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Prologue

 


 


The scent of salt-roasted
peanuts filled the air. The backstage tent bustled with clowns and
trapeze artists. The cacophony was near unbearable. Troubled by the
dream he'd awoken from a half an hour before, he stared at his
gaunt reflection in the large lighted mirror.

"Really, Edward, what are you doing? We go on
in ten minutes and you look like hell! Did you get drunk last night
with the boys at the poker game?"

"You would enjoy that,
wouldn't you!" He glared at the severe blonde in the mirror.
Pinching the bridge of his nose he sighed, "I apologize, Victoria,
I had another nightmare."

Turning him around to face
her she picked up a tube of flesh-toned cream. Squeezing a small
amount onto a foam wedge, she worked it into his skin. "You're
still having that damned nightmare about your nephew?"

The venom in her voice made his heart sink.
"Yes."

"Jesus, Edward! Don't turn into a blubbering
mess now! We're about to go on stage."

"Ed… Vickie, you're on in five!"

Finished blending the pallor
away she sneered, "Maybe you should
take up drinking. At least then I would have an
excuse to be embarrassed by your idiotic, childish
behavior!"

His eyes smoldered even as he shivered.

 


 


 


 


 


Years later…

 


The chilly ocean breeze
ruffled his thick dark hair and brought a slight chill to his arms,
breaking him out of his reverie. Below the marble balcony waves
crashed against the rocks and somewhere in the distance a marker
bell clanged hollowly. Heaving an exaggerated sigh he turned back
into the elegant dining room, and the cold woman seated at the
table watching him like a hawk. Her sharp angular face and deep-set
dark eyes both terrified and disgusted him.

“Have you finished pouting,
Edward?”

The disappointment, in her
voice, irritated him. “I'm not pouting, Victoria. You have never
once understood what drives me. I was about to approach you with my
concerns about our partnership, but why should it matter now?
You've obviously made up your mind on what direction to take.”
Picking up the glass of wine sitting before him on the dining room
table he swirled the red liquid. “I’m leaving for good; you know. I
won't be coming back this time. I don't want anything to do with
your aspirations for television, and I'm tired of being your
puppet.”

“Someday you’ll regret that
decision,” she hissed.

With a snort, he slammed the
delicate crystal stemware onto the table sloshing the rich red
liquid onto the pristine white tablecloth. "I doubt it!" Turning
his back on her, he stalked into the main hall to the front door.
Without looking back, he called over his shoulder, "I am grateful
to you for one thing, my dear. You opened my eyes to what a
vicious, conniving, bloodthirsty, barracuda you are. May you find
whatever happiness your black heart has been searching for."
Picking up his suitcases, he nodded to the little Italian
housekeeper. "Good day to you, Marie."

"Goodbye, Mr. Edward."

Outside, he dumped his
suitcases into the backseat of the silver Mercedes, she'd given him
for his birthday two years before. Sliding behind the wheel, he put
the car in gear and sped out of the driveway. His tires lost
traction for a moment as he spit delicate gray gravel out behind in
a giant plume. Turning onto the paved road he headed for the
city.

 


Six weeks later…

 


The nighttime streets teemed
with life. The shrouded figure jumped as cars whizzed passed. His
head throbbing, ears pulsing with the flow of blood to his brain,
the dark-haired man stumbled down the street. Confusion warped his
perception of the surrounding sounds, and even his own shadow
terrified him. The back of his head ached and felt wet. Screwing up
his courage he pushed away from the wall and darted across the
steaming pavement. The rude blast of a horn left his damaged ears
ringing like church bells and bile rose in the back of his throat.
Staggering into a nearby alley he clung to the dingy brick and
prayed for a quick death. The stench of human filth assaulted his
nose making him reel. The last thing he saw as his head hit the
cement was a pair of familiar boots.

"You should have listened to
her advice, pretty boy."
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The woman pulled her long
black felt coat tight around herself to ward against the early
morning chill the crowd of onlookers did nothing to dispel and
crouched beside the prostrate man. Her headlights shone on the
mouth of the alley illuminating the body lying in the filth. His
skin was a sickly ashen shade of gray beneath dark bruises and
blood that covered his face. Great another
body I don't need on my desk. Shining her
flashlight around, she looked for a weapon. None in sight, she felt
for a pulse, and to her surprise found a weak one.
For the love of Christ, he's still alive!
"Has anyone touched this man?" Scanning the crowd
and seeing shaken heads she headed back to her car and reached for
her radio. "Car 261 requesting immediate backup and paramedics. I
have a male Caucasian approximate age 30 years old. He was beaten
and left in bad shape." Racking the microphone, she returned to the
injured man’s side. "Hang on mister. Help is on the way." She went
through his pockets as best as she could without moving him,
searched for anything that might identify him. Finding nothing on
him she began a cursory search for a wallet in the debris of the
alley.

An hour later she stood in
the antiseptic hallway of the county hospital listening to the
drone of an electric floor buffer. Pouring over the notes she had
scribbled down about the crime scene, she hunted for clues she
could use. He was lying in the alley
covered in blood, but he wasn't attacked there. He could have been
bludgeoned by a baseball bat, a ball peen hammer, or a wet noodle,
for all I know. Whoever did this definitely meant to leave him for
dead. Why? Who is he?

“Detective Armstrong?”

Jolting, she turned to find a short man
in a white coat standing behind her. "Yes?"

"I’m Dr. Spindler," he stuck out a
chubby hand. "The man you found; can you tell me anything about
him?"

She shook her head. “Nothing more at
this time, doctor. I'm afraid I don't have anything more than when
I brought him in. We found no identification on him. What about
you, were you able to figure out what happened?”

The short doctor shook his head. “He
was severely beaten about the head and torso with a blunt object,
probably a pipe or a bat. I found dozens of bruises, a handful of
cuts, and when I cleaned him up, I found perforations in his right
eardrum. He was in shock when you found him; that’s why his heart
rate was so slow. I want to keep him for twenty-four to forty-eight
hours to run a few tests just to make sure there are no hidden
injuries.”

She nodded. “Is he awake yet? I’d like to
speak with him.”

The doctor shrugged and led the way
towards a room. “I don’t know. When I left, he was still
unconscious, but he could have awoken by now. I’m not sure how much
he’ll be able to tell you. He has a concussion and may suffer from
memory loss due to the traumatic experience. He may not talk right
away, and his ears will bound to be sensitive.”

Entering the patient’s room, she barred
the doctor’s way. “Would you mind giving me a minute?” At his frown
she explained, “I don’t want to spook him. He will likely be
confused by his surroundings, and I don’t want to make it worse.
He’s already been through enough. Trust me, doctor, I will be
gentle and quiet as a mouse.”

“This goes against my better judgment,
but I see the logic of your statement. I’ll be just outside in the
hall. You can have a few minutes, but don't upset him!”

"Sure thing, doc." Letting
the door swoosh shut behind her, she paused a moment.
He’s awake but he doesn’t want me to know…
interesting. Hiding a smile at his odd
behavior, she moved to the end of the bed and watched the man she’d
found in the alley for a few minutes. Cleaned up he's handsome. Why is it all the good-looking ones
have to come across my desk as victims? "I
know you’re awake, Mr. Doe." She kept her voice gentle and
controlled. "My name is Megan Armstrong. I’m a Detective with the
New York police department. Can you tell me what you were doing in
the alley where we found you?"

“I do not have a horn,” he hesitated,
rubbed his ears at her perplexed look and gave her a sheepish
smile, “Forgive me, Detective. My hearing is still a little… off. I
do not know how I ended up in that alley. I am having trouble
remembering what I was doing at all." He frowned. "Last evening is
a bit of a blur.”

Putting on a warm smile she came around the
side of the bed and propped a hip against the rail. “Is this your
first time in New York, sir?”

“No Detective. I live here six months
out of every year.” He opened his eyes. “I do not know where in the
city you found me. Perhaps you could shed light on that for me? I
don't usually stray too far from home.”

Megan emerged from the room
five minutes later more vexed than when she went entered. Returning
to the precinct she dropped into her chair. Get a grip Megan! This guy's just another nut trying to get
under your skin. Logging in to her
computer she filled out a missing persons report. Picking up her
phone she dialed.

"Missing persons, Detective Hanover. How may
I help?"

"Hey Bill, its Megan in homicide. I'm going
to give you a description. I need to know if a missing person's
report has been filed on him or not."

"Shoot, Meg."

"Male Caucasian,
approximately six feet tall. He has dark brown, almost chestnut
hair, and deep blue eyes. He was last seen wearing an expensive
suit, maybe a Brooks Brothers. Would have been missing since at
least last night, possibly the night before. I found him
unconscious in the vicinity of 7th and
Central Park This morning about 5:00 a.m."

"Give me a minute to let the computer
chew on that. So, how's your mom? She seemed good at the
picnic."

"She's doing well. How are Marnie and the
boys?"

"They're out of town on some hiking
expedition for Tyler's scout troop. Ok, Meg, I looked and there are
no missing persons fitting your description. Do you want to fill
out a missing persons on this guy?"

"I'm going to fax over the details now. I'll
keep working it on my end for now. Thanks Bill."

"No problem. Take care now."

"I will. Bye!" Dropping the phone onto
her desk, she pinched the bridge of her nose. "Who are
you?"

"Well, I thought that was obvious, boss."

She looked up to find herself impaled
by a direct blue stare. "Cute, Mike, real cute. Have you gotten
anymore information on the Winston girl or her
boyfriend?"

He shook his head. "Not yet. I'm just leaving
to meet Randall at the park about the girl we found there last
night. You all right, you look like you've got something bugging
you?"

She looked up at the junior detective
skeptically. "You spying on me, Syckes?" Seeing the look of hurt he
tried to hide, she blew out a breath. "I'm sorry, Mike. I found a
John Doe in an alley this morning on the way in, and it's giving me
a headache. Let me know if you find anything before I get there,
k?'

He smiled. "Sure, boss!"

Turning her attention back to the
document on her desktop, she missed the heated look he gave her as
he turned away. Saving the document and sending it over to Bill in
Missing Persons, she rose to retrieve a cup of coffee. Returning to
her desk go over the information she had on the case they were
working in Central Park before she went out to the crime scene, she
caught the desk phone ringing. Lifting the receiver to her ear she
spoke, “Armstrong.”

“Have you identified him yet,
Detective?”

The cultured voice made her shiver. “I’m
sorry, ma’am, you will have to be a little more specific. Let’s
start with your name.” Picking up a pencil she set down her coffee
and leaned over a pad on her desk.

“Oh, come now, Detective Armstrong, you
didn’t forget the man you found in the alley that easy. His name is
Edward Southwood. He’s thirty-two.”

When the line went dead Megan pulled the
handset away from her ear and stared at it, a frown marring her
elegant face.

“Trying to melt the phone with your
laser vision, Meg?”

“Huh?” She shook herself and looked up
at the dark-haired man standing beside her desk. “No Cap, just
trying to figure out the bizarre call I got.”

“Bizarre call, huh? You know that
describes about half the calls in New York, right?” The unobtrusive
man standing next to the desk took a sip from the coffee mug he
held. “So, what was so different about this one?”

Sinking into her chair she dropped the
handset into its cradle. “You remember that guy I told you I found
on my way in this morning?” She didn’t wait for his response. “It
was weird Cap. I followed him into the hospital to talk to him. He
doesn’t remember much, except that he lives in New York six months
out of the year. I get back here, fill out my report, send it to
missing persons, and when I come back with my coffee, I get a call
from some woman who out of the blue says she knows all about my
John Doe from this morning. She was being cryptic like I should
already have all this information. She gave me his name and age,
then hung up.” Looking up perplexed, Megan frowned. “I’m not sure
why, but it leaves a funny taste in my mouth.”

“Hmm, we all get goofy calls from
crackpots.” He sipped his coffee again. “Have you gotten anywhere
on that homicide from Central Park?”

She shook her head. “No sir. We still
don’t know who she is. We ran her prints, but she doesn’t have a
record. We're waiting on dental records to identify her. Randall
says the M.E. determined cause of death was a sharp blow to the
victim's sternum.”

“How’s that possible?”

Megan shrugged. “Apparently the blow caused
her heart to explode. After I make two phone calls, I’m headed down
to the park to start asking questions.”

“All right, Meg. Let’s catch this
killer before he can strike again.”

“Yes sir.” When he was gone, she lifted
the phone to her ear and dialed.

“Metropolitan Hospital, receptions
desk, Marta speaking.”

“Marta, this is Detective Armstrong,
12th Precinct. Is Dr. Spindler available?”

“Let me check, Detective.” The phone
was silent for a moment. “Yes ma’am. He’s doing his rounds. Would
you like me to page him?”

“Yes please. I have a few questions for
him.”

“Hold please.”

Putting the phone on speaker she
finished the paperwork she’d started the night before. As she was
saving the documents, she heard the tired voice of the doctor she’d
spoken with earlier.

“Hello detective. What can I do for
you?”

Doctor, I’d like to talk to you about the man
we brought in this morning. Has he had any visitors?”

“No one’s been in to see him.
Why?”

“I'm not sure. Have you noticed anyone
suspicious hanging around the hospital?”

“I haven’t, no. You’ll want to ask
security about that.”

“Okay, thank you doctor. I’ll be down
to talk to them and your patient in about an hour. I want to ask
him a couple more questions.” Depressing the plunger, she cut off
his response, she dialed the morgue.

“I’m sorry detective, we’re still
waiting for the girl’s dental records. Any luck on your
end?”

“Not yet, Murphy. Keep me apprised,
would you?”

“Sure thing, Detective.”

Staring at the yellow crime scene tape
fluttering in the breeze twenty minutes later, Megan growled. “How
did this happen, Detective Collins?”

“Don’t know, boss. CSU left at
approximately ten a.m. There were supposed to be uniforms guarding
the perimeter, but with as short handed as we are they were pulled
off to question people in the park. Which, no one saw a single
damned thing!”

She gave the older man a shrewd look.
“Bull! These are New Yorker’s. They say they didn’t see or hear
anything because they want to remain anonymous. There’s someone out
there who saw or heard something.” She poked a finger in his
direction. “It’s your job to beat the sidewalks until you find
someone.”

He gave her a proud sheepish smile.
“Sure thing, detective.” Turning away he paused and quipped,
“What’re you gonna play in this little band we got going,
kid…ma’am?”

Shooting him a snarky smile she
gestured to the crime scene. “I will lead. Let me know if you find
anything, Randall.” She watched the detective, who'd raised her
walk away as her thoughts returned to the cordoned off area. “Hey,
Randall,” she called after him. “Find out who laid these flowers on
my crime scene would you?”

“Sure thing, detective.”

Her mobile phone rang. “Armstrong.”

“My name is Edward Southwood,
detective. My physician gave me your number when he released me. I
would like to answer some more of those questions you had this
morning… if you are still interested.”

Megan drew in the breath that his smoky
voice had stolen from her. “Mr. Southwood, Dr. Spindler has
released you from the hospital already? I thought he wanted to keep
you for twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”

He heard the confusion in her voice and
smiled. “Yes, detective, he has with great protest. Is it
convenient to meet with you, now?”

Megan’s brows shot upward as she looked
around the crime scene, she stood in. “Now? We could meet down at
the precinct, sure. I’ll be back there in…”

The nervous chuckle escaped his lips
before he could contain it. “Forgive me, I know you are busy, but I
hoped you could meet with me now. I am at the Starbucks on 57th. It
is closer to you than the precinct.”

Pulling the phone away from her ear she
frowned at it. Putting it back she began, “I don’t…”

“If you are finished frowning at your
phone I assure you, I will explain.”

“Are you some kind of kook? Why should
I meet with…”?

“You need not be afraid of me,
Detective Armstrong. I am quite harmless. I do a great deal of work
with the NYPD, and I believe I can help you.”

“I’m not afraid of you, Mr. Southwood
it’s merely irregular for me to be picking up a civilian who was a
victim of a crime only a short while ago. I would be happy,
however, to bring you down to the station.”

“With or without handcuffs,” he
quipped. “I find your terms to be agreeable, detective.
Farewell.”

“Bye.” She hung up and shoved the phone
in her jacket pocket. Turning away from the crime scene she spied a
severe blonde woman watching her. Taking a step in that direction
she was interrupted by a group of people. When they had gone so had
the mystery woman. Perplexed, Megan flagged down her lead
detective. “Randall, I have to go back to the precinct. Call me if
you get anything.” Without waiting for his response, she made her
way to her car and headed into traffic.

The tall sandy-haired
detective looked after his superior. What’s
gotten into her? She looked so odd.

Pulling up in front of the coffee shop
Megan spotted the man leaning against the wall. His dark hair and
clothes were still covered in dirt and blood from his ordeal, and
she wondered if he had thought about changing at all. Their eyes
met across the crowded sidewalk and the smile he gave her was
electrifying. Her palms began to sweat, and she scrubbed them on
the legs of her slacks.

Edward moved through the throng like a
summer breeze, his eyes never leaving hers. Leaning down he tapped
on the window. As it came down, he stuck in his hand. “Edward
Southwood. A pleasure to meet you…” He swallowed as a jolt of
apprehension zipped up his arm, “…detective.”

She found herself pinned by his deep
blue gaze. “Get in please,” she breathed. When he released her hand
and complied, she rolled up the window. “Megan Armstrong,” she
added as she navigated into traffic.

Stiff silence filled the car on the
short drive to the precinct. When she switched off the car, he
suddenly grasped her wrist. “Wait!” A splash of ice water had
fallen down his back. “It is not…safe!”

Turning to chastise him for his brazen
behavior she was thrown sideways and forward as a speeding car
slammed into the driver’s side of her vehicle clipping the mirror
from her door and bending the frame at the hinge. The admonishment
died on her lips as his strong hands grasped her
shoulders.

Reaching up, he gently set her away
from him and lifted her chin. “You are unharmed,” he asked in a
tight voice. Her mute nod relaxed him slightly. “It is safe now, I
believe.” Releasing her he exited the car. Walking around the other
side he took in the damage along with several stunned uniformed
officers. He grasped the handle and yanked on her door to open it.
The door's buckled hinges squealed in protest, requiring several
rough tugs to dislodge. Finally able assist her out, he tried to
ease the tension. “You and I are having a rather unpleasant day,”
he said.

Shaking herself, Megan nodded and
removed his hand from her arm. “It shouldn’t take more than a few
minutes for me to fill out a report with one of my colleagues. Take
a seat on the bench over there.” She turned away. Finding herself
surrounded by patrolmen, she explained the situation and filled out
an accident report with the officer in charge. Twenty minutes
later, she led the dark-haired man upstairs to the homicide
division and her desk. “Please take a seat, Mr. Southwood.”
Bustling passed the rows of desks she knocked on an open doorframe
with a shaky hand. “Hey… uh… Cap… you got a minute?” She trapped
her bottom lip between her teeth to stop its trembling.

The olive-skinned man at the desk took
in the rigid way she stood. Gesturing her inside, he was
disconcerted when she closed the door. “Has something happen,
Detective Armstrong? It looks as though someone has walked over
your grave.”

“I think they have,” she said as she
sank into one of his visitor’s chairs. Clenching her fists in her
lap, she took a deep breath. “Someone just sideswiped me and
ran.”

“What? You should have had uniforms on
it immediately.” He reached into a drawer and pulled out a stack of
forms.

She shook her head. “Just now, down on
the street I spoke with the uniforms, and filled out an accident
report.” She rose and collapsed back in the chair as her arms gave
way.

“You need a good stiff drink.” Dropping
the sheaf of papers, he held on to the blotter, he looked at her
grimly. “I want you to take it easy. What part of the car was hit?
Are you hurt? Was anybody else hurt? Did you get a good look at the
driver? Was anyone else in the car?” He asked reaching for his
ever-present coffee.

“The driver’s side. The mirror on my
door was sheared off and the door buckled. Unfortunately, the car
needs to go to the shop." She shrugged a trembling shoulder. "I’m
not hurt, just shaken up, and the adrenaline is wearing off. I had
a passenger, but he doesn’t seem to be hurt. No, I didn’t get a
look at the driver of the other car. I was distracted.” Her eyes
narrowed in thought.

The cup dropped heavily onto the desk
as he jerked his head around to face her. “Someone tried to kill
you?” He came around the desk. “Megan, are you sure you’re, okay?
What happened, exactly?”

Sliding down in the chair until her
head rested on its back she sighed. “I got a call from the guy I
found in the alley this morning saying he wanted to meet. I sent
Detective Collins to canvas the park to see who had violated our
crime scene." She frowned. "Some jerk left flowers on the outline
of the body. Anyway, I agreed to meet with the John Doe from this
morning, picked him up from the Starbucks over on fifty-seventh,
and we drove directly here. As I reached for the door handle, he
stopped me.” She sat up straighter.

The captain recognized the
look on her face. Her temper is
piqued. “Do you think he was involved in
any way?”

“Yes sir,” anger pushed her out of the
chair, “I do.”

He followed from the room to her desk, just
in case. Giving the mild-mannered man in the chair an appraising
look, he gestured to his detective. “Is this…”

“You wonder who I am and if I am
somehow involved in the recent attack on, Detective
Armstrong.”

The bald statement startled the tall
Italian.

“Let me assure you, Captain, that I am
not complicit with the man responsible. He is a dark man bent on
murder. I am a peaceful law-abiding citizen. I did, however, manage
to get the license plate of the car that side swiped you,
detective.” He smiled warmly at the man standing beside the
detective. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Captain Fattore.” He
grabbed the other man’s hand and pumped it vigorously masking the
jolt he felt as the connection was made between their minds.
Smiling, he took a gamble. “Your oldest boy, he serves in Iraq with
the Army Rangers, right? Have no fear my good man; he will be fine.
You must be proud of him.” Releasing the hand, Edward sat back and
studied the crease in his slacks processing information.

“Who are you,” asked the tall man
haltingly. “How do you know my son?”

Refraining from laughing aloud, the
pale man straightened. “Edward Southwood, I am a consultant for the
NYPD. No, I do not know your son. I am just…how do you say…
talented.” Smiling benignly, he asked, “Anything else you want to
ask me, Captain?”

“No, Mr. Southwood, but don’t leave
town. I might have a few questions later.” Giving the younger woman
a fatherly smile, he gripped her shoulder. “I want that report by
lunch, okay Meg? Speak to whomever you need. The sooner we get this
ball rolling, the sooner we can catch this guy.” Leaning in close
he spoke into her ear. “Watch this clown, I don’t trust
him.”

She watched him go back into his
office. "Yes sir," she said softly to his retreating back. Turning
her attention back to the dark-haired man in her visitor’s chair,
she found his eyes on her. Self-conscious, she dropped the papers
on her cluttered desk and settled into her chair. "All right then.
Give me a second to boot my computer, and we'll get started."
Avoiding his gaze, she made herself straighten the cluttered
desk.

Watching her from beneath
his lashes he read her jerky movements. I
make her nervous. A perplexed frown
crawled across his face. A shame
really, she is
exquisite. His arm jerked and his hand
banged painfully against the edge of her metal desk. The hollow
clang reverberated through the large, sparsely populated room.
“Sorry,” he said sheepishly, his voice barely floating across the
cluttered desktop.

“How did you end up in that alley this
morning,” she asked, ignoring his discomfort.

He shrugged. “I do not know. I remember
there were loud noises, and I was trying to run away from someone.”
He looked away as his cheeks flamed. “To be truthful I felt like I
was asleep. It was the worst sort of nightmare.”

“You feel like you’ve been through a
nightmare?” She looked up from her computer and found him pale. “Do
you walk in your sleep regularly?”

He shook his head, and it swam. "I
would rather not relive it."

Sifting through some papers on her
desk, she found one and turned back to the computer. “Why don’t we
start at the beginning? I need your name, address, and a telephone
number I can contact you.”

He gave her a wan smile. “My name is Edward
Southwood and I live in Manhattan.”

She frowned at him. “Look, Mr.
Southwood, being uncooperative is just going to make me cranky.
Your street address, this time, please? I know it’s difficult for
you to remember, but I’d like to get this done so we can help
you.”

“220 W110th Street, apartment 5C.” He
rose and moved away to look at the white board standing in the
middle of the room putting some much-needed distance between them.
“Your killer,” he said soft enough that only she could hear. “He
followed you to the crime scene this morning. He left something to
show his remorse. Did it rattle or anger you,
detective?”

Her eyes narrowed with each statement,
but his question caught her off guard. “Are you just curious,” she
said stiffly, “or are you planning your next move?”

“Curious,” he said absently. “You seem
like the type who would get angry.”

Megan sprang from her chair and stalked
across the floor. Hands on her hips she stopped right behind him.
“All right, who are you, really?”

Startled, he turned. “Edward Southwood,” he
stammered, “as I told you.”

“No,” she said sharply. “Who are you…
who do you work for? Are you FBI…? CIA…KGB… what?”

He frowned and gestured her back
towards her desk. “I will try to explain. You will not believe most
of what I tell you, though it is all true.” When she didn’t move,
he ushered her to the chair and pushed her into it. “I am gifted,”
he began, sitting on the edge of the desk. Folding his hands, he
continued. “I see things, sometimes before they happen sometimes
after. I know certain things about people without having met them,
and I learn more through first physical contact. It is very rare,”
he clasped his hands tightly remembering how closed off her mind
was to him, “that I meet one whom is not an open book. It is
disconcerting, but I do love a challenge.” He chuckled nervously as
he felt their bond strengthen.

Silence reigned for nearly a minute
before she burst out laughing. It took several minutes for her to
sober, but finally Megan could pull herself together. “I’m sorry,”
she said softly. “Your explanation seems more suited to a
late-night talk show. I find it very hard to believe.”

Giving her a patient look he opened his
mouth and closed it again. "When you are ready to listen, I will
tell you the rest." Rising, he lifted a pen from her blotter and
scrawled two telephone numbers on her notepad. “By six o’clock a
tall man with rust-colored hair and a green pea coat will come in
here waving a gun. He will confess to murdering that poor young
woman in the park. When he does and you arrest him, call the top
number.” Setting the pen down he walked away.

She rose. “What will happen when I call the
number?”

“The real killer will answer,” he said
without turning. “Megan Armstrong, I do not expect that I will hear
from you again; but should you have further need of my unique
services, you have my number.”

As the elevator door
closed, she sank into her chair and turned to her computer. Her
afternoon filled up and she forgot all about the morning’s events.
Her stomach rumbling, she looked up at the clock.
5:30. I should grab something to eat.
Logging off her computer, she lifted a stack of
papers from her desk and turned towards the captain’s office.
Behind her the elevator doors opened and a sudden commotion filled
the room. Turning towards it she saw a man in a green pea coat with
a gun. Her own firearm was out in a flash and trained on the man,
along with half a dozen other detectives.

“I confess! I confess! I did it! I
killed that pretty woman by the pond!”

Megan blanched and her eyes dropped to
the clock on the next desk over. “Six o’clock, sonofabitch!” In her
moments of distraction, the man was thrown to the floor and
handcuffed, his gun confiscated. Holstering her weapon and picking
up the papers she'd dropped, she reached for her phone. Dialing the
number that her morning visitor had given her, she waited. A man
picked up on the third ring.

“Yeah? D’you get the body like I told
you?”

“Yes, we have the body,” she said in
breathless excitement. “Do you want it?” She gestured to her junior
detective and mouthed, put a trace on this call.

“You’re messin’ with the wrong man,
sweetheart. Give me the body.”

Megan pouted into the phone. “What are you
gonna give me in return, big man?”

“You’re playin’ with fire, sweetheart.
How about you give me the body and I won’t kill ya?”

Megan chuckled. “Big talk for a man who won’t
even tell me his name.” She looked expectantly at the man across
from her.

He mouthed,
Keep him talking.

“You’re a clever little girl, aren’t
you? Let’s say my name is Joe. Now, what do you want for the
body?”

“One night with you,” she purred with
practiced ease. “You give me one wild night, and I’ll give you the
stiff free and clear. Deal?” When he remained silent for a long
time, she grew concerned. “What’s the matter big man, you don’t
have cold feet, do you?”

“You got a deal. My place…one hour!” He
slammed the phone down.

The clang tore through her eardrum like
tissue paper. Easing the phone into its cradle she looked up at the
openly staring man. “Well?”

Randall Collins had been a detective
for almost ten years and a military man before that, and he’d never
seen a superior play a person like an unstrung guitar. Setting down
his phone he gave her a satisfied smirk. “We got him. Tech puts him
in East Harlem.”

“Saddle up then boys. Let’s go get this
bastard before he can skeedaddle.”

A tall, lanky man in a dark
blue suit propped his hip against the desk and chuckled. “Since
when do you talk like someone from my neck of the woods,
Detective?” Michael Syckes felt his smile slip slightly towards a
predatory grin as he thrilled to her sultry tone. I've got to have her once and for all. She won't keep me at
arm's length anymore.

“Can it, Scykes! Let’s go nab us a bad
guy.” She slipped her jacket on and sauntered towards the elevator.
Turning back, she gave them a challenging smile over her shoulder.
“You coming, boys?” Downstairs she felt her good mood melt. “Maybe
you ought to drive, huh, Randall?” She shied away from the
curb.

He caught her drift and grabbed her
elbow. “Get back on that horse, Meg. It wasn’t your fault,
honey.”

Shooting her junior detective, a look,
she grimaced.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s get in the car
and get this done.” Moving around the hood he slid behind the
wheel. “So, what’s the plan, boss?”

“We continue playing the game I
started. I pretend to be the opportunistic dirty cop,” she turned
in her seat. “You need to decide between the two of you, who will
play the stiff in this little charade.”

Collins, who had caught the hungry look
the younger man had given their boss, glanced at her from the
corner of his eye. “Scykes, you’re the corpse. I’ve got your back
on this one, Meg.”

“Thanks.” Her attention was caught by a
gap in the traffic pattern they were stuck in. “Jig left, Rand,
there’s an opening.”

“Beep, beep zip tang!” Pressing the
accelerator, he gunned the engine and switched lanes. “Maybe we
could make this a little faster with the noise and
lights?”

Nodding, she put the strobe on the dash
and hit the siren. Picking up the mic, she spoke rapidly.
“Dispatch, car 220.”

“Go ahead 220.”

“This is Detective Megan Armstrong.
I’ve located a murder suspect in East Harlem, requesting back up,
silent entry. We don’t want to spook him into running. Suspect
address is 376 112th St.”

“Ten-four 220. Watch and wait; sending
black and whites now.”

Racking the mic she pointed, “Veer
left, Randall, there’s an opening. Fifteen minutes later she
switched off the siren. “Take us in passed the black and whites,
nice and easy. As they passed each car, she motioned for them to
hang back. When her partner stopped in front of a row house that
opened onto a vacant lot, Megan got out. “I don’t know why you
don’t ask for directions like I tell ya,” she said loudly back into
the car. Glancing over her shoulder at the house she started
towards the step. “This has to be the place. It’s the only one with
a nice open lot next to it.” Knocking briskly, she stepped back
onto the sidewalk and waited.

Randall Collins watched
from the street; his breath trapped anxiously in his chest.
Come on Meg don’t blow this. You know this guy is
dangerous. There was a soft click from the
backseat of the car. Casting his eyes downward he spoke under his
breath, “Keep that gun outta sight, Scykes! You’re supposed to be a
corpse, remember?” An indignant snort drifted out the window at
him. “I can’t help it that you’re so pretty. Just sit tight man, I
can’t baby-sit you both.”

“Man,” the thin cop muttered in
response. “Hey, she’s got something!”

Fighting the urge to reach for his gun,
Collins watched a man built like a bull step off the stoop and
press against his lead. “Shh!”

Taking a deep breath, Megan forced
herself to smile and brush provocatively against her suspect.
Circling him like he was a prize piece of meat, she murmured,
“Nice… very nice. I think we can come to some sort of an
agreement.”

He grabbed her arm. “You the girl from the
park?”

She gave him a knowledgeable smile. “The
flowers were a nice touch.”

“You’re a cop then?”

“Aww,” she said with a pout, “you say
that like it’s a bad thing. I mean there’s cop, and then there’s
cop,” she said running her fingers up his beefy arm. “Maybe I
should show you the difference.” Sliding her fingers down his
chest, she smirked. “It could be…fun.”

The hairs on the suspect’s arms rose
and he wrapped her in a death grip. “Could be,” he echoed as he ran
his hands possessively over her backside and jerked her against his
pelvis. “Where’s my stiff?”

Fighting back the urge to vomit, she
gave him a cheeky grin. “Well, if I didn’t know any better, I would
say in your pants, but the one you’re referring to is in the car.
In the backseat, all nice and neat.” She glanced at the car. “Maybe
we should wait until dark to get it though.”

He smirked. “Naw. This is my turf
little girl, no one’s gonna see a thing.” Swinging her around to
his side, he marched her towards the car.

“Randall, be a dear and open the door
for the gentleman, hmm?” She shifted uncomfortably against the
man’s side. “Joe, would ya ease up enough that I can
breathe?”

“You’re fine sweetheart, right where
you are. Where’s my body, pretty boy?”

Detective, Randall Collins smiled
coldly. “Inside, buttercup.” Rounding the trunk, he opened the
curbside rear passenger door. “Take a look for yourself.” Waiting
until the man had his head in the car, he pulled the beefy arm up
behind his back and slapped one end of a pair of handcuffs on the
wrist. “He’s all yours Megan, you want to read him his
rights?”

She shimmied out from under the
beefcake’s powerful arm. “No, you do it, I will call in the
cavalry.” Leaning into the front seat, she pulled out the mic.
“Dispatch, car 220. You can send in the black and whites now, the
perp is in custody.”

“Ten-four 220. Sending in black and
whites. Good job, detective.”

“Thanks.” Turning her head, she saw the
gun in the backseat and chuckled. “Not bad for a dead woman.”
Sobering she straightened out of the car. “Now Joe, you and me are
going to have a nice little chat, but first, you will take a nice
little chauffeured ride back to midtown. Are we clear?”

He glared at the tall woman who had tricked
him. “Go to hell, whore!”

Randall slammed the man’s head into the roof
of the car. “Speak nice to the lady, slimeball!”

Megan put a hand on his arm. “It’s
okay, Rand. Put him in the squad and let’s get this parade
rolling.”

“You got it, Detective Armstrong.”
Pulling the muscular captive around, he walked him over to the
waiting squad car. “You take my car,” he tossed over his shoulder.
“I will ride with this bozo.”

Tipping him a nod she rounded the hood
and climbed behind the wheel of the dark sedan. “Get up here
Scykes, I’m not your chauffeur!”

“Yes ma’am!” The lanky detective
scrambled out the open rear door and folded himself into the front
seat. Belting in he grinned, “It was a clean collar,
detective.”

“Yeah,” she said with a sigh. “Now all
we need is a warrant so we can toss his place for the murder
weapon. We still got a lot of leg work left to do.” Falling in
behind the lead car, she shuddered. “What I really need right now
is a nice hot shower with some lye.”

The younger man chuckled. “What’s the matter
boss, you feelin’ icky?”

She shot him a look and swerved. “Oops! Sorry
’bout that, Scykes. You shouldn’t distract me like that, it’s bad
for your health.”

He swallowed his stomach. “Yeah… so…um…
Do you think that our perp is the same guy who swiped you this
morning?” She shrugged and kept her eyes on the road. Ten minutes
later they reached Midtown and the mother-in-law of all traffic
jams. Pulling her phone from her pocket she dialed and put it on
speaker. “Hey Cap, yeah we got him. We need a warrant to toss his
place though. Is judge Reynolds still in chambers?” She listened
intently.

"Where are you?"

“Would you call her for me? I’m trying
to navigate through Midtown traffic. Our ETA is about twenty
minutes if traffic holds.” She listened again.

"You drive safe out there, detective. I want
you back in one piece."

“Yes, sir.” True to her word, Megan
pulled the car into its reserved slot twenty minutes later.
Alighting from the car she went around the squad and opened the
rear passenger door. “Come on beefcake, let’s get you in and
booked.” When he struggled, she yanked down on his right arm. “You
don’t want to add resisting arrest.”

 


Edward stared at the phone;
his living room cast in sunset shadows. She
will not call you fool. She thinks you are a crackpot.
Lifting a glass from the table he brought it to
his lips and felt the cold ice cubes brush against them. The
whiskey burned a path down his throat, and he savored it. Setting
the glass aside he closed his eyes and let his mind drift.
Images of cars rushing by, and the dark alley
filled his mind’s eye. Suddenly, a
familiar image flitted through his memory, and something alerted
him to a change in his environment. His senses attuned to the room,
and he felt the presence before him. “Get out! You are not welcome
in my home.”

“That is no way to treat the person who
took you in and cared for you.”

Opening his eyes, he rose. “Your poison
will not infect me again, Victoria.” Surging past her he yanked the
door open. “I never want to see you again.”

“You will regret this, Edward. That I
promise you.” As the elegant woman sauntered into the hall, he
slammed the door. The unfeminine yelp that followed drew a
satisfied smile to his lips. Across the room that phone rang. The
minute his hand touched the receiver, ice trickled down his spine.
Lifting the handset to his ear he swallowed. “Hello?”

“You think you’re really smart don’t
you, Southwood? You didn’t think I’d find you, did you? Well,
you’re wrong! I’m coming for you, Southwood… and you can’t stop
me!”

Sweat beaded his forehead. “Who is this?”

“That’s for me to know and you to
figure out. Knock, knock!”

When a knock sounded on the door behind
him, he dropped the phone. Hearing the squeal of the knob behind
him, he sprinted to the window. Wrenching the sash part way up he
threw his leg out the hole and got stuck. Shoving his back against
the wood as panic took root and adrenaline flooded his system. The
wood gave, and he fell onto the grated iron of the fire escape.
Shooting a look over the ledge he saw the door opening and bolted
down the ladder. Above he heard the clatter of boot heels on the
hardwood floor of his apartment.

Megan was just digging into her pizza
when the front door of the pizzeria shot open letting in a blast of
icy air. Her eyes rounded as she recognized the man in the doorway.
Ducking her head, she tried to avoid his scanning gaze. When a
shadow fell over her table she groaned. Raising her eyes, she found
the owner of the pizza shop standing over her with a queer
expression on his face. “Hey Tony, what’s up?”

“I have this for you, Detective.” He
held out a folded piece of paper in his meaty fist. “How you like
your pizza? Gino made it tonight.”

“Pizza is delicious, Tony. Gino did a
fine job.” Lifting a steaming slice, she took a big bite to prove
her point and almost gagged. Putting a hand before her mouth, she
offered him a thumbs-up sign and mumbled about how hot it was. When
he wandered away, she choked down the bite and chased it with a
hefty gulp of water and opened the note. Reading the message, she
spat the water on the table. “Sonofabitch!” Tossing her napkin on
the table she rushed over to the counter. “Tony? Make me a couple
of pies and deliver ‘em to the station for me, would ya?” She
plunked fifty dollars on the counter. “This should cover them and
the one on my table. I’d like that one boxed and delivered too,
okay?”

“Sure, sure detective. I’ll have Gino
get right on it.” The portly Italian paused. “You all right
Megan?”

“No, Tony, I don’t think I am. The man,
who gave you this,” she held up the crumpled note. “What did he
look like?”

“He was the one who came busting into
my shop like man possessed. He looked scared when he shoved that
paper into my hand and told me who to give it to.”

“Did you see which way he
went?”

A tall skinny youth came out of the kitchen
wiping his hands on a towel. “He went toward eighth. Ran like the
devil himself was on his heels.” He smiled warmly. “I’ll have those
pizzas to you inside of an hour, detective.”

“Thanks Gino. This time hold the
anchovies though. Randall and Mike aren’t partial to the little
fishies.”

“Sure, did you like my pizza, Megan? I
made it special for you.”

She smiled. “Everything except the artichoke.
I’ve never been partial to the flavor.”

He looked sheepish. “I’ll fix it for
you, Megan.”

“You put artichoke on one of my
pizza’s!” The more rotund pizza man turned red and shouted in
Italian.

“No Pop, I created this pizza myself.
It has…”

Megan took that as her cue to exit.
Stepping into the chill November air she shut out the argument
between father and son and pulled her mobile phone from her pocket.
Speed dialing the precinct she headed for her car.

“Detective Collins,
homicide.”

“Rand, it’s Megan, I’m about twenty
minutes away. Would you look on my desk and find Edward Southwood’s
number for me?”

“Sure Megan. You sound upset, is
everything okay?”

“I dunno, Rand. I got a freaky message
at dinner.”

“Anyone I know?” He rummaged for her
notepad.

“Tony,” she answered absently as she
slipped her key into the car door.

“Tony got a last name, kiddo?” He
lifted the pad from the debris-strewn desk and found the number.
“Hey, I found it.”

She smiled and slid behind the wheel.
“Giannino.”

“The pizza man? Christ, Meg, he’s
married!”

She laughed outright at his surprise.
“Hey, I’ve got his son Gino bringing us pizzas. Can you text me
that number?”

“Yeah sure,” he said in
confusion.

A minute later her phone chirped.
“Thanks, I’ll be there soon.” Hanging up on his response she dialed
the number he’d sent. On the sixth ring it was picked
up.

“You can’t hide from me forever,
Southwood. I will take care of you the same way I took care of that
bastard who killed my Suzie and Maxie.”

Megan’s brow furrowed. “Who is this?”
Her frown deepened when she heard a surprised breath.

“Who is this?”

“My name is Megan, what’s yours?” She
turned onto 52nd street and had to slam on the brakes to avoid
taking off someone’s open car door.

“My name? What does that matter
anymore? Nothing matters now except my mission. I must finish the
job.”

Taken aback, she stopped for the red light
and took a chance. “That sounds pretty hopeless.”

“Yeah, what do you care,” he
interrupted. Blowing out a deep breath he continued. “Ya know, I’m
sorry. Edward and I are playing parts in this really twisted play.
He was supposed to call about now. I guess I got a little too into
character. So, I suppose you’re looking for Ed. Well, he isn’t here
just now, as I said, but I’m sure you could come over and wait for
him.”

Her neck hairs rose. “Are you sure? I
wouldn’t want to…” she paused dramatically. “I mean that Edward and
I were supposed to get together, but if he has other plans, I could
just…” The passenger door to her borrowed sedan opened as the light
turned from red to green.

“Nonsense,” the man on the phone said,
“I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

She stared at the man in the passenger
seat. Behind her a horn blared. Snapped back to the present she
started forward. “Um yeah, okay. I’ll be there soon, bye!” Smiling
with satisfaction as the man behind her got stuck at the next red
light, she turned a sober gaze at her uninvited passenger. “So,
what’s going on, Mr. Southwood.”

“Edward,” he replied, frankly. “Not
here… at the police station.” His eyes darted every which way as he
shakily locked the doors. “I don’t know where is safe.”

Her brow furrowed until it resembled a field
at planting time. “You can relax, Mr. Southwood, no one can get
in.”

Edward shook his head violently. “Not
yet.” He turned to her. “Please, detective, I’m begging for your
help. I’m not who you think I am, honest! I’ll tell you everything,
just not here!” He gripped her arm in terror. “Please!”

Biting back the questions on her tongue
she agreed. “Okay.” Pulling a pack of tissues from her jacket, she
passed them to him. “You might want to wipe your hands and
face.”

Looking at his hands he blushed. “I… thank
you.”

“You’re welcome,” she
said gently. Driving the final blocks in silence she pulled into
the underground parking structure. Switching off the engine and
turning to confront her companion, Megan was stunned. His hair was
a mess, and his clothes were torn. Shaking herself, she opened the
door. “Come on upstairs.” Waiting for him to join her, she picked
over the strange events. Found
unknown man, nearly dead in an alley this morning.
“Spoke to him at hospital, he could not identify
self.”

“I wasn’t unable to identify myself,
detective, merely wary.”

Her head whipped to the right as his voice
filled the empty elevator. “What did you say?”

“You were thinking aloud,” he said by
way of explanation. “This morning at the hospital, I was nearly
catatonic. I have never suffered from any form of amnesia. I really
should start at the beginning,” he added easily.

She watched his behavior as the steel
box ascended in puzzlement. “You are the strangest man I have ever
met.”

“Thank you,” he said
unabashedly.

She snorted. “I’m not complimenting you. To
be honest, I find strange people too complicated.” The doors
opened, and she started to step out.

Edward reached out and pulled her back
into the elevator. Pushing her to the floor he slammed his hand
against the button to close the doors. When she rose, he shook his
head. “Stay down!”

 


 


There was a soft squelching thud as a
voice rang through the squad room and the slowly closing doors. “I
gotcha Southwood. No escaping justice now.”

The doors closed, and the elevator grew
deathly silent. Megan looked up in time to see her companion and
savior falling back against the burnished steel. When he slid down
leaving a smear of blood behind him, she hit the button for the
first floor and reached for her phone. Hitting the speed dial, she
maneuvered over to his side. “Tell me where it hurts.”

He shook his head. “It doesn’t. I don’t feel
anything. Is it supposed to be like this every time I get
shot?”

“You’re probably just in shock.”
Turning her attention to the phone she spoke quickly. “My name is
detective Megan Armstrong. I have a male victim aged
thirty…”

“Thirty-two.”

“Sorry, male victim aged thirty-two. He
was shot from the rear, no exit wound. I am checking now.” Cradling
the phone between her ear and her shoulder, she reached a hand
behind his back. Pulling it out she found it covered in blood.
“He’s bleeding pretty bad.”

The 911 operator heard the tinges of
anger in the woman’s voice. “All right detective, what I want you
to do is apply pressure to the wound. Tell me your location and
I’ll get paramedics to you as quickly as possible.”

“We’re at the Mid-town precinct in the
elevator on our way to the ground floor.”

“Okay, detective, when you get to the
ground floor, I want you to stay in the elevator. Make sure that
you do not move the patient. Now, I will ask you some questions,
and I need you to be as succinct as possible, okay.”

Megan took a deep breath. “Yes.”

“Good, detective, really good. Now, I
want you to look at his eyes. Are his pupils the same?”

“Both are the same, though he seems to
have trouble staying awake.”

“Don’t let him fall asleep. I’m
dispatching paramedics now. How is his breathing? Does it seem
labored or like he’s breathing liquid at all?”

Megan put her head against his chest.
His heartbeat was slow but regular. His lungs gurgled with every
breath. Putting the phone to her ear again, she gave him a warm
smile. “Stay with me, Mr. Southwood.” Into the phone she said,
“He’s got fluid in his lungs.” The elevator stopped, and the doors
slid open before she could stop them. Turning around she found
herself staring down the barrel of a Glock 17.

“Hang up and move out of the elevator,
sweet cheeks. I’ve no beef with you. It’s him I want.”

Putting the phone in her pocket without
hanging up, Megan rose to her feet and held her hands up. “Don’t
kill him,” she said as she moved out of the elevator. Stepping past
him, she moved like lightning. Grabbing his wrist, she kicked his
feet from under him and threw her body weight against him. They
crashed to the floor the gun going off as it flew from his hand. As
she slammed her knee into the small of his back, she felt a sharp
pain in her leg. “I don’t know who you think you are buddy, but
you’re under arrest.”

“A bitter, unforgivable legacy,” Edward
croaked.

Tightening the hand around the gunman’s
wrist, Megan looked up. “Save your strength, Mr. Southwood.” When
his head lolled to the side, she jerked the man’s other arm
backward to lock the cuffs on him. “You have the right to remain
silent. If you give up this right, anything you say can be used
against you. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot
afford one, council will be appointed to you free of charge. Do you
understand these rights?” She jerked on his arms.

"Yes."

“You’re under arrest for the attempted
murder of Edward Southwood.”

“I shoulda known you were a
cop!”

“Megan?”

Looking over her shoulder she pulled the man
to his feet. “Detective Collins, take Mr. Trigger happy to lock up.
His gun’s in the elevator.”

“But, Meg, you’re…”

“Yeah, just take him in.” Her attention
shifted to the man lying on the floor. Rushing to his side she
knelt and felt for a pulse. When he grabbed her hand, she sighed in
relief. “I still want to hear the whole sordid tale,” she said
sternly.

He clutched her hand. “You deserve to hear
it, Megan.” His hand tightened. “Thank you.”

Pushing her hand against his back she
felt him wince. “I will hold you to that, Mr.….”

“Edward! Can’t you say it
once?”

“Alright, Edward.” The name tasted
complicated on her tongue. “Just hang in there for me,
okay?”

“For you… anything.” He coughed and
bright red bubbles foamed between his lips. “I can feel it now,” he
rasped.

“Hang on, Edward,” she whispered, “help
is on its way.” A hand fell on her shoulder and pushed her aside.
Seeing the paramedics, she pulled her hands free. “I’m right here,
let the professionals help you, okay?”

“Ma’am are you a relative?”

She frowned at the burly paramedic who
had spoken. “No, I’m Detective Armstrong. I was with this gentleman
when he was shot.”

“I understand. What’s the gentleman’s
name?”

“Edward Southwood.” She was starting to
feel dizzy.

“I’m going to have to ask you to step
out of the way please, Detective.”

“Yeah, sure. He’s bleeding profusely
from his back.”

“We’ll take care of it,
ma’am.”

She stepped out of the elevator and found a
handful of wet paper towels being shoved at her.

“Here Megan.”

She looked up into the concerned blue eyes of
her junior detective. “Thanks Mike. Did Randall take that dirt bag
down to booking?”

“Yeah, when he took him away the dude
was blubbering like a baby. How’s the guy in the
elevator?”

She shook her head. “Not good, Mike,
not good at all.” Looking down, she sighed. “I’m gonna need more
than a few wet paper towels for this mess.” Seeing the paramedics
pulling the gurney out of the elevator she shoved the bloody towels
at him. “Hey, tell Randall that I’ll be at the hospital and he's in
charge, okay?” Without waiting for his reply, she limped after the
retreating rescue personnel. “Uh guys, I think you need to look at
this.”

Edward cracked his eyes open to test
the brightness of the room. When a sharp pain seared his retinas,
he groaned.

The blinds snapped shut immediately. “How do
you feel?”

With the room cast in shadow again, he
opened his eyes and focused on the woman standing by the window
leaning on a cane. “You’re pale.”

“You damned near die in my arms and all
you can say is, ‘You’re pale’!” She threw up her arms and winced as
she put her full weight on the injured leg.

He watched her pace jerkily with a
frown on his face. “I am well,” he said mirthlessly. “I am
concerned about you because, how I feel is unimportant. I will
heal. Have you been here all night?”

She rubbed her tired eyes. “The last
two. Don’t ask me why though, I couldn’t tell you.” She waived a
hand in his direction. “That didn’t come out right. I knew why I
was here two days ago, but now I’m so tired.”

“You should sit down,” he said patting
the bed, “before you fall down. Did that poor man talk? What
happened to your leg?”

She shook her head. “No, he lawyered
up. Precinct shrink said he’s a few bricks short of a load.” She
leaned against the edge of his bed. “Now, answer me straight. How
are you feeling?”

He shifted uncomfortably. “To be honest,
uncomfortable and tired.”

She shot him a concerned look. “It’s
just a flesh wound.”

He shook his head. “You are a stubborn
woman.” Easing his shoulders up the pillow he gestured her closer.
“Take my hand, Megan Armstrong. I really must thank you.” He closed
his eyes for a moment to hide his grimace of pain and held out his
right hand. “Let me thank you in my own way,” he asked as his eyes
opened, “please?”

Wary, she moved closer and took his hand.
“You know I don’t believe in this hokum,” she said as his fingers
closed around her hand.

“There is no hokum,” he said in a soft
voice. “Thank you for saving my life.”

The tension melted from her shoulders. “I
thought,” she began with a sigh.

“Not with you,” he said quietly. “Never
with you.” His blue eyes pinned hers like a butterfly on corkboard.
“Please take care of yourself. Go home and draw yourself a bath.
Rest, you have been through enough the last few days.”

“I can’t,” she said. “I need to get
back to the precinct.”

“Your job is not going anywhere,
Megan.” His hand tightened on hers as a coughing fit took
him.

When she saw the pink foam building on his
lips, she slapped the call button and cupped his face in her hand.
“Edward, you’re an idiot! You don’t need to be
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