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      Just when you've stopped looking over your shoulder, evil finds a way…

      Tammy Carter lost her psychic abilities in the aftermath of tragedy. Now, years later, her power resurrects when evil returns to her town.  She was secure in her job, her life, and lack of complications.  Now everything in her comfort zone is disintegrating and she doesn’t know what to do next or who she can trust.

      Bodyguard Kyle Hawthorne doesn't believe in the supernatural or in Tammy's psychic gift, but when her life is threatened he'll do anything to protect her. Professionalism demands a platonic relationship with his co-worker at Taggert Security Team, yet the sizzling connection he feels for Tammy demands exploration every time he’s near her. Deep down Tammy has always found Kyle a stable force in her world, even though she’s harbored lightning-hot fantasies about him for years.  Suddenly their sexual desires and emotions are too powerful to ignore, which starts a chain reaction of events that may bring them together or allow the evil to consume them.
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      Heavy, raspy breathing echoed in Tammy Carter’s ears. Fear slammed into her gut, wrenching her so hard that nausea boiled in her stomach.

      She closed her eyes and tightened her grip on the telephone as the breathing on the other end continued. A flash of red filled her mind’s eye and she shuddered. She sank into the chair behind her desk. For years she’d feared the day the evil might return. She’d dreaded the inevitable—when she would sense malevolence. Now it pulsed through the phone ... reaching ... reaching...

      Oh, God. Not now.

      Shades of blue and black mingled with the red behind her eyes, and she hoped the person on the other end of the line hadn’t already committed some horrible crime against an innocent person. Then scarlet washed over her body in a hot wave ... the fever of illness. Azure pierced like the cold, sharp sting of an icicle stabbing her arms. Black left a deep, hollow well in her stomach.

      No. No. She didn’t want to see what the breather had done. Didn’t want to know. She opened her eyes, denying the ability that gave her this horrible insight. As the breathing on the end of the line continued, she broke the psychic connection linking her to the person on the other side. Fear mutated into fury.

      Tammy clenched the telephone until it felt as if the plastic might break. She gave the breather five more seconds to speak, then she cursed and slammed down the receiver. As she shook from reaction, her body was suffused with a cold sweat. Perspiration formed on her forehead and upper lip, and she reached for a tissue box. Dabbing a tissue over her cheeks, she took deep breaths and the fear eased minute by minute.

      Nice thing about these episodes. Quick to come, quick to go.

      Calm settled over Tammy. Whatever animal had called had disconnected from her, and she didn’t want to worry about the creep anymore.

      Must forget. Must let it go.

      A sparkling tune about love flowed from the small radio tucked beneath the high counter of her desk. Yeah, right. She snapped off the radio.

      What a fine way to end a day’s work. First, several folders had disappeared, and it had taken half the day for her to deduce where the temp had filed them last week. The young, inexperienced woman had wreaked havoc in the office with her incompetence.

      Tammy would have been happy if only one thing had gone wrong with the day. But a client had made a sexual harassment complaint against one of Taggert Security Team’s bodyguards that afternoon. Tammy had missed lunch, and two bodyguards on assignment had come down with the flu.

      She never should have taken vacation for an entire week. Mrs. Taggert and several of the bodyguards had almost kissed her feet when she’d walked in the door that Monday morning. Sure, it was gratifying to be missed, but not when she found twice the work piled on her desk once she returned.

      Hungry, tired and downright hacked described her attitude to an inch. Mrs. Taggert might pay Tammy well as her personal administrative assistant, but today’s events had strained Tammy’s steel nerves to the limit.

      The phone rang again.

      The breather had called three times in ten minutes, and that last connection had almost fried her senses. She hesitated.

      She should say “Taggert Security Team.” She should take a deep breath and stay calm.

      Screw it.

      She picked up the phone on the third ring. “Listen, you jerk, this is a business. Stop calling us!”

      Silence on the other end shocked her. Finally the person spoke. “Tammy?”

      She recognized the male voice, and a blush flooded her face. “Hawthorne? Damn it, I’m sorry.”

      “Hey, babe, are you all right?”

      His silky, husky voice sent a wild fluttering into her stomach. Tammy swallowed hard. Bodyguard Kyle Hawthorne might be the most handsome man she’d ever met, but that didn’t mean she needed to dissolve into gelatin. The jibes, barbs and teasing they’d traded for the last year meant nothing. Employees at Taggert Security leaned toward the wild side—their dangerous jobs made them less willing to follow convention. Hawthorne was no exception. He played the role of flirtatious, handsome charmer all the way. More than once, a friend of Tammy’s had speculated about his love life. But she tried not to imagine Hawthorne holding a woman in his arms. It gave her a headache.

      “Tammy?” he said again, concern deepening his tone.

      “Sorry. I ... uh ... I just thought you were someone else.”

      He chuckled. “What’s the matter? Art forget to pick you up for a date?”

      Leave it to Kyle to remember the one-time Art Childress had forgotten a date with her. “He’s working tonight. We had to cancel.”

      “Again?”

      “What do you mean again? We’ve been out three times in two months. I’d say that’s a record.”

      “If you were my woman, I’d make sure we came together several times a week.”

      With impeccable timing, her heartbeat accelerated, and her mouth went dry. Babe? His woman? Came together? It sounded primitive. Some might say chauvinistic. Yet she knew this man too well to believe he meant any irreverence toward her. He believed in equality of the sexes. Flirting was second nature to him. His woman indeed. Still, the way his voice vibrated over her already heightened senses sent pleasant shivers through her body and caused her belly to flutter.

      It was like that every time he was near her. He spoke, she pretended not to notice how sexy he was. She’d tried over the time she’d known him to disregard this disturbing realty—Kyle Hawthorne sent her libido into overdrive.

      Came together.

      Whether he meant the words to sound erotic or not, the husky velvet in his voice seduced her senses. Rich and deep, his voice always stirred her profoundly in a way she couldn’t control.

      The subtext in those words sent her heart into a frantic pace and within her feminine core, her body moistened, clenched, and longed for the sensation of hard masculinity. She visualized, with stunning clarity, their bodies naked on a bed and writhing as their loins came together. Hot steel into soft wetness. Her breath hitched as her face went hot.

      Holy shit, Tammy. Now is not the time.

      “Better watch out, Hawthorne. I could break your neck for saying something that suggestive and sexist.”

      “Chauvinistic?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me. Your woman? Hell, why not go all the way and call me wench?” His laugh soothed her skittish nerves. She sighed and rubbed the tight muscles in the back of her neck. “What are you doing calling the office at this hour?”

      “What are you doing at the office at seven o’clock at night?”

      Tammy fiddled with the small, brown plastic stegosaurus on her desk. “Answer my question first.”

      “Burke still working on the Alexander case?”

      The stegosaurus tipped over, and she let it lie on its side. She stared at its underbelly. “No. He went home an hour ago. He thinks he’s coming down with the flu as well.”

      “Great. At this rate Mrs. Taggert will have to quarantine the office.”

      She groaned. “I don’t even want to think about it.”

      “Okay, so why are you still at work and who did you think was calling?”

      “Today was hellish and I fell behind. And I thought you were the breather. He’s called three times in the last ten minutes. When the phone rang, I lost it.”

      “Obscene phone calls? That’s a first at the agency. It must be your sexy voice.”

      “Right, Hawthorne. My voice is about as sexy as an elephant sneezing.”

      He laughed. “Did this creep say anything?”

      “No. He wasn’t original enough. Just a lot of heavy panting.”

      “Are you about ready to leave?”

      “Just put away the last file. I need a cup of caffeine for the road.”

      “Stay put. I’m almost there.”

      “What?” She accidentally knocked the pencil cup over and writing instruments rolled across her desk.

      “I’m calling on my cell. When I get there, I can walk you to your car.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” She hated the shaky, nervous quality in her voice. Tammy righted the pencil cup and started dropping pens and pencils into the brilliant red holder.

      “I don’t have to. I want to. See you in a few minutes.”

      Stunned, she kept the phone to her ear for a moment before she realized he’d hung up. She slipped the receiver back into the cradle.

      Staring at the pencil cup, she wondered if the breather had rattled her more than she wanted to admit. Tammy hadn’t experienced a wave of revulsion like the one she’d experienced with the breather in ... well ... a good long time. Hell, it had been such hard work to keep her sensitivities under wraps. So hard. For years she’d tucked away her psychic abilities, then six months ago she’d resurrected them for a case involving another bodyguard at the agency. Then she’d stuffed them back in the little niche she reserved for things she didn’t want to think about. Why had her abilities reappeared now?

      Memories ate at her, rearing their repulsive heads, making it all too easy to recall fifteen years ago with clarity.

      Tammy closed her eyes and saw her older sister’s smile, her long, red hair so much like Tammy’s own. Then she saw her sister’s blue eyes staring at the sky as Barb floated in the family swimming pool, her life throttled out of her by a madman.

      Shivering, Tammy pushed away the memory. She hadn’t relived those horrific events for a long time.

      The phone rang, and she jolted. It was probably Hawthorne saying he’d changed his mind about coming by the office. Good. She didn’t need the distraction.

      “Taggert Security. May I help you?”

      “I see you.”

      The rough, guttural tone sounded like crunching gravel. Pure apprehension roiled inside her. Before Tammy could say a word or hang up, the voice came once more.

      “You can’t hide from me. You’re in my book of wishes.”

      She felt it again.

      Pure, unadulterated evil.

      Tammy opened her mouth, but nothing would come out. The red wave started at the corner of her vision, and she closed her eyes. Red. The color of violence and pain and sometimes the hot, overwhelming tide of love and sex.

      No. Please not again. I can’t do this again.

      A hushed laugh echoed into her ear. “What’s the matter, Sweet Magnolia? Cat got your tongue? Well, that’s no matter. I’ll have your tongue before long.”

      She inhaled a sharp breath, revulsion sending a metallic taste to her mouth. She slammed down the receiver. Fear rocketed through her like a missile. Tammy rubbed her arms as goose bumps spread over her skin. Swiftly she turned on the answering machine. If the bastard called again, she wouldn’t have to tolerate his vile comments. Her only salvation came in banishing these visions for the last time.

      Coffee.

      Coffee cured everything. When Tammy stood, she held on to the desk while she regained equilibrium. The aftereffects of these strong visions mimicked illness, and all she needed now was for Hawthorne to arrive and find her collapsed on the floor.

      She headed for the lounge at the back of the large office space. Her footfalls made a soft swish over the carpet, and the minute sound made her feel vulnerable. Once inside the lounge, she grabbed her mug and poured a cup of mocha java. She tried a sip. A little bitter from too many hours on the hot plate. No matter. She loved mocha java even in this condition. Tammy switched off the machine and distracted herself by cleaning the coffee pot and the counter.

      Sighing, she ruminated over Hawthorne’s insistence that he stop by the office and walk her to her car. Earlier she wouldn’t have hesitated to enter the parking garage alone. After that slimy call, her knees had weakened. No, she’d feel more secure now that Hawthorne would arrive any minute.

      Immediately she pushed aside a feeling of helplessness. She had never come close to being a weak, defenseless female in all her twenty-nine years.

      Her fingers trembled as she put down her mug and rubbed her arms again. The turtleneck sweater dress couldn’t protect against the cold fright that skulked into the room and wrapped itself around her like a many-tentacled beast from a nightmare. Ice sank into her bones, digging deep like a dagger.

      “Oh, God,” Tammy whispered.

      For the umpteenth time a shudder ran through her. No. She had to think of something else. Something pleasant.

      Kyle Hawthorne.

      She didn’t even know whether to call him by his first name or his last anymore. For months she’d called him simply Hawthorne. She called all the bodyguards by their last names. But sometimes he became Kyle. Had become Kyle since that night six months ago when he’d suffered a bullet wound.

      He was a man of mystery, but Tammy did not intend to try to decipher him. In the year he’d worked at Taggert, she’d seen his quick wit, his professionalism, and his cool, cocky side. He flirted and joked, but tonight she’d heard a difference in his voice. Or had she? Maybe the stress of the day had fried her brain.

      For a second she got a vision of that famous commercial from the seventies.

      “This is your brain. This is your brain on drugs,” she said aloud, then a made a sizzling noise. Tammy laughed weakly. “Yep. That’s me.”

      But he’d called her babe. He’d never called her anything other than her first or last name before.

      Although Edith Taggert, owner of the agency, didn’t have a stated policy on sexual harassment, Tammy had no compunction about trading witty repartee with the bodyguards. Flirting meant absolutely nothing. She knew that from long experience.

      She wasn’t getting involved in a romantic relationship for a good long time, if ever. Her track record proved she couldn’t trust her feelings in that arena.

      The phone rang again, but Tammy let the machine get it. From this distance, she couldn’t hear the person leaving a message, and that was mighty fine with her. Let the bastard babble to a machine. Maybe he’d get off on talking to himself and leave her alone.

      Less than two minutes later, the phone rang again. Once more she ignored it.

      She thought of something that sent her heart into a rapid jig.

      Was the front door to the office locked?

      Putting her mug on the counter, she trotted out to the front area. When she reached her desk, she saw the door was unlocked. Damn! This might be a secure building, but Tammy never left it unlocked when alone in the office.

      Before she reached the door, a blast of scorching, vivid red blinded her and she stumbled back, falling to the floor and landing on her butt. She gasped, startled by the force.

      Whoever or whatever had called her had entered the building and was close. Too close.

      Tammy struggled to unscramble her senses as another wave of scarlet splattered across her vision. Power flooded her system and she stood, legs wobbly and step uncertain. Dread surged through her veins like electricity, and she knew she must reach the door and lock it before the fiend with the blood red aura could arrive first.

      Now. Go. Hurry.

      The crimson retreated, draining away like the lifeblood of the dying. She closed her eyes, and the burning sensation left her body. Relief made her almost as dizzy as the vision, and Tammy took another step. Must lock the door. The person may come back.

      She stepped forward and had just touched the knob when the door came open.

      Tammy jumped back, a startled yelp leaving her throat. Her heart slammed in her chest as her heel snagged on the carpet and she started to fall backwards. Before she could make another sound, the big man in the doorway leapt forward and caught her in his arms. He hauled her against his chest.

      “Tammy?” Concern drew Hawthorne’s dark brows downward and his lips thinned into a frown.

      “You,” she said, sighing in total relief.

      No red. No colors at all. She never saw colors when she was around Hawthorne.

      “Were you expecting someone else?”

      “No,” she said weakly. “I was going to lock the door when you came busting in and scared the crap out of me.”

      “You’re trembling.” He tucked her a little closer and the heat of his body warmed her.

      “I think the air conditioning was up a bit high. I-I got cold.”

      Although stunned, Tammy couldn’t ignore the fact that she was pressed against his tall, rock-hard body. The soft denim shirt couldn’t hide the evidence of broad shoulders under her fingers.

      No, he’d never be model handsome, but perhaps that was what made him interesting. Most women found Hawthorne’s dangerous air mixed with a sharp sense of humor almost mouth-watering. His face had a mixed-up perfection that belonged in the movies. Dark and deep, his brown eyes could switch from amused to frosty in a heartbeat. His almost too long nose matched well with an uncompromising jaw. Cocoa brown hair was cut close enough to his head to be neat, but not quite military length. Tammy had a notion if he let it grow much longer the waves would go wild. He wore a mustache and short beard, which on anyone else wouldn’t have appealed much to her. Despite his looks, his face could turn hard and unforgiving. No one could ever call him boyish.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.

      His touch, his nearness had wiped away the terror. “I feel good.”

      As she gazed up into Hawthorne’s eyes and cursed the gods that gave some men long sexy lashes, she saw something change within him.

      A sudden, shocking warmth ignited in his eyes and flickered into full flame. “You feel great.”

      Her mouth dropped in surprise. Was he flirting with her again?

      Hawthorne’s mouth turned up in his trademark quirky smile. Between tender and hard, his mouth looked undeniably masculine. His hands moved in a caressing motion over her back, then held still, keeping her pressed to him.

      Suddenly Tammy was downright breathless. His warm, spicy scent had teased and tantalized her many times before, but now she felt every inch of him, every nuance. Something had changed and it sent waves of heat straight to her toes. His six-foot-four frame towered over her by ten inches. Her body responded despite the fright, as her breasts mashed against his muscled chest and her thighs plastered to his.

      Lean without being skinny, big boned and perfectly muscled, Hawthorne looked capable of kicking anyone’s ass. His jeans slicked along narrow hips, a tight butt, and long, powerful legs. Tammy licked her lips and swallowed hard as another fluttery sensation darted into her stomach.

      Maybe she should say something before he thought she had lost her mind. Tammy pushed against Hawthorne’s chest and eased from his arms.

      “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” he asked. “I thought you were waiting for me.”

      “I got another one of those phone calls and I remembered the door wasn’t locked.”

      It didn’t help when he came close, standing so near she inhaled a whiff of his aftershave again. He cupped her shoulder. “You look a little shaky.”

      She realized that she’d been rubbing her arms. “I’m fine.”

      As if to contradict her, her body rebelled, and a wave of nausea replaced the desire she’d felt moments ago.

      “Can’t fool me.” His quiet voice soothed her senses. “You’re pale as the dead.”

      Barb’s grave. The caller had awakened the dead. “I’m okay, Hawthorne.”

      He didn’t look convinced. He shoved a hand through his already mussed hair. “What did the caller say?”

      “Stupid things. It’s nothing.”

      He looked doubtful. “All right. About ready to go?”

      “Yeah. Let me get my coat.”

      But then the queasiness increased and as Tammy turned, she pressed her hand to her stomach. Before she could say or do a thing, dizziness assaulted her.

      “Hawthorne—”

      Darkness blotted every color from her vision.
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      Tammy fell to the floor practically at Hawthorne’s feet. “Tammy!”

      He’d seen her wobble and had stepped toward her when she’d uttered his name and collapsed without warning. A sinking, cold concern stunned him. Then instinct revived, and he raced toward her. She’d fallen on her right side. Without moving her, he felt for the pulse in her neck. Relief filled him—her pulse beat steady and strong.

      “Tammy? Can you hear me?”

      No response.

      Gently he turned her onto her back. Her small, well-proportioned features looked young and defenseless and fired every protective instinct he possessed. Her ashen cheeks added to the false portrait. Her chin-length auburn bob was mussed, and strands fell over her cheeks. As he brushed the hair from her face, he had to remind himself Tammy Carter didn’t have a fragile bone in her body. A year of working with her had taught him that he didn’t know a tougher, quicker, wittier, or more efficient woman. She ran Mrs. Taggert’s schedule and the rest of the office with self-confidence. Seeing her vulnerable like this turned fear to ice in his belly. He placed his palm on her forehead and her frigid skin surprised him.

      Shock? It didn’t seem likely, but he couldn’t take chances. Maybe she’d contracted the flu ravaging Taggert Security in the last two weeks. He leaned down until he could hear Tammy’s breathing. Softly her breath touched his face.

      “Come on, babe,” he whispered. “Snap out of it. Open your eyes. You’re starting to scare me.”

      When she didn’t move or make a sound, he cursed. He started to reach for his cell phone to call for medical assistance when she stirred, and a soft moan escaped her lips. Her eyelids flickered and opened. Soft, green eyes gazed up at him. She appeared bewildered, like a child who had wandered into danger and didn’t know which way to turn.

      He placed his hand on her forehead. Her skin had warmed. “You all right?”

      A smile flickered over her cherry lips, and he had an insane desire to press a kiss there to comfort her. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

      He grinned to reassure her and took his hand from her forehead. “Well, it did. How do you feel? Are you in pain? Do you feel sick?”

      She shook her head and sat up. He put an arm around her shoulders and kept it there. Inhaling deeply, he caught her unique soft scent.

      Right, Hawthorne. What a time to notice how wonderful she smells. Get with the program.

      “Easy. Just take it slow,” he said.

      She waved a hand as if to dismiss her condition. “I didn’t get any lunch today. Maybe that’s what’s wrong.”

      Tammy didn’t sound convinced, and his concern notched upward. “Are you sure that’s all it is? Sure it’s not this damned flu going around the office?”

      “It’s not the flu. I just need to head home and have some dinner.”

      As Tammy started to rise, he assisted her, half tempted to haul her into his arms so he could carry her to the couch. Her color hadn’t returned yet. Putting his arm around her shoulders again, he brought her against his side as he headed to the lounge.

      Under his arm, her shoulders seemed delicate. “Is there anything to eat around here? You should eat something.”

      She paused inside the break room and eased from under Hawthorne’s arm. Cocking one cinnamon-colored eyebrow, she said, “If you call breakfast bars something to eat.”

      Every time her eyes threw off green sparks, or the air rang with her throaty laugh, his thoughts turned to sex. Not sex with any woman, but sex with her.

      His gaze cruised over her curvy form and his body responded immediately. Heat sluiced through his groin as he took in her breasts. God, she was perfect. Her breasts would just fill his hands. He’d love to touch her flat stomach and slim hips and feel every inch of those incredible legs wrapped around his hips while his cock slipped deep into her welcome heat.

      He didn’t want just pleasant, missionary sex with her either. He wanted it all. Sex in the shower, sex in the kitchen, sex on the dining room table, sex up against a wall.

      Let’s face it, he wanted to fuck her until they both couldn’t walk.

      He figured more than one guy saw her march into the office every day and fantasies started walking around in their heads. He wasn’t different than ninety-nine-point nine percent of other men.

      When she’d fainted in front of him, though, his feelings went beyond casual and concerned. She worried him and intrigued him until he couldn’t think straight.

      Damn her little hide. She just keeps getting under my skin more each day.

      He grinned. “How do you do it? I’ve seen you chow down and yet you keep that sexy figure.”

      Her eyes widened, and for a moment he wondered if he’d crossed the line. “Exercise. I don’t crave sweets. Now popcorn and pizza? That’s another story.”

      He headed for a cabinet next to the refrigerator and after some rummaging, located the box of granola bars. He tossed her an apple raisin bar. “Now I know there’s something wrong with you. I expected a snappy comeback after I told you that you have a sexy body.”

      Tammy threw him a sarcastic grin and he knew he hadn’t upset her. “You’re right. I just don’t have the energy I had earlier when you called. Guess the day sapped it out of me.”

      Ripping open his granola bar, Kyle took a big bite and chewed. Until that moment he hadn’t realized how hungry he’d become. She wasn’t the only one who had endured a long day.

      When she didn’t start eating, he gave her a stern look. “Eat up, then you’ll feel better.”

      After they sat at the little table on the other side of the room, he took in her appearance. Freckles sprinkled across her nose contrasted sharply against her wan face. Only her eyes, highlighted with brown eye shadow, seemed bright. Nope, he couldn’t let her head home without an escort.

      “I’ll follow you home.” He crumpled the granola wrapper and tossed it into the trashcan across the room. He snapped his fingers and smiled. “Three points!”

      “No.”

      “What? That was a perfect shot.”

      “No, I don’t need you to follow me home.”

      Hawthorne had witnessed that stubborn tilt to Tammy’s chin before, and the grim set to her mouth. The last woman he’d met this stubborn was Kiley Danger, wife of Hawthorne’s friend and former bodyguard Scott Danger.

      As he took in Tammy’s gentle features, a memory flashed into his mind. Tammy visiting him in the hospital as he’d recuperated from a bullet wound while on assignment to protect Kiley. Her worried eyes. Yeah, he’d seen something in her expression then that kept him curious to this day. Something he’d never seen in a woman’s gaze before.

      “Face it, Carter, you’re not going home alone.” He leaned on the table until he could look into her beautiful eyes.

      Obstinate lines furrowed her brow as she took another bite of granola. “I’m capable of taking care of myself.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t.”

      Tammy blinked, and he tried to read the expression crossing her face and couldn’t. Aiming for the trash can, she missed, and the wrapper landed on the floor. Tammy strolled across the room, snatched up the paper and deposited it in the can.

      “Story of my life. Always missing the mark.” She sighed and put her hands on her hips. “Time to go home.”

      He stood. “Are you going to tell me what really happened?”

      She crossed her arms. “What are you talking about?”

      He stepped closer until only a foot separated them. Tammy stood her ground. “Those calls bothered you more than you’re letting on.”

      She tucked her hair behind her ear and a small diamond earring winked at him. The flash of a big amethyst ring on her right hand caught his attention. “Pranks don’t upset me. Everything is okay.”

      “It might have been a prank, but I’d feel better if you let me follow you home. And maybe you should call in sick tomorrow.”

      “No way. If I do that the work will pile up even more.”

      “Mrs. Taggert will understand. I’ll vouch for you. You fainted.”

      She passed a hand through her hair. “I have too much to do.”

      He followed her out to the front, and she retrieved her coat. When Tammy struggled with one arm of her light trench coat, Hawthorne helped her.

      As she winked at him, she said, “You’re such a gentleman.”

      Yeah, if she only knew that minutes ago, I was wondering what it would be like to fuck her ... well...

      He drew her coat together at the lapels and held on. Her eyes burned warm and welcoming, the stubborn look she’d tossed him moments ago had disappeared. “I aim to please. In this case, though, I think you should take my advice.”

      “About what?”

      “Following you home—”

      “No—”

      “Tammy—”

      “No.”

      Hawthorne flinched then gritted his teeth. She looked more than headstrong; she appeared invincible. With any other woman, he might have given in to her long ago, but since he’d met Tammy, he’d forgotten how to back down. Everything within him refused to relent when she challenged him.

      It was too much fun.

      God, she looks good. Attractive. Hell, more than that. So damned pretty. Son of a bitch. I probably look like a mackerel with my mouth hanging open.

      Warning, warning. Trouble ahead. Deep, inescapable trouble. He couldn’t afford to obsess about her, sexually or otherwise. Friendship was one thing. A deep relationship fell into the no-can-do category. They enjoyed a flirtation, but Tammy had made it clear she didn’t want to date him long ago.

      Sex? Well, he’d never approached her for sex only. No, he knew she wasn’t a fuck-when-you-feel-the-need-to-scratch-an-itch type.

      Hawthorne shrugged. “You can’t stop me from following you, so why are you fighting it?”

      She frowned. “You’re crazy.”

      “Crazy maybe, but not stupid, babe.”

      “Why are you calling me that? You never called me ‘babe’ before today.”

      He always admired directness in a woman, but this time it took him by the throat and choked his words.

      “What’s the matter? You’ve never been caught with your pants down before?” she asked.

      Her gaze tested him. Tightening his hold on her lapels, Kyle stepped closer. He inhaled that floral scent again, his senses dizzy with it. “How do you know?”

      Touché. Her mouth dropped open. “Well ... um...” A soft blush covered her cheeks.

      Impulsively Kyle reached up and cupped her cheek with his right hand. “Tammy, please do this for me. As my friend. Or think of it as a professional courtesy. Hell, it’s in my blood to guard your body.”

      A gentle smile curved her lips, and she leaned into his hand for a moment until she covered his fingers with her own.

      “Why, Hawthorne, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you might be worried about me.”

      “Me? Worried? Nah. You’re tough as rhino skin, Carter.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      He released her, well aware that she’d hit on the mark. He not only worried about her, but he’d also been tempted to do something pretty stupid. Like cup her face in his hands and give her a gentle kiss on the forehead. Yeah. A chaste, totally “friends only” type of kiss. Even doing that, though, could be misinterpreted. They might be good friends, but employees in the same company didn’t kiss each other anywhere if they were just friends.

      “Let’s move out,” she said, heading for the door.

      Silent on the ride down the elevator, she looked composed. Not like a woman who had suffered harassing calls and fainted. She stayed quiet until they entered the parking garage and reached her red coupe.

      Tammy unlocked the vehicle and climbed inside. “Thanks for the escort, Hawthorne.”

      A flicker of concern held him there. “Maybe you should see a doctor.”

      “I’m okay.” Determination firmed her lips.

      He put his hands up in surrender. “All right. All right.” He turned away and started toward his Jaguar. “See ya tomorrow.”

      When she drove out of the parking structure, he sat in his car for several moments thinking about the odd events of the evening. Tammy was right. He’d never called her babe before. He shrugged. So he wouldn’t call her babe again. He stared at the concrete wall in front of him and recalled how his sister Selina had called him a worrywart.

      A fine sliver of pain wedged between his shoulder blades, and he shifted in the seat. He’d worried about Selina obsessively when she had trouble with the law years ago. All the concern in the world hadn’t saved her.

      Another dagger stabbed him between the shoulder blades. “Look out, hot tub, here I come.”

      Resolute, he shoved away ugly memories before they could swallow him. He started his car and drove away.
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        * * *

      

      Salty tears touched the man’s tongue as he licked his lips.

      Standing behind the concrete pillar like a human frozen by Medusa, he’d watched Sweet Magnolia drive by, then the bodyguard in the fancy car.

      The man touched his gun, fingering the soft leather of the hip holster. Closing his eyes, he imagined the cowhide was Tammy’s soft, fragrant skin.

      He’d stood close to her so many times lately he knew she smelled like citrus shampoo and sometimes like roses. Tangy and full of fire, his Sweet Magnolia. A smile spread over his lips, and he sighed. The cold concrete against his side seemed to disappear as he imagined her fragrance pouring over him like a wave. Many years had passed since he’d heard her laugh. But now he was near often. He opened his eyes and cold reality seeped back to the surface.

      A reality where his “job” was to patrol the glass and steel building above. He realized with shock that the parking structure had disappeared and been replaced by a long corridor. He didn’t recall leaving the parking structure, or how he’d arrived in the hall outside Taggert Security Team.

      As he stared into the darkness beyond the windows into the dim interior of the security team’s offices, elation triggered another grin. He’d found asylum in those odd moments when he lost contact with the world and became one with his fantasies. It was the only time he felt truly sane.

      He touched the glass and wondered if Tammy Carter ever did the same. Had she looked into another place and wished she belonged? He closed his eyes and concentrated on a new fantasy filled with treacherous wishes.
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        * * *

      

      “Sweet Magnolia,” the voice whispered.

      Her sister’s long red hair gleamed against her white shoulders as she waved goodbye to Tammy and their father.

      The dream shifted.

      Walking with swift, purposeful movements, Tammy went into the house ahead of her father when they’d come back from the grocery store.

      “Barb! Hey, where are you? I got the chocolate fudge. We can make those sundaes.”

      Her flip-flops made loud flapping noises against the kitchen linoleum, then the terracotta tile leading to the sliding glass door. Somehow her feet slowed to a crazy, cartoon crawl, and she discovered that the whole house had turned to windows.

      Windows with a pool outside each pane of glass, the green blue water reflecting diamond points. She stopped, her mouth dropping open as she saw Barb in each enormous pool.

      Drifting. Floating. Stuck in the small waves the brisk wind blew across the water.

      “Barb,” she whispered, her throat tight with terror. “No.”

      Seconds later she’d transported outside, and somehow, she had Barb locked in her arms, towing her to the side of the pool. She heard her father’s scream of denial. Then she stood beside the water, watching him perform CPR on her sister.

      Numb, Tammy heard her own wail in her head. Nothing mattered but getting that scream out, letting it blast from her chest like a horrible creature in a sci-fi movie.

      Yet the scream wouldn’t come, and she knew it never would.

      Tammy felt, as her sister must have, a breath that wouldn’t come. Would never return to her brilliant, sweet, kind sister...

      Tammy bolted upright in bed, her throat constricted with a need to shriek her agony. Nothing came but terror.

      The nightmares didn’t come often. At least not while Tammy slept. But she’d drifted into slumber that night with trepidation filling her soul. A long soak in a hot bath scented by rose oil had loosened her limbs. She’d almost dropped her book into the water as the relaxation had lulled her into a zombie state. Once in bed, the dream had crept into her night, threatening her shallow peace.

      Always this paralyzing fear. Never the needed release.

      Sweat beaded her forehead and she glanced into the gloom. Shapes, obscured by night, hulked in corners like monsters. Irrational fear, born of the primitive side, flared. Tammy jolted, then reached for the bedside lamp, her breath rasping and short. Welcome light flooded the room and returned the chamber of horrors to a normal place.

      Sinking back onto the pillows, she concentrated on the photo on the bedside table that showed her family as it had once been. Tammy, Barb, mother and father. Like a special protective talisman, the photo gave her peace whenever bad dreams assaulted. Discomfort traced her body like a hairy spider traversing her skin. She hated weakness and willed the fright to disappear.

      Hours passed before she could close her eyes and sleep.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want more coffee?” Gregg Le Blanc asked Tammy.

      Tammy settled into a red hard plastic chair around one of the four break room tables.

      “No thanks, Gregg. If I have another cup, I’ll be running around the office like a jackrabbit.”

      The mocha java supreme gourmet coffee had tantalized her nose all morning, and after two luscious cups, the high-test drink rattled her nerves. But, oh, she needed it after the dream last night and the uneasy sensations she’d fought this morning.

      She could blame memories of yesterday for her jitters.

      Gregg’s wide grin filled his hazel eyes as he leaned back against the break room counter. “That would be interesting to see. I mean, you are running around like a rabbit.”

      Tammy laughed and took a sip of cooling java. “Better watch your step. I might take you seriously. Then where would you be?”

      Tammy gazed at the handsome man and wondered if Mrs. Taggert specialized in hiring drop-dead gorgeous men for bodyguards. His smile had impressed more than one female client, and even a couple of male customers. With longish wavy blond hair that touched the collar of his shirt, and a wide jaw hinting at a younger Harrison Ford, Gregg defined good looking. Though his strong, tall body rippled with muscle, and he possessed a great sense of humor, she didn’t find herself attracted. He didn’t have that certain ... something. He didn’t make her long for romantic evenings by the fire, or nights full of wild sex and passion.

      Like Hawthorne. Whether she liked it or not, whether she wanted it or not, he inspired fantasies right and left that her body and mind refused to turn away.

      Red.

      Before she could take another breath red, yellow and purple slashed across her vision. Immediately a small pain darted through her stomach. Putting one hand to her midsection, Tammy gasped.

      “Oh, God,” she whispered. “Not now.”

      “Tammy?”

      She heard Gregg’s voice, but it sounded far away, a hollow-tunnel vibration that hovered on the edges. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the rainbow vision away. She shuddered as it receded as quickly as it had arrived.

      Hands clasped her shoulders. Masculine, hard fingers pressed her skin. She started and wrenched away with a small sound.

      Gregg squatted in front of her. He frowned. “Sorry. I thought you were sick or something.”

      Tammy shook her head and clasped the table where she sat. “No. I mean, I think I’m just tired. It’s nothing.”

      Gregg’s eyes narrowed as he assessed her. “You sure?”

      “I’m great. Now you’d better get back to work, Le Blanc. Just because you’ve been working here a month doesn’t mean you can slack off.” She smiled.

      He stood up. “Right. See you later.”

      Grinning sheepishly, the bodyguard left the break room.

      Great. He’s bashful, too. Some unsuspecting young women would fall hard for him.

      Tammy uttered a nervous laugh as she went to the sink to rinse her cup. Okay, so any good relationship consisted of more than lust, but a little heavy-duty male-female chemistry couldn’t hurt.

      Not that she wanted a relationship right now. No, sir. Besides, what man would want a woman who had visions of color dancing in her head? Ideas flitted around in her mind. If she did want involvement with a man, what qualities would she require?

      As water swirled down the drain, she murmured, “He must be special. Witty, full of life, and—”

      “Sounds like me.”

      Tammy almost dropped her mug in the sink. She put the mug on the counter, turned off the water and swiveled around. Hawthorne stood in the doorway. He crossed his arms and leaned on the doorjamb.

      “Hey.” A grin bloomed on his lips. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Embarrassed, she sagged against the counter and reached for a paper towel to wipe her hands. “What are you doing here? I thought you were working on the Hamilton case.”

      “A fine afternoon to you, too, Carter.”

      Sighing, she tossed the paper towel into the trash. “Sorry.”

      “To answer your question, I’m all done with the case. They caught the man stalking her.”

      Stalking. The word haunted, resurrecting memories of her sister’s torment as a man pursued her relentlessly all those years ago. Before the law paid much attention to stalkers. Before anyone could have saved her.

      I could have saved her.

      Guilt stabbed her in the gut. If only she’d paid more attention. If only she’d believed her high-strung sibling’s entreaties that someone shadowed her.

      Tammy shifted, realizing the silence lengthened. Hawthorne stared at her quizzically. “I need to get back to work. Alison won’t sit up at reception all day.”

      “Would do her some good. We’ll squeeze the last bit of work out of her before she takes maternity leave.”

      Walking toward her, he smiled. It went with the casual attire ... the grin, that is. Heat flashed low in her stomach as she appreciated Hawthorne from head to toe. Her gaze took in his black cowboy hat, red flannel shirt, slim-fitting jeans, and black cowboy boots. She couldn’t help admiring his swagger and the way new jeans loved his muscled thighs. Female appreciation darted through her stomach. Man, oh, man, Carter. Get a grip. Just because his chest looks so damned broad in that shirt and long sleeves can’t hide his impressive shoulders...

      “What’s with the get-up?” she asked.

      He reached for his mug, a tall, black job with white letters that said, “Marines have bigger weapons.”

      “Smells good. Is this mocha?” he asked as he poured a cup of coffee.

      “Yeah.” The hell with how the coffee smelled. Tammy inhaled that special sandalwood and musk masculine scent that defined Kyle Hawthorne. Impulsively she reached for his shirtsleeve and fingered the soft material. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      His glance landed on her hand caressing his shirt, then flickered back to capture her gaze. “I’m going dancing at Cahoots tonight.”

      She drew her hand back. “Dancing? You? At a country-western bar? I never would have guessed.”

      As he poured coffee, he tossed her a satisfied grin. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

      Unease filtered through her. “Amazing, isn’t it? It’s been a year since we met. You’d think I should have you figured out by now. You’re telling me you’re a closet cowboy?”

      Hawthorne took a sip of coffee. “Hardly. I’m as far from a cowboy as you can get. City born and city bred.”

      “Chicago man through and through?”

      “You got it.”

      She gazed at his profile, intrigued by his solid jaw and the way his long lashes framed his expressive eyes. Whenever he looked at her, she couldn’t escape the special way he made her feel. Yeah, his gaze often lingered on her in a hot and hungry way that made her wonder just what was on his mind.

      “Taking a hot date?” she asked.

      Mischief entered his gaze. “A sweet young thing. I think you’d like her.”

      Uncomfortable with the intensity in his gaze, she almost shifted away. Instead, she felt drawn to him. For a moment, she contemplated trying to read his colors while she had him nearby. A second later, she dismissed the idea. It had never worked before. Why start now?

      The idea of him dating didn’t sit right, which was ridiculous. After all, the man had his own life and could do whatever he damned well pleased “I thought you didn’t date much. You said your life was full enough already.”

      He winked. “I’ll always make exception for the right woman.”

      Disconcerted, she tried to analyze why his statement made her itchy. Tammy hoped the lucky woman would appreciate him.

      When she didn’t speak, Hawthorne’s gaze turned measuring. He wandered closer until a few inches separated them. Her breath caught in her throat as he stood looking down at her with scant inches between them. As it always did around him, her heart sped up and her body went soft and liquid with wanting. Tightly coiled arousal built in her loins, and she took a deep breath.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked softly.

      Shifting away, she put her mug in the dish rack to dry. “Good. Why do you ask?”

      “You still look pale.”

      “Thanks. You know how to boost a girl’s ego.”

      He sat his mug down on the counter with a thunk, his face clouded. “I’m serious.”

      “So am I.”

      “You’re not ill?” Tilting her chin up, he brushed over it with his thumb.

      Shivering with pleasure as his skin skimmed hers, she grinned. “Sick of people worrying. Mrs. Taggert has been hovering all day. Did you say something about last night to her?”

      Looking guilty, he released her. “She asked me this afternoon if you were all right.”

      All her defenses fired, and she straightened. “What did you tell her?”

      “I said you fainted, and I wasn’t sure if you were all right or not.”

      Irritation trickled over her nerves. “Hawthorne, what are you trying to do? I just had a vacation. She’ll think I’m trying to take more time off or something.”

      He grunted. “Give me a break. She knows you better than that. I saw you last night. I can tell the difference between someone who has passed out and acting.” Hawthorne’s lips tightened with determination, his gaze turning grim. “If I see you getting sick again, you can be damn sure I’ll tell her about that, too.”

      Tammy’s annoyance took on ridiculous proportions, but she couldn’t stop. She poked him in the chest with her index finger. “Fine. Do me a favor and don’t help me anymore, Hawthorne. I don’t need your type of—”

      He caught her hand before she could poke him once more, and he tucked her palm against his hard chest. “You sure as hell need someone to look after you.”

      Despite her indignation, her senses fixated on the heat of his big hand over hers and the sensation of hard pectoral muscles flexing under her touch.

      Oh, God.

      Tammy’s attention snagged on the hair peeking out the collar of his shirt, and primal impulses kicked arousal through her body. Her cheeks heated. Smoldering with intent, his eyes said one thing. Her breathing accelerated as she scanned the message. He was attracted to her. Very attracted. He looked as if he would kiss her any second. Stunned, she sucked in an astonished breath. With a rapidity that surprised her, her libido rammed into overdrive and wanted one thing. A consuming, full-throttle kiss.

      Right here.

      Right now.

      Oh, she wanted it. Wanted it with a sizzling fire that consumed her common sense.

      His head tilted to the side the slightest bit and automatically she did the same. Her lips parted, her pulse tripping into the stratosphere. If anyone came in right now, they’d see clearly the intent between her and Hawthorne.

      Reality slammed her back to earth. This type of behavior wasn’t professional, and she wouldn’t be caught in a compromising position with a fellow employee again. Not in a million years.

      What was this man doing to her? Tammy jerked her hand from his grip and away from hazardous terrain. She might have seen this man’s bare chest before, but that didn’t mean a tantalizing glimpse, or a fleeting touch couldn’t fire her wayward hormones into overload. She ignored the curious look in his eyes.

      Backing away, she headed for the door. “I can take care of myself.”
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        * * *

      

      Hawthorne berated himself all the way to the soup kitchen that evening. After pulling into the parking lot and entering the back door of Ascension Catholic Church, he took off his Stetson.

      Playing games with Tammy would alienate her more, and her behavior in the last couple of days concerned him. Hell, he didn’t want to worry. He didn’t want to care about her, but he did. It did no good to deny it. When they’d stood so close in the employee lounge earlier that day, he’d almost jumped off the edge and taken the kiss he wanted so damn badly. Her hand under his had felt vulnerable and delicate and all he’d wanted to do was hold her close, protect her, and kiss her until she melted.

      Yeah. But she’d bolted.

      As soon as he could manage it, he planned to discover why.

      “Hey, Scooby Doo,” a cheerful voice said as Hawthorne pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen.

      “Hey, Davis, what’s up?”

      The older man’s dark gaze perked with good humor. “A fine evening, that’s what. Where you been? Carlotta’s looking for you.” Davis took off his baseball cap and then settled it on his balding head again. He tugged the bill down then set to stirring the soup in the big pot on the stove. “I’ve never seen a woman so ready to go dancing in my entire life.”

      “So why haven’t you asked her out to dance?”

      Davis’s lined face wrinkled even more as he grinned. “Now I would if I didn’t think she’d slap my face.”

      Hawthorne laughed
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