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      “Dear God, I’m going to die.”

      Though she’d been thinking the words for hours, hearing them said aloud in her own hoarse, desperate voice made Josie Belmont cringe. The movement sent another wave of agony cascading through her body. Thunder shook her bed, reminding Josie of the storm raging outside—the storm that prevented any hope of rescue, leaving Josie on her own.

      Her husband hovered somewhere at the edges of her consciousness, but he could do nothing more than hold her hand and sponge her sweating brow. During childbirth, a woman learned the true meaning of solitude. The world became a struggle between one’s self and one’s body.

      Despite her exhaustion, Josie gathered a last reserve of strength and pushed one final time. The child slipped from her body into the waiting hands of her husband. Joy flooded Josie, followed by profound relief. The ordeal had ended. She wanted nothing more than to open her eyes and view the life she’d worked so desperately to bring into the world, but she was just too tired. She became aware of the stillness around her. Why hadn’t she heard the squall of her child, or the announcement of the baby’s sex?

      The question receded along with the pain and Josie’s consciousness. Just before she slipped into what she thought would be a refreshing sleep, Josie heard her husband speak at last. Instead of the joy and wonder she’d expected, he sounded hoarse and desperate, just as she had been only moments before.

      “There’s so much blood. I don’t know what to do. It won’t stop. Josie, hang on, please. I have to—” Smack. The sharp crack of flesh against flesh. “Breathe, damn you. Breathe.” Silence once more.

      Panic filled Josie. Something was wrong with the baby. She needed to open her eyes—to see, to help. Why couldn’t she seem to make her body obey her mind’s command?

      A harsh, guttural cry interrupted her musings. “No! Josie, don’t leave me! Not my wife and my baby. Dear God, I’ve lost them both.”

      Thunder crashed once again, as though God had heard his desperate prayer and answered.

      The panic dissipated as love filled her. Josie wanted to reach out and touch her husband, to tell him she’d never leave him. Never. But the peaceful darkness awaited, and she had no choice but to slip into it.

      In that darkness Josie had no awareness of herself, of the world, or anything beyond.

      Perfect solitude.

      

      Gradually awareness returned, creeping from the void into her consciousness. The quiet was all consuming.

      What had happened to the storm?

      Then a storm of a different type whirled through the darkness, damp air against her hot face, dank wind in her hair. Sadness and grief shrouded her.

      Josie put a tentative hand on her stomach, and a soft sob escaped her at the emptiness there. For nine months she had carried a life, and now that life was gone.

      Despair threatened, icy cold and terrifying. If possible, the darkness became darker, heavier, more oppressive. The wind was still and suddenly a light beckoned. Drifting forward, she became aware of a tunnel and voices all around her, though she couldn’t distinguish any words. The voices soothed her fear. No longer would she be alone.

      This place held no pain, no sadness, only joy. Josie stopped in front of the light, fascinated with the myriad of colors within the brightness. Colors she had never seen but merely imagined danced before her awestruck gaze. The voices she had heard emanated from the light, and Josie was drawn to their happiness. Still she hesitated. Should she go through?

      A figure appeared on the other side, the silhouette of a man. He beckoned to her, then held out his hand.

      Josie turned and took a hesitant step back toward the darkness.

      “No.” Though the word was soft, the sound whirled around her like an autumn wind. Josie froze at the underlying command. “That door is closed to you. You must come to me now. Enter the light.”

      Turning back, Josie raised her hand and inched forward, drawn to the promise she sensed beyond the light. But a part of her was missing, and just before her fingertips touched the shadowed fingers, she jerked away with a soft cry. “I can’t. I want my baby. If we both have to be dead, can’t I at least have my baby with me now?”

      The man’s shoulders lifted and lowered with a deep sigh. “You will see your child in due time. This I promise. But first, there is something you must understand.” He flexed his fingers in invitation. “Come, Josie. Trust me. I’ll help you make everything all right once more.”

      Funny, she did trust him, whoever he was. How could she not? With one last lingering look back the way she had come, Josie reached out and took the offered hand, stepping forward to join the man within the colored light.

      As she stepped through the doorway, the light became so bright she closed her eyes, relying on the hand she held to guide her. The man squeezed Josie’s fingers in reassurance. Peace and joy flooded through her, warming and filling Josie’s soul with love.

      “You can open your eyes now,” he said, his voice making her think of golden honey sliding across warmed bread.

      Josie followed his command. She couldn’t describe the place she now existed in as anything other than heavenly. She was nowhere, yet somewhere, in another realm from the one she’d known only a short time ago. Slowly she turned to meet the impossibly blue gaze of the man who had been her guide.

      Tall, shoulder-length red hair—and three pairs of red wings the color of flames.

      The peace that had invaded her within the tunnel continued to calm Josie—so much so that she barely blinked at the wings. Why he had wings wasn’t important. How he could help her was. Since he’d been sent to greet her at the doorway, he must carry a degree of importance in this realm. He could tell her the things she needed to know—namely, how she could find her child.

      “Who,” she asked, “are you?”

      He bestowed upon her an expression of tolerance for a lost lamb. “I am the Archangel Raphael.”

      Josie was silent. She hadn’t been expecting that. Maybe St. Peter or some other saint, even a lesser angel. But the Archangel Raphael? If she remembered her theology at all, he had something to do with . . .

      “Guardian angels,” she blurted before she could stop herself

      Raphael smiled. “Very good. I am chief of the guardian angels in this realm, and you are Josie.”

      “Yes. You told me I could see my baby. When?”

      “Your baby is not here.”

      Josie gulped against the fear his statement caused. She had distinctly heard her husband cry that he’d lost both his wife and his baby. If she was here, then where would her child be? Surely God couldn’t be so cruel as to separate them now?

      “Calm yourself,” Raphael admonished. “Your child is safe. You will see her soon enough.”

      “Her?”

      Raphael nodded. “Yes.”

      Josie hugged that knowledge to herself—a little girl. She’d always dreamed of having a daughter. Too bad she wouldn’t be able to enjoy the gift the way she’d imagined. Despair threatened once more.

      Raphael brushed his hand back and forth, as if waving away her pain. “None of that, Josie. We have no time for despair now, and there is no need.”

      Hope chased away the despair. “I can see my little girl?”

      “Soon,” he repeated. “But before you can reside in heaven, God has decided you will return to earth and help someone there.” He held up his hand, staving off her denial. “He was quite specific when He insisted you would be the best one for her. If you can complete your task, then you will enter heaven as one of my angels—a guardian angel.”

      Raphael said the last with such pride, Josie wondered if she had missed something. She was dead. Her baby was dead. And here sat with this angel telling her she had to be a guardian and complete a mission to get into heaven. Right now she could care less about anything except her child.

      She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t recall anything in the Bible about completing missions to earn heaven.”

      “Nevertheless, you will do as you are asked. You are the one God has chosen for this particular mission. Only you can help her.”

      “I don’t think so. Just give me my baby and I’ll stay out of everyone’s way. You won’t have to worry about us for a minute. You won’t even know we’re here.”

      “Heaven doesn’t work in such a way, Josie. Everyone has his place, his purpose, just as they do on earth. Until you complete this mission, you can’t enter heaven.” He fixed her with a long look from his sapphire eyes. “And if you don’t agree, you can’t see your baby.”

      Anger flooded Josie at Raphael’s manipulation. “Why are you doing this to me?” she shouted. Raphael flinched at the volume of her voice, which echoed in the silence surrounding them. She lowered the volume, but allowed the anger to remain as she continued, “I don’t know this girl. She’s nothing to me.”

      “She’s more than you think,” he said in the same quiet tone of authority in which he’d told her to come into the light. His sigh fell heavily between them. Neither her words nor her tone had made him happy. “I can see you need a more earthly explanation. I forget sometimes that you are used to judging a situation with your mind and senses, not on faith alone, as we do here. There is a reason for everything—in heaven and on earth. Look, Josie Belmont. You now have the ability to see with your heart. Feel her pain. Then tell me you don’t care.”

      Josie looked. She felt. She couldn’t help but care.

      Raphael had been right—the young woman in question was more than what Josie had thought. She was everything.

      Her daughter.
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      The bullet whizzed past D.J. Halloran’s cheek, so close a wisp of air touched her skin like an angel’s kiss. She threw herself onto the ground, cursing as the cement met her hipbones with a bone-jarring crack.

      “Damn, kids,” she muttered. “Where do they get the guns?”

      Tentatively she peeked around the end of the squad car. Another well-aimed shot rewarded her curiosity. She jerked back and sat up, careful to keep all body parts out of view. A quick glance around the area reinforced her isolation. Just her, the gun-toting kid, who must be on something to shoot at a cop, and a neighborhood full of people cowering inside their homes. Unless she could get to the radio in the squad car, or one of the citizens decided to be helpful, she would have to get out of this mess on her own.

      Had it only been fifteen minutes ago when she’d stopped at the all-night gas station for a cup of coffee?

      D.J. checked her watch. More like twenty minutes, but who was counting now?

      Another shot shattered the window of the squad car above her, raining glass onto her head. D.J. sighed. This kid was getting on her nerves.

      “How about you give me the gun, and we have a talk with juvenile?” she shouted. “If you quit using me for target practice and tell me where you got the gun, I’ll even drive you there myself.” The pop of her back tire as a bullet rendered it useless was her answer.

      “Guess not,” D.J. mumbled, and allowed her thoughts to return to the gas station.

      She had filled her cup and, while taking a sip, her gaze had strayed to the front of the store where a kid, no more than fourteen or fifteen, stood speaking with the clerk. As she watched, the boy slammed his fist onto the counter. “Don’t tell me I can’t come in here, old man,” he shouted. “I’ll make you sorry you said that to me. Just wait and see.”

      The kid turned and ran out of the store.

      As threats went, it wasn’t much. But the clerk looked upset, so D.J. nodded to say she would take care of it and followed the boy outside.

      Expecting to find no sign of him, she stopped short when she nearly bumped into the kid on the curb.

      “I think we’d better have a talk.”

      Expecting the blubbering apology that usually followed such an outburst, D.J. was shocked when the kid turned and shoved her so hard she fell. She had time to register the frenzied look on the boy’s face and the glazed cast to his eyes. Strung out, big time. By the time she was on her feet the boy had disappeared down an alley.

      She would have let the matter drop if the incident had only involved a smart remark and a little shove, but the drugs were another matter. When the clerk came outside and told her where the boy lived D.J. drove to the boy’s house to have a talk with him and his parents. But before she could get anywhere near the front door the kid appeared at the window, and she’d had to dive for cover behind her squad car.

      “A hell of a way to end my day,” D.J. grumbled as the memories faded and reality returned with the sound of another random shot over the roof of her squad car.

      How was she going to get out of this? From the sound and the look of things, the kid had plenty of ammunition, and he knew what to do with it. As opposed to herself, who would have to make do with the three clips she had for her service weapon—a .9 mm semiautomatic. She carried two clips in her belt and one in the side arm, plus an extra round in the chamber, which gave her 46 bullets in all. She could hold out for quite a while on that, though she’d rather not have to.

      Her best bet would be to stay where she was until the gunfire attracted another squad car. She had nowhere to go but home, and nothing waiting for her there beyond a television and a solitary bed. She could sit here for the rest of the night, though the coolness of a mid-October evening in Wisconsin had started to seep through her uniform, especially in the area of her anatomy possessing intimate knowledge of the damp cement.

      Shifting her rear end in discomfort, D.J. glanced to her right, her gaze coming to rest on the driver’s side door of the squad car. It wouldn’t hurt to try and call this in. If she kept her head low, the kid would have trouble blowing her brains out through the car door. Once she got her hands on the little creep she’d make him tell her where he’d gotten the gun—another semiautomatic from the sound of the thing—and the drugs. Only a kid who’d altered his reality would bother to start a shoot-out with a cop over nothing. Usually troublemakers kept a low profile.

      For weeks she’d been trying to track down the sudden influx of guns and drugs into the hands of teenagers in Lakeview, Wisconsin. Someone was trying to start up a system of gangs in her happy little town, and D.J. planned to put a stop to it before things got any more out of hand than they already were. Perhaps tonight, with this kid, she’d found a break in the case.

      Once she made a decision D.J. never hesitated. Crawling on her hands and knees, she reached the car door in seconds. She jerked on the handle and dove for the radio with her left hand, her gun still clasped in her right.

      A shape shifted beyond the passenger window. D.J.’s neck gave a creak of protest as she jerked her head up. Her eyes met those of the kid through the glass. He smiled. Her gaze switched to the barrel of death staring her in the face. The finger on the trigger tightened. She had time to swear once before she fired.

      The window exploded. The kid disappeared. D.J. bit her lip until she tasted blood. She should get up and walk around the car to check on the kid. She could hear him crying and the sound made her want to cry, too, but she couldn’t make her legs obey the command. Instead, she dropped her head and rested her cheek against the cool vinyl of the seat. She opened her left hand. The radio fell to the floor of the car.

      A siren wailed in the distance.

      

      “My baby,” Josie whispered. Tears filled her eyes as she met Raphael’s gaze. “What have you done to her?”

      The fallen child lay on the pavement, clutching his shoulder and shrieking. Violent tremors shook D.J. as she lay half in and half out of her squad car.

      “I haven’t done anything.” Raphael gave an offended sniff “You wanted to see your child. There she is.

      “She’s not a baby. She’s a woman.” Josie frowned. “How long was I in that tunnel?”

      “Time moves differently for us than it does for them. When you have eternity to contemplate, a few moments here can be a lifetime down there.”

      Josie was stunned. Her daughter had grown into a woman. A very different woman than Josie had ever envisioned a daughter of hers becoming.

      “I can’t believe you made me watch as my daughter almost got killed. She must be terrified.”

      “She might be terrified, but she’ll never let anyone know. By the time help arrives she’ll be back in control. The other cops call D.J. Halloran ‘Officer Ice.’ She never allows anything to get to her.”

      “That doesn’t sound like any child of mine.”

      “You haven’t been there to teach her. D.J. is a product of her upbringing.”

      Jose frowned. “My husband, Ed, is the most loving man I know.”

      “The man you knew no longer exists. Something inside of him died with you. The man D.J. had for a father is a far cry from the one you married.”

      Josie took a deep breath. “I don’t like the sound of this.”

      “I didn’t think you would.”

      “Why doesn’t D.J. allow anything to get to her?”

      “According to D.J. emotions get in the way of doing her job.”

      Josie tilted her head, remembering the sound of the gunfire, the speed at which a disaster could happen. “I can see how they might. But what about her personal life?”

      “She doesn’t have one.”

      “She had one at some time if her name’s Halloran and not Belmont. She must be married.”

      “She was. No longer. Her marriage, an unmitigated disaster, also contributed to the person she’s become.”

      Josie watched as D.J. forced herself to stand and meet the arriving officers and the ambulance, cool and collected, just as Raphael had promised. Pulling her attention away from the scene with difficulty, Josie returned to the conversation at hand. “I’m sorry to hear she’s divorced. But that isn’t the end of the world. A young, attractive girl like that should be out dating again. Why isn’t she?”

      “D.J. doesn’t believe in love. That’s where you come in.”

      “If I’d been around to raise her, we wouldn’t be in this predicament. What do you expect me to do now?”

      “Right now, all you have to do is watch.”

      

      Christian McCall pressed the button on his disposable camera.

      Click. Click.

      The roll was nearly finished. He’d taken almost all the shots he needed—the dispatcher, the captain’s office, and the officers’ desks. He could start sketching ideas for his new children’s book on the police department as early as this evening. He’d finish this role with some shots of the evidence room and the holding cells at the back of the station. Colleen, the desk sergeant, had been too busy to let him into those locked areas when he’d taken her picture earlier. He would have to make a point to get back to them later.

      Chris glanced around the room. The place was a madhouse, people running everywhere, and the phones ringing like an MD telethon. Something was going on at the Lakeview Police Department, something that had caused an extra amount of hustle and bustle in the station this morning.

      There’d been a shooting during the night.

      Not that a shooting would be unusual—crime existed in Lakeview, though not in as great an abundance as in a larger city. But this time a fifteen-year-old boy had been shot by a police officer, and the media was raising a hue and cry. Even though the kid had been involved in a shoot-out with the officer, in a small town like Lakeview his age made him the stuff of martyrdom.

      A flurry of activity at the front of the station drew Chris’s attention. He turned to see a young woman walk through the double doors, reporters buzzing at her heels.

      Despite the anger in her stride, her face reflected no such emotion. Fascinated, Chris stared at her. Tall and lean, she carried herself with a confidence found only in women well able to defend themselves. Her russet hair had been cropped close to her head, short enough to remove the curls but not enough to erase a natural wave. Fine bones defined a regal face that matched her bearing. Ivory skin that would have looked pale on someone else did not dare on this woman.

      She stopped short, just inside the door, and glared at her band of followers.

      “No comment,” she snapped, staring down those who would have questioned her further. Surprisingly, the reporters backed off.

      When she turned, her eyes met Chris’s, and they widened, revealing an evergreen hue. Then she caught sight of the camera in his hand and frowned, obviously deciding the enemy had invaded her sanctum.

      Without so much as a hello, she walked over, snatched the camera from his hand, and strode toward the captain’s office.

      “Hey, who do you think you are?” he shouted to her retreating back, irritated with his lack of defense. He hadn’t allowed himself to be surprised by anyone for a long time. “I want my film back.” Chris started after the woman.

      “Come and get it,” she returned, opening the door to the captain’s office and taking a step inside.

      She stopped short and Chris, who had been following at full speed, bumped into her from behind. The woman tensed, and Chris took advantage of her momentary lack of attention to snatch his camera out of her hand. He waited for an attack, verbal or otherwise, but none came. Her gaze focused on the people in front of them. She had no interest in the man who stood close enough to smell the tang of her shampoo.

      “Hell’s bells,” she said, her voice so soft only Chris heard her.

      Inside the office, several men and one woman in gray suits huddled around the captain’s desk. At their entrance, the crowd of suits parted, revealing one man in a uniform sitting behind the desk. Chris recognized the no-nonsense captain he’d met earlier. In his fifties, with the build of a wrestler and the face of a boxer, Captain Miller radiated a formidable presence. His dark gaze sought out the woman, then flicked toward Chris. The captain hesitated then shrugged. Pointing a finger in their direction, he crooked it backward in command.

      “Just the two I wanted to see. McCall, shut the door behind you and take a seat.”

      Chris complied. The gray suits never looked at him. All their attention remained on the woman.

      “What’s this all about?” she asked, nodding at the circle of suits.

      “Sit, Halloran; then I’ll explain.”

      She shook her head and leaned back against the door. “I prefer to stand for my execution, thank you.”

      “D.J.,” the captain said, the name ripe with warning.

      A flash of recognition shot through Chris. D.J. Halloran. Officer Halloran. The officer who had shot a fifteen-year-old kid a few hours before.

      He stared at her with renewed interest. How could she look so together after what had happened?

      Officer Halloran ignored her captain’s warning, and after a moment he sighed, obviously used to her. “You know who they are. You know why they’re here.”

      The officer’s gaze settled on Chris, reclined in a metal folding chair much too small for his tall frame. She dismissed him for the moment, turning her attention back to the captain. Never once did she acknowledge the suits.

      “I explained everything on the phone. I had to shoot. I didn’t want to. That kid was too young to be playing with guns. I want to get the guy who’s turning my town into a pre-gang playground.”

      “Don’t we all? But the gang problem’s not the issue right now. The kid is the issue. He’s in surgery right now. His parents are freaking out.”

      “As well they should be. Their kid shot at a police officer.” She let out a sigh ripe with impatience. “I had no choice but to shoot—he was going to blow my head off. Would you have preferred a dead cop on the morning news?”

      The captain rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Not now, Halloran. Let’s just get this over with, and then you can give me attitude all you want.”

      She didn’t answer, just continued to stare at Miller with an unreadable gaze.

      Captain Miller turned to the suits. “I’ll handle this from here.”

      One of the men stepped forward. “She’s on suspension until the investigation of the shooting is complete. Rules are rules.” The rest of the suits nodded in agreement before moving toward the door.

      Officer Halloran straightened and opened the door for them. Each one gave her a frown of reproof as they left the room. When they were all in the hallway she slammed the door behind them.

      “‘Rules are rules,’” she mimicked at their retreating backs. Turning, she stalked forward, placing her palms on the desk and leaning toward Miller. “What’s going on here, Captain?” She jerked her head in Chris’s direction. “Who’s the stiff?”

      Chris raised his eyebrows. He didn’t much like her description. Despite a height that easily could be used to intimidate, he was a gentle, soft-spoken man. People liked him. Kids and dogs trusted him. What was the matter with her?

      The captain ignored the officer’s question, addressing his next words to Chris. Chris jerked his attention back to the small stuffy office and the near physical touch of Officer Halloran’s glare from the corner where she’d retreated.

      “When the mayor first called me about you, McCall, I have to admit I figured you for a pain in the posterior.” He silenced the snort of derision from Officer Halloran with a mere narrowing of his eyes toward the corner before he continued. “I was wrong. You’ve turned into a neat solution to today’s problem.”

      “Uh-oh,” Officer Halloran muttered under her breath.

      “Captain?” Chris asked, uncertain how to respond to the undercurrents in the room.

      “Meet today’s problem, McCall. As I’m sure you’ve figured out for yourself, this is Officer D.J. Halloran, recently involved in the shooting of a minor, now on mandatory suspension, and assigned to help you with your project.”

      “No, sir.” Officer Halloran took a step out of her corner, hands clenched into fists, prepared to go five rounds with a contender. “Not me. I’m not taking some civilian with a cop fetish on a tour of the city. If I’m suspended, then I’m going home. I can work on our gang problem from there. I’m going to take apart that neighborhood inch by inch. The kid got that gun from someone, and I’m gonna find out who. Whoever’s behind the guns is the one behind all the problems we’re having around here.”

      “No one in that neighborhood will talk to you,” the captain said. “You shot one of their kids. Let Lou handle it.”

      “No!” There was more emotion in that one word than Chris had heard her utter all morning. She took a deep breath and relaxed her clenched fists.

      “No,” she said more calmly. “This is my investigation. I want to be in on the arrest. Whoever thinks they can start up gangs in Lakeview is going down with me on his tail.”

      “Put a plug in it, Halloran. Lou wants this guy just as much as you do. Let him handle it. Besides, you have no choice.” The captain’s voice brooked no further argument, and the officer subsided, leaning back against the wall once more, though her hands flexed back into fists. “McCall is the difference between a suspension with pay or without.”

      “You don’t need to do me any favors.”

      Miller let her sarcasm pass as he rubbed the bridge of his nose again. “McCall writes children’s books, and he’s a personal friend of the mayor. I want you to help him out for a few weeks. By then the worst will have blown over.”

      “A friend of the mayor, huh?” If possible Officer Halloran’s glare became even more ferocious. “Well, ain’t that convenient for you?”

      Chris stifled a sigh. He should have known going to the mayor would be a mistake. But his deadline loomed, and he had taken the quickest route to gain the information he needed.

      “Fine,” she snapped. “I know when I’m beat.” She walked to the door and jerked it open, turning back to him with a snarl. “Well, come on.” She spoke to him as though he were a recalcitrant dog.

      He glanced at the captain, who shook his head and rubbed his nose once more. When Chris looked back toward the doorway Officer Halloran was gone.

      He caught up to her at the back “Police Personnel Only” entrance to the station. “Officer?”

      She paused with her hand poised against the glass door but did not turn around.

      Chris sighed. She wasn’t going to make this easy, or much fun.

      “I realize you’ve had a traumatic night. We don’t have to get started today. It’s no problem if we wait until tomorrow.”

      She straightened, her hand falling away from the door to rest listlessly at her side. She turned and almost bumped into him. Chris took a quick step back.

      Looking up into his eyes, her mouth quirked in the first flash of amusement he’d seen on her face. Not a real smile, but a start. Then, almost as though she realized she’d softened a bit and hated it, the mask of indifference she’d worn since he first saw her settled into place, killing any other expression that might have appeared there instead.

      “Listen, Mr. McCall, I’m not a happy camper right now, and I’m not going to pretend I am. Not for you, not for the captain, and certainly not for your good buddy the mayor.”

      She spat the last word, leaving no doubt in Chris’s mind that he’d erred in asking his father’s oldest friend to intervene on his behalf with the Lakeview PD. But he hadn’t allowed himself to be intimidated for a very long time, and he didn’t intend to start today. He saw the desk sergeant, Colleen, no longer so busy, pretending not to listen to their conversation. She wasn’t very good at pretending, so Chris kept his voice low, though his tone stayed firm.

      “No, you listen. I have a job to do, and so do you. I’m on a tight deadline with this book. I don’t have time to contact another city’s force and go through what I’ve already gone through to get where I am right now, just because you have a problem with me. So, like me or not, we’re stuck with each other for the next two weeks, Officer Halloran.”

      She stuck her hands into the pockets of her jeans, tilted her head to the side, and studied him. Chris stared right back, taking in the way the shadows under her eyes increased the look of fragility upon her face—a look completely at odds with the woman he’d seen thus far.

      “You’re right,” she agreed suddenly, looking as surprised at her own capitulation as he was. “I don’t like the situation, or you. But I’m stuck, so you may as well start calling me D.J.” Yanking her right hand from her pocket, she stabbed it toward him. “And what should I call you?”

      He took her hand and an odd jolt passed between them, making the back of his neck tingle. She frowned and yanked her fingers from his, putting them back in her pocket as though for safety.

      “I’m Christian,” he said, wondering at the hoarse quality of his voice.

      “So are a lot of people, but we’re not exchanging religious beliefs. I just want to know your first name.”

      He laughed. “No, my name’s Christian. Most people call me Chris.”

      “I can see why,” she muttered.

      “Have you got a problem with my name along with everything else?”

      “No, it’s just different.”

      “So’s yours. What does D.J. stand for, anyway?”

      She turned away without answering and pushed through the glass doors to the street. Chris followed, staying even with her until she stopped next to a red pickup.

      “You’re not going to answer me, are you?”

      “Nope.” She unearthed her keys from a back pocket and attempted to insert one into the lock. Her hands shook, and she dropped the bunch to the ground, the harsh clash making her jump.

      Chris bent to pick them up, then held the keys out of her reach until she looked at him. “Why not?”

      “No one knows my real name but my father, and I intend to keep it that way.”

      Chris grinned. “That bad, is it?”

      He almost got her. Her lips twitched once before she surprised him by jumping up and snatching the keys from his grasp. In a second she had skirted the front of the pickup and jumped behind the wheel. The passenger window slid down, and D.J.’s voice drifted to him as she pulled away from the curb.

      “You want to play cop, McCall? Be here. Tomorrow morning. Eight sharp. I’ll teach you to play like nobody else can.”

      

      “Why is she so cold? If she’d just let him, that young man could brighten up her whole world.”

      “That young man has his own set of problems.”

      “For instance?”

      “You’ll learn Christian’s problems in due time. Your job is to teach D.J. to love.”

      “How?”

      “How is your department.”

      “I meant, how can I teach her anything when I’m up here and she’s down there?”

      “Obviously you’ll get to return to earth for a short period to complete this mission.”

      Josie clapped her hands in delight. “Wonderful. Then I’ll get to know my girl. Won’t she be happy to meet her mother?”

      Raphael cleared his throat.

      “What?”

      “You can’t tell her who you are.”

      “Excuse me? I thought you said I couldn’t tell my daughter I’m her mother.”

      “That’s right. Your mission is to teach her how to love. If she finds out you’re her mother, that’s all she’ll be interested in.”

      “How can she not know I’m her mother? She’ll take one look at me and recognize me from pictures. She’ll hear my name and know it’s her mother’s name.”

      Raphael shifted uncomfortably. “I’m afraid not. She’s never seen a picture of you or heard you called by the name you prefer. She knows she was named after her mother, but she chooses to use the initials of that name as hers.”

      “Ed named her after me? He knew how much I hated my name.”

      “He was grief stricken. That’s why he started calling her D.J.—he couldn’t stand to hear your true name spoken out loud. Just like he couldn’t stand to see your picture and know you were gone. He destroyed every picture, every negative that existed. D.J. has never seen your face.”

      “I really hate the sound of this. You’re describing the actions of a man I don’t know.”

      “Ed is not the issue right now. D.J. is. We don’t have all that much time. That’s why you’ve been chosen. He felt that with your connection to D.J. you’d be able to accomplish this mission the quickest.”

      “Why are you in such a big hurry?”

      The bright, ethereal light that shone from Raphael’s face dimmed for a moment. Josie shivered, as though a bank of clouds had blotted out the heat of the noonday sun.

      “What?” she cried. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “D.J. has nothing to look forward to in her life. She takes too many risks. She feels no fear.” He raised his head and looked straight into Josie’s eyes. “Christian’s life is in danger, and soon D.J.’s will be, as well. She must learn to love in order to save them both. That’s all I can tell you. If you want to save her, you must agree to these terms. I must have an answer now, Josie.” Raphael paused and held out his hand to her. “Will you be D.J.’s angel?”
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      D.J. walked into her silent apartment and tossed her keys onto the hall table. In the living room she switched on the television. A game show blared loud music and stupid questions back in her face. With a grimace she snapped the “off” button.

      Silence descended once more. After wandering into the kitchen D.J. spent one minute putting her breakfast bowl, spoon, and coffee cup into the almost empty dishwasher; then she completed her tour of the apartment in her bedroom, where she plopped down on the bed and tried to read a law enforcement magazine. After five minutes of seeing the face of the kid she’d shot in front of her eyes instead of the printed words, she threw the thing to the floor and stared at the ceiling in disgust.

      If I have to keep thinking about him every time I turn around, I’m going to scream, she thought.

      “This is pretty sad.”

      At the sound of a woman’s voice in her bedroom, D.J. sat up so fast her head spun from the speed.

      “A young, attractive girl like you. I would think you’d have plenty of friends, male and female, to spend your time with. You don’t need to mope around this dreary excuse for a home the entire day. Get out and do something, and then you won’t keep thinking about that poor boy you had to shoot. You and I both know you had no choice.”

      D.J.’s gaze darted around the room, searching for the source of the female voice.

      Nothing. No one.

      With great caution she reached for her shoulder holster, where she’d tucked her newly issued sidearm, her usual weapon having been taken for evidence by the first officers on the scene the night before.

      “Oh, you don’t need that silly thing, dear. Look at all the trouble it’s caused you already. Besides, a gun wouldn’t do you much good on me anyway.”

      “Who are you?” D.J. found her voice. “Where are you, and what do you want?”

      A giggle sounded, directly above D.J.’s bed. She jerked her head backward, then winced at the pain shooting through her neck at the abrupt movement.

      “Oops,” the voice said. “I forgot. Rule number 650—materialize for your human being. But only for her.”

      D.J. watched in amazement as a young woman appeared above her bed, sitting in thin air as though perched upon an invisible tree limb. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, with long, curling black hair, a heart-shaped face, and blue eyes. She wore a long dress that looked to D.J. as though it belonged in the sixties section of a vintage clothing store. The woman’s feet, swinging in the air above D.J.’s head, were bare.

      “Aah.” The woman put her hands out in front of her and wiggled her fingers. “Much better. I knew I’d enjoy having a body again, if only for a little while.”

      D.J. blinked. She blinked again, harder this time. The woman was still there. A groan issued from her lips as she fell back on the bed, squeezing her eyes shut.

      “What’s the matter, dear?”

      “They told me this would happen, but I didn’t believe them. All the old-timers said one day I’d hold too much in, and then I’d snap. But I thought they meant I’d start shooting innocent bystanders. I never thought I’d start seeing imaginary people.” D.J.’s eyes snapped open, and she met the concerned gaze of the woman still dangling above her bed. “Or maybe that’s the problem with the shooters. Maybe they see imaginary people, too, and they’re just trying to shoot them.”

      The woman frowned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m not imaginary. I’m a very real guardian angel.”

      D.J. groaned once more and turned over on her stomach. “Oh no, a religious hallucination. Now I’ve really gone ‘round the bend. I don’t even believe in God and now I’m seeing angels.”

      “That’s enough!” The woman’s voice held shock and outrage. “Turn over and look at me.”

      D.J. lay still for a moment. Did she need to obey a hallucination? Doubtful. But if there were any chance the delusion would go away by listening to an explanation, then D.J. would listen. She turned onto her back and faced the intruder once more.

      “You may not believe in God, young woman, but He certainly believes in you. Not everyone gets a guardian. Be thankful I’m here.”

      “Thankful I’ve lost my mind?”

      “You have not lost your mind.”

      D.J. sat up. This was getting too weird. Not only did she see a woman in her bedroom who couldn’t be there, but she was arguing with the apparition. She could feel the walls start to close in on her. When her time came to live in a padded room—an imminent situation, from the sound of things— she’d be in big trouble. D.J. did not like being confined. Perhaps now would be a good time for some fresh air.

      D.J. got to her feet and headed for the door.

      “Where are you going? I’m not done explaining things to you yet.”

      “I’m going out for a walk. When I get back you’d better be gone. I don’t need another bout with the police psychologist.” D.J. shut her apartment door behind her. “He already thinks I’m nuts.”

      Half expecting the delusion to materialize in front of her, D.J. uttered a sigh of relief when she was able to walk down the street unaccosted.

      Maybe this suspension would be a blessing in disguise. She could use a rest. Too many nights of dealing with the shady side of life made for days in the loony bin. But what would she do with herself for two weeks? Playing cop with McCall wouldn’t take up all her time.

      Without conscious knowledge her feet carried her toward the police station a few blocks from her home. She had chosen her apartment because of its close proximity to the station. Living and breathing her job, D.J. wanted nothing—no snowstorms, broken-down vehicles, or other acts of a God she didn’t believe in—to interfere with D.J. Halloran being on the job whenever she might be needed.

      “Thought you’d gone home to get some sleep.”

      The voice, so close to her ear, made D.J. jump and spin around with a shriek. Half expecting to see her imaginary visitor hovering in the air above her, it took D.J a minute to register the voice as male and the owner of the voice as Christian McCall.

      “My, aren’t we jumpy. Too much caffeine, Halloran?”

      D.J. scowled. “Too much of you, McCall. Didn’t I tell you to meet me here in the morning?”

      “I will. I just came back to take a few more pictures. I needed Colleen to let me into some of the locked areas. One of the other officers offered to take me out on a call with him.” He pointed to the squad car idling at the curb.

      D.J. nodded to Lou Clark, behind the wheel. The officer motioned for her to come over.

      “Hey, Halloran, want to go with us? We’ve got a jumper over on State Street. I could use a hand.”

      D.J. reached for the doorknob before she remembered, then let her hand fall away to hang at her side. “I’m suspended, Lou.”

      “Hell, I know that. The world knows it, sweet pea. But you’re supposed to be working with him, ain’t ya?” Lou jerked his head toward McCall. “God knows why the captain put you on such an assignment. But he’s comin’ with me, so you can, too. Hop in.”

      McCall came up behind D.J. and reached around her to open the door. His forearm brushed hers, and a tingle radiated upward, settling at the base of her neck with a hum. D.J. took a quick step away—a retreat McCall must have noticed but did not comment upon. For that she was thankful. She didn’t think she could come up with another snappy comeback to save face right now.

      Why did she feel such a strong physical attraction to this man? He was the exact opposite of every man she’d ever been attracted to before. Tall, lean, soft-spoken, with waving black-brown hair and warm brown eyes. Kind of cute in a bookish sort of way. She’d always gone for the macho types, which had gotten her into trouble more often than not. Manly men didn’t appreciate smart-mouthed, action-centered women.

      “D.J.?” McCall’s questioning voice brought her back to the present. She stepped past him, careful to avoid touching him again, and got into the squad car. Just as they pulled away from the curb another man came out of the station, and D.J. craned around her neck to get a better look.

      “Think of the devil and he appears,” she muttered.

      Lou slid a glance her way. “He was inside looking for you when I came out. That’s the main reason I figured you’d want to go with us.”

      D.J. smiled at him. “Thanks, Lou. You’re a pal.”

      “Just so you know, we picked up a guy from Chicago, gang type, selling crack at one of the middle schools. He’s in holding now. I’ll question him later and let you know what I find out.”

      D.J. raised her eyebrows. Maybe they’d found another break in the gang activity case she and Lou were working on together in their off time.

      “Yeah, let me know. I’m sure the gun I faced last night came through the guy we’re looking for. The thing was registered in California. How did it get here, for crying out loud?”

      She kept her gaze on the rearview mirror outside the passenger window as she spoke, watching the man who’d exited the police station and gotten into the double-parked red Mercedes. When he drove away she let out her breath in a whoosh of relief. He hadn’t seen her.

      “Your guess is as good as mine, sweet pea,” Lou answered her rhetorical question as he often did. “But I plan to find out where all this gang paraphernalia is coming from.”

      D.J. nodded, still staring at the rear-view mirror, her mind on personal, not departmental, problems. She must really be slipping. If she’d been paying any attention, she would have seen his car when she walked up to the station and run for her life. But she’d been too involved in her other problems to think about the one that kept coming back into her life like an untreated strep infection.

      Rich Halloran, first-class jerk, macho creep, and ex-husband of one year. D.J. could think of quite a few other adjectives, but she’d had a bad enough day already without spending more time thinking about Rich.

      He must have heard about the shooting and come to rub it in. Most of the other cops on the Lakeview PD—actually, all of the cops except D.J. and Lou—were friends with Rich. He owned a firearms and ammunition store nearby and provided great deals to officers of the law. He had gotten the police business because of D.J. and her father’s influence, but since D.J. and Rich were no longer married Rich took delight in furthering his friendships with the other cops. His macho attitude won him friends in D.J.’s world, and his tales of their relationship increased her image as “Officer Ice.”

      Rich had taken the divorce to heart and now detested D.J. with all the passion he’d lacked in their marriage. D.J. couldn’t lay all the blame on Rich. She’d married him because she’d wanted a companion, someone to share her life with, someone who could keep the loneliness hunting her in the night at bay. But D.J. had never been able to deal with strong emotions, her own or other people’s. That flaw in her character had netted her several meetings with the police psychologist, meetings she would soon be attending again; the Lakeview PD required mandatory counseling following a shooting.

      McCall had remained silent thus far, and D.J. twisted in her seat to see if he’d fallen asleep or slipped out the back when she wasn’t watching. No such luck. He wrote studiously in a small notebook. At her movement he looked up and smiled.

      D.J.’s breath caught. He was downright handsome when he smiled. The warm brown eyes glared with an inner light she envied.

      D.J. faced front without returning the smile. She saw no reason to encourage him. When two weeks passed she’d be back at work, and he’d be off doing whatever children’s book writers did.

      “Here we are.” Lou pulled to a stop in front of a ten-story office building in the business section of Lakeview. He leaned forward and looked up. “And there he is.”

      D.J. released her seat belt and got out of the car, looking up toward the top of the building. Sure enough, a man perched on the ledge far above them, arms outstretched as though ready for flight. A sizable crowd had already gathered below, waiting for the show.

      “Hey, you, mister,” D.J. shouted. The man looked down, whirling his arms a few times to regain his balance. “You’re causing a scene. Get off the ledge.”

      “I think getting off is what he’s got planned,” McCall said as he unfolded himself from the squad car and stood next to her.

      The crowd, most of whom were students from the nearby high school out on their lunch break, began to chant, “Jump! Jump! Jump!”

      D.J. let out a harsh breath of irritation. “Just what we need.” She turned to Lou as he came around the car and joined them on the sidewalk. “I’ll go up. You take care of the riot down here.”

      “Excuse me.” McCall stepped in front of D.J. as she made a move toward the door.

      “What?” D.J. snapped, the constant shout of “Jump! Jump! Jump!” wearing on her nerves.

      “I’ve been a crisis counselor for the last five years.”

      “Figures,” D.J. muttered.

      McCall ignored her. “I think maybe I should go up with you. I might be able to help.”

      “Good idea,” Lou put in. “Take him up with you, Halloran. Sounds like the boy knows what he’s doing.”

      D.J. scowled. “All right. Let’s go before the guy decides to follow their orders.” She jerked her head toward the crowd. “Instead of mine.”

      They entered the building to the continued chant of, “Jump! Jump! Jump!”

      As the security guard—a young man in his twenties who looked like he played football for the local college—came toward them, D.J. flashed her badge.

      “Oh, good. Never thought I’d be glad to see the cops,” he said. “I don’t know what to do. They keep calling from upstairs, asking for help. I’m just a rent-a-cop, man. I don’t know nothin’ about jumpers.”

      “Relax,” D.J. said. “I’ll handle it. Where is he?”

      “Tenth floor. Office Ten-ten. Department of Revenue. Weird dudes, all of ‘em. Suits and ties, briefcases all the time.” The guard followed them as they walked toward the elevators, continuing to talk even when the doors started to slide shut. “I guess this one got sick of auditing people’s lives, bein’ suspicious of everyone and everyth⁠—”

      The doors shut with a muffled thump, cutting off the guard midstream.

      “What do you usually do in a situation like this?” McCall asked.

      D.J. shrugged. “We don’t get many jumpers in a city the size of Lakeview. But I’ve dealt with them before.”

      “Successfully?”

      D.J. didn’t answer. She didn’t like to remember her failures.

      “Thought so.”

      Anger coursed through D.J. This day wasn’t getting any better, and McCall wasn’t getting any easier to put up with. She looked at him, her irritation increasing when she saw the superior smile playing about his lips. “If you’re so smart, why don’t you try talking to him first? I’m not even supposed to be here.”

      “All right. If you insist.”

      The elevator doors slid open. D.J. made an elaborate bow, then swept her arm out in invitation. “By my guest.”

      A group of men and women huddled outside an office down the hall revealed the direction of their quarry. D.J. flipped her badge open once more and followed an agitated woman to an open window.

      “I came in to tell Mr. Packard I was going to lunch.” Her hands shook as she spoke, and she clasped them together in front of her, the knuckles showing white under the pressure. “And he was out there. He won’t answer any of us.”

      McCall stepped forward. “Do you know if anything’s upset him lately? Big changes in his life? That sort of thing?”

      The woman’s gaze switched to McCall. “W-well, I wasn’t supposed to know about this, but . . .” She hesitated, then looked toward D.J., who raised her eyebrows in encouragement. “His wife left him for another man. The only reason I know the story is because the secretary from his old office and I are friends. He transferred here about a month ago. She thought I should know so I could help him.”

      “I see.” The woman returned her attention to McCall when he spoke. “Does he have any other family we can call?”

      “Not that I know of. He never mentioned anything personal. Just kept to himself and did his job. I think he was still trying to get over the shock of losing his wife.”

      “All right.” McCall took the woman gently by the elbow and led her to the door. “We’ll take care of things now. Just keep everyone out.” He gave her a little push, and she stepped into the hall. “Oh, and what’s Mr. Packard’s first name?”

      “Craig.”

      “Thank you.” McCall closed the door in her face.

      “Very nice,” D.J. observed. “I’m impressed already. You handled the secretary—who wasn’t out on the ledge, may I point out—quite well. Now let’s see what you can do with the real problem. Sounds like this Packard has had a tough time with the little woman and wants to go visit the angels earlier than he should.”

      The mention of angels reminded D.J. of the woman floating above her bed. She hoped the apparition would be gone when she got home. Otherwise she might be walking a ledge herself before the day ended.

      D.J. walked over to the window and stuck out her head. “Lakeview Police, Mr. Packard. What do you say to coming inside and having a little talk with us?”

      The man continued to stand on the ledge, the heels of his shoes against the brick building, his toes in open air. His arms remained out flung for balance, pressed to the brick, as well. At least he wasn’t looking down, which was always a bad choice under the circumstances. He didn’t answer her question, didn’t even look her way.

      D.J. looked down. The crowd was multiplying, as crowds always seemed to do in such situations. Before too long Lou would have a real problem on his hands. She’d better get this guy in as quickly as she could.

      She looked back up and froze. The woman from her bedroom hovered directly in front of her.

      “Get out of here,” D.J. said. “Go away!”

      “Not until you get back inside the building. What kind of guardian would I be if I let you climb out on a ledge?”

      “This is my job.”

      “Not today.”

      Someone grasped D.J.’s hips and jerked her back into the room. A big smile appeared on the angel’s face just before she disappeared. D.J. spun around and smacked the heels of her hands against McCall’s solid chest. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Getting you out of my way.” He released her and stepped toward the window. “Your ledgeside manner is atrocious. The guy’s gonna jump just to get away from your yelling at him.”

      D.J. breathed a sigh of relief. McCall hadn’t realized she spoke to thin air and not the jumper. “Excuse me for wanting to get the guy inside. Let’s see how you do.”

      Before D.J. could stop him, McCall climbed out onto the ledge.

      “Hey, get back in here!”

      McCall silenced her with a glare. “I know what I’m doing; now back off.”

      D.J.’s eyes widened, but she did as he said. In truth, she had no desire to deal with Mr. Packard. She had never been good in situations where extreme emotions were involved, and from the looks of Craig Packard such was the case here.

      McCall’s voice drifted in through the window, and D.J. inched forward, drawn to the sound of peace in his tone.

      “So, Craig, I hear you don’t want to talk. Hey, that’s all right. Some things are just too big to be talked about, aren’t they?”

      D.J. strained her ears, hoping for some response from Packard. Not a sound. She leaned her back against the wall next to the open window. From such a vantage point she could hear everything and still remain out of sight of the two men. She didn’t think McCall would take kindly to any distractions right now.

      “Care if I sit down?” No answer from Packard. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t get too close to him, moron,” D.J. snapped. She’d heard plenty of horror stories about jumpers who took caring cops with them for a free ride.

      McCall kept right on talking, ignoring D.J.’s warning, though he must have heard her. “I’ve gotta tell you, Craig, I don’t much care for heights. But I would like to hear what’s bothering you.”

      Still nothing. D.J.’s patience slipped a notch. She opened her mouth to order McCall back inside, but when he spoke again the order died on her lips.

      “Bad things happen to good people all the time, Craig. It’s a sad fact of life. But the strong fight back. I know it sounds trite, but given time just about everything has a solution. I’d like to help you find yours, if you’ll let me.”

      McCall sounded so sincere, D.J. found herself leaning forward to catch a glimpse of his face. How could he care about a complete stranger within a matter of moments? It took her months to loosen up enough to make a friend, and even then she had trouble talking about anything important with anyone. As a result, people often drifted away after a few failed attempts at trying to draw D.J. out of herself.

      Craig Packard turned toward McCall with a lost look in his eyes. D.J. caught her breath. The blank look had receded. McCall had made progress. Packard lowered his arms and sat with great care on the ledge next to his companion.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I’m Chris. Chris McCall.”

      “Do we know each other?”

      “No
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