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Step into Unforgettable Shadows of the Past, a romantic suspense collection from Chill Out! Books and The Authors’ Billboard, featuring stories where old wounds, buried truths, and deadly obsessions refuse to stay hidden.

	Danger follows. 

	Secrets surface. 

	Love becomes the only way out.

	***

	 

	Obsession by Patricia Rosemoor

	Chicago homicide detective Camille Martell has one goal: catch “Angel,” a predator whose victims never survive.

	Her off-the-books investigation has already cost Camille her badge, at least temporarily. But when her attempt to contact Angel online places her teenage neighbor in mortal danger, guilt becomes more than Camille can carry alone. She needs help, and the one man capable of giving it is the man she swore she would forget.

	Drago Nance doesn’t trust the justice system. After serving time for hitting a prosecutor who failed to do his job, the ex-con turned private investigator prefers his own rules to official procedure. He also prefers not to remember the weekend he spent with Camille, though forgetting her has proven impossible.

	Now a girl’s life is on the line, a killer is still hunting, and Camille and Drago must work together before obsession turns deadly again.

	A suspended detective. An ex-con private investigator. A predator who believes he is untouchable.

	 

	Special Agent Kandice by Mimi Barbour

	FBI hostage negotiator Kandice Warner can talk desperate criminals down from the edge, but convincing her fellow agents she is more than a pretty, tender-hearted “Barbie Doll” may be her toughest assignment yet.

	Kandice has the looks people underestimate and the courage they never see coming. Bank robbers, jumpers, stalkers, kidnappers, and violent criminals have all tested her, and she has survived every challenge with grit and heart. But her compassion leaves bruises no one can see, and her new boss seems determined to interfere in everything she does.

	Assistant Director Dan Black is cold, controlled, and nearly impossible to impress. Sent undercover to the Seattle bureau, he expects danger, resistance, and trouble inside the agency. What he does not expect is Kandice, the girl from his past who grew into the woman he never forgot.

	Now Kandice is in danger, Dan’s secrets are closing in, and neither of them can afford to lose focus, especially when the threat may be closer than anyone realizes.

	A tender-hearted hostage negotiator. A hardened FBI boss. A past neither of them forgot.

	 

	The Case of the Missing Prince by Susanne Matthews

	The case may be cold, but what if the prince isn’t?

	Crown Prince Stanislav Drulivic vanished during a mountain-climbing trip in Alberta after a deadly rockslide. Authorities claim all the bodies were recovered, yet the heir to the Kingdom of Zobora is still missing.

	Private investigator Evie receives the offer of a lifetime: find out what happened to the prince and collect a royal-sized reward. The catch? She must include two Zoborans on her team, and neither one inspires trust.

	With Al Binette, the former Navy SEAL and Parks Canada employee who once saved her life and stole her heart, watching her back, Evie follows a trail of secrets, contradictions, and danger through a case that grows more suspicious by the hour.

	Accidents can happen anywhere. But how many times can Evie cheat death before she becomes the next body someone claims was already found?

	A missing prince. A royal reward. A cold case that may still be killing.

	 

	Canine Intervention by Susan Jean Ricci

	Casey Wagner has changed her name, changed her home, and built a quiet life behind a telephone alias. Her rescue dog, Emma, is the only soul close enough to know how lonely she really is.

	Then Emma takes an instant liking to the dog belonging to Casey’s captivating new neighbor, Royce Cooper, and Casey begins to wonder whether a normal life might still be possible. Roots. Friendship. Romance. Maybe even a future that does not require looking over her shoulder.

	Royce is kind, patient, and far too tempting for a woman with secrets. The more Casey wants to trust him, the more dangerous that trust becomes.

	Because the past she ran from may not be finished with her, and love has a terrible habit of opening doors she fought hard to keep closed.

	A woman in hiding. A neighbor worth trusting. Two rescue dogs determined to change everything.

	 

	No Such Thing as Mercy by Taylor Lee

	At Mercy General Hospital, miracles come with a price, and someone always pays it.

	When a hard-nosed detective uncovers a transplant case that does not add up, he finds a crime so profitable it reaches far beyond hospital walls. A young athlete’s death is quietly rewritten. Records disappear. Patients die. And hospital power brokers move quickly to pin the blame on the brilliant but vulnerable surgeon who tried to save him.

	The deeper the investigation goes, the more dangerous the truth becomes. Behind the polished corridors and professional smiles, Mercy General hides a system built on power, profit, and silence.

	And in a place where lives can be bought, sold, or erased, mercy may be the deadliest lie of all.

	A suspicious death. A framed surgeon. A hospital conspiracy where the cure may be the crime.

	 

	The Last Countess of Caerhaven by Rena Black

	Four governesses have already fled Caerhaven Keep.

	Disgraced Sophie Lane has nowhere else to go.

	Hired to care for the silent daughter of a grieving earl, Sophie arrives at a crumbling house above the Cornish sea, where locked doors, whispered warnings, and the memory of the dead countess haunt every corridor.

	At first, Sophie tells herself grief has poisoned the household. But Caerhaven’s secrets are not content to remain buried, and the more she learns, the more she fears the women who left before her may have fled for good reason.

	The dead Countess may not be Caerhaven’s only ghost, and the same darkness that claimed the women before Sophie may already be reaching for the next.

	A disgraced governess. A silent child. A Cornish keep where every shadow remembers.
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A driven female cop teams up with an irresistible ex-con to bring a killer to justice. Chicago homicide detective Camille Martell is obsessed with tracking down “Angel,” a sexual predator who has killed his victims—even after her off-the-books investigation leads to her suspension. But when her attempt to contact Angel online puts her teenage neighbor in mortal danger, Camille needs help—even if it comes from the one man who’d been a weekend obsession she’d vowed to forget. After serving time for hitting a prosecutor who wasn’t doing his job, Drago Nance, now a private investigator, doesn’t trust the justice system. But he can’t ignore Camille, nor the innocent young girl whose life is on the line. He makes Camille play by his rules and finds that his obsession with her is as strong as his need to stop the predator from killing again.

	 


Chapter One

	Frustration filled Detective Camille Martell when she checked the list of people logged into the “come and get some” chat room, her nickname for the Chicago area dating site Meet ‘n Greet, where she’d found Angel. The scum wasn’t there now. 

	Obsessed with stopping the sexual predator who’d murdered at least two young women he’d seduced via the Internet, she’d been spending every waking hour away from the job hunting him on her home computer. 

	“Damn it! C’mon, you bastard, where are you? Show yourself!” 

	As if her demand zapped him through the ether, his avatar — a dark angel holding a sword — appeared. 

	“Yes!” Her adrenaline surged, and she quickly logged in as Morrigan, the old college photo identifying her as a twenty-one-year-old redhead. Exactly Angel’s type. He didn’t have a clue she was a cop. 

	Max nudged her leg and whistled through his nose. 

	Patting the dog's big, scruffy body, she absently murmured, “Good boy,” 

	as she tensed watching the parade of messages scroll up her screen. 

	BigMan: anyone wanna talk with me will show photo 

	Cougar: let’s see your photo first–not your face, BIG man! 

	hotgirl: camshows $10/10 minutes skype hotgirl69

	Camille’s gaze flicked to the column of sign-ins. Angel was there but not interacting. She’d engaged him twice in the last two days. He’d been flirting carefully with her, like he had been testing her. He knew she was here. What was he waiting for? 

	She took a big breath. “C’mon, c’mon!” 

	Unable to wait for it, she took the lead. 

	Morrigan: Hey, Angel. 

	Angel: how’s it playing? 

	Morrigan: Bored ’n lonely

	Angel: sorry

	Morrigan: You can fix

	Would he take the bait? Say he wanted to meet? Her pulse fluttered through her as she waited for his reply. 

	Cougar: woo-wee, angel, she’s comin’ on to ya 

	Angel: r u, M? what you wanna do with me? 

	She’d like to do all kinds of nasty things to a low life like him, but she’d settle for cuffing him and bringing him in. She thought about saying something sexual, but instinct told her to play it cool. 

	Morrigan: Just wanna talk... to start... 

	BigMan: let’s you ‘n me talk, honey - skype name? 

	Morrigan: With Angel only! IM Morrigan22

	Camille held her breath as she waited to see if Angel would use it. 

	Angel: gotta go ttyl

	An instant message popped up on her screen, but it was from the guy who called himself BigMan. Camille ignored it. Her hands curled into fists, she sat staring at the monitor, willing Angel to IM her. If he got the mental message, he was ignoring it. Had she played it too cool? Should she have lured him in with the promise of something more than talk? 

	Another failed attempt. Her adrenaline crashed, deflating her once more. 

	“Damn it!” 

	She wanted to punch something. 

	Max was still sitting there, staring at her, and she realized she hadn’t fed him. Thankfully, she’d hired Sandy Kawecki, the teenage girl who lived next door, to walk Max after school, so he didn’t need to go out right away. She hadn’t meant to have a dog with her busy schedule, but the bruiser had been a pitiful sight on the street barking in terror at anything that went by. That had been barely a month ago. She’d tried to find his owner, and when that had proved impossible, then she’d thought she could find him a good home. He’d found hers instead. 

	For the last few weeks after getting home from work, she’d gone directly to the computer since she'd been unable to conduct her search at the office. Each time wishing Angel would IM, but wishing wasn’t going to make it happen, so she pushed away from her desk and headed for the kitchen, the dog following close on her heels. 

	“Hungry?” 

	His big brown eyes hopeful, Max whined and licked his chops. 

	Patting his side, she fetched a can and opened it while considering the irony of her being taken off the Chat Room Predator Case – telling her she was “too emotionally focused” on it, and letting other cases slide. But that focus was what had connected her with the presumed killer, though she still hadn’t gotten him to go beyond chatting. 

	It might take some time, but she would find a way to meet him and arrest him and get him to trial, if it was the last thing she ever did. 

	 

	***

	The next day was busy with paperwork and phone calls then reporting to a crime scene about another murdered kid in a drive by shooting, but not a minute went by where Camille didn’t wonder how she could engage Angel to spring a trap, get him to surface. Maybe she needed to be more sexually direct with him. But that could be a mistake and drive him away. If only she knew more about how Angel had chosen his victims. 

	Still thinking about it when she got home, she greeted Max, let him out into the yard for a minute, then filled his bowl with dog food. After letting him in, she headed straight for her desk. Camille had gotten into the habit of leaving the computer in hibernate mode so she could get to the chat room in seconds. 

	Tapping the space bar, the screen appeared and that’s when Camille froze. 

	An email program was open. Not hers. Sandy’s. 

	But what made her hold her breath was the IM block at the bottom of the screen. Angel had tried contacting her — rather Morrigan. Sandy must have been checking her email when the IM came in. 

	Camille focused on the last exchange. Sandy asking where Angel wanted to meet her... Angel saying the coffee stand at the new Riverfront Shopping Center at 5:30... Sandy saying she would be there. 

	What the hell! 

	Camille sat stunned for a moment, not believing her eyes. Her heart drummed so fast, the beat filled her ears. 

	She should have been the one who’d seen the instant message from Angel, not Sandy. And Sandy was fourteen years old — what was she doing agreeing to meet a man she didn’t know? 

	Rather Morrigan, her own alter-ego, had accepted. 

	Angel thought he was meeting her... 

	And Sandy would have known that! 

	Horrified, Camille flew from the chair and grabbed her keys. She raced to the door. Max beat her there. 

	“Sorry, boy.” 

	She ruffled his fur and blocked him from going outside as she turned and left. It was nearly 5:30 now. 

	Camille pulled away from the curb turning on her flashing headlights and siren so other drivers would pull their vehicles to the side. Her gut clenched and her throat closed. She had to get there on time.  Had to!  Her hands were trembling uncontrollably, so she gripped the steering wheel tighter, slowing only at intersections long enough to make sure they were clear. 

	Throughout the drive, Camille tried not to panic. She could feel the adrenaline rushing through her — her breathing was erratic. All she could think about was that a girl's life was at stake. 

	Her fault... all her fault... 

	Focus!  

	Panic would render her useless, and Sandy would suffer for it. Why hadn’t she locked her computer so the girl couldn’t access it? Had Sandy used her computer before and Camille just hadn’t realized it?  Lord knows what else she may have seen. Camille often sent herself notes from the office about her cases so she could review them as needed. 

	She should have talked to the girl, gotten to know her better but getting close to people was something Camille avoided. In her world, she skirted personal relationships and focused on understanding criminals and how they worked so she could track them down, arrest them and get them off the street. 

	Relationships were for other people. Camille was her job. 

	Arriving at the shopping center in record time, she parked curbside and raced to the upper level entrance where she’d have the best view. Once in the center of the mall, she ran to the rail and scanned the lower level. Chest tight now and barely breathing, she searched for a familiar blond ponytail around the coffee stand. No Sandy. 

	Her fault... all her fault... 

	Swallowing hard, she raced to the down escalator, her gaze skipping from one part of the mall to the next. No Sandy. No man who appeared to be a predator, though how would she know? They came in all shapes and sizes. She could be staring straight at him now and not recognize him. 

	At the coffee stand, she pulled out her star and flashed it at the wiry teenager behind the counter. “Detective Camille Martell. How long have you been working this afternoon?” 

	“Um, I didn’t do nothin’ wrong.” 

	“I’m not accusing you. I’m just looking for someone who might be in trouble...” She glanced at his name tag. “...Keshawn. How long?” 

	“A-after school. Four.” 

	The kid could be a witness, then. Angel’s message had instructed her to be here at five-thirty. It was now a little before six. 

	“Do you remember serving a girl with long blond hair?” She was looking around again, hopeful that she could still spot Sandy. “Always wears it in a ponytail. A fresh-faced fourteen-year-old.” 

	“Lotsa kids hang out here.” 

	Indeed, three girls occupied a nearby table. 

	She stared hard into the kid’s deep brown eyes filled with suspicion, no doubt because she was a cop. “Think hard, Keshawn. This is really important. Pretty. Blue eyes. Blond ponytail. Maybe a half hour ago. She was probably alone to start, but she was meeting someone. Not a boy. A man.” 

	His dark face pulled into a frown. “A man? Yeah, maybe I saw her. I thought it was kind of weird ’cause the guy was way old for her, but she got all blushy and giggly. She was sittin’ with her coffee over there...” He pointed to an empty table. “...then the man got up from where he’d been over there...” He pointed in the other direction. “...and joined her.” 

	“What did he look like?” 

	“Longish blond hair. Kinda curly. Okay lookin’, I guess, for a white guy. He was tall and kinda built, like he works out.” 

	Her stomach knotted. “How long ago did they leave?” 

	“Five... ten minutes, maybe.” He indicated the closest exit, making Camille’s stomach free fall. “Looked like they were goin’ to the parking lot, but I got busy with a customer.” 

	“I’m calling this in.” She pulled out her cell phone and walked backwards toward that parking lot. “You don’t leave, Keshawn. Another officer will be here shortly to talk to you. You may just have saved a girl’s life. Thank you.” 

	With that, she whipped around and connected to Dispatch and gave them her ID. "We may have another victim in the Internet Predator Case. The suspect may have taken a fourteen-year-old girl out of the Riverfront Shopping Center, I need uniforms and crime scene investigators here as soon as possible to follow up." 

	Someone official needed to talk to Keshawn and to get prints from that table. Too much to hope for DNA. 

	Heading out the door, she quickly scanned the parking lot. No Sandy. 

	What had she expected? Certainly not for a level-headed girl to leave with a man she’d just met. 

	The thought slammed her with a memory she would rather forget. How she’d instantly fallen for Drago Nance. How she’d left the bar with him after one drink. 

	Still outside, she shook away the intrusive memory and looked up over the entry doors. Security cameras were mounted on either side.  That’s what she’d hoped for. The mall would be recording everything that went on. A break. Finally, a damn break! 

	Putting a call through to her lieutenant, she told him where she was. “Get the team here as fast as you can. If we’re lucky, we get to see what this Angel looks like for ourselves.” 

	And then she prayed they could nail him before guilt suffocated her. 

	 


Chapter Two

	Shortly after dawn, Camille entered the century-old building on Ravenswood, an industrial corridor divided by raised Metra train tracks straight down the middle. 

	Her life was now in shambles, and guilt dogged her. Sandy was gone, and she was to blame, the reason she was here. She had no other options left. Taking a deep breath, Camille took the elevator up to the third floor and stopped in front of the door to Justus Investigations. She tried not to think about the fact that Justus was Drago’s brother. Or that she and Drago had spent a mind-bending weekend in a hotel room. At this moment, finding Sandy was the only thing that mattered. 

	The attractive dark-haired woman at the front desk appeared startled to see her. “Can I help you?” 

	“I’m here to see Justus Nance.” 

	“Um, this early?” Frowning, the woman checked her computer. “I don’t see an appointment.” 

	“He’ll see me.” At least she hoped he would. Justus had been her mentor in the department when she’d applied to be a detective. “Tell him it’s Camille Martell.” 

	The woman picked up the phone, and a moment later, Justus opened his office door and waved her in. “Camille, beautiful as ever.” 

	“You always were an expert liar.” 

	Justus didn’t deny it. Sometimes you had to be a great liar to get to the truth when grilling a suspect. Camille had no illusions about herself. Her mirror had assured her that she looked as crappy as she felt. On the other hand, Justus was as handsome as ever, an older, smoother version of his brother. 

	The moment she took her seat, Justus said, “Rodriguez put you on administrative leave.” 

	She cringed when she remembered the conversation she'd had with her lieutenant the night before. 

	“This doesn’t look good for you, Camille,” Rodriguez had told her. “You were off the case. What you did was unsanctioned. I can’t condone vigilante action. The department won’t.” 

	“The plan was to stop a murderer!” 

	Camille had tried to argue her way out of an administrative leave. It never boded well to ignore a superior’s directive. She could almost feel the tears of frustration and anger again when she had set her star and gun down on his desk. 

	And this was barely ten hours later... 

	“How did you know so quickly?” she asked Justus, wondering if he’d been expecting her. 

	“Just because I left the department doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s going on. I still have friends there even if you haven’t made a point of contacting me since I left.” He paused only a moment before asking, “Then you took it on yourself to trap this guy who calls himself Angel?” 

	“It was my case. He’d already killed at least one other woman he’d met on a Chicago online dating chat room before he chatted up then abducted and killed Leanne Grant. I should have been able to stop him before it was too late. And I’ll be the first to admit I was obsessed with her murder." Not that she was going to explain why. She never talked about the tragedy she had caused all those years ago. "Rodriguez thought I was too emotionally involved and ignoring other investigations, so he took me off the case a couple of weeks ago. What was I supposed to do?” 

	“I guess I’m not surprised, you always took things a little too personally. I can’t believe you would have missed anything in the Grant case, so stop blaming yourself. Offering yourself up as the next victim wasn’t your best move.” 

	“I’m no victim, Justus. I wanted to stop that bastard myself—” 

	“How did that work out for you? Are you really arrogant enough to think you could take on a killer on your own?” 

	Camille practically jumped out of her chair. “I thought you, of all people, would understand.” 

	“I don’t agree with what you did — you should have asked Rodriguez for his blessing to continue working on your own time. And for back up if you succeeded in contacting the bastard. Now look at the mess you've made. I assume you’re here because you want help getting that girl back. Alive.” 

	The urge to leave vanished as her anguish resurfaced. She closed her eyes for a moment and saw that photo of her friend Emily that she’d seen at the suburban police department, and all the life drained out of her. The investigating officer had stepped away from his desk for a moment, leaving Emily's folder there in full view. Her parents had been distracted and Camille had been unable to stop herself from opening it. “Yes. Alive. More than anything. You can help me do that, right?” 

	Justus had quit the force to start his own private investigation firm, one that specialized in getting justice for victims or their families when the system didn’t work. 

	“Yes,” he agreed. “But you know that may get you into deeper trouble with the department.” 

	“I. Don’t. Care. I can’t let it go. Sandy is my responsibility.” She should have taken the time to get to know the girl who walked her dog, figured out the teenager might get into her computer. She'd briefly spoken to Gloria Kawecki last night, had learned that Sandy's computer privileges had been cut off after she'd stayed out after curfew, the reason she'd checked her email on Camille's computer. “Don’t you see Justus, I have to find her before it’s too late.” 

	Looking over her shoulder, Justus said, “Then you’ll have the perfect investigator for this particular job.” 

	Even as he said it, she sensed the presence behind her. Instincts honed beyond what she could explain, Camille felt the quiver along the back of her neck. Her mouth felt dry and her knees went soft, but she refused to show any weakness as she turned. 

	Drago Nance stood just inside the office door. His rugged features, countered by dark hair were all too familiar. She knew every inch of him. She'd slept with him, had spent a whole weekend with him, mostly in bed, telling herself it was just sex, no big deal. A weekend fling, which was so uncharacteristic of her, as she never had another after Drago — and that had been four years ago, so why was the memory as sharp as if it had been four days ago? 

	As incredible as he’d appeared then, he looked even better now. He’d always topped six feet, but he’d been trimmer, less intimidating. The tan T-shirt he wore fit him like a second skin, accentuating every muscle. His unruly hair spilled over his forehead, framing those deep blue eyes that had set her heart racing the first time she’d met them. Beard stubble made him look even more dangerous than she remembered. She’d entered the bar looking for Justus to talk about a case, and this hunk had given her an appreciative once-over that curled her toes. 

	Justus's brother. Their gazes had locked and she hadn’t been able to turn away. For the first time in her life, she’d felt an instant connection with a man.

	Her heart was racing now just remembering. 

	Trying to dispel his unwanted effect, she choked out, “So you’re a private investigator now?” 

	  “I have a license and everything. All shiny and new.” 

	Camille clenched inside. “Your brother must have some influence.” She didn’t add after what happened four years ago, just let the inference hang between them. 

	“Justus always has influence. When he chooses to use it.” 

	She didn’t miss the puzzling barb. 

	Justus backed his younger brother. “Drago served his time.” 

	“Did he?” 

	“Six months in Cook County Jail. He’s been working for me for the three years since to get that P.I. license,” he clarified. “He’s good, you can trust him.” 

	Trust Drago Nance? Camille thought not. At least not personally. The weekend they'd shared had been all-consuming, so much so that she'd thought they would have more time together. 

	Then she'd never heard from him again. 

	She moved closer to her former mentor. “I thought you and I could work together, Justus. Like old times.” 

	“Time is the problem. I would’ve been happy to work with you again, but I’m already over-booked. Besides, Drago is better suited for this kind of case.” 

	And from behind her, Drago added, “I’m your man. If you want me.” 

	Why did everything he say sound so personal, like he was trying to get to her? Heart skipping a beat, she turned to face him. When he stepped closer, she saw something different about him, he was harder. His face had changed — there was something dark and dangerous in his expression that hadn’t been there before. 

	“Sandy Kawecki’s life is on the line.” Still staring, she had to force out the words. What had changed him? His time in jail? 

	“I’m already up to speed.” 

	Because Justus had assumed she would come to him? How else would Drago know what was going on with her? Why else would he be here this early, before most businesses were open for the day? 

	“The girl’s life is the important thing here, isn’t it?” he asked. 

	“She’s the only thing.” 

	“Then what are we waiting for?” 

	He’d said that to her four years ago, just before he’d stripped off her clothes. With his teeth. 

	Grinding hers so she wouldn’t forget herself and smile at the memory, she took a deep breath and asked, “What do we need to do to get started?” 

	 

	***

	Drago needed Camille Martell. Not that she would appreciate the fact. Or believe him, for that matter, since he’d never called her the way he’d promised he would after their hot weekend together. Even so, he'd never forgotten her. 

	He hadn’t known it was possible. That an old attraction could be instantly relit as fast and hot as the first time. One look into her green eyes filled with suspicion had kick-started his memory. He hadn’t forgotten a single thing about the time they’d spent together. Those memories had been what had gotten him through the worst time in his life. 

	Not that she knew it. He’d made sure of that. 

	He indicated the door. “Let’s go.” 

	“Where?” 

	Without answering, he just left, knowing she would follow. Which she did with a quick good-bye to his brother. His pulse quickened as she caught up to him. Camille could be both frustrating and amazing, and he’d been the one to drop the ball, so to speak. Would she give him another chance? If she did, that didn’t mean he should take it. Nothing had really changed. He was still who he was. And so was she. 

	Even knowing that, he couldn't stop from wanting her, even if it was only for now. 

	Once in the confines of the elevator, he let his gaze wash over the woman who could invade any man’s dreams. Although he could see the anxiety and tension all over her face — her brows were pinched, her mouth set tight. Guilt-ridden. Who could blame her for being obsessed with finding the girl? He would have wanted this case even if Camille hadn’t been the client. This case exemplified the reason he’d chosen to take Justus’s offer for a job when he’d been released from jail. 

	He didn’t want to see another young girl beaten and bloody. Or worse. 

	Knowing the circumstances, he couldn’t help but believe Camille’s lieutenant had been correct in putting her on leave. After being taken off the case, she'd continued to work it in secret. Worse, she’d been careless, leaving her computer on without a password, an open invitation to a young teen who had access to her house and had her computer privileges taken away at home. If the girl died because of this, the case would haunt Camille for the rest of her life. He knew something about being haunted by the past, so he had to make certain they retrieved the girl in one piece. 

	Once outside, he led her straight to his black ‘95 Firebird Trans Am convertible. He couldn’t get enough of looking at her as he opened the door. She raised her eyebrows but didn’t say a word, simply slid into the passenger seat. 

	He longed to reach over and buckle her up, longed to touch her again. She clicked the seatbelt in place. He wanted to undo the clip holding her fiery red hair back from a too pale face watching it tumble down around her. He longed to see those bow-shaped lips turn up into a familiar grin. He longed to feel the heat of her eyes on him again. 

	To feel her surrounding him. 

	Which proved just how stupid he could be. 

	He’d barely gotten into the driver’s seat, when she asked, “Are you gaming me?” 

	“What makes you think that?” 

	“You still didn’t tell me where we’re going.” 

	“Your place.” He started the engine and drove off. 

	“To do what? My computer was confiscated by the department last night. It’s now part of the electronic chain of evidence.” 

	He already knew that. 

	His intention was to get her someplace private. They needed a base of operations, and Humboldt Park, where he grew up and still lived, was filled with problems that she would find troublesome, to say the least. His mom had remarried and moved out of state, so he probably should have moved to a different neighborhood after he’d served his time. 

	As a kid living in a mostly Hispanic community, he'd always felt like the odd one out. Not quite Anglo like his father, not quite Hispanic like his half-Puerto Rican mother. Seven years older than he, Justus hadn't suffered the same anxieties. His brother had gone to a Catholic school until their father died and their mother was strapped for cash. Drago hadn't even gotten to know his fellow first-graders before they were both transferred to the local public school with all its problems, mostly gang related. Justus had enough time at that private school that he'd envisioned a different life for himself, so he'd found ways of skirting local gang politics. 

	Drago hadn't had the same experience. He'd been pulled into the culture, had to fight his way out of being forced into the local gang. Eventually, he saw himself as an equalizer. There were moments when he was all that stood between the local predators and the victimized honest people he’d known all his life. He hadn't been able to abandon them. 

	He’d made a few turns heading for Camille's place before she asked, "What did Justus tell you?" 

	“He didn’t give me details. Just that you got yourself behind the cue ball trying to nail a predator.” 

	Something he would still like to do himself to the Humboldt Lords gang leader Tomas Huerta if it wouldn’t mean serving more jail time. Talk about the irony of the justice system. 

	When she didn’t respond, merely stared out the passenger side window, he said, “Tell me what you know.” 

	“He calls himself Angel.” Her voice was flat. “As far as we’re aware, he’s seduced two young women on the Internet. I was able to put it together by talking to their friends, who told me they met some interesting guy named Angel online. 

	They made dates to meet him and then just disappeared. He kept the first one for eight days, the second for ten. Eventually he got tired of playing with them, and then we found their bodies.” 

	“Found them how?” 

	“Public places. The weird thing is they were dressed in clothes their friends said they would never wear. And apparently, he’d done their hair and make-up, too.” 

	“Why do you think he did it?” 

	“Because of the way they looked. Weirdly alike. Curly hair. A ton of eye make-up and fake lashes. Red lips and fingernails. Breasts practically hanging out of low-cut tops. Totally out of character for them both.” 

	He asked, “Were they both teenagers, too?” 

	“Not at all. Susan Halloran was twenty-two. Leanne Grant, twenty-four.” 

	“Then why would he go after a fourteen-year-old?” 

	“He didn’t. He was after me. Rather, he was after Morrigan, as I called myself online. I used a photo from several years ago, so that I would appear to be the correct age. He didn’t know a kid would show up.” 

	“And yet he lured her away with him anyhow.” 

	“I thought about it all night. I can’t figure it out. Angel has a type. Early twenties. Red hair. Sandy’s not it.” 

	“He was probably pissed off that she fooled him and decided to teach her a lesson.” 

	Camille made a choking sound. 

	“Which might actually be in Sandy’s favor.” He could hope. 

	“Tell that to her mother. Not that she would want to hear anything from me. Not that I even know her.” 

	"How do you not know your neighbors?" Drago asked. 

	"It's a big city." 

	"I know my neighbors." Maybe too well. Then, again, it gave him a sense of extended family. 

	"I knew mine in the suburbs, but this is different. People around my place know each other if their kids go to school together, or if they attend the same church. There are no coffee klatches on my block." 

	Drago got the feeling that was perfectly fine with Camille. He remembered Justus saying she hadn't bothered to look him up since he'd left the department. 

	Did she have something against long-term relationships? 

	He circled back to the issue. “Well, Sandy's mother must be beside herself.” 

	“And I wish I could do something about it. When I spoke to her last night, Gloria Kawecki was devastated. And rightly blames me.” 

	“Not any more than you blame yourself.” 

	“No.” 

	“Which won’t get Sandy back.” He tightened his hold on the steering wheel. Even though he had to admit Camille was careless leaving her computer unprotected, it wouldn’t help things to chastise her. They had to keep positive, steady, thoughts clear. “You have to pull yourself out of whatever this is you’re in. You have to be on point every minute, because the clock is ticking.” 

	“You think I don’t know that?” 

	He felt her gaze sear him with a passion that had nothing to do with him. 

	At this moment, on administrative leave or not, she was the job. He recognized the intent. She was just like his brother had been. Was now. Justus might have gone his own way, but he was still a cop at heart. 

	She seemed almost startled when he slowed in front of her bungalow. He could lie and say Justus had given him the address. He could tell her the truth. 

	Or he could just let her guess. 

	Choosing the last, he asked, “Garage?” Not surprisingly, there was no visible parking on the street within half a block of her place, and her car was still parked in front of the agency. 

	“Around the corner, through the alley. I’m surprised you didn’t head straight there.” 

	“I remember how much you like to be asked.” 

	She flushed and turned her head away, making him smile. 

	He remembered everything about her. The sex between them had gone from mindless on Friday night to hyper-aware by Saturday morning. He’d asked and she’d answered. And by Sunday night, she’d had some tricks of her own to keep him glued to that hotel room. 

	He remembered her having a way about her that he hadn’t been able to resist. 

	He was hard just thinking about it. 

	When they’d left that hotel room, he’d known he didn’t want to forget one single moment with her despite what she did for a living. He’d been obsessed with her. Greedily, he’d wanted more. And had wanted more than sex, too. Their connection had been immediate and powerful, and he'd left thinking they were meant to be together. 

	Life had simply intervened in the worst possible way, and he'd spent the next six months in jail instead of with her. 

	Camille was fumbling in the bag she carried, pulled out her key ring and used the electronic garage door opener. After he drove in and parked, he got out of the driver’s seat, reaching in the backseat for his beat-up leather case. A moment later, they climbed two steps to the deck that wrapped around the rear of the house and stood at her back door. 

	Though she had keys in hand, her expression was frozen as she looked into her neighbor’s yard. 

	“What?” Drago asked. 

	Camille shook her head. “Nothing. I thought I saw Gloria at the back window.” 

	“The kid’s mother?” 

	“Right.” 

	Distracted for a moment by a barking dog, Drago said, “Maybe we should talk to Mrs. Kawecki.” 

	“Maybe we should try, though I don’t know what good it would do even if I could talk to her. Rodriguez might consider that another violation." She sucked in air as if she was suddenly having trouble breathing. The barking dog got her attention for a moment, before she said, "As far as I could tell, Sandy is a nice kid, never in trouble. Not that I know her that well. I don’t know any of my neighbors personally, I really don’t have the time since I work homicide.” 

	“If you don’t know them, how did you get Sandy to walk your dog?” 

	“I only got the dog about a month ago. I didn’t have time for him, either, but I found him running the streets, so what was I going to do? I figured I’d find his owner, but no one responded to my posters, and I wasn’t about to turn him in to Animal Control. I hired Sandy to walk Max the days I worked. She seemed to be responsible enough when I hired her." 

	Turning back to the door, Camille jangled her keys. “I need to go inside first. As they heard more barking she added, “Max can be a little aggressive.” 

	“Dogs like me.” 

	“He isn’t fond of men.” 

	“That must be inconvenient.” 

	She rolled her eyes before unlocking the back door. A sharp bark followed by a growl greeted them. 

	“Told you.” 

	Stepping inside the kitchen, she half-closed the door behind her as she grabbed the dog’s collar. He was a big mottled black and brown beast of undetermined origin. Looked like a street dog. Sounded like one, too, as he pitched himself toward Drago. But as she murmured sweet nothings to the beast and surrounded him with her affection — something Drago could only envy — the dog calmed down and whistled through his nose. 

	“Good boy.” Still holding onto his collar, Camille opened the door. “You’re free to do what you want now.”  

	If only that were true. 

	 


Chapter Three

	All too aware of Drago’s presence in her home, Camille feared turning her back on him. Feared he might get her at a disadvantage. She needed to be on point, all right. With him. She wouldn’t give him a chance to score another victory with her. 

	Even as she thought it, the word “victory” made her queasy. That wasn’t the way it had been, not then. Only afterward, when she hadn’t heard from him as promised, had she cheapened the amazing connection they’d made by viewing their weekend as a win for him, even though she’d gotten as much out of it — maybe more — than he had. She didn't do relationships, but she would have made an exception for Drago Nance. Only he hadn't called, and then he'd showed his contempt for the law by punching a prosecutor, and her fantasy of what might be between them had shattered. 

	“Good boy,” she murmured to the dog as she let go of his collar. 

	Max immediately moved closer to Drago, who simply ignored him until the dog lost interest. 

	Camille noticed his gaze running over the ancient kitchen, that she would someday find the time and money to renovate, then he moved into the dining room and kept on until he reached the living room at the front of the house. The bungalow was nearly a century old, but it had details like original crown molding and solid hardwood floors with character and small stained-glass windows on either side of the wood burning fireplace. It was the historical details that had sold her on the house. 

	“You bought this place on your own?” he asked. 

	“I didn’t win it in a lottery.” 

	“You could have inherited it.” 

	“My parents are still alive, but they’re real suburban people. I’m lucky they come into the city to visit me occasionally.” They’d done their best to stop her not only from moving into Chicago, but from becoming a cop. “They wouldn’t live in the dangerous city on a bet.” 

	“Are they wrong?” 

	“Every place has its dangers,” Camille said, her mind going back to her own past. “Big cities aren’t the only places predators prey on their victims.” 

	He frowned at her. “Are you speaking from experience?” 

	“You could say that.” 

	“So, tell me.” 

	“When I was a kid, a friend of mine went missing.” A guilt that never left her. The reason she did what she did. “Not a good outcome. What about your parents? Are they city people?” 

	“They are. Not this city anymore, though. A decade ago, Dad was offered a promotion, but the job was in Cleveland, so my parents moved.” He narrowed his gaze on her. “But we were talking about you. Why do I get the feeling there’s more to that story about your friend that you don’t want to talk about?” 

	Because he was correct. She’d never talked to anyone about Emily and what had happened the day her best friend had disappeared except for the therapist her parents had taken her to, and she wasn’t about to share now. “Why do you care?” 

	“I like to know everything about the clients I work with.” 

	Camille didn’t think so. He wanted to know about her.  But why? He'd never called. There was no reason to think he'd retained any interest in her after four years. 

	“I’m not your usual client. I’m not the victim.” 

	“If you say so.” 

	“Is that why you wanted to come here? So that you could annoy me instead of help me find Sandy?” 

	In answer, he pulled a laptop computer from his case. “I assume you still have your internet connection. What about your router, or did they take that, too?” 

	Thinking he still had a way with words that annoyed her, she said, “They just took the tower.” 

	She indicated the bay area where she liked to work because of the great light. The surface of the old mahogany pedestal desk she’d found in a second-hand store held only the router and monitor. 

	Drago set his laptop on the desk, lifted the lid and turned it on. “Back up?” 

	She shook her head. “Oh, they took that, too.” 

	“I don’t mean a physical back up. Surely you use the cloud in case your computer bails on you.” 

	“Well, yeah, of course.” 

	“And I assume you saved any conversations you had with Angel.” 

	 She nodded. “I saved as much as I could. And I might be able to find him, get him to talk to me.” 

	“Not a good idea. Remember, he’s been duped and unless he’s stupid, he knows it. Give him time to cool off.” 

	“We don’t have time.” 

	“You said she’s not his type,” he reminded her. “Try to focus on that. Stay positive.” 

	She would try. 

	Watching Drago work, setting up the laptop to download her copy from the ether, she felt the pressure ease a little. "You seem pretty expert at this stuff." 

	"I know my way around a computer." 

	Like he knew his way around women? Camille wondered. 

	What was she thinking? Drago was here for one reason, and he was making the situation seem a little less impossible. She was glad she didn’t have to work alone. Justus had assured her his brother was the man for this job. 

	Truthfully, he seemed on top of things. Seemed to know what to do next. She had to believe that Justus was correct, that working with his brother would allow her to find Angel and make sure she got to Sandy before it was too late. Her only consolation was that Angel’s pattern was to keep his victims alive for quite a while, giving them the time they would need to find her. 

	“Okay, download complete.” Drago got up from his chair and indicated she should sit. “Sign in to the chat room where you found Angel. And bring up whatever it is you saved.”   

	Nodding, she brushed him as they changed places, but she ignored the awareness that flared through her and sat to do what he asked. She had to concentrate. Had to do the job she should have finished before Angel had finished Leanne Grant. It couldn’t happen again. Couldn’t happen to Sandy. 

	Concentrate! 

	Focusing her attention on the laptop, she brought up her saved conversations with Angel, and then entered the chat room where she’d finally found him. She quickly looked at the list of participants. 

	“He’s not here.” Not that she’d expected him to be. “His avatar is a black angel holding a sword.” 

	“Leave it up. We can check again. I’d like to look at those saved conversations, get a bead on this guy. You have no idea of what he looks like?” 

	“The kid working the coffee stand where he met Sandy said he had longish curly blond hair, that he was tall and well built. Footage we got from the camera at the parking lot door confirmed that. We got a look at it last night. 

	Unfortunately, he must have known about the camera, because he kept his head down and turned away from it so basically all we got was his size and hair color.” 

	She stood and changed places again, this time careful not to make physical contact. “As far as his profile goes, he’s laid back, waits until a woman shows interest in him. Then waits some more.” He’d made her wait and had chosen to pursue her when she hadn’t been here. “Waits to kill them, too, thankfully.” 

	“Was the desktop your only computer?” 

	“I have an old laptop I don’t use anymore. I’m assuming it still works.” 

	“Can you get it? We can download everything again.” 

	“Sure.” About to ask why they needed two computers, she figured he simply didn’t want to leave his at her place, and she would need another to keep an eye on the chat room. “I’ll get it.” 

	She headed for her bedroom where she’d left it. Before buying a tablet, she’d used the small computer while propped up in bed. About the most interesting thing that had gone on in that room for quite some time. Not that she hadn’t been with anyone else since that weekend with Drago. She'd tried dating a few men if for no other reason than to forget him, but she hadn’t felt that primal attraction, hadn’t been able to get enough of that something indescribable with anyone but him. All it took was a couple of disappointing nights to make her choose to wait until she met a man who made her feel something stronger. 

	Something irresistible. So, she'd shut down. If her work hadn't been her life before, it was now. 

	Feeling the vibration in her pocket, she pulled out her cell and saw an incoming call from her mother. Concerned about her daughter working such a dangerous case, Mom had been calling a lot lately. Camille had been avoiding her. No way did she want her parents to know the trouble she was in. Mom wasn't about to stop, so she'd better answer the call and put her mother's nerves to rest. 

	“Hey, Mom.” 

	“Camille, honey, why haven’t you returned my calls the last few days? We’ve been worried about you.” 

	What else was new? “Sorry, Mom. I’ve just been so busy with work, I haven’t had a minute to myself.” Which was true. 

	“Is it that same case? The young women being killed?” 

	“Yep, the same one.” 

	“Can’t you let someone else take this one?” 

	“Mom, we’ve talked about this before. It’s my job, I don’t get to pick and choose what I want or don’t want to do.” Camille kept her voice upbeat and stress-free. “I get assigned to cases. You’ve got to stop worrying about me. I’m good at what I do.” 

	“I can’t ever stop worrying about my daughter, especially considering what you do for a living.” 

	“And I do appreciate it, Mom, really. Listen, I’m going to have to get going. I’m in the middle of something. You won’t hear from me at least for a few days. We got an unexpected turn in the case—” 

	“You’ve got a lead on the killer?” 

	“Well, not yet, but I will.” She kept that positive note in her tone. “And after he’s arrested, I’ll come out to see you and Dad. Maybe we can do brunch.” 

	“Oh, your father would love that.” 

	“Well, I love him, and I love you. See you both soon.” 

	“All right, honey. Love you.” 

	Camille disconnected and took a choked breath. It had taken everything in her to sound positive and upbeat to reassure Mom. Now she was simply shaky. If her parents knew the risks she took, they would never sleep easy. As it was, they hated her job even more than they hated her living in the city. Though she wished she could confide in Mom, at least, she couldn’t do that to her. Which meant she had no one with whom she could talk things through when they went wrong. She slipped the cell back into her pocket and opened a bottom dresser drawer. 

	“Hey, what’s taking so long?” 

	Fetching the laptop, she turned to find Drago standing in the doorway. His gaze flicked past her for a second — to the bed — and then back to her again, effectively pinning her in place. The breath caught in her throat and the skin along her arms prickled. Four years and she hadn’t beat the attraction that had pulled her straight into his arms. But not now, they were too different she thought. 

	Not when she knew he’d committed a felony. She couldn’t afford to make another mistake. Couldn’t afford to be distracted. 

	“I had to take a call, but I have the computer now.” She waved it at him. 

	“I see.” 

	He moved closer, putting her on guard. Now standing in front of her, close enough to touch her, all he did was hold out his hand. She blinked a moment in confusion and then gave him the computer. 

	“What, did you think I needed help in here?” 

	His eyebrows arched. “Do you?” He flicked his gaze back to the bed for a second. 

	She flushed and pushed past him, feeling a slight give in his stance.   

	Now following directly behind her, he was close enough to make the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. “Angel is in the chat room.” 

	“Why didn’t you say so?” Camille raced ahead to take a look. 

	She slid into the chair. Aware of Drago’s breath along her cheek as he bent over to read with her, Camille forced herself to concentrate on the screen. 

	As usual, the chatter was quick and interspersed with porn sites pitching their wares. 

	JeanneR: any hot guys want to chat? 

	coolboy: my skype j.fuentes10

	Although uncomfortable with Drago so close, Camille began typing. 

	Angel: I’m looking for someone

	Carol2: Ooh, how hot are you? 

	JeanneR: hey, he’s mine

	grrrl: not if I have anything to say about it!

	guest: Meet hot girls!  Free! Go to: http://hotgirlsforyoubaby

	The inference of sex made Camille all too aware of the heat pressing into her shoulder where it connected with Drago’s chest, but suddenly she went ice cold inside. 

	Angel: looking for Morrigan

	Carol2: haven’t seen her online 

	JeannR: forget Morrigan - why don’t we meet? 

	No response from Angel. 

	Biting her lip, Camille took a quick look at the list in the room. “He signed off.”  And feeling a bit relieved to be able to move away from the computer and from Drago. “He asked about me... my alter ego.” 

	“Because he knows he didn’t get who he expected.” 

	Drago was still too close for comfort. And the familiar way he was looking at her, his eyes narrowed suggestively, reminded her of that hotel room. 

	“Then why did he take her? Why not leave Sandy alone?” 

	Camille felt herself start to unravel. Her knees threatened to buckle and her stomach knotted. 

	“Maybe it’s a new game for him,” Drago said. “Using Sandy as bait to get to you.” 

	She could only hope it was that simple, that Sandy was locked up somewhere but untouched. Why hadn’t she taken the time to talk to the kid, to know something more about her? Maybe she would have had a better understanding of her character. 

	She’d always told herself she didn’t have time to form relationships because of her job, though on examining her own conscience, she knew it had to do with Emily. How she’d failed her childhood friend. She never wanted to lose anyone like that again. All through high school and college, she'd kept other students at an arm's length. Acquaintances rather than good friends. She'd done the same with her fellow officers other than Justus, and when he'd quit the force, she'd let that friendship slide. 

	Distance made her feel safe. Or at least it should.  

	But, now, she’d failed Sandy, too. 

	“He disappeared from the boards when he had the Grant woman for that week before he tired of her. Once he finished her...” She couldn’t say killed. “...he came back. That doesn’t mean he hasn’t done other things to hurt Sandy—” 

	Drago’s finger to her lips stopped her. “It’s too early in the game to make assumptions.” 

	She slapped his hand away. “Game? Is that what you think this is?” 

	“Investigation. I should have said investigation.” He moved closer. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to trivialize your concern or the case. I'm right there with you." 

	The sincerity in his tone neutralized her anger. She came down quickly, so quickly she was shaking. Drago pulled her to him so that she was pressed to his chest, aware of his heartbeat. Aware of more than she wanted to acknowledge. 

	The next thing she knew, she was clinging to him. He rubbed her back gently, wrapped his arms around her, murmured soothing sounds into her ear. Then his lips brushed the side of her neck and her world whirled around her. 

	“You have a good reason to be upset,” he said softly, “but you have to keep steady. You need to be able to tell the good guys from the bad.” 

	Closing her eyes, she asked, “Which are you?” 

	“Whichever you want me to be.” 

	He laughed, a whisper of air stroking her cheek, sending a flutter of something more potent she didn’t want to recognize down her neck. Part of her wanted to push him away and refuse to work with him, but the other part — the part that feared she would ultimately be responsible for a young girl’s death — couldn’t let him go. She’d wrongly thought she could do this alone. Now look at the mess she’d made. 

	“No more jokes, Drago, please. I need to know you’re with me.” 

	“I’m not only with you, I’m invested,” he said. “I’ve seen a lot of terrible things happen to people I knew and cared about over the years. I’m in this one hundred percent.” 

	Words that made her think they had something in common stronger than their mutual attraction.

	“Good.” 

	Shivering, she tried to make her hands let go of his shirt, but they wouldn’t cooperate. When she glanced up at him, Camille realized he was staring at her intently. His expression suddenly went hard, shooting an uneasy thrill through her middle. 

	Why couldn’t she let go of him? 

	Why couldn’t she turn away? 

	Why didn’t he move? 

	His head moved closer, his deep blue eyes zeroing in on hers, making her think he was going to kiss her. Instead, he finally made that move — away from, not toward her — asking, “When was the last time you ate something?” 

	Relief fluttered through her. She thought about it a moment, then said, “Yesterday. I had lunch yesterday.” 

	“What about the last time you showered?” 

	Not today. Not yesterday. The day before, but... “What’s your point?” 

	“You look like crap.” He was heading for the kitchen. “Go shower and get some clean clothes on and I’ll make something to eat. You do have food in here, right? Or do I have to order take-out?” 

	The unflattering comment stopped Camille halfway through the dining room. He might have a point about what she looked like at the moment, but that didn’t make it okay for him to say so. She heard the refrigerator door open and still didn’t move. Then he poked his head out the kitchen doorway. 

	“Found some out of date eggs, but I don’t think they’ll kill us.” His brow furrowed. “What are you waiting for? Go stand under some hot water and get some life back into you.” 

	Jaw clenched again, she bit back a response and headed for the bedroom, Max following. Good. He would protect her from Drago, just in
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not content to remain buried, and the more she learns, the more she fears the women who left
before her may have fled for good reason.

The dead Countess may not be Caerhaven’s only ghost, and the same darkness that claimed
the women before Sophie may already be reaching for the next.

A disgraced governess. A silent child. A Cornish keep where every shadow remembers.
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Every secret has a heartbeat.
Every shadow has a name.

And every love story begins with someone brave enough to uncover the truth.
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