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Always to Darwin, he puts up with so much.

And to Leigh for giving me this incredible location and inspiration.

Thanks guys!
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Prologue
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Becca followed Detective Dayton into the abandoned building with a bone-deep fear. She should not be here. Why couldn't he understand that? The sound of their shoes echoing in the emptiness of the large space made her even more reluctant. The place smelled old, unused. She was no cop. She'd received no police training and been issued no weapon, not that she'd know how to use one if she were.

She was here as punishment, she knew that. It was to prove that she was wrong, and Detective Dayton was right.

To rub her nose in it.

The problem was she knew she wasn't wrong. She should have been stronger, stood up to the man. Refused to do this.

They were all in danger. Things were confused in her mind now. That was why she never insinuated herself this far into one of these cases. Yes, she sometimes visited crime scenes, but never with the police. Things were never as clear when she was involved, but she still knew what she had seen. To her knowledge, the building hadn't been cleared. Even she knew that was regulation. Regardless, she knew they were not safe here.

No, Dayton was out to prove she was a fraud, to completely debunk her abilities, regardless of what it might cost them all. Why hadn't she stood up to him? Told him to go to hell? She did know what she was talking about, damn it! Where was her freaking backbone? 

The man they were looking for was in this building, and he was dangerous. Dayton's reticence was a puzzle to her. He knew her record if he'd bothered to check at all. Knowing him, he probably hadn't. Yes, the assistant district attorney had forced him to use her on the case, but that shouldn't have put his back up this much. Maybe it was the fact both the Assistant DA and she were women, though that probably wasn't the full reason for not wanting her here.

Looking around the building, Becca could faintly feel the old energy of the place. Unused for years, it had once been a bustling factory. The ceilings were twenty feet high at least, and there were catwalks that had probably led to the mechanical works in the past. The floor was cement with stains that showed where the machines stood in their glory days. Meager light came through the dirty windows that were positioned much too high to give a view to anyone working on the floor of the factory. Yes, the building did look empty in this area, but she knew better.

She kept close to the wall, unsure if that made her more of a target or less. And why had the word “target” come to her? “Detective,” she whispered urgently. She had to get them out of here and now.

“I'm sure there's no reason to whisper, Ms. Brandywine.” His voice was full volume and colored with his own arrogance. “We've just come here to show you the building, to show you that there is no place for someone to hide in here. Look around, the place is completely empty.”

“I know that's what you believe,” she whispered urgently, keeping her voice low, “but I know what I—”

The sound of the shot seemed to echo through the building. Paralyzed with shock, she watched the older man crumple in front of her. No, she had not seen that in her vision. Then she jerked back, trying to press herself into the wall. Dayton's partner, Detective White, moved swiftly toward them. His gun was out, and he was staring up toward the catwalk. There had been no warning whatsoever.

The sound of the second shot and the burning agony in her side seemed to be simultaneous. She slid down the wall and looked down. Crimson was staining her jacket. She looked up then. The shot from Detective White's gun didn't register, but she watched as a man fell from the catwalk and heard the sound of his body smashing into the concrete. A shadow seemed to loom over her, then darkness pulled her under.
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Balancing the bag of groceries on her good hip, Becca fumbled for her keys. She stopped dead at the sight of the pool of greenish fluid puddling under her car. Shit!

A couple of the older gentlemen who sat out in front of the hardware—she mentally referred to them as the Bench Gang—wandered over and began a debate on what was causing the problem. They seemed sweet and she had to smile at their concern. She'd watched them and their debates when she'd been “in town” and knew they could solve the world's problems if anyone would listen, just ask them.

“You need to call Mitch,” one of them said. She had yet to figure out which one was James or Henry or Charles. She wasn't entirely sure they still knew themselves.

“Who's Mitch?”

“Mechanic, he's a good one.” That comment started another debate among the men on past service.

With a sigh, she shifted the groceries higher on her hip and winced but returned to the store. “Uh, excuse me.” The checkout girl and the manager looked up. The manager stepped out of the tiny open office. “Do you know a 'Mitch'?”

“The mechanic? Sure. You havin' problems?”

“I have a green puddle under my car.”

“No problem.” The manager turned back and picked up the phone. He placed the call, then returned to her. “Why don't I put this stuff in the cooler for you?” He took the bag from her as she stammered through a thank you. City living hadn't prepared her for southern hospitality like this. Keeping her distance from most people hadn't either.

She wandered back out to her car, in no hurry now since she wasn't going anywhere. The bench gang members were still in a debate, so she tuned them out and looked around.

She was already familiar with “downtown” as it were. The whole thing was two blocks long. The grocery predominated this block with a surprising variety of foods. That was probably because of the weekenders—people who only came to the lake for holidays or weekends. She was a hybrid, since she didn't live here, but hadn't left either.

At least there weren't many people around most of the time. That was helping. At times she could pretend the reason she felt no one was because there was no one around to feel. Yeah, right.

She could wait in the used bookstore, but she had several books waiting at home. The selection wasn't that large and she wanted to stretch it out as much as she could. There was also the video store and the combination lawyer/insurance office. That had caused a smile when she first saw it. After spending time in the district attorney's office in New York, a one lawyer half office had tickled her.

Across from that was a diner and crafts store. She hadn't been in that one yet. If she stayed maybe she could take up knitting or quilting or something. They actually held classes. The sheriff's office was next to that completing the block, except for the one empty space. She couldn't tell what that had been.

The hardware store, where the official bench of the gang resided, was at the top of the next block. Several specialty shops—nick knacks for the home and children's clothing were beyond it.

She missed that Floyd's barbershop wasn't around. She'd obviously spent too much time watching TV with Grams.

They really did have everything they needed. She hadn't realized how redundant the shops in New York were until coming here.

The famous Mitch arrived there in less than ten minutes. He pulled up in an old red pickup truck with Byer's Garage on the door. She wondered if he was the mechanic they thought he was. The truck finally shuddered to a stop, after he'd stepped out and moved toward her car. Taking a deep breath, she headed over to meet him.
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Ignoring the truck chugging behind him, his eyes swept the car. Acura TL, 280 hp, VTEC V-6 engine, nice. He hadn't seen the bronze color before. He had no doubt it was fully loaded.

“Mitch?”

“Uh, yeah,” he didn't look up from the pool of liquid.

“What do you think it is?”

“Dunno, why don't you pop the hood for me?” He moved to the front of the car, still not really acknowledging her.

His customer sounded annoyed, muttering as she yanked the driver's door open and released the hood. He should probably have spoken to her first, but he really wanted to see the innards of this thing. The older men who hung around downtown joined him in perusing the engine. The car settled slightly as she apparently took a seat sideways in the driver's seat.

Mitch ignored the older gentlemen and continued his own investigation. “Crank her up for me, will you?”

She did as he requested, then with the wave of his hand cut it off again.

“It's your water pump,” he called toward her.

Sighing, she got back to her feet. “How much and how long?”

Grinning, he looked up at the familiar question. She rounded the hood, looking down at the engine and missed the smile slip away. An appraising look took over his face, as he scanned her up and down. 

The car slipped into the number two slot in his head. Nice...

She was wearing a bright yellow sundress, with no bra and he could learn to appreciate that view in a hurry. The dress was short, and her legs were quite shapely. Maybe she jogged or at least worked out. She had a small waist, and nice hips. She was fairly tall and would fit nicely in his arms. He had the feeling that most women would envy her that body. As a male, it certainly had his attention. Her brunette hair showed sun streaks in it and was pulled back into a ponytail. Too bad he wasn't looking for a relationship. At his silence, she finally looked up.

He quickly tried to assume a bland expression.

“Uh,” he brought himself back to the present. “A day if I've got the right part. If I can find a used one, the part would be in the $30 range. Take me a couple of hours. You live around here?” He'd certainly never seen her before. He would have remembered.

She seemed to blink back to the present. “Oh, Becca Brandywine, I, uh, I'm staying at a cabin on the lake.”

“Okay, if you're living here, I can get you the citizen's discount for labor.” He grinned at her.
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Up close she was startled by his bright green eyes. His dark hair did have red highlights in the sun. It was falling over his brow and long enough to curl slightly over his collar. His smile was a little crooked, which made it even more attractive for some reason. He was at least six feet, maybe an inch more. And why the hell had she noticed that? The last thing she needed was a man in her life right now.

“That, uh, that would be nice. Thank you.”

He nodded. “Okay, I'll get this towed over to the shop as soon as Pete gets back. In the meantime, I can run you home.”

She looked around. Of course there were no cabs around here. This place had probably never seen a taxi. She would need a ride, but he was a stranger. Did she want him to know exactly where she lived?

“I don't bite.”

She blushed that he had so easily read her but glared as well. “Thank you. I do need a ride. Do you think the truck will make it that far?”

“Pretty sure.” He slammed the hood shut. “You have any groceries?”

“Oh, yes.” Annoyed and slightly embarrassed that she'd completely forgotten them, she turned back toward the grocery and met the manager coming out with her bag. She murmured her thanks.

Trailing him to the truck, she was aware of how good he looked in those jeans. The jeans had seen better days, ripped in a couple of places, not by the designer, and oil stained where he's wiped his hands clean on more than one occasion. But the over-washed soft denim molded nicely to his body as he walked to the far side of the truck. Beat up work boots and a NC State t-shirt completed his ensemble. She picked up her steps and beat him to the handle. Letting herself in, she settled the bag at her feet.

With a slight smile—was he laughing at her—he came back around and got in himself. “You rentin' one of the cabins on Shore Drive or Lakeside?”

“Lakeside.”

He got the truck started and headed that way. She didn't know what to say, so she kept quiet, but he obviously wasn't as uncomfortable and started whistling. She'd never known silence, not like now and she had little practice in chitchat. Avoiding people made that easy. Regardless, she looked out the window, but smiled at the music. What a normal sound.

It felt strange sitting next to him, getting absolutely no reading. He could be thinking anything at all, and she had no clue. That was the frightening part. She'd never had to pay attention to body language that much, but he was relaxed. Even she could see that. She wasn't scared of him, well not really, just of not knowing what he was thinking.

How long would it be before she got used to this? Would she ever begin to trust her “instincts” where people were concerned?

He shortly reached the road and she pointed to the driveway of the third house.

“Well, uh, thanks.” She opened the door, but he cut the engine, which actually stopped this time and climbed out as well. Reaching for her bag, she hesitated. What was he waiting for?

“I'm going to need your keys.”

“Oh, of course.” Damn it, she was flustered again. That happened too often now. Would she never get used to this? She pulled them out of her bag and began disengaging the key for the car. She placed it on the hood of the truck instead of handing it to him, which caught his attention, but he didn't say anything.

“Thank you for the ride.”

“Not a problem. I'll bring the car out when it's fixed, hopefully tomorrow. Are you gonna need a ride anywhere in the meantime?”

“No,” she indicated her groceries. “I'll be fine.” She moved toward the door and let herself in. She realized he waited for her to get inside before he got back in the truck. Was he acting the gentleman or curious? It didn't matter. She locked the door behind her and moved toward the kitchen. She glanced out the window to see the man finally beginning to pull away. What had taken him so long? She shoved him out of her mind and unloaded the bag.

She checked once more to ensure he was gone and tried to relax. The car wasn't reason enough to be this unsettled and she knew it. She didn't know how to be around people. The checkout girl and the manager were fine, no real interaction and the older men were kind of sweet. She'd seen them both times she'd ventured into the tiny downtown area to get food or browse through the used bookstore.

No, even staring out the picture window at the lake wasn't helping her now. That was usually soothing. It was a great view and unless she was right up at the window, it felt like she was on the prow of a ship. The house was set high enough that the slope to the water gave that impression. It was calm out there today with the sun glinting off the water.

She wasn't that familiar with the lake. Her little inlet held five houses, but she'd been alone since arriving. There was no boat in the boathouse connected to this place, a lack that would no doubt be corrected shortly. The houses were beautifully landscaped down to the water itself, where the boathouses and docks jutted out into the water.

You would be able to see her house from the lake easily, just boating past the small cove, but at least two of the houses were secluded enough to keep their privacy. She wanted to see the house from the water before she left, but there was time for that.

She knew it was sophisticated looking from the water. The prow of a boat design adding to the beauty. From her walks around the area, she knew all of the houses in this cove were pricey and well-kept. Crossing the bridge when she arrived, she had seen some other homes. They ranged from cabins to mansions. She was glad to be somewhere in the middle. No reason to take a longer look.

There were several beautiful flowering bushes just outside the door on the ground floor of her house and stands of pines that added natural areas in the lawn leading down to the water. She had missed the azaleas this year, arriving after their peak, but she was sure it had been grand from the number of bushes out there.

There was a deck outside of her bedroom and on the other side of the great room was a screened-in porch with a ceiling fan. The porch was where she spent most of her time since she'd arrived. She turned the music to that light jazz station she had found, grabbed up her current book, and headed out there now.

In a few minutes, she gave up and returned inside. The book couldn't hold her attention today. Maybe she was hungry. Becca made herself a salad using some of the roasted chicken she had just purchased and took a seat at the large dining room table. She ate, but it didn't help.

After rinsing out her dishes, she carefully shook her medicine into her hand and took it, then leaned against the counter. Even the kitchen wasn't comfortable today.

Becca had fallen in love with this place at first sight. The vaulted ceiling opened up the great room that encompassed the living area, dining and kitchen, using space and height as a major part of the decoration. There was a flat screen TV mounted over the granite fireplace, with built-in bookcases on either side. There was already a collection of books growing on those shelves from her visits to the used bookstore in the same block as the grocery. Granite counters, tall white cabinets and the incredible collection of drawers and storage nooks held a lot more than she owned in the way of cooking utensils in her “real” home.

She loved this house, the kitchen, the view, but today she was rattled. It had been a wonderful, if lonely, sanctuary until now. What was different?

Last night's dreams rose unbidden in her mind. Okay, she had slept poorly last night. She could always take a nap. She had no duties or obligations of any kind right now. Her only job was to recover physically. She took the book with her, just in case, and stretched out on the king size bed in the master suite. The sun was sparkling off the water, so she carefully rolled over, pulling a shawl over her shoulders.

The warmth made her drowsy and she quickly drifted off.

Her nightmare setting took over instantly as she followed Detective Dayton into that dratted warehouse. She shouldn't be here. She wasn't trained, she didn't have a gun. He didn't want her on his case anyway. He didn't believe in her or her abilities, and she knew she was here as punishment. He wanted to rub her face in her errors. But she wasn't wrong! He'd just never believe her, in her.

She tried to warn him yet again, but was forced to watch it all in silence, unable to form any words. The sound of the shot came from above, echoing in the large empty space, and once again, she watched as Dayton collapsed in front of her, always in slow motion in the dream.

Gunshots sounded from behind her as she tried to press into the wall. Fire seared into her side, and she screamed but couldn't wake.

He was dead, Detective Dayton, but he stood right there in front of her, and she couldn't do anything about it. She couldn't change what happened. He watched her, bloody and accusing even though he had made the decisions. Why couldn't she wake?

She hadn't been able to save him. He'd refused to believe. Nothing she did could make him believe.

She had tried. Why wouldn't he believe her? Why wouldn't he leave her alone!
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It had taken so long. Too long, but he'd had to be very careful. Now he was anxious to make up for the time lost. His studies had been suspended and himself shackled from his work. The doctors believed him now, he had them completely reassured. Soon they would be unable to find him.

He had his one precious lead to follow. Oh yes, he had a lot of time to make up.
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Mitch pulled back into the driveway of the lake house. He hoped he'd kept his face bland when he'd brought her home. This was one of the nicest homes out here. He'd done some construction on it when it was being built. He noted that the “for sale” sign was gone as he pulled into the gravel driveway and down to the back door. The front faced the lake and wasn't accessible to cars.

He was glad to have an excuse to return, but he'd also noticed that the prescription bottle that he'd found on the floor of the car was for Percocet. He parked the truck and headed for the door.

He saw her standing in the living room and tapped on the door. She ignored the knocking and he tapped again harder.

Still nothing, she didn't even turn toward the door to see who was there. She must have heard him. She was still wearing the yellow dress but now she was barefoot. Her brunette hair was still up in a ponytail, but it was messy, partially down, not like earlier and her fair skin looked paler. What was going on?

He peered in, trying to get a closer look. She was trembling. He could see her hands, hell, her whole body was shaking. Mitch tried the knob, but it was locked. He pounded on the door then, and still got no reaction. Was she having some sort of seizure?

Okay, he needed to get inside. Whatever was wrong, she needed some help. He scanned the room one more time. He could see no one else in the house, and no one had come to check on the noise. Running around to the front of the house, he gave the door to the bottom floor of the house a check. It was dead bolted, and he knew the door, steel reinforced. He wasn't going to get through it. He could break a window, but instead he gave the deck above him an appraising look, then began scaling the brick pillar that supported it. Around this side the deck was located at about twice his height. He could make that.

Carefully placing his feet, he scaled the brick pillars, slipping once but finally able to grab the railing and heave himself up onto the deck. Moving quickly now, he tried the door into the master suite. It was locked, but to his relief the second door leading into the great room wasn't.

Letting himself in, he moved toward her. She gave no evidence that she was even aware of him. He wanted to shake her, but his training hadn't exactly advocated that. It hadn't really covered this at all.

Her skin was cool to the touch. She was in shock. Now that he was closer, it looked like she was going to shake apart. Her irises were only pinpricks, and she was totally oblivious to his presence. He had no clue how she was still on her feet. He
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