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Almost anyone can bear adversity…but if you want to reveal someone’s true character, give them power.
Delaney Morgan didn’t find an unconscious naked guy on the beach every afternoon.
The wild Oregon Pacific had spilled out shells, driftwood, sand dollars…and at sunset last night, a Celtic pewter and garnet triadic knot pendant she’d hung on a chain as a good luck charm.
But a nude man was a first.
She lowered the high-powered binoculars, then slid a hand into her coat pocket to touch the cold steel of her borrowed—okay, technically stolen—gun. A ribbon of suspicion snaked through her. If the guy was a player in the deadly game she was investigating, he was in a lot more danger than exposure to the brutal October weather.
Delaney cautiously approached the big man sprawled face down in storm-etched dunes. He lay oblivious to the salty gale, head to one side, right arm flung out as if he’d crawled from the water’s icy grasp. Wind-whipped ebony shoulder-length hair obscured his profile. His muscular torso was gritted with sand…and mottled by bruises and scrapes. Her throat tightened. Naked Dude had taken a savage beating.
Hugging her sheepskin-lined suede jacket against the wind, she hastily assessed his visible wounds. No tan lines marred the smooth expanse of tawny skin from the strong column of his neck to his long, shapely feet. If he’d been bronzing his birthday suit on a boat, he’d drifted far from a forgiving climate. She scanned the secluded beach. No other people. No debris from a boating accident. The punishing waves had spit him out and left him to die. Her pulse thundered in sync with the ocean’s roar.
Was he dead?
Roiling black clouds dimmed the meager daylight, and Delaney squinted in the gloom. He had to be alive. His complexion didn’t look blue like the prop corpses on CSI. “H-hey. Can you hear me?”
He didn’t respond.
Delaney dug her cell out of her jeans, but couldn’t get a signal on the cheap-assed prepaid phone. She stuffed it back in her pocket, shoved tangled copper curls from her face and sank to her knees beside the stranger’s head. The binoculars around her neck nearly hit him, so she tugged them off and balanced them on a chunk of driftwood.
Fierce gusts slammed into her and the sea lashed at the man’s feet, trying to reclaim its sacrifice. Crouched over to shelter him, she brushed aside his hair. Mystery Man possessed beautiful, rugged masculine features. Dark brows tilted in an intriguingly wicked slant, and sooty lashes bracketed high, stubbled cheekbones. His nose was long and straight, his sculpted lips slightly parted. The set of his bold, square chin hinted at a stubborn streak.
His gorgeous face hadn’t escaped injury. Purple bruises blossomed near his temple, and a sand-encrusted gash over his right eyebrow oozed blood into his hairline and down his face.
“Please don’t be dead,” she whispered. She tentatively touched his cheek, rough bristle over cool skin.
An unexpected burst of energy jolted her body, as hot and jarring as if she’d grabbed a downed power line. Fog swirled, obliterating her vision. Vertigo spun her senses as wailing bagpipes, Celtic war cries, and clanging swords rang in her ears.
Yanking her hand away, she fell backward. The haunting sounds vanished and the beach reappeared. Temples pounding, body shaking, she lay panting for breath as nausea churned in her stomach.
What the—?
When she finally got her about-to-be-tossed cookies under control, she eased upright. What the hell had just happened? She didn’t normally have seizures or hallucinogenic space-outs. And as far as she knew, the mushrooms in her breakfast omelet had been the non-magic variety.
Delaney knelt at the man’s side again. After a freaky trip on the woo-woo train, she didn’t quite trust herself to touch him. But her next course of action depended on whether she had a live nude male on her hands or a stiff one. Swallowing apprehension, she braced herself and gingerly pressed two fingers to his throat.
A steady pulse throbbed beneath her fingertips. Thank God. She retrieved the pistol from her coat pocket and tucked it into the waistband of her jeans beneath her bulky fisherman’s sweater. Then she yanked off her coat and draped it over his back. The jacket barely covered him from wide shoulders to his admittedly excellent butt, but was better than leaving him bared to the harsh weather. “Hey, buddy, can you hear me? Wake up.”
Though his eyes remained closed, he uttered a low groan.
She rechecked her cell and swore, tempted to hurl the worthless piece of crap into the ocean. Should she run for help? Her borrowed cabin didn’t have a phone. By the time she scrambled back up the bluff and drove ten miles to the sheriff’s office, the storm would’ve blasted in full-force. The rural four-officer department had their hands full battening the hatches against the incoming gale, and locating a cop would take a while.
Mr. Tall, Dark and Naked might die before she returned.
Not to mention that she didn’t want to attract attention. Especially from the cops.
Delaney leaned closer, afraid to move him until she knew the full extent of his injuries. “C’mon,” she demanded. “Open your eyes.”
He groaned. The thicket of black lashes fluttered, drifted upward.
“There you are,” she said. “Welcome back.”
He slowly raised his head, and her gaze collided with eyes the same crystal gray as the hungry sea thrashing behind him. Despite his beat-up condition, it was a warrior’s stare—calculating, unafraid, and sharply intelligent. That laser look jolted her as strongly as touching him had.
His silent question rang clearly inside her head. Who are you?
Even weirder, she felt compelled to answer. “I’m Delaney Morgan. Are you all right?”
His glance flicked to her pendant. “The Morrigan,” he murmured in a husky, rolling Highland burr. “So…’tis dead I am.” He blinked. “Come to guide me to the Otherworld, have you?”
The stranger’s lyrical speech slid through her like a long-forgotten memory, the odd familiarity warming her insides more insidiously than potent Scottish whisky.
She preferred pomegranate mojitos.
“Delaney Morgan. If you believe I’m some kind of angelic escort to Heaven, you whacked your skull way harder than it appears, pal.”
“I ken.” His eyes narrowed. “I’m thinking the temperature should be far warmer, then.”
A smile sneaked out. “You’re not in Heaven or Hell, you’re lying on a beach near Cape Hope. How badly are you hurt?”
“From the neck up, it’s foggy.” He went silent for several beats. “But I’m fair certain everything else works fine.”
Cutting him slack because of the head injury, she let that ride. “What’s your name, and what happened to you?”
“I…I’m…” Another, longer, pause. “Rowan…” An uncertain frown. “Rowan…MacLachlan. And a wee bit…murky on details.”
He abruptly rolled over and levered to a sitting position, draping her coat across his lap. Delaney jerked backward, sprawling in the damp sand.
“No need to run away, Morrigan,” his low voice soothed.
Maybe. Ted Bundy had reportedly been good looking and charming, too. “Morgan. I wasn’t running away. I tripped.”
His frown deepened. “I’m not a serial killer, lass.”
How did he know exactly what she’d been thinking? Then again, lurching away the moment he moved was hardly subtle. “That could be one of your missing details. If you were a psycho, I’m sure you’d out yourself, right?” She stood and slapped sand off her pants. “You have a cut on your forehead.”
He touched the wound. Shrugged. “It won’t kill me.” His teeth started to chatter, and he swayed.
She admired the effort he exerted to hold himself steady. This determined man probably went after everything he wanted, no-holds-barred. And probably didn’t often lose. Her scalp prickled with foreboding. “Can you stand?”
“Aye. In a minute.”
Dangerous strength pulsed from his huge frame, but the energy radiating around him didn’t feel malevolent. When it came to evil, Delaney possessed 20/20 hindsight. And the Glock she was teaching herself to use. She’d often watched her big brother load the magazine, slap it into the gun, chamber a round, and fire.
But unlike Connor, she wasn’t sure she could shoot a human being.
She looked away from the rise and fall of Rowan MacLachlan’s broad, dark-hair-dusted chest, toward the raging ocean. Her instincts insisted she was safe with him. From physical harm, anyway. Not so much the assault on her libido. “Better make it thirty seconds.”
“Not a patient wench, are you?”
Wench? The wind slashed icy fingers through her sweater, making her shiver. “Get a move on. That storm is about to kick our butts.”
“And I’m betting you don’t let anything—man nor nature—defeat you, Delaney Morgan.” He shakily maneuvered to his feet, tying her coat around his waist. She figured he did it more for her comfort, because other than looking flash frozen, he seemed perfectly at home buck naked. “I’d return your jacket…however…”
“Keep it. I like the coat exactly where it is.”
His mouth slanted. “‘Tis warmer.”
She tilted her chin to look up at him. Well over six feet, a foot taller than her own five-five. And totally jacked. From the stunning width of his shoulders tapering into sinewed arms, broad, capable hands, and all the way down his hard torso to the coiled muscles in his solid thighs and long calves, this was one huge Scottish hunk.
Unease slithered up her spine. If he tried anything…
But she couldn’t leave him at the storm’s mercy. Prolonged exposure would kill him. Her fingertips brushed the reassuring bulge beneath her sweater. If she let fear rule her actions, she’d have crawled into a cave two decades ago. Delaney retrieved her binoculars. “We need to go.”
MacLachlan arched a brow at the binocs, then winced. “Sodding bad day for bird watching.”
“I’ve seen several ravens, but they were watching us. Are you able to walk?”
He swayed again. “Aye.”
He didn’t appear steady enough to stay upright, much less hurt anyone. Her innate empathy toward victims of violence kicked in. She and her brother wouldn’t have survived if a stranger hadn’t cared enough to gamble on them. “My cabin is on top of the bluff, and you’re not up to the hike. Lean on me.”
“I’ll manage.” He staggered several wobbly steps.
“I’m stronger than I look. I run, do yoga, and kick-boxing.” Delaney scowled into the wind’s tangy bite. “Let me help you.”
“Nay.”
“Testosterone poisoning can be fatal, Braveheart.”
His husky chuckle rumbled in tandem with a peal of thunder as he doggedly shuffled forward. “If I can’t die with my boots on, I’m not going.”
“You were a lot more cooperative when you thought I was a guardian angel.”
“Not an angel, nay. A Celtic goddess with North Sea eyes and a waterfall of sunset curls. Wearing the Eye of Eternity around your neck.”
Her hand closed around the pendant. Who would’ve thought beneath all his macho stubbornness, the big guy possessed a poet’s soul? Delaney fingered the charm’s intricate knots. She’d been thrilled at the unusual find, but the necklace hadn’t seemed significant. Yet, suddenly she was collecting stray Scotsmen and hallucinating Highland battles.
Trepidation wormed inside her as she led the way up the incline, her hiking boots slipping on damp pine needles. “Save your energy for climbing, laddie. I’m not interested in men.”
“Bloody shame, that.”
Delaney rolled her eyes. “Don’t sprain anything jumping to conclusions. I just meant I’m…discerning.”
“Discernment.” His ragged breaths were almost as loud as the ocean crashing behind them. “Wise policy.” He patted her shoulder.
She flinched, breaking contact. “You can touch me for help. No other reason.”
“Don’t get yourself into a swither, lass.” His voice sounded fainter behind her, revealing how much the steep ascent was costing him. “I won’t be harming you.”
She crested the bluff and hurried toward the cabin. Evergreen trees flanking the dirt path trembled in the wind, perfuming sea-damp air with sharp pine. “You’re dead on, there. I can handle myself.”
A jagged streak of lightning scalded the black clouds. Ozone supercharged the air, thunder cannoned again and the sky split open and dropped a cold, drenching curtain. Delaney broke into a run, digging in her pocket for keys. Rain hammered the roof of the old cabin’s front porch as she unlocked the door. Shoving it open, she scurried into the sturdy warmth of the 1940’s forest green and ruby living room.
She turned, watching her exhausted, uninvited visitor labor to catch up. He tottered over the threshold, and she ruffled her wet curls, scattering raindrops on the braided entry rug and knotty pine floors. “If you have any hinky ideas, MacLachlan—for your own good, don’t go there.”
“No plans to.” Panting, he leaned against the jamb, his face paler than the watery daylight shimmering around him. “Otherwise, I’d have confiscated your gun the moment you turned your back on me.”
Then his eyes rolled back and he crashed to the floor.
Well, balls. Wasn’t that just like a man? The obstinate Scot could spot a concealed weapon at twenty paces, but refused to admit his limitations and ask for help. If he weren’t already unconscious, she’d smack him upside his Stonehenge skull.
Her cell, fifty percent reliable from the cabin, remained signal-free. She couldn’t leave Sleeping Braveheart in the open doorway, and he weighed a freaking ton. Pushing and shoving, she wrangled him far enough inside to slam the door. She blew a soggy strand of stray hair off her face. Getting him to the couch—much less on it—would take all night.
She finally rolled him onto the braided entry rug and dragged it toward the stone fireplace, where embers still glowed. After pitching in more logs, she sprinted to the bedroom for blankets and pillows.
Her best friend Vanessa had stuck out nursing courses for six semesters before incurable sympathetic vomiting had scuttled those career plans. As Van’s college study buddy, Delaney had absorbed basic first aid. MacLachlan’s injuries didn’t appear fatal, but he might have a concussion. Shock combined with hypothermia could kill him.
Delaney covered him with blankets and a quilt, cushioned his head on one pillow and propped his feet on two more. The fact that he’d managed to bully himself up the bluff in such battered condition was a miracle. She looked at his haggard face. No, it was a testament to MacLachlan’s steely will. A chill shivered over her.
A warning lurked there somewhere.
He seemed to be resting comfortably, his breathing normal. She collected the first aid kit, a bowl of warm water, and a washcloth.
Delaney knelt and touched his head wound with the damp cloth, and the wracking, foggy vertigo clobbered her again. This time, ancient war cries magnified the sight of slashed tartans and hideous gaping wounds. Terrified women…children…running, screaming. She smelled blood and fear.
Death.
The fog evaporated, along with the horrible visions. She bolted to the bathroom and lost her lunch.
Trembling, she huddled on the cold tile floor. What was wrong with her? Unlike Mommy Dearest, she’d never done drugs. Drank only moderately. If stress was going to unhinge her, she’d have flipped her lid long before today. Raw breaths sawed in her throat. Oh, God, maybe she had a brain tumor. Brain tumors caused hallucinations, nausea, and phantom odors.
Delaney inhaled slowly. Exhaled. Chill. She shoved to her feet and rinsed out her mouth, then brushed her teeth. It was food poisoning, or a virus. She couldn’t afford to be out of commission. She was her brother’s last chance for rescue.
Delaney returned to kneel at MacLachlan’s side again. The spook-fest hit only when she touched him. And was it coincidence that she’d seen and heard Scottish weirdness? She studied his closed eyes and slightly parted lips. “If you’re pulling some kind of mind-freak on me, knock it off. Or I swear, I will get in my car and leave you to fend for yourself.”
Steeling herself, Delaney picked up the washcloth and cautiously dabbed his cut. Nothing happened. The tension eased from her shoulders. She cleaned and bandaged the wound, touching him as little as possible. Since none of his other scrapes were actively bleeding, she left well enough alone and kept him covered.
She sat cross-legged on the floor, watching Rowan MacLachlan. Even lost in unconsciousness, his face revealed strength of character. The man had a sex-god mouth…the bottom lip sensually full, the top lip chiseled into a fine arch. That luscious mouth could tempt angels into carnal sin.
And her past proved she wasn’t even casually acquainted with sainthood.
Delaney got up and stalked into the bedroom. She wasn’t in the market for a man. Especially not a hunk of prime Highland real estate. She changed into dry jeans and a lime green T-shirt, and then zipped on a turquoise hoodie, secreting the heavy Glock inside the front pocket.
If Connor found out she was packing his gun, he’d blow a gasket. Three years her senior, her brother had always looked out for her. Though just a kid himself when their dad had died, it was Connor who’d fed her when she was hungry, Connor who’d bandaged skinned knees and scared away bad dreams. He’d helped her solve math problems and conjugate verbs while their mother drifted through their childhood in depressed apathy.
Her brother had given up his life to save her.
And Delaney would give anything—everything—to save him. Nobody was going to hijack her mission.
Thunder rattled sturdy pine-paneled walls, and rain assaulted the roof and streamed down the windows as Delaney paced the living room, eyeing the still oblivious man on the hearth. She was stuck in a tiny cabin with a huge problem. But trouble had become her specialty.
Especially this past year.
She strode across the open space into the adjoining red-accented kitchen where her laptop sat on the scarred tabletop. Sliding into a chair, she booted up the computer. No cell service, but the local wireless connection worked. She couldn’t call 9-1-1, but could surf eBay. Technology. Go figure.
Her job had taught her how to access classified intel, and she was equipped with a photographic memory. “Time to cough it up, MacLachlan.” She used every resource, searched everywhere. And found nothing.
Delaney dug deeper, nationally and internationally. Nada.
She had the time, the tools, and tenacity. And found zilch on Rowan MacLachlan. As if he didn’t exist.
Impossible.
Though she’d shielded her information, anyone with ‘Net savvy could dig up basic stats on her own obscure existence. Despite her vigilance, too much info and speculation was floating around about her and Connor’s “situation.”
And if the wrong person saw it… Her chest constricted as her hand again sought the comforting weapon. Exactly why she was packing Glock insurance.
Yanking her thoughts from what-ifs, she Googled Celtic knots. Many designs symbolized eternity, but she couldn’t find anything like her knotted charm with its four garnets. A search of Morrigan turned up myriad legends about a Celtic goddess of prophecy and war who could transform into a gigantic raven.
Delaney snapped her laptop shut. Well, that was helpful.
Restlessness drove her to the vintage stove. By the time MacLachlan stirred two hours later, beef stew simmered in a cast iron pot, and cornbread muffins and a marionberry cobbler wafted fragrant steam from the oven.
Rowan’s guttural groan sent her rushing to where he lay beside the fire. The vivid flush that stained his cheekbones made her stomach jump. That couldn’t be good. “Rowan? How do you feel?”
Wary diamond eyes glittered. “Like I could quaff the whole of Loch Fyne,” he croaked.
“I’ll get you some water.” Anxiety gnawing at her heels, she sprinted to the kitchen, filled a glass, and then hurried to kneel beside his head. “You look feverish.”
“‘Tis no wonder.” The strapping Scot propped himself on one elbow, the blanket sliding off rock-hard biceps to his tapered waist. “You’ve swaddled me like a wee bairn.”
Delaney kept her eyes locked on his as she handed him the tumbler. Well, as focused as possible with acres of hard, tanned pecs and a washboard eight-pack staring her in the face. “I didn’t want you to get hypothermic.”
His too-bright gaze cruised down her body, then slowly up again, spiking her temperature into the stratosphere. “Nary a chance of that, is there, now?” His hand wasn’t quite steady as he tipped the glass and gulped.
She did not watch his mouth greedily cup the rim, or the glittering trickle of water slide over his chin and trail down the strongly working column of his throat. Instead, she forced her attention to the crackling red-orange flames. He had a point. The cabin was plenty warm. “Who are you? What are you?”
“Odd question, Delaney Morgan.” The way her name rolled off his tongue in that low, melodic purr made goosebumps shiver over her skin. “Considering you’ve seen all my worldly goods.”
Not quite. Another mental podcast attacked her…of MacLachlan’s impressive bod sprawled face down in the sand. Not one of the new weird whirl and spew visions. More like frustrated fantasies. Yeah, she’d admit to having had a couple of those in the past few years.
Blatant assessment smoldered in his intent gaze and his sensual lips curved, as if he knew exactly where her thoughts had wandered. She snatched back the empty cup. Rowan MacLachlan should have “flammable” stamped on his hard-muscled ass. “I know it’s an oxymoron, but you are an exceptionally exasperating man.”
His attention wavered over her shoulder. “Delaney—”
“No more evasions. Look at me. I want answers, and I want them now.”
“Right.” One brawny shoulder lifted. “But you may also want to know your kitchen’s on fire.”
“Oh, hell!” Delaney bolted across the room. On fire was an exaggeration, though not by much. She snatched the smoking pot off the burner, then dropped the pan into the sink and cranked on the cold water faucet. Choking, swearing, she flung aside red gingham curtains and shoved open the window to let in storm-drenched air. Peering into the oven, she flipped the dial to off. The stew was charcoal, but at least she’d salvaged the muffins and cobbler.
“You’ve quite an impressive vocabulary, lass. Are you burned?” Suddenly directly behind her, Rowan grasped her hand, and she yelped in surprise.
How had he moved so fast? Pulse pounding, she turned and yanked her fingers from his grip, which was warmer than the overheated cookware. Her attempt was successful only because he willingly released her. “N-no.”
Mere seconds ago, he’d been flat on the floor, fevered and sick. Now he was too close, looking too dangerous, too capable—even wearing just a blanket slung low on angular hipbones. Delaney swallowed. Gun or not, this man could easily snap her neck. In a heartbeat. Surrendering, and hating herself for it, she retreated from the heat that radiated from his big body.
“Sure you’re all right?”
“Yep.” Sort of. Unless totally freaked-out counted.
His focused scrutiny didn’t waver. “While I was unconscious, did you ring the police?”
“I—” Lose/lose. If she said yes and he was avoiding the cops, he might get agitated. If she admitted she had no phone service, he’d know she was vulnerable, with no access to help. “They’re busy handling fallout from the storm.”
Was that disguised relief flickering in Rowan’s expression…or just a lightning flash through the windows? “We won’t bother them with a non-emergency just yet, then.”
“As soon as the weather eases up, I’ll call. So, about how you got here...”
“Sit down at the table.” Thunderclouds overhead rolled an eerie hypnotic echo to his deep brogue. Thick, suffocating power seemed to emanate from him, and an odd trick of the shifting light shaded his irises from gray to sea green. “Tell me about yourself.”
The fine hairs on Delaney’s body stood on end and she couldn’t breathe. I don’t want to. Denial jammed in her throat, she edged farther away.
“Delaney?” He offered his hand. “Don’t be afraid.”
Penetrating green eyes pierced clear to her soul, sent her staggering backward. She should not, would not touch him.
Rowan’s brows lowered. “Look into my eyes, Delaney.” Her temples throbbed with pain as his voice pulled at her will, compelled her to obey. Uncanny knowledge glinted in those endless jade pools. “Just take my hand. ‘Tis easy.”
Her back hit the sink. She couldn’t run any farther.
Both body and mind aching from the onslaught, she fought to force her gaze downward, to reject the intimate invasion. “No,” she finally managed to choke out, flinging her hands up as if to deflect a punch. “Stop it!”
The smothering power lifted. “Stop what?” Rowan’s even tone sounded as careful as if he were juggling live grenades. “Delaney? Are you all right?”
She risked a glance at his face. His puzzled eyes were a lovely shade of silver-gray. Oh, man. He probably thought she was Looney Tunes.
She swallowed again. Reality check. She normally kept her feet planted solidly on terra firma. Stress must be frying her brain cells. Or maybe she was PMSing. Sci-fi and fantasy were her brother’s thing, not hers.
Connor. Like a lifeline, she clung to thoughts of her brother. She could almost hear his warning. I taught you better, Lanie. Letting an opponent know you’re scared gives him the advantage. Get a handle on it.
“Nothing. I’m not—” She turned around, fumbled to shut off the cascading water. “You must be starving.”
“Aye. I’m a mite peckish.”
“The stew’s a goner, but there’s sturgeon in the freezer and a six-pack of Henry Weinhard’s in the fridge. I’ll whip up beer batter and fry fish and chips to go with the muffins.” She’d veered from mute to a raging case of runaway mouth.
“Sounds brilliant. But first, would you have a shower?”
She stopped on her way to the freezer for a startled moment before she processed his request. Singular, not plural. “Sure. Yeah, you should clean your other wounds. I’ll get you something of Connor’s to wear. He stashes extra clothes here. We both do.” Connor was a 6’2” former high school quarterback who’d kept in peak physical condition. Though Rowan was nearly three inches taller and twice as muscular, Connor’s jogging clothes should stretch enough.
“Connor?” Barely perceptible tension edged his tone.
“My brother.”
“Ah. Where would this brother be, and how is it that he lets you stay in such a harsh, remote area alone?”
“Bathroom’s the first door on the left.” Scowling, she gestured at Rowan to precede her down the hallway. She wasn’t about to turn her back on him a second time. Or tell him the truth. “Wait here, outside the bedroom.” She blustered past him—past the painful half of his question—as she stalked inside to open the bedroom closet. “Newsflash, Braveheart, this is the twenty-first century. We wenches do whatever we want.”
“What do you want, Delaney?”
That compelling power pressed against her again. The harder she resisted, the worse her head pounded.
She concentrated, gave the intrusion a hard mental shove. Back off!
From the doorway, Rowan grunted.
She gritted her teeth. Coincidence. On top of the fever, he must have a mother of a headache. Probably why he was acting so…strange.
What was her excuse?
She pulled out black jogging pants and a faded yellow and green University of Oregon Ducks sweatshirt and hugged them to her chest. Just last fall, which seemed like an eternity ago, she’d tackled her brother during her traditional birthday picnic football game in the park with their friends. Connor had toppled into crisp autumn leaves, laughing while his best bud Zack had swept Delaney up, kissed her, and wisecracked about her ball-handling ability.
She buried her face in the worn fleece as scalding sorrow fought for release. Sometimes a photographic memory was a blessing…and other times a curse. Zack was nothing but a bad memory, and Connor seemed beyond her help.
I want my life back. I want my brother safe.
“Delaney?” Concern warmed Rowan’s soft brogue. “What’s wrong?”
She cleared her throat. Tears never solved anything. Marching to the doorway, she handed him the pants and sweatshirt, then gestured at her concealed pistol. “Be straight with me. You’re not under the delusion that you’re some sort of…uh…vampire or something, are you?”
His lips twitched. “I’m sky-clad and battered, not barmy.”
“Do you believe you’ve traveled here from another time?”
“Points for imagination, but no.”
“An alien scout on an earthbound mission?”
“Absolutely not.”
“An immortal 16th century Highlander who believes ‘there can be only One?’”
He snorted. “Bloody hell, lass, you watch too much Syfy Network.”
Desire and deep regret twisted inside. How could she be so attracted to this enigmatic Scot…while at the same time so very afraid of him?
Delaney studied the sincerity stamped on Rowan’s striking features, and every instinct clamored in warning.
Despite his protests to the contrary, Rowan MacLachlan was no ordinary man.
In the kitchen, Delaney dipped sturgeon chunks into spicy beer batter and plopped them onto a plate. Julienned potatoes soaked in a bowl of ice water beside her while canola oil simmered in a cast-iron skillet on the stove.
Blackness smothered the twilight outside the windows as October’s screeching tantrum raged unabated. The first weeks of autumn could be crisp and sunny, but western Oregon climate fluctuated wildly with Mother Nature’s moods. Apparently, Mom was pissy this weekend.
Down the hallway, the bathroom shower picked up tempo and the cabin’s sixty-year-old pipes groaned and rattled in protest. She’d at least provide MacLachlan with a hot shower and food before driving him into town.
Hopefully she wouldn’t regret her generosity.
Delaney chopped and mixed and grated. She diligently did not think about Rowan in the shower. Didn’t imagine sparkling rivulets flowing through thick, wavy locks. Or soap bubbles caressing bronzed, sculpted pecs. Refused to picture pearly suds gliding over a fierce eight-pack, down that treasure trail of dusky hair circling his navel—and then sliding lower, to…
“Ow!” She’d grated her knuckle instead of the onion meant for the tartar sauce.
Cursing, she stuck her bloody finger beneath the faucet before improvising a paper towel bandage. Serves you right. After the Zack disaster, she’d sworn off men. Not forever. Just a decade or so. And her time-out had barely edged past year one.
Delaney clamped her renegade hormones into lockdown as she stalked down the hall, leaving the fish and potatoes sputtering in hot oil. She waited outside the bathroom door until the shower hissed off, then knocked. “Hey, MacLachlan. After you’re dressed, could you please pass me a Band-Aid and antibiotic ointment from the medicine cabinet?”
“You said you weren’t burned.” The door flew open, and she was confronted by a hot cloud of clean-man-scented steam billowing around a very large, gleaming wet Scotsman. Wearing a very small towel.
“I…uh…” Her hormones broke into a celebratory riot and her stomach flip-flopped. Stuff your tongue back in, woman. “It’s…not for a burn. I cut myself.”
“Badly?”
His hand shot out to grab hers, but she jerked away. “No. Just get me the supplies.” And for cripe’s sakes, put on some clothes!
Rowan disappeared into the steam, almost instantly reappearing with a bandage and tube of ointment. For such a big guy, he moved disconcertingly fast. He waved at her to enter. “Let’s have a look.”
“Nah, it’s nothing. I’ll take care of it in the kitchen.”
He reluctantly surrendered the first aid supplies, and she retreated to bandage her knuckle. She finished just barely in time to rescue the fish and chips from immolation.
Delaney slammed mismatched Fiesta dinnerware onto the tabletop, added utensils and red-checkered napkins. She used to be a decent cook—before her synapses took an unauthorized leave of absence to Scotland.
She plunked down a pitcher of ice water. “Rowan? Dinner’s ready.”
The bathroom door snicked open, and a barefoot, nefarious pirate sauntered to the table. She’d thought a sweatshirt and jogging pants would decently cover the guy. But the shirt molded his wide chest, the sleeves hitting him mid-forearm, and the pants— Delaney choked on her own breath. Black fleece stretched to hazardous limits that—ohmigod.
She yanked her gaze to his face. He hadn’t dried his tousled hair, and dark stubble still shadowed his high cheekbones and chiseled jawline.
Of course, a testosterone jockey would sneer at shaving with a pink-flowered plastic razor.
He drew out her chair. “Lasses first.”
Even from across the table, he smelled more mouth-wateringly delicious than the food. Fresh water and damp, warm man. Delaney hesitated. She absolutely did not want to get that close to him.
His eyes glinted a challenge. “Aren’t you hungry?”
She never could pass up a dare. Setting her jaw, she scooted into her seat.
He sat opposite her and flipped his napkin across his lap. Sharp quicksilver eyes watched patiently as she served herself. Then he attacked his meal with a quiet, but ravenous intensity that left her slack-jawed.
She was used to watching Zack and Connor and their buds chow down. She’d figured Rowan would be hungry and had cooked plenty, but holy Jurassic Park. “When was the last time you ate?”
He chewed, swallowed his fifth sturgeon filet. “What day is it?”
“Saturday.”
He cocked his head. “Four days ago, then.”
“Four days?” She gave the guy props for restraint. If she’d gone ninety-six hours without eating, she’d have displayed the table manners of a rabid wolverine. She waited until he finished what was on his plate and had dished himself another helping. “Let’s get to it, MacLachlan. How did you wind up on my beach al fresco?”
“I…can’t exactly recall.”
“Uh, huh.” She’d bet her vintage red GTO he remembered more than he admitted. “I’ve never seen you around Cape Hope before.” He wasn’t a man she’d forget. “Do you live nearby?”
A pause while he consumed another muffin. “I’m not sure.”
“You understand American slang without a problem. I don’t think you just fell off the boat from Scotland today.”
“Figuratively, nay.” A megawatt smile transformed his face from indomitable warrior to mischievous rogue. “Literally, perhaps I did.”
A melting, swoopy sensation tickled her insides. Sort of like eating a hot fudge sundae while riding a roller coaster. Rowan’s sexy grin hadn’t simply derailed her train of thought. It had blown up the subway.
Delaney picked at a crispy golden filet. Stay on track. “Um…no wreckage washed ashore. Were you aboard a boat?”
“Quite possibly.”
“Well, you didn’t backstroke across the Pacific. What’s your job…where do you work?”
“Depends how you define ‘work.’”
She grimaced. “This conversation is beginning to sound like a Senate hearing.”
“Can’t tell you what I don’t know, can I?” Rowan dispatched the lone survivor of the dozen muffins, not counting the one she’d taken but not eaten. He prowled to the stove, ladled generous scoops of the marionberry cobbler onto his empty plate and returned.
“Mmm…” His sensual moan rippled up her spine. If he was attempting to distract her, he was doing a bang-up job. “Bloody brilliant dessert. You’ve very clever hands, haven’t you, lass?”
“Cut the bull. What do you remember?”
He sighed. “My short-term memory is…compromised. ‘Tis like peering into a hazy mirror. Only random clear places appear.”
“All right, tell me everything you can see.”
“I don’t believe that’d be wise.” He frowned. “Because I’m fair certain someone tried to kill me.”
Queasy, she abandoned her fork. His admission wasn’t the shock it should have been. Deep down, she’d already sensed that darkness stalked him.
Delaney rubbed the vague ache nagging the back of her neck. And Rowan realized she knew, or he wouldn’t have come clean. She’d met this man mere hours ago, yet they shared a scary subliminal connection. Shared strange, unsettling feelings. “We’d better notify the police.”
“I’d rather not. Until my recall improves, I haven’t any answers.” He cleared his throat. “And I’ve found the authorities can be…less than helpful in certain circumstances.”
Tell me about it. Especially when you couldn’t—or wouldn’t—answer their questions. MacLachlan might be on the wrong side of the law. Or not. But she’d learned the hard way “innocent until proven guilty” was an ideal not upheld by everyone in law enforcement.
“You’re deep in alligators, pal.”
He smirked. “Up to my bollocks.”
“You seem pretty nonchalant about it.”
“I remember enough to know this isn’t my first trip to the bog.” He shrugged. “And won’t be the last.”
Maybe he was an undercover Fed. Or yet another casualty of corrupt Judge Zinter, who owned a house nearby. Delaney squelched the urge for details. Sometimes, ignorance was bliss. She didn’t want to further endanger Rowan, or herself, by mucking around in his business. She really didn’t want the authorities or Zinter to know she was in town.
She’d keep her gun close and MacLachlan at a distance until the storm passed, then they’d go their separate ways. “I empathize with you, honestly. But I can’t get dragged in. I have my own gators to wrestle.”
“That you do.” He studied her face. “What’s your profession?”
No harm in telling him. It was public knowledge, and a lie might make him curious enough to dig deeper. “I’m a victims’ advocate for the Portland District Attorney’s office, and working on my law degree.”
At least she had been. Until she’d flushed her hard-won career down the toilet last winter by spearheading an unsanctioned investigation into her brother’s case.
“Why did you come to this lonely place, Delaney?” Once again, jeweled green spilled into his irises. Warm waves of inquiry lapped against her skin. This time, the gentle probing was far more subtle. “What do you seek here?”
Pain squeezed her temples. She fought dizziness as Rowan’s essence drifted inside her mind. Sly, silver mist brushed her thoughts. Examined her feelings.
No! Her wordless scream quivered in the air between them. Get away from me!
Rowan jolted. Severed the contact.
His mental hit-and-run left her head throbbing. “Stop touching me against my will!” Her fingers crumpled her napkin. “Stop invading my private—” Humiliatingly close to tears, she inhaled a shaky breath. “Whatever the hell you’re doing, it’s too personal, and I don’t like it!”
Sadness weighted his big frame as his concerned gaze locked with hers—gray again. “What is it you think I’m doing to you?”
She was losing it. Turning into a genuine fruitcake. With nuts. A person’s eyes did not change color. Thought reading and mind control were not possible. Avoiding his scrutiny, she rearranged her napkin beside her plate. Maybe she should have listened to Connor and seen a therapist to deal with the past.
But she didn’t trust anyone with her body or her mind. “I’m sorry. I don’t—”
“Nay.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Delaney Morgan.”
Rowan pushed back his chair. “Be wary where you tread, lass. The most beautiful reptiles are often the most poisonous.” He rose and strode to the front door, wrenched the handle…and walked out.
The thick oak panel swung shut on his ominous warning.
A dozen paralyzed seconds ticked past before Delaney leapt up to run outside after him.
“Rowan?” Blackness closed over her as she sprinted off the porch, frigid rain drilling icy needles through her sweater. Her pulse hammered. How had he just…disappeared? He was on foot—her GTO was still parked in the muddy driveway. “Are you insane?” she shouted into the wet, wild night. “You’re not wearing a coat. Or shoes. Come back here!”
Impenetrable shadows cloaked the forest. The wind shrieked maniacally in her ears. “MacLachlan? Where are you?”
Delaney stood in the dark until she was soaked to the skin. Until the wind shredded her hoarse cries and whirled them into silence.
Waiting for an answer that never came.
Wracked by shivers, teeth chattering, she staggered into the cabin. Wrapping the throw from the sofa around herself, she huddled on the warm hearth. The storm outside was minor compared to her emotional tempest.
Relief clashed with fear. She was glad he’d left. Glad she didn’t have to get sucked into the mysterious MacLachlan’s problems. Very happy she didn’t have to battle the tempting chemistry between them, or fight the disturbing infiltration of his mind into hers.
She wanted more complications in her life like King Kong wanted a bikini wax.
But another part of her longed to know the entire story. To help the man who’d been beaten and left for dead on her doorstep. Who had tried to kill him? And why?
Not man nor beast had stirred in the nasty weather during Delaney’s first recon of Judge Marta Zinter’s coastal hideaway earlier that morning…including the motley group of unidentifiable-from-a-distance new arrivals. Delaney had given up and planned to stay indoors the rest of the day. Ride out the storm curled in the green overstuffed chair beside the fireplace with a stack of legal precedents pertinent to Connor’s situation and a pot of steaming espresso.
Instead, she’d been overwhelmed by the intense desire to go out again and walk the beach. Urgency she hadn’t been able to fight had pulled her to the edge of the storm-tossed sea. To Rowan.
Delaney stared into the fire, seeing molten silver eyes fringed by thick black lashes. She couldn’t shake the sense that she’d passed some kind of test. She’d fulfilled her duty and rescued Rowan MacLachlan.
But a bizarre, uncomfortable feeling lingered. The feeling that somehow, he had been sent to help her.
* * *
Awareness stole over Delaney, and she awakened to pearly gray dawn. The same color as Rowan’s eyes.
Some of the time.
Clutching the patchwork quilt to her chest, she sat up in the wide, antique iron bed. Sleep had vanquished her beastly headache, but her temples still felt tender. Delaney’s glance flew to the massive dresser she’d shoved in front of the bedroom door before tucking herself in. Alone. Again.
It had crossed her mind that a man who’d seemed genuinely concerned about her cut finger and possibly burned hand wasn’t likely to return and strangle her in her sleep.
But there were uglier things than death.
So she’d bolted the doors, double-checked the window locks and improvised a barricade. And slept with a loaded Glock under her pillow.
Paranoid, much?
Rain sputtered on the roof as Delaney clambered from beneath the covers. She belted her comfy coral robe over her green thermal shirt and paisley flannel PJ pants. Paused and listened.
Silence.
She bulldozed the dresser aside. Gun in hand, she tiptoed to the main room. The clean entry rug rested on the gleaming pine floor in front of the door. Blankets lay folded on the green and brown plaid sofa, magazines neatly stacked on the driftwood coffee table. The dinner dishes had been washed and put away, kitchen table wiped clean.
Everything looked exactly the same as she’d left it last night before swallowing three ibuprofen and scarfing down the entire pan of marionberry cobbler. Triple à la mode. A prescription-strength dose of carbs and lactose. Ben and Jerry should post a warning on the carton about interaction with stressed imaginations.
Sagging against the wall, Delaney fingered the charm at her neck. She loved the ocean, always found solace and inspiration at the cabin. Not to mention convenient proximity to the suspects she was surveilling. She’d planned to stay until Monday, but abruptly decided to drive home to Portland. Mother Nature wasn’t cooperating with her agenda, and she really needed a triple-shot raspberry mocha and a heart-to-heart with her best friend.
Vanessa had generously taken miserable misfit Delaney under her wing back when they’d first started college. Though Delaney didn’t trust easily, Van understood about closet skeletons. Her friend had never left her hanging.
If anyone wouldn’t judge her about kinky relationship issues, it was Vanessa.
While The Ramones’ “I Wanna Be Sedated” played in her head, Delaney showered and then towel-dried her hair. She dressed in a fitted short denim skirt and added black tights, black scrunchy ankle boots and a fine-knit persimmon sweater before shrugging on her jacket. She picked up her oversize purse, a moss green leather hobo bag she’d snagged at a thrift store. Purse slung over one shoulder and carrying her overnight tote, she strolled into the gloomy morning still humming the refrain.
Rain dripped from the bruised sky, and mist shrouded towering evergreens and icy mountaintops. The ocean’s restless roar accompanied her humming as she turned and slid her key into the deadbolt. Delaney’s voice hitched. Died.
There was blood on her door.
The porch overhang sheltered the entrance, preventing the rain from washing away the eerie lines of scarlet slashes and knotted Celtic symbols that streaked the wood.
She yanked out her key, faltered back a step. Had Rowan left the blood-stained hieroglyphics? Was he a lunatic after all, playing with her head? Was he hidden in the tangled underbrush, watching…waiting for the perfect moment to attack and finish her off?
Her frantic gaze spun around the clearing as she scrabbled in her purse for the gun. She heard nothing but the lashing sea and her own rasping breaths. Saw nothing but deserted woods.
What are you waiting for, Delaney? Book the hell outta here.
Gun gripped in one hand, keys, bag and purse in the other, she sprinted to the driveway.
She skidded to a halt in the muck, her breath caught in her throat. A very, very large crow perched on the hood of her red GTO. Watching her.
No, not a crow. The enormous black bird was way too big…it had to be a raven. Encountering wildlife in the forest was common, in fact, a raven had been circling the beach when she’d found her charm. But the wild kingdom had never ventured this close to the cabin.
She swallowed the panic crawling up her throat. When had her life turned into a Hitchcock film?
Don’t be ridiculous. It’s just a bird. A freakishly huge bird with a killer beak and razor talons. Standing between her and escape.
She wet dry lips. “Shoo! Go find yourself a juicy worm…or twenty.”
The raven cocked its head, wise obsidian eyes taking her measure. Delaney half expected the hooked gray beak to open and croak, “Nevermore.”
That tears it. I will not surrender what’s left of my mind!
She swung her heavy bag in the air. “Scram!”
Her fowl-weather friend thrust out a four-foot span of gleaming ebony wings, screamed out a hoarse cry and soared into the clouds.
Delaney’s trembling fingers rattled the Glock into an uneasy balance on the roof in order to unlock the car door. Shooting the raven hadn’t even occurred to her. Not that she would kill an innocent animal. Not that she could, with her entire body shaking worse than an unbalanced washing machine on spin cycle.
After three tries at slotting the wobbling key into the too-small hole, she finally made it. Grabbing the gun, she scrambled inside. She hit her lock, revved up the engine and then tore out of the driveway, tires spitting mud.
God bless four-hundred horsepower. The ‘68 Bobcat fastback actually belonged to Connor. He’d let her help him rebuild it from scratch over the years, souping it up with extra features and power steering. Connor had refused to sign over the vehicle when he and Delaney had sold most of their possessions in a desperate gamble they’d eventually lost.
In the end, the house always wins.
The rear-wheel drive drifted around a slippery curve too fast and she corrected the skid. No, that had been her mother’s defeatist philosophy. Delaney preferred her adopted state’s motto: “Alis Volat Propiis.” She flies with her own wings.
As rain sheeted the windshield, she belatedly switched on lights and wipers. Connor had insisted she needed fast, reliable transportation. The muscle car had earned her a glove compartment stuffed with speeding tickets. And might’ve just saved her life.
Delaney rocketed onto the turnoff that intersected with Highway 101, then checked her mirrors. An empty black ribbon of wet asphalt trailed behind her. Cell service should kick in any minute. Maybe she should file a police report.
And admit she’d invited a strange naked Scotsman into the isolated cabin? That she’d offered him a shower, cooked him dinner…and then he’d gone all Silence of the Lambs on her?
She could just hear the cops: What did you expect? You asked for trouble. Do you have any proof?
She glanced at the gun in her lap. They hadn’t believed her before. Why would they suddenly start?
Delaney looked in the rearview mirror once more as she fumbled the weapon into her purse. No, she’d go home. Go back to what now passed for “normal” in her insane existence.
Even though she strongly suspected that after last night, her life would never again be the same.
Delaney pulled into the first coffee shop she saw and splurged on the raspberry mocha fix she craved like crack…with extra whip. Her empty stomach grumbled, but she couldn’t justify spending her last five bucks on a pastry. Instead, she scrounged the emergency stash behind her seat. Munching Cheetos and singing along with her usual ‘80’s radio station, she sped back to Portland.
She checked the dashboard clock as she hit city limits—almost ten a.m. She’d pared the hour and a half trip to fifty-five minutes. The peaceful, overcast autumn drive accompanied by hot coffee, salty snacks, and her favorite music had settled her nerves. Her pragmatic nature had convinced her the encounter with Rowan had been just another adventure she’d someday embellish for wide-eyed grandchildren.
It was over. She’d never see him again. And the odd hollowness inside her was merely because she’d run out of Cheetos.
When Vanessa’s voicemail picked up Delaney’s call, Delaney disconnected without leaving a message. Van wasn’t a morning person. Not only did she work a day job as a charity event-planner, she also enjoyed helping at their friend Archer’s nightclub until almost dawn. Oh well, after she heard about bare-naked Braveheart, she’d forgive Delaney for the early rousting.
Delaney turned down the street to Van’s condo. She slammed on the brake, tires shrieking to a stop.
Vanessa was outside at the curb.
Although Van carried a few extra pounds on her five-foot seven frame, she’d inherited exquisite bone structure, smoky amber eyes, and impeccable style from a French fashionista mother. Her makeup was always flattering, her clothing immaculate, her dark silky hair styled. But this morning, she wore a wrinkled brown cocktail dress and leopard Christian Louboutin stilettos marred by scuff-marks. Long raven strands snaked from a disheveled chignon, and mascara streaked her tear-stained cheeks.
Leaving the engine running, Delaney shoved open the door and rushed to her best friend. “What’s going on? Why do you have that?”
Vanessa stared down at the baseball bat gripped in her hand as if she’d never seen it before. She and Delaney played on a team with Archer’s club employees, but practice wasn’t scheduled for today. “I’m texting Chad.”
“Uh…most people use a cell phone.”
“Yeah, they do.” Van cocked the bat and smashed the right headlight of the black Porsche parked at the curb in front of her condo. Wham!
Delaney winced as glass tinkled to the pavement. “Van! What the—”
Wham! Vanessa pulverized the left headlight. “But most people’s boyfriends don’t horizontal mambo with ‘hos.”
“Hookers? Holy crap, what happened?”
“I caught Chad and his ‘escorts’ when I got home from the club two hours early this morning. From the looks of them, they dirty-danced all night.” Wham! Vanessa sent the driver’s side mirror sailing across the street. “In our bed.”
Empathy wrenched in Delaney’s stomach. “Oh, Van. I’m so sorry.”
“His bill is about to get a lot more expensive.” Vanessa sniffled as she rounded the hood. Wham! The passenger mirror flew onto the manicured lawn.
“Vanessa, that’s enough! Stop!”
“The rat-bastard loves this car more than me. ‘Don’t put on makeup in the Porsche. Don’t eat in the Porsche. Don’t drink coffee in the Porsche.’” Vanessa’s brittle laugh skated on the edge of hysteria. “He never said anything about baseball.”
Delaney’s chest tightened. “Have you been drinking, girlfriend?”
“Maybe. They had a bottle of leftover Dom.”
“Where are they? Still alive, I hope?”
“Chad locked the door behind me after I grabbed the bat and the booze and ran out. They’re inside.”
“Okay…I guess killing his Porsche is better than killing him, but stop now. Do too much damage, and you’ll be committing a felony.”
“You know the difference between a Porsche and a porcupine, Delaney?” Vanessa stalked to the rear of the car. Wham! The left taillight shattered. “With a porcupine, the pricks are on the outside.”
“Vanessa, quit it.” Delaney cautiously approached her distraught friend. “Chad is not worth getting yourself arrested for. Let’s grab some chili-cheese fries and chocolate milkshakes and devise a subtler, but just as expensive revenge.”
“Even if I could eat without hurling right now, the bubbly already torpedoed my new diet.” Vanessa gulped back sobs, her lips quivering. “What kind of revenge?”
“He gave you signing privileges on his credit cards. We’ll max ‘em all out.” Delaney held out her hand. “Give me the bat.”
“I really thought he was it. Thought I’d finally found the guy I could spend the rest of my life with.” Vanessa’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t need a damned prince.” Leaning against the battered car, she swiped the back of her hand across her streaked face. “At this point I’d settle for a duke. Or a count, even.” She shuddered. “Count of Monte Cristo. Count Dracula. Hell, Count Chocula.”
Delaney eased the bat from Vanessa’s shaky grip and wrapped an arm around her friend. “I know how much this hurts. But we’re going to get through it together, like always.”
“Ladies?” a deep male voice drawled from behind them. “Take a wrong turn on the way to Fenway Park?”
Bat in hand, Delaney spun. A sleek charcoal-gray Ferrari had pulled up behind her GTO, and two casually well-dressed, dark-haired men stood on the parking strip. One guy was a complete stranger.
Unfortunately the other wasn’t.
Could this day blow any worse? Delaney stared into a pair of hazel bedroom eyes as unchanging and implacable as the man who owned them. Her ex-fiancé’s familiar, perfect face was as heartbreakingly handsome as she remembered.
Her heart stuttered into double-time. “Detective Zachary Walker. Last I heard, you’d transferred to Phoenix PD.”
“The weather sucked.” Zack shrugged. “No rain. Once a Duck, always a Duck. What in hell is going on here?”
“Vanessa is breaking her engagement to Chad.”
“Looks like that’s not the only thing you two are breaking.” Zack wore confident cop authority as easily as his tailored black slacks and white shirt. “Put down the bat, Delaney.”
Delaney took a step back. “I can handle this. It isn’t your problem.”
He subtly shifted, his lithe body all police business. “Unfortunately, it is…as of seventeen minutes ago, when dispatch got a 9-1-1 from a Chad Dumont saying he’d been threatened with a weapon and fears for his safety.”
“Why did they send an undercover vice unit?”
“We were the closest unit and I recognized Van’s address, so we responded.” He indicated the striking Asian man dressed in tan slacks and a brown shirt. “This is my new partner, Detective Jason Kim. Jason, meet Delaney Morgan and Vanessa Clare.”
Detective Kim nodded a greeting as he moved closer to Vanessa.
Van tried to fend him off. “I was so upset, I wasn’t thinking straight. This is not Lanie’s fault.”
Zack extended his palm to Delaney. “I’m not asking this time.” Coiled awareness hummed beneath his deceptively relaxed posture. “Drop the bat.”
Aware he was fully capable of taking it from her, she hesitated. Submitting to Zack stung.
“Let it go, sweetheart. Don’t make me get physical with you.”
Getting physical with Detective Walker was extremely detrimental to her peace of mind. Delaney forced her stiff fingers open, and the baseball bat clattered to the pavement. “I’m not your sweetheart. I’m not your anything anymore.”
Zack kicked the bat out of reach, martial-arts honed movements graceful. His features went hard, his gaze impassive. She knew that expression. Cop face. “I need both of you to turn around and plant your hands on the car.”
“Not Delaney,” Vanessa sputtered. “She didn’t do anything, Zack. It was only me. She was trying to talk me out of it.”
“Turn around, ladies.” Zack’s quiet tone was unyielding. “Put your hands flat on the hood.”
As Vanessa complied, Detective Kim stepped behind her friend. “How much alcohol have you consumed this morning, ma’am?”
“Don’t answer him,” Delaney said. “Right to remain silent.” Fighting rising temper, she spun and slapped her palms onto the cool metal. “So, all the pimps and meth dealers on vacation in the third precinct today?”
Zack moved behind Delaney. His smooth baritone slid into her ear. “I have to pat you down. We do this by the book.”
“Oh, yeah, I know. You’re all about the rules.”
“Without rules, chaos reigns supreme.” He inserted a knee between hers, slowly spreading her feet until she was supporting her weight on her arms.
Hands she knew far too well settled on her shoulders and Delaney willed her nerves and her voice to steady. “Where exactly do you think we’re packing weapons? If I had an Uzi stashed up this skirt, I’d have bigger problems than you.”
He sighed. “Let’s just get this over with.” His palms cruised beneath her coat, down her sides and the warmth of his agile fingers radiated through her sweater. Though his touch stayed impersonal, every muscle in her body stiffened. “Easy, Lanie.” He’d always—if a bit reluctantly—respected her boundaries. “I won’t hurt you.”
She clenched her fists. “Too late.”
Zack grazed taut hands over her hips, then huffed out barely disguised relief. “Okay, you’re clean.”
Delaney and Vanessa turned back to face the men. Vanessa bit her lip. “I’m so sorry. Very sorry. If I pay for all the damages right now, can we go?”
The detectives exchanged silent communication before Zack inclined his head at his partner. “Keep tabs on these two while I speak to the complainant.”
Detective Kim’s dark eyes crinkled at the corners. “I think I can handle them.”
Zack strode past. Halfway to the parking strip, he jerked to a halt beside Delaney’s open car door. “Delaney?”
Spirits sinking, she looked over and saw her purse toppled on the passenger seat, a casualty of her abrupt stop. The Glock had slid halfway out the unfastened top. Fantastic.
Today was about to blow a whole lot harder.
Zack’s broad shoulders went rigid. “Do you have a permit to carry concealed?”
“I’m exercising my right to remain silent.”
“Shit.” The mouth that had once-upon-a-time kissed her breathless pressed into a grim line. “Now I have to take you in.”
Scowling, Zack slid a pen through the trigger guard to lift the Glock. He sealed it in a clear plastic evidence bag before retrieving the baseball bat and depositing both inside the Ferrari’s trunk.
He pointed at Delaney’s handbag sprawled on the seat. “Got any more surprises in there?”
“Not unless you consider super absorbency a threat.”
“Mind if I check?”
“Knock yourself out.”
Zack quickly shuffled the contents. He switched off her car and locked it, then added her purse to the trunk.
Vanessa put herself between Delaney and Zack. “This is all my fault. The gun is mine. Let her go.”
Delaney shook her head. “No, it’s not! Shut up, Van. Carrying without a permit can land you in jail for a year.”
“Yes, it is,” Vanessa insisted. “It’s mine.”
“How about if you both remain silent,” Zack said. “And we’ll sort this out at the precinct.”
The men exchanged another look, and Detective Kim grasped Vanessa’s elbow. “This way, ma’am.” Kim’s disciplined grace revealed Zack’s new partner shared his commitment to martial arts as he escorted Vanessa to the far end of the Porsche. When he began to recite the Miranda warning, her best friend burst into fresh tears.
Delaney set her teeth. “Bastards,” she muttered.
Zack withdrew handcuffs from his back pocket. “I have to cuff you.”
“Oh, come on. I didn’t even make the top one hundred on ‘America’s Most Wanted.’”
“You know the regs as well as I do. And you understand why I have to follow them.” He lowered his voice. “Especially with you.”
She glared at him. “You made your priorities very clear.”
A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Turn around and place your right arm behind you.”
“I sure hope snuggling up with your procedural manual keeps you warm at night, Walker.” She pivoted, putting her back to him.
“I did what I had to, Delaney.” His tone was as gentle as his hands while he carefully bracketed her wrist with cold steel.
Delaney bit into her lower lip to stop it from trembling. “I’m sure that’s a huge comfort to Connor.”
“I tried to help him.” Zack’s admission held a husky rasp that hadn’t been there a moment ago. “Give me your left arm. Okay. Face me again.”
“You survived the academy together. You were partners, tighter than brothers. He trusted you. We trusted you. But when everything went to hell, you ran.” Wrists bound behind her, she stumbled when she attempted to turn around.
Zack caught her, held her against him for a heartbeat before helping her straighten. “I did what was best…for all of us.”
Shaken by the eerie events of the past twenty-four hours, she wanted to lean on his solid strength. But where did trust always land her? She raised her chin, and her defiant gaze clashed with his. She might have eventually forgiven Zack for abandoning her. But she could never forgive him for betraying her brother. “Careful. You wouldn’t want to get too close to me and tarnish that shiny detective’s badge.”
Zack’s nostrils flared as heat smoldered in his eyes. “Connor made his own choices. Now he has to live with them. But you don’t.”
“Wrong,” she said quietly. “I do.”
He shuttered his expression and Mirandized her. “Do you understand these rights as I’ve explained them to you?”
“I understand a lot more than you want me to, Zachary.”
“I don’t fucking think so,” he growled beneath his breath. Holding her forearm, he steered her toward the Ferrari where Vanessa sat handcuffed in the back. Delaney awkwardly climbed into the cramped space beside her while Zack stalked into the condo to question Chad.
Vanessa’s sobs subsided into sniffles. “I’m so sorry for dragging you into my mess, Lanie. Are you scared?”
“Nope,” Delaney lied. She knew what life was like trapped behind steel bars…and didn’t want any part of it. “Archer will bail us out.”
“I’m terrified.” Van scooted closer. “Listen,” she whispered. “When we get to jail, tell everybody I’m your bitch, okay?”
Nervous giggles caught in Delaney’s throat. “You have no problem defending yourself, Babe Ruth. Besides, once they run the serial number, they’ll know the gun isn’t yours. It’ll be fine, I promise.”
Vanessa rested her head on Delaney’s shoulder. “You’re the best, Lanie. The sister of my heart.”
“Aww, likewise, Van.”
“Hey.” Vanessa straightened. “What are you doing in town? You said you were staying at Archer’s vacation cabin until Sunday.”
Delaney’s thoughts arrowed to Rowan, making her skin tingle. Great. Not. “Wait until you hear what happened to me last night.”
Zack returned and climbed into the driver’s seat, and Delaney lowered her voice to a whisper. “It involves a naked dish of Scottish man candy.”
That bombshell caused the distraction Delaney was hoping for.
“What? Seriously?” Van hissed. “You? I don’t believe it. Are you all right?”
If you defined “all right” as turned-on by a psycho, and then totally weirded out. “Mostly, yeah. I’ll fill you in when we have more privacy.” She grinned. “Up for pushing Zack’s buttons?”
Van grinned in return. “Always.”
Delaney started singing the first line of “Girls Just Want to Have Fun,” and Vanessa joined in. They belted out repeat choruses all way to the station, watching Zack’s neck muscles winch tauter with every passing mile.
Twenty minutes later, the patrol car parked in the crowded downtown lot beside Portland’s Central Precinct. A tense Zack escorted Delaney into the massive high-rise while Kim escorted Vanessa. Delaney’s guts twisted. She’d walked in here hundreds of times for work, and to visit Connor and Zack. But her final trip to pick up Connor’s things last year had been wrenchingly personal.
Every cop shop she’d seen during her career was mostly interchangeable. Industrial paint and utilitarian furniture framed a racket of ringing phones, clacking keyboards and multiple conversations, with a buzz of adrenaline overlaying the odors of sweat and stale coffee.
The humiliation of fingerprinting and mug shots completed, Delaney and Vanessa were re-cuffed. The admittance processing officer returned them to where Zack and Jason waited at the front desk.
Delaney braced herself. Stripped of her freedom and locked in a cage...not on her list of fun.
Keep it together. Deep breaths. You’ll be able to call Archer soon, and he’ll spring you.
Zack’s cell phone pinged from inside his front pants’ pocket. No frivolous ring tones for him. Watching her like he expected an imminent escape attempt, he tugged out the phone. “Walker.” His eyes narrowed on Delaney’s face and he frowned. “Yes, she is.” A startled pause. “I’m not sure I heard correctly, sir.” His frown morphed into a piercing glower. “Absolutely, Captain.”
He hung up, shoved the phone into his pocket. “Hold Ms. Morgan’s and Ms. Clare’s paperwork until further notice,” he snapped at the desk sergeant.
Now what? Nobody in the PD department would defend her, much less Connor’s former captain.
Zack grasped Delaney’s upper arm with controlled strength. She’d only seen him lose his temper once—with her brother. Zack Walker’s unleashed fury wasn’t an experience she cared to relive. “You’re trouble on legs, Ms. Morgan.” He propelled her down the corridor and into the elevator, with Jason and a subdued Vanessa following.
“You’re the one who insisted on arresting me.” In spite of her inner turmoil, Delaney’s anxiety eased somewhat when Zack viciously stabbed the button for an office floor instead of the detention cells. Any call that delayed their incarceration couldn’t be all bad.
The elevator surged upward in a mercifully short trip. Zack marched her past a long row of frosted glass doors before stopping in front of one that read: Detective Zachary W. Walker. Connor’s name had been removed, the glass as pristine as if he’d never existed.
Zack turned the knob, and their merry little band filed inside the sage green room. He pointed at two sturdy black armchairs angled in front of the dark wooden desk. “Sit.”
Being in this office again—with all traces of her brother erased—hit Delaney with an emotional hailstorm. She bristled. “Sorry, I flunked obedience school.”
“Sit down.” His jaw tightened. “Please.”
“How about uncuffing us first? They hurt.”
Zack’s teeth ground together, but he stepped behind her and opened the left cuff. Her cramped arms dropped to her sides, heavy handcuffs dangling from her right wrist. Kim did the same for Vanessa.
Zack nodded. “Now plant your butts.”
Delaney dropped into the seat next to the wall, Vanessa taking the one beside her. Kim snapped the free end of Vanessa’s cuffs onto the chair arm while Zack shackled Delaney to hers. He leaned close. “Kim and I have to attend a short briefing. Don’t go anywhere.”
“Ha, ha. Funny as diuretic punch at a nursing home party.”
Zack and Jason strode out. The door banged shut. Keys rattled and then the lock clicked.
Delaney turned to Vanessa. “You’re awfully quiet. And, yikes, greener than the walls. You okay?”
“Ugh.” Van slumped, one hand pressed to her abdomen. “I feel really squicky, especially after the elevator ride. I shouldn’t have chugged champagne on an empty stomach. I’m afraid I’m gonna hurl.”
“We’re talented, but I don’t think even we could wrestle our way into a bathroom stall manacled to chairs. Slow, relaxing breaths, girlfriend.”
Delaney’s gaze ricocheted around the space. Tall metal file cabinets loomed like sentries in the far corner, bare except for a pristine coffeemaker. The only other furniture was Zack’s desk and rolling computer chair. Naturally, the glossy desktop was clear, save for a ruthlessly organized in/out box, multi-line telephone, and a closed laptop.
Delaney stood and dragged her heavy chair forward. Straining against the weight, she ignored the stabbing pains in her arm to wrestle it around Zack’s desk. “Aha.” She grabbed his garbage can off the floor with her left hand, stretching on tiptoe to pass the container over the desk to Vanessa. “Here you go.”
“Thanks.” The gratitude on her friend’s face turned to horror when she noticed Delaney wrenching her chair closer to Zack’s computer. “Oh no! You wouldn’t! If you get caught…”
“Hello…handcuffed to the furniture here. I’m already incarcerated.”
“You always were short on patience, Lanie.”
She snorted. “We can’t afford to wait around for patience.” She booted up the unit. “Patience is useless, and screws you over every time. Besides, what difference does one more transgression make at this point?”
“Hacking into police files? Probably an additional five years!”
“Connor had a brilliant future at sixteen…scholarships, NFL interest, potential fortune and fame. He abandoned it all for me.” Delaney opened the laptop. “He sacrificed everything, worked his ass off doing menial labor to support us and never complained. Not once. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him.”
Vanessa’s complexion paled another two shades. “I know the hell you both went through as kids. And what happened to him last year was a complete screw job. But your brother didn’t sacrifice his future for you to throw yours away—”
“Ever heard of ‘don’t get mad, get even?’ Fate gave me this chance. Scoot over by the door and tell me when you hear Super Cop returning.”
Van moaned, but complied.
At least being a lookout hopefully kept her friend’s mind off barfing. Delaney pecked keys with her left index finger. One sure thing about stick-to-the-rules-players like Zack…they were predictable. Comforting in a strange way. During their thirteen month relationship, she’d always known where she stood. Even when he’d stomped all over her heart, he’d given her honest reasons.
Which hadn’t made his desertion hurt any less.
She knew enough personal details to figure out his passwords. After only four tries, she guessed correctly. “Got it!”
Van swallowed audibly. “Shh! Keep it down!”
“Let’s see what the bastards are hiding.” Delaney accessed the restricted law enforcement database and tapped in Connor’s social security number. Rapidly scanning the screen, she memorized the scrolling words without digesting them. Analyses could wait until later. She immersed herself in the avalanche of information, unaware of passing minutes.
Until one horrifying sentence stopped her cold, index finger frozen on the arrow key. She read it again.
No! Please…don’t let it be true!
Delaney, Rowan MacLachlan’s rolling burr suddenly warned inside her head. Shut the computer down, lass.
She stood paralyzed, barely able to breathe.
Delaney! Move! Rowan’s sharp mental thrust spiked pain through her temples, blurring her vision. Shut it down! Now!
She blinked, looked up. As the room zoomed back into focus, she started to shake.
“Delaney, what’s wrong with you?” Vanessa whispered frantically. Van had maneuvered her chair back into position and rocked it forward to slap Zack’s desktop, inches from Delaney’s immobile hand. All while Delaney had been zoned out—for how long? “I said four times, Zack and Jason are coming! I hear them talking, they’re at the door now! Shut it down!”
The lock scraped, and the men’s low conversation hummed through the frosted glass panel. The doorknob turned.
Pulse pounding, Delaney punched computer keys. “Not going to make it!” Without conscious effort, her mind reached out toward that deep Scottish brogue. “Help! Need to stall!”
“Stall how?” Vanessa hissed in panic. “It’s too late!”
The doorknob halted mid-turn. “Hang on,” Zack said. “I’m thirsty. I gotta make a pit stop at the water fountain before we go in.”
“Me too,” Jason replied. “That’s what we get for jogging five flights of stairs instead of snagging the elevator.” His voice grew distant. “Keeps you in shape, though, old man.”
Zack’s guffaw echoed from down the hallway. “Fit enough to save your rookie ass.”
Delaney erased all traces of her activity and closed the browser, then clicked log off. She snapped the lid shut.
By the time she wrangled her chair into place, her mouth was drier than a probate law textbook and a rivulet of sweat was trickling down her spine.
The men strode into the room mere seconds later. Neither wore a happy face. Zack’s attention arrowed to Delaney’s cuffed wrist. “What kind of stunt did you try to pull?”
Still in shock, she glanced down, surprised to see raw, bloodied scrapes around her right cuff. She felt nothing. “I…ah…Vanessa got nauseated, and I had to wrestle your garbage can to her.” Her foot nudged Vanessa’s, and Van clutched the can in her lap and groaned.
Jason leaned over Vanessa. “Do you need the restroom, ma’am?”
“Um…” Van eased her head up. “Just give me a minute. I think my stomach is finally settling.”
Jason left and quickly returned with a plastic cup of water for Vanessa, and a first aid kit, which he handed to Zack.
Zack freed and gently bandaged Delaney’s wrist as she battled silent agony. Not because of her injury. Other than a throbbing headache, her body was still numb. Connor. Her brother was in terrible danger. And unaware of it.
And she was either seriously sick…or losing her grip on sanity.
Jason unlocked Vanessa’s cuffs. “Ms. Clare, Mr. Dumont has been persuaded not to press charges against you in lieu of being cited for soliciting sexual acts. Since you weren’t in actual possession of the gun, and your fingerprints weren’t found on it, you’re free to go.”
Delaney surged upright on jellied legs. Thank heaven! “Van, when you get downstairs can you post my bail on the weapons charge? I’ll pay you back. Zack, I need my purse, my phone—”
“No bail, Delaney.” Graven-faced, the usually unfazeable cop clamped a not-quite-steady hand on her shoulder. “You can’t leave. I’ve been ordered to take you to Wilsonville Correctional Institution.”
Vanessa gasped. “The prison? Ohmigod, what happened in that briefing?”
Shock leaked through Delaney’s numbness. The new super-max penitentiary housed dangerous offenders and prisoners the court deemed likely to attempt escape. Who was pulling strings behind the scenes? And why? “It’s okay, Van.”
“I am not leaving you to face this by yourself—”
“Go. I’ll be fine, really. It’s easier for me to do it alone.”
Vanessa embraced her in a hard hug. “Is there anybody I can call, anything I can do?”
“Call Archer. Have him pick you up, then please go home and get some rest. And no more World Series today, all right?”
Vanessa stepped back, shot Zack a killer glare. “If anything happens to her, Chad’s isn’t the only grill my bat can dent.”
He visually returned fire. “I wouldn’t let Delaney get hurt.”
“Could’ve fooled me, you dick.” Van reluctantly accompanied Detective Kim out of the room.
Zack shook his head. “Sorry, Delaney.”
Just get this ordeal over with. “I know.”
During the taut thirty-minute drive, she listened to tires thumping the asphalt in time with her pounding head. Neither she nor Zack spoke.
Everything between them had already been said.
Her first sight of the forbidding gray structure was always of wicked razor wire curled atop towering walls. Spiked iron gates parted to let Zack’s Ferrari through, then clanked shut behind it.
Zack grimly escorted her through the main door metal detectors, down a passageway and inside a small “receiving room.” A stern female guard strode in, and Delaney propped her palms on the rough, cold cinder block wall to endure the by now familiar pat-down. The fact that Zack was watching this time made it only slightly more degrading.
Cleared, Delaney turned.
The guard pointed at her necklace. “Nothing around the neck. That has to come off.”
“Right.” When Delaney tried to remove the Celtic charm, she couldn’t. “The clasp is stuck.”
The guard circled behind her and fumbled with the clasp. “I’ll have to find wire cutters. Hope we have a pair somewhere. Wait here.”
“Officer...” Zack motioned the guard into a hurried, intense private conference. The only words Delaney caught were “Captain Luis” and “urgent.”
The guard brusquely strode back to Delaney. “Tuck the necklace out of sight inside your sweater.”
“I’ll be in the main intake area,” Zack said.
As Delaney preceded the woman down the long, dim hallway, she swallowed an icy backlash of fear. This definitely wasn’t routine.
She was ushered into a windowless interrogation chamber. The walls were gray, the temperature cold, and the cloying smell of desperation hung in the air. Two empty chairs flanked opposite sides of a metal table. The guard ordered Delaney to sit in the chair facing the door, then stalked out.
Shivering, she stared at the mirrored wall to her left. Goosebumps pebbled her skin. Who was watching, listening, on the other side?
She’d waited mere minutes when the door opened a crack. A burly male guard eased his head inside. Wary dark eyes assessed the room, swept over her. The guard withdrew. The door swung wide and Connor shuffled in. His wrists and ankles were shackled to clanking belly chains and he wore a prison-issue orange jumpsuit atop black slip-on sneakers.
“Connor!” Heart lodged in her throat, she shoved to her feet. Her arms ached to hug him. For the past year, she’d been allotted only a single visit per month with her brother. And always separated behind a thick glass partition, their communication restricted through monitored telephones bolted to the wall.
“Stay in your chair,” the guard barked. “Or he goes back to lockdown.”
Biting her lip, she sank into her seat. She studied Connor’s inscrutable expression while he shambled awkwardly to the opposite chair. Other than his dark chestnut hair, they shared a strong resemblance. He was awfully pallid – understandable since he was only allowed one hour a day outside in a tiny concrete exercise pit. But his lean body was still hard and toned. Not much to do in his ten foot square cell except read and work out.
Connor sat and the guard locked the jangling chains to a metal ring beneath the table. For an ex-cop who loved sports and the outdoors, having every movement, every breath restricted was the worst possible punishment.
Her brother waited until the door clanged behind the departing guard. “Lanie,” he growled. “What’s going on?”
“Ask your former partner, Benedict Walker. He was ordered to bring me here by your former captain.”
“Because they hoped you might listen to me.” Cobalt blue eyes, so much like her own, fired. “You were seen prowling around Judge Zinter’s beach house in Cape Hope this weekend. You were arrested packing my piece—without a permit. What were you thinking? Or are you?”
“Who told you? And why?” Though vibrating with fury, her voice stayed as low as his. This conversation wasn’t for the spying assholes behind the mirror. “What am I thinking? I’m thinking you trapped in this hellhole for twenty-five to life is a mockery of justice! And after ten months of investigation, I’m thinking I have a strong suspicion who framed you for narcotics possession, extortion, and murder!”
He blanched. “Tell me you’re not investigating. I warned you to stay out of it!”
“How can I?” She, who never cried, dammit, fought scalding tears. “Am I supposed to leave you to rot, after everything you did—”
Her brother bit off a curse. She’d always found it endearing that he tried not to swear around her. “I’ve said a million times, and now a million and one, the past is done. Over. You don’t owe me a thing.”
“You’re a decorated officer who risked your life to save so many others. You don’t deserve this. You’re innocent!”
“I am. But this is my reality now.”
“So you’re just quitting? I don’t believe it. Where’s the Connor Morgan who cleaned filthy toilets, and shoveled cement, and picked up garbage to put food on our table? Who started with nothing, and against all odds, earned admission to the police academy?” She swallowed the lump that threatened to render her mute. “You promised we’d never be separated, that you’d do whatever it took to give us happy lives.”
He spread his hands as far as possible with the chains. “Stop investigating and go live your life. Be happy. That’s what I want for you. All I ever wanted.” Urgency edged his plea. “You have to know when to fight, and when to cut your losses. We lost. Be smart, Delaney, please. I’m begging you.”
“I can never be happy when you’re locked up like an animal! It’s never over until it’s all over.” Her breath jammed in her lungs, and she paused to regroup. “And, oh, my God, I have to tell you what I found out—” She leaned farther over the table, and the necklace fell out of her sweater.
Gaze locked on the dangling charm, Connor went utterly still. “Where—” His whisper emerged a hoarse croak. “Where did you get that amulet?”
“A raven showed it to me, on the beach at Cape Hope. It’s pretty, huh?” It wasn’t the only gorgeous Celtic thing she’d found. “The guard wanted to confiscate it before I could see you, but it doesn’t seem to want come off.”
“I never thought—” His voice trembled. “Even after… I never really believed…” His entire body was shaking.
“Connor?” Delaney’s pulse kicked into triple time. Terror roiled in her brother’s eyes. Her brother, who’d remained calm when he’d been arrested, was composed throughout his trial, who’d stayed stoic even when sentenced to living hell in a supermax prison, was afraid! “What’s wrong?”
He inhaled unsteadily. “Have you noticed anyone following you? Has anyone…strange…contacted you?”
You mean like a mysterious Scotsman whose eyes change color, and who somehow seems to be able to get inside my head? She never could lie to Connor worth a whit. Her expression gave her away without a word.
“Fuck.” His fist slammed onto the tabletop, making her jump. “It’s all been for nothing! How am I supposed to protect you now—”
“Protect me? What’s all been for nothing?” Shocked realization punched into her, sent her reeling. “Is that what you’re doing? Did someone threaten me to coerce you to quit fighting to clear your name?”
“Lanie, listen to me.” The torment gravelling her brother’s voice, the anguish stamped on his beloved face, tore her apart. “I need you to promise me something.”
“Anything.”
“You’ve got to stop investigating. And no matter what anyone tells you, no matter what happens—”
He inhaled another trembling breath. “No matter what kind of freaky shit goes down during the next forty-eight hours…stay far, far away from me.”
Rowan MacLachlan stalked the perimeter of the mammoth prison, avoiding the watchtowers’ spotting scopes. He’d raided an emergency cash stash and bought jeans, a black T-shirt, and heavy boots that sheathed a tactical Ka-Bar knife. A long black duster concealed the new Beretta Storm stuck in his back waistband.
A hunter needed camouflage, and he hunted among unsuspecting mortals.
No use cloaking himself to get closer. At five hundred meters, his enhanced eyesight clearly saw details…and healing his internal injuries consumed all his spare energy. His long-term memory was perfect. He just couldn’t recall who’d recently tried to off him, or exactly why. Hell, someone—or something—was always trying to kill him.
Detective Walker had taken Delaney into the penitentiary over thirty minutes ago. For an untutored novice, she was surprisingly adept at barring Rowan from her mind. Although she couldn’t hide from him. Yet.
But Delaney Morgan was no average novice. Humans couldn’t feel the push when his Power touched their thoughts…and no one had ever connected with him telepathically. The bonny, spirited redhead also aroused dangerous desires he’d long-ago strangled and buried.
He shook his head. Been there, done that…this time he was bulletproof. Any time his cock wanted to take the lead, the echoing screams of his dying family would ice him out, fast.
Delaney was the key to his redemption, nothing more.
When he’d awakened on the beach and seen her bending over him, even his concussed brain hadn’t failed to recognize a rare Gift from the Otherworld. She didn’t seem to realize the talisman locked around her neck belonged to the Morrigan. And the vanquished goddess of prophecy and war possessed the only weapons that could avenge the savage betrayal of his Clan. His hands fisted at his sides. Overhead, the sky darkened and thunder cannoned.
His cousin Braden’s memory taunted him. A wee slip of that arctic control, eh, mo bràthair?” Rowan’s lips slanted wryly. He commanded his knotted muscles to relax, and the horizon lightened from black to battleship gray. Of his three cousins who’d been closer than brothers, Braden had experienced the harshest lessons in learning to maintain control.
With every heartbeat, Rowan’s chest ached at the barbaric deaths of his brothers-in-arms.
All his fault. A flood of rage forced a second thunderous blast. He would make self-appointed “King” Balor and his sorceress whore Ceard bleed thrice-fold for every murder. Or die trying.
Half a klick ahead, malevolence billowed off the structure in a cloud of oily smoke. The thick veil of evil nearly obscured random shimmers of power. But not completely. Delaney wasn’t the only mortal within who possessed the Aillidh. The Shining. However, hers was unique, and the strongest he’d ever encountered. The other lights were the customary nebulous white. Delaney’s aura glowed brilliant gold. Her pure burnished light had pierced his despair from thousands of kilometers away, enticed him to the rocky Pacific shore.
Rowan glanced up as a raven’s graceful silhouette swooped across the leaden sky. He loved Oregon’s green hills, rainy climate, and snow-capped mountains, so much like his native Highlands. Homesickness twisted inside. Too long since he’d set foot on Scottish soil. But nothing would be the same.
He was all alone now.
Besides, he had to stay because of Delaney. If she didn’t get help learning control soon, she could kill someone. Perhaps kill herself. Or if God forbid, one of the Fomorii obtained her powers... He shuddered.
Like his own, Delaney Morgan’s future had already been cast. They couldn’t fight destiny.
He stopped pacing and offered both palms skyward, chanting a refrain as familiar to him as breathing. That bitch Paiton had cost him nearly a year of imprisonment in a scorching hell on earth before he’d summoned enough of the ancient Magic to escape. How he’d longed for rain. His throat still burned with constant thirst.
Mist drifted downward to envelop him in cool, moist clouds, and he sighed. Delaney would break free from her prison soon—in every way. Then the final battle would begin. Only time would reveal the victor.
Rowan had less than two score of nights to make her his.
Before they were all damned.
* * *
Trapped inside the thick prison walls, tremors raced through Delaney as furious thunder clashed overhead. She frowned at her brother. “I don’t understand. Why do you want me to keep away from you?”
“I can’t explain and you wouldn’t believe me anyway. Go straight to Archer’s apartment, deadbolt yourself inside and stay there. No matter what.”
“And how long am I supposed to stay locked up?”
“Until he tells you it’s done. Promise me, Lanie.”
She fought suffocating dread. “Until what’s done?” There had to be a reasonable explanation. Life behind bars had made her cop brother paranoid, and she…she just had the unholy mother of all migraines. Migraines caused odd symptoms, right? “So Archer knows about this…threat?”
“Enough to keep you safe. Don’t trust anyone else.”
“Connor, we’ve never kept secrets from one another. Talk to me. Let me help you.”
Connor’s knuckles whitened on the rim of the table. His voice dropped to a mere breath and he leaned even closer. “Reach your right hand toward me, palm up.”
“We’re not allowed contact,” she murmured back.
“I need you to do it.”
Her brother was the one person she’d always trusted without reservation. Loved without limits. Holding his gaze, she surreptitiously slid her hand across the forbidden space between them.
His glance snagged on her bandaged wrist, and he stiffened. “Who hurt you?”
“Nobody. Just another chapter in Lanie and Van’s Excellent Adventures.”
His smile didn’t disguise lurking grief. “Keep having those adventures, okay?”
“I’m not a child any more. I’ve got your back. Trust me.”
Tender affection warmed those vibrant blue eyes. “I’m sorry, Lanie. I have nothing left to give you. Except this.” He quickly slashed his fingertip on the table’s rough edge. Murmuring a lilting language she’d never heard before, he grabbed her hand and painted three bloodied symbols in the center of her palm.
Delaney stared at her brother’s blood…marking her with symbols exactly like Rowan had marked the cabin.
She gulped. “C-connor—”
The door whipped open, banging into the wall. Three guards barreled inside. Two rushed Connor while the third blockaded the doorway. The biggest man unlocked her brother’s chains from the table, then they hauled him up.
“Dumbass move, punk.” The big officer grabbed Connor’s hair, brutally jerking his head back. “Playtime’s over.”
Connor didn’t protest. Didn’t utter a sound when they savagely jostled his body between them as they dragged him toward the doorway.
One of the guards tripped Connor with his own chains, making him stagger into the wall and hit his head. “Oops.” The trio laughed, but her brother remained silent. Former cops expected abuse in prison.
Delaney leapt from her chair. “He’s not resisting, don’t hurt him!” She rounded the table toward her brother.
“Stay back,” the door guard ordered. Lunging into her path, he shoved her, hard.
She stumbled, fell to her knees.
And Connor lost it. “Don’t touch her!” Even chained, he fought viciously. In the seconds it took Delaney to scramble up, he bucked off both officers, elbowing one in the solar plexus and head-butting the other’s nose.
The gasping guards dropped. The officer who’d shoved her charged Connor.
No! I can’t go through this again!
Delaney threw off paralyzing déjà vu and flung herself at her brother. He feinted left to dodge her, but she anticipated his move. Bulldozing him to the wall, she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Connor! Stop!”
From behind her, the officer thrust his fingers into her hair and yanked. Pain tore across Delaney’s scalp, involuntary tears flooded her eyes, but she clung to her brother.
“Lanie!” Connor snarled, trying to dislodge her. “Let go!”
“Won’t!”
Dark blurs shot past her peripheral vision as more guards surged inside. “Get her off,” a man’s voice yelled. “And take him out!”
The agonizing strain on her scalp increased. A fist rammed into her ribs. Her eyes slammed shut on a blinding flash of pain and rage. Keep away from my brother!
She heard screams, guttural grunts. Then the room went silent.
“Christ, baby sister,” Connor whispered.
Delaney opened her eyes. For a panicked moment, all she saw was blackness. Finally, her vision wavered into focus and she glanced over her shoulder. The stunned guards lay sprawled on the floor—several with blood leaking from their noses.
Scared and bewildered, she looked back at Connor.
He shook his head, eyes wide. “What have I done?”
Boot steps pounded through the doorway. “Get them both down!” a hoarse shout demanded.
“Need a Taser in room one!” another guard yelled.
Connor went rigid. “No! I’m rolled up, Boss. It’s cool. I’m rolled up.”
Everything’s fine. Delaney instinctively projected the thought. “Everybody relax,” she croaked.
Nothing happened here.
Sudden calmness blanketed the crackling violence.
“Step away from the inmate,” the first gruff voice demanded.
“Don’t hurt him.” Holding her brother’s gaze, she slid her arms from around his neck. “I was stupid. You stay smart.”
Still appearing dazed, he nodded.
She eased aside. Four officers crowded past to seize him, then muscled him around the other three guards who were just gaining their feet, and toward the exit.
“Connor!” she cried. “What I tried to tell you before— Your parole is going be denied next week.” She shakily blurted the rest. “And they’re taking you out of isolation and putting you into general population!”
He flashed a final, resigned smile, meant to reassure. Instead it broke her heart. “Doesn’t matter anymore. Love you, Lanie. What was mine now belongs to you.”
Then they dragged him from the room.
The rest of the guards staggered out, locking her inside.
Left alone, torment worse than any physical beating lanced through Delaney. Who knew when she’d be allowed to see Connor again? If ever. Grief punched into her. Damn you, Judge Zinter! You and all your corrupt flunkies can fry in hell.
Ninety seconds slowly circled around the clock over the mirror.
Shouting, male roars, slamming metal and running feet broke the uneasy silence. Alarm bells jangled, sirens wailed.
The female officer darted inside. “Inmates are rioting, they’re taking hostages! C’mon!” She grabbed Delaney’s arm and towed her down the corridor, back through locked thick glass panels, and into a receiving room. “Detective,” she yelled at Zack. “Get her outside!”
He snatched her from the guard and hauled her through more hallways, more doorways, the metal detectors, then out the front door. He didn’t stop until they reached his rain-dappled car in the parking lot. “What the hell, Lanie? You start a riot?”
I don’t know.
What had she done?
More importantly, how?
Freezing, she wrapped her arms around herself. If she could somehow inspire destruction, perhaps…
Keep my brother safe. She envisioned golden light surrounding him in a bright Kevlar shield. Protect Connor.
Her body temperature plummeted as the throbbing in her temples grew unbearable. She was so cold the misty rain felt warm on her chilled skin, wrapping her in a soft, heated cocoon. For a moment, she was comforted.
Aye, you’ll be all right, lass.
Rowan’s voice.
She snapped her head up. Was that him in the distance, silhouetted against the fog-draped hills?
Her stomach heaved, then she bent double and was beastly sick.
Supporting her, Zack held her hair back and murmured soothing words. Finally the horrible episode ended. “Okay now?”
“Yeah,” she lied. I might never be okay.
Zack wrapped his arms around her and drew her close. “Did they rough you up in there?”
All she could manage was a negative head-shake.
“Honey,” Zack said softly. “If someone hurt you, you need to tell me.”
The thick walls masked any sounds from inside. She prayed her brother was safe inside the rioting prison. “The guards abused Connor. I got stupid.”
“Did you see name badges?”
The quick glimpses burned in her memory. At her nod, his jaw tightened. “It won’t happen again.”
“You didn’t put yourself on the line for him before. Why now?” She shoved unsteadily out of his embrace. “Captain Luis told you to bring me here so Connor could order me to quit investigating, correct? Did you know they’re moving him into gen-pop? An ex-cop won’t live a week!”
His cop face was so good she couldn’t tell if she’d surprised him or not. “How do you know they’re moving him?”
“It doesn’t matter. Can you stop them?”
Somber hazel eyes darkened. “It’s complicated, Delaney. Listen to Connor and back off. Before someone gets seriously injured…or worse.”
After the past hour’s events, she was too afraid to verbalize her gut response to that. She clamped her lips together. If Zack had chosen the wrong side in this battle, he’d get his…along with depraved Judge Zinter and her crew.
Sadly, the utter depths to which humanity would sink was no longer surprising. “Just take me back to Central Precinct.”
Take her home. Rowan’s deep demand echoed around the empty parking lot. Drop the charges.
Delaney started. She watched Zack intently. How could he possibly not have heard?
“How about if I take you home instead?” Zack asked quietly.
“Did you…” She swallowed hard. “Happen to…hear anyone say something just now?”
His puzzled glanced roamed the parking lot. “Like who, my Ferrari?”
“Never mind. Why are you taking me home instead of back to jail?”
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll ensure the weapons charge is dropped—as long as you agree to permanently shelve your investigation. Deal?”
“Do I have a choice? Under duress, but okay.” Just another lie added to her roster of sins. She didn’t owe Detective Walker anything. Her limbs wobblier than Jell-O, she ignored his outstretched hand and crawled into the back of the Ferrari under her own steam. Curled on the midget seats, eyes closed, she gave into the agony pealing inside her skull,
That last goodbye with her brother had felt too eerily final. He’d bequeathed her all his worldly goods.
Every muscle cramped in rebellion. I will not cry.
Let me in, Delaney, Rowan urged, pushing against her bruised brain.
No! She blunted his painful mental thrust with dwindling strength.
Stop resisting, and I’ll turn your pain to pleasure.
She bit back a groan. Stay. Away. From me. Blocking out Rowan MacLachlan—or the illusion of him—was getting harder. And hurt worse with each strained effort.
Eventually, the car cruised to a stop. Zack’s door opened, slammed shut. Moments later, her door snicked open, and cool, damp air drifted over her. “Delaney, you’re home.”
She sat up and winced. The pulsing behind her eyes made black spots dance in her vision. Hopefully, Archer could make some sense out of all the insanity.
Again rebuffing Zack’s outstretched hand—she’d fall flat on her face in the street before accepting his help—she staggered to the curb in front of the centuries old five-story brick building. The entire bottom level encompassed Archer’s club, Starry Night. The building was rumored to be sitting atop one of the gateways to Portland’s infamous, supposedly haunted Shanghai Tunnels that catacombed beneath the city. Archer was slowly renovating the top floors into club storage and apartments.
“Delaney…” Zack licked his lower lip, and something that looked very much like regret softened his features as he reached for her. “I’m not the bad guy, here. Why can’t we be—”
“Only about ten months too late, and fifty grand in attorney’s fees short, Detective Walker.” She stumbled back another step. “If the next word out of your mouth is ‘friends,’ I will not be responsible for your dental bills.”
The heavy smoked-glass double doors exploded outward, and Archer stalked outside, long legs covered by his customary bad-ass motorcycle leathers, flawless café au lait shoulders bare beneath a white tank top. She’d never seen the man wear a coat, in any weather. “Hey, Del—”
He checked mid-stride, swiveling from side to side. His nostrils flared…a predator scenting prey.
Zack’s hand snaked inside his jacket and his gaze tracked the horizon. “You spot something?”
All the fine hairs on Delaney’s body tingled as she slowly turned to stare across the street. Indistinct and hazy, Rowan stood enveloped in a cloud of vapor. Watching her.
She tried to speak, to point, but her reflexes refused to cooperate.
Rowan met her gaze, shook his head in warning. Be ready, lass. Tomorrow it begins. He vanished.
Archer frowned. “Nah, it’s nothing. I’ve got Delaney from here.” His midnight velvet baritone soothed her raging headache somewhat. “Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out, Walker.”
Zack scowled. “I’ll check on Connor, and be in touch, Lanie.” He opened the trunk and returned her purse, minus the confiscated gun, before ducking into the Ferrari and roaring off.
“Archer…” Relief overwhelmed Delaney and her knees buckled.
“Hey, my girl.” Lunging, he scooped her up. The most ripped guy she’d ever known—at least until she’d met Rowan—Archer was also the most contradictory. His upper arms were immense, and his abs could probably break steel beams. His close-cropped hair and lethal umber gaze appeared intimidating, while his crooked grin was sweet and without guile. She’d seen him unhesitatingly flatten obnoxious mashers in the club, then gently comfort upset patrons.
“I can walk.”
“Humor me. I haven’t worked out yet today.”
As he strode into the club and kicked the glass panels shut behind them, Delaney slung her arms around his neck…and caught an envious look from a passing blonde on the street. Archer exuded barely-leashed sexual energy that lured both men and women like moths to a propane torch. But if he had relationships of either sex, he was extraordinarily discreet. She’d never spotted him with anyone. He was always alone.
“Had yourself one bodacious day, huh?” Scorning the elevator, he loped up three flights of stairs as if he was merely carrying a kitten, his booted feet pounding the sturdy wooden treads. “I repo’ed your car. It’s snug and sound in the parking garage.”
“Thanks!” She rested her check against his chest. “Just wait until you hear everything about my day.” Once, after Zack’s desertion to Phoenix had instigated a solo pomegranate mojito pity party, Archer had caught her sniveling in a corner of the nightclub. He’d carried her up to bed…exactly like this…and tucked her in. There were no sexual vibes between them. Archer had been remarkably wise and compassionate as a mere twenty-two-year-old when he’d taken in thirteen year-old Delaney and her sixteen year-old brother eleven years ago. No doubts, no questions, no strings.
He was the only one who knew the whole ugly truth about their past, and the trio shared an unbreakable bond.
Speaking of friends… Delaney shifted. “Where’s Van, is she okay?”
“Thelma is dandy. She’s snoring away on my couch. How about you, Louise?” His endearingly lopsided grin flashed in the dim light from the antique hallway sconces. “Your place or mine?”
He’d leased her a utilities-included apartment down the hall from his own top-floor penthouse for ridiculously cheap while she’d been paying for law school classes. The building was old, but loaded with character, and the two of them had had a blast furnishing her place in garage sale shabby chic. Archer, Delaney, and Archer’s assistant Rini were the building’s only tenants, and it was private and secure.
Since she’d tanked her career, Delaney waitressed for him at Starry Night in lieu of rent. Her tips kept her in gas and groceries while her days were free to follow leads on Connor’s case.
“Yours. You have better food. And coffee.”
Connor had cautioned her to stay close to Archer. Until she figured out what was going on, it wasn’t a bad idea. If, Lord forbid, she did have a brain disorder and suffered a seizure or something, at least he could call 9-1-1. Her arms tightened around his neck. “Archer, we need to talk.”
He glanced down at her. “So I gathered.” Not even breathing hard, he opened his apartment door and whisked her inside. He carried Delaney past where Vanessa slept on his plum velvet Victorian sofa in front of a crackling fire, and deposited her on a stool at the countertop eating area that separated the kitchen from the living room. “Van filled me in on her end. How’s Connor hangin’ in?”
“You know him, always trying to be upbeat for me. But it’s bad.” She clung to the shiny black granite in front of her, cold and firm beneath her clammy fingers. “The past forty-eight hours have been down-the-rabbit-hole strange. I don’t even know where to start.”
He stalked to the huge espresso maker that had more gauges than her car. When he turned his back to flip switches, she caught a glimpse of the elaborate red, yellow, and orange sun tattoo emblazoned across his left shoulder-blade. The one other thing he wouldn’t discuss, besides his last name. “Basics, first. When was the last time you ate? Real food.”
“Hey, Cheetos are soul food. And it was this morning.” In her car, after she’d seen the eerie blood markings Rowan had left on her door. Like the symbols Connor had put on her palm. She forced her right hand to unclench, and stared down at it. Shock stole her breath.
They were gone.
Her skin was unmarred. Even if the writing had smeared off, dried blood would stick in the creases.
But her palm looked perfectly clean.
The room tilted. What was real and what wasn’t? She didn’t know anymore. “Archer,” she whispered. “I have to tell you—” I found an amulet and a naked Scottish hunk on the beach, and then the whole world got wacko. She tried, but could not make her mouth work correctly.
Nay, Rowan warned. You cannot tell anyone! Especially not him.
Archer propped his elbows on the countertop. Behind him, the hissing espresso machine belched steam. “I’m listening.”
“I…um—” I know this sounds certifiable. The guy painted scary symbols on the door with blood. She struggled to force the words out, but couldn’t make a sound. And I think his consciousness has somehow merged with mine.
The pressure inside her skull hit excruciating levels, like her brain might explode any second. Her vision grayed at the edges. Dear God, was she having a stroke?
You’re absolutely healthy, Rowan’s lyrical burr soothed persuasively. Just inexperienced and exhausted. No use fighting it, luv, you can’t win. You need rest. Surrender to me.
Never! “I’m really tired,” she was horrified to hear herself parrot to Archer, totally against her will. “I need rest.”
Quit that! she screamed silently at Rowan. I will not be manipulated!
You want to obey me. Go to bed. Now.
Unable to resist the compulsion, she continued, “I’ll skip the food for now. And…just go to bed.”
Archer frowned, then shrugged. “Okay. Grab a nap in my bed. I’ll fix you something to eat when you wake up.”
Archer, help me! But like an obedient little automaton, she got up and jerkily walked into his bedroom.
Lie down, the deep brogue ordered.
She had no choice but to stretch out on Archer’s king-sized four-poster bed and cover herself with the downy throw.
Aye, there’s a good lass, Rowan purred.
Languid warmth flooded her limbs, infusing her with euphoric pleasure. Seducing her. Satisfying a deep craving she didn’t even know she’d possessed.
When the journey beckons, don’t be afraid to follow. Sleep sweet, Delaney.
Summoning her final scrap of strength, she flung out a mental slap. Go suck ditch water, Braveheart.
If only you knew… The last thing she heard was Rowan MacLachlan’s rumbling laughter.
* * *
Relaxed, rejuvenated, and slightly giddy, Delaney stepped out of the steamy, berry-shampoo scented shower enclosure in Archer’s luxurious bathroom. As she blotted her hair with a towel, dusky twilight clouds drifted past the fogged windowpanes. Geez, she’d slept four straight hours. She’d probably be owly until dawn.
She skimmed the towel down her body, wrapped it around herself, and then stood in front of the vanity mirror to weave her long damp curls into a French braid. Just as well, because it was going to take forever to clarify today’s events for Archer and Vanessa.
Delaney tensed, staring at the charm secured around her neck. She would tell them. Arms behind her head, she hesitated, listening warily for Rowan’s reprimand. The bathroom remained silent. Hopefully, the delusions had fled along with her headache while she’d napped. She felt mostly normal again, aside from the odd intoxicated buzz, but in the morning she’d make an appointment for a check-up.
When she’d awakened, Archer reported that Zack had called thirty minutes after she zonked out. The riot had been quelled, Connor was safe. However, inmates had managed to set fires in the prison and beaten and burned the warden and several guards.
Snatches of Archer and Vanessa’s conversation drifted from the kitchen, where they corroborated on one of his I’m-in-Paradise meals. Sustenance first, then she’d tackle discussing her Scottish SNAFU with her friends. Her nose twitched at the smells wafting beneath the door. All her favorites. Grilled wild salmon, herbed baby Yukon gold potatoes, fresh-baked biscuits, and asparagus. And…yum…Archer’s divine chocolate raspberry brandied flambé sauce to pour over ice cream.
Van had popped into Delaney’s apartment and fetched her shampoo, cosmetics, and clean clothes. Delaney banded off her braid, hung up the towel, and then shimmied into a lacy coral bra and panty set that matched her toenail polish. Leave it to Van to ensure she was color coordinated. She tugged on jeans and a sapphire sweater with ruffled fringe at the wrists and hem, careful to hide the charm beneath the neckline. After Connor’s reaction, she wasn’t taking any chances with Archer until she could explain everything.
Not bothering with makeup, she padded barefoot over the cool oak floors down the hallway and into the kitchen. Vanessa had also cleaned up and changed into a chic pearl gray blouse and black pants accented by yellow platform heels.
Delaney’s mouth watered at the plates of heaped food on the countertop “Hi, guys. Van, you feeling better?”
“Sure, other than a lovely parting gift from the Hangover Faerie.” In the midst of tossing a salad, Vanessa grimaced and waved her tongs. “And the temptation to return Juicy Jason’s non-official ‘how you doin’ message.”
“Oooo…Detective Kim called you to see how you are? On his own time?”
“Yeah. But since I’m one bad breakup away from turning into a crazy fat bitch with forty-seven cats, I’ve decided to join the Delaney Morgan just-say-no-to-men club.”
“You’re not fat, or bitchy. I might have to concede on crazy, though,” Delaney continued over Van’s giggle. “You’re also smart and gorgeous, and any man would be lucky to have you. Now is there anything I can do to help with dinner? I’m famished.”
Archer grinned. “Well, hallelujah, look who found her appetite. And you’re not a hot mess anymore.”
“Thanks, pal.” She blew him a kiss.
“You can get out the butter.”
“After that shot, I should make you fetch it yourself.” Chuckling, she opened the stainless steel door and scanned neat shelves.
Beside the platter of grilled salmon on the countertop, Archer’s cell phone vibrated and then burst into the Killers’ “Somebody Told Me.” It spun in a circle on the countertop, blaring.
“That better not be Rini bitching about the liquor stock downstairs again,” he muttered, snatching it up.
Head in the fridge, Delaney listened to him bark out, “When? Are you sure?” A brief pause. “Where?” Another pause. “On the way.”
Delaney emerged with the covered glass butter dish. “Problems at the club tonight?”
He held her gaze, bottomless dark eyes somber. “Brace yourself, baby girl.” As he shoved his phone into his pocket and clasped both her hands in his, her heart sank.
“Archer? What’s wrong?”
“Something’s happened to Connor. He’s been life-flighted to Sisters of Mercy Hospital’s trauma unit.”
* * *
Inside the hospital, overhead fluorescents garishly illuminated corridor after endless corridor. The smell of disinfectant layered over more sinister odors made Delaney’s stomach jitter.
They hurried to the third floor ICU desk where a nurse consulted her computer for interminable minutes. Finally, another nurse appeared and led them to a small private waiting room. She quickly departed, saying a doctor would speak to them as soon as possible.
“They said he was fine after the riot.” Gut churning, pulse raging, Delaney paced the tight space. “Where’s the doctor? Why won’t anyone tell me Connor’s condition? They sequestered us in a private room—this is not good!”
Van moved into step alongside her, tears shimmering in her eyes. “We’re here for you, Delaney.”
Archer stood sentinel by the open doorway, arms folded, feet spread. “Keep it together, ladies. Don’t go worst-case-scenario until we have to.”
“I need to be with my brother!”
“I know.” He nodded reassuringly. “If the doctor doesn’t show soon, I’ll track somebody down.”
Delaney paced to the window, staring into the gathering darkness below. Her focus narrowed on a tall, long-haired man dressed in jeans and a black duster lounging against a street lamp. She jolted. Even from here, Rowan MacLachlan was clearly recognizable. Was he stalking her?
Soon you’ll understand. He lifted a hand. Godspeed, Delaney. See you on the other side.
Again, as she watched, his form began to fade into mist. The other side? She spun. “Archer, quick! Come—”
A slender blonde wearing green scrubs and carrying a clipboard walked into the room. “Connor Morgan’s family?”
All else forgotten, Delaney faced the newcomer. The serious young woman meticulously shut the door behind her.
The news wasn’t looking positive.
Delaney swallowed hard. “Yes. I’m Delaney, Connor’s sister. This is Vanessa and Archer, our other siblings.” In every way that mattered.
“I’m Doctor Adams, a neurologist on staff here. Let’s sit down.” She commandeered the mauve-printed club chair opposite a small gray sofa.
A sit-down. Definitely not positive. Delaney woodenly followed the doctor’s lead and perched opposite her on the sofa. Vanessa flanked her on one side and Archer on the other.
“Your brother was brought in several hours ago.” Doctor Adams consulted her notes. “According to the prison, he was not involved in the riot, and behaved normally afterward. He spent the afternoon reading in his cell. He thanked the guard who brought his dinner and ate all of the meal. During a routine head-count around sunset when he didn’t answer the guards, they entered his cell to find him unresponsive and not breathing. He was given CPR and immediately life-flighted to our trauma center.”
“What the hell happened to him?” Archer asked.
“We don’t know. There’s not a mark on him. No masses or bleeding in the brain, no symptoms of infection, nothing irregular in his blood-work.” The clipboard pages fluttered down, and Doctor Adams looked at Delaney. “Does Connor have a history of head injuries, drug or alcohol use, allergies, seizures, or anything you can think of that would give us a lead?”
“No. He’s normally very healthy.”
The doctor’s mouth pursed. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid Connor’s prognosis isn’t good.” She rifled her notes again, and Delaney clenched her hands in her lap. “We’ve run every possible test. Full blood work-up, EEG, cerebral blood flow, an MRI, a CAT scan—” She rattled off an incomprehensible list. “Connor isn’t breathing on his own, his other reflexes are completely unresponsive, and he shows very limited brain activity.”
“I don’t understand,” Vanessa whispered.
Dimly aware of Archer’s arm sliding around her, Delaney made her numb lips form words. “What are you going to do for him? How do you treat this?”
“There’s nothing more we can do, except wait and monitor his vitals.” Sympathy stamped the young doctor’s face. “You should prepare yourselves for hard decisions…and if you have any other family, they need to come immediately.”
“So you’re just giving up on him?” Delaney’s nails bit into her palms. “No! That’s not acceptable. Connor’s strong. He’s a fighter, he’ll beat it.”
“You need to face the facts, Ms. Morgan.” Dr. Adams leaned forward. “Unfortunately, every medical indication is that your brother will continue to deteriorate. Again, I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, but in all likelihood, he’ll never regain consciousness.”
Hopelessness overtook Delaney. But only for a moment. “You don’t know Connor won’t wake up. You don’t know my brother. I’ve read about people recovering from comas after years.”
“Every medical situation is different. And your brother is not in a coma, he’s in a serious deep vegetative state,” Doctor Adams said. “Patients who’ve awakened from comas show far more brain-stem function than your brother. Connor isn’t responding at all—to any stimuli. The best thing for him, and for yourself, is not to cling to false hope.”
Delaney shoved awkwardly to her feet. “I want a second opinion. And I want to see my brother.”
“Certainly.” Doctor Adams rose. “I understand how difficult this is. I’ll arrange both.” She glided out.
“Connor wouldn’t just quit on me,” Delaney insisted to Van and Archer as they stood up beside her. “On us.”
Van patted her shoulder. “Of course he wouldn’t.”
“Delaney.” Archer’s voice was gentle as he reached for her. “You need to be prepared to accept…”
“Don’t say it.” She thrust out her hands, warding him off. “Don’t believe them. They don’t understand. There are weird details about our prison visitation I haven’t had a chance to tell you. Something’s not right. I’m not abandoning him.”
“Nobody’s asking you to.” Sorrow etched his features. “We’ll take as much time as you need.”
A gray-haired nurse leaned into the doorway. “Ms. Morgan? You can visit your brother whenever you’re ready.”
Delaney turned to her friends. “I have to… I need to… Can you just wait for me here? I– I need to be with him by myself for a little while.”
“Absolutely.” Archer moved to hug her, but she backed away. One touch, and she’d fall apart. She had to stay strong for Connor.
“Go ahead, Lanie,” Vanessa said. “We’ll wait.”
Delaney followed the motherly-looking nurse past rows of glass doors. Past patients who slept, patients who cried, past the rattles and hums and blips of machines attached to bodies invaded by so many tubes and wires they no longer resembled human beings. Desperation and pain hovered in thick clouds, making the air too heavy to breathe.
She knew which room was Connor’s because of the armed policeman stationed outside. Another insult to her brother, who’d already endured so many. The cop demanded I.D., and she had to fumble inside her purse for it, then sign a visitors’ log.
Delaney straightened her shoulders, slid open the panel…and tiptoed into the dim quiet.
Through the darkened window, lights in downtown high-rises glowed like thousands of eyes peering into the room. Illuminated by a low light bar over the headboard, Connor lay on the bed, covered with a white blanket and encased by railings on both sides. His eyelids were closed, a ventilator tube taped into his mouth. His face was an expressionless mask. IV tubing snaked from a needle in his left hand to a bag of clear fluid hanging on a metal pole. Beneath the faded hospital gown, his chest rose and fell with barely perceptible breaths.
“I’m here, Connor.”
The only sounds were the whooshing ventilator and the beep….beep….beep of the monitor recording his scarily slow heartbeat.
She stumbled closer, her own heartbeat thundering in her ears. The cloud of despair swallowed her alive. Only Connor’s body lay on that bed.
Her brother wasn’t anywhere in the room.
She knew it, as surely as she knew her own name.
Sorrow choked her. But then, her name wasn’t even her own, was it? Nothing in her life was really as it seemed.
No matter what kind of freaky shit goes down during the next forty-eight hours…stay far, far away from me.
“My God, Connor, what have you done?” Anger spiked hot and hard, eclipsing her grief. “I won’t lose you. Not after everything we went through, everything we survived.” She lowered the rail on his bed with a decisive thump. “You’re not walking out on this fight.”
What was mine now belongs to you.
“You’re mine, and I won’t let you go, do you hear me?” She grabbed his too-cool hand in both of hers and focused all her thoughts, all her energy on her brother. “Connor Eamon Morgan, where are you?”
The moment she made contact, her head started spinning. Then the room started spinning. The lights outside the window swirled past faster and faster.
Got bigger.
Closer.
Whirling, dizzy pressure built, smothering her. Slashing pain pushed against her skin from the inside out. A scream boiled up into her throat and stuck there, her mouth stretched in mute agony.
Gasping for air, she clung to Connor’s hand and silently challenged the roaring power attempting to tear them apart.
The only thing that can force me to let go of my brother is dying!
So Death came for her.
Giant black wings rose in the night sky outside the spinning window and beat against the glass. The windowpane rattled and screeched. Glass shattered. Frigid air and razor-sharp shards blasted into Delaney’s skin. The smell of blood clashed with tearing pain, and then Delaney shattered, too.
Broken into millions of molecules, she tumbled into the dark, icy whirlwind, over the window sill, out the opening. She went blind.
Falling, falling. Cold, blind and out of control.
Mid-air, she landed on downy softness…those huge black wings? Her broken essence was swept upward. She soared impossibly high.
Higher.
Ever higher, until she lost track of time and space. A tremendous sonic boom exploded around her, inside her…
And then there was nothing.
* * *
Delaney’s hearing returned first. Freezing wind moaned in her ears. Scraped her body. Laying flat on her back…where? Her fingertips twitched, and scraped powdery sand.
Forcing heavy eyelids open, she stared up at a leaden sky. Spent cinders whipped down and stung her chilled limbs. Groaning, she struggled to sit up and look around.
Her fingers dug into the powdery substance piled beneath her—not sand, but deep drifts of cold, black ash. She froze, paralyzed by fear.
What had once been a vast, mountainous area was a nightmare of scorched ruins. Black hills bristled with immense spires of scarred tree trunks. Jagged, charred rocks thrust out of the ash. Skeletons of burned bushes scrabbled in the bitter wind, wafting the stink of decay.
No sun, no moon, no clouds…just ominous gray overcast. No colors anywhere, except—whoa! She looked down. Her.
She was glowing.
Her skin cast a brilliant golden glow that radiated six inches outward. Toto, we’re not in Oregon anymore.
And what in the name of all that was holy—or maybe not—was she wearing? Not ruby slippers, for damn sure. A fitted strapless mini-dress of sleek black feathers, and black leather knee-high lace-up boots. An ornate dagger was strapped to her right thigh. A long black cloak and a sword rested beside her. Deadly in its beauty, the graceful pommel bore four glittering, blood-red garnets entwined with the exact triadic knot as the charm she’d found. The charm that still dangled heavily between her breasts.
When she touched the blade with a tentative, glowing fingertip, the weapon hummed, and lit up with the same golden fire. She jerked her hand away and the sword returned to normal.
She swiveled, studying the ravaged landscape. She must have passed out in her brother’s room and was having a nightmare. This is only a nightmare.
Or… The bottom dropped out of her stomach, and she shivered. Rowan had mentioned a frightening journey. The last thing he’d said was, “See you on the other side.” Maybe whatever had been causing her headaches and hallucinations had actually killed her.
Circumstantial evidence indicated MacLachlan was the Angel of Death. But at this point, she’d accept even his help. Rowan? She reached out with her thoughts. Hey, MacLachlan, I could use a hand. Are you around?
Nothing but howling wind.
Delaney swallowed hard. She’d demanded to follow Connor, and apparently had taken flight into his Xena fantasy.
Laughter bubbled in her throat. More laughter spilled out, then more. Until her sides ached, and tears poured down her cheeks…and the laughter morphed into sobs. Sitting on the cold, barren ground, alone and terrified, she suspected she wasn’t in fantasy land.
She was horribly afraid she’d landed in Hell.
Delaney bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. Suck it up. Sniveling won’t help anybody. Not you, not Connor.
Thoughts of her brother snapped her out of the funk. If Connor was here, it didn’t matter where here was. Her mission was to find him.
Swiping the back of her hand across her damp face, she scrambled to her feet. She snatched up the cloak and dragged it around herself, then fastened it at the throat. The opaque fabric, although only marginally warmer, disguised her shimmer from head to toe. When she tugged the hood over her head, she discovered a metal circlet firmly anchored in her hair, like a crown. The front banded low across her forehead, and felt like Celtic knot-work with a quartet of jewels. She’d bet on more garnets.
Sword next. Clumsy. But someone had left it for her, and she might— heaven forbid—need it. Too bad she didn’t have the vaguest idea how to wield one.
Delaney discovered a pocket inside the left flap of the cloak the perfect length to stow the sword. It slid in easily. Oddly light and flexible, the sheathed weapon didn’t hamper her movements at all. Okay, I’m in a strange dream world where physics don’t apply. But I’m already wearing the kick-ass outfit, and doing a firefly…so roll with it.
First priority, locate Connor. What worked before? Closing her eyes, she concentrated her entire focus on her brother.
With a heavy sigh, she opened them. Of course it couldn’t be that simple.
“I’m not scared,” she muttered. “I just hope there aren’t any dragons flying around.” Something had burned up the countryside.
A steep hill loomed on her left. From the top, she’d be able to see into the distance. She trudged through the ash, wary eyes on her surroundings, hand hovering near the sword. Where was the Tin Man when you needed him?
Or Rowan MacLachlan?
She gritted her teeth. You did not just go there, Delaney. A delusion wouldn’t save Connor. And she didn’t need a man to rescue her.
Nearly at the crest of the bluff, she stopped to catch her breath, and heard…rhythmic stomping? Was that marching feet? She crept the rest of the way to the top, using the boulders as cover. About to peek over, she hesitated. If her body was glowing, her face probably was, too. She rubbed ash on her hands, which toned them down a lot. Her face received the same camouflage, and she pulled her hood farther forward. Only then did she dare surreptitiously peer over the edge.
Her lungs seized. In this place where physics didn’t apply, she could see and hear perfectly from this distance.
A sinister black granite palace dominated the valley below, its immense courtyard surrounded by iron-spiked granite walls. A large army was assembling inside the perimeter.
Delaney blinked rapidly. But the illusion didn’t disappear.
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