not him. Too skinny.”

      “Okay. Does the person look familiar at all?”

      Shannon wracked her brain trying to figure out who it was, but the video was too far away. “No.”

      She must have sounded frustrated, because he turned enough to catch her gaze. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll figure it out. With any luck the camera will pick up a license plate or something.”

      But it didn’t. The person stood and stepped out of view and the camera stopped recording.  The next image was of Harper’s truck tire just before it pulled into the driveway.

      John stopped the recording and pivoted to face her. “Obviously they didn’t see the camera, so we’ll leave it there for the time being and hope the guy slips up.”

      Shannon ran her hand across her brow, so incredibly tired.

      “Why don’t you go lay down on the bunk for a while. We’re probably going to be here for at least an hour or so.”

      Too tired to argue, Shannon pressed a kiss to his forehead and turned away, but John stopped her with his hand on hers. He tilted his head up, and Shannon gladly rested her lips on his. She needed this closeness that was growing between them, and it filled her heart with joy that John seemed to need it too. “I just wish this was all done so we could concentrate on us.”

      He squeezed her hand, then let her go. “I know.”

      Surprisingly, she slept like a log for two hours on the lumpy futon. And when she woke, famished, Duncan microwaved the Chinese for her and sat with her while she ate it. She must have looked like she was searching for John. “He’s still on the computer.”

      Shannon nodded. She’d assumed as much.

      “We had a call back from Quillen at Denver PD.”

      Shannon didn’t like the way Duncan was looking at her. “What did he find?”

      “He sent over a clip of the footage, and it looks like the phone was placed in the booking room by a nurse. Reddish blond hair, five-six. She was a PRN nurse by the name of Lisa Dixon.”

      Ice filled Shannon’s veins. “Lisa Dixon? Are you sure of that?”

      Duncan nodded regretfully. “John says he recognized her, but you ought to go in and confirm it.”

      She didn’t even realize she was running until she slammed through John’s office doorway. “Can I see the clip please?”

      John typed a couple of things and double clicked on a file. The back of Lisa’s head flashed onto the screen. The strawberry blond was brightly distinctive in the dingy gray of the booking area. The view was obstructed, but it looked like she reached into her left pocket, pulled something out and placed it at the back of the booking counter, under a shelf.

      Shannon was heart-sick. She’d known Lisa for a year now, and thought she was a friend. They’d shopped together and grilled together, and they’d comforted each other over men. “There has to be some other explanation. She can’t be the one that did all those things.”

      “No,” John agreed, “but she’s a lead we need to check out. I don’t think she did everything either, but we need to know more about her. Who is she involved with? What about her family?”

      Shannon sank down to the chair across from his desk, and tried to get her mind in order. “The guy she dates is kind of off and on. I’ve never met him. I think they’ve been dating for almost a year.”

      Disbelief still had her shaking her head. “What possible reason would she have to do anything to me? I’ve only ever been a friend to her.”

      Nausea turned her stomach at the betrayal, but John reached out and squeezed her hand. “Let’s just wait and see. Maybe it’s not as bad as it looks.”

      Shannon made a face at him. “Seriously?”

      “Okay, I know it looks bad. We’ll get to the bottom of this, Shannon.”

      Who would have ever thought that John Palmer would be encouraging her to look for the good in people?

      “So what’s the plan?”

      John grinned at her, obviously pleased with her response. “Let’s go talk to Duncan.”

      Between the four of them, it was decided that Harper would go out to the house, clear the driveway and scout the area. When Lisa got home, Shannon would ask her over to talk. John and Duncan would be inside the house, and Harper would watch from the outside.

      Shannon didn’t like the plan at all. She felt like she hadn’t had long enough to think things out, and she was afraid she would flub something when they talked to her. John had given her a list of things to say and do.

      “You’ll be fine Shannon. We’ll be there as well. Are you worried about her hurting you?”

      “No,” she gasped, horrified at the thought. “I think that’s the problem. She’s a nurse, and my friend. She wouldn’t hurt me for anything. These things that have been happening to me have been escalating, and I just don’t see her doing it.”

      John looked skeptical, but he didn’t contradict her outright.

      “We’ll take it slow, and be subtle,” Duncan promised.

      Forty minutes later, they pulled into Shannon’s freshly cleared driveway. They had an hour before Lisa got home from her night shift at the hospital. Harper was nowhere to be seen, but she’d kind of expected that. He was probably watching them, though. They all piled out of Duncan’s SUV and trooped up to her door. They had time to kill. Shannon fed and played with the kittens, and did a load of laundry. John ghosted after her, and it was almost as if he was afraid to let her out of his sight.

      Shannon fought tears constantly.  It was one thing to think she’d caused a blip on some guy’s radar she’d never seen before, but to imagine it was somebody she’d cooked for, and held when she cried over a lost patient, was disheartening. No, it was flat out demoralizing. It made her question every friendship she’d made. Her eyes drifted to John as he fiddled with one of the monitors. Were she and John actually as connected as she thought? Or was this just a friendly arrangement in his eyes?

      Shannon was frazzled and aggravated by the time Lisa pulled in the driveway a few minutes later. She gave her long enough to get into the house, then called over. “Lisa, can you come over here for a minute? I really need to talk to you about something.”

      “Sure, Shannon. Give me a minute and I’ll be over.”

      John suddenly turned away and held the ear-piece in his ear. “Go ahead.” He looked at the monitors and tapped a couple of buttons. One of the cameras viewing the outside corner of the house came into view, and Duncan leaned in to look. Lisa walked across the screen and disappeared, and there was a knock at the door. John nodded to her, and Shannon walked over to let her in.

      Lisa wore her standard blue scrubs, and had her hair up in a knot on the back of her head. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, but she smiled at Shannon when she walked into the house. When she caught sight of Duncan and John, though, she frowned. Her eyes widened dramatically when she saw all the camera equipment and monitors.

      Shannon closed the door behind her, and turned to introduce the two men. “Lisa, these are two of my bosses, Duncan Wilde and John Palmer. Guys, this is Lisa Dixon.”

      “Hello.”

      Shannon motioned to a chair. “Would you sit down for a minute, please?”

      “Sure.”

      Lisa was looking more and more leery. It was an awkward situation to walk into. She forced a smile and crossed her legs, leaning back into the cushion. “So what can I do for you guys?”

      Shannon sat on the corner of the couch closest to her. John snugged his chair in behind her, and Duncan stood at the fireplace mantle. Lisa may not have realized it, but they had positioned themselves to come to Shannon’s defense if she needed it.

      “Do you remember me telling you about that stalker I had? Several years ago.”

      Lisa frowned and nodded. “Of course. He’s in prison, though, right?”

      “Yes. But some things have been happening recently that made me think he was out.”

      “Oh, god, he’s not is he?” Lisa leaned forward, and seemed genuinely alarmed.

      “No, he’s not. But somebody is making me think he is. They’re doing the same kinds of things he did.”

      Shannon paused, like John had told her to do, and let the silence stretch out. Theoretically, it was to make Lisa uncomfortable enough to talk, but she stayed quiet.

      “Anyway,” Shannon continued, “night before last I started getting text messages threatening to hurt me. They intimated threatening my boyfriend.” She made a motion to John. “That cell phone was found in the Denver PD booking room this morning, under the counter.”

      Lisa paled, and her jaw slackened. “What?”

      “The cell phone was found under the counter in the booking room. Lisa, did you work at the jail yesterday?”

      The woman blinked heavily. “I did. They called me in for a couple of hours.”

      Shannon swallowed hard. She knew what she needed to ask. “And did you put a cell phone under the counter?”

      “I did,” Lisa admitted, readily enough. “Jimmy said that it belonged to one of his buddies, and he’d left it at his apartment. He asked me to leave it there for him to pick up.”

      Lisa seemed genuine. Shannon glanced at John, but she couldn’t read anything off his face. Something occurred to her. “Wait a minute. Your Jimmy? As in, your schmuck boyfriend Jimmy that plays around?”

      Lisa nodded.

      “What’s your boyfriend’s name, Lisa?” John had rolled closer.

      “James Wilkins. He’s a road officer at Denver PD.”

      Shannon felt her own face pale, and she lurched to her feet. She jogged to the kitchen and snatched the business card from the refrigerator. ‘J. Wilkins’. She took it back to Lisa. “Is this him?”

      “Yes, have you talked to him?”

      Shannon felt the room dim around her. She dropped to the couch and leaned forward over her knees. A broad hand rested on her back. “It’s okay, Shannon. We’ll get him. It’s okay, babe.”

      For a few minutes, all she could do was concentrate on breathing. The man stalking her had been right next door, at least part of the time. But how would he know the details about Gerbowski? The Pepsi can, and the rose petals?

      John waited patiently at her side.

      “I’m okay. Just shocked.”

      Lisa was crying. She seemed truly bewildered. Shannon still couldn’t tell if it was an act or not. Her emotion seemed genuine, but Shannon had learned the hard way she wasn’t always the best judge of character.

      Duncan moved toward Lisa. “Ms. Dixon, do you know where Jimmy is now?”

      She shook her head. “He was at the house for a little while last night, but he’s gone now.”

      “Does he have a key to your house?”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Yes. Can you explain to me please what’s going on? I’m very confused. I feel like I’m in trouble.”

      Shannon reached out and clasped Lisa’s hand, in spite of John’s earlier warning. “We think Jimmy’s been stalking me. We’re just not sure why.”

      Lisa shook her head in disbelief. “Why would he do that?”

      “We’re not sure, Lisa, but this is the best information we’ve gotten.”

      She looked up at Duncan as he stepped closer to her chair, cell phone in hand. “Lisa, what kind of vehicle does Jimmy drive? Do you know any of his personal information? Birthday, social, anything like that?”

      “He drives a big black truck, four wheel drive, not sure what kind though. And his birthday is June twentieth. Not sure about his social though.”

      Duncan was inputting information to text somebody and nodding his head. “Good, good. When does he work next?”

      “Should be this morning. We kind of pass in the night most of the time. He works days and I work nights or swing shift. Sometime we overlap in the morning and he comes to see me at the hospital or the jail if they’ve called me in.” She looked at Shannon. “Did he flatten your tires?”

      “I have no idea.” It did make sense though. “Lisa, I’ve never seen a truck like that in your driveway. Where does he park?”

      Lisa made a motion with her hand. “Somewhere a couple blocks away. He said he doesn’t want to run the chance of the people he’s arrested figuring out where he lives or who he hangs out with.”

      John rubbed his hand across her back again. Shannon was so grateful he was here with her. She’d be floundering around completely if he wasn’t.

      Suddenly, he slapped a hand to his ear. “Harper? Harper! Answer me damn it.”

      He powered the chair to the monitors, but Shannon couldn’t see any movement anywhere. Duncan stepped up behind him and leaned over.

      The bottom fell out of her stomach. Why wasn’t he responding?

      “Do you see him? What did you hear?”

      John didn’t even glance at her. “I heard a scuffle, and a couple of bangs, and then nothing.” He held a finger to the earpiece. “Harper! Respond!”

      Duncan slipped off his suit jacket. Shannon was surprised to see a leather harness wrapped around his broad shoulders, holding two black pistols butt out. She’d never seen him wear weapons before. But then, he was the boss. He ran the show. The other guys wore their guns regularly.

      “What was his last position?”

      “North-east roof-top.”

      Duncan put on a head-set and slipped out the back sliding glass doors. His limp was completely gone. Her heart pounded in fear, and it was all she could do to hold it together.

      Lisa tightened her hands on Shannon’s. “What’s going on?”

      John glared at Lisa. “We think your boyfriend is trying to hurt Shannon. At the very least he’s making her life hell. Do you have any idea why he would be doing that?”

      Lisa shook her head repeatedly, crying all the harder. “I don’t know why he would do that. He’s a nice guy.”

      Shannon handed her the tissue box from the end table and Lisa blew her nose. John turned back to the monitors to watch for movement.

      There was a ping to the outside of the house, and one of the small windows beside the big bay window shattered.

      “Get down!” John yelled.

      Shannon did as she was told immediately, pulling Lisa down beside her on the hardwood floor. They huddled together behind the couch, shielding their heads with their arms as glass continued to rain down. Shannon tried to look for John, but he was out of sight. “John?”

      “I’m fine. Shannon, head to your bedroom. Get away from all this glass!”

      Shannon didn’t need to be told twice. Skittering on her knees, clutching Lisa’s shirt, she pushed and pulled her way into the hallway.

      “Lock up and don’t come out until I tell you,” he yelled.

      She looked up at the very last second before she lost sight. John was at the window, Beretta out in front of himself, aiming through the shattered window through and swirling snow. Shannon thought he actually looked vibrant, and alive, protecting her, and her heart swelled. But she didn’t want anything to happen to him. “John, be careful!”

      He glanced at her for a split second and grinned rakishly. “No problem babe!”

      Shannon continued down the hallway, Lisa’s hand on her ankle. Inside her bedroom, she closed and locked the door. Lisa went up on her knees and pushed the bureau beside the door across the entryway, sealing them in. Shannon allowed herself to sit against the bed and catch her breath.

      She didn’t understand what was going on, but somebody had definitely fired two shots into the front of her house. Closing her eyes, she strained to hear anything from the front room over the sound of her own raspy breathing.

      Something pinched in the side of her neck.

      Shannon opened her eyes to find Lisa kneeling in front of her. In her hand was a clear syringe, the needle bare. She looked at her neighbor in confusion, but her sight was beginning to dim. “What was that…”

      Lisa grinned and backed away as Shannon slumped forward. Her last conscious thought was that John was going to be pissed.
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      A frisson of unease chased across his shoulders as he lost sight of Shannon, but he couldn’t be distracted. He scanned everything he could out the front, but nothing moved. “Wilde, update.”

      “Following a trail, no sign of Harper.”

      “Roger. Two rounds just hit the front of the house, originating due east.”

      “Roger. Trail goes in that direction.”

      “Roger.”

      John fought to keep his own gun steady as he scanned the front yard, but he didn’t see shit. Frustration ate at him. He wanted to be the one tracking that trail and chasing down the bad guy. He glanced at the monitors, looking for movement. Lisa had her back to the bedroom camera and she was leaning over Shannon, who was sitting on the floor beside the bed. That frisson of unease turned into an all-out quake as he realized Shannon was slumped over, apparently unconscious. Lisa was binding her hands with something.

      “Wilde! It’s Lisa. She’s got Shannon in the bedroom.”

      He shoved his chair down the hallway as fast as he could, and slammed into the door knees first. The door knob refused to turn and he battered at the wood with his fists. “Lisa, don’t do this. She’s your friend. Lisa, Lisa!”

      But there was no response. John shoved and pounded until his hands were bruised, but he couldn’t get the door to budge. In frustration, he blew out the door lock with his gun, but the door itself still didn’t budge. He screamed Shannon’s name, but he knew she wasn’t going to answer. “Duncan! Go to her bedroom window. They must be taking her out that way.”

      “On it.”

      Time completely stopped as he waited for some response from inside the room, but it was completely silent.

      “Scanning. Multiple tracks outside her window heading away from the house. I think they’ve got her John.”

      John rocked back in his chair as if he’d been shot, unable to even begin to assimilate the loss he felt. For a moment his vision narrowed to a pinprick, before stabilizing. “We have to find her,” he whispered. “We have to find her.”

      He powered out to the monitors and rewound the last minute. Lisa, substantially bigger than Shannon, had actually picked her up enough to get her head and shoulders to the window sill, then black gloved hands reached in to pull her limp body through. John tried to narrow in on the window, but the stationary camera only caught the corner of the sill. The assailant outside pulled Shannon through the window, then Lisa followed them through. The room was motionless for ninety-six seconds, then DC dropped into the room. John watched him shove the bureau out of the way that had been barricading the door.

      DC jogged into the living room, his eyes connecting with John’s in silent understanding. He dangled the tennis bracelet transmitter from his fingers. “This was on the floor beside the bed. But we’ll find her. Anything on the cameras we need to know about?”

      John dragged his gaze from the bracelet and shook his head. He turned the chair toward the front door. “We need to get after them. Did you find Harper?”

      “Yes. He’s groggy but getting his truck. He was darted with a tranquilizer. If he’d been smaller, like Shannon’s size, it would have knocked him out for a while.”

      John skidded down the ramp, bumping into the front of DC’s SUV. Harper’s Hummer idled beside it, and John maneuvered around to the passenger side. His disability had never frustrated him more than at that moment and he lifted himself into the seat and had to wait for DC to fold and pack away his chair. They were wasting precious time. As soon as he was inside, DC was on the phone with Denver PD, tracking down Officer Wilkin’s information.

      Harper had blood running down the side of his neck, but he looked okay otherwise. Pissed, but okay. He accelerated out of the driveway and took two right turns, until they were in the alleyway behind Shannon’s house. Tracks were all over the snow, and they followed them out of the alley, then lost them when they got onto the cleared street.

      “Which way?”

      John wanted to scream in frustration. They were literally seconds behind the people that had taken Shannon, but there was no sign of them on the busy streets. He glanced at DC in the back seat, but he shrugged his shoulders and continued talking to whoever was on the other line.

      “South.”

      Harper turned left immediately in spite of oncoming traffic. Horns blared as he crossed the four lane.

      “Looking for a black Dodge Ram pick-up, Colorado plate Alpha Chris Alpha six seven three. Address 450 Aspen Way, apartment 3B. PD has units out looking for him, and will meet us there.” DC snapped his phone closed and leaned forward between the seats. “We’re heading in the wrong direction.”

      “Fuck.” Harper turned around and headed in the opposite direction, toward the apartment that had very little chance of having Shannon. The guy was a cop. John knew he wouldn’t be so stupid as to take her back to his own place. He’d have a back-up plan in place, for just this type of occurrence.

      John rubbed his eyes furiously, and prayed that Shannon was okay.
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      Shannon’s head was throbbing, and her shoulders ached with the cold. She knew something was wrong as soon as she came around, so she kept her eyes shut in the hopes that she would be undetected. She listened to the sound around her, but couldn’t distinguish what exactly she was hearing. There was a rattle and a bang, then silence for several seconds, then another rattle and bang. There was blinding light around her, she could tell, but she didn’t dare open her eyes just yet.

      God, it was cold.

      Surreptitiously, she wiggled her wrists. There was a little bit of room, but not a lot. Slitting her eyes open, she dared to peek around. It looked like she was in an old storage facility of some type, like what they used for big businesses.

      “You can quit faking it now. I know you’re awake.”

      Shannon shuddered again with cold, and opened her eyes in the blinding light. It was definitely a warehouse, but the thing was long past being usable. Vast arrays of glassless windows stretched out in front of her. Discarded boxes were scattered on the floor, and Denver P.D. Officer Jimmy Wilkins sat on one of those boxes, chewing a piece of beef jerky. Shannon knew deep down inside it was bad that he had allowed her to see him. She’d heard that somewhere before. Why bother hiding if there were going to be no witnesses?

      “Officer.”

      His handsome face twisted with regret. “Yeah, I think that may not apply to me anymore.”

      Shannon levered herself up into a sitting position, folding her legs to the side. A lump beneath her left thigh reassured her that all was not lost. Now, how to get her hands free. She looked around the warehouse, surveying the black truck parked at the far end near a big overhead door and the tent set up just a few feet away.  They appeared to be staying a while. “Where’s Lisa?”

      Jimmy smiled, and continued to chew, but he didn’t answer her.

      “Can you tell me why you did this? Is it because I brushed you off?”

      Her captor tipped his head back and laughed. “Well, I have to admit. The fact that you would choose a gimp over me was pretty maddening.” Anger glinted in his eyes. “But I think things will end up in my favor in the end.”

      “So, what are we waiting for then?”

      He surveyed her with steady, cold blue eyes, as if deciding how much information to feed her. “We’re waiting for Lisa. When she gets here, things will get interesting.”

      Shannon shivered and wished she had something warmer on than a fleece and jeans. They’d draped a blanket over her where she’d been laying, but it had fallen away when she sat up.  She almost wished she’d stayed laying down. Snow drifted in from a hole in the roof, and she found the source of the rattle and bang. A piece of the roof tin flipped up and down in the breeze. The third time it flipped up, she thought she saw a face peer through the hole. She glanced away quickly, and prayed her mind wasn’t playing tricks on her.

      Jimmy chewed his way through the bag of beef jerky, watching her the entire time. Shannon tried to ask him questions, but he refused to answer anything else. Finally, she asked if she could go to the bathroom. Jimmy laughed out loud. “Sure. Go ahead.” Then he just sat and watched her. Obviously, there were no facilities, or if there were, he certainly wasn’t going to guide her to them.

      Shannon gritted her teeth and fought off another cold shudder.  “I’m cold. Can you wrap that blanket around me again?”

      Jimmy didn’t move. Shannon gritted her chattering teeth and tried to decide if she had enough room to work her hands down around her butt. Maybe, just maybe. She shifted up onto her knees and worked her bound hands down over her hips. Jimmy watched her but didn’t say anything. Shannon worked her arms down the length of her legs and moved her feet through the circle of her arms until they were in front of her body. Holding the blanket in her hands, she whipped it around her shoulders and settled back Indian style on the floor…

      …with her hand on her ankle gun John had made her start to carry.

      For the first time, tears came to her eyes. She now knew there was a chance she could save herself.
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      John’s head throbbed. They were at the office, gathering intel. All the guys that were free had come in, which he appreciated, but it felt as if every one of them were looking to him for direction. And he didn’t know what to tell them. There’d been no ransom demands or any communication at all, which scared him more than anything. If they asked for ransom, she was valuable. The fact that they hadn’t asked told him the kidnappers weren’t interested in money.

      Duncan was on the line with Chief Quillen almost constantly, and each time they hung up he shared more learned information. Like the fact that Wilkins had been the one to take the call at the office, but no official report had been filed.  And that Wilkins had been on the job less than a year, the same time Shannon had been in Denver. And Lisa Dixon’s information was a dead end. There was no Lisa Dixon in the BMV database. Quillen was working on obtaining a search warrant to go through her house, but it was leased through a realty company.

      Clayton Williams reported back that he’d spoken with Gerbowski three times in three days, and though he was not forthcoming with information, on the third day he was suddenly very excited. Prison officials were going over the recorded inmate calls to try to narrow down who he had talked to, but so far, nothing.

      John was beside himself with fear for Shannon. But the fear fought with guilt, too. He’d trusted Lisa too easily and Shannon had paid the price. He paced up and down the hallway listening for the phones to ring, but it was eerily quiet.
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      Shannon glanced at the door long enough to see a beat-up old mini-van pull into the warehouse. Lisa stepped out of the vehicle and grinned when she saw Shannon was awake.

      “Oh, good. You came around. I was worried I’d given you too much.”

      She set several bags on a workbench, then rummaged inside. Jimmy crossed to paw through it as well and pulled out a wrapped sandwich. He peeled back the plastic and took a huge bite, then spat the food on the floor. “I told you to get roast beef, not fucking ham.”

      Lisa smiled sweetly at him. “It was all they had.”

      Jimmy flung the sandwich across the space and bent to the bags again, pulling out a tube of Pringles. He crossed the concrete to sit on the boxes where he was before, crunching away.

      Shannon kept him in her periphery but turned her gaze to Lisa.

      “I thought you were my friend.”

      Lisa snorted and shook her head. “That was not your first mistake.”

      She swallowed. “So what was my first mistake?”

      Her ex-friend turned around to lean against the bench, arms crossed over her chest. “You’re first mistake was stringing Michael along like you did.  It’s been years and you’re still all he talks about.”

      “That’s not my fault,” she protested, even as her mind reeled. This all came back to Gerbowski.

      Lisa shrugged. “No, not really, but if I get rid of you he’ll get over you faster. Then that clears the way for me.”

      Shannon shook her head at the injustice of it all. First she was stalked and now she was being blamed for it. “I’ve tried to get away. I haven’t spoken to him at all. If I could wipe myself from his mind I would.”

      “I know, sweety. I think getting rid of you is the only way to do it though.”

      “Can’t you just tell him I died?” she pleaded. “We’ll find a newspaper article or something to back you up.”

      Beneath the blanket she worked the handcuffs, trying to squeeze her hand through the iron loop. Her left hand had always been just a hair smaller, so she concentrated on it, but it was going to be impossible to get it through. She was dividing her attention between keeping the cuffs quiet and debating with Lisa, but Lisa had rationalized everything in her head to sound feasible. Shannon had to convince her otherwise.

      “Just how do you think you’re going to get away with all this?” Shannon asked her, trying to use reason. “My bosses have taken the case and they won’t stop until they find you. And me.”

      Lisa snorted and unwrapped a sandwich. She pulled the tomato from the middle and flung it away, then took a bite. She grimaced at something but swallowed it down. She ripped off the cap from a bottle of water and took a long swallow.

      Shannon’s mouth watered with need and she opened her mouth before she thought. “Can I have a drink?”

      Shit, shit, shit! I shouldn’t have called her over.

      But Lisa just shook her head. “Nah. You don’t need a drink.” She giggled, her eyes dancing mischievously. Shannon was amazed that the woman had managed to hide how crazy she was, not just from Shannon but her job as well. Wilkins laughed with Lisa and slid off the boxes to cross the floor. He pressed a kiss to her lips and tucked her hair behind her ear.

      “You’re so mean,” he told her. “But I love this side of you.”

      Lisa kissed him but her open eyes strayed to Shannon, obviously to monitor her reaction.

      Shannon fought to keep her face smooth, but she was confused. Obviously Lisa was with Jimmy Wilkins, and Wilkins seemed to be okay with the fact that the entire situation they were in was so the way could be cleared for his girlfriend to be with another man.

      Lisa pulled away from Jimmy and turned to Shannon, hands on her hips. “What are you thinking neighbor, dear? That you were in my shoes, with two strong, vital men paying me attention? I have no idea what you see in that cripple.”

      Shannon shook her head and looked away.

      Lisa stamped her foot. “Look at me you sanctimonious bitch!”

      Shannon’s mouth fell open at the insult and her eyes snapped to Lisa’s angry face. “What have I ever done to you? I’ve only ever been your friend, and this is how you repay me?”

      Lisa blinked and Shannon thought regret may have flashed across her face. “It doesn’t matter now. Michael is more important to me than any friendship. Any relationship.”

      Shaking her head, Shannon looked away from her former friend, wondering why she bothered. Obviously, she wasn’t going to be around long.
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      As he reached the end of the conference room, John fought to keep himself from ramming into the wall, just for something to do. His arms quivered with a need to bash something. Instead he pivoted the chair and shoved himself to the other side of the room.

      Wrapped around his fingers was the bracelet he had given Shannon days ago, with the transmitter inside. Useless.

      They were flying blind with crazies in the cockpit. Obviously they wanted Shannon for themselves, otherwise ransom demands would have been made by now. His throat ached with the need to cry out at the unfairness of it all. He’d finally found his somebody, his person that he could connect to more than anybody else, and she’d been snatched away.

      When the phone rang on the desk on the far side of the room, he lunged for it. He snatched it up before any of the other extensions were lifted. “Palmer!”

      There was a long beat of silence before a quiet, male voice came on the line. “Industry Parkway, the old Hartwell warehouse. You need to hurry.”

      The line went dead.

      John couldn’t turn the chair fast enough to the door. He scraped his knuckles on the doorjamb on the way out but ignored the pain as he yelled for Duncan. His buddy must have already been on his feet because he lunged out of the office, cane swinging.

      John related what the caller had said, then immediately turned down the hallway. Everybody had gathered in the break room to await word and do what they could to help. He spat out the details and immediately began directing men. “Harper and Nashburg, I need eyes in the air around this building. I don’t care how you do it but you need to be ready. Grab a mic on the way out.” He searched the crowd for a mop of auburn hair. “Willet, I need every detail you can find me on that building. You’ve got, like, five minutes.”

      The man took off running.

      “Do we bring in the PD?” Roger asked.

      John paused and glanced at Duncan. With a slight shake of his head, Duncan reinforced his own thoughts. “No. If it comes down to brass tacks they may not fire on one of their own.”

      A murmur of agreement rippled through the room and for a moment John was overwhelmed with gratitude. Knowing they could be in the gray area of the law, they were all standing behind him.

      Within just a few minutes, Willet had gathered enough information about the abandoned building in the oldest part of the industrial park to begin to plan a rushed maneuver. It had been seven minutes since the call, and he was sweating bullets that everything was taking too long. But eventually, the plan was set. No one raised an eyebrow when he said he wanted to be there for the raid, though Duncan did caution him that the terrain could make it difficult. They didn’t know what would be on the ground. John shrugged his concerns away. He needed to be there for Shannon. Period.
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      Jimmy slid his smart phone into his pocket with a sly grin. “They’re on the run.”

      Lisa nodded once and headed for the mini-van. “Good. And you’re sure they’ll relate the information to the gimp?”

      Jimmy nodded, though Lisa was turned away from him. “They will. If the PD thinks they can lead the rescue, though, they will. Then they’ll tell LNF.”

      Shannon watched the other woman struggle inside the van for a moment before pulling out a long legged tripod. She handed it off to Jimmy then climbed back inside the van. When she reappeared she had a compact video camera in her hand and a bright orange paramedic bag over her shoulder. Shannon’s skin chilled at the thought of being drugged again and her hand tightened on the grip of her pistol. If she stayed completely still with the blanket draped around her there was no chance they would see, but she had to drag the slide back to chamber a round, and that would make noise. A very distinctive noise.

      Her eyes darted frantically, trying to decide if she could bolt. Jimmy seemed to recognize her intentions though, and wagged a finger at her. “No, no, no. Don’t make me tie your feet. It will make it that much more difficult to play.”

      He grinned at her with heat in his eyes and for the first time, Shannon worried that they wouldn’t kill her, they would just play with her. By the look of things they were going to video tape the entire ordeal.  Maybe it would all just be an act to have ransom demands met.

      Fear clogged her throat and slicked her hands on the grip. If he came at her, she would have no choice but to shoot him. The thought of pulling the trigger on another human being was abhorrent to her, but she would do everything she could to protect herself. Never seeing John again was not an option. And though he wasn’t Mike, there would be a certain satisfaction in getting revenge for what they’d been doing to her over the past month.

      Lisa attached the camera to the tripod, removed the lens-cap and centered it directly on Shannon. She clenched her jaw at the invasion and tipped up her chin. If they were going to record her, it would not be as a cooperative victim.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      John silently urged Duncan to drive faster, though he knew the need for stealth. It was why he’d let Duncan drive. He didn’t trust himself not to just plow the truck into the warehouse in search of her.

      “Alpha 2, I have a visual. Out.” John pressed the earpiece tight to his ear so as not to miss anything. “Request you say again.”

      “Alpha 2, I have a visual. Tangos are located in the North-west corner of the warehouse. Three tangos in all, two standing, one seated. Out.”

      “Roger.”

      He looked at Duncan, whose lips were pursed with concentration as he navigated the scrap-yard left over from Hartwell Enterprises. During their heyday they’d been a glass bottle recycling company, but they’d gone under many years ago. Now the property was littered with derelict, unidentifiable equipment and overgrown bushes and trees. And while it provided them great cover, it was also difficult to navigate. Four of them were in Harper’s Humvee. The Bravo company guys were moving in from the east and would provide back-up when Alpha company moved in. Chad and Roger Stottsberry were in the seats behind him, armored and ready to move in.

      “Alpha 2, I have movement inside the building. Are you in position? Out.”

      “Negative,” he growled. “We are not in position. Out.”

      “Permission to neutralize targets?”

      John didn’t even hesitate.

      “Granted. Whatever you need to do to keep her safe.”

      His heart thudded and he gripped the dash in iron fists, urging the truck faster. Duncan seemed to be just as on edge, because in spite of the danger he sped up.
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      Shannon’s heart raced as Lisa pressed a couple of buttons on top of the recorder and a red light came on. Dread coursed through her as she realized they were getting ready to do something to her. Or maybe Lisa was recording a ransom demand. Hope flared in her chest.  “Why are you recording?” she asked desperately.

      Lisa gave her an enigmatic smile and stepped into the camera’s view, turning to face it. Jimmy stepped behind the viewer and gave her a thumbs up.

      “Hello, Michael.”

      Shannon felt her mouth fall open as cold fear tightened her scalp. They weren’t demanding ransom; they were recording her death.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you,” Lisa continued, “and I apologize for that, but it’s been necessary. All of the plans I’ve made are coming to fruition, and I hope that you will soon be able to get over the infatuation you feel for this woman. I’ve watched her for months and she is not the idol you think she is.”

      Shannon shook her head, not believing what she was hearing. Michael wasn’t even eligible for parole for two years so she had no idea why Lisa was even recording. He wouldn’t be able to see the tape inside prison. But maybe two years was not such a big deal to Lisa.

      Another thought occurred to her. If she wasn’t there to contest the parole proceeding, he would probably have a much better chance of being released.

      She tensed when Lisa turned to her.

      “Michael, this woman has repeatedly turned you away, and now she’s sleeping with a cripple.” Lisa pulled a large eight by ten from a stack of items on a box and turned it toward the camera.

      Shannon assumed it was a picture of John but she couldn’t see from where she was. Jimmy snorted from behind the camera and shook his head. His gaze connected with hers and he sent her a disgusted look.

      The unfairness of the entire situation, the complete ridiculousness, made her want to cry. She was a good person. She didn’t deserve to be treated this way.

      Lisa lowered the picture and Shannon caught a glimpse of it. She was curled up in John’s lap with her arms around his neck. The wheelchair took up half the picture because it was zoomed in. She gasped as she realized when the picture was taken. It had been in her bedroom the night Harper had been called in. Somebody had been standing outside with a camera and had captured the moment. She could only imagine what else he’d captured. They’d gone to bed not long after that.

      She looked at Jimmy and he smiled.

      Instinctively, her hand tightened on the grip of the pistol.

      That had been a very private moment, when she and John had made love. She dreaded to think what he’d done with the rest of the pictures.

      She had her answer when Lisa pulled another eight by ten from the stack. This time she turned and held it up to show Shannon.

      As much as she wanted to control her emotions, tears immediately welled in her eyes and dripped down her cheeks at the blatant invasion. In this picture she was astride John in the bed, her head tossed back in release. His eyes were closed in pleasure. The only saving grace was that he had his hands covering her breasts. Humiliation made her burn.

      I’m sure that’s not the only picture he took though.

      Jimmy seemed to delight in her tears, grinning fiercely. Lisa seemed satisfied, too, because she turned back to the camera and held up the picture. “You didn’t believe me when I told you she had moved on. Here is the proof. Jimmy just took this picture, and he has more if you need to see them.”

      Lisa dropped the picture to the stack, as if disgusted, then stepped back in front of the camera. “Michael, I love you and hope you’ll be able to move on now that you’ve seen her betrayal. She’s not waiting for you as you’ve believed for so long. But I am.” She put her hand over her heart. “I’m waiting for you and I’ll continue to wait for as long as it takes for you to get out.”

      Shannon felt like Lisa was coming to the end of her speech and she scrambled for something to delay. The bracelet wasn’t on her wrist, anymore, so her hopes that John would roll in to the rescue were already slim, but she had to try.

      “When did you meet Michael, Lisa?”

      The other woman turned and surveyed her with cool eyes. “We met a few years ago when I worked in a hospital in Columbus. Michael had been attacked during a fight and knifed repeatedly. I took care of him for weeks while he was recovering. Before he left the hospital he said that he wished he could love me without regret. That I was his angel.”

      Shannon tried to keep her face calm and accepting, though she thought Lisa was off her rocker. Had she actually done all this in the hopes that he would stay with her once he got out?

      “He called me his angel, too.”

      Lisa’s face darkened with anger. “No, he didn’t.”

      Shannon nodded. Maybe if she could get Lisa off the plan she obviously had in her head she could have a chance at surviving. “He did, actually. All the time. Honey was another favorite.”

      Fury sparked in the other woman’s eyes and she stepped forward as if to smack Shannon, but Jimmy grabbed her arm. “Don’t Lisa. She’s just messing with you.”

      Well, in for a penny in for a pound.

      “And why are you doing her dirty work?” Shannon asked, trying to needle him. “You’ve given up your career to screw her but she’s doing all this for another man. What are you going to do when she’s done with me? Go on the run for the rest of your life?”

      His lips tightened and he hesitated.

      “How did you even hook up with her? She’s bad news.”

      Jimmy’s lips tipped up in a smile. “But she’s clearing the way for my brother to get out of prison for a crime he didn’t commit.”

      Shannon jerked back in shock, shaking her head. Of all the things she expected to hear out of his mouth, that wasn’t one of them. Mike had had relatives, but she didn’t remember Jimmy being one of them. “No, you’re not. You don’t look anything like him.”

      Shrugging, Jimmy cocked a hip, still holding onto Lisa’s arm. “Doesn’t change the fact that we shared a father. I wasn’t in the court with everybody else, but I followed the trial as much as I could. When you testified about what had happened, I knew you were lying. Because my brother wouldn’t have done that stuff. You had to have led him on, just like he said. Just like you did with me in the conference room.”

      “I didn’t,” she gasped, compelled to defend herself. “You were hitting on me but I wanted nothing to do with you.”

      He smirked. “Right. I know you had to play it that way in front of your boss, but I know what you were thinking. You liked the attention. And you kept glancing at him to make sure he saw. You’ve probably slept with all those rejects in there. Fucking a guy in a wheelchair is just foul. You’re an awful good actress in those pictures, though.”

      Shannon clamped her jaw shut and forced herself to sit still, angry, frustrated tears filling her eyes. The complete sickness rampant in the family was appalling. She wanted to lurch to her feet and scream at him, but she refused to let go of the gun to do it. She actually shook with the effort to stay seated.

      “Job security, right?”

      She looked away, out over the expanse of the warehouse. It didn’t matter what she said or did, they already thought they knew her. Nothing she said would change their sick minds.

      Lisa turned away and reached for the bright orange medic bag. She sifted for just a moment before pulling out a syringe and several bottles of a clear fluid.

      Shannon’s heart stalled, then began to race. “You’re making a mistake, Lisa. Getting rid of me won’t get you Michael. It will just make him miss me more.”

      Lisa’s hands fumbled a bottle.

      “Why would you ever accept second best from anybody? You’re a fantastic human being, a wonderful nurse. What are you going to do when you can’t nurse?”

      This time, her movements paused and she rested her hands on the bag. Shannon grasped for inspiration. “You were a fantastic friend, too, I thought. I loved being with you and joking around. This doesn’t have to be the end of all that.”

      Lisa snatched up the bottle and syringe, and started refilling. “Jimmy, lay her down and hold her.”

      Shannon tensed as Jimmy started to walk toward her. Her thoughts raced and her hand tightened on the butt of the gun. Her heart, on the other hand, completely stopped beating. It has to be now! Tossing the blanket from her shoulders, she lunged to her feet. Or she tried to. She’d been sitting so long her legs had partially gone to sleep. She stumbled as he drew close and she lifted her weapon. He didn’t even pause as he advanced.

      But neither did she.

      She scraped the slide back with her hand, loading the bullet. The little Beretta bucked in her hand as she squeezed the trigger, but she hit what she aimed for. His upper chest.

      The smirk left his face, replaced by utter disbelief. He paused for just a moment, then shook his head and continued toward her. She fired again just as he reached her and toppled over.

      Shannon lost track of everything as two hundred pounds of man came down on top of her, slamming her into the rough ground. Her head bounced off the concrete and the gun skittered across the floor, useless. Her breath slammed out of her lungs. Darkness edged her vision and she fought to stay conscious. She didn’t know where Lisa was.

      She shoved enough to shift Jimmy off her a bit but couldn’t get out from underneath him. As she struggled against his lifeless shoulders, Lisa stepped into her line of sight.

      She stared down the barrel of Shannon’s own gun. Tears tracked down the woman’s face but resolve glittered in her eyes. “Goodbye, Shannon.”

      The gun fired and Shannon screamed, but nothing happened. When she opened her eyes, she couldn’t believe the sight. Cameron Jennings had tackled Lisa, and now had her face down on the dirty concrete.
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      “Gunshots fired! I’m taking out the woman. What the hell?”

      Adrenalin raced through John’s blood as Duncan floored the vehicle for the last five-hundred yards, then skidded to a halt outside the warehouse. Men were already running toward the commotion. Chad took long enough to park John’s chair below him, then bolted into the darkness. John literally dropped into the chair and shoved off.

      Crumbled concrete littered the ground around the building, without to mention crushed glass. He felt his hands being nicked, but he refused to stop until he got to Shannon.

      Chad had just dragged Wilkin’s body off her when he got within sight. She sat up and shook her head in response to a question he asked. With a final push, John entered the cleared area around the melee. Shannon looked up at him and tears flooded her eyes. Chad un-cuffed her hands and helped her to her feet. Though not quite steady, she ran to John.

      She slammed into him full force, almost tipping him over backwards. He swung her into his arms and draped her across his lap. For the first time in hours, John took a breath as he clutched Shannon to him. She burst into tears and buried her face in his neck, gasping. John felt tears flood his own eyes and was man enough to just let them roll as he whispered to her over and over again that she was okay. He pushed her back for a moment to make sure that the blood coating her front wasn’t her own. She shuddered as she looked down at herself, but shook her head. “It’s not mine. I shot him. I shot him.”

      She burrowed into him again and he just let her cry.

      When the PD came late to the party, she was still curled in his lap, though her sobs had quieted. Ambulances came one after another. Ex-officer Jimmy Wilkins was pronounced on the scene. Lisa Dixon was concussed and had a broken collarbone from being slammed to the concrete by Cameron Jennings. Cameron had a gunshot wound to the shoulder but would be fine when they stitched him up.

      As the coroner lifted Wilkins’ body to the gurney, Shannon suddenly ripped away from John and staggered away from the confusion to be sick. John held her hair away from her face until she was done, then pulled her into his arms to offer what support he could. Killing a man was never easy, and for a person like Shannon, not familiar with such harsh realities, it had to be especially hard.

      Nobody knew why Cameron was there, only that he’d been the one to step in front of the bullet meant for Shannon. Harper had seen the whole thing through his scope and had pulled his shot in the split second before he’d hit them both with his high powered rifle.

      When the PD started asking questions and sorting details, Harper faded away. There was no need for them to know what had been planned.

      The detective in charge was thorough but kind, and Shannon had no problems answering his questions. The detective’s job was made easier by the video tape that had recorded the whole incident, including the scene of Lisa standing over top of Shannon, ready to kill her.

      Once Shannon got over the first wave of sickness and caught her breath, she was done. She pressed a kiss to John’s cheek and slid from his lap, but stood beside him as they answered questions. The contact that Duncan had been talking to all day, Chief Quillen, arrived and paved the way for a lot of the details to be smoothed over and expedited. Within just a few minutes, they were given permission to go home.

      One of the men had driven the Humvee inside the warehouse, so it was a lot easier to leave. John’s hands were gritty with glass, but he didn’t say anything as they all bundled into the truck for the ride back to town. He sat in the back seat and kept his arm around Shannon all the way. She nestled into his chest and drifted off to sleep.

      The knot in his chest loosened inside him as he thought of what could have happened, but didn’t. Everything had turned out as perfect as was possible in a situation as crazy as this one. Yes, a man had died, but by his own actions. He knew Shannon would be feeling all kinds of guilt over what she’d done, but he hoped she felt vindicated as well, and more secure in her own ability to take care of herself.

      He felt useless as fuck. He’d trusted Lisa when he shouldn’t have and Shannon had been stolen out of his grasp. He hadn’t been able to track her, or find her, or even fucking get to her rescue in time because of the damn chair. She’d killed to protect herself, which he admired, but he would have taken that responsibility off her hands in a heartbeat. It would have been a drop in the bucket considering all the years of Service he’d had.

      “Do you think she wants to go home?” Duncan asked softly.

      “Yes,” Shannon murmured against his chest.

      John was surprised she was awake. She was still curled into his side, quiet, unmoving, but apparently cognizant.

      Within just a few minutes Duncan pulled into her driveway. He circled the vehicle to retrieve John’s chair.

      John’s face heated as they waited for him to shift off the seat and drop down. All of the attention should have been on Shannon and her comfort. Instead, he was making her wait on him. He must have made some involuntary movement because she reached out and grabbed one of his hands, turning it palm-up. She gasped at the sight of his ripped up palms and seeping blood.

      “Jeez, John. Why didn’t you say something?” Duncan growled.

      His skin glinted with glass. When he looked at Shannon’s face, he was dismayed to see her eyes full of tears again. “Aw, Shannon, I’m fine. It’s no big deal.”

      She shook her head and pursed her lips, then stepped behind his chair. “I know it pisses you off to be pushed, but you’re going to let me this time John Palmer. Do not touch those wheels. Duncan, thank you for the ride.”

      “No, problem, Shannon. I’m just glad we made it there when we did. Don’t worry about work. Take as long as you need. And John,” he continued, “I expect you to be with Shannon while she’s off. There’ll be two guards posted for the next forty-eight hours, as well.”

      John snorted but didn’t argue. Of course he’d be with her. Actually, the guards would be welcome. The two of them could rest without worry.

      Shannon rolled him up the ramp as Duncan pulled out of the driveway. Somebody had cleared it of snow while they were gone but he gritted his teeth in humiliation. He was damn heavy and she’d been through seventeen hours of hell. Forward motion slowed at the top of the ramp and he reached down to help her, but she snapped at him to not touch. Biting his tongue, he crossed his arms over his chest, struggling not to completely lose his shit.
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      Shannon paused to retrieve her cluttered key-ring from the pocket of the borrowed coat. Harper had secured the house when he reconned and given the keys to John. When he handed it to her, she’d gotten choked up at that glimpse of the familiar. And as she pushed him inside the entryway, she felt it again. She never thought she’d see home again. Tears dripped down her cheeks, but she brushed them away and straightened. John was hurt.

      She didn’t realize until afterward where they’d kept her less than five miles from her own house. She’d seen the glass on the ground, but it just hadn’t registered. Heck, John had probably had a hell of a time even getting to her with all the debris littering the warehouse floor. Her throat tightened at what he’d obviously gone through to get to her. She looked at the wheels of his chair. Glass glinted there as well.

      “John, we have an issue.”

      He turned his head to look up at her, and something about the way he looked, pissed and grumpy, made her heart ache. She pressed a solid kiss to his forehead before she motioned to the wheels of his chair.

      “Fuck!”

      She grinned at the familiar expletive and shook her head. “I think what we need to do is, you need to sit here for a minute while I go strip of these clothes and grab tweezers. Once we get as much as we can out of your hands maybe you can shift to my desk chair and we’ll work on the wheels.”

      His solid jaw was clamped shut and he looked furious that she had to do all this for him, but he gave a tight nod. “Go ahead and hop in the shower. I’m not moving.”

      As quickly as she could she went to her bathroom and ripped off her blood-stained clothes, shuddering at the clammy feel. Thoughts of Jimmy coming at her again clouded her mind, but she shoved them away and stepped under the spray. John needed her. And she needed the distraction of John needing her.

      Within just a few minutes she had scrubbed and washed her whole body twice. She also took a few seconds to brush the sickness from her mouth. In the bedroom she slipped on a pale pink set of sweats, then went to the bathroom to gather medical supplies. Tweezers, gauze pads, a warm bowl of water, a paper cup and a towel. It wasn’t until she was leaving the room and saw where John had blasted the lock trying to get to her that she realized she harbored no fearful feelings of her bedroom, even though it was where she’d been taken.

      John was in the same spot as before. He’d started taking the larger pieces of glass out himself, making a little pile on his jeans-clad thigh. Shannon swung the office chair from her desk on the other side of the room and positioned herself directly in front of him, her knees pressing against his. John glowered but held out his hands when she wiggled her fingers. “Don’t get cut,” he told her gruffly.

      Shannon smiled at the words. He took care of her better than anybody ever had before. Even when she was trying to take care of him. “I’ll be fine. Just hold still.”

      For a solid twenty minutes she hunched over his hands and plucked slivers from his bloody palms. He never said a word. The calluses he had built up maneuvering the chair had also kept him from feeling as much pain as a normal person probably would, and the bleeding was minimal. “I think it looked worse than it actually is.” She looked up at him with a smile and was taken aback by the intensity in his dark gaze.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” he ground out.

      Her eyes filled with tears, but she wiped them away on her shoulders. “Not right now, damn it. I’ll never get through this without breaking down if you don’t talk about something else.”

      He clamped his jaw shut and looked away, his eyes sheened with moisture.

      Blinking rapidly, Shannon took a deep breath and rinsed his hands in the water, running her own fingertips over the skin. It felt clear, but she had a feeling she’d missed a couple deep ones. She cleared her throat as she set the supplies away. “I think you’re good enough now to shift to this chair.”

      John looked at the armless desk chair and frowned. “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll brace it while you shift over. Just remember not to touch your wheels.”

      A maneuver easier said than done. Even though she braced as hard as she could, John was a lot bigger than she was, and at one point they both almost went to the floor. But John’s strong arms saved them. Finally, he was settled in the seat.

      They both then went to work on the wheels of his chair, which had a lot more glass in the wheels than his hands had.

      “I’ll have to get Chad to bring over my backup chair. This rubber is going to be Swiss cheese.”

      Shannon snorted and nodded her head. “Wonderful ride, I’m sure.”

      “Not!”

      They laughed together and Shannon appreciated the normality. When his wheels were as clean as they were going to get them, he shifted back into his seat. Shannon gathered up the cup of green and brown glass and shook her head. Definitely not what she had planned to be doing tonight.

      She waved a hand at him. The dark blue t-shirt he wore had bloodstains on it from contact with her shirt. “Why don’t you go take a shower?”

      He nodded slightly and rolled away. “Stay in the house, okay?”

      Shannon threw the cup away and rinsed the water from the bowl. His warning was not needed, though she did plan to check on the kittens in the garage.

      Pickle was especially glad to see her, twining about her legs over and over again as she carried the kitten box inside. She picked up each of the little cats and fondled them beneath their chins, setting them to purring before she placed them back in the box. Boohini clawed his way to the top, demanding his share of the love, and Shannon sat down on the kitchen floor to cuddle. It seemed so mundane to be petting a kitten after the ordeal she’d been through, but she soaked up the quiet, broken only by his diligent purr. Her world began to right itself.

      When John rolled into the kitchen twenty minutes later, she was stir-frying at the stove.

      “I hope you’re hungry. I made a lot more than I’ll ever eat. Seems like the hunger just caught up to me.”

      “I’m very hungry, actually. And it’s the adrenalin rush fading that’s made you hungry.”

      She steamed rice in the microwave and threw a couple of egg-rolls from the freezer into the toaster oven. Within a couple of minutes they were eating. Shannon actually ate more than she expected to, and enjoyed it thoroughly. Almost directly afterwards, though, tiredness began to set in. She glanced at the kitchen clock and was shocked that it was going on seven o’clock at night. She and John had been home for hours, though it felt like minutes. It was almost like she’d been wading through sludge.

      John spoke, snapping her out of her reverie. “I think we should go lay down.”

      Shannon nodded, tired beyond reason, but she didn’t move. John rolled to her side and motioned to his lap. With a sigh, she laid across his legs and wrapped her arms around his neck. Time completely stopped as she curled into him to absorb his heat, inhaling the woodsy scent of the body wash he used.

      She must have dozed off because they were suddenly in her bedroom, and John was urging her to her feet to get under the covers. Shannon did as he directed, then reached out her hand. “Will you lay with me?”

      “Yes.”

      That one little word made her incredibly happy. A few minutes later when John snuggled in behind her, she sighed in relief. She could relax now. Tension leached from her body as his warmth invaded her bones, and she drifted away.
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      John woke to Shannon curling into him, and her hand across his belly. The house was silent other than the tick of a clock in the hallway. He looked down at her face resting against his chest. The moonlight filtering in gilded her features silver, and the tracks of tears glistened on her cheeks. “What’s wrong, babe?”

      She rocked her head against his chest. “I just…didn’t actually think I’d have to kill anybody. I mean, you told me I might, but I never really considered it though, you know?”

      He heaved a heavy breath. Thoughts of young men saying the same thing to him years ago filtered through his mind. “Killing a person isn’t easy, but you have to be willing to step up and realize that your safety is paramount. If you hadn’t pulled that trigger, you would be dead right now. The end. The most important thing you can do is get back to your family.”

      “So, who did you have to come back to?” she asked softly. “That it allowed you to protect yourself that way?”

      John’s throat clogged with emotion, and it took several long seconds for him to be able to talk. Nobody had ever thought to ask him that before. “Well, I didn’t have the family, but the kids I was training did. I fought so that some of those kids wouldn’t have to feel what you are now.”

      Shannon’s tears flowed faster and he knew she’d just have to work it through in her head. She hadn’t done anything wrong, but she needed to believe it herself. After several minutes of emotion, she drifted back into a deep, restful sleep.

      The tension that had furrowed her brows was gone, and she looked peaceful. The fact that he had eased her humbled him. He hadn’t done anything to justify her belief in him, but he would take this last little escape for now, until the guilt overwhelmed him.

      He watched her for hours, until the sky began to lighten outside.

      Her eyes fluttered open and her lush lips spread in a smile. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” he whispered back. Awareness trickled down through his body as she shifted, rubbing her breast against his side. Deliberately or not, he couldn’t tell.

      Until she drifted her hand a little lower.

      Craning his head around, he raised his brows at her. Rather than answering him, she rolled out of bed to pad to the bedroom window, twisting the rod on the window blinds to seal out the morning light. He was a little curious about her actions, but marked it up to insecurity.

      As she walked back to bed, she slipped her sweat pants down over her hips, then her sweatshirt over her head. Her dark nipples were already pebbled from the coolness of the room, and she shivered as she slipped back under the covers beside him. John lifted her up to drape over his chest, and she took it one step further by straddling his hips. The awareness that had curled through him intensified, and he felt himself harden between their bodies.

      Shannon rested her chin on her interlaced fingers and gave a subtle wiggle. John clutched her hips in his hands and ground her into him. She gasped and moved again as if she couldn’t help herself. The heat of her core aligned with his hardness.

      She pulled away and pushed the blankets back to expose his body. Grinning seductively, she grasped the elastic of his underwear and dragged them down his legs and off his feet.

      John felt a flash of insecurity and she knelt above him, glorious in her nudity. He wished he looked just as good for her.

      But she didn’t let him linger on his uncertainty. Her gaze latched onto his hungry cock and she paused, then licked her lips. “My mouth just watered.”

      He grinned in spite of himself. “Really? And what are you hungry for?”

      “To feel alive.”

      She reached forward to wrap her hand around his hardness. John moaned and let his eyes fall shut so that he could focus on the feeling. Her thumb located his slit and began to rub gentle circles against it. Her other hand drifted between his legs to fondle his balls, lifting and tugging.

      He was in Heaven. And hell. He didn’t deserve this after the way he’d let her down. The fact that he wasn’t there for her just reinforced all the fears he had initially. Even though she appealed to him more than any other human being ever had, he had nothing to offer her other than trouble and work to take care of him.

      “Hey, whatever you’re thinking about, you need to stop. We were on a roll.”

      John looked down the length of his body and felt his cheeks heat. He needed to get his head back in the game, so to speak. “Sorry.”

      Shannon leaned forward to kiss him and smoothed his brow. John closed his eyes and just absorbed her touch, so thankful that she hadn’t been seriously hurt.

      His dick started to take interest again and he flexed his hips up into hers. Shannon gasped against his cheek and lifted enough to grin down at him. “I love it when you do that.”

      Holding her hips in his hands, he centered her exactly over top of him. Her moist folds spread and wrapped around his shaft, as if to welcome him in, but he didn’t enter her. Instead, he guided her hips in a forward and backward motion. At the top of the slide, he worked the head of his cock against her clit. She gasped and sat up enough to rest her hands on his pecs. “My god, more, please.”

      For several minutes he did that, until she moaned and grew impatient over top of him. Her nails dug into his chest as he dragged her hips faster over himself, but he had to pause. His own climax wasn’t far away and her excitement fed his own. He refused to come before she did this time. Panting, he tried to catch his breath. Shannon wiggled over top of him, until he growled at her to hold on a minute. He actually lifted her out of contact with his body and dragged oxygen into his lungs, slowing down.

      Shannon moaned and kneaded his chest like a cat, leaning down to press kisses to his mouth and down his neck. John’s cock continued to reach for her heat, until he couldn’t deny himself any longer. Tilting her hips, he pushed her down onto his aching length.

      They both cried out at the incredible union. It was all he could do to hold off his straining release. Pushing her shoulders up, he sat her astride him. He moved his hand to where they were joined and worked the pad of his thumb into her wetness, finding and circling her hard nub.

      Shannon cried out and bucked her hips. John’s hand followed her movements, working in tandem with her. And when she cried out in joy, arching over top of him, John was ready. Shannon’s rippling orgasm forced him over his own edge, and he was lost to everything around him except her body depleting his.
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      She fell across John’s chest, quivering from being used and manipulated so well. Chair or not, legs or not, John was a master lover. He’d made her body dance, over and over again.

      And forget.

      But the memories started to filter back, flashing before her eyes like a movie on a screen. Mere hours ago, she’d been on the verge of being murdered. Now she’d just experienced passion like she’d never tasted before.

      It was a struggle for her brain to process the dichotomy.

      Tears leaked from her eyes and rolled across the bridge of her nose to land with a splash on his bare chest. She felt him shift beneath her, and he tipped her chin up. “What did I do wrong?”

      The tears came harder. “You didn’t do anything wrong. At all. You’ve done everything right.”

      He snorted. “Not even. I damn near got you killed.”

      Shannon jerked upright in alarm, her tears clearing. “No, you didn’t! If it hadn’t been for you, I would have been dead.”

      John shook his head, looking mulish.

      “I’m serious. If you hadn’t made me start carrying my pistol, I would have been shit out of luck. As it was, I just barely got it out in time.” She waved a hand. “And we were all sucked in by Lisa. Never in a million years would I have suspected my friend of being out to kill me.”

      Her words didn’t seem to be reaching him. Shannon left the bed and padded to the bathroom. When she came back she put on the same pink outfit she’d had on before. John was sitting up in the bed, getting ready to transfer into his chair.

      She grabbed his underwear from the floor and held them out to him. Fury darkened his expression and he snatched them from her hand. “I can get my own fucking underwear!”

      Shannon went still, then turned away so that he wouldn’t see the fresh tears in her eyes. She’d only been trying to help. John seemed particularly aggravated right now, though, and she didn’t know why. “What’s wrong?”

      He clamped his jaw and refused to look at her as he settled into the chair and turned for the bathroom. “Nothing, Shannon.”

      Nothing, my ass. The shattered door lock caught her eyes, and she thought of the glass in his hands. He’d done everything he could to get to her and he hadn’t been able to. Hell, he’d been the one to send her into her bedroom to get out of the gunfire.

      Knowing John, he was wallowing in guilt right now.

      Shannon shook her head at his stubbornness. He’d done everything he could to protect her. It wasn’t his fault they’d all been taken in.

      Unsettled, she headed to the living room and switched on the news. But nothing was said about her abduction or even the fact that the Denver PD had been dispatched en masse. National news was the same old crap.

      She had so many questions floating around in her head right now and she didn’t know which way was up. John being shitty left her floating in insecurity. She looked at the clock on the DVR. Almost eleven o’clock. She was wide awake and didn’t know what to do.
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      Everybody was in good spirits as they walked in the door of the Frog Dog. Shannon had been rescued safely, one of the bad guys were dead, and the other two were in jail. A good day’s work by Lost and Found Investigative Agency. All while rubbing the PD’s nose in their incompetence.

      Ember called out a ‘hey guys!’ and motioned to the back wall. Their table was open again. Chad shook his head. They’d been here twice and he already considered this their table. The four of them settled into the same chairs they had last week.

      Ember arrived within seconds and asked for their beer order. Zeke glanced up at her and smiled, asking for a Frog Dog. He didn’t stutter or hesitate and she raised an eyebrow at him, then moved on to the other guys. She smiled and disappeared.

      The crowd tonight wasn’t nearly as large as last week, but they weren’t as friendly either. There was a group of guys a couple of tables over rumbling about the lack of service. Ember appeared to be the only one serving tonight, and she was hustling. She brought their order then moved on to the aggravated table of men.

      Zeke turned to watch her, but she handled them with charm and ease, then moved on. Chad had to admire her finesse. It was kind of funny to watch Zeke watch her every move surreptitiously.

      They had several rounds that night, celebrating. The bad guys had been beaten and the girl rescued, and they had all contributed to the effort, without getting into trouble with law enforcement.

      Ember stopped at one point and dragged a chair from an empty table and plopped down into it, sighing raggedly. “Any of you guys want to wait tables? I’m pooped.”

      “Where are the other waitresses?” Chad asked.

      She shrugged, rubbing her tired eyes. “Wish I knew. One said she was sick and the other didn’t even bother calling in, she just didn’t show.”

      “Can you call…an..anyone else in?”

      She shook her head at Zeke’s question. “There’s no sense now. The night’s almost done.”

      The rowdy guys a couple tables over were calling for her, so she pushed to her feet. Chad watched her rest a hand on  Zeke’s shoulder. “You guys need another round?”

      They all shook their heads and watched as she went to the rowdy table. One of the more vocal guys reached out a hand to cup her butt and pull her down onto his lap. She punched at him, but he only pulled her in tighter. Bracing her arms against him she tried to kick out. “No, I said!”

      Zeke was out of his chair and across the room before Chad could even blink. The drunk holding Ember looked up at the glowering giant with the scarred face and immediately let her go.

      “You need to leave before I feed you to the bears outside.”

      Chad could see the restraint in his balled fists and angry eyes.

      Within seconds they were shoving to their feet and dropping cash on the table. With a final, nasty look over their shoulders, they were gone.

      Ember laughed lightly and leaned into Zeke, wrapping an arm around his massive chest. “Thank you. Those guys have been bothering me all night.”

      Chad laughed at the deer-in-the-headlights look on Zeke’s face, but made a motion with his hand. Zeke wrapped his arms around Ember and squeezed her back. Even from across the room, Chad could see how stunned his buddy was.

      Ember pulled away with a last, lingering smile and went to start bussing the other tables that were leaving. Zeke returned to his chair and dropped down, obviously shocked.

      “Dude, you didn’t stutter at all.”

      Chad clapped him on the back and Terrell popped him in the shoulder. “You didn’t even give us time to provide back-up.”

      Zeke grinned and took his last swallow of beer. “I just didn’t even…think about it.”

      Ember waved them off that night as if they were friends, and Zeke seemed just as reluctant to go. Chad thought they seemed attracted to each other, and it was heartening to see.
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      Shannon woke to a light stroke on her cheek. John sat in front of her. The light from the dying fire highlighted his frowning face. “I’m sorry I snapped at you earlier.”

      She yawned hugely and stretched on the couch. “And I’m sorry I handed you your underwear. That was my mistake. It’ll never happen again.”

      He glared at her, but she could see his dark eyes dancing with humor. “Smart-ass.”

      “Hard-ass.”

      He barked out a laugh and grinned at her.

      She sat up on the edge of the couch and pushed her hair away from her face. John reached out and tugged at a curl, as if he couldn’t help himself.

      “Why did you snap at me like that?”

      He dropped his hand to his lap and winced. “I feel like I let you down, with everything. I guess I’m feeling defensive. Useless, to be blunt.”

      Shannon shook her head, unable to believe the wrongness of that statement. “You have to know how wrong you are. I wouldn’t be sitting here right now if you hadn’t done what you did to prepare me. You stepped in to protect me before I even realized I needed it. Remember now, if you hadn’t seen those spikes in the driveway, they’d have tried to grab me then. They were watching and knew when they missed.”

      John sighed and nodded. “I know. But I think if any of the other guys had been here they’d have taken care of you the same way.”

      “But I didn’t want any of the other guys here. I only wanted you.”

      He frowned at her and shook his head, as if that wasn’t what he wanted to hear. “I don’t know why. I’m a crippled, bitter, grumpy ass who swears too much.”

      “I know, but I’ve been half in love with you for months.”

      His eyes flared with heat before he looked down at his lap. “No, you’re not.”

      Shannon smacked him on the knee. “Don’t tell me I’m not in love with you.”

      “Ouch! Why did you hit me?”

      Shannon gasped when she realized what she’d done, then squealed with outrage when she saw him laughing. She reached to pinch him on the chest, but he grabbed her hands and spun her around to pull her into his lap. He pressed a kiss to her temple. “You’re getting violent recently. Why is that?”

      “Because you frustrate me beyond all reason.” She tugged at her wrists and he let her go. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed a kiss to his lips, rubbing the short hair at the nape of his neck.

      He melted under her mouth. Cupping the back of her head, he took control, making her shudder with awareness. He pulled away and pressed a kiss to the tip of her nose. “Only half?”

      “Huh?” She blinked at him in a daze, not sure what he’d asked.

      “Why are you only half in love with me?”

      “Mm, I said I was half in love with you for months. But then you moved in here and I really got to know you. Now I’m completely in love with you.”

      He pulled back to stare down into her eyes, and she let him see the truth in her heart.

      But he looked away.

      “I don’t know if I can reciprocate that. I mean, I’m nuts about you. I love having sex with you, obviously. But I don’t know what love is, you know? I don’t know if I’m feeling the same thing you are.”

      Shannon tried not to be hurt at his words. She pulled back and dropped one hand down to hold his on her lap. “And that’s fine. I won’t rush you into saying something you don’t feel. But I know in my heart that I love you, wheelchair and all, cussing and all. None of it makes me want to be away from you. You were the family I thought about when I fired that gun.”

      His dark eyes rested on hers for a long time, until he leaned forward to kiss her. “Okay, let’s give this some time to digest, okay? You may feel differently when things settle down and you realize you don’t have to depend upon us anymore.

      She shook her head at his stubbornness, but didn’t say anything to contradict him. It really didn’t matter what he said. She’d be waiting when he was ready.
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      They were restless that day and decided to go into the office to figure out exactly what had happened the day before. There were so many unanswered questions.

      Duncan seemed surprised but happy to see them, clapping John on the back and wrapping Shannon in a huge bear hug. Shannon knew he had to be relieved after pulling off what sounded to have been the biggest single endeavor the service had ever tackled.

      “You doing okay?”

      She nodded, so appreciative that she’d landed in the job she had, and most especially with the people. “I’m fine, believe it or not. Pretty satisfied with myself, and you guys coming to my rescue. I think everything played out the way it needed to.”

      Duncan nodded and moved behind his desk to his chair. He settled gingerly, and she wondered if all the excitement from the day before had hurt him. When the men had run in, he’d been right there with them, and she couldn’t remember him limping at all. He waved a hand when he noticed her concern. “Don’t worry about me, Shannon. Have a seat.”

      She did and crossed her legs. “Where is Lisa?”

      “She’s in jail a couple of counties over. Because of her affiliation with the local jail they thought it best to house her away. She’s been charged with abduction and the prosecutor’s office will surely file attempted murder charges when they view the tape. I watched it myself a few hours ago and I have to say Shannon, you did everything perfectly. You acted exactly as you should have. The shooting itself was clearly self-defense.”

      Tears came to her eyes and she slumped back into the chair, overwhelmed with appreciation at his words. A part of her played it over and over in her mind, convinced there could have been another way out, without all the loss. “Everything happened so fast. It’s a blur in my mind.”

      Duncan nodded, his lean face sympathetic. “But your interview with the detective was perfect, too. You gave him all the information he needed which was corroborated with the tape. I’m sure you’ll probably have to go to court, but it should be a slam-dunk case.”

      The thought of going through another trial turned her stomach.

      John reached over and grabbed her hand. “Don’t worry about it now, babe. It may never happen. She may plead out and go straight to prison.”

      Shannon nodded, though with her luck they would fight to the end.

      “Clay is still in Ohio talking to Gerbowski, who is swearing up and down that he didn’t know anything about the whole ordeal. We have evidence to the contrary, though, found at Lisa’s house. He’ll be charged with conspiracy, and shouldn’t be out of prison for a long time. We think that they moved to grab you now because he has a parole hearing coming up in six months.”

      Shannon frowned. “No, it should be two years before his first hearing.”

      Duncan sighed and leaned back in his chair. “With overcrowding in the prisons, and the fact that he’s been an exemplary inmate, they moved his date up.”

      Her blood chilled at the thought of having no notification, and him being on the streets again, possibly terrorizing another woman. If she could guarantee that wouldn’t happen, she would go through it all again.

      “Once we had Wilkins as the primary suspect for letting himself into your house with Lisa’s key, the rest of the things started to fall into place. The prints at the tree outside your house matched his uniform boots perfectly, and the carpet fiber we found on the dog looks like it will match up with the carpet in the trunk of his cruiser.”

      John tightened his hand on hers as every standing question was answered. “What about Cameron? How did he play into all of this?”

      Duncan scrubbed his hands over his gray head and rubbed at his face. “Well, Mr. Jennings is still a bit of a question. Right now we think he didn’t have anything to do with them. He wasn’t there in the warehouse, right?”

      Shannon shook her head. “No, not with Lisa and Jimmy. But I think he was on the roof watching us.”

      “His cell phone called this office at exactly fifteen thirty-four yesterday.”

      John’s hand tightened on hers. “That was the call I took telling me where she was.”

      Duncan nodded at his partner. “Exactly.”

      “So, he was watching out for me?” Shannon was overwhelmed with all of the information flowing at her. And she felt bad for thinking Cameron had been a creep. He’d taken a bullet meant for her. At the very least she needed to thank him.

      “I was going to go over to the hospital and speak with him if I could,” Duncan said. “I know he had surgery to repair his shoulder last night. You want to tag along?”

      With a glance at John, she nodded. “Definitely.”

      As they were walking out of the office, Duncan handed her a manila envelope. “I don’t think the PD will miss these.”

      Shannon glanced inside and gasped, her face flaming. How many people had seen these? She fastened the envelope shut over the pictures, vowing to start her fire with them tonight.  Gratitude swamped her and she had to wrap her arms around Duncan again. “Thank you.”

      He winked at her. “Let’s go see our wild card.”

      So, an hour later they were directed to a room in the ICU. The nurse on duty looked at her critically. “Are you Shannon? He’s been asking for you. Hopefully when he sees you he’ll settle down.”

      Absorbing that shocking bit of info she glanced at John. He seemed aggravated and a little pitying, she thought.

      As soon as the nurse swept back the curtain and Cameron’s groggy eyes latched onto Shannon’s, he broke into quiet, rasping sobs. The sound broke her heart and in spite of her lingering wariness, she stepped forward to take his uninjured hand. John moved in to stop her, but she shook her head at him.

      “I thought I’d lost you again,” he sobbed. “They wouldn’t tell me what had happened and I couldn’t leave.” He looked her up and down. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m completely fine, thanks to you. You stopped a bullet for me. But why would you do that?”

      He pulled away from her grip and wept into his hand. Shannon handed him several Kleenex and waited until he got control of himself, mopping his face and wiping his red-rimmed eyes. She waited as he gasped in several deep breaths. “I signed on for the Navy even when my fiancée warned me she wouldn’t be there when I got home. I didn’t believe her, because we’d been together since junior high. I thought she’d be my home base, you know? We didn’t know she was pregnant when I left. She had a miscarriage. And there was nobody here for her. She committed suicide six months into my deployment.”

      Fresh tears wet his face, but he wiped them away. He reached into the bedside table and handed his wallet to Shannon. She flipped it open and gasped.

      The girl inside could have been her younger sister. Though her hair was blond, the resemblance was remarkable.

      “I walked into the agency that day and thought I’d seen a ghost. And I’ll be honest with you, I think things got kind of confused in my head for a while. I thought you must have been related to her. I wanted to talk to you but couldn’t get my words straight in my head.”

      Shannon showed John and Duncan the picture and even they shook their heads at the resemblance.

      “There was a cop following you, which I thought was strange. I was worried so I watched him and later that morning they snatched you. I waited until I knew where we were and I called the agency, but they didn’t get there in time. I knew by how aggravated the woman was becoming that things were moving, so I went down to get ready. But you took the cop out before I could get there. The woman picked up your gun and fired, and I thought for sure she’d gotten you. I didn’t even feel the bullet until somebody rolled me off her. Then I think I passed out.”

      “I knew you’d been hit but I didn’t know how badly,” Shannon told him. “I thought you were with them for a while.”

      The younger man winced. “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean to come off like a stalker. I just didn’t know how to cope with Janelle’s loss.” His eyes started to tear up again, but he took a deep breath and got himself under control. “We had our whole lives planned together, you know? And I let her down by leaving her behind.”

      Shannon left the hospital room feeling sorry for the man who had been a creep. Cameron was under psychiatric care for his loss, and he would continue to be for a long time coming.

      She felt deflated as she rode back to the office in the crew seat of John’s truck. All of the details had been tied up, for the most part. She looked at the back of John’s close-shaven head in front of her and wondered what he would do if she ran her fingernails down the plane of his neck. It was a very sensitive spot, she’d found.

      Something drew her gaze to the rearview mirror. His dark eyes had gone almost black with awareness. He’d known what she’d been thinking.
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      John pulled up in front of the office and put the truck in park, but let it idle to stay warm. Duncan was twisted in the seat, blathering on to Shannon about state laws protecting the guilty. John wished he’d just shut the hell up and go.

      Looking at Shannon in the mirror as she talked to his buddy, John realized he didn’t have the balls to tell her goodbye. The danger was past and there was no reason for him to stay in her house anymore, other than because he wanted to.

      He’d had wants before and been denied, but none of them had been as strong as what he felt now. He wanted to watch her smile at him over breakfast, he wanted to watch her stock the fire in that damn see-through night-gown. God, he wanted to see her look at him with that emotion in her eyes that nobody else ever had before.

      “Get out, Duncan.”

      His buddy looked at him in surprise but didn’t object. With a promise to see them both in the morning, he slid to the pavement, set his cane and walked into the lobby. Shannon looked at him curiously in the mirror, but he didn’t say anything.

      John put the truck in gear and pulled a u-turn, then looped back into the parking lot. He slid the gear shift into park again. “Can you come up here, please?”

      After a second, Shannon rested a hand on his shoulder and stretched her leg over the center console, stepping to the passenger seat. She settled onto her bottom and tightened the coat around her. “What’s wrong?”

      Now that he was on the spot, John floundered for what to say. He wasn’t a bare-your-heart kind of guy. “I don’t like people.”

      She raised her delicate brows but didn’t say anything.

      “In general I have no tolerance for them. They piss me off and drive me to cuss. Most of them don’t have the sense to find their way out of a paper sack. None of this applies, of course, to other Marines.”

      One side of her mouth lifted in a smile.

      “And it doesn’t apply to you. You’re the first person I’ve ever been with who doesn’t make me want to slice my throat in boredom. You have spunk and heart and you’re sexy as hell, and you don’t mind my shit. And lady,” he said with a sigh, “I come with a lot of shit. I have a lot of baggage, and though I don’t mean to spew it on you, I know I will. I’ll tell you I’m sorry now and every day for the rest of my life.”

      He reached out and tugged her to lay across his lap, looking into her eyes.

      “But I’ll also tell you I love you every day, which I do. I do not fucking deserve you. I know that. I’ve not done anything in this life to be given a gift like you. But I will cherish you, and honor you, as much as I possibly can. You make me feel like a man, and I cannot tell you how much I need that.”

      Her pretty hazel eyes welled with tears then dripped down her cheeks. He felt his own throat tighten as he brushed her tears away with his rough thumbs. She cupped his jaw in her hand and pressed a gentle kiss to his lips.

      “Okay.”

      He pulled back in surprise. “Just ‘okay’?”

      She nodded. “You didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know. I know you have baggage, I know you’re going to be a pain in my ass, but I love you more than I ever dreamed possible. You’re abrasive and harsh, but you cuddle a kitten like you were meant to do it. You cuddle me like you were meant to do it. You make my body sing and my heart race. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, too.”

      There was no way he couldn’t not kiss her then. As he cupped her head in his hand, he marveled that he’d been given this piece of heaven.
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      Shannon chased Pickle and the gray kitten out of the bedroom. Her family would be there in just a few minutes and they weren’t even dressed yet. The turkey was roasting, but she needed to check it.

      John rolled in from the bathroom, fresh from a shower. His hair was slicked down and water glistened on his chest. If they were caught with their pants down, so-to-speak, it was going to be his fault.

      She looked at the diamond bracelet on her wrist and couldn’t help but smile. When he’d asked her to sit down beside him at the kitchen table, she’d been curious. But when he’d held the length of diamonds between his fingers and made a motion for her hand, she’d cried.

      “This isn’t a tracking device,” he promised gruffly, which made her blubber all the more. One kiss led to many more, and then she straddled his lean hips in the chair right there at the kitchen table. It was exciting and sexy, knowing that they could be interrupted at any minute. They eventually moved to bed, where she’d loved the crap out of him dressed only in his jewelry.

      Her hard-ass was learning.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      Be sure to grab Zeke’s book, Embattled Minds, at all retailers!
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development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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