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Chapter One 

	Ashlyn Pillar looked around, feeling a profound sense of loss as she carefully studied the remains of the house. The local fire department had already soaked everything down, so there was no chance it would rekindle.

	And everyone was careful to preserve the scene when they saw the body.

	God, sometimes she hated her job. She was an FBI agent specializing in criminal investigations—mainly anything involving explosives. She could count on one hand when her gut hadn't churned at the scene of a crime, and this wasn't your typical house fire. It also hit a hell of a lot closer to home for her.

	A flash from another time sucked the breath momentarily out of her body. It was all she could do to control the trembling that swept over her. Yeah, she knew she looked calm and in control on the outside. On the inside was another story.

	The house in front of her suddenly disappeared, replaced by another. The one in her mind was a two-story, midcentury, modern home with carefully manicured grounds. The kind of house that you'd expect of a high-powered attorney and his family.

	Ashlyn grit her teeth, pulling her thoughts back to the present. She looked down at her arms, knowing that her long-sleeved shirt covered the scars. She drew in a deep breath and focused on the present, moving forward, always forward, and trying not to look back. She was afraid if she did, she might see the monster from her past.

	The sturdy boots she wore protected her feet from the shards of broken glass and nails as she carefully made her way through the rubble. With each step, a lingering odor of smoke, lost memories, and death filled her nostrils.

	The remains of a sofa faced what might have been a picture window. A wooden table that had probably lasted for years, passed down from mother to daughter, was now broken and burnt beyond repair. It wasn't any of those pieces of furniture which drew her attention. Her gaze was fixed on the metal chair in the center of the living room. She knew, without a doubt, it didn't belong there.

	She continued through the shell of what used to be someone's home—Kimberly Braddock's home, to be exact. If Ashlyn wasn't mistaken, what was left of Kimberly was sitting on the chair. Arms that had been reduced to bone and charred flesh stretched behind her. By the time the ties that bound her wrists burned away, it was too late for her to escape.

	Kimberly had been a young woman on her own. She’d inherited her parents’ farm after they’d died within a few months of each other. They’d been an older couple blessed later in life with a child they thought never to have.

	Kimberly was twenty-six, engaged to be married. Her fiancé was out of state on business at the time of the fire. He wasn’t a suspect. Not that Ashlyn thought he would be. When they told him, they said he broke down and cried. Who wouldn't?

	Ashlyn stopped in front of the metal chair and stared at what used to be a vibrant young woman with her whole life before her…until she crossed paths with a sadistic killer.

	“We’ve got to catch this guy,” she said, voice cracking. She compressed her lips, swallowing her emotions.

	“You okay?” Nolan asked.

	She looked at him for a moment, then turned back to the body. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

	How much had Kimberly suffered before death took her? Had she thought of her fiancé, Colin, during her last moments? The life they would’ve shared if she hadn’t stopped at the gas station that night?

	Yes, he’d told them exactly where he’d abducted her.

	No, that wasn't quite right. He'd specifically singled Ashlyn out. He'd always spoken directly to her, as if she was the only one who could save the victims. He told her what he was going to do and when he would do it. Clues, always clues. Taunting her. Asking her if she'd be able to save this one.

	Damn, sometimes she’d wake up in the middle of the night and hear his raspy voice scraping across every fiber of her being. A cold chill ran down her spine even as moisture dotted her face from the hot Texas sun bearing down on her.

	“Why the hell does he tell us everything he’s going to do?” Nolan asked.

	Not everything. If that were the case, he’d already be in jail. She sighed, for a moment, wishing she could turn around and just walk away. Strip off her latex gloves and drop them as she went. Except she couldn’t. He was still out there. Waiting to kill again.

	“He’s goading us,” she told him.

	Nolan was new to the team, even though he was experienced in fieldwork. She knew sometimes he couldn't grasp the ugliness. She pulled her attention away from Kimberly’s remains and scanned the area.

	"Maybe he gets off on our reaction. Who knows what's going on in his warped brain. He didn't set the explosive device under the victim this time. He's evolving, becoming angrier, and wanting us to see more of the victim."

	Taunting them. It was as though he wanted them to suffer right along with the victim. No, it was more than that. He wanted her to suffer, knowing the woman had died a painful death because Ashlyn couldn't stop him. He wanted her to figure out the clues he left.

	She continued. "He started the fire first, then set off the explosives so the outside walls would blow out. He wanted us to see what was left of the woman sitting in the chair as soon as we pulled up—framed by the jagged edges of partial walls. He planned it that way."

	“That’s gruesome as hell,” Nolan muttered.

	“I agree. What’s worse, this guy is good. He knows a hell of a lot about explosives, and he’s learning more as he goes. This is his third victim, but it won’t be his last.”

	“That’s why we have to catch the bastard before he can hurt anyone else.”

	“Agreed. Let’s go back to the office,” she said.

	All the evidence had been collected. She'd found the explosive devices almost immediately and carefully bagged them. The photographer had taken pictures of the scene and surrounding area. The rest of the team were back at the office by now, but she'd stayed behind.

	She needed to feel what had happened. She needed to get inside his head. She scanned the area one last time, making mental notes before they made their way back through the rubble.

	The M.E. would collect the remains and attempt to piece together a story. They would analyze the evidence and try to figure out why the killer was stalking Ashlyn.

	Could it even be called stalking? It was more as though he challenged her to a horrible game of cat and mouse, and she was the mouse. Anger began to build inside her. She was damned tired of him and his games.

	“We’ll catch this guy,” Nolan told her after they got into the black SUV and drove away. “Waylon said he’s bringing in someone to help.”

	"So I heard," she mumbled and looked out the window. Yes, she knew a fresh set of eyes might help solve the case, but she didn't like feeling that she'd somehow failed. All the clues were there. She just hadn't been able to pull them together.

	It was an hour back to the office and already mid-afternoon. As soon as she walked in, she sensed something was different. "What's going on?" she asked as she sat at her desk.

	The team had their own desk and computer, but they were near enough they could discuss whatever came up. There were five on the team, each with their own specialty. She was the explosives expert and the youngest on the team at thirty. Leah and Nolan were thirty-four, Ginny was thirty-two, and Brad was thirty-six. Together, they were damned good—most of the time.

	“New guy is here,” Leah told her in a whisper. “My God, he’s hot. I’d leave Gerald for him if he crooked a finger in my direction.”

	That’s what she liked about Leah. No matter what, she always made Ashlyn smile. Gerald wasn’t bad looking himself. They’d been married ten years. Leah had bright red hair and freckles across her nose. There was no way she’d ever leave her husband. She talked a good game, though.

	Ashlyn nodded toward Waylon's office on the open second floor. "Is he in with the boss?"

	"No, they went to the conference room. I figure they'll be calling us in next to make the introductions, and so we can review the new evidence. God, that was grisly this morning. Sometimes I wish I'd chosen a different career—like school teacher or something." She was thoughtful for a moment. "No, I think I'll stick with the serial killers."

	Ashlyn laughed, and some of the tension eased.

	At least, until the door to the conference room opened and Waylon stepped out. He was in his early fifties, slender, with salt and pepper hair. He might be older than them, but he was in great shape. He'd become a cop at eighteen, and from there, college, where he'd gotten his degree in crime scene investigation, then FBI, before settling in the San Antonio area. He was damned good, but this one even had him stumped.

	"If you join me in the conference room, we'll see what we can do to catch this killer," he said, then turned and went back inside, leaving the door open. He was a man of few words. Rarely did he show emotion, but this case was getting to all of them and putting them on edge.

	Ashlyn followed the others up the stairs. As soon as she stepped into the office, she felt his presence. She studied the new guy for a moment before moving to a chair. She guessed him to be in his mid-thirties, at least six feet, two inches of pure muscle. He wore a black pull-on shirt and low-riding jeans. He looked relaxed as he leaned against the windowsill, arms crossed. Hot was an understatement.

	Their gazes locked. His intense green eyes slowly moved over her in a way that made her body grow hot and started a fluttering in her stomach. When his gaze shifted back to her face, there was a knowing look in his eyes and a slight curving of his lips, as if he knew exactly what kind of reaction her body had to him.

	Her eyes immediately narrowed as she jerked on the back of the chair and took her seat. She didn't care what he thought about her or what he might've thought she felt. Nothing was going to happen between them. She didn't do office romances or sex with a co-worker or whatever he had on his mind. She was good with a one-nighter if she wanted release, as long as she never had to see the person again.

	"I want to introduce Dylan Rowley. His qualifications are impeccable. Ex-Special Ops who works for the government with a team of other operatives. He’s agreed to look at the evidence we have so far to see if he can help us catch the killer." Waylon nodded toward Ashlyn. "He'll be working directly with you since you know more about explosives than the rest of us."

	She caught her groan before it escaped. When she met his gaze, his smirk had become a full-out smile. Yeah, nothing else will be happening, buddy, she silently told him. He didn't seem fazed by the hard glitter she knew was in her eyes.

	She pulled her attention away from him as Waylon introduced the rest of the team. They brought out the evidence from the last crime scene and immediately began going over everything. They were still waiting on the M.E.'s official report from the last scene. She quickly noticed Dylan didn't say a lot. If he was going to help, he didn't offer much of an opinion.

	He suddenly turned to her. “How do you think it went down?”

	She was surprised. For a while, she didn't think he knew how to talk. She looked away from one of the pictures. Okay, he wanted to know her thoughts, she'd tell him.

	“I think he’s a psychopath. He wants us to find him, but only when he’s ready. That is, unless he has a change of heart and crawls into a hole somewhere. That’s why his clues are cryptic. He’s giving us just enough that it’s more frustrating than anything.”

	He pointed toward the picture of the farmhouse from this morning. “And this particular scene?”

	She looked at the pictures pinned on the board. Three innocent women whose lives were cut too short. Her gaze moved to the burned-out farmhouse. "I think he doused her with an accelerant, then struck a match. Maybe he gave her something to knock her out, or maybe he killed her first, then set her body on fire. I like to think she didn't feel any pain, but I know that's not always the case." There were evil people in the world who liked nothing better than to feed off someone's misery.

	“And then what?”

	“He probably had the explosive device set in advance. He wanted to watch her burn. Then, when he couldn't recognize her, he walked away. One push of a button was all it took to blow out most of the walls. He set the stage to showcase what he'd done. Framed his masterpiece for the media to report so the world would see his brilliance."

	Dylan turned to Ginny. “Is that what you think?”

	"Mostly." Ginny carefully studied the pictures. She was good at figuring out how someone's mind worked. "He definitely wants to showcase his work. He enjoys the media attention." She looked across the table and met Ashlyn's gaze. "But I'm still not sure if he's trying to impress Ashlyn or drive her crazy. The killer is fixated on her for some reason."

	“Could he know you?” Dylan asked.

	"Doubtful," Ashlyn said. "I'm originally from up North. Other than moving here a few years ago, I have no ties in Texas."

	“Maybe he followed you down.”

	She'd wondered the same thing but then dismissed it.

	"I'd like to look at the evidence from the other two cases, especially the explosive devices." Dylan walked closer to the wallboard, studying the pictures of the crime scenes. "I want to know about all his correspondence and any recordings of when he called. I think the key will be finding out why he feels this connection with Ashlyn." He looked at Ashlyn. "I'll need to look into your past."

	She felt the color drain from her face. She didn’t want anyone digging into her past and resurrecting memories better left buried. Memories that she still couldn’t face.

	How the hell was she going to tell a stranger what happened when she refused to think about it herself?

	 


Chapter Two

	Dylan wondered about the sudden change in Ashlyn. She immediately busied herself looking at the evidence on the table, but he'd seen how her face lost a little bit of color, and her eyes skirted away from his. When she rubbed her arms, he couldn't help but wonder if she realized what she was doing. The signs were there, telling him that she was hiding something.

	 Why was she wearing a long-sleeved shirt in the middle of June in Texas? He was pretty sure there was something she wasn't saying. Just a feeling he had, and he was rarely wrong. He'd think about it later, see what he could find out about her. Maybe get in touch with Ethan and see what he could dig up. The guy was a genius with a computer. Right now, he'd focus on catching a killer.

	The team of agents went through all the evidence with Dylan, and there was quite a lot that they’d gathered. He could see why they were stumped. There was nothing cohesive enough to point in one direction. The guy was all over the place. Maybe he hadn’t perfected his game yet.

	“How long does he keep the victim alive?” he asked.

	“We don’t know for sure. I’d say this last one less than twenty-four hours,” Waylon told him. “The first female was an introvert, according to all her neighbors. He took her to an abandoned warehouse, then set an explosive device under her chair. The local police department didn’t realize there was a victim and figured it was a random incident until the fire department found a partial leg bone. That’s when they started digging a little deeper and finally discovered the rest of what was left of her and, eventually, her identity. When they questioned her neighbors, they didn’t know she was missing. According to her mail, she’d been gone about eight days, but we don’t know how often she picked it up.”

	“I got the first phone call a few days later,” Ashlyn told him. “The suspect wanted to know why the locals hadn’t contacted the FBI, namely me. It was shortly after that when I got the first note. It was in an envelope with my name scrawled across the front. It showed up on my desk one day.” Her lips pressed together. “He had access to our offices.”

	"Or he paid someone to drop it off," Dylan said. "Or maybe someone found it in their suit pocket after he slipped it inside. It wouldn't be hard to do if he accidentally bumped into someone. No one ever thinks about the person after they give a mumbled apology. The man or woman might wonder about it, but they'd see your name, and put the note on your desk. He'd be careful he didn't get caught this early in the game."

	“We figured the same thing,” Brad said. “So far, everyone we’ve interviewed hasn’t seen anyone lurking around. No strangers, no new tenets. We keep running up against a brick wall.”

	Dylan studied him for a moment. Brad was tall, about six feet, broad shoulders, and keenly alert, dark brown eyes. "So, we'll find a way around the wall," Dylan told him. "Do we have a timeline on the second victim?"

	"The same. She'd returned to college. She let her parents know she'd made it back okay. When they called the following week to check-in, she didn't answer her phone. We know she was in class the day before he killed her."

	“What about her roommate?”

	Leah shook her head. “Private room. Her family donates a lot to the university. At least, they did until their daughter went missing and then turned up dead.”

	 “Brad and I are going back to the gas station where he abducted Kimberly. Maybe someone will have remembered something,” Ginny told them. “Their damn cameras weren’t working.”

	Leah came to her feet. “I’m going through what’s left of Kimberly’s computer. At least it wasn’t completely destroyed. Maybe I’ll find an e-mail that will give us a clue.” She looked at Nolan. “You up for scanning through her social media accounts?”

	Nolan grimaced. “Yeah, sure.”

	Before everyone left to go their separate ways, Brad spoke, “It’s good to have a new set of eyes on this case. I have a bad feeling about this one.”

	Dylan nodded.

	After everyone left, Waylon looked at Dylan. "Brad's damned good at his job, but he always has a bad feeling about cases. We're glad you're here, though." His deep sigh was pained. "I've got a meeting that I'm dreading. They always want to know why we can't solve the case immediately, and then I have to explain everything to them…again."

	"I hope I can help," Dylan told him.

	"You're in good hands with Ashlyn," Waylon said. "I'll leave you to it."

	As soon as the door closed, Dylan turned to Ashlyn. "Let's start with the obvious since you’re the one being targeted by the perp. Could it be an old boyfriend who's angry because you dumped him?"

	She shook her head. Tendrils of pale blonde hair escaped the low ponytail and brushed across her face. She reached up and tucked the strands behind one ear. There was something about the way she did it. Her hands were delicate, with long fingers. He wondered if she played the piano. The movement had been graceful. He only drew his attention back to the matter at hand when she began talking.

	"No. That's not a possibility."

	Maybe he'd misread her and she wasn't into guys. She had certainly shot daggers in his direction when he'd let his gaze roam over her. But damn, she was beautiful. If he was wrong about her, he was losing his touch. Heaven help him if the guys on his team ever discovered he had. They'd never let him live it down.

	Not that he’d ever be a playboy like Ethan. Women practically burst into flames when he looked at them. He had some kind of crazy-ass pheromones that drove women wild. As far as Dylan knew, no woman had ever been able to resist Ethan.

	"Okay, what about old girlfriends?" He left no doubt about what he was thinking.

	She cocked an eyebrow. "If you think I'm gay, I'm not. I have nothing against anyone living their life the way they want as long as it doesn't harm anyone else, but that’s not me."

	"Then why do you think it couldn’t be an old boyfriend?"

	She crossed her arms in front of her and propped one hip against the table. "In my line of work, it's not good to have long-term relationships."

	"How long is long-term?"

	He noticed she was starting to look frustrated as hell. He was already pushing the wrong buttons. He had a feeling by the time all this was over, she wouldn’t like him very much. Not that he was here to make friends. He was here to catch a killer.

	"One night. That's it. I'm fine if I never see the guy again. It's better that way." Her cold gaze met his and didn't waiver even an inch.

	Damn, she could freeze his balls with that one look. Had he really been thinking she looked angelic, kind of fragile? He might’ve underestimated her.

	And he knew exactly what she was saying. She went out with a guy one time for sex. She probably left immediately afterward. There would be no point in staying the night. He had a feeling Ashlyn carried a lot of baggage. It would be interesting seeing what she'd packed away.

	"Okay," he began. "It's not an old boyfriend. What about girlfriends? Maybe one of them got jealous because her boyfriend flirted with you." She was already shaking her head before he finished the sentence.

	"I don't have girlfriends."

	He slowly nodded. No girlfriends, no boyfriends. He would have to look deeper. He didn't think she was going to like it. He looked at her sleeves again. She was hiding something. But what? He had a feeling that was the key to her past that she wasn’t willing to unlock. She was going to hate him for his next question, but it had to be asked.

	"What scars are you hiding?"

	She visibly flinched. "None of your business." She rubbed her arms.

	"Even if it'll help catch a killer?"

	"This has nothing to do with my scars."

	"How do you know?"

	"Because I know for a fact the man who caused them is still in prison."

	"You checked?"

	She raised her chin and glared at him. "It was the first thing I did when I started getting the notes. The man will never see the light of day outside the prison walls. Now, since we're past all those questions, what other flashes of insight do you have to help us catch this killer before he strikes again?"

	"Are you sure you want to catch him?"

	Her mouth dropped open, then snapped closed. "Of course I want to catch him. He's a killer. I want to lock him away for the rest of his life."

	"Then I have to know everything about the case,” he quietly told her.

	He admitted to himself that he wouldn’t want someone digging into his past. Not that he had a lot to hide. Great family. No skeletons in the closet, except for a great-great-uncle that was a bootlegger during prohibition. He was more of a character than a criminal. Maybe he could take it a little easier on her, though.

	He continued, “I'm not your enemy. I'm only here to help. A fresh set of eyes. That's all. If it means ripping apart your life to catch him, then I'll do it."

	She took a deep breath, turning away from him, and stared down at the table littered with evidence. They'd sectioned off the long table into three areas. Each one numbered one, two, or three to differentiate between explosions.

	Her shoulders rose and fell as she tried to rein in her emotions. After a moment, she turned back and faced him.

	"You're right. We're here to catch a killer by any means. You'll have to trust me when I tell you it has nothing to do with my past. For some reason, the killer is enamored with me. Maybe we met on the street and I smiled at him. Or maybe he dislikes me enough that he doesn’t want us to solve the case. I don't know."

	He glanced down at the table. "I want to see the notes he sent you."

	She frowned as she looked down at the evidence. "Waylon must have them. I'll be right back."

	He watched her leave. She moved with a natural grace as if she'd gone to finishing school or something. So, she probably came from money. He didn't doubt that some sick bastard could just have a crush on her and that it had nothing to do with a past relationship. Not that he wouldn’t keep digging. She didn't want to talk about something, but it could still be a key to unlocking a clue.

	She returned a few minutes later with a file and laid the notes on the table. "This is the first one." She pointed to one, then moved down. "And this is the last.”

	He picked up the first one. It had been bagged in clear plastic as evidence.

	Sweet Ashlyn, I miss you. Have you missed me?

	Dylan looked at her. "He knows you. Someone who hadn’t met you wouldn't write this."

	"That's what we thought, but then he called.”

	“How did he sound on the phone?”

	“Angry. As though he was mad we weren’t connecting the dots.”

	“But yet, his notes are almost flowery, poetic. A man in love.”

	“Or just a sick son of a bitch. He didn't give us anything definitive. Nothing from my past. Nothing current. I don't think he does know me. He wants me to think he does. Look at the second note."

	Dylan picked up the second bag. They were all written on stationary with flowers. Daisies or something at the top of the page. Not exactly what a man would use. He began to read the note.

	If only we'd met at a different time or place. This was the only way I could get your attention. I had to make you see we’re meant to be together. Do you see it yet?

	“Do you see it yet,” Dylan repeated. "This is one sick bastard. It's as though he's leaving you some kind of hint at the scene, and he wants you to figure it out." He went to the board again and studied the pictures of the last scene. Nothing he saw stood out, other than it was a brutal murder.

	"Our thoughts exactly," Ashlyn told him. "We've been over everything a dozen times, and we haven't figured it out. I don't think there is anything at the scene we're supposed to find. He's taunting us."

	“And you may be right about him not knowing you. I'm leaning more toward someone you casually met on the street or in a coffee house. What's your daily routine like?" 

	She shrugged. "Early morning jog, I work out at the gym twice a week, sometimes I go to the firing range. I go home afterward, shower, and get ready for work."

	He glanced at the cup she’d brought into the conference room. "Coffee?"

	"From the vendor right outside the office building. The guy is probably in his late sixties. He's not a suspect. Don't you think I've thought about everyone I've ever met?"

	"You've missed something."

	She blew out a frustrated breath. "Apparently, but I don't know who or what it could be."

	"Why is the guy who caused your scars in prison? What did he do?" He knew he was throwing the question at her and completely changing directions. He wanted to see how she would react. She didn't disappoint him.

	Her eyebrows drew together, but then almost immediately, she relaxed. "It happened a long time ago. The guy who’s now in prison had a beef with my father. My father was a high-powered defense attorney who decided he was tired of getting rich criminals off with little more than a slap on the wrist. He switched to prosecuting them, rich and poor, instead. He pissed off one of the criminals. Albert Duncan was on his way to prison but broke out and decided to blow up our house. There, are you satisfied?"

	"No, not really, but it will do for now." He glanced out the window. The sun had already gone down, and his stomach was rumbling. "It's late, and I'm starving. Let's call it a day and catch a bite of dinner. I’ll buy."

	She took a step back, reaching for the Styrofoam cup that was probably empty by now, and dropping it in the trashcan. "No, thank you. I have enough leftovers in my refrigerator, so I’ll have that."

	"I don't know the area. Are you just going to leave me on my own my first night in town?"

	When she hesitated, he pressed his point across.

	"We can talk more about the case." Now how did he know that would be the deciding factor? Because he'd already figured out she was all work and no play? It wasn’t hard to see she shied away from close relationships. He figured it had something to do with her scars.

	She hesitated. "Just dinner and talking about the case, nothing else." She said as if to warn him.

	"Absolutely." He'd probably go to hell for lying, but he wanted to be in her company. There was something about her that drew him closer. She was strong but fragile at the same time. It made him want to know more about her. She was damned interesting.

	Maybe the suspect had seen the same thing. She might have even rebuffed his advances at one time. If he was right, Ashlyn would be in danger at some point. He'd have to make sure the guy didn't get to her. Yeah, he had a feeling she wasn't going to like him hanging around her all the time.

	She insisted they take their own vehicles and said he could follow her. That was fine by him. He got the address and put it in his phone so he could use the GPS in case they were separated. He wondered if that might have been her idea in the first place. He'd give her the benefit of the doubt—for now.

	After about ten minutes of driving through San Antonio traffic, she pulled into the parking lot of a pizza place. Nothing fancy. Not that he'd expected her to go to a restaurant with flowers and candles on every table. He had no problem with pizza, though.

	She didn't wait for him to walk inside with her. His stride was longer, so he easily caught up with her by the time she got to the front door.

	"Great choice. I love pizza," he told her as he quickly grabbed the door handle and held it open.

	Her lips turned down. He wondered if she'd hoped he wouldn't care for pizza. She didn't say anything as they went inside.

	It was your typical pizza place—booths down both sides and the back, tables in the center. The young man behind the counter looked up as they entered.

	"Just sit wherever you want and someone will be out to take your order."

	Ashlyn chose a booth and slid into the seat. When he sat across from her, he wondered if she’d suddenly realized how intimate it was sitting in a booth rather than a table because she frowned, but other than her change in expression, she didn’t say anything.

	She reached for one of the menus behind the napkin dispenser. He reached for the other and glanced at the options.

	"Do you have any recommendations?" he asked.

	"No. I've only been here a couple of times."

	Away from the office, she wasn't very talkative. He frowned. All she talked about was the case. What kind of life was that?

	The waiter came over about that time anyway. "Do you know what you want to order?"

	"A Coke, a slice of sausage pizza, the house salad, and ranch dressing on the side." She looked across the table at him expectantly.

	"I'll have the same, but with two more slices of pizza."

	The waiter nodded and then left.

	"You don't look like the salad kind of guy."

	A real conversation? He was surprised. "There's a guy on our team who lives on salads with grilled chicken. He’s into eating healthy food. I guess some of it rubbed off on us."

	Curiosity must've gotten the better of her because she continued. "What's it like working with your team? I mean, Waylon said you were special ops, and you worked with a group of guys."

	He leaned back against the seat. "We’re ex-special ops, actually. They’re a great bunch of guys. We're more like brothers. Do you have siblings?"

	The closed look was back in her eyes. "A younger sister."

	"Are you close to her?"

	"Yes."

	He could immediately tell that was all she was going to say about her sister. More secrets, he guessed.

	"Tell me about the guys you work with," she said.

	He knew she was changing the subject, but that was okay with him. He had a feeling he would have plenty of time to get to know her better. "Well, there's Carter. He's a senator's son and probably has more money than Midas. Breaker is Cajun and lives down in Louisiana. He has his own bar. Samson reminds me of a grizzly bear. He's big and will take anyone down in a heartbeat if someone he cares about is threatened. Ty is the health nut…"

	"The one who eats a lot of salad?"

	"That would be him. Then there's Ethan."

	"What’s his specialty?"

	Dylan wondered what she would think if he told her that Ethan's specialty was picking up women, but he chose to stick with what Ethan brought to the team. "Computers. The guy is a genius."

	“Same with Leah.”

	"What's it like working with your team?" he asked. Right now, he had to think anybody could be a suspect. He'd noticed Brad had kept looking at Ashlyn, and he wondered what their connection was, but Ashlyn had said she made it a point not to get romantically involved with a coworker.

	"I don't know. We all get along if that's what you want to know."

	"Tell me about Brad?"

	One eyebrow cocked. Then she did the unexpected. She started to laugh. He liked the sound. It was light, almost musical, and washed over him in rippling waves.

	"Did I say something funny?" he asked as soon as he recovered his wits.

	"If you're asking if he might have a crush on me and possibly be the suspect, you're way off base. Brad has been like a brother to me."

	"Are you sure it’s just brotherly affection?"

	"Yes, I am. Brad has a boyfriend, and they're very much in love."

	 “Okay, I was wrong about him.” He shrugged it off.

	"I thought you were supposed to be good at profiling people," she goaded.

	"Usually, I am. My specialty is explosives, though."

	"Don't sweat it. He's a great guy. Definitely not a suspect, though."

	"What about Ginny?"

	"She's not gay."

	There was just the hint of a smile playing about her lips. "That's not what I was asking. Tell me about her." She'd known exactly what he meant. At least she could tease and let her guard down just a little. The smile was quickly gone, and the serious side returned.

	"Ginny's good at profiling. She hasn't been able to get a clear picture of this guy. I think it bothers her a lot."

	"And Leah?"

	"Devoted to her husband, Gerald. They've been married ten years. Madly in love. She may look like a bubbly housewife, but she has some mad skills when it comes to taking down a suspect or cracking a computer."

	"What's the story on Nolan?"

	"I'm not sure he'll last in the field. I think he’s better suited for the office. He's smart and devoted to the job, though."

	"Why do you think he’s better suited for a desk job?"

	"Every time we go to the scene, it affects him."

	"He hasn't learned to swallow his emotions."

	"I'm not sure he ever will. Sometimes this job gets to all of us."

	He tilted his head and looked at her. "What about you? Does it get to you?"

	"Yeah, sometimes. You?"

	"I'm no different from anyone else. Some cases bother me more than others, but I know someone has to do it."

	 Their food arrived, and they concentrated on that for now. Not that he'd learned a whole lot about her. She'd kept the conversation pretty generic. That wasn't going to help him solve the case. She'd told him she had a sister, and some guy had blown up their house and he was still in prison. It was time to learn more about Ashlyn.

	“Did everyone make it out of the house?” he asked.

	“Excuse me?” She looked up, a forkful of salad halfway to her mouth.

	“You said the man blew up your house. Did everyone make it out alive?” There was the slightest hesitation before she spoke.

	“Yes.”

	“Good.”

	Every time he tried to ask a personal question after that, she steered the topic back to something else. After a while, he decided to let the matter drop…for now.

	“I guess I’ll see you in the morning,” she said after they paid out and were walking toward their vehicles.

	He stopped at her car. “I’ll be there.”

	Dylan waited until she was driving away before he started toward his pickup. The hairs on the back of his neck began to tingle. He stopped at the door and slowly scanned the area. Someone had been watching them. He’d stake his life on it. His training in special ops had sharpened his senses.

	Nothing moved. Not even a leaf on the nearby oak. His gaze landed on the used car dealership just over from the pizza place. It would be easy to hide there. All anyone would have to do is blend in with the other vehicles. Nothing moved there either.

	A carload of teens pulled up, and suddenly the feeling was gone.

	The perp would be back. Dylan was certain of it.

	 


Chapter Three

	Elijah stepped behind the brick building. When the man opened the door for Ashlyn as she went inside the pizza place, he'd assumed they didn't know each other. They’d come in different vehicles. Just in case, he'd crept closer and glanced through the window.

	When she’d turned his way, he quickly moved back. That had been close. He would have to be more careful in the future. But he'd seen what he needed to see.

	Anger slowly built inside him until he thought he would explode. This wasn’t like him. He was always, always in control of his emotions.

	“No, you belong to me!” he fumed as he moved away from the pizza place. What was she doing with that man? Sitting in the same booth as if…as if…they were dating.

	His limp was more pronounced as he moved to the safety of the used car place once again. He’d followed her. She didn't come here very often, but as soon as she turned off thirty-five, he was pretty sure he knew where she was going.

	That’s how well he knew her! No one else knew her like he did! He understood what she’d gone through. Him! No one else!

	His laugh was bitter as he remembered thinking that he might go in and order a pizza so that he could sit and watch her. She was so beautiful, so fragile, like an angel. It didn't matter that she had scars. He
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