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      Seline Marchand was punching her finger at her phone, irritated and running late, when the floor dropped out from below her.

      Her mouth opened to scream, but the screeching sound wasn’t her own voice, but the squeal of brakes on metal, grinding the falling box to a stop.

      Her ankle turned as her heels didn’t take the sudden drop and jolt very well, and she dropped her phone as her heartrate cranked up high enough to make her think it would burst out of her chest. Her breathing was heavy from being startled and her hand had instinctually grasped at the handrail, even though it was basically useless.

      “Are you okay?” The tall, dark-skinned man beside her was reaching out, but she waved him away.

      With two steadying breaths, she assured herself the elevator had come to a stop. She reached down to scoop up her phone, grateful the face hadn’t cracked and that it appeared intact.

      She tapped at the screen.

      No service.

      Seline wanted to laugh—the hysterical kind of laughter, not the happy kind.

      She’d been pissed at the way her day was going before she stepped into the elevator. Having it drop suddenly, then screech to a grinding halt had been the icing on top.

      She was huffing out a breath when she felt her heart lurch again. She noticed her body jerk in response before she even realized the floor was missing and she was falling again.

      Her mouth opened, but no sound came out. Her fists clenched, one around the handrail and another on the phone this time as the floor slammed back up at her, the horrifying squeal signaling that the brakes had once again done their job.

      But damn if she wasn’t going to pass out from being startled to death.

      This could not be happening. Not now!

      Once again, the man made a gesture toward her. He was wearing firefighting flame-retardant pants, his red suspenders hanging loose, his broad capable hands at the ready to help her. He was probably used to people needing his help. But she didn’t.

      With a deep breath that surely came out more as an irritated sigh, Seline tried to relax her hands, to not make fists and howl at the unfairness. She checked the phone again, hoping to catch a signal and call her department chair and let the woman know that she would likely be late to the first meeting of the semester—for the first meeting Seline was supposed to attend as a tenure-track professor. Pouah!

      She was mad enough to spit nails and trying not to let the hunky firefighter next to her know it. The signal was still dead. Though she couldn’t call out, she could still clearly read the warnings her friend Maggie had texted right before the elevator doors closed.

      —I’m still on for our sleepover tonight, but I wanted to warn you. Just got word that the Blue River Killer struck again.

      — Clearly, FBI was wrong. Seline, this victim was blond haired and blue eyed! Like you. Please, be careful.

      At least she was safe from the killer in here. As long as the hunky firefighter wasn’t the killer. She’d only been in Nebraska for five years, but that was long enough to know that, despite being blond-haired and blue-eyed, she didn’t really fit the Blue River Killer’s profile. He took people from clubs and bars and parties, not universities or chem labs … and certainly not elevators.

      “Are you okay?” The strapping firefighter was reaching out a hand as though to steady her again, but she waved him off as politely as she could. Once the hideously old contraption had ground to a halt, she’d been fine.

      She felt her jaw clench, and she wanted to pop off, “No, I’m Seline.” But instead, she replied, “Yes, I’m fine. I was just startled. What are the chances—”

      His radio crackled to life and it figured she’d finally try to be nice and she’d get interrupted. Maybe she’d hear something useful, though.

      None of her irritation was from the elevator itself, just the being late part. Elevators she understood. Angry department heads would be harder to fix.

      “I’m stuck in shaft number four, East tower, between twelve and thirteen. I have a citizen with me.” He said into the black, handheld device. At least he had communication.

      “Are they afraid of the elevator falling?” whoever he was talking to answered back.

      Seline got even more irritated, though she knew she shouldn’t. But why did this have to happen today?

      Her tone bore the heavy French accent that seeped back in when she was sad, drinking, or irritated. “Elevators are designed with brake pads made out of materials with high coefficients of dynamic friction. This means that, as the elevator drops faster, the coefficient of friction increases. So, the faster the elevator goes the stickier the brake pads get.” She watched as his eyebrows climbed higher and higher, but she was irritated enough to not know when to shut up. “It is virtually impossible for any elevator constructed after 1950 to fall wildly out of control.”

      He was holding the radio out so the person on the other end of the line could hear her. And he was smiling. “Very good.”

      “I’m a physical chemist.” She shrugged. Even as she said it, she could hear clapping on the other end of his radio. It was more than one person listening in. She should have been embarrassed by her little outburst, but at least they were clapping.

      Holding the radio back to his own mouth, he said, “No, she’s not afraid of the elevator falling …”

      “I am upset,” she added, “because my citizenship is contingent on this professorship. The first meeting of the term with the entire staff of the Chemistry department starts at the Uni in…” She looked at her phone again. Damn. “Ten minutes ago.”

      He had the grace to not point out that she’d been running late well before the elevator ground to a halt.

      He winced as though he understood her dilemma but tucked the radio back onto his waistband and said, “Well, I'm glad I'm not stuck in an elevator with someone who's irrationally afraid that they're falling to their death.”

      She laughed finally, grateful that he'd managed to make her smile. This poor firefighter had managed to get stuck with her when she was at her worst. She decided she could do better.

      So she stuck out her hand. “I'm Seline Marchand.”

      “Kalan Smith. Redemption FD.” His hand was larger than hers, his grip warm and reassuring. If she hadn't been such a bitch to him already, she could have liked this guy.

      Well, she thought, her job was the most important thing right now. Though she'd been at the university for several years. She'd been struggling and finally being offered a tenure track position was a coup, but it didn’t guarantee she would make tenure. Missing the first meeting only made her look bad.

      She slumped back against the wall and didn’t speak, though this Kalan Smith firefighter seemed like he would understand.

      They were silent for ten more minutes before she asked, “How long do you think we’ll be in here?”

      “There's no telling. They could get it fixed and get us moving in the next few minutes or we could be stuck for several hours. We should maybe sit down.”

      “Oh my Lord,” she replied, the words rolling in her mouth like distasteful marbles. She thought about her nice work clothes on the old elevator floor, but sat down anyway.

      He offered his own wry grin, for the first time revealing that he, too, was not okay with being stuck here. “I was supposed to be off shift at eight this morning. With this extra assignment, I’ve been on for twenty-eight straight hours and it’s not going to end soon. Once you and I get out of here, the team still has to get the guys in to actually repair these now.”

      “Are you exhausted?”

      This time he shook his head. “I’m used to it.”

      They talked for a little while and Seline appreciated that his easygoing conversation made thirty minutes pass like nothing. Though he got the occasional message on his radio, nothing had happened. Then, she found herself telling him about one of the students who'd managed to blow up a beaker and make a noxious red smoke in her lab on the very first day of class.

      A message popped over his radio even as a knock came at the elevator doors.

      “We're here! We're going to get you out.”

      Seline scrambled to her feet, as did Kalan.

      It took over twenty minutes for the firefighters outside to pry the silver doors almost two and a half feet wide. Unfortunately, what Seline and Kalan saw was the workings between floors. Above her, in about a three foot square of space, two heads peered through the opening.

      “Hey, Kalan!” one of them said.

      Kalan immediately replied, “This is Dr. Seline Marchand with the university. We need to get her back to work today.” There were instructions quickly exchanged about how to lift her up and out the small window they’d braced open.

      On a normal day Seline would have balked. Instead, she took a deep breath and peeled her shoes one by one. It had been made clear that he would lace his fingers together for a classic boost up and out.

      She told herself she could do this, even though she was petrified. Putting her hands on his shoulders, she settled her bare foot into his linked fingers, and she pushed upward.

      But before she grabbed the edge of the floor above her head, Seline balked and suddenly jumped back down.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” Then she immediately shook her head no.

      “You said you weren't afraid of the elevator falling.”

      “No,” she said, “I'm not afraid of plummeting to my death. This is a legitimate fear.” She pointed at the opening, knowing she sounded crazy, but the words didn't stop. “That is a three-foot gap braced by two by fours. If this elevator falls a mere three feet—as it has done twice already—it will snap the braces like twigs. And, even though the edges of the floor and the opening are blunt—” she motioned to both as she spoke, while Kalan and the other firefighters looked on. “—the force of it will chop me in half.”

      She noticed they hadn’t stuck their heads through the opening. They knew this, and no one contradicted her. “It's basic kinematics,” she said and watched as he nodded, clearly already aware. “That's what I'm afraid of. If this elevator moves while I am going out of that tiny hole, I will lose limbs and maybe my life.”

      “Okay.”

      She was being irrational. There was a whole team of firefighters here. They were not going to let her get chopped in half. They did elevator rescues as part of their job. But she was nervous and couldn’t stop spouting the physics. “The changing coefficient and the friction and the brake pads do not work fast enough to stop a three-foot fall.”

      “I thought you were a chemist,” he was grinning at her, but not in a demeaning way.

      “Physical chemist. I’m not quite up on my string theory or what FermiLab is up to right now, but I have an excellent amount of physics under my belt.”

      Kalan only nodded and looked up to the men peering down at them. “Hernandez. Kane. I'm going to boost Seline up, you’re going to grab her hands and pull her through as quickly as possible.” They nodded and shifted a little bit. Then Kalan turned to her. “Don't grab the edge of the floor. Just aim high and grab their hands. They’re going to pull you out as fast as they can. The braces will hold long enough, even if the elevator falls at the exact right moment. You’ll be fine.”

      He was so kind and reassuring that she believed him.

      “The other option is waiting until we get this fixed. Right now, everything is turned off.” He emphasized the last words, then added, “which means the elevator should not start up again. It shouldn’t move at all. This is the safest we're going to be, and I'm coming out after you.”

      Seline nodded. Damn, he was good at being calm. He was even talking her into this, though she was armed with physics and fear. She nodded.

      Once again, she placed her hand on his shoulder and her bare foot into his strong hands. This time, he didn't wait for her. Instead, he said, “One … Two … Three.” And he launched Seline and her rapidly beating heart almost through the small window above them. Almost.
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      Kalan jumped backwards as the elevator began to fall again. His arms automatically flew upward to shield his face as the two-by-fours bracing the elevator above him snapped exactly as Seline had said they would.

      The good news was that she was already out, her delicate bare feet had slipped through the opening as the power had flickered back on.

      “Kalan!” She screamed his name over the squealing of the brakes. The rubbing noise crescendoed to a screech that drowned out her cries as he came to a stop just a few feet below where he’d started.

      “I’m fine! I’m fine!” He hollered back up, both for her and the guys.

      He was looking to the control panel as the lights immediately flicked back off. Above him, and through the radio, he heard the guys swearing a blue streak and demanding to know who had messed with the breaker.

      “Please step away from the elevator shaft.” Kalan heard Sebastian talking to Seline and he almost laughed. He appreciated that her stubbornness was turned to him now.

      Dr. Seline Marchand was tempting.

      “We're coming for you.” The chief’s voice crackled over the radio but Kalan didn’t worry.

      The inside doors of the elevator had remained partly open, a massive problem. They would definitely be shutting these down until further inspection, though he figured the top floor guys wouldn’t appreciate the climb.

      He could see the backs of closed external doors on the floor below at his feet. So if the guys could pry those open, he could get out through the bottom. And even if the elevator turned on and dropped again—which it shouldn't—he would have more than enough time to get through the opening.

      Son of a bitch, he thought. He’d tried to convince her not to be afraid of the elevator falling. Not only had she not needed his input but, in the end, she'd been right.

      If she'd been halfway through the window when the elevator dropped again, it would have gone exactly as she’d said. Jesus, he ran his hand over his face and watched as the doors at his feet pried open and the tops of two helmets came into view.

      “Alright, dude, we got you.”

      Unlike Seline, he knew the drill. There was just enough room for a guy his size to wiggle through, and he slid out feet first. Flipping over midway, he grabbed the edge and lowered himself down in a reverse pull up. He would have done it nice and slow, but after the elevator had already fallen, he wasn't taking another chance.

      Pushing back, he jumped away from the elevator shaft and hit the linoleum floor with an ungraceful thud before stumbling back a few feet.

      “You good, man?” Luke asked, while behind him a softer prettier voice breathed out in relief. “Oh, Kalan. I'm glad you're okay.”

      He felt his heart twist at the sound.

      Was it okay to ask a woman out after being stuck in an elevator with her?

      She very personally threw her arms around his waist, holding onto him tightly. “That was exactly what I was afraid of.”

      “I know.” He hugged her back. “And I feel bad that I told you it wasn't going to happen.”

      He easily saw over her head because she was quite petite, and he wasn't. Behind her, the others raised eyebrows, silently asking what his relationship with the hot blonde was. But there was nothing between them, though he might wish otherwise. If he was smart, he would change that tomorrow. Today, there was too much work to do and she was late for her meeting.

      “I'm glad you're okay,” she was repeating it as she ignored a series of dings and bells from her phone.

      He looked down at her, still wrapped around him.

      Shyly, she seemed to realize where she was, and only pulled out her phone to say, “My messages are blowing up since I got out into the hallway.”

      As she turned away from him, he realized she seemed so petite because she was barefoot and her shoes were still in the elevator. Dammit, he thought, he should have brought them out with him.

      “I'll see about getting your shoes.” He said it but she was frowning at her phone, paying no attention to him at all.

      “Maggie?” she asked, putting the phone to her ear. “What's so important? I was stuck in an elevator with one of your firefighter friends.”

      Oh, shit. This was Maggie's friend, the chemist she talked about! He hadn’t expected to run into her here in Lincoln, and he grinned at how lucky he was that the woman who’d just thrown her arms around him lived in his small hometown.

      But as he watched, Seline’s face went white.

      “He what? … Do you think I'm in trouble? … No, no. I’m safe. I'm here with the firefighters right now. I’m putting you on speaker.” Seline looked up at Kalan and the others still standing behind him.

      “Hey Maggie,” Kalan offered, his concern growing with the fear on Seline’s face.

      Maggie's voice was nearly frantic. “The FBI just called me and I'm not supposed to tell anyone. But I have to tell Seline, and I guess now I’m telling you. It's been five months that William Treat Sanders has been in the wind. The agents are confident that he's the Blue River killer and they were confident he was gone.” The words tumbled over each other, coming out too quickly, but all the firefighters knew Maggie. She was their volunteer once a week. So no one interrupted her.

      “They just confirmed it to me. The new victim they found this morning, matches his profile. The body is probably three or four days old.”

      Seline was the one who asked out loud what Kalan was wondering. “Are they sure?”

      Kalan wondered if Seline knew just how much she looked like the BRK’s victims, but he didn’t get a chance to ask. Maggie confirmed his worst fear. “They are certain. The Blue River Killer is back and no one knows where he is.”
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      Seline stood in her lab at the university. She’d come in today to put in an appearance and let her department chair see that she was here and working. Because she was here, she was running the experiment that might just blow up.

      Her home lab couldn’t handle it if this one went wrong. Besides, it was the first home she’d ever bought, she loved the view, and the gingerbread trim, and she was determined not to blow it up. But for now, she was in the uni lab, staring at the columns in her lab notebook and tapping her pencil.

      She was also trying to decide exactly how worried she should be about the Blue River Killer.

      Maggie was concerned and felt bad, which made sense. Maggie had brought Seline up to date on the La Vista Rapist and Blue River Killer information. Some of it Maggie said hadn’t been released to the public, but she’d felt the need to tell Seline.

      But she’d locked her doors, and she wasn’t going to parties or bars … and she had to get this formula configured. She was close.

      Seline quadruple checked. If this blew up, it would not reflect well on her petition for tenure. But maybe she could spin it … or maybe just not blow it up.

      Firing up her Bunsen burner, she snapped on a pair of gloves and began to line up her chemicals. They were organized alphabetically in a variety of containers depending on whether they reacted to air or absorbed water or such. She pulled a pale-yellow powder from the shelf and her brain veered again.

      Maggie told her that the latest victim had been found the night before, about seven miles up the Big Blue River from where it passed by Redemption. The body was partially submerged at the water's edge, just like the others. Whatever the other identifying information was, Maggie hadn’t known, but she did say the FBI had confirmed that it was the work of the BRK. This victim had been female, but they'd all been blond haired and most of them blue eyed. Just like her.

      But—like the other victims—this one had disappeared when she'd been out partying. The last place she'd been seen had been a bar, which she'd left after eleven on Thursday night, Maggie said.

      Though Seline understood Maggie’s worry that she matched the typecasting perfectly—maybe aside from being French and a little bit older than his usual victims—she certainly didn't exhibit any of the dangerous behaviors the man targeted.

      The problem was that he was already stealing her time … even if he hadn’t targeted her at all.

      But he wouldn’t take her from here. And she had work to do! Dieu, she had extra work because she could not afford to miss a deadline now that she’d missed the meeting.

      Forcing her attention back to the task at hand, she picked up a beaker and checked it for cleanliness. Though she cleaned them all herself, no one was infallible, and a good chemist always checked when they were done, and before they started.

      She measured and diluted her acid and double checked it with litmus paper. She noted the shade of pink and was pretty much able to read it by sight, but still she held it up against the reference strip just to be sure. Moving down on the counter, she turned around and pulled another flask and once again inspected it before setting it and another down on the counter.

      She absolutely could not blow up the lab today. She had a date with Kalan tonight.

      Her lips pulled into a self-satisfied smile as she grabbed another liquid off of the shelf and a small vial of a pale blue powder. Getting tenure was contingent upon her lab work. And her moving to Redemption had been contingent upon her ability to find a home she could afford to convert into lab space and stock with chemicals so that she could do most of her lab work at home.

      Already, that wasn’t working out for her.

      Luckily, most of her work was polymer based. In the worst case scenario, it would overflow her beakers or test tubes and she'd have to clean the counter. She hoped she’d be able to get back soon, to working from the home lab she’d paid so much for.

      Two hours later, she had three pages of notes in her lab book. The mixture had gotten hotter than she expected. Not dangerously so, but it still meant she would have to change her formulas. At least she was done for the day.

      She cleaned all her beakers and the counters until everything sparkled. A clean lab worked, the slightest speck could cause problems. When that was finished, she checked her watch and headed down the hall.

      If she grabbed her bag and got out before traffic hit, she would make it back to Redemption with plenty of time to get ready. Picking up her pace, she headed down the hall and veered to miss the man coming around the corner.

      He looked at her a little oddly, but then headed into the open office on her left. Merde. She checked the name on the sign. “Dr. Gilman?”

      “Hmmm?” He’d been facing the desk, picking up the coffee mug, but he turned at her voice.

      “I’m Dr. Marchand.” She shifted her bag and held out her right hand. “I just moved into the lab next to yours.” In the hallway where all the tenured professors had labs. “I just wanted to introduce myself to everyone since I missed the meeting. I was stuck in an elevator for some time that morning.”

      “Oh.” He finally shook her hand back. A clammy feeling traced up her arm and she let go quickly. Chemists were not generally known for their warmth.

      “I won’t take any more of your time.” She backed out of his office and picked up her pace again, though this time she was more careful at the corner.

      Putting the key into the lock, she opened her office and picked up a stack of papers from her desk. On top sat a cut strip of plain white paper that said Hello in blocky letters. She did not have time for student notes.

      But how did it get here? The office was locked, so maybe she’d brought it in with something earlier. Shoving the whole stack of papers down into her bag, she locked everything and headed out to the parking garage.

      She hadn’t quite made it out before traffic and now she was running a bit late. Should she call Kalan and cancel?

      Maybe.

      She didn’t have time to date. She had a position at the university that needed even more of her time this year. Her house payment was at the upper edge of what she could afford. If the toilet clogged, she was simply going to have to use a different bathroom until she could scrape up enough money to pay for repairs. If the roof leaked, then she was in real trouble.

      Her heart raced at the thought. Being a new homeowner was both exhilarating and petrifying. Seline reminded herself that she’d had the place inspected and it was solid. The roof wasn’t going to fall in or leak or blow away.

      By the time she pulled into her own driveway, she was worked up. She’d not cancelled her date—even busy women deserved some fun! Besides, when would she find a guy like Kalan again? She would go on this date if it killed her.

      She practically bounced along the stones to the back porch and put her key in the lock. Did it turn too easily?
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      Kalan was nervous.

      So nervous that he’d mis-buttoned the front of his shirt and wound up looking as twitchy as he was. He was still looking in the mirror, feeling like an idiot.

      Why was he so nervous? It was just a first date. He had done this hundreds of times—or at least too many times.

      With a sigh, he undid the buttons and tried again. Clearly, he couldn’t be trusted to properly button himself without watching in the mirror.

      He wondered if his twitchiness was because Seline was Maggie's friend. If things went wrong, he could wind up in hot water. The better possibility was that he wasn't just going on a regular first date.

      This one felt special for a reason he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Despite her adorable surliness, Seline Marchand had been enchanting. He’d heard about her from Maggie—friendly, funny, fun, thoughtful—but Maggie hadn’t warned him that something about her friend would give him a visceral reaction.

      There was also the possibility that this was the first time in a long time where he'd really felt that kind of spark. He didn't need three or four dates to know if he liked her. He did.

      Kalan also ascribed to the old adage of if you want to know who someone really is, put them in front of a slow computer. A falling elevator on a day when she was already late for her first big meeting probably qualified. Despite being surly, and apologizing for being at her worst, Seline had been nothing of the sort.

      She'd been alternately irritated, petrified, and bored, but also captivating and hopeful, and offered him that shy grin thanking him simply for being there.

      With the buttons now properly in alignment, he picked up three neckties off the dresser. Holding each one up, he frowned. None seemed right. The fourth answer, of course, was no tie. But what kind of woman was she?

      She was a chemist. She'd been in professional clothing in the elevator, but that was because she'd been going to a work meeting. This was a date and he didn’t wear suits to work … not that kind anyway.

      Tossing the ties back onto the dresser, he opted for the middle ground. He was in a dress shirt, nice slacks, and he was taking her dancing. He undid the top two buttons, too.

      Of course, right then his phone beeped with a reminder and he realized he was running late. He was not going to be late for Seline, hence all the reminders he’d set. This one told him to head into the kitchen. He tossed together a peanut butter sandwich. If he didn’t eat something now, his stomach would growl, and she’d wonder what kind of sasquatch she’d agreed to go out with.

      Kalan scarfed it down, brushed his teeth again, and headed out the door on time.

      The apartment he left behind was small and spare. Not ugly, but not pretty either. Nothing like what Sebastian and his mother had done up. Instead, Kalan had taken a small apartment with small utility bills. A place that only needed small amounts of furniture. His intent had been to keep the rest of the money for a nicer car.

      But, even as he climbed in and strapped on his seat belt, he wondered if Seline would judge his choice. She probably out-earned him. Firefighting was like that: You did the job because you loved it. The promotions were more effort than they paid out in cash and, unless you became chief, you might not hit the point where you could support a family on only your salary.

      There wasn't much room for more than the basics unless he picked up second jobs. He'd have to keep picking up second jobs if he was going to continue to date Seline.

      Slow down, cowboy, he told himself. He had to make it through the first date before he pulled the trigger on anything else.

      When he pulled up to her driveway a few moments later, her front door opened and she stepped out. His heart stuttered. A first date shouldn’t do this to him. But she did.

      Seline wore a pale blue, floaty dress that offered a nod to the last day of summer. His gaze scanned down to her feet, noticing that while she wore heels, they looked relatively solid for dancing. He hadn't quite told her where he was taking her, only offered hints.

      Unsure what to do now, he fell back on the normal pleasantries. Holding out one hand, he whispered, “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” She held on as she made her way down the front steps, obviously not needing anything from him. “You look very nice yourself.”

      He handed her into the passenger seat and closed the door, not knowing what else to say. She didn’t need any of the coddling, but he believed in starting off chivalrous until she told him otherwise.

      Conversation had come easy when they were trapped in an elevator together, but now he was nervous how to start. Luckily, she fastened her seat belt and turned slightly toward him, her hands on her knees. “You have not told me where we are going.”

      He noticed she didn't use contractions and wondered if that meant she was nervous, because she'd used them in the elevator when she was calmer. In fact, the accent had almost disappeared entirely when he’d seen her on her way out of the building after retrieving her shoes. But it was back again now.

      Interesting. He enjoyed finding out these little things about Seline Marchand.

      “Do you want me to tell you or do you want it to be a surprise?”

      She thought for a moment, then grinned and said, “Tell me.”

      “It’s a place down in Beatrice.”

      She grinned at the name, probably thinking the locals were very backwards, because the town wasn't Be-atrice, like the normal pronunciation of the name. Nope, whoever had founded the place, put the stress on the second syllable. But Kalan kept going. “It's actually two places right next to each other. They decided they were better with an open area between them. One is a wonderful Italian restaurant and the second place is a dance club.”

      “A club?” she asked, her voice climbing, probably thinking he was taking her to a rave.

      “Well, not quite like a club club. Like an old-school dance club. They teach swing classes on Friday nights.” He watched as her eyes lit up, and he realized he'd hit the nail on the head. Thank God. “Is Italian okay?”

      “I love Italian food!”

      He breathed easier then wondering if he'd made a mistake taking a French woman to a Nebraska trattoria. But then again, what French restaurant could he have taken her to around here that would be up to her standards?

      So far, so good. He wanted to ask her everything, but something about her wide smile stopped him. He was going to have to keep an eye on her. He didn’t want to make her nervous, but he couldn’t help thinking he was taking her to a dance club when she looked like the perfect victim for the Blue River Killer.
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      Seline put her hand to her stomach, stuffed beyond full. She’d tried not to over-eat, but it was delicious and the decadent ravioli in cream sauce had done her in.

      Kalan stood and held out his hand.

      “You want to dance?” she asked almost incredulously. “I'm not sure I can move.”

      He smiled that wide heart-stopping grin of his. “Me either. But if we don’t exercise some of this off before the tiramisu, we’ll never be able to leave.”

      “Oh, my God. There's tiramisu?”

      He just grinned as though pleased with himself. He still stood there with his hand out, waiting. This time she accepted, sliding her fingers into his warm grip.

      As he pulled her onto the dance floor, he suggested, “Let's start with a slow dance. I can’t do any of the moves we learned in class! They’re too fast for right after dinner.”

      Though she laughed and agreed, Seline asked herself, What was she even doing?

      She didn't have the time to date anyone. But as his arms slid slowly around her waist, she realized she didn’t want to date anyone, she wanted to date him. The timing was crappy on all fronts, but his hand slid along her waist and down to her hip, and she decided she should at least give tonight a chance.

      With his other hand, he traced her forearm bringing her movement along with his until his fingers interlocked with hers.

      Seline sighed and settled against him, such an easy thing to do. Could she do this? Her house was requiring every penny she made and every moment that she had. Her job had needed so much, and she had to get tenure to keep the house. It had been tight before she missed the staff meeting.

      She simply didn't have time for this modernly beautiful man and his classically seductive moves. But as he pulled her in close, she could feel every cell catch fire.

      It stunned her. This was the kind of attraction she felt for a man after time, maybe after she'd nursed a crush. But this flared to life, hot and consuming, and he hadn't even kissed her yet.

      Breathing in the scent of him and leaning against his chest, she let one slow dance turn into three. He turned them slowly around the floor, pressed together in a way that made it clear why the waltz had always been a favorite.

      When the song ended and began to fade into the next, Seline unlaced her arms from around his neck and stepped back, almost on principle. What if they burst into flame right here?

      “I'm going to— …” she didn't know what she was going to do. She should have thought this out a little better. “… head to the ladies room.”

      She needed to catch her breath; she needed space between them. Though she'd let go of him, Kalan hadn't quite let go of her. His fingers trailed down her arm, across her palms, and out to her fingertips almost like a scene from a classic film.

      As she slipped away, she fought the delicious shudder that would have let everyone on the dance floor know what she was feeling ... if they hadn't already figured it out. Her breath hitched and she looked away as though that would break the spell.

      She made her way across the restaurant toward the back corner where they tucked the restrooms, trying to shake the heady cloud of lust. But her knees threatened to buckle, even though Kalan was no longer near her.

      She was falling for this guy, hard and fast—the kind of fall that would have her hitting the pavement at a deadly rate.

      Seline hit something alright. Not watching where she was going and being dreamy eyed over her date, she’d smacked into someone coming out of the restroom hallways. She wasn't sure if she made the noise or he did. His drink sloshed and he scrambled to right it.

      “Oh, mon dieu. Je suis vraimont desole,” she scrambled, the words falling out in French. She tried a second time. “I’m so sorry.”

      “No problem,” but he wasn’t looking at her. When he did, he jolted back and said, “Dr. Marchand?”

      Seline took a good look then. She saw the short brown hair bordering on red, the neatly trimmed beard, and the kind green eyes. And she didn’t recognize him at all. Then again, she’d run into students in the past and not recognized them. She stood at the front of the room and they all knew who she was. This one looked a little old to be a—

      “I was in Introductory Chemical Analysis last spring.”

      She nodded, unsure what to say. She didn’t remember him.

      He caught the awkward silence, but instead of filling in his name for her, said, “I'm so sorry. I didn’t mean to run into you.”

      When she didn’t say anything again, just offered a half smile—what else could she do? he added, “Funny us running into each other here.”

      Something about the way he said it held a slight edge. But that would be ridiculous. Unless he’d failed the class? Students with bad grades often felt that was the professor’s fault.

      “Are you on a date?” he asked with a softer tone.

      The haze of lust that Kalan had left her in twisted to wariness. Just because he supposedly knew her didn’t mean he had any right to ask such personal questions.

      She didn’t want to be mean to a student, that was not the reputation she wanted. And there was a good possibility that he was slightly inebriated … or more than slightly. She wasn’t dressed professionally either. She was, in fact, here on a date, but she wouldn’t say so.

      “I’m here with a friend.” She offered another half-smile. She’d have to explain to Kalan later in case he heard that and thought she was brushing him off.

      “I was on a date. Or I thought I was,” he said with a tip of his drink for emphasis. “Got stood up.”

      Her heart sank. No wonder he was being overly forward. He'd likely been sitting at the bar and drinking. “I’m so sorry.” But before the awkward pause could bloom this time, she pointed toward the back and said, “I'm on my way to the ladies room. Good luck.”

      That was a dumb thing to say, but she didn't want to be around him any longer.

      When she emerged, he was gone and Kalan was waiting at the table with a stunningly large square of tiramisu. He handed her a fork.

      “I can't eat all of this,” she protested, though she loved tiramisu.

      “Do your best.” He dug into the other side of it.

      It was close to midnight by the time he dropped her off. Just as gentlemanly as he’d started the evening, he hopped around the car and opened her door. When he offered to help her out of the low-slung sports car, he didn’t let go as he led her up the front steps and to the door.

      Kalan stepped in close. He smelled of tiramisu and something deeper. “I am not ready for this evening to end.” Though the words were low and melodious, he immediately stepped back, eyes wide. “Oh shit. I just meant how I feel. I wasn’t trying to invite myself in. I realize—”

      She’d already grabbed his shirt and pulled him closer. His words cut short as his mouth covered hers and she discovered that he tasted like tiramisu, too.

      His hands were in her hair. The sweater she’d thrown over her arm slipped to the porch, followed quickly by the thud of her purse as the kiss caught fire. Her mouth opened and his tongue invaded. Her back arched and she pressed herself to the solid wall that was Kalan Smith. Her fingers ran down the small, flat buttons of his shirt and it was all she could do to stop from unbuttoning him right there.

      As he pulled back for a moment, he looked into her eyes and she saw him grab at the edge of his sleeve.

      What?

      With his hand covered by the cuff of his nice shirt, he reached up and loosened the porch bulb, plunging them into darkness. She couldn’t see him, but Seline felt the air shift as he moved closer, his lips softly stalking her mouth by feel.

      Her fingers clutched at his belt, while his hands roamed freely now, no longer concerned what the neighbors might see. This kiss was far, far too hot for a first date. They probably lit the place up the way their touches blazed.

      She traced his jaw with her mouth, then his lower lip, then realized she was pushed back against the wall of the porch. Her
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